





 



The dune god. The wrenching cry skirled over the camp, louder than Ravard had ever heard it. The pain of a ravaged god.


He strode to the tent flap and out into the night. He ignored the bite of the cold on his bare chest and arms. The darkness filled with sound: shouting, panicked voices, screams, the wail of the god, and more. A rushing, rolling noise like a thousand pedes thundering down a rocky slope. The ground shook beneath his feet. A woman emerging from a tent nearby turned her frightened face towards him. In the gloom, her eyes were large dark holes of terror in her face.


“Torches,” he snapped at her. “Organise the women t’light every bleeding torch in the camp!” He didn’t wait to see if she obeyed. She was a dune drover’s woman; he knew she would.


Running now, he headed towards the worst of the sounds. And then slid to a halt. The vale in the dune where the sandmaster’s men had camped, which should have dipped down in front of him, was not there any more. It was filled with a dark moving mass billowing skywards.
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PART ONE


The Bondage of War
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Scarpen Quarter


Breccia City,


Breccia Hall, Level 2


The man lying next to Lord Ryka Feldspar was dead.


His eyes stared upwards past her shoulder, sightless, the vividness of their blue already fading. For a while blood had seeped from his wounded chest onto her tunic, but that had slowed, then stopped. She did not know his name, although she had known him by sight. He’d been a guard at Breccia Hall. Younger than she was. Eighteen? Twenty?


Too young to die.


The man on top of her was dead, too. He was a Reduner. His head lay on her chest and the beads threaded onto his red braids pressed uncomfortably into her breast, but she didn’t dare move. Not yet. Around her she heard Reduner voices still; men, heaving bodies onto packpedes, talking among themselves. Making crude jokes about the dead. Coping, perhaps, with the idea it could so easily have been them. Death or survival: even for the victors, the outcome was often as unpredictable as the gusting of a desert wind.


Reduners. Red men from a land of red sand dunes, flesh-devouring zigger beetles and meddles of black pedes. Drovers and nomads and warriors who hankered after a past they thought was noble: a time when rain had been random and they ruled most of the Quartern with their tribal savagery. A people who had recently returned to a time of slave raids, living under laws decided by the strength of a man’s arm and dispensed with a scimitar or a zigtube.


Ryka had been a scholar once, and she spoke their tongue well. She could understand them now as they chatted. “Those withering bastard rainlords,” one was saying, his tone bitter and angry. “They took the water from Genillid’s eyes while he was fighting next to me. Left his eyeballs like dried berries in their sockets! Blind as a sandworm.”


“What did you do?” another asked, a youngster by the sound of him.


“For Genillid? Killed him. That was Sandmaster Davim’s orders. Reckon he was right, too. What’s left for a dunesman if he can’t see?”


“I heard he went around the men afterwards and killed everyone who was likely to lose a hand or a leg as well. No place for a cripple on the dunes, he said.”


Ryka felt no pity. They had taken her city. Killed her people. Cloudmaster Granthon Almandine, the Quartern’s ruler, its bringer of water and its only true stormlord, was dead, she knew that. His son, Highlord Nealrith, the city’s ruler, had been taken and tortured. He’d died in a cage swung over one of the city gates. She knew that, too. She’d heard Jasper Bloodstone had killed him to save him the agony of a slow death.


Poor Jasper. She’d seen the respect and affection in his eyes when he’d spoken to the Highlord.



Gentle, kindly Nealrith. She had grown up with him, gone to Breccia Academy with him, attended his wedding to that bitch, Lord Laisa. Oh, Sunlord receive you into his sunfire, Rith. You did not deserve your end.


“Did we get all them bastards?” the same youth asked.


“The rainlords? Reckon so. I hear exhaustion finally sapped their powers, leaving them defenceless. My brother killed one of them rainlord priests. Still, not even a sandmaster can tell one from an ordinary city-grubber. They don’t look no different.”


“I heard some of them are women.”


The first man gave a bark of laughter. “One thing’s for sure, we can slaughter any force that has to use women to fight a battle!”


Ryka wanted to grit her teeth, but couldn’t risk even that slight movement. Blast Davim’s sun-blighted eyes. The tribes of the Red Quarter had been leaving their violent past behind until he’d come along to twist their view of history.


Sandmaster Davim, with his vicious hatreds and his brutal desire for power, had taken away that scholarly life of hers. He’d shattered the Quartern’s peace, mocked the cultures not his own, destroyed the learning, all in a couple of star cycles. His men had killed her father. Watergiver only knew what had happened to her sister and her mother. And Kaneth?



No, you mustn’t think he is dead. You mustn’t lose hope.


Strange even to think of the life she’d had because it was all gone now, spun away on the invaders’ swords and the shimmering wings of their ziggers, like sand whirled into the desert on a spindevil wind. A wisp of her hair tickled her cheek. She ignored it. She mustn’t move. Not even a twitch. She had to live through this, for the baby. For Kaneth.



Sunlord, I know I don’t really believe in you, but let him be alive, that wonderful, gentle bladesman-warrior of mine. Father of my child. She longed to raise her head and look for him. Perhaps he lay somewhere beneath her, still alive. Or dead. Her hand longed to move to cover her abdomen where their son stirred. She knew his water and thus his maleness. Oh, Kaneth, we had so little time . . .


The memory of her last moments with him replayed over and over. The battle in the waterhall. His last conscious act had been to protect her with his body. Could she have done more? Done something differently? She had used the last of her power to stop his bleeding, to dry the horrible wound exposing the bone of his scalp as he floated face down, senseless in the cistern. She had kept pure the bubble of air around their faces so they could both breathe. But mostly she’d just had to float there, eyes almost closed, hoping the invaders would leave the waterhall so she could pull Kaneth out of the water and take him to safety.


A futile hope, easily splintered. The Reduners had slung them both out of the cistern. They had dumped Kaneth, unconscious – or dead – on the floor; the sound of his body thudding onto the paving echoed in her head still. She’d landed on top of him a moment later. It had taken all her courage to allow herself to fall like a dead body. Not to stretch out a hand to break her landing. Not to open her eyes, not to touch him, not to look to see if his wound was bleeding again.


More waiting then, more futile praying that the Reduners would leave the waterhall, more begging a boon of a Sunlord she didn’t believe in. A little joy, too, when she’d felt the baby stir within her.


She’d tried speaking to Kaneth, whispered words of encouragement and love, but he had not replied. She thought she’d felt the movement of his breath faint against her cheek, but she couldn’t be sure.


Several runs of the sandglass later, the guards had received fresh orders. She’d heard and understood: “Take the dead outside. Load them onto a pede and dump them outside the walls.”


Her heart had leaped within her. A chance. A chance for both her and Kaneth – if he lived. Please let it be so . . .


More rough handling when she was thrown over a man’s shoulder and carried, her face bumping against his back, only to be dumped once more onto this heap of the dead. She wasn’t outside the city walls; she knew that much. Cracking open an eyelid, she’d recognised one of the Breccia Hall courtyards. Hampered by her confounded short-sightedness blurring the details of anything more than ten paces away, she saw enough to know the last bastion against the invaders had fallen. They had lost the city to the Reduners.


And so it was that she now lay motionless, cushioned by lifeless bodies, her clothes drying out in the heat of an afternoon sun, as she listened and awaited her time to move.


Sunlord, but she was tired! She needed to eat, and eat well. Without food she had no energy, without energy she had no water-power, no way of fighting back. Her sword was gone and she doubted she could have lifted it anyway.


Some more desultory conversation, laughter, and then a voice answering an unheard question. “No. That’s the dead burning outside the city wall you can smell.”


The words sent fear stabbing into her bowels. They were burning bodies.


“Are we eating them now?” someone asked, amused.


“You sand-tick, Ankrim! The sandmaster ordered all the dead burned as soon as possible. Easier, I suppose, than burying them, when we have all those bab palms to fuel the pyres.”


“Nah. More to teach a lesson to the living, I reckon. Here, let’s get this pede loaded.”


She stopped listening. Burned! Sandblast the bastards – if Kaneth was unconscious, then . . . Being taken outside the wall began to sound like a rotten idea.


The packpede was loaded, but no one approached the heap of dead Ryka was on. The nearby voices were gone, leaving only far-off screams and shouting. She risked opening her eyes. No one. Cautiously, she raised her head and looked around. She was in front of the main entrance to the pede stables adjoining Breccia House, and as far as she could see, there was no one in sight. As she climbed down, bodies squelched under her sandalled feet and the odours of death intensified. Rot, shit, piss, blood. She gagged.



Boys, some of them. Not all soldiers, either . . .


In death, there was little difference between those who had their skin stained red by desert dust, and the fair-skinned Scarpen folk like herself.


Her feet reached the gravel surface of the courtyard and she stood up. She was sore all over, and stiff. She moved like an old woman. After another swift glance around to make sure she was unobserved, she poked through the piled corpses. The Reduners she ignored, and those wearing a guard uniform. Kaneth had never been one for uniforms. “If I am going to fight, I want to be comfortable,” he’d said as he chose his oldest tunic and trousers. She’d joked that he looked like a brass worker from Level Twenty, but she had followed his lead and worn clothes more suited to a labourer than a woman of her class.


She couldn’t find him. Tall, broad-shouldered, muscular, long-limbed – he was hard to miss. And that sun-streaked fair hair he kept tied at the nape, it would stand out among the Reduners.


Again she searched, even more carefully. He wasn’t there. There had been a second pile of bodies, but it had disappeared. If he’d been among those . . .


Panicking and weak and thirsty, she swallowed back a surge of dizzying nausea.


“Looking for something?”


The voice, and the accompanying sound of a weapon being drawn from its scabbard, dulled her fear for Kaneth, smothered it in more immediate terror. Her heart skipped, pounded. Slowing its beating by force of will, she turned to face the speaker. A Reduner man, for all he spoke the Quartern tongue with a strong Gibber accent. He’d just stepped out of the stables. Slim, athletic, armed, his red skin streaked with dust and blood. His dark red braids were untidy with beads missing or broken. His sword was blood-drenched.


The darkness of his eyes contained no hint of mercy, no hint of anything. She guessed he was at least ten cycles younger than she was, but he carried himself with assurance. His belted robe was elaborately embroidered, so she knew why: he came from a wealthy and important family.



Probably learned his Quartern tongue from Gibber slaves, she thought, her bitterness deep. Reduners had been raiding the Gibber, almost with impunity, for more than four years. Kaneth and his men had done their best to curtail such raids, but their success had been limited.


“My husband,” she said, keeping her voice level and respectful – but not meek; she would not grovel, even though she knew she was a finger’s breadth away from death. Or worse.


