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PROLOGUE

Auraya stepped over a fallen log, taking care that no crinkle of crushed leaves or snapping of twigs betrayed her presence. A tug at her throat warned her to look back. The hem of her tawl had caught on a branch. She eased it free and carefully chose her next step.

Her quarry moved and she froze.

He can’t have heard me, she told herself. I haven’t made a sound.

She held her breath as the man rose and looked up into the mossy branches of an old garpa tree. His Dreamweaver vest was dappled with leafy shadows. After a moment he crouched and resumed his examination of the underbrush.

Auraya took three careful steps closer.

‘You’re early today, Auraya.’

Letting out a sigh of exasperation, Auraya stomped to his side. One day I’m going to surprise him, she vowed. ‘Mother took a strong dose last night. She’ll sleep late.’

Leiard picked up a piece of bark, then took a short knife from a vest pocket, slid the point into a crack and twisted it to reveal tiny red seeds inside.

‘What are they?’ she asked, intrigued. Though Leiard had been teaching her about the forest for years there was always something new to learn.

‘The seed of the garpa tree.’ Leiard tipped out the seeds and spread them in his palm. ‘Garpa speeds the heart and prevents sleep. It is used by couriers so they can ride long distances, and by soldiers and scholars to keep awake, and...’

Falling silent, he straightened and stared into the forest. Auraya heard a distant snap of wood. She looked through the trees. Was it her father, come to fetch her home? Or was it Priest Avorim? He had told her not to speak to Dreamweavers. She liked to secretly defy the priest, but to be found in Leiard’s company was another matter. She took a step away.

‘Stay where you are.’

Auraya stilled, surprised at Leiard’s tone. Hearing the sound of footsteps, she turned to see two men step into view. They were stocky and wore tough hide vests. Both faces were covered in swirls and dashes of black.

Dunwayans, Auraya thought.

‘Stay silent,’ Leiard murmured. ‘I will deal with them.’

The Dunwayans saw her and Leiard. As they hurried forward she saw that each carried an unsheathed sword. Leiard remained still. The Dunwayans stopped a few steps away.

‘Dreamweaver,’ one said. ‘Are more people in the forest?’

‘I do not know,’ Leiard replied. ‘The forest is large and people seldom enter.’

The warrior gestured with his sword toward the village. ‘Come with us.’

Leiard did not argue or ask for an explanation.

‘Aren’t you going to ask what’s going on?’ Auraya whispered.

‘No,’ he replied. ‘We will find out soon enough.’

Oralyn was the largest village in northwestern Hania, but Auraya had heard visitors grumble that it wasn’t particularly big. Built on the summit of a hill, it overlooked the surrounding fields and forest. A stone Temple dominated the rest of the buildings and an ancient wall encircled all. The old gates had been removed over half a century ago, leaving misshapen stumps of rust where hinges had once been.

Dunwayan warriors paced the wall and the fields outside were empty of workers. Auraya and Leiard were escorted along equally empty streets to the Temple, then directed inside. Villagers crowded the large room. Some of the younger men wore bandages. Hearing her name, Auraya saw her parents and hurried to their side.

‘Thank the gods you’re alive,’ her mother said, drawing Auraya into an embrace.

‘What’s happening?’

Her mother sank to the floor again. ‘These foreigners made us come here,’ she said. ‘Even though your father told them I was sick.’

Auraya undid the ties of her tawl, folded it and sat down on it. ‘Did they say why?’

‘No,’ her father replied. ‘I don’t think they intend to harm us. Some of the men tried to fight the warriors after Priest Avorim failed, but none were killed.’

Auraya was not surprised that Avorim had been defeated. Though all priests were Gifted, not all were powerful sorcerers. Auraya suspected there were farmers with more magical ability than Avorim.

Leiard had stopped by one of the injured men. ‘Would you like me to look at that?’ he asked quietly.

The man opened his mouth to reply, but froze as a white-clad figure moved to stand beside him. The injured man glanced up at Priest Avorim then shook his head.

Leiard straightened and looked at the priest. Though Avorim was not as tall as Leiard, he had authority. Auraya felt her heartbeat quicken as the two men stared at each other, then Leiard bowed his head and moved away.

Fools, she thought. He could stop the pain at the least. Does it matter that he doesn’t worship the gods? He knows more about healing than anyone here.

Yet she understood the situation wasn’t that simple. Circlians and Dreamweavers had always hated each other. Circlians hated Dreamweavers because Dreamweavers didn’t worship the gods. Dreamweavers hated the gods because they had killed their leader, Mirar. Or so Priest Avorim says, she thought. I’ve never heard Leiard say so.

A metallic clunk echoed through the Temple. All heads turned toward the doors as they swung open. Two Dunwayan warriors entered. One had lines tattooed across his forehead, giving the impression of a permanent scowl. Auraya’s heart skipped as she recognised the pattern. He is their leader. Leiard described these tattoos to me once. Beside him was a man in dark blue clothing, his face covered in radiating lines. And he is a sorcerer.

The pair looked around the room. ‘Who leads this village?’ the Dunwayan leader asked.

The village head, a fat merchant named Qurin, stepped forward nervously.

‘I do.’

‘What is your name and rank?’

‘Qurin, Head of Oralyn.’

The Dunwayan leader looked the plump man up and down. ‘I am Bal, Talm of Mirrim, Ka-Lem of the Leven-ark.’

Leiard’s lessons were coming back to Auraya. ‘Talm’ was a title of land ownership. ‘Ka-Lem’ was a high position in the Dunwayan military. The latter ought to be linked to the name of one of the twenty-one warrior clans, but she did not recognise the name ‘Leven-ark’.

‘This is Sen,’ Bal continued, nodding to the sorcerer at his side. ‘Fire-warrior of the Leven-ark. You have a priest with you.’ He looked at Avorim. ‘Come here and speak your name.’

Avorim glided forward to stand beside the village head. ‘I am Priest Avorim,’ he said, the wrinkles of his face set in an expression of disdain. ‘Why have you attacked our village? Set us free at once!’

Auraya suppressed a groan. This was not the way to address a Dunwayan, and definitely not the way to address a Dunwayan who had just taken a village hostage.

Bal ignored the priest’s demand. ‘Come with me.’

