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Dramatis Personae

The Norlanders:

Arnaf – a soldier, Eonar’s personal bodyguard

Beorun – a soldier

Daem – a soldier, Rho’s friend

Eleana – Eonar’s wife, mother of Eofar, Frea and Isa

Eofar – only son of Eonar, the governor

Eonar – the governor, father of Eofar, Frea and Isa

Falkar – a soldier, Frea’s lieutenant

Finlas – a soldier

Frea – the governor’s elder daughter

Ingeld – a soldier

Isa – the governor’s youngest daughter

Jeder – a soldier

Kharl – a soldier

Ongen – a soldier

Rho – a soldier of noble birth

Varnat – a soldier

The Shadari:

Alkar – Shadari freedom fighter, loyal to Faroth

Beni – Dramash’s friend

Binit – Shadari freedom fighter, loyal to Faroth

Cara – Dramash’s friend

Daryan – the last daimon (king), Shairav’s nephew

Dramash – son of Faroth and Saria, Harotha’s nephew

Elthion – Shadari freedom fighter, loyal to Faroth

Faroth – twin to Harotha, Shadari freedom fighter

Hakim – a temple slave

Harotha – twin to Faroth, Shadari freedom fighter

Josah – a slave from the mines

Majid – Shairav’s assistant

Meena – Daryan’s aunt

Omir – a temple slave

Rahsa – a temple slave

Rasabal – a temple slave

Sami – Shadari freedom fighter, loyal to Faroth

Saria – Faroth’s wife, Dramash’s mother

Shairav – the last of the ashas, Daryan’s uncle

Tal – a temple slave

Tebrin – a temple slave

Trini – Elthion’s mother

Veshar – a temple slave

The Nomas:

Brigeth – a Nomas healer

Dannika (Danni) – second mate on the Veruna

Jachad Nisharan – the king, son of the sun god Shof

Mairi – a Nomas healer

Nisha – the queen, Jachad’s mother

Raina – a Nomas healer

The Mongrel, also known as Meiran


Prologue

Excerpt from the manuscript The History of the Shadar by Daryan (Daimon, ninth of that name)

You may believe this work you now hold in your hands to be an abomination. You may believe that in writing these words I have committed an unforgivable sin – but I will not waste ink and paper justifying my actions; I will say only that if I do sin against the gods, I pray that they will visit their wrath upon me alone. I pray they will spare their people more suffering, for they have already had too much heaped upon them.

This is my memory. When it happened I was a new baby, swaddled and hidden from the world, and though I did not then have the words to describe it, that does not stop me from remembering. I see it when I close my eyes, far away at first, then growing nearer and nearer, until I can smell the blood and the smoke and taste the salt spray on my lips.

The fishing boats came in on the dawn tide and the fishermen and their wives and children busied themselves unloading the evening’s catch. It was a chill morning in the Shadar, the air still cold from the desert night as the sun came up over the sea and etched the peaks of the bordering mountains in gold. The ships were unloaded quickly and silently, everyone helping each other to pile the catch onto carts and haul it to the place where the women would clean and salt the fish while their fathers and husbands and brothers slept.

They glanced up from time to time at the temple, the red rock promontory towering over the northern end of the city. The ashas, the consecrated priests and priestesses of the Shadari, moved through the labyrinthine corridors hollowed out by ancient and mysterious hands, fulfilling their secret offices, gathering in the roofless chambers to inscribe prayers in the sand for the gods to look down upon. The gods winked back at them from the night sky and moved the sands in answer to their prayers, and so the ashas prayed confidently, content in the unfaltering routine of their work, content with the tithe baskets that overflowed with offerings. In a few months, the ashas would descend to the city by their hidden staircase to choose candidates for the initiation rites, to lie with their spouses and foster out their infants. The people on the beach felt secure knowing that their ashas had their gods’ wishes firmly in hand.

The last nets were stowed and the Shadari started for their cosy homes. Soon the city would stir in earnest, with those who tended the vines and the groves and the animals rising and starting for the hills and the day’s work.

One fisherman let his fellows walk ahead of him and lingered alone on the beach, gazing at the beauty of the sun on the sea until his eyes could no longer bear such brightness and he turned his back, feeling the warm rays caressing the dark curls on his head. He looked at the sleepy Shadar, with its crooked rows and circles of gold-tinged white houses, and marvelled at how lucky they were that their gods had given them such a place to live. He looked up to the sky to give thanks to the gods before the sun chased them to their rest, and then he turned to look one last time at the endless stretch of the Sea of Misfortune.

And he saw that he was no longer alone.

A ship – no, three ships – were sailing for the Shadar. The fisherman’s sharp eyes picked out the three black spots, and realised these were much larger vessels than the simple fishing boats of the Shadari or the Nomas. As they steered into the harbour the fisherman could see that the great sails were in tatters and the ships were badly damaged. Odder still, he could see no one about, not in the rigging, nor on the decks: they were ghost ships. Yet they stayed in tight formation, one leading the way, the other two just behind.

A chill ran up the fisherman’s spine and he shut his eyes tightly, hoping that when he opened them, the ships would be gone.

But they were not.

All that day the Shadari gathered on the beach, coming and going as their tasks permitted, gossiping, speculating, fearing, hoping. A thousand times someone volunteered to take a boat out to where the ships had anchored far off the shore in the deep water, to welcome the visitors to the Shadar. But each time the fears of their neighbours won out and they waited all together, doing nothing. They looked to the temple, wondering what the ashas thought of the new arrivals, hoping they would descend to the beach and give their people guidance, but they remained hidden.

The day passed slowly and as the sun began to slide behind the mountains, the fishermen prepared their boats for the night’s catch. Phantom ships or not, there were fish to catch. As the gods began to show a faint presence in the sky, the drums called out the evening prayers. Life continued.

But the fisherman who had first seen the ships had not lost his uneasiness, and as he examined his nets, he kept looking out to the empty decks of the three ships. They looked as if they had come through storms and rough waters, as if they had been battered against rocks and tossed upon forbidding shores. Their crews must have seen the wide-open jaws of terrible beasts and smelled the seductive perfume of strange flowers. The Shadari did not cross the sea, and they did not cross the desert beyond the western mountains. The Shadar itself had always been enough for them. What calamity could have inspired a journey such as these ships had endured?

He waited for the stars to come out and watch over the Shadar; it would be all right then.

As the fisherman looked at the magenta sky, he saw a black splotch like a stain on the horizon, a shadow forming over the sea which spread and grew larger until he saw not shadows but black shapes: great flying creatures. The fisherman recognised them at once as dereshadi, the beasts that carry the souls of evildoers down into the depths of the earth after death. Phantoms swarmed from the bowels of the ships, crawling across the decks and into the landing boats and mounting the flying beasts.

