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         To Sheenagh, with thanks and because of the cats.
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            The First Gate Of Skulls

         
 
         
         
 
          
         

         
         
 
          

         
            Between the grains of sand are tiny spaces.
            
 
            I hid in  one while an insect crawled towards me, a vast beetle, its carapace shiny and black, its claws  stubbled with hairs.
            
 
            I felt it pick me up and roll me  over. I tumbled, giddy, wrapped with  other rubbish, dung and dust, dead ants, fragments of leaf. We became a ball of small beings, and the  creature manoeuvred us all clumsily  into darkness.
            
 
            It buried us.
            
 
            But we were the  sun, and we burst the earth’s crust, and scorched  across the sky.
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            She hears the thunder of the Rain Queen
            

         
 
         She could only squeeze in if she went sideways. Even then the axle stuck out through the wooden wheel and she had to hold her breath and drag herself past it, her infuriating black veil snagging on the wall.
         
 
         But behind the cart there was a space.
 
         Once in, Mirany reached up and caught hold of the boards; putting her foot on the axle she pulled herself carefully higher, and peered over the top.
         
 
         The cart was piled with oranges. Their smell was mouthwatering, a sharp juicy sweetness that made her hunger worse and her dry lips sore. She hadn’t eaten a whole orange for weeks. Maybe she could have sneaked one out, but three of Argelin’s guards were sitting in the dust of the square, gambling, and the risk was too great.
         
 
         Dice rattled.
 
         Mirany bit the nail of her thumb, then noticed and stopped herself. It was a habit she’d had when she was small; lately it had come back. There was still no sign of Rhetia. Where was she? An hour must have passed since the time they’d arranged to meet, when the afternoon gong had chimed from the City. Now the hottest part of the day held the Port silent. The market had closed and everyone was indoors. Only stray dogs snoozed in the baking streets.
         
 
         ‘What is she up to? Do you think she’s been caught?’
         
 
         She asked out of habit, but there was no answer. Maybe there never would be an answer again.
         
 
         ‘And where are you, Bright One?’ she thought angrily. ‘Where are you when I need you!’
         
 
         The piazza was high in the Fullers’ Quarter. Rhetia had chosen it because it had five different exits, and the streets around were a maze of doorways and alleys and steps hung with drying cloth. At this hour it should be deserted.
         
 
         But it wasn’t.
 
         There were more soldiers across by the shuttered wine shop. And as she watched in dismay an entire phalanx of Argelin’s new mercenaries marched in, pale-skinned men who dressed in foreign clothes and spoke some guttural language. Their bronze greaves and corselets and spears glittered in the sunlight.
         
 
          
         Something was going on.
 
         Crouched, her bent knees aching, she watched the men halt in the centre of the square, below the statue of the Rain Queen.
         
 
         The officer yelled a curt command; the column fell out, mopped sweat from their faces, brought up mules, unpacked equipment. Echoes rang in the enclosed space. All around them, from the white buildings, the sun’s wrath blazed.
         
 
         Mirany sucked her parched lip. If she could work back under the shadow of that striped awning she might make the nearest alleyway, and slip away without attracting more than a few glances.
         
 
         But if they stopped her …
 
         And what if Rhetia turned up?
 
         A commotion jerked her head round. A man had come running out of one of the buildings, a small, oldish man. He was shouting in alarm and holding his hands above his head, racing straight at the soldiers.
         
 
         Instantly the nearest one grabbed a spear and swung; the old man stumbled over it, then fell with a painful thump.
         
 
         The mercenaries laughed. One made some comment.
 
         The man was pleading with them; he scrambled on to his knees, and Mirany heard his breathless, barely intelligible gasps. ‘You mustn’t do this. Lords, please! This is a terrible thing. This is a desecration.’
         
 
         They probably couldn’t understand a word he said. Almost casually, one of them gave him a kick in the chest that took the breath straight out of him; then they turned back to their task.
         
 
         In sudden horror Mirany realized what they were doing.
 
         Ropes and tackle were being dragged from mules. Efficiently the fair-haired men swung weighted loops; the ropes soared up and round the shoulders of the Rain Queen, her neck, her outstretched arm.
         
 
         ‘No!’ Mirany breathed.
 
         The statue was vast, higher than the houses. It had been carved from a single piece of sea-green stone, a veined agate. Ancient beyond memory, the calm face of the Rain Queen had looked out over the Port for centuries, over the white houses to the endless azure semicircle of the sea. In the thousand pleated creases of her dress crystals glinted, embedded by the sculptor, and the blue lapis lazuli of the collar she wore glimmered with linked scorpions of gold, and scarabs of coral and amber. She held out one hand, and in her fingers a bronze bowl burned in the sun. Once a fountain had cascaded from it, splashing, diamond bright, into a white marble shell at her feet. But during the drought the fountain had been dry, and even now the river ran again it had not been restored. Lizards basked in the hot curve of the shell, among rubbish and a broken pot.
         
 
         Ropes rattled.
 
         Mirany gripped her hands into fists. ‘Do something!’ she demanded.
         
 
          
         But the god did not answer. He had not answered for two months. And in that time her world had fallen apart.
         
 
         Suddenly the gambling soldiers were scrambling up, thrusting dice into helmets, grabbing spears. Even before they could get themselves in order, the first rank of the bodyguard rode into the square.
         
 
         Mirany ducked lower, hissing one of Oblek’s worst swear words.
         
