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      PROLOGUE

      Temellin stood on the seawall and watched the Platterfish manoeuvre through the moored fisher boats. In the windless waters of the harbour, four oars stroked in unison from the lower
         deck, while the sail hung like a rumpled blanket from the top spar. On the upper deck, a woman leaned at the railing, looking
         back at him.
      

      Ligea Gayed, who was also his cousin Sarana Solad. She really was leaving him, taking his unborn child with her. Nothing he’d
         said had persuaded her to stay, and his sense of betrayal was matched only by the intensity of his loss. She could have chosen
         to rule this land alone, she could have chosen to share his rule, she could have done neither and just chosen to stay anyway.
         Instead, she had put her own quest for revenge, justice – call it what you would – before their love.
      

      He understood, yet was bitterly angered, but it made no difference anyway: he loved her and always would. Mirageless soul,
         how was he going to live a life without her now that he had known what it was like to share one with her?
      

      As the boat slipped past the arms of the narrow entrance and out of the harbour’s embrace, the shipmaster manning the stern
         sweep called out something to Ligea, and indicated the limp sail. She laughed and waved at Temellin, pointing to it in turn.
         He knew what they were asking, and obliged because he liked the irony of it – using his own power to send the woman he loved
         away. A breeze sprang out of nowhere to fill the sail’s patchwork of flaxen squares ribbed with leather along the joins.
      

      She raised her hand in farewell as the boat picked up speed and slid over the first of the ocean swells. Even across the distance,
         he felt the emotion she let free for him to sense: that mix of love and sorrow and determination that was peculiarly hers.
      

      As he watched, he saw Brand come and stand by her side. Damn his eyes. And yet he was grateful the Altani was there for her. Gratitude and jealousy, side by side … nothing was simple any more.
      

      Cabochon take it, Sarana, you turn a man inside out.

      A voice spoke softly from behind him, echoing his sentiments, but for a quite different reason. ‘She should not go. No Magoroth
         should leave Kardiastan now. Not when those murdering blond bastards walk our streets and war is coming.’
      

      He turned to look at the speaker: a crinkle-skinned fisherman weaving closed a tear in the side of an aging lobster pot, a
         man too ancient to sail with the fleet any more.
      

      ‘She will still fight our battles, old man,’ he said. ‘She will be in a position to stop legionnaires from landing on our
         shores, one day.’
      

      The fisherman grunted, his disbelief strong in the air. ‘How much longer, Magori?’ he asked. ‘How much longer before I don’t
         fear to walk me own streets again? Will these old bones last long enough for me to smell freedom on the seawind once more,
         eh?’
      

      Temellin gave a grim smile. ‘You look as tough as shleth leather. You’ll make it.’ In his heart, he wasn’t so sure. It was
         one thing to start a war – they could, and would, do that soon. They’d been on the way to mount a challenge to Tyranian rule
         in Kardiastan when Sarana had brought the news of the Stalwarts’ incursion across the Alps. She’d repelled them, Mirage be
         thanked, but to expel all legionnaires? That was another matter.
      

      Hostages, he thought as he walked back along the seawall towards the town. The Tyranians have a land full of ordinary Kardis to use as hostages, and they’ll do it, too. How much stomach will we have to go on fighting when they can attack the innocent in retaliation?

      Sands take it, maybe Sarana was right. Maybe her help in Tyr would be crucial. Maybe without it, Kardiastan would never be free, for all their Magor power.
      

      Power, he mused, his thoughts bleak, even Magor power – it’s not everything. It might not even be enough.

   
      
      PART ONE

      
LIGEA
 AND BRAND


   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      The writing over the archway said simply: APOTHECARY. Most such signs would have been followed by a symbol – in this case,
         a herb leaf – for the benefit of the illiterate, but no such drawing graced this entrance.
      

      
      Ligea Gayed knew why. Merriam of Istia, apothecary and herbalist, was renowned for her greed and her exorbitant charges. As
         the illiterate rarely had enough money to pay for her services, Merriam did not bother to tell them of her existence.
      

      
      Fortunately, the cost of a consultation was irrelevant to Ligea; all that concerned her was that the Istian woman was not
         just an apothecary, but also the best midwife in Tyr. And she needed the best. She had to find out what was wrong. And, more importantly, how to fix it.
      

      
      For a moment she leaned against the archway, delving within for the courage to find out. Too much to ask of an unborn child, she thought, sliding a hand over the slight bulge of her abdomen. To have his essensa travel as my guide across a whole land – how could it not leave him wounded? He should have been safe
            in my womb, not asked to become an insubstantial shade. Perhaps it has scarred his very soul. And yet, if he hadn’t done that, they would both have died. Gods above, why do you never give us easy choices?

      
      She sent her senses to touch on the occupants of the rooms on the other side of the door under the archway. Two people: one
         a woman seeping avarice into the air like the stink of sweat, the other a man whose lack of passion spoke of stoicism and acceptance – a slave, surely. Only slaves exuded that kind of
         staid forbearance. It was what kept them alive.
      

      
      Ligea took a deep breath and raised her hand to knock. She had to know, damn it. What had she done to her son by the choices
         she had made?
      

      
      The slave answered, his greeting rudely abrupt. ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘I wish to see Merriam of Istia.’

      
      ‘And you are—?’

      
      She said the first name that came into her head. ‘Estella.’

      
      ‘That’s all?’

      
      ‘Estella of Corsene.’Another lie, but she had the right colouring for a Corseni.

      
      He looked her up and down, the contempt in his glance indicating that Merriam’s clientele did not usually come clad in artisan’s
         clothes and wrapped in a tattered shawl. ‘Domina Merriam charges two sestus for a consultation, potions extra.’
      

      
      The amount was outrageous, and an apothecary was not usually addressed as domina, but Ligea dug in her pouch and extracted
         the coins anyway. He plucked them out of her fingers, still unwelcoming, but stood back to allow her entry.
      

      
      The space on the other side of the door was small and mean, curtained off at one end, the only furniture a shabby divan. The
         air was redolent of alchemy, heavy with the smell of herbs and the smoky fragrance of burning incense.
      

      
      ‘Wait here,’ he said and disappeared through the heavy woollen curtain. She flung off the shawl she’d worn to help conceal
         her identity and dropped it onto the divan, then bent to undo her sandals. No one came forward to wash her feet, so she did
         it herself in the bowl provided.
      

      
      She heard the murmur of voices, but resisted the temptation to enhance her hearing. A moment later, the man beckoned her through
         the curtain.
      

      
      Shelves laden with jars lined the walls of the inner room; a brazier and a mortar and pestle were among the items sitting
         on a bench and bunches of fresh herbs hung from the ceiling. In the middle of the floor, a narrow table was covered by a thin pallet and a cloth. A stool had been placed underneath.
      

      
      The woman waiting for her was tall and scrawny, with a narrow, pinched face; her demeanour had the warmth of a marble pillar.

      
      Hells, Ligea thought, she looks more like an embalmer than a midwife. Probably scares babies into taking their first breath.
      

      
      ‘I am Merriam. Why are you here?’ The staccato of her Istian accent was sharply unpleasant to Ligea’s ears.

      
      ‘I wish to know if there are any problems with – with my pregnancy.’

      
      ‘How many months?’

      
      ‘Four – no, almost five.’

      
      ‘Loosen your wrap and climb onto the table. I will examine you.’

      
      Ligea stared pointedly at the man.

      
      ‘He’s only a slave,’ Merriam said, her contempt thick in the air.
      

      
      Ligea did not move.

      
      Merriam snorted. ‘Timon, leave us.’

      
      Once he’d disappeared into the next room and Ligea was lying on the table, the woman began her examination, her touch impersonal
         and assured, her questions probing. Had there been any bleeding? Did she vomit in the mornings? How was her digestion? Her
         water? Finally she listened to the child’s heartbeat, and then Ligea’s own, using a hollowed-out piece of gorclak-horn pressed
         to her skin. After she had finished, she pointed to a nearby door and shoved a pot into Ligea’s hand. ‘Pass water into this,’she
         ordered.
      

      
      When Ligea returned, Timon took the pot into the next room. She had no idea what he was doing with it and didn’t ask.

      
      ‘My services for delivery,’ Merriam said as they waited, ‘cost eight silver sestus for a daytime birth. Extra one sestus if
         I must go out after dark.’
      

      
      ‘That’s a lot of money.’

      
      The midwife shrugged indifferently. ‘My patients do not die of afterbirth fever. What price do you put on your life?’
      

      
      ‘I won’t be in Tyr when the baby is born.’ She’d just have to hope that when the time came she would find someone as skilful as this woman apparently was, for all her coldness. ‘I do have
         a question now, though.’
      

      
      Merriam’s lips thinned. ‘Don’t ask if it’s a boy or girl. I don’t know. Nor do I care.’

      
      ‘It’s not that.’ She touched the scarring on her face and hesitated, at a loss. How could she describe being submerged in
         the Ravage? Finally she said, ‘When this child was less than four months along, I suffered a physical attack. I was also possibly,
         um, poisoned. I nearly died. For a day I hovered close to death. Will that have – have damaged the child?’
      

      
      ‘If it had, you would have miscarried.’

      
      The lie was potent to Ligea’s senses. ‘I paid good money for the truth, midwife! Do me the courtesy of speaking it.’

      
      Merriam stared at her, surprised by her assertiveness, and not pleased. ‘Worry won’t do you any good. Truth is, I don’t know.
         Beaten mothers can deliver healthy children. Or deformed ones. Poisoned mothers can have crippled babies. Or not. The gods
         dispose such things, and who knows the mind of a god? All I can say is that this child lives; I have heard its heartbeat.’
      