The phantoms were giants to the Shadari. Their pale skin was the colour of death, marred by oozing purple sores; grime matted their seafoam-white hair. They had the hollowed cheeks and gangly limbs of the starving, but they held aloft great, gleaming swords.

‘Eshofa’s children!’ a woman screamed, naming the damned children of the goddess of traitors, and the city exploded into chaos.

These beings who appeared like walking dead, like living corpses, descended upon the Shadari like the wrath of hell, killing indiscriminately, splashing the town with red Shadari blood. They spoke not one word, made not one sound, as they moved in perfect tandem like a school of flesh-eating fish. Those Shadari who managed to inflict wounds saw their adversaries’ blood flow the silver-blue of a shark’s fin, but not for long, for the invaders thrust their swords into the fires and seared their wounds closed, and all the while they kept on fighting.

From the backs of their flying beasts, Eshofa’s children, the Dead Ones, stole food and carried it back to their ships. The Shadari screamed out to the ashas, beat their drums and clawed at the forbidding sides of the plateau, pleading with those above, but the temple remained silent and dark.

When the sun rose again, the Shadari were free. The invaders had returned to their ships, leaving the burned buildings and the dead and dying as evidence of their coming.

The Shadari beat their drums and looked to the temple, but still no help came.

When the sun set the Dead Ones came again, this time fortified by their plundered booty, and the Shadari suffered as before, crying out to their ashas for help, defenceless without their protection, lost without their guidance. Silence was the only response.

On the third night, the invaders came again, but this time as the dereshadi spread out over the Shadar, the drums that the Shadari had been beating day and night finally received their answer. The Shadari came out of their hiding-places, rushing into the streets. Now, at last, the ashas would use their magic, calling up the desert sands to swallow their foes. The Shadari crowded out into the streets and onto the beaches, climbed to the roofs of their homes, looked hopefully up to the temple.

The fisherman stood on the beach, brandishing the spear that he had used countless times to pluck food from the waters; now it had tasted blood of a different kind. The fisherman gazed up at the temple, flushed with hope as he picked out the white-robed figures gathered on the roof, standing in a line along the edge high above the beach, lit by the moonlight for all to see. The bedraggled defenders raised a cheer, and fists were brandished in triumph.

When the first body plunged into the sea, sending up a column of white foam, the fisherman blinked. When the second body fell his eyes opened wide, and he stared in horror. The ashas – their protectors – were killing themselves.

We learned later that the ghostly invaders, the Dead Ones – Norlanders, they called themselves – watched with equal amazement as one by one the priests stood on the edge of the cliff and leapt into the sea. The long voyage from their frozen homeland had been fraught with dangers, but the pathetic, disorganised resistance of the Shadari had restored their confidence in this venture. Already they were picturing the mines they would dig to extract the black ore, that miraculous substance which had brought them to these unsuspecting shores. Already they could smell the sulphur from the smithies where they would smelt the ore into metal laced with their own pure blood. Already they could feel the great swords in their hands, swords that would obey their owners’ thoughts as well as their hands: the secret property of the black ore only they had learned.

One by one, the drums ceased beating. The silence of the Dead Ones was complete.


Chapter One

‘There he is,’ she told Jachad, in her ageless, sexless, expressionless voice.

Jachad stopped beside her and dropped his pack down onto the desert sand. He followed the gaze of her eye across the grey sweep of the dunes and isolated clusters of rocks and on up to the mountains in the east, where he saw a black shape winging its way towards them from the great square shape of the temple. Each majestic sweep of the creature’s wings etched an arc against the silvery predawn sky. Its long tail snaked out, piloting like a ship’s rudder, while the needle-sharp claws on its hind feet raked the air. Mounted on its back on a broad leather saddle was a figure draped in a shimmering white cloak.

‘Well, I certainly hope that’s him,’ Jachad responded pensively, ‘because if it’s not, we’re in real trouble.’ With a practised flourish he unwound the gauzy scarf from around his head and ran a freckled hand through his shock of bright red hair. Then he turned to his companion, frowning. ‘You’re sure you want to do it this way?’ he asked.

In place of an answer, she reached into a hidden pouch inside her grimy multi-coloured robe and brought out a small bundle swaddled in a scrap of red cloth.

He said, ‘You can’t even be sure he remembers—’

She tossed the bundle to him.

‘Careful!’ he cried, snatching the object out of the air and clutching it to his chest. He held it there for a moment, pressing it against his heart. Then he unwrapped the package with nervous fingers and held the contents up in front of his eyes. The cork of the little glass bottle was still sealed up tightly under a thick layer of wax, and the bottle was half-full of a syrupy dark-red liquid. Jachad sighed with relief.

‘You could at least tell me if it works,’ he groused, looking over at her. She wore her cowl low over her face, but he could see the faint glow of her silver-green eye. ‘If he’s fool enough to try it himself, I’d feel better if I knew it wasn’t going to poison him.’

‘You’ll both have to take your chances.’ She turned away and left him behind without a backwards look, resuming their eastward trek towards the Shadar alone.

‘This won’t take long. Don’t get too far ahead,’ he called after her. But the stillness of the desert deadened his words and if she heard him, she made no sign.

Jachad called up an oily film on the palm of his right hand and flicked his fingers over it to spark up a little fireball, not much bigger than a marble. He worried it between his fingers. He knew it was in his own best interests to avoid a confrontation now, but he still felt a little cheated. It was sure to come sometime, and when it did, he wanted to be there.

Her long strides had already carried her some distance away by the time the beast dropped to a graceful landing among the rippling dunes and its rider extricated himself from the complicated harness. Jachad forced himself to turn his attention to his Norlander client. The tall man wore the cowl of his white cloak down around his neck and his gloves tucked into his sleeve; he wouldn’t need them until the sun crested the horizon. True to form, his long white hair was pulled back and bound with a leather cord and the hilt of an enormous broadsword rose from behind his right shoulder. But Jachad also noticed that his pale skin lacked the slight iridescence – like a fish’s scales – that his people, the Nomas, had always admired in the Norlanders, and that the flesh under his luminous silvergrey eyes sagged as if he’d been losing sleep.

‘King Jachad?’ rasped the Norlander.

‘Lord Eofar,’ he answered, smiling. He opened his right hand and the little fireball snuffed itself out in a wisp of black smoke. ‘It’s good to see you. You got my message, I see.’

