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The history of the Staff of Power begins –
Book 1: Cloak of Magic

 


Somewhere along the line where human nature
meets human imagination, myths are created. Somewhere in that space
lives the spirit that created and sustains Shehaios, the Fair
Land.

To Caras and Kierce and their kin "The Fair
Land" is home. It is the land they belong to; where they tend their
crops, raise their stock and hunt the bounty of the naturally rich
world.

To the Emperor, it represents an outpost of
civilisation and a dangerous gap in the Empire’s defences.

The political head of the united tribes of
Shehaios is the King. The human face of the collective spirit of
the Fair Land is the Magician. Once, their task was to create the
Kingdom of Shehaios. Now it is to preserve it in the face of the
overwhelming strength of their neighbours in the Empire of the
Sacred Union. But both King and Magician are all too susceptible to
the human flaws which lie beneath the cloak of magic, and both fall
beneath the spell of the Emperor’s daughter. And the Emperor’s
daughter, like her father, knows what she wants, and how to get
it.

What she does not know is the catastrophic
effect her interference will have on the Shaihen myth.

 


 


Magic – The way it seems

Shaihen Heritage Book 1: Cloak of Magic. A
Story of Deception. Published by Authors on Line ISBN
0755210301. Available from www.shehaios.co.uk, Authors On Line,
Amazon, selected bookshops, or direct from the author.

 


Magic – The power it holds

Shaihen Heritage Book 2: Staff of Power –
A Story of Passion - follows Caras and Kierce as they
struggle to deal with the aftermath of the dramatic conclusion to
Cloak of Magic.

 


Magic – What it is

Shaihen Heritage Book 3: Spirit of Shehaios –
A Story of Love - will be published in 2010. For latest news
of publication and the Shaihen Heritage series visit www.shehaios.co.uk.

 


Join the Shaihen Heritage community -
email sa.rule@btinternet.com for details.

 


Prologue – The Shaihen Heritage

 


 


“King Rainur is dead. Prince Sartin is dead.
And Kierce is dead.”

Since Lord High Magician Kierce was standing
in front of Caras as he said this, Caras began to protest.

Kierce over-rode him. “The Lord High Magician
lives. The Lord High Magician heals himself. But Kierce died on a
mountain beside his son and his King.” He looked at Caras. “It’s a
long time since Arhaios was my home, Caras. This time there was no
question. I didn’t use a knife, I didn’t use you. The Magician’s
power killed Orlii and using it that way… that’s why I’m not
supposed to do it. Using the magic to destroy destroys something of
the Magician as well. Using it to kill…” Kierce saw the baffled
frown begin to creep across Caras’s face. It was an expression
familiar to Kierce ever since they were about twelve and he began
to go where Caras could not follow him.

“I don’t understand,” said Caras.

Kierce smiled faintly. “Caras, my friend, you
never did. But you always know the right thing to do and you do it
without fail, whatever the cost. Sometimes…” He looked steadily at
his rock, his touchstone, Lord of the Holding whose name meant
Spirit of the Hearth. “Sometimes that’s better than
understanding.”

 



Chapter 1

An End

 


 


Ravir had tried to warn the boy, but boys do
not listen.

“You are not dealing with a man, Orlii. The
Enchanter of Shehaios is the father of lies. Do not trust him.”

But Orlii just smiled at him, and said, “The
Magician of Shehaios is the master of freedom, Brother. He is my
master. I am his heir.”

The answer set the underlying heartbeat of
anger which informed the life of an ascaii priest throbbing a
little louder through Ravir’s veins. The priest saw the arrogance
of an unbeliever in the boy’s smile. Orlii bore the mark of the
ascaii people on his breast, but he had lived seven years in the
grip of Shehaios, and Shaihen magic, learning to believe that he
was the master of his own destiny. Ravir feared his soul was
irredeemably lost.

“You speak blasphemy, child!” Ravir warned
him. “God is your master!” Orlii did not listen.

Boys do not listen.

Ravir stood on the high mountain path near
the Shaihen border as helpless as the rest of his people to reach
the boy now. They had left the camp of their Shaihen enemies in
high triumph, carrying with them the bodies of the Shaihen King,
his heir, and his Lord High Magician. It was Orlii's triumph, Orlii
who had led them into the camp and delivered these potent trophies
into their hands.

But Orlii, like Ravir, could only watch in
horror as the dead figure of the Magician surged up from the dust.
Ravir saw terror drain the colour from Orlii’s face as his eyes
locked, mesmerised, on the small Shaihen man. It seemed as if the
young, strong ascaii warrior with the cloak of the Enchanter on his
shoulders and the staff of Shaihen power in his hand shrank as the
black-haired Shaihen magician grew.

Ravir felt the Enchanter’s scream rend
through his body, through the earth beneath his feet. He felt it
bind him into immobility, as if he had been turned to stone.

He saw a figure leap at Orlii; he couldn’t
have said if it was the figure of a man or a beast, but it dragged
the young ascaii from his Shaihen horse and left him facing the
figure of a man, outlined in a lurid light that burned from
somewhere inside him. A dead man, come for revenge.

He saw the Enchanter reach out both hands,
and cover Orlii’s face. He saw Orlii’s body twist in torment. He
smelled the heat, the reek of burning flesh, but he couldn’t see
any fire or any visible injury, only the writhing torso and the
flailing limbs of the boy’s silent hell.

He saw Orlii drop lifeless, the Enchanter’s
hands falling away from his face. The Enchanter snatched the cloak
from Orlii’s back and Ravir felt his courage fail him as the
embodiment of Shaihen magic turned the ferocity of his gaze on
Orlii’s people. The figure pulsed with energy, its size and its
solidity constantly shifting in front of him.

It shrank as Ravir watched. He felt the
paralysis leave him, and saw some of the ascaii warriors around him
move in towards their enemy. Brave men.

Ravir moved cautiously towards Orlii’s
body.

Fire burst out from the bodies of the Shaihen
King and his son, lying on the ground where the Enchanter had
arisen. Horses started and whinnied fearfully at the sudden flames.
The ascaii warriors surged forwards to surround the small man at
the centre of the Enchanter’s power and the smouldering corpse of
the boy who had once been his servant.

Ravir looked down at the staff lying where it
had fallen from Orlii’s grasp. It was an uncannily beautiful,
intricate object, made of many different woods carved and
interwoven with each other. It was difficult to tell where one
ended and another began, and impossible to guess how it had been
made. Ravir had trained for his priesthood in a provincial city, he
recognised artefacts from distant reaches of the Empire. He could
see that the staff had been made not only from trees familiar to
the Magician's own people, the North Caiivorians who called
themselves people of “she-haios”, the Fair Land, but also from
trees that would not last a season in the cool dampness of the
north Caiivorian climate.

The Enchanter had promised Orlii that his
people, the ascaii, would inherit the power of the Fair Land. Ravir
did not trust the promises of the Shaihen Enchanter, but the staff
was almost at his feet. He reached cautiously towards it. He had it
in his hand. He lifted it.

Fear rose in his throat as he became aware of
wings thrashing above him. He spun round, raising the staff
defensively, expecting a fierce power to rip it from his grasp.

The shape of a huge bird soared over his
head. The Enchanter had gone.

Orlii’s body lay on the ground with curls of
smoke drifting up from it in thickening clouds. Ravir saw the young
warrior’s clothes beginning to dry and blacken with burning, and
the flesh beneath rise in blisters.

The staff of power was in his hands, and
Death was the Enchanter’s heir.

 








Chapter 2

The Lands of the City-Dwellers

 


 


In the southern reaches of the lands of the
town-dwelling people, the city of Vordeith was all-powerful.

Years of conflict against populous and
ever-greedy neighbouring cities had engendered a social structure
and a military potency that was second to none.

Vordeithans too were populous and greedy –
greedy for more land, more wealth, and the power over individual
lives that came with it. Over four centuries, Vordeith’s Empire
spread southwards to envelop its former foes, and northwards into
the territory of other tribes, with other cultures, until all the
lands known to their world – except one small kingdom in the far
north of the continent - were called “caiivor”, the lands of the
city-dwellers.

The further north the Vordeithans went, the
fiercer the opposition, the greater the strain placed upon the
machine which fed the Caiivorian Empire’s power – lines of
communication, supplies, and the support of the rock-solid grandeur
of Vordeith itself, the City of Kings. For two hundred years, their
expansion was held in check by the belligerent tribes of Northern
Caiivor, chiefly those called “merescaii” – “people of the cat” –
whose traditions of warfare rivalled those of Vordeith itself.

Beyond the lands of the merescaii in the
northernmost reaches of the continent, sheltered behind a high
range of mountains, Shehaios – the Fair Land – nurtured a different
culture. In Shehaios, settled people had learned the art of
peaceful co-existence. Warfare was consigned to their histories,
swords beaten into ploughshares, leaders respected for their
diplomatic skills rather than their ability to beat their foes to a
pulp. Shaihens took a radically different view of the place of man
in the world around him from that held by the heroes and
adventurers bred by city warfare. Shaihens held their land in
common – not only with each other, but with the creatures who
shared it with them. They hunted, and farmed beasts for food, but
nevertheless respected the value of each life for what it was, from
the trees of their forests to the predatory wildcats in their
mountains.

It was an insight and understanding of the
world around them and the nature of human beings that inspired
Shaihen magic. The Lord High Magician of Shehaios embodied,
illustrated and safeguarded the magic that was contained within
every Shaihen – unknown to most of them. He embodied also the
quixotic power of the individual within the collective structure of
Shaihen society.

The histories sung in the ballads of Shehaios
were tales of chieftains in battle, heroic feats and momentous
events that had brought the five tribes of the lands between the
mountains and the sea together. But with the knowledge and insight
of Shaihen magic, Kierce knew that what made the Fair Land what it
was were the timeless songs of the dreams and desires of a people
whose lives were the lives of their ancestors and whose dreams were
the lives of their children. The Shaihen people shared neither the
knowledge nor the power of the Lord High Magician. The lives that
wove the Magician's staff, the symbolic representation of his
power, did so unknowingly. It was the Magician's trust to use the
power they gave him wisely; to use it to heal and not to
destroy.

That was the trust Kierce’s predecessor
Turloch placed in his hands.

During the reign of King Rainur of Shehaios,
the gradual northward march of the Vordeithan Empire finally
crossed the borders of Shehaios. For nearly a decade, Lord High
Magician Kierce had used all his considerable cunning to preserve
Shaihen magic against the onslaught of Caiivorian culture. His
battle ended on a high mountain path on the Shaihen border with the
death of a young ascaii warrior called Orlii.

The vengeance Kierce wrought on Orlii for the
ascaiis’ killing of the Shaihen King and the boy who should have
been the king’s heir transgressed every warning and every precept
Turloch had told him should govern his life as Lord High Magician
of Shehaios. He had destroyed himself.

 


Kierce’s body moved in balance with his
horse, as it picked its way down a mountain path two days journey
from Arhaios Holding, but his eyes were not watching the steep path
ahead of him. His mind was looking through the eyes of an eagle at
a natural drama taking place on a slope two peaks and valleys east
of his physical location.

In the distance below the eagle, a pack of
wild dogs made a sudden rush at a carcass lying on the hillside,
sending a group of glossy-winged scavengers upwards with squawks of
irritation. The birds fussed and fluttered for a moment before
settling on some lesser pickings nearby. There was enough for all.
At least a hundred men lay scattered across the mountainside, some
in Imperial armour, others in the bright colours of native Shaihen
dress. The feeding frenzy ignored the large bird of prey circling
above them. Its height signified to them its lack of interest. It
was the man watching through its eyes who kept it spiralling in the
warm air currents above the carnage.

The wild dogs displaced the birds, but
lumbering inexorably towards the scene was the massive creature
that would displace all of them. Approaching the feast at the
rolling shamble typical of its species was a forty-foot long
dragon. Its shimmering skin reflected back the golden rock of its
surroundings, cloaking it with a sort of invisibility, but Kierce
knew the other scavengers were well aware of its approach. Every
creature in the mountains could scent a wakeful dragon for miles.
Even humans, if they concentrated hard. The dogs wouldn’t leave
their meal until the very last minute – anything could outrun a
dragon.

Even humans. If they concentrated hard.

The concentration was a problem. His mind was
overwhelmingly weary of a problem that only seemed to get bigger
each time he thought he’d cracked it.

And now, it hurt. Physically, mentally, and
emotionally, it hurt.

Sometimes, Lord High Magician Kierce felt
that death was all he had seen since he looked on the body of a
little boy called Sartin, dragged through the dirt beside the
King’s corpse. The child had been brought up as the King’s son,
heir to the Shaihen crown. But Kierce had always known the boy was
his, fruit of his disastrous affair with the Queen. He had loved
him beyond reason. Invested in Sartin all his own hope; his reason
for struggling to keep the dream of the Fair Land alive; his reason
for being. He would be forever haunted by the sight of the small,
broken body being dragged behind Kierce’s own horse, stolen from
him by the men who had stolen his son’s life.

They had stolen many more lives. From what he
could see, there were few survivors from King Rainur’s escort.

The dragon was closing the distance. It
emerged from the rocks above the grassy slope on which the fight
had taken place, skin changing seamlessly from gold to green as its
surroundings changed.

The dogs continued to tear and chew the
carcasses. Winter was approaching and they were intent on feeding
well while they could.

They were in the best spot. There were a
dozen or so bodies side by side in the patch of the battlefield
they had taken possession of, all of them in the armour of the
Warriors of the Sacred Union. The grim detail bore witness to the
last stand of the two Units of the Empire’s soldiers who had formed
King Rainur’s escort – the guard for a rebellious provincial king
or escort for an Imperial ally, it hardly made any difference now.
Kierce recognised their standard-bearer lying in the middle of the
circle of dead bodies – despite the work of the scavengers, it
wasn’t hard for him to pick out individuals. It was not that long
since he had been riding among them. Their killers would have taken
the colours, as they had taken the Shaihens’ horses and the saddle
cloth bearing the Royal Shaihen unicorn.

As they had taken the Magician’s staff. And
very nearly taken the Magician. The dragon could smell the rich
source of meat, too. It was heading straight for the group of dead
soldiers and the pack of feeding dogs. Kierce saw the pack’s
watch-keepers jumping about nervously, yipping a warning, but only
at the very last moment did the group’s leaders break off and run,
their family scattering as of one mind. All except one, rather
skinny, undersized animal – a youngster, Kierce suspected, runt of
a litter. Lucky to survive this long. Always last in line,
desperate to snatch a mouthful now.

It was his undoing. The dragon’s huge front
paw dropped on him like a falling tree, claws like daggers impaling
the dog in four different places. The huge jaws reared open and
came away chomping the throat and chest of its prey. The dragon
settled itself comfortably to its meal. Warm wild dog for an
appetiser, and then the soldiers. Utter bliss, for a hungry dragon.
It would be there for a while.

Kierce watched. That was his role. To watch
dispassionately from a great height while his people played out
their history. Show them where to go, and watch them struggle to
get there. The all-knowing, all-seeing Lord High Magician of
Shehaios.

There was a time when the image would have
made him laugh out loud, and it still brought a flicker of cynical
amusement to the turbulent darkness of his thoughts. Irony he could
do. Dispassion had proved beyond him.

A little less passion, and perhaps he would
not have ended up here. His King dead, his son dead, his body
racked with pain and the will to keep playing the game almost gone.
His skin felt hot and tight; everything underneath it ice-cold. He
felt as if he was hung in some zone of punishment somewhere between
life and death. His head throbbed as if someone was using it like
an anvil, and the noise… the noise in his mind was the worst of it.
It teased and chafed, and slid sharp ends down to rip at him from
the inside. With every step his horse took away from Arhaios, it
grew louder and more insistent. The din of humanity.

He was used to hearing the unspoken voices of
human thought, but they were Shaihen voices, people of the Fair
Land, people born to inherit a life of liberty and equality - the
voices of the people lying slain across the hillside.

The voices that pressed in upon him now were
those of their killers. The clamour of their demands resonated
through his body.

Ours. This is ours. Our land. Our people.

How could he silence them? All-knowing and
all-wise he was not, but he had always been in control before. He
shared what he wished to share, and closed his mind to what he did
not want to understand. The ascaii would not be silent. He could
not be free of them.

Ours. This is ours. Our land. Our people.

He had left the Magician’s staff lying beside
the tortured corpse of the man who had killed his son. He needed to
keep the bodies of the King’s escort in front of his eyes, the dead
Shaihen men and women alongside the dead Imperial soldiers. They
were his people. Not the ascaii. Not the people born to nothing,
born to remember only what they had lost.

Ours. This is ours. Our land. Our people.

Not the people of the young man he had
killed.

Ours. This is ours. Our land. Our people.

He had always held the pieces of the game in
his hand, however hard it had sometimes seemed to raise the
strength to play them, but now the pieces surrounded him. Mobbed
him, like so many scavenging crows. He had used the power of
Shaihen magic to kill an ascaii, and the people born to inherit
nothing were demanding to be heard.

Ours. This is ours. Our land. Our people.

He needed to get to the Haven to tell his
people their King was dead. To warn the Imperial commander what
ambitions Girstan of the ascaii harboured. He could see the cloud
of chaos poised over Shehaios, ready to fall into the void left by
King Rainur’s death. There was no obvious successor, the only
unifying power readily visible to the people of Shehaios was the
Lord High Magician. And a significant number of his people believed
that the Lord High Magician had killed the King.

Ours. This is ours. Our land. Our people.

His horse stumbled slightly in its descent.
The sudden lurch of movement jarred through Kierce with painful
intensity. He lost his contact with the bird over the battleground,
dragged back to his body by its intense protest at the signals of
pain and suffering bombarding it. Every nerve felt raw, as if his
skin had been flayed into shreds.

OURS. THIS IS OURS. OUR LAND. OUR PEOPLE.
ASCAII!

He had to stop this, somehow. He could not
deny it, he could not run away from it. He could no longer ignore
it. This was the other side of the Empire, and the balance was
demanding to be redressed.

He turned reluctantly away from the path to
the Haven towards the source of his pain. It was an alarmingly
small diversion.

 


 








Chapter 3

The Historian: Aruath’s Journal

 


 


At last, the world was still.

The pale young man in the plain brown robe of
a Tay-Aien priest planted his feet firmly beneath the rough-hewn
writing desk in the House of his brethren at Edevor, on the
north-west coast of Caiivor. He had an uncanny sensation that the
stone flags beneath him still swelled up and down like the planks
of the despised ship he had so gladly forsaken for this brief
respite ashore.

He shivered. The world was still, but it was
not yet dry. Cold dampness seemed to seep from the thick walls
around him in this dim bastion against the unfriendly northern
climate. Already, Aruath was beginning to wonder what kind of
people lived so far from the sun.

He schooled his mind firmly to the task in
hand. He was woefully behind in his work.

He had hoped to write his journal every day,
but he had been incapable of doing anything on the voyage from
Vordeith. At times, he’d wondered if he would even survive it. How
long could a man live without retaining any food in his
stomach?

Why his God was punishing him, he did not
know. There were, no doubt, plenty of good reasons.

Brother Aruath dipped his quill into the
inferior ink, the best a provincial house like Edevor could
provide, and hesitated. His thoughts tumbled in disarray. He didn’t
know where to begin.

Just write. Let God sort it out.

He frowned, and brought the pen down like a
weapon against the vellum.

 


‘Notes for a History
of the North
Caiivorian
Tribes.’

‘I will write
as I think,
or how am I to
record what I
discover? My
mind betrays me. My
memory recalls
a taste of wine
and forgets
which grape
provided it.

I seek the
truth, and
sometimes I do
not recognise it until after
it has passed me
by, so I will write
down
everything,
and
afterwards trust
to God’s
guidance to
sort out
the true
grain from the
chaff. I have
no skill with
preaching
or healing, I
am shy of men
and solitary
by nature. My
pen is all I
have, and I
dedicate it to
the highest calling of my
brotherhood, to
write the stories of men and
reveal by them the
works of God.

I will
start with my own
history, for
it is brief and it
will say more
clearly than
anything else how great
is my debt to my
maker, and how
unworthy I am for
the task God has
called me to.’

 


He broke off, blotting the vellum, as a
strident shout of laughter burst through the small, unglazed window
above him. For one panic-stricken moment, he thought he recognised
the Governor’s voice.

Words spoken with a local North Caiivorian
accent drifted on the wake of the shout, and he relaxed, chiding
himself for his folly. The Governor undoubtedly had better things
to do with his time in Edevor than hang around in the street
outside the House of Tay-Aien. The Governor had been known to say
he would not be seen dead in the vicinity of a House of
Tay-Aien.

He had not said it recently. Not since the
Sons of Tay-Aien became such a powerful force in the Imperial
City.

Aruath turned his attention back to his
writing, viewing with dismay the ugly splodge of ink his
nervousness had left on the page. It was very poor ink. He had not
realised until he entered the Brothers’ house in Edevor quite how
comfortably his own community lived.

Where was he? Oh yes. His own history.

‘I am ascaii,’ he
wrote, and looked at it. It still seemed very audacious to commit
his own story to writing. Almost as audacious as accepting an
appointment on the outer fringes of the Empire in the first place.
None of his Brothers had any desire to exchange the comforts and
resources of the Imperial City for the wilderness of the North
Caiivorian provinces, and Aruath still wasn’t quite sure whether,
in doing so, he was serving God or his own vanity. The trial of the
sea voyage inclined him to think he was incurring his God’s
displeasure.

 


‘All the
sons of
Tay-Aien are
ascaii, since it has
come to mean
“servant” in the new
language and we are
all servants of our
great Master, but
I believe I was
bred of a race who called
themselves ascaii –
in the old
language, “our
people”. “Our
people” – my
people – dwelt
in the
northern
reaches of our
great Empire. The
known history of
the lands
they once called
their own is dominated by
another people,
the merescaii,
mighty warriors who
fought our own
great armies
for many
years, and so I
know little of my
forefathers.

I have
been told I am
the son of an
ascaii king who never
held a kingdom. The
year after I was
born it was
taken from his
grandfather,
the last ascaii
king to hold
the lands now ruled by merescaii under the aegis of our Great Emperor. By
God’s grace,
I was taken from the castle when
it fell,
and was not butchered
as many other
children
were butchered, nor
enslaved by the
men who
took the
lands
from my people.
I was brought
to the Sons
of Tay-Aien
in Vordeith,
and
they
have raised
me as their own,
a son of the
great prophet and a child
of God.

The lands
that I might
have called mine
are far from
our great
City, in
the
dark
north, where every year, I
am told,
the light struggles to survive
the growing
strength
of winter
nights. These are
the
lands
of the Enchanter, and I
approach them with trepidation. I do not
know what I will find in seeking the
truth of my story, but
the Sons of Tay-Aien are called to serve all across
the Empire,
since our Great Emperor decreed that all men should
follow
the
way of our Lord. I rejoice that I have found a need
for my poor
services where
I have always
longed to serve.’

 


Aruath paused to
refresh the
ink
and reflected
on his optimistic words.
If he had
written that
paragraph before the journey, it
would have
sprung joyously
from his
pen. After
eight nausea-wracked weeks in the
company of
the godless martinet who
was to
be the new
Imperial Governor of
Shehaios, the word “rejoice” seemed
to mock him.

 


‘You
cannot
begin
to delve into the
histories of
the northern peoples
without uncovering
the myth of ‘she-haios’. It is the land
of the gods. The
land of plenty, where
men live
for ever, never
wanting for
food. Where men
fear neither the
strike of the wildcat nor the teeth of the
bear. Where they lie down with wolves and turn away
the
blows of their
enemies. It is a
place of enchantment, the
place
where we
all long to be.

I know, of course, that the
truth lies in the
word
of the Prophet
and not in
some mythical
kingdom, but
I have had
many teachers
during my
life in the
House
of Tay-Aien and while
many have
left their mark, for better or worse,
there is one I must honour for setting my feet on this
path God
has chosen for
me.

I have heard men call the
Enchanter, or Magician, of Shehaios
evil, but one
of the greatest
teachers I
have ever
known, a friend
and support
to the Brother
Master of
our
House,
held the title
Lord
High Magician
of Shehaios.

I knew
Lord High Magician Turloch for
only a matter of days,
when I was
an idle
boy
still dreaming more
of the
sunlight
outside
the window than
the light my teachers endeavoured
to pour upon my
soul. He was a curious
little man,
old and
wrinkled
and hairless as a walnut.
But his voice had a power
such as I have never known, before or since.
He could speak in
a language
of which
I understood not one word, and
hold me
spellbound. I
could not but believe
he spoke the
truth;
the
fault
lay
in my ability to understand
it.

“You cannot know
the truth until
you have heard all the stories. Since you never know all the
stories, you never know the whole truth.”

The whole
truth was
closed to
Lord High Magician Turloch,
for all
his skill. He was not a Son of Tay-Aien.
But the man
who now
holds his
title has raised
a temple to the
one God
in the lands
north
of the
mountains,
which are
called Shehaios. By the
will of God,
the
Truth that
was
closed
to Lord
Turloch will
be revealed
to me.
Thus do
I feel myself called to
a place most of my Brothers, and
the
Brother
Master
of my house,
advise
me to shun.’

 


Aruath reviewed what he had
written, reading his own
dream back with misgiving.
It was the
general
lawless turmoil of Northern Caiivor his brothers
viewed with trepidation. Unlike the
orphaned ascaii scribe, they were born and
bred of the
Imperial City, most
of them from wealthy and
influential families. They had
a comfortable life of ministering to their
own people ahead
of them –
the
Sons of
Tay-Aien were
much in demand
since they found favour with the Emperor.

Since Shaihens already believed in a single Spirit, Aruath
had not
envisaged it being
a hard task to open their eyes to the word
of the Great Prophet. He feared the man with whom
he travelled was going to make it considerably
harder.
Aruath’s
appointment
was to a rural garrison.
He would
not
be working directly
under
the Governor’s
eye, but
he wondered now quite what a reception all the Imperial party were going to get
from these
newly-conquered people. The whole
of Northern
Caiivor was
riddled with petty
kingdoms,
permanently at war with each other. The
reason for the detested sea voyage was
that the road through the Gate to
Shehaios was
in the
hands
of North Caiivorian rebels.

The first
twenty-two years of Aruath’s life had been lived
within the calm
confines of the House of Tay-Aien in the
Imperial City of Vordeith. Every
drenching wave of
cold reality dampened
his enthusiasm for
this venture
into the wilder reaches of the Empire. He had
to make
himself apply
his pen once more.

 


‘I
suppose
the name “Shehaios”
was given to the lands
beyond
the northern mountains by people who could not imagine that
such heights could be scaled.

One does
not, of course, have to scale the heights
to reach distant
lands.
The seas will take
you to
any
shore.’

 


He almost added, “without scaling any
heights”, but his personal acquaintance
with the waves
of the Western
Ocean stayed his
hand.
He did, after all, seek to
tell the truth.

 


‘It
is the real
land of
Shehaios
to which I
am bound.
It was brought into the
Sacred
Union of the Empire in the
31st
Year of our Great Emperor’s reign by
the
marriage
of the
Shaihen
King Rainur
to the
twenty-fifth daughter of His
Greatness
Emperor
Zelt an’ Korsos,
the final act in
the civilisation of the
North Caiivorian tribes.’

 


The priest’s pen hesitated again. With the
exception of Shehaios, the lands of
the North Caiivorian tribes
had been under the
rule of the Imperial Sacred
Union
for two
generations, and they did
not yet seem
to know how
to behave
as obedient citizens of the Empire. He drew a
line
through what
he had just written.

 


‘…in
what was intended to
be the
final act
in the civilisation
of the
North Caiivorian tribes. Nevertheless,
as I write these words there is
considerable unrest in
the northern
territories. I
have heard
rumours even that merescaii Warriors of the Sacred
Union have forgotten their
duty to His Greatness and
taken
sides with a rebel of their own blood.

I am now residing in the
lands of the
merescaii, and
hope I may
uncover the
truth of these
matters
before resuming my
journey.
I will pray for
my enemies’ bodies as well
as their souls.
To defy the Sacred
Union
is as foolish
as their
rejection
of the Great
Prophet’s
words
is evil.’

 


Recorded
this 39th day
of the 38th year
in the reign of His
Greatness Emperor Zelt an’ Korsos.

Aruath an’ Girstan.

 








Chapter 4

The Taking of the Fair Land

 


 


The quickest way for the Lord High Magician
to move across his land was to change places with a creature who
was already in the place where he wanted to be.

Kierce was not sure he still had the
strength or the ability to do it. Evidently, he had.

He opened his eyes to be confronted by the
startled snarl of a mother wild- cat half the size of a man.
Something moved and tickled against his hand, but he did not dare
take his eyes off the mother to glance at the adolescent cub
resting against his arm.

Kierce assessed his situation rapidly. He
was in the middle of a family of wildcats. In the middle, in fact,
of a heap of this year’s cubs, sleeping well-fed and contented in a
shallow cave. Their mother had been snoozing with them, until one
of her offspring was abruptly replaced by a man.

He hadn’t meant to do that.

Kierce lay very still, his inability to do
anything about it making the tickle against his hand a
disproportionate torment. The other cubs were beginning to stir. He
focussed with all the clarity he could muster on the mother
wild-cat’s mind. Gradually, he took on the form, the scent, and the
mannerisms of her missing cub.

Her hackles dipped warily. For a long time
she just stared at him. Then she took a hesitant step forwards and
sniffed at him. A rough tongue licked thoughtfully across his face.
He could smell her last kill on her breath. The gleaming threat of
her teeth brushed accidentally against his cheek.

He kept his nerve. He could still do it. She
settled down beside him and proceeded to give him a thorough
wash.

Kierce put up with it for as long as an
almost-adult male cub might be reasonably expected to put up with
it and then rolled to his feet with a low growl. His brother cub
raised his head and looked lazily up at him; the mother subsided
onto her side, relaxed and ready to go back to sleep, her yellow
eyes watching him idly.

The cub’s tail switched to the man’s
uncertainty. He didn’t particularly want to take the whole family
with him. And it was almost tempting to stay there. The contentment
of this well-fed wildcat family held a massive attraction for a
Magician stretched beyond his strength by the machinations of
humankind.

It was a fleeting fancy. They would be
hungry again soon enough. Life was not easy for any of the
creatures who inhabited the Shaihen mountains.

He padded out of the cave, aware of the
mother’s gaze following him, and found himself on a narrow ledge.
Below him, ribbons of shining yellow mud ran down through the
sparse, tough-leaved scrub clinging to the steep hillside. There
was a touch of sleet in the curtain of rain falling across the
mountain landscape.

He sprang onto the shoulder of rock jutting
out above the wildcats’ shelter and lay down to watch. The mother
cat prowled out of the cave in his wake, clearly not quite as happy
with the strange goings-on as he had hoped. She sniffed the ground
where he had stood and Kierce knew she could scent man, not
wildcat. He rose stealthily to his feet. Her head turned
immediately in his direction.

Kierce raided her senses urgently for
something she would respect more than a small, defenceless human
being, and took away the image of a big, marauding male cat. He
stood up tall, a sleek, powerful animal almost twice the size of
the suspicious female. He snarled at her. She snarled at him. But
she didn’t move. She wasn’t going to pick a fight with him if he
wasn’t going to pick a fight with her.

He turned and sloped away, with all the
swagger and confidence of strength, youth and testosterone.

He kept the image longer than he strictly
needed to. It reminded him of the Kierce who had inherited the
Magician’s mantle.

The Kierce who had died on a mountain with
his King and his son.

He was not far from the ascaii. An hour or
so travelling across the mountainside brought him within sight of
their village.

Looking down on it, he could tell at a
glance it was a village occupied by settlers from south of the
Shaihen mountains. It was a modest settlement, the Holder’s House a
single, thatch-roofed hall and the round Meeting House barely large
enough to hold thirty people. A number of shacks and hazel-branch
shelters huddled against the sturdier Shaihen houses of the
original settlement, a lot flimsier than the other modification
added by the ascaii occupants. A high fence of pointed stakes
enclosed the Holding, ladders and platforms running up inside it to
accommodate defenders.

No Shaihen settlement had such
fortifications. No Shaihen settlement had needed to defend itself
for generations. Not until the feuding Caiivorian tribes found a
way through the mountains seven years ago.

It was the business of the Lord High
Magician to know why things were as they were. He knew what had
driven these ascaii across the mountains into Shehaios. The race
memory of their people was one of loss. They lost battles. Their
land. Their liberty. They were well on the way to losing their
identity, which was why those gathered in rebellion against the
inexorable tide of their history clung so fiercely to it.

He had to admire their resilience, but he
could find little sympathy for the ignorant brutality that was
taking them back around the path that had destroyed them in the
first place, especially as it now threatened to take his own people
with them. To go on blindly following the same tenets, the same
leaders, making the same mistakes, inflicting on other tribes what
had been inflicted on their own, seemed utter madness to Kierce.
Like worshipping death, rather than life.

In the face of the pain washing constantly
through him, the thought gave him pause. If life was miserable
enough, death was not an unattractive option. If choices were taken
away, where else could men go but round and round the same
destructive circle.

He had not realised the ascaii were so
well-established, so deep in Shehaios, a mere couple of days
journey from the Chief of Mervecc’s Holding. His mind had been so
full of the presence of the Imperial troops occupying Shehaios he
had been almost blind to the threat the ascaii represented.

He had not seen Orlii. Not until he struck
down Kierce’s King, and Kierce’s son.

He still didn’t understand how a young man
who knew all the forms of power and none of the substance of it
could have believed, as he knew Orlii had believed, that he was
heir to the Magician’s power. There were times when Kierce
despaired of his own peoples’ ignorance, but the thought of the
ascaii, in possession of the Magician’s staff…

The daylight was fading rapidly. He checked
the painful drift of his thoughts, and brought his mind back to
focus on the Holding below him. He could sense the air of heady
celebration which still hung around the people within it. The
slaughter of King Rainur and his escort had, for them, been a
momentous victory. A defeat not only for Shehaios, but for the
Shaihens’ indomitable Imperial allies. A rare moment of glory for
the ascaii, and five days on from their triumph, the drink still
flowed freely, lusty voices raising belligerent shouts of defiance
and supremacy. They were ascaii, and unlike his own people, Kierce
could hear them clearly.

The echoes sharpened the pain in his head.
Everything in his nature recoiled from these men. He shared minds
reliving the thirst of battle, relishing again the spilling of
enemy blood and the desecration of enemy flesh. He had seen for
himself that they had not suffered many of the Imperial soldiers to
live, but now he saw that they held a number of Shaihen prisoners,
destined for the slave markets of the south. He saw with sudden
clarity a small group of ascaii gathered around one hapless figure
who had, perhaps, attempted to escape. He heard the taunting and
jeering, felt his body drawn to the power of a weapon in his hand,
felt the desperate need to hold onto it at all costs. All the
painful sensations gathered into a blurred lust for violence and he
felt the hand raise the cudgel, and bring it down with savage
strength onto unresisting flesh. He heard the laughter as another
blow fell, felt the satisfaction of seeing the victim fall.

Ours. This is ours. Our land. Our people.

He pulled himself back from it in alarm. He
did not want to share this. But he had no choice. Everything he had
used to kill Orlii bound him to Orlii's people. He realised to his
consternation that he could feel nothing of the prisoners’
suffering. He did not know who the prisoners were. He was watching
them entirely from their captors’ viewpoint, and the ascaii thought
of their Shaihen captives as commodities to be traded, not people.
They were not our people.

Kierce walked across the hillside in the
gathering dusk towards the gate in the ascaii defence works. The
ascaii sentries challenged him as he approached but dared not lay a
hand on him when he ignored them. He could see himself as they saw
him; the suspect, half-unreal figure they called the Enchanter of
Shehaios. He knew they were afraid of him. Of what he had done to
Orlii.

He was afraid of that himself.

As he walked through the closed gate, ascaii
fell back before him like a bow wave before an advancing vessel. He
was aware that one of the guards at the gate had run to tell the
middle-aged warrior who styled himself King of the as- caii the
moment they saw Kierce approaching the Holding, and he strove to
subdue the clamour of the masses to concentrate on the mind of
their leader.

King Girstan of the ascaii was in the
Holder’s House, feasting and drinking, when the messenger burst
into the hall and gasped out the news of the Enchanter’s imminent
arrival.

Girstan greeted the information with a
guffaw. “I hear no thunderbolts, no rushing winds!” he exclaimed.
Kierce sensed an outflung arm. “Does it not usually grow dark at
this time of day?”

Laughter arose from the men gathered around
him, chasing fears of the Enchanter’s power to the edges of the
King’s own mind and the minds of his audience.

“The evening gathers, and there is magic
approaching from the darkness. Are we still children to be
frightened by shadows?”

His men responded with a dutiful roar of
derision.

“He is here in the form of a man, Lord
Girstan,” said the messenger.

“Well, there’s a surprise,” said the King.
“Still enough light to see by, then.” He got to his feet. “I will
see what Lord Kierce has to say for himself, I think he owes me
some explanation. We had a bargain, the Lord High Magician and
I.”

As Kierce approached the Holder’s House, he
saw the squat, powerfully- built caii warrior emerge, accompanied
by a burly man in the robes and markings of a Tay-Aien priest.

“Lord Kierce,” Girstan greeted him, sweeping
a mocking bow. “An honour, my lord. Have you come to give us our
reward?”

Kierce paused, his eye drawn to the
Magician’s staff clutched in the priest’s bear-like paw. He could
take it back. Just walk up to the man and take it out of his hand.
It would burn the big oaf from whom he took it. It would probably
do that anyway. The fool had no idea what he held.

“You were never promised any reward.”

Girstan regarded him calculatingly. He had
not directly witnessed Orlii’s death, and his dwindling belief in
the Enchanter of Shehaios hung by the most tenuous of threads. He
was full of his own invincibility.

He was also more than a little drunk.

“I believe we were, and I do not like a man
who does not keep his promises, whoever he may be. You owe us due
payment for the service we have done you, Lord Kierce.”

“You’ve had all the payment you were due,
Girstan. It was not my wish that the King be killed. I thought you
might have guessed that.”

“Your argument with your servant is no
business of mine,” said Girstan. “Orlii spoke on your behalf. He
promised, on your behalf, what we know we’re already promised by
the power you serve as well as us. As the Prophet has written,” he
raised his hand, declaiming with inebriated fervour, “the Fair Land
shall belong to those from whom it was taken.”

A ragged cheer arose from his men.

Kierce hesitated. The ascaii had held their
own lands once. In all justice, they were due more than had been
given them. Due something, for all that pain. Somehow, he had to
make it stop.

“It was never yours,” he said.

Girstan grinned, swaying slightly where he
stood, well-lubricated with victory.

“I beg to differ, Lord Kierce. Come, drink
with us. We shall debate the matter.”

“My lord – !” began his priest in
outrage.

Girstan draped his arm around the priest’s
shoulder.

“We are honoured by such company, Ravir.
Welcome your brother in Tay- Aien’s teachings.”

Ravir gave Kierce a glare of solidified
poison. Kierce could feel the priest’s suspicion and fear crashing
like waves against him, but Girstan’s thoughts were crystal clear,
as if they were forming in his own mind.

Kierce would not describe Girstan as a subtle
man, but he was no fool. He had achieved the death of the Shaihen
King. It was in his mind to destroy the Shaihen Magician as well.
There was nothing Girstan felt he could not do, at this moment in
time. He truly believed the Fair Land lay before him for the
taking. Kierce followed him into the Holder’s House in the full
knowledge that Girstan did not intend him to walk out of it
again.

Orlii had been Kierce’s servant, as well as
one of Girstan’s men. He had acted as go-between for them. If
Kierce had learned about Girstan from Orlii, he now realised how
much Girstan had learned from that young man about the Magician’s
arts. The King knew that the seat of such powers as the Enchanter
might have lay in his mind. He was aware of the properties of an
extract of a mountain flower used by Shaihen healers to dull pain
and by caii warriors to induce a state of euphoria. It divorced the
mind from the body, enhanced a sense of well-being, and made you
forget.


Girstan was waiting for him.

He led Kierce into the dining hall of the
Holder’s house. A crowd of his warriors remained there, more
jostling in the wake of their leader and his guest. It was not
unlike any other Holder’s dining hall at the end of the day,
furnished with food and drink, packed with people and noise. The
biggest difference to strike Kierce was the absence of any women
from this gathering. Girstan’s army displaced even his own settlers
and dominated the company. Ascaii memories assaulted Kierce as he
entered the hall; a heritage of cruel, numbing, de- humanising
loss. He tried very hard to focus on Girstan’s mind, to force
himself into it and impress upon him the significance of the
Shaihen Magician, but it was not an easy mind to break into. There
were so few points where it touched his own, and he found himself
recoiling from the contact he made.

Girstan revolted him. Girstan’s people
revolted him. Most of them were less than half their leader’s age,
and yet so many of them were already stripped of anything that made
them vulnerable, so many fleeing from something - poverty, or overt
slavery, it made little difference, they had never stopped running.
Was there an ascaii warrior who was not living in mortal fear of
appearing weaker and softer than his comrades? One who sought
anything other than the satisfaction of his bodily appetites? Of
course there are, Kierce, he told himself firmly. These are men.
They are human. They love and lust and laugh and hurt just like all
other men. Get inside Girstan’s head and make him see the
Enchanter, the Magician, the power of the Fair Land.

But it seemed a monumentally unrewarding
task. Girstan believed in nothing but himself. If Kierce persuaded
him now, he knew he would have it all to do again the next time
Girstan’s egotism got the better of him. Again, and again. One man.
One ascaii. Born to inherit nothing.

There were millions of them. Perhaps they
were the future of Shehaios. Perhaps the Magician’s time was over.
Perhaps it was no longer his problem. The overwhelming weariness
began to sap the edges of his willpower, seducing him with
oblivion.

Girstan handed him a horn drinking vessel
filled with ale. The heady scent of the flower extract it was
doctored with swam enticingly through Kierce’s senses. It had no
perfume to an ordinary man, but it washed over the Magician in a
warm and dazzling glow. It would stop the pain. It would silence
the voices.

It would close down his mind. Sleeping no
longer did that. Dreams were worse than waking.

“Good health, Lord Kierce,” said Girstan.

Orlii had used poison to kill Rainur. Swift,
paralysing poison that took him too quickly for Kierce to stop it.
He had tried. Tried to take it into himself. He shuddered slightly
at the memory of it gripping his own body, trying to freeze his own
lungs, still his own heart.

Nevertheless, he was still, physically,
alive. He had withstood that poison, and he could withstand this
one. The temptation to take just a taste of death – of peace – was
overwhelming. He smiled, and raised the vessel in salutation
towards Girstan.

“Your victory, Lord Girstan,” he said. “Now,
I need to talk to you about the nature of Shaihen victories….”

“It was an ascaii victory, Lord Kierce. Our
victory.”

“You are in Shehaios. Shehaios is the land
you’re claiming.”

“Our land, Lord Kierce. The land that has
been promised to us.”