      
      Hells, why did I come? I might have known I wouldn’t get the assurance I want. Still she persevered, wanting answers. ‘There are times since then when I feel that all is not well with him. He weakens
         and I have to—’ She groped for words to explain how her son had faltered and faded within her, not once, but four or five
         times, each time to such an extent that she’d known he would die unless she intervened to heal him. The last time it had happened
         was just the evening before, as she and Brand had sailed into Tyr harbour from Ordensa.
      

      
      Before she could think of a way to explain, Timon came back into the room. ‘Nothing amiss,’ he said, wiping a forearm across
         his mouth. ‘Clear, and unsugared.’
      

      
      Merriam nodded and turned back to Ligea. ‘Your health is good.’ She sounded bored. ‘Your baby is normal. Its heart is strong.
         I foresee no problems. This is your first child. First-time mothers worry needlessly. Do not listen to the arrant nonsense
         other women say about such things. If you are further troubled, go to a temple and pray to the Goddess of the Unborn.’
      

      
      Ligea stifled a sigh. I am a fool. How did I expect her to help anyway, even if there was something wrong?

      
      However, as she slipped out into the street once more a few moments later, her shawl well wrapped about her head and face,
         worry still chafed her mind. She knew the feelings she’d had weren’t nonsense, arrant or otherwise, and she certainly wasn’t
         influenced by women’s gossip. She’d felt her son slipping away; she’d coddled his tenuous hold on life and brought him back.
         Again and again. Perhaps they’d both pay for her intervention. Perhaps she should have let him go.
      

      
      But he was all she had of Temellin.

      
      Gods, if he were born alive and well, she’d call him Arrant just to remind herself of how silly she was, imagining things.
      

      
      I will try and keep him safe, Temellin, I promise.

      
      She walked on, never thinking to cast her sensing abilities behind to the apothecary’s. There were too many other things abrading
         her mind. Tonight she would go to the Meletian Temple, but not quite for the reason Merriam had suggested. She wanted to take
         a good look at the Oracle. And tomorrow, tomorrow she would tackle Arcadim, her moneymaster …
      

      
      ‘Never met her before,’ Merriam said to her slave, Timon, ‘but I do remember her from somewhere. Just can’t think where. Strange
         that I’d forget someone with a face as badly scarred as that.’
      

      
      She began to enumerate all that had bothered her about her visitor. ‘Dresses like an artisan, but has the accent of the highborn.
         And the arrogance. Didn’t question the cost, so she has money. Yet didn’t book me for the birth. That’s odd. Wrapped herself
         well in her shawl. Didn’t want to be recognised, I dare say. Maybe she will be hiding out on some country estate when the
         baby is birthed. I wonder why her hand was bandaged?’
      

      
      She tapped the side of her nose. ‘Secrets, Timon. And secrets are always of interest to the Brotherhood. Perhaps she’s the
         highborn wife of a general who hasn’t been home for a good many months. I wish I could remember where I’ve seen her before.’
      

      
      She considered for a moment, then made up her mind. ‘Not much to go on, but I have a hunch she’s important. Fetch me pen and
         ink and a papyrus scroll. I shall write to Compeer Clemens. After all, you never know what information might be useful enough
         to earn us some money, do you?’
      

      
      ‘Guards?’ Brand asked her.

      
      ‘Only two,’ Ligea whispered. ‘One at the back, circling right. The other standing still, on the other side of the temple.’

      
      ‘The priestesses?’

      
      ‘Asleep. In the building beyond the temple.’

      
      ‘How come?’ he asked. ‘Surely the Oracle should be tended day and night by a priestess in case one of the gods has something
         to say!’
      

      
      ‘That’s what they tell the public, yes. In practice – why sit up all night when you know damn well the Oracle is a sham? There
         is one young man in the temple itself. He’s awake. Probably the acolyte who tends the lamps.’
      

      
      I wish Magoroth power included the ability to make myself invisible. Or even make an illusion or two. But it didn’t. She couldn’t be too reckless with her use of power, either, or she’d end up weakened and vulnerable.
      

      
      She felt a pleasurable excitement, the stimulus of adventure. No one visited the Meletian Temple in the middle of the night,
         yet here they were, like thieves on their way to rob a counting house, dodging among the treasury buildings that surrounded
         the Pilgrim’s Way.
      

      
      ‘And the four-legged night watch?’ Brand persisted.

      
      She smelled the fear he deliberately unfurled for her. The temple hounds, Pythian ridgebacks reared to hunt mountain bears,
         were the reason that the temple only had two guards at night. The dogs tore intruders to pieces. She glanced at Brand but
         couldn’t see him properly in the darkness. ‘They’ve got our scent. They’ll be here in a minute.’
      

      
      ‘Ocrastes’ damn. I didn’t need to hear that.’
      

      
      ‘You didn’t have to come.’

      
      ‘Blame Temellin. He’s the one who said I had to look after you. When, of course, he ought to have been asking you to look after me. You’re the one with the Vortexdamn power.’
      

      
      She tried not to feel annoyed that he had insisted on coming with her in the first place. Experience told her a protective
         man was usually more hindrance than help.
      

      
      Confound this baby, she thought. He changes everything, even Brand. Then, more incredulous: Temellin asked Brand to look after me?

      
      She waved a hand at the back wall of the building they were passing. ‘This looks like a good place. Stand next to me, back
         to the wall, so I only have to worry about what comes at us from one direction.’ She pulled out her sword and called the light
         into the blade. Other buildings, heavy with statuary, loomed up out of the night as if beckoned by the glow.
      

      
      ‘What are these places?’ he asked.
      

      
      ‘The treasuries. Erected by other cities to store their votive offerings and sacred vessels and stuff like that. You’ve never
         been to the temple before?’
      

      
      ‘No. Why should I?’

      
      Of course not. Silly question. He didn’t worship any of the gods of the pantheon, for all that he often swore by parts of
         Ocrastes’ anatomy.
      

      
      ‘I might start really soon, though,’ he added, ‘with a prayer for protection against ravening dogs …’

      
      The hounds flowed out of the dark, silent and swift. She felt Brand’s fear thicken. ‘I have a ward in place!’ she reassured.

      
      ‘I just wish I could see it.’ He gripped his sword in a two-handed grasp. And then the dogs were upon them.
      

      
      The leader of the pack, a large brindled beast, launched itself with jowls drawn back into a teeth-baring growl. And slammed
         hard into the invisible wall of the ward. Brand flinched. Every other dog in the pack suffered the same fate an instant later,
         until the area in front of them was a mass of snarling, yelping animals nursing bruised snouts and forepaws.
      

      
      ‘I think my hair just went grey,’ Brand said from between clenched teeth. ‘Why is living in your vicinity always so damned
         dangerous?’
      

      
      She tried to wrap the ward around the confused animals, but they scattered and re-formed a short distance away. When she moved
         the ward in their direction, they scattered again, breaking up to approach in a semicircle. Slowly this time. Silent. Bellies
         low to the ground. Eyes fixed on prey.
      

      
      The pack after the bear.

      
      She was forced to bring the ward in closer to block them off on all sides.

      
      ‘Ligea, um, what are you doing? This is nerve-racking!’
      

      
      Worried, she said, ‘They seem able to sense the ward now.’

      
      ‘No wonder, after breaking their noses on the wretched thing! Where the hell is it anyway?’

      
      ‘In an arc around us.’

      
      ‘Ah. So, in effect, we are imprisoned, rather than the dogs. Great.’ Brand, as usual, putting his finger on her errors.
      

      
      She sighed. ‘I thought I could just curl the edges of the ward around to corral them, but they wouldn’t stay still long enough.’

      
      She didn’t get any further. The pack leader hurled itself at the ward. This time it didn’t leap into it, but up. She had a bare second to think, Goddess, he’s going over the top – before the hound slammed into her chest.
      

      
      Her sword went flying. The weight of the animal sent her crashing to the ground. All the air in her lungs whooshed out. The
         dog somersaulted over her to land awkwardly somewhere behind.
      

      
      Winded, she was helpless. She doubled up, desperately fighting for breath. She could only watch as the other dogs tried to
         follow. Fortunately, they lacked the pack leader’s powerful haunches and failed to clear the ward in a single leap. Their
         feet scrabbled at the top of the ward. Brand beat them off with his sword as they grappled for purchase on the invisible.
         Even hampered by his inability to see the warding, he managed to block their attempts to heave themselves over the top.
      

      
      She groped desperately for clarity. Where was the leader of the pack? Shit! It must be somewhere inside the ward …
      

      
      She wanted to tell Brand she was in trouble, but her body, focused on inhaling, wouldn’t cooperate. Still rolling on the ground
         in breathless pain, she grabbed at the power already in her cabochon and raised the warding higher.
      

      
      Limping, the pack leader circled into her view. She aimed her cabochon at it, but wasn’t fast enough. The dog sprang at her
         throat; the beam of power went astray to gouge a hole in the treasury wall.
      

      
      She expected to die. Knew she was going to have her throat ripped out. Had time only to think: How ridiculous. A Magoroth dying because she was winded.
      

      
      And the hound jerked to a stop a hand span from her face. Its jowls dripped saliva on her chest. She could smell its dog breath.
         The growl in the back of its throat was pure animal fury. Its yellowed teeth meshed together, aching to close on her throat.
      

      
      Brand, feet planted on either side of her body, hauled frantically on its collar. The hound strained as it leaned into her,
         its bulk and the powerful muscles of its shoulders pitted against a man with a withered arm.
      

      
      Finally recovering control, she aimed her cabochon and sank the gleam of its power into the beast’s chest. It collapsed onto
         her, dead, driving more breath out of her lungs. Brand, suddenly relieved of its pull, sat down with a thump, hauling the
         corpse away as he fell.
      

      
      Sweet Melete, all that lasted only a moment. Less time than it takes to light a votive lamp, and I almost died.

      
      She sat up, gasping, and stared at Brand, at the dog lying between them. A leather collar. That – and Brand’s strength and
         speed – were all that had saved her. Brand stared back, breathing heavily.
      