 
         Among the armed men was a litter. She stared at it grimly. Litters were no longer allowed in the Port, except for this one. It had no flimsy curtains but stiff blinds of papyrus, reinforced, she’d heard, with metal against any sudden knife-thrust. Instead of windows, small slits were dark; eyes moved behind them. And she knew whose.
         
 
         Since the destruction of the Oracle, Argelin rarely rode out openly. He travelled enclosed, protected by armed riders. He needed to. Every statue of the god and the Rain Queen in the Port was being systematically destroyed by his men, every image confiscated and smashed. Instead, paintings of Argelin decorated walls and squares; vast statues of him were hastily being constructed. All day she’d seen them – Argelin seated, his hands on his knees; Argelin standing astride, grasping a spear; Argelin in a war-chariot striking down his enemies, his deeds written in hieroglyphs on shining new obelisks and pylons.
         
 
         There had been unrest. But then the longships of Argelin’s new army had arrived, and terror had cowed people. After the chaotic riot in the harbour last month, when fifty men had been rounded up and beheaded, and their wives sold to slave traders, the General had become a figure of hatred and dread.
         
 
         And if he found out she was still alive …
         
 
         She smelled a heady jasmine scent, and glanced round anxiously. In the wall behind her was a small door; now it was ajar, an eye peeping out at her through the dark slit.
         
 
         ‘Please,’ she breathed. ‘Let me come in.’
 
         A pause. Then the door opened.
 
         Instantly she slid inside. The bolt clicked behind her. The darkness smelt of cats and incense; she sensed a woman near in the dark passageway. A hand caught hers, and led her up some twisting stairs. Cobwebs hung against her face, and under her feet sandy dust crackled. Mirany guessed this was some sort of storage cellar, little used now there was nothing to store. She wrapped the black veil hastily round her face and shoulders, so that only her eyes showed. There was no knowing who these people were.
         
 
         A curtain was pulled aside.
 
         She climbed into a sunlit room, its shabby walls patterned with bright rays that streamed through latticed shutters. It was full of women. They turned to look at her briefly, then clustered again about the windows, as if unwilling to miss a moment of what was happening outside.
         
 
         The girl who had brought her in was little more than Mirany’s age, her face painted with kohl and rouge, her dark hair tangled and unkempt. A small toddler clutched at her skirt.
         
 
         ‘You shouldn’t have been out there,’ she said quietly.
 
         Mirany nodded. ‘What’s happening?’
 
         ‘They’re going to destroy the statue, what else?’
 
         Mirany glanced round. The room had couches, frail hangings. Three cats slept in the sun. There was an image of the Rain Queen in one corner; small sticks of sandalwood burned before it. The girl shook her head. ‘He’s insane,’ she whispered.
         
 
         As Mirany moved to the window, the women edged back. They were mostly young, garishly made up, flimsily dressed. All at once she realized what sort of house this was, and blushed under the veil.
         
 
         Then she saw Argelin.
 
         He had climbed out of the litter and was looking up at the statue. She had not seen him since Hermia’s death, and was shocked at the change in him. His beard was still sharply razored, his breastplate glinting bronze, but the eyes that stared up at the Rain Queen had sunk and seemed duller; his face was haggard, its expression a cold loathing.
         
 
         He stepped back; gave a curt command.
 
         The men hauled on the ropes. Around Mirany, hands went to lips; someone breathed a prayer. The Rain Queen swayed. Very slightly, her hand moved against the sky, her remote face shifted in the sunlight. Dust fell from her ledges and shoulders; one of her fingers cracked where the rope held it, and a knuckle of marble, big as a man’s hand, crashed to the ground.
         
 
         There were people in the square now. They had emerged from the houses, gathered in the shade. They were silent and ominous; Argelin snapped something and the soldiers formed a hasty double formation round the work, facing out, spears crossed. The old man sat stunned in the dust; he seemed unable to believe what was happening. He had probably known the statue all his life, Mirany thought, and the fountain too.
         
 
         In her mind she said grimly, ‘Gods are supposed to see what happens on earth. You must be able to see this. Do something.’
         
 
         As if in answer a gong chimed. All the women looked to the right.
         
 
         ‘Who is it?’ one breathed.
 
         A procession was entering the square from the archway down to the harbour. Mirany pushed to the front. ‘Officials.’
         
 
         ‘From the Emperor?’
 
         ‘From the City of the Dead.’
 
         She recognized them easily. The Chief Embalmer, in white; the Overseer of the Tombs; five of the top scribes; the Archon’s Steward; the Mistress of the Sacred Cats.
         
 
         ‘They’ll stop him.’ One of the older women folded her arms. ‘They have to. He just can’t go on pulling down everything.’
         
 
          
         ‘He can do what he likes,’ the girl next to Mirany said quietly. ‘He killed the Speaker. The god has cursed him, and all of us with him.’
         
 
         Mirany edged the shutter open slightly. The dignitaries came forward. Just below the window, Argelin turned to face them. After a moment all of them bowed, the Embalmer’s white robe sweeping the dust, the bareheaded scribes sweating.
         
 
         ‘What’s this?’ Argelin sounded more amused than annoyed.
         
 
         The Chief Embalmer licked dry lips. He was a fleshy man, his thick fingers heavy with rings.
         
 
         ‘Lord General …’ he said hesitantly.
 
         Argelin smiled a smile like steel. ‘Lord King.’
         
 
         A fraction of silence. Then, ‘If you wish it, sir.’
 
         Argelin stepped forward. ‘I more than wish it. I have ordered it. You saw me crowned, Parmenio.’
         
