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Chapter 1

	The afternoons seemed to last most of the night. That sun just refused to go down. Olcish had never been this far up the coast before. Aramish, his father, had told him that it was always like this in northern summers. Long, long evenings and even further north the sun refused to set at all. It just dipped towards the horizon and then circled back up into the sky.

	Of course, Olcish was not so stupid as to believe that one. Even at six years old he knew that his father would twist the truth whenever he could. It was how he made his living, after all.

	His mother was no use in the matter. She was blind so she could not tell if the sun were in the sky or not. She could feel its heat, he supposed, but on a warm day the heat will linger. He certainly could not be sure where the sun was now if he closed his eyes.

	The little troupe of entertainers his parents belonged to had performed their turns at the supper their hosts had provided. There was no Yaggrothil lodge in the tiny coastal village but in this warm weather they could sleep in the open on the beach, lulled by the gentle sound of the waves endlessly hissing up onto the sand.

	His mother had played her harp and Olcish accompanied her on a little drum for some of the more lively songs. Two of the others had flutes and almost all of them could sing a bit. Falia and the other girls danced. Then Aramish brought out his magic tricks and Olcish helped with those too. Aramish could find birds’ eggs in people’s ears or in their bottoms, which made everyone hoot with laughter. Olcish knew he had them in little pockets in his sleeve and the front of his tunic, but even when you knew it was hard to see him fetch them out.

	He had other tricks too, turning a chief’s sword into a scarf and then ‘finding’ the sword under the rug that very chief was sitting on. All the while he sounded very mysterious and he called himself ‘Rith’ after a magician of the old days who everyone agreed could do real magic and did not have special pockets in his sleeves.

	Another song or two and a bite to eat and it was time for the village folk to return to their long-houses and for Olcish’s people to get their sleeping rugs organised.

	The four of them, Aramish, Olcish, Falia and Keashil, his mother, curled up under the same rug and in no time at all Aramish was snoring and the other two were breathing like sleepers.

	But Olcish was wide-awake with the sun still in his eyes. He also needed to pee.

	Getting out from the tangle of his family without waking them was something he was fairly well practised at by now, for a boy often needed to get up in the night.

	He walked across the beach down to where the waves were reaching up the sand.

	Spines of rocks criss-crossed the beach and pushed up seaweed-covered islets out in the bay. As the waves rose and fell the islets vanished then grew bigger, kelp straggling down their sides.

	While he peed into the waves he looked at the pair of boats that bobbed on the water past the rocks. There was no wharf here. The boats had to drop anchor and there were small boats from the village that rowed out to them to fetch things in. That was how he had been brought ashore this afternoon.

	The boats they travelled on were buying seal blubber from the villagers up this coast and even young Olcish understood that, having just been paid for their oil, the villagers were happy to spend a few coins on entertainment.

	There was a new boat too. It was different from the others. It had a square sail and there were rows of oars dipping up and down as it rounded the point. The sail dropped as it turned towards the beach but the oars kept dipping. Olcish wondered if they knew that all the villagers were in bed. They would not be rowing out to this boat until tomorrow, but perhaps it could row right up to the beach.

	Well, they were too late for any supper and he did not think his people would want to put on another show tonight. He looked back up the beach. They were all sound asleep. They would be annoyed if these new people made a lot of noise and woke them up. 

	But they were not making any noise at all. The oars could not be heard over the sound of the waves. There might be a splash when they dropped their anchor but that would hardly matter. So if they waited out by the other boats until tomorrow that would be all right.

	The new boat showed no sign of stopping though. It drew past the other two boats and ploughed on towards the beach just like the little boats did. Well, it was not as big as the other boats and it was being rowed just like the small ones.

	Just before it reached the beach Olcish saw the flaming arrows. Two volleys of them rose from the deck of the boat and arced overhead, landing in the roofs of the long houses. Only then did he realise who these people were and that instead of watching dumbly he ought to be waking the others.

	He let out a wild cry and ran up the beach as the boat crunched onto the sand and silent warriors jumped into the surf beside it.

	His cries alerted the sleepers and he saw Aramish on his feet. He had a dagger in one hand and he was shaking others awake. Falia and Keashil were grabbing their bundles for flight. At the long houses he could see smoke rising from the roofs and figures emerging from the doorways. Some of those were armed but, when Olcish looked back, he could see that there were more pirates than the villagers could hope to match. The villagers apparently saw the same thing and wasted no time running for the trees.

	A moment later more arrows flew. One of the villagers stumbled with an arrow in his back and Aramish toppled over backwards with a barb in his chest, his dagger flying useless from his hand.

	Falia was trying to lead Keashil towards the safety of the trees when one of the pirates caught up with them. He was huge enough to grab them both around the waist and lift them struggling in his arms. They both screamed at him but he just laughed.

	Then Olcish found himself grabbed by the scruff.

	“One of the cubs, eh? Well you’ll fetch a price anyway. Let’s get you loaded.”

	And a moment later he was thrust over the gunwales of the pirate ship. His mother was thrown after him as well as several other women and two girls. But not Falia. She was not with them.

	


Chapter 2

	They sat near the edge of the Chasm listening to the demented howl of the wind that blew there sounding for all the world like a trapped tormented soul raging at its fate. The Chasm itself was a long crack across the plain of Kelerish, snapping it in two from the mountains all the way to sea. There was no way across and many days journey to go around it. Somewhere down in the gloom the place had a bottom littered with the bones of unfortunates the Vorthenki chose to send early to Hell.

	But today there were just two old people sitting on the ground near the edge. A chill breeze found its way across the arid plain and the distant mountains gleamed snow white in the sun. They were very old and they seemed tiny sitting there under the wide sky. They were so old it was hard to tell if they were man or woman. The woman’s grey hair was almost as thin as the man’s. He had once had a fine beard, which was now reduced to a few straggled hairs and the woman’s chin had long ago sprouted much the same growth. Each of them had the rough outline of an eye painted on their foreheads, some remnant of a forgotten ritual that was all but worn away now. They sat almost unmoving hunched down in drab shapeless robes that made them look more like strewn boulders than people.