Kierce fixed him with a very direct gaze and
a shiver chased down his spine as he made contact with the
vindictive hostility in Girstan’s mind. Despite the pretence,
Girstan despised him as he despised all who were not ascaii. He was
watching avidly to see if Kierce would take the poisoned drink,
whether it would affect him. Whether he could beat this Shaihen
into submission like all the others. “You have been promised
nothing, Girstan,” said Kierce. “You are in Shehaios, and so you
are a part of Shehaios, but if you try to steal it from us, you
will be stealing it from yourself as well. You can only create the
Fair Land. You cannot take it. You can destroy it.”

Girstan leaned towards him.

“Who's going to stop us, little man?” He met
Kierce’s eyes. His own were dark brown, and full of mocking
laughter. He grinned. “The Imperial Army?”

He flourished a hand studded with rings that
made it an armoured fist when he clenched it. Kierce saw the
seal-ring of a Unit Commander among the trophies. He didn’t need
reminding of the scavengers' feast laid out on the
mountainside.

He sighed. Where to begin to explain to a man
who had no idea? The dull throb of poverty and oppression that
dominated ascaii memories pulsed relentlessly. He raised the horn
to his lips. It was good ale. The poison left no taste, he just
felt it slide down his throat and ripple into his nervous system.
It brought an immediate and delicious sense of relief. The pain
dulled. The voices faded.

Girstan was beginning to expand on his
triumph.

“They didn’t stop us entering your King’s
camp to claim his body, did they? Didn’t even have a clue what was
going on. D’you know, I believe they killed more of your people
than I did. Your people killed quite a few of them. We just stood
in the middle and cheered them on, Lord Kierce, it was the most
entertaining battle I’ve ever fought!” He was grinning broadly.

Kierce found himself smiling.

“That would be because you didn’t fight it,
Girstan. You tricked your enemies into fighting each other.”

“Enchantment, Lord Kierce? Or just a little
good luck?”

“Oh, you know it wasn’t me. You know where I
was.”

Girstan eyed him warily, briefly
disconcerted. When the ascaii fell on Rainur’s escort, they already
held the body of the Magician captive. They believed it was the
dead body of the Magician. If there was one thing that did disturb
Girstan, it was Kierce’s apparent ability to rise from the dead.
With a stirring of his former zest for the game of life, Kierce
began to anticipate the ascaii King’s reaction when the poison
failed to do its work.

“As I said, I promised you nothing. To hold
the Fair Land, Girstan – .” Kierce faltered, a dizziness sweeping
across in front of his vision. He struggled to collect the words on
his tongue in the face of what he could see in Girstan’s mind.
To hold the Fair Land, Girstan…

It was such an utterly absurd thing to say.
As if Girstan could ever hold the Fair Land. He didn’t know what a
Fair Land was. Kierce began to shake with silent laughter. He was
talking nonsense. He had no place here.

The laughter echoed through his head,
disappearing into a confusion of emptiness. Kierce looked down in
sudden alarm, as he became aware that his body had become
completely divorced from his mind. He watched himself keel over and
fall sprawling from the bench at the side of the Holder’s guest
hall, and realised in horror that he had left it too late to fight
the poison. The drug was overpowering his physical being. He had
surrendered himself to Girstan’s mercy.

“Father of my ancestors!”

Kierce realised it was his own voice he could
hear yelling as he connected the sharp pain in his chest with the
knife gouging into his flesh. He stared up in amazement at the
ascaii leaning over him, the knife working rapidly and skilfully
over his skin. Thoughts and sensations whirled meaninglessly
through his mind. With an effort of will, he shifted focus to the
man assaulting him and looked down at himself with the ascaii’s
eyes. He was stark naked and the man had half finished imprinting a
tattoo of a flame enclosed by a circle on his chest. The mark of
the ascaii.

Kierce gritted his teeth and suffered the
rest of the ritual in stoic silence. Shafts of red-hot agony sank
repeatedly into his breast, each an overture to the stinging
crescendo of the dye that followed the knife wound. He wasn’t
entirely sure whether Girstan intended it as a mark of respect or a
punishment and he had nothing to spare to take more than a
superficial look at Girstan’s mind. It was all he could do to focus
on controlling the pain without succumbing entirely to the drug in
his blood. As a rite of passage, it was a savage induction into a
savage world.

What he did glimpse of Girstan was not
promising. He was gloating as his henchmen had over their lesser
prisoners, wallowing in the belief that he held the Lord High
Magician of Shehaios at his mercy. Inflicting pain on an enemy
supposedly so powerful was a source of considerable excitement to
him. The nature of his excitement revolted Kierce as the shared
memories of other ascaii captors had. The Magician’s mind was not
one that associated sexual pleasure with torture.

The raucous jeering of the circle around
Girstan filtered gradually through to his ears as the artist moved
back, his work complete. Kierce’s chest felt as if a layer of skin
had been torn from it in a strip. He was aware of small rivulets of
blood running from the wounds.

It was not a mark of respect. It was a badge
of humiliation.

Girstan stood up and looked down at him.
Ravir rose up beside him, the brand mark of Tay-Aien on his
forehead twitching with anxiety.

“My lord, I entreat you, do not touch him.
You are not dealing with a man, you are dealing with a magician -
.”

“Magician?” sneered Girstan. He spat
comprehensively in Kierce’s face. Kierce could not raise his hand
to wipe away the spittle. As if time had slowed, he groped towards
the intention in Girstan’s mind. In the contemptuous grin on his
lips, and the light of arousal in his eyes. The experiences and
memories he had shared came blazing back through Kierce’s soul;
standing with a group of men and mocking a helpless prisoner. Blows
on exposed and unresisting flesh, degradation and humiliation.
Women stripped and abused, again and again. Rape used as an
assertion of power that had little even to do with lust.
Destruction of dignity and spirit with repeated and careless
violence. Was this freedom? The triumph of brute force and
ignorance, the enemies of the Lord High Magician of Shehaios.

Girstan lifted his kilt. His erection reared
naked and aggressive beneath it. Kierce’s muscles refused to
respond to the screaming instructions of his brain. He struggled to
hurl himself into a form that could run, fly, get away, anywhere,
anyhow, but it was too late. They had stolen his son, his future,
his hope. They had stolen his strength and now his body hung like a
dead weight from his mind. He could not move.

Girstan dropped down onto him, seized his
shoulder and flipped him face down on the floor. The shouting and
jeering rose to a baying cacophony.

Girstan buried his hand in Kierce’s hair and
thrust his face down into the dirt. His big Caiivorian body drove
the small Shaihen one between his thighs into the ground as he
forced his way inside it.

Ours. This is ours. Our land. Our people.

Pain burned up through Kierce’s body, ripping
tears from his eyes and a howl from his throat. The trampled earth
of the hall floor filled his mouth and choked off the sound. He
reached in desperation towards the Tay-Aien priest, the only man
there who cared enough about anything to still believe in the
Enchanter.

“Lie there and take it, little man,” snarled
Girstan. “Know what it is to be born ascaii.”

 



Chapter 5

Burning the Temple

 


 


Sheldo was running with the taste of blood in
his mouth. It was his own, but the blood across his fist was not.
The thrill of the fight was still pulsing through him as the small
group of Shaihen boys ran through the dark between the towering
buildings of the Imperial garrison town. Like the Shaihen Holding
on the opposite bank of the river, the town was called Arhaios. To
Sheldo, it felt like a foreign country.

The young men chasing them were not much
older, though most of them were quite a lot bigger, men of a
different race from those they were pursuing.

Sheldo knew those chasing him called
themselves merescaii. He called them Caiivorian. The enemy. The men
his Chieftain had allowed to settle in Shehaios and told them all
to welcome and to trust.

How could you trust men who did what these
soldiers had done in Cuaraccon Holding?

How could you trust a Chieftain who had
killed your father?

Hatred surged through Sheldo’s veins like
fire. They hadn’t done enough yet. Beating up a few bastard
Imperial soldiers for the Shaihens they had assaulted in Cuaraccon
Holding was not enough. One of the Shaihen girls was dead, and this
whole place, the very garrison itself, was an act of rape on the
body of Shehaios.

He ran round a corner to yet another
half-constructed shell of a building, surrounded by the debris of
construction work. He skidded to a halt, his gang of supporters
stumbling to a stop behind him. He knew where he was. He had been
here before.

He looked at the pavilion of wooden seating
tiered in front of him. His gaze strayed to the elaborate curve of
the far gable of the unfinished building, shaped into a stylized
flame. Images and memories tumbled passionately through his head.
His Chieftain, standing in that pavilion mouthing the oath of
allegiance to the Empire of the Sacred Union. The sound of the
words welling from the throats of the Imperial soldiers, gathered
for the dedication of the new temple to Tay- Aien’s god.

Sheldo liked his Chieftain, Caras of Oreath.
Even the death of his father, Jagus, at Caras’s hands, had not
diminished Sheldo’s respect. He understood the conflict which had
led to it; understood – if he could not quite forgive – the reasons
for his father’s death. He had never felt ashamed of his Chieftain
until he stood beside him two days ago at that ceremony. Caras was
a good man. He was too good. He didn’t see what kind of people he
was pandering to.

Sheldo’s father had always predicted
Caiivorian rapaciousness would destroy everything of Shehaios if
King Rainur persisted in appeasing Imperial power. You could not
ally with Caiivorians. You fought them. Every step, and every
stone. Sheldo picked up a stone, and hurled it at the temple.

A futile gesture. It enraged Sheldo that his
fury had such little impact. He hurled another stone and saw it
spark off the stone building.

“Fire!” he yelled. “Burn it down!”

“Sheldo, they’re after us,” said one of his
friends, anxiously. “Let’s just get out of here!”

Sheldo was already running towards the
temporary wooden pavilion. That would burn well.

“Come on!”

He began to kick and rip at the structure
with his bare hands, until someone handed him a hammer. He grinned
at the fire in his comrade’s eyes as he took the implement and
smashed it against the benches.

There were ten young Shaihens, and a building
site full of tools. The flimsy structure was firewood in no time;
some started to stack it against the temple, others quartered the
site to find other flammable materials, and all of them had
forgotten they were being pursued, until one of their number
suddenly came racing across the site, leaping the debris like a
running deer.

“Soldiers!” he gasped, as he ran past
Sheldo’s startled face. “A whole troop of bloody soldiers! Run,
Sheldo!”

Sheldo looked in dismay at the tempting
bonfire piled against the walls of the hated temple. They hadn’t
done enough. They never did enough. His father was right, he’d
always been right. Caras shouldn’t have killed him.

“Run Sheldo!”

“You run.” Sheldo swung round towards the
temple. “Lead them off. Leave me, I’ll do it.”

“Sheldo, no - !”

“Do it!” yelled Sheldo.

A pack of Imperial soldiers appeared around a
corner of the dirt street above the building site. They were not
the yelling rabble Sheldo and his comrades had been brawling with,
they ran with the steady purpose of a disciplined group. They had
collected an officer. They were no longer young men out for a
fight, they were on official business.

Sheldo flung himself through the doorway of
the unfinished temple and rolled underneath the stack of wood piled
against the walls. He watched his friends scatter and flee. The
soldiers dispersed after them, targeting individuals. He saw one
boy brought down, watched with his heart in his mouth as the tip of
the soldier’s sword pressed against the back of the captive’s neck.
He had brought them here. He had fired them with vengeance, roused
them to action. He hadn’t meant to get them killed.

To Sheldo’s relief, he saw the soldier tie
the boy’s hands and nudge him to his feet. One prisoner. The rest
seemed to have got away, and now the soldiers were moving off as
well, taking their captive with them. They did not even glance at
the half-finished temple.

Sheldo breathed again, but he waited until he
was sure they had gone before he crawled out from underneath the
woodpile. With trembling hands, he fumbled in the pocket hung at
his belt for his flint. He crouched over the base of his hiding
place, and sparked the flint into some wood shavings. He had to do
it half a dozen times, he was shaking so much.

It caught far better than he had expected.
The stiff breeze blowing across Arhaios fanned the small flames
rapidly into big ones. Sheldo jumped back in alarm, and watched,
spellbound, as fire roared up the timber scaffolding surrounding
the temple. Flames flared around the symbolic flame at the end of
the building, silhouetting it with awe-inspiring ferocity.

He was still watching when the firelight
glanced off the sword of the Imperial soldier advancing on him with
grim intent. Sheldo turned to flee, and ran straight into the arms
of another massive, armoured Caiivorian. Defiance and heroism
dissolved in blind panic; he lashed out at his captor, screaming
obscenities at him, struggling furiously. The soldier slammed the
hilt of his sword into Sheldo’s face.

“Alsa… !” Sheldo gasped, as his legs folded
under him and the blackness washed over his sight. “Alsa… Caras…
.”

 


Alsareth ti’ Caras, daughter to the Holder of
Arhaios and Chief of Oreath, sat bolt upright in her bed, panting
with instinctive panic. The lonely voice crying in her head receded
into an echo in her ears, slipping away from her clumsy grasp.

Her breathing steadied as the darkness around
her settled into the familiar shades of the sleeping platform below
the eaves of the Holder’s House at Arhaios. She was at home, in her
own bed. She could hear the soft breathing of her two younger
brothers, sleeping peacefully.

She shook herself slightly, separating the
two realities. Her mind was beginning to get busier in sleep than
it was during her waking hours. Earlier on, the dream she had
dreamed so often since Kierce brought them the news of King
Rainur’s death had come again, but what had awoken her now was
clearer, and she knew it was not a dream. She had touched someone,
another mind, in the way which had become familiar to her over the
last few years.

She recognised a cry for help, real and
immediate. And she recognised the voice.

“Sheldo - ?” she whispered into the night.
“Sheldo, where are you?”

She clenched her hands over her face and
screwed up her eyes. A host of images and emotions teased at the
edges of her consciousness. They jumped on her from the dark, so
that she pushed them away in fright before she knew what they were,
and then she couldn’t get them back. It was so frustrating. She
knew she could control it, if someone would only show her how to
touch where she wanted to touch and see where she wanted to see.
Alone, all she could ever do was leap into the impassioned depths
and then strike out frantically to regain the shores of her own,
safe space.

“Sheldo, reach
out for
me!”

After all, if she couldn’t reach Sheldo, who
could she reach? Sometimes the violence of his feelings alarmed
her, but their shared ardour shone from him into her own mind, a
reflection and enhancement of a love she had no words for.

Her fear kept getting in the way. She was
afraid of where she was going, afraid he’d done something stupid.
He’d been talking about doing something stupid ever since the fight
in Cuaraccon. Everyone was talking about doing something – about
something happening – about things changing. The last few months
had been like flying up one hill to be hurled down another. Armies
gathered at Arhaios; her father fighting Sheldo’s father; and then
the King… She still couldn’t believe the King was dead, that his
little boy, his heir, was dead too. Murdered, in their own
mountains. In Shehaios. The Fair Land. Her home.

She forced her racing thoughts to compose
themselves, and focussed on Sheldo, conjuring his face in her
mind’s eye. She could see his eyes, the brilliant, tawny eyes full
of fire and visions. The soft curving smile of his mouth. The gold
hairs on his upper lip and jaw, the slight twist of his nose, the
quirky, misaligned eyebrows. She wanted to gather him in her arms
and hold him safe.

She felt a shiver of fear deeper and colder
than the nervous excitement that had been scattering her thoughts,
and she knew she had reached him. She touched an ache of physical
pain and gut-twisting dread. She felt a heaviness on her hands, as
if there were chains on them. The softness of the bed beneath her
shifted into a numbing hardness, and she shivered again in the
cheerless draught of a bare room. She could smell wood. Locally
cut, not many years ago. A building without a long history, a big
building – she could feel the weight of it around her, pressing
down into that one small space that confined… not her, but the mind
she was touching.

“Sheldo?” she whispered again. “Sheldo, where
are you?”

She opened her eyes. She knew where he was. A
large, new building, near Arhaios, could only take her to one
location. The Imperial Army garrison across the river.

He had done something stupid.

She leaped out of bed and ran down the
sleeping platform. Her father would know what to do. Caras always
knew what to do.

 


The Chief of Oreath was dreaming too, in that
disturbed sleep where dreams are most intense and most vividly
remembered. He dreamed he was alone, because his outflung arm
sub-consciously reminded him that his wife was not lying beside
him. In his dream, he was watching a woman walk through darkness.
He couldn’t reach her. He couldn’t follow where she was going – he
didn’t know why, it was a dream. The centre of the darkness shaped
itself into a human figure and he felt a sense of relief as he
recognised the familiar smile of a man he had spent his boyhood
regarding as a brother.

Lord High Magician Kierce opened his arms to
welcome the woman, and now Caras knew that she was his own wife,
and the darkness was only the Magician’s cloak on Kierce’s
shoulders. Suddenly, with the dislocating lurch of the dream-world,
he found himself falling back before a relentless attack that came
out of nowhere. He was aware of a sword plunging and stabbing
towards him. He looked down, as he had once done in reality, and
saw the blade sunk deep in his body. He jerked and shouted, flung
himself over onto his back and opened his eyes onto his daughter’s
troubled face.

“Dad?”

Caras sat up slowly, his body bathed in sweat
and his head slightly dizzy. “Alsa, you startled me. Sorry.” He
rubbed his hand over his eyes and tried to assimilate the real
world he had awoken to. “It’s the middle of the night, sweetheart,
what’s the matter?”

“Where’s Mum?”

Good
question.

He knew where Elani was. It was where she had
been every night since Kierce left them to take the news of
Rainur’s death to the Haven. “She couldn’t sleep. She’ll be
downstairs.”

And she, too, would be dreaming of Kierce. He
pushed away the shaft of jealousy that prevented him sharing her
nightly vigil. An image of Kierce’s familiar face, unfamiliar with
pain and loss, rose unbidden to Caras' mind. The appalling night
he'd spent sitting by the body of his friend waiting to see if he
would live or die drenched a sudden wave of fear over him.

“It’s Sheldo, Dad,” said Alsa. “What’s
Sheldo?”

“He’s… I don’t know. I dreamed… I felt… I
thought…. Dad, I think he’s in trouble.”

“What sort of trouble?”

Alsa looked at him with anxious eyes. “In the
Imperial camp.”

A sense of dismay settled on Caras’
shoulders. He invoked a mental curse as he drew his daughter into
his arms.

“All right, Alsa. You’d better tell me what
you know.”

 


 



Chapter 6

The Holder

 


 


There was a taste of winter in the air as
Caras walked across the bridge away from his Holding the next day.
His breath clouded in front of him, drifting down to mingle with
the mist curling up from the river below.

Night was reluctant to leave the forest that
stretched away behind Arhaios, the trees dripping a cold dampness
that seeped into the bones. Caras shivered and shrugged his
shoulders further into his wolf skin cloak. Never had he wished so
intensely that the night and its hunters were still the only
dangers Arhaios had to contend with. Never had he longed more to be
Holder of the Arhaios his grandmother had passed on to him, the
tightly-bound community of a few hundred individuals sitting on its
hilltop with the river at its feet and the forest at its back,
looking out over the western plains towards Cuaraccon.

It was still there. It rose above him like
something growing from the landscape, the Halls of Learning
standing sturdily astride the steep road up the hill from the
bridge as they had always done.

But in front of him was the other Arhaios.
The walls and gatehouse, barracks and stables, slave quarters and
officers’ houses of the Imperial army garrison dominated the
opposite bank of the river, twice the size and more of the original
Holding. The industry which had created a small town almost
overnight was astonishing. It wasn’t finished yet; every day the
busy hundreds of soldiers and slaves toiled with timber and stone,
sweat and ingenuity, to add more walls.

And build the temple.

When Alsa awoke him, Caras had only to hear
“Sheldo”, “Empire” and “temple” in the same sentence to know that
his life had just got a lot more difficult. It didn’t really matter
what the rest said.

He wondered how Garrison Commander Ascem was
going to react. Caras hoped the Commander might just lock the boy
up for a while as a warning, and it would all blow over in fairly
short order. But Sheldo was the late King's nephew and there were
many who would see him as the current heir to the Shaihen throne.
With four thousand armed Shaihens camped down river wondering who
they were going to fight, Caras feared Ascem would view it more
seriously. The Shaihen warriors were, most of them, the men trained
by Sheldo’s father to defend Shehaios, and Sheldo’s father had been
very inclined to think it needed defending from the Empire.

That was why Caras had fought him. With his
victory came responsibility for all that the vanquished man
represented. Such was the nature of Shaihen victories. A fight
between men of the Spirit ended the life not only of the defeated
combatant but, in a sense, the life of the victor as well. The man
who was Chief of Oreath now was both Caras and Jagus.

Jagus had left behind a son and an army. Just
at the moment, the presence of one posed a considerable threat to
the other.

Caras scowled to himself. He resented these
problems. He had been facing them from the moment the Imperial army
arrived at Arhaios – then, they had come to defend Shehaios. He had
welcomed them. But he hadn’t foreseen the impact their mere
presence would have on his community; hadn’t realised how permanent
and invasive that presence would be. It was only a matter of days
ago he had been striding across the bridge to confront Ascem with
the behaviour of his troops in Cuaraccon, and while Ascem had
offered an apology, Caras knew it would be likely to happen again,
as it had happened before. Ascem regretted the death of the Shaihen
girl caught up in the disturbance, but he did not consider it a
matter of great moment.

Caras didn't think he'd ever forget his first
sight of Commander Ascem an’ Turendi. The shock that ran through
him when the new Commander of the Arhaios garrison removed his
helmet and revealed the five tattooed stripes on his forehead, one
down the centre of his nose and two diagonals either side of it;
the wildcat markings of a merescaii warrior. The mere idea of a
caii warrior clad in Imperial authority was enough to send a shiver
down the spine of any Shaihen.

The traditions of the caii, the tribes who
lived south of Shehaios’ mountains, were so antipathetic to his own
that it had taken Caras some effort to distinguish the man from the
prejudice and build a working relationship with Ascem. He could not
say he liked the Commander, and he strongly suspected he did not
command enough of Ascem’s interest to be either liked or disliked
in return. Anyone who was not merescaii did not really appear above
Ascem’s social horizon. The stripes on the Commander’s face were a
badge of honour among his people, earned only by young men who had
fought and killed to further their family interests. Although Ascem
gained his stripes as a boy, long before he joined the Army of the
Sacred Union, he had never stopped being a merescaii
aristocrat.

Nevertheless, he was capable and pragmatic,
and worshipped Tay-Aien’s god for the same reason that – nominally
– Caras worshipped him; solely because his Emperor had decreed that
he should. Caras thought, cautiously, there might be hope for
Sheldo.

The gates of the Imperial garrison opened as
the Chief of Oreath approached them. The sentry offered him a
salute, and two soldiers of the Sacred Union escorted him into the
garrison. Caras was used to the ritual, though still not
comfortable with it. He acknowledged the salute but he had learned
not to speak to his escort.

Visitor and escort walked briskly along the
familiar broad route through the camp, and passed through another
gateway into a square. As Caras emerged from the arched passageway,
the Commander’s sprawling residence rose before him. It was built
of local stone and timber, but there its similarity to Arhaien
dwellings ended. It rose far higher and spread far wider than
anything within Caras’s Holding; its entrance was a lofty, grand
affair set among pillars, which led to enormous, studded wooden
doors. Inside, the floor of a large hall was paved with decorated
ceramics, the walls painted with oversized scenes from the mixture
of myth and reality which comprised Imperial history. A number of
internal doors led into the administrative offices of the garrison
as well as the private quarters of the Commander and his
family.

Caras headed towards the one which led to
Ascem’s office.

“Wait here, please Lord Caras,” said his
escort.

Caras checked and turned in surprise. “Wait
for what?”

“I will let the Commander know you’re here,”
said the soldier.

Caras paused and absorbed the implications of
what was not being said. He would be very surprised if Ascem did
not already know of his presence and the reason for his visit, but
he decided to reserve judgement. Sheldo had placed him in a
difficult position.

The soldiers disappeared, and Caras waited.
The walls of the Holder’s dining hall, where he received his own
visitors, were hung with brightly coloured tapestries depicting the
trees, crops and creatures that surrounded Arhaios. Looking down on
him from Ascem’s reception hall were depictions of human figures,
some purporting to be gods. He found his eye drawn to a figure of a
long- dead Emperor, resplendent in the golden glow of the
immortals, his hand outstretched in condemnation. Below him, small
and grotesque figures tumbled over each other in a futile scramble
for cover.

Caras shuddered, reminded of the sense of
unease which had troubled him during the recent ceremony of
dedication for the infamous temple to Tay-Aien’s god. The priest
despatched from the Imperial City of Vordeith had not yet arrived,
so Ascem had conducted the ceremony. He used it to deliver a thinly
veiled warning to both the inhabitants of Oreath, and specifically
the Shaihen army gathered at the edges of Arhaios, not to interfere
in matters that belonged under Imperial jurisdiction. Among which
he included the recent incident in Cuaraccon. Caras chose to
believe that his place at Ascem’s side excluded him from this
proscription. By the same token, he was uneasy to be identified
with Imperial justice. As Chief of Oreath, he had always striven to
be the voice of his people, not to dictate to them.

He waited. He saw others come and go through
the doorway which led to Ascem's office. Well aware that the
discourtesy was deliberate on Ascem's part, he did his best to curb
his impatience until a familiar angular, anxious figure emerged
from Ascem's sanctuary and headed towards him. Caras's irritation
began to gel into anger. The man approaching him was Ascem's
steward, Piraus, and while Caras's view of slavery was a wholly
Shaihen disgust for the institution, he knew Piraus's status within
Ascem's household and the calculated insult Ascem was affording him
by sending a house-slave to receive him.

“The Commander's apologies, Lord Caras,” said
Piraus in an ingratiating tone that could not have been better
calculated to get under Caras's skin. “He is extremely busy.
Perhaps, if you could make known the nature of your business.”

“There was an incident last night,”
interrupted Caras. “Your men arrested a young man of my
household.”

“Ah, yes. Lord Sheldo.”

“Bring him here. I'll take him with me, and
I'll have no need to take up any of the Commander's valuable
time.”

“I'm afraid that may not be possible, Lord
Caras. There are serious charges to answer.”

Caras hesitated. He knew there was little
point in debating with Piraus. “Piraus, the Commander must be aware
that it was… youthful indiscretion.

Not a serious threat.”

“I understand the charges are sacrilege and
treason, my lord.”

Caras digested the information with a sinking
sense of helplessness. “And what are the penalties for such
charges?”

“Capital, my lord.”

“What?”

“Execution is the usual penalty for
conviction on either charge.”

The scar tissue which marked the place where
Jagus's sword had entered Caras's body contracted sharply, sending
a twinge of pain through his guts.

“A little wine, my lord?” offered Piraus.

“No. Thank you, Piraus. I will wait until the
Commander can see me.”

Piraus went on his way, and Caras resumed his
wait. It was as he had feared. Worse than he’d feared.

He did, eventually, get to see Ascem.

“Lord Caras, I am so sorry you have been kept
waiting,” the Commander greeted him, with a wide and welcoming
smile. “You know how it is. My time is not my own.”

“The matter is important. And urgent,” said
Caras. He was always disconcerted by Ascem’s facility for
hypocrisy, and aware that this placed him at a disadvantage. Ascem
himself was entirely comfortable with it. “I believe you are
holding a member of my household in detention.”

“Indeed we are.”

“I apologise for any offence he may have
caused. If you will release him to me, you have my assurance that
the matter will be dealt with appropriately.”

Ascem smiled.

“Ah, Lord Caras. Would that it were that
easy. Regrettably, the charges are too serious.”

“Depends on your point of view. He only
damaged a building.”

“He destroyed a sacred building on Imperial
territory. You will find it difficult to argue that he did not,
Lord Caras. He was caught in the act.”

“The act he was caught in doesn’t merit the
severity of the punishment.”

“I am bound by Imperial law, Caras. Both
charge and penalty are statutory.” “The penalty is
disproportionate.”

Ascem shrugged idly. “Depends on your point
of view, Lord Caras.”

Caras paused. He knew Ascem well enough to
know that appealing to the man beneath the commander’s mask was
unlikely to be effective, but he had the distinct impression reason
was hitting its head against a stone wall.

“Ascem, you know who he is.”

“I know who Sheldo ti’ Rainur is.” “He is not
Rainur’s heir.”

Ascem lifted one eyebrow politely and
refrained from repeating that it was a matter of opinion.

“He’s a hot-headed young idiot,” said Caras.
“You have some of them among your men, as I recall. This hot-headed
young idiot is Jagus’s son. Execute him, and I cannot undertake to
control the reaction of Jagus’s army.”

The moment the words left his lips, Caras
wished he could recall and rephrase them. He realised as he said it
that he was transferring responsibility for the Shaihens’ reaction
to Sheldo’s punishment from Ascem’s shoulders to his own. But it
was too late. Backtracking would only make him appear weaker, and
he could see how much Ascem was enjoying his discomfort.

“You are welcome to take the young man into
your custody,” said Ascem, smoothly. “As long as you undertake to
deliver him back when required for trial, and you ensure that – on
conviction – punishment is duly carried out.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Then I am afraid you must allow me to do it.
I am sorry, Lord Caras. Justice must take its course.”

“Justice - !” Caras broke off. The look of
smug amusement in Ascem's eyes almost provoked Caras into punching
the Imperial Garrison Commander in the face. He curbed the
temptation. It was not the way to establish the authority of a
Shaihen Holder.

He was, however, at something of a loss to
know how he could establish it. Ascem plainly was in no mood to
listen.

“I hope you’ll reconsider, Commander. I’m
afraid you will have cause to regret it if you don’t.”

Ascem got to his feet and extended his
hand.

“Let us tread carefully, Caras. A less
amicable man might have heard a threat.” He beamed cheerily at his
guest. “But you and I will not fall out over this, will we?”

Caras met the unsmiling dark eyes in the
smiling face. He turned and left the room without taking Ascem’s
proffered hand, and without replying. It was, he thought, the most
humiliating and uncomfortable experience of his life as Chief of
Oreath. Sheldo was the last person the Empire wanted to see inherit
Rainur's title, and he had just delivered Ascem an unarguable means
of disposing of him. Under Imperial law, Caras did not have a leg
to stand on.

As he walked back over the bridge into his
Holding, Caras saw Wedras, one of the leaders of Jagus's army,
waiting for him.

“You don’t have the lad with you,” observed
Wedras, as Caras came within earshot.

“I'd hardly expect to," said Caras. "It was a
serious bit of foolishness, Wedras.”

“The boy has his father's spirit.”

“And his father's arrogant stupidity. Surely
any fool could see that running amok in the Imperial garrison is
not going to help the current situation.”

Wedras’s reply had a frosty edge to it. “I'm
not sure there is a way to help the current situation, apart from
changing it. We are not slaves to the Empire.”

“We are citizens of the Empire. We must
acknowledge their laws.”

“Only up to the point where they diverge from
justice,” said Wedras. “I give you due warning, Lord Caras. You
defeated Lord Jagus in a Holder's Challenge, and we are bound to
give you a hearing. But we owe you no more than that. If any harm
should befall Lord Jagus's son, I am not alone in saying that you
will no longer hold anything of my loyalty.”

“I know, Wedras," said Caras. "I just need a
little more of your patience - and that of those you speak
for.”

“There's not a lot left, Lord Caras. Sheldo's
is already exhausted, and the rest of us will not be far behind
him.”

 


Caras had to steel himself to enter the
Holder’s House. Sheldo had become one of his family over the seven
years he had been a ward of the Chieftain’s household, and Caras
knew Elani would be waiting for him, watching for his return.

She saw him look round for the children.

“They're with Madred.” she said. "I thought
it might be difficult for them to hear."

“Thank you,” said Caras. He sloughed off the
wolfskin and slung it over a chair by the door. Beads of moisture
frosted the hairs on it, but Elani neither scolded him nor picked
up the wet garment. She watched anxiously as he slumped down by the
hearth and rested his chin on his hand.

“We can't keep Alsa in the dark for long,"
she said, anxiously. "You know how she feels about Sheldo."

“I know how I feel about Sheldo. How you feel
about him. It doesn't change where we are.”

“Wouldn't Ascem listen?”

“Ascem always listens. With perfect courtesy
and unapproachable arrogance. The words wash over him, and he then
does precisely what it was always in his best interests to do.”

“You usually manage to persuade him where his
best interests lie.”

Caras shook his head. “Not this time. Jagus’s
army has turned the stones. We’re in a different game now.”

He fell silent. He didn’t know how he was
going to tell her. “Caras, please,” said Elani. “Tell me the
worst.”

“Oh, Ascem said I could bring Sheldo back
with me, if I wished to.”

“Then why - ?”

“As long as I undertook to carry out the
sentence passed by the Imperial court.” He met her eyes with a
month of weariness. “I killed his father. Can you imagine the
explosion if I kill him?”

“Kill him?” said Elani in alarm. She came
over and crouched down beside him, her hand on his arm. “Surely it
won’t come to that! All he did was damage a building!”

“A sacred building on Imperial territory,”
said Caras. “Treachery, sacrilege –

what other words do you want to use?”

“Since when has the north bank of our river
been Imperial territory?” Caras just looked at her. She knew the
answer to that.

“It’s not as if it’s the first time Shaihens
have attacked Imperial property. Just the first time on this scale,
with the King’s nephew caught red-handed.” He passed a hand across
his face, controlling unexpected tears. He was very fond of Sheldo.
Until this confusion over the succession to the Shaihen crown,
Sheldo had never been anything other than his mother's heir,
destined to become another colourful and flamboyant Holder of the
home of the minstrels. The child of Cuaraccon was like a song of
Shehaios in himself. When he smiled, there was sunlight in the
room. When he sang, the Shaihen histories came alive in the rich
timbre of his powerful young voice. “I have fourteen days to find a
solution to the impossible,” Caras continued, once he had regained
control of himself. “In fourteen days’ time an Imperial Court will
pronounce a sentence of death on Sheldo ti’ Brethil, and Oreath
will erupt.”

“Oreath will erupt!”

“Oreath, Wedras, you, Alsa, Brethil,
Cuaraccon – no Shaihen will accept such a verdict.”

Except the Chief of Oreath. He could hardly
bear to meet Elani's gaze.

"So… what are we going to do?" she asked,
with a slight tremor in her voice.

"I don’t know, Elani," he said, softly. "This
time… I just don’t know."

“Well, if it’s a court, it’s a trial – they
may not – .” Elani’s tone held more than a touch of
desperation.

“Elani,” Caras let out a deep sigh. “I am
mortally afraid I’m going to have to lie to my people for a
fortnight. I won’t lie to you. Ascem made it quite clear – the
choice is to execute him myself or let them do it.”

“We can’t let them do it.”

“I can’t be seen to frustrate it. Ascem has
three thousand experienced Imperial troops led by an officer corps
who are nearly all merescaii warriors, and he’s a river’s width
from my wife, my family, and my Holding. He will need very little
excuse to cross that river and unsheath the Imperial sword that
rules us.”

“But all Sheldo did was burn a building, he
didn’t kill anyone. It wasn’t even a finished building.”

“And Ascem’s completely indifferent to the
teachings of Tay-Aien. But he worships his god. The Emperor has
decreed that he shall, just as he has decreed that we shall. This
is a test of obedience, Elani. We can think what we like of their
laws. On Imperial territory, I have no authority to dispute them.
We are talking of despoiling a work consecrated to the Emperor and
his god – why else, for Spirit’s sake, would anyone bother to burn
a half-finished building? Sheldo knew what he was doing. He spoke
with his father’s voice.”

“He’s seventeen,” said Elani, softly.

Caras closed his eyes again. He could not
imagine what Alsareth was going to feel. There had to be a way out
of this.

“He’s Rainur’s nephew. Stand in Ascem’s
shoes. He sees a potential heir to the Shaihen crown with an army
at his back, defying Imperial authority. We’re walking the road we
chose when Rainur married an Imperial princess, Elani. The road
Jagus could never accept, and the one I have to take his army down.
It’s what we fought about. It’s what we always fought about. The
last fight Jagus picked was to win back from me the freedom to
fight his own battles. He lost and I won. I won us the right to
live under Imperial law.”

The words tasted sour in his mouth, curdled
by the image of Ascem’s smooth, fleshy face with the cold eyes
glittering in amused arrogance. He thought of Sheldo. A song of
Shehaios; the bold, handsome son of a bold, ungovernable warrior.
Heir to the crown of the Fair Land?

It was tempting. Almost as tempting as
planting his fist in Ascem's face. Caras got to his feet and paced
across the room to the hearth. This wasn't his decision to
make.

“One of the reasons Kierce went back to the
Haven was to speak to Imperial Commander-in-Chief Tercien about the
succession. Who inherits Rainur’s title, who unites the Holders of
Shehaios.”

"Shehaios decides that. The Holders Council
chooses. Not the Imperial Commander-in-Chief."

"Yes." Caras paused. "But unless we want to
throw away everything Rainur strove for, the Council must reach a
decision that's acceptable to the Empire. Can we afford to throw
away Rainur's Imperial alliance? Any more than I can afford to
provoke Ascem?" He threw up his hands in frustration. "Sheldo, you
are an idiot!"

“He's our idiot,” said Elani. “We can't let
them execute him, Caras.”

“I really don’t know how to stop them, Elani.
We may simply have to manage the consequences.”

He raised his head abruptly and cautioned
Elani to silence as he detected a faint noise, like a muffled
rustling. He listened.

Not rustling. Sniffing. He could hear someone
crying.

He moved rapidly past the fire to the closed
door of the room where he kept such records as the Holder of
Arhaios thought fit to retain. It was mostly full of Elani’s herbs
and distillations. He opened the door cautiously.

In the middle of the room, her long, fiery
hair tumbled across her face and shoulders and her body curled in a
heap of desolation, his fourteen year old daughter lay on the floor
with her arms wrapped around her head, shaking with silent
sobs.

Caras felt as if the floor had dropped
suddenly from under his feet. She had heard. She must have
done.

He went forwards and stroked the hair from
her face. He caught her arm gently.

“Alsa –”

“Don’t touch me!” Alsa surged up, tossing
back her head and glaring at him with her mother’s green eyes
blazing ferociously. “How could you - ?”

“Alsa, it’s not –”

“You’re going to lie to our people and let
Ascem kill Sheldo - !” “Alsa, you must listen –”

Alsa flung her fists at his chest.

“I’ll never listen to you again! I hate
you!”

She hurled herself past him through the door.
Caras followed her, still calling her name, trying desperately to
reach through the ravages of hurt and betrayal pulling her away
from him.

She would listen to none of it; neither did
she take any notice of her mother’s startled exclamation. Caras was
barely out of the room where she had been hiding when the outer
door slammed shut behind her.

He swore violently.

“I thought you said she was with Maddi?” He
rounded furiously on his wife, being the only other person there to
blame.

“I thought she was!”

“Well, she bloody wasn’t! By haios, I’d
better find her before this is all round the Holding!”

“Is that all you care about?”

“What do you think, Elani? That I fought
Jagus for this? To have a merescaii nobleman decree who lives and
who dies in my Holding?” He paused, the bitterness, sorrow and
humiliation of the past few hours boiling out of him. His scar was
a dull ache in the pit of his stomach, a relentless reminder of his
fight with a fellow-Shaihen, kin of the Spirit. It was a fight he
had been about to lose when Kierce intervened. “The Magician should
not use his power to kill. Perhaps he should not have used me.
Perhaps Jagus should have won.”

He strode out of the house after his
daughter.

Elani, deprived of sleep and now almost
bereft of hope, finally gave in to the desolation she had felt
since Caras carried the exhausted figure of the Lord High Magician
in from the paddock behind the Horsemaster's House. She knew, more
than Caras knew, how much Kierce had been through. How much he had
lost. And how much had died on the mountain with Rainur and his
heir.

 



Chapter 7

The Holder’s Daughter

 


 


Alsa had spent a lot of her childhood deep in
the forest beyond Arhaios. From an early age, she had been aware of
natural dangers long before they became a threat. She sensed the
hunger of a stalking cat or the savage jealousy of a mother bear
and avoided them.

There was nowhere else that felt safer from
her father’s unimaginable treachery. Here, deception was a flower
that looked like an insect, and an insect that looked like a
leaf.

Animals did not think one thing and do
another.

Her head was spinning as she dropped down
onto the forest floor, drained and dizzy with shock. Throughout her
childhood, her father had been her only hero, the axis around which
her world revolved. She had ridden the Holdings of Oreath with him
since she was old enough to balance on the horse in front of him,
listening to his warm, melodic voice telling the stories and songs
of the land through which they travelled. Her father was always
right, she just didn’t understand how he could be so wrong about
something so important. How could he talk about managing the
consequences, as if he was talking about lost stock or rain-damaged
crops?

She dug her hands into the leaf-litter and
let the hot tears fall. The forest seemed to reach out and wrap her
in its arms. She loved this place. Loved it as fiercely and
desperately as she loved Sheldo. She knew why Jagus had raised an
army to defend it. Knew why Sheldo hated the men who cut its trees
to build their barracks and appropriated the land to their cruel
god.

She knew he was a cruel god. He issued a
whole set of laws about what people should and shouldn’t do, and he
never even asked why they did them. He told people who to love and
who not to love. He made people die, because it was the only way
they could get to see him.

Alsa’s reading of the Book of Tay-Aien was
somewhat selective. But burning his temple seemed a not
unreasonable thing to do. Doing it now, here..

Sheldo! Why did you have to get caught?

She hurled the thought into the dark space
where thoughts and emotions glimmered like stars in the night. It
echoed into the blackness, lonely and unheard. Why hadn’t he taken
her with him? She was sure she would have sensed the soldiers
coming. She could always sense Caiivorians, it was like missing an
approaching dragon not to. Dragons, too, crashed through the world
oblivious to all but their appetites. They approached like an
advancing fire, with creatures fleeing before them by the
score.

It amazed her that Sheldo hadn’t seen them.
He saw so much, it baffled her that he was so blind to the warnings
people broadcast into that dark space she watched with her mind’s
eye. Sheldo shone in it like a shower of shooting stars; sometimes,
when he sang, he burned in it like the sun. But he could never see
it himself. She knew he didn’t. He was just like everyone else.
Even her father did not see the steady light of his own
presence.

She had believed that telling her father was
all she had to do. Caras always had an answer.

She sat up slowly, wiping the tears from her
face. Crying wasn’t going to help. She must get her horse, ride to
Cuaraccon and tell Sheldo’s mother what she had heard her father
say.

But that felt like treachery, too. She
understood something of the dangers inherent in telling everyone
what threat hung over Sheldo’s head – she had seen her father
manage enough tricky conflicts to know that telling everyone the
whole truth was not always the wisest course of action. You could
say the same thing to six different people and find it repeated as
six different stories.

Not telling them was one thing. Not doing
anything to stop the heavy hand of Imperial justice snuffing out
the brilliant, precious spark of beautiful life that was Sheldo ti’
Brethil was another thing altogether.

How could he do that? How could he be so
wrong?