 
         Mirany had heard about that. Kreon had brought news down into the tombs that Argelin had crowned himself king with the silver diadem from the god’s statue in the Temple. She remembered how appalled Rhetia had been. And how furious.
         
 
         The Embalmer had an attendant with a feathered fan. Argelin waved the boy away. He backed quickly as his master stammered, ‘Lord King. Yes. Indeed. But I … we …  the Servants of the Dead. There is something we wish to say.’
         
 
          
         He had nerve, Mirany thought. Now he extended a plump hand, and a slave came forward with a casket. The Embalmer opened it.
         
 
         The women gasped, as one.
 
         Even from here the contents blazed. Diamonds, almost certainly. Their brilliance threw tiny rainbows across Argelin’s face. His eyes narrowed, but he showed no surprise. The Embalmer took a small scroll out and his gilded fingers held it tight. ‘Lord King.’ His voice was high with tension. ‘Your actions are your own. But we cannot stand by and see them without pleading with you … without supplicating you … to show mercy, and desist.’ He gave a nod; at once the officials knelt, clumsy in their cumbersome robes, the Mistress of the Cats in her whiskered mask, the scribes in saffron and red. They bowed their foreheads to the ground.
         
 
         The crowd murmured.
 
         Argelin watched, unmoved.
 
         ‘For a mortal to make war against the gods is to invite disaster,’ the Embalmer went on. ‘You will bring the god’s wrath and the Rain Queen’s anger on all of us, on the people, on the slaves and the children. We, the Officers of the Land Below, beg you to spare this last image. There has been enough terror. You are too generous, too wise to refuse us. In return, accept this token of the people’s gratitude.’
         
 
         Terrified, the slave laid the casket at Argelin’s feet. The General looked down at it. When he raised his face Mirany saw his eyes were cold.
         
 
         ‘What about my anger, old man? What about my wrath?’ Like a striking snake, Argelin reached out and grabbed the Embalmer by the neck of his robe, heaving the fat man’s sweating face close to his. ‘This Rain Queen of yours took Hermia’s body out of my arms, blinded me into murder. I swore I would tear down every image of her for that and I’ll do it. And I defy you, and the stinking dead, and the god himself, to stop me!’
         
 
         Viciously he kicked the casket over. Diamonds hissed out. He ground them into the sand with his boot heel.
         
 
         ‘My Lord,’ the Embalmer gasped ‘think again. When the Archon returns …’
         
 
         ‘I am the Archon. I am the Oracle, and the Nine, and the god himself. Get that into your head, Parmenio, and make the City understand it too. Because when I’ve finished with the Port I’ll be coming to you, and if I want the riches of the tombs I’ll take them, with my own hands.’
         
 
         There was a terrible silence.
 
         And then a shriek. It was so eerie and unexpected that even Argelin’s head shot up; he turned, and the soldiers gripped weapons.
         
 
         On all the housetops around the square, the town baboons sat watching. As if the noise had wakened them from their siesta, the monkeys stared down, desert wind ruffling their fur. Mothers held babies; the males prowled, anxious. Another screeched, then another, and suddenly the whole square was a cacaphony of panic; the animals rising and beating their chests, grabbing jutting stone and jabbering furiously, their white teeth wide.
         
 
         Out at sea, thunder rumbled.
 
         Argelin dropped the Chief Embalmer. The man staggered, said: ‘Lord King, she will send plagues—’
         
 
         ‘Enough!’ Without another word Argelin turned on his heel. He gave one yell; the mercenaries took up the ropes. The pandemonium the baboons were making must have been terrifying and strange to them, but they ignored it, their hands grasping the rough thick cables.
         
 
         ‘Hear me, Rain Woman!’ Argelin yelled. ‘Take this for your worship!’
         
 
         He jumped back.
 
         The soldiers heaved.
 
         With a crack like lightning, the statue snapped. Black fissures shot up from its base; the sea-green dress shattered. Fingers and curls of hair and an ear rained down. Rocking as the soldiers heaved and yelled and heaved again, the Rain Queen toppled. She jolted forward, her calm face fragmenting, and for a moment Mirany was sure the goddess would turn her head and shimmer into life, that she would shrivel Argelin with one touch of her crystal fingertip. Instead, with a shudder that shook the house and the world, she fell, and all that crashed into the stones was a mass of agate, a heaped tumble of broken slivers and glistening shards.
         
 
         Dust rose in a great cloud, billowing in through the windows. The girls coughed, covered their faces. Objects fell from shelves. The baby woke and screamed.
         
 
         Slowly, the huddled monkeys fell silent.
 
         The officials stared, appalled.
 
         After a moment, his boots crushing rubble, Argelin crunched over to the broken face. It lay on its side, one eye and half a nose, and as they watched he crouched and laid his hand almost tenderly along the cracked brow.
         
 
         ‘So, Lady,’ he whispered, ‘destroy me now, if you can. Do your worst. Because we are enemies, you and I.’
         
 
         Crystals glinted all round her. In the corners of her eyes.
 
         Argelin snatched his hand away. He turned his palm up, and behind the window shutter Mirany drew in her breath, because in all the blazing heat, his skin was wet.
         
 
         And in her ear a breathless voice said, Look at him, Mirany. Does he really think he’s me?
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            The beetle begins its flight
            

         
 
         Astonished, Mirany gasped, but before she could answer a hand caught her by the chin and jerked her head round.
         
 
         ‘So! An intruder in the Palace of Delights.’
 
