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            The First House 
Of the Sting of the God
            

         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         

          

         Even gods dream.
         

         I dream of water, of how it falls, the plop of the great hot drops on the desert, the hollow pits they make in the sand; how the parched land drinks them instantly.
         

         If I am a god my dreams should come true. But then, water is different, water is she, and there’s no control over her.
         

         I think I have lines on my body, and great scorched places and pustules that burn like volcanoes. Or sores. Or deserts.
         

         I puzzle myself. Am I single or double? Light or light’s shadow?
         

         And the tunnel leads up to the world and I climb and scuttle through it, and come to where you live. And one of the problems of divinity is that people expect something huge and powerful.
         

         And an instant result. 
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She speaks to the Archon
            

         
 
         The Procession was at least halfway down the terraces before Mirany stopped trembling enough to walk properly. It was hard to see clearly through the eyeslits; the mask was too big, the slits too far apart. And in the sweltering heat, the dust rising in clouds, the flies, the shimmering mirage of the road, everything was bewildering. She flipped hair out of her eyes, tight with dread, her whole body sheened with sweat. Just as the back strap on her sandal started to chafe, the Procession shuffled to a stop. They had reached the Oracle.
         
 
         Rattles, drums and zithers were silenced on one note.
 
         In the terrible still heat Chryse whispered, ‘My arms are burning.’
         
 
          
         She had oddy fair skin. Maybe, generations back, her people came from the mountains.
         
 
         ‘Put anything on them?’ Mirany said, breathlessly.
 
         ‘Aloe oil.’
 
         ‘That won’t help.’ Her voice was tight.
 
         Through the mask of the Taster-for-the-God Chryse looked at her kindly. ‘Don’t be scared, Mirany. You’ll be all right.’
         
 
         If I survive. Behind, as she glanced back, the long ranks of troops were clanking to a halt, glittering in their bronze, their General Argelin grim on his white horse, and in front of them the six men that carried the Archon’s litter had paused too, lowering the golden canopy thankfully on to the track, rubbing their aching shoulders. The old man must be heavy.
         
 
         But then he wouldn’t be going back.
 
         The Speaker turned. ‘Mirany.’ The great mask she wore was the only one of the Nine with an open mouth. It muffled her voice; made the familiar name sound strange, a breathy, unfamiliar summons. As if the god was speaking then, for a moment. Until she snapped, ‘Follow me. Only you,’ and it was Hermia again, acid and watchful, and Mirany saw her eyes gleam dark through the narrow slits.
         
 
         Giving the end of the garland to Chryse, Mirany stepped out, silent. She felt shrivelled with dread, sick with it. The narrow path that led off the road was made of cobbles, tightly placed together, and wasn’t straight but wound round into the olive trees through a doorway of three great stones. On the smooth lintel the Scorpion and the Snake were carved, fighting their eternal battle. Uneasy, Mirany glanced up at them. She had passed the doorway many times, but had never entered it. The Speaker, already through, turned, impatient. ‘Quickly!’
         
 
         Mirany took a deep breath, and followed.
 
         She was in the enclosure of the Oracle.
 
         They walked down the path. In the sizzling heat Hermia said, ‘Are you afraid?’
         
 
         ‘Should I be?’ Mirany whispered.
 
         The mask swivelled. ‘I’ll assume that was a serious question, and not impudence. Indeed you should. Yours is a dangerous honour for a girl so inexperienced.’
         
 
         She knew that. She had never, never thought it would be her. When Alana had died all the girls had whispered about who would be next Bearer but when Hermia had sent for her this morning and told her she’d been chosen, she hadn’t been able to believe it. Neither had anyone else.
         
 
         The terror had come later, growing all day. Now, despite the heat, her hands were so chilled she could hardly feel them, so she rubbed them together and asked the question she already knew the answer to. ‘Will I be doing it today? Carrying the god?’
         
 
         ‘If he wills it.’ Hermia sounded amused.
 
          
         Fear tasted sour. A prickling, her heart thudding, and that sickening, sweating emptiness. She swallowed a huge lump of it in her throat but it was still there, choking her, and the gold and scarlet mask was a stifling hand over her breathlessness.
         
 
         Up here, the noise of the Procession had faded; it was as if the path under the stone door had led them both abruptly out of the Island into another, hushed place, where only cicadas hissed in the prickly furze. Stumbling, Mirany felt a sticky strand of hair fall in her eyes. It was coming loose, like it always did. Then she thought, All right, so you’re terrified. But at least you’ll see the Oracle.
         