She shivered. The last of the daylight had
gone, and the autumn dampness was rising up through the ground
beneath her. She sensed a distant predator.

She picked herself up slowly, her mind
questing after the hunter. It was a weasel, half a mile away. She
almost smiled to herself. When she was little, she often didn’t
identify natural aggression very precisely, and she knew there had
been several occasions when she had gone to extravagant lengths to
avoid the protective ferocity of a mother bird scarcely the size of
her small hand.

Was she doing that now? Had she missed
something? He had never let her down before. He was her father.

When Caras travelled the Holdings of Oreath
to settle neighbourhood disputes, he quite often eschewed the
hospitality of a Holding for the solitude of the open country.
Sometimes, he said, the easiest way of not putting his foot in it
was to avoid the place where the ordure was deposited.

“I’m only interested in hearing the history
of the dispute insofar as it helps me find the solution,” she had
heard him say, once, when Brynnen the Minstrel had been with them.
Brynnen was a portly man who made no secret of his dislike for
sleeping on hard ground. “I prefer to make up my mind about one
side of the argument before I hear the other, or I find I’m being
castigated for breaking promises I never made and berated for
failing to achieve what I never said I’d do.” Caras smiled across
the fire at the disconsolate Minstrel. “Even Shaihens sometimes see
their chief as all-powerful. They tend to blame me when I can’t do
the impossible. So I think before I speak, and watch my back.”

And he threw a glance at Alsa, as if to say,
are you listening? Because one day, you’ll have to find a way of
doing these things.

He couldn’t mean to let Sheldo die. Surely he
couldn’t.

But supposing she crept tamely back to
Arhaios, and he did? The enormity of that betrayal stretched beyond
her grasp. She couldn’t imagine it. What would Brethil do? What
would Jagus’s army do?

What would she do? Tears welled afresh in her
eyes.

I would die, she thought tragically. Without
Sheldo, I would die.

She turned back towards her Holding, to get
furs, and food, so that she could stay in the forest until she had
worked this out.

 


“Daughters are a trial,” Ascem commiserated,
comfortably. “Lieutenant Servalan is of a good family, Lord Caras.
It might be worth approaching him.”

“Approaching him for what?” asked Caras,
baffled and a little alarmed. He knew it was a waste of time
invoking Ascem’s assistance to find Alsa, but he was at his wits’
end. He couldn’t find her anywhere, and she’d been missing now for
a full day and night. He was beginning to have nightmares of her
being mauled by a wild animal in the forests - or by a human one in
the Imperial garrison.

“She is of marriageable age. I can’t see
Lieutenant Servalan being so careless as to mislay her.” Ascem
smiled, the dark eyes looking straight at Caras and still somehow
managing to convey the impression they were looking down from a
great height.

“I’m asking you to search the garrison,
Commander, not assume responsibility for my family,” said Caras,
coldly. He got to his feet abruptly. “Thank you for your time. I
know how precious it is.”

“Not at all, Lord Caras. I am here whenever
you need me.”

Caras gave him the briefest nod of courtesy
and strode out of the office, more than ever aware of how the
dynamics of his relationship with the Commander had been changed by
the presence of a Shaihen army in Arhaios. Any pretence on the part
of the Sacred Union’s men that they were here in partnership with
their Shaihen hosts had been stripped away; any pretence that they
recognised the authority of a Shaihen chieftain went with it.

He should be concentrating on getting the
gathered Shaihen armies out of Arhaios before the storm broke over
Sheldo’s head. He should be addressing himself to doing everything
he could think of to head off the disaster before time ran out. He
was the Holder of the balance and it was his job to protect his
people from their own passion.

But he had no-one to protect him from his
own. He couldn’t leave Arhaios without knowing where Alsa was.

Caras’ daughter was light and day, life and
spirit to him, his true and only heir. Much as he loved his sons,
his daughter was his firstborn, and he had seen her as the future
Chief of Oreath since the day he first held her in his arms. He
couldn’t see a future without her.

He had fourteen days to find a solution to
the impossible and he couldn’t even think straight.

He returned to his house almost at a run,
half-convincing himself that he would walk in and find Alsa waiting
for him.

Needless to say, he didn’t. The main living
area was deserted. He went through to the small room beyond, where
he found his wife applying a healing salve to the leg of a small
girl with a tear-stained face.

His heart lurched at the sight. The child was
the miller’s daughter, a plump mousy-haired little thing about
eight years old. Her own mother stood beside her while Elani
treated a deep wound in her calf. He could see why the woman had
sought Elani’s skills. But how could Elani concern herself with
anyone else’s child at a time like this?

“She hasn’t come back?” he asked,
pointlessly.

“I’m busy, Caras,” said Elani brusquely.

The miller’s wife looked at him with
suffocating pity.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I do so hope
nothing’s happened to her.”

Caras shot her a venomous glare.

“Thank you,” said Elani, before he could
speak. “Alsa’s a very sensible girl, I’m sure she’ll come back when
she’s ready.”

The woman turned to her in surprise. “Oh, I
do admire you, Lady Elani.”

“Thank you, Dorsa.” Caras could see the
artificial brightness of Elani’s smile as she cut the woman short.
She finished off the bandage around the little girl’s leg. and
smiled at her. “A sedate few days for you, young lady, if you can
manage that, while it has a chance to heal.” She looked up at the
child’s mother. “Bring her back tomorrow and let me check how
things are going. It needs to stay clean. I would keep her well
away from the mill for the time being.”

She stood back waiting expectantly. Dorsa was
reluctant to take the hint. She turned back to Caras, her eyes wide
with morbid curiosity.

“Is there no news, Lord Caras?”

“What news were you expecting, Dorsa?”

“About your daughter - ?”

“Oh, my daughter. No, no news of my
daughter.”

“Well,” the woman squeezed his arm. “We’re
all thinking of you.”

Elani ushered them out of the house before
Caras exploded. “She was only trying to be sympathetic,” she said,
as she returned to a resounding oath from her husband.

“She was talking as if we’d already lost
her!”

“We have lost her.”

“I mean…” He broke off, surprised by a
sudden, choking wave of emotion. “As if she was dead. Oh, haios,
Elani, I don’t think I can do this!”

He slumped in a worn armchair pushed to the
back of the room, his head in his hands. He almost unconsciously
waited for Elani to come over to him and put her arms around
him.

She didn’t.

“You drove her away, Caras. You’ve got to get
her back.”

The bitter edge on her voice made him look
up, startled. “Elani, it’s not as if I did it on purpose –”

“Purpose is exactly what you seem to have
lost. What’s the matter with you, Caras? You’ll go chasing bandits
in the mountains, cover yourself in Imperial glory fighting rebels
at Toshan, take up the challenge against the best swordsman
Shehaios ever produced… and yet now you’re prepared to give up and
let that bastard merescaii walk all over you?”

“That bastard merescaii has Imperial law on
his side. What am I supposed to do, Elani?”

“Be the father our daughter expects you to
be. The man Kierce wanted to win the fight with Jagus.”

Caras pressed his hand over his eyes. “Oh,
haios, Elani, I just want her to be all right. I just wish I knew
where she was. I’ve searched everywhere.” Except Cuaraccon. If she
had gone to Sheldo’s mother, the eruption he feared was already
spilling fire over his land. To tell a Shaihen minstrel anything
was to tell everyone.

“I don’t think we’re going to find her until
she wants to be found. I think she knows our forests better than
either of us do, if you want the truth.” She hesitated. “You must
have noticed.”

“Noticed what?”

“How much she sees. How much she hears. Don’t
you understand, Caras, why this matters so much to her? Why Kierce
matters so much to me?”

The connection baffled, and irritated, Caras.
He had lost track of how long he had spent standing helplessly in
the dark while she thought she was alone, watching her weep for a
man she feared she’d lost. A man he thought he had won her from
years ago. Elani checked a little at the undisguised jealousy in
his eyes.

“You must… you must suspect… .”

“Suspect what?”

“Alsa.”

“Elani what are you talking about?”

“She sees more, she has a gift for
healing.”

“So do you. It’s hardly surprising she’s
learned - .”

“I didn’t say a skill, I said a gift. Listen,
Caras. If you ever listened to her, maybe you wouldn’t have that
stupid look on your face now." She held his gaze. "I care
desperately about Kierce because he so nearly died, I don't know
for sure that he hasn't. Did it ever occur to you to wonder who his
heir is?”

Caras stared at her. “He…he said it wasn’t
Orlii. Apart from that, he never mentioned it.” And it had never
crossed his mind to ask. All the time he had waited through the
dark night by Kierce's side, all he had seen was the frightening
emptiness of his absence.

“No, he's never mentioned it. I wonder… I
wonder if that's because he doesn't want to think about it. Just
like Turloch didn't want to think about it. Because he doesn’t want
his heir to be… who his heir is.”

The connections dropped slowly into place in
Caras' mind. He stared at her in horror.

“Alsa - ?”

“I don't know,” whispered Elani.

“But how could Alsa be… ?” He broke off
abruptly. He knew Kierce had always been promiscuous. He could see
from her grief the depth of Elani’s feelings for him. He felt an
incoherent anger spread gradually up through his body like an ember
drawing on the draught of her words. Caras did not think of himself
as a violent man. Just the opposite. But he felt himself capable of
unforgivable violence at that moment. “What are you telling
me?”

Elani met his eyes. “Caras, are you
blind?”

He propelled himself out of the chair and
strode over to her. He gripped her by the arms. “What are you
telling me?”

Her eyes blazed with cold outrage. He let her
go and turned away from her before he committed the unforgivable.
It took all his strength to do it. The world was falling apart in
his hands.

“Your daughter may possess the powers of the
Lord High Magician," said Elani, evenly. "That's all I'm telling
you.”

“My daughter?”

“Look at her, Caras!”

Caras sank his head in his hands. She was
right. He was a fool. Of course Alsa was his. He saw his
grandmother in her smile. His own hair had been the same brilliant
red when he was fourteen.

“Oh, if only I could, Elani. If only I
could!”

 


Alsa’s foot was going to sleep. She shifted
position in her tree. She was good at climbing trees. Her brother
Taegen did it to challenge himself. He wanted to get to the top,
but Alsa climbed so that she could look down. From a tall tree she
could see distant movements; people moving along a roadway, herds
grazing in the open ground. She could see the curve of a river from
a new angle, the folds of the land and the way buildings and
enclosures fitted into it; why there was a field cleared there, or
a house built over here. It was the nearest she could get to flying
over it, and she wished she could do that, too.

Sheldo understood what she meant. He said
songs were like flying through the past, seeing it all rolled out
in a patchwork of interwoven pieces. It lifted you forwards into
the future, as the air lifted beneath a bird’s wings.

She had told him that. That a bird rode the
air like a person rode a horse. He flaps his wings to free him from
the earth, but once he’s where he belongs it takes only the tilt of
a feather or the dip of a wing to turn his body where he wants to
go. The air carries him.

“How do you know?” Sheldo smiled at her in
fascination. “You know such amazing things, Alsa!”

Alsa smiled back, because this was cheating a
bit. The man who was now the Lord High Magician was her father’s
oldest friend; she had grown up accepting Kierce’s company as if he
was a member of her own family.

“Kierce told me,” she admitted. “I was very
small, and he was teaching me to ride. He was the Horsemaster then,
of course. He said I was trying too hard, I just had to relax and
trust the horse to carry me, and he told me how a bird flies. I
didn’t really understand what he was saying. I just loved the way
he showed me. He was so funny. And I didn’t believe him, of course.
I said what you said – how do you know, Kierce, how do you
know?”

“What did he say?”

“He laughed. ‘Grown ups know everything,’ he
said.” And he had winked at her as if she knew, and he knew, that
they didn’t.

She had spent much of the last two days in
trees, scrambling into one whenever she heard the search parties
coming. Once, Caras had stood right below her, his body
broadcasting his distress and despair. She had looked down onto his
grey head and a moment of childish longing to slip from her hiding
place and surprise him almost overwhelmed her. She imagined the
look on his face. Imagined his bone-crushing embrace. Caras’s hugs
were famously exuberant, and they felt wonderful, a defiant mixture
of gentleness and strength.

But she was beginning to feel she had to find
people who understood that Sheldo could not die, before it was too
late. She was going to have to tell Brethil.

She and Sheldo had talked about the division
between their respective fathers. They built a world where Caras
and Jagus were reconciled by their children’s love for each other.
It had all seemed quite feasible until Jagus’s challenge tore it
apart.

It was unimaginable to Alsa that her big,
strong father could have lost that challenge; that he could cease
to be there, warm, and loving, and full of sensible answers. But
once it came to a physical fight, that was the most likely outcome.
Everyone knew Jagus’s skills as a combatant were unrivalled. She
believed Sheldo, when he said her father had been wrong to try and
take Jagus’s freedom from him. But Sheldo accepted that Jagus had
forced the fight on Caras to win the argument by sheer brute
force.

When Caras was carried back into Arhaios
after the fight, Alsa was swept into helping her mother with herbs
and salves, busyness chasing away grief. But when she stopped, she
cried in Sheldo’s arms. Tears of relief, when she saw how fine the
margin between victory and death had been.

Sheldo kissed her. A chaste, awkward kiss, at
odds with the passions she so often felt coursing through him. But
that was when she realised what they shared was no longer a
childish friendship or a romantic dream. It was love.

Her eyes misted with tears at the thought of
him, languishing in prison with hope running out. She was beginning
to feel she was waking from a dream that had lasted her whole
childhood.
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“House
of Tay Aien, Edevor, North
West Province
10.”

“There
were moments
at the height of the
storm which drove us to put into Edevor when
I wondered if my God
was calling me
to him. When I
stepped ashore, I
was
not
anxious
to resume my journey in a hurry.

Now, I
would be
gone within the
moment
if I could command
the means. I
will find
no trace
of the
Fair Land here, although we
are but a few miles from
the Shaihen
border. The
miles lead upwards, and the height is unscaleable.

Today I met my people.”

 


Aruath’s hand
fell to his
side, exhausted
with the effort
of reaching up to scratch down the words.
It wasn’t easy to write
lying flat on
your back. But he
knew
he could not dictate what he
wanted to say
to any of his Brothers, and the
words clamoured to
be released from
his
head. Verbatim. As it
happened. He
dipped
the pen into the
ink by his
bed. The
dark
liquid trickled down and stained
his fingers and wrist as he reached up,
cupped
his left
hand behind the stiff writing sheet
and
continued.

 


“Today,
I went to
the market with Ibakir, a Brother
of our House, seeking provisions.

I remarked upon the
small groups huddled
in doorways
with a few wares
laid
out in front
of them – family groups, thin and poorly dressed. Ibakir
steered me rapidly past
them where I would have paused,
following
the habit
of my own House in patronising the
poorest merchants. I asked him
who they were. His answer startled
me.

“Country
people,”
he said. “ascaii.”

“Are
we not also ascaii?” I said.
“Servants of
our
Lord?”

Ibakir smiled.
“Do you count the beasts who carry our burdens
servants
of our Lord?”

I said nothing, for it is a private thought with me that
there is nothing in
the writing
of Tay-Aien
to say they
are not, but the
Brotherhood teach
otherwise. Either way,
men and
women are
not beasts of burden.

We moved
on to make
our purchases from one of
the more established traders. As I was finding
the coin to hand over to our supplier,
a figure ran
into me, almost knocking me over. When
I had recovered
myself, I realised the money purse had gone from my hand.

My companion
was already
alive to the
situation.
He gave a great shout
and
grabbed at
the man; he caught a poor
hold, and
the man
was small and
agile.
He struggled furiously, pulling himself free by a ripping
of his shirt sleeve. He ran off, but fortune was not favouring him.
The crowd
parted to reveal that he was running
straight
into two
Warriors of the Sacred Union.

They caught the small
man like a
hound snapping up
a rabbit. I saw
him proffer
the purse
with frantic
cries as one seized him bodily, but
they did
not take it
from him.
The one who
was not holding him drew a
sword, and ripped
it through
his shirt.

I heard
him scream as if they
had ripped open his skin.
I looked
in horror
at my companion.

“He
carries the mark on his chest,” said Ibakir, grimly. “Ascaii.”

I felt ice in my veins.
Above my left breast, faded, and small
because it
was made
when I
was very small, is a tattoo
of a flame inside a
circle.
It is the mark of
my people,
the heritage
which turned my eyes
north.

The thief
was on
the ground, a
painfully
thin,
pathetic
bundle of rags. Both
soldiers
were kicking him,
brutally, and the crowd
gathering
around
the incident
were baying their
support.
I might
have
heard such voices in the Arena in
Vordeith; but
not in
the streets of
Vordeith. Thieves
are dealt with by the proper authorities, not kicked to death in the
gutter. And
there was little doubt in my mind that
these men
intended to kill
their
victim.

I started forwards.
My companion caught me fiercely by the arm.
“What
are you doing, Brother?”

“I
cannot
stand by
and watch a
fellow man killed in cold blood.”

“I
told you,
Aruath. He’s only ascaii. Leave
it, and
come away.”

I could sense his anxiety to be gone from the
scene, but
in all conscience, I
could not leave so easily.

“This is not justice,
Ibakir!”

“They
are merescaii soldiers,” muttered Ibakir. “They
have little love for
the
sons of Tay-Aien either, brother Aruath.
Come
away!”

“They are
soldiers
of the
Sacred Union,” I
said.
I do not like the sight
of blood.
I have never even quelled my nausea
at the evidence of the butcher’s trade.

“Soldiers
of the Sacred
Union second,” said Ibakir. “Merescaii first.” He gave me a
wary look.
“There is much you
need to
learn about this country, brother. It is not
Vordeith.”

I looked
at the figure lying limp on the ground
in a pool of blood,
his body
jerking
like a toy
at the
kicks that still struck
him. I have seen bodies
tossed like that by victorious beasts in the Arena. It
sickened me
then.

“Stop,”
I said,
hardly
loud enough for
Ibakir to hear me,
let alone
the merescaii soldiers.

They rolled
their victim
over, his
arms flailing senselessly, and one
of them
stamped
on his back.
Unless he was
made of something
more than
flesh and
blood,
it snapped his spine. My back
twitched in horror, and I started
towards
them.
The soldier with the drawn sword
sliced it
down onto their
victim’s wrist. He
hacked twice, and bent down to
pick up the
severed hand and the purse still clutched in
it.

He threw
his gruesome
trophy down onto
the man’s broken
back. He put my
money in his
pocket.

I began to run.

“Leave
him!” I
cried. “Leave his
body in peace!”

One of the soldiers looked up at me with an arrogant
stare.
“D’you
want the
same?”

“He’s a Tay-Aien
priest,” said
his companion.
“He likes dead men.” He
nudged
the
body
with his foot.
“Warm one
for you,
priest.”

I stumbled to
a halt in
front of them. I am
not
of powerful build myself, and they loomed
over me
alarmingly.
But I could not leave a man’s body
bleeding in the street. I stood uncertainly
before them,
sending silent application to
my God to be my strength.

“I
thank you for
retrieving my
coin,
sir,” I found
myself saying. I
held out my
hand.

“Our King
doesn’t
like your god,” said the
first soldier. “We don’t like Tay- Aien priests.”

“Come
on, Aruath!”
shouted Ibakir.

“Go on,
A-rat!” jeered the soldier
clutching my
money. He glanced
at his companion. “Looks like a
long skinny rat, doesn’t he? Run, A-rat!”

I stepped
back.

“If
you will
not
return my
coin, I
will have my brother’s
body.” I said. I
ripped
open the
front of
my robe to reveal
the mark on
my breast. “My name is Aruath
an’
Girstan,
and I am ascaii.”

“Aruath!” squealed Ibakir.

The soldier
seized hold of
me, cracked
my forehead against
his armoured one
and slammed his knee into my
groin. Pain
shot through me
from both
ends of my body. My head reeled
and I felt myself falling.

Another blow fell
on the back of
my head, and I hit
the
ground. I commended
my soul
to God as the
darkness
descended.”

 


The adrenalin
rush of impassioned energy drained
out of him
and Aruath
fell back,
his head
spinning. Spots of light danced
in front of his eyes. He felt
sick. He lay for
some time fighting the faintness
washing over him
before forcing himself to raise the
pen once more.

 


“I
am grateful to be alive. The Brothers of Edevor
are treating the
hurts
to my body,
but I have become aware as this evil day becomes night
that I am hidden
away here. I sense their fear
around me. They have all seen the mark
of the ascaii on me. Ibakir has
told me I
should not have
asserted my
heritage.

I am in their
hands. It will be
some time
before I am
able
to continue my
journey.”

 


Recorded this
43rd day of the
38th year of the
reign of His Greatness Emperor Zelt an’ Korsos.

Aruath an’ Girstan.

 



Chapter 9

Alsa’s Dreams

 


 


It was the nights that Alsa found difficult.
She was not used to sleeping alone, without the comforting presence
of her family sharing the long space beneath the roof of the
Holder’s house. There was a half screen between the children and
their parents, but whenever she lay awake at night, she could
always hear the soft breathing of her two brothers, Taegen and
Carastin. Unless, of course, Taegen was awake too. Then they would
hold whispered conversations through the dark, roaming long into
the fantasy world of the future and all the things they were going
to do, until Alsa remembered her seniority and told her brother to
go to sleep.

Alone in the forest, she dozed fretfully,
trying to keep her focus. She knew this was the dangerous time, and
she had no-one to keep watch for her. The wind keened through the
branches around her with frost on its breath. Alsa burrowed deep
into her furs and let her mind listen to the warm life around her.
She found it comforting not to be alone. She could feel the long,
slow growing of the tree which held her. She was aware of a
squirrel sleeping in it with her, instinctively drowsy in these
dying days of the year. There were several rodents scuffling about
on the forest floor below, and beetles and insects below them. They
scattered as a female wildcat padded past, and drifted back again
in her wake. A few hardy moths flitted about, but the wind was too
strong for most of them this cheerless night. She heard an owl
call. More problems for the rodents…

The dream came again.

She had dreamed it before she left Arhaios.
Since the news reached them that King Rainur was dead. It came
every night, now. Sometimes it was stronger than others, and
tonight it was more powerful than it had ever been.

If it had felt like an ordinary dream, like
half-intelligible events happening to her, it would have been a
terrible nightmare, but it was never that clear. Even as she
dreamed it, she knew it was not her pain she was feeling. She
couldn’t even see what was happening. All she got was a sense of
torment, of something living, and sacred, being violated, and torn
apart. It was an echo of a suffering such as she had never touched
in any Oreathan, even as her sensitivity to the feelings around her
had been growing. She had touched grief, and loss; anger and
physical pain. She had never touched anything like this.

She hardly touched it now. She could feel the
formidable effort of the person it belonged to keeping it within
the bounds of his own body and spirit. What she felt seemed to be
spilling out of the edges of his control.

Tonight, sleeping with her senses rooted in
the world around her, she felt the exhaustion of that control.
Small, vivid stabs of horror glanced out at her, too short and too
swift to catch what they were. She was sensing something terrible,
without seeing it. Her mother’s healing instincts caught at Alsa’s
conscience; tentatively, she reached out towards the suffering.

Leave me!

The force which repulsed her hurt like a
physical blow, and she awoke with a start, the sightless vision
receding abruptly.

She sat up, shivering, with a sleeting rain
driving through the pitch dark night and penetrating the branches
she had woven above her head. She pulled her furs up to her chin,
and raised her hand to the side of her face, nursing the numbness
of a non-existent punch. He had hit her. Not a warning slap, but a
powerful, unrestrained blow. Her head was still reeling.

The voice she heard shouting in the darkness
was that of Lord High Magician Kierce.

 



Chapter 10

Kierce The Enchanter

 


 


Girstan stood up and turned triumphantly
towards Ravir. “So who’s afraid of the Enchanter now?”

The priest opened his eyes. “Let him go.”

Girstan grinned. “Ravir, you have no sense of
sport. Look at him,” he gestured contemptuously towards the grimy,
naked figure at his feet. “He bleeds, he screams, he feels my
strength. He gives before it. Where’s the power of the Enchanter
now?”

The small man half raised himself with an
effort. “My lord…” The slur in his voice was evident even in those
few words. “My lord, I am not the Enchanter…”

Girstan kicked his arm away carelessly, so
that he collapsed back onto the ground. “I know that!” He swung
round on his warriors. “Come on then! Are you afraid of him?”

One of his bolder lieutenants moved forwards,
a taller, younger man than his King, with a mane of yellow hair and
a puckered scar rising out of the ginger- streaked beard on his
chin.

The supportive pack-chant of his comrades
began to gather momentum once more. The man on the floor surged
onto his knees.

“My lord, I beg you, I am not the Enchanter!”
he screamed.

The yellow-haired warrior gave him a violent
shove, which pitched the slightly-built Shaihen forwards onto his
hands and knees.

“The shape-shifter!” jeered the warrior.
“Bark like a dog, then!” He kicked his victim in the stomach. “Howl
like a wolf!”

 


Kierce rallied his returning strength. He had
no love for Ravir – he was wearing the priest’s body, he could feel
it still enjoying the thrill of vicarious lust – but he would not
wish this on anyone.

The warrior directed another vicious kick at
the naked man’s backside, sending him back down onto the ground. He
rolled frantically away from the next blow and lurched onto his
feet. The warrior grinned, massive beside the small Shaihen, and
simply slammed into his tottering victim. A shout of laughter
erupted from the audience as the figure of the Magician staggered
back wildly, arms flapping.

“Fly!” cried a voice among the jeering mob,
and the rest took it up. “Fly like a bird! Fly!”

“I am not the Enchanter!” he roared. “I am
your…”

His feet skidded under him. The yellow-haired
warrior advanced towards him, and with a surge of desperate energy
the small man hurled himself at his assailant, flinging his arms
around the warrior’s waist. The young man laughed as his victim’s
grasp slipped down his body, until he suddenly saw that the Shaihen
had snatched the dagger from his belt. He saw the man’s fist move
back, and punch the knife towards him.

The warrior shrieked as it sank into his
genitals.

The face of the big man with the brand of
Tay-Aien burned into his forehead twisted in pain.

You fight dirty, Ravir! thought the
Magician involuntarily.

The howling warrior fell forwards against his
assailant, his sheer weight almost enough to knock the man over.
Four of his companions sprang to his assistance; one seized the
Shaihen’s right hand and wrenched the knife from it. Another
punched him in the face. They caught him by the arms and hurled him
to the ground.

Sweat broke from Kierce’s borrowed forehead
as he struggled to contain and direct the mass of conflicting
sensations. The sequence of events flashed painfully in front of
him. The spikes of noise that had been tearing his mind apart ever
since he killed Orlii coursed through him like lava-flows of
energy.

His body had suffered some considerable
further abuse before he had sufficient control to make the priest’s
form stand up and stride down among the baying frenzy of Girstan’s
warriors.

“Enough!” bellowed Ravir’s voice. “Enough, I
say! You dishonour your God and yourselves with this vileness!”

“Wait your turn, Brother!”

Kierce glared at the man who had spoken,
deriving a fleeting moment of pleasure from his ability to look
down at the ascaii warrior. Ravir was a big man.

“Do not mock what you do not understand.
Enough, I say.”

The warrior looked towards Girstan. Kierce
followed his gaze, fixing Ravir’s censorious eyes on his King.

Girstan looked somewhat disappointed, but he
shrugged. “What do you want to do with him, then, Ravir? Butcher
him to see if you can find the magic? Burn the devil out of his
body?”

“Do not mock what you do not understand,”
repeated Kierce, quietly.

“He’s a man, Ravir,” retorted Girstan. “Kill
him and be done with it. Cut off his head if it worries you, that’s
all his power is. He’s got no more magic in him than a market-place
trickster.”

Kierce looked down at the dirty,
blood-streaked body lying at his feet, drawing shuddering breaths
that escaped again with a sob.

“I would strongly advise you not to have his
blood on your hands,” he said. “Abandon him on the hillside and his
own land will kill him.”

“Has a certain charm,” acknowledged Girstan.
He shrugged, tiring of the argument. “Do what you will with him,
Ravir, just make sure he doesn’t come back to haunt us.”

 


They left the body of the Enchanter
spread-eagled on the mountainside for the overnight frost to finish
him off. Girstan was scathing of Ravir’s insistence on watching him
breathe his last.

“Run a sword through his heart,” said the
King. “That’ll do it.”

Kierce, however, had no desire to do any more
killing. And despite the current condition of it, he was rather
fond of his own body. Now Alsa had reminded him what it was all
about and re-lit the hope extinguished with Sartin’s death, he had
no wish to spend his life trapped in Ravir’s unwieldy bulk; he
missed the lithe agility of his own limbs. Kierce ti’ Turloch’s
body might be small, but it was in his view perfectly formed. It
had served him well. Served a few others well enough. The Queen was
almost as fond of it as he was.

He pulled his bearskin around his shoulders
and shivered at the thought of Queen Cathva. He watched Ravir’s
companions return to the Holding in the gathering gloom. It would
have aroused too much comment to appropriate the Enchanter’s horse,
but he had quietly managed to retrieve his clothes and his pack
before taking up his vigil on the hillside.

The bearskin had been shaped to fit Kierce.
It barely covered the broad expanse of Ravir’s back. When the
ascaii were sufficiently far away for it to be unlikely that they
would see him, he got up and laid the fur over the shivering body
beside him. The mind occupying it wandered in and out of
consciousness. Kierce took out Ravir’s dagger and cut the strips of
leather tying the Magician’s hands and feet to the wooden stakes
hammered into the ground. He removed the thongs carefully, and
bound them loosely around the ankles and wrists of the body he was
inhabiting. He didn’t want to take any chances with Ravir once the
physical status quo was restored.

He raised the stiff and trembling body
gently, and eased it into its garments. Ravir looked at him
uncomprehendingly through unfocussed eyes and mumbled what sounded
like incantations. Warding off evil.

“Too late, Brother,” muttered Kierce.

He threw the Magician’s cloak over the top of
the bearskin and drew the damaged body into Ravir’s huge embrace.
Ravir attempted to pull away from him, his incoherent chatter
rising to panic-pitch, but Kierce held him firmly with the
Caiivorian priest’s own formidable strength.

The warmth from the priest’s body gradually
began to transfer into the Magician’s. As it did so, Ravir began to
exercise his reviving strength. “Let me go, you filthy abomination,
God curse you, let me go!”

Nothing like gratitude.

“All right, Ravir,” murmured Kierce. He
released his hold and stepped back. He took a moment to tighten the
bonds on his hands and feet before focussing on his own body.

He slipped back into his own skin with a
blessed sense of relief, despite the sensations of pain and
degradation that came with it. He enjoyed occasionally taking on
the forms of other creatures; he generally disliked being other
people. Kierce had always liked being himself.

Ravir lurched, snagged against the tethers on
his ankles and fell heavily to the ground. The dagger skittered out
of his hand and came to rest just beyond his reach.

Kierce stood and contemplated him.

“That’ll do,” he said. “I don’t think you’ll
freeze before you can cut yourself loose.”

He hesitated, looking at the Magician’s
staff. If Ravir returned to the Holding without it, Girstan’s
suspicions might be aroused, and he might listen to Ravir’s
ravings. If Ravir still held the staff, Girstan might remain
convinced that the Magician’s power was vanquished. It would be
quite convenient to let him go on thinking that. If he continued in
the plan Kierce had seen in his mind, he could be led neatly to his
own execution.

Kierce did not intend to do more killing
himself. But letting Girstan’s arrogance take him full tilt into
the swords of the Imperial army seemed a reasonable fate for the
man who had raped him.

He left the staff with Ravir, and turned his
face once more towards the Haven, and the Commander of the Empire’s
armies. The need to cement the Shaihen alliance with the Empire was
now urgent. Whatever he was going to do about the ascaii, Girstan
no longer played a part in it.

He had healed what he had the strength left
to heal, but the abuse done to his body resonated through him as he
moved. It was going to be a painful and exhausting journey. For the
moment, he did not have the power in him to travel by the less
conventional means he usually used.

He contemplated briefly the innocent and
heartfelt offer of help that had shone into the darkness
surrounding him like an unexpected beam of sunshine in a midwinter
blizzard. That Caras’s cherished daughter should be heir to this
impossible chaos of passion and stupidity had been among those
things he did not want to understand. He had known Caras and Elani
a long time, their family was almost like his own. If he had
managed Elani’s affections better, it might well have been his own
family. Not that there was any mistaking the stamp of the Chief of
Oreath’s blunt, handsome features on Alsa’s young face. Kierce knew
exactly how much she meant to Caras.

Whatever accident of inheritance it was that
chose the Magician of Shehaios was as much a mystery to Kierce as
it was to his people. He had no influence over it, any more than
Turloch had any influence on the choice of his successor. It was a
long time since a woman had held the office – Kierce could not
immediately call to mind how long, or even what the title became.
In Shaihen, it was not gender-specific. In the language of the
Empire, he assumed it would be Lady High Magician. It seemed
strange that a woman should inherit it now, when the world was
descending inexorably into the grip of warring males.

And then again, not so strange. But if he had
been left an impossible task, what sort of a task was he going to
leave Alsa?

He closed his mind resolutely to repulse any
warm touch from Arhaios. None. He was not going to pass this pain
to her, even if it meant he had to deny her the inheritance
entirely.

He turned instead to the horse Ravir had
stolen from him. In the corral where the ascaii had confined their
small stock of captured horses, the black stallion raised his head
and sniffed the air with excitement. The horse knew he had not been
wrong in scenting his master somewhere nearby. He trotted across to
the corral fence, and paced around the perimeter. It was high, and
he began to fret at its confinement. The calming influence of his
master worked through his anxiety; he found himself at the place
where the men came in and out of the enclosure. There was a loop of
rope over the post beside him. He lowered his head, took the rope
in his teeth, and shook it. No, that wasn’t what he was being told
to do. He caught it again, and raised his head. The rope came with
him, and fell away from the post. The gate swung open. He barged
through it and launched himself towards his master at a gallop,
heedless of the chaos he left behind him in the corral.

 



Chapter 11

The Imperial Queen

 


 


Tercien an’ Lorca, Commander of His Greatness
the Emperor’s armies within the Imperial territory of Shehaios,
paused beneath the huge figure of a pale horse, carved onto the
wall of the Holders Hall in the Shaihen Royal Palace at the
Haven.

“These are not matters which need concern
you, my lady,” he asserted, distantly.

Queen Cathva drew herself up to her full
height and mentally summoned the spirit of her father, the Emperor.
She glared into the young Commander’s impassive face. He was only a
year or two older than she was, the scion of a very old and
distinguished Imperial family.

“My liberty, or lack of it, is of
considerable concern to me, Commander. I do not expect to have to
threaten you with my father’s authority before you do me the
courtesy of granting me an interview!”

She had the satisfaction of seeing a slight
scowl of contrition cross Tercien’s unsmiling countenance. He
prided himself on his impeccable manners, and his equally
impeccable honour.

“You are confined for your own protection, my
lady,” said Tercien.

“I have been safe in Shehaios for seven years
without anyone finding the need to arrest my staff, hold me
prisoner within the Palace and prevent my husband’s people having
any access to me!”

“You have been unwell, my lady.”

“I am still unwell, but it is not my health
that keeps me locked in my room, nor stands guard outside with an
Imperial sword,” returned Cathva, with icily damning composure. “I
have not suffered a loss of intelligence, Commander, any more than
I have suffered a loss of speech. I wish to be kept informed, and
consulted, about the government of the lands of which I am Queen.
Would you do me the courtesy of telling me just what is going on,
Tercien?”

Cathva felt as if she had awoken from her
sick-bed to a world turned upside down. The King was dead. The
Palace appeared to be in the hands of the Imperial army. Her
servants were claiming that Rainur’s illegitimate son was heir to
his title, and there were rumours rampaging around the Haven about
the Lord High Magician that horrified her. She had taken to her bed
with the child of the man she loved inside her. Somewhere through
the blur of pain and anguish that filled the intervening weeks, she
seemed to have given birth to a nightmare.

She wished she knew where Kierce was.

“It is not your concern, my lady,” said
Tercien, dispassionately. “As soon as I receive word that the
rebels in Qivor have been dealt with and the road south is secure,
I will arrange for you to return to Vordeith.”

Cathva gripped the high, ornate back of the
King’s seat in the Holders’ circle and fought back a sensation of
faintness. It was barely six weeks since she lost the baby. If she
hadn’t regained consciousness to such utter chaos, she would have
stayed in her bed.

“I have no wish to return to Vordeith,” she
said. “I came to Shehaios to consummate an alliance.”

“Your husband is dead.”

“My husband was not the alliance.”

“No,” said Tercien, with some feeling. “He
certainly wasn’t.”

Cathva glared at him. “Guard your tongue,
Commander. Rainur died a loyal friend to the Sacred Union.”

“Only just,” muttered Tercien.

“And he was not the only representative of
Shaihen power with whom my father had dealings.”

Tercien shot her an involuntary glance of
disbelief. Cathva knew her affair with Kierce was common knowledge.
She no longer cared. Rainur was dead. The obstacle to their
partnership in power had been removed.

“Please don’t force me to treat you
discourteously, my lady,” said Tercien, stiffly. “Until the new
Governor arrives, responsibility for the administration of this
province falls to me.”

“In your opinion only, Commander. Shehaios
remains an independent kingdom – a fact you ignore at your peril,
as you do the fact that I am its Queen.”

“It’s an independent kingdom without a king,”
snapped Tercien, coldly. “King Rainur left no heir.” He checked
briefly and added, “No living heir.”

The casual comment went through her like a
knife. It was all Cathva could do to keep her feet. The idea that
she might have lost her bright, ebullient little boy, who showed
her Kierce’s quick intelligence in every impatient gesture and
every new skill acquired, had hardly sunk in. She could scarcely
grasp that she could lose so much, so quickly. Sartin was with
Kierce. She was sure he was. Once she found Kierce, she would find
their son.

“King Rainur’s only living issue is still
dependent on a woman’s milk,” Tercien continued, implacably. “I
don’t think the chieftains of Shehaios will take much note of his
utterances.”

“The chieftains of Shehaios have an Imperial
Queen,” said Cathva, forcing her voice to stay under control. “And
they have a Lord High Magician. Those are the people responsible
for the governance of this province.”

She met Tercien’s eyes. They were the colour
of steel. There was not a flicker of warmth or compassion in them.
Nor of respect. A sense of dread began to threaten Cathva’s
determination. The rumours buzzed sickeningly in her head: the Lord
High Magician killed the king; the Lord High Magician abused his
powers.

The Lord High Magician was dead.

She didn’t believe that one. She was sure she
had seen him somewhere amid that confusion of pain and loss.

“Are you aware what name the north Caiivorian
tribes give the Shaihen Magician, Lady Cathva?” said Tercien.

“Be careful what you say, Commander. Bear in
mind that Lord Kierce, also, holds favour with my father.”

“They call him the Enchanter,” said Tercien.
“His deceptions are skilful. But at some point, the truth becomes
apparent to those who look for it.” He paused. “It was the priest
of Tay-Aien who gained favour with His Greatness. I am myself a
follower of Tay-Aien’s teachings, my lady, and one did not need to
be in Shehaios long to know that Lord Kierce was not what he
pretended to His Greatness to be.”

“Are you suggesting that His Greatness
allowed himself to be deceived by a barbarian wizard?” suggested
Cathva, guilelessly.

Tercien hesitated. “His Greatness is, of
course, infallible.”

“Well, it is Lord Kierce to whom my father
personally bestowed his favour. And Lord Kierce is the Lord High
Magician of Shehaios. Whatever those beyond the Gate choose to call
him.”

“Queen Cathva,” said Tercien, impatiently.
“You are a member of the Imperial family, and as such you are
beyond suspicion. But I’m a soldier, and I’m not good at closing my
eyes to what’s staring me in the face. Rainur was on the brink of
rebellion when he was killed. He was a weak King, and unworthy of
the power we entrusted to him – his authority over his own people
was never what it should have been, and there is a stench of
rebellion in the air that has not died with him. What else am I
supposed to make of the army massed at Arhaios which seems to owe
its loyalty solely to Caras of Oreath – coincidentally, of course,
the chieftain of Lord Kierce’s own people? Now I learn that Rainur
himself was killed by men Lord Kierce has used before to kill
Imperial representatives. The truth of the matter is that this
remains a land to be conquered, my lady!”

“You misjudge the situation, Commander –”

“It’s my judgement I have to answer for, my
lady,” interrupted Tercien. “Not yours.”

“Lord Kierce is a friend to our
alliance.”

“I am aware of the measure of Lord Kierce’s
friendship. I advise you to return to your quarters and reflect on
what it could cost you. Whatever you choose to believe, the Shaihen
Enchanter lacks the power to seduce me, my lady. When the road is
safe, I will arrange for you to return to Vordeith. Until then… be
content that your family protects you. But don’t think you can
appeal to your father – His Greatness has no love for those who
seek to deceive him, even among his own kin.”

He offered her the courtesy of a very
perfunctory bow, turned on his heel and strode out of the Hall.

Dismay sank coldly into Cathva. She felt the
game slipping away from her, the power she had sought running
through her fingers as if she was trying to hold water in her
hands. She wished she could remember if she had seen Kierce. When
she had seen Kierce. There was an image in her mind, somewhere in
the turmoil of the last few weeks, of him standing in half-light
with the tiny body of his stillborn daughter in his arms. Grief and
weariness carved his face into something lifeless. He looked like a
statue of a man who lived once a long time ago. She didn’t know if
she had really seen him or not.

Had anyone seen Kierce since Rainur died?

Cathva sagged against the King’s seat, and
slid herself wearily into it. She looked across the circle of empty
chairs awaiting the next meeting of the Holders’ Council, and
wondered if there would ever be a next meeting.

When she first came here, she wouldn’t have
cared. Now she understood that what she had shared with Kierce
depended on the co-operation of the Shaihen people. Without them,
none of the wealth and beauty she enjoyed would exist. If Tercien
alienated them, if the Chieftains rebelled, started fighting,
destroying the Fair Land, her comfortable life would come to an
end.

If it hadn’t already. There was nothing very
comfortable about it at the moment. Her body was still weak and
sore from the ordeal of fruitless labour that had ended in death
where it should have ended in joyous life.

She felt the tears pricking at the back of
her eyes, and struggled to suppress them, the fragility of her
emotions as alarming as the weakness of her body.

Both of them? Had she to face the loss of
both her daughter, and her son? Their beloved Sartin, destined to
inherit the riches they would guard for him. She clamped down the
tears. Until Kierce told her Sartin was dead, she would not believe
it, she would not even think about it. The ache of emptiness was
too big.

Her last distinct memory of Kierce was of him
leaving her in a towering rage when he discovered her plan to rid
them of the increasingly uncooperative King. She had never seen him
so angry. Kierce was not an angry man. Exasperated, frequently.
Angry ?

Oh, god, where was he?

Surely he would not abandon all they had
worked for, what they had sacrificed so much for, what their
children had – may have – lost their lives for. The game was not
over yet. She contemplated briefly a future where Kierce did not
speak to her again. Where he did not touch her, tease her, caress
her and inflame her. Where he did not just hold her and make her
believe she held the world in her arms.