As Bal turned on his heel, Qurin looked desperately at Avorim, who put a hand on his shoulder in reassurance. The pair followed Bal out of the Temple.

Once the door had closed the villagers began speculating. Despite the village’s close proximity to Dunway, its people knew little about the neighbouring land. They didn’t need to. The mountains that separated the two countries were near impassable, so trade was undertaken by sea or through the pass far to the south.

The thought of what Qurin and Avorim might say to upset Bal sent a shiver of apprehension down Auraya’s spine. She doubted there was anyone in the village, other than Leiard, with enough understanding of Dunwayans to negotiate a way out of this situation. But Avorim would never allow a Dreamweaver to speak for them.

Auraya thought back to the day she had first met Leiard, nearly five years before. Her family had moved to the village in the hope that her mother’s health would improve in the clean quiet of the country. It hadn’t. Auraya had heard that Dreamweavers were good healers, so she sought out Leiard and boldly asked him to treat her mother.

Since then she had visited him every few days. She’d had a lot of questions about the world that nobody could answer. Priest Avorim could only tell her about the gods, and he was too weak to teach her many magical Gifts. She knew Leiard was strong magically because he had never run out of Gifts to teach her.

Though she disliked Avorim she understood that she ought to learn Circlian ways from a Circlian priest. She loved the rituals and sermons, the history and laws, and counted herself lucky to be living in an age the gods had made peaceful and prosperous.

If I was a priestess, I’d be much better than he is, she thought. But that’s never going to happen. So long as Mother is sick she’ll need me to stay here and look after her.

Her thoughts were interrupted by the opening of the Temple doors. Qurin and Avorim hurried inside and the villagers moved close.

‘It appears these men are trying to stop the proposed alliance between Dunway and Hania,’ Qurin told them.

Avorim nodded. ‘As you know, the White have been trying to form an alliance with the Dunwayans for years. They’re having some success now that suspicious old I-Orm has died and his sensible son, I-Portak, is ruler.’

‘So why are they here?’ someone asked.

‘To prevent the alliance. They told me to contact the White to communicate their demands. I did, and I... I spoke to Juran himself.’

Auraya heard a few indrawn breaths. It was rare for priests to speak telepathically to one of the Gods’ Chosen, the four leaders of the Circlians known as the White. Two spots of red had appeared on Avorim’s cheeks.

‘What did he say?’ the village baker asked.

Avorim hesitated. ‘He is concerned for us and will do what he can.’

‘Which is what?’

‘He didn’t say. He will probably speak to I-Portak first.’

Several questions followed. Avorim raised his voice. ‘The Dunwayans do not want a war with Hania – they made that clear to us. After all, to defy the White is to defy the gods themselves. I don’t know how long we will be here. We must be prepared to wait for several days.’

As questions turned to matters of practicality, Auraya noticed that Leiard wore a frown of worry and doubt. What is he afraid of? Does he doubt that the White can save us?

Auraya dreamed. She was walking down a long corridor lined with scrolls and tablets. Though they looked interesting, she ignored them; somehow she knew that none of them contained what she needed. Something was urging her forward. She arrived in a small circular room. On a dais in the centre was a large scroll. It uncurled and she looked down at the text.

Waking, she sat bolt upright, her heart pounding. The Temple was quiet but for the sounds of the villagers sleeping. Searching the room she found Leiard asleep in a far corner.

Had he sent her the dream? If he had, he was breaking a law punishable by death.

Does that matter, if we’re all going to die anyway?

Auraya drew her tawl back up around herself and considered her dream and why she was now so certain the village was doomed. On the scroll had been one paragraph:

‘Leven-ark’ means ‘honour-leaver’ in Dunwayan. It describes a warrior who has cast aside all honour and obligations in order to be able to fight for an idealistic or moral cause.

It hadn’t made sense to Auraya that a Dunwayan warrior would dishonour his clan by taking unarmed villagers hostage or killing defenceless people. Now she understood. These Dunwayans no longer cared for honour. They could do anything, including slaughter the villagers.

The White were powerfully Gifted and could easily defeat the Dunwayans in a fight, but during that fight the Dunwayans might kill the villagers before the White overcame them. However, if the White gave in to the Dunwayans’ demands others might copy them. Many more Hanians could be imprisoned and threatened.

The White won’t give in, she thought. They’d rather some or all of us were killed than encourage others to take a village hostage. Auraya shook her head. Why did Leiard send me this dream? Surely he wouldn’t torment me with the truth if there wasn’t anything I could do about it.

She considered the information in the scroll again. ‘Leven-ark’. ‘Cast aside all honour’. How can we turn that to our advantage?

For the rest of the night she lay awake, thinking. It was only when the dawn light began to filter softly into the room that the answer came to her.

After several days, tempers were thin and the stale air was heavy with unpleasant odours. When Priest Avorim wasn’t settling disputes among the villagers he was bolstering their courage. Each day he gave several sermons. Today he had told of the dark times before the War of the Gods, when chaos ruled the world.

‘Priest Avorim?’ a young boy asked as the story ended.

‘Yes?’

‘Why don’t the gods kill the Dunwayans?’

Avorim smiled. ‘The gods are beings of pure magic. To affect the world they must work through humans. That is why we have the White. They are the gods’ hands, eyes and voices.’

‘Why don’t they give you the power to kill the Dunwayans?’

‘Because there are better ways to solve problems than killing. The Dunwayans...’ The priest’s voice faded to silence. His eyes fixed on a distant point, then he smiled.

‘Mairae of the White has arrived,’ he announced.

Auraya’s stomach fluttered. One of the White is here, in Oralyn! Her excitement died as the door to the Temple opened. Bal stepped inside, flanked by several warriors and his sorcerer, Sen.

‘Priest Avorim. Qurin. Come.’

Avorim and Qurin hurried out. Sen did not follow. The radiating lines on his face were distorted by a frown. He pointed at the blacksmith’s father, Ralam.

‘You. Come.’

The old man rose and staggered toward the sorcerer, hampered by a leg that had been broken and badly set years before.

The sacrifice, Auraya thought. Her heart began to race as she moved forward. Her plan relied on the Dunwayans being reluctant to break their customs, despite their intentions. She stepped in front of Ralam.

‘By the edicts of Lore,’ she said, facing Sen, ‘I claim the right to take this man’s place.’