	One of them, the old man, spoke.

	“It can be done.”

	The old woman turned her head sharply as if she had forgotten he was there.

	She sucked her breath in through gaps in her teeth and shook her grey head.

	“You said that last time.”

	“We had… some success.”

	“Ha!”

	“We obtained the Eye,” he protested.

	“But what about her.” She nodded at the howling Chasm. “And what can we do with the Eye now that we have it? Wait for it to kill us?”

	“It can be done. Then we can return the Eye to its place. Then we will rest.” He reached inside the grubby robe he wore and pulled out a dirty bundle of rags. “Here.” He passed it to her.

	“The Eye?” She took it and held it up in front of her face. Slowly she slid the rags aside to reveal something round and wet and glistening. It stared at her unblinking. She stared back for a moment then, with a sigh, closed the rags back over it and slid the bundle inside her robe. “It is still the same. It thinks only of blood.”

	“So it will always. That is why we must do it.”

	“It is why we must try,” she shrugged. “But you will not survive even the attempt.”

	“I know.”

	“You will need these.” She handed him a small pouch. He opened it and peered inside. There were two small stones, black as jet.

	His rheumy eyes glistened when he looked up. “I thought they were lost.”

	“They were. But I found them. Make sure they are used well.”

	He fumbled the pouch closed and put it inside his robe.

	“You have my thanks.”

	“Two eyes for one. But you give a life as well. It is I who must thank you.”

	“We get a life in exchange.”

	“Perhaps. But not yours anyway.”

	“It is just a life.”

	


Chapter 3

	The waves washed up onto the beach below with a soft hiss that Falia found comforting. She stood on a balcony that once had boasted an ornate railing but now it was broken. Most of it lay at the foot of the wall below her. It was not far if she fell and there was grass down there. Falia had jumped down once for a dare but she had sprained her ankle and Mithari, the priestess, had been annoyed. She would not do that again.

	She waited for the moon to rise. It would be full tonight and she liked to watch for the full moon to rise brightly out of the ocean. Tonight was clear and cold as if there would be a frost in the morning. She would like to see a frost again, but she knew it was too far south here. Sometimes in the winter it was cold but never that cold.

	Long ago, so long it must have happened to someone else, she had lived in the north. Her memories of it were dim and far away, crowded out by the relentless work here. But she did take time to watch the moon rise when she could.

	Behind her the great pile of ruins rose, building on building, tower on tower, all teetering and crumbling stone. Most of it was quite unsafe and therefore forbidden to the girls. This one barn-like building had been propped up and made habitable for them to live in. Some out-houses made up the kitchen and dyeing works and there were pens for the sheep.

	Mithari knew secret paths among the ruins and sometimes at night they would see a light high in one of the towers, but she never spoke of such things and she was not a person one asked questions of.

	Besides, they had enough work tending the sheep, shearing them, carding and spinning the wool. Then they had the smelly job of dyeing the wool, boiling it up with all kinds of herbs to get the right colours. Mithari was always telling them things about the different herbs and what they did and she would quiz them unexpectedly and get annoyed if they did not remember.

	Twice a year the women from across the mountains came bringing new sheep for them and taking away the old ones and any male lambs born that year. They also brought new tools, clothes and dried cod in exchange for the dyed wool. Sometimes Falia recognised the wool in the clothes they brought. It was their own all woven up into fine garments, for the wool they produced was very fine and the women from over the mountains prized it.

	There it was! First the white line of the rim of the moon peeped above the far horizon but it moved very fast, lifting out of the water and, did she just imagine it? dripping wetly as it rose clear of the sea. She could almost see a wave of water rushing into the space it had left.

	Poor moon, though. Her face was pock marked like Lori’s even though it shone brightly. She supposed that, as with Lori, no one had ever told the moon about it. Presumably Lori sometimes saw her reflection in the pools by the beach but they were rarely still enough to show her anything.

	Somewhere out in the sea, perhaps near where the moon rose, lay the dragon isle of Kishalkuz. Mithari had told them of it. She said it was the home of Kopth and that there was a great palace there much finer than the palace of Atonir. Of course, she had assured them, that the palace of Atonir was not nearly as fine as people made out. Much of it was in ruins, she said, like the great ruins behind them.

	By leaning out over the balcony and assuming a position that would be much easier if the railing were still there, she could just see the Ram, the tallest peak of the mountains that rose behind the ruins. She knew that Ram was also one of the names of the moon and she liked to see the moonlight reflected off the Ram. It was much higher than the other mountains and sometimes it smoked and shook. Mithari said that meant Kiveri-Thun was angry, and she seemed both afraid and threatening at the same time.

	But there were too many things to remember about Kopth and Kiveri-Thun. Falia mostly ignored all that. She preferred to just watch the moon rise from the sea and see the moonlight on the Ram. It was enough.

	“Still out here, child?” Mithari made her jump. She had a way of moving silently and waiting until she was right behind you before she spoke. Although she spoke mildly there was always a hint of menace there. Even when she joked with the girls Falia felt that she was somehow dangerous. Mithari called everyone else a child, ignoring the fact that the oldest girls were grown women. Of course Mithari must be a hundred years old or more. Everyone said so.

	“Just watching the moon, Priestess.”

	She had been told that all the girls here were priestesses, but only Mithari was addressed as such. Falia did not think spinning wool was much of a job for a priestess anyway and that was what she mostly did. But she did wear a spiral pendant at her neck. It was made out of metal wire that Mithari said was gold and it was fastened with a leather thong. Mithari told her it meant she belonged to Kopth.

	‘Did you feel the earth tremble last night?”

	“Yes, Priestess. It woke me up.”

	“Kiveri-Thun is disturbed. The last harvest was poor and there have been many storms too.”

	She meant over the mountains, of course. They raised no crops here except for the small orchard that gave them apples. Those they dried and some kept until the next crop was ready. But over the mountains they grew oats and the women brought some with them when they came for the wool. Their last visit, though, had been lean. The weather kept the fisher folk at home for this part of the year, so even dried fish was in short supply.