“Kierce, for the sake of the gods, I need
you. Where the hell are you?” she whispered to the empty room. It
did not reply.

Cathva got to her feet. The Imperial soldiers
who escorted her everywhere she went outside her own quarters
opened the door for her. She had no idea where her friend, the
Captain who had been her bodyguard since she was a little girl in
Vordeith, had gone. These soldiers did not speak to her.

Cathva had seen her mother fall from grace.
She knew what it meant to be exposed to her father’s wrath, and
Tercien had spoken the truth. His Greatness did not forgive those
who sought to deceive him. She could not afford to wallow in grief;
her future and the future of Shehaios were bound inextricably. If
she returned to Vordeith, she returned to ignominy.

Whatever happened, she was not going back to
Vordeith.

 


Cathva’s mind worked feverishly as she walked
back through the Palace to her quarters with her silent Imperial
guard. She understood now why she had awoken to a palpable sense of
resentment running through the staff of the Palace, why she
imagined the earth trembling beneath her feet as it had once shaken
her father’s mighty Palace when the Imperial City felt the tremor
of a distant earthquake. This quake was not distant. She was
perilously close to its epicentre

If Kierce had been there, he could perhaps
wave the Magician’s wand and make it better. In the meantime, she
needed to think of some alternatives. She knew how delicate the
balance on which Shehaios survived was.

She had to convince Tercien that Shehaios was
not about to rebel against the alliance. She didn’t think it was,
though she was none too sure about that army at Arhaios, but
whatever the facts of the matter, she had to convince Tercien he
was wrong. Heavy-handed government from the Army of the Sacred
Union would probably create a rebellion where none existed, and she
had grave doubts about the efficacy of the promised new Governor if
and when he ever arrived. The last name she had heard mentioned in
that capacity would have proved an unmitigated disaster, but there
had been no communication from Vordeith for almost a year. She was
not sure of her father’s latest intentions, only that his tolerance
of Shaihen idiosyncrasies had been wearing dangerously thin for
some time. Kierce had played a very sharp game to keep him happy
this far.

Someone had to take Rainur’s place, and
represent Shehaios to the Imperial Army. Someone Tercien would
trust.

She put herself back in the King’s place in
the Holder’s circle and let her imagination fill the empty spaces
around her. Her good friend Gascon of Mervecc would be on her
immediate left. She could rely on him to do whatever was necessary
to maintain the protection of the Sacred Union; the brigands who
had killed Rainur were too close to his Holding for him to risk
losing it. The same applied to Colis, chief of the lands which
included Shehaios’ long, exposed east coast.

The problem lay in the middle. The pale horse
of Oreath - Caras the warrior, with an army at Arhaios. So
handsome, so judgemental. She should have known Jagus would go for
him first. Should have guessed Kierce would not let him.

It still hurt that Kierce had chosen to
protect Caras instead of being with her. He might have saved their
daughter.

He might have saved Sartin. Had he?

She pushed the thought away. Not now. Don’t
think about it. Think about Ered of Hieath, large in body, small in
presence. Ered rarely moved far from his Holding. He hadn’t even
attended her wedding, nor had he ever given it his approval. It was
a moot point whether Hieath had ever joined the Empire of the
Sacred Union, never mind whether he could be prevented from
rebelling against it.

Onia of Ulath. Cathva’s pace slowed
unconsciously, as she considered the occupant of the seat at the
north end of the Holder’s Circle. Onia of Ulath was a woman.

Caras’s predecessor as Chief of Oreath had
been a woman. Shaihens recognised women in positions of power. Her
pulse quickened.

Could she do it without him?

If she could convince Tercien. She cursed
under her breath. Tercien would not recognise a woman in a position
of power. Neither would her father.

He would recognise her son; but her son was
with Kierce, and both were missing.

She passed through a doorway into the private
quarters of the Shaihen royal family and a distant wailing
immediately assailed her ears. A slight frown of annoyance crossed
Cathva’s face. She felt as if that sound had haunted her from the
moment she had awoken. Mocked her. She was recovering from a
miscarriage and the world was full of the sound of her servant
woman’s baby son, crying.

The fact that it was also Rainur’s baby son
momentarily passed her by. She came back to it.

This was the child whose name she had heard
being bandied about as Rainur’s heir. There seemed to be some
confusion among the rumour-mongers as to whether it was Rainur’s
child or Cathva’s. Some curious misapprehension that it was,
actually, a child of the royal marriage bed.

As she had made some pretence that hers would
have been.

She turned aside, and made her way towards
the rooms Tilsey and Rainur had shared since his marriage turned
into a charade.

 


The baby was quiet when she entered the room.
Tilsey was feeding him; it was her absence that had caused his
ill-temper for the last few days. Tilsey was among the servants
Tercien had appropriated for interrogation. Cathva could see the
marks of a beating on her shoulder, where her gown had slipped off
as she fed the child.

Tilsey looked up in surprise as the Queen
swept into her room. She had been Cathva’s slave in Vordeith and
there had been a time when she had been almost a mother to the
young Princess. She smiled in greeting.

“Cathva!” she exclaimed. “You’ve
recovered?”

“Not a moment too soon,” said Cathva,
tersely. Tilsey’s child was the same age as Cathva’s daughter would
have been. She had to nerve herself even to look at him without
envy gnawing a hole inside her.

“I’m happy to see you...” began Tilsey.

“Why have you been telling everyone Filas is
Rainur’s heir?”

Tilsey met her gaze calmly. There was little
of the servant left in her demeanour now. The last traces of it
seemed to have died with Rainur. “That’s what he is, Cathva. Rainur
named him as such before he left.”

“Rainur named Filas? Not Sartin - ?”

“Sartin was not his son.”

Cathva swallowed the rage that rose inside
her. How dare Rainur play such a trick while she was lying
delirious and unable to argue with him?

“Filas is not mine,” she said. “Yet there
seems to be some confusion over the matter.”

She watched Tilsey shift her son carefully
into a more comfortable position. He sucked doggedly on her breast,
his small fist gripping tight on the edge of her gown. Determined
child, thought Cathva, coldly.

“Filas stands no chance of inheriting
anything without your father’s sanction,” said Tilsey, softly. “I
knew that.”

Cathva gazed at her in astonishment.

“You’re… you’re trying to pass him off as
mine?” she said, incredulously. “As a child of the Imperial family
- ?”

“I thought…” Tilsey broke off and shook her
head. “It doesn’t matter, does it? Tercien’s seeing rebels behind
every stone, he won’t listen.”

“I got the impression he might have been
listening to you.” Cathva paused, looking at the weals disappearing
down Tilsey’s back. “You and Rainur never trusted Kierce, did you?
What have you been saying to Tercien?”

“Rainur had good reason not to trust him,”
said Tilsey. “Didn’t he?”

Cathva bit her tongue. Not wise to admit to
anyone that it was the Queen, not the Magician, who had sought
Rainur’s death.

She could feel the strength in her legs
beginning to go. She sat down, while she could still do so with
dignity.

“When it came down to it, Cathva,” said
Tilsey quietly, “I saw no reason to suffer in defence of the man
who took my child’s father from him. Perhaps it’s not before time
that others knew what Kierce was.”

Cathva glared at her stonily.

“You fool. What did you tell him?”

“No more than he already knew. That Kierce
was a fraud. He was not a priest of Tay-Aien’s god.”

“Of course he’s not, he’s the Lord High
Magician!” Tilsey looked up and met her eyes.

“Was he?”

Cathva noticed that Tilsey was speaking about
him in the past tense. She thought it was an affectation of
speech.

“For god’s sake, you’re the Shaihen, Tilsey!
You should know.”

“I know what the Magician is supposed to be.
The more I was forced to tell Tercien about Kierce, the more I
think I came to see what Rainur could not bring himself to face.
What I think you’d better face, Cathva, if you can be strong
enough. Because it’s staring right back at us, and he may have
deceived you more than any of us.”

“Tilsey,” said Cathva, with strained
patience. “Do you make sense to yourself? Because you’re not making
any sense to me.”

“Rainur suspected Kierce intended to kill
him. He never really understood why. The Magician has powers of
healing and creation, his work is Shehaios, the land of the Spirit
of Life, as it is the King’s work. Everything Rainur did he did for
Shehaios. Why then should the Magician seek to kill him?” She
paused, gazing down at her child. “Unless it’s possible for a man
to possess the powers of the Magician and yet not be the
Magician.”

Cathva gave a slight, contemptuous laugh and
relaxed a little. For a moment, she had been worried about what
Tilsey was going to say.

“You don’t know anything, Tilsey, do you? You
were content to follow Rainur around like his lap-dog. I’ve tasted
the power of the Magician, don’t tell me it isn’t real!”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t real, I said the work
of the Magician is Shehaios. Kierce seemed more interested in his
personal gratification. I think that’s what you tasted, Cathva.
You’re a very beautiful woman, and it was a very physical magic you
shared with him.”

“Spoken like a woman who settled for Rainur,”
sneered Cathva. “You should have invited Kierce to give you a
lesson in personal gratification, Tilsey. Perhaps you’d have
learned something. What it is to be possessed by fire; to believe
you can do anything - !”

“But you can’t, can you?” said Tilsey,
quietly. “Because he isn’t here, is he? Oh, Tercien doesn’t have
you dragged off by his soldiers and beaten and humiliated and
threatened, but neither does he take any notice of you. You are as
powerless as I am.”

Cathva glared condescendingly at her, her
carelessly dishevelled dress, her face drawn and shadowed. Tilsey’s
entire life seemed focussed on the plump, mewling infant in her
arms.

“You didn’t learn anything in Vordeith, did
you, Tilsey? Only one man holds absolute power. Keep His
Greatness’s favour and everything else is negotiable.”

“I learned to be a servant in Vordeith,” said
Tilsey. She looked up at Cathva. “Don’t think I don’t know that you
connived at Rainur’s death, Cathva. But I can’t bring myself to
believe you connived at Sartin’s.”

Cathva clenched her lip between her teeth.
The overwhelming emptiness threatened at the edges of her mind.

“You make yourself foolish, Tilsey, by even
imagining that Kierce would harm his own son.”

“I don’t need to imagine it,” said Tilsey,
relentlessly. “Sartin died alongside the man the world believed he
was heir to. Kierce should have had the power to protect both of
them. He wasn’t there then. He isn’t here now. The truth is,
Cathva, when you look… when you really look, he’s never there.”

Cathva frowned at her.

“What are you talking about? Of course he’s
there!”

“We hardly ever saw Turloch,” said Tilsey.
“Most of the time, it was difficult to miss Kierce, but when you
look at what you were seeing… Look back at what the Emperor saw. A
priest with the power to make men not only serve the Sacred Union
but believe in it. Look at what Rainur saw. The embodiment of
Shaihen freedom, who couldn’t be touched, whatever he did. And in
little Sartin’s eyes… he was just magic. He could do anything.
Something of how you saw him. Pleasure and luxury and power beyond
your dreams. What you see is a reflection of your own desire.”

“I think I touched more than a
reflection!”

“Oh, there was a man called Kierce,” said
Tilsey. “Who had the power of a Magician.”

Cathva got to her feet impatiently. “Why do
you keep speaking about him in the past tense?”

“He isn’t here,” said Tilsey. “The Magician
is only here when you believe in him.”

“But Kierce…”

“Kierce was a man. A man can die.” She looked
up from her suckling child. “No, Cathva. I don’t believe he would
have harmed his own son.”

Cathva sat down again slowly. He could not
have died. He was a Magician. She could not believe how much she
longed to see him.

“How can you think…?”

“It’s the only thing that makes any sense to
me. If he was alive, he would have saved Sartin. He would be here.”
She paused. “I could be wrong. Perhaps he’s coming with Girstan of
the ascaii.”

Cathva gave a slight laugh of contempt.

“I hardly think that’s likely. He despises
everything about Girstan.”

“To us, he does. What does Girstan see when
he looks at Kierce? Kierce wasn’t above using him to kill the
Imperial governor. Nor yet to kill our King.”

“It wasn’t - .” Cathva checked herself
abruptly.

“Why is Tercien so worried about Shaihen
rebellion? It’s because he’s already got one to contain in Shehaios
as it is. It’s not a handful of desperate brigands he’s got to deal
with. They slaughtered Rainur’s escort. That’s two Units of
Imperial troops, as well as his Shaihen guards. I think Tercien
thinks there’s a small army up in the hills, and who am I to say
he’s wrong? Maybe Kierce allowed Girstan to build up his strength
hidden in our mountains, just as he allowed Jagus to build up the
army Caras commands at Arhaios. The point is, Cathva, I don’t know.
The Kierce I thought I knew would have died before he let any harm
come to Sartin. But perhaps I didn’t know him.”

Cathva could think of nothing but a statue of
a man who had lived once, standing in the half light with a dead
child in his arms. Kierce had not wanted Rainur killed. Cathva had
wanted him killed. Cathva had sent Kierce’s ascaii servant back to
Girstan with the idea of Rainur’s death in his head. She was only
just beginning to understand the depth of Kierce’s anger at her
scheming, and the enormity of what she had done.

“You knew him,” she whispered.

“Then he died with Rainur,” said Tilsey,
simply.

Cathva closed her eyes and clenched her fists
against the towering wave of despair she sensed looming at her
shoulder. A daughter of the Imperial household did not give in to
emotion. A daughter of the Imperial household fought every move in
the game.

“No,” she stated, evenly. “No. I will not
believe that!” She propelled herself back onto her feet. “We will
make Filas Rainur’s heir. We will make people believe he is my son.
And I will make Tercien listen to me. And when Kierce comes back…”
She smiled fiercely at Tilsey. “He’ll have nothing to do.” She
turned to go. “The Magician is only here when you believe in him,
you said. Well, he’s here then, Tilsey. He’s going to be here all
the time. Because I will never stop believing in him.”

 


 



Chapter 12

Divided Loyalties

 


 


When Hiren an’ Driezi was Commander in Chief
of the Imperial forces in Shehaios, Lord High Magician Kierce had
been a frequent and welcome visitor to the main Imperial camp south
of the Haven. He passed many entertaining and informative hours
gambling and drinking with the soldiers of the Sacred Union, while
Orlii passed his time arranging assignations between Imperial
soldiers and Shaihen girls.

Representing himself to the Emperor as a
priest of Tay-Aien altered Kierce’s relationship with the Imperial
forces. The change of Commander in Chief from Hiren to Tercien was
in part the reason for an increased distance between himself and
the Imperial camp, and in part a convenient excuse. Kierce was
aware of Tercien an’ Lorca’s religious principles, and a consequent
reserve in the new Commander’s attitude towards Shaihen magic in
general and the Shaihen Magician in particular. He was not aware of
an enmity. Until he found the gates of the camp closed to him.

“I have specific instructions not to admit
you, Lord Kierce,” the gatehouse guard told him. “Unless you submit
to enter the gates as a prisoner.”

Kierce summoned a faint smile. He was
dropping with weariness, and his horse was in little better
condition. After the trial of ascaii company, he had been looking
forward to a civilised welcome from the Empire. It was hard not to
be able to see these things coming any more. With an effort, he
gathered his strength to a new problem.

“So, even Tercien is afraid of me now. Any
idea why, soldier?”

“I am forbidden to speak to you. Leave, or -
.”

“You’ll take me prisoner? Worked out how,
yet? Never mind, I’ll ask the Commander.”

 


Tercien was sitting in his office checking
the records of fines and punishments. He liked to oversee every
detail himself. Discipline was a paramount concern, in an
undermanned garrison in hostile territory. His posting to Shehaios
was Tercien’s first experience of the northern caii kingdoms, and
he had grown up with tales of their barbarism. A deep suspicion of
all peoples not born and bred in the Imperial City – and preferably
of good Vordeithan stock – was ingrained from his earliest
memories.

He looked up as the large brindled dog
beneath his feet raised its head abruptly. The dog was a gift from
King Rainur when Tercien first took up his post in Shehaios, and it
was his constant companion. Its unquestioning obedience and loyalty
pleased him.

He watched with a little puzzlement as the
animal rolled onto its feet and paced across the room. It paused a
moment, and Tercien found himself blinking as the animal seemed to
blur before his eyes. When he looked again, it was once more the
solid form of his dog.

He rose to his feet in astonishment as it
jumped onto the couch at the side of his office.

He spoke the dog’s name sharply, but it had
barely passed his lips before the dog metamorphosed into the shape
of a man. The shape was familiar, and sent a chill of repulsion
down Tercien’s spine. He left the world of the immortals to
Tay-Aien’s god, it was not a realm he considered men should meddle
in.

He left Kierce no time to speak. Knowing, in
part of his mind, that he was about to slaughter his own dog,
Tercien drew his sword and stabbed it into the apparition on his
couch. He heard the faint, startled yelp and stood back without
surprise as the blood welled through brindled fur. The dog raised
its eyes to him helplessly; he watched it die, before he sent for
assistance.

The aide who responded to his summons looked
at the bloodied corpse in bemusement, but Tercien did not
immediately answer his unspoken question.

“Send me the company commanders. It is time
we stopped the Shaihen rebellion in its tracks.”

“Rebellion, sir? Is there news - ?”

“The signs are clear enough. Their strength
is only in numbers - I will pin them down before they can
gather.”

“The Holders will be meeting in Council
before the winter, sir.”

Tercien paused. “Let them meet, if they wish
to continue the pretence. By the time they are here, we will have
secured their Holdings. Send me the company commanders.”

 


Outside the camp gates, Kierce watched night
fall from the sort of rough shelter in which he had spent much of
his early, semi-nomadic life as Horsemaster of Arhaios, and
reflected on the unexpected complications of being unable to hear
anything other than the voices of the ascaii. He made a number of
attempts to monitor the consequences of Tercien’s unexpectedly
drastic reaction, but he could no longer simply focus on the
thoughts of the men within the walls of the garrison, and Tercien
was on his guard against the abilities of the Lord High Magician. A
stranger, an unrecognised soldier, a stray animal – all aroused the
suspicion and animosity of the Imperial troops. Being a fly on the
wall was all very well, but there was a distinct limit to the
amount of information Kierce could absorb through the senses of
such a small and simple creature.

He learned enough to alarm him. Tercien was
allowing himself to be distracted by phantoms. While he was seeking
rebels in Shehaios, the ones beneath his nose were rampaging in his
direction, bellicose in their invincibility. Kierce had assumed the
outcome of a clash between the two forces was a foregone
conclusion. Now, he was not so sure. When Girstan could strike by
surprise, he could strike very hard and wreak havoc.

Kierce could not be among either Imperial
troops or ascaii without surrendering himself to captivity.
Captivity in the Imperial camp achieved nothing. The only way he
could have any influence on the progress of events was to return to
the ascaii.

 


Caras sent his most trusted ally, friend and
lieutenant, Madred the Horsemaster, to Cuaraccon. He didn’t know
which he dreaded more, Maddi finding Alsa was there, or finding she
wasn’t. If she wasn’t there, she could be lying dead somewhere in
the forest. If she was there… Brethil of Cuaraccon was Sheldo’s
mother. Cuaraccon would not quietly accept the execution of their
Holder’s heir.

Though they never would have done. It
remained impossible. It just hurt more to lose Alsa in the middle
of it.

Exhausted of physical energy and mental
inspiration, Caras sat alone in the dining hall of the Holder’s
House, staring at the lamp burning low on the table in front of
him, as if his gaze was keeping the flame alight. A flask of
distilled malt barley was his solitary companion.

The bitter fire on his tongue brought to mind
the elusive, infuriating, inspiring, exasperating man he had so
frequently shared the flask with. He had always regarded Kierce as
a tiresome but irrepressible spirit. That was, he had finally come
to realise, what suited him to be a Magician, to carry a knowledge
that would tear him apart with despair if he cared too much. It had
come as a shock to see him so reduced by Rainur’s death. Caras
would not have believed it possible if he had not seen it with his
own eyes. Now he felt he understood. It was not Rainur’s death that
had crippled Kierce, but Sartin’s. Kierce had lost his son within
days of delivering his daughter stillborn.

How could he survive that? How could he go on
playing the game - ?

Perhaps he hadn’t. Perhaps Elani was right.
They had not only lost the King, they had lost the Magician, and
this was how it ended. With all of them running in different
directions.

He was Chief of Oreath. It was his
responsibility to work out a way round the impossible. A way of
holding the balance. But everything he did was inspired by his
family, and all he could feel was despair. He reached for the
flask.

He only knew Madred had come in when her arms
encircled his chest. He felt the cold on her cheek as she leaned
down by his face, the smell of the journey still with her.

“Close your eyes,” she whispered. “Turn
around, and then tell me what you see.”

Blearily, half asleep, he obeyed her, and
looked round towards the door. Alsa stood forlorn and bedraggled
just inside the room.

Caras surged to his feet, tripped over the
chair and kicked it out of the way in his urgency to cross the room
and sweep his daughter into his arms. She looked as if she might
hold back from his greeting, but he gave her no choice. He crushed
her against his chest, hugging her as if he was never going to let
her go. He wasn’t sure he ever was.

“You silly, silly girl!” he whispered. “How
could you do that to me? By the Spirit, Alsa, don’t ever frighten
me like that again!”

“I found her in the forest,” said Madred. “On
her way to Cuaraccon. She was nearly there. Took a little bit of
persuading to come back again.”

Caras eased his grip, and looked down into
Alsa’s face. Her eyes were brimming, but her expression was
fiercely stony.

“I want to be in Cuaraccon,” she said. “I
don’t want to be here. I don’t want to be here when Sheldo
dies.”

“Alsa - .”

“I know I can’t stop it.” She was struggling
now. She swallowed a hiccup. “He… he told me. He hit me!”

Caras had a bottle of whisky inside him and
he had never felt more stone cold sober in his life. He caught her
shoulders and searched her face. It was glistening with rain, and
hollow-eyed with tears and fatigue, but he could see no marks.

“Who hit you, sweetheart?”

Alsa closed her eyes and shook her head.

“Tell me, Alsa. Please. Who hit you?”

“No-one hit me.”

“You said they did.”

“Not really.”

He looked across at Madred.

“There was no-one around,” she said. She
hesitated. “She said Kierce hit her.”

“Kierce!”

“He was pushing me away. It was a dream,
that’s all. Oh, Dad, what’s happening to us?” The dam broke. She
folded into his arms, sobbing against his chest. “Maddi said you’d
make it right. You will make it right? Please - ?”

“I’ll make it right, Alsa,” whispered Caras.
“It’s going to be all right. I’m not going to let it happen.” He
looked across her head and met Madred’s worried expression. “Fetch
Elani. She’s upstairs.”

Maddi crossed the room to the ladder which
led up to the sleeping platform above, while Caras guided Alsa back
to the fire, sat her down and took off her wet cape. The fire had
died down; he hadn’t realised how damp and chilly the room felt at
the edges. He tried to wrap his arm around her but Alsa shrugged
him off.

“You stink,” she said, ruefully.

Caras smiled. “Sorry. I just wanted to keep
you warm.”

“I’m all right. I’m not cold. I could have
stayed out there, I just… I just…”

“What did you mean about Kierce?”

Alsa shook her head.

“You can tell me, Alsa,” said Caras gently.
“I had a friend once who could see things other people don’t see. I
didn’t notice it. I just took it for granted he was cleverer than
anyone else. Resented him for it, if you want the truth. Turned out
he was the Lord High Magician’s heir.” He paused. “If I had
realised sooner, I might have been more help to him. I wouldn’t
want to let you down like that, Alsa. If… if you have that
gift.”

“It was just a dream. I dreamed I tried to
help him. He pushed me away. That’s all. It’s nothing
important.”

“Are you sure?”

She gave a slight shrug.

“Don’t go on about it.” She gave him a
cautious look. “Are you angry with me?”

“Not angry, no. Disappointed.”

A glint of resentment came into her eyes.
There was an uneasy silence. “Are you going to let it happen?”

“We’ll talk about it in the morning.”

“You said you wouldn’t.”

He heard the forlorn hope in her voice. She
so desperately wanted him to do the impossible.

“You’re safe. That’s all that matters
now.”

She shook her head. “I want to go to
Cuaraccon.”

He heard the commotion of Elani moving
rapidly down to the room.

“I can’t tell Brethil,” he said, softly. “You
must understand that, Alsa.”

“Maddi lied, didn’t she? She said you
wouldn’t let them execute Sheldo. So I came back” She paused. “I
want to go to Cuaraccon.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” said Elani,
flinging herself off the bottom rungs of the ladder and sweeping
across the room. She was wearing a long night-gown, and her fair
hair flowed loose and tousled around her shoulders. She crossed the
room and embraced Alsa almost perfunctorily. “After what you’ve
done, child, I’ve a mind to lock you in the house for a week.”

“Elani - .” began Caras, seeing Alsa’s eyes
narrow stubbornly as she drew back from her mother’s arms.

“You keep out of this. Get out of those wet
things, Alsa, and go to bed. We’ll talk about this in the
morning.”

“I’m going to Cuaraccon in the morning,” said
Alsa. “I won’t just stay here and let Sheldo die.”

“Alsa, darling, let your father solve the
problems of the world, please.”

“But he - .”

“Leave it to your father. Go to bed.”

Alsa blinked furiously on a renewed rush of
tears. “You can’t ignore me.”

“I don’t intend to. I’m just deciding what’s
the most suitable punishment for this little game of yours.”

Alsa glowered at her resentfully. “I’m not a
child.”

“Oh, you are, my darling,” said Elani. “Go to
bed.”

Somewhat to Caras’ surprise, Alsa got up and
ran towards the ladder.

“I’m not a child!” she threw back over her
shoulder, as she climbed up to the sleeping platform.

“She’s not,” said Elani, softly once Alsa was
out of hearing, “but just at the moment, I want her still to think
she can be.” She reached out and took Caras’s hand as she turned
towards Madred. “Thank you, Maddi. There aren’t any words strong
enough.”

Madred smiled and shrugged.

“Obeying my chief, Elani, as I always do. He
told me to find Alsa. I found her.”

“Praise the Spirit you did. I’d better follow
her, Caras. Are you coming?”

One way or another, Caras and Elani had
hardly shared a bed since before Kierce’s last visit. Caras could
not forget the terrible suspicion that enveloped him when she told
him her fears for Alsa’s future, Alsa’s inheritance. He saw so much
of Elani in Alsa, the idea that part of his wife belonged to Kierce
still tormented him.

“In a moment,” he said.

She looked at him briefly, glanced at Madred,
then followed Alsa without another word.

Madred gave Caras a questioning look.

“What did you say to Alsa?” he asked,
softly.

Madred sighed. “She wouldn’t have come back
if I hadn’t. And she was in no state to leave. Whatever she…
touched, or thinks she touched, of Kierce really upset her. It was
either go with her to Cuaraccon or promise her you’d sort it out.
When I heard what it was that drove her away from you… I thought
we’d better not take it to Cuaraccon.” She looked across at him,
and he felt the unspoken reproach that he hadn’t even told her any
more than he had told everyone else. The public story was that
Sheldo was being held by the Imperial army, awaiting trial for
transgressing against their laws. Caras was talking to Commander
Ascem, and he would let them know the outcome of the trial. Then
they would decide what to do. “I convinced her you would never let
the Imperial army execute Sheldo.”

Caras closed his eyes. “How in confusion do I
stop them, Maddi?”

There was a silence. She didn’t say,
you’ve got an army, haven’t you? He heard her quiet
footsteps as she crossed the room and sat down beside him. She took
his hand and stroked it gently, reminding him how she had been when
she sat beside him and nursed him back to life from the wound Jagus
had given him. His fight with Jagus, the breath-taking margin by
which he survived it, had moved many of the beacons which guided
his life, not least his relationship with the woman who helped him
fight his way back from the brink of death. Maddi helped him in
every fight he took on.

“One way or another, Maddi, we’re going to
have to fight. And I don’t think I can promise you we’re going to
win.”

“We’d be pretty poor heroes if we only fought
where we were going to win.”

“I want to be Chief of Oreath,” said Caras.
“I don’t want to be a hero.”

“Well, you have a problem there.” He felt her
caress his face, her finger tracing lightly across his cheek. “Some
of us already think you are one. Alsa. Me.” She paused. “What’s the
real problem?”

Caras opened his eyes and looked askance at
her. “Where do I start - ?”

“No, I mean, the real problem. The heart of
it.”

Her hand held him afloat. Alsa’s safe return
stilled his despair. He found he could think again.

“The heart of the problem is that we’re
allied to the Empire of the Sacred Union.”

“Then that’s where the solution is.”

“We can’t break the alliance. They’d destroy
us. That’s why the King and the Magician took us into it in the
first place. War is what they built the Empire on, we can’t beat
them at their own game.”

“So breaking the alliance doesn’t work. It’s
still the heart of the problem, it’s still where the solution
is.”

“But what… ?” He broke off suddenly, staring
at her. “Kierce.”

Madred smiled faintly.

“My brother’s usually either the problem or
the solution. Story of his life, really.”

“But that’s the point, it wasn’t your brother
who saved my life. It was the Magician. He’s already told me the
solution. He didn’t give me the victory over Jagus because I was
his friend, or even because I was his Chief. He did it because I
was a piece in the game he was playing, and he needed me. Because
he brought back from Vordeith for me the gift of the Emperor’s
sword and the title Commander of the Warriors of the Sacred Union.”
He stood up abruptly. He no longer felt drunk and he no longer felt
tired. “By the Spirit, I don’t understand hierarchies! The Chief of
Oreath can’t argue with Ascem, but Commander Caras, by special
decree of His Greatness the Emperor, out-ranks him. That’s what I
have to do with Jagus’s army. Obey the Emperor’s decree. Bring it
under the authority of an officer of the Army of the Sacred
Union.”

Madred got to her feet to follow him. “Where
are you going?”

“Kierce brought me a gift from High Commander
Hiren, too. I need to see if it fits.”

 



Chapter 13

The Mediator

 


 


With a Holding near the Caiivorian border,
barely three days’ journey from the Haven, Gascon, Chief of
Mervecc, had always been a frequent visitor to the Royal Palace.
When his familiar long and slightly shambling figure was finally
admitted to the rooms deep within the Palace that had become her
prison, Cathva saw it as another small triumph in her war with
Tercien.

The embrace with which she greeted him showed
a genuine affection. She had seldom felt so pleased to see
anyone.

“Gascon, I want to hear everything. You’ve
rescued me from a slow death by silence!”

“Rescue may take a little longer,” admitted
Gascon. “But at least I’ve got here. I would have been here sooner
if I’d been prepared to brave an Imperial sword, but as I pointed
out to the Commander, fighting is not my forté. It took a little
longer to persuade him to barter on my terms.”

“But you managed to do so?” queried
Cathva.

Gascon settled himself on the edge of a
comfortably upholstered couch, and leaned on his silver-banded
stick. It was a beautifully turned object in rich-toned dark wood;
Gascon was a connoisseur of beautiful things. He was hardly a
handsome man, with his lugubrious face and gangling body, but he
dressed stylishly, and moved with deliberate grace. He was adept at
disguising the slight twist to his body, the legacy of the very
real threat under which he lived. He carried with him the scars of
a battle against a merescaii raiding party that had all but
destroyed his Holding and taken him with it. He owed his life to
the healing power of the Shaihen Magician. His continued prosperity
depended on the protection of the Imperial army. If he had not been
able to persuade Tercien that he was an ally and not a threat,
no-one would.

“I chose to view the extra troops he asks me
to support as a welcome addition to Mervecc’s defences,” replied
Gascon. “How are you, Cathva? Tercien has fenced you about with
iron. It’s been almost as difficult to get news of you as to get
messages to you. I’ve been extremely worried about you.”

“I am here,” said Cathva, lightly. “As you
see.”

Gascon regarded her critically. “And the baby
- ?” he ventured.

Cathva hesitated for a moment. There was
information lost in that blur of pain and exhaustion. She wasn’t
entirely sure how much Gascon did or did not know.

“Filas is well,” she said. “He’s with
Tilsey.” Gascon frowned slightly.

“Is that… advisable?”

“Tilsey was always an excellent nurse.”

“Yes, but if she’s so recently bereaved of
her own child…” He regarded her with grave concern. “She must know,
surely?”

Cathva smiled a guileless question, directing
all the conscious power of her deep blue eyes at him. Gascon looked
somewhat embarrassed. Nevertheless, he persisted.

“She must know he’s not Rainur’s child?”

Cathva laid her hand gently on his sleeve,
her answer as soft as a falling snowflake.

“Never say that, Gascon. Shehaios needs an
heir to the crown born of the Imperial house.”

He met her eyes, and accepted the pact with a
slight lift of his eyebrow. Cathva knew he thought they were
speaking about her child, the one she had conceived with Kierce,
and lost. The intricacy and enormity of this deception caught a
tight thrill of apprehension in her throat.

“I wouldn’t argue with that,” said Gascon.
“The man we have to persuade is Tercien. I think our good Commander
is running a little scared, Cathva. I understand the Caiivorian
rebels just south of our mountains are achieving a worrying level
of victory around Qivor. Their success threatens Tercien’s
communications with Vordeith and the last thing he wants is to find
himself exposed to rebellion from the north as well as the south.
Rainur’s death could hardly have come at a worse time.” He checked
himself, and patted the hand still resting on his arm. “I’m sorry,
the politics of his loss can hardly be your chief concern.”

Cathva withdrew her hand.

“I’ve had more than enough time with only
grief for company. It will be with me when you’re gone, Gascon.
While you’re here, for the sake of the gods tell me all that I
don’t know. How far have you conciliated Tercien? How has the rest
of Shehaios reacted?”

“Conciliated Tercien?” queried Gascon,
doubtfully. “Well, between us, you and I appear to have persuaded
him that the Holders’ Council should meet. Word has gone out, and I
expect them to be expecting it. I hope we will meet in a matter of
weeks - whether Tercien will take any heed of what we say or decide
remains to be seen. And getting Tercien to play the game may prove
to have been the easy bit. I fully appreciate why Filas has to be
named Rainur’s heir, but a child king…? At the mercy of the Empire?
Getting the Holders’ Council to play their part to order may be a
different matter.”

“You think they may not?” Gascon smiled.

“They never do. You should know that by now,
Cathva.”

“Who else could they choose?”

“The field is open. I have my doubts they’ll
even turn up to discuss it – I can see the mirror image of
Tercien’s fears dazzling me from Hieath and Oreath. Rainur had to
move mountains to get Ered here from Hieath for your wedding. And
he didn’t entirely succeed in the end – as usual, Ered chose to
watch from the sidelines. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he did
the same now. Colis will come, Ccheven is too exposed for him to
risk playing games. I hope Onia will come, but it’s never easy to
guess what an Ulathan is thinking. Caras - ?” He grimaced. “Caras
is guardian to Rainur’s nephew, who has to be regarded as a rival
to Filas. Caras has an Oreathan army, and the one he won from
Jagus, under his command. Tercien’s worried about what he’s going
to do with all those armed men now Rainur’s dead - and one can have
some sympathy for his point of view.”

“You really think Oreath may take up arms
against the Imperial army?” Cathva got to her feet, propelled by
outrage as much as alarm. This was adding insult to injury. Loyalty
to his long friendship with Caras of Oreath had caused Kierce’s
absence from Cathva’s ill-fated labour.

“I think Caras has more sense,” admitted
Gascon. “But he does have a certain history of settling matters by
the sword, and he’s going to have to do something with Jagus’s army
or he’ll lose control of it.” He paused, conscious of and a little
uneasy with her hostility towards the man he was talking about.
“Rainur’s loss throws us back on our own interests, Cathva. Without
the King, we’re not Shehaios. We’re Mervecc, and Oreath, Ccheven,
Hieath and Ulath. I don’t know whether Caras will come to a
Holders’ Council or not, nor do I know whether he would come in
peace if he did. I don’t know Caras well enough to read his
mind.”

There was a still silence.

“Have you… any word of Kierce?” asked
Cathva.

Gascon gave her a direct, and slightly
dismayed, look. “From which I understand that you haven’t.” He
paused, reflectively. “I hadn’t wished to believe it.”

“Believe what?”

Gascon turned his gaze politely away from the
exposed fear in Cathva’s eyes and got to his feet. He knew how
unusual it was for the mask to slip. “You have heard the talk?”

“Gossip. Rumour...”

Gascon smiled ruefully. “Kierce was ever a
man who invited gossip and rumour. It has evidently reached the
Imperial camp - Tercien seemed to take some pains to impress upon
me that the Lord High Magician was not welcome in his camp now.
Mention was made of practices that the previous Commander of the
Imperial forces in Shehaios allowed – indeed, encouraged – Kierce
to conduct which Tercien takes a very dim view of. I…” He cleared
his throat. “I got the impression that Tercien had crossed swords
with Kierce since Rainur’s death. If he has, he’s the only one
who’s seen hide or hair of him, as far as I can tell.”

Cathva crossed the room and grasped the
Merveccian chieftain’s arm more insistently.

“Tercien’s seen him?”

“It was an impression. He also seemed to want
to give me the impression that he had won the encounter. He used
some very odd terms to describe Kierce.”

“Odd? What do you mean, odd?”

Gascon hesitated, and took her hand
gently.

“Tercien is a follower of Tay-Aien’s
teachings. A genuine follower. A believer, as they call
themselves.”

“I know,” said Cathva. “So?”

“He referred to our Lord High Magician as a
false priest. Accused him of sacrilege. Implied… punishment.”

Cathva snatched her hand out of his
grasp.

“Tercien doesn’t have the power to touch
Kierce!” she snorted. “You cannot think so, Gascon!”

“In all honesty, Cathva, I don’t know what to
think. I would have expected him to be here.”

“He will be here,” said Cathva. “I know he
will, Gascon. When the Holders’ Council meets, the one space that
will not be empty this time is the one reserved for the Lord High
Magician.”

“I don’t think we should depend on it,
Cathva. I hope we haven’t lost him. I really do hope we
haven’t.”

“Then don’t entertain the thought that we
have.”

Gascon paused. “I think we must. Kierce is a
great game-player, and like all great game- players he takes risks.
Nine times out of ten, he gets away with it. But that one time he
doesn’t… he loses more than anyone else would dare to gamble.”

“The game is not over,” said Cathva,
steadily. She turned suddenly to him with the heritage that had
made Tercien flinch blazing in her eyes. “I will not let it be
over. Kierce will be here.”

Gascon studied her face with as much an
aficionado’s pleasure in fine things as affection for the young
woman behind it.

“As always, I can only envy him. If it is in
his power, I’m sure he will be here. But I’m not prepared to let
Ered and Caras deprive my traders of the protection Rainur brokered
for them. At all costs, we must regain Tercien’s trust, or we will
all be vulnerable to Girstan’s sword.”

“Or Tercien’s,” said Cathva. “He’s never
liked the idea of Shaihen independence.”

“He doesn’t understand it. Too sophisticated
an arrangement for Commander Tercien. We have to flatter him a
little, Cathva, and we have neither Rainur’s skill nor Kierce’s to
draw on. I rather think this one is going to be down to us. I
didn’t expend the time and energy it took to persuade Tercien to
let me see you simply for the considerable pleasure of your
company. I need you to be in a position to help me. I need you in
the Holders’ Hall on my side, charming my fellow chieftains with
the smiling face of the Empire.”

Cathva turned from him to conceal any trace
of unbecoming gratification. When she spoke, her tone was carefully
hesitant, as if she was reluctant to approach her late husband’s
shoes.

“The other chiefs rarely attend the Haven. I
don’t know them, and they know me only by reputation. Would they
resent my presence in their Hall?”

“You’re the Queen of Shehaios and the mother
of Rainur’s son,” said Gascon. He paused very briefly on what they
both knew to be a direct lie. “I think that gives you every right
to be there. But it won’t be easy. And you have been unwell...”

“I will be there,” promised Cathva. “Of
course. If you think it best.” She smiled. “Even if we find we have
no-one to make a case to.”

“Well, then the mere sight of you will make
Colis’s journey worthwhile,” replied Gascon. He got to his feet,
and hesitated. “Cathva...”

“What is it, Gascon?”

“It’s none of my business. But… then again,
if I’m risking everything on supporting Filas’s claim… Cathva, my
dear, I know how you must feel Sartin’s loss. But don’t let grief
turn you away from Filas.”

“You’re suggesting I neglect him?” said
Cathva, sharply. “Who’s been telling you this?”

“It’s nothing of the kind. But it would be
understandable.”

“As you said, I have been unwell, Lord
Gascon. Childbirth does not come easily to me, as you know. Filas
is the world to me, and I have been with him as much as my strength
has allowed. I do not neglect my son.”

“You should be careful how much you leave him
with Tilsey. I know you wouldn’t do so unless you were sure you
could trust her, but given her closeness to Rainur and her own
loss…”

“Filas is Rainur’s child,” interrupted
Cathva. “Anyone who cares to question that may call me a liar to my
face, if they so dare!”

Gascon smiled.

“You are magnificent, Cathva. But the claim
is worth nothing without the evidence to support it. This is a
terrific burden we’re loading on the shoulders of a babe in arms,
and it’s going to take an exceptional character to carry it. You
need to shape that character right from the start as a child of the
Imperial Family is shaped. Otherwise… otherwise all our striving
will only bequeath disaster to Shehaios.”

 



Chapter 14

Imperial Commander

 


 


Behind the dining hall of the Holder’s House
at Arhaios was a long, narrow room. It was racked on either side
for holding swords and spears, the armoury of the Holding. A sliver
of grey light penetrated it as Caras opened the door, the first
touch of dawn feeling its way into the house.

Caras lit the lamp hung just in front of him,
and a yellow light flared across the empty racks. The weapons they
normally held were across the river with his army. He frowned down
the length of the room at what looked, in the wavering light, like
a grotesquely incomplete human form at the far end; half a torso,
with a head lying by its side.

The light of the flame flickered across the
once-bright surface, dulled with neglect, and hinted at the
blood-red colour of the cloak draped across its inanimate
shoulder.

He should have taken better care of it,
reflected Caras guiltily. It had been a gift, from a man he
respected and owed a debt of gratitude to.

“Well,” said Madred. “I’ve looked at it often
enough. I never imagined we’d do anything else with it.” She moved
forwards and wiped the dust off the breastplate with her sleeve.
“It’s not actually gold, is it?”

“Some of the inlay is. Hiren is a wealthy and
powerful man.”

Caras joined her, lifting the helmet from the
bench. The wavering lamplight threw the flattened features on its
moulded visor into odd relief. He studied it doubtfully. Hiren knew
all about Shehaios, and the power of illusions.

“Makes more sense of the Imperial histories
when you see something like this,” observed Madred. “Great warriors
blazing like the sun. You could, wearing that, couldn’t you?”

“I believe you get more sun, south of
Vordeith,” said Caras, prosaically. “This is designed to impress
people. Dazzle them. I doubt you’d catch a real soldier like Ascem
wearing it.”

“It wouldn’t fit Ascem,” said Madred,
scathingly.