The sorcerer blinked in surprise. He glanced aside at the warriors guarding the door and spoke in Dunwayan, gesturing dismissively at her.

‘I know you understood me,’ she said, striding forward to stand a pace from the sorcerer. ‘As did your warrior brothers. I claim the right to take the place of this man.’

Her heart was hammering now. Voices called out to Auraya, telling her to come back. The old man tugged at her arm.

‘It’s all right, girl. I will go.’

‘No,’ she said. She made herself meet Sen’s eyes. ‘Will you take me?’

Sen’s eyes narrowed. ‘You choose freely?’

‘Yes.’

‘Come with me.’

Someone among the audience shrieked her name and she winced as she realised it was her mother. Resisting the urge to look back, she followed the Dunwayans out of the Temple.

Once outside, Auraya felt her courage weakening. She could see Dunwayan warriors gathered in a half-circle around the gap in the village wall. Late-afternoon light set their spears glittering. There was no sign of Qurin or Priest Avorim. Bal stepped out of the half-circle of warriors. Seeing Auraya, he scowled and said something in his own language.

‘She offered herself in exchange,’ Sen replied in Hanian.

‘Why didn’t you refuse?’

‘She knew the ritual words. I was honour-bound to—’

Bal’s eyes narrowed. ‘We are the Leven-ark. We have abandoned all honour. Take—’

A warning was shouted. All turned to see a priestess standing in the gap in the wall.

The priestess was beautiful. Her gold-blonde hair was arranged in an elaborate style. Large blue eyes regarded all serenely. Auraya forgot all else but the fact that she was looking at Mairae of the White. Then Sen took her wrist in an iron grip and pulled her after Bal, who was marching toward the woman.

‘Stay there, or she dies,’ the Dunwayan leader barked.

Mairae regarded Bal intently. ‘Bal, Talm of Mirrim, Ka-Lem of the Leven-ark, why are you holding the people of Oralyn prisoner?’

‘Did your priest not explain? We demand you stop your alliance with Dunway. If you do not we will kill these villagers.’

‘I-Portak does not sanction this action you have taken.’

‘Our argument is with you and I-Portak.’

Mairae nodded. ‘Why do you seek to prevent the alliance when the gods want our lands to unite?’

‘They did not proclaim that Dunway should be ruled by the White, only that our lands be allies.’

‘We do not wish to rule you.’

‘Why, then, do you ask for control of our defences?’

‘We do not. Your land’s army is and will always be for I-Portak and his successors to control.’

‘An army without fire-warriors.’

Mairae’s eyebrows rose slightly. ‘Then it is the dismantling of the Sorceror Clan that you protest against, not the alliance itself?’

‘It is.’

She looked thoughtful. ‘We believed dismantling the Sorceror Clan had the support of its sorcerers. I-Portak saw great benefits in sending Gifted Dunwayans to the priesthood. There is much that we can teach them that they would not learn in the clan house. Healing, for example.’

‘Our fire-warriors know how to mend a wound,’ Sen snapped, his voice loud in Auraya’s ear.

Mairae’s attention shifted to him. ‘Not how to cure a child’s illness, or assist in a difficult birth, or clear an old man’s sight.’

‘Our Dreamweavers tend to those duties.’

Mairae shook her head. ‘There cannot be enough Dreamweavers in Dunway to tend to those needs.’

‘We have more than Hania,’ Sen said stiffly. ‘We did not seek their deaths as Hanians did.’

‘A hundred years ago Dunwayans were as eager to be rid of the Dreamweaver leader, Mirar, as Hanians were. Only a few misguided Hanians sought to kill his followers. We did not order it.’ She paused. ‘Dreamweavers may be Gifted healers, but they do not have the power of the gods to call upon. We can give you so much more.’

‘You would steal from us a tradition that we have kept for over a thousand years,’ Bal replied.

‘Would you make yourself an enemy of the gods for that?’ she asked. ‘Is it worth starting a war? For that is what you will do if you execute these villagers.’

‘Yes,’ Bal replied heavily. ‘It is what we are prepared to do. For we know that it is not the gods who demand the end of the Sorceror Clan, but I-Portak and the White.’

Mairae sighed. ‘Why did you not speak out earlier? The terms of the alliance might have been altered, had you approached us peacefully. We cannot accede to your demands now, for if others were to see that you had been successful, they, too, would threaten innocents in order to get their way.’

‘So you will abandon these villagers to their fate?’

‘That is on your conscience.’

‘Is it?’ Bal asked. ‘What will people think of the White when they hear they refused to save their own people?’

‘My people’s loyalty is strong. You have until the end of the day to leave, Talm of Mirrim. May the gods guide you.’

She turned away.

‘Our cause is just,’ Bal said quietly. ‘The gods see that it is so.’ He gave Auraya a disturbingly impersonal glance, then nodded at Sen. Auraya went cold as she felt Sen’s hand grasp the back of her head.

‘Wait!’ she gasped. ‘Can I speak before I die?’

She felt Sen pause. Mairae stopped and looked over her shoulder at Bal. The Dunwayan smiled.

‘Speak,’ he said.

Auraya looked from Mairae to Bal and drew up the words she had practised silently for days. ‘This can go one of four ways,’ she said. ‘Firstly, the Dunwayans could give in and let the White have their way.’ She glanced at Bal. ‘That’s not likely. Neither is it likely that the White will give in and wait for a better time to make an alliance, because they don’t want anyone copying you.’

Her mouth was so dry. She paused to swallow.

‘It seems like the White have to let the Leven-ark kill us. Then either the White or I-Portak will kill the Leven-ark. We’ll all be seen as martyrs to our land or cause.’ She looked at Bal again. ‘Or will we? If you die, the Sorceror Clan will still end. You fail.’ She looked at Mairae. ‘There must be another way.’

Everyone was staring at her. She forced herself to look at Bal once more. ‘Make it look as if the Leven-ark failed. You cast aside all honour and came here prepared to sacrifice your lives to save the Sorceror Clan. Are you prepared to sacrifice your pride instead?’

Bal frowned. ‘My pride?’

‘If you let the White escort you out of Hania in shame – if you appear to have failed – then we need not fear others will copy you.’ She looked at Mairae. ‘If he agrees, will you change the terms of your alliance?’

‘To allow the Clan to continue?’