	It was always a festive time when the women came, a time for new clothes and singing and dancing. The women were kind and friendly and often they would dance in the yard all evening by a great fire.

	The girls brought out their horns and harps and played lively tunes. Falia liked those and she could play the harp well. Mithari said she had the best voice. But usually when they sang it was long, dull hymns to Kopth that had little tune and went on forever. They usually sang them unaccompanied too, so the only time she got to practise on the harp was when the women were expected.

	Often the women seemed to feel sorry for the girls. They would say things like ‘poor things’ and ‘such a shame’. If Falia ever asked what they meant they usually said it was just that it was so far away here. But she thought they were just saying that, that they really meant something else.

	“I’m glad we got plenty of apples, then.”

	“Yes, plenty of apples. Kiveri-Thun looks after her own. They’ll be hungry back there, though.” Mithari sighed. “Get to bed, girl. You’ve early work in the morning.”

	Falia obeyed and went through the doorway and down the stone steps to the lower level. Mithari followed behind her with her silent walk. Falia could feel her, though, like an itch between her shoulder blades.

	


Chapter 4

	Dawn brushed the tips of the tallest towers of the great Palace of Atonir, turning them from grey to golden while the rest of the country remained in darkness. Pale mist still drifted in the hollows and even the hilltops lay in shadow. But the golden light sparkled on the high tower of Sheagil and slowly crept down its length until the tops of the palace walls were aflame. Yet still the shadows covered everything else.

	A keen ear could discern the stirring of folk in the gloom. Bakers had been at their glowing ovens for hours, shovelling black rock into the furnace and kneading dough into loaves of bread ready for the demands of a hungry morning. There was the soft lowing of a cow being milked in a field. A horse snorted and a harness jingled as a wagon was made ready. Somewhere in the distance the frantic clattering of a courier horseman on the road from Talmuzir drew closer. The night patrol called greetings to their dawn replacement shift and with that came the stamp of booted men taking their places on the walls.

	As the golden light touched the hilltops at last the train of wagons now waiting by the great gate in the city walls began to enter, supervised by the guards. The rumble of iron shod wheels on cobblestone was like distant thunder as the carts spread through the city. Most of them went to the market-square just inside the gate for immediate unloading. But many of them ground their way up to the palace gates, with the walls like great cliffs above, and were admitted by the Imperial Guard. The light had not yet reached the city itself. It was still creeping down the enormous walls of the palace.

	For the palace was impossibly large, distorting the sense of scale. The surrounding hills were not small but, while they could be compared to the great walls and found wanting, they were insignificant compared to the dizzy heights of the golden towers that soared skywards.

	At its base clustered a mighty city, but it too was dwarfed by the vastness of the palace. People busied themselves like termites around a great mound. There was produce from the surrounding country to haul, bread to bake. Fishing boats were approaching the docks with their attendant flock of seagulls hoping for discarded fish. All of this had to be displayed then shouted about and sold in the market, then it had to be taken home and eaten. 

	Other industries that were less savoury such as tanning and dyeing were also starting their day. Some of the carts held huge bags of urine, many skins sewn together and waterproofed with pitch, which were emptied into the tanners’ pits. Fine leather was the end result of the process, but the stages leading to it involved so much stink that the tanners were always near the city wall, on the down wind side. And the guards on that section of the wall were generally there on a punishment.

	Naturally the palace inhabitants were almost never directly aware of the activities of the tanners.

	As the light finally spread through the market the stall holders began to call out their wares and the noise began to grow. There were vegetables, fresh meat, live chickens, eggs and a hundred other edibles available. The bakers were selling flat loaves as well as the fat round ones that had spent so many hours rising. Cloth merchants spread bright fabrics across their stalls and called out to likely customers how grand they would look if they were arrayed in such finery. Surely they would look as magnificent as the Emperor or his queen? But then they would glance upwards at the vast palace and the realisation would return that nothing could ever match the greatness of the Emperor, no matter what cloth they wore.

	*

	Keashil sat on the sunlit terrace with her harp in her lap and a small dog asleep on the ledge beside her. From this seat a watcher might gaze over the balustrade to the town far below.

	But Keashil did not gaze anywhere. She was blind. Her head moved with tiny jerks as she listened, locating the source of the noises that came up to her, judging their distance and position. She sniffed the air and noted unconsciously the various smells of baked bread, fresh fish, and some not so fresh, and even on the very edge of her awareness, the faint smell of the tanners. It was a pleasant morning to sit and dream on the terrace. But she could tell that although the sun was warm it would rain today. She could feel it in her bones.

	Her bones were no longer young and they felt the damp and cold in winter. Her fingers were still as nimble as ever on the harp strings and her voice was, if anything, better. But she stiffened if she sat still too long, especially when it was cold. And her bones could feel the rain on its way, cold rain that would send the market folk scurrying for cover and turn the cobbles slick underfoot.

	The years with the pirates were long over, although they told her that her hair was now white, whatever that meant. Apparently it was a thing that happened sometimes to those who suffered greatly. Well, she had suffered. Aramish was dead. Falia was vanished. But in the end there had been rescue for her and Olcish. 

	At first Althak had been merely kind, which was all she felt she would ever want from a man, but their mutual fondness had grown and now he was her husband. Althak was one of the Emperor’s closest friends and he had taken them to live in the great palace, and Olcish was being educated with the Emperor’s own sons.

	She hugged her warm cape closer around her shoulders. There was fur trim at the edges and she pressed her face into that, feeling it soft and tickley on her cheeks. It was a kind gift from a kind husband. She thought of him fondly and, because he was not there, she petted the little dog instead, stroking his back and fiddling with his soft ears.

	*

	“It’s nice, but I like the one you did for her last year.”

	“The one about her mother? Hardly appropriate.”

	“Everyone loved it, though.” Olcish played a sequence of notes on his flute. “There wasn’t a dry eye in the room.”

	Tela laughed. “It’s one thing to play a lament for her dead mother when she’s just heard the news, but we want something cheerful for her birthday.”

	“But it was so good. There was all that stuff about her never going back to Anthor and her mother refused to come here and yet they still loved each other dearly, and the melody carried it so well, all those minor chords.”