Caras smiled. Ascem was a big man, and he
lived well in Arhaios.

“It might not fit me. Hiren’s armourer won’t
have been used to Shaihen-sized people. I’ll look a complete idiot
if I drown in it.”

“You won’t drown in it,” said Madred softly,
gazing at the shining armour. Wearing that face-plate, though, he
would disappear in it. He laid aside the helmet, and picked up a
neatly folded bundle of drab cloth. He flipped it open to reveal
the folds of a virgin white Caiivorian tunic inside. His misgivings
grew. It had seemed like a good idea when he had it.

“I’m going to look like an idiot.”

“Caras,” said Madred, a little impatiently,
“no matter how idiotic you’re being, you never look like an idiot.”
She smiled at him and began to gather up armfuls of metal plating.
“Come on, we’ll see how well it works while there’s no- one
watching. I promise to tell you if you look like an idiot.”

They gathered up the pieces and brought them
out of the narrow armoury into the lesser gloom of the Holder’s
dining hall. Madred shook the tunic out of its protective cloth.
Caras unfastened his jerkin and shirt, and took it off. Madred
slipped the tunic over his head, arranging the seals of Arhaios and
Oreath around his neck over the top of it. It was surprisingly
heavy, a double-thickness of expensive fabric that settled
comfortably over his shoulders. He belted it around his waist with
a strip of beautifully supple red leather, while Madred brought him
the fleece-lined tabard that went over it below the armour.

It was rapidly apparent that getting into the
armour was not something he could do by himself. He found himself
forced to stand still while Madred fitted pieces around him,
working out by trial and error which bits went where and in what
order. It was harder than it looked, and engendered more than a
little giggling from his dresser.

“What are you going to do?” she asked,
hooking his shoulder guards into place. “Challenge Ascem?”

“In a way, I suppose. I’ve been appealing to
him to be lenient with a hot- headed boy. He won’t listen because
he doesn’t like having a Shaihen army breathing down his neck, and
the hot-headed boy is the King’s nephew.”

“So?”

“So let’s acknowledge the fact. Sheldo is the
King’s nephew. If the Empire wants to see him as Rainur’s heir…” He
shrugged, as well as he could in the circumstances.

Madred paused and frowned at him. “It’s not
up to the Empire to say who Rainur’s heir is.”

“Not strictly true, I’m afraid. They have a
say. We don’t have to listen. The point is, the Emperor invited
Rainur and his heir to Vordeith. That’s where they were going when
the ascaii murdered them. I’m going advise Ascem that His Greatness
would still like to see Rainur’s heir brought to Vordeith. This
trial is too big for Arhaios.”

“So where do you propose to take it?”

“Well, I expect the call from the Haven any
day to convene the Holders’ Council for a decision on the
succession. It is up to us to say who Rainur’s heir is.”

“So… you want to take Sheldo to the Haven?”
said Madred, in some concern. “To Commander Tercien?”

“I’ll take him to Vordeith, if necessary.” He
picked up the long, gem-encrusted scabbard holding the sword the
Emperor had given him, and buckled it in place. The armour was
cleverly articulated. He could move quite easily in it.

“Supposing you take him to Vordeith, and the
Emperor confirms the verdict?”

Caras paused.

“Well, at least he’ll be a long way away from
Brethil, and from Alsa. He’ll be a long way away from Arhaios.” He
understood the telling silence which greeted his fatalism. His own
heart felt cold inside him, as if he was contemplating turning his
back on all that he had ever held dear. He hoped fervently it would
never come to that. “He challenged Imperial authority, Maddi. His
challenge. I can help him take it to the heart, I can’t undo it for
him.”

“Not if you are the Imperial authority, I
suppose.” Madred draped the scarlet cloak around his shoulders, and
stood back to admire her work. Caras looked at her enquiringly.

“Idiot?” he suggested. She shook her
head.

“I can see the sun.” She smiled at him. “You
look gorgeous. You can rape me any time, Commander.”

Caras frowned.

“She’s safe, Caras,” she added, soothingly.
“No-one’s hurt her. No-one’s touched her.”

“How safe is anyone going to be if we end up
fighting the Army of the Sacred Union?”

“Well, we’re not going to.” She laid her
palms on the gold inlay across his chest and looked into his eyes.
“Are we, Commander?”

Madred was not a delicate flower. She had
more the stalwart build of her mother than the wiriness of her
elder half-brother and her face spoke more of strength than of
beauty. But when he looked too long into the deep, dark eyes – a
heritage from her father that she shared with the Magician - Caras
found himself beginning to fall into them. He was fully conscious
of all the little half-accidental caresses, as he was conscious of
the love that had watched over him after his fight with Jagus. So
far, it had been an unspoken rule between them that he didn’t
respond. His partnership with Elani was part of the fabric of
Arhaios, he could not allow himself the feelings Madred’s love
provoked.

He found his hands had come to rest on her
hips. He leaned forward and kissed her lips, very delicately.

“What was that for?” said Madred.

“Thank you. For going with me wherever I
go.”

She smiled at him. “I’ve always fought with
you, and I always will. I’m your Horsemaster. Your defence and your
support. Being there is what I do.”

She reached out to put her arms around him,
and broke off, laughing. He was very difficult to get close to.

“Let me get you out of that,” she said,
drawing back. “Before it goes to your head completely.”

The armour came off a lot quicker than it
went on. As Madred concentrated on unfastening the hooks that held
the metal plating in place, Caras found he was conscious of every
touch, every pressure of her hand. It bothered him. He had hardly
intended the kiss at all; if he meant anything by it, it should be
a chaste gratitude for her concern. Chaste was the last word he
could apply to the sensation stirring in his loins.

“When I was recovering from the fight with
Jagus, after Kierce healed me,” he murmured, “I thought… watching
your own spirit start to drift through the gate to death and being
healed by a Magician tends to confuse the brain. I kept getting you
mixed up with your brother.” He caught her hand as she lifted away
the armour. “Not that I ever had the slightest desire to kiss him,
and I don’t think he ever felt the need to offend me in that
way.”

Without the barrier in the way, he could not
resist pulling her gently towards him and kissing her again. She
tasted wonderful. The sensuous longing with which her lips locked
on his sent a fire through his body. She had brought him back to
life almost as much as Kierce had, being there, caring, looking
after him. Touching him when she thought he wouldn’t know.

He knew now. He could feel it in her
response.

“I thought you were unconscious,” she
whispered.

“So it didn’t matter?”

Her gaze slid away from him. She smoothed the
rich material of the Caiivorian tunic over his chest.

He caught her hands in his. “It didn’t matter
if you kissed me then?”

Madred looked at him without answering. He
could see the answer in her eyes, taste the longing in her kiss.
Feel it in the faint tremor beneath his hand as he caressed her
face and her throat and slid effortlessly beneath her shirt, over
her shoulder and lightly across the swell of her breasts. She
leaned towards him, her hands seeking the touch of his skin, her
mouth pulling his kiss into her with years of restrained
dreaming.

Madred was a full figured woman who led a
physically strenuous life. She wore a binding around her breasts to
support them. With his pulse throbbing in one warm beat from his
throat to his swelling manhood, Caras unwrapped the beautiful gift
before him and watched first one and then the other breast spill
voluptuously into his hand. He looked up into her face, her pupils
dilated with desire, her lips parted. He savoured the erect and
tell-tale nipple between his fingers. She wanted him. Without
condition, or qualification, she wanted him.

Caras started back and turned away from her
as if he was waking from a dream. He felt as if he’d been in the
grip of some other, all-consuming power.

“Maddi, I’m sorry. I don’t know what came
over me. Forgive me.”

“Oh, don’t be sorry. I’ve wanted you to do
that for years.”

“Maddi, you know I can’t. I have a
partnership with Elani.”

“You don’t want me,” said Madred,
quietly.

“Yes. No. I… I have made promises. The Chief
of Oreath cannot break his word. Not to anyone.” He watched her
pull her clothing straight, feeling like a pompous ass, conscious
of an insult, of her hurt anger. He felt helpless. There was no
right way out of this. Maddi met his eyes with a challenge.

“I saw how Elani was when she thought she’d
lost you. I see how she is now she fears she’s lost Kierce. You
never see, Caras, do you? You don’t see that I love you, you don’t
see that Elani - .”

“Enough,” snapped Caras. “Don’t say something
you’ll regret.” Madred hesitated.

“I wouldn’t regret it,” she said softly. “But
you might.”

 


 



Chapter 15

Obedience

 


 


Shehaios seemed to have remembered that it
wasn’t winter yet. Brilliant autumn sunshine streamed down on the
warm wooden wall of the Meeting House behind Alsa’s back as she sat
watching Brynnen the Minstrel re-stringing his harp.

It sat ill with Alsa’s mood. Her mother’s
voice still echoed through her head, searing into her heart.

She would much rather Elani had punished her.
She didn’t. She talked to her. She reminded Alsa she was nearly
fifteen now, little more than a year from adulthood. She could not
run away from the inheritance she had been born to. She could argue
with her father if she felt impelled to, but when it came down to
it, he was not only her father, he was the Holder of Arhaios and
the Chief of Oreath and she owed him her loyalty. He could not be
what he needed to be if his own family turned on him.

Alsa already knew these things. Shame at her
folly and fury that her mother should think she didn’t understand
raged through her head in a state of open war.

She knew with the sense that took her beyond
her years that Elani was talking to herself as well as her
daughter. The subtle division between her parents leaped out at her
the moment she saw them together. Alsa was used to reading the
colours people projected into her darkness. The way her brother
Taegen’s light fluctuated from vivid brilliance in Sheldo’s company
to drab greyscale when he was asked to look after his little
brother, and vacillated between the two with her, depending on the
current state of the sibling war between them. The way her mother’s
light brightened and deepened when she was with Kierce, the same
way Maddi’s did when she was with Caras. The constant sun-yellow
glow of her parent’s love lit her life like a beacon; seeing it
threatened with extinction was only marginally less shattering than
losing Sheldo, especially when she knew she was the cause of it.
She was a mess of anger and frustration. The boy she loved was
sentenced to death, her father had failed her, her mother could
only lecture her on her duty, and Kierce had hit her.

“You look like a particularly mournful lament
this morning,” observed Brynnen, glancing up from the new length of
gut he was stretching across the frame of the instrument. “Anyone
care to tell the bearer of news what is going on in the Holder’s
House at the moment?”

Alsa shifted uncomfortably. That was
precisely why she had come to find Brynnen. But she hadn’t yet
decided whether or not to do it. There seemed to be no right
answer. What had Kierce been pushing her away from?

In his presence, she always saw the Magician
himself like a shimmer of refracted colour, impossible to separate
from what was going on around him. She would never have dared try
and touch the dark, glittering centre at the heart of the
image.

“Can you tell me about the Magician,
Brynnen?” she said.

“The Magician, or Kierce?”

“The Magician,” said Alsa.

She knew Kierce. Kierce was the man who
spread his arms like wings and made her laugh, so that she relaxed
and let the horse carry her. He was a sable fox, quick, and sharp,
who made her mother laugh and her father frown.

“The Magician,” said Brynnen, with a slightly
daunted grimace. “Well, us old folks still find it difficult not to
think of the Magician in terms of Lord Turloch.” He wrapped the gut
around a wooden peg and gave it a few twists to hold it before
beginning on the next one.

“Don’t you tune it?” asked Alsa.

“Tension it,” said Brynnen. “Tune it when
they’re all on. It stretches.” He paused and threaded the next
string through its slot at the opposite end of the frame to the
pegs. “The Magician knows everything. He reads the earth and the
air and the water, and the things you can’t see. The Spirit. The
passage of time, life and death. He reads the stories of men. He
shapes things.”

“Like a potter?” Brynnen frowned.

“More like a tailor. Shapes the cloth around
the body that’s already there.” He shook his head. “But it’s more
than cloth. As if a tailor could make your skin.”

“Oh, I wish he could,” said Alsa, shivering
at the thought of her cold night in the tree and shivering. “I’d
love to grow a coat like a bear.”

“Then you’re stuck with it,” said Brynnen,
with a grin. “People like to change things. It’s what we’re good
at. The Magician understands what we’re changing and what the
implications are.”

“More than just understands, though.”

“It’s up to him what he does with the power
he holds. Traditionally, the Magician of Shehaios is a healer. He
shapes time to give a body space to heal what would otherwise
destroy it.”

“Is that what Kierce did for my father?”

“Very much what Kierce did for your father.”
He paused. “Your father, being a Holder, helps shape the magic that
empowers the Magician. The stories of men. The Magician influences
what we want. If men seek the power he holds, then they’re seeking
to understand each other, and not fight each other.” He glanced at
her affectionately. “Your father does not have easy choices to
make, Alsa.”

Alsa said nothing.

“It’s to do with Jagus’s son, isn’t it?”
added Brynnen, quietly, his eyes on his stringing.

Alsa sighed. “Oh, Brynnen, it’s all so
complicated! It’s obvious in the songs. You know what has to
happen.”

Brynnen smiled. “The songs are written
afterwards. You know what’s happened. The Minstrel makes it look
inevitable.”

“So… it wasn’t at the time? Even in the
histories?”

“Of course not, Alsa. There are always
different paths, and it’s only looking back makes a judgement about
right and wrong ones. If you like where it’s taken you, it was the
right path. If you don’t… don’t choose that way again.” He glanced
up at her. “I find it hard to live with Caiivorians. They’ve never
had a Magician to guide them. They have a lot to learn about life
and survival.”

Alsa rested her chin on her hand and watched
the Minstrel’s calloused fingers threading and stretching the
twisted gut.

“Brynnen,” she said, thoughtfully. “Can the
Magician…. does the Magician feel… like other people?”

“To touch?” Brynnen said with a grin. “Did
your uncle Kierce feel any less solid last time you hugged him?” He
broke off, the smile fading abruptly. “Though maybe, last time, he
did.”

“I didn’t see him last time he came. That was
when… .” When he had come to tell them Rainur was dead.

“No,” said Brynnen soberly. “I don’t suppose
you did. Yes, Alsa, the Magician looks and feels like a man. What
he feels inside… I can’t tell you. But he is still a man, with all
the emotions of a man. That’s all too bloody obvious.”

The first time she was conscious of feeling
the life around her, Alsa had been with Kierce. She was six, and
they had spent the day among a herd of horses. They had chosen one
for Kierce to train for her - herself, her mother, and Kierce. She
couldn’t remember now why her father wasn’t there, that was the one
tiny flaw in what had been one of the happiest days of her life.
They were coming back to Arhaios. The setting sun was warm on their
backs, and she was riding behind Kierce, her arms wrapped around
him, her tired head sinking sleepily against his back.

He reached back and patted her knee.

“Stay awake, Alsa,” he said. “Don’t fall off
till we get back.”

“I’m not asleep,” she protested.

But she wasn’t really awake. Kierce never
rode with a saddle when he was about the Horsemaster’s work, and
she began to feel herself sinking into the rhythm of the horse’s
muscles moving beneath her. Her feet touched the ground with the
horse’s feet, and the earth it trod seeped up into her body. The
scent of life wafted up through her nostrils and its voice
whispered silently in her ears. It was like drifting in a warm
pool.

The memory never left her, but the sensations
had only started to touch her as strongly years later. Because
then, she began to sense them independently. That first time, she
had felt them through Kierce. He was holding her on the horse,
because she was asleep and unable to hold herself.

“I think he’s hurting, Brynnen,” she said,
anxiously. “And I don’t know why. I don’t know what I should do
about it.”

Brynnen said nothing. Neither would he look
at her.

“Brynnen - ?”

“As I said, it’s up to the Magician what he
does with the power he holds. You knew Orlii?”

Alsa nodded. She’d quite liked Orlii, the few
times he visited Arhaios with Kierce, though he was painfully shy.
He looked at her like a startled cat the first time she spoke to
him. His awed reverence both for Kierce and for her father was
quite comical, something she’d been unable to resist teasing him
with. She remembered, with some contrition now, telling him once
that he’d done something wrong and her father would be angry with
him. Even, may his gods help him, Kierce might be angry with him.
It seemed funny at the time. Kierce? Angry?

She’d seen Orlii change each time he came,
seen him grow in confidence as well as size. But he was always very
reserved. He smiled, he did exactly what anyone asked him to do, he
was willing and helpful and charming, but she could never quite get
hold of what he was thinking. He didn’t slide away like Taegen slid
away, just impatient to be onto the next thing. He hid
deliberately, trying to make himself invisible, so you just didn’t
notice he was there.

She understood how he had managed to kill the
King; how he might have got past Kierce.

Brynnen paused, leaned on the harp and looked
at her. “You know Kierce killed him?”

The words felt cold inside her. It was as
hard to think of Kierce killing anyone as it was to really believe
that her father had killed people. Killed Sheldo’s father.

“The rumour is that he used the magic to do
it. One of the reasons the Shaihen Magician does not use his power
to destroy is because it destroys the magic. It destroys what made
him. If he’s hurting, Alsa… he did it to himself. Haios o ja, ja o
haios erth.”

‘Everything is me, and I am
everything.’ He strummed lightly across the harp and the
untuned strings jangled a horrendous dischord. He grimaced, and
looked at Alsa.

“Well?”

“Well what?”

“Has that answered your question?”

Alsa sighed. “I don’t know what my question
was.”

“The question was,” said Brynnen, leaning
towards her across the instrument. “Are you going to tell the
minstrel what’s going on, Alsa?”

 


They had chosen a filly for Alsa on that
wonderful day of her childhood. Madred had had to complete the
training of her, because Kierce was Horsemaster of Arhaois for only
a few months longer. It wasn’t long afterwards that Brynnen brought
them the song of the King’s betrothal to an Imperial Princess, and
the Horsemaster was on his way to becoming the Lord High
Magician.

Alsa had never heard the Imperial word for
“Princess” until Rainur married one. She thought it a very pretty
word, and she had given it to her horse, as a name.

When she told Kierce, he laughed. He laughed
so hard, she’d wondered at the time if he was all right.

“Is it a silly name?” she said, anxiously.
“Don’t you like it?”

He hugged her shoulders. “It’s a wonderful
name, for a wonderful little horse,” he said, reassuringly. “She’ll
give you a great ride, just don’t make the mistake of thinking
you’re in control.”

She blushed slightly now, as hindsight and
maturity revealed the cause of his mirth. The filly was a
headstrong creature, and it had taken all the skill Kierce taught
her to manage her Princess. She knew now, as everyone did, that the
boy who died alongside the King was Kierce’s son, not Rainur’s. He
would have been just over a year old when she introduced Princess
to Kierce. The summer he was in Arhaios. The summer her father
first commanded an army. The summer the Warriors of the Sacred
Union started building their camp across the river.

She opened her mouth to begin to explain to
Brynnen the sentence the Imperial army deemed fit to pass on
Sheldo, when she realised that Brynnen was not paying attention. He
was gazing past her in the direction of her house.

She turned.

There was a man bathed in light striding down
the hill from the Holder’s House. She recognised Madred beside him.
She recognised the way he walked. But why there was an Imperial
soldier imitating her father leaving her house, she had no
idea.

“By the Spirit,” murmured Brynnen. “There’s a
song in the making.”

Alsa half rose to her feet, her mouth falling
open.

“It’s my father,” she gasped. Brynnen
grinned.

“Of course it’s your father. Who else would
it be?” “But what’s he…? Why is he…?”

She stared at Brynnen uncomprehendingly.
Brynnen met her gaze wryly. “I think you were about to tell me,
Alsa.”

 



Chapter 16

Balance of Power

 


 


Ascem an’ Turendi pushed the girl back
against the wall of his office and slid her skirt up around her
waist. He didn’t have much time to spare, but he didn’t need much
time. The little ascaii girl’s hand was already working him up to
where he wanted to be. She was good, this child. She knew exactly
what to do. If only Shaihen girls were more like her, he wouldn’t
be having half these problems with the locals.

There were compensations to bringing his wife
and family to Arhaios from Qivor. Getting them out before his
homeland fell to the rebels was perhaps the least of them, as were
the indifferent rewards of his marital bed. His wife was a
harridan, but she certainly knew what he liked in the way of
servants.

“Commander….”

The voice came from outside the door.

“What?” rasped Ascem. “Tell me from there,
damn you!”

“Lord Caras is here, sir.”

Ascem muttered under his breath. Again? How
much more clearly could he spell it out to the man?

“I’m coming,” he shouted. And he was.

He grabbed the girl’s wrist, pulled her hand
away and pushed himself against her. She was trembling. He’d had
her before – the first day she got here – but she was still young
and nice. After years in this Shaihen desert, he couldn’t get
enough of her.

It didn’t take him long. A few minutes
vigorous, exhilarating effort in her small body and his pleasure
was replete. He let her go, and leaned against her with a sigh. She
turned her head away from him. She hadn’t said a word.

“You’re very beautiful, little chick.” He
drew back and pinched her cheek affectionately, trying vaguely to
remember her name. She gave him a sulky, ascaii look. “You can go
now,” he said. “I’d better humour the worthy Chief.” He patted her
backside as she turned to go, adjusted his dress and went outside
to greet his visitor.

 


Caras glimpsed the girl leaving, and he knew
the Commander’s habits well enough to guess what had detained him.
He should be in a good mood, then. Not that it helped. Ascem
generally was in a good mood. A merescaii nobleman found the
Shaihen dedication to avoiding combat somewhat amusing.

The newly fledged Shaihen Commander of the
Warriors of the Sacred Union steeled himself to meet Ascem’s
reaction to his new guise. Ascem came out of his private office
into the broad sweep of the Garrison Commander’s formal reception
room, took one look at Caras, and stopped dead. Caras could see him
struggling to keep a straight face. The merescaii turned and made
his way to one of the seats in the middle of the room, gesturing to
Caras to take another, while he mastered his expression.

“What can I do for you, Lord Caras?” he said.
He let his eye travel the length of Caras’s body. “It is Lord
Caras, isn’t it?”

“I’ve come for your prisoner,” said
Caras.

“We’ve had this conversation, Caras. Several
times.”

“But not on quite these terms.”

Ascem grinned. “You have terms?”

“We have five days until the verdict is
announced,” said Caras. “I want the trial stopped.”

“Between you and me, there isn’t strictly
speaking a trial to stop. The verdict will still be announced in
due course. As I said, we’ve had this conversation.”

“Just out of interest,” said Caras. “What did
the men who started it get?” Ascem looked at him enquiringly. “The
soldiers who started the fight at Cuaraccon.”

“Oh, I see. Oh, I assure you, they were
reprimanded, Lord Caras. We are, after all, here as your
guests.”

“Reprimanded,” echoed Caras. “A girl died,
Ascem.”

“Yes, but she was only a...” He checked
himself just a little too late. “Severely reprimanded. There was
provocation, Lord Caras.”

She said no, thought Caras, but he didn’t
bother to say anything. He doubted the wretched looking waif he had
seen slipping out of Ascem’s office ever got a choice.

“Ascem, we supply your food, your fuel, and
the materials for your buildings. Do you really want a fight any
more than I do?”

Ascem smiled. “We’re soldiers.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It will be if you threaten us.” Ascem leaned
forwards. “Caras, just let me remove the boy-king before he does
you any more damage. If you want your men and your women, your
peasants and your warlocks, your horse-trainers and tanners and
brewers and boot-makers to live, disperse them back to their fields
and their hovels. Put them to work supplying our table and curing
us of pox. One way or another, I won’t have them here any
longer.”

Caras met his eyes. “I have orders, directly
from His Greatness the Emperor, to fight Imperial rebels. First of
all, locate your rebels. Your men are inciting insurrection in a
peaceful population, Ascem. You’re exacerbating the situation by
attempting the unlawful execution of the heir to the Shaihen crown.
I’m inclined to refer the question of loyalty to a higher
authority.”

“The costume is very handsome, Caras, but it
won’t protect you. Take your complaint to Tercien. He’s already
asked me to give due warning if you march in the direction of the
Haven. He’ll have you by the balls before you’ve drawn breath. My
lord.”

“Then I will take the complaint further,”
said Caras. “You weren’t here when this garrison was founded,
Ascem, and neither was Tercien. You didn’t fight Toshan with us.
You know who did?”

“I know High Commander Hiren was commander in
chief of the army in Shehaios at the time.”

Caras struck his fist against the armour over
his heart. “This was a gift from High Commander Hiren. This,” he
drew the Imperial sword a few inches clear of its scabbard, “was
granted to me personally by His Greatness Emperor Zelt an’ Korsos.”
He leaned in to meet Ascem head on. He was close enough to feel the
Caiivorian’s breath on his face. He could smell it across the other
side of the room. “I have a yen to visit Vordeith, Ascem. I think I
should obey the Emperor’s instruction, and take the heir to the
Shaihen crown with me. What do you think?”

Ascem studied him contemplatively.

“I think you’re playing a very dangerous
game, Caras,” he said. “The only way south is through the Gate to
Shehaios. To reach the Gate to Shehaios, you have to pass through
the Haven.” He raised his eyebrows. “Your move.”

Caras hesitated, his gaze never leaving
Ascem. “The Gate is not the only way over the mountains. It’s not
the way the caii raiders come. I have orders from His Greatness to
fight Imperial rebels, and I see no good reason not to start with
those who killed our King.”

“You want to take Sheldo on a winter campaign
against ascaii rebels?” Ascem shrugged. “Seems an elaborate form of
execution to me, Caras, and one that takes the executioner with it.
Take my advice. Take the armour off, disperse your forces, and
leave both Sheldo and the ascaii to me.”

Caras stood up abruptly. “We know our
mountains. And now, we know the ascaii. How much are you willing to
wager on us failing to reach Vordeith?”

 


When Caras returned to his house, he found
Brynnen sitting at his hearth supping small beer with Elani. The
moment he saw the minstrel, he guessed what news had brought him
there. He was grateful for the courtesy which had prompted Brynnen
to break with tradition, and tell the Holder before he told the
Holding.

His timing, however, could hardly have been
worse from Caras’s point of view. He knew Elani was not going to
like his plan to head south through the mountains seeking a victory
over ascaii rebels to take to the Emperor. He could really do
without a reminder that he was failing to fulfil another duty by
pursuing such a plan.

“Mervecc calls a Holders’ Council,” Brynnen
confirmed. “To be convened as soon as all the Holders can reach the
Haven.”

“I can’t leave Jagus’s army, and I can’t take
it with me to the Haven,” said Caras. He hesitated. “Elani, you are
my nominated heir. It may be best if you attend the Council.”

“Or I could stay here with Jagus’s army,”
said Elani. “Caras, we have no King. We don’t know if we have a
Magician. We’ve a Caiivorian Queen in the Palace and an Imperial
Commander outside its gates. Don’t you think on this of all
occasions, Oreath should be at the Council – not Oreath’s
deputy?”

There was a slightly pregnant pause before
Brynnen drained his ale mug and rolled to his feet.

“I must leave you to sort that out,” he said.
“I can assume Oreath will at least be represented at this Council,
I suppose?”

“Certainly,” said Caras. “With a Caiivorian
Queen in the Palace and an Imperial Commander outside its gates, we
hardly have a choice. Thank you, Brynnen.” He grasped the
Minstrel’s arm, hand to elbow, in the traditional Shaihen gesture
of friendship, and met Brynnen’s thoughtful brown eyes.

“I wish I had answers for you, Lord Caras,”
said Brynnen. “May the Spirit guide you.”

He took his leave of Elani, and retreated
discretely.

“You will have to go, Elani,” said Caras
wearily, once they were alone. “I can’t be in two places at
once.”

“You don’t need to be. Jagus’s men will
surely respect the authority of the Council? Or at least wait for
the Council’s decision before they act?”

“Maybe,” said Caras, “but Sheldo hasn’t got
that long.”

Elani looked at him with an equivocal mix of
hope and fear. “I wondered what you and Maddi were up to – and what
the tin plate was all about. What are you planning to do,
Caras?”

Stealing himself, Caras told her as briefly
as possible. He watched the colour drain from Elani’s face as she
absorbed the import of what he was saying, and felt his own spirits
– fired up by his confrontation with Ascem – sink with hers.
Relating the plan impassionately, it did sound a somewhat desperate
enterprise.

“We can’t both leave Arhaios,” said Elani,
eventually. “It leaves it wide open to Ascem.”

“Ascem’s not interested in Arhaios. It’s the
army that makes him nervous.”

“Ascem!” snorted Elani. “Nervous?” She walked
away from him over to the hearth. Elani had found it almost
impossible dealing with Ascem while Caras was away; Ascem managed
to be at the same time scrupulously polite, and completely ignore
her.

Caras ran his hand through his hair in
exasperation. “If you have any better ideas, I’m willing to hear
them,” he said.

“Go to the Council, Caras. This other idea is
madness.”

“It’s not that simple. And it’s not
madness.”

“It was madness last time you went chasing
Caiivorian raiders through the mountains, and at least you had the
weather for it then. You’ll kill yourself going south at this time
of the year!”

“I won’t. There are Caiivorians living in our
mountains in the heights throughout the year. If they can survive,
we can.”

She looked round at him. “By doing what they
do? Living off what they live off? Taking it from them?”

“They took it from us! They attacked Shaihen
Holdings, they’ve raped, killed and enslaved our people, taken
their land, ransacked their farms, left them to starve…”

“So we do it to them?”

“It’s about time someone did. It’s what
Kierce was intending to do with Jagus’s army when the Emperor
ordered Shaihen forces to move against Caiivorian rebels – His
Greatness meant, I suspect, we were to go south with Tercien and
fight Bordred of the merescaii, but he didn’t specify which rebels.
The ascaii will do as well as any, and they are the ones who killed
Rainur.” He gripped the back of a wooden settle for support,
sensing that he was not winning this argument. “Besides, I wouldn’t
mind getting my hands on Girstan. If there’s one bastard I could
relish seeing grovelling at my feet, it’s him.”

“It was the other way round last time,”
murmured Elani.

Caras’ knuckles whitened on the edge of the
chair. He steadied his voice carefully before he answered.
“Exactly. It won’t be this time. I am responsible for all that
Jagus was responsible for. He left me an army, Elani, as well as a
son.”

Elani said nothing. She stood at one end of
the room, Caras at the other. There seemed no way to cross the
space in between.

“I doubt that the Council will make Sheldo
Rainur’s heir,” said Elani. “It wasn’t Kierce’s intention, was
it?”

“No. Though it’s harder than I thought living
without the King, and I wonder if Sheldo wouldn’t be better. I see
Kierce’s argument, but I didn’t particularly like his solution. We
need to talk about that before you go, but in any event we’ll be
long gone by the time the decision is announced.” He paused. “I’m
giving Jagus’s men the chance to do what he trained them to do,
obeying the emperor’s orders to fight Imperial rebels, and keeping
our merescaii nobleman happy. More than happy. He’s always
delighted to hear someone’s ridding the world of ascaii. And I get
Sheldo out of Arhaios, alive and in one piece, which is what you
were all telling me to do, at any cost.”

“You’re going to take him out to die on a
mountain instead.”

Caras sighed. “I did the impossible, and you
want a miracle?”

At last, she turned and looked at him. He met
her eyes. Clear and green, like a still pool.

“You’re going to take yourself out to die on
a mountain. Please, Caras. I can’t bear it again – waiting –
fearing – dreading…”

“I have to,” he said softly. “I can’t see any
other way of doing it. Jagus’s army won’t just disperse and go home
quietly. If I leave them here without me, they’ll come to blows
with Ascem’s men sooner or later. If I take them to the Haven, I’ll
have Tercien intercepting me as a rebel. I can’t see any other
solution.”

He could tolerate the distance no longer, He
strode across the room and swept her into a bear-like embrace.

Elani’s arms closed round him. “This is not
what we do, is it, Caras? We’re partners. We don’t fight. We don’t
cheat and lie and blame each other. By the eternal Spirit, Caras, I
don’t want to lose you too!”

An ache of loss surged through his heart. He
buried his face in hair the colour of ripe wheat, revelling in her
familiar, longed-for scent.

“Partners and lovers too. Lovers first.” He
heard the silence.

“Lovers second, Caras.” She looked up into
his face steadily. “I chose you. You wanted a woman to be wife to
the Chief of Oreath, and I chose you, knowing that.”

He closed his eyes. He did not want her
belief. He wanted her love. Without condition, or qualification.
The way he feared she loved Kierce. He hadn’t missed that “too”
after “lose you”.

“I’m not a magician, Elani. I never was. Just
one of the pieces. I don’t want to be an Imperial Commander, I want
to be Holder of a peaceful, prosperous Arhaios. But I have no
choice.”

“No choice,” echoed Elani. “No freedom.” She
eased back from his embrace and looked up into Caras’s face. “He’s
dead, isn’t he?”

Neither of them dared speak Kierce’s
name.

 


They moved out three days later, Jagus’s army
and the remnant of the Oreathan muster.

Caras also had with him, somewhat against his
will, a company of Ascem’s men. He had to pretend to be grateful,
just as Ascem pretended to be generous, but he knew they came as
spies. They would, he suspected, be with him all the way to
Vordeith. If he got that far.

He also had Sheldo.

Sheldo still didn’t know what had hit him. He
had spent a week locked in a barely lit cell, and came out to find
himself greeted by his Chief, dressed in dazzling Imperial armour.
Before he could begin to ask the questions tumbling through his
confused brain, he was whisked off to join his father’s men in
their encampment down river. His mother came to kiss him, Alsa
flung her arms around him, he was feted and feasted long into the
night. And in the morning, he found he was part of an army heading
south into the mountains, into the coming winter. He didn’t seem to
have any choice.

“I’m going to fight ascaii?” he said, as he
rode up through the forest beside Caras. “I don’t want to fight
ascaii. Why should I fight ascaii?”

“They killed your uncle.”

Sheldo lapsed into silence. He felt like a
child again, like the bewildered little boy Caras had taken under
his wing. His mother’s affections were haphazard and ill-targeted;
at ten, he knew far too much about things he should not have known,
and not enough about things he should. Elani and Caras had set
solid ground under his feet again, given him rules and direction.
He had found himself able to love his mother, laugh at her whims
instead of fear them, share her exotic eccentricity with fond,
sensible little Alsa who always seemed to know what he was
thinking.

Now, he had lost that direction. He looked
across at Caras’s grim-set face. Caras the rock, he thought, and
for the first time ever he felt the bruising pain of running up
against that rock. Like his father had done.

The sun on the Imperial armour glanced a
shaft of rage through his heart. You did not ally with Caiivorians.
You fought them. They were the enemy, those big, armoured men
strutting around the garrison, raiding Shaihen Holdings with such
casual arrogance they did not even need the formality of attacking
them.

He could do nothing but ride at Caras’s side,
with his heart lead-heavy and his rage against the Empire of the
Sacred Union unabated. As they rode south into the mountains on the
trail of the ascaii, he knew with all his being, with every song
that had ever touched him, that they were going the wrong way.

 



Chapter 17

Council

 


 


By the time the Council met just under eight
weeks after Rainur’s death, Cathva had sufficiently overcome
Tercien’s restraints to greet them officially to the Palace.

She was anxious for them to accept her. The
widespread supposition that Kierce was responsible for Rainur’s
death, and the no less persistent rumour of his own demise, were
consequences Cathva had simply not anticipated when she
contemplated Rainur’s death. She had failed to understand how
closely the fate of the Shaihen King and the Shaihen Magician were
bound to each other, at least in the minds of the Shaihen
people.

Most worrying of all, though, he was not
there to defend himself. It was abundantly clear to her now that
no-one had seen him. The distraught survivor who carried the news
of the ascaii attack on the King’s escort back to the Imperial camp
seemed to have spoken of the Lord High Magician in the same breath
as he spoke of the King and the little Prince. Killed by the
ascaii.

Cathva dismissed such reports as garbled
nonsense. The ascaii could not kill Kierce any more than Tercien
could. He was a Magician.

But she still couldn’t explain where he
was.

Neither Ered of Hieath nor Caras of Oreath
came to the Haven for the Council, but both sent their nominated
heir; Ered’s son, Uster, and Caras’s wife, Elani.

In Oreath’s case the choice, though not the
tactic, surprised Cathva. She thought of Caras of Oreath as a
rugged, handsome man with the credentials of a warrior. She found
herself surprised that he should have named a woman as his heir,
though she understood a little better when she saw Elani ti’ Caras.
The Chief of Oreath’s wife was a large-bosomed woman with hips
tailor-made for childbearing. She wore her long fair hair caught
back loosely and unadorned, her fresh-faced beauty free of
artificial enhancement; the matriarch to Caras’s patriarch. There
was something about her which reminded Cathva of Tilsey, and it was
evident from the way she watched Cathva enter the Shaihen meeting
hall, flanked by her inevitable Imperial guards, that the incipient
dislike was reciprocated.

Cathva noted with amusement, however, that
Elani herself had an Imperial guard. The merescaii auxiliaries of
the Arhaien garrison formed her escort to the Haven. A good
sign.

It was difficult to do more than exchange
formalities with any of them with her bodyguard attending her every
step, but Cathva elected to work her way around to Elani via the
other Council members gathered in the meeting hall.

She listened politely to the clumsy
compliments of bull-necked Colis of Ccheven, as plagued by raiders
from the sea as Gascon was by those in the mountains, and exchanged
such niceties as she could contrive with the mysterious Onia of
Ulath. Onia was a dark and curiously dishevelled little woman
Cathva had difficulty bringing herself to recognise as a fellow
human being let alone a member of her own sex. Ulath was the most
remote of the Shaihen territories, isolated on the far northern tip
of Shehaios beyond a broken wilderness of rocks and high moor which
separated them from Hieath's soft and fertile contours. Ulath’s
people were, even more than other Shaihens, a law unto themselves.
Gascon was hopeful of Onia’s support, and Cathva could only be
guided by his judgement since she could barely decipher one word in
ten through Onia’s heavy accent.

Ten minutes in Uster’s company tended to make
her wish Hieathans had a thicker accent. Uster ti’ Ered was all too
comprehensible, a young man with inflated ideas of his own charm.
She had anticipated opposition from Hieath, but Uster’s presence in
his father’s place opened up a new possibility. Cathva possessed
some expertise in seducing young men with inflated ideas of their
own charm.

She passed a veiled comment along such lines
to Gascon as she moved around the hall, but Gascon seemed more than
a little distracted and she did not pursue it.

“I hope old wounds are not troubling you,
Lord Gascon,” said Cathva. “You’re not enjoying the company with
your usual ease.”

Gascon glanced at her guards and drew her
aside a little.

“There’s a disturbing amount of activity in
the Imperial camp. I don’t like it, Cathva, I’m afraid Tercien has
some surprise afoot.”

“He agreed - .”

“I know what he agreed,” interrupted Gascon,
quietly. He glanced again at the representative of Tercien’s forces
standing a matter of feet away. “I suspect Caras’s absence is
worrying him. I’ll try and find out more. Tercien trying to be
smart is more alarming than Tercien laying down the law. In the
meantime,” he raised his voice and took Cathva’s arm, “I really
think it’s time you met the heir to Oreath.”

“Gascon, surely I’m not that obvious?”
murmured Cathva.

Gascon smiled. “Only to me, my lady.” They
began to cross the hall. “Might I suggest it’s in your personal
interest, as well as the greater one, to treat her with your
customary charm. I haven’t had much of a chance to talk to her, but
I suspect she may have news that will interest you. I believe Caras
was one of the last people still living to have seen Kierce.”

Cathva glanced swiftly at him. “Since Rainur
died - ?”

“Well, unless you believe what Tercien said,
I’m not sure anyone has seen him since Rainur died.” He paused.
“Did Kierce ever mention Elani to you?”

“In what way?”

“Not for me to say, if he chose not to say it
himself.”

Cathva smiled. “Gascon, I do know his
reputation among the female population of Oreath. I presume the
matron of Arhaios was no exception to the rule?”

“I don’t think it would be quite fair to say
that,” replied Gascon. “There are ways in which I have reason to
believe she was quite exceptional.”

Cathva looked at him in slight consternation,
but they were too close to Elani now to continue the conversation.
Gascon made a formal introduction; Cathva extended her hand to take
Elani’s arm in the traditional Shaihen greeting, and made a gesture
of salutation instead as she saw, instantly, that Elani was not
going to respond.

“I am pleased to meet you, Lady Elani, but
dismayed that Lord Caras could not attend himself. I hope his
recent injury is not the reason?”

A layer of frost settled over Elani’s
sea-green eyes. “It is not, Lady Cathva, thank you,” she said. “My
husband is fully recovered from the wounds inflicted by Lord Jagus.
Physically, at least. He isn’t here because he felt he had more
important matters to attend to.”

“More important than the naming of King
Rainur’s successor?” said Cathva. “You surprise me, Lady
Elani.”

“Caras felt someone ought to avenge your
husband’s death, and it seemed to him unlikely anyone else would do
it.”

Cathva detected the tightness in Elani’s
voice and suspected a certain lack of support for her husband’s
decision. There were Shaihens who saw any recourse to violent
solutions as a failure. Rainur had been among them, part of what
lost him his wife’s respect. Nevertheless, the outcome of the
Council was looking more secure by the moment. Onia was there;
Hieath was in thrall to Uster’s wandering eye, and Caras had
directed his fighting strength at Girstan.

“You speak as if no-one cares for the outrage
committed against the Shaihen King, Lady Elani. Five companies of
soldiers have been despatched from the Imperial camp to seek out
and deal with the rebels in this territory.”

The news evidently came as a surprise to
Elani. She thawed a little.

“Well, I’m pleased to hear Commander
Tercien’s still prepared to listen to Kierce.”

“Kierce?” queried Cathva.

“I take it he will be attending the
Council?’

Startled, Cathva looked her straight in the
eye, saw a reflection of her own leaping hope, and recoiled with a
cold sense of shock washing down her spine. “What makes you think
that?”

“Well, if he’s here…” Elani broke off. “He
left to tell you – to tell the Haven how Rainur died. If Tercien
has despatched men to seek out Girstan…”

“You saw him?” whispered Cathva, fiercely.
“When did you see him?”

“I’m sorry, my lady,” interrupted Elani,
rapidly. “I was obviously mistaken.”

“You don’t mistake what you see or you don’t
see, Lady Elani. Tell me when you last saw Kierce!”

Elani glared at her coolly. “Lady Cathva,”
she said, evenly. “You hardly know me, but Kierce is an old and
valued friend, and I feel as though I know you very well. Better
than I want to. I know how deeply you betrayed him. If he chooses
to keep his distance from you, I can certainly appreciate why.”

“He’s alive,” stated Cathva in relief. Though
why she should ever have thought otherwise, she didn’t know.
Nevertheless, to know for sure that someone had seen him since
Rainur’s death lifted a weight from her shoulders.

“No thanks to you if he is,” retorted
Elani.

Cathva smiled. She could hear the tremor of
emotion in Elani’s voice, and she could always detect a jealous
woman when she saw one. “Does Lord Caras know how old and valued a
friend Lord Kierce is to you, Lady Elani?”

“That’s unworthy even of you,” replied Elani
scornfully.