      
      ‘What the hell just happened?’ he asked finally.

      
      ‘I didn’t build the ward high enough. The dog landed on me. I was winded. Sorry.’

      
      ‘Sorry?’ Words failed him.
      

      
      She groped for her sword with shaking fingers and stood up. The other hounds still milled around outside the ward. ‘They’ll
         want to come and sniff their leader’s body. Move away, Brand. I’ll make two holes in the ward, one for them to come in on
         this side and one for us to leave on the other.’
      

      
      This time nothing went wrong, and within minutes she had the leaderless hounds corralled into a tight group against the treasury
         wall. Some whimpered, others began to howl.
      

      
      ‘The howling will bring the guards,’ Brand said. He was still pale with shock.

      
      ‘Head towards the temple steps.’

      
      He grabbed her arm as they ran. ‘Ever thought of an alternative career as a gladiator? Or perhaps a job in charge of the Exaltarch’s
         circus lions? It would be safer.’ His shock had manifested itself in anger and he didn’t bother to hide it.
      

      
      She ran up the steps past the caryatids into the temple proper without answering, and he followed.

      
      Oil lamps were lit on all the altars and in front of the main statue of Melete at the end of the stoa. She stood still for
         a moment, cocking her head. ‘The attendant is in one of the rooms of the sanctum.’ Then, to forestall his next question, added,
         ‘That’s the walled area behind the statue, not open to the public. We need to be quiet.’
      

      
      She headed to the sanctum door behind the main sacrificial altar, but the door was latched on the inside. She knocked.

      
      ‘What—?’ Brand remonstrated, sotto voce. ‘You just told me to be quiet and now you want to go knocking on the door? Would you like a horn fanfare as well?’
      

      
      Ligea drew her sword. ‘Close your eyes,’ she said.

      
      He looked as if he were about to argue, then thought better of it and not only shut his eyes, but turned his face away.

      
      A male voice from inside asked, ‘Who is it?’

      
      Pitching her answer to sound childlike, she said, ‘I have a message … the Priestess Antonia.’

      
      A youth opened the door, and had to fling up his arms to protect his eyes from the overwhelming brilliance of a fully lit Magor sword pulsing with power. He staggered back.
      

      
      She stepped into the sanctum and Brand, following, shut the door behind them. She turned light to pain, a sudden stab to pierce
         the young acolyte through the stomach.
      

      
      Vortex, I hate doing that.

      
      While the acolyte was still doubled up, Brand grabbed a robe from a hook and flung it over him so he would not see them.

      
      ‘Behave yourself,’ she said in the youth’s ear as she banished his pain, ‘or there will be more agony like that. Not a word
         out of you, understand?’ The lad shivered under her grip. When he didn’t reply, she shook him. ‘Understand?’
      

      
      He nodded, his fear swamping her. He couldn’t have been more than fourteen or so.

      
      Damn it all, I feel like a school bully …

      
      She warded him where he stood, enclosing him in walls that were less than a hand span from his body. He wouldn’t even be able
         to raise a hand to take off the enveloping robe. ‘If you don’t make a sound, the Goddess will release you before dawn’s rising,’
         she said. ‘Fear not, for you are favoured by Melete herself.’
      

      
      Behind her Brand snorted. She grabbed his arm and hauled him through a series of connecting rooms to the back of the sanctum.
         He was broadcasting his emotions and she knew he wanted it so. She was disconcerted; his turmoil formed a background to all
         she sensed. Frustrated anger, thwarted desire, deep-rooted distaste for – what? All she was doing? But most of all, an overriding
         fear. For her. She had almost died, and he couldn’t forget it.
      

      
      ‘Brand,’ she said, quelling her exasperation, ‘you have to hide your sentiments. I can’t deal with all you are feeling right
         now. If you can’t stop, then I’ll go on alone.’
      

      
      His emotions blanked out, as suddenly as a snuffed lamp. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. His face was stony.

      
      No explanation. No excuses. She nodded to indicate her satisfaction with his emotional silence, and changed the subject. ‘Last
         time I was here, I had the mother of all headaches thanks to that bitch Antonia and her drugs, but I think I remember the way.’ She pointed to a nearby door. ‘That’s the room where the passage
         to the Oracle starts.’
      

      
      Inside, it was dark, and smelled fusty. She used her sword, considerably dimmed, instead of a lamp. She closed the door behind
         them as they entered, and built a ward across it to keep it that way. They looked around in silence. The floor was of intricately
         patterned mosaics. A few cupboards were lined up against the walls. There was no other visible door. The walls, made of dressed
         stone, had a frieze of carved lion heads at waist height.
      

      
      Brand raised a questioning eyebrow.

      
      ‘It’s the right place,’ she said. She swung her sword around to illuminate her investigation of the corners and the floor.

      
      ‘Shine it here,’ Brand said suddenly, indicating one corner. ‘The floor is scraped.’ An arc had been scored across the mosaics,
         as if an ill-fitted door had been repeatedly opened and closed across the tiles. Yet there was no door immediately adjacent.
         Brand reached out and touched the stones of the wall, then rubbed his fingers along the line of mortar. ‘It’s not real! Except
         for the frieze,’ he said. ‘The rest is just painted wood. It must be a door. No handle, though.’
      

      
      ‘Try turning the lion’s head,’ she suggested.

      
      Brand fumbled at the closest carving in the frieze and, with an unpleasant grinding sound, part of the wall shifted to reveal
         the outline of a door – which then caught on the floor. He yanked it open, to reveal a stone stairway leading downwards.
      

      
      A blast of foetid air swept out. Brimstone, mould, musty damp. The noxious smells of alchemist shops and stagnant bogs. She
         quelled a shudder. It brought back too many memories of the last time she was here.
      

      
      ‘Vortexdamn, that stinks,’ Brand muttered.

      
      Together, they looked down the long flight of steps into darkness as black as coal tar. Nothing moved. A faint murmur of sound,
         muffled and obscure, came out of the blackness.
      

      
      ‘Let’s go down,’ she said.

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      Rathrox fumed. He sat in the anteroom to the Exaltarch’s audience hall, a picture of cool patience, but that was just an overlay
         to the inner scowl of his rage. Bator Korbus was keeping him waiting. After all he had done for the man, he was left waiting
         in the anteroom like a lackey with a petition.
      

      
      The saying ‘Trust no word from the mouth that sits below the crown’ had the truth of it, he reflected. The bastard wasn’t always emperor. It’s time he remembered that.

      
      Bator Korbus had once been just another youth in the legionnaires’ training camp, along with Rathrox, and a Legate’s son,
         Gayed Lucius. Three youths with little in common, companions simply because they were billeted together. Rathrox had not forgotten
         one iota of it.
      

      
      Gayed Lucius had come from a military background, his family following his Legate father on his provincial postings. As a
         successful officer’s offspring, Gayed had been both moderately prosperous and well used to a military life.
      

      
      Bator Korbus, on the other hand, had been much wealthier than a mere Legate’s son. His grandfather had been a senator. His
         was a highborn political family, and the wiliness of a political animal was in his blood. However, Bator had an older brother
         destined for a political career, so he was packed off to the legions. Bator and Gayed had forged a close friendship from the
         very beginning. Bator needed someone to help him acquire the arts and knowledge of a military man; Gayed had grown up in the
         provinces and needed someone to impart to him the polish and the knowledge of a young man of Tyr. Where Rathrox Ligatan fitted
         in was less obvious.
      

      
      Rathrox was the son of a farm controller. As a child, he’d discovered how easy it was to manipulate the farm slaves; all he
         had to do was threaten to make trouble for them with his father. Before he was ten years old, he was glorying in the power
         he had over people who could not retaliate.
      

      
      His five older brothers, however, had been the bane of his life. Although unimaginative in their teasing and taunting, they
         could still make life a misery for their scrawny, undersized brother. In self-defence, Rathrox learned other strategies. Knowledge,
         he realised, was the source of true power. With knowledge you could preempt, or blackmail. With knowledge, you could earn
         yourself respect. With knowledge, you became a thing of value.
      

      
      By the time he was sixteen, he’d become an indispensable part of the farm management and dreamed of becoming somebody to be
         reckoned with in the wider world. A farm, no matter how large and prosperous, was not sufficient arena, not even when he was
         in charge of the delivery and sale of farm produce to the markets of Tyr and had numerous contacts in the capital. Not even
         when he was beginning to develop a network of informants.
      

      
      Then a disaster undermined his future. A scheme of his to humiliate one of his brothers turned sour, and the youth – just
         eighteen – died. His father, enraged, discovered Rathrox had been the instigator of the stupid stunt his brother had tried
         to perform, and he was sent to the military officers’ training camp.
      

      
      Rathrox looked on it as an opportunity rather than a disgrace, but it wasn’t easy at first. He was patently not military material.
         He lacked the physical stature and the coordination. He had no interest in the physical feats of other recruits. What he did
         have by then was considerable knowledge of his fellow men and how to manipulate them. Gayed Lucius and Bator Korbus soon discovered
         that if you needed anything, from a clean woman on your cot to a small luxury, Rathrox was the man to supply it. A little
         later, they realised that the information Rathrox could offer them was far more valuable than the commodities he procured. Still later, they realised his true worth when they saw Rathrox Ligatan
         could actually make things happen.
      

      
      After the first all-too-convenient death that benefited them, the three young men were linked together for life.

      
      As soon as he was able to do so legally, Rathrox left the army and became Bator Korbus’s scribe, a euphemism for the work
         he actually did, which varied over the years from spying to assassination to information gathering. Bator’s steep rise through
         the ranks to General, closely followed by that of Gayed Lucius, was just as much due to Rathrox’s machinations to ensure the
         presence of the two men in the right place at the right time, as it was to Bator’s and Lucius’s skills on the battlefield.
      

