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Chapter One

The scream tore the night apart. Ta-Thea sat upright, the sweat cold on her skin. Moonlight poured through the long windows on to the marble floor. The screaming came again, then a man shouting and a clash of metal. But it was impossible, here in the palace!

Habi would be terrified, he was only four. She scrambled out of bed and ran to the door of his room. She put her hand on the latch and pushed, but there was a weight against it on the other side. She could hear more shouting somewhere in the main rooms, coming closer.

She threw herself against the door. She could not hear him crying. He must still be asleep, but he would waken any minute. The door yielded about a foot. She squeezed through, bruising herself, then nearly fell. Blocking the door was the body of the nurse, her neck and chest dark with blood.

Ta-Thea felt a wave of shock overtake her, suffocating her breath in the desert night and making her heart pound so that for a moment she could hear nothing else.

‘Habi!’ She lunged towards the small bed. He was lying there curled sideways, still asleep. She bent over and touched him. ‘Habi,’ she whispered. She felt the warmth of his shoulder, then something wet and sticky. His whole chest was covered with it. She stared without believing. It was black in the moonlight, but half her mind told her it would be scarlet if the torches were lit. ‘Habi?’ Her voice choked.

She was still bent over him, frozen and refusing to believe,  when the outer door burst open, and light from the torches beyond fell across her. She turned slowly, too numb to be afraid.

It was Kol-Shamisha, captain of the Household Guard. His robes were torn and stained and there was blood on his sword.

She stared at him.

He closed the door and came towards her. ‘Majesty! You must come, now! You cannot help them. They are all dead - even the Isarch.’

‘Come?’ she said foolishly. ‘Where to? I can’t leave!’ She was still holding Habi as if he were alive. She did not lift him, some deep horror inside knowing his throat was severed.

‘The desert,’ Kol-Shamisha answered, his voice hoarse. ‘The whole city is in revolt. The palace is taken, but there may be people in the oases who will protect you. But you must come now.’

‘I can’t!’ How could she leave? There were things to do - she could not leave Habi . . . for some stranger to wash, to mourn and to bury. Only she could do that . . .

Kol-Shamisha moved swiftly closer and gripped her arms.

‘No!’ She tried to push him away.

He pulled her and she fought. Beyond the door the sound of shouting and the clash of swords grew louder. She heard the slap of sandals on stone.

He hit her hard, a single blow, and the darkness closed over her.

When she regained her senses they were in the palace stable yard and Kol-Shamisha was shaking her. For a moment she did not remember, then it came back like a torrent of sickness. She struggled to sit up and he lifted her in his arms. It passed through her mind with amazement how gentle he was, as if he were cradling a child.

‘We must ride, Majesty.’ His voice was low and urgent. ‘There are horses ready, one loyal groom, and the gatekeeper will let us out. We still have to get through the city. You must put on the groom’s clothes. And bind your trousers for riding.’

‘What?’

‘Clothes, quickly.’

She did as she was told, her fingers fumbling to undo the muslin of her embroidered tunic and change it for the rough cotton. Some part of her brain understood. Urgency and fear drove her even while a part of her still knew she could not leave.

‘Why?’ she asked, looking over his shoulder towards the towering walls of the palace against the moonlit sky and its blaze of stars.

‘I don’t know,’ he answered. ‘We had no suspicion, but it’s the whole Guard, much of the aristocracy and the army.’

‘Everyone?’ She was bewildered. How could it be that thousands of people she saw every day could have been feeling such a hatred concealed behind their smiling faces, their ordinary words, that they could rise and commit murder in the night? How could she not have seen it in their eyes, caught a thread of it in their voices? And Mon-Allat, her husband the Isarch . . . he saw ministers and generals every day, how could he have been so blind?

‘Hurry!’ Kol-Shamisha urged, pulling her towards the waiting horses. The noise of fighting was growing closer. There was little time. She climbed up into the saddle as one of the great gates swung open just wide enough for them to pass. Then she heard the clang as the keeper jammed the chains. It would buy them an hour, perhaps.

They rode close together through the wide streets of the city, its buildings tall and dark on either side of them. In the daylight one would have been able to see the squared pillars and the low relief carvings of battle and triumphant scenes on the rose and yellow sandstone walls. Now they were merely familiar masses against the sky.

They did not speak. Both knew that if they did not reach the western desert gate before news of the uprising closed it, they would be prisoners in Thoth-Moara, to be hunted down through the alleys, cornered, and their throats cut, like the others.

It seemed miles, street after street, their horses’ hooves loud on the stones, shattering the silence in the squares with their pools and quiet gardens. They passed covered markets and theatres and  a hundred different kinds of business and trade houses. Shinabar was the oldest civilisation in the world, the greatest empire. Even the rising power of Camassia did not yet equal it.

Ta-Thea saw the desert gate ahead of them at last. Kol-Shamisha put out his hand to take her horse’s rein and slow her. Then he went ahead and spoke to the gatekeeper. After a moment he passed something over, and the small door inset in the main gate swung open. She spurred her horse forward, suddenly filled with panic that the door would close and trap her.

Outside, the ribbon of road unwound across the desert as far as the eye could see, barely discernible from the sand that stretched to the horizon, its pale expanse broken only by the occasional dark shadow from a ridge or escarpment.

‘Ride!’ Kol-Shamisha ordered, urging his own animal into a gallop, his long tabard flying as he gathered speed. She obeyed with thudding heart. The wind was cool on her skin, smelling of sand and stone and the vast emptiness of the moonlit night.

She did not know how long they rode, or how far. Thoth-Moara receded behind them and was lost as they followed the dips and hollows of the old trade route west. There was no hint of dawn. The wheel of stars was still bright above but the moon was lower, the shadows longer, when at last they saw the first oasis, black against the sand.

Kol-Shamisha slowed his pace. ‘We’ll change horses here.’ He put his hand into the pocket of his tabard and pulled out a small leather pouch. He passed it across to her.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘All I could salvage,’ he replied. ‘Take it. You’ll need it.’

‘Money?’

‘The Isarch’s jewels,’ he answered. ‘Something anonymous from the Treasury would have been better, but there was no time. It was one of the first places they seized.’

‘You . . . you took . . .’ She stopped. Her marriage to Mon-Allat had been political, an alliance of two great families. He had had a mistress. But he was still her husband, they were bound by shared duty and honour, and friendship. ‘You took them from his body?’

His face was unreadable, half turned away from her, watching and listening. ‘Your family is dead,’ he said, his voice harsh as the wind across the rock face. ‘These belong to you. Come.’ He urged his horse forward again.

She followed because there was nothing else she could do. Mon-Allat would have wanted her to have the jewels. She did not doubt that, whatever he felt for his mistress. She had not asked if Arimaspis had been with him, and if she were dead too.

They entered the shadow of the oasis and threaded their way through the palms towards the pool of water at its centre. The surface of the water gleamed like polished steel in the moonlight. Four figures stood at the water’s edge, and behind them a string of a dozen horses.

Ta-Thea stopped. Kol-Shamisha approached the men and spoke for several minutes. He handed something to them then one of the men brought forward two horses. They were beautiful, slender-legged creatures, bred for speed and intelligence. Kol-Shamisha, a desert man before he had joined the Guard, had the love of them in his blood. He needed only a moment to know the worth of an animal. He nodded and led two of them towards Ta-Thea. She dismounted, waiting.

He was halfway across the strip of sand when shadows detached themselves from the trees and moved forward swiftly, soundlessly, and fell on the horse traders, daggers flashing bright.

Kol-Shamisha whirled round, one hand to his sword, the other slapping one of the horses so it moved towards Ta-Thea.

‘Run!’ he shouted. ‘Run!’ And the next moment the attackers were on him.

The horse loomed over Ta-Thea. She snatched at the rein and scrambled up into the saddle. Her first instinct was to turn and attack, but she had no weapon. Kol-Shamisha had told her to run. He was offering his life so she could survive.

She turned and spurred the horse away, feeling its strength beneath her, and its fear. They would pursue her, but perhaps they would be wounded, delayed long enough - for what? Where was she going?

She must rally resistance in one of the other cities. It was inconceivable that all Shinabar could have fallen. There were a hundred other cities, a thousand towns, and villages and oases beyond counting. She urged the horse still faster.

She had no idea how long she rode. Not once did she turn and look back towards the oasis. The constellations turned in the heavens, low and bright. The cold, clean smell of the sand filled her lungs and its sharp grit stung her skin as the tears stung her eyes. It was still dark. The moon was low but no pale wing of light marked the east.

The ground was rising a little. There was an escarpment of rock ahead of her. She slowed her horse to a walk and at the crest of the rise stopped altogether. She would be easily seen here. But then her dark figure would be seen against the moonlit ocean of sand anywhere. She made herself turn and look.

The road was as empty as the sky above. But there were a score of ridges like this one, with hollows where ancient rivers had scoured the rock. Even the great wind-driven billows of sand could momentarily hide a group of horsemen.

She turned and rode down the other side of the ridge towards an oasis dark in the hollow about four miles ahead. She was exhausted. Every muscle ached, but far greater was the void inside her, the blind, consuming loss. No physical terror or pain could dim the sight of Habi’s body on the white sheets and remove the smell of his blood in her nose and throat.

At last it was dawn. It came suddenly, as it always did in the desert: a pale light high up, then a radiance across the sky. In minutes the sun would tip above the horizon and the bleached colours of the night would vanish in blue and silver. Within half an hour the sand would be warm. In an hour it would burn.

She saw the figure when she was still a hundred yards from the trees, a woman alone beside a rough grave. She was motionless as the rising sun lit her, seeming unmindful of the sand whispering across her feet in the dawn wind. There was grief in her bent head and an agony of loss in her shoulders and the leaning of her body. It was as if Ta-Thea could see herself,  so perfectly did the woman mirror her own desolation.

She dismounted, leading her horse, and walked to stand beside her. There were no words to touch such bereavement. An answering silence was all that was possible.

The minutes passed. The sun rose above the horizon and poured a splendour of light across the desert floor.

At last the woman raised her face. She was not young. There was wisdom and experience in her eyes and an unanswerable sorrow.

‘You must have loved him very much,’ Ta-Thea said softly.