	Keashil smiled at her son, her sightless eyes, as always, seeming to look past him. “There is a special bond between a mother and daughter.”

	“I’m just saying it was better than this.”

	“But, Olcish, that was a master work. Your mother can’t produce another of those every few months.”

	“I’m not sure I can produce another of those ever again,” she said quietly. “I’d given it much thought.”

	“I don’t know when you had time to,” said Tela. “You had it ready in a couple of days... Oh, I see. Well, I’m a fool aren’t I? I should have thought of that the moment I heard it.”

	“You didn’t know it was really about my sister?” said Olcish.

	“You poor dear,” said Tela, patting Keashil’s arm. “You’re right. There is a special bond.”

	“I’m all right, Tela. It was good for me to write and to sing it. I think it helped Sonalish too.”

	“Oh, no doubt of it. She told me so herself. Several times, actually. She even had me sing a part of it to her one day. But my voice isn’t up to it, of course.”

	“So she won’t mind hearing it again,” said Olcish. “Or maybe some of it. You could just add a snatch or two of the melody into the birthday song. Something like this.” He played a few notes, switching from one melody to the other. “Well, that needs tidying up, I know.”

	“It sounds… interesting,” said Keashil. “As though we are saying that she is the sum of all the things that happened to her. But, yes, it does need tidying. And we won’t use the words from the lament. Just drift into the melody. Like this, perhaps.” Her hands moved swiftly over the harp strings, plucking out the gay birthday tune they had been practising and then snatching up the lament melody at a faster tempo, but shifting back to the birthday tune almost before they realised it had changed.

	Olcish never did see how she could pluck so many strings at once. It was as if she had another hand hidden up one of her sleeves. He could play the harp well enough to get by, but he was no match for his mother.

	“That’s nice. Oh, yes!” said Tela.

	“It still needs work,” said Keashil. “But it is a good idea, Olcish.”

	“We don’t need to change the words around if you do it like that.”

	“No, we don’t. Olcish, you’ll be late unless you go soon. Tela and I will tidy this up. We’ll need one more good practice, I think, and then we should be ready for the Empress’ birthday.”

	


Chapter 5

	Olcish spent his mornings on the practice ground attached to the barracks in the depths of the palace. He could never quite understand how such a mountain of a building could have an open yard right inside it with so much clear sky overhead. But the palace was odd like that. Distances were often shorter than they ought to be and there were places it seemed impossible to get to no matter how far you walked.

	The sergeant tasked with training Olcish and the other boys this morning was a man named Akan. He had seen years of active service in the south, and he was not interested in odd things about the building.

	“All right, lads. You’re nicely warmed up now, anyone not puffing?”

	Everyone puffed heartily. They knew he would make them run another five times around the practice ground otherwise.

	“Form yourselves into pairs. Pairs, Holdarish, there’s two in a pair remember? And spread out or you’ll knock each other over. All right. You’re to grab your opponent any way you like and get his shoulders on the ground. Any shoulder counts. No, wait until I say, Telmuth. This is the way Anthorians wrestle. So it’s culture, understand? Not just brawling.”

	“Bloody isn’t”, muttered Olcish who had lived in Anthor for a time.

	“What’s that, Olcish? Got something to tell us?”

	“Anthorians take their shirts off, Sir.”

	“Bullshit. They all wrestle in Anthor, even the women. D’you think they wave their tits around for lads like you to ogle?” The other boys sniggered.

	Olcish said nothing. He had seen it for himself. Admittedly he had never actually seen women wrestle, but he was assured that they did it the same way the men did. And he had seen the men wrestle without shirts.

	“There’s no punching and no gouging and no head butting. You’re just trying to get your opponent on the ground not put him in the infirmary. So keep it clean, lads. Off you go.”

	Olcish remembered the yak horn trumpets and the furious betting that always accompanied a wrestling bout. They were usually held as a way of settling a legal dispute as well as entertainment. There were yak tail standards as well…

	Thud.

	“Hey, I wasn’t ready!” Olcish was suddenly sprawled on the dusty ground with Drintel kneeling on his chest.

	“Well I waited long enough for you to finish dreaming.”

	“All right Drintel, once you have him down you have to let him up again and have another go, see? The first one to get five throws wins the match, so you’re one up, but you’ve a way to go yet.”

	Olcish refrained from telling him it was really three throws and clambered to his feet, watching Drintel more warily than before. Drintel was bigger than Olcish, most of the other boys were. He did not remember the land of Golshuz where his parents came from, but his mother told him that people there were smaller than the Vorthenki folk. Drintel was at least half Vorthenki so he was head and shoulders above Olcish.

	The Emperor’s sons, Men’ and Holdarish were more his size. He should have paired with one of them. Even Telmuth would have been better.

	Olcish edged backwards and dodged away as Drintel made a grab at him. That was why the Anthorians wrestled without shirts, he remembered, it was too easy to grab a handful of cloth and throw your opponent. When they were really serious they covered themselves in grease.

	“Hold still you little rat.”

	Olcish dodged again. One of the things he remembered was that when the Anthorians, who were much the same size as Olcish’s folk, fought Vorthenki they made sure they moved quickly. The Vorthenki preferred to use their weight to fight rather than speed. But it was a long time ago now. Althak had rescued them and taken them to Anthor for a few months, then they had come here to Atonir.

	“Did you see that girl of Tarlin’s last night?” said Olcish as he dodged Drintel again, this time he was able to duck around him and shove him from behind. He stumbled but did not fall and Olcish found himself caught in a headlock and forced downwards.

	“Not much of her. She was covered from top to toe. Get down you leech,” Olcish had gripped Drintel’s shirt and Drintel could not force him any further down. Then he shifted his weight and launched himself on top of Olcish so that they both fell into the dust, Olcish underneath.

	“Ha! Good one, lad. Yes, that counts. Your shoulders didn’t touch the ground, see? But Olcish here was right in the dust. So that’s two for you, Drintel. Keep it up.” Akan ambled off to one of the other pairs of boys wrestling. Olcish could hear him adding his critique there as he clambered to his feet.