‘I did. Thank you,’ replied Eofar. His features remained so still, his face so rigid, that Jachad found it hard to believe his lips could move at all. The words he spoke fell to the sand like lead weights, devoid of any life or expression. It was no mystery why the Shadari still referred to them as ‘the Dead Ones’ even after all these years. ‘I didn’t expect you to come personally.’

‘Oh, but this is a very special commission. Plus, I had some other business out this way.’

‘Don’t your people need you?’

Jachad laughed. ‘I would have thought you knew by now not to take my title too seriously. We Nomas need a king about as much as a snake needs a pair of boots.’

The Norlander took a moment to unhook a waterskin from his belt and take a long drink, then he put his hand to his throat and massaged it. ‘It’s very dry out here.’

Jachad knew what Eofar expected, but even though this transaction would earn more than his tribe had seen in the last half-year, he still hesitated. ‘We can speak Norlander, if you prefer,’ he forced himself to say.

<Ah, thank you> Eofar answered at once, only this time his words made their way directly from his mind to Jachad’s without any of the mechanics of sound. Jachad wouldn’t have minded so much if that had been the extent of it, but everything Eofar felt came along with the words: an assaultive jumble of relief, anticipation, anxiety, excitement, fear, and a host of other emotions too subtle to name, all accompanied by swirling colours and strange images. For reasons no one really understood, some people – most notably, the Shadari – couldn’t speak Norlander at all: the words and emotions simply didn’t register for them. In Jachad’s opinion it was one of the few ways in which they were fortunate. He pressed his knuckles to his temples and tried to stay focused. Surely the Norlanders did not experience each other with such intensity; life would be unbearable.

<No thanks are necessary> he answered finally. <I’m sorry to drag you out here to the desert, but the garrison’s supplies aren’t due to be delivered for another few weeks, and your letter said it was urgent.>

<No, I’m glad you suggested this> Eofar assured him. <With Frea running the garrison now, nothing happens up there without her knowing about it. And I don’t want her to know about this.>

<Lady Frea is in charge of the garrison?> As a rule the Nomas kept themselves well informed, but somehow the caravans had missed this important bit of information. <Then, is your father—I hope the governor’s health has not declined?> he amended tactfully, trying hard to project nothing but mild concern. The Norlanders apparently had no trouble lying to each other, but he could never be certain of carrying off even the most innocent of deceptions – and in this case, he had no wish to share his feelings about old Governor Eonar with his only son.

<My father’s still alive> replied Eofar cheerlessly, his distress coming across like a splash of muddy ochre. <Frea has been running the mines for a long time, really. The only difference now is that we don’t have to pretend Father’s still making the decisions. That and she gets to bully the slaves all she wants.>

<What about your other sister?>

<Isa?>

<Last time I was in the temple, she looked nearly of age. I would have thought your father would have sent her back to Norland to be married by now.> The sooner the better, Jachad thought to himself. At least, he hoped it was to himself.

<She’s still here> said Eofar, but his emotions were so murky that Jachad felt this subject was even less to his liking than the last.

<Well, we didn’t come here to gossip, did we?> Jachad asked briskly. With a suitably dramatic flourish, he produced the little bottle and held it up between his thumb and forefinger. <Shadari divining elixir, as requested. It was rare even before the invasion, forbidden to any but the Shadari ashas, who used it to see into the future. Many speculate that the ashas took it when your people invaded and the visions somehow drove them to their famous leap. I can’t verify any of that, of course, but I will guarantee you that this is the absolute genuine article. As far as I know, it’s the only bottle to be had anywhere in the world.>

Eofar’s eyes shone more brightly as he examined the merchandise. <It’s not even half-full> he complained, but his attempt to feign disappointment was laughable; his desire was reaching out like a pair of grasping hands. <You didn’t say in your message how much you wanted for it.>

<I’m asking thirty-five.>

<Sudras?>

Jachad shook his head apologetically. <Eagles.> He felt Eofar’s dismay and pressed his advantage. <If we could negotiate the price in imperial ore instead of currency—>

<That’s impossible.> The words dropped like iron ingots, dark and hard. <Frea has every ounce accounted for. The mines haven’t been producing well lately. The emperor’s ship is due any day now and we’ve only eight swords out of twenty-five ready to send back to Norland.> He reached beneath his cloak and pulled out a fat little purse. <I have thirty-one. I can’t get any more right now without asking my father or Frea. Maybe in a few months …> His words tailed off.

Jachad scratched his head and desperately tried to conceal the fact that he had been prepared to take twenty-five. Finally he said brightly, <All right, thirty-one it is. And one back to you for luck, so that’s thirty. We’ve known each other a long time, after all.>

Eofar’s surge of relief nearly knocked Jachad backwards. He wrapped the little bottle back up in the scrap of cloth and held it out with a smile. Instinctively Eofar reached for it. His hand came close enough for Jachad to feel the chill radiating from his skin before they both remembered themselves and pulled back.

<Sorry> Jachad apologised quickly. <I forgot you weren’t wearing your gloves.> He deposited the little package carefully in the sand between them. Eofar picked up the bottle and left the purse lying in the same spot for Jachad to retrieve.

<Thank you, King Jachad.>

<Oh, no need to be so formal. And thank you, for a good bargain.> He flipped opened the purse and tossed a coin to Eofar, who caught it neatly in his pale hand. <Frankly, I could use the cash. The gathering is coming up in a few days and I have my eye on a perky little second mate with a fondness for bracelets.>

<The gathering> Eofar ruminated as he undid the clasps of his cloak and carefully tucked the bottle into the pocket of his shirt. <It only lasts a few weeks, and then you’re apart again. The women go back to sea in their ships, you men go back to your caravans in the desert, and another half-year goes by before you see each other again. I can’t understand why anyone would choose to live that way.>

<No, you’d rather be under each other’s feet all the time, wouldn’t you?> he said lightly. <Nomas men love the desert, and our women love the sea. That’s the way it’s always been. It’s pointless to ask either one to change.>

<You could compromise: spend some time in the desert and some time at sea – and all of it together.>

<Oh, that would make for a happy family, wouldn’t it? Taking turns being miserable.>

<I still think there must be some of your men who would rather be with their wives than live in the desert, and women who would rather be with their husbands than on a ship.>

<Some do, of course> Jachad answered, trying to mask his impatience with extra good cheer. They’d had this conversation before, and his answer was always the same. The bargaining had gone as well as could be expected up to this point, and now he wanted Eofar to leave so he could catch up with his companion. He certainly did not want to waste his time defending his people’s customs to a Norlander yet again. It was bad enough that once he reached the city he would have to contend with the open hostility of the Shadari, who even after twenty-odd years still blamed the Nomas for failing to come to their aid against the Norlanders.