‘Yes. Even I, living in this tiny village, know of the famous Dunwayan Fire-Warrior Clan.’

Mairae nodded. ‘Yes, if the Dunwayan people wish to keep it.’

‘Alter the terms of the alliance – but not straightaway or others will still see a connection between the Leven-ark coming here and the change. Arrange for something else to prompt the change.’

Bal and Mairae looked thoughtful. Sen made a low noise, then said something in Dunwayan. At Bal’s reply he stiffened, but said nothing more.

‘Anything else you wish to say, girl?’ Bal asked.

Auraya bowed her head. ‘I’ll be grateful if you don’t kill my family and neighbours.’

Bal looked amused. He turned to regard Mairae. Auraya fought a growing suspicion that she had just made a fool of herself.

I had to try. If I thought of a way to save the village and didn’t try it, I’d... I’d end up dead.

‘Are you willing to let the world believe you failed?’ Mairae asked.

‘Yes,’ Bal replied. ‘My men must agree, though. If they do, will you change the terms of the alliance?’

‘If my fellow White and I-Portak agree. Shall we consult our people and meet again in an hour?’

Bal nodded.

‘You will not harm any of the villagers before then?’

‘I swear, in the name of Lore, they will remain unharmed. But how can we trust that you will change the alliance after we have left?’

Mairae’s mouth relaxed into a smile. ‘The gods do not allow us to break our promises.’

Bal grunted. ‘We must be satisfied with that. Return in an hour. We will give you our answer.’

As Mairae entered the Temple the villagers fell silent.

‘A peaceful solution has been found,’ she announced. ‘The Dunwayans have left. You may return to your homes.’

At once the Temple filled with cheers.

Auraya had followed Mairae, Avorim and Qurin into the room. ‘You little fool!’ a familiar voice cried. Her mother rushed forward to embrace her tightly. ‘Why did you do that?’

‘I’ll explain later.’ Auraya looked for Leiard but he was nowhere in sight. As her mother released her she suddenly realised that Mairae was standing beside her.

‘Auraya Dyer,’ the White said. ‘That was bravely done.’

Auraya felt her face heat up. ‘Brave? I was scared the whole time.’

‘Yet you didn’t let fear silence you.’ The woman smiled. ‘You demonstrated a rare insight. Avorim tells me you are an intelligent and exceptionally Gifted student.’

Auraya glanced at the priest, surprised.

‘He did?’

‘Yes. Have you considered joining the priesthood? You are older than our usual initiate, but not too old.’

Auraya’s heart sank. ‘I would love to, but my mother...’ She glanced at her parents. ‘She is ill. I look after her.’

Mairae looked at Auraya’s mother. ‘The healers in the Temple are the best in the land. If I send one here to tend you, would you allow Auraya to join us?’

Feeling light-headed, Auraya looked back at her parents, whose eyes were wide with astonishment.

‘I would not like to cause so much trouble,’ her mother began.

Mairae smiled. ‘Consider it an exchange: a new priestess for a fully trained one. Auraya has too much potential to be wasted. What do you think, Auraya?’

Auraya opened her mouth and let out an undignified squeal that she would recall with embarrassment for years to come. ‘That would be wonderful!’


PART ONE


CHAPTER 1

Though Danjin Spear had entered Jarime’s Temple on several occasions before, today he felt as if he were arriving for the first time. In the past he had visited on behalf of others or in order to perform minor services as a translator. This time was different; this time he was here to begin what he hoped was the most prestigious job of his career.

No matter where this led him, even if he failed or his duties proved tedious or unpleasant, this day would be imprinted on his memory forever. He found himself taking more notice of his surroundings than he usually did – perhaps in order to memorise them for future reflection. Perhaps only because I’m so anxious, he thought, this journey feels as if it’s taking forever.

A platten had been sent for him. The small two-wheeled vehicle rocked gently in time with the gait of the arem pulling it, slowly passing other vehicles, servants and soldiers, as well as rich men and women strolling about. Danjin bit his lip and resisted asking the man perched in the small driver’s seat to urge the docile creature into a faster pace. All of the Temple servants had a quiet dignity that discouraged most people from ordering them about. Perhaps this was because their demeanour reminded one of priests and priestesses, and one certainly didn’t order them about.

They were nearing the end of a long, wide road. Large two- and three-storey houses lined both sides, a contrast to the jumble of apartments, shops and warehouses that made up most of the city. Houses on Temple Road were so expensive that only the most wealthy could afford them. Though Danjin was a member of one of the wealthiest families in Jarime, none of his relatives lived here. They were traders and had as much interest in the Temple and religion as they had in the market and their dinner: a basic necessity not worth making a fuss over, unless there was wealth to be made from it.

Danjin thought differently, and had for as long as he could remember. Value could be measured in things other than gold, he believed. Things like loyalty to a good cause, law, a civilised code of behaviour, art, and the pursuit of knowledge. All things which his father believed could be bought or ignored.

The platten reached the White Arch that spanned the entrance to the Temple and relief carvings of the five gods loomed over Danjin. Grooves filled with gold did a pretty job of depicting the glowing light that spilled from them when they took their visible forms. I know what Father would say about this: If money doesn’t matter to the gods, why isn’t their Temple made from sticks and clay?

The platten continued through the arch and the full glory of the Temple appeared. Danjin sighed with appreciation. He had to admit he was glad it wasn’t made of sticks and clay. To his left was the Dome, an enormous half-sphere in which ceremonies were held. High arches around its base allowed access to the inside, and gave the impression that the Dome was floating just above the ground. Inside the Dome was the Altar, where the White communed with the gods. Danjin had not seen it, but perhaps in his new role he would gain the opportunity.

Beside the Dome stood the White Tower. The tallest building ever to have existed, it appeared to stretch up to the clouds. It didn’t, of course. Danjin had been in the highest rooms and knew the clouds were far out of reach. The illusion must make a strong impression on visitors, however. He could see the benefits of impressing and humbling both commoner and foreign ruler.

To the right of the Tower lay the Five Houses, a large hexagonal building that housed the priesthood. Danjin had never entered it and probably never would. While he respected the gods and their followers, he had no desire to become a priest. At fifty-one years of age he was too old to be giving up some of his bad habits. And his wife would never have approved.

Then again, she might like the idea. He smiled to himself. She’s always complaining I mess up her house and plans when I’m home.