 
         The others had arguments, in the Lower House, late at night. About whether the Oracle was a statue that spoke or a spring that bubbled up out of the ground. Whether it thundered with a roaring voice, or whispered like leaves in the wind, while Hermia went into a trance and moaned and shrieked. Too shy to join in, Mirany had listened, and thought her secret, wicked thought. Now she’d finally see. But she’d never be allowed to tell them about it.
         
 
         Juniper and stunted bushes of thyme and artemisia scorched the heat with scent. The path coiled round on itself like a sleeping snake, and the underbrush stirred and crackled with the god’s life, small scurryings, slither of scales, the quick green scuttle of a lizard.
         
 
         Then they made the final turn, and were there.
 
         Wide circular stone steps led up. The Speaker climbed them, her shadow tiny in the high sun. The steps were worn; under Mirany’s thin sandals the smoothness of them was a faint reminder of pleasure, hollowed where generations had walked. And there was a breeze up here, faint and unmistakeable, cool through the softly swishing branches.
         
 
         The steps led to a stone platform. In its centre a huge standing stone stood angled, as if the gales of centuries had slowly forced it over. The platform was surrounded on three sides by the bent, gnarled, leafy masses of the olive trees, but to the east the view was open, and as this was the highest point on the Island the cobalt blue of the sea glittered out there, endless to the horizon.
         
 
         Mirany licked parched lips.
 
         The Speaker took off her mask. It took both hands to manage, but when she laid down the feathers and golden smiling face she was Hermia again, hot and irritated, her hair askew.
         
 
         She looked across. ‘The bowl. Behind you.’
 
         It was a wide, bronze vessel, terrifyingly shallow. As Mirany knelt and her shadow darkened it she saw the ship of the Rain Queen was cut around its brim with thin incised lines. She had to put both arms round it to pick it up, and the metal was as hot as fire. It was surprisingly light. But then it was still empty.
         
 
         ‘Bring it here.’
 
         Awkward, Mirany hefted the wide dish to the centre of the stone platform and set it down. The metal made a dull, brazen clang. Below, where the Procession waited impatiently in the scorching heat, a drum banged as if in answer.
         
 
         Next to the bowl was a pit. It was narrow and sinister, in the very heart of the circular sky-platform, and the standing stone covered it with deep shadow. She knew at once that this was the Oracle. It led straight down, a narrow crack into darkness, down through the Island and the rocks and the depths of the sea to the place where the god lived. This was the mouth he spoke through.
         
 
         Fascinated, she edged closer. The pit was black. She couldn’t tell if it was empty, or flooded with some oily water; in the sunglare it looked negative, a place of nothing. A faint haze of fumes hung over it.
         
 
         ‘Make your offering,’ Hermia said.
 
         Mirany unpinned a brooch from her dress; a jewelled scorpion, its body of ruby. Her father had given it to her the day she’d sailed from Mylos; she remembered the touch of his fingers pressing it into her hand. ‘I’m proud of you,’ he’d said. His face had looked so happy.
         
 
         The Speaker was watching. Hot, Mirany held the brooch out over the Oracle. ‘For you, Bright One,’ she breathed, and let it go. It flashed through sun into shadow. Far below, it rattled down and down.
         
 
         Hermia put her mask back on. She raised her arms to the sky and Mirany knelt, hastily, flattening her palms on the gritty stone and crouching down so that the forehead of the mask touched the rock. It was red-hot on her skin; she jerked back a fraction, stifling a gasp.
         
 
         Hermia began to speak.
 
         The god had his own language. Listening to the fluid consonants, Mirany wondered why. Surely he could speak the normal words. But then of course, everyone would know what he was saying, and that wouldn’t do. Not for Hermia, for one.
         
 
         Anyway, Mirany had no doubt what was being asked for. After four months without rain there was only one thing the whole land craved. The thing that obsessed them all, from the moment of waking with a cracked throat to going thirsty to bed.
         
 
         Water.
 
         Wordless, she spoke it to herself. Water. Water. It was a word that dripped and cooled and healed and gurgled. It was a torment and a dream. A god’s dream. It fell from the sky, and if none fell soon there would be no flocks and no people and no one left alive, even on the Island. They were desperate. She hoped Hermia was making that clear. But then the god would know anyway, if he was real. Face down on the hot stone, Mirany swallowed, painfully. I didn’t mean that, she thought, in a shiver of terror. I didn’t mean that.
         
 
         Hermia had finished. Only the hot wind sussed through the branches. Eyes close to the rock, Mirany watched the stone pavement under her fingers, waiting. Would there be a splash, a hot raindrop from the sky, then more, and more? Gathering clouds, thunder, a flapping of wind?
         
 
         But the sky was blue and hot and clear and went on for ever.
         
 
         Then, deep in the darkness of the pit, she saw movement.
         