He began walking casually towards Eofar’s triffon, fervently hoping Eofar would follow. <It does happen, once in a while – there’s no law against it> he continued. <Sometimes it works out; sometimes it doesn’t. People should be able to do what they like with their own lives, don’t you think?>

<I suppose so> said Eofar, following Jachad to his mount. She lifted her massive head from between her front paws and sat up as they approached. Jachad patted her coarse fur, examining the small, round ears protruding from tufts of longer fur, the deep eye-ridges and long snout. With the ashas’ secret passage in and out of the temple lost to history, the triffons were the only way to come and go, and Jachad was forced to ride on one of the creatures each time he came to negotiate with the governor for the garrison’s supplies and sell trinkets to the soldiers. He had grown accustomed to it over the years; the last few times, he had even opened his eyes.

<Good girl, Aeda> Eofar said as she bent her short legs slightly to make it easier for him to mount. He buckled himself into the harness and took up the reins, then stopped suddenly. <Who is that?>

Jachad turned and pretended to look where he was pointing. There was no sense in denying that they were together: Eofar’s sharp Norlander eyes could easily spot her smeary footprints leading away, even in the tricky half-light. Jachad reminded himself that the best lie was simply an edited version of the truth. <Oh, she’s just a business associate. I’m escorting her to the Shadar. She has some scars on her face, so I sent her on ahead. I know how you Norlanders feel about that sort of thing. I didn’t want to upset you.>

<Should I ask what her business might be?>

<Only if you want to know> gambled Jachad.

<No, I suppose not> Eofar answered. <‘Let all so afflicted …’> He trailed off.

<What’s that?>

<What? Oh, nothing. It’s from The Book of the Hall. Norlander scripture.> Eofar stared thoughtfully across the sands at the dwindling figure. <Did you know that in Norland they take deformed babies and injured soldiers and people like that out into the forest and leave them there to freeze to death? It’s said that if Onfar – our god of life and death – decides that a person is worthy, he heals their affliction and sends them home again.>

<Yes, I had heard that> Jachad said, clamping down tightly on the anger this unexpected disclosure elicited. <And how many has he judged worthy so far?>

Eofar answered without looking away from Jachad’s associate. <None.>

Jachad tapped his fingers together to disguise the little sparks sizzling between them and stepped back, out of the way of Aeda’s enormous wings. <The sun’s coming up. You’d better be getting back.>

Eofar whistled to his mount and she crouched low, then sprang into the air. A moment later the Norlander and the triffon were winging their way back to the temple. Jachad watched until their shadowy figures blended into the temple’s stark façade.

Then he scooped up his pack and ran after his companion.

He tracked her easily, though her footprints had shifted away from their original easterly direction. He began to see gaps here and there, as if she were stumbling, then the trail veered even further from due east and Jachad, looking round, saw the reason why. She was heading towards a low circle of sand-smoothed boulders a little to the north. Jachad stopped and watched as she stumbled and fell to her knees a dozen paces from the stones. Reflexively he started towards her, but before he had gone very far she was on her feet again and a moment later, she had disappeared behind the rocks.

The dawn breeze whisked across the desert and rustled through Jachad’s brilliant silk robes, offering him a greeting, a whispered welcome to the new day. The sand at his feet swirled and shifted, and the sun’s first rays glowed behind the smudgy mountains. Jachad Nisharan, king of the Nomas, dropped his pack into the sand and knelt down to pray to his father, the sun god Shof.

Absolute privacy, every day, at dawn and dusk, without fail: that was the condition she had imposed on him, the same condition she set for anyone who desired her services, and in the two weeks she and Jachad had been travelling together he had scrupulously honoured his promise.

The wind began to gather strength, blowing westwards from the sea.

He looked at the rocks and wet his lips reflectively. Dire warnings echoed in his mind. He had been putting off this moment, but they would reach the Shadar before sunset and he might never have another opportunity. He had to see for himself; if he let this chance slip by, he might as well have stayed with his tribe on the other side of the desert.

He stood up, and as he edged towards the rocks, the wind died down and the sand hissed back to the desert floor. Jachad dropped his pack and silently slid through a narrow space between two of the boulders.

He saw her immediately. She was laying face-up, her eyes closed, half-buried in the sand. The long fingers of her right hand were extended, scratching deep grooves into the dirt. He watched as a tremendous convulsion ripped through her and then left her lying flat on her back again, but now completely motionless. He dropped to his knees and crept forward.

Her soot-black hair, roughly tied back with a rag, spilled out from beneath her hood, contrasting ghoulishly with the grey glimmer of her skin. His eyes boldly traced each scar on her face: the straight white seam on her broad forehead, the crescent-shaped mark on her hollow cheek, the jagged line that distorted the delicate shape of her thin, blue-tinged lips and pulled them up into a perpetual smirk. The cord of the eye-patch over her right eye split her features into separate sections, making her face look like something that had been broken, then clumsily repaired. But beneath the scars and the eye-patch, Jachad could still see the face of his former playfellow, the fourteen-year-old girl she had been nearly eight years ago.

‘Meiran?’ he whispered tentatively, reaching out his freckled hand to stroke the strands of black hair away from her damp forehead. He could feel a faint coolness rising up from her pearly grey skin. But the instant he touched her she bolted upright and her hand shot out and grabbed him by the throat.

‘Who’s there? Who are you!’ she cried wildly, one hand choking him while the other groped blindly at the air.

‘It’s me!’ he gasped, trying to pull away from her, but her grip was too strong. Then he felt her fingers scrambling near his abdomen and suddenly she had his knife. Panicking, Jachad struck his hands together and orange flames licked over his palms. ‘Meiran,’ he shouted hoarsely, ‘it’s me, Jachad!’

She released his neck but lunged at him, and her knee caught him squarely in the chest, knocking him flat. As the point of his own knife came screaming towards his face, he threw up his arms and a sheet of flame burst to life in front of him.

She recoiled from the crackling heat, falling backwards between his scrabbling legs, and the knife went flying from her hand. It landed in the sand, out of reach.

‘Meiran,’ he shouted again, crawling backwards away from her, ‘Meiran, remember where we are – it’s me—’

And finally she drew back, panting heavily as she fell onto the sand, and Jachad, still reeling, watched as she drew in an unsteady breath, then snaked her finger beneath the black eye-patch and slid it over the silver-green left eye. It was the dark brown right eye, rounder and slightly larger than the one on the left, which focused on Jachad briefly before sliding away.

He exhaled, a long, relieved sigh, and flopped down onto the sand in front of her. She sat across from him, staring at nothing, her scarred face expressionless. The desert silence pressed down on them.