A generous spread of open land surrounded the Temple buildings. Paved paths and garden beds had been laid out in patterns of circles within circles. The circle was the sacred symbol of the Circle of Gods, and some of the ways it had been incorporated into the Temple made Danjin wonder if the original designers and architects had been demented fanatics. Did they need to decorate the communal toilets with circular designs, for instance?

The platten rolled ever closer to the Tower. Danjin’s heart was beating a little too fast now. White-clad priests and priestesses strode back and forth, a few noting his arrival and nodding politely, as they probably did to anyone as richly dressed as he. The platten came to a halt beside the Tower and Danjin climbed out. He thanked the driver, who nodded once before urging the arem into motion again.

Taking a deep breath, Danjin turned to face the Tower entrance. Heavy columns supported a wide arch. He moved inside. Magical lights within revealed the entire ground floor of the Tower to be a densely columned hall. Here, gatherings were held and important visitors entertained. Since the White were the rulers of Hania, as well as heads of the Circlian religion, the Temple was as much palace as religious centre. Rulers of other lands, their ambassadors and other significant personages congregated here on important occasions, or visited to negotiate political matters. This was a unique situation; in all other lands the priesthood was secondary to the ruling power.

The hall was filled with people and buzzed with voices. Priests and priestesses hurried about or mingled with men and women dressed in tunics made of luxurious fabrics, covered in generous tawls despite the heat, and glittering with jewellery. Danjin gazed around at the faces, feeling something akin to awe. Nearly every ruler, every famous, wealthy and influential man and woman of Northern Ithania was here.

I can’t believe I’m seeing this.

What had brought them to the Temple of Hania was a desire to witness the gods choose the fifth and final White. Now that the ceremony had taken place, they all wanted to meet the new member of the Gods’ Chosen.

Danjin forced himself to continue on his way, walking between two rows of columns. They radiated toward the centre of the building, drawing him ever inward to a thick circular wall. It encompassed a spiralling staircase that curved upward to the highest level. The climb to the top of the Tower was a strenuous one, and the creators of this place had come up with a startling solution. A heavy chain hung in the stairwell, descending into a hole in the floor. A priest stood at the base of the stairs. Danjin approached the man and made the formal sign of the circle: holding forefingers and thumbs of both hands together.

‘Danjin Spear,’ he said. ‘I am here to see Dyara of the White.’

The priest nodded. ‘Welcome, Danjin Spear,’ he replied in a deep voice.

Danjin watched for some indication of the mental signal the priest was communicating to others, but the man did not even blink. The chain in the stairwell began to move. Danjin held his breath. He was still a little frightened of this contraption in the centre of the White Tower. Looking up, he saw a large metal disc descending toward them.

The disc was the base of a metal enclosure as wide as the stairwell. Everyone referred to this contraption as ‘the cage’, and the reason was obvious. It looked just like the bent-reed cages used to hold animals in the market – and probably inspired a similar feeling of vulnerability in its occupants. Danjin was grateful that this was not his first ride in the contraption. While he did not think he would ever feel comfortable using it, he wasn’t as terrified as he had once been. He did not need terror added to the anxiety of beginning an important job.

When the metal enclosure had settled at the bottom of the stairwell, the priest opened the door and ushered Danjin inside. As the cage rose Danjin soon lost sight of the man. The stairwell appeared to spiral around him as the cage gained height. Men and women dressed in circs, servant uniforms or the sumptuous clothes of the rich and important populated the treads. The lower levels contained accommodation and meeting rooms for visiting dignitaries. The higher the cage rose, however, the fewer people Danjin saw. Finally he reached the highest levels, where the White lived. The cage slowed, then came to a halt.

Opening the door, Danjin stepped out. Two steps away, in the wall opposite, was a door. He hesitated before moving to it. Though he had spoken to Dyara, the second most powerful White, several times now, he was still a little overwhelmed in her presence. He wiped his sweaty hands against his sides, took a deep breath and lifted a hand to knock.

His knuckles met with nothing as the door swung open. A tall, middle-aged woman smiled at him.

‘Right on time, as usual, Danjin Spear. Come in.’

‘Dyara of the White,’ he said respectfully, making the sign of the circle. ‘How could I be late when you so kindly sent me a platten?’

Her eyebrows rose. ‘If all it took to guarantee punctuality was sending a platten then there are more than a few people I’ve summoned in the past who have a lot to explain. Come in and sit down.’

She turned and strode back into the room. Her height, coupled with the garb of a Circlian priestess, would have made her an imposing figure even if she hadn’t been one of the immortal White. As he followed her into the room he saw that another of the White was present. He made the sign of the circle again. ‘Mairae of the White.’

The woman smiled and Danjin felt his heart lighten. Mairae’s beauty was renowned throughout Northern Ithania. In songs of tribute her hair was described as sunlight on gold and her eyes were compared to sapphires. It was said she could charm a king out of his kingdom with a smile. He doubted any of the current kings could be made cooperative with a mere smile, but there was an appealing sparkle in Mairae’s eyes and warmth in her manner that always put him at ease.

She was not as tall as Dyara and she did not exude stern confidence in the way the older woman did. Of the five White, Dyara had been chosen second. Her Choosing had occurred seventy-five years ago, when she was forty-two years of age, so she had more than a century’s knowledge of the world. Mairae, chosen at twenty-three a quarter of a century ago, had less than half Dyara’s experience.

‘Don’t let King Berro take up all your time today,’ Dyara said to Mairae.

‘I’ll find something to distract him,’ Mairae replied. ‘Do you need help with the preparations for tonight’s celebrations?’

‘Not yet. There’s a whole day in which disasters could develop, however.’ She paused as if something had just occurred to her, then glanced at Danjin. ‘Mairae, would you keep Danjin Spear company while I check something?’

Mairae smiled. ‘Of course.’

As the door to the room closed behind Dyara, Mairae smiled. ‘Our newest recruit is finding it all a bit overwhelming,’ she said in a conspiratorial tone. ‘I still remember what it was like. Dyara kept me so busy I didn’t have time to think.’

Danjin felt a twinge of apprehension. What would he do if the newest White was incapable of performing her duties?

‘Don’t be alarmed, Danjin Spear.’ Mairae smiled and he remembered that all of the White could read minds. ‘She’s fine. She’s just a bit surprised to find herself where she is.’