‘No,’ the woman replied. ‘No. I wish I could say that I had, but I did not.’ A smile like a ghost crossed her mouth and vanished. ‘Heaven forgive me, I did not even like him.’

Ta-Thea was confounded. ‘Then why . . .?’

The woman stared across the grave at the endless desert beyond. ‘I came because no one else did,’ she said, her voice very low. ‘He was shallow, grubby, and unkind, but no one should be buried without somebody to know his passing, and to care.’

Ta-Thea stared at the woman’s face, uncomprehending. ‘But why do you grieve so much if you did not love him?’ Surely only love could hurt this much? The pain of her own love for the lost was almost too much to bear, and there was no one else left who would mourn.

There were hollows under the woman’s eyes, lines around her mouth. ‘Because he had life,’ she answered. ‘He had a chance to be brave and to seek the truth, to honour and defend it. He had time in which he could have faced fear and overcome it; to know himself without deceit, excuse or self-pity; to bear pain without bitterness. He had days in which to laugh, to see beauty, to fill his heart with gratitude. He could have been kind and brave and generous.’ Her voice was very soft and she spoke slowly, as if even the words hurt. ‘Above all, there were people he could have loved, and learned to forgive. He is gone, and who is there in the world that is poorer?’ She looked at the grave, the dry surface already smoothing over in the wind. ‘Now all his chances are finished. Of course I weep for him!’

For a moment Ta-Thea glimpsed an untrodden region of the soul which dwarfed all she knew. The woman pitied the dead man not for anything that had happened to him, great or small, but for what he was, and even more profoundly for what he was not.

‘Then what was the purpose of his life?’ she said aloud. ‘Or anyone’s?’

‘I don’t know.’ The woman turned to face her again. ‘I wish I understood, but I do not. I can only care. Perhaps if I care enough . . .’ She left the rest unsaid.

Ta-Thea stretched out her hand and touched the woman’s arm, as if she would be closer to her. They stood together for several minutes, heads bent, looking beyond the grave at the restless grains of sand for ever moving in the sun. Then at last they turned to walk towards the edges of the oasis where the grass was rustling in the wind, already warm.

Ta-Thea took her horse’s rein and led it to the shade. She must care for it before thinking of herself; every Shinabari, Empress or slave, knew that. The knowledge ran through two thousand years of history.

She unsaddled the horse, rubbed its sweating body with a handful of grass, and was leading it back and forth to cool when she saw riders top the escarpment in the distance. They were her pursuers. She knew it as surely as if she had seen their faces. There was nowhere to run, and her horse was exhausted.

Now she, too, was going to die. The woman’s words burned in her mind. The ultimate tragedy was not to die, but to have had life and let it slip through your hands, day by day, unused, until in the end it was gone, and you had learned nothing, given nothing, left no portion of grace or love in any soul. What would she leave behind her greater than she had found or been given by fate? Whom had she loved, beyond the child of her own flesh, which any woman loves? What had she ever forgiven greater than the small things which came easily? What truth did she ever know with a white-hot passion of the soul, let alone defend?

The woman emerged from a mud brick house at the edge of the  trees and began to walk towards Ta-Thea. In her hands were a flask of water and some food.

Ta-Thea ran towards her, waving her arms towards the riders now clear against the shimmering sand, about three miles away and moving swiftly. ‘Get back inside!’ she called. ‘Quickly! It is only me those men are after.’

‘Who are they?’ the woman asked.

‘I don’t know, but they killed my companion and are pursuing me. Don’t give your life for nothing. You can’t save me.’

The woman remained motionless. ‘Why do they want to kill you?’

‘There has been a rebellion in Thoth-Moara. The Isarch is murdered, and all his family, except me.’

‘Go inside,’ the woman commanded. ‘There is water in the jar. Wash, braid your hair back and put on my clothes which are there. Do not speak, whatever happens! Do it!’

‘You will be killed with me!’ Ta-Thea protested.

The woman’s eyes blazed curiously blue for a Shinabari. ‘Then so be it! Do not make my choices for me. Now do as I tell you.’

Obediently Ta-Thea went into the small mud brick house and immediately saw the jar of water. She stripped off her groom’s clothes and her own shift under it, and washed the dust from her body. She did it mechanically, without thinking. She had no strength left to struggle, and perhaps no desire.

She was standing in the room, clothed in the woman’s plain white robe, when the men burst in, throwing the palm-wood door wide. There were five of them and they held the woman by both arms. Their faces were streaked with dust. The first of them glared at Ta-Thea.

She met his eyes and looked into the blackness of them and saw his rage.

‘Who are you?’ he demanded.

‘She is Mita, my servant,’ the woman answered for her. ‘She doesn’t speak.’

‘Can she hear?’

‘Yes.’

The man turned to Ta-Thea, looking at her closely. ‘Did you see anyone ride past here, or stop? Did you give water to anyone? A groom or a woman dressed like one? Answer me truthfully, or I’ll cut your throat.’ He ran a broad thumb across the blade of his knife meaningfully.

Ta-Thea shook her head.

‘She saw no one,’ the woman said coldly. ‘She was about her duties. She only came outside once, concerning the food.’

The man on the other side of her shook her roughly. ‘Tell us again what you saw! What are you doing here, anyway? Why do you live here?’

‘I live here because I choose to,’ she answered him. ‘I am a widow. I provide for travellers when they pass. My husband was a traveller on these routes. You are not desert men, or you would understand.’

‘Which way did the rider go?’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘Along the road towards the town, of course. There is nowhere else to go, unless you know the secret trade routes and how to find the hidden oases. Otherwise you could die in the heat.’

He pushed her and she stumbled against the table, then he swung round and left the hut, followed by the others.

The woman looked at Ta-Thea and held a finger to her lips, commanding silence until the men had been gone several minutes.

‘There are your clothes. Go and wash them in the pool,’ she said at last.

Ta-Thea understood. The men might well not have believed the woman’s tale. One or more might remain.

Slowly, with an aching body and a numb mind, she washed her clothes and then worked steadily at simple, manual jobs in the small house. At noon the woman ministered to her, gently and in silence. She prepared some simple food of fruit, cheese and bread for her, and water from the spring. Then, still without speaking, she poured oil and a sharp-smelling unguent into a shallow dish and anointed Ta-Thea’s blisters and abrasions, and bound them in linen.

‘Now sleep,’ she said gently. ‘I will wake you when it is dark. Your horse will be rested.’ She smiled. ‘Fortunately you had rubbed it clean and walked it before those men came. They did not realise how hard it had been ridden. I told them it was mine, and they believed me. That is when I knew they were not desert men.’ She looked at Ta-Thea. ‘How did an Empress learn about beasts? Don’t you have a score of grooms to do such things for you?’

‘Five score,’ Ta-Thea said blankly. ‘But my father was of the desert, and my mother of the sea. That is why I was chosen.’ She did not add that her mother was from the Lost Lands, those shores beyond the Maelstrom to the south of the Island at the Edge of the World, where not even the bravest Shinabari mariner dared sail.

‘Sleep,’ the woman repeated. ‘You will need your strength. Trust in tomorrow, and the years of tomorrow.’

 



Ta-Thea had thought she could never sleep again, but physical exhaustion covered her over like a drowning wave, deep as oblivion.

When she awoke the fire of sunset coloured the walls of the small room and the suffocating heat of the day was already touched with a breath of the dusk wind. She stared around her, sitting up slowly. For a strange, calm moment she could not think where she was. She was used to silence. The palace walls were thick and servants wore soft shoes. But the close smell of mud brick and sand was different.

Then she moved her legs and felt the ache of muscles, and it all came back in a suffocating sickness, a pain that took her breath away - the shouting, the blood, Habi’s small body curled over, limp and still warm. She bent her head and wept for him with terrible, rending sobs until she had no strength left.

When the sunset was over and the desert sky was purple, the woman came in carrying a lamp and set it on the bench.

‘Now you must leave,’ she said firmly. ‘I cannot come with you, but I can set you on the right path to find the sea by morning if you do not slow down.’

Ta-Thea had not thought where she was going, only where she must leave. Her flight had been blind. There was no future, only the need to know. Why? Was there any purpose to her life? Her child was dead when he had barely realised the gift of being alive. The man who lay in the desert grave here in this oasis had wasted himself. Was all life as futile, a moment of consciousness between one oblivion and another?

She could not believe it! There was too much passion and will in even the smallest of living things, too much caring. Surely someone she loved as much as Habi could not pass into nothing-ness ? There had to be something more, something that lasted.

A memory flashed across her mind, as vivid as if it had been real only a moment before: her mother sitting in the evening light with the wind coming in off the desert with this same bitter-clean tang she could smell now. Her mother had a piece of embroidery in her hand, but it was forgotten as she spoke of life and love, and a sage she had heard of on the shores of the Lost Lands, who was said to know the meaning and purpose of all things.

Perhaps there was such a man, and he could tell her what she needed to know. Perhaps he could answer the greatest question of all - why?

Ta-Thea stood up. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I owe you my life. I cannot pay you for that, but—’

‘No,’ the woman said quickly, her curious face half ugly, half beautiful. ‘You owe me nothing.’ A fleeting smile touched her mouth, unreadable in the lamplight. ‘My family has served the Isarch for years, for little reward. My husband died for him, and Mon-Allat never knew his name. That I would do this for you has taken my bitterness from me. Perhaps you have given me my life as well. Here is a chart of the way to the sea. Follow the stars, as the desert ships do. If you are truly your father’s daughter, you will be there by sunrise.’

 



Ta-Thea rode as the map directed, studying the sky rather than the ground. The woman’s face lingered in her mind. She had seemed full of peace as she had bidden farewell, as if the grief that had so  torn her and bowed her spirit only a few hours before had been eased from her. The meaninglessness of the man’s life who now lay in the hasty grave had somehow been resolved in her compassion for a woman to whom she owed only servitude.

Ta-Thea moved steadily north, disregarding the marked track and crossing the sand and shale, finding the way along gullies long dried out, and up ridges and escarpments rather than round them. The moonlight painted the desert floor with pale brilliance, blackening the shadows.

Towards dawn she saw a caravan moving slowly along the trail ahead of her, camels’ feet silent on the sand, lurching like tall ships, heads silhouetted against the paling stars. There was no sound but the wind stirring the sand, and the tinkle of camel bells. They were following a known track from the inland cities towards the great seaport of Tarra-Ghum.