‘It’s a lot worse than it used to be, isn’t it?’ he asked finally, but Meiran spoke at exactly the same moment, saying, ‘You broke your promise.’ And then: ‘That was a long time ago.’

‘I know,’ he admitted in response to both of her statements. She didn’t look particularly angry; that was something. ‘Seven years. You can’t blame me for wanting to know if you’re all right. Seven years without a word – for the first three, we didn’t even know if you were dead or alive. Then when word got around about this new mercenary …’ He trailed off, watching her face. ‘More than once I thought about trying to find you.’

He saw her lips part, but then they closed again, biting down on whatever she had been about to say. Jachad’s skin prickled: he had come very close to getting her to say something she hadn’t wanted to reveal.

‘But I figured you knew how to find me if you wanted me,’ he continued easily, as if he hadn’t noticed her reaction, ‘as evidenced by the fact that you’re here. I’m only trying to understand you. You turn up at my caravan after all these years – just when the Shadari have put out the word they want to hire you, and with a bottle of elixir, just when that’s needed – without any explanations.’ He got up and went to retrieve his knife, watching her from the corner of his eye as he slid it back into its sheath. Her breathing had slowed and her arms hung heavily at her sides; for the first time, she looked weary. But she was listening. He wandered back and sat down. ‘So, have you ever tried to find a cure?’

Her eye stayed fixed on the sand. ‘I have better things to do.’

‘What things? Things like going to the Shadar?’ Jachad asked, allowing himself a hint of sarcasm.

‘I’m being paid to go – and you’re being paid to bring me, remember?’

He laughed derisively. ‘You can’t possibly need whatever money the Shadari slaves have managed to scrape together for their uprising – after all, you’re supposed to be the greatest mercenary anyone’s ever seen. In all of these years you’ve never lost a fight. You’ve done everything from commanding whole armies to besting champions in single combat. You took the tower at Treborn with a dozen men in a single day, after King Grayson had laid siege to it for almost a year. To this day, no one has figured out how you got the Chastian army out of the Kabor Pass.’ He smiled proudly. ‘Our Meiran.’

She looked up at him. ‘That’s not my name.’

‘Well, neither is “the Mongrel”, and I’m certainly not going to call you that. Meiran is a good Nomas name – and you never minded it before,’ he pointed out, running a hand through his fiery hair.

She grunted noncommittally.

‘Would you like to hear a funny story?’ he said, conscious of holding her attention at last. ‘It’s about your pact with demons. They say that at dawn and dusk you sneak off and sacrifice a baby. You cut out its heart and eat it before the heart stops beating. Of course, babies aren’t generally easy things to come by on a battlefield, but apparently’ – he paused for effect – ‘you travel with your own supply.’ He grinned, and finally a dry, scratching sound that might have been a laugh escaped her. Jachad’s freckled cheeks flushed in triumph and he snapped up a few spits of flame and playfully flicked them at the ground.

Then Meiran stood up, brushed the sand from her robes and replaced her cowl. She led the way out between the rocks and he recovered his pack and slung it over his shoulder. They struck out again for the mountains, Jachad trying to match his shorter strides to hers, until he stopped suddenly.

She walked on without him for a few paces, but then looked back.

Trying to ignore the cold knot in his stomach, he forced himself to voice the question he’d been too cowardly to ask before now. ‘Why go back, Meiran? Tell me, why now, after all this time?’

The sun was just beginning to crest the mountains, painting the tops of their low bluffs in molten shades of gold and copper. With her back to the sun, he could see nothing of her except her stark silhouette.

‘There’s a story I’ve been waiting a long time to hear,’ she said after a moment. ‘I want to hear it now.’

He went to her as she turned back to the mountains. ‘And then what?’ he asked, standing in front of her. Peering beneath her cowl, he saw her brown eye sweep over the landscape before her, taking in the low mountains that were hiding the little white houses of the city; the temple, carved by ancient hands or even more ancient magic out of a single mass of living rock; and beyond them all, the shining ribbon of the sea.

‘I’m going to end it.’


Chapter Two

Rho sat on the edge of his cot in their airless barracks room and watched with mild distaste as Daem took yet another candied fruit from the jar, peeled off the leaf, and popped it into his mouth. A drop of purple juice slid down the Eotan crest on his tabard and plopped onto the dusty stone floor.

<No need to stare. If you want one, just ask> Daem quipped, stretching out on his rumpled bed.

<Thanks, I won’t> said Rho, pulling himself up from his own cot and ambling over to the room’s one table, taking his boots with him. <I don’t know how you can eat that sweet stuff so early in the evening; or at all, honestly.> He lowered himself into what he was convinced was the world’s least comfortable chair, with the possible exception of the three others beside it, and poured himself a cup of wine.

<It’s not early for me. That’s the advantage of working daypatrols for so long; I’m back to living decent Norland hours. Don’t pretend you’re not jealous.> The syrupy scent of the fruit drifted across the square, low-ceilinged room as he chewed, mixing with the smells of lamp oil and rock dust and sweat. <You can’t expect me to sleep on an empty stomach.>

From his cot in the far corner of the room, Ingeld called out, <Nobody can expect to sleep if you two triffons’ asses don’t stop talking.>

<Isn’t that your last jar?> Rho asked Daem. <I thought you were saving them.>

Ingeld rolled over, favoring Rho with a view of his pale, slightly luminous backside. <You know, some of us have actual duties tonight> he groused.

<Yes, Ingeld, please do tell us again about all the things Lady Frea has ordered you to do for her> mocked Daem. <We haven’t heard nearly enough about it yet. Has she added polishing her boots to your list of empire-saving tasks?>

Rho leaned back in his chair and stretched out his long legs. He had never understood the weirdly fanatical loyalty that Frea inspired in the talentless idiots who made up a good portion of the Shadari garrison; after four years, he was nostalgic for the time when he’d still found it amusing. <Sorry we disturbed you, but we didn’t think anything we were saying would make it past those magnificent waves of self–satisfaction you’re displaying.>

<Come off it, Rho. I’m sick of your fine Arregador airs.> Ingeld’s quick anger came at him like the swing of a hammer, but Rho had long ago ceased to take it seriously. <Who cares if you’re from one of the twelve high clans? You’re still stuck here like the rest of us.>

<Now, now, let’s not bring clans into this> Daem cautioned genially.

<Says the Aelbar, of course> jeered Ingeld. <You people from the high clans always stick together. Well, the way Lady Frea feels about you, Daem, good luck getting a transfer out – you’ll probably be stuck here for the rest of your life.>

<Anyway> said Daem, cheerfully ignoring Ingeld as he unwrapped yet another sweet, <I don’t need to save them now, because soon I’ll be able to buy more. We’ll be getting paid when the ship arrives from Norland, and that always brings the Nomas back—>

<—like flies to shit> Ingeld finished for him.