	It did not take long for Drintel to throw him three more times. Olcish tried to duck out of his grasp, usually with some success, but staying out of his reach would not win the match. The moment he tried any kind of attack the other’s superior size and strength quickly overcame him. He had an idea that an Anthorian of his own size would have had more success. They had a quick-footed, dancing way of fighting that often left a larger opponent in the dust. Adhara had shown him some of those moves once, but he had not been much good at them.

	At least Drintel was an honest opponent. He was happy to let him get up again and, apart from that first time, did not restart the match until Olcish was clearly ready. Drintel’s father was one of Vorish’s veteran officers, which was true of most of the boys in this group.

	After the fifth throw Akan sent them to cool off at the fountain. There was a scowling face sculpted into the wall whose mouth spouted water into a large basin below and they splashed the dust off their faces there. Olcish had more to clean than Drintel.

	“I expect it’s Tarlin’s way to keep his women all covered up like that,” mused Drintel. “Not what she’s used to, that one. She’d be flashing everything at us if she could. I saw her winking at one of the other lads as she went by. Tarlin didn’t see her, she was walking dutifully behind her man. All very Relanese-like.”

	“I only caught a glimpse of her myself. I was busy with my flute. My mother’s music is getting more complicated lately and she hears every mistake even if no one else notices. But anyway, Tarlin’s a Relanese priest, one of the top ones, I think. Doesn’t he have to tend that special fire somewhere up near the Emperor’s apartments? Not surprising he keeps his women demure. She’ll be some well brought up Relanese bitch who never lets her knees get more than an inch apart… but you said she winked at someone?”

	‘Don’t you know? She’s Vorthenki. Well you can’t see enough of her to tell with what she wears now, and there are Relanese women the same height. But that isn’t black hair under that headscarf, it’s as yellow as mine is. And if you get a close look at her eyes you’d see it soon enough. She used to be at the Yaggrothil lodge. Kelari is her name. She’s had her legs around more sailors than you’ve had hot dinners. The talk is that she’s hot stuff, used to take serious money to get her but worth it.”

	“And now she’s Tarlin’s, how did that happen?”

	“Well, Tarlin’s rich, that would do it.”

	“No it wouldn’t. Tarlin wouldn’t want a Vorthenki girl, especially one from the Yaggrothil lodge. They’re very fussy about being the only one to bed their girls. That’s why they lock them up so carefully.”

	“Yes, Olcish, everyone knows that,’ he said patiently. “But Tarlin has two other good Relanese wives. Maybe he wanted some variety. He’s not young and they say it gets limp as you get older. She’d be just the thing to perk him up, eh?”

	“Still, he’s not just Relanese, he’s a priest. Don’t they have to set an example? I don’t know, but my mother will. She knows more about Relanese ways.”

	“Whatever. He’s probably shagging himself silly as much as he can, but I don’t know how much she’ll be enjoying it.”

	“Oh, just one old guy all the time? Well, it must be what she was after. Like you said, he’s rich. Lots of nice clothes and stuff women like.”

	“But she can’t wear any of them out and about, she’s got to cover up. And there’s that wink. I reckon she’s bored.”

	“You really saw her wink?”

	“Oh, yes. I’m thinking that Tarlin has to spend a lot of time doing those priest things and maybe he’s not up to it even when he has the time. A girl like her would find it pretty dull.”

	Olcish forgot all about Tarlin’s girl after that because Akan had another exercise for them involving sticks used like swords. He was soundly thrashed at that as well and ended the session with bruises and scrapes. They were sent to the hypocaust for a soak in the hot water afterwards and Olcish could see his bruises purpling already. The other boys were talking about what they always talked about, girls and drinking.

	Olcish was well enough cared for. He had good clothes, good food and even a room of his own, but Althak, his stepfather, was coy when it came to handing out cash. Olcish found this constrained his social life considerably and when he voiced his complaint Althak just shrugged and said something about the bad habits young fellows with too much money could get into. When he did get tossed a few coins from Althak’s bounty he was down to one of the taverns as quickly as he could to spend them on a cheaply priced girl and as much wine as the rest of the money would buy.

	But the other boys seemed to be able to spend that amount at least every week, and Drintel even had enough to wager on the boat races held on the harbour most weeks.

	They were all bigger, stronger and richer than he was. He never won at any of the games. Sometimes when they spent the afternoons scratching at parchments or being lectured by Antar on how the empire worked, he got a question right, but who cared about that?

	It was when he was drying himself afterwards, looking up at the high palace walls above him, that the idea occurred to him. Just a germ of a thing it was at first, and he almost dismissed it. But it nagged at him later in the day, during Antar’s lecture on the disposition of troops in the south. There was always some fighting going on down there on the frontier. It should have been exciting, but Antar was good at making things dull.

	The palace had walls like sheer cliffs that towered over the town, but high above the range of the largest catapult, the walls became a riot of sculptured ornament, a reminder that this was the greatest palace on earth. The walls could not be climbed if you started from the ground, but from above it might be quite simple. Terrifying, but simple. The drop to the ground would definitely allow time for one’s entire life to flash by.

	But with a good rope he would be safe enough. Akan sometimes took them all out to sea cliffs and had them abseil down on ropes. It was one of the few times Akan nodded his approval of Olcish’s performance. Olcish himself found it quite easy. His light body was an advantage and the dizzy height was nothing to fear as long as he held the rope firmly. His fingers, nimble with skill from the flute and harp, were quick to learn the various tricks with knots Akan could barely perform himself.

	Olcish knew where Tarlin’s apartment was. It was three levels down from Althak’s and some way along the wall, but it was the same wall. All he had to do was wait until Tarlin’s duties required he would be away and make his own way down to her room. If she really were bored she would be delighted to see a young fellow like Olcish. The tavern girls always told him he was a favourite. Morlia, the old madam who took the money, told him they would do him for free if she let them.

	Several times he dismissed the idea as too mad to try. But each time he thought of some outrageous tale he had heard one of the other boys relate, like the time Telmuth had got himself locked inside the palace wine cellars overnight and been found so drunk in the morning he couldn’t walk.