Without thinking, Ta-Thea spurred her horse forward so she would reach the trail as they came level with her. She breasted the last shallow ridge and picked her way down the other side.

The leader of the caravan held up his hand and the score of camels behind him came to a halt. He turned towards her, his bearded face darkened by sun and wind till in the shadow it seemed ebony.

She rode towards him and stopped. ‘I travel to the sea,’ she said quietly. ‘May I journey with you?’

‘Why do you travel alone, woman?’ he asked, not harshly, but he would not be denied an answer.

‘My husband is dead.’ She found the words strange and hard to say. It was difficult to accept that the statement was true. She felt as if it must be a lie, an invention. ‘He was killed . . . yesterday.’

‘Then why are you here, and not at home mourning him?’ he pressed.

There was no evading an answer. The truth was best. ‘Because those who killed him would kill me also.’

‘Then ride with us,’ he replied. ‘We shall protect you.’ His answer was immediate and unequivocal, as was the way of the  desert. With a jolt of familiarity and loss, it reminded her of her father.

‘Thank you.’ She bowed her head in acknowledgement, and moved to the rear, to follow with the last camel.

Within an hour they stopped, just after dawn, to rest the beasts and to eat. As she was drinking, the leader came to her again. She could see his face more clearly now in the first light, hawk-like, high-browed. He squatted beside her.

‘We travel to Tarra-Ghum,’ he said so quietly she could barely catch his words. The others a dozen yards away could not have heard.

‘I know.’

‘You cannot come with us.’ His voice was final.

‘Why not? I ask nothing of you but to journey behind.’

He looked at her steadily, recognition in his eyes. ‘I will not give my men’s lives for you, Majesty. If we were found with you, we should all be forfeit. Eat with us. Take water. Then go your way.’

She looked at him steadily. He might pity her, old loyalties might tug, but today she was not Empress, simply a liability he could not afford. If they were found with her it would be a sentence of death to those who had trusted him.

So fleeting was the crown, the power, even the identity.

She knew that what he said was true. There could be no argument. It would be futile, and shaming, to try.

He looked at her in silence for several seconds, then turned and pointed to the horizon. ‘Follow the five ridges and you will come to the sea where you will find a small harbour. The mariners of the Lost Lands use it sometimes. They will not be afraid to take you. May your household gods guide you from yesterday to tomorrow.’ And he rose and turned away, walking with easy strides across the sand without looking back, his pale tabard fluttering.

She rode through the sunrise streaming azure and silver across the sky, and smelled the salt in the wind. When she saw the shimmering blue of the sea, it was full daylight and the sun was  already sharp and hot, stinging the bare skin of her face and so brilliant on the water it hurt her eyes to look.

She found a Lost Lander ship and paid for her passage with Mon-Allat’s gold finger ring. It was the least recognisable of his jewels, a personal possession, not part of the royal regalia. The captain did not ask any questions. If he knew or guessed who she was, there was no shadow of it in his face. She told him her mother was a Lost Lander and that her husband was dead, so she was returning to her people.

They set sail on the afternoon tide and by dusk Shinabar was below the horizon. Ta-Thea stood on the gently heaving deck of the narrow barque with its single sail, and was overwhelmed with an exhaustion of the soul so deep, she could imagine no end to it. Her aching body and blistered feet were irrelevant. She was as lost as this tiny ship on the ocean, with no land and no stars in sight.

On the second day, the numbness in her mind began to lift. Grief was a dull, constant pain within her and anger was returning. Who had done this thing? Why? Who had caused this unbearable hurt?

She stood on the forward deck, the salt wind pulling her hair, tightening her skin, and watched the ever changing surface of the water seething dark blue beneath her. Above, the blue cavern of the sky shimmered with light.

The ocean was an immensity she had never seen before. There was an unimaginably savage strength to it. Never for an instant was it still. In other circumstances she would have been afraid. Now her heart was too full of rage and loss.

Someone had let in the assassins. At night the great doors to the household were closed and locked, they had been ever since a jealous prince had attacked Dar-Somet II five hundred years ago. Who knew Mon-Allat’s habits well enough and was so trusted they could have caught him by surprise so he died without a cry? His mistress, Arimaspis? One of his body servants? Again the question - why?

Fury filled Ta-Thea but she was helpless. There was nothing  she could do. She stared ahead, gripping the railing with white hands, waiting for the Maelstrom she knew lay somewhere beyond, a vortex in the ocean so terrible that no stranger ever tried to sail through it. It had kept the Lost Lands safe since the dawn of time, a place of mystery at the heart of old dreams and fables.

On the twelfth day she felt a change in the air, a sudden drop in temperature, and she shivered in the sun. White crests curled on the waves and spume whipped from the tops of them. There was a clean, bitter scent in the wind.

‘Is that the Maelstrom?’ she asked, pointing to a thin veil of grey on the horizon.

The man nearest her straightened up, narrowing his eyes against the light. ‘Aye, that’s it,’ he agreed, shading his face with a gnarled hand, scarred by rope burns. ‘Reckon we’ll be there by tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow? Not tonight?’

He smiled at the impatience in her voice. ‘It’ll come soon enough, missy. You’ll smell the fear of it tonight. You’ll feel the sharper pitch of the boat beneath you and the prickle of terror in the pit of your stomach. It’ll be nought but a cold whisper in the dark night, but you’ll know what it means, and you’ll be in no hurry then.’

She did not answer. The sun dropped and the sky burned a dull red, angry and brilliant like the embers of a fire. The mariners stood double watch, sails reefed tight. They told wilder jokes than before and laughed too quickly, stood with bodies tense, eyes always to the westward as the wind grew colder.

At dawn Ta-Thea was on deck again while they reefed the sails still tighter and swung round into the wind. The ship strained and came alive, hitting the wave crests and plunging forward.

The captain advised her to go below, where at least she would remain dry, but she declined. She would be lashed to the stanchions, as the crew were, and see the Maelstrom, not hide in a cabin to be tossed around, blind, bruised and unknowing, as her soul had become.

He told her it would be unlike anything she could imagine, he  had no words to describe it. He could not see in her face that she already understood. They were closing on the Maelstrom and he had no more time to argue. He turned away to his duties.

The mist grew heavier, clinging to her skin in droplets, catching in her throat. She was bound at the waist, as were the mariners, and tied with double ropes to the deck stanchions. Even the mast might be carried overboard. She had seen two extra spars below decks and wondered what they were for. Now she understood. A shiver of fear passed over her, but it was physical only. In her mind and heart she welcomed the violence of the elements; it matched the agony of spirit within her.

They were heading into the veil of mist before them, the sun creating bright prisms of colour on its face. The water became choppy, but underneath it was a strengthening current, carrying the boat forward with increasing speed.

Ta-Thea could feel the power of the sea in the straining of the timbers beneath her, the tight canvas pulled to whipping, the high-pitched wail of the wind in the ropes. It was exhilarating. Her blood beat faster. She saw the men staring with wide, fixed eyes, their knuckles white where they clung to the rails.

Minutes passed, and she became aware of a roar, deeper-throated than the wind or the hiss and crash of water. It was a vast background thunder growing steadily louder as they were drawn towards it. The waves became steeper, the white tops brilliant in shafts of light, sheer sides translucent.

Then suddenly with a great kick the boat leaped and was caught in seething, swirling water. They were in the hollow of a howling tunnel as the ocean hurled itself from the depths in shining, pellucid towers of every shade of blue and green. It was the most beautiful and fearful thing Ta-Thea had ever seen. It was a primeval fury of nature, creation itself in the grasp of an unendurable passion. Light was caught glittering in dazzling mountains of glass, toppling, overbalancing, and spewing out sheets of smothering foam, blinding white. The noise was indescribable. It crashed and roared and screamed, obliterating every other sound.

She was drenched to the skin. Her clothes were ripped by the almost living power of the water. She was stung raw and bruised. The wet ropes tore at her skin till her wrists bled. She gasped for breath between the deluging waves, her lungs bursting, fighting, thinking it would never end. But even the withering shock of the cold could not blind her to the Maelstrom’s awful beauty, nor could the fear of it make her look away.

For an hour that seemed like a lifetime they were sucked through the heart of the Maelstrom, then hurled out the far side into bright sunlight, terrified and exhausted. Only a sullen roar was audible behind them, like an unforgettable beat in the blood.

The captain himself came to unlash Ta-Thea. His face was lined with weariness, his clothes were stuck to his skin, as were hers, frayed by the repeated drenching and battering of the sea.

He met her fierce black eyes and saw pride in them, and also vulnerability, and perhaps he guessed the fear and the grief. He smiled and said nothing, but there was respect in his manner, and he untied the ropes gently.

‘Thank you,’ she said simply, biting her lips against the pain.

He nodded.

She went below to her small cabin and dried herself. Then she crept into the bunk, pulled the rough blankets up to her neck and sank into a sleep as deep as the dark ocean floor.

The piercing cry of seabirds woke her. It was late afternoon and the boat was barely moving. Ripples whispered against the hull. She sat up slowly, seeing the patterns of light on the walls through the thick glass porthole. Her body ached in every muscle. She was bruised and her waist and her wrists were raw from the rubbing of wet ropes. Even the touch of cloth against them shot pain through her.

She rose and dressed in the robe the woman at the oasis had given her, and climbed up to the deck, her hands shaking as she gripped the rail of the ladder. She had reached the end of her journey, her mother’s land which she had heard of a hundred times in childhood tales but never seen. All the past, her own life and love in Shinabar, had been torn away as one pulls up and  burns a weed, destroying the future. This was a bright link with the past. It was somewhere she might make a place for herself where she could belong.

She stared around her. They were anchored in a small harbour amid ships of rich, dark colours, hulls of russet and chestnut wood, some dark as sable. The colours of the furled sails were as soft and hot as the desert sands at sundown: ochres and golds, burning browns, here and there daubs of vermilion.

Beyond the blue water she saw the town of Orimiasse, built of stone, bleached or lime-washed white. Narrow streets sloped up the hill. There were flights of steps, arches covered in vines with bright purple flowers as thick as leaves, and across them from window to window fishing nets hung to dry. All around her was the smell of salt, the cry of gulls and the shifting, moving reflection of sunlight on water.