He held his scimitar up and took a step towards her, the blade pointed at her chest. She did not move.


“Find him?” he inquired, his tone deceptively mild if the sword was to be believed.


“No.”


“You’re supposed t’be in the big room.” He waved his free hand towards the hall. “In there. How did y’get out?”


The point of the scimitar came within a whisker of her left nipple. She refused to look down and held his gaze instead. “A woman will risk much to serve her husband.”


Something flared in his eyes then, but she wasn’t sure she could read it. “Not in my experience,” he said, his lip curling in cynicism. “These folk,” he added, indicating the heap of bodies, “came out of the waterhall. Your husband – guard, was he? Fighting up there?”


“He was up there,” she said, “but he wasn’t a guard. He was a brass worker from downlevel. He went to help.” She did not have to feign grief; she knew it was written on her face and captured in her voice, for anyone to see and hear. “He brought me up here for safety. He knew nothing about fighting.”


“Then I think you can be certain he’s snuffed it. Everyone in the waterhall died.”



No, they didn’t. I’m here.


She didn’t move. Every piece of her being concentrated on not showing fear. Reduners valued courage and despised weakness, even in their women. Not, of course, that he would think twice about lopping off her head with his blade if it pleased him. “Doubtless you’re right,” she said, fighting her nausea, “but I would like to know one way or the other.”


“What’s your name?”



I shan’t make you a present of that, you bastard. If he realised she was a rainlord, she was dead – and someone among the Reduners might know the name of Ryka Feldspar. “Who wants to know?”


He stared at her, as if he couldn’t believe his ears. “My name’s Ravard,” he said finally. “But what should count with you, woman, is the weapon I hold t’your body. What’s your name?” The blade tip brushed her nipple this time, then traced a pattern up to her throat.


“Garnet,” she said, appropriating the name of the cook in Carnelian House and then adding another gemstone at random: “Garnet Prase.”


“Dangerous for a woman t’be out on the streets after a battle,” he remarked with heavy mockery. “You never know what nasty thing might happen. There’s men wanting their rewards for a battle well fought, and they’ll take them anyhow they please.”


“So your men are out of control already?” she asked, and then bit her tongue. Why could she never learn to keep silent when it counted!


His eyes narrowed. “You play a dangerous game, woman, with your Scarpen arrogance. Perhaps you care nothing for yourself.” The sword point dropped to her abdomen. “But what about the brat you carry?”


This time she couldn’t control her shock. “How—?” she began, and then closed her mouth firmly, though her hand dropped to cover the roundness of her belly, as if she could protect her son from his weapon. If only I had my water-power—


“I have eyes in me head,” he said. “Suggest you keep a still tongue in yours, Garnet, ’less you want t’lose your life and your man’s get, as well. I’ll take you to the other women in there. Tonight you sleep with a man who’s not your husband, or you’ll lose more than your man. Think on it.”


He turned her roughly and started her walking in front of him towards the Hall’s main door. She hugged her arms about her to stop the trembling.



A complete stranger works out I’m pregnant at a glance? It took Kaneth nearly half a cycle to wake up to it! This fellow was strange.


When she slipped in a patch of blood on the gravel, he grabbed her by the arm, wrenching her upright before she hit the ground. “Careful, sweet lips,” he said in her ear. “We want you undamaged, don’t we?”


She gasped in pain. The sword cut on her upper leg – not deep but raw and throbbing nonetheless – had opened up.


He hadn’t noticed it before because the slash in her trousers was almost covered by her tunic, but he saw the fresh blood now and gave an exasperated grunt. “Why didn’t y’tell me you were hurt?”


“It’s nothing.”


He pulled up the hem of the tunic and looked at the wound. A makeshift bandage around her thigh had long since come loose and fallen off. “Hmph. Maybe not, but needs covering nonetheless, t’stop that bleeding.”


He left her where she was and went back to the heaped up dead. With his scimitar, he slashed at a dead man’s tunic and brought back a piece of the cloth. She wanted to take it from him, but he ignored her gesture and knelt to wrap it around her thigh himself, over the top of her trousers. She braced herself for an intimate touch, a leer or a sneering remark, but all he did was bandage her.


As he tied off the ends, he said, “When you get a chance, wash the wound ’n’ put a clean cloth ’bout it. Even a small cut like that can kill you, if it gets dirty.”



Perhaps that would be best anyway, she thought. To die.


The thought must have been reflected on her face, because he said harshly, “Listen t’me, you water-soft city groveller. Living’s what counts, understand? Your man’s dead. Probably your whole withering family’s been snuffed. Your city’s fallen. Your rainlords are rotting in the sun. Soon there’ll be no more water in your skyless city. Take your chance with us. We’ve not got rainlords, but our sandmasters and tribemasters can sense water on the wind. Our dune gods protect us.” He pointed to her abdomen. “That young’un of yours? It can grow up Reduner, a warrior or a woman of the tribe. Reduners don’t make no difference ’tween folk. Out there on the dunes, we’re all red soon enough. Being alive? That’s all that matters. That’s all.”


She stood facing him. Wasn’t there more to life than that? Yes, of course there was – but you had to be alive to achieve it. Sandblast it, she thought, despairing. How did we Breccians ever come to this?



She nodded to the man. “Yes,” she said. “You are right.”


“Now, get going, Garnet. I don’t have time t’waste on you.”



Kaneth, I will be strong. I promise, for the sake of our son. You’re on your own, wherever you are. And so, dammit, am I.


And then, just a whisper in her mind, to a man who was probably dead: I love you.
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Scarpen Quarter


Breccia City,


Breccia Hall, Level 2


Ravard handed Ryka over to a Reduner bladesman guarding the double doors of Breccia Hall’s public reception room. The man pushed her roughly inside and closed the doors behind her.


Though the area was large, it was crowded. And noisy with crying. Her heart sank as she looked around and absorbed the significance of what she was seeing. Women. No men. Women, yet no small children. Every head turned her way to see who had entered, eyes fearful. And she was standing in a patch of half-dried blood on the floor.



Waterless hells.


There was a gasp from a group sitting on the floor, and a figure came flying to grab her in a tight embrace, sobbing, gasping, shuddering, pouring out her woe. Beryll, but not her pretty, carefree tease of a little sister. Not any more.


“Beryll,” she whispered, “quietly, quietly. I can’t understand what you are saying! Calm down.”


But she wouldn’t be calm. “Ryka, Mother! They killed Mother! They didn’t give her a chance. She – she—”


Ryka had been expecting it, but still the stab of grief pierced deep, then twisted painfully with the bitter rage that followed it.


Her eyes swollen, her chest heaving, Beryll wailed between gulping sobs, “I wanted us to escape with the others down the underground passageway, but she said she’d wait until Father came back. He never came. Then we heard he was dead, but she still wouldn’t go. And I couldn’t leave her, could I? Anyway, there was the Lady Ethelva and the ceremony of the taking of the Cloudmaster’s water and Mother thought we ought to be there, so we went to the House of the Dead and we couldn’t come back safely because of the ziggers until Lord Gold brought us with the Lady Ethelva afterwards. Oh, Ryka, it was awful. Lady Ethelva seemed so – so old, all of a sudden. Like she’d all shrivelled up. It was so horrid. And we didn’t know whether you were all right, or if Papa really was dead, and then the Reduners broke through . . .” Her face went white, just with the remembering.


Ryka led her away from the door to a more private spot near the wall. Her sandals left sticky footprints on the floor.


“But Mother really is dead? Are you sure?” She was having trouble absorbing the reality behind the words.


“They – they slit her throat. Like they were slaughtering an animal.”



Oh, sweet water save us. “You saw it?”


Beryll’s frame shuddered in her arms as she nodded. “Her and the Lady Ethelva. Oh, Ryka, they killed so many! The guards and the men first, in the fighting when they broke in through the gates. Then they rounded up the women, servants and all. They took the older ones out and – and just killed them. Just like that. They said it was because Stormlord Jasper didn’t surrender himself. There were so many dead. So many of the older ones had thought they’d have a better chance if they didn’t go down the tunnel. There wasn’t room for everyone anyway . . .” Her voice trailed away in misery.


Ryka tried not to change words into images. The words were bad enough. Blindly, she patted her sister on the back; aching, she kissed the top of her head.


When Beryll had calmed, she changed the subject. “Listen, you mustn’t call me Ryka. If the Reduners know they have a rainlord, I’m dead. Our only chance of getting out of this alive is to hide who I am. Call me Garnet.”


Beryll lifted her puzzled gaze to look at her sister’s face. “What? Garnet? Why?”


“Just in case they know there is a rainlord called Ryka Feldspar.”


“Oh. Would they know that?”


“I doubt it, but I don’t want to take the risk.” There was also a slight risk a Reduner warrior might see her and recognise her as a woman who’d fought in the waterhall, but she didn’t think there was much danger of that, either. Those still alive were under the impression she had died; certainly none of them knew she was a rainlord. To make herself less recognisable, she untied her hair, shaking it loose over her shoulders and around her face.


She looked around short-sightedly, seeking familiar faces, neighbours from her level perhaps, anyone who might give away her identity, but saw no one she knew. “Is there anyone here who will recognise me?” Beryll shook her head. “I don’t think so. I don’t know these people. They were from the other levels. They took refuge here when the city was attacked.”


As far as Ryka could tell, no one was looking at her with recognition. Dirty, sweaty, bloodied and dressed as she was, she was not surprised. She hardly looked like an upleveller rainlord. Besides, she was not well-known, not like Kaneth or the Cloudmaster’s family, the Almandines. She was a scholar who fulfilled her duties as a rainlord by teaching at Breccia Academy and taking her turn to check on the mother wells and patrol the water tunnel between the city and the Warthago Range.


“We are going to be slaves, aren’t we?” Beryll whispered.


“Beryll, I’m a rainlord, remember? We just have to wait for the right time, for when I am strong again and can get us out of here.”


“Can’t you do it now? I don’t want to stay here! They – they murdered children, Ryka. Children. All the really young ones.”



And left the older ones and the young women, Ryka thought, but she didn’t give voice to the words. Instead, she said, “I don’t have any power left. I haven’t eaten in so long. Or slept. Is there any food here? If I had something to eat . . .”


“I don’t think so. After the Reduners herded us in here, they seemed to forget all about us. No one has brought us any food. But then, they killed the servants. Except for the pretty ones. Ethelva sent them down the tunnel before the Reduners came.” She brushed hair out of her eyes with a trembling hand. “I wish – I wish I had gone, too.”


“Where is everyone from our level? Why aren’t they here?”