Danjin nodded, relieved. He considered Mairae. This might be an opportunity to gain a little insight into the newest White.

‘What is she like?’ he asked.

Mairae pursed her lips as she considered her answer. ‘Smart. Powerful. Loyal to the gods. Compassionate.’

‘I mean, how is she different to the rest of the White?’ he amended.

She laughed. ‘Ah! Dyara didn’t tell me you were a flatterer. I like that in a man. Hmm.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘She tries to see all sides of an argument, and naturally looks for what people want or need. I think she will be a good peacemaker.’

‘Or negotiator? I heard she had something to do with that incident with the Dunwayans ten years ago.’

‘Yes. It was her village they took hostage.’

‘Ah.’ Interesting.

Mairae abruptly straightened and looked at the wall behind him. No, he corrected, she’s not looking at the wall. Her attention is elsewhere. He was beginning to recognise mannerisms that hinted at mental communication passing between the White. Her gaze shifted to him again.

‘You’re right, Danjin Spear. I have just received notice that King Berro has asked to see me. I’m afraid I must leave you. Will you be fine here on your own?’

‘Yes, of course,’ he said.

Mairae rose. ‘I’m sure we will meet many times again, Danjin Spear. And I am sure you will make a fine adviser.’

‘Thank you, Mairae of the White.’

When she had gone, the silence was unusually intense. That’s because there is no noise from the outside, he thought. He looked toward the window. It was large and circular, and gave a view of the sky. A shiver of cold ran down his spine.

Standing up, he forced himself to move closer. Though he had seen it before, the view from the White Tower still unnerved him. The sea appeared. A few steps more and he could see the city below – a toy city of tiny houses and tinier people. Taking another step, he felt his heart begin to race as the Dome came into view, like a massive egg half-buried in the ground.

The ground. Which was a long, long way below.

The world tilted and began to revolve. He backed away until all he could see was the sea and sky. At once his head stopped spinning. A few deep breaths later his pulse started to slow.

Then he heard the sound of the door opening behind him and his heart lurched. He turned to see Dyara entering the room. A priestess accompanied her. As he realised who this must be his apprehension was replaced by curiosity.

The new White was as tall as her companion but her arms were thinner and her face was all angles. Her hair was a shade lighter than Dyara’s earthy brown. Large eyes were tilted upward at the outer edges, giving her a birdlike appearance. Those eyes regarded him with intelligence and her mouth quirked with amusement. She was probably watching him assessing her, reading his every thought.

Habits were hard to break. He had learned over the years to gauge a person’s character at first glance, and could not stop himself now. As she and Dyara walked toward him he noted that the way the new White held her shoulders betrayed her nervousness. Her unwavering gaze and strong mouth suggested a natural confidence would replace it soon, however. He had been told she was twenty-six, and his eyes confirmed it, but there was a maturity in her expression that hinted at a greater knowledge and experience of the world than the average noblewoman would have at that age.

She must have studied hard and learned quickly to become a high priestess by this age, he thought. Her Gifts must be strong, too. If she is the one who came from that little village the Dunwayans took hostage, she has come a long way.

Dyara smiled. ‘Auraya, this is Danjin Spear,’ she said. ‘He is to be your adviser.’

Danjin made the formal sign of the circle. Auraya began to raise her hands in reply, then stopped and let them fall to her side again.

‘Greetings, Danjin Spear,’ she said.

‘Greetings, Auraya of the White,’ he replied. She sounds confident, he noted. At least she keeps her nervousness from her voice. She just needs to work on her bearing. She straightened and lifted her chin. That’s better, he thought. Then he realised that she would have read his thoughts and adjusted herself in response. It is going to take some time to get used to this mind-reading, he mused.

‘I can see you two will work well together,’ Dyara said. She ushered them toward the chairs. ‘Danjin has been useful to us in the past. His assessment of the Toren situation was particularly insightful and helped us achieve an alliance with the king.’

Auraya looked at him with genuine interest. ‘Is that so?’

He shrugged. ‘I only related what I learned from living in Toren.’

Dyara chuckled. ‘He is refreshingly humble, too. You’ll find his knowledge of other peoples as useful. He can speak all the languages of Ithania.’

‘Except those of the peoples of Siyee and Elai,’ he added.

‘He is a good judge of character. He knows how to deliver advice to powerful men and women discreetly and without causing offence.’

Auraya’s attention moved from Dyara to him as they spoke. Her lips twitched at Dyara’s last comment.

‘A useful skill indeed,’ she said.

‘He will accompany you whenever you hold an audience. Pay attention to his thoughts. They will guide you in your responses.’

Auraya nodded and looked at Danjin, her expression apologetic.

‘Danjin is well aware that having his mind read constantly is part of his role,’ Dyara assured her. She turned and smiled at Danjin while continuing to speak to Auraya. ‘Though that doesn’t mean you should ignore the rules of good manners about which I told you.’

‘Of course not.’

‘Now that introductions are over, we must get you to the lower levels. The Toren king is waiting to meet you.’

‘I’m meeting kings already?’ Auraya asked.

‘Yes,’ Dyara said firmly. ‘They came to Jarime to witness the Choosing. Now they want to meet the Chosen. I wish I could give you more time, but I can’t.’

‘That’s fine,’ Auraya said, shrugging. ‘I just hoped to have time to familiarise myself with my new adviser before demanding work of him.’

‘You will familiarise yourselves as you work.’

Auraya nodded. ‘Very well.’ She smiled at Danjin. ‘But I do hope to get to know you better when I have the chance.’

He bowed his head. ‘And I look forward to making your acquaintance too, Auraya of the White.’

As the two White rose and moved toward the door, Danjin followed. he had met the woman he would be working for, and nothing about her suggested his role would be difficult or unpleasant. His first task, however, was another matter.

Helping her deal with the Toren king, he thought. Now this will be a challenge.

Tryss changed his position slightly, his toes curling and uncurling around the rough bark of the branch. Staring down through the tree’s foliage he saw another movement in the undergrowth below and felt a rush of anticipation. But though he longed to lean forward, stretch his wings out and dive, he held himself still.