She thanked the captain and bade him farewell, then she boarded a small boat and was rowed ashore. She set foot on the wooden pier with an almost dizzy sensation. Imagination and reality blended in damp wind cool to the skin and the firm feel of land beneath her feet. There was nothing of the stillness of the desert here, the place was noisy and bursting, and the brilliance of the sun brought none of the hard, searing heat she was used to.

She walked slowly along the quay and into the narrow seafront street. Men and women passed her going about their tasks, carrying nets and bales of cotton, strings of vegetables, baskets of fish. Ships were being loaded and unloaded, rigging mended, merchandise argued over. She looked at them curiously. They were a fairer people than the black-haired, black-eyed Shinabari. Their faces were softer. Some of them had grey or sea-blue eyes. Memories of her mother awoke with a sweetness that overwhelmed her. She stood still, the pale buildings swimming around her, the filigree patterns of the nets on the stone merging until she could no longer see their edges.

She had lost her own child. This was the home of half her ancestry. The cry of the blood should be here.

‘Are you looking for someone?’ It was a woman’s voice.

‘What?’

‘Are you looking for someone?’ the woman repeated, concern puckering her brow.

No Shinabari assassin would be pursuing her here. ‘Yes,’ Ta-Thea said eagerly. ‘I seek my mother’s family. She came from Orimiasse.’

The woman looked at her doubtfully but without suspicion. Ta-Thea’s foreign, desert face was clear for anyone to see.

‘Her name?’ she asked quietly.

‘Tamar of Orwen.’

‘Oh . . .’ The woman’s face softened. Her dark blue eyes smiled. ‘Ah, yes. A prince of Shinabar came here nearly forty years ago. They fell in love, and he would not leave without her. He was your father?’

‘Yes.’ In spite of herself, Ta-Thea’s heart was racing. Her fingers were stiff and the blood was pounding in her head. ‘Can you tell me where I can find those of my mother’s people who still live here?’

The woman guided her willingly, and within an hour Ta-Thea was being made welcome in a high-towered house whose walls were a pale peach colour in the reflected sunset.

It was the house of her mother’s elder brother. His hair was streaked with white and his eyes as grey as the clouded sea. He spoke softly, but there was a sudden laughter in him, and he masked his opinions for no one. His wife was less open. What was hidden in her nature was too deep to be learned in days, or even weeks. Neither of them pressed Ta-Thea for an account of her journey. They did not even ask her why she had come to the Lost Lands. Perhaps her presence in their house was answer enough.

She was grateful for their kindness, but for days she felt a loneliness so great it was all she could do not to weep. She wished to be alone to give way to the torrent of emotion inside her, and yet she also sought company to keep her thoughts at bay.

She walked where her mother had walked before her, saw and touched the things she had, feeling her presence close, the only tie  left with love. She wandered along the shore and knelt at the tidal pools where marvellous creatures of every imaginable shape swam, all so small she could have held them in her cupped hands. Later she climbed the cliff tops and stood in the hollows where the sea pinks blew in the wind. She drew in great breaths of air so sweet she thought that as long as she lived the cry of gulls would bring it back to her mind.

She stared at the horizon. It was the edge of the world. No man knew what lay beyond it. It was like the rim between life and eternity. She looked down a thousand feet to where the waves broke with a force that sent white spume fifty feet up into the air, dazzling in the sun, then fell back again into the cauldron of the blue-green water seething below.

Other days she walked along the pale sand on the lea shore amid the sweet, clinging scents of yellow sea lupins and wild asphodel and watched the light shimmering through the clear, shallow water.

Eventually she was ready to seek the priest and perform the ceremony to honour the dead. She could not do it in the Shinabari way. There was no one here who understood it. But then Shinabar had betrayed the dead.

She found the priest in a headland overlooking the town. He was an elderly man, with a broad forehead and thin white hair which was tousled by the sea wind. There was a mildness in his features as he listened to her, the look of a man who was not placid by nature but who has learned patience and conquered self-will.

‘I will take you to the Garden of Shells,’ he said gently, grief and compassion in his eyes after she had told him her purpose. He turned and walked up the long path that climbed the western cliffs overlooking the last sea. His twilight blue-grey cloak fluttered as the wind caught it and his sandalled feet were silent on the warm earth.

She followed him steadily higher and higher in the sun and the wide sky. The grasses caught at her ankles. The air smelled unlike anything she had known before. It was at once bitter and fragrant.

At last they came to the crest of a hill whose face had been sheered away by the tides of eternity, falling in a giant wall down to the sea that bounded the world. She looked down in amazement. In a shallow dip, a few steps below, nestled a garden not of flowers but of pieces of ancient wood bleached by sun and scoured by salt into bone-pale beauty and subtle shape, and smooth as ivory. Between them lay a myriad shells, each one perfect, in every shade of the sky from the pearl of dawn through the fire of sunrise to the violet of night. Each was half of a bivalve; not a single pair was complete.

The gulls wheeled and cried above, soaring in the currents of air, wings white against the burning blue of the sky. Far below them the surf boomed and echoed on the rocks, half lost in the singing of the wind. From the folds of his robes the priest took a linen bag and thrust his hand into it. He brought out eight perfect bivalves, spread wide like frozen butterflies.

‘Tell me of those you loved,’ he invited her. ‘What in them was most beautiful to you, and most precious?’

She began with her mother. This was her place. A hundred things came to mind, both of joy and of sorrow, her delight in the loveliness of the tiny things of the world, the light in the dewdrop, the petals of a flower. Her laughter at the absurd rang like a paean of belief in life. But one virtue outshone all others: courage.

‘She taught me,’ said Ta-Thea, ‘that if you do not have courage, all other virtues may be lost, because you cannot keep even love if you are not prepared to fight for it, to endure the hurt it brings, and hold on, no matter the cost.’

‘Then tell me what gift you will give to mankind in her name.’

Her mind reeled. It was utterly beyond what she had imagined. No Shinabari priest would have asked such a thing. He would have spoken of rituals, orisons. But there was a purity in this that was intensely satisfying. Gradually a slow, sweet peace spread inside her.

He saw her silence and understood it.

‘Then give your time to the weary, the sick, the maimed in mind or body,’ he said gently. ‘Serve them one day for each new  moon, in your mother’s memory. Mourn with those who mourn, keep watch with those who are alone, and listen to their tale. Covenant with me here in this place that you will do so.’

‘I do!’ she answered without hesitation.

He held out a handful of shells, delicate, perfectly formed and polished clean. ‘Choose one.’

Her eyes moved swiftly over them all. There was one, cold, clean pink, and translucent at the edges. She touched it. ‘That one.’

‘Take it,’ he instructed. He produced a metal instrument like a stylus. ‘Write your mother’s name on one half, and your own on the other.’

She was reluctant to mark the smooth surface, but she did as she was commanded, then looked up, waiting.

‘Break it in half,’ he told her. ‘Cast the half with your mother’s name into the eternity of the sea, and place the half with your own name in this garden, where it will remain, and your covenant with it.’

She held the shell for a moment in the palm of her hand, then obediently she broke it. She drew her arm back and launched the half bearing her mother’s name as high and as wide as she could. Its tiny gleam of white flashed up in a brief arc against the blue void of the sky, then was lost. She placed her half in the shell garden, close to a piece of driftwood like the flying mane of a horse.

She repeated the act for Mon-Allat, then for Habi, placing his small, golden shell beside the pink one, for him promising to nurture everything new and young, to be tender to the innocence of all beginnings. Then she and the priest turned and walked back over the headland and down towards Orimiasse.

 



The days passed more and more easily. The narrow streets of the town became familiar with their sudden flights of steps, the nets strung across to dry casting intricate shadows on the soft coloured walls, and the sharp smell of salt. The pain of grief did not go, but it became less sharp. She found companionship and much to  learn. There was a deep comfort in growing close to the other half of her heritage. With every passing day she felt a deepening of the bond between her mother and herself.

At an evening gathering a month after she had arrived, a Lost Lander man, about ten years older than herself, with wind-burned skin and a high, arrogant face, interrupted something she was saying and made a patronising joke, very much at her expense.

There was a moment’s discomfort at his rudeness before conversation resumed. With violence as sudden as lightning she remembered who she was. As Empress of Shinabar no one alive would have dared argue with her, let alone contradict her in public, and laugh about it. How had she so far forgotten herself, her identity, as to allow this to happen? Had she become so numbed by comfort she had abandoned her dreams, her need to know? The kindness of the Lost Landers had almost smothered her.

The following morning she began her search for the sage of her mother’s tales. It was mid-afternoon when an old woman told her to go over the headland along the bay to the leeward. She would find a lone house among the dunes.

As the sun turned gold and the shadows softened, Ta-Thea climbed high up the steep face of the hillside beyond Orimiasse. The windswept grass was dry, salt-whipped and starred with small, scentless flowers. Ahead of her was the gentle curve of the bay with its blue-green water paling limpid to the long reaches of the sand, and over the northern horizon lay the Island at the Edge of the World.

She was wearing a cloak of Lost Lands silk, indigo as the twilight sky over the desert. She wrapped it closer about her; up here the air was cool and the soft silk was warm on her shivering arms.

She walked steadily past many houses, then for a space through the dunes and the sea lupins, petals luminous in the fading light. The last house, far beyond the others, was low down by the shore, too close to the water for vines to grow. There were only sea pinks, tide-washed stones and driftwood scrubbed white.

She hesitated before knocking on the door, afraid now that she was on the brink of committing herself. What would she have left if the sage had no answers? What if he was an ordinary man with nothing but dreams and questions, like everyone else? It would almost be better to stay here in the wind and the sun’s afterglow, hearing the water hiss on the wet sand and in the distance the high, harsh cry of the gulls as they rode the currents of the air.

This was her mother’s land. She could hear her voice in the murmur of the sea.

Now that the cup was at her lip, it was the coward’s way not to taste the answer, bitter or sweet. She rapped on the weathered board, bruising her knuckles.