 
         One tiny, jointed pincer groped over the rim of stone. Small grains of soil dislodged.
         
 
         Every hair on her neck crawled; gooseflesh broke out on her arms. ‘Speaker!’ she hissed.
         
 
         ‘Keep still.’
 
         Hermia had seen.
 
         A second pincer, edged with minute hairs. Then, with a scrabble that made Mirany jerk backwards, six more legs and a body, sand yellow, the coiled segmented tail with its deadly sting held high and quivering.
         
 
         The scorpion crawled out of the pit into the shadow of the bowl.
         
 
         ‘Now!’ the Speaker whispered.
 
         Mirany glanced at her. Her eyes were dark behind the mask.
         
 
         Because this was it. This was where you found out if you could live the life of the Bearer or whether the god would kill you.
         
 
         About you not existing. I didn’t mean it.
         
 
         The scorpion made a small run at her. Hastily, Mirany grabbed the bowl, tipped it gently, and the scorpion climbed inside.
         
 
         Rigid, she said, ‘What now?’
 
         Hermia’s voice was acid from behind the mask; a cold amusement. ‘Wait,’ she said quietly. ‘We don’t know in which he will be.’
         
 
         In all, nine scorpions crawled out of the pit. One after the other, some small and yellow, one of the huge red ones, three tiny black things no bigger than beetles, the most venomous of all. In the bowl they rattled and slid and scuttled at each other. One of the yellow ones already looked dead; they would attack and sting each other till only one was left. If they didn’t climb up the rim and kill her first. One touch, that was all it would take. One brush …
         
 
         Her hands were so cold now they seemed frozen to the bronze; when Hermia finally said, ‘That’s enough,’ relief broke over Mirany like sweat, but this was where the real torment began. She knew the Speaker was watching her, enjoying it. She didn’t understand why Hermia had chosen her. Unless she knew what Mirany secretly thought. Unless the god was real and had told her.
         
 
         Every step down the path back to the Procession was a nightmare. She held the bowl as far from her body as she could, hands carefully spread under the rim, but it was heavy like that, and would get heavier all the way to the City. Once she stumbled, and gasped in utter horror. If she fell, she was dead.
         
 
         Back at the stone doorway, the Speaker stood and called in a clear voice, ‘He is with us!’
         
 
         All down the ranks of the Procession, a ragged dry cry echoed her, fierce and desperate. Soldiers clashed their spears against the great shields, the Temple servants and scribes yelled. The litterbearers heaved the Archon’s swaying palanquin on to their sore, padded shoulders. With a wide-eyed glance at Mirany through her blue mask, Chryse led off with the rest of the Nine, and behind them came a hundred little girls; rank after rank of white arms strewing the pale petals of poppy and eucalyptus, crushed underfoot, and as they came past they turned their heads and glanced at her, all of them, consumed with curiosity, even Rhetia who had wanted it to be her.
         
 
         Mirany stood stiff with concentration. Sweat was drenching her. Her eyes were fixed on the scorpions, their restless climbing over each other, the terrifying balance of tilting and tipping that would keep them in the bowl’s wide base. Already, the muscles of her arms ached.
         
 
         After the girls came the Archon’s litter, swaying as the men worked out their rhythm, slowly striding down the rough uneven surface of the road. Fan-bearers beat at the clouds of flies that tormented them; streams of sweat cracked the dust on their faces.
         
 
         Mirany swallowed, or tried to. Her throat was hoarse with thirst.
         
 
         Argelin rode up; his horse tormented with sweat. He flicked an enquiring glance at Hermia; she nodded, briefly. Then she gestured to Mirany; they both stepped in behind the litter, and walked.
         
 
         The road down to the Underworld must be like this. Sweat was blurring Mirany’s sight; behind her the cacophony of the trumpeters and drummers was loud as pain, the sacred rattles and the endless rhythmic clash of spears on shields a harsh racket, and far ahead, like a ghostly echo, the clapping hands of all the people, waiting on the bridge and the desert, lining the shimmering route to the City of the Dead.
         
 
         And the scorpions slid and rattled on the polished bronze; they made angry runs and shuffled and their quivering tails stung at each other again and again in a maelstrom of fury. Tiny drops of venom splashed the bowl. Mirany walked without raising her eyes, her feet stumbling in potholes, her whole body so tense that she was a mass of concentrated energy, eyes and hands and the gently tipping, balanced bowl. And for a second the god was in her, and she knew she was a great power, and that she held the hemisphere of the world there, with all its puny, squabbling creatures, lifting some, casting others down, queen of life and death. And then two of the hateful things scrabbled up opposite sides at once, and she stifled a scream and flipped them back and was Mirany, scared witless, inches from death.
         