“Most of them went down the tunnel. Level Three and Four people had first choice. Maybe they’re still hidden there. Where’s Kaneth?”


“He was injured. I don’t know what happened to him.”


“Oh.” Beryll started to cry again, in juddering sobs. Helplessly, Ryka patted her on the back. Oh Beryll, she thought, things could get a lot worse even than this.


Miserably, she looked around. Nealrith had brought as many of the city folk as he could within the walls of the level, but it had been an illusory safety. The city’s two top levels, where the waterhall and the Cloudmaster’s residence were located, had lasted longer than the stepped levels of the lower city, but in the end it had made little difference. We rainlords failed these people.


The Scarpen’s only hope was that Jasper Bloodstone had escaped with Nealrith’s wife, that spitless bitch Laisa, and their daughter, Senya. Perhaps Jasper and Senya could start a new line of stormlords.



Perhaps the other cities will prevail. Perhaps they will stop this Reduner sandmaster. Perhaps in the end it will be that bastard Taquar Sardonyx who will stop him . . .


“Listen Beryll, you must tell me all you have seen. The Reduners – the leaders. Who are they?”


Slowly, Beryll calmed enough to speak again. “Well, there’s Davim. He’s the sandmaster. He’s horrible.” She was trembling still, and stark fear shone in her eyes.


“How will I recognise him?”


“He wears a red robe that’s got all this red embroidery down the front and lots of gemstone beads – no one else has as much. He’s maybe about Kaneth’s age. There’re some others who have some embroidery. Like the man who translates for those who don’t speak the Quartern tongue. His name is Ravard, I think.”


“Ah. I suspect I’ve met that one.”


“I – I don’t know about any of the others. Someone said the man in charge of all the killing is older. They call him the Warrior Son, but I don’t know which one he is. They all look alike to me anyway. And it’s better if you don’t stare at them. They don’t like you to stare.” She clutched at Ryka’s arm. “Be careful, Ry. You can’t argue with them. They don’t like that, either.”


Time passed so slowly. Ryka circled the room, looking for a way out, but the doors were locked and the openings for light and air were high above their heads. There was a small water-room tucked away at the far end, its facilities too few for so many people. There was always a queue, and the place stank because there was only a trickle of water. No one seemed to have any food, and most had not eaten anything in over a day. The wailing of grieving women and terrified, hungry youngsters – not one of them under nine or ten – was a constant noise, grating on her nerves because no one had the means to comfort them.


In the end, Ryka fell asleep lying on the floor in Beryll’s arms.


It was dark when she woke to the sounds of commotion. Slamming doors in the distance, fear-saturated muttering, renewed weeping. Everyone scrambled to their feet. Beryll clung to Ryka’s arm. The central double doors were flung open and a line of Reduner warriors, some bearing torches, entered behind two of their leaders. One was the man who had brought her there: Ravard.


Staring at the other, Beryll hissed in her ear, “That’s him. Sandmaster Davim!”


Her first thought was, But he’s so young! The next: Watergiver, damn his eyes. The man has no soul. There was nothing in his gaze that spoke of pity or compassion and much that rejoiced in the misery he saw before him.


Silence spread to cover the room, as if the sandmaster’s gaze compelled all sound to cease. Even the children were silent. He stood in front of the doors, Ravard at his side, his warriors arrayed behind him. He wasn’t a tall man, but there was no doubt he commanded.


He nodded to Ravard and the younger man stepped forward. He said, “I speak for Sandmaster Davim of Dune Watergatherer. The sandmaster rules here now. Kneel before him.”


The room stilled. For a moment no one moved. No one even seemed to breathe. Then, when Davim’s stare bored into the women closest to him, they fell to their knees. Gradually others around the room followed.


“I won’t!” Beryl whispered. “He’s the one who ordered Mother killed! And Lady Ethelva.”


Ryka grabbed her by the arm and yanked her down as she herself knelt. “Oh yes, you will,” she murmured. “Your job is to stay alive until I can get you out of here. Pride means nothing. Living is what’s important. And don’t forget – my name is Garnet.” She glanced around and was relieved to see no one remained standing.


Davim spoke then, in his own tongue. His voice snapped into the silence, confirming Ryka’s every fear. She was probably the only person in the room who understood the language, but the others weren’t left wondering for long. Ravard translated all the sandmaster said.


“Sandmaster Davim wishes t’tell you everyone here will serve his men, or die. You are Reduner women now. He is going t’honour one of you with his personal choice.”


Beryll shuddered and turned her face into Ryka’s shoulder once more. “Oh Sunlord save me,” she whispered. “Ryka, he wants me, I know it. He looked at me in such a way before.” Her trembling wouldn’t stop.


“Hide your face,” Ryka said softly. But even as she spoke she knew it was too late. The sandmaster was threading his way through the kneeling women towards them.


He pointed at Beryll and said, “Stand.”


Ryka stood, pulling Beryll up with her. At Davim’s shoulder, Ravard’s dark eyes were fixed on hers, but there was no expression there. The sandmaster reached out and pulled Beryll away from her. He cupped her chin with a hand and forced her face up. “Her,” he said to Ravard in his own tongue.


“The sandmaster has done you a great honour,” Ravard told Beryll. “You’ll share his pallet tonight. If you please him, he’ll spare your life.”


“Does the sandmaster not want a real woman in his bed,” Ryka drawled before Beryll could react, “instead of a mere child?”


Davim’s sharp eyes switched from Beryll to her.



He knows what I said, Ryka thought. He many not speak the Quartern tongue well, but he understands.


As if to confirm that thought, Ravard did not translate.


Davim’s arrogant gaze slid up and down her body, assessing. Critical. “Ugly she-pedes don’t please the bull when there are prettier pede-heifers to hand,” he said in his own tongue, his tone mocking. He grinned at Ravard, who grinned back.


Not wanting to let any of the Reduners know she could understand them, Ryka was careful not to react. Beryll, still held by the sandmaster, darted a despairing, frightened look at her.


Ravard translated Davim’s words.


“Bulls are blind in the dark,” Ryka replied, looking past Beryll to hold the sandmaster’s gaze with her own. “And all she-pedes are black in the depth of night.” She gave what she hoped was an enticing smile. “Touch, on the other hand . . .”



“Whore!” one of the Breccian women spat at her from behind.


Davim, laughing, said to Ravard, “The ugly bitch thinks to seduce me! Who wants stringy pede meat if he can have the tender venison of a young desert deer?” He turned his attention back to Beryll. “Come with me, eager to please,” he said. “Or die.”


Ravard translated – and Beryll spat in the sandmaster’s face.


A split second later, she dropped to the floor. For one frozen moment, Ryka didn’t understand. Refused to understand. She saw Davim’s merciless rage as he wiped the spittle from his face with the back of a hand. Only when her gaze dropped to Beryll where she lay spasming on the floor, did she see the glistening red of the slash across her neck. With unbelieving eyes she stared at the welling blood, matched by scarlet drips along the sandmaster’s dagger blade. She hadn’t even seen him draw it. Behind her, someone screamed.


With an agonised cry, Ryka fell to her knees to gather Beryll into her arms. In her dying moments, the girl flailed. A horrible sucking sound came from her throat. Her eyes closed as she desperately tried to draw breath. And then she was gone.


No!


For a moment, Ryka remained where she was, stunned, disbelieving. When she looked up again, Davim was already turning away, uninterested. Shock turned to blinding rage. She wanted to rip out his throat. She groped for the power to kill him, but because she was drained and starving, nothing came.


He didn’t see the uncontrolled fury, didn’t see her naked desire to kill. And that saved her. She had the fleeting moment she needed to dampen down her emotion.


In agony, she touched her sister’s face with trembling fingers. Beryll. Oh, Watergiver, why? Oh, Sunlord. Oh, Beryll.


She’d kill him. Then, common sense prevailing, This is not the time to try, Ryka. Not yet. Oh, Watergiver have mercy. Beryll!



“Find me a pretty young woman, Ravard,” Davim was saying. “Young, the way I like them. And kill the stringy meat. She does not please me.”


Terror ripped through her. I’ve run out of time. She flicked a glance to the row of Reduner warriors. The nearest, one of those bearing a burning brand to light the room, had propped his chala spear against the wall. I’m dead, but maybe I can take Davim with me, she thought, eyeing the spear. If Davim dies, maybe the Scarpen has a chance . . . She tensed herself for a leap past the sandmaster to the weapon.


Ravard laughed easily. “That’s because you have experience and can teach the young to please you. Me, I need the stringy old ones to teach me how to be pleased!” He stared at Ryka in open appraisal, halting her intention to move. “Kill her? Certainly, if that is your wish, but I’d rather sharpen my, er, sword on her experience.”


Davim frowned and stared hard at Ryka. She dropped her gaze submissively, still pretending she did not understand their conversation. He shrugged. “As you wish. If she gives you any trouble, hand her over to the chalamen. They can use her for target practice for their spears.”


The Reduner warriors chuckled, leaving Ryka in no doubt that the double meanings were intended.


Ravard nodded, grinning. “Take her to my rooms,” he told one of the warriors, “and lock her in.”
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Scarpen Quarter


Scarcleft City,


Scarcleft Hall, Level 2


Lord Taquar Sardonyx looked up from his desk, frowning. It was late, it was cold, and he had been about to go to bed. In fact, he’d been wondering whether to ask his steward to fetch him a woman. That pretty new servant girl, for example. Eighteen, wistfully innocent and adoring – she would do. And yet . . . he glanced at the painting he had mounted on the wall. Terelle’s painting. A waterpainting once, until the earthquake had separated the paint from the water. Now it lacked a little of the life it must have once had, but still the figure leaped at him out of the paint.


Taquar, Highlord of Scarcleft, driving a pede.


She had captured everything he liked to think he possessed: the aura of power, the ruthlessness, the strength, the commanding stature, and of course the sensuality. But more than that, she had painted something of herself into the work: her fear of him, her fear of her attraction to him. Every time he looked at it, he cursed the earthquake that had enabled her to escape. Watergiver, what a lover she would have made! All she’d needed was the awakening, and he could have stirred her senses so easily. Stupidly, he had thought her not ready. And now, whenever he took another woman to bed, he thought of what he had missed, and cursed again. Innocence and the promise of initiating a maiden’s sexual awakening – it intrigued him every time, and rarely disappointed. A victim either learned to match his passion or shivered in fear. Either way, he enjoyed the result.


He’d sent people out looking for her, of course, once he realised she had escaped. Unfortunately it had been a day before they had cleared away enough of the rubble along the passage to her room to see that she was not dead or trapped, but missing. Even then, he’d assumed she was still in the city. Now, five days later and thanks to his seneschal’s investigations, he knew better.