It swung open and an old man, the dome of his skull walnut brown, peered up at her with eyes as blue as the sea, and as blind. His face was seamed with wrinkles, but they formed an expression of gentleness so intense it had a beauty beyond that of youth, or shape, or colouring. His was a soul that had suffered and not lost the power of love, a spirit that had travelled far, endured, and found peace. Ta-Thea knew her journey had not been in vain.

Wordlessly he invited her in, and she followed him to a small room that opened on to the sand and the sea. It was decorated with a single fishing net hung over the inner wall, but of a finer mesh than those of Orimiasse. In its folds were caught the weeds and flowers and shells of the ocean, their forms as varied as the imagination could conceive.

‘What is it you seek?’ he asked in a voice little more than a whisper, so cracked was it with age and disuse.

‘Everyone I loved is gone, everything I thought I knew,’ she replied simply. ‘I want to know if there is any meaning in life. Why do I exist? Who am I?’

‘So you want to know all things?’ His head was a little to one side, as if he strained to hear what he could not see.

‘Yes.’

‘How much do you want it?’ he asked. ‘More than anything else, more than everything?’

She was startled, but she answered after only seconds of  thought. ‘What use is anything without it? Everything built on a lie must perish. Who am I?’

‘Oh, child.’ He shook his head slowly, but there was a smile on his lips. ‘Truth does not come without cost - terrible cost. Are you willing to pay the price of it? The war in heaven is as old as time and the great enemy himself will strive with all his power against you. But God will hold you in His hand, and your name will be written in His heart.’

She gulped. Fear touched her soul. Why was it of such tremendous price? What was this enormity she sought? To know the mind of God!

Her words were barely a whisper in her throat. ‘Yes . . . I am.’

His smile was like love itself. ‘Then go to the shore, there.’ He pointed out to the pale stretch of sand where it stretched down to the water. ‘Go there and wait, past sunset and moonrise, all night while the stars wheel round the world, and out of the dawn will come the first step towards truth. Now go, and prepare your soul.’

‘Thank you,’ she whispered, then did as she was bidden. She stood on the shore while the last gold faded from the air and the sky deepened from brilliant blue to indigo over the arch of heaven, leaving the sea pellucid green in the afterglow. The air cooled and smelled salt and sharp. For a moment the foam at her feet was pearl, then the colour ebbed and the first stars glittered far above her.

She shivered in the chill breath of the ocean and held the blue cloak close round her body. The moon rose and sailed calm and silver across the heavens till it, too, set. The tide retreated leaving wave-ribbed sand where shallow pools shone pale. All night there was no sound but the hiss and ripple of water, but always she looked to the horizon.

Dawn came as a high arc of light like a bird’s wing over the east, then suddenly a silver bar, brilliant, hurting the eyes, and outlined black against it the mast and single sail of a skiff.

She watched it, standing rigid, uncaring of the cold sea foam licking around her feet. The east burned with luminous colour, broadening until the whole face of the sea was spread with cold  blue before the white fire of sunrise. All the time the skiff came closer until at last it grounded on the sand and a lone mariner stepped out and walked towards her. He was slender and dark. At first, from the ease of his step, the beauty of his hands, she thought he was young. Then as she gazed at him she saw the wisdom in his face, the understanding, and in his eyes the knowledge of a man who has seen heaven and hell, and will bear them both.

‘Are you sure?’ he said softly.

‘Yes,’ she answered. ‘I am sure.’

He held out his hand to her. ‘Then come . . .’




Chapter Two

Ta-Thea watched the mariner without speaking. The purple sails billowed in the wind and he stood in the stern of the boat, feet astride, balancing, the fine ropes held hard in his hands. The hull lifted and cut the water, gathering speed. His face was intent, his dark eyes watching the canvas, the swing and shift of the yards. There was a joy inside him as though he rode the wings of a bird and was at one with it.

She did not ask him where they were going. Words would be a clumsiness in the luminous stillness of the dawn where the sea was shot with silver as the sunlight fell in brilliant bars between the darkness of cloud shadows. The sky arched above them in a measureless dome, luminous, wind-scoured, as the last vestiges of night fled westward.

She was content to wait. She sat low in the boat, staring ahead of her as the sun rose. The sky and the sea became a burning, cobalt blue and the warmth gradually eased the chill from her. She let go of her silk cloak. The motion of the boat was slight, no more than a rocking, and without intending to she sank lower and lower until she slipped down on to the boards and fell asleep in the sun.

She awoke with a start. Her cloak had been tucked gently round her and something placed under her head for a pillow. She sat up, embarrassed. The mariner was seated in the stern, the ropes still in his hands. The sun was low in the west behind him.

‘I’m sorry!’ she said hastily.

He smiled. ‘Why?’

‘I fell asleep . . .’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ His smile widened. ‘My name is Ishrafeli.’

She pushed her hair back from her brow, thick and black as night. ‘I am Tathea.’ She robbed it of its Shinabari accent. For a little while longer she wanted that anonymity. Should she tell him more, that only a short while ago she had been an Empress? That assassins had slaughtered her family, her child, and she had been driven out of her land? It was part of who she was, of all her needs and reasons. But it was too painful to say. Words made it real, and here in this shining silence she could forget.

‘I know,’ he said.

She did not ask how, but an awe settled over her and she said no more.

Eventually land appeared ahead of them, a high headland crowned with ancient silver-grey trees. They sailed wide round it and past the long breakwater into a harbour scattered with ships. Beyond the harbour a city lay spread out in the fading light, pale-pillared, clean-lined façades, flights of wide steps. It was smaller than the Shinabari equivalent, built on a more intimate and human scale, as if it was to be loved rather than feared.

They passed a broad-bellied cargo ship lumbering out on the evening tide, mariners heaving on the yards to catch every breath of wind. Fishing skiffs plied back and forth, dark nets trailing. A trimaran swept past them, oars dripping three tiers of liquid gold in the setting sun.

Ishrafeli was busy hauling down the sail and reefing it to the boom. She would have helped, but she had no idea how. She knew horses and the desert, something of law and judgement, certainly of political wisdom, but nothing of the sea.

When the skiff was made fast, he stepped ashore, offering her his hand, and she followed him along the quay past merchants and fishermen into the busy streets. The city was as beautiful as it had seemed from afar. There was a grace in it unlike anything she had seen before, a simplicity of proportion that gave every aspect a unique value. Private and public buildings seemed to have been created with equal care. In open squares and colonnaded streets  there were places for people to gather at ease, with fountains for the thirsty to drink at. One or two seemed in need of repair, worn by long use. Here and there with sudden sadness she saw cracks and missing stones.

Through archways she glimpsed gardens of such loveliness she longed to stop and go into them. Only fear that Ishrafeli might leave her behind prevented her. Flowers of golds and pinks spilled over walls and trailed in pale profusion from carved urns of exquisite grace. Their perfume drifted out into the street, waylaying the passer-by. In the shadow, ancient stones were covered with jewel-like moss. Vines spiralled over arches and fell in scarlet blossom.

She had to hurry to keep up with Ishrafeli as he strode up the street. It was crowded at the corners, not with men trading, or women gossiping, but with small knots of people in anxious conversation, their faces pinched, eyes wary. She saw to the left the wide circle of a theatre, but it had an empty air, as if no performances had been held there for months. The frieze of dancing figures above the entrance, a static moment of joy, was chipped at the edges and no one had repaired it.

As they drew level with a group of young men, without warning a quarrel became violent, and in a moment they were caught in the fighting. Ishrafeli clasped Tathea and pulled her away from them, shielding her with his body. But he was unarmed and the struggle was ugly, no trivial difference. The youths were shouting at each other as they fought, their blows sending each other sprawling. Blood stained their white tunics.

There was a shout of command, and an instant’s hesitation. One young man scrambled to his feet, but his assailant seized the opportunity to renew his attack.

The man who had spoken was tall and broad-chested. The last of the sun caught his high cheekbones and the fair brown of his hair. He wore breastplate and greaves over his white tunic, as if he were a soldier.

‘Come!’ he said quickly to Ishrafeli and Tathea. ‘It is not safe to be abroad in the streets unarmed. Are you strangers here?’

‘Yes,’ Ishrafeli acknowledged. ‘We just landed. My name is Ishrafeli.’ He touched Tathea gently. ‘This is Tathea.’

‘Phraxus,’ the man responded. ‘Have you friends in Parfyrion?’ He increased his pace and they were obliged to hasten to keep up with him. He was moving with urgency, his body bent forward. ‘If you haven’t, you are welcome in my home. The city is full - for the trial tomorrow. The unrest you see will become worse.’ All around them were signs of disquiet. Groups of soldiers moved aimlessly, hands close to their swords. Civilians hurried about their business. There were hardly any women to be seen, and no children at all.

‘Who is to be tried?’ Ishrafeli asked as Phraxus started across an open square, guiding them between groups of youths and half a dozen elderly men who were arguing heatedly.

They had climbed a wide, shallow flight of steps and emerged into the golden light of the evening and saw a dazzling view of the harbour below when Phraxus finally answered them. He did so as he led them into the rose-coloured stone tower of his own house.

‘Cassiodorus,’ he replied when they were inside. A sadness crossed his face, and unconsciously he straightened his wide shoulders, turning away. ‘He was our leader against our age-old enemy in the last war.’

They were inside the first hallway. Tathea stared around her at the walls painted in warm earth and sunset shades. Ahead of them lay another room opening on to a courtyard, and to the left stairs curved upward to a room which must overlook the sea.

‘When did the war end?’ Ishrafeli asked.

Phraxus glanced at him quickly. ‘Ten days ago. Cassiodorus signed the treaty. That is why he is to be tried.’ He watched Ishrafeli, attempting to read his face.

Tathea listened with interest. She understood diplomacy. The end of long wars between nations who had hated each other for decades, even centuries, only came with compromises. All too often the different factions would not bend. She had seen enmity become a pattern of life, the justification for a multitude of otherwise inexcusable acts, the love of war an end in itself. There  was a kind of hero who could not survive without it.

Ishrafeli’s eyes widened. ‘He is being tried for ending war?’ he asked. ‘Did he surrender?’

A flash of bitter humour tugged at Phraxus’s mouth. ‘No!’ It was an honourable peace.’ He went up the curved stairs and they followed him to the upper room, off which were several doors, but Tathea had eyes only for the panorama of the twilit city. The stone roofs were bathed in rose and shadowed in violet. Beyond the harbour wall, the sea was green as far as the eye could see.