Cathva laughed, sheer relief at the
justification of her faith in Kierce’s survival flooding her with
goodwill. She took Elani’s arm and guided her away from the bored
Imperial guards.

“Oh, come, Lady Elani, we have no quarrel! I
know even I can’t have an exclusive claim on the Magician. No-one
could value Kierce’s affection more than I, nor take as keen an
interest in his welfare – I’m anxious for news of him, that’s all.
There’s so much foolish chatter circulating I had begun to fear –”
She broke off. “Yes, Lady Elani. In answer to your question, I
strongly suspect Lord Kierce will be attending the Council.”

 


There were seven ceremonial seats set out in
a circle in the centre of the Holder’s Hall. The carving on the
high ornate backs of each matched the larger symbols on the walls
behind them, the crests of what had once been the five tribes of
Shehaios.

The circle was arranged in imitation of the
geography of Shehaios, with the seat of Ulath at the northern end,
Mervecc and the Crown at the south, Oreath and Hieath to the west
and Ccheven to the east. Between the King and the Chief of Ccheven
was the place reserved for the Lord High Magician. When the formal
meeting of the Council gathered shortly after Cathva welcomed them
to the Palace, it was the only one that remained unfilled.

Cathva’s eyes went straight to it as she
entered the Holder’s Hall, convinced that she would find Kierce
looking back at her. She could almost see the sardonic rebuke in
his dark eyes for ever doubting that he would be there.

It did not happen.

Gascon was not in his place when she came in
either; he was standing near the far end of the hall in anxious
conversation with a man who appeared to be bringing him news of
some sort. Cathva looked at him enquiringly, but he made no
acknowledgement of having seen her. Gradually, Cathva began to
sense the unease in the Hall. Others had been expecting Kierce to
be there, too. Perhaps some had expected him to arrive with
her.

Just as Cathva felt obliged to say something
to remind Gascon of the presence of the rest of the Council, he
broke off his conversation and approached the Holder’s Circle.

“There is no easy way of breaking this to
you, I’m afraid,” he announced, grimly. “Your Queen and I have done
everything in our power to appease Commander Tercien, but it
appears he does not trust us to conduct the business of this
Council in the interests of our alliance with the Sacred Union. A
company of armed men left the Imperial Camp south of the Haven
yesterday. I expect their arrival imminently.”

“What does he intend to do?” asked Elani,
startled.

“I’m afraid your guess is as good as mine,
Lady Elani,” said Gascon. “I think a comprehensive slaughter of the
Shaihen ruling council is a folly too far even for Tercien,

but –.” He broke off abruptly as an almighty crash erupted from
somewhere beyond the north wall of the Hall, in the direction of
the Meeting Hall and the Palace entrance. A roar of voices followed
it, screams, and the clash of metal. Cathva looked at Gascon in
alarm. “But I could be wrong,” murmured Gascon.

“They’re fighting!” exclaimed Uster,
springing to his feet. “He’s attacking our people!”

“Sit down,” said Cathva, with icy calm. “Sit
down, let him come to you. One sword will make no difference, one
heir to Hieath may.”

“Did you know about this?” demanded
Elani.

Cathva shot her a furious glance. “Of course
not!”

“Cathva’s right,” said Gascon. “I can’t
believe this is anything more than a show of intimidation. Dras, go
and find out how much real bloodshed there is out there – and take
care!”

The man who had brought him the message ran
towards the meeting hall. The noise as he opened the door swelled
like a roar of thunder; if Tercien’s men were feigning an attack,
they were doing a very convincing job of it. Gascon’s face
tightened grimly.

“How long do we wait to find out?” enquired
Colis.

“What do you suggest we do, Colis?” replied
Gascon. None of the Council were armed, they met without phalanxes
of retainers. They were in the Haven, in the heart of Shehaios.
Since their ancestors met there ages past to make the peace of the
whole land, there had never been a threat that could touch
them.

“We must rouse the rest of the Palace,” said
Colis, standing up decisively. “All of us brought some men with us,
the least we can do is make sure they’re armed…”

He started towards the south end of the Hall
just as Dras burst back in through the opposite door. His face was
dead white, and wild, as if he had seen a nightmare.

Nausea tightened in Cathva’s throat. She felt
a trembling begin to take hold of her body. She hadn’t felt like
this since the night they came to take her mother away.

“What?” demanded Gascon. “What is it?”

“It’s not Tercien,” gasped Dras. “It’s not
the Imperial army!”

He broke off, and gave a sort of surprised
gasp. The bloody tip of a metal blade burst through the front of
his jerkin. He crashed forwards like a felled tree.

For a moment, Cathva couldn’t understand what
had happened. She stared at the knot of struggling people in the
gloom of the doorway behind Dras. She couldn’t even see the one who
had cut him down, just a hand pulling the sword out of his body.
Two Palace stewards fell before her eyes, one after the other in
quick succession.

But the men wielding the swords did not wear
the plumes and bronze of Imperial armour. They wore the rawhide and
plaid of caii warriors, the same sort of men who had killed her
husband.

One of them stepped over the bodies littering
the route to the door of the Holder’s Hall, and strode through it
into the presence of the startled, paralysed Council. He stood for
a moment surveying them, regaining his breath, grinning with
enthusiasm for the task he had just accomplished so easily. He
swept the helmet from his head, revealing a collection of
straggling grey braids.

“Lords – and ladies – of the Holders’
Council!” he exclaimed, in a robust bellow. “May I invite you to
acknowledge the King of Shehaios.”

For a moment no-one could either speak or
move. Finally, Colis faced the intruder and took a step towards
him.

“Unless I mistake you for someone very much
like you,” he said, “you killed our King.”

“I rendered you that service,” agreed
Girstan. He moved further into the Hall, his warriors crowding at
his back. “I have since rendered you another.”

He turned slightly, took something from one
of his followers and tossed it into the centre of the Holder’s
Circle. It landed with a dull, damp thud, and rolled towards
Cathva.

“The soldiers sent here to disrupt your
meeting have been dealt with,” said Girstan. “I was promised the
crown of Shehaios. Nothing and no-one is going to stop me taking
it.”

Cathva half rose from her seat with the bile
searing her throat. She stared down at the severed head at her
feet. Hideously caricatured by death, the face which looked back at
her was that of Tercien an’ Lorca, Commander of His Greatness the
Emperor’s armies within the Imperial territory of Shehaios.

 


 



Chapter 18

Vengeance of the Ascaii

 


 


Cathva swallowed and steadied her breathing,
fighting the sensation of lightness in her head. She would not
faint, she would not disgorge the contents of her stomach, she
would not give way to hysteria. She was a daughter of an
Emperor.

She tore her eyes from the grisly trophy on
the floor and measured two careful breaths before she answered
Girstan.

“You were never promised any such thing.”

“I’m not a man given to argument,” replied
Girstan. “Your lover had to be persuaded to honour the promise he
made, Queen Cathva. I hope a woman of your high birth will take a
more noble course.”

He did not move. He had no need to. He
conveyed the threat simply by standing there, huge and solid, with
the bloodstained sword in his hand.

“What do you want?” demanded Cathva, in a low
voice.

“What you want. The fair land. The land of
plenty.” He grinned. “Shehaios.”

Cathva sensed the fury of outrage and
betrayal surging around the Council members. The fair land was the
gift and trust of the Magician.

“That’s not a prize that can be given,” she
said, quickly, before any of them could speak. “Even if we wished
to give it to a rabid cur.”

Girstan gestured his men forwards and began
to stride down the hall towards her. “Well, well. When could you
ever trust a Shaihen to do anything other than talk?”

“Just because you defeated a hundred Imperial
soldiers, do you imagine you can kill all those who will come after
you now?” Cathva challenged, struggling to hold back the
approaching tide. “I suggest you surrender while you have the
opportunity to do so!”

“A hundred here, a thousand there – who
knows? Who cares? As long as I live, I’m content to keep taking
back what you took from me.”

He reached Ulath’s place. Onia still sat
motionless there, her eyes closed, absolutely still. Girstan seized
her arm and instantly recoiled, with an oath.

“It’s cold, it’s hostile and it stinks of
fish,” murmured Onia.

He raised his sword, hooked it through the
leather thong that held the seal of Ulath around her throat, and
pressed the tip against her flesh. A fine line of blood welled
beneath it. Onia did not move a muscle, until he jerked the blade
back, cutting the seal free.

“Pick it up,” he said.

Onia bent down without hesitation, picked up
the seal and handed it to him. “You’re welcome to a piece of
engraved wood. The authority of a chieftain is harder to take.” She
looked up at him steadily. “And harder still to hold.”

“Witch,” snarled Girstan, half to himself,
and moved on. As he reached Uster, the heir to Hieath turned on him
in a fury and hurled himself at his massive opponents. He landed a
lucky punch on one of Girstan’s attendant warriors before a huge,
bronze-studded Caiivorian fist slammed into his face. His head
snapped back; the blow lifted him from his feet and sent him
crashing on his back in the centre of the circle. He lay limp and
lifeless, limbs outflung like an unstrung puppet.

Colis, nearest to the south door opposite
Girstan, turned and fled from the hall. Without a word from their
leader, six of his men set off in hot pursuit.

Girstan watched them go with a grin, pausing
beneath the pale horse of Oreath. Elani still stood staring in
horror at the summary treatment of her fellow-Councillor’s
resistance.

“So where’s the man who summons dragons?”
demanded Girstan.

Elani turned to face him. “Summoning some to
destroy you,” she said. “Can’t you feel the ground beginning to
shake beneath your feet?”

Girstan stepped forwards until he was
breathing down into her face, almost touching her. He was a squat
example of his race but like all Caiivorians, he was a head taller
than the tallest Shaihen.

“I can’t,” he replied. “Perhaps you can.”

He reached out abruptly, buried his hand in
Elani’s hair and pulled her head back. He grasped the seals around
her neck and yanked them free.

“What are you, woman?” he snarled, in
contempt. “What are you doing here?”

“I am Lord Caras’s wife,” gasped Elani,
striving to retain her dignity. “I am Lord Caras’s heir.”

Girstan laughed, and glanced back at the men
who followed him.

“His heir! I’ve heard it all now. A witch and
a brood-mare.” He turned back to Elani. “Well, if the dragon-singer
is looking for me, perhaps I’ll seek him in some of his favourite
places!”

To a roll of laughter from his men, he
clapped his hand between Elani’s legs and forced his mouth over
hers in a brutal parody of a kiss. Elani struggled to push him
away, but he held her until it was abundantly clear that there was
nothing she could do to get away from him.

Cathva wished she had the power to transmit
thoughts. Biting him was the first option that occurred to her. She
wasn’t surprised it didn’t occur to Elani.

Girstan released her, and shoved her
carelessly towards the centre of the circle.

“Later, later,” he muttered, grinning.
“Where’s my son? Luven…!” He seized the shoulder of a fiery-haired
young man by his side and pushed him towards the throne of Oreath.
“A rider more fit for this horse, I think. Show her no mercy, boy,
you’re Girstan’s son.”

He moved on, towards Mervecc’s place. Gascon
stood watching him approach, leaning heavily on his stick. Cathva
could see him sweating. Gascon had never fully recovered from the
damage done by the merescaii spear; his body was wasted, his
strength entirely consumed by the day to day business of living. He
was a Shaihen; he had never been a warrior. As Girstan drew near
him, he moved to join Elani in the centre of the circle, but
Girstan laid a hand on his shoulder and pushed him back forcefully.
Gascon fell down into his seat, the breath rasping painfully in his
throat and the silver-banded cane skittering across the floor.

“Keep it, Gascon, keep it,” said Girstan
expansively. “Mervecc will be our treasury. I’m sure they’ll pay
handsomely for their Chief. Give me the seal.”

Cathva found herself willing Gascon to echo
Elani’s defiance, but Gascon said nothing. He removed the seal
without a word, and handed it to Girstan. She saw, with a shock,
the incalculable hopelessness in his eyes. Her stomach turned over.
She wanted to weep. She wanted to scream Kierce’s name, to make him
appear and put an end to this, but Girstan was approaching her
now.

She clamped her mouth shut against any escape
of weakness, and drew herself up to face him. Cathva was a small
woman, no bigger than her Shaihen companions. She too had to look
up into Girstan’s face.

“Rainur’s famously beautiful Queen,” remarked
Girstan, surveying her appreciatively. “The songs don’t always lie,
then.”

“Feast your eyes while you may,” said Cathva.
“You will not be here long.”

“Will I not?” said Girstan, in amusement.
“But this is my reward, Queen Cathva. This is what the Magician’s
heir promised me. This is what all these men have come across the
mountains with me to take. Shehaios. The home of the free!”

He swung round on the beleaguered group of
Shaihens: Elani, Onia and Uster’s lifeless body. “Look at them,” he
invited her. “The Council of Women, and Small Men.” He waved
towards his own warriors. “Do you know what these men have in
common?”

“They’re all barbarian thugs?’ suggested
Cathva.

Girstan smiled. “Better that than an Imperial
lackey. They’re men who don’t forget, Queen Cathva. They’re men
whose land was taken from them – perhaps one generation ago,
perhaps two – but ascaii do not forget what was once theirs, and
what your Empire and your armies mean. Liberty is a sword, and by
God’s will it belongs to those strong enough to seize it!” He
leaned towards her confidentially. “Yield me the King’s place, my
lady, and I might allow you to retain the Queen’s. You make a
pretty enough little wife.”

Cathva did not even grace this with a reply.
She moved aside, but she did not join the other Holders in the
centre, nor did Girstan make any attempt to coerce her.

“One more!” declared Girstan. “One more, and
we’re complete, but this land can’t be ours without the Magician,
can it?” He looked straight at Cathva. “Can it, my lady?”

Cathva said nothing. It was bad enough having
this boor parading what she had shared with Kierce in front of
everyone like an arena champion taunting a bull, without her
encouraging him. Her heart was nevertheless pounding painfully fast
and the nausea still stuck tight in her throat. She could hardly
comprehend the ease and ruthless speed with which Girstan appeared
to have captured the Haven; she began to dread what coup de grace
he had in store. She knew, of course, that Tilsey could not have
got it right. Kierce would not come back to the Haven with Girstan.
It was unthinkable.

Why, then, did she find herself thinking
it?

Moments passed, expectantly. The Magician’s
place remained unfilled. Girstan’s patience began to wear thin. His
gaze raked over the crowd of his followers gathered in the end of
the hall.

“Ravir!” he bellowed. “Ravir, where the hell
are you? What’s the use of a fucking priest if he’s never there to
praise the gods for your victories at the right fucking
moment?”

“God, father,” murmured Luven. “There’s only
one god.”

Girstan gestured dismissively. “Where the
hell’s he got to? Don’t tell me he’s let one of the small people
prick him with a magic sword?”

“Maybe he just tripped over one of them,”
said Luven.

Girstan brought his fist down on the broad
arm of the King’s throne, the mockery turning abruptly to rage as
his patience expired.

“God’s teeth, someone find me that bloody
priest!” he demanded.

“I’m here, my lord,” said a deep rumble
behind them.

The hairs on the back of Cathva’s neck
crawled. It was not Kierce’s voice. But still, she feared… she had
the strangest sensation. She spun round towards the man who had
spoken.

Standing just inside the south door of the
Hall – the one furthest from the outside entrance to the Palace –
was a tall, broad Caiivorian. He wore a breastplate of stiff
untanned leather, but beneath the armour his tunic was of coarse
brown linen rather than the woollen plaid the rest of Girstan’s men
wore. There was no helmet on his head, and burned into the centre
of his low, furrowed forehead was a dark brand-mark in the shape of
a flame.

His sword was sheathed, and in his hand was a
staff, a beautiful thing made of a multitude of different coloured
woods, carved and woven into an impossibly intricate pattern.
Cathva stared at it. It was longer than when Kierce carried it, but
there could only be one like it. No-one could ever have worked out
how that one was made, let alone replicate it.

“Well?” said Girstan, impatiently.

Ravir raised the staff and two figures
emerged from the gloom of the doorway behind him, one large,
armoured, unmistakeably Caiivorian. He hustled the other man in
front of him, a small figure in torn and mud-grimed buckskin that
had once been deep red. The prisoner’s face was marked with cuts
and bruises, and his long black hair hung loose and unkempt around
his shoulders. His hands were chained in front of him and his mouth
stopped by a gag.

His guard gave him one last violent shove,
and the slight figure stumbled heavily. He went down onto one knee
at Girstan’s feet, and Ravir’s hand descended onto his shoulder to
keep him there in obeisance to his king. The prisoner glared up at
Girstan, the veins on his head standing out with his efforts to
free himself and make himself heard.

Cathva stared at him. She could not believe
it possible that such puny bonds could hold captive the Lord High
Magician of Shehaios.

‘It isn’t.’

She whirled round towards the dour and
massive priest standing over his captive. She didn’t recognise the
prisoner who looked like Kierce, but neither did she recognise
anything in the thickset, ugly face of the man holding the
Magician’s staff.

“At last,” muttered Girstan. “Where the hell
have you been?”

“Rainur’s child,” said Ravir. “Rainur’s
whore. These matters must be dealt with, Lord Girstan.”

“Then I hope you’ve bloody dealt with
them.”

“With them, yes,” said Ravir. He turned and
fixed Cathva with a cold censorious stare. “With this also.”

“Oh, I’m inclined to deal with this myself,”
replied Girstan, eyeing Cathva comfortably. “You can see what
tempted Rainur into an alliance with it.”

“No, my lord,” said Ravir grimly. “I
can’t.”

“You must have had it chopped off, then.”
retorted Girstan. “My lord, this woman is… tainted.”

“Tainted?” Girstan looked at his prisoner
with amusement. “If you mean by him, I’ve tasted the original,
remember. It hasn’t killed me yet, Ravir.”

The small man redoubled his efforts to get
some words past the wedge of leather tied savagely tight across his
mouth.

"The woman is an adulterer,” said Ravir.

“The woman is the blood of the Imperial
family,” asserted Girstan belligerently. “And by god, she’s going
to bear ascaii sons!”

“That I won’t do,” murmured Cathva.

Girstan turned on her and fetched her a
backhanded blow across her face. Cathva lurched, and struggled to
keep her feet under her. She would not give Girstan the
satisfaction of knocking her down.

“You’ve said enough and to spare. Speak when
I tell you you can.”

“Take this woman and you mire yourself in her
filth, my lord,” stated Ravir. “Punish her, and be done with
her.”

“Punish her? Punishments are your business…”
Girstan broke off with a sudden grin. “Content yourself with
Rainur’s mistress, you dog.”

“My lord!” began Ravir in protest.

“Enough.” Girstan half turned to look at the
prisoner kneeling just behind him. “Let me see him.”

Ravir hustled his captive forwards and forced
him to his knees, his back to the ascaii leader. He had stopped
trying to speak. His shoulders heaved with the exertion of his
breathing and his head was bowed in defeat. There was a brief,
uncomfortable silence.

“This time, just do it,” said Girstan,
quietly. “Kill him.”

No-one moved.

“Kill him!” thundered Girstan. “Ravir!”

“You… We have tried to kill him. We have
twice thought he was dead. It’s better – ”

Girstan stood up and drew his sword.

“For fuck’s sake, must I do everything
myself?”

He thrust the blade deep into the prisoner’s
back, twisted, and wrenched it free.

The man’s body whipped back in agony, a
strangled scream fighting its way past the gag. A shriek of horror
rose in Cathva’s throat. She heard it escape from Elani’s lips.

At the same moment, Ravir lurched clumsily
towards the prisoner, stumbling and leaning heavily on the staff to
keep his balance. He pulled himself upright swiftly as the
prisoner’s body slumped slowly sideways.

“That was ill-done, my lord!” rasped the
priest, breathlessly. “Struck from behind - !”

“It’s done,” snapped Girstan, sounding less
assured than he might have wanted.

They both stared down at the prisoner’s body.
Cathva sensed they expected it to rise again from the floor where
it lay, just as every Shaihen in the room did. The Lord High
Magician healed others, and he healed himself. He was mortal, but
one blow could not kill him.

Kierce did not move. Blood welled in a
growing stream from the wound on his back, staining the buckskin a
deeper red.

Ravir moved forward and crouched over the
fallen man. He closed his eyes and laid his hand on Kierce’s back.
His influence with Girstan’s men was sufficient to hold a
respectful silence across the hall for the duration of his
ministrations.

After a few minutes, he rolled the prisoner’s
body into his arms and stood up. He carried his burden easily, a
slight weight for a strong man. “Indeed, it is done, Lord Girstan.
The Spirit has gone from this Hall.” He carried the body from the
room solemnly.

Cathva could hear Elani choking back tears.
She wondered if anyone else had noticed that the bleeding had
stopped when Ravir touched the wound. She shuddered slightly. Was
she still deluding herself, or had Kierce – something of Kierce -
really watched that done to his own body? She had to believe he
had. To believe anything else, was to know that he was dead.

“There is no magic in this land,” said
Girstan, quietly. “It can be taken like any other. Yield the
tribute of your Holdings to me, or you will meet the fate of the
man who did not keep his promises. I am, as I said, not given to
argument. This land was promised to us by a greater power. As it is
written by the great prophet. The Fair Land shall belong to our
people. Ascaii.”

Around the Holders Circle, his men echoed him
with one triumphant voice. “Our people. Ascaii!”

 



Chapter 19

The Magician

 


 


Death was cold. White shining before his eyes
and a lightness in his head. Peace, and an absence of pain as the
life seeped from the body that was not his body, and he gave
himself into the hands of his Master.

Ravir awoke in full expectation of standing
in judgement before his god. As his eyes swam slowly into focus, he
found himself looking instead at the body he thought he had died
in. Alive. Animated. Separate from himself. Waiting, as if to pass
judgement.

It made no sense. Or the only sense it did
make was too alarming to contemplate.

He started up, and instantly felt the
restraint tug at his wrist. He felt something else, too. This body
moved with a ponderous weight joyously familiar to him. He looked
down at his hands, his body, his legs and feet. His hands. His
body.

Ravir pressed the palm of his free hand
against the brand on his forehead and sent his heart heavenwards in
thanks. He despised Kierce’s body almost as much as he feared and
hated the creature who had confined him in it. It reacted in
curious ways independent of his intentions, it constrained and
enfeebled him, it had taken him all his powers of concentration to
make it obey his will in even the slightest things, and above all
there was just not enough of it. He wasn’t used to being a small
man among big ones.

He could not bring both hands to touch the
sacred symbol in prayer. The chains he remembered weighting his
hands as he knelt, mute and helpless, before his own leader, were
still wrapped around his right wrist, shackling him to the leg of a
hefty piece of furniture which was digging in to his shoulder. He
shifted upright, and looked around him. He seemed to be inside a
small, dimly-lit hut smelling of earth and smoke. One shoulder was
wedged against the heavy sideboard, the other against a blank
rough-hewn wall of rock, enlivened only by a curious pattern of
gold pebbles set in an arch in the centre. Beneath him was a
rush-strewn dirt floor and in front of him, in the centre of the
room, a glowing hearth.

On the other side of the fire was the small,
dark-haired, bearded man sitting on the end of a low pallet bed
watching him.

The Shaihen’s face was lit from below by the
firelight, long shadows and eyes buried in pools of darkness.
Visions of hell teased the edges of Ravir’s memory. Blood,
slaughter, and the drunken licence of victory, men behaving like
beasts. His own men, Girstan’s men. And somewhere in the middle of
it all the demonic figure of the Enchanter, the slight, abused,
degraded body he had striven so fruitlessly to free himself
from.

His mind was confused. He wasn’t sure now
what he had experienced, what he had witnessed, and what he had
perpetrated. He shuddered.

“Leave me in peace!”

“Find it, and I’ll join you there,” said the
Magician.

Ravir yanked hard at the chain. It snagged
his wrist, but gave no sign of weakness. “God forgive me and guide
me, deliver me… .” he murmured.

“I’d let you go,” continued the weary Shaihen
voice. “But you’re a big man and I don’t want a physical fight.
I’ve had enough physical contact with your people to last me more
than one lifetime.”

Ravir saw the Magician hunch forwards on the
bed, drawing one leg up towards him so that his left ankle rested
on his right knee. Ravir shrank into his corner between the rock
and the furniture. He knew what the man had to forgive.

“I have to forgive you the death of my son,”
said the Magician, startling Ravir by addressing the thoughts in
his head. “That’s harder. Orlii killed my son, the Shaihens lost me
my daughter.” He shifted again in a kind of a shrug. “Easier than
forgiving myself, perhaps.”

“We should not have done… what was done to
you.”

“You weren’t too worried until you found
yourself on the receiving end,” said Kierce, languidly.

Ravir shuddered. “I would not have touched
you.”

“Only because you thought it would burn
you.”

Fear trembled through Ravir’s body. He had
been invaded, ransacked, manipulated, chained up and led to his
death by this creature. What whim had saved him? What more
punishment was the Magician devising for him now?

“Girstan should not have struck at you – at
me – as he did. He acted out of fear...”

“Oh, I know,” said the Magician. He looked up
at Ravir with a gleam of a smile in his eyes.

Ravir felt warmth tingle against the soles of
his feet. It grew to an uncomfortable heat, and crept over his
ankles, washing up his lower limbs. He looked down in horror and
saw flames lapping around his legs. Searing heat hissed against his
skin. A stench of burning flesh rankled in his nostrils and raw
pain began to burn into his feet.

Ravir screamed. His bladder released a stream
of urine into his garments.

The fire snuffed out abruptly. Panic still
surging over him, Ravir looked down again at his extremities.

He was unscathed. Not a mark, not a whiff of
burning. All sensation of pain had gone.

An illusion. He had soiled himself over a
Shaihen trick. He hurled himself towards the Magician, surging to
the limit of the chain like a tormented guard dog. He had wanted
nothing to do with the capture of the Magician; if Ravir had his
way, they would have buried the monster under as much of the
mountain as they could contrive to dump on top of him.

“Why do you torture me? Why - ?”

“We are makers of illusions, you and I,
Ravir,” said Kierce, quietly. “You record Girstan’s exploits and
you make him out to be what he is not. He rolls around the world
pleasuring himself where he will and you make him a hero. God’s
champion.” He spat lightly on the floor at Ravir’s feet. “You
justify him. You justify him to himself, and that’s the worst of
all.”

Ravir glowered at him. “This is our land. It
was promised to us. It will be ours.”

Kierce smiled. “Remind me. I’m sure you know
the text off by heart.”

“The Fair Land shall belong to those from
whom it was taken, and the Holy Land to our people,” grated
Ravir.

“Your people never stopped fighting their
neighbours long enough to create a Fair Land to take. Certainly not
this one. And as for the other…” He looked steadily into Ravir’s
face. “Does it not occur to you, Ravir, that the people of Arhaios,
of Oreath, of Shehaios – those who share the building and keeping
of the Fair Land – are, to us, our people.” He paused. “It means
nothing, Ravir. It promises you nothing, unless you recognise that
all people are our people. The Holy Land is the whole land. The
world. It gives humanity mastery of the world.” He gave a flourish
of his hand, a flamboyant and meaningless gesture. “Magic.”

He uncurled himself from the bed and stood
up. “It’s time I got back to doing a little of it. There are some
people in the Tower I am going to leave in your care. Women and
children, most of them. Some men. Refugees from what your people
are doing in my Haven. Since Tercien lost his head, there’s only
you to protect them, from your people and from the Sacred Union.
You wear the mark of Tay-Aien, it may mean something to an Imperial
soldier as it occasionally means something to an ascaii thug. Die
alongside these people, and I’m sure you’ll be rewarded in whatever
heaven you like to believe in. If they die, and you live… .” Ravir
felt the fire touch his feet once again. “I assure you of a little
hell, Ravir. Deal?”

Ravir uttered a vehement curse.

Kierce shrugged. “I’d think it over if I were
you. I’ll be back.”
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“House
of Tay-Aien, Edevor,
North West Province 10.

I am to be taken
to Qivor.

I do not know
why.
I do not
know if I
have been
arrested, or invited,
but
it seems I have no
choice. I am to
travel with a merchant leaving Edevor tomorrow.

Well, I suppose I
will go. My ship has sailed
while I recovered from my injuries, and if I am
permitted
safe passage
through
Qivor, I
could
enter Shehaios
through
the Gate.
I would
be glad not to
have to go
to sea again,
but
I admit my courage fails
me at
the
thought
of entering the heartland of the merescaii.

God give me
strength,
and guide me in what I must do.”

Recorded
this 47th day
of the
38th year
in the reign of His Greatness Emperor Zelt an’ Korsos.

Aruath an’ Girstan

 


“Qivor
road. Two days
out of Edevor,
east.

“Today, we
were attacked by
a band of ascaii raiders.
Our caravan is
well
guarded,
and the
brigands were driven
off
empty-handed,
but it was very
alarming. The
merchant with whom I
travel tells me it is a
common hazard. He
bemoans the
cost of his
guards, so they
are not, as I
had thought
until then, Warriors
of the Sacred
Union, but merescaii
in the employ of
those who can
afford their
protection. Brother
Ibakir spoke the
truth when he
said this
country is not like
Vordeith.”

 


Recorded
this 52nd day of
the 38th year
in the reign
of His Greatness
Emperor Zelt an’ Korsos.

Aruath an’
Girstan

 


“Qivor.

“We have at last
arrived in Qivor,
where I was delivered,
to my confusion, to
the castle of
King Bordred.
The merchant
handed me
to a royal
servant, and money
changed hands.
I was taken
deep into
the bowels of
the castle,
stripped of my
robes and
brought bound
and guarded
to a man who
asked me questions
– I know not what man,
who he was, what
his intention was,
only that he wore five
stripes across his
face. I am not
the stuff of which
martyrs are made.
I shrink both from
blood and from pain.
The memory of
merescaii fists and
merescaii feet
punishing my bones and my flesh
in the market place
of Edevor made
me quake before
this tall,
heavy man who
was so patently
merescaii.

He asked me
who I was.

“My name is
Aruath,” I
said, with all
humility. “I am a Son
of Tay-Aien.”

I felt the
lash bite deep
into the skin
across my back. I
jumped, and
bit down on
the cry that
filled my mouth as
I felt the
blood well warm
from the mark it
left. I have
always
struggled to
endure the
punishment God tests me with.

“Tell me who
you are,” repeated
my
interrogator.

“I am Aruath.
A Son of –” I drew in a sharp
gasp against
the sting of my
guard’s second
blow.

I
opened my eyes to find
my interrogator’s
face close to mine.

“I don’t
want to know your
****** religion. I
want to know who
sent you. Tell me who
you are!”

“I am.. I
am…” I stumbled,
confused by
rising panic. I did
not understand
what he wanted me to
say. “I am
Aruath an’
Girstan, and I am.
I am…” I faltered,
terrified of the
merescaii badge on
his face. “I am a
Son of Tay-Aien, a mere priest,
my lord, I am
nothing…”

He turned away
impatiently. “Beat some
truth out of
him.”

God is my
witness, I prayed
for
strength,
but He saw
fit to send me
little. At the fourth
stroke, I was
screaming; by
the sixth I was
sobbing for
mercy, and I lost
count before I
lost
consciousness.

I groped
my way back
somewhere
near the
surface conscious
that the ordeal
was not over.
The man was still
there, still
awaiting
answers to
questions he
did not ask.

“My name is
Aruath an’
Girstan, and I am
ascaii,” I found
myself whispering,
like a mantra.
“My name is
Aruath an’ Girstan and I
am - .”

“Tell me
about your
father,” he
interrupted,
brusquely.

I screwed
my eyes fast shut in
despair. I know
nothing about my
father except his name.
I have always believed
he died when the
merescaii took our
castle. I have always believed
myself alone in the
world, the
Brothers of Tay-Aien my only
family.

So, once
more, my body
was forced to
suffer abuse for
the
shortcomings of my
answers. I will not
dwell further
on the
experience. If it
is God’s will
that I
should
endure such
things, I
must bear it
with such
fortitude as I
can, and in
truth that was
little enough. The
echo of my screams
in my memory shames
me as I write. Hero
or coward, I
could not answer
their
questions, since
no-one would tell me
what it was
they wished to
know.

It was,
at least, brief.

I was
locked in a cell,
damp, airless, and cold,
as everywhere in
this land is cold,
but the next
day I was
taken out. I
was led up
into the
light, allowed
to clean away the dirt
and bathe
the welts on my
body. I was
offered a change of
clothes, but despite
the condition
of them, I
preferred to have my
robes
returned to
me. I cannot deny
what I am for
these people. I
was fed, not
richly, but adequately,
and eventually, without any warning,
I found myself being
presented to His Majesty King
Bordred of
the merescaii.


Fortunately, I
was so completely
taken by
surprise, I
could only
fall back on
courtesy.


Bordred
was not as I
imagined
him. He
looked,
dressed, sounded,
like an Imperial Vordeithan
nobleman. The first thing
I noticed was
that he wore no
stripes.

I was
presented to him in
his feast hall,
among a dozen other
guests. In
disorienting
contrast to my
treatment up until
then, I was
invited to the
table, and
found myself
in the
company of
notable men,
though most
did wear the merescaii
badge. There was talk of battle and
victories, and some
ribaldry, but there was also
discussion of a
more
thoughtful
nature. I kept my
counsel, since I was so
unsure of what I
was doing there.
But then
the
conversation
turned to the subject of
what makes a man an
enemy, and
Bordred
turned to me.

“And you,
Son of
Tay-Aien,” he
said. “Who are
your enemies?”

“The
work of
evil is my
only enemy,
Majesty.” I
said.

“Good answer,”
said
Bordred. “Well, I
believe it is evil to
take away a man’s lands and liberty,
and I believe that’s
an evil on which your
father and I
agree.”

I
regarded him
cautiously, the
leader of the people
who had stolen my
great-grandfather’s
lands.

“My father? The
Prophet?”

He laughed.“You
fool. Do you really
not know
your father is
living?”

“I have
told your
men, Your Majesty, that
I know
nothing
about my natural
father.”

He sat
back and
regarded me
thoughtfully.
He was a big
man, with a
strong,
intelligent
face. He was
dressed in merescaii
plaid, but he
wore his dark
hair short after
the style of
Vordeith.
Only when
he turned
his head
was the thin
plait trailing
across his collar
visible.

“I’ve never met
Girstan, but by all
accounts, you
don’t look much like
him,” he
said. “But
if Girstan is your
father, Brother
Aruath, not
only is he very
much alive, he has
something of a
reputation as
a warrior chief
on our
northern border. Our
people have traditionally been enemies,
but your father
is seeking a new land for his
people and I am seeking
to regain ours,
and we are fighting the same
enemy now.
Hence my question,
Aruath an’ Girstan.
Who are your
enemies?”

“But you are… you
are… “

“I am fighting
the Empire of
the Sacred
Union. So is
your
father.”

“That is a lie!” I
exclaimed, before I
could stop myself.

Every other
man around the table
laughed.

“My father is a
Son of Tay-Aien,” I
asserted, with
such dignity
as I could muster.
I was
unshakeably
sure of that
fact; living or
dead, I was
not prepared to
believe my father was
anything other
than a good servant
of the Prophet. Why else
would he have
entrusted his
infant son to
a priest? Why else would
I have been delivered
unscathed to
the brotherhood
in Vordeith?

“I would
be willing to
help your
father
break Vordeithan
power in northern
Caiivor,”
Bordred
was saying,
as if I had not
spoken. “But he
is not a man
to be trifled with,
Brother. We
are traditional
enemies; he
would not permit a
merescaii to approach
him. However, I
believe he is a man with
a strong sense
of kinship, and it is
possible he would be
willing to receive an emissary
from his long-lost son. If,
indeed, he
has one.”

My head
was swimming.
I could not
quite grasp
the idea of my real
father as a living,
breathing
person. A
dozen questions
half formed
in my mind, but
the only one that
got past my
lips, rather
foolishly,
turned out to
be, “Where is he?”

“He is in
Shehaios,”
said Bordred,
promptly. “If you
wish to go and
find him, I may be able
to help you.”

My
father was
in Shehaios? I
could not speak.
I knew the man
upon whose ship I
had taken
passage to
Shehaios,
the new
Imperial
Governor
for the
province, sailed
north with a harsh
reputation for
the subjugation of
rebels. I had not taken
to him. A godless
man, who had resisted
even the
Emperor’s decree to accept
the authority of the
Prophet.


Bordred
looked past me to
the far end of
the hall. “I
have
dumbfounded
you. Take some
time to reflect,
Brother,
before you
answer me. We will have
music.”

He stood, and all
his men instantly did
the same.
He beckoned to me as
we left the table and
stepped down into
the lower hall,
where several ladies and a
young man with a
harp awaited
him.
Bordred
took a
place
beside his
Queen and indicated
that I should sit near
him.

I settled myself
uneasily. I have
never had much to do
with court life, and my
brain was still seething
with Bordred’s
news. I didn’t
know whether to believe
him or not.
If it was
not the
truth, I
didn’t
know what
ruse it
could be. Why
should the unbeliever
merescaii King
bother to
play tricks on a powerless
Tay-Aien priest?

The
boy plucked
a trial note
from the harp,
and I turned to
look at
him. I
enjoy
music. It helps
me think. And
think I
most surely needed
to do.

He began to
play. He was a wisp of a
youth,
dark-haired,
pale-skinned, infinitely
sad. His eyes were of the
clearest green, like
gemstones. Had I not
known
instantly by his playing
that he was of Lord
Turloch’s race, his
eyes would have
told me.

I could not
think. I
watched the
slender fingers coax
the heart’s song
from the strings, and I was
in love.

As the
notes of his music
died away, my host
leaned over me.

“He has been
used that way
before, Brother,”
he
murmured.
“Say some prayers
for my sins
along with your own,
and you are welcome to
use him that way
again.”

God forgive
me, am I that
transparent?

“Forgive me,
I have no idea
what you mean, Majesty,”
I said, coldly. “I
admire a skilled
musician. Does
your boy
sing?”


Bordred
chortled and patted my
hand. “Does he
sing? He’s a Shaihen,
Brother. Had you
not
guessed?”

“Yes. So?”

“Sing then,
Minstrel!” jeered
Bordred. The boy
looked up at him,
wide-eyed. “The
good brother
wishes to hear you
sing.” The boy
reached hesitantly across
his harp.“Not play, you
idiot, sing! Surely
you know the
cost of
disobedience?”

The boy
opened his
mouth and a
guttural,
inarticulate sound
issued from it. I
recognised it. I have heard
slaves without
tongues before.

Cruel
enough that
the people
who spoke Lord
Turloch’s
glorious
language
should
lose their
voices.
Unforgivable
that their
master should
taunt them for
it.

I looked
at Bordred,
laughing; this
smooth-faced,
handsome man
with a head that lived in
the City of Kings and a heart
that belonged
in this
barbarian
waste.

I know
the
Commander
of the
garrison where I
am destined to
serve in
Shehaios is
a merescaii officer. The
Governor conveying me to
him a godless, pitiless,
tyrant. And
now I know
my father is
in Shehaios
fighting to
regain his freedom.

I am not a
Warrior of
the Sacred
Union, but
a servant of
God. I will do
what he has put before me to
do.

And so the
truth may
stand in this
record of my
sins, for I may
be called to
account for more
than my lust.

Recorded
this 59th day
of the
38th
year in the
reign of His
Greatness Emperor Zelt an’
Korsos.

Aruath an’
Girstan.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 21

Alsa



 


Alsa found Madred’s mother, Verril, an
irritating guardian. She seemed unable to resist any opportunity to
gather Caras’s children to her ample bosom and bewail the fate that
had left them orphaned.

Little Carastin clung to her warmth and
followed her everywhere. Alsa preferred not to be reminded. And
since it was a state they would have to endure, at most, for a
couple of months until her mother returned from the Haven, she
found Verril’s concern a little overdone.

Her guardian’s other solution to their loss
seemed to be to keep them busy with domestic chores and since
neither Alsa nor Taegen had ever had much enthusiasm for domestic
chores, they escaped into the forest whenever they could.

Long before they could expect to see
anything, they began to watch for signs of their parents’ return.
It was a game. A reminder that this was only a temporary state of
affairs. One day, things would be back to normal, their father
would be Chief in Oreath and their mother presiding over
Arhaios.

Alsa found she missed Sheldo almost more than
she missed her parents. Building dreams with Taegen just wasn’t the
same, he was a child still. Filled with longing for Sheldo’s
passion and Sheldo’s vision, she decided she and her brother should
visit Cuaraccon. She always felt much closer to Sheldo among the
minstrels, and there was no reason why she should not visit Brethil
now.

It was the middle of the morning before she
and Taegen were able to escape from Verril’s clutches and return to
their own house. They were in the yard at the back, saddling their
horses and chattering to some of the people who helped with the
running of the Holder’s household, when she saw the band of
Imperial soldiers marching up the hill past the Meeting House.

Alsa stared, open-mouthed. She had seen
soldiers in the Holding before, but only off duty. They came to
barter and sometimes to drink and gamble in the Meeting House. They
never came to Arhaios in an official capacity.

There was no doubt in her mind that these
soldiers had. She watched them turn west past the Meeting
House.

“Where are they going?” she said.

Taegen shook his head. He ran around the
Holder’s guest hall at the west end of the house to get a better
look.

“The Horsemaster’s House!” he called back.
“They’re heading for Verril’s house!”

He looked back at Alsa in alarm. Alsa’s mind
fizzed with confusion. News of her father? Of Sheldo? What did they
want? She wanted to run down and ask them, but a gripping sense of
fear rooted her to the spot. There was something overwhelmingly
threatening in the presence of that small group of soldiers.

“We need to get away,” she said, abruptly.
“Taeg, we need to get out of here.”

Taegen looked at her in astonishment. “What
do you mean, get out of here?”

Alsa shook her head impatiently. “I don’t
know what I mean. I just know… if we don’t get out now… Cuaraccon.
We must go to Cuaraccon – come one, Taeg!”

Taegen hesitated, his eyes on the soldiers.
“What if they’ve got news of Dad?”

“Brethil will have it. The minstrels will
know before anyone else. Come on, Taegen!”

He turned away reluctantly.

“When is he going to come back, Alsa?”

“I don’t know, and there isn’t time now!”
said Alsa, desperately. “Please, Taegen!”

It seemed to take far too long. The people
around them wanted to know what the rush was, where they were
going, had they seen the soldiers… By the time they were mounted
and heading down the hill, Alsa could see the Imperial soldiers
returning from their house call. She urged Princess into a smarter
walk. The urge to dig in her heels and gallop down the hill away
from these men was almost overpowering.

She heard Taegen give a sudden shout.
“’Stin!”

Alsa looked round, startled. She saw a small
boy clutched in the arms of one of the soldiers, struggling and
crying. The blood drained from her face. Suddenly, she knew why she
so desperately wanted to run. And why she couldn’t.

She drew her horse to an abrupt halt.

“They want us,” she whispered. “They’ve come
for us.”

“Why?”

Alsa shook her head. Who knew why Caiivorians
did any of the things they did?