<That’s enough!> The last of Rho’s roommates, Ongen, heaved himself up from his cot and swung his heavy legs over the side. The strap had come loose from his hair while he slept and the tangled white strands clung to his thick neck. <Onfar’s balls, didn’t anyone ever teach you people how to keep your conversations to yourselves?>

Daem sat up and said, <In a room this small? Where do you think we are, the great hall in Ravindal? Speaking of which …> He trailed off as he fished under his tangled blanket. <I found this on the table when I came back from my patrol this afternoon.>

He flung the book across the room at Ongen, but the lack of effort he put into the throw sent it spinning towards the table instead. Rho snatched it out of the air, recognising the plain leather cover; it was the only book Ongen owned, a poorly lettered copy of the battle poems from The Book of the Hall.

<Ongen, we’re all happy you’re learning to read> he drawled, pleased to feel Daem’s burst of malicious delight, <but you can’t leave this lying around. You’re lucky the slaves didn’t destroy it.>

<Lucky?> Ongen snapped. <They’re lucky, you mean.>

<Just lock it up in the strongbox next time, will you?> He bent down to pull on his boots.

<Why should I? Are we the masters here, or them? I don’t give a damn about their religion.>

<Okay, forget it. If you want your book destroyed, go ahead and leave it out.>

<No, I’m sick of this> Ongen argued. <I shouldn’t have to lock my things up because of them. If we made the punishment bad enough, they’d stop doing it.>

<No, they wouldn’t. Governor Eonar has been here for more than twenty years, don’t you think he tried that? It’s their religion. It’s important to them.>

<Their religion is stupid. They worship the stars, or the stars are gods, or something? What does that have to do with books? The problem is we’re too easy on them. I’m telling you, if you cut—>

The curtain across the chamber’s entrance moved aside and a barefoot slave in a shapeless, undyed robe and a brown head-scarf slipped through carrying a basket of clean laundry.

<—cut off their hands or just went ahead and killed a few of them for it, they’d stop doing it.> Ongen watched the Shadari girl set the basket down against the wall and move noiselessly to retrieve one full of soiled laundry closer to his cot.

<Or you could make them learn to read and write> Daem suggested. <That would really teach them a lesson.>

<Sometimes I think they only pretend not to understand us> said Ongen. His silver eyes – too small for his heavy, square face – followed the slave towards the door. <That one there could be listening to us right now. I mean, how do we really know they can’t? And why can’t they? Other races can, lots of them.>

<Who knows?> said Ingeld. <Because they’re from the desert, maybe. Who cares?>

<The Nomas are from the desert.>

<The Nomas get around> Ingeld replied suggestively. <If you go back far enough, I’ll bet there’s even some Norlander in their bloodlines.>

<Do the Nomas even have bloodlines?> asked Daem. <I think it’s really more of a puddle.>

Rho got up to retrieve his sword; the bickering was beginning to weary him, and it reminded him too much of his brothers.

<What are you doing up so early, anyway?> Daem asked him.

<I know where he’s going> sneered Ongen. <Lady Frea’s passed him down to little Isa, just like a pair of old trousers.>

<Lady Isa’s Naming Day is tomorrow, and I’ve been helping her prepare> Rho replied, making sure that Ongen felt the full force of his displeasure.

<She’s going to challenge Lady Frea after all?> asked Daem.

<Of course she is> said Ingeld. <She’s going to name her mother’s sword, isn’t she?>

Rho’s own weapon somehow felt heavier than usual as he lifted it up – it was a family sword, ancient and ungainly, with a huge uncut gem like a bird’s egg set in the cross – and settled the scabbard over his shoulders. His four elder brothers had all passed it over in favour of new imperial blades, and he remembered the diligence with which he’d practised wielding it for his own Naming Day. When the day came, his eldest brother Gavin had shown up so drunk he could barely stand, and the whole ceremony had turned into a joke. His brothers had been furious with him when they’d sobered up and found he’d named it Fortune’s Blight.

<I wouldn’t mind sparring with Lady Isa one of these days> mused Daem. <Oh, relax, Rho. What do you expect? There are only two Norlander women in this entire colony, and the other one is Lady Frea. If you want me to think about someone else, get the emperor to start posting women here.>

<I don’t understand why there aren’t any> Ingeld complained. <There were plenty of women in the garrison at Thrakya.>

<That’s the governor’s doing, not the emperor’s> said Rho. <He stopped allowing any women posted here after his wife—>

He stopped short when he sensed Falkar coming down the hall with an urgency that was hard to ignore. The others felt it too, turning towards the doorway just before the lieutenant – armed, and in full uniform – pushed the curtain aside.

<Get up and get dressed. Lady Frea wants everyone down at the mines – the triffons are already being saddled.>

<Everyone? Why, what’s going on?> asked Ingeld, bolting up and practically humming with eagerness. <Has something happened?>

<Ask Rho> said Falkar shortly, and left the way he’d come. The instant he was gone, all three of his roommates barraged Rho with questions.

<Calm down, will you? I overheard something last night at the mines. The slaves sounded like they were planning something – some kind of uprising – so I told Lady Frea about it. That’s all.>

<Oh. I get it> said Ongen, flopping back down onto his cot. The wooden legs of the simple frame creaked under his weight. <For once I thought we were going to get a real fight. You make me sick, Rho.>

<In that case, maybe you should change rooms. It’s important not to neglect your health.>

As usual, Ongen didn’t get the joke. <I can’t believe the whole garrison is on alert, just because you want to worm your way back into Lady Frea’s trousers.>

<He’s got as much chance as an icicle in the desert> said Ingeld, grabbing a pair of clean leggings out of the laundry basket.

Daem leaned back against the wall. <I hate to say it, Rho, but he’s right about that.>

<If I don’t go back to some place where there’s real fighting soon, I’m going to go crazy> Ingeld vowed as he strapped on his sword: a cheap, newish blade he’d somewhat hilariously named Valour’s Glory. <What good is having an empire if all we ever do is stand around looking at slaves? How are we supposed to earn our place in Onfar’s Hall?>

<I don’t know – what does The Book give out as the fate for those who die of boredom?> Daem yanked his tabard off over his head even as the others were still dressing. <This place wouldn’t be the empire’s dumping ground if there was anyone here to fight. I think it’s a good joke that we’re here to make sure the imperial swords get made, but none of us are important enough to own one. Onfar must have a sense of humour after all.>

<Why are you taking that off?> Rho asked him.