Phraxus bade them sit and offered them wine and bread and a sharp, savoury butter flavoured with herbs. On the table was a bowl of golden fruit, some blushed with a tawny ripeness, and green and purple grapes. Another bowl held almonds and crystallised peel.

‘It is not the terms which are wrong,’ Phraxus explained, the fine lines around his eyes visible in the evening light. ‘It is the fact that Cassiodorus negotiated and agreed it without reference to the city fathers. We are a democracy. For two hundred years we have made no public decisions without giving every man the right to hear and judge for himself.’

‘And before that?’ Tathea asked curiously. She could not imagine such a system being anything but chaotic. But she had come to learn.

Phraxus turned to her and smiled. He was a soldier, like many she had known. He would be courteous. He might like her, even find her interesting or attractive, but he would never forget the difference between the physical power of men and that of women. She could see it now in his grey-blue eyes. And here she was not an Empress to command obedience.

‘Before that we had a tyranny,’ he explained to her. ‘At first it was wise, even benevolent. But absolute power corrupts. Care became oppression. We ceased to know how to make our own decisions. We developed a ruling class, and one that was ruled. The few governed the many.’

‘Unwisely?’ she asked. ‘Unjustly?’

His voice was patient. ‘Both, at times. But that was not the  issue, nor is it now.’ He turned a little in his chair to face her fully. Beyond him in the great window the light had almost gone over the city and the sea. They could see each other by the light of the lamps which burned on the walls. ‘The question is not the justice of this treaty, but the assumption of the power to make it. Cassiodorus signed the treaty, and then returned home and informed Parfyrion that it was accomplished. It tore the city apart.’ There was pain in his voice as if the signing of the treaty had not only divided his people but wrenched his own judgement and loyalties.

Tathea looked at Ishrafeli. A lamp shone on the wall above him and another on the table beside him. The shadows threw his features into sharp relief, the plane of his cheek, the ink-black brows, the curve and shadow of his eyes. Was he searching, as she was, or did he already know? She could read nothing in him but that he was listening.

‘The young men were full of hope for a new order,’ Phraxus went on ruefully. ‘The soldiers came home loaded with booty for everyone. There were three days and nights of celebration.’

‘What kind of a new order?’ Tathea asked.

‘More liberal,’ Phraxus answered with a flicker of bleak laughter. ‘Young men always think they can change things for the better. Perhaps we would perish if they didn’t. We need growth, invention. Without thought we die.’ His wide mouth pinched at the corners. ‘But they also hunger for power for its own sake. They would take by force what they are denied by the common voice.’

‘And the old men?’ Ishrafeli asked.

‘They remember tyranny, the fear and the cruelty of it, and they are afraid it is coming again. And they are reluctant to let go of their own power. They feel their wisdom has earned them their place of honour. Let youth wait.’

‘Then it is between age and youth,’ said Tathea.

‘No,’ Phraxus denied it quickly. ‘At least, those are only two of the factions. There are also the merchants who want peace, and the women who fear for their husbands and their sons. And there  are those who have already lost much in the battles of the past, and cannot forgive. For them any concession is a betrayal of the dead. They had paid their price and will yield nothing. The past lies too heavily upon them, the future cannot pay that debt.’

‘But what is Cassiodorus’s crime?’ Tathea asked. ‘You said he is to be tried tomorrow?’

‘Yes, he is.’

‘Treason?’ It seemed obvious to her. ‘He has usurped a power to which he has no right, even if his decision was the same one the people might have reached - surely would have, if they had any wisdom?’

‘No, not treason, no one could prove he has harmed the state.’ Phraxus seemed puzzled even as he spoke. There was a furrow between his brows. ‘Blasphemy.’

Ishrafeli stiffened. His hand on the table was perfectly still. ‘Blasphemy? Against which god?’

Phraxus also sat motionless. His face was like a warrior’s mask. ‘We don’t know. The gods gave us our laws of moderation, justice and liberty so long ago we no longer have any record of their nature.’ He watched Ishrafeli as he spoke. ‘There are philosophers who say they never existed, that they were created by wise men in the beginning to lend weight to the laws to govern a simpler people. They would obey gods where they would question men.’

Ishrafeli’s lips tightened but he did not interrupt.

‘Gradually, down the ages, we learned to stand on our own, to value the laws for themselves,’ Phraxus continued. ‘We no longer needed magic or mystery to teach us to obey. To understand was better.’ There was a ring of certainty, even pride in his voice now. ‘Wisdom and humanity, mastery of self, love of beauty are the measure of a man. In Parfyrion we have served these ends for a thousand years, and they have repaid us with abundance beyond measure, in peace and in war. We have gained a wealth of the spirit through the creation of loveliness which has never been surpassed.’ His face softened for a moment. ‘I would say it has never been equalled.’

‘How can one blaspheme gods who do not exist?’ Tathea asked.

He looked at her steadily. ‘It is perhaps a convention. Blasphemy is an easier word for hubris, that pride of a man who when he over-reaches fate and aspires to tower above his fellows and grasp at the stars . . . when he defies that respect for the universe, that awe which the splendour of creation and the knowledge of his own frailty would forbid. It is an immodesty which offends the soul, and cries a warning within the minds of those who know the destructive power of arrogance. Do you understand?’

She was uncertain. She had a troubling vision of her own reign in Shinabar. She had always taken the Isarch’s power for granted, as she had assumed every Shinabari did. But clearly that was not so . . .

Before she could struggle for an answer they were interrupted by a swift rapping on the door below and a voice calling out for Phraxus.

He excused himself to answer, and a few moments later returned followed by a small, dark man with a crooked nose and eyebrows that grew close together above burning eyes.

‘This is Allomir,’ Phraxus announced. ‘He is to prosecute Cassiodorus tomorrow.’

Allomir was startled to see strangers. He bowed stiffly. His body was too tense to move with grace and every line of his narrow face spoke his urgency.

‘Tathea and Ishrafeli have just arrived here by sea. They knew nothing of our troubles,’ Phraxus explained.

Allomir glanced at Tathea, then his eyes rested on Ishrafeli and he looked at him with growing intensity, as if he were certain he must know him but the memory eluded his mind. ‘Who is to defend?’ he demanded, his voice harsh, and yet there was a timbre to it which commanded attention. ‘No one is prepared to step forward and commit themselves - at least no one of legal stature.’ He spread his hands jerkily. ‘Plenty of soldiers will, and young men who espouse Cassiodorus’s cause, but without a proper advocate the trial cannot succeed.’

‘Succeed?’ Ishrafeli said quickly. ‘What would success be?’

‘Ah!’ Allomir let out a sharp bark of laughter. ‘There is no success.’ He chopped his hand sideways in the air. ‘If he is found innocent then we have granted him the first step towards despotism. We have ratified his corruption of power and we cannot then refuse him the next stride, and the next, and so on until he has the reins of government in his hands, and his admirers with him, which include the rashest and most brutish elements of our army.’ He looked at Ishrafeli earnestly. ‘At the last call, there is nothing between the best of man and the worst but the will to master his instincts in the face of law, in the interests of his fellows. Override the common consent, rule by strength alone, and we have thrown away all that has given us dignity and raised our souls above the beasts.’

‘And if he loses?’ Ishrafeli asked quietly. Darkness seemed to touch his face, a very slight tightening of the lips.

Allomir stared at him as if there were no one else in the room. The fierceness of the emotion in his angular body was almost mesmeric. It seemed to Tathea as if for Allomir Ishrafeli were the most important person in the room.

‘If he loses, he will fight.’ He spat out the words. ‘He has strong support from his own soldiers, and anyway the young men of the city, those with no wives or children, second sons without property to be ruined if there is war—’

‘There won’t be war!’ Phraxus protested. ‘He wouldn’t do that! He may be arrogant, impatient of the old ways and what they can cost, but he is still Parfyrian.’

Allomir swung round to him. ‘And we cannot breed tyrants?’ he demanded with stinging anger. ‘We are not born good, Phraxus, we become good because we learn the law, we perceive its strengths, and I dare say its weaknesses, but we choose to obey it.’ He shrugged his bony shoulders sharply. ‘And if we can choose to obey it, then we can also choose to disobey it. That is what we are: creatures within whom lies the measure of all things, for good and for evil. It is the law which determines.’

Tathea stared at him. Was this strange, ugly man with his  narrow face saying what she had come to learn? But who determined the law?

‘Do laws change?’ she asked him. ‘Who interprets them? Is it written in pure words you can refer to? Or is it accumulated from all the wisdom and experience of the past? Where I come from it is the latter. There are judges throughout the Empire, but in capital cases there is an appeal of last resort, to the Isarch himself.’

He turned to her, a sudden interest flaring in his eyes. ‘You know much of this law, Madame?’

‘Yes,’ she answered without hesitation. She had sat beside Mon-Allat often enough when he had heard the cases that came to him.

Allomir saw the certainty in her face. ‘Our law, too, is built on the wisdom of the past. How is it you know your own law? Do women judge in your land?’

‘No . . .’ She had not considered the possibility before, but why not? An educated woman would know as much as a man and her power to discern would be as great. ‘Not legally,’ she amended. ‘But in effect, sometimes. I counselled my husband, and the verdict he rendered often sprung from my words to him.’

Phraxus glanced at her, then back to Allomir.

Allomir was deep in thought. Behind him the window was filled with the night sky, wind-driven cloud covering the stars.

‘Do you really believe that if Cassiodorus loses he will seek war?’ Ishrafeli asked softly, his voice troubled. ‘And risk destroying all this?’ He moved his hand to include everything about them.

‘No, of course not!’ Phraxus replied.

‘Yes,’ Allomir contradicted with equal certainty. ‘He is a man who sees only his own needs. He will not believe it would be destroyed. He will think his influence and following is sufficient to bring victory without so high a cost.’ His lips twisted, misery in every line of him. ‘He knows there are enough among us who would rather see Parfyrion in his hands than watch the beauty and the dreams of a thousand years shattered by the sword.’

‘It won’t come to that!’ Phraxus shook his head, his voice sharp. ‘He is ambitious but he is not a fool.’