 
         She only knew she’d reached the bridge because the sound of the wood rumbled ahead; then her feet felt the road become smooth planks, and giving one rapid glance to the side of the bowl she saw the sea, far below, through the slats. Waves pounded a rock.
         
 
         Not far now. Half the scorpions looked dead, lying still, but you couldn’t be sure, because suddenly one would revive and come scuttling up towards her, and the bowl was so heavy now she had to clutch it against her chest, and her hands were slippy, and it rose and fell with her panicky breath. Under her chin, the scorpions fought their vicious war.
         
 
         The desert! Sand on the track, and on all sides, close, people. They clapped the rhythm of the Procession, threw flowers, herbs that were crushed as she trod them, whole wreaths of laurel and bay on to the Archon’s litter. Risking a glance, she saw that the old man was peering out through the curtains.
         
 
         He was watching her. Through the beautiful, grave mask that covered his face she could see his eyes, fixed on her, and for a moment they exchanged a glance, and their terror was shared.
         
 
         Then he turned away, and opened the hangings. He looked out at his people from behind the face of gold and scarlet, turning from side to side, hands raised, blessing. And the people roared and wept and ran alongside, and the soldiers pushed them back, and goats bleated somewhere and the sun blazed and the air was choked with dust.
         
 
         A scorpion had reached the rim; one pincer touched her hand. With a convulsive, sickening shudder she flicked it back, biting her screech silent.
         
 
         The City of the Dead.
 
         At its entrance, in a great empty square, the ziggurat waited.
         
 
         A sacred mountain, high ledges of cut stone, the steps up to it so steep she had to grit her teeth to think of it. Don’t let me drop you, she whispered. Let me carry you up.
         
 
         The god was in the black scorpion, the tiny one. As it crawled over the red one’s body she was sure.
         
 
         The Archon had climbed from his litter. His tunic was white and he raised his hands and everything went quiet. Except Mirany’s heart.
         
 
         ‘Today,’ he said, ‘I-who-am-the-god will leave you. Today, I will drink in the garden of the Rain Queen. I will speak with her. Today, my mind and hers will be one. This was why I came to you as a child, why you fed and clothed me all these long years. You have suffered a long time. Your flocks are dying, your children are parched, and still the skies stay empty. But for my sake, because I ask her, she will send you rain. Because the god is in me, I will send you rain.’
         
 
          
         No one cheered. Only the drums and rattles went on, a constant throb. Then the Archon turned and began to climb the ziggurat. The Speaker pushed Mirany after him.
         
 
         Legs ached, breath came hard. Hers, and Hermia’s, and behind his mask, the old man’s. Up and up, step by high step, into the sky, into the hard blueness where the kites already gathered, dizzy circling spots. Her muscles were knots of pain, an agony. She felt she would never be able to straighten her arms again.
         
 
         On the top, chest heaving, spots before her eyes, she clutched the bowl. Two scorpions fought for life.
         
 
         The three of them stood high in the sky. Then, to her amazement, the Archon removed his mask. It was the first time she had ever seen his face, and it was strangely unlined, and pale, as if the sun had never weathered it. He was flabby, well fed, his head bald, a stern kindness about him, like someone’s uncle. Stiffly, he lay down on the bare, hot stones and closed his eyes. He never said a word to either of them.
         
 
         Mirany crouched and laid the bowl beside him. The relief was so tremendous her knees felt weak. Behind her the Speaker moved hastily away to the lip of the platform.
         
 
         And instantly the Archon’s eyes snapped open, and his hand caught Mirany’s, a hot, damp grip. ‘Take this,’ he mouthed, urgent, barely making the words. ‘Keep it secret.’ A crumpled scrap of papyrus was pushed at her; instinctively she grabbed it. His eyes were palest blue. ‘The Island is full of treachery,’ he breathed. ‘Be careful. Stay alive!’
         
 
         As Hermia turned he lay back, eyes tight shut. Then, even before Mirany could scramble up, he lifted his hand, and placed it, deliberately, into the bowl.
         
 
         Below, all the drums stopped.
 
         The world was silent.
 
         
               

         
 
         She couldn’t tell exactly when he died. It was so noiseless, so still. After a while, breathing hard, awed, she saw the tiny black scorpion come crawling up across his arm; it clung a moment to his face, its tiny pincers working in the air. Then it clambered over his tunic, fell off, scuttled into a crevasse of the stones, and was gone.
         
 
         The whole land waited.
 
         The desert, and the pitiless sea, and the Island.
 
         Below, the people stood baking in the hot sun, Argelin’s soldiers in a great defensive square round the base of the ziggurat. Only the flies buzzed, settling on the Archon’s face till Mirany crouched and waved them off.
         