         The woman was fleshy and had small black eyes. She wore a loose robe of dark linen and round gold earrings that jangled. Her grey hair was cut very close to her head. Behind her, discreetly, a hefty slave waited.
         
 
         Mirany swallowed. ‘I’m so sorry. I was outside. In the square. I thought—’
         
 
         ‘How very clever of you to think, my lovely.’ A plump finger stroked her hair. ‘And how did you get in?’
         
 
         Mirany glanced round, confused. The girls were almost all gone. ‘Someone opened the door. I don’t know who, but I’m grateful.’
         
 
         The woman looked at her closely. ‘So you should be.’ She reached out a hand heavy with gold rings and pulled the thin veil from Mirany’s face. Hot, Mirany stared back.
         
 
         Shrewd eyes looked her up and down.
 
         The dress was ragged enough; Kreon had bought it from a woman in the City. And after two months of living in the darkness of the tombs, dirt had ingrained itself into her skin, and her hair was tangled and unkempt. She was thinner, but not thin enough, not starved, and she could never hide the smoothness of her hands. She had no sores, no rickets, no suppurating ailments.
         
 
         And the woman saw that.
 
         ‘Something of a lady.’ She touched the dress lightly with long red fingernails. ‘In hiding.’
         
 
         Mirany pulled the robe tight. She had to get out, straight away. She made a step towards the door but the woman jerked her head and the slave moved smoothly to block it. He grinned at Mirany.
         
 
         ‘Which is interesting.’ The woman went to the window and closed the shutter, looking through its lattice. ‘Because there are notices all round the City, for those who can read them, proclaiming a tempting reward – highly tempting, for a poor businesswoman like me – should anyone happen to discover the whereabouts of the Nine. Those still alive, that is.’
         
 
          
         Mirany thought quickly. She and Rhetia were surely presumed to be dead; after the flooded Draxis had gone down, the caves would have been searched. Argelin may have thought their bodies washed out to sea. But the other priestesses, Chryse, Gaia, Tethys, Persis, Ixaca, Callia, where were they? Had they fled? Had Argelin found them?
         
 
         ‘I’m not what you’re looking for.’ She kept her voice firm.
         
 
         The woman looked over and smiled. ‘Then you won’t mind me inviting one of the General’s men up here to find out, will you?’
         
 
         I think she means it, Mirany, the voice said sadly in her ear.
         
 
         Where are you? Where’s Seth? Are you back in the Port?
         
 
         Oh, we’ve had such adventures in the desert, Mirany. What animals we saw, what mountains we climbed! And Oblek has his songs again!
         
 
         Fine. While we’ve been through hell.
 
         The woman must have thought the frown was for her. ‘Of course, I’m open to offers. Though I doubt you have as much as the dear General will pay.’
         
 
         Through the lattice, Mirany saw the litter being carried away, the ranked bodyguards marching behind it. In the square the hammer and tap of stone smashing began. She said, ‘Who are you?’
         
 
         The woman smiled. She spread her arms in a theatrical gesture, and her robe was iridescent and patterned like wings. ‘I am the queen of the night. My name is Manto.’
         
 
         ‘You own this house?’
 
         Manto studied her. ‘You don’t ask the questions you want answers to. Yes, I was once a hetaira. Now I supply girls to those who can pay.’ She glanced out at the stonebreaking. ‘Business is good. There are a lot of new men in the Port.’
         
 
         Mirany swallowed. She was sweating, and desperate to get out. The room which had seemed a haven a few minutes ago was closing in round her. And she had to get back to the tombs before the curfew.
         
 
         ‘Help me,’ she said to the god in her mind. But he was gone as swiftly as he’d come.
         
 
         Manto turned leisurely, and sat at a small table. On it were strange objects; a set of sandalwood boxes, a mirror, a mummified paw reflecting in twisted glass. She picked up herbs and began to crumble the dry leaves between her fingers; the rich scent of wormwood filled the room.
         
 
         ‘I also have a certain reputation as a worker of magic. A maker of charms and potions to summon spirits.’ She looked up. ‘Of drugs to quiet the soul and body.’
         
 
         Mirany went cold. Then, like a silent whisper from the god, an idea came. She folded her arms.
         
 
         ‘If you’re threatening me,’ she said quietly, ‘perhaps you should know that I am very good friends with a certain … desert scavenger.’
         
 
          
         The woman’s eyes slid to her, amused. ‘That would be a vulture?’
         
 
         ‘That would be a Jackal.’
 
         Shock. That was what she saw. And avid curiosity. It was quickly covered; the woman laughed and made a great play of arranging her dark robe, but Mirany’s heart sank. A thread of terror chilled her; had she made some hideous mistake?
         
 
         Manto turned; she picked up a circular silver mirror with a green-eyed snake coiled round it and gazed into its depths thoughtfully.
         
 
         ‘Now, that is interesting. And there was I thinking you a precious little priestess innocent of everything but the Island. But the one you speak of, the Lord of Thieves himself, is a myth, is he not? Half man, half creature of the dark. A haunter of tombs and waste places. My girls tell their children stories of his exploits, in tales at bedtime. Even should he exist—’
         
 
         ‘He exists,’ Mirany snapped.
 
         In the mirror she saw Manto’s knowing smile. ‘Yes, sweetie. I know he exists. But I’ve heard a rumour that he’s disappeared from the alleys and opium lairs of the Port.’
         
 
         ‘Perhaps he’s back.’ Mirany glanced at the slave.
 
         Manto laid down the mirror and looked up. Her voice darkened; the playfulness went out of it.
         