‘If he loses, what will his punishment be?’ Tathea asked.

‘Exile,’ Allomir answered.

She said nothing. She knew too well what it was to leave all you loved, everything sweet and familiar, and begin the long journey to nowhere.

He misunderstood her silence. ‘Exile from Parfyrion is everything, ’ he said abruptly. ‘It is his birthright, his identity. What more can a man lose and yet be condemned to live, or accept death by his own hand?’

It was Ishrafeli who spoke next, gently. He had a broad mouth, strong, but now his lips were touched with sadness. ‘To be an exile from what you know is sometimes the beginning of finding the true measure of yourself, that part which has lain asleep because you did not require it. We seldom grow unless we are forced to.’

This was beyond Allomir. ‘You do not understand!’ he said urgently. ‘Exile from Parfyrion is to leave behind you all that is beautiful of mind and spirit, all that enlarges the intellect and refines the soul. It is a kind of death, without the peace of oblivion.’

Ishrafeli did not argue. Whatever it was that he knew lay silent inside him.

‘If we do not have an acceptable advocate for Cassiodorus’s defence,’ Allomir continued, facing all of them again, his voice rasping with anxiety, ‘the trial will not satisfy the letter of the law. But far more important than that, the people will not accept its verdict, and therefore its sentence. I can find no one.’ He swivelled back to Phraxus. ‘I come to you as a last resort. I know you are a soldier, not a lawyer, but at least you could offer an argument for him, and he would accept you. You have served under him and seen the reality and the ruin of war. You can speak of it from knowledge.’

‘I can’t!’ Phraxus looked beyond them out of the window. There were torches in the streets below as groups of men moved  about, though here, high above, they could not hear if there was shouting or a clash of arms. ‘I am a witness,’ he continued. ‘Any defence must call me. I shall be seen as self-serving. You must find someone else.’

Allomir clenched his fists, his shoulders rigid. The shadows cast by the lamps made his nose huge and his eyes so deep-sunken there was no light in them. ‘I have tried all the arguments! I have spoken to every advocate.’ There was an edge of despair in his voice. ‘And no one will accept.’ He waved his thin arms. ‘I have told them that they do not serve Cassiodorus, but the ends of the law. The only one who would have agreed to defend him is Styanax, but he is too old and too ill. He can barely hobble about. His voice is a whisper, and even that costs all his strength. But he understands that the law is greater than the individual cause, and we must argue both sides for the balance to weigh truly. If we do not, we ourselves have corrupted the law and tainted the truth.’

‘I know that,’ Phraxus agreed, leaning forward, ‘but I cannot serve.’

The silence weighed heavy in the room. Tathea looked at Ishrafeli. His broad brow was smooth, as if the emotion in him was biding its time.

‘I hate him!’ Allomir said with sudden, deep pain, his voice shaking. ‘And I hate him doubly for awakening that feeling in me! It is against the spirit of everything we have built and taught.’ He turned to Phraxus, jabbing his finger in the air. ‘Have you seen what is happening to the people? We are becoming divided, father against son. Where there used to be respect, now there is anger and contempt.’

‘I know—’

‘Even natural affection is eaten away,’ Allomir cut in, the tide of his anger sweeping aside even agreement. ‘All the tolerance we thought was at the heart of what we loved.’ His voice choked. ‘But how real is it, Phraxus?’ he demanded. ‘If one man’s ambition can tear it apart, is there a greater power of good: honour, pity, self-mastery, enough humility to obey the common will and not permit one man to destroy the old decencies? Or is it  all only a sublime delusion?’ He moved his hands in agitation and the lamps made his shadow dance on the walls.

‘I hate myself for my doubt. That is what I have let Cassiodorus do to me! Were we already so corrupt that it needed only one evil man for us to fall like rotten fruit?’ Now he was speaking to Ishrafeli, as if he felt impelled to convince him. ‘I know he’s guilty! But without a defence, we cannot convict him, and above all we cannot punish him! It will be an invitation to every brash, articulate youth who thinks to try his hand. The truth is that we should have stopped him sooner, but we were too complacent to see the danger. He was handsome and brave, a golden man.’ He spat the words, filled with self-contempt. ‘And we were loth to curb him and risk his temper when we needed him most. We accepted what he offered, without asking the cost.’

Phraxus looked at Tathea, frowning, reaching for a thought in his mind. As if already understanding it, Ishrafeli looked at her also.

Allomir swung round. ‘Yes?’ he said suddenly, hope pitching his voice high. ‘You have counselled the supreme judge of your own land, wherever that is. Will you speak for Cassiodorus, that justice may be satisfied? For Parfyrion, for the law?’

Tathea turned to Ishrafeli. She had known him only a short while - it seemed incredible that it was only hours - but he was her guide and she remembered the emotions she had seen in his face, the courage and the vulnerability. She would do as he said.

But when he looked at her, smiling, there was no answer in his eyes.

‘Please,’ Allomir urged. ‘I will counsel you in the Parfyrian law. Phraxus will acquaint you with the facts and the arguments, and a list of witnesses who can be called to substantiate what Cassiodorus may say.’

She looked at Phraxus. He nodded in affirmation.

There was no time to weigh the issue. She must decide now. They would need all night to prepare. There was so much to learn.

‘Yes. I will do what I can.’

‘Thank you!’ Allomir’s ugly face shone with gratitude. He  reached forward as if to touch her, then changed his mind. ‘Then we must begin to prepare. Listen to me . . .’

 



There was time for only an hour’s sleep before they began the day with bread, fruit and a cheese flavoured with wild rosemary. Sunlight poured through the great window, making the lines of the room hard and clean, full of polished wood and smooth marble. Through the window Tathea could see knots of people moving about without purpose. The city was restless. Nobody was trading in the streets, and again there were no women or children.

Allomir left first, and Phraxus, Ishrafeli and Tathea followed a short while after. It was already warm and the road smelled of dust and stone and every so often as they passed a gateway the sweetness of damp earth.

Tathea was nervous. She saw everything with a new clarity, as if she would remember each exquisite carving and weathered stone. Their preservation might rest on her ability to speak for Cassiodorus with exactly the words which would serve justice and yet show Parfyrion that he was indeed guilty of a blasphemy against all they believed.

She had been given a Parfyrian robe so she would not appear too obviously foreign, and they entered the corridors of the large hall of justice without attracting more than casual interest.

‘I must speak with Cassiodorus,’ she insisted. ‘I must hear his argument from his own lips.’

‘Of course,’ Phraxus agreed quickly. ‘I would have taken you even had you not asked.’ He guided her past the public galleries, where they left Ishrafeli, and through an archway along a smooth-sided passage to a door, guarded by men dressed in grey tunics. There were no marks of rank upon them, and the armour bore no scars, as if it had never been used in battle. It was a peculiar reminder that the charge was blasphemy, not treason.

Phraxus explained who they were and they permitted Tathea to enter but, expressionlessly, they barred Phraxus from following her.

The room was bare except for a cot bed and a single chair. The man seated on the bed looked at least as tall as Phraxus, and as broad, but there any similarity ended. His hair shone like gold, springing up from a wide brow. His nose and lips were fleshy, his eyes the boldest Tathea had ever seen, as if they would strip all pretence from her, even all privacy. She was chilled with an inexplicable fear, even though the room was warm. She stopped as far from him as she could. He remained seated where he was on the bed.

Oddly, he did not ask who she was. Perhaps he did not care.

‘I am going to speak for you,’ she told him. ‘We have an hour in which you may tell me the most important things you feel I should know, and say. Is there any witness I should call that you have not already mentioned?’

There was laughter in his eyes. ‘Have you got Phraxus on your list, lady?’

‘My name is Tathea. Yes, I have.’

‘Ah, good. The noble Phraxus.’ He said it with a curl of his lip, full of contempt, as if he knew something that Phraxus did not. ‘He will speak the truth, because he cannot climb outside his nature. And it will hurt him, because he would prefer the lies.’

‘Anyone else?’ she pressed. ‘I have several soldiers here, and men who have lost their homes and their possessions in the wars with your enemies, tradesmen who can now profit from the peace, and benefit the city because of it. There is a matriarch who has lost five sons in battle. She will speak for many others.’

His heavy-lidded eyes were too wide apart, the bridge of his nose too thick. It gave his face power, and robbed it of sensitivity.

‘You have done well!’ he said, still half jeering at her. ‘It seems you really mean to defend me. Why? Are you afraid of what will happen if the old men try to gag me and drive me out?’

It cost her an effort of will to meet his eyes. ‘Should I be?’

‘Oh yes,’ he said very quietly. ‘I shall destroy what I cannot have.’

She had heard bravado before, and certainly she had heard threats. But his words ran through her like ice, as if the hand of  death had touched her. She stared into his eyes and saw the laughter and the power in them. She wanted to look away, but she felt her strength of will seep out of her.

His smile grew wider.

She wanted to lash out at him, strike him, and force that smile away. But she was here to defend him. She had promised Phraxus, given her word. The law was greater than the anger or vanity of one person. It was certainly greater than Cassiodorus. He might destroy Parfyrion, but it would not be because of her failure to uphold its law.

‘That is your weakness,’ she said calmly, surprised to hear her voice sound unafraid. ‘It is not mine.’

Without warning rage boiled up inside him. He rose to his feet, towering over her, his face dark and his lips ugly with hate. Then just as suddenly it was gone again. His smile returned, but now his eyes were veiled.

‘We’ll see,’ he said, going back to his seat on the cot. ‘It is only the beginning, the very beginning. You cannot conceive how far the journey stretches ahead of you.’

She did not answer, but turned and took her leave. When she was outside in the passage and the guards had closed the door, the papers she had brought slipped from her stiff fingers and scattered on the floor. She found her clothes were soaked with sweat, and she was shaking.

 



The trial was held in a room with a domed ceiling open at the top for the sunlight to stream in. The walls were decorated with carved and painted friezes in soft earth colours. The public benches were packed, she could not see a single vacant space.

Five green-robed judges sat in the centre, facing Cassiodorus who stood, manacled by each wrist, in a railed box with guards on either side. Tathea searched for Ishrafeli, and with a sudden surge of pleasure, almost relief, she saw him sitting close to the front.