 
         Finally, Hermia came close, knelt, looked at the dead scorpions in the bowl, then touched the old man’s neck, felt for his breath.
         
 
         Without looking at Mirany she stood and cried out to the people, ‘The god has left us!’
         
 
         There was a ripple, then a roar of sound. Gongs, chimes, rattles, drums. Cries of lament.
         
 
         
         Mirany stood exhausted, every muscle aching, shivering, burning, parched with thirst, the parchment crumpled small in her fist. The old man’s face was slack, unoccupied. He lay without moving.
         
 
         Someone shouted. Noise erupted like a thunder of joy. Hermia turned quickly, and Mirany’s gaze followed hers.
         
 
         Far to the east, on the very rim of the world, was a grey cloud.
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She enters the Upper House
            

         

         That afternoon the skies darkened; the grey cloud spread and a bleak wind whipped over the sea, flapping all the awnings and canvas store-covers down the steep winding alleys of the Port. The fishing boats came in, the last sailing for the safety of the harbour as fast as it could, small white waves breaking at its prow. Gulls screamed a warning overhead.
         

         As Mirany folded her spare tunics and put them into the bag the wind came rippling through the dormitory, whispering through the gauzy hangings around each bed, and the skirts of the watching girls.
         

         No one was saying much. She knew they were jealous, and also that they were glad it wasn’t them. Not for this office. Until Chryse glanced out at the sky, and jumped up. ‘It’s raining! It is, look, look at it!’
         

         She ran and leaned on the sill, holding her arms out and the others followed. A few large drops pattered on the floor.
         

         Not much for an old man’s death, Mirany thought.

         To her horror Rhetia turned on her then. ‘I suppose you think you brought the rain, don’t you.’ She frowned, angrily. ‘I can’t understand why the god picked you. You, of all of us, to get to the Upper House! Little mumbling Mirany, too scared to say a word!’
         

         Some of the girls giggled. Mirany pulled the bag tight with a jerk of the cord. She wanted to floor Rhetia with some acid, brilliant remark. But she knew it would all come out wrong. Instead she gave a weak smile, hating herself for it.
         

         ‘I suppose there are easier ways to serve.’

         ‘There certainly are!’ Rhetia was openly scornful. ‘And you won’t last long. Six months is the longest anyone’s survived as Bearer and that was a woman called Castia, years ago, and they say she was tough as nails. Not a twitchy little mouse like you.’
         

         Mirany glanced at Chryse, who pulled a face. They both knew Rhetia came from the best family in the Two Lands, and fancied herself as Speaker one day. She’d been in the Lower House two years, and was already Cupbearer. It should have been her who moved up, and they all knew it. She was furious.
         

         ‘Lady Mirany.’ The steward, Koret, stood at the door. ‘Will you come with me, please?’
         

         She picked up the bag. Chryse looked ridiculously tearful; the others sullen, resentful.
         

         ‘See you all later,’ Mirany whispered. Then she followed the man out, and was glad to go.
         

         Beyond, far out to sea, a faint drizzle was falling, where it was useless.
         

         As she followed Koret down the steps to the courtyard she knew Rhetia had been right. There were only nine of them in the Temple, five in the Lower House and four in the Upper, and they were all more senior than her. Each of the Nine had a title, and you moved up only when someone died or left, as they all had to leave when they reached thirty. It was rigorously ordered, or so she’d thought. First you were Embroideress-of-the-God’s clothes, then Taster-for-the-God, then Washer-of-the-God, then Keeper-of-the-Flame, then Cupbearer, then Anointer. By that time you were probably in your twenties, and too old, but if you were lucky you got to be Watcher-of-the-Stars and learned how to calculate the exact moment of sunrise, moonset, all those things. Which left the Bearer-of-the-God, and the Speaker-to-the-God.
         

         Crossing the courtyard where the doves flustered and flapped in their niches, she thought back over her year here. It had hardly been promising. Her father had schemed and plotted and bribed to get her in, and her name had been on the list since she’d been born, but even when the letter with news of the vacancy came, and her father had gone whooping through the old colonnades of their decaying house, she had felt only dread. Of being stared at. Of having people bowing and calling her Lady. Of having to talk to people.
         

         Still, it hadn’t been that bad. Duties were light. As Embroideress she’d had no idea how to sew, but the workwomen did all of it anyway. Life was easy; books to read, playing games, swimming in the secret pool at the foot of the curved steps in the garden. The best food, plenty of water – the Temple always had to have enough. But she had only been Embroideress.
         

         Until, last week, Alana had felt the touch of the god.