It was infuriating. How would he ever entice Shale Flint – or Jasper Bloodstone as the wretched lad was called now – back to Scarcleft City if he found out Terelle had fled?


Scarcleft was a wounded city still, and it riled Taquar that the most serious damage was to his own hall on Level Two. He was tired of the noise and dust of cleaning up and the preparations for rebuilding. He was infuriated by the grumblings of discontent from Level Thirty-six, the lowest level, where the waterless lived. How dare they protest the slow reaction to their plight! As if they had any rights at all. He would have killed the lot of them long ago, if some of the merchants and tradesmen and artisans had not made it clear they needed the labour of the waterless from time to time.


Definitely, he needed a little solace in his bed. He was reaching to ring for his steward, when a knock sounded at the door.


The visitor the servant ushered in a moment later took Taquar by surprise. He rose to his feet, trying to conceal the extent of his astonishment. “Laisa? My dear, this is a surprise! A pleasure of course, but – er – unexpected.” Even as he spoke he was taking in her grubby appearance, the fatigue about her eyes, the tension around her mouth. Her long blonde hair was dusty and tumbled out of its jewelled clips, her skin bare of any artificial powders or paints. She was still beautiful, of course. She had the kind of looks that weren’t ruined by a little grime or lack of sleep; a brilliant, cool beauty that improved rather than diminished with age. Looks that suited a harsh land and matched a nature that revelled in luxury. Laisa was a sensual woman, yet pitiless.


And he had never seen her so dishevelled. What the salted damn had happened?


“What brings you here? And looking like this?” he asked, keeping his tone carefully neutral.


“Don’t pretend you don’t know what happened to Breccia City,” she said. “You can’t really be unaware the desert beast has slipped the leash you tried to put around his neck!”


“I don’t know what you mean.” And he didn’t, but he could guess, and the guess left him cold. Davim. That spitless sand louse of a Reduner. He must have moved his forces from Qanatend to Breccia City. Why couldn’t he have waited for things to fall into place of their own accord?


The answer came all too soon. He must have found out I don’t have Shale.


Aloud, he said, “Suppose you tell me, my dear.” He nodded to the servant. “Bring us some of the best imported wine and sweetmeats, man.” When they were alone again, he waved at a chair in front of the fire. “Sit down, Laisa.”


She flung herself into the chair, saying, “What the sandblasted hell happened here, Taquar? Why is part of your city in ruins and much of the lowest level burned? Did Davim attack Scarcleft too?”


He shook his head, and went to stand with his back to the fire. “Hardly! No, it was the earthquake. You didn’t hear? I sent word. It happened a few days after Gratitudes.”


“We have been otherwise occupied,” she said, her voice brittle with irritation. “We were attacked five days after Gratitudes. Nealrith sent word immediately.”


“I see. None of your messengers arrived, and neither did mine to you, apparently. Davim’s to blame for that, I suppose. He must have Breccia ringed. You were lucky to get through yourself.”


The look she gave him was scathing. “I did not take the road and anyway, give me some credit. I do have enough water-sense to dodge men out looking for people escaping the city. So what was this earthquake? I’ve never heard of one doing this much damage.”


“The damage was fairly localised, fortunately. Some damage to the hall. And a fire on the thirty-sixth level, but that place is no great loss. Far from it, in fact. Gave me an excuse to clean out some of the water-wasters. But tell me about Breccia’s troubles.”



“Troubles?” She shot him a look of scornful fury as she warmed her hands at the fire. “Is that what you’d call it? The city has fallen, you withering sand-brain! Nealrith is dead. So is Granthon. And doubtless most of our rainlords as well: Ryka and Merquel Feldspar, Kaneth Carnelian, Lord Gold and most of the rainlord priests, for a start. The Scarpen is without a competent stormlord.”


Baldly, concisely and without histrionics, she told him all that she knew about the siege and how she had escaped with her daughter and Shale Flint. Except, he was quick to realise, the most important fact: the exact whereabouts of Jasper Bloodstone. The tale didn’t take her long; she finished just as the servant came in and left the tray of refreshments.


He poured her some wine, imported from across the Giving Sea, saying: “Let me see if I understand you: Breccia City’s rainlords decided to die fighting – a piece of monumental stupidity on their part. Typical of Kaneth Carnelian, of course, to indulge in heroically futile gestures, but I expected better of some of the others. Doubtless the city will have been thoroughly subdued in the time it took you to cross the desert to my gates.”


“Doubtless,” she agreed.


“Sandmaster Davim now controls both Qanatend and Breccia and has access to whatever water the two cities have. At a guess, you are now about to offer me the estimable young man, our only stormlord, in exchange for – what, I wonder?”


She took the proffered drink in its imported goblet of blown glass, and he had to admire her aplomb. Newly widowed and having just ridden several days across a desert, dispossessed of all her wealth and much of her status, and still she could look at him coolly across her glass of wine and say, “What did you hope from all this, Taquar? Were you really so sun-fried as to bargain with this Reduner nomad and think he would do your bidding?”


He shrugged indifferently. “It could have worked. But he is an impatient, arrogant hothead. And greedy with it. I promised him free rein in the Red and White Quarters in exchange for water when and where he wanted it, but apparently it wasn’t enough for him. I must assume he found out Shale ran to Nealrith?”


“Cloudmaster Granthon made sure he knew.”


“Which prompted him to renege on my alliance with him, of course. I assure you, these attacks on the cities of the Scarpen were not my idea. Oh, I thought to threaten the other cities with the idea of Reduner attack, yes – but I want to rule a wealthy nation, not a huddle of ruined buildings and groves.”


Laisa turned on him, her anger vicious. “You were out of your sand-stuffed mind! Do you think a rainlord can control a sandmaster, one whose thinking is as twisted as a spindevil wind? He dreams of returning to a Time of Random Rain, when the dunes managed without rainlords. You unleashed a force you can’t control, you fool! And now we all have to suffer for it.”


He felt the heat of his anger flood his face, but kept his temper under control. “I don’t fear for Scarcleft. Unlike the late unlamented Granthon and Nealrith in Breccia, or Moiqa over in Qanatend, I believe in ziggers and a trained army. Every young man of this city can handle a pike and a scimitar or a sword. They can drive a pede or fight from its back. They can handle ziggers. They don’t get their water allotments unless they undergo the training sessions once a year. Davim would never take Scarcleft – but that is neither here nor there. You were wise to get Shale out of Breccia City. The idea of Davim getting his hands on our last stormlord at this stage does not bear thinking about.”


“Pity you didn’t think before you began all this,” she retorted.


He ignored that. “The question is, what do you want in exchange for Shale?” He rubbed a finger around the top of his glass reflectively. “Of course, I could force you to tell me where he is, but bargaining is so much more civilised, is it not, my dear?”


She leaned back in her chair, both hands cradling her goblet. “And more rewarding, I think. You won’t find my terms too arduous. Put simply: I want to be the wife of a highlord, with all the, er, panoply that entails, and I want my daughter to be the wife of the Quartern’s one and only stormlord. That’s basically it. The details can be negotiated later.”


Taquar almost laughed. “Not quite the grieving widow, are you?”


She did not deign to reply, merely helping herself to a sweetmeat instead.


“What in all the waterless sands of the Quartern makes you think I would want to marry you, Laisa?”


She took the insult in her stride, shrugging. “I don’t really care whether you want to or not, Taquar. I want the position. As Nealrith’s wife, I’ve grown used to being pampered. I like the power I have as a rainlord, but I also like the extra that comes with being the wife of a city’s highlord. I don’t want to give it up. I’d be willing to let you have all the freedom you need, to do whatever it is you’ve always done. In return, I can run your household, be your hostess, share your bed if you want, or not if you don’t.”


He chuckled. “I do not need a hostess, or another seneschal when I have Harkel Tallyman, and I have plenty of women for my bed.”


“Harkel? I heard you were so enraged that he let Jasper escape to Breccia, you threw him in your deepest pit.”


“I am a civilised man. He was ensconced in the tower for a while, deprived of all his normal luxuries. After half a cycle both he and I were fed up with the situation. He missed his luxuries; I missed his organisational skills. He is my seneschal once more, and vastly more subservient.” He paused, suddenly thoughtful. “However, you do tempt me. My original idea was to keep Shale hidden. To have everyone thinking I was the one who shifted the storms, that I was the stormlord. Not possible now, of course, seeing everyone knows about the lad. But I will need someone to keep him in line. He is not going to take kindly to doing my bidding . . . Take on that job, and I might think about it.”


She waved a careless hand. “I can manage a young man of his age.”


“And then there is one slight problem you have neglected to mention, my dear. You are selling me a carpet with a flaw in the weave.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Oh, come now, Laisa. When I lost Shale to Breccia, I decided it wasn’t such a bad idea. The Cloudmaster could teach him all he knew about making and breaking clouds. Once he’d learned, I had the means to entice him back.


“I did hear that he was cloudshifting, so I put the plan into operation. But then I heard a few wind-whispers from our fellow rainlords. Shale Flint, or Jasper Bloodstone if you prefer to call him that, has only been shifting storms, and has needed Granthon’s power to lift the water vapour from the ocean in the first place. He cannot do it on his own. Moreover, as far as I can tell – and I may be wrong of course, because I cannot always sense far distant clouds the way a stormlord can – no rain has fallen anywhere in the past few days. Which, I assume, means since Granthon died. Tell me, do I have the truth of it?”


Unfazed, she said, “Unfortunately, you do. However, Jasper told us you were the one who stole Granthon’s storm. That makes you a very powerful rainlord, Taquar. It seems to me, you have neglected to mention to other rainlords the extent of your abilities. I have the feeling there is a good chance, if you back Jasper with your power, the young man will be able to do what is needed. Of course, it won’t be enough water for everybody, but that can’t be helped.”


He sipped his wine, thinking. “Unhappily, the reason I stole a storm was because I couldn’t make one. As it turns out I didn’t do too good a job of moving a cloud a long distance, either. I lost the cloud I stole, remember? Let’s face it, Laisa, I may be a damn fine rainlord, the best there is in fact, but I am nowhere near being a stormlord.”


“Together the two of you may achieve something. Jasper’s talents at moving water and sensing water are phenomenal. And he can extract vapour from pure water, just not from a salty sea. Anyway, we don’t have a choice. We have to try. You have to try. Otherwise there’s no rain and we are all in trouble. How long will Scarcleft’s water last, Taquar?”


“Not long enough. All right, I’ll try. And at least we don’t have Granthon or Nealrith’s highly developed moral sense to deal with any more, do we, m’dear?”