      
      Until the invasion of Kardiastan. Conniving to have his two friends in charge of the invasion was the first major error of
         judgement Rathrox ever made, and it was a huge one. The invasion was a monumental failure, and the shoulders burdened with
         the shame of that defeat were those of Bator and Gayed. The careers of both might have ended there, in Kardiastan, if Rathrox
         had not arranged the kidnapping of the daughter of Miragersolad, and used her as a lever to force her father into betrayal.
      

      
      Kardiastan had never again threatened the might of Tyrans; the land had been brutally subjugated, its elite slaughtered, its
         youth sold into slavery. Bator Korbus had usurped the credit for Solad’s act of betrayal, even though he’d been back in Tyr
         by then. Eventually, he’d overthrown the Exaltarch and taken his place.
      

      
      And the child they named Ligea was raised by Gayed Lucius to become a compeer of the Brotherhood, an agent of Tyrans, and
         the spare sword in the belt of the Exaltarch, ready to be used against the nation of her birth.
      

      
      Sitting there waiting to be called into the Exaltarch’s presence, Rathrox remembered.

      
      If not for me, you would never have become the Exaltarch, Bator.

      
      And fumed.

      
      Yet now you keep me waiting. Your head grows too big for the wreath crowning your brow. Have a care, Bator. I put you there and I can bring you down if it is in my interest to do so …

      
      ‘Magister?’

      
      His thoughts interrupted, he looked up, but it wasn’t his expected call into the Exaltarch’s presence. Instead, the High Priestess
         of the Cult of Melete had entered from the main hall. Dressed, as usual, in white, and wearing that preposterous piece of
         jewellery that was the symbol of her rank around her neck, she looked like a cross between a brothel madam and an older version
         of Melete herself.
      

      
      He rose to his feet. ‘Reverence.’ He inclined his head in respect of her office. He may have commanded the Brotherhood and
         the Exaltarch’s civil service, but he didn’t deliberately upset Antonia unless he had good reason. She possessed a nasty tongue,
         a long memory and many followers. ‘The Exaltarch has asked for your presence too?’
      

      
      ‘Apparently. I suspect it has to do with the annual prophecy for the city. That is a mere three weeks away, and I need time
         to write the poetry and prepare Esme.’
      

      
      He swallowed a smile. He wouldn’t have called her verse ‘poetry’, himself. ‘Ah, yes, of course.’

      
      She seated herself complacently, confident that the summons was routine.

      
      He said, ‘When I saw you, I wondered if it might concern the trouble at your temple last night.’

      
      She gave a quick frown. ‘Hardly serious enough to involve the Exaltarch, Magister. I don’t know what you heard, but a dead
         dog killed by lightning and an acolyte who breathed in too many orlyx fumes is all there was to it, with no connection between
         the two.’ Her hand moved up to play nervously with her pendant.
      

      
      Rathrox watched. She’s uneasy about it, though. I wonder why. I don’t remember a storm; she’s lying. Hiding something. I shall send someone
            to investigate further.
      

      
      ‘You know, there’s something I don’t understand,’ he added, after the silence threatened to become embarrassing and he had
         decided it might be worthwhile annoying her after all. She could be indiscreet, and therefore informative, when she was irritated.
         ‘You told me once that there is a cave behind the face of the Oracle. Why did the Cult of Melete ever start to use a young priestess
         to translate the muttering in the first place? One of your number could have hidden in the cave and pretended that Melete
         spoke Tyranian!’
      

      
      She glanced at the Imperial Guards on duty to make sure they could not hear, then said in furious protest, ‘The gods once
         truly spoke to the Selected! You have only to read the past histories to know that. Then – then they stopped speaking to us,
         but we continued the tradition of having a Selected. One day Melete at least will return, if not the others; I know it. And
         we will be ready.’
      

      
      He stared, wondering at her naivety. ‘Antonia, today’s histories will record Esme’s words as true, just as past scribes recorded
         the supposed words of their Selected of the Oracle as the true words of Melete.’
      

      
      Her expression pinched with anger. ‘You mock the Goddess, Magister.’

      
      No, Antonia, not the Goddess. Just you.

      
      How could a woman, who happily connived with the Exaltarch to deceive the public, be so silly? He wouldn’t mind betting the
         first High Priestess who started this whole Oracle deception had known exactly what she was doing. Probably thought using
         a Selected of the Oracle meant more visible power for the temple priestesses.
      

      
      Fortunately, he was saved from answering Antonia’s accusation by the summons for them both to enter the audience room.

      
      The Exaltarch was looking at an amulet when they entered, turning it over and over in his hands. ‘Lovely piece of work,’ he
         said by way of greeting, ‘if somewhat large. The King of Akowarn sent it for me to wear on my biceps. I think he is trying
         to pay me a compliment.’ He held it up to show the size. ‘He is suggesting I marry his eldest daughter.’
      

      
      ‘Doesn’t he know you are already married, Exalted?’ Antonia asked.

      
      ‘Perhaps he expects me to divorce. And he is offering a very attractive dowry, too. I think I shall accept.’

      
      ‘The Fasii will not be happy,’ Rathrox murmured, referring to the family of Bator’s third and present wife, Eriana.

      
      ‘Oh, I shan’t marry the girl. Just bring her here, procure the dowry and fob her off repeatedly with one excuse or another. After all, what’s
         the King going to do? Attack Tyr? Stop paying his vassal taxes? He’d never dare! But this is not what I brought you here to
         discuss. Rathrox, I want to know what you have heard from the Gayed woman about her progress in Kardiastan.’
      

      
      ‘The last message I received said she was about to leave Madrinya for the Mirage. She intends to bring down the rebel movement
         from within.’ He felt a moment’s smug pride. ‘I knew she’d do it. She’ll be the Mirager yet.’
      

      
      Bator put the amulet down and seated himself, indicating they should do likewise. ‘Do you mean to tell me she’s lost contact
         with our authorities there?’
      

      
      ‘Well, yes, for the time being. But by now she will have identified the rebel leader and found a way to enter the heart of
         their hiding place.’
      

      
      ‘And you are sure she won’t be seduced back to their way of life? They must know she is one of them by now; she has that jewel
         set in her palm.’ He frowned, the harsh lines of his face settling down into petulant creases. ‘I always said we ought to
         have had it cut out of her while she was still a toddling babe.’
      

      
      ‘And I told you Solad said removing the jewel kills the person. The one time we did it, as an experiment with another child,
         that’s exactly what happened. Yes, they will know she is one of them, obviously, as soon as they spot it. And I suspect they
         have welcomed her with open arms because of it. There are few enough of them left, thanks to us and Solad’s treachery. There’s
         no reason they should guess she’s Solad’s daughter, any more than she will ever find out unless we tell her. And no, she won’t
         betray us.’
      

      
      He smiled, enjoying the acumen of his own past planning. ‘Exalted, why else did we wait so long, but to make sure of that?
         She loves her country and serves her Exaltarch. She revels in her life in Tyr and the things her wealth buys her. She hated
         going to Kardiastan, and she can’t wait to come back. And she’s in love with a Stalwart tribune who’s fighting his way into
         the Mirage even as we speak.’
      

      
      ‘She still honours her adoptive father,’ Antonia added. ‘I often saw her praying at his tomb.’
      

      
      Rathrox nodded. ‘It was the perfect moment to send her to wreak havoc on the country of her birth; couldn’t have been better.
         A little younger and she may well have been more interested in finding out who she was. Now she just wants to be with the
         tribune and get them both back to Tyr, covered in glory.’
      

      
      ‘Then my idea of having the Oracle speak to her was a good one,’ the Exaltarch said, nodding in satisfaction. ‘Any woman would
         be flattered at being singled out for attention by the Meletian Oracle of Tyr, even one as hardened as she is.’
      

      
      Rathrox had his doubts whether the promises of wealth and adulation, made by the Oracle at Bator’s instigation, had meant
         much to Ligea, but he wasn’t about to argue the point. ‘Of course. Nothing less than brilliant.’ Perhaps that sounded sardonic.
         Hurriedly, he added without – he hoped – any hint of sarcasm, ‘It gave her even more to come home for.’
      

      
      ‘The moment you hear from her again, bring me word. I am anxious about the Stalwarts. If she is in the Mirage, perhaps she
         will be able to send word of them. If she has learned the secret of crossing those strange sands – what was the name of them
         again? The Shiver Barrens? – then she should be able to send a message out.’
      

      
      ‘Of course, Exalted.’

      
      ‘And now there is this matter of the annual prophecy.’ He picked up a scroll from a side table and handed it to Antonia. ‘Here
         are the details. I would like the Oracle to speak of the need for young men to join the legions and for the wealthy to donate
         money to our coffers in order for us to defeat the sorcerers and numina of Kardiastan. I expect the trademaster to be admonished
         because our shipbuilders have insufficient wood. I expect the Imperial Historian to be urged to write a history of my military
         successes. I expect the Prefect Urbis to be encouraged to supply more tax money in the coming year. I expect the Assorian
         moneymaster to be told non-citizens should show their gratitude more …’
      

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      Arcadim Asenius fingered the note he had hidden in the sleeve of his robe. Just two lines, unsigned, neatly lettered, on a
         small piece of papyrus delivered earlier to his counting house.
      

      
      Come and see me tonight. Don’t tell anyone I am back in Tyr.

      
      A handful of words, but enough to make his stomach churn. The lettering was Ligea Gayed’s, and when a rich patron of the Asenius
         Counting House requested your presence, you obliged. So he was now sitting in a curtained litter being borne through the streets
         on his way to the Villa Gayed.
      

      
      I should have turned down the opportunity to manage Ligea’s affairs, right at the beginning. It is against the Great God’s
            order for a woman to behave as she does …

      
      And yet he liked her.

      
      He wondered at himself. How could he, an Assorian moneymaster, enjoy the company of a Tyranian woman who was the antithesis
         of all he thought a woman should be? She was immodest. She behaved like a man. She wasn’t even that attractive, although she
         … He hunted for the right word. She fascinated, that was it. She fascinated.
      