His skin itched as sweat ran over him, wetting the woven string-reed cloth of his vest and trousers and making the membrane of his wings itch. Straps about his hips and neck felt restrictive and uncomfortable and the spikes hanging against his belly felt heavy. Too heavy. They would drag him to the ground the moment he tried to fly.

No, he told himself. Fight your instincts. The harness won’t restrict you. It won’t weigh you down. There’s more danger on the tips of these spikes. If he scratched himself with them... He did not like his chances of surviving if he succumbed to a sleep drug while perched on a thin bough many man-heights above the ground.

He stiffened at another movement below. As three yern stepped out into the clearing beneath him, he held his breath. From above they were narrow barrels of brown hide, their sharp horns foreshortened to mere stubs. Slowly the creatures approached the glistening creek, snatching mouthfuls of grass as they moved. Tryss ran his hands over the straps and wooden levers of the harness, checking that all was set correctly. Then he took a few deep breaths and let himself fall.

Yern were herbivorous herd animals with fine senses that allowed them to detect the position and mood of every member of their herd. Those senses could also detect the minds of other animals nearby and know if any were intending to attack. Yern were swift runners. The only predators who succeeded in catching one were those that used the advantage of surprise or had canny mind-deception Gifts of their own – like the dreaded leramer – and even then they could only hope to catch the old and sick animals of the herd.

As Tryss fell, he saw the yern – sensing the approach of a mind set on attack – tense and cast about, confused and unsure which direction to flee in. They could not comprehend that a predator might attack from above. Halfway to the ground, Tryss spread his arms wide and felt the membranes of his wings collect and resist air. He shot out of the tree and swooped toward his prey.

Sensing him almost upon them, terror overcame the beasts. They scattered in every direction, hooting loudly. Tryss followed one, ducking under the branches of other trees. He chased it into the open, then, when he judged himself in the right position over the beast, he tugged at the strap wound around his right thumb. One of the spikes at his waist fell.

At the same time the yern abruptly changed direction. The spike missed and disappeared in the grass. Biting back a curse, Tryss banked and followed the creature. This time he tried not to think about being ready to strike. He cleared his mind of all thought but matching his flight with the yern’s, then jerked his left thumb and felt the small weight of the spike fall.

It struck the beast’s back just behind the withers. Tryss felt a surge of triumph. As the animal continued running, the spike flicked back and forth against its hide. He watched anxiously, afraid that it hadn’t sunk deep enough for the drug to enter the bloodstream, or that it might fall out again.

The spike remained lodged in the yern’s back. The beast’s run slowed to a stagger, then it stopped and Tryss found himself circling like a carrion bird. He searched the surrounding area carefully for leramer or other big predators. They would steal his prize if he was not careful.

The yern below him swayed, then toppled onto its side. Judging it safe to land, Tryss dropped lightly to the ground a few strides from the animal. He waited until he saw the yern’s eyes glaze over before approaching. The animal’s horns were sharp and could easily ruin a Siyee’s wings.

The animal looked huge up close. Tryss doubted his head would have reached the height of its shoulders, had it been standing up. He ran his hand over the yern’s hide. It was warm and had a strong animal smell. He realised he was grinning with excitement.

I’ve done it! I’ve single-handedly brought down one of the big animals of the forest!

Siyee did not hunt the large animals. They were a small race, light and fragile with few magical Gifts. Their bones were delicate and easily broken. Their legs were not suited to running long distances, and the movement of their arms – their wings – was limited. Even if they could have hefted a spear or sword, their grip on it would have been too precarious. With all but thumb and forefinger included in the structure of their wings, their hands were useless for tasks that required strength. Whenever Tryss regarded his body, he wondered if the goddess Huan who had created his people out of landwalkers – the humans that occupied the rest of the world – so many hundreds of years ago had forgotten to consider how they would defend or feed themselves.

It was accepted that, since there was no weapon the Siyee could use while flying, the goddess had never intended them to be a people that hunted or fought. Instead they must gather and grow grain, vegetables, fruit and nuts. They must trap and breed small animals and live where no landwalkers could reach them: in the harsh, impassable mountains of Si.

There were only a few small pockets of workable land in the mountains, and many of the animals they ate were increasingly hard to trap. Tryss was sure Huan had not intended for the people she had created to starve. That was why, he reasoned, some had been given inventive minds. He looked down at the contraption he had strapped to his body. It was a simple design. The challenge had been to create something that allowed all the movement needed in flight while providing a simple means of releasing the spikes.

With this we can hunt! We might even be able to defend ourselves – perhaps take back some of the places the landwalkers have stolen from us. He knew they would not be able to fight large groups of invaders this way, but the odd group of landwalker outlaws venturing into Si could easily be dealt with.

But two spikes aren’t nearly enough, he decided. I’m sure I can carry four. They don’t weigh that much. But how to release them? I’ve only got two thumbs.

That was something to consider later. Looking at the sleeping yern, he realised he had a problem. He had brought a length of rope, intending to hoist it up a tree to keep it out of the reach of most predators while he flew home to bring others back to admire his achievement and help butcher it. Now he doubted he had the strength even to drag it to the nearest trunk. He had no choice but to leave it there and hope predators didn’t find it. That meant he must fetch helpers quickly. He’d fly faster without the harness. Unbuckling it, he shrugged out of the contraption and hung it up in a nearby tree. He drew his knife and cut a handful of hair from the yern’s mane and tucked it into a pocket. Judging the direction of the wind, he began to run.

Becoming airborne from the ground took a great deal of energy. Tryss leapt into the air and beat his wings, and was gasping with exertion by the time he had reached a height where the winds were stronger and allowed him to glide and soar. Once he had caught his breath, he sped himself along with strong wing-beats, following favourable currents of air.

It was at these moments that he could forgive the goddess Huan for the hardship and difficulties his people faced. He loved to fly. Apparently landwalkers loved using their legs, too. They enjoyed an entertainment called ‘dancing’ in which they walked or ran in set patterns, alone or in groups of two or more. The closest Siyee equivalent was trei-trei, which could be a part of Siyee courtship or a sport for testing skill and agility.

Tryss’s musing ended as he sighted a stretch of bare rock ahead, like a long, narrow scar dividing the mountain’s pelt of trees. It was broken into three steps that descended the mountain slope. This was the Open, the largest Siyee settlement. Countless Siyee came and went from this steep clearing every day. Tryss descended slowly, searching for familiar faces. He had almost reached his parents’ bower when he spotted his cousins. The twins were sitting on the warm rocks of the lower slope on either side of a girl.