         It had been quick. One minute the dark-haired girl had been standing rigid, the next the bowl had fallen with a clatter that had terrified them all. There had been one scorpion, and the girl’s crumpled huddle. That sudden. That fast. Once, she remembered, Alana had loaned her a white stole. Now she was dead. And Mirany was Bearer.
         

         It was a huge honour, unbelievable, terrifying. But why, why her?
         

         Koret opened the door to the Upper House and stood aside to let her go up. He was a tall, silent man, his head shaven, a wide collar of gold and lapis lazuli around his neck, with the sign of the god picked out in garnets. The girls joked about him, but not when he was in earshot.
         

         The terrace up here was wide, floored with speckled marble. On the right the arches of the loggia pierced the white walls, tendrils of grape vines trained up and around them. As Mirany’s sandals tapped on the cool stone she passed statues on tall plinths, the stony pale gazes of previous Speakers, staring out over the sea. Koret said, ‘The last door, Lady.’
         

         She knew. It had the god on, in gold, and the word.

         BEARER.

         He bent politely in front of her and lifted the latch, pushing the door wide. She walked in.
         

         It was an airy room, bigger than the ones downstairs, white and empty but for the bed in its billows of mosquito netting, a single table, a chair.
         

         Anything that had been Alana’s had been hastily cleared. As if she’d never existed.
         

         Turning, she managed to say, ‘Thank you,’ without it being a whisper, and at the same time saw that the rear wall was painted with the same designs as the great Animals of the desert, the monkey, the crocodile, the ibis. Their eyes were red garnets. They watched her, glassily.
         

         Koret bowed. ‘When the gong rings the Lady Hermia will see you.’ He paused, his eyes giving her a swift, almost furtive look. Then he went out silently, closing the door.
         

         
         Mirany sank on to the bed. Some of the girls thought Koret was Hermia’s spy. She wasn’t sure.
         

         The Island is full of treachery.
         

         She looked round, quickly, then got up to check the two windows. One looked down into the Temple gardens. Parched flowers wilted below it. The other, in the side wall of the building, amazed her; if she stood on the stone seat under it she was poised far above a sheer, smashed cliff face. Far beneath a colony of seabirds plunged and screeched; scrub grew on the cliffs, a few bushes hanging precariously out, some scrawny lemons with tiny fruit. A thread of goat path zigzagged suicidally down. It was so high it made her dizzy, and exhilarated. The sea went on for ever; she stared out at the cloudy horizon, thinking that surely she might see her own island of Mylos from up here, perhaps when the storm cleared, or at night, when the beacon was lit.
         

         She turned, sitting down on the cool seat. Then she put her hand into the pocket inside her tunic, and pulled out the parchment. This was the first chance she’d had to look at it closely; it was splintered and cracked, an old piece, and it broke as she opened it. The writing was very small and had been done in haste, in letters so faint she was barely able to make them out.
         

         
               

         

         I have seen you from my window. I know you are from Mylos; it was my island too, before I was brought to be Archon. Because of that I will trust you. There’s no one else, and I will be dead soon.
         

         Something rustled, outside on the terrace.

         Instantly she stood, heart thudding. After a second she crossed to the door and opened it a crack, and peered out along the marble loggia. Only the statues stared back; between them the doors of the other rooms were closed.
         

         She closed hers, and stood with her back against it.

         
               

         

         Listen, girl. The Speaker is corrupt. The god is speaking to us but she cannot hear him. The things she tells us are not the messages the god sends. He is angry, so he holds back the rain. The Oracle is being betrayed.
         

         Two things you must do. Find the new Archon. The Speaker and Argelin will choose the one they want and he will not be the choice of the god. You must stop them. Second. In my palace is a musician. Oblek. Talk to him. He knows.
         

         Do not be afraid of the god. He will not hurt you. He has chosen you. Burn this. Stay alive.
         

         
               

         

         She stared at it in dismay, read it again, and again. Down the corridor, soft and shimmering, a gong rang.
         

         In panic then she ran, fumbled with the incense-burner on the table, flipped it open. Breathless with terror she fed the parchment in, holding it hurriedly to the red-hot ember until a small blue flame flickered round its edge, turning it till the whole thing was alight; but it burned slowly, reluctanctly.
         

         The gong rang again.

         She threw the note on the floor, stamped it out, gathered the cracked mess and flung it hastily down the cliff. Her fingers were black. She wiped them quickly, straightened her hair and went.
         

         Closing the door she saw some fragments still lay on the floor, the breeze drifting them. But there was no time now.
         

         
               

         

         The Speaker had a suite of rooms in the Upper House, with a private courtyard full of climbing roses. As Mirany opened the cedarwood door and peered in, the sweet smell of petals drifted after her. The room was empty, but on its stand by the unlit brazier the Mask of the Speaker smiled down at her with its empty eyes.
         