 
         ‘Then tell him he would do well to be careful. In Argelin’s new regime, thieves are tortured without trial. But if he is back, I’m delighted.’ She put her crimson nails to her mouth and blew a kiss into the air. ‘Give him this from me,’ she said quietly. ‘Tell him I will soon extract the payment of his debt.’
         
 
         Mirany stared. Something flew from the woman’s mouth or hand; a shining blue and gold insect, carapace raised, wings buzzing. It landed on her tunic, clinging; she leapt back, beating it off, but the thing clattered and fell on the floor.
         
 
         Slowly, she picked it up.
 
         It was a scarab beetle, wide-winged in enamel, blue and scarlet. Above its head was a disc of gold, representing the ball of dung it rolled, the sun crossing the sky.
         
 
         Looking at it, she said, ‘You know the Jackal?’
 
         ‘Oh yes. Tell him: Manto.’ She smiled, putting her red-nailed hands together and gazing at Mirany over them. ‘He’ll remember.’
         
 
         Behind her, Mirany heard the slave unlatch the door. Trying not to look shaken, she gathered up her veil and strode towards the stairs, head high, as Rhetia would have done. On the first step the mocking voice arrested her.
         
 
         ‘Such a waste. If you ever need a job, sweetie, look me up.’
         
 
         Despite herself, Mirany shuddered. Then she ran.
 
         The slave let her out at a different entrance, in the street. Siesta time was long over; a train of donkeys was trudging past her, the beasts’ warm dungy smell comforting. She let them clop by, then squeezed out behind the last, jumping from its irritable kick, and walked hurriedly, head down, towards the North Gate.
         
 
         She had to get out before curfew. Since he had made himself King, Argelin had closed his grip on the Port. The gates were locked now an hour before sunset, and anyone found on the streets after dark was arrested. Everyone had papers with their name and description, and though hardly any of the guards could read, scribes had been posted to assist them. She fingered the grubby square of parchment in her pocket. Kreon had forged it, with ink and papyrus stolen from the workrooms. He had laboured over it carefully, his weak eyes close to the script, but the hieroglyphs were complex, and she couldn’t read well enough to know if there were any mistakes.
         
 
         Seth would know.
 
         She smiled. She was so relieved they were back. Now things would surely be better. The cobbled roadway radiated heat. She slipped under a white arch and through the loggia of the small theatre, then round the corner and into the maze of streets that clustered behind the wall.
         
 
         At a small dolphin fountain the usual queue of slaves and women carrying amphorae waited in the dimming light; a dog lapped thirstily at the splashes on the sand. Water and food were tightly rationed; Argelin’s mercenaries guarded every well. She hurried past the ruin of a garden; scents of myrtle drifted over, and though every lemon and fig had long been stripped from the trees she sighed, because it reminded her of the Island, its orchards and groves. No one went on to the Island now. The bridge was barricaded and guarded, and the gardens of the Precinct must be dry and parched, the swimming pool empty, the Upper House a home for scorpions and spiders. Only the Emperor’s elephants were corralled there, half-starved; Argelin held them hostage because they were sacred, and their trumpeting blares of woe rang out nightly over the sea.
         
 
         The granaries must have been emptied. And worst of all, in the Temple, the god’s statue stood uncared for. About the Oracle she dared not think. It scared her, made her hot with anger.
         
 
         There was an even longer queue at the North Gate. Anxiously Mirany scanned the people, but couldn’t see Rhetia. A group of nomads clamoured to get their goats through, and workers for the City, scribes and cleaners and artists and shabti-makers, waited patiently in the shelter of the walls.
         
 
         Argelin’s men were everywhere.
 
         ‘Please,’ she breathed. ‘Let Rhetia come.’ This was only the second time she’d dared to enter the Port, and she’d never gone through the gate without Rhetia. The tall girl was good at bluffing. She could change her voice and say things that made the soldiers laugh, or she’d flirt with them, oblivious to their crude remarks. Mirany could never do any of that. She knew with a sinking terror that she looked just how she felt, small, scared, guilty.
         
 
         Shadows fell on her. Looking up she saw, impaled on spikes, the rotting heads of those who had protested at the harbour, some picked almost clean by the birds, others unrecognizable shreds of flesh hanging from eyeless skulls. The smell was sickening. Flies buzzed and rose in clouds about them.
         
 
         Mirany wrapped her veil over her nose and mouth.
 
         The queue shuffled forward.
 
         Through the archway opposite latecomers were crowding in; a waggon load of salt from the mines, a phalanx of mercenaries. Those without papers were thrust back out into the desert; everyone else was checked against the lists of the denounced, posted on mudbrick pillars.
         
 
         The nomads went through, droppings from their goats littering the road. The scribe beckoned Mirany closer. ‘Next!’
         
 
         Keeping her face covered, she handed him the parchment.
         
 
         He read it carefully, then looked at her. ‘Why are you going out?’
         
 
         ‘My father is an artist in the tombs. I live there.’
 
         ‘Why enter the Port?’
 
         ‘To visit my aunt. And buy things.’ She showed him the small bag under her robe; he tugged it open, inspected the dried figs, the linen bag of salt, the few copper coins. Then he pulled out the scarab. ‘What’s this?’
         
 
         She’d forgotten it. She licked dry lips. ‘My aunt gave it to me. For a present.’
         
 
         In his hand it looked cheap and garish, the sort of thing they sold in the market. She must have been mistaken about the gold; it was brass, the enamel poor quality glass.
         