      
      You silly old fool. She fascinates the way a snake fascinates its prey.

      
      The litter lurched and swayed. He grimaced in exasperation and clutched at the sides. They must be approaching the necropolis
         and the fools of litter bearers had started to run, fear lending them the energy. Idolaters. If only everyone believed in the One True God, the world would be a less fearful place.
      

      
      The pace slowed as they mounted the steps up the hill, and then turned into Senators’ Row. An anachronism, that name. There
         were no more senators in Tyrans, not since the first Exaltarch had seized power almost fifty years before. There was no Advisory
         Council now, either. The present Exaltarch, Bator Korbus, had done away with them too. Arcadim tried to push that thought
         away. It was all part of a recurring nightmare for an Assorian: when one man gathered all the strands of power into his hands,
         he looked for scapegoats if things went wrong and who better to blame than people who were both foreign and rich?
      

      
      There was no torch burning outside the Villa Gayed. The linkman, holding his own brand high, pounded at the door in the gate.
         Arcadim clambered out. His shaved head felt cold in the cool of the evening air and he coughed as he breathed in the smoke
         from the burning pitch. ‘Wait for me,’ he told the men, ‘no matter how late I am.’
      

      
      The slave who answered the door was expecting him. She washed his feet in the entry hall and just as she was patting them
         dry with a towel, Ligea appeared. He rose to greet her, started to smile – then saw her face. Shock choked his throat. His
         welcome died unspoken, his inner thoughts emerging as a more chaotic God of my fathers, what has happened to her? Not even six months since he’d last seen her, and she was now rake-thin, her face gaunt and – gouged. A deep, puckered crater scarred her cheek as though flesh had been ripped out and thrown away. And what in all of God’s
         Elysium had she done to her hair? It was usually gold-streaked, falling in curls from a clasp high on her head. Now it was
         plain brown, roughly cut short, as straight and lustreless as hemp fibre. Hades, his own beard, curled and perfumed and threaded
         with pearls, was more attractive.
      

      
      He was appalled. If he’d passed her in the street he would never have recognised her.

      
      ‘Welcome, Master Arcadim,’ she said.

      
      He licked dry lips and wondered what to say to a woman who must have been to Hades and back since they’d last met. He settled finally on a neutral, ‘Welcome back to Tyr, Domina. I am sorry to see you have had some, er, trouble in Kardiastan.’
      

      
      She raised her hand to her cheek. ‘This? Yes, I am afraid so.’ She shrugged and led him into one of the inner rooms, where
         yet another shock awaited him. Her Altani slave was lounging on a divan, a goblet of wine in one hand, very much at home.
         He rose as Arcadim entered, but the casual movement spoke of the superficial manners between equals, not the obsequiousness
         of a slave or even the deference of a lowborn citizen. His slave collar was gone and, even more puzzling, one of his arms
         appeared to have been withered.
      

      
      Ligea said, ‘You know Brand of Altan, I believe?’

      
      Arcadim floundered. What the Hades was she doing, expecting a guest to greet a slave, or even an ex-slave, as an equal? ‘Not
         officially, no,’ he said, ‘although he has delivered your messages to my counting house on occasion.’ He bowed low to display
         the tattoo on his shaved pate – the all-seeing eye of God – in ritual greeting, then addressed his next remark to the Altani.
         ‘As a member of a family who made their initial wealth gathering salt and soda from dry lakebeds, I’m always glad to see people
         come up in the world.’ There. Let them make of that what they will.
      

      
      The Altani grinned at him. ‘But as Ligea’s man of affairs, you are as suspicious as a pinch of that salt about to be dropped
         into boiling water.’
      

      
      Arcadim betrayed his surprise at the audacity of the reply by being just a shade too slow to answer. ‘Something like that,
         yes,’ he said as they sat. But he couldn’t relax. This was all wrong. His business acumen, gathered over a lifetime of deals and haggling, jangled its warning. The Altani was neither timid nor
         embarrassed. Don’t take him lightly, the warning said, there’s nothing withered about this man’s wits.
      

      
      ‘Master Arcadim,’ Ligea said, ‘thank you for coming. I asked you here this evening because there is going to be a major change
         in the way we interact, if you wish to continue as my moneymaster. We have much to discuss.’
      

      
      Thoroughly alarmed, he replied, ‘I hope I have not given offence, Domina, that you would consider changing your man of business.’
         He indicated the scrolls he carried. ‘I have here the accounts of all that has taken place in your absence. I am sure you
         will find them in order.’
      

      
      ‘I am sure of that, too,’ she agreed, waving away the scrolls. ‘Leave them on the table and I will go through them after you
         have left. Right now, I have a question. Do you regard the business done on behalf of a patron such as myself privileged?’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’ His alarm was clanging so noisily inside his head it could have been a port bell rung to signal the approach
         of an invasion fleet. ‘Assorian banking families have attained our present position in the Exaltarchy because we are trusted.
         To be worthy of that trust, we maintain the strictest confidentiality.’
      

      
      ‘What if those who represent the Exaltarch were to ask you to divulge information?’

      
      Arcadim liked to think of himself as being in the prime of life, his swollen joints notwithstanding, but when she asked that
         question, he felt suddenly aged. Far too old to be worrying about treason. He hedged. ‘What – what kind of information do
         you mean, Domina?’
      

      
      ‘Where one of your patrons is hiding his money. Where the person concerned hides himself.’

      
      His confidence slipped still further. ‘As far as I know, none of my patrons is in hiding.’

      
      ‘Ah, but perhaps you don’t know that one of them is guilty of rebellion.’

      
      He paled, desperately rummaging through his thoughts trying to identify which one of his patrons had been so incredibly stupid
         – and so fiendishly clever that Arcadim had not had an inkling of what they were doing. He took a deep breath and settled
         for far more disclosure than was comfortable. ‘Compeer,’ he said, giving her the Brotherhood title to indicate that he knew
         she must be questioning him in that capacity, ‘don’t ask it of me. I cannot disclose such information, not even if you were
         the Magister Officii himself.’ His guts roiled and he had desperate need of a lavatory. Damn it, why did his bowels always let him down when he was stressed?
      

      
      ‘You would hide the treason of one of those who use your services?’ she asked, relentless.

      
      ‘I know of no such treason. If one of my patrons has been so, um, indiscreet, he failed to inform me of it.’
      

      
      ‘Treason is a little more than indiscretion, Arcadim. Had you known, would you have told?’

      
      ‘I would refuse to manage the affairs of a traitor.’

      
      ‘And the knowledge you had of his affairs?’

      
      ‘Confidentiality is our creed, Domina. How can I deny the creed we live by? We would not knowingly channel money in our control
         to treasonous activities. But Assorian bankers, or moneymasters as you call us here in Tyr, do not divulge confidential information.
         Normally we are not asked for it. The Magister Officii, indeed the Exaltarch himself, is aware of this. After all, neither
         of them would be happy if his own moneymaster were to leak details of his financial dealings.’
      

      
      ‘You know the Brotherhood has ways of encouraging people to tell the truth.’

      
      He felt faint. ‘In this case, I don’t think they would learn anything to their advantage, Compeer. I don’t even know to which
         one of my patrons you are referring.’
      

      
      ‘Myself, Master Arcadim. Myself.’

      
      He stared at her, eyes wide with shock, heart thundering in his chest. ‘Is – is this some kind of test?’

      
      ‘No, far from it. I want you to sell all my property, including this house, and convert it into gold and silver or pearls
         before my assets are seized. You must do this with a minimum of fuss. The longer it takes the Magister Officii to hear what
         I am doing, the better. And he is not to know I am back in Tyr.’
      

      
      Arcadim’s eyes grew wider. I don’t think I want to listen to this. I’m sure I don’t want to listen to this. His panic broke out in the form of a line of sweat along his shaven upper lip. ‘Domina, I – I am sorry, but in that case
         I would like to resign as your moneymaster.’
      

      
      ‘You disappoint me, Arcadim.’
      

      
      He tried to keep a grip on his panic, to hold it in, but it was as elusive as a handful of coins escaping his fingers. Desperate,
         he said, ‘If you do this, and there is a suspicion I might have knowingly aided you, my monies will be forfeit, and my life
         and that of my family likewise.’ To his horror, he felt tears form at the corner of his eyes. He plunged on. ‘Domina, I am
         not a man of action. I am a fifty-year-old banker who is at home only in his counting house. My joints bother me in damp weather.
         My wife nags me to find pious and thrifty wives for my sons. My sons nag me to find pretty women who will not nag to be their
         wives. My daughters nag me for handsome husbands who will not beat them. My slaves steal from me and gossip about me behind
         my back. Those are all the problems I need. I don’t want to die of fever in the Cages!’ He resisted the temptation to wipe
         his face with the sleeve of his robe. Confound the woman; to think he used to like her!
      

      
      ‘Arcadim, Arcadim, do you know why I left my money in your hands all these years? Because you were willing to take carefully
         considered risks. I want you to take another.’ She smiled at him, but on that scarred face, a smile was terrifying. ‘At the
         moment, every Assorian moneymaster has his coins in the same purse, and the purse is that of Bator Korbus’s Exaltarchy. Your
         position here can be as uncertain as the Exaltarch’s digestion.’
      

      
      She poured wine from the carafe in front of her into a pewter goblet, handed it to him and then refilled the Altani’s. ‘Look
         around you, Arcadim. There are already the rumblings of rebellion in Kardiastan and Quyr and Altan. Soon there will be rebellion
         right here, in Tyrans. Where will Assorian moneymasters be if that rebellion were to succeed? You need one of your number
         who deals with the rebels to tell you what is happening. Imagine if such information enabled Assoria to shrug off the shackles
         of vassalage!’
      

      
      Arcadim was out of his depth, unable to find footing. His heart spiralled down, spinning out of control as panic spilled from
         the last vestiges of his hold.
      