<I can’t go. Lady Frea has me assigned to day-patrol> Daem reminded him. <I’m not the kind of soldier who disobeys orders.>

<Yes, you are.>

<Not the orders I like.>

<Just get dressed.>

<This isn’t about the imperial swords. I wouldn’t name one if the emperor himself ordered me to> Ingeld insisted. <Why do you think Lady Frea doesn’t have one? A real Norlander doesn’t defeat his enemies with tricks. The empire is changing us – being a Norlander doesn’t mean what it used to mean. I was there at the taking of Thrakya when they brought in mercenary archers – archers! The bow is a coward’s weapon. You’ll see, when we go to Onfar to be judged, I bet he counts one kill with a steel blade like ours the same as ten with a black one.>

<Lord Eofar has an imperial sword. Are you saying that makes him a coward?> asked Daem.

<I didn’t say that> Ingeld replied hurriedly.

<Don’t forget that Governor Eonar has one too> added Rho.

Ingeld, dressed now, had no answer for that; he and Ongen headed for the doorway, both of them grabbing their white sun-proof cloaks on the way out. Rho leaned against the wall and waited patiently for Daem to put his boots on. Then he noticed that once again Ongen had left his book lying on the table. He took the key from its hiding-place under the chair, unlocked the strongbox in the corner, and tossed the volume in with the rest of their books, papers, pens and ink. By that time, Daem was ready to go.

<I did hear them planning something> he told his friend. He hated himself for letting Ongen worry him, but he couldn’t help it.

<I believe you.>

<Frea’s not going to be happy if I’m wrong.>

Daem’s sympathy was reassuring. <Don’t worry. I know just what you need.> He was still carrying the little jar of candied fruit; he took one out and pressed it into Rho’s hand. <Here. You take the last one.>

Amused in spite of himself, Rho tucked the dubious gift into his pocket. <Thanks> he said wryly, <but I’ll save it for later.>


Chapter Three

Eofar stood in the middle of his bedroom tipping the little bottle back and forth, watching the red liquid slide from one end to the other. He hadn’t slept. In the darkness of his windowless room, he found it too easy to torment himself with the morbid fantasies he’d built up, layer by layer, over the last five months. Several hours before sunset he’d given up, dressed in the same limp shirt and trousers from the night before and sat back down to berate himself for the fact that after all the elixir had cost him, he lacked the courage to use it.

First he told himself that taking it would be foolhardy – he had no way of knowing what it would do to him. Even if it was harmless to the Shadari, no one could possibly know what effect it might have on a Norlander; it might even poison him. Then he had told himself that the elixir was too valuable to waste; they would need money to get far enough away to start a new life – the Antinean Islands, maybe, or Prol Irat – and he had spent everything he had acquiring it.

That had been hours ago, and the longer he hesitated, the less energy he had to deceive himself. He was afraid of the truth – that was the real reason. Everything else was just noise.

He tore the wax seal from the bottle and threw the pieces onto the stone floor. The cork felt warm to his fingers and the air trapped inside escaped with a faint pop as he pulled it out. A bitter aroma snaked from the bottle’s mouth.

But at the sound of someone moving beyond the curtain out in the hall, he stuffed the cork back in and thrust the bottle into his pocket. He held his breath, listening: the footsteps were soft. A barefoot slave, perhaps – Daryan, with his clean linen and breakfast? But no, it was too early. Daryan would still be asleep in his little chamber down the hall.

His eyes strayed for a moment to his sword, Strife’s Bane, hanging in its scabbard on the wall. He had the great honour of being the only other person in the Shadar besides his father to own a black-bladed imperial sword. It was a beautiful thing: twin triffons, worked in silver with shining gold claws and eyes, twined up the hilt and unfurled their wings to form the guard; a row of faceted red calipset stones marked out the crosspiece. His father had commissioned the hilt from Norland especially for him when he was still a boy. When he’d received it he’d thought he could never love anything as much as he loved that sword. His Naming Day had been the first really happy day of his life since his mother’s death. Even Frea hadn’t been able to spoil it for him; she had declared that a real swordsman didn’t need to resort to cheap tricks to win a battle – but her bitter envy had only made him that much more proud.

Now the very sight of it sickened him.

Every time he looked at its shiny black blade he saw reflected the gaunt faces of the men who had slaved their lives away in the mines. He saw the hopeless faces of their families lining up for their daily bread, old men and women and children who would starve if their men tried to escape or died or became too sick to work. He thought of the young men and women snatched from the arms of their families and brought here, to the temple, to wait upon Eofar and his family and the garrison’s soldiers, in darkness, for the rest of their lives.

The blade quivered in its scabbard, responding to his attention, and the triffons’ wings rattled softly against the stone wall. He decided to leave it where it was; he told himself that taking it down would make a noise, and if someone was spying on him, he wanted to surprise them.

He made his way past the low dais on which his bed was placed, and then past his few imported pieces of heavy Norland furniture – a carved chair, a small writing-desk, a trunk with a stout lock for his books and papers – until he was close enough to look out from behind the curtain. His chamber lay at the crossing of two passages, one running parallel to his room, north to south; the other beginning at his door and running westwards about twenty paces before it intersected with another north-south passage running the length of the temple’s western wall. That passage, like most of those along the outer walls, was pierced at intervals with small window openings, and from the door of his room Eofar could look straight down to one of these windows.

That’s where he saw Isa. The shutter was still closed but the latch had been lifted, allowing a tantalising sliver of light, glowing with the depth and colour of a jewel, to creep through a tiny chink.

She had her hand in the light.

<Isa!> Eofar cried, springing forward. She snatched her hand away just as tiny tongues of blue flame rippled across her palm and she whirled towards Eofar, her long white hair fanning out around her shoulders. <Damn it, let me see your hand!> he demanded, grabbing her pale wrist and pulling her towards him as she attempted to conceal her hands beneath the wide sleeves of her gown. <Isa. Let me see it.>

<Let go of me> she demanded imperiously, but he tightened his grip around her wrist and bent closer to examine the flesh. A few blue blotches marked her palm, but nothing worse. The veins underneath her semi-transparent skin shone with a healthy blue glow. There was no sign of the black poison that resulted from a serious burn. <There – you see?> she told him. <It’s fine. Nothing.>

<We talked about this> he reminded her sternly, but he relaxed his grip and she pulled her hand away. <You promised me. I told you I’d tell Father if I caught you again.>

<Oh, really? And how are you going to do that? Ask Frea to tell him for you?> she asked bitingly. She knew how badly it rankled that Father hadn’t spoken to any of them except Frea in months.