 
         The scribe turned and spoke to the soldier. He turned the trinket over; together they watched the low sun catch its colours.
         
 
         Was it some sort of secret symbol? Suddenly Mirany was sure the hetaira had betrayed her.
         
 
         ‘Who’s your aunt?’ Something in the scribe’s voice had changed. It was subtle, but she heard it. The guard too, stepped closer.
         
 
         ‘Sappho. She lives in the Potters’ Quarter.’
 
         ‘Does she?’ He checked the list quickly then looked up. ‘I think you’re lying to me, darling.’ As he tossed the scarab back to her he smiled an oily smile. ‘I think you’d better come down to the guardhouse.’
         
 
         Appalled, she stared at him. ‘But … my father …’
 
         He caught her wrist. ‘Can wait. Come with me.’
 
         ‘No!’ She jerked free, horrified. At the same time a horn blared, high on the wall, the signal for the Gate to be locked. People behind her surged; one yelled angrily and the echoes rang in the confined gatehouse.
         
 
         
         Before the guard could grab her again he was thrust aside.
 
         A man had come stumbling through from the desert. He was well-wrapped against the hot winds, and he wore one of the loose robes the nomads wove, of pale striped cloth. A stick was gripped in his hand, and on his back hung a battered pack.
         
 
         Only the man’s eyes were visible in his face; dark eyes, the skin around them sunburned, sand in the creases of his forehead. He spun the scribe round.
         
 
         ‘You,’ he said.
 
         The guard’s spear came up; he ignored it. ‘Are you in charge here? Why are scribes at the gates now?’
         
 
         ‘Argelin’s orders.’ The scribe scowled. As if annoyed at himself for answering he barked, ‘And where are your papers?’
         
 
         ‘I haven’t got any papers.’
 
         The simple statement silenced everyone. People were pushing past Mirany; in the dimness she risked a step backwards.
         
 
         ‘But the new regulations …’
 
         ‘Stuff the regulations.’ The man’s voice was husky with thirst. ‘Leave this rabble and take me directly to Argelin. Now. I have news he’ll want to hear. But first, get me a drink.’
         
 
         For a tense moment the scribe didn’t move. Then he nodded to the guard, who lowered the spear and fetched a jug of water and a dented cup. Mirany tried another step back. The traveller’s eyes glanced at her, then flickered to the gate. He poured the water slowly.
         
 
         Her heart thudded. For a moment she had thought he knew her, that a message had passed between them.
         
 
         The archway was black with shadow, stinking with dung. One of the gates had already clanged shut, the other was being heaved by three mercenaries, the vast bronze-nailed construction creaking as they put their weight behind it.
         
 
         The traveller said, ‘Argelin will reward anyone who brings me straight to him. He’s been expecting my news for months.’ He loosened the cloth around his face, drew it away and drank.
         
 
         And Mirany stared.
 
         Because it was Seth.
         
 
         Bronzed, burned, weary, his eyes red-rimmed, his face stubbled and drawn with hunger, but Seth. Again he flicked an urgent glance at the gate, and this time she stumbled back, silent and stunned, unable to take her eyes off him.
         
 
         Why on earth should he want to go to Argelin?
 
         And where was the Archon?
         
 
         There was no time. She turned and fled through the slit of the closing gate, dodging a soldier’s hand, ignoring the scribe’s yell; then she was running, racing as fast as she could along the desert road towards the brooding darkness of the City of the Dead. Her veil fell off; she grabbed it. The bag bumped against her hip but she didn’t slow, even when a stitch pierced her side and made her gasp for breath. Only as she came under the ominous shadow of the seated Archons on the City wall did she glance back, clutching her side, dragging in air.
         
 
         No one was following.
 
         The gate was closed, the road empty. She crouched, tugging off the veil and bundling the hateful thing in the bag. Then, silently, she turned into the bushes.
         
 
         The path led through scrub and spiny spindlewood; an animal trail under the wall of the City. Far above, the stone Archons kept their eternal watch, their jewelled eyes gazing across the desert to the eastern horizon, dim now with the first stars.
         
 
         Mirany glanced behind, then up. She slipped into the darkness of a jutting bastion, the fifth along. Bushes screened it; gently she pulled them aside. The wall was immense; each block huge as a house, tight-fitting, overgrown, but near this corner a small section had been cleared. She groped for the secret mechanism, deep in its hidden crack.
         
 
         Stone swivelled, with a hoarse rasp.
 
         Crouching, Mirany crawled into the hole. Inside was darkness; she slid the stone shut and blackness closed round her, tight. Her breathing became huge, and the small noises as she groped for the lamp and the tinderbox echoed in the unseen spaces around her.
         
 
         
         When the flame cracked she saw at once what she had dreaded. The other lamp, Rhetia’s, was still here. So she hadn’t come back.
         
 
         Mirany lit her own with a shaky hand, then straightened. As the light strengthened to a yellow glow, it revealed the labyrinth of mummies.
         
 
         This place always unnerved her. Kreon had showed her many secrets of the tombs; there were several entrances that led outside the City, and though this was the easiest, it was the one she liked least.
         
 
         The mummies were not of people, but of cats.
 
         Thousands of them, maybe millions; the population of cats in the tombs was unguessable. Now she picked her way between the rigid bundles, some in great stacks of boxes, some loosely wrapped, gnawed by rats, sawdust innards spilling, some with intricate criss-cross bandaging still in place, their tiny doll-like heads fashioned of wax or clay, studded with green glass eyes, painted with whiskers and nose. Desiccated bodies were piled to the painted roof, they lay on biers and caskets and elaborate sandalwood boats. Many – probably the Temple cats – had amulets and scarabs woven into their wrappings, were heaped haphazard in golden boxes, the boat of the Rain Queen incised on the sides.
         