      
      He put his goblet, untouched, down on the low table in front of him. Wine slopped and he barely noticed. ‘Domina, I think
         it’s best you seek another moneymaster.’
      

      
      He went to stand, but she leaned forward slightly, holding her hand out, palm upwards. There was a gemstone there, as yellow
         as a citrine. He thought she wanted him to look at it, but when he reached out to pick it up, he realised it was set into
         her skin. Even as he watched, it started to glow and with it, her whole skin took on a golden sheen.
      

      
      Panic leaped into terror, a gut reaction to something he could not understand.

      
      ‘Watch, Arcadim.’ She held her open hand over his goblet. Light sprang out of her palm, hit the goblet and the pewter melted. The goblet collapsed into a misshapen mound in a pool of wine that hissed and steamed where it came into contact with the
         metal. She said softly, ‘I can kill with this.’ The Altani still lounged on his divan, picking at a bunch of late-season grapes.
      

      
      Arcadim sat dumbly, staring at what was left of the drinking vessel. ‘Are you – are you threatening me, Domina?’

      
      ‘No, Master Arcadim,’ she said, and he thought he detected a wisp of sadness in her reply. ‘Gods, no. I am trying to show
         you the power available to the rebels.’ She crossed to a side table and returned with a sword, the short blade of which looked
         as if it were made of frosted glass rather than metal. ‘Arcadim, my friend, of all the statues in this room, which would you
         find hardest to sell?’
      

      
      He pointed at one without hesitation. ‘That one. It’s a poor copy of the Pelotonius discus thrower at the stadium. And it’s
         poorly painted, too.’
      

      
      ‘I kept it for sentimental reasons, because General Gayed liked it. But that’s a sentiment that has lived past its time.’
         Casually she raised the sword and it began to glow, with the same strange golden light that still brushed her skin with colour.
         When the tip of the blade pointed towards the marble statue, a beam of light joined the sword and the head of the discus thrower
         like a ray of sunlight. And the head exploded. Marble chips scattered across the floor in a circle of debris, some of them skidding as far as Arcadim’s feet. Marble dust hung in the air; they
         all coughed. Wordlessly, Brand rose, fetched another goblet and poured some more wine for Arcadim. The moneymaster gulped
         it gratefully.
      

      
      ‘Arcadim,’ Ligea said, her tone deceptively soft, ‘I have power that you can’t even dream about. I could walk into Bator Korbus’
         palace right now, and assassinate him in his own bedroom.’
      

      
      ‘Is that what you are going to do?’ he asked, meeting her gaze. ‘Assassinate the Exaltarch?’ His fingers gripped one of his
         strings of beard pearls. He silently recited the family genealogy it represented, anything to give an appearance of calm.
         It didn’t help.
      

      
      Almighty God, he thought, and it was a prayer, not a blasphemy, help me. Show me she is not something beyond the beliefs of my fathers. That she is not something I am not permitted to believe
            in …
      

      
      ‘No,’ she said. ‘There is more to a successful rebellion than killing one’s predecessor, as well you know. If he were to die
         now, there would be another scrambling to step into his sandals. Like Devros of the Lucii. Or Laurentius, the Prefect Urbis.
         There could be chaos and a civil war as highborn families fought over the Exaltarch’s seat for one of their own. The barbarians
         at our borders would take advantage of the confusion to sack our cities. Bator will die, yes, but in our time, when we are
         ready to replace him with a stable government.’ She leaned back. ‘So, Arcadim, will you continue to be my moneymaster and
         help me lead the Exaltarchy to a more gracious future?’
      

      
      He swallowed and seized on the one word that struck him as the most incongruous. ‘Gracious?’

      
      She said softly, ‘I am sure you have read the philosophies. Didn’t Cassenes the Wise say that the best government is one that
         rules graciously? By which he meant a council or senate or ruler who bestows on all under their power, not the force of legions,
         not the strength of the sword, nor even the disinterest of the Law, but the grace of their equality as men.’
      

      
      His thoughts seethed, and out of their tangle he pulled the one that bothered him most. ‘Are you a goddess? Or an immortal?’ Please don’t tell me that all I have ever believed in is a lie.
      

      
      ‘That is something you will have to decide yourself, Arcadim. Give me your decision tomorrow. If you wish to continue as my
         moneymaster, bring all the papers I must sign for you to sell all my property and I will give you the details of what I want
         done. I will want you to make certain purchases, and to set in place a method by which we can communicate in secret.’
      

      
      ‘You – you would trust me not to betray you?’ By this time he didn’t care that they both noticed the way his hands shook.

      
      ‘Ah, Arcadim, your terror and your disbelief and your distress leak into the air around you like wine from a cracked jar,
         but I see no intention to betray. There is nothing you can hide from me.’
      

      
      Words came unbidden to his mind: And there is nothing thou canst hide from the One True God … He stood up and sweat trickled down his neck to soak his robe. Eternal truths, that’s what he needed. There are no such things as goddesses. The whole pantheon of Tyrans is the heresy of idolaters. Aloud he said, ‘Very well.’
      

      
      She nodded as she stood and gestured for him to precede her to the door. She didn’t speak again until they stood together
         in the entry hall. ‘Arcadim, I wish – I wish I had the time to sit with you and persuade you to my way of thinking with words.
         I do want your choice to be free of fear. You have my word: I will not harm you in any way if you ask me to take my business
         elsewhere.’
      

      
      ‘And if I dare to tell the Magister Officii all that you have said here this evening?’ No sooner had the words escaped his
         mouth than he wished to take them back. Was he mad that he bandied words with a – a what? Some kind of supernatural being? But the Holy Writ says: ‘There are no gods but Me …’
      

      
      She smiled. ‘Even then. There will be enough deaths to lay at my door without yours being one of them. Arcadim, if you do
         not support me in this, there will come a day when you will rue your short-sightedness simply because of the lost opportunity.
         The grace of equality, Arcadim. Think about it.’
      

      
      The slave woman came into the hall to fasten his sandals for him. He sat on the entry stool, wishing she would hurry. He wanted
         to leave as fast as he could. As he sat there, he glimpsed the Altani in the room they had just left, sweeping up the marble
         chips. A freed slave. He glanced at the woman kneeling at his feet. And noted only then that she, too, did not wear a slave
         collar.
      

      
      Ligea smiled at him. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s right.’ She touched the woman on the shoulder. ‘Leave us, Dini, please,’ she
         said. When the woman had gone, she knelt at Arcadim’s feet and tied the remaining sandal herself.
      

      
      Arcadim sat where he was, staring at her, trying to absorb the enormity of the idea that was flooding his senses. ‘Almighty
         God,’ he said at last. ‘You want to end slavery.’
      

      
      She nodded.

      
      ‘Have you any idea of what that will do to Tyrans? To our wealth? To our agriculture?’
      

      
      ‘Not really. That’s one of the reasons why I need you. But equality means more than just the end of slavery.’

      
      ‘The vassal states,’ he whispered.

      
      They stared at one another for a long minute as she continued to kneel there, her task finished, in the position of a supplicant.
         Yet there was nothing demeaning in her posture, and he knew she did not consider herself to be humbled. His breath caught
         in the back of his throat. She knows the Assorian love of symbolic gestures, he thought. Oh God, she is a dangerous woman.
         She has played me like the strings of the lute. This whole conversation … She is a compeer of the Brotherhood. She had access
         to everything the Brotherhood ever knew about Assorians. What a fool I have been.
      

      
      Almost in echo to his thought, she said softly, ‘When Tyrans invaded Assoria, your youngest brother was one of those who resisted.
         He was eighteen, a handsome, hot-headed lad. He was taken alive and sold as a slave, you found out that much. But a slave
         loses his name when he is enslaved, and is given another of the slaver’s choosing. So those who try to trace him through the
         records can never find out what happened …’
      

      
      ‘His name was Athenqual,’ he whispered. ‘His Assorian name. We were told to mourn him, as if he really had died. We didn’t
         have a body to offer to the sacred crocodiles, so instead we burned his clothes and threw the ashes into the sacred river.
         His name was written into the Book of the Sundered at the Temple.’ He raised his eyes to meet hers. ‘I don’t know what you are. But I do know what slavery does to an Assorian enslaved to one outside his faith. It’s the expunction of a living man.
         His elimination from records. His separation from the Law. His sundering from God.’ He drew himself up, squared his shoulders.
         ‘I don’t know who you represent, but if what you do will free my country from its vassalage to the Exaltarch, or even just
         free Assorian slaves from non-believers, I will be your moneymaster.’
      

      
      She stood up too, serious. ‘I will do my best to see that you profit by this. And likewise with every other Assorian moneymaster
         you bring to our side as time goes by.’
      

      
      But that was going too fast for Arcadim. ‘Domina, there is no way Assorian moneymasters will support you if you threaten to
         outlaw slavery in Assoria. Slavery is part of our culture, our history, our religion. The Great God Himself endorses slavery
         as a reminder to us of how easily all we own can be taken from us. So that we remember that God alone stands as our salvation.’
      

      
      ‘I assure you, when a vassal state is free from Tyr’s rule, it will choose its own path. Its own laws. We have no plans to
         impose a different set of rules on another empire in place of this one! We merely want to dismantle this Exaltarchy and deal
         with a single piece: Tyrans.’
      

      
      He hoped she would take his quick intake of breath as admiration, and not the gasp of disbelief that it was. He stood and
         bowed to show his tattoo. ‘I will bid you goodnight, Domina Ligea. I shall return tomorrow evening with the papers for your
         signature. I believe the Exaltarch’s trade adviser will be more than interested in buying this villa. He’s been after it for
         years …’
      

   
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      Ligea stood still for a moment as the door closed behind Arcadim. She was worried and felt physically ill. How can I do this? I am only one person and I want to bring down an empire? She sighed and walked back to where Brand was leaning on his broom.
      