         After a moment she crossed the floor and stood under it.
         

         The god is speaking to us but she cannot hear him.
         

         Mirany bit her lip. The old man was naïve. It had probably always been like that. Hermia would listen at the Oracle, and no voice would come. So she would say what she wanted to say.
         

         Things would happen that she wanted to happen. The Speaker ruled the Island, and the Island ruled all the Two Lands, from the Sunrise to the Mountains of the Moon.
         

         
         Because there was no god in the Oracle at all.

         The mask was looking at her. She stepped closer.

         It was pure gold, with scarlet embossing and ibis feathers and small gold discs that hung and turned on their threaded wire. Coiled snakes had been delicately incised on its cheekbones. Its eyebrows were black, perfect arches and the mouth was an oval darkness; it was open, and the breeze was coming in from the sea and making a noise through it, a tiny, high-pitched whisper.
         

         She listened, despite herself. Brought her ear closer to the mask’s lips.
         

         A tiny, faint, dry whisper.

         Saying nothing.

         And reflected in the gleaming gold, distorted and still and unsmiling, she saw that Hermia had come in behind and was watching her.
         

         Mirany turned so fast the mask clattered and nearly fell off the stand; she had to grab it tight. Her heart leapt. Her face flushed.
         

         ‘So,’ Hermia said. ‘Still jumping like a scared cat.’

         She was a tall woman, her nose long and straight. She wore her hair swept up in an elegant style, fastened with dozens of small gold pins. Her tunic was red, floor-length, pleated into hundreds of tiny folds that swished round her bare feet.
         

         Mirany stood very still, prickling with sweat. ‘You wanted to see me.’
         

         
         The Speaker sat casually in the chair by the window and smoothed her dress. Without any warning she said, ‘I was surprised when the god gave me your name. Astounded, in fact. The lowest of the Nine, a new girl, no presence, no self-confidence. But when the Oracle speaks, there is no room for doubt, though your first year has been a disaster. All that homesickness …’
         

         Mirany licked her lips.

         ‘… which seemed to obsess you for weeks, your general timidity …’ She shrugged. ‘I was expecting anyone else. Even Chryse.’
         

         Chryse! She would have wailed in horror. With an effort at boldness Mirany looked straight at Hermia. She was lying. She had to be. Coldly, deliberately. The Speaker had chosen her, not the god, and with that a thought struck Mirany, sharp as truth. They wanted someone shy, who wouldn’t make trouble. That was why it had been her, and not Rhetia.
         

         Hermia took a pomegranate from a bowl and began to cut into it with a small knife. ‘I have to say though, you did far better than I had expected. Some girls faint. Some are hysterical. You did neither.’
         

         Mirany whispered, ‘Thank you.’

         ‘Your duties. Today, with the Archon’s death, the ancient funeral process has begun. His body must be escorted through the Nine Houses to his final resting place in the City of the Dead. This will take nine days. Each day the whole of the Nine must be present, and the god, if he presents himself in any form, will be with us.’ She flicked a piece of peel into a bowl. ‘A busy time for you.’
         

         Carefully, Mirany kept her fingers still. They still ached from carrying the bronze bowl.
         

         ‘On the Ninth day the new Archon will be appointed. A boy ten years old, without stain, without sin, perfect in body, sound in mind. At the moment of the old Archon’s death the god will have entered his soul, for the god does not die. The search for this boy begins at once; General Argelin will send out searchers as the Oracle directs us. Meanwhile we must do our duty to the dead. You and Rhetia will go to the Palace tomorrow and fetch the prepared clothes for his body, and then the soldiers will seal the buildings.’ She smiled, distantly. ‘Can you manage that?’
         

         Controlling her worry, Mirany nodded.

         ‘Good. That’s all.’

         
               

         

         Walking along the loggia Mirany paused, leaned on the sill and stared out to sea. The drizzle had stopped. Already the cloud was breaking apart; out there the water glittered in the fading light, its wavetops catching faint pink glints as the sun set over the hills. It had hardly rained at all. Nothing had changed. Tomorrow would be hot again, and dry.
         

         
         She thought of the old man with a pang of sadness. He had seemed so calm, so resigned. He had died, and for what? All his life he had been masked and kept holy, never speaking to anyone, rarely leaving the Palace, a living prisoner, and then they had killed him, and what use was it? His death wouldn’t bring the rain.
         

         It was all wrong, and she knew it.

         She turned, and went into her room, pulling her clothes angrily out of the bag.
         

         It was only then, as she turned to the bed, that she saw the fragments of the note were gone. Instantly she whipped the netting up, knelt on the floor and felt for them, desperately, scrabbling on her hands and knees.
         