Tryss felt his chest tighten as he recognised the fine-boned, glossy-haired girl: Drilli, whose family recently became his neighbours. He circled and considered flying on. In the past he had got along well with his cousins – if he was prepared to weather a lot of teasing for his strange ways.

Then Drilli’s family had moved to the Open. Now his cousins competed for her attention, often at Tryss’s expense. He had learned to avoid their company when she was around.

They had once respected his inventiveness, and he still wanted to share his victories with them, but he couldn’t tell them about his successful hunt while Drilli was there. They would turn it into something to taunt him about. Besides, his tongue always tied itself in knots when she was near. No, he should find someone else.

Then he noticed that, from above, the cut of her vest revealed that fascinating small hollow between her breasts and he found himself circling one more time. His shadow passed over her and she looked up. He felt a dizzying thrill of pleasure as she smiled at him.

‘Tryss! Come down and join us. Ziss and Trinn just told me the funniest joke.’

The two boys looked up and scowled, clearly wanting her attention all for themselves. Well, too bad, Tryss thought. I just brought down a yern. I want Drilli to see it. Swooping down, he folded his wings and landed lightly before them. Drilli’s eyebrows rose. At once his throat sealed up and he couldn’t speak. He stared at her, feeling his face begin to tingle the way it did whenever it turned red.

‘Where have you been?’ Ziss demanded. ‘Aunt Trill’s been looking for you.’

‘You’d better go see what she wants,’ Trinn warned. ‘You know what she’s like.’

Drilli laughed. ‘Oh, she didn’t seem all that worried. I don’t think you need to go right away, Tryss.’ She smiled again. ‘So, where have you been all morning?’

Tryss swallowed hard and took a deep breath. He could manage one word, surely.

‘Hunting,’ he choked out.

‘Hunting what?’ Ziss scoffed.

‘Yern.’

The two boys snorted with disbelief and amusement. Trinn turned to Drilli and leaned close as if to share a secret, but his voice was pitched loud enough for Tryss to hear.

‘Tryss has got these strange ideas, you see. He thinks he can catch big animals by tying rocks to himself and dropping them on them.’

‘Rocks?’ she said, frowning. ‘But how—?’

‘Spikes,’ Tryss blurted out. ‘Spikes with florrim juice on the tips.’ He felt his face heat up, but when he thought of the unconscious yern a cool rush of pride came over him. ‘And I have caught one.’ He dug into his pocket and drew out the lock of yern hair.

The three Siyee regarded the hair with interest. Ziss looked up at Tryss with narrowed eyes. ‘You’re having us for a joke,’ he accused. ‘You got this from a dead one.’

‘No. It’s asleep from the florrim. I’ll show you.’ Tryss glanced at Drilli, amazed and relieved that he was finally managing to form whole sentences around her. ‘Bring your knives and we’ll have a feast tonight. But if you wait too long a leramer will find it and we’ll get nothing.’

The boys exchanged glances. Tryss guessed they were weighing the chances of this being a joke against the possibility of meat for dinner.

‘Fine,’ Ziss said, rising and stretching. ‘We’ll see this yern for ourselves.’

Trinn stood up and flexed his wings. As Drilli got to her feet, clearly intending to follow, Tryss felt his heart skip. She was going to be impressed when she saw the yern. He grinned, broke into a run and leapt into the sky.

Leading them away, he scowled with annoyance when the twins flew over to a group of older boys near the end of the Open. Tryss recognised Sreil, the athletic son of Speaker Sirri, the leader of his tribe. His mouth went dry as the group swooped toward him, whistling shrilly.

‘Got yourself a yern, have you?’ Sreil called as he passed.

‘Might have,’ Tryss replied.

More questions came, but he refused to explain how he had brought the animal down. He’d been unable to persuade many Siyee to look at his harness before this. If he started describing it now, they would get bored and lose interest. Once they saw the yern, however, they would want to know how he’d caught it. He would demonstrate the harness. They’d start to take his ideas seriously. After several minutes he glanced behind. To his consternation, the group following him had doubled in size. Doubts began to eat at his confidence, but he pushed them away. Instead, he let his imagination take him into the future. Sreil would take meat back to Speaker Sirri. The Siyee leader would ask to see Tryss’s invention. She would have Tryss make more and teach others to use them.

I’ll be a hero. The twins will never mock me again.

He roused himself from his daydream as he neared the place he had left the yern. Circling around, he searched the area but found nothing. Feeling eyes on him, he dropped to the ground and paced about. There was a hollow in the grass the size of a large beast, but no yern.

He stared at the hollow in disappointment, then felt his stomach sink as Siyee dropped to the ground all about him.

‘So, where’s this yern, then?’ Ziss asked.

Tryss shrugged. ‘Gone. I told you if we took too long a leramer would find it.’

‘There’s no blood.’ This came from one of the older boys. ‘If a leramer took it, there’d be blood.’

‘And there’s no sign anything was dragged away,’ another added. ‘If it stayed to eat, there’d be a carcass.’

He was right, Tryss realised. So where had the yern gone?

Sreil stepped forward and examined the ground thoughtfully. ‘But something big did lie here not long ago.’

‘Having a nap, probably,’ someone said. There was a snigger from a few of the watchers.

‘So, Tryss,’ Ziss said, ‘did you find a sleeping yern and think you could convince us you’d killed it?’

Tryss glanced at his cousin, then at the amused faces of the Siyee around him. His face burned.

‘No.’

‘I’ve got things to do,’ someone said. The Siyee began to move away. The air hummed with the sound of their wings. Tryss kept his eyes on the ground. He heard footsteps approach, then felt a pat on his shoulder. Looking up, he found Sreil standing beside him, holding out the spike that had struck the yern.

‘Good try,’ he said. Tryss winced. He took the spike from Sreil, then watched as the older boy sprinted into the open and leapt into the air.

‘You used florrim, didn’t you?’

Tryss started. He hadn’t realised Drilli was still there.

‘Yes.’

She looked at the spike. ‘It’s got to take a lot more florrim to put a big animal to sleep than a person, and that wouldn’t have got far through a yern hide. Maybe you should try something stronger, or
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