“Exactly. But we do, unfortunately, have Jasper’s. Extraordinary just how moral he is, considering he comes out of the Gibber. He can hardly have learned ethics from you, either, can he? However, with his nicely developed sense of duty, I think he can be persuaded it’s necessary to work with you. He won’t like it, but he’ll do it.”


“You have it all worked out already, it seems.” He sat back in his chair, absently swirling his wine, while he considered her proposal. It was some time before he added, “One other thing before we seal the bargain, something I have idly wondered . . . I want an honest answer to a query.”


Laisa raised a questioning eyebrow. “You trust me to be honest?”


“There’s no reason not to be, now Nealrith is dead. Who is Senya’s father?”


She laughed then, with full-throated amusement. “So you have wondered? I’ll give you an honest answer: I don’t know. It could have been either of you. I doubt she’s dark enough to be your daughter, but I could never see anything of Nealrith in her, I must admit. But you – everything I’ve heard seems to indicate you don’t leave a trail of bastards behind you. Is it possible I could be the only woman who ever bore yours? It seems unlikely. Does it matter anyway?”


He shook his head. “Not really. Stormlord children would have been an asset, but apart from that, I have never hankered after brats, especially not one as spoiled as Senya. You are going to have to rein her in, Laisa, if she is going to reside in my household.”


With an airy wave of the hand, she dismissed that problem. “That won’t be a problem now that Nealrith’s not here to spoil her.”


“Very well. It won’t harm me to have a decorative wife, I suppose – will it?”


There was more than a note of warning in his tone, and she raised her eyebrows in acknowledgement. “I know where my interests lie, Taquar. But tell me, what happens now you have Jasper again? Where does that leave Sandmaster Davim? Is he still going to go on the rampage around the Scarpen?”


He rose to put another couple of seaweed briquettes on the fire. The Scarpen sun may have seared the land by day, but at night the cold had an edge to it. “No. I think I can bridle him, if I have Shale. Jasper. Davim knows I’m no Granthon, and no Nealrith either, with silly scruples about bringing water to everyone. I shall tell him he will not receive any water at all – random or otherwise – unless he holds to his end of the bargain. He can have the White Quarter, and I will assist him if any of the other dunes in the Red Quarter prove restless under his rule. He wants his Time of Random Rain, true, but until he has the logistics of that worked out, he needs predictable water.”


“At the moment he is stealing it,” she said. “He is draining the Qanatend mother wells dry, and doubtless he intends to do the same thing to Breccia.”


“That water won’t last forever without a rainlord replenishing it. We can bargain with him. He needs us. Any trouble, I will see to it the dunes will not receive any rain. As long as I have Jasper, and Davim fears the power I have over water as a consequence, he will behave. In exchange, I get to call on his troops if I need them to quell a rebellious city or a recalcitrant Gibber settle on my own. And so, Laisa – it seems we have a bargain. Now tell, where is Jasper?”


“Not far from here. I killed the pedeman shortly after we left Breccia, and I drugged Jasper’s water.” She laughed. “He made it so easy for me – he even gave me his water skin to carry when he was organising his rather spectacular departure from the city. Senya is keeping an eye on him at the moment. He’s been befuddled out of his mind for a couple of days now, and I fear he will wake up in a fury when he realises I led him here and not to Portennabar.”


He laughed and stood, holding out a hand to her. “Then let us go find them, my dear. I cannot wait to see the look on that Gibber grubber’s face when he sees me again!”


Laisa stood, rising a little too close to him for normal social conventions. He took the hint and pulled her into his arms, kissing her roughly, deliberately bruising her arms and lips, kneading her breasts with a shade too much force. When they parted, she was still smiling.


Softly, full of menace, he said, “One thing, m’dear – do not ever treat me as you treated Nealrith. Never. Or you will regret it.”


Her smile didn’t waver – but he thought her confidence did.


Which was exactly what he wanted.
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The Scarpen to the White Quarter


Caravanner routes


The two waterpainters left Scarcleft on the morning after the earthquake, just as dawn was breaking over a tattered city. Crumbled walls, collapsed roofs, broken pipes and cracked cisterns, water gushing into the streets, fires raging through the lowest level – they’d seen it all on their way to the city gate.


And they were the only two people alive who knew who was to blame.


Only one of the two looked back as they left, and she cried, shedding water-wasting tears that no one else in the Scarpen ever shed unless they had something in their eye. She cried because she knew people had died that night – died because she had inadvertently killed them; she cried because she wasn’t going to Breccia towards the only friend she had in the world.



Oh, Shale. I’m sorry.


And then, because she hated people who whined about their fate, she dried her tears and looked resolutely ahead. She was Terelle Grey, nineteen years old, and one day she would be truly free. She swore it. Perhaps she’d even find Shale again.


Russet Kermes had not hired a guide or a pedeman. Terelle had naïvely assumed her great-grandfather knew what he was doing; after all, he had once made the trek from his home in the Variega Mountains of Khromatis, through the White and Gibber Quarters to the Scarpen Quarter. He’d spent years travelling the Quartern in search of her mother, Sienna. He must have ridden myriapede hacks as well as the huge packpedes capable of carrying up to fifteen people.


However, soon after they left the Scarcleft livery in the aftermath of the earthquake, she was forced to revise any assumption about his competence. He had bought a single myriapede, and piled it with their supplies on the back four segments, leaving the first two segments for the two of them. He took the front, sitting cross-legged on the padded cloth saddle as pede drivers and riders did, but as they headed along the trail up the scarp heading directly north, he had trouble organising the reins. The pede sensed his incompetence and indicated its irritation by clicking its mouthparts and flinging its long feelers around.


“Never be driving pede before,” he confessed when Terelle, seated behind him on the beast, asked him how much experience he had. “Always be passenger in caravan, or hiring pedeman. Offered tokens, but nobody be going White Quarter now. Dangerous. Reduners be raiding the ’Basters and killing caravanners. So – we go alone.”


Terelle felt her mouth go dry. Dangerous? “Do you know the way?”


He pointed ahead with his riding prod. “There be trail. We follow.”


“Aren’t we heading north now? The White Quarter is to the east, isn’t it?”


“I be knowing the way!” he snapped. “Waterpainters never forget a route. We turn north-east at second caravansary.”


She wanted to ask if he knew how to harness the pede, or any of the one hundred and one other things that must have been necessary to cross a desert safely, but before she could frame the question, he said, “If anything wrong, ye can be painting our way out of the problem, no?”


“No, I can’t. I’m not painting any more. At least, not in order to shuffle up the future.”


He twisted in the saddle to look back at her in open surprise. “What ye mean? Of course ye will! Why ever not?”


“Because we can’t tell what will happen! Artisman, people died when the earthquake came. They died just so I could walk free of my prison.” The horror of it was still fresh in her mind, as raw as the moment it had occurred.



A mother rocking her dead child in her arms, keening her loss . . .



No, don’t remember. Some things are better forgotten.


But there was no escaping what had happened. True, she had not been the one who had painted the wreckage of Scarcleft Hall with her scrambling over the ruins; that had been Russet. Nonetheless, she had been the one who’d made the quake possible. Russet no longer had the power to shuffle up the magic into his paintings; he could not move water through the motley undercoat and the layers of paint any more, nor couple it with his waterpainter’s power and fix the future of whatever it was he had painted.


She could, though. When Highlord Taquar Sardonyx had sent the waterpaints to her prison room, she had even tricked the magic and done what was supposed to be impossible. She had influenced her own future. How could she have known that shuffling up her shadow would also give power to Russet’s concept of an earthquake?


Behind them, the lowest level of the Scarcleft still burned. If she turned, she would see the smoke. “Sunlord help me, how many innocent people did we kill, the two of us?”


Still looking at her, Russet shrugged. The pede moved steadily ahead in spite of his inattention. “Who cares if folk died? Scarpen folk only. Not be our people. They imprisoned you to use you. Deserved to die!”


Furious, she glared at him. “You are sun-fried! Taquar imprisoned me, not some poor boy asleep in his bed who’ll never wake up because a wall fell on him. What kind of monster are you?”


He shook his finger at her. “Ye matter! They not matter. Ye are Pinnacle heir. Must be going home. Quartern folk no more than sand-ticks beneath your feet. Ye be not even knowing them.”


“Do you think that makes me feel one sand grain better?” she asked, incredulous. She took a deep breath. “I am not shuffling up, not ever again.” She pressed her lips together in what she hoped was a determined line.


Russet scowled. “Foolish frip of a girl! We could die.” When she didn’t reply, he looked behind them, as if he expected to see someone following. “Best we leave this trail. Taquar might be finding out we left city and sending enforcers after us.”


She looked at the stark brown dryness of the fissured land to either side. “Strike out across the desert? We’d be lost in minutes!”


“Not if I be painting me riding into Fourcross Tell, and ye use waterpainting skills to make that the future.” He was intent on her now, still paying no attention to the pede. “We try it.”


“Taquar’s far too busy coping with the earthquake,” she said. “We’ll take our chances following the track.”


“Ye defy me, girl? After all I be doing for ye?”


Her knuckles whitened on the handle driven into the segment in front of her saddle. “I owe you nothing! Not since you painted me into your pictures to take away my freedom to determine my own future.” Worse, every time she had tried to defy the magic of the shuffled up paintings, she’d been sick. He’d done that to her. To her mother, too. Sienna had been ill for a long while, probably because she’d tried to resist her painted future, until she had died giving birth to Terelle.



Murderer.


With sudden resolution, she met his gaze squarely, ignoring the disquietening fanaticism in the glare of his age-rheumed eyes as the pede lurched and scrambled up the steepest part of the escarpment trail. “I don’t want to be here. I escaped from Highlord Taquar to go to Shale, not to you. I am only here because you painted my future and I cannot fight the magic of your art. But don’t ask me to like it. Or to feel loyalty to you. Or even to obey you.”


“Be for your own good.”


“My good – or yours?” she snapped.


“Ye be kin! Ye could lead a nation.”



Watergiver help me, he’s crazed. “That’s my misfortune, not my obligation! You can’t think your people would welcome me simply because my mother was the heir.”


Forced to turn his attention back to manipulating the reins, he didn’t reply. Her stomach roiled, protesting her rebellion, and she suspected he would not forgive her. However, he did not turn off the caravan trail, and that was her first small victory.


Instead, he started to teach her the spoken language of Khromatis.


The journey was a nightmare, yet a nightmare painted on a background that stirred Terelle’s soul. The wide skies, the strange orange light of dawn, the burning white sun of midday and the crimson dusks; the shadowed scarps, the gnarled trees clawing their way into barren soils, the weathered rocks and sculpted cliffs: she remembered it from her childhood’s single journey, but then she had seen it with a child’s eye. Now the artist in her saw the beauty of the land’s raw roughness. It murmured to her, stirring a restless desire to record it, to capture it, to make it her own.