 
         Holding the lamp high, Mirany walked through the aisles and vaults of small distant deaths, and from under her feet shadows slunk, the living animals nesting in the dead. Kittens squealed; she glimpsed a beautiful tortoiseshell with a gold earring reflecting the lamp for a moment in its eyes.
         
 
         At the far end was a staircase; she descended it and opened the door carefully. It wasn’t locked, and the key still hung on the wall. She left it there, hurrying from the stifling musty airlessness down into the levels below.
         
 
         Darkness no longer bothered her. Here, in Kreon’s kingdom of shadows, she had grown used to not seeing the sun, to sensing time by the faint breath of underground breeze, the shifts and trickle of sand, the tread of the living far above. But running down the stairs now to the Third Level, and then the Fourth, she felt all the old doubts cluster round her, about the god, about Seth. Why was he going to Argelin? What had happened to him? What had happened to all of them at the Mountains of the Moon?
         
 
         For two months, since that terrible day when the river had resumed its course and Hermia had died, she hadn’t heard a word that the god had spoken. Only silence and echoes and darkness, until today. But maybe she had imagined those words, had heard what she wanted to hear. Because Seth couldn’t have been sure that she had rescued his sister and father from slavery. Perhaps he had despaired. Perhaps the rewards Argelin had offered had been too great.
         
 
         Perhaps he had killed Alexos.
         
 
         She stopped dead; shook her head. She wouldn’t believe that.
         
 
         
         She wouldn’t.
 
         At the door to Kreon’s chamber of copies she rubbed her face clean and knocked the secret knock. For a moment no one came, and then she heard his light limp, the patter of Telia’s feet behind.
         
 
         ‘It’s Mirany,’ she whispered.
 
         The door opened. The albino’s colourless eyes narrowed; he put his hand up against the lamplight.
         
 
         ‘Mirany!’ Behind him Telia danced a dance of delight.
 
         ‘You’ll never guess …’
 
         ‘Where’s Rhetia?’ Kreon’s voice was anxious.
 
         ‘I don’t know.’ She pushed past him.
 
         And saw Oblek. He sat with his feet up, gulping down water. As she gasped in astonishment he gave a great ugly guffaw of laughter. And a voice behind her said petulantly, ‘I did tell you we were back, Mirany. I don’t know why you get so upset about things.’
         
 
         She turned.
 
         Alexos lay on his stomach with his feet up, a pile of Telia’s toy bricks stacked in front of him.
         
 
         And behind, lounging on a couch of fake mahogany, his strange eyes watching her sideways, was the Jackal.
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            He dares the lair of the wounded beast
            

         
 
         Seth marched down to the harbour between two soldiers. He wasn’t sure if they were escorting him or arresting him, but he kept his head up and strode out confidently. The pretence began here, as the Jackal had said. There must be no looking back.
         
 
         But seeing Mirany had nearly finished him. The temptation to take her arm and run with her, to flee out through the closing gate, had swept over him like a heatwave, and sweat had broken out down his back.
         
 
         He was so scared.
         
 
         That morning, lying under the tamarind tree watching the Port walls, he’d been calm and assured. The plan, devised in the long tramp back, had seemed within his ability; easy lying, cool bluster. He had boasted to Oblek and the Jackal, and believed it. Now, with no one here to impress, he knew he had fooled himself. He was alone. And even if he succeeded, even if Argelin believed him, there was no knowing what would happen after that.
         
 
         The streets were darkening. He saw women snatch up their children and hurry indoors. The smoke of cooking fires purpled the air; he breathed it in, the mingled smell of lemon and rotting vegetables and washing and fish and cinnamon that he had known all his life.
         
 
         Small red geraniums bloomed in a pot. As his sleeve brushed one it released its scent; then the moment was gone, and they were descending the tangle of steps and twisting lanes, into the darkness of huddled houses.
         
 
         Through a gap in the roofs he saw the sea.
 
         Its dark splendour made him draw in his breath; the salt breeze and the cry of one gull stung surprising tears to his eyes. In the burning days of the desert he had had waking dreams of the sea, had stumbled through visions of its blue water, rising and falling, its fish and dolphins. Now, hurrying down the street that led to the harbour, its seaweedy stench rose up and astounded him; he slithered on scales, and a net someone had left out to dry.
         
 
         The guard glanced at him. He pulled upright, quickly.
 
         Argelin’s headquarters had changed. For a start, there was a whole new defensive structure around it; hastily built stone bastions, a gatehouse, three trebuchets and another stone-throwing device mounted on platforms and facing out to sea. In the harbour itself a great chain, huger than any metal-work he had ever seen, hung dripping across the entrance, and the fishing boats were overshadowed by the half-built hulks of seven – no, eight – vast triremes, men still hammering and banging on them even now, by guttering torchlight. A row of strange dragon-prowed vessels lay at anchor.
         
 
         And there were mercenaries, everywhere.
 
         Tall foreigners, from the cold lands beyond the Empire. Their eyes were blue, and their hair like straw. Fascinated, he stared at their swords, odd leggings, swirling serpent brooches. They spoke a language of curled snapped words. He wished he could see it written down, imagined it in hieroglyphs and demotic, to keep his fear away.
         