The proceedings began with Allomir putting the argument for the prosecution. Everything was smaller, more intimate than in  Shinabar. There was no searing desert heat, no bitter tang of herbs on the wind, but rather the faint smell of salt. But the mind of it was the same: the conflict, the weight of judgement, the issues of right and wrong, and the law.

Memory crowded in on her. The past seemed all around, yet beyond her reach, gone for ever with all it held that was dear past measure.

‘We have observed honour without arrogance,’ he said in his harsh voice that could not be ignored. ‘Each man has known his own freedom, and been a servant to the common weal. I will show you that Cassiodorus, in his negotiations with the enemy, has cast aside our ways and sought to make himself the arbiter of what is good.’

There was a rumble of anger from young men in the room. Tathea saw Cassiodorus lean forward in his box and whisper something to a golden youth beside him and he in turn spoke to his neighbour. An ugliness passed from face to face.

‘Whether that is treason need not be argued,’ Allomir went on, with a glance at Tathea as if he had noticed her attention wander. ‘We have not accused him of treason, but with a defiance of that modesty, that bridle to the power of the individual, which the gods have placed upon us from the beginning, and which has made us what we are.’ His voice lowered. ‘It cannot be broken without a terrible cost, one which we and our children’s children will pay in blood and in tribute all our lives.’

Through the blue heat of the day they argued and paraded witnesses. Allomir showed that Cassiodorus had negotiated the treaty without reference to the people of Parfyrion, their judgement or their wishes. The facts were simple. No permission had been sought. No debate had taken place.

Tathea called witnesses to the long deprivation of the war, its detrimental effect on the welfare of the city and its people, how its art had grown stale, its political life strident and repetitive, its creativity directed only to weapons of war.

The following day she called the women who had lost their husbands, their brothers and their sons in the conflict. They spoke  with dignity, but it was their grief-stricken faces that had most power to move.

In questioning the women and drawing from them their pain, Tathea laid naked her own. The desolation she had felt riding across the desert, the loneliness that still haunted her and her restless questioning of the past as if somehow she could have changed it, all poured through her own words, brief as they were compared to the witnesses’. The judges listened to her and watched.

When she glanced at Cassiodorus in his railed-in dock, she saw the brilliance in his eyes, the probing, exultant knowledge of her wounds, and she felt as if something dirty had crept inside her. There was an evil in him that terrified her. She tore her gaze away and looked for Ishrafeli but could not find him in the crowd. Her vision swam, the individual faces blurred and she had to close her eyes to steady herself.

‘Are you well?’ It was Allomir’s voice, concerned, oddly gentle. Had he seen in Cassiodorus the same terrible evil that she saw? No, of course not. Cassiodorus was simply a man whose overbearing pride and ambition needed curbing, for the sake of everyone in Parfyrion.

And she was defending him! He was laughing at her, because he knew she hated it, just as he knew she could not escape. He was using the people’s honour against them, such was his contempt for it, and for them. Perhaps there lay his weakness. She decided to call one more witness, one that Allomir had mentioned, a historian and lover of the old ways.

‘I call Styanax.’

Cassiodorus stiffened. He moved his hands and she heard the clank of the manacles. She found herself shivering, in spite of the sun pouring through the heart of the dome.

Styanax was an old man, white-haired, gaunt-faced. He looked at her guardedly and with dislike, holding on to the rail to steady himself, his thin hands blue-veined and spotted with age.

‘You accuse Cassiodorus of blasphemy,’ she began solemnly. ‘How are you sure that it is the gods’ will that the majority should  decide all issues, even those which they do not understand because they have neither the information nor the experience? No one has denied that Cassiodorus is the best soldier Parfyrion has had in four hundred years. You have not even questioned that this treaty is both timely and fair.’

Styanax smiled very slightly, only a curve of the lips. ‘It is a good treaty,’ he replied with great gravity. ‘If Cassiodorus were to rule Parfyrion, his decisions would be far better than the Council’s, at first, and certainly swifter.’

‘At first?’ she prompted.

‘Like all men, he will in time make mistakes, misjudgements. But by then there will be no one left strong enough to make him reconsider. And those who question him he will see not as counsellors but as enemies, traitors to his peace and order, his prosperity for the people. It is the age-old pattern of all tyranny.’

It was a risk to ask, but she had to. The purpose was lost if she stopped now. Her hands were still trembling. ‘Then why did Allomir not say all this? Surely it is part of his argument, if it is true?’

‘Because it has not happened yet,’ Styanax answered, his eyes holding hers steadily. ‘Cassiodorus can deny it, and there are many who will believe him. The young are impatient.’ He smiled thinly, and she wondered if he had sons of his own. ‘They would rather have his efficiency,’ he went on. ‘They are tired of the sobriety of the old way, the eternal argument and the discipline. Allomir has not accused him of treason against the state; and it would not advance his prosecution to prove it, even if he could.’

Should she stop now, while she had at least half made her point, or continue and risk losing it all? She could feel Cassiodorus’s eyes on her, and the brilliant jubilation in him. She made her decision.

‘Have you not had other heroes in the past who were admired by the people and were not always modest in the heat of their praise?’

‘Of course—’

‘And were they a threat to Parfyrion?’

There was a cheer from the crowd. A young man waved his arm. Tathea cringed inwardly.

Styanax inclined his head. ‘Some were, and we countered the threat by use of balance and the law.’

‘Did they always take advice well, even on the occasions when they were right, and others less brave, less skilled, were wrong?’ she pursued.

‘It is not a question of being right or wrong,’ he explained with weary patience. ‘It is a question of power. If you grant any man power over you that you cannot remove from him should he abuse it, that you cannot curb, and in the end cannot even question, it becomes tyranny, and then finally enslavement. You have ultimately lost your freedom of conscience, and that means you have lost your soul.’

She turned to Allomir.

He understood. His beaked face was transfigured with the beauty of it. He rose to his feet, smiling at her, then turned to Styanax.

‘Is that not the greatest blasphemy of all?’ he asked softly, but his voice filled the room.

Styanax sighed and the anger and despair left his body. ‘It is,’ he replied.

Cassiodorus’s features were contorted with fury. His rage filled the vast room and washed round it, spilling over everyone, feeding on the pride and outrage of the young men who were already preparing for violence. The noise in the room was a low rumble like a gathering tide.

Tathea turned to the judges. Their decision was plain in their faces, but they pronounced it with due weight and in the traditional words.

‘Cassiodorus, son of Critos of Parfyrion, we have found you guilty of blasphemy, and we sentence you to depart these shores and never to return as long as you shall live. You have betrayed your trust, and your name shall be removed from among us.’

Cassiodorus raised his manacled hands, his body leaning forward,  bull-like, menacing, and stared around the room at the hushed crowd.

‘My name will never be removed! Parfyrion will know me centuries after you are dust in the streets, and your children’s children after you.’ He looked at Allomir. ‘You speak for an age that is locked in the past, without ideas and without life. You will perish with it before tomorrow comes. And you!’ He swivelled to stare at Tathea. ‘Woman, you have betrayed me.’ Suddenly his voice was soft, intimate, for her alone. ‘I know who you are. I have written your name on my hands, and I shall remember you in all the days that are to come. You will pray on your knees that I should forget, but I will not. Your God cannot protect you from me.’ He jerked his head sideways derisively. ‘Ask Ishrafeli! He will tell you!’

She wanted to answer him, but her mouth was dry and her throat almost too tight to breathe. The words pounded in her head but would not reach her tongue. She meant to defy him but she was seized with silence.

Cassiodorus threw his head back and wrenched his arms up, away from the guards, and smashed them down, splintering the railing. It was not an attempt to escape, simply a demonstration of his strength and a rallying cry to the young men in the court who had already risen to their feet and were pushing aside the older and weaker or more hesitant as they forced their way out. Other youths stood silent and afraid.

Cassiodorus was escorted away. People moved to huddle together in anxiety. A shadow had settled over the room.

Allomir walked across the floor to Tathea. ‘You have done well,’ he said gravely. His black eyes searched her face, trying to gauge how far she had intended her victory. ‘Parfyrion is in your debt.’ His lips tightened. ‘But walk carefully, lady. Cassiodorus will not forgive you.’

‘I know,’ she said hoarsely. She wanted to sound confident, but it was beyond her power.

The judges thanked her also. She turned to leave, uncertain what she had done, or what she had learned. If this was part of the  truth she sought, she was far from understanding it.

She saw Phraxus coming towards her, his brow furrowed. He did not speak until he had reached her.

‘You meant to do that!’ His voice lifted with admiration as if he could scarcely believe it.

She did not know what to say. She was assailed by doubt. Where was Ishrafeli? She wanted to speak to him, to be near him. His opinion mattered intensely.

‘It is not the truth?’ she asked, finding her voice at last, but it sounded like defiance, not a question.

Phraxus’s face was suddenly bleak. ‘Yes,’ he answered quickly. ‘Perhaps I should have known sooner. I have fought beside him often enough, but I read the signs for what I hoped was true.’ He offered his arm. ‘Come. We should leave. You must be hungry, and tired. And I think it would be safer for you not to remain.’ He guided her through the milling, jostling crowd outside into the sun and the bright air. Allomir was on the steps a few yards away, his robes gleaming white.

She saw Ishrafeli coming towards them. He had been waiting here for her. His eyes searched her face.

There was a cry. They all swung round. A young soldier had darted forward, sword drawn, and lunged at Allomir. Allomir looked down, eyes wide as scarlet blood gushed from his chest. The moment seemed frozen as he stood perfectly straight, dazzled by the sun, then gradually he buckled at the knees and slid forward on to the stones.

A woman screamed. A slow rumble of horror went up from the crowd, increasing until it was shrill with rage and a deep, underlying terror.

Phraxus was white-faced, his eyes hollow. He stood rooted, too stricken to speak.

Tathea felt a touch at her elbow. She knew without looking that it was Ishrafeli.

The crowd was beginning to break up. Men were running forward. Several had drawn weapons. Blind anger surged like a trapped wave of the sea, creating a vortex which sooner or later  must consume everything. Fear was so sharp Tathea could taste it, acrid like the smell of sweat. There was shouting, women were screaming. Someone was calling out orders. Several people ran around, blindly. Others huddled together. Then the fighting began.
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