But there was no time to paint the scenery, and the nightmare was always there, riding with her: her great-grandfather was a murderous old man who didn’t care that he had killed people to pursue his quest for power. Worse, she couldn’t free herself. She was chained to him by the paintings he had done when he still had the power to make them come true. She would never be free until she stood on a green slope next to running water; the scene he had painted all those years ago.


It was a lonely journey. All trade between the quarters had ceased because the White and Gibber Quarters had been under periodic attack from Sandmaster Davim’s marauders. Where once there had been a thriving trade route, a deserted trail was now often covered by wind-blown dust unmarked by any pede prints. Where once there had been Alabaster salt and soda traders and gypsum merchants, where once pede caravans of Reduner drovers had passed, laden with minerals and gems from the Gibber Quarter, or herding a meddle of pedes for sale, now there was nobody.


The first caravansary along the route was a huddle of deserted buildings just a day’s ride from Scarcleft. The cistern was still half full, even though the windmill normally drawing water from the Scarcleft tunnel had been shut down and disconnected.


“Used to be caretakers here,” Russet muttered. “Reeve too, to stop water theft from tunnel. Must be leaving after Qanatend taken by Reduners. Afraid Reduners come this way.”


“I don’t understand,” she said to Russet. “Why did the Reduner sandmaster attack Qanatend? Reduners benefited from trade with the Scarpen as much as everyone else. They bought our bab oil and our beads and Gibber gems, our cloth and bab-weave canvas for their tents – so many things. They sold us pedes and animal pelts and dyes and wild herbs.”


“Street gossip say Davim be thinking to return people to old time of noble warrior. Nomads, raiding and stealing and hunting. Hear he says dune gods be angry because tribesmen deviated from nomadic ways.” He shrugged. “Foolishness of ignorant man hungry for power.”



And you? Terelle thought. That describes you, too, you frizzled old driveller.


They lost the trail half a dozen times the next day when the hardened ruts left by generations of pede feet disappeared under sifted dust. Russet’s remedy was simple. He gave the pede its head and hoped it at least knew where it was supposed to go. Sooner or later, the trail would magically reappear under the points of the animal’s feet and Terelle would breathe a sigh of relief.


Late that night they arrived at the second caravansary. It was larger than the first, but equally deserted. Fortunately there was a small grove of fruiting bab trees, so they ate well and the pede gorged itself on the fallen fruit until it could eat no more.


The language lessons continued until they went to bed.


The trail divided at the caravansary, one branch veering off to Pebblebag Pass and Qanatend, a second heading north-east towards the White Quarter and a third due east. “Goes to Pahntuk Cistern,” Russet remarked about the latter in the morning. “Route to Breccia.”


She thought nothing of that until later in the day when they were following the middle trail up into the foothills of the Warthago Range. The way was steep, the views spectacular. Ahead were the savage peaks of the range scarifying the sky with their clawed edges. When she looked back, she could see for miles across The Sweepings, the rugged gullies they had crossed now no more than insignificant cracks on the landscape. Maintenance shaft towers cast their shadows across the land in lines, one to the west, one still ahead of them, marking the water tunnels to Breccia and Scarcleft respectively.


And far below, a spindevil whirling up the dust in his dance . . .



No. Not a spindevil.


She clutched at Russet’s shoulder. “Artisman. Look behind.”


He reined in and turned.


“That’s not a spindevil wind,” she said. “That’s dust from pedes.”


They sat in silence, watching, their shock growing. There were so many.


“They can’t be after us. I don’t think there are that many pedes in the whole of Scarcleft.”


“No,” Russet agreed. “Look. Not following us. They crossed our trail. Be riding south from Pebblebag Pass towards Breccia.”


“Who—?” she began, then stopped. “Reduners.”


He nodded. “Interesting. Pedes plenty; men not so many, I think. But too many of both to be trade caravan.”



Shale. “We must warn Breccia!”


He gave her a contemptuous look. She flushed, acknowledging it was a silly idea. She and Russet were further away from Breccia than the Reduners, and they were two unskilled riders mounted on a slow hired hack.


“Be too late anyway, I think,” he said. “They be looking like supply caravan.”


He flicked the reins again and the pede ambled on.


“What do you mean?”


He was silent.


“You think Reduners have already attacked Breccia!”


Russet looked over his shoulder at the caravan, squinting against the light to see better, and shrugged indifferently. “I think maybe we be lucky. “I think we be missing the main army. They already in Breccia.” She stared at him, appalled. “Besieging, maybe.” “Oh, Sunlord – no.” Shale.


“Not our business.”


He flicked the reins, but the pede maintained its leisurely pace. He jabbed it with his pede prod, and it reluctantly moved a little faster. Terelle watched behind. Sunlord save them, she thought, and reached for her water skin to pour out a little water to give force to her prayer.


They crossed over the Breccian tunnel several runs of the sandglass later and breathed a little easier. Folds and gullies in the land soon blocked their view and they saw no more of the pedes or their dust.


Another night passed, so cold the stoppers froze in the necks of their water skins. The chill didn’t stop the sand-ticks and sand-fleas though; Terelle rose in the morning itching all over. Another blisteringly hot day followed. Harnessing, saddling and packing their innately lazy mount every day took almost an hour because it would not cooperate. The terrain worsened and the distance they travelled each day decreased. It took them two days now to ride between the deserted caravansaries.


After that, the language lessons became more sporadic. Russet was morose. Terelle would even have welcomed a return of his malicious humour; anything would have been better than hours of riding behind his hunched and silent back. Then, one day, when he seemed slower than usual rising from the sleeping platform in an empty caravansary, it occurred to her it wasn’t just bad temper making him so taciturn. He was tired and old and the journey was wearing him out.


Uncharitably, she thought it served him right, but she did take over most of the driving after that, learning to manipulate the reins and the prod and to battle the recalcitrant pede. Russet sat behind her, sunk in his own thoughts, rousing himself only to teach her a few more words in the language of Khromatis.


Her arms and shoulders ached. To dismount after hours of riding meant loosening stiff muscles and joints as if she was teasing out knots. No wonder Russet had been so tired. Still, she had no affection for him. Nothing could erase the knowledge that he had murdered her father and caused her mother’s death. It was the pull of Russet’s waterpainting that was sending Terelle to the White Quarter, not any genuine wish of hers to find out her history, or meet what was left of her family.


Russet had told her that his son-in-law was the Pinnacle of Khromatis, but the old man had not set foot in his country for twenty years. His son-in-law could just as easily be dead. Anything could have happened. All Russet’s dreams for power could be so much dust in the wind. And what did it matter to her? She was Gibber born, Scarpen bred; she didn’t want to go to Khromatis. She wanted to make sure Shale was all right. She wanted to explain about the letter Taquar had forced her to write. She wanted to be certain Shale had not done anything foolish because of that letter. What if he surrendered himself to Highlord Taquar again because she had begged him to do so in writing—?


But no, Cloudmaster Granthon would never have let him do that, surely.


What if Sandmaster Davim and his Reduners took Breccia City? Had already taken it?



No, don’t even think that.


Sleep, whether wrapped tight in blankets on the ground or barricaded inside a mud-brick caravansary, offered relief from those tangled thoughts she had of Taquar and Shale, but dreams brought nightmares which might even have been real. Her sister, Vivie, trapped under the ruins of Opal’s Snuggery. Garri the snuggery gatekeeper lying dead in the courtyard, hit by a falling balustrade. Madam Opal herself crushed under a fallen roof . . . Terelle would wake, cold and shivering, wanting it all to be untrue. Wanting to wake up and find everything was all right.


But it wasn’t. She and Russet had caused an earthquake and people had died because of it. Vivie could be dead in truth; she didn’t know and had no way of finding out. I will never shuffle up the future again, she thought. Never. Waterpainting power is wrong. To secure the future for your own benefit was wrong – because you never knew who would suffer to make that future real.


Their journey continued, apparently interminable. Russet had a fall from the pede and was badly bruised, which necessitated staying days at one of the caravansaries while he recovered. Their supplies ran out and they were reduced to living solely on the bab fruits they found in the caravansaries’ groves. The pede liked nothing better, but Terelle found it a boring diet. Fortunately, now there were no travellers, each of the caravansaries still had plenty of water in their cisterns.


With a normal caravan, fifteen days would have found them entering Samphire, the main Alabaster city. It took them almost double that before they even reached the border between Scarpen and the White Quarter, a place called Fourcross Tell where all four quarters met.


The caravansary there, on the heights of a crumbling plateau, was not deserted as the others had been. The keeper and his family were, however, readying for their departure to return home to the Gibber.


The keeper’s wife, a spare woman with straggling grey hair and a harassed expression that could have been permanent, was only too glad to explain why. “We was attacked this morning, by a small band of them withering red marauders, the beaded bastards,” she said. “Took everythin’ they could find, they did. They’re ridin’ into the White Quarter, seizin’ water – anythin’. They spared us till now ’cause we served Reduner caravans well in the past, but we’ve decided we don’t want t’risk it no more. Got to think of them.” She indicated the two children clinging to her travelling breeches. Their worried faces, wearing expressions that were miniatures of their mother’s, peeked out through uncombed hair.


Her husband looked Terelle up and down in pity. “You’ll be ripe for their pluckin’, girl. Watch how you go. You’re welcome t’whatever we’ve left behind. We won’t be comin’ back. Get the young’uns up on the beasts,” he added to his wife. “We’ve lingered long enough.”


“You think they’ll be back? The Reduners?” Terelle asked.


He gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, yes. They made that clear. This part of the Quartern belongs t’them red savages now.”


Terelle and Russet watched as the family urged their mounts down the hill slope into the Gibber, the two pedes – prodded into fast mode – scudding up dust that hung in the air long after they’d gone.


“Are we going to be safe?” Terelle asked as they shared a meal that evening while the sun slipped behind the Warthago Range. “Shale told me Davim and his tribe wanted to take over the White Quarter. We might be riding into the middle of a battle.”


Russet thought for a moment. “Best we pass Samphire by, no?”


“How do we do that?”


“Cross Whiteout.”


“The Whiteout? I’ve heard of that. It’s a salt plain.”


“Flat. Easy ride. No Reduners be finding us on Whiteout. Cross straight to salt marshes. That be the border to Khromatis.”


“I’ve heard stories about the pans. Trackless, they say. Just heat and salt and nothing else in all directions. I heard the white sends folk mad. How will we find our way?”