 
         It took half an hour of arguing to get through to Argelin. Once he threatened, and twice he bribed, with a few staters the Jackal had given him. Some things didn’t change. He was searched twice, then marched to a small holding cell and locked in, with a crazy woman and a man who held his head in his hands and groaned and said nothing.
         
 
         Seth didn’t sit. He paced the cell, planning his words. They changed from moment to moment; by the time the guard came back in a big hurry and ushered him out, he was so mixed up he knew he could never do this.
         
 
         Argelin would smell his lies like dung in the sun.
 
         They took him to the optio Seth remembered, a small harassed grey man, now slightly more important, it seemed, because his bronze breastplate had a few curls of decoration and a gorgon head in its centre.
         
 
         ‘You!’ The optio stared. ‘Thought you were dead!’
 
         ‘Not yet.’ Seth licked his dry lips. ‘Does the General know I’m here?’
         
 
         ‘His Holiness the King-Archon, the Bright One, the Son of the Scorpion, has been informed.’
         
 
         ‘Holiness?’ Despite himself, Seth breathed in in horror.
         
 
         The optio shrugged wearily. ‘You’ve been away too long, scribe. The world’s flipped upside down.’
         
 
         As if to echo him, a roar of rage erupted behind the closed door of Argelin’s room. Something crashed into fragments. The optio, grim faced, said through it, ‘For your sake, I hope it’s good news.’
         
 
         ‘The best.’ He rubbed his rough chin, feeling the sand grains on his skin.
         
 
         The door opened.
 
         Two of the Northern men dragged out a slave. His feet scrabbled on the floor; his face was a welter of blood. As he passed Seth heard him murmur; odd, sobbing phrases.
         
 
         ‘Wait here.’ The optio went in. In the stillness, the dim passageway flickered in the flames of a torch that guttered in the niche. The statue of the Rain Queen that Seth remembered once standing beside it was gone.
         
 
         He could run. Right now. He could turn his back and go. As the fear came up into his mouth like vomit, he managed one step. Then the optio came out.
         
 
         ‘You next.’
 
         His voice was colourless, and when Seth looked into his face there was nothing but a carefully cleared stare. Seth turned, straightened his back, and walked in through the door.
         
 
         The chamber was more or less as he remembered it; the opulent couches, round table with its brilliant majolica bowl of lemons, rich hangings, huge red-figure vases. Lamps that hung from the roof lit shadowy corners with flames reflected in bronze and gold. But it was a mess. Rolls of papyrus were heaped in vast stacks, their tags tangled. Stele, incised with wedge-shaped letters, tumbled from boxes. The tigerskin rug was stained and trampled, heaped with a pyramid of rusted armour, and maps were everywhere; pinned on walls, propped in the arms of statues, obliterating the half-eaten remains of meals mouldering on plates of pewter.
         
 
         Argelin was bent over one, tracing something with his fingers. When he turned his head and saw Seth, a feverish light lit his eyes.
         
 
         ‘I was beginning to think you were bones in some dry wadi.’ He straightened, leaning his back against the table. He wore a leather breastplate over a dirty red tunic, and his arms were bare, their scarred skin muscled.
         
 
         Seth said, ‘It was a long journey.’
 
         ‘So I see.’ The General smiled coldly. ‘It’s marked you.’
 
          
         And you, Seth thought. Something in the man’s eyes chilled him. Alexos had told him how Hermia had died; now he wondered what else Argelin had killed in that moment.
         
 
         ‘I presume he’s dead, the little crazy Archon? You would not have come here if you’d failed.’
         
 
         ‘He’s dead.’ The lie came easily. His own steady voice pleased him.
         
 
         ‘The gold?’
 
         ‘We found none.’
 
         ‘And his magic Well?’
 
         Seth shrugged. ‘We reached the Mountains. The boy was obsessed with climbing them. At the top of the highest there was a cave with a pool of water in; he made us drink from it. It was cold and tasted of metal.’ He paused, then walked to one of the striped day couches and sat on it, stretching his legs out. Argelin watched, saying nothing.
         
 
         ‘That night there was a storm. Lightning, vast rain clouds. The boy danced and sang in it. He seemed to think he had caused it to come. Streams began to run; the river bed of the Draxis flooded. You know about that.’
         
 
         Something strange happened then. Argelin’s composure flickered and, for an instant, was gone. Seth went on hastily.
         
 
         ‘Next day, as we were descending on a rope, I was last. The boy was climbing down a sheer cliff. Let’s just say he fell.’
         
 
          
         ‘You cut the rope?’
 
         Seth smiled sourly. ‘You were right. It was easier than I thought.’
         
 
         ‘Indeed. You seem to have overcome your scruples without difficulty.’
         
 
         Keeping the smile on his face was hard. So he let it fade. ‘I found myself without a choice.’
         
 
         Argelin watched. Then he nodded. ‘The others?’
 
         ‘Two men the boy had picked up from somewhere. One a drunkard, the other a thief. I left them at Katra’s oasis.’
         
 
         ‘Then they know too much.’
 
         ‘They know if they open their mouths they answer to you.’ Again, he shrugged. ‘One murder was enough for me.’ He tried to put hidden agony in the words, remorse crushed down and trampled, an edge of fear.
         
 
         Maybe he succeeded. Argelin watched him for a long moment, then went over to a silver jug and poured two cups of wine out of it. He handed one to Seth.
         
 
         ‘To the death of the god.’
 
         Seth took it. Though he was appalled to the depths of his soul he raised it
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