      
      ‘Well, who’d have thought it,’ he said softly. ‘The way to the man’s heart was to promise the end of slavery – this from an
         Assorian with one of the largest number of slaves in the whole commercial quarter. Ocrastes’ balls, the man even has a slave
         whose sole job is to pat his cat!’
      

      
      Ligea nodded thoughtfully. ‘Let me guess. They’re all Assorians.’

      
      ‘Yes, that’s right. They are.’ He shot her a sharp look. ‘You’re saying, what, he buys them to save them?’
      

      
      She smiled.

      
      He shook his head at his own obtuseness. ‘Vortexdamn, you had that all planned. You knew he would cave in over the slavery
         issue. All the other was just the pounding of the steak to tenderise the meat!’
      

      
      ‘I had the Brotherhood check out his personal history before I employed him.’

      
      ‘And you knew he doesn’t hold with slavery?’

      
      ‘On the contrary. He wouldn’t know what to do without his slaves! The Assorian economy runs on slavery just as much as Tyrans’
         does. However, the worst thing that could happen to an Assorian would be enslavement by someone who does not follow the One True God. The slave would then be unable to fulfil the daily requirements of his faith, you see, and would therefore
         be cut off from God in the afterlife. That’s what is at the heart of Arcadim’s hatred of the slave trade – the idea that Assorians can be owned by non-believers. His
         brother’s name was expunged from the family records because he could no longer be considered an adherent of the faith. That’s
         why Arcadim buys so many Assorian slaves: to save them from Hades and give them a chance at eternal life in Elysium.’
      

      
      He was startled at the notion. ‘Elysium? Along with all the gods and goddesses of the Tyranian pantheon?’

      
      She laughed. ‘No. You are missing the point. Assorians don’t believe any of our deities exist. In their eyes, Elysium is occupied
         only by their One God – and all his deceased followers who have lived according to the rules of their faith. The rest go to
         Hades, along with the rest of us heathens once the Vortex of Death has done with us. Not, by the way, to be confused with
         our idea of the seven layers of Acheron. Hades is a much darker place.’
      

      
      ‘Ah. A vengeful deity, indeed. Punishes you for something you have no say in, like being enslaved by a non-believer.’

      
      ‘Worshipping Melete is much easier. But not as cheery in the end, perhaps. Elysium sounds like a better place to live through
         eternity than Acheron.’
      

      
      ‘Boring, I imagine.’

      
      ‘Perhaps. Were you joking about the slave for the cat?’

      
      ‘No. But that’s not as bad as that magistrate friend of yours, Pereus. He has a slave whose sole job is to make sure that
         no bird sings in his garden before he rises in the morning.’
      

      
      She snorted. ‘Difficult job, I imagine.’ She tilted her head, considering. ‘You must know a great deal about the households
         you’ve visited with me over the years.’
      

      
      ‘What’s a slave to do except chat to the kitchen maids when his mistress is occupied elsewhere?’

      
      She stifled a sigh. Would Brand ever stop needling her about her past as a slave owner? She managed a cool, ‘What indeed?’

      
      He changed the subject. ‘Did Arcadim realise you were expecting a baby, do you think?’
      

      
      ‘No. What man ever notices things like that? If you were to ask him about me, he would say I looked appallingly thin.’ She
         touched the swell below her waist. ‘It’s not that noticeable yet.’
      

      
      ‘I trust the babe isn’t affected by all this use of Magor power?’

      
      She froze. Had he guessed she was worried sick? She said, ‘I did ask Temellin about that. He said Magor women use their power
         as usual throughout pregnancy.’ But it’s not usual to become an essensa, or to plunge into the Ravage. Oh, little one, stay with me …
      

      
      He looked sceptical, so she changed the subject. ‘Tomorrow, I’ll ask Arcadim to arrange for your back wages to be paid. A
         transfer of funds to Altan would be best, I think. Then you can be on your way. Before you leave for Altan, though, I want
         to pick your brains on everything you know about slaves and the houses you’ve been to, and the slave trade.’
      

      
      ‘Fine. I’m not leaving for a while, anyway.’

      
      She had been about to say something concerning booking a berth for him on a vessel to Altan, but that made her frown and say
         instead, ‘Ah – um, I thought it was settled. You would collect what is owed you, and then go home, a free man. To raise a
         rebellion, or brats, or goats, or whatever.’ She didn’t say what was in her heart, aching to be said: And I will miss you, dear friend. He had been her slave, her companion, and finally – so briefly – her lover. The idea that he was going to walk out of her
         life, that she would never see him again, might not have had the tragedy of a death, but it had much of the pain.
      

      
      ‘It is settled,’ he agreed. ‘It’s just the timing that’s wrong. I will go after the baby is born, when he is one month old, and
         not before.’
      

      
      She sprawled on the divan and watched him while he resumed cleaning up the marble chips and dust on the floor. ‘You’re of
         the opinion that you will be of estimable help in the birthing process? How many babies have you delivered, my Altani friend?’
      

      
      ‘One has to start somewhere.’

      
      She laid her hand over her womb. Arrant. Her son. He might be born twisted or deformed, or worse still, not born at all …
      

      
      Brand, noting her abstraction, paused in his sweeping. ‘You think about Pinar’s son sometimes, don’t you?’

      
      Pinar. Remembering, she had to swallow back bile. Her cousin, Temellin’s wife. Twisted by jealousy and increasingly irrational, Pinar had suffered no compunction about seeking Ligea’s death. As a consequence,
         Ligea felt no remorse at the way Pinar had died. But the child the woman had been carrying?
      

      
      ‘He haunts me,’ she admitted. ‘He accuses me in my dreams. Accuses me of turning him into a monster by giving him to the Mirage
         Makers. In my waking hours my guilty conscience is easy enough to disregard, but at night? It takes on a life of its own to
         control my dreams, the bitch that it is.’ She paused, then added, ‘When he is grown, I hope I can go back and … speak to him
         somehow. Find out if he thinks I did the right thing. Stupid, I suppose. How would I change anything if he told me what I
         had done to him was unconscionable?’
      

      
      She shrugged to hide the unease that gnawed at her peace of mind, failed, and turned back to more immediate matters instead.
         ‘So, why are you so keen to stay here longer? We agreed it was best for you to go home to Altan.’ She could have added, ‘To
         build a life for yourself separately. So that you can forget your love for me,’ but she left those words unspoken and said
         instead, ‘It will be increasingly dangerous for you here, and you do not have Magor power to keep you safe. I can pay to have
         a midwife when my time comes. I do not need you.’
      

      
      And it’s just as well you cannot read lies, my friend, for that is a huge one. I need you more than I could ever say, but
            I have no right to ask more of you. I have stolen eighteen years from you already …

      
      ‘I may not know much about birthing a child, but I am quite sure that every woman needs a friend at such a time. Besides,
         Temellin asked me to stay.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t believe it. The man is jealous of you! He reeks of it. He would never ask such a thing.’
      

      
      Brand raised an amused eyebrow in her direction. ‘And am I in the habit of lying to you?’ he drawled, using the broom again.
      

      
      He wasn’t, of course. She knew a lie as easily as most people recognised a smile. She pulled an exasperated face in his direction.
         ‘All right, all right. So he asked you to stay. This was while we were in Ordensa, I assume? And knowing Temellin, he probably
         also told you that if you let your thoughts as much as stray in the direction of my bedroom, he’d see you sold back into slavery
         quicker than you could blink an eye.’
      

      
      He grinned at her. ‘Not exactly. It was more along the lines of using his Magor sword for some surgical rearrangement of my
         body parts. As usual, he had a persuasive way with words.’
      

      
      ‘Persuade you of anything? Huh! Temellin’s threats have nothing to do with why you haven’t climbed back onto my pallet since the Ravage
         attacked me.’
      

      
      He stopped his sweeping to answer, serious now. ‘No. It had everything to do with the way you two looked at each other when
         he came to help you. After he saw what the Ravage had done to your face.’
      

      
      For a moment they were silent, sharing memories, and pain. It was true. She hadn’t wanted Brand after that. It hadn’t seemed
         … right. Not to either of them. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘But that’s all the more reason you should leave. Why take any
         notice of Temellin? You don’t even like him!’
      

      
      ‘Not in the least,’ he agreed. ‘He’s an arrogant, highborn Magor bastard. He had no cause to treat you the way he did. He
         should have believed in you. Even with all his enhanced senses, he couldn’t see what you really are. He couldn’t see the hell
         you went through, thinking you would be the one to die, not Pinar.’
      

      
      But you saw. The man who had no reason to trust the bitch who’d kept him enslaved had continued to have faith in her, believing that
         one day she would be the woman he thought she could be.
      

      
      Aloud she repeated her apology, ‘I’m sorry.’ Sorry for not loving you the way you love me.
      

      
      He made a dismissive gesture, as if it didn’t matter, when they both knew it did.
      

      
      ‘You haven’t answered my question. Why stay?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Temellin had the truth of it. A woman about to have a baby needs someone with her who loves her. It’s as simple as that.
         And Temellin loves you enough to make sure there is someone, even though that person is a man who made him jealous – who,
         indeed, gave him reason to be jealous.’ His smug self-satisfaction wafted in her direction. ‘Make up your mind to it, Ligea, I’m not going anywhere until
         after the brat is born.’
      

      
      She opened her mouth to protest, and then closed it again, aware of the overwhelming relief she felt at the thought of him
         being there.
      

      
      He grinned again and patted her hand. ‘Nice to have a man to rely on, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Oh, shut up,’ she said and snatched her hand away.

      
      ‘Say something intelligent, then. About what we do next.’