“I crossed it once. Can be doing it again.” Russet stood abruptly and walked to the open doorway. He pointed across the courtyard to the gateway. “Look! See that white line bordering the sky? Those be the clouds over Variega Mountains in land of Watergivers. That be where we be heading. Keep clouds in sight, can never lose selves.”


She squinted. The caravansary was high on the range dividing the southern quarters of the Gibber and the Scarpen from the northern two – the White and the Red – and the view to the east and north-east was extensive. The plain far below stretched without interruption to the distant line of pinkish white, illuminated by the last long rays of the setting sun. “Why can’t we see the mountains themselves?” she asked, doubtful.


“Far, far away. Later ye see the white tops.”


“White? Are they made of salt then?”


“Be topped with snow,” he said, and she heard his familiar mockery of her ignorance.


“Snow? What’s that?”


“A form of water. Like – like shavings of white ice.”


She tried to imagine a world where there was so much water it coated the hilltops with ice shavings, and failed.


“That family leaving much food behind. Pack it all,” he said. “And all water pede can carry. Make sure it drinks well too, before we be leaving.” He already sounded invigorated, as if the hint of his homeland had infused him with energy.


Terelle did as he suggested, stripping the bab palms of their ripe fruit the next morning in the washed-out light of pre-dawn and cutting them into strips so they would dry easily. She filled every water skin they had to the brim, sealing them with candle grease after stoppering them tightly. Russet found some extra dayjars, and she placed those in the side panniers of the pede as well. When they’d finished, Terelle regarded the loaded pede dubiously.


“That’s a heavy load for a myriapede,” she said.


“Downhill,” Russet said. “Then flat, mile after mile. Each day weight less as we drink and eat, no?”


“The pede will need to drink a lot, and often, out there. How many days will it take to cross the Whiteout?”


“Less time than be taking to finish the water,” he replied.


Unsettled, she wondered if he really knew. In the snuggery, she had heard tales of the White Quarter, of travellers dying on the salt, their bodies found years later, mummified and dried solid. Pickled. What kind of people were they, these Alabasters, who apparently did not have red blood in their veins? Who could live in a land where the very ground beneath one’s feet was made of salt?


In the first few miles after Fourcross Tell, the land was not all that different from the areas they had already crossed: stunted trees dug into the soil with grotesquely twisted roots, gullies scarred the land in memory of long ago streams. Even the dust felt the same. Later in the day, though, as they descended to the plains, the vegetation changed and she felt as if she was leaving everything sure and familiar behind. The trees disappeared, replaced by low bushes and creepers snaking over the ochre-coloured earth. When they stopped to rest, Terelle fingered the leaves of one plant and found it dusted with salt.


It was hot by then, stifling. The air hung so still it felt heavy on her shoulders, and thick to breathe. When she licked her lips, she tasted salt. When she touched her hair, it was stickily coated.


“We stay here while sun high,” Russet said. They dismounted and he sat in the shadow cast by the pede. Wearily, he pulled his embroidered head wrap loose, and drank from his water skin. His earlier vigour seemed to have been vanquished by the heat. “We go on later; be cooler.”


Terelle nodded and strung up bab matting for shade by tying it to the pede on one side and a single saltbush on the other. She sat down next to Russet, using the pede as a backrest. Even under the cover, the heat was intense enough to shrivel the skin. Carefully she smoothed some of the pede ointment on to her face; Vivie would have approved. The pede flicked one of its feelers backwards and touched her cheek in a tentative gesture.


“What is it, girl?” she asked. “You can’t be thirsty already.” She gently prodded the belly between the segments; the moisture-saturated tissues were soft. She gazed into its myopic compound eyes, and wondered whether it had a name or not. The liveryman had called it Number Twelve – indeed, it had the number etched into its rear segment. It wasn’t a handsome creature, all carved and polished and sewn with embroidery like a lord’s animal. It was just a plain, working hack. Still, she tried to do what was best for it. Russet had said pedemen kept the crevices between carapace and skin cleaned of grains of sand and such, so every evening she groomed the pede carefully and checked every segment groove for sand-ticks, every one of its eighteen pairs of feet for injury. When she found abraded spots on its skin, she smeared on the lanolin supplied by the livery.


Encouraged by Terelle’s words, the beast curved its front end around, poked its head into the shade cast by the cloth, then rested the base of its head on the ground at her feet. If a pede could look soulful, then that was what it did. Terelle chuckled. “Oh, I see – you’re just hot too, eh? Fine, Number Twelve, you stay right where you are. We can share the shade.” The creature settled its first segment mantle down over its eyes – the only way it had of closing them – and dozed. Next to her, Russet was already sleeping.


Terelle glanced around. Nothing moved in the midday heat, so she too closed her eyes.


She was awoken by a scream.


She leapt up, whirling around to find the danger. The pede raised its head and flicked its feelers. Russet was clutching his leg and moaning.


“What is it?” Terelle asked, trying to slow the thumping of her heart.


“Something be stinging me.” Hurriedly, he pulled the cloth of his wrap back from his calf. A single spot of blood oozed just above the ankle.


“Snake?” She cast around where he had been lying, but nothing moved.


“Only one hole.”


“Sand-leech?”


“More painful. Scorpion.”


“That – that’s not – not so very serious, is it?”


“Not if ye be treating it,” he replied between gritted teeth. “Reduners use herbal concoction.”


“We can go back to the caravansary—”


“Don’t be stupid. We be going on. Get the water skin. Must be washing leg.” He took the water and waved her away, indicating with a gesture that she should dismantle the shade cloth and reload the pede. She did as he asked; she knew better than to argue.


They set off once more, in silence, and she concentrated on persuading the pede to whatever speed it was capable of – which never seemed to be as much as she had seen other pedes do. Whenever she looked behind at Russet, he was staring straight ahead, expressionless.


When she slowed their mount some hours later, thinking to stop for the night because the sun had almost set, he spoke again. “No,” he said, “go on.”


“I won’t know what direction. I can’t even see the ground properly.” And I’m tired. And you are sick.


“See well enough once star river shines. Go on.”


She did as he asked. A little later he brusquely pointed out a particularly bright star in the sky and said, “Be keeping that on your left.”


He was silent for a long time as they continued. Every now and then she turned her head to check if he was still there, to find him hunched up and motionless behind her. In the silver-blue light she could not tell if the bite was bothering him. She felt a pang of guilt at her lack of compassion, but he was forcing her on this journey, sunblast it! He had no right to expect anything of her except rage.


It was pleasant travelling in the cool of the night; at least at first. Later the slight breeze they generated with their passing chilled her skin like slivers of ice. She drifted off, dozing on the saddle, but roused with a start when he spoke.


“We camp now.”


His voice sounded small and thin in the silence of the night, as friable as ancient sun-bleached rock. She reined in, dismounted and went back to help him. Even so, he fell out of the saddle rather than climbed down, and then collapsed, unable to stand.


“Give me my pack and be fixing a meal,” he said, and there was still enough authority in his tone to have her obey without protest. If he did not ask for help, she knew it would only anger him to offer it. She stifled a sigh.


By the time he was wrapped in his blanket, she had a fire alight, using dry twigs and leaves for fuel. The salt coating the soil and plants spat in the flames with green and blue sparks, the sound animating the quiet of a salt-encrusted world. She made some soup out of the shredded dried meat and bab root she had obtained at the caravansary. She had to wake him when it was ready, but he ate gladly enough, then slept again. After she’d had some of the soup herself, she went to groom the pede. It was eating the low plants with enthusiasm and took no notice as she followed it around brushing out its segment joints. When she’d finished, she hobbled the animal by linking its antenna together. No pede moved far or fast when it didn’t have the free use of its feelers.


Just before she turned in herself, she felt the pull of her journey as sharp as a knife beneath her ribs. The pull of the future Russet had painted for her.



My mother could resist, she thought. Why can’t I? And she remembered once again the offhand words Vivie had uttered about Sienna: She was always ill.


Resistance came with a price.
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Beryll.


She was dead. One moment Ryka had been so relieved to find her little sister alive and unhurt – and then she was gone. Those blue eyes had lost their light like a candle suddenly snuffed.


Ryka’s stomach heaved in rebellion. No. She clamped a hand across her mouth. Not Beryll. She was so young.


She swallowed the bile in her throat. Sweet Sunlord, why? Beryll, you could have recovered from rape, but there’s no coming back from death . . . Why, oh, why couldn’t you see that?



She mustn’t think about it. Mustn’t dwell on it, or she’d lose her edge. Beryll was dead; accept it. But Kaneth? She had to believe he was still alive. His son moved within her body, and him she must keep safe, no matter what it took. She inhaled, a deep calming breath to push away the paralysing grief. Think, woman. Start planning. You are Ryka, rainlord.


She glanced about Ravard’s quarters. Watergiver damn, I recognise this. It’s Nealrith’s private reception room. Her next astonished thought was tinged with fear. Who the sunblast is this Ravard fellow that he warrants getting the Breccian Highlord’s quarters?



Davim, obviously, would be quartered in the Cloudmaster’s rooms, if he wanted them. She’d already known Ravard must be important from the way he dressed and the way he had bantered with Davim, even defying his orders to kill her. But to be assigned the Highlord’s apartments?


Davim’s son? No, not possible, surely. Ravard must have been twenty or so, and Davim didn’t look much older than Ryka herself. His sons, if he had any, would still be children.


She shivered and wrapped her arms around her upper body. Night had fallen, and the rooms were cold. The shutters had been left open, and no one had brought fuel for the night braziers. Limping because the wound in her leg pained her, she stepped out onto the balcony and looked over the balustrade for a way to escape. Her distance vision was blurred, but the burning torches helped her recognise where she was. Below was the walled forecourt open to the sky in front of the main doors of the Hall. Now there were guards camped there and fires burned on the paving. The smell of cooked meat wafted upwards. She wasn’t surprised. She knew many Reduners hated the idea of sleeping within solid buildings.



Oh, the smell of that food . . . Sunlord, but she was hungry!


Quelling all thought of eating to concentrate on her escape, she raised her eyes to the defensive wall surrounding the first and second levels. It was being patrolled by Davim’s men; she could see their shapes against the sky. If she tried to escape via the balcony, she would just be climbing down into an ants’ nest of Reduner warriors – and still be on the wrong side of the wall. There was no freedom for her that way. For a moment despair overwhelmed her.


Her father, her mother, Beryll. All gone. Her friends, her city, her whole way of life; too much, too soon. It numbed her, and she couldn’t afford to be numb. Watergiver’s heart, she had to fight. For Kaneth. For their son. For their land.