	That evening he asked his mother about Tarlin while Shen, their servant, set out the evening meal.

	“Getting religion are you?” asked Keashil with a wry smile. Her eyes never smiled, but Olcish was used to that. It was the blindness and she had always been blind.

	“Just wondering. Antar talks about the Relanese but he’s Vorthenki, what does he know?”

	“He’s learned things. He’s a clever man.”

	“The sergeant was trying to tell me about Anthor today. He hasn’t learned much. Anyway, what does Tarlin actually do?”

	“He tends the Flame of Gilish. You know that.”

	“That’s the fire that Gilish lit a thousand years ago.”

	“Not quite. It had to be re lit once long ago.”

	“So it’s not so special then.”

	“Well, not as special as if it had not gone out. It was re lit from the fire at Am-Goluz, though, and that has not gone out since the time of Gilish. So it’s almost as good.”

	“And what does Tarlin have to do?”

	“He has to make sure the fire is fed with fuel. It has to be wood, not black rock. I forget why.”

	“That’s all Tarlin does? Just carries a few sticks up to the fire and tosses them on?”

	“I expect he reads something appropriate from the Mish-Tal when he does it. Perhaps something like the story of the coming of the host of Gilish from the sea. There are many references to flames in that. I think he meditates a bit as well and probably gives a little sermon if anyone else has turned up.”

	“Does Tarlin know that you know all that?”

	“Oh, no,” she laughed. “He would be outraged if he knew. He objects to my using passages from the Mish-Tal in my songs. Not seemly for a woman. We never thought like that in Golshuz, but they’re different here.” There was more than the usual far away sound in her voice, but Olcish wanted to know about Tarlin, not Golshuz.

	“He has to do it at certain times of the day, doesn’t he?”

	“Often enough to keep the fire going. He spends most of the day there and he has an assistant to keep the fire going at night, or possibly that’s one of the other priests. I’m not sure how many there are, do you know, Shen?”

	“Seven priests, my Lady. Seven that are charged with the care of the fire. There are lesser priests, of course, and acolytes.”

	“So many voices,” mused Keashil. “Too many to keep track of when they all sound the same.”

	“So he does a sermon and all every time he puts a twig on it?”

	“No, there’s new wood delivered in time for sunrise and they build up the fire for that. There’s some idea that the fire and the sun are the same these days. It isn’t something they got from the Mish-Tal, just something they made up. You could go along to a sunrise ritual, but you’d have to wake up a bit earlier than you usually do.”

	*

	Olcish did wake up earlier than usual a few mornings later. By then he had found himself a good strong rope and practised how to shorten and lengthen it using a slipknot he could tie with one hand. After all, the other hand would be too busy holding on. 

	He had also asked other questions and worked out just where Tarlin’s apartment was on the wall. It would not do at all to go bursting into the wrong one. As far as he could tell all the apartments were much the same. They all had a terrace open to the sky surrounded by rooms. Some of the rooms had windows that looked out from the walls, but most just looked onto their terrace. So his first objective was Tarlin’s terrace.

	Once there he would find the girl’s room and get inside. He would count on a few choice lines he knew from his mother’s songs, the kinds of things women like to hear. He would rely on the fact that he was a fine young fellow with a smooth tongue.

	He had not exactly thought through that doing this before sunrise meant that it would be dark. Not pitch black. There was a lightening in the sky in the east already, but still rather dim. He wrapped the rope around his waist and tied the other end to the balustrade of their terrace. Then if he slipped and fell he would only be swinging on the end of the rope, not plummeting to the town far below. That, he reflected soberly, would be frightening enough. But it would not exactly be dangerous. So that was all right. It was nothing like as dangerous as living among the pirates, and he had survived that.

	Making sure he did not look down he edged himself over the balustrade and felt for a foot hold below. There were deep joints in the stone work and they were just wide enough for his toes to slide into. Around them were a riot of carved flowers of some kind, he did not take much notice of them because they were too shallow to offer any grip. Further down was a ledge that he could plant his whole foot on and still reach the balustrade. After that it was surprisingly easy. There was one bad moment when he looked down and felt dizzy with the depth below him, but he still had the rope to clutch onto and most of the time the height did not bother him too much. If he fell from here he would be dead, but if he fell from a much lower height he would be just as dead, only sooner. He had the rope. So he told himself not to worry about it.

	There were joints well enough spaced to get him down to the right level and then he really only needed to walk along the correct ledge, counting the balustrades he passed carefully to ensure he reached the right one.

	But that was more confusing than he expected. How could a sheer wall contain terraces open to the sky? Obviously it could not, and yet that was what he was seeing. It did not seem to matter too much if he just looked at the nearest part of the palace wall, but if he tried to look along it too far or, especially, up the way he had come, it made his head dizzy and his eyes water. When he looked down it just looked like a sheer wall that went on and on.

	He made himself ignore all that. There were balustrades and he could count them as he passed. When he reached the right count it had to be the right terrace, even if it were impossible to have a terrace there at all. He slid over the balustrade and onto the terrace.

	There were shrubs growing in pots, benches to sit on and a table where they could take their meals in fine weather. Althak and Keashil had similar stuff on their own terrace.

	Well, the nicest room was the one on the end, with a window in the outer wall. Althak and his mother shared the equivalent room. Tarlin would sleep there, probably with his favourite wife, so surely she would be there. He looked back over his shoulder at the lightening sky. Tarlin would be sermonising and tossing twigs onto his sacred fire by now. So she would be alone.

	He untied the rope from his waist and smoothed back his hair. Was his tunic all right? He brushed off the smudges he had acquired on the wall. It was odd to be going to a girl he was not expecting to have to pay, but he knew that looking his best would be useful.

	He pushed open the door quietly, stepped inside and closed it behind him.

	It was just like the room Althak and Keashil shared. A bed on the opposite wall from the door and a window to his right. He could not see if anyone was in the bed. There were drapes on the window blotting out most of the little light available from out there. He took a step forward, bumped into something that was not in Althak and Keashil’s room. There was a faint squeak as a table of some kind slid a finger width along the floor, nothing to worry about, then a loud crash as something on the table fell to the stone floor and shattered.