         Nothing.
         

         Someone had been in here.

         Someone had gathered up the half-burned scraps and taken them away.
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He encounters wild beasts
            

         

         The alleyway was dark and it stank. A slit between the dim shapes of high mud houses, it led down into a quarter of the Port no one in their right senses would enter after dark.
         

         Unless they were desperate.

         Standing here, where there was still some moonlight, Seth looked around furtively. Something dark and doglike slunk into the shadows, and from a house over the narrow alley a flicker of lamplight passed a window with a grille across it.
         

         Nothing else. No one about.

         Maybe they thought he wouldn’t have the guts to come down here. They’d be wrong.
         

         
         He lifted his chin, set his shoulders and walked into the alley.
         

         After three steps he was in blackness. Rats scuttled away; the faint drizzle of the day had done nothing to soften the baked dung that tripped him, or wash away any of the filth flung out of the houses; rotting stalks of vegetables, rags, a dead cat, flyblown and foul.
         

         Cut-throats, he thought, and took out the long knife from his boot and held it tight, his thumb comforted by the wickedly sharp blade. The night was hot, the wind unable to pierce the steep, intricate labyrinth of streets and hovels above him, and the air lay like a weight on him, a mix of stenches: spices and jasmine and camel-muck and smoke.
         

         High up in the palace of some city merchant, music was playing.
         

         At the end of the alley he edged out into a tiny square he had never seen before. The moon lit one side of it, the leaning houses, their doorways deep in shadow. The other side was a blackness, except for a tiny patch of light.
         

         With a face looking out of it.

         Seth paused, breathing deep. Probably the man couldn’t see him here, but in this place ten others might be watching right now, and he’d thought earlier that someone had been following him as he came out of the City. He pulled the long mantle up over his head, wrapped it round so only his eyes were visible, and crossed to the door.
         

         The doorkeeper peered through the grille. ‘Who are you?’
         

         ‘That’s my business. I’m looking for someone called the Jackal.’
         

         Something like a grin split the man’s bearded face. ‘So are half of the soldiers in town. He’s not here. Get lost.’
         

         Seth nodded. ‘But they don’t know the word Sostris.’
         

         It meant something. The man’s grin faded; he looked round, said something to someone behind him, listened for an answer. Then Seth heard the bolts and latches of the door being shot back.
         

         Hastily, he shoved the knife into his boot. It would be worse than useless.
         

         When the door opened a wave of hot air came out like a sirocco from the desert, cloudy with the sickly sweetness of opium. Glad his face was covered, he pushed past the doorkeeper, picked his way down two steps, round a corner and into the den.
         

         It was airless and gloomy. Even the oil lamps burned with a greasy blue light. In corners men sprawled, smoking long, curved pipes, or chewing unspeakable food from dirty bowls. In the middle of the room a cauldron hung from the rafters, smoke curling up from it into heady clouds from the pipes, forming a thick haze that made the roof invisible. A few women, one or two of them almost pretty, peered round dim hangings. It was rowdy, a mix of noise and argument and the rantings of those that lay in corners, talking to themselves non-stop and at high volume, their minds gone with the drug, or the terrible eternal thirst that tormented them.
         

         Everyone who could still focus stared at Seth.

         He licked his lips, looked round, slowly. Taking his time.
         

         They were easy to spot. There were two of them, sitting at a table in the corner, and they seemed the only people in the filthy den with whole minds. They were watching him too. One waved a hand.
         

         He crossed between the opium-wrecks.

         ‘What do you come about?’

         ‘Sostris.’
         

         The two men exchanged a glance. Then one tapped the empty stool, and Seth perched on it, warily.
         

         ‘Uncover.’

         It wasn’t a request. Sourly, he unwrapped the mantle from his face. The smaller man grinned. ‘Pretty boy.’
         

         ‘More than I can say about you,’ Seth growled. The man was redbearded, had broken front teeth and a nose that had been smashed in too many fights; he breathed noisily, his words oddly distorted. He wore a gold chain round his neck and a striped coat, gathered with a belt with three knives stuck in it, each larger than Seth’s. He had not bothered to cover his face.
         

         
         ‘Are you the Jackal?’

         The redbeard laughed and spat.

         ‘That’s me,’ the other one said, quietly.

         As Seth turned he knew his mistake at once. The taller man wore no gold. His clothes were dark and his skin a smooth olive, unremarkable except for his eyes. They were narrow and long, strangely almond-shaped, like some animal’s, and Seth shivered as he looked at them. The man’s face was half-covered with a hood, but he looked younger than the other, well-fed. A stray strand of hair hung down, long and straight. Fair.
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