Closing the shutters behind her to keep out the cold of night, she stepped back inside and examined the apartment with more care by the light of the single tiny oil lamp they had left for her. If the mess was any indication, the place had been searched and looted. No, more than that: it had been the scene of a fight. The head of a Scarpen-made spear was buried in a cupboard door, the shaft missing. The tip of a sword blade lay on the floor. The rest of the weapon was nowhere to be seen. A chair was smashed, the pieces lying where they had fallen.


She tried the door she had entered by, only to find it firmly barred from the outside. When she crossed to one of the other two doors, she found it led to Nealrith’s private study. The floor and desk there were strewn with parchment and scrolls. A dark splash of blood had sprayed across the wall and then dribbled downwards in parallel lines.


The second door opened into Nealrith’s bedroom. The bed was unmade, and a Reduner cloak had been flung carelessly over the end. The wardrobe and a trunk made of bab wood had been emptied, although some of the contents seemed to have been discarded on the floor. The entrance to a small water-room was hidden behind a carved screen. There was another door as well, bolted top and bottom. She opened the bolts, only to find it was somehow locked or barred on the other side as well. She guessed Laisa’s bedroom lay beyond.


Ryka wanted to sit down and give in to despair. Instead, she began to search methodically, looking for anything that could be helpful. In the study she salvaged some paper and a graphite stick for writing, a piece of twine, a tinderbox, flint and steel. In the water-room she drank deeply from the dayjar; in the reception room she examined the broken sword point. It was, she decided, too short to be of any use to her as a weapon. She thought about digging out the spearhead, decided Ravard might notice it had gone and so left it where it was, a symbol of a battle lost. Her gaze alighted on the wood of the broken chair with more hope. The shards were long and sharp; the wood hard. She found a number of pieces that might have potential as makeshift daggers, and secreted them in various places around the rooms, tucking one under the pallet of the bed.


In the bedroom she picked through what was left of the clothes to find something clean and small enough for her to wear, finally selecting a tunic and a pair of trousers probably dating back to Nealrith’s adolescent years. In the water-room she used the water closet, then eyed with interest the porphyry bathtub big enough to sit in, the full copper, the seaweed briquettes in the fireplace underneath, and the soap. She hadn’t had a proper bath in over a star cycle. She and Kaneth had done their best to cut water consumption, wiping themselves clean with wet cloths – but right now she couldn’t think of any material thing she wanted more than a soaking hot bath. And why conserve water anyway? Whatever there was would only go to the city’s conquerors.


She started a fire under the copper and when the water was warm, she ladled it into the porphyry tub. After a quick listen at the door to the outside passage just to make sure there was no sign of Ravard’s approach, she returned to the water-room, stripped off and stepped into the glorious decadence of a hot, soapy bath.


Ryka woke before dawn, ravenous and in a state of unfocused terror. Fatigue and tattered emotions had plummeted her into the oblivion of an exhausted sleep in one of the large woven chairs in the reception room, covered by a blanket taken from Nealrith’s bed.


Even before she was properly awake, she was on her feet. She had slept. How could she have fallen asleep? She’d been devastated by Beryll’s death. So scared of the Reduner returning and demanding the use of her body. Worried sick by Kaneth’s disappearance, by the unthinkable idea the Reduners had thrown his unconscious body on a funeral pyre and burned him alive.


And she had slept like a child. What sort of woman was she? Furious with her weakness, she stood in the dimness of the room lighted by a single guttering oil lamp, shivering. And then realised – this was not the lamp she had been using.


Her nebulous fear coagulated into something more immediate. She wasn’t alone.


She drew in a sharp breath. Someone stood beside the open door to the bedroom. She stared. A Reduner. Not Ravard. Someone else – a man standing with folded arms, a favourite stance of a dune warrior on guard. Guarding the door from – her? She stared past him to the room beyond. A man lay sprawled on the bed, on top of the covers and still dressed. Another lamp at the bedside showed a face smoothed by sleep into youthful innocence.


She knew better than to trust her eyesight. “Ravard?” she asked softly, raising an eyebrow in query at the guard. His face was impassive, but his eyes glinted, promising action if she moved towards the door.


“Kher Ravard,” he agreed, his tone chiding because she had not used the honorific.


She allowed herself the hint of a smile. So she worried Ravard enough he didn’t feel quite safe and had to have a guard at his door? Good. She wanted to keep him off balance. Then her smile faded. He had come, found her asleep in the chair and then left her alone. Strange, unsettling man.


Who could this Ravard be?


Kher, she knew, meant the equivalent of lord. It was a title carried by only a handful of any dune’s elite, including the tribemasters, the men who commanded one of the encampments of that dune. No more than ten men, fifteen at the outside, even on a large dune like the Watergatherer.


Three of these tribal leaders were particularly important; they were the sandmaster’s blood sons or adopted sons and they would all be water sensitives. The least of them was the Drover Son, who was charged with the care of the dune’s pedes, their capture, training and sale. The second in importance was the Warrior Son, who trained and commanded all the dune’s armed tribesmen. The most important was the Master Son, who would one day be sandmaster unless there was a closer blood relative with water sensitivity to take his place.


When a sandmaster didn’t have three blood sons, or if his sons were still children, or if they were water-blind, then it was common practice to adopt sons. This arrangement was sometimes lasting, sometimes temporary.


Ryka wrinkled her forehead, trying to recall anything else that might be useful to know. There were at least two others who would be addressed as kher as well, the Shaman Kher and the Trader Kher, but neither of them, she decided, would be given Nealrith’s rooms for their use, even if they were in Breccia. No, Ravard must be a tribemaster at least, sandblast his eyes.


Cold and frightened, she turned away from the guard and limped to open the shutters and walk through to the balcony. He made no move to stop her. Dawn light was already in the sky, and the wall and its sentries were outlined against a pale background streaked with rose pink, promising a lovely sunrise over a devastated, suffering city. She dropped her gaze to the huddled sleeping warriors below; their fires extinguished, they were barely visible in the darkness of the courtyard.


“Kaneth,” she whispered, “where are you? Please be alive. I need you to help me protect our son. He is all that matters. He must have a future, even if we do not . . .”


She waited for the sun to rise and the day to begin, dreading the new griefs it would harbour. Hunger gnawed at her insides, not just for food but for the renewal of her power. In her weakened state, she could feel neither the water within living things nor the bodies of water within the city; she had no more perception than an ordinary citizen. She’d never been the best of rainlords, but she hated being so water-blind, so cut off from her surroundings. To add to her physical misery, her muscles ached from the fighting of the previous two days and the healing wound on her leg was stiff and sore.


When there was movement in the rooms behind her, she did not move. She heard Ravard murmur something to the guard, but could not sense his water, so when he stepped up behind her and draped his cloak over her shoulders, she jumped.


“Cold at this time of the morning,” he said. “You shouldn’t be standing out here so ill clad.”


She did not turn to face him. “Thank you,” she said, her voice flat.


“Glad t’see you slept,” he added.


“Better than remembering the horror of yesterday.”


“War and horror are twin brothers.”


“We did not ask for this war.”


He shrugged. “Weren’t none of my doing, neither.” When she didn’t reply, he added, “I’ll not force you t’share my nights, y’know. I get no joy from that. But I need a woman t’warm me. Last night I was too tired, but that won’t last. If it’s not you, then I’ll choose another.”


“And what happens to me then?” she asked, already knowing what the answer was likely to be.


“You go back to the general pick. Take your chances when the warriors choose a woman. Many of ’em share and some are none too fussy what they do with a woman. You’re better off with me, but it’s your choice.”


She turned to face him then, tilting her head in question as she asked with genuine curiosity, “Why me?”


His mouth quirked up. “I like a feisty woman. Women of courage breed warriors. The tribe needs good strong blood, like yours. Pretty faces mean nothing. Not t’me.”



Well, thanks for that, you oaf. “I’ve got to be ten years older than you.”


Ravard continued to smile. “An advantage. I seek learning from the experienced.”


“What do you offer me?”


He laughed out loud. “I’ll be waterless! You have the cheek of a sand-tick, woman. All right – I’ll tell you. The alternative you know, and it’s not pleasant. With me, there’s only me. No one else will dare t’touch you. And best of all, your child – girl or boy – will come under my protection. Not just now, but always. On that you have m’word.”


“What proof do I have you’ll keep your word?”


His face darkened and his jaw tightened. It was a moment before he replied. “I am Tribemaster Kher Ravard, son of the sandmaster. My word is my honour.”



Son? Watergiver help me. He would have water competence equivalent to a reeve! A chill coursed down her spine. He could resist any attempt she made to kill him by taking his water.



Damn, damn, damn. “I apologise. How could I know that?”


“Don’t make the same mistake twice. Grown men have died for less insult t’the son of Davim.”


“I am not a fool. Very well; I accept your offer. I will, er, warm your bed.” You withering waste of water.


“Willingly?”


“Yes, in exchange for your protection for me and my child. But I would ask a small boon.”


“Boon? I don’t know the word.”


Ryka was gambling, she knew. “A favour. Yesterday I lost my husband, my sister, my parents, my city. To lie with you so soon would be to dishonour them. Give me ten days to grieve. It is our custom.”


His eyes narrowed. “You dream.”


“The difference between a reluctant and a willing woman in your bed is worth the wait.”


He considered and then shrugged. “Three. You can have three days and nights to grieve. Starting now.”


She allowed a short silence before she nodded. And you’ll be dead before then, you arrogant louse. You think a woman forgets the father of her son so readily? “I sleep alone three more nights, and then come willingly,” she agreed. Blighted eyes, this has to be the strangest ravishment ever.


Before he could answer, a loud knocking came at the door. Ravard stepped back into the reception room to deal with the visitor, and Ryka turned away to look down at the forecourt once more. The warriors were awake, eating food brought to them from the kitchens by Scarpen women. She looked on the scene with pity; even with her poor eyesight she could see the women looked wretched and that most had torn clothes. She averted her eyes, rather than watch.


Ravard came out onto the balcony once more. “My father calls me. You stay here, in these rooms. I’ll be back on the fourth day. I expect to be welcomed.”


“I hope you intend to feed me in the meantime. I had nothing to eat at all yesterday, and not much the day before, either.”


“Oh. Of course. I hadn’t thought of that. I’ll have something sent up.”


As he turned to go, she asked, “Are you really Davim’s son?”


He paused to answer. “Not blood son, no, but his son for all that. If not, you would have died on the floor together with the girl you so foolishly tried t’protect.”


Once again she gambled, hoping he would not see anything odd in her knowledge. “You are the Warrior Son?”


He smiled once more. “No, Garnet. I am the Master Son.”
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