	The crash was immediately followed by a shriek then running feet outside. The door flew open and Olcish caught a glint of steel. He froze.

	“I’m unarmed!”

	“Stand still, then, rogue, or I’ll have you. What are you doing here?” It was a man’s voice. Maybe Tarlin, Olcish did not know.

	He thought fast.

	“Um, trying to get back to my room. I… I’ve been out later than I’m allowed so I climbed down the wall and…”

	“Lies! One move and I’ll skewer you, boy.” He was fiddling with something and a moment later a lamp dispelled the gloom. It was not Tarlin. It was someone else. He was up and dressed, not just disturbed from his sleep. There was sobbing coming from the bed now.

	“All right, you, out. You’ve disturbed the lady enough and, by Gilish, you’ll pay for it too. Lady, he’s done no harm? Just a fright? I’ll send one of the women in once I’ve got this dog out of here. Come on, move!”

	Olcish knew not to argue with an armed man who would be well within his rights to use that sword. The man called a woman’s name as they went, summoning one of the servants. Olcish was pushed through the entrance door of the apartment into the common passage outside.

	A few more shouts and two of the palace guard appeared. Well armed and twice the size of Olcish. Some brisk words conveyed all they needed to know and a moment later he had chains on his wrists and was hauled away to the lower ground levels of the palace and thrust into a damp room with straw on the floor and no windows. There was a tiny grill in the heavy door and as he slid the bolt across one of the guards told him to what to expect.

	“You get a cup of water twice a day, food once a day, straw changed once a week. Enjoy the luxury.” He added a cruel laugh as he stamped back along the passage.

	


Chapter 6

	“Get up, Lori. We’ve got heaps to get done today.”

	“There’s always heaps to get done. I’m sick. I’m staying in bed.”

	Bed was a straw pallet and some scratchy blankets. The blankets were not from their own wool. Whoever had spun that had made a rough job of it. There were bugs in the blankets too. It was time they were boiled up again and the straw thrown out and replaced.

	“Mithari will come looking for you.”

	“Don’t care,” she said sullenly. “She might not if you shut up.”

	“All right,” shrugged Falia. “The rest of us will have to do your work, though. Do you want any breakfast?”

	“No.”

	“Are you really sick?”

	“I said I was.”

	“Perhaps we’ll have to dose you with something. Is it cramps? That’s evening primrose or valerian, or something. There’s ginger for your stomach, what else?”

	“Hemlock.”

	“You don’t want that.”

	“No, I want you to leave me alone.”

	“Grumpy, too. Well, don’t blame me if Mithari comes looking.”

	Falia finished dressing, pulled on her boots and walked down the short passage to the crumbling arch of a doorway that led to the yard. Tethi was already milking the sheep and two of the younger girls were gathering hens’ eggs from the haystack. Falia gathered an arm full of wood from the pile and got the cooking fire lit. They cooked outdoors here unless it was raining. Long ago someone had arranged a few of the fallen bits of masonry into a rough circle and they had an iron pot that hung from a chain that could be swung over it. Once the fire was looking reliable she fetched some water from the rain barrel and some oats from the storage jar and got the porridge started.

	“Where’s Lori?” Tethi called as she herded the first batch of sheep back to the paddock.

	“Says she’s sick.”

	“So I have to milk all the rest of them of them then? I wish I was sick.”

	“Have we got any cheese left?” Tethi was responsible for making cheese.

	“No. But there are plenty of eggs.”

	“They’ll do. No one cut any more wood yesterday.”

	“Lori was supposed to.”

	“I know.”

	“I better go and milk the rest, anyway.”

	Mithari did not ask about Lori until after they had all eaten. The younger girls had filled up on the porridge and Falia had re-used the pot for a mix of eggs and milk. The wood pile was getting low though and Mithari noticed it, frowned, and looked around at the girls as if counting them.

	“Where’s Lori?”

	Falia shrugged. She had no wish to get Lori in trouble.

	“When did you last see her?”

	“This morning when I woke up.”

	“She’s still in bed, then?”

	“Maybe.”

	Mithari creaked to her feet, picked up her stick and, looking grim, hobbled off to towards the barn. A chill froze over the conversation around the fire as everyone watched her go. It was not the first time Lori had done this. Mithari might look frail but they all knew that stick was not just for walking.

	“Maybe she is just sick, Thali,” said Tethi. The Vorthenki never could say her name right.

	“She will be after this, anyway. I’d better get the woodpile filled. We’ve got lots of wool to dye and that will need plenty of wood.”

	“She picked last dyeing day to be sick as well.”

	“Do you want to get the younger ones gathering weld? We’ve plenty of blue wool now. We should re-dye some of it to green. They like green.” ‘They’ were the women from over the mountains, of course. “If we’ve time we might do some new wool to yellow.”

	“If we’ve time? How many hours do you want to stir it? Lori won’t help us.”

	“Gather plenty anyway. You never know. If you see any good fallen wood get them to bring that in too.”

	Falia set herself to cutting up some logs with a saw. Some of the lengths she split into kindling with the heavy axe. It was hot work and she kilted her skirts up to her knees and slid her bodice down to her waist. She had a sturdy length of linen to bind her breasts flat so that she could swing the axe freely.

	When Lori chopped wood she said her breasts got in the way, even bound by linen. She was bigger than Falia, but it was mostly that she liked talking about her breasts and, of course, she preferred to avoid hard work.

	And it was hard work. Falia was glad of her tough boots because the wood splintered in all directions. Sometimes a stray stick flew out and caught her on the knees, but most of them went lower and hit the leather.

	It was also noisy work, but she did hear Lori’s cries at one point, along with the thwack of Mithari’s stick.

	By the time the others started drifting back from their gathering expedition, carrying a couple of decent logs Falia noted with satisfaction, she had a good pile of wood. Lori had not appeared, not to help anyway. Falia had seen her wandering miserably down towards the beach.

	They had gathered the weld in sacks. Tethi had made sure the youngest ones had their own sacks because you never knew what they would put in them and it saved a lot of sorting out later.