“They
won’t
hurt
us,”
she
said,
fervently
hoping she was not
just
reassuring
Taegen. “Mum will be back in no time, and Dad will be back
eventually. They can’t mean to hurt us…”

“Run!” said Taegen, turning his horse. “Let’s
run! We can go to Brethil!”

“No! They’ve got Carastin, Teagen!”

Taegen looked helplessly across at his little
brother, screaming in protest in the soldier’s arms.

“Why? What does it mean? What are they
doing?”

“I don’t know,” said Alsa, wretchedly. “I
don’t know, I don’t know!”

 


Alsa and Taegen were not allowed to take
anything of Arhaios into the Imperial camp except the clothes on
their backs. They were delivered by the soldiers to the man in
charge of Commander Ascem’s household, his steward, a tall thin man
called Piraus.

As he shepherded them briskly through the
intimidatingly lofty, rambling residence which formed the
administrative hub of the camp, they encountered the Commander
himself striding in the opposite direction. Alsa recognised him
from the ceremony of dedication to the temple. He had looked big
and imposing from a distance. Close to, she could see the corpulent
effects of too many postings to comfortable garrison towns. It was
some time since Ascem an’ Turendi’s fighting had stretched much
beyond instructing his men to beat the shit out of a bunch of
poorly armed rebels.

Piraus swept the children promptly out of the
Commander’s path, and for a moment Alsa thought he was going to
walk straight past them. His expression was vacant, as if he had
not even seen them. Level with them, he seemed to notice them for
the first time. He turned; his eyes skimmed across Taegen and
Carastin and came to rest on Alsa.

The thoughts that flitted across his mind
made Alsa jump, physically. She had glimpsed such thoughts passing
between two people who were aroused by the presence of each other;
they washed past her with a little buzz of excitement that one day,
it was something she might share and understand. Never had anyone
thought such things about her so blatantly that she picked them up,
not even Sheldo. She felt her face go hot; she subconsciously cast
around for something to cover herself with.

It was a fleeting glance, but she felt Taegen
bristle beside her. Even he had picked up something.

Ascem halted and looked enquiringly at
Piraus, who inclined his head deferentially.

“Lord Caras’s children, sir.”

A light of recognition settled on the
Commander’s broad face. “Of course. Any problems?”

“None that I know of, sir. I believe it was
accomplished with the minimum resistance.”

“Good,” said Ascem. “We’ll have this place
running under proper administration in no time.” He glanced at the
dumb faces looking apprehensively up at him and smiled. “Don’t look
so worried. It’s a privilege, not a punishment, to be given the
opportunity to learn to become citizens of the Empire. All I demand
of you is gratitude and obedience.” His eyes lighted on Taegen, and
Alsa felt her brother shrink beneath his critical gaze. “How old
are you boy?”

“Twelve,” stammered Taegen. “Um – sir.”

“By the gods,” said Ascem. “Twelve! You’re
all so bloody small. Well, we’ll have to stretch you a little to
make a Warrior of the Sacred Union out of you, but no doubt it can
be done.”

“But I don’t…” began Taegen and stopped.
“Want” was the next word on his lips, and he realised at the same
moment Alsa did that what they wanted was no longer likely to
feature in the direction of their lives.

Ascem’s interest was exhausted.

“Treat them kindly, Piraus, they’re all a bit
like children, really,” he directed, airily.

They were out of his mind before he went on
his way. Except for that first indecent look at Alsa. She knew that
went with him.

The first thing Piraus did was to separate
them, ignoring both Carastin’s howls of protest and Alsa’s attempts
to negotiate. Alsa herself was taken to a servant woman who,
despite her vehement objections, stripped the clothes from her back
and dressed her in an ornate gown that pinched her so tight that
she could hardly breathe. The woman wrapped a tight bodice around
her beneath the garment to pull her flesh in enough to get the
dress on, and scolded her for being both being too fat and too
short. It was horrendously uncomfortable, and Alsa found herself
tripping over the folds of material as she walked. The woman
tittered at her inelegance and took a pair of hinged blades, such
as Alsa had never seen before, to her hair.

Alsa tried not to cry as her long chestnut
locks fell to the ground. She had no idea why the woman was doing
it. She had no idea what was going to happen to her, and still less
how she could do anything about it. She thought of trying to read
the mind of the woman cutting her hair, but she couldn’t do it. She
was too bewildered and frightened to focus. She desperately wanted
to be back with her mother and father in the safety of her home;
and she was equally desperately afraid she was never going to see
either again. The prospect was so yawningly terrifying she could
hardly contain the panic.

She sat mute and desolate, struggling to hold
back the tears while her hair was cut, braided and arranged on her
head with such delicacy that Alsa felt she hardly dared move for
fear of sending it tumbling in disarray. She couldn’t breathe, she
couldn’t move, she couldn’t think, and she felt more securely
imprisoned than if she had been hurled into a dungeon. In this
bewildered state of mind, she was taken to a tall, distant young
woman who was introduced as the Commander’s daughter, Nuola. She
was, she was given to understand, to be Nuola’s companion. The
servant stood and waited as if Alsa should do something, but she
could only stare dumbly at the impossibly beautiful offspring of
merescaii nobility and wish she was somewhere else. Anywhere
else.

Nuola dismissed the disapproving servant,
ushered Alsa into the room, and told her to sit down. Alsa obeyed
nervously. Nuola smiled at her with such a bright and superficial
smile Alsa felt she could almost reach out and scratch it.

“Now, tell me about yourself,” she said, but
before Alsa could collect her wits enough to think how to reply,
she realised there was no need. Nuola did not want to listen. Nuola
preferred to talk. At that precise moment, Alsa was grateful for
it. While Nuola chattered on, Alsa half listened, and steadied the
turmoil in her mind.

Gradually, she realised that Nuola, too, was
complaining of the loss of her home comforts. Ascem had prudently
decided to remove his family from the political ferment of their
home town of Qivor. To Nuola’s mind the move had been designed
entirely to frustrate her social career, and had nothing to do with
the fact that King Bordred of Qivor had, for the past two years,
been in rebellion against the empire in whose army her father
served.

“You are so fortunate to be joining me now,
Alsareth,” she said, in such an accurate imitation of her father’s
condescension Alsa almost succumbed to a nervous giggle. “There is
a new Governor of Shehaios on his way here, and my father says he
is the greatest Commander of all the Empire’s armies. I am sure he
will take Qivor back from that odious Bordred quicker than you say
it, and then…” She heaved a blissful sigh of anticipation. “And
then we can return to civilisation. I really don’t know how you can
bear to be marooned here, you poor girl. It is just too
indescribably awful.”

“Awful?” said Alsa, uncertain whether she was
allowed to question her mentor. She was tentatively trying to get a
hold on Nuola’s mind, but she couldn’t find anything to get hold
of.

“Awful,” affirmed Nuola. “There is simply
no-one here!” She turned and looked critically at her new
companion. “How old are you, little Alsareth?”

“I’m… I’m nearly fifteen,” said Alsa,
unconsciously drawing herself up to her full height, acutely aware
of her swamping Caiivorian dress. She was, like her father, a tall
Shaihen. But she was still small beside Ascem’s daughter.

Nuola’s hand fluttered over her mouth and she
gave a little ringing trill of laughter. Alsa couldn’t tell if it
was genuine or affected. It managed to be irritating and appealing
at the same time.

“Oh my God, you’re the same age I am! I would
never have…” She broke off and patted Alsa’s hand. “Don’t worry,
I’ll help you, little mouse, I’ll be your friend. Somewhere we must
be able to find a man who is not too hideous and too impoverished
who will put up with that hair.”

“Find a…? What?”

Nuola widened her eyes and enunciated the
word as if it was a blasphemy. “A man, my dear. You’re fifteen. I’m
fifteen. If my father had not seen fit to remove me to this
god-forsaken place just when I should have been entering society, I
would hope to be looking at a fortunate betrothal within the year.”
She sighed. “Mother and I had a man in mind. He was all but
perfect. As it is, I doubt he even knows I exist and by the time I
return who knows but he’ll be married.”

“Is that why you didn’t want to leave Qivor?”
ventured Alsa. “You were in love?”

Nuola’s peel of laughter sounded more
bell-like than ever. “Oh, Alsareth you are funny. I was talking
about husbands, and you ask me about love? I’m going to like having
you as a companion!”

Alsa frowned in embarrassment and thought
yearningly of Sheldo. Sheldo, who did not ever think of her the way
this girl’s father thought of her. A little seed of doubt sowed
itself in her mind. Why was that?

“Thank you,” she said in a small voice. “But
I will only be staying until my parents return.”

“Your parents return?” said Nuola. She
studied Alsa more soberly. “You think your father is coming
back?”

“Of course my father is coming back.”

Nuola grimaced. “That’s not what my father
says. He says the government of Oreath is in his hands now. That’s
why you will be coming with me when we return – oh God, make it
soon! – when we return to Qivor.” She reached out towards the
dismay on Alsa’s face. “Oh, don’t worry, little mouse, I’ll look
after you! You’ll love it!”

Somehow, Alsa didn’t think she would.

 


 



Chapter 22

Seeking The Enemy

 




Caras was glad to be wearing furs rather than
the Commander’s scarlet cloak as he walked across their first
encampment beyond the line of watch-towers marking the Imperial
border. The barking of wild dogs carried distantly on the clear
air, and he subconsciously calculated direction and distance as he
listened to them, thinking to himself how much easier it would be
if he could hear the voices of Girstan’s predatory pack. Finding
his enemy was always going to be difficult.

He saw Madred heading in his direction, and
paused to wait for her. Her horsemen were the last to enter the
camp, returning from a sortie to scout out news of ascaii raiders
in the surrounding hills.

“Anything?” he asked, briskly.

“Nothing,” replied Madred. “As far as I could
tell, the last attack this far down was at the beginning of the
year. They’ve seen nothing recently.”

Caras glanced at her, struck by the
restrained emotion in her voice. “As far as you could tell?”

“They didn’t want to talk to us.” She looked
bitterly back at Caras. “Our own Holders, Caras. Our own people.
They all but ran away from us. Frightened doesn’t begin to describe
it.”

Caras regarded her in concern. “You said
there’s been no attack for months?”

“But they have been attacked. They’ve heard
the stories from further south, from over the border in Mervecc.
They’ve tasted it.”

“But surely they recognised that you were
Shaihen and not Caiivorian?” Madred shrugged.

“Don’t know that it made any difference.”

Caras walked in silence towards his tent,
scratching abstractedly at the stubble covering his chin. It was
too long since he had been this way. For the past five years, he
had hidden behind the Imperial border, focussing on holding what
Oreath had, not on trying to regain what it had lost in the
mountains. He had welcomed those who sought refuge at the lowland
Holdings, but he had done nothing for those left behind.

“We’ve spent too long calling them all
Caiivorians, Maddi,” he admitted eventually. “They’re not the same.
The men who raided Mervecc years ago were merescaii, trophy
raiders. Ascem is merescaii. The ascaii are not trophy raiders.
They don’t just take stock, and slaves, back across the border.
They take Holdings. They take the land. Some of them are even
beginning to think of it as their land. Orlii, for instance.”

“Orlii is hardly a typical ascaii,” protested
Madred. “He was Kierce’s – .”

“What?” said Caras, as Madred searched for a
word. “Servant? Slave? We don’t have such people. He served his
own. Even Kierce didn’t realise it until it was too late.” He
looked up at the darkening sky. “You don’t think that looks like
snow?”

“It’s cold enough,” said Madred.

“But it’s far too early for snow. We’re not
in the heights yet.”

“It’s not that early,” said Madred. She
looked at him a little anxiously. “I hope this isn’t a problem. You
know how fickle the weather can be up here.”

“Of course,” said Caras brusquely. “Well, it
won’t drive us home. Perhaps it will drive the ascaii.”

She followed him into his tent. Caras was
surrounded by the fires and shelters of his Oreathan followers, but
unusually he had chosen to sleep apart from them. He did not want
to identify himself too closely with either of the two factions of
his army – Jagus’s men and his own – and he could see occasions
when he may not want all of them to know everything. He needed to
have somewhere he could talk privately.

It was a modest circular tent, made of skins
held up by a central pole. To one side of the pole was a hearth,
laid ready with a fire but not yet alight. Caras reached inside his
furs for the flint every Shaihen carried, outside their Holding,
and crouched down to light it.

“The ascaii take settlements, like they did
at Nassun. Those are the places they’ll return to, and those are
the places we’ll drive them out of.”

“Do you think we can find them?” said Madred,
doubtfully.

“We have to. The heart of Girstan’s little
empire is our side of the border. He has a secure place in our
mountains where he’s gathered everything he needs to stay here.
Orlii knew where it was. Kierce knew where it was. If we’re going
to survive up here, we need to take it back from him. And somewhere
near it, I strongly suspect we will find the route down into
Caiivor.”

Madred hesitated. “The first thing I hear
when I can get our people to talk about Girstan’s men is Girstan’s
creed. What he teaches the men who follow him. An ascaii has
nothing but what he can take. What he can’t hold, he destroys. We
couldn’t do it before without destroying the settlement.”

“We know better this time. Last time, we
weren’t strong enough. This time, we are.”

He stood up as the flames caught
satisfyingly. He watched the play of them, lost in thought. Madred
came up behind him, and slid her arms around his waist.

“I’d leave it to grow,” she said. “Makes you
look more ferocious.”

He looked at her, startled, until he realised
he was still worrying at the two-day growth of beard on his chin.
It hadn’t been there last time she saw him. He smiled, and gently
disengaged himself from her embrace.

“I don’t think it’d make much difference to
Girstan how ferocious I looked. Besides, I’m supposed to be a
Commander of the Sacred Union, not a caii warrior.”

“Well, there’s a distinction to play with.”
She studied his face, critically. “Was that the colour your hair
was?”

“Yes. Just like Alsa’s.”

“I don’t remember you being anything other
than grey. I can’t imagine it, somehow.”

There had been enough to do that it hadn’t
been difficult to avoid being alone with her like this since they
left Arhaios. From a distance, it was unequivocally wrong to turn
his relationship with Madred into a physical one. Close to, it was
less distinct.

“I think perhaps you’d better stick to
kissing me while I’m unconscious, Maddi.”

She smiled. “I didn’t think you knew about
that, you know.” She sighed, peeled off her heavy over-cloak, and
slung it down on his bed. “Well. I suppose you’re just going to
tell me I shouldn’t have fallen in love with a man already spoken
for.”

“Maddi, don’t make it difficult.”

She looked at him with that little glint in
her eyes that sometimes reminded him all too forcefully that she
was Kierce’s sister. Usually, it made him smile. This time it sent
a shiver down his spine.

“Difficult, Caras? Would I dream of making
life difficult for you when you’re doing such an excellent job of
doing it yourself?”

Caras brought his free hand across his eyes,
feeling an almost physical ache in his shoulders. His heritage had
never weighed him down like this before. He nodded towards the
discarded garment.

“Do you mind? It’s wet.”

Madred shrugged. “I’m not sleeping there.”
She paused, her eyes dancing. “Am I?”

“Maddi, please. This is going to be hard
enough without me forgetting what I’m fighting for.”

“Couldn’t agree more, Commander.”

He looked into her dark eyes. “An illusion
of liberty, the freedom to believe in dreams and do whatever we
want to do.” It was always about Kierce, in the end.

Elani would never know what happened on this
journey. The odds were, as she herself had pointed out to him, that
he would not return from it, and Maddi was not an illusion. She was
there, in front of him, smiling, and ready to take him in the
comforting warmth of her body. He turned resolutely away from
her.

“Tomorrow we start looking for some ascaii,”
he said. “Take your riders and scout ahead. Don’t come back until
you’ve found someone for me to fight.”

He did not watch her leave. When he turned
round again, he did so safe in the knowledge that she had gone.

 


 



Chapter 23

The Healer

 


 


The images Elani glimpsed as her ascaii
captors hustled her through the heart of Shehaios haunted her long
afterwards. She had only been to the Haven once before in her life,
and her memory was of a bright and busy Holding dominated by the
sprawling Palace at its centre. Most of the rest of the Haven
worked to support the presence of the King, his guests and the
agents of his administration.

She passed through the darkened streets
towards the soaring edifice of Kierce’s Tower through scenes of
horror. Half the Haven seemed to have been put to the torch, flames
still raging into the night sky. She glimpsed houses and workshops
piled with the wreckage of the homes and businesses they had once
contained. She saw bodies lying in the street. Knots of ascaii
still roamed the place, gloriously drunk with victory and
alcohol.

Ravir strode behind the three women of the
Holder’s Council, looking neither to left nor to right. She and
Onia were locked in the Tower’s stone heart, the Temple of Xemper
the Martyr. Cathva was taken off elsewhere, Elani didn’t know where
or why. For now, living one moment at a time seemed precious
enough. She still felt the horror of the threat carried in
Girstan’s brazen hand and importune mouth. She could only feel
grateful for the hours which passed without any assault.

Elani knew very little about Kierce’s Tower.
She knew he had built it in response to Rainur’s request that he
make some visible symbol of the Magician’s status for the Imperial
Caiivorian settlers – and, coincidentally, remove himself from
beneath Rainur’s roof. From the moment he became aware of it,
Rainur was immovably jealous of Kierce’s relationship with his
Queen.

Building a temple was not the sort of
enterprise characteristic of Kierce. He had never built a house,
never really made a home. He lived where his calling took him –
first, as Horsemaster of Arhaois, among the herds of horses which
roamed the hills and plains west of Arhaois, and then, as Magician,
wherever there was most need for him to be. Elani found it
difficult to imagine what he would try and create with such a
structure, especially this odd, soaring stone space. She knew the
story of Xemper, the Imperial prisoner delivered in chains to
Kierce. She knew Kierce had carried out the sentence of execution
Imperial law had already delivered on the unfortunate man. She knew
also that he had dedicated the Temple to his victim, and to the
beliefs which had led Xemper into conflict with the Empire – the
teachings of the prophet Tay-Aien. The fact that the Emperor who
sentenced him also professed to follow those teachings was a
contradiction beyond Elani’s understanding.

Onia prowled round two circuits of the
temple, examining every stone critically. She looked up at the
windows high above their heads at the top of the Tower, pulled her
shawl around her shoulders and sniffed disparagingly.

“What a place, Kierce. Did you never imagine
anyone trying to get out of here?”

“Probably not,” said Elani. “I don’t suppose
he would have imagined anyone imprisoned in here.”

“No?” said Onia. “It’s named after a
prisoner. Xemper the Martyr, man of peace, condemned to death by
the Army of the Sacred Union.” She gave a slight sigh. “It was a
fine dream Rainur had. He could do no other than pursue it. I am
ashamed it was a son of Ulath who took the magic out of
Shehaios.”

Elani looked at the small, dark-haired,
brown-skinned woman, and realised for the first time that the
contrast between her own fair Oreathan appearance and Onia’s
Ulathan heritage was the same as the contrast between her
red-haired Oreathan husband and the small, dark Magician who had
once been an Oreathan horsemaster. She didn’t know how many
generations it was since Kierce’s ancestor came to Oreath. The
songs of Kierce and his father, she realised, were always of the
individual, not of their lineage.

“A son of Shehaios,” she said.

“A man. What is it entrusts the magic always
to a man? There’s hardly a one of them fit to hold it.” She looked
once more around the elegant, soaring curve of the Tower. “I’m
afraid we’ve still got nowhere to go, Elani.”

Painfully reminded of the challenge facing
her young daughter, Elani said nothing. Ever practical, Onia lay
down on the bench which ran around the perimeter of the tower, and
closed her eyes.

Elani sat and tried fruitlessly to figure a
way out of this place where she did not want to be.

She thought of her children, and wondered
about Caras, an even more unbearable pull of emotion. At least the
children were as safe as anyone could be now, but Caras… It was
possible she would never see him again, and knowing that, she had
allowed them to part half-reconciled on an argument. She wondered
about Madred. Elani was not blind. She knew very well what feelings
Madred harboured for her Chief. The lives of all four of these men
and women – Caras, Kierce, Madred and Elani were inextricably
entwined.

She sat in Tay-Aien’s temple to peace, and
gazed up at the unreachable heights above her. All she could feel
here was the Magician’s isolation. Divided from the King, from
herself and Caras and even, in the end, from the strange Caiivorian
woman to whom he seemed to have given his heart.

She didn’t hear anyone come in. She only knew
he was there when she felt a hand touch her shoulder gently. She
started and looked up in sudden panic.

Into Kierce’s face.

She blinked, shook herself in case she was
asleep, and stared at him. He smiled slightly at her
disorientation.

“You’re not dreaming. It’s me. Didn’t really
think Girstan had killed me, did you?”

Elani surged to her feet and enveloped him in
a suffocating hug, cursing comprehensively into his ear. “Yes, you
bastard, I really did think Girstan had killed you!”

“I’m sorry,” murmured Kierce. “I wish I could
have let you know.”

She eventually released him and stepped back,
looking at him critically. Even through her overwhelming relief,
she was aware of the slight tremor shaking his body, the unnatural
heat from his face. All her healers’ instincts rallied to the
alert. Kierce had healed Caras from a wound that would otherwise
have been fatal. It had still taken him nearly three months to
recover.

“If life were normal, and we were in Arhaios,
I’d tell you to go to bed and send for the healer,” she said.

“Nice idea,” said Kierce. “Can’t be done.
Wouldn’t help, anyway.” He took her hand, and led her across the
temple towards the door. “What do you think of my Tower?”

“Sombre and lonely,” said Elani. “Not words
I’d normally associate with you, I must admit. What made you build
it?”

“Rainur,” said Kierce, wryly. “He wanted me
to build something Caiivorians would respect. The rest is more… me.
This is the core of it. It’s dedicated to a very fine man.”

“Xemper?” Elani had heard the story of Xemper
the Martyr. Or she had heard a story. She glanced cautiously at
Kierce. “Did you kill him?”

“Technically, yes,” said Kierce. “Morally – I
would say High Commander Hiren killed him. Makes no difference to
the fact that he was a very fine, brave man. He believed in peace.
He broke his body on it and gave his life for it.” He reached the
door and let them out of the temple.

“What about Onia?”

He smiled. “Oh, I’ll just leave the door
open. There’s nothing she can do here, and an Ulathan needs very
little help to disappear. I need you, Elani.”

Outside, flares burned either side of the
door, illuminating the vestibule between the temple entrance and
the outside world. They threw a pool of light on the stairway
leading around the curve of the Tower to their right.

They climbed the stairs. Elani glimpsed other
people as they passed the first floor, glimpsed also snatches of
images, suggestions of flesh and ripe fruit, a breast or a phallus.
The first floor of the Magician’s Tower, she knew, was dedicated to
fertility. The second floor was given over to celebrating the
interpretive powers of the human mind, and it was on this level
that Kierce turned aside. He led her past walls painted with
sweeping landscapes that seemed to open the inside of the Tower to
another world, rolling away beneath open skies full of light and
possibilities.

The second of the rooms they entered was full
of depictions of plants and creatures. She recognised a number of
them without conscious effort, sources of healing essences and
restorative powers. He paused here, and she realised the room was
stocked with every healing balm, oil and distillation her own house
contained and probably ten times as many again.

“You’ll need this, I’ve no doubt,” said
Kierce. “I don’t know how many will make it here, but do what you
can.”

“You can do more.”

“I can’t stay. Caras needs my help.”

“Caras!” said Elani, in alarm. “Is he hurt?
What’s wrong - ?”

“His mother gave birth to a terminal idiot,”
said Kierce. He squeezed Elani’s hand in contradiction of the sour
words. “Oh, I don’t know what else he could have done, either,
Elani, since Sheldo’s mother gave birth to a terminal idiot as
well. But arrogance with this land of ours has nearly been the
undoing of me, too.” He met her eyes. “It’s not the ascaii who will
kill Caras. It’s the winter.”

“I told him not to go!”

“And I kept the full strength of Girstan’s
forces a secret from him when I should have told him. With a bit of
gambler’s luck he might still get away with it, and I think I owe
it to him to take him that luck. Which means leaving you, Elani, to
hold the Haven together. What’s left of it. Ravir won’t hurt you.
He’ll protect you when the Sacred Union’s soldiers come.”

“Will they?”

“I’ll be very surprised if they don’t. And
he’ll protect you anyway, so long as you play your part and don’t
remind him you’re the heir to Oreath. He can be persuaded to
respect you.”

“Oh, not more Caiivorian respect,” exclaimed
Elani. “I had Commander Ascem’s “respect”, patronising bastard, I’m
not sure how much more I can live with. Give me a sword, Kierce.
Let me go back to Arhaios.”

“Live with it a little longer, Elani,” said
Kierce with a smile. He hesitated. “I know this is asking a lot,
but I need you to look after Cathva. Try and stop her incensing
Ravir to the point of unleashing his full sadistic imagination on
her. Believe me, you wouldn’t wish what he’s capable of on
anyone.”

Elani looked at him doubtfully. She could not
comprehend what he found attractive in Cathva, but Cathva had seen
him when she hadn’t.

“Do you still love Cathva?”

“Did I ever love Cathva? The Enchanter was
enchanted.” The words came easily. The world of emotion she read
behind them was anything but. She caught his arm, feeling a sudden
need to hold him. As if he might disappear.

“You will come back?”

“I will come back. But…. It may take some
time.”

She could see the clouded pain in his eyes.
The sweat marks on his forehead, the dark, unhealthy flush on his
skin. Every so often, the muscles of the arm beneath her hand
twitched involuntarily.

“The wound is on your back, Kierce. Do you
want to look at it through my eyes?”

“It isn’t healed,” said Kierce. “I know
that.”

“Then let me look. Laughable though my skill
is beside yours, there are times the physician needs a little help
to heal himself.” She squared him up in front of her, unfastened
his cloak and began to unlace his jerkin.

She expected a glib remark about the fact
that she was undressing him, but instead, he guided her hands away
and took off both the leather coat and his linen shirt himself.
Apart from the cloak, which never seemed to show a mark, his
clothes were ripped and filthy. The shirt was almost in tatters,
and he pulled it off carefully where it was stuck to his skin. The
stains looked like blood.

Elani stopped short, staring at his bared
chest.

In the centre of it was a raw tattoo, still
weeping as if it was freshly done. It depicted a flame enclosed by
a circle.

She looked into his face with shock in her
own. It redoubled when she saw the tears in his eyes. She pulled
him into her arms and held him.

Kierce responded silently, embracing her with
a fierce intensity that frightened her all the more. There was a
tight control over his voice when he spoke.

“I can’t see, Elani. That’s the worst of it.
I can’t see you any more.”

“What do you mean, you can’t see?”

“I can’t read your mind. I thought I still
had Arhaios, but it was just… just the future. All I can see are
ascaii. Hundreds and thousands and millions of frightened and
suffering ascaii.”

“You killed one,” said Elani, softly. “With
the Magician’s strength.”

“Yes. I can’t even justify it. He thought he
was doing what I wanted.” He looked up at her, with a maniacal
smile. “What I wanted? The death of the King? The death of my son?
I live with them all the time now, Elani, and I’ll still never
understand the Caiivorian mind.”

“It wasn’t your fault - .”

“Of course it’s my fault! I’m the bloody
Magician!”

“You’re not responsible for the choices
others make. None of us get it right. I bring my children up to
believe certain things and I end up with my daughter at loggerheads
with my husband. How did that happen? Neither of them is wrong.”
She touched the sore-looking skin above his heart. “When did this
happen?”

“After I came back.”

She rested her hand on his shoulder and
turned him around. The wound Girstan’s sword had left on his back
was another livid scar, and again the flesh was angry.

“There’s infection in both of them, Kierce.
Let me treat them.”

“Treat them by all means. But – no reflection
on your skill, Elani – I doubt it will help.”

She knew that. Her skill could not heal what
the Magician could not heal. But this was a slow death she saw in
front of her. He was fighting a constant battle against a poison in
his blood. She didn’t know how long a Magician could fight such a
battle.

“Is this why you ran away from me in
Arhaios?”

“There were a few marks then. Nothing in
themselves, Caras and Madred didn’t notice. I knew you would.”

She rested her forehead against his back and
wrapped her arms around him, closing her eyes to keep the weeping
out of them.

“You foolish, foolish man.”

“I was trying… trying to save Sartin’s
inheritance. What wouldn’t you do for Taegen? For Alsareth? For
Carastin?”

Elani didn’t answer because he didn’t need to
read her mind to know. She would do anything, sacrifice anything,
for her children.

“I gave birth to Sartin,” said Kierce. “I
shared it with Cathva. I felt the pain of it and the joy of it, it
was… when I held him in my arms, I knew why the Caiivorians think
what we have is magic. And now I know… why it isn’t. I never wanted
to be the Magician’s heir, Elani, I never believed in it. I see – I
saw – how people are, what they think, how selfish and
short-sighted and stupid we can be, and we’re Shaihens! Caiivorians
are… they’ll never get there. I didn’t inherit a gift, I inherited
a punishment.”

“Kierce, you lost your son. You haven’t lost
the fight.” She looked at the inflamed wound and was momentarily
glad he couldn’t read her thoughts. “Yet” insisted on adding itself
to her exhortation.

“I’ve lost the Haven. The King. The trust of
my people. I can’t read their minds, Elani, but I can hear what
they’re saying.” He paused. “I’m not sure they aren’t right.”

“You killed Rainur?” Or you’re
dead?

“I didn’t prevent his death.”

“You didn’t kill him.”

“Even you’re not sure.”

“You don’t read my mind, do you? I don’t
understand. But I don’t believe you killed him.” She held him
firmly, jealously. “Kierce, there are enough people trying to stab
you in the back without you sticking a knife in yourself. People
talk, very few really believe. They need to see you. They need to
know you’re alive.”

She could feel him gather his strength to
master the despair.

“And I need to stay alive. Better I hold this
than…” He broke off, and his voice was once more firmly under
control when he continued. “I can still touch Cathva. And with you,
and Maddi, and Caras, I don’t need to read your thoughts.” He
turned towards her, with the shell of familiar confidence
re-forming around him. “So you see why I must go to Caras. You’re
the strong one of this party, Elani, don’t let Cathva fool you. I
doubt you would, but I know how easily Caras rises to the bait when
you tease him, and you’re not used to it. You can’t afford to do it
in front of Ravir. The man’s a damaged, ignorant bigot, you’ll have
to learn to understand his rules to control him. One thing above
all others – don’t say a kind word about me. I am the embodiment of
evil, my name should not pass your lips without a curse. I’ve got
to get Cathva doing it somehow.”

“Cathva knew,” said Elani. “She knew you were
Ravir. I didn’t.” She hesitated. “If you were Ravir… you still have
the Magician’s powers?”

“Oh, I can create illusions. I can change
places with other creatures, I can heal flesh and blood, as long as
it isn’t mine. I just don’t know why I’m doing it any more.”

“Kierce, you do.” She looked into his eyes.
“You know you do.”

He embraced her again, more affectionately,
more like the Kierce she knew. The memories of shared youth and
shared discovery rushed down on her as they always did, every time
she touched him. The smell and the feel and the taste of him
flooded her mind. Somehow, she found her face turning towards his,
seeking his lips. He kissed her like a drowning man drinking in a
last gasp of air.

“I love you, Kierce,” she whispered. “I
always have.”

“I should never have let Caras have you. I
should never have let you choose.”

She drew back and smiled.

“By the Spirit, would that have been a
disaster. I think we’d have killed each other, Kierce.” She touched
his flushed and haunted face, her throat choking with the pain she
could read in it. “Let me treat that wound on your back while you
tell me the laws of Tay-Aien as applied to womanhood.”

“You won’t like them.”

“We have a barbarian thug claiming Rainur’s
title, we’re all past liking or not liking. This is survival.”

And you are dying, she did not
add.

 


Next to the room containing the medicines was
a small one for the administration of them. Kierce lay face down on
its couch, while Elani’s expert hands worked the cleansing essences
into his back. She tried to make herself concentrate on the task,
and not relive the making of the suppurating scar in front of her
eyes.

He stretched comfortably under her
ministrations. “You have a wonderfully sensitive touch, Elani.”

Elani sighed lightly. “Let me finish this and
clean my hands, and I’ll fetch the oils. It’s best to let this work
a while before I turn you over to do the other side.”

Kierce sighed. “Elani, I can’t read your
mind. I hope I’m guessing right.”

She smiled. “I’ll give you a massage. But
this is healing, Kierce, not love-making. Behave.”

“I don’t think I have the strength to do
anything else. You are a messenger of goodness, Elani, what is
known in the book as an angel. That’s probably all you need to know
about Tay-Aien. Keep behaving like an angel, and they’ll revere you
as a holy woman. Oh, but you have to forego any sense of humour.
Angels do not laugh.”

“How does any healer survive without
laughter?”

“Good question. I think it’s to do with
divorcing the spirit from the body. Mortify the flesh,” he winced a
little as she touched the inflamed edge of the wound. “And purify
the spirit. Have you read the book?”

“No.”

“Good. It would only confuse you, especially
in Ravir’s interpretation.” There was a brief silence while Elani
concentrated on what she was doing.

“What about Caras?” she asked eventually.

“He has read the book. But he’s always
dangerously close to losing his sense of humour in my opinion.”

“I mean… you said you needed to get to
him.”

“I do. A day or two won’t make much
difference, and with luck it’ll give him a chance to realise what a
hole he’s dug himself into. It’s always easier to talk to Caras
when he’s caught up with me. Especially if I can’t read his mind.”
He paused. “I hope I’ll recognise him. I can’t imagine being face
to face with him and not being able to read his mind. What does he
look like?”

Elani smiled. She thought he was joking.

“Should I mention Caras to Ravir? Or pretend
he doesn’t exist?”

“No, Ravir knows he exists. He’s highly
suspicious of him, I wouldn’t say too much about him. Especially in
connection with any dragons. But he’s your husband, you can make
suitably respectful references. Just avoid fervent acclamations of
loyalty and Shaihen courage. And no remarks about what you want to
do with him when you get him back.”

“Behave,” muttered Elani.

She cleaned her hands and picked up a jar of
aromatic oils. She tipped a little onto her palms and laid her
hands on Kierce’s shoulders. She could feel the tension knotted
beneath his skin. A small enough thing to do for him, given what
was consuming his body. But such as it was, she might as well do
it. It might help.

It was a very different body to Caras’s, she
thought, tracing the lines of muscle across his neck and down his
shoulder blades, carefully working around the site of his wound.
Nothing spare on it. Compact. Contained. As full of energy as a
coiled spring.

Too full. The spring was wound so tight it
felt fit to explode out of him. She didn’t sense much relaxation in
response to her kneading fingers, but he lay quietly, with every
appearance of pleasure. He turned his head to one side. His eyes
were closed. Elani studied the deeply-etched lines anxiously. It
had always been a face of planes and angles, his beard trimmed
close to accentuate the sharpness of his features, but his skin
looked taut over his bones now, his cheeks sunken, his eyes lying
in dark hollows. Without the customary dry smile, his mouth looked
hard, thin-lipped and unforgiving.

“Don’t leave us, Kierce,” she whispered,
barely above a breath. “Please don’t leave us.”

“Where would I go?” muttered Kierce. “Where
the fuck would I go?”

The profanity seemed very deliberate, and it
disturbed her. Kierce was very often blunt, but he was rarely
coarse.

“How did it happen?”

She thought he wasn’t going to answer.

“I tried to save Rainur,” he said,
eventually. “I tried to suck the poison out of his body into mine.
It worked, after a fashion. I poisoned myself. That’s where it
started. Unfortunately, I didn’t save him.”

“But you… came back? You cleansed that poison
from yourself?”

“And then I killed Orlii. I poured everything
I ever was and everything I ever would be into him and tore him
apart. It was a hideous way to die. It sickened me, and I was doing
it to him. A far, far greater poison.”

“You came back to Arhaios.”

“Yes.” He left a long silence. “When I left
again I thought I was… not well, but fit enough to do what needed
to be done. I set out for the Haven.”

“Without saying goodbye to me.”

“I’m sorry. I thought I knew how much I was
leaving… .” She felt a tremor run through him, undoing virtually
all she had achieved. “Then I got outside Arhaios, and… I was
surrounded by ascaii. I was deafened by them, drowning in them. I
had to make them stop. Just for a space, a breath, to give me some
peace!”

Elani laid a firm hand on his shoulder.
“Enough. This is supposed to be helping you.”

He let out a long breath and consciously
relaxed against her hand.

“I went into Girstan’s camp. They were full
of themselves. They’d just defeated Rainur’s escort, after all,
Imperial troops and Shaihen defenders. They weren’t sure what to
make of me, at first. Frightened. They saw what I’d done to Orlii.
I could see Ravir wanted to roast me over the fire, but Girstan
just wanted to brag. Prove himself the big man, protected by his
god. Don’t expect you think of Girstan as being in any way
attractive, do you, Elani?”

Elani gave an involuntary shudder. “None at
all. Uncouth brute.”

“Fearless and unstoppable uncouth brute. Get
Girstan to make his small mind up to do something, and by hell
it’ll get done.”

The firm strokes of Elani’s hands hesitated.
“What are you saying, Kierce?”

“Girstan’s a man with nothing to lose. He has
around him a band of men who have made it a matter of pride, that
they have nothing to lose. They are men who take pleasure from
taking, and they believe they have been promised possession of the
Fair Land.” He paused. Elani said nothing, worrying about the
disjointed story. “I used him. I never did promise him anything,
I’m pretty certain of that. But… I let them take my mind away while
I sat drinking with them and telling them I had promised them
nothing.” His voice dropped away. “I half remember.”

“The tattoo?” said Elani, softly.

“That came first. I remember that. What I
only half remember is getting fucked stupid by Girstan and having
the shit kicked out of me by his men.”

Elani’s hands stilled abruptly. “Are you
serious?”

“Utterly.”

“You let them?”

“I wasn’t there. I just wanted to drown the
voices for a while. I left my body in their hands and they did what
they did with it.” He shifted and turned his head. “Rescued it
eventually. Well, Ravir did. They did seem surprised to see me
again when I caught up with them later.”

Elani said nothing. She worked on the rest of
his body with tears welling silently in her eyes. Kierce was a
sensuous man, he had always lived through every fibre of his being.
She had seen him as a boy trying to run down a deer, like a cat or
a wolf, testing his speed and agility, revelling in it. She had
seen him try his might against other young men, the quickness of
his movements and his tensile strength perfectly tuned to the mind
which anticipated his opponents’ every move. He didn’t fight to
inflict pain. He fought to win. He enjoyed his physicality.

And of course he enjoyed sex. Intensely. Both
his own pleasure and the pleasure he gave. Elani had been there
when he discovered it. They had lost their virginity to each other.
For the best part of her sixteenth year, Elani had eyes for no-one
but Kierce.

His body had thrilled her. He had taught her
so much about herself. Caras was wrong to think that her
relationship with Kierce threatened their marriage; it enhanced it.
She could never have made or expected a partnership with Kierce.
Joining with Caras was a partnership that ran through every aspect
of her life. They were woven together like the strands of the
Magician’s staff. To be joined with Kierce was a moment of ecstasy,
touching possibilities she would never have imagined without
him.

She thought back to the pain and humiliation
of the sixteen year old girl, discovering how many other conquests
her young lover made that same year, within weeks of the glorious
union she had shared with him. At the time, she’d been furious with
him. Now she understood that those who loved Kierce treasured
whatever they could hold of him. A memory. An image. Admiration of
a lithe and vigorous body.

Taking pleasure where all he gave in return
were sensations of fear, and pain, and degradation, was outside his
world. Why he should have let anyone else do it to him was beyond
her understanding.

She turned her back on him to master herself
before she let him see her. “You’d better turn over. I’ll put
something on that obscenity on your chest.”

When she turned towards him again, he was
lying on his back. His eyes were still closed. She didn’t think he
had opened them at any point in his narrative. She hoped he had
drifted off somewhere more pleasant. Perhaps to a grove of Arhaien
trees with a young Arhaien girl.

She found her eye following the tapering hair
on his body down to where it disappeared beneath his breeches.

“Best not go there, Elani,” said Kierce,
wryly. “Definitely not in the book.”

She jumped and, to her annoyance, blushed
slightly as she met his eyes. “Arrogant man. I was checking for
other injuries.” She smiled grudgingly, knowing she was caught out
in a lie. “You’ve read my mind enough to know that I’ll always
think you’re beautiful. I can’t bear to think… .” She let her
glance at the angry red marks cut through the fine shadow of black
hair on his breast finish the sentence. She dreaded to think what
it had been done with. It was more a carving than a tattoo.

‘I remember that.’

Kierce understatement, she thought. He
felt that.

He was a Magician. He didn’t have to take any
of this. Did he?

“Why? Why did you let them take your mind
away?”

“It was not a place I wanted to be, at the
time. Any escape seemed worth taking.”

“Didn’t you know what they were going to
do?”

“I should have done. It’s been done to them.
It is the history of the ascaii. We translate that as “our people”,
meaning the people we belong to. So does Girstan. Vordeith
translates it as “our people”, but they mean… belonging to them.
Slaves. Ascaii are no longer a tribe, or a race. They are the
slaves on whom the Empire is built. Yes, I should have known what
they would do, but I didn’t. I was too wrapped up in myself. I
should have known what Tercien would do – but I didn’t. When I left
the ascaii, I was going to tell him that Girstan was planning to
attack the Holder’s Council.” A grimace passed briefly across his
face. “I couldn’t read him.”

“And he wouldn’t listen?”

“He did exactly what Girstan did. Tried to
take me prisoner, then thrust a sword through me when he found he
couldn’t. I heard myself decried as a...” Kierce frowned in search
of an unfamiliar word. “A false priest. Heretic. That was it.
Purveyor of lies, enemy of the true faith. The chains you saw on my
wrists – Ravir’s wrists – in the Holders’ Hall were effectively put
there by Tercien. The fool deserved to lose his bloody head.”

He shut his eyes again as Elani applied the
cool balm to the angry scars. “Nobody trusted Kierce; both Girstan
and Tercien actively feared and despised him. All I could do was to
go back to the ascaii, let them take Kierce and use such influence
as Ravir has over them. I was too late to stop them, too late… to
do anything, much. I was screwed by Girstan and imprisoned by the
Empire. The only hope Shehaios has of avoiding that fate lies with
Caras. And Caras is going the wrong bloody way. I’ve got to go to
him soon, Elani, or the shining knight on a white unicorn is going
to get frozen into his golden mountains.”

 


 



Chapter 24

Man of God

 


 


Ravir was uncomfortably aware of his King’s
impatience as he laboured to record the surrender of the five
tribes of Shehaios. He knew his earthly master was furious with him
for sheltering the Shaihen Councillors under Tay-Aien’s protection
- even Girstan would not risk the wrath of the god who had given
him victory over the Enchanter by breaching the sanctuary of his
temple. Ravir was acutely aware of the dangers of holding Shaihen
prisoners, and tormented by the compulsion to protect them. But
Kierce had indeed been back. Ravir did not sleep well in the
Haven.