<That robe might be a fine thing to sleep in, but do you really think you should be walking around like that? You’re not a little girl any more> he snapped back at her. She was cocooned in the folds of a shimmering gossamer gown, the kind worn in Norland over several layers of more concealing clothing.

<It’s too hot for anything else> she complained, but he saw her tug the collar a little closer around her throat.

<You’d be cooler if you braided your hair> he advised her, simmering with impatience. <Or better yet, if you went back to bed until later. Which is what I’m going to do.> He turned and started back towards his room.

<Wait, Eofar. I need to talk to you. About Frea.> When he turned back around, her silver-grey eyes were sparkling in outrage. <She’s still saying she won’t fight me.>

<Well, I still agree with her> he said, even though he knew this response was sure to prolong the conversation. <I’ve told you before, I think we should skip it. Just keep the sword, if you want it so badly. No one will know. And Frea doesn’t care. It doesn’t matter to her what you do.>

He’d known this moment had been coming, ever since Isa, ten years old at the time, had taken the opulently jewelled sword from their mother Eleana’s tomb and stubbornly dragged it back to her room. As the eldest daughter Frea had first claim to the sword, but she wanted nothing to do with it; for her own Naming Day she had commissioned Blood’s Pride from the swordmakers at Ravinsur according to her own precise specifications. But there was still Norlander tradition: if Isa wanted to carry her mother’s sword, she had to fight her older sister for the right to do so on her Naming Day. That was her seventeenth birthday. Tomorrow.

Isa’s wordless fury struck him like a slap. <I don’t understand you, Eofar. It’s written in The Book of the Hall. How can you just ignore tradition—?>

<It’s a pointless ritual, Isa> he insisted wearily, sick to death of the whole subject. <Two women bang their swords together a few times, the older one lets herself get pricked in the arm and then everyone goes off and gets drunk in the hall. It’s just a chance to show off for the neighbours. We don’t have any use for that kind of thing out here. We don’t have anyone to impress.>

<That’s not the reason you don’t want me to fight. You think I can’t win. Eofar, you don’t know how good I am. Rho has been sparring with me, and he says he’s never—>

<What I know is that Frea will hurt you – badly – if you’re foolish enough to fight her.>

<What do you expect me to do when we get back to Norland, Eofar?> she pressed, flexing her long white fingers and then lacing them together. He could feel the undercurrent of her anxiety like a sinking in the pit of his stomach. <What do I tell people when they ask me about my Naming Day? That my family didn’t think it mattered? Don’t you care anything about our honour?>

Eofar shut his eyes. This wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have with her, and he certainly didn’t want to have it now. <Isa, it may be years before—>

<Frea says she’s going to do whatever it takes to get us recalled before next winter.>

<It’s not up to Frea. It’s the emperor’s decision.>

She looked away from him, towards the shuttered window, as if she could see through it all the way to the snow-covered mountains of Norland, far across the sea. <But we will go back some day. We have to. It’s our home.>

<A home we’ve never seen> he reminded her. <Maybe you wouldn’t like living where it’s always dark, high up on a frozen mountain. Maybe we’ve grown … different, out here on our own. In the desert.>

<That’s ridiculous> she said, but he could feel her shoving back some emotion she didn’t want him to see. He had touched a nerve. <Of course we’ll go back. There’s nothing for us here.>

<There could be> he told her. <Work. Friends—>

<Friends?> she asked incredulously. <Who? The soldiers? Or do you mean the slaves?>

<They’re Shadari, Isa> he reminded her quickly, his blood warming. <They weren’t always slaves, and one day they may not be again. And yes, why not?>

<Because I know what’s proper and apparently you don’t. Like that woman.> A blue flush tinted her pale cheeks. <It’s not right for an unmarried man to have a female hand-servant. Father should never have allowed it.>

<Harotha is dead, Isa> he said, imparting a note of warning. <She’s been dead for five months. You know that.> He forced himself to stay calm. <Well, what about Daryan? He’s my friend, and he was yours too, once – practically a brother. You’ve known him since you were five years old. For Onfar’s sake, you used to chase each other up and down these hallways when you were little. Now you treat him like he’s just another invisible servant.>

<So Daryan is your friend?>

<Yes.>

<And you trust him?>

<Yes, why not?>

<Why not?> Isa asked with bitter triumph. She beckoned him down the western hallway and around a sharp corner to the doorway of Daryan’s room. Then she thrust her white arm at the dark opening. <So where is he right now?>

Eofar stepped past her and glanced inside the little room. The straw pallet was disarranged and the bedclothes were half on the floor, as if Daryan had risen hastily. <I don’t know, Isa> he said defensively, <maybe he’s getting an early start on his duties. Maybe he went to the washroom. Maybe he’s with a pretty girl. The more interesting question> he said, stepping closer to his little sister, and looking into her eyes, <is how you knew he wasn’t here – unless you had already been here looking for him?>

A complicated mix of consternation and pique sputtered out of her, but before she had time to respond she suddenly stumbled, as if she’d been pushed from behind. She lost her balance and fell down on one knee. Over her head, Eofar saw the person who had just come around the corner and crashed into her.

The female slave, struggling to keep hold of a gigantic bundle clasped in her thin arms, took a moment to realise who she’d knocked into and then let out a sharp cry that pierced Eofar’s head like a dagger. ‘I’m sorry, my Lord! My Lady!’ the slave whispered, frantically reverting to the low tones in which the slaves were taught to address their masters. Rahsa, that was her name. She was new to the temple, but he remembered the unusual reddish tint of the hair straggling out from beneath her scarf, and the odd air she had about her.

‘They told me to open the shutters for the night and take these things up to the laundry. I didn’t know— Let me—’ And clearly without thinking, she shifted her bundle to one side and reached out for Isa’s arm to help her up.

Isa cried out in pain as the Shadari’s touch burned into her cold flesh – though of course Rahsa couldn’t hear her – and wrenched her arm away violently, but not before the cold of Isa’s skin bit into Rahsa’s fingers. The slave choked back her own scream as the realisation of her terrible mistake broke over her; she dropped her bundle and stared at Eofar and Isa, quaking, her big brown eyes stretched wide in terror.

‘I’m s-sorry,’ she stammered.

‘Go,’ Isa hissed at her menacingly in Shadari, and Rahsa turned and fled down the corridor, leaving her bundle behind on the floor. Eofar heard the sound of her bare feet slapping against the hard stone.

<Isa! Bloody Onfar, was that really necessary? I know it stings, but a little touch like that isn’t going to kill you> he fumed as Rahsa disappeared into the darkness
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