	Mithari had re lit the kitchen fire and brewed up some mint tea for them all. She usually expected to be waited on rather than do any work. But she had not made much of a job of washing out the pot so the tea tasted a bit eggy.

	“You’ve been working hard,” she said tersely when Falia looked surprised. “Not like some I could name.”

	The rest of the day was filled up with getting the big fire going in the outhouse they used for dyeing the wool, and then getting the long dyeing process under way. There was a much bigger pot there that needed filling with water. Fetching the water was a job for the younger ones while Falia got the fire going.

	It was a tedious business. The water had to be kept just simmering, never boiling, for hours. So just enough wood had to be added to the fire to keep it going but not too hot, and the big pot had to be stirred constantly until your arms felt like they would just drop off. Sometimes when things got out of hand, they would have to swing the big pot off the fire and let it cool a bit.

	Falia did not mind hard work too much or having to concentrate, but having to do both at once was exhausting. There were words that had to be said too, whenever they added more wool or more herbs. Some of them they were supposed to say when they added more wood to the fire but she and Tethi had an unspoken agreement about ignoring those unless Mithari was watching. Lori, when she helped, never did the words.

	At the end of the day they had a lot of skeins of wool hung up in the outhouse dripping green dye. It was time to cook dinner.

	It was a relief when they found Lori standing by the cooking fire stirring something. Mithari was sitting on one of the stones nearby. They had been talking, obviously, and they stopped as soon as Falia and Tethi appeared.

	“Lori’s making your dinner so you can have a rest,” said Mithari. Somehow she made it sound like a threat to someone, but it was unclear who.

	


Chapter 7

	It had all happened so fast that Olcish could barely take it in. He did not know who the man was, or even if he had reached the right room. It might have been Tarlin’s wife in that bed, it might have been anyone. Now he was a prisoner. There were stories about prisoners in this place. There was so much room down here, the palace being so big after all, that prisoners got forgotten about. They would open what they thought was an unused cell and find a skeleton in it. Then Olcish realised that in this blackness he did not know there wasn’t a skeleton in this very cell. Did the guard check? He didn’t think so.

	And he did not like the sound of that comment about the straw being changed every week. How long did they expect to keep him here, assuming they remembered where he was. Even if Althak came looking for him, and Althak’s anger would cause him a whole new problem he would rather not think about just now, but even if Althak came looking for him would he find him?

	How could he have been so stupid? He must have got into the wrong apartment.

	For a moment he was too angry to think, angry at himself, angry at the guards, angry at Althak, but the darkness in the cell was absolute and the skeleton, whether it was there or not crept back into his thoughts. Instead of shaking with anger he was shivering with fear, curled in a corner on the straw clutching his shoulders and, eventually, quietly sobbing.

	He had no idea how long he lay there. It might have been days or perhaps an hour. But no one had brought him any food or water so it must have been less than a day.

	There was a stamp of feet, a lantern that seemed dazzling to his dark-accustomed eyes, and the bolt was drawn back on the door.

	“Olcish. Come on.” He felt himself grabbed by the scruff and hauled bodily from the cell. The voice was Althak’s and he sounded angry.

	“I’m sorry. I just….”

	“Enough!” snapped Althak. “Hold your tongue, boy. You’ll be lucky to keep it.”

	Still holding Olcish by his collar, he turned to the guard that was with him.

	“We’ll use the guard room.”

	“Yes, M’Lord.”

	Olcish was half dragged along the passage. Althak naturally took longer strides than Olcish and he made no move to check his pace. The guard room door was open and it was much like a cell inside, the main difference was that a tiny window let in some real daylight and there was some furniture, two chairs and a desk.

	“Sit there,” said Althak, then he turned to the guard. “Make out the order. I’ll sign it. Leave us now.”

	‘M’Lord, we usually use the desk and…”

	“I said leave us!”

	“Yes, M’Lord. Sorry…” He backed out of the room and pulled the door closed.

	Althak crossed the room and stared out of the window, saying nothing, but Olcish knew he was angrier than he had ever seen him. Olcish looked at his feet, thinking about the remark about the tongue and shuddering. He remembered how Althak had rescued him and his mother from the pirates and taken care of them both ever since. He felt ashamed. They would punish him, but knowing Althak was angry with him was something he would never forget.

	Eventually Althak crossed back to one of the chairs and sat down. He seemed more weary than angry now.

	“All right. You’d better tell me what happened. What stupidity lead to climb on the wall and what madness led you into that room?”

	Olcish wanted to find a way to make it sound more sensible, at least as sensible as it had seemed at the time, but he could not.

	“You’re right,” he said. “Stupid and mad. I wanted to see if I could get to Tarlin’s new girl. They said she’s Vorthenki, one of the expensive girls from the Yaggrothil lodge. I don’t mind the heights much, as long as I’ve a rope. But I got the wrong room….”

	“You got the right room. It was Tarlin’s assistant who handed you to the guards. The poor girl was terrified and Tarlin wants blood. Did you think he would leave his women unguarded?”

	Olcish had nothing to answer so he hung his head.

	“Do I have to explain to you that he can have you executed on Friday? You know how these things work. I had not thought you were an imbecile but perhaps you are. You’ve been to enough executions. Did you think that could never happen to you?”

	Althak waited again for an answer but Olcish could not think of anything to say. He had been to public executions, they happened most weeks. But, as Althak said, he thought they were something that happened to someone else.

	“Fortunately I can talk him out of demanding your death because you were caught in time to prevent your actually molesting the girl. But there are other punishments.

	“Somehow I have to convince Tarlin that this is not the result of your being brought up as a Vorthenki barbarian instead of, as he puts it, with decent Relanese ways. And I have to convince him that you should keep both your tongue and your balls. I may only be half-successful. You’re to be released into my custody while things are decided. I did that for your poor mother, not you. She’s frantic enough and I haven’t told her all. Make sure you don’t mention the punishment to her yet. You’ve done enough mischief for today.

	“Come on, we’d best get back to her.” He pulled open the door and shouted for the guard. It took a moment for him
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