      
      ‘Men!’ she grumbled. ‘One of you is bad enough, but put the two of you together and you think you rule me. Well, you don’t.’
         She took a deep breath. ‘Next? Next I want some slaves to think about escape. Not just any slaves, but a few special men you
         can help me identify. After that, I am going to do what I believe Bator Korbus did to me: I am going to make cynical use of
         the Oracle and its prophecies.’ She swallowed. ‘Vortexhells, Brand, there is so little time before Favonius returns with his
         tales of what I did to the Stalwarts – after which Rathrox will scour the whole of Tyrans looking for me if he suspects I
         have returned. I don’t know how I can do all this in a couple of weeks. Three at the most.’
      

      
      She felt panic flutter in her chest. How could I have ever thought I can bring down an empire?

   
      
      CHAPTER FIVE

      
      Brand sat back in his chair at Ligea’s desk and read through the list of names he had just scratched into a wax tablet. The
         sigh he gave when he reached the end originated from a deep-felt worry.
      

      
      ‘Vortexdamn, Ligea,’ he said softly to himself, ‘for all your power, we are still only human.’ Yet another sigh escaped him
         as he smoothed out a name, and entered another in its place.
      

      
      His writing was poor. Back in his boyhood before his parents had died, he’d been tutored, but that time was followed by the
         vicious dark hole in his life, the two grim years, when he’d been passed from one perverted slave owner to another, when it
         was all he could do to keep his body alive and his spirit willing to live. When all he’d learned was how not to die. After
         that he’d belonged to Ligea and, well, it had never occurred to her he might like to write anything, and it had never occurred
         to him to ask. The hard years had taught him not to ask and not to expect.
      

      
      Still, he was at her side when she went to school and, later, when she’d attended the Academy debates and scholarly discussions.
         As a result, the education Brand had received was better than most Tyranian citizens, even if his lettering remained poor.
      

      
      It was not his writing skills that bothered him; it was the list itself. Ligea had asked him to write down the name and owner
         of every slave he knew who might want to swap their present slavery for freedom. They had to possess some skill her rebellion
         would find useful: soldiering, or blacksmithing perhaps, or handling horses.
      

      
      Brand’s problem was that few slaves spoke candidly of their feelings. If you wanted to escape, you didn’t talk about it. Frustrated,
         he rose and went to the balcony that overlooked the villa garden. The late desert-season sun, filtered through evening clouds,
         burnished the water of the fountains and painted the marble statuary and colonnades with the half-tone russet hues of the
         leaf-fall.
      

      
      At a guess he would never live anywhere as beautiful as this again. He would never feel as safe. And yet one part of him wanted
         to board the next galley for Altan. One part of him wanted desperately to go home, even though he knew it was no longer home.
         He was thirty years old, and he’d been taken from Altan when he was just ten; what could there possibly be for him there now?
      

      
      He looked down at his withered left arm. He had dreamed once of being a soldier and fighting for Altan’s freedom. He knew
         there was already a rebellion there, in the Delta. Slaves told each other stories – and tales of a slave uprising spread as
         fast as light at moonrise on a cloudless night. Wish fulfilment, perhaps. You couldn’t be free, but you could dream of those
         who fought for freedom. You could pretend that one day it would be you.
      

      
      The insurgents of Altan called themselves the Gharials of the Delta. Named after the long-snouted crocodiles of the rivers,
         they lived on the floating reed islands where the Great Altan River debouched into the Sea of Iss, and they even dared to
         blockade the ports of Altan on occasion. Minnows, some said, not gharials, but even minnows could bite. However, as Brand
         contemplated his useless arm, he wondered if they’d be interested in a one-armed soldier with no experience.
      

      
      Yet he knew he must leave. If he stayed, his love for Ligea would end up turning him into a bitter old man who had never achieved
         his true potential. It would drain him, that love.
      

      
      Put it behind you, and go on. But it would hurt. Excising part of yourself always hurt.
      

      
      As he looked down on that garden he remembered the girl who had owned him, ten years old to his twelve, imperiously ordering
         him around as though he were a dog without rights. An autocrat even at that age – and yet one who occasionally asked his opinion
         and then listened to what he had to say. Who was interested in him, in his opinions and thoughts. Who sometimes followed his advice. Who never held a grudge, even when he subtly mocked
         her. Clever enough to know when she was mocked, though, of course.
      

      
      The two years before he came to the Gayed family had made him forget that people could care about him. Ligea had restored
         his faith in others. She had returned his pride. Ligea, without even knowing what she did, changed him from a frightened,
         beaten boy without hope, into a youth who knew his own worth and believed in a future. And, gods, how he loved her for that
         …
      

      
      ‘Are those serious thoughts of yours worth a sestus or two?’

      
      He turned. She had come into the room and was at the desk, perusing the list of names. ‘Sweet Elysium, there must be a hundred
         people down here!’
      

      
      ‘Numbers aren’t everything.’ He took a deep breath. He always told her the truth, and he wasn’t about to change that now. ‘Ligea,
         I won’t make promises to them that don’t have a sunbeam’s chance in Acheron of being fulfilled.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve just heard from Arcadim. He’s found a farm, just what I was looking for, at the foot of the mountains. Remote, and with
         an owner who can’t believe his luck that he’s found someone gullible enough to buy such a far-flung place so distant from
         any decent markets. We will hide the slaves there.’
      

      
      ‘And how do we get them out of Tyr in the first place?’

      
      ‘Well, I have a few ideas, especially since we had a good look at the Oracle the night before last. The annual prophecy for
         Tyr. That’s not quite twenty days away; I can see possibilities there.’
      

      
      His heart skidded sickly.

      
      She smiled, and briefly appeared young and mischievous. He felt a familiar tightness in his chest. What I wouldn’t do to have that look on her face all the time. But there was no going back. Not now. He conceded, ‘At least we found another way into the Oracle cave. One that doesn’t involve meeting up with Pythian
         ridgebacks.’
      

      
      ‘In the meantime, you can start sounding out some of these slaves.’ She ran a finger down the list and read the notes he’d
         added beside each name. ‘This fellow, for example. Gevenan. I wonder how across all the Seas of Iss he managed to keep his
         Ingean name? That already makes him interesting. He sounds ideal. Ex-soldier, some kind of officer, angry at his enslavement
         when the Tyranians invaded his island, and now a horse-handler. That means he will often be found exercising the horses under
         his care down on the beach. Or maybe he deals with the feed merchants at the hay markets. You’ll find a way to talk to him.
         Same with some of the others. Cracius, leatherworker at Domina Curia’s villa. He will buy at the leather market.’
      

      
      ‘But what would I tell him? Or Gevenan? I have to offer them something better than a myth of freedom.’

      
      ‘I’m not offering them a myth! I’m offering them a way out of Tyr, out of slavery and into a paying job. Isn’t that enough?’

      
      ‘No,’ he said, and wondered at her ignorance. ‘Freedom is no good to you if it only drags muck behind it. What if they get
         caught? A good master might just whip you. A bad one kills you. The worst ones kill your family and your friends and your
         fellow slaves as well. Praetor Antonius murdered half-a-dozen stable boys to punish Gev for trying to escape, and then scourged
         him as well. Ocrastes’ balls, Ligea, you know this happens; I don’t need to tell you.’
      

      
      She stared at him, not answering, and the silence lengthened.

      
      And he asked the question they were both thinking. ‘What – what would you have done?’ Whipped me? Sold me? Let me go?

      
      Her whispered answer was tortured. ‘I don’t know. I – I never believed you’d go.’ And then an angry, ‘And you shouldn’t have
         asked that question. Not now. We’ve been through too much to go back to what was.’
      

      
      His gaze dropped. ‘Yes. You’re right. It was an unfair question.’

      
      ‘So, are you saying that all I offer a slave won’t tempt them? Regular pay. Ultimate citizenship of a new Tyrans. Pride in
         themselves. The end of slavery.’
      

      
      ‘Ligea, those are just promises. They will have to believe what you say is true, or at least possible. And even I am not sure I believe in your success. How can I convince them?’
      

      
      The horror in the look she gave him took him by surprise. She asked, ‘You saw what I did, single-handedly, to the Stalwarts’
         legion – and you still doubt?’
      

      
      ‘Yes. They were exhausted men without resources, not the whole might of the Exaltarchy.’

      
      ‘Temellin believes I can do it.’

      
      ‘Does he? If so, he’s a fool. Or was he just unable to stop you? Anyway, he’s never been to Tyrans. I have! I know what you face.’
      

      
      ‘And you think I will fail?’

      
      ‘Oh, Goddess,’ he whispered, and released his hold on his raw anguish. ‘Yes. Yes, I do. I believe in you, Ligea – but you are only one person. And they are a mighty empire. There are eighty thousand citizen legionnaires in the
         Exaltarch’s armies; you told me that once. Twenty thousand of them in Tyrans. One full legion right here in Tyr.’
      

      
      ‘And another five hundred thousand scattered from one end of the Exaltarchy to the other who are not citizens. Yes, I know.
         But no ruler has ever risked bringing a non-citizen army to Tyrans, you know that. And I don’t believe they ever will.’
      

      
      ‘Does it matter? There are still enough men in Tyrans to squash any army of yours! And you’re pregnant! Ligea, I don’t believe it can be done.’
      

      
      She sank down in a chair opposite him and bent over, hiding her face in her hands. ‘Oh, Goddess, Brand, am I an utter fool
         to have started this? Is all this just a delusion birthed by my wretched hubris?’
      

      
      He went to kneel at her feet. ‘Ligea,’ he said, and he heard the ragged edges of his pleading, ‘do what you told Arcadim you
         could do. Go to the Magistrium right now, tell Rathrox you have just arrived back from Kardiastan and you need to see Bator Korbus immediately. He will take you there. You could kill them both before either was aware anything was wrong.’
      

      
      She raised her head to look at him. ‘Do you think I don’t know that? Do you think I’m not tempted?’
      

      
      ‘Then why don’t you?’

      
      ‘How many other ten-year-old Altani boys will end up slaves for the rest of their lives because no one of power would put
         an end to slavery?’
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