Girstan’s solution was to ransom their
captives. To Ravir, that defeated the purpose of their victory.
They did not want to release Shaihen chieftains. They wanted to
destroy them, and establish ascaii supremacy. This was the great
work upon which Girstan was embarked, and as Girstan himself did
not have much time for literacy, Ravir saw it as his mission in
life to record the epic rise of his people.

“The Witch of Ulath,” mused Girstan, tossing
the seal he had torn from Onia’s neck from hand to hand as he
sprawled across a cushioned chair that strained to contain his
bulk. It furnished the King’s rooms within the Royal Palace, and it
had been designed for use by Shaihens. “Who is her heir?”

“Her brother,” replied Ravir. “But she has
escaped us, Lord Girstan.”

“She escaped you,” retorted Girstan. “Still,
he doesn’t know that. We have the Chief of Ulath’s seal, send it to
him anyway, I doubt he’ll respond. Probably grateful to be rid of
her. Hieath is more promising, the boy was the chieftain’s
son.”

“Hieath carried the seal on a ring,” said
Ravir. “We could not remove it. The body had stiffened.”

“Take his finger, then. All the better. His
father won’t know the hand it came from was already dead.
Ccheven?”

“Lord Colis. His heir is his son.”

“Not so good. Sons look forward to the death
of their father. Gascon?”

Ravir hesitated. “I’m not sure, my lord.”

Girstan lurched forwards in his seat,
provoking an ominous crack from its wooden joints.

“Gascon is being difficult? I won’t have
that.”

“He says his heir is a young woman named
Jesla.”

Girstan grimaced. “The man bequeaths his
Holding to his mistress?”

“My lord, we hardly know…”

“There are only three women that have any
significance to a man, his mother, his wife and his mistress. If
she’s neither of the other two, she must be the third. That leaves
us Oreath.” He frowned. “Who is ruling Oreath, if the dragon-singer
has gone to chase me? What does the woman say?”

Again, Ravir felt reluctant to answer.
Girstan glared at him questioningly.

“She says it is in the hands of Commander
Ascem an’ Turendi, my lord.”

A half-smile of admiration hovered on
Girstan’s face. “Arrogant bitch. Is that supposed to make me
shiver? We made short work of Tercien an’ Lorca.” He paused. “Send
the ransom demand to all except Oreath. If we can’t hold the Haven
against the Sacred Union, we’ll head west for Arhaios, and take our
payment in kind from Commander Ascem an’ Turendi. Let the small
people know the price of seeking merescaii protection. I have a
score to settle with the Chief of Oreath, after all.”

“Then… the Lady Elani?” said Ravir.

Girstan smiled. “Is of no value. Unless she’s
one of Commander Ascem an’ Turendi’s women, and even then I doubt
he would pay a ransom for her.” He paused. “So I will have her out
of your sanctuary, Ravir.”

Ravir twisted the stylus anxiously between
his fingers. Not Elani. He had been made very well aware that of
all those under his protection, his punishment would be greatest if
any harm befell the Chief of Oreath’s wife.

It both galled and surprised him. He had very
little time for any women; in his view they were all expendable,
but like everyone in Shehaios he had heard talk of the Queen and
the Magician. It did not surprise him that Kierce sought Cathva’s
protection. His concern for Elani ti’ Caras was less easy to
understand.

“I would keep her within the Temple, my lord.
She is a skilled healer, and our victory here was not without cost
to your men. We are few enough. Every as- caii life she can save -
.”

“Keep her then. On one condition.”

“My lord?”

“I want the Emperor’s daughter.”

Ravir closed his eyes wearily and rested his
head against his hand. From the impossible to the disastrous. “May
I ask why, my lord?”

“Why do you think? I told her she would bear
ascaii sons.” He turned on Ravir. “God gave us a victory over the
Empire of the Sacred Union. The Shaihen Queen is mine.”

Ravir looked up from his writing in
consternation. “You mean… to marry her, my lord?”

“She’s the Emperor’s daughter. I can screw
any slut in the Haven.”

“She was the Enchanter’s mistress,” said
Ravir, with a touch of desperation. He could feel the warmth
glowing beneath his feet. Kierce had this hideous habit of
appearing just when you thought he was vanquished for good.

“All the more reason. I think we’ve proved it
now. We have comprehensively stripped the Enchanter of his power.
She can service me as well as he could.” He looked across at Ravir.
“He is dead, this time.”

“I simply meant… she is not fit for you, my
lord.”

“Just get her here, Ravir, and I’ll find out
how fit she is. And sort out a marriage ceremony. Nothing fancy, we
may need to move out of here fast. Sooner or later, the Imperial
army will want vengeance for their Commander. Hopefully, not before
we have time to lever a little profit out of the Shaihen
tribes.”

 


Elani looked down at the grey face of the
ascaii warrior lying on a pallet in the Magician’s Tower. He was
scarcely Sheldo’s age; a dark-haired boy among the predominantly
fair ascaii. She thought of Ascem’s charcoal-dark eyes and his thin
plait of black hair, the archetype of a merescaii nobleman if his
own word could be believed.

She suspected a merescaii heritage in the
boy’s face. Not a happy one, to have placed him among the
ascaii.

He would not last the night.

She had been talking to him only two days
ago. Chatting to him, almost. The way he responded to her made her
think he must have a mother who loved him, anyway. He was a runaway
slave from Qivor – escaped with a band of other men to join
Girstan’s warriors three years ago. He couldn’t have been more than
a child then.

He was scarcely more than a child now.

When he spoke about his leader, she saw a
different man to the bullying brute she knew as Girstan. A fearless
warrior, not only unafraid to parade his ascaii heritage but proud
to embrace it. He had embraced this boy. Taught him to fight. Made
him a man.

She looked at the wispy teenage beard on his
chin, aping the fashion of the warrior he aspired to be. The
warrior he was. He was under her care because he had been wounded
by an Imperial sword, but not before he’d played his part in the
fall of the Haven.

Two days ago, she had been hopeful he would
pull through. The wound seemed to be healing nicely, but the poison
had been festering deep inside. Now it had come to the surface, and
it was raging through his body. None of her remedies had proved
strong enough to defeat it.

She thought of her own sons, and found
herself wondering about this boy’s mother. Did she wait and wonder
about him? Was this dying boy a child of love or of rape? Did it
make any difference to the way she felt about him? Would she be
proud of his death, fighting with his hero?

He was thin, his face gaunt with the fever in
his body. A thin, dark-haired boy.

Elani’s mind worked in tangential
connections, and she couldn’t help thinking of Kierce. The face of
her sixteen year old lover was permanently imprinted on her memory,
living alongside the image of the man.

The poison had overtaken the ascaii boy
within a few days. How long could Kierce keep it at bay?

She knew the things he hadn’t said. “Better I
hold this than – .”

She closed her eyes. “Oh, Alsa,” she
whispered. “I wish I knew how to take it away from you.”

She looked back as the dying boy moaned, and
went over to him. He opened his eyes and looked up at her. He knew
what was happening to him. She could see the haunted fear in his
face, stronger even than the pain. He did not want to die. He
grasped her hand.

“It’s all right,” she said soothingly, “It’s
all right, I won’t leave you.”

The boy’s lips moved silently. It was all he
could do to draw breath, let alone form the breath into words.

“Ravir,” he whispered. “I need… the priest…
please…”

Elani held his hand and sought for something
to say. She found it hard to understand why these young men found
Ravir’s presence comforting. She was confined within the second
floor of the Tower by locked doors, but she felt guiltily relieved
that she could not make a choice to go and find Ravir. She couldn’t
help feeling a little frightened of him. She was aware that he
disliked protecting the Shaihen prisoners, and she wasn’t quite
sure how Kierce had coerced him into doing it. She wasn’t quite
sure she wanted to know. The Kierce who slit Xemper the Martyr’s
throat was a stranger to her.

“I’ll bring him to you when he returns,” she
said. “Rest now.”

The boy tossed fitfully on his sweat-dampened
pallet. “No,” he moaned. “No…”

She started slightly, suddenly aware of Ravir
entering the room. He always seemed to loom up on her with such an
overpowering aura of disapproval that she sometimes felt he had
stolen Kierce’s ability to read her mind, and he could see her
worrying and daydreaming about the personification of evil. She was
acutely conscious of Kierce’s injunction not to try and disabuse
Ravir of his abhorrence for the Magician.

Some time, she would have to read the book of
Tay-Aien and find out where all this pent-up fury and formalised
hatred came from.

Some time.

Some time implied a future. She looked back
at the dying boy, watching his laboured, shallow breathing, and
summoned every resource she had to stop herself crying. Once she
opened the flood gate, the world would just fall apart. She knew it
was only her refusal to realise it had ended that was keeping it
going.

She watched the anguish in the boy’s face
ease as his eyes focussed on the priest’s burly form.

“Go in peace,” rumbled Ravir, a man who had
difficulty moderating his natural volume.

The boy reached out and grasped Ravir’s
sleeve. Ravir moved his grasp into his hand. “You have found favour
with God, and your reward is at hand. Go in peace.”

“Pray for me, Brother,” murmured the boy.

“I pray for all the warriors of God. Rejoice
in your fortune. You are a son of Tay-Aien. Your father awaits you.
Go to him.”

He began to recite Tay-Aien’s prayer for the
dying over the young man’s wasted body. Elani had heard it before
over the past few days, and while she marvelled at its ability to
bring comfort to those for whom it was delivered, it still repulsed
her. Death should be the province of the old and the sick. These
young men should not be dying.

 



Chapter 25

Small Victories

 


 


The Magician’s Tower was built on four
floors, each of them representing the four elements of the Shaihen
world. The first floor was dedicated to water, birth and fertility.
The second, where Elani laboured to the wounded and dying in uneasy
partnership with Ravir, to the physical world and the constructs of
living creatures. On the third floor, where in happier times
minstrels played in celebration of the winds that carried the
breath of life, more refugees sheltered from the chaos of the
Haven.

The fourth, topmost floor had been dedicated
to the cleansing fire of death and rebirth and in marked contrast
even to the modest visual decoration of the floor below, which
celebrated its element chiefly with sound, most of it was white and
clear. Arched windows around the upper half of its walls let in a
flood of light.

The most vulnerable of the Haven’s surviving
population had retreated to the fourth floor of the Tower. When
Cathva was unceremoniously abandoned to captivity among them she
found herself amid a crowd of women and children. She recoiled at
the noise, smell and confinement of the overcrowded space. The
closeness of so many dirty, demanding infants repelled her.
Cathva’s affection for her own son had never extended to the day to
day routine of parenting; in principle, she disliked children.

The other inhabitants drew back to give her
the space she so evidently desired. Most Shaihens still regarded
the foreign Queen with some reserve, and she had done little during
her time in the Fair Land to dispel it. The busy social life she
had enjoyed while Rainur was alive was confined to a carefully
chosen – and almost exclusively male – elite.

She was therefore surprised when she became
aware of a woman calling her name urgently through the confusion
around her. She scanned the crowd for the culprit, and suddenly saw
Tilsey making her way towards her, a baby clutched in her arms.
Cathva stared at the woman and child, with a turmoil of emotions
churning around inside her. The woman held a baby. If it was her
baby, Filas, she held one possible heir to Rainur’s dream. Cathva’s
dream. A peaceful and bountiful union between Shehaios and the
Empire.

“I thought he would bring you here,” said
Tilsey, “I’ve been watching out for you.”

“I thought he had killed you,” said Cathva
faintly.

“Why would Kierce kill me?” Tilsey frowned
down at the baby. “He needs Filas. So he needs me.”

“Kierce?”

“Kierce, Ravir, whatever you want to call
him. You look as if you’ve seen a ghost. He brought you here,
didn’t he, as he brought us?”

Cathva steadied herself against the wall as a
wave of dizziness passed over her.

“Of course. Of course he did. He got you out
first. Before the Council. You didn’t see.” She broke off, still
trembling.

“I don’t know how many he managed to save.
There were quite a lot he didn’t, I think.”

“But we still have Filas?”

“You can see that we do.”

“Then we only have to hold on.”

Cathva felt her strength reviving. They only
had to survive, until the Army of the Sacred Union threw these
barbarians out of the Haven. She was right. Kierce lived. He was
still in the game. And she could still hope that Sartin, too, lived
to inherit the dream.

It was not an easy wait.

The first time Ravir strode in and demanded
her presence in the Meeting Hall, Cathva had already retired to her
uncomfortable bed on the patch of floor to which her realm had been
reduced. She rose and prepared with as much speed as she felt able
to employ but she was, by her reckoning, less than half way to
being ready when Ravir seized her by the arm.

“When my lord sends for you, lady,” he
growled, “he wants you now!”

He pulled her towards the door. Cathva did
not sacrifice further dignity by protesting or resisting. Her
unbound hair flowing down her back like molten bronze, she left the
room and within a few paces she had assumed the role of a queen
escorted by her servant.

Despite her regal composure, however, Cathva
instinctively knew it wasn’t Kierce by her side this time. Her
mouth was dry with fear by the time she reached the Palace. She was
not unused to being required to play the role of courtesan. She had
endured such attentions in her father’s house, and she found
herself more or less indifferent to it now. It really didn’t matter
that much to her who enjoyed her body; they would never touch her.
No-one would ever replace Kierce. But she did not underestimate
Girstan, and she could not be sure what his intention was in
summoning her. None of the gods she could call on would protect her
– Girstan openly defied Imperial authority and Kierce had quite
evidently been unable to influence him.

The Meeting Hall was thick with smoke and
thronged with Girstan’s warriors when Cathva was brought into it.
The remains of feasting lay scattered around and Girstan’s men were
deep into the more serious business of drinking. As Cathva entered,
Girstan stood from his place at the centre of attention and made
her a low bow.

“My magnificent Imperial Queen!” he
exclaimed. “Sit by me, Lady Cathva, and we shall hold court in the
Palace of Shehaios.”

With all the dignity she could muster, Cathva
crossed the hall, avoiding various inebriated bodies, and sat at
his side as she had, in happier times, sat with Rainur while he
talked and sang with his people.

“So, teach me, my Lady,” Girstan leered over
her, foul-breathed and monstrous. “Educate me in the ways of a
Shaihen court?”

He waited. Cathva had to say something.

“There is music,” she said, stiffly. “There
is always music in a Shaihen Meeting House.”

“Music!” exclaimed Girstan. He flung out his
hand. “Then fetch me music!”

“No...” began Cathva, and checked. There was
little point. Just let Girstan do what Girstan wanted to do.

He ignored her while others went about
supplying his whim, eventually returning with an unhappy-looking
band of Shaihen minstrels. Girstan roared for silence and commanded
the performance to begin. Cathva was used to such entertainments
done properly in Vordeith but Shaihen musicians were not used to
performing on command. Shaihen minstrels were a respected
instrument of communication, across time as well as distance; music
and dance were matters of participation.

It was an awkward and stilted performance.
The minstrels kept to safe territory in Girstan’s presence, giving
the company love songs and paeans to the earth’s bounty, topics
with which Girstan rapidly wearied. He drank throughout the
performance, having already drunk copiously while he ate, and it
was not long before he had forgotten the show he was supposed to be
putting on and was demanding more rousing stuff. The Shaihens
claimed they didn’t know any – no-one, of course, was going to
chorus tales of Shaihen victory in front of the ascaii king. At
that point, Girstan threw them out with a command to go and make
some songs if they didn’t know any, and called on those of his own
warriors still standing to recite more stirring tales from the
ascaii canon.

Cathva found the accounts of ascaii victories
of unlikely scale, involving a great deal of blood and detailed
butchery, unaccountably tedious. She could not help but wonder how
such ferocious and victorious people came to be landless curs
yapping at the heels of their merescaii masters.

Girstan became more and more free with her
person as the evening wore on, embracing and touching her at the
slightest excuse, but contrary to Cathva’s expectations, she was
escorted back to the Tower at the end of the festivities and not
commanded to his bed.

The next day followed a similar pattern.
Cathva suffered Girstan’s liberties with a practised smile and a
manner carefully designed neither to offend nor encourage as it
began to dawn on her that Girstan meant to ape the Shaihen King in
every particular. His intention was not to bed the Imperial Queen,
but to complete her humiliation by marrying her, and making her
unequivocally subject to his rule.

Princess Cathva had married Rainur to escape
the attentions of men more potent and less repulsive than Girstan.
Nevertheless, the manipulation of powerful men was an art she had
learned early. It was a matter of survival for any woman close to
the Emperor. Girstan’s transparent pride in his possession of the
Shaihen Palace, and the recitation of ascaii triumphs within it,
took the monstrosity out of him. The fear with which Cathva
regarded him started to turn into contempt, as she saw how easily
she could manipulate this dangerously simple man, if she had a mind
to try and do it.

Cathva had never paid a lot of attention to
Shaihen songs. Many were in the language of the five territories,
which was not only foreign to her, but always overlaid with local
dialect peculiarities that made it very difficult for an outsider
to learn. She had always preferred the art of the dance. Girstan
shared her preference, despite Ravir’s overt disapproval, but
Cathva found it difficult to watch Shaihen dancers in such company.
Both Rainur and Kierce had, in the past, acted as interpreter for
her, and she could read the stories the dancers’ movements told.
Many were tales of the power of Shaihen magic.

Neither the King nor his priest saw anything
other than the sinuous movements of the dancers’ bodies.

The dancers always aroused Girstan’s lust -
she knew he frequently selected one to be brought to him afterwards
- and he would often turn to her as they left and promise her
warmly that it would not be long before he made her his own.
Sometimes, depending on how drunk he was by then, he would embrace
her clumsily. One night, he kissed her mouth soundly, to the
applause of his gathered warriors. He parted from her with a grin
and demanded Ravir name them a day for the ceremony.

It was Ravir who demurred, not Cathva, and
she saw the thunderous displeasure in the look the king directed at
his priest with a certain glimmer of satisfaction. Prizing Girstan
away from Ravir’s influence was a goal Cathva felt might be worth
bestirring herself for. If she felt contempt for Girstan and his
pretensions, there was something closer to hatred in her heart for
the watchful and grim-faced priest who guarded her in the Tower.
Every time he escorted her to and from the Tower, she felt his
seething resentment. What he resented her for, she was not clear –
it seemed to her he was offended by her very existence. He
certainly disapproved intensely of the attention Girstan afforded
her.

Neither could she forget the small, ragged
prisoner Ravir brought bound and gagged to be slaughtered by his
master. She had no real idea what had happened in the Holders’ Hall
that day; how much of Kierce had survived it; where he had gone;
what connection there was between him and Ravir. Ravir never
mentioned the Magician. He referred to Shaihens in general as
another man might speak of parasites, and he seemed to regard the
Empire of the Sacred Union as an abomination his God was about to
strike down. Cathva would have found him laughable, if it had not
been for his powerful and overt influence over Girstan and his
warriors. If it had not been for the image of a man lying face-down
on the floor of the Holder’s Hall with his mouth and hands bound,
and blood welling through the red jerkin on his back.

The pattern of entertainments was well
established when one bold Cuaraccon minstrel finally responded to
Girstan’s often-repeated complaint about the insipid content of
their material, and created a song for him. Cathva could see
Girstan’s conceit expanding as he heard the story of his defeat of
Caras’s ill-advised attempt to confront him in the mountains of
Mervecc, several years ago, sung in his praise. Despite her
disinterest in the songs of Shehaios, Cathva knew their
significance. It filled her with disgust to hear Girstan recorded
in the Shaihen histories, and to see his pride in the accolade. She
saw, too, Ravir’s satisfaction with such a turn of events. She
regarded the treacherous minstrel coldly throughout every
performance that Girstan repeatedly demanded of him, night after
night, until one evening when the singer had been invited once more
to sit and drink with the great man. While Girstan was absorbed in
a raucous exchange with some of his warriors and oblivious to all
else, the minstrel leaned confidentially towards Cathva.

“Listen to the words, my lady,” he whispered,
with a smile.

Cathva did not allow her stare to thaw, but
the next night, she listened carefully. It took two more hearings
before she got it. Virtually every verse of the song had a double
meaning. Heard the right way, it turned Caras from a risible victim
to a hero poised to take his ultimate vengeance. She allowed a
faint smile to touch her face, as she caught the minstrel’s
eye.

It was only afterwards she realised Ravir had
been watching her. It only took him one hearing, and a written copy
of the words.

It threw Cathva and Tilsey into a state of
confusion to receive a peremptory summons from Girstan in the
middle of the day. Ravir seemed more grimly self- satisfied than
ever as he hustled her out of the Tower with his usual
incivility.

Cathva did not demean herself by asking him
what it was about. She could see a small crowd of Shaihens gathered
below the mountainside on which the Tower was located, ringed by a
forest of ascaii guards. Ravir did not take her down into the Haven
to join them, but led her in the opposite direction, to the end of
a ledge jutting out just below the Tower. On the edge of it,
half-naked, his hands bound and his body striped with the blood of
a vicious beating, was a Shaihen man. As she stared at him, trying
to understand, Cathva recognised the minstrel who had composed the
song of Caras’s fight with Girstan. She recognised at the same
moment that she had been brought to witness an execution.

Two ascaii warriors seized the man by the
arms and hurled him bodily off the ledge. Cathva watched him fall
and saw, in her mind’s eye, the sword run through Kierce’s body
once again. The certainty that the Magician was still alive had
been ebbing from her with every day that she passed in ascaii
captivity. As she watched the minstrel’s body break against the
rocks below, she felt the hope draining from her.

The lesson in Girstan’s anger over, Ravir
took Cathva down to the Palace. He did not stop in the Meeting
Hall, but continued into the residential rooms in the heart of the
Palace. He left her in a small room, lit by a series of arched
windows glazed with fine, translucent sheets cut from the gold rock
of the Shaihen mountains and looking out over one of the inner
courtyards. The floor also was of local stone, inlaid with
intricate designs of animals and flowers. The walls were warmed by
woven hangings, and the furnishings were simple and comfortable,
long upholstered benches and low tables. It was a place she had
often used to entertain favourite visitors herself.

Girstan stood in the middle of the room in
deep and animated conversation with two of his men. There appeared
to be some dissent among the ascaii ranks and the execution of the
impertinent minstrel had clearly not had the effect of putting
Girstan in a good mood. He flung Cathva one cursory glance as she
entered and then ignored her. Cathva stood just inside the doorway,
folded her hands in front of her, and waited. She said nothing and
made no attempt to interrupt Girstan, but a cool, unwavering gaze
schooled in the Imperial Palace did not leave his person.

Eventually, with some sharp words, Girstan
dismissed his companions, turned towards Cathva and beckoned her
forwards. Cathva obeyed wordlessly.

“You hold me in some contempt, Queen Cathva,”
he said, regarding her as coldly as she was regarding him. “I will
cure you of that, one way or another. I hope what you witnessed
this morning makes you understand that you won’t take the liberties
with me that you took with King Rainur. Take this as a final
warning before I command your obedience with a husband’s
authority.”

“My lord,” acknowledged Cathva.

Girstan studied her briefly, noting the lack
of protest. “Lord Ravir has arranged the ceremony for
tomorrow.”

“I am pleased to have Lord Ravir’s consent,”
said Cathva, serenely. “He seemed unwilling to give it.”

Girstan scowled at her. “Lord Ravir seeks our
Master’s will in these things,” he said, shortly. “He’s a man of
God, and you’ll speak respectfully of him. He will conduct the
formalities in the Temple of Xemper the Martyr.”

Cathva hesitated. The prospect of marrying
Girstan in the temple Kierce had built was one insult too far.

“I give my consent to the marriage, my lord,”
she said, “but I dislike the place. The taint of Shaihen magic mars
the Temple of Xemper and my marriage to the Shaihen King was
conducted in the Meeting Hall – .”

“You will be where I tell you to be,”
interrupted Girstan, curtly.

“Yes, my lord,” Cathva acquiesced. “I wished
to be sure it was your choice and not Lord Ravir’s.”

Girstan paused and gave her a penetrating
look. “You don’t like Lord Ravir, do you?”

Cathva hesitated. “I am the daughter of an
emperor and the wife of a king, my lord. I have seen other priests
who too easily confuse their own desires with the will of their
god. But if you would rather I did not speak to you of such
matters, I will be silent.”

“Ravir an’ Corestis brings my people their
destiny. I have the greatest trust and respect for him,” replied
Girstan. He paused. “Speak softly and speak carefully.”

“I understand you, my lord,” said Cathva with
a glimmer of inward satisfaction. Small victories were all she
could expect.

 



Chapter 26

The Mountains of Shehaios

 


 


Snow fell gently as Caras passed abandoned
Holding after abandoned Holding. He forged onwards, the struggle to
keep the frost from fingers and toes beginning to dominate their
tedious progress.

He found little warmth to welcome him at the
few Holdings that remained inhabited. The people fled at his
approach. He was not riding to meet them as the friendly Chief with
his daughter on his saddle-bow, he was riding with an army who were
scouring supplies from the land like so many locusts. He took from
the deserted, impoverished villages with a sense of guilt; not
enough for his needs, enough to damage the Holder’s margin for
survival when the people who belonged there crept back in behind
him. He promised himself he would distribute the stores held by the
ascaii to compensate them, when he had won.

When he had won. First of all, he had to find
them.

Two weeks further into the mountains, his
horse wading through snow and its rider’s feet hanging frozen by
its sides, he understood why Elani had not wanted him to go, and
perhaps why Ascem had been happy to let him. Their numbers weighed
them down. What was manageable for a small group of hardy Shaihens
was a hugely unwieldy task for a motley collection of several
thousand. The struggle to establish a secure camp, to unfreeze
enough water and keep finding enough food, was beginning to build
into the focus of the journey instead of its support. It snowed
every day now, a soft snow, a quiet curtain laying itself between
him and his land.

Jagus’s men were muttering discontentedly and
Sheldo’s resentment was beginning to burn brighter than the fires
that kept them alive. The landscape was a condemnation of his
leadership. He had abandoned these people. Now he was taking from
them what little they had left.

He needed to find an enemy.

Twenty-five cheerless days of forging into
oblivion, they finally had word of an ascaii settlement. A
fortified Holding, guarding winter stores. A lifeline.

Caras knew already they had barely enough to
get back if they turned round straight away, and the weather was
showing no sign of improvement. When Madred brought him news of the
ascaii Holding, she had to shout the intelligence to him over a
wind hurling horizontal pellets of ice into him.

He had long since given up isolation, but
Madred was far from alone in sharing his refuge through the bitter
nights. The whole army rested in snow shelters dug out of the
ground, huddled in groups to make best use of each others’
warmth.

The Holding Madred’s scouts brought him news
of, Wassava, lay on a north facing slope near the top of a ridge,
surrounded by a high wooden fence; a Shaihen Holding turned into a
fortified camp. It was a Caiivorian enclave in Shehaios, no less
than the Imperial garrison at Arhaios was.

Caras gazed at it across a valley from the
opposite hillside. His men were encamped behind him on the other
side of the hill, out of sight of the ascaii stronghold, but he
suspected their presence was not a secret to the inhabitants of
Wassava. It wasn’t easy to hide the passage of a couple of thousand
men and women, and they were not travelling fast.

Despite its defences, Wassava was not all
that big a place. If it held a fighting strength of a thousand men,
he would be surprised. Caras had suffered casualties among his own
followers to the cruel conditions, but nevertheless he
significantly outnumbered his enemy. He saw no need to complicate
matters; at first light, they would just march down this hill and
up the other, and batter down the gates of Wassava.

In the meantime, their immediate enemy was
the one they met at the end of every day. The black, freezing
night.

It stopped snowing as darkness fell. Cold bit
to the bone, but the night passed clear and fine. Caras took that
as a good omen.

There was no fooling around as Madred helped
Caras into his Imperial armour before dawn the next day. Neither of
them looked forward to the task they had to achieve in the next few
hours. The armour felt cold in the cold morning

He removed the face-plate before he donned
the helmet - the last thing he could afford to lose was his
identity. He knew he was the only thing that unified the disparate
forces following him on this ill-advised adventure; he could feel
the strength-sapping tug of their increasingly strained
relationships.

It was still dark, the morning just a
reflection of light below the eastern horizon. His army were
gathering above the camp, ready to advance on Wassava with
daylight. Frost cracked on the surface of the snow, and his breath
froze on his beard.

He saw the quiet smile flicker on Lieutenant
Salavan’s face as Caras prepared to address the gathered forces,
resplendent in the power of the Sacred Union.

“Good morning, sir. Very pleased to see the
Commander this morning.”

“Let’s hope everyone shares your opinion,
Lieutenant,” said Caras. “Is everything ready?”

“Waiting for you, sir.”

Caras strode towards to the group of
commanders gathered in front of his massed forces as if there was
nothing to arouse comment. He greeted the familiar Oreathan faces,
most of them known all his life, and the more recently learned
features of the leaders of Jagus’s army. Sheldo was there, too. His
salutation was a bare acknowledgement of Caras’s presence.

It was not only the small group of leaders he
addressed, however. It was as many of the gathered warriors as his
voice could reach.

Caras’s voice reached a long way. It had been
trained to do so. “I am Caras ti’ Leath, Holder of Arhaios, Chief
of Oreath.”

He progressed slowly across the front of his
army. The men and women of Oreath; Jagus’s Shaihen forces, and the
small group of merescaii Warriors of the Sacred Union.

“I am Caras ti’ Jagus, leader of the
defenders of the Fair Land. But I am first and foremost Commander
Caras of the Warriors of the Sacred Union, acting on orders from
His Greatness Emperor Zelt an’ Korsos.”

“May he live for ever,” muttered Salavan at
his elbow, out of sheer habit. Caras realised he had forgotten the
compulsory tag.

He let the Shaihen murmuring subside.

“Orders to subdue rebels against the Empire
of the Sacred Union. Shehaios is united by her King, the Keeper and
Guardian of the Fair Land. Our King is dead. Our unity is not.
Shehaios is a Sacred Union, and the men occupying Wassava are
intent on destroying it. We’re not here to avenge the death of our
King. We are not here to kill ascaii. We’re not here to destroy
Wassava. We’re here to take it back. As whole as possible. All our
information suggests that the defenders are massively outnumbered,
and will put up little more than a token defence, but we know
Girstan’s men fight fiercely. We mustn’t take victory for granted.
Obey those who are your leaders, hold firm and get the task done as
quickly and as cleanly as possible.”

He turned towards the men leading Jagus’s
army as he became aware of a disturbance. He looked across the
crowd sharply.

Two of Salavan’s men, who were guarding the
approaches to the camp, were heading towards him, hustling a
captive before them. He could tell that it was a woman they held
captive, but he wasn’t sure if she was a Shaihen woman. She was
small enough to be Shaihen, but she was dressed in a threadbare
woollen cloak, which hardly looked proof against the bitter
weather, and a long skirt of brown drab, garments that looked more
Caiivorian than Shaihen.

Caras couldn’t imagine how or why, but there
was a nagging sense of something familiar about her.

The guards were taking her to their line
commander, Lieutenant Salavan. She was struggling furiously.

“Bastard merescaii!” she was shouting.
“Bastard merescaii!”

Caras started towards her. She was shouting
in Merveccian dialect. She was a Shaihen.

“Bring her here,” he commanded.

The guards hustled her towards him. As she
came within range, she spat fiercely at his feet.

“Bastard merescaii! I thought there were
Shaihens here!”

“We are Shaihen,” said Caras. “Are you from
Wassava?”

She looked up and glared at him. She was
younger than he had thought from a distance, but the fierce eyes
were older than the pinched and dirty face they looked out of. He
frowned slightly as the nagging sense of recognition tugged
harder.

She spat again. “I came to talk to Lord Caras
of Arhaios. Not to bastard merescaii.”

“I am Lord Caras of Arhaios.”

She stared up at him with derision.

“I met Lord Caras of Arhaios,” she sneered.
“You think you can fool me just because you don’t wear stripes on
your face?”

With a sense of indignation, Caras snatched
the helmet from his head. “I am Lord Caras of Arhaios!”

He glared into the woman’s face. She stared
back, the hate and derision ebbing as she studied him more closely.
The anger died back into a shocked revulsion.

She closed her eyes. He reached out and
caught her arm as she swayed in the grasp of her merescaii
guards.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “Why do I know
you?”

“My name is Lasa, Lord Caras,” she whispered.
“I once lived on a Holding called Prassan in the mountains of
Mervecc.”

Caras started slightly. “Lasa!”

He was back on a bleak mountainside in a fine
rain, holding a young girl in his arms while she sobbed for the
loss of her Holding, her innocence, her pride.

It seemed so long ago. It had all seemed very
straightforward then. He recalled, with a stab of guilt, the
righteous indignation that had burned in the breast of that young
man who tried to comfort the sobbing girl.

He had thought Lasa had died when the
Caiivorian raiders came back to her Holding. As the rage, and the
passion to put right the wrong done to her, had died in him.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, at a
loss for words that could bridge the gulf between them.

“This is my home, Lord Caras.” He could
barely hear her. “I came to beg you to spare it. If I’d known I’d
be pleading with a merescaii, I would have taken my life
first.”

“I’m not merescaii - !”

She said nothing.

He grasped her arm tighter. “I am not
merescaii, Lasa!”

She opened her eyes and looked into his. He
saw the desperation in them.

“What else are you, Lord Caras?” Lasa paused
and threw a glance at Salavan. “You don’t understand what it is to
be ruled by merescaii. The ascaii do. I do. Merescaii raiders
destroyed Prassan. When they came back for their vengeance, they
took me alive. They wanted to punish me for running away from them,
for summoning the wrath of my people against them. I wished I had
died with my kin. I lived a life beyond imagining, beyond… there
were things I used to think I could not survive. I survived them,
Lord Caras, until Lord Girstan’s men rescued me. For nearly two
years I have served one ascaii warrior who knows what it is to
serve a merescaii master. I have borne him two children. I work his
land...”

“His land!” interjected Caras.

“His land,” said Lasa. “You won’t kill him,
Caras, because he’s not here. He’s gone with Girstan. But these are
ascaii who have learned not to surrender to merescaii. Those left
in Wassava will destroy what they can’t hold. We will burn this
Holding before you take it from us, Lord Caras.”

“That’s madness,” said Caras. He hesitated.
“Go back and tell your people I accept Wassava’s surrender.”

“These ascaii do not surrender,” said
Lasa.

“Then what am I supposed to do, Lasa? This is
not ascaii land. It’s Shaihen, and I need the supplies Wassava
holds.”

Lasa said nothing.

“I will not harm anyone who comes out of
Wassava seeking my protection,” he said, abruptly. “Do you wish to
go back and tell them?”

“That’s not what I came for, Lord Caras.”

“That’s all I can offer.”

“Don’t delay, Lord Caras,” warned Salavan.
“This is a typical ascaii trick, thieving bastards will tell you
anything.”

Caras turned on him in annoyance. He could
really do without merescaii advice at the moment. “Lieutenant, I
know this woman.”

“Undoubtedly why they sent her.” Salavan
glared at him. “Don’t let her go, for god’s sake. God knows what
she’s been sent to find out.”

Caras hesitated.

“I’m not here to kill innocent people.”

“You said it yourself,” retorted Salavan. “We
need this bloody place. Get on and take it, Commander.”

Caras regarded him coldly. He could see the
barely concealed frustration in Salavan’s face, a simmering
resentment that a fully-fledged merescaii warrior and officer of
the Army of the Sacred Union should be forced to bow to the
authority of a half-witted Shaihen peasant. Caras turned back to
Lasa.

“You have one hour to take them the message,”
he said. “That’s all.”

 


He waited, while the sun rose. The
mountainside sparkled in dazzling white glory, all the more
beautiful in its rarity. It was the first day to dawn without a sky
thick with snow since they left the forest.

Salavan chafed impatiently at the delay, but
Caras allowed Lasa the full measure he had promised her. No-one
came out of Wassava.

They began the advance, down their own
hillside and across the shallow valley. It was not an easy
approach; he knew it would be hard-going through the bottom, but he
also knew it was passable. Madred had made sure that it was.

They left in three waves. Some of Jagus’s men
set out first, wheeling left to approach from one side. A
detachment of his own Oreathans left with Salavan, swinging to the
right. The main body, with the direct route, left last. Caras rode
with them, with the intention of staying near enough the vanguard
to seize control of the victory before anything got out of hand –
either among his own men or among the enemy. The defences of
Wassava were erected against the anger of evicted farmers and the
attentions of other raiders, not to withstand a massed onslaught
like this. Despite his warning against complacency, he did not
expect the conflict to last long.

Only half a dozen horsemen rode with him,
including Madred. Everyone else was on foot. This was neither the
terrain nor the objective for cavalry.

As they ploughed through the deep snow in the
valley, a line of men rose up from the hillside above them. A hail
of spears flew down on them as they floundered forwards; he saw men
fall, but there was nothing he could do until they had got out of
the valley. He glanced across in dismay at faces he recognised.
Most of those he rode among were Jagus’s men, gathered from all
across Shehaios, but Caras had made it his business to start
identifying individuals among them from the moment he regained
consciousness after defeating their leader. The grandmother from
whom he inherited his title taught him the knack of remembering
faces, it was a skill required of a Shaihen chieftain. He
recognised the smith from Tredecos who had been such an inept
apprentice he gave up and went to join the army. Another young man
who joined Jagus because he lost out in love. Another who had
wanted to be able to make swords as good as Imperial ones. Another
who only went because his friend went. Another because…

It didn’t matter. There were as many reasons
as there were individuals. What he should have done was lead them
across this exposed sea of snow before dawn, when they would have
been less of a target. First mistake. He should have listened to
Salavan.

There were more Wassavan defenders than he
had expected, but as his forces forged stoically through their
defiance, it was evident that they were still only a handful
against what faced them. The assault goaded his men on, and they
began to leap through the snow the quicker to get at their
assailants. The foremost among them were starting up the slope
now.

The Wassavans retreated. This was going to be
an exhausting fight, uphill through the snow. He scanned the face
of the hillside, trying to guess how many they had ranged against
them. Two hundred? It could not be more than three. He kept his
horse to a steady pace across the frozen landscape; he didn’t want
to get embroiled in the scrap.

He could see Salavan closing from the right.
He had a slightly easier approach, and he was ahead of them, coming
across the face of the hill to attack those attacking Caras. More
of the Shaihen army burst over a bump of land obscuring the vision
to his left, further from engaging the enemy than Salavan, but not
by much. Within a short space of time, the defenders would be
engulfed.

Any semblance of cohesion among them broke as
they turned to meet Salavan’s attack. There was a short, fierce
clash of close fighting, redoubled as the front rank of his own men
reached the fray. He held back, watching. It was so evident it was
only a matter of time he found himself angry with the defenders for
throwing their lives away so pointlessly. His men began to break
through them, a trickle and then a flood, pouring towards
Wassava.

He could see figures on the top of the wooden
walls, the last line of the Holding’s defence. He had none of the
Imperial army’s siege engines, but his men set to demolishing the
remaining defences with light-weight rams and axes applied to the
footings, hacking and battering their way into the Holding. More
missiles were hurled down on them, but it was, like the line of
defenders, a token resistance. They were too few to stop him. This
was less a fight than a rather gruesome dance with only one
finale.

He smelled the smoke first. Then he saw it,
curling up beyond the palisade. It started as thin, misty trails,
but within a few minutes it was billowing into blackening clouds.
He saw sparks soaring up into the air, the sky shimmering with the
heat. The palisade itself began to glow, the timber scorching right
through to the outside. This was no accidental fire. This had been
carefully laid, planned to envelop the Holding in an inferno within
minutes.

Assuming they already had the materials to
hand, it would probably have taken them about an hour to prime
it.

He heard screams rising from inside Wassava
as he reached the ring of ascaii bodies lying where his men had
charged through them. He saw two of the remaining defenders,
swathed in flames, leap from the top of the barricade onto the
attacking Shaihens below, using their bodies as missiles. He turned
his face away from the impact of their landing, sickened. He met
the eyes of a wounded ascaii lying on the ground almost beneath his
horse’s feet. With a shock, he realised he was looking at a child’s
face, a boy scarcely older than Taegen. He looked around. They were
all children. Boys. Of those he could see, the oldest could not
have been more than eighteen.

His men were falling back in confusion from
the perimeter fence, repelled by the fierce heat. The gates to the
left of him flew open and a ball of fire roared out across the
attackers, consuming a score of them in its path. Caras felt the
heat of it scorch the hairs on his face as it passed.

There was no way he could get anyone or
anything out of Wassava. He could only watch it burn. There was no
victory.
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“Northern Caiivor.
Shaihen
border.”

“We
are somewhere on the
southern slopes of
the
Golden Mountains. Do
not ask
me where, for I have no idea. I don’t know where we are going
or even where
we came from.

It is cold enough
to freeze
your
breath as it leaves your mouth. We have climbed four days
in driving rain, shot
through
with slivers
of ice. The wind
blows it into every nook and cranny, so
there is no
escape,
even when you anticipate shelter,
and it is getting
colder. My
clothes
are sodden, and I
think
they will
never be dry again.
At night, now, they freeze. I shiver under furs,
huddle round a fire, and wish myself back in Vordeith. Or
even in a
cell in Qivor.

I foolishly assumed that we
would
enter Shehaios through the
Gate, but of course the
Gate is
still held by
the Army of the
Sacred Union, and I
am in the
company
of rebels.

I made
my choice, and I
should not complain.
But I fear we are travelling
into oblivion,
bewitched by the heartsong
of a slave
boy.

He is with us, the
boy. I thought
Bordred
was deliberately
teasing me with
his company,
but I gather
he acquired his
minstrel
from ascaii
traders. They had
captured
him in Shehaios,
and he knew where they dwelt. It was they, I
was told, who
had cut out his
tongue to stop
him telling
where they were. I am
assured he
does
know where
they are. Shaihens know their land in
their bodies,
they do
not rely on their eyes
or their memories to
steer them.

I learned
this from
a merescaii warrior who joined Bordred’s
forces fresh from a group of border
raiders. Gergai regales
me with tales
of raids
and trophies as if
I appreciate such
valour. He thinks
I will record them in
my history.
It is clear
many of his stories
are directed against ascaii, some against
fellow merescaii, and
some carry this
game over the mountains to attack Shaihens.

Oh, God, what
company have you put me
among?

The name the merescaii give the minstrel is Pascii. It means peaceful one, so I think it
is not his name, but I know
him by no
other. He hates
me like
poison, though my sins are confined within my head.
I believe
it is God’s way of
guiding me to keep my
body pure, that I have
no desire for women. It
is not possible, of course, that I should ever
contemplate the depravity
with which
the unbeliever Bordred tried to tempt
me, but perhaps Pascii fears I
may, or perhaps
he just
hates all the caii
born
south of
his mountains. I
don’t
think
I would blame him.

I worry
that he
will lead us
astray.
He is not
a fool, and
he has no interest in our trust
except that
Gergai will kill him
if he betrays us.

I commend my spirit to
God. If
I die here, may He
forgive
me my folly. I wonder
now whose
voice I have
been listening to.
For
I have heard men
call the Enchanter of Shehaios evil”.
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