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   Thousands of years after a magical catastrophe reshaped the world and pulled the moons out of alignment, the secret of magic has seemingly been lost. At the centre of the vast, forbidding Plains of Kallanash lies a land ruled by a secretive religion, whose people fight a never-ending war against the barbarians in the wilderness beyond the border. 
 
    
 
   Amongst the nobility, double marriages are the norm. Junior wife Mia always dreamed of attracting the attention of the dashing lead husband, but never dared to compete against her lively older sister. Hurst has spent ten frustrating years as junior husband, longing to test his skill with a sword in battle, longing for his beloved Mia to turn to him. 
 
    
 
   The mysterious death of Mia’s sister thrusts the marriage into turmoil. As Mia and Hurst struggle to adjust and find out what happened, they uncover sinister truths about the ruling religion. But the gods are unforgiving; even Mia’s innocent questions carry a terrible punishment. Hurst is prepared to risk everything to save her, even if it means taking up his sword against the barbarians, his own people, and the gods themselves.
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   1: A Death (Mia)
 
   The hour bells sounded, reverberating through the tower, then faded to silence. Mia and both her husbands were on time. Tella, her co-wife and sister, was late.
 
   Hands folded in her lap, Mia sat perfectly still. 
 
   Across the table, Hurst tapped his fingers on the polished wood. Jonnor rose, paced twice round the room, pausing to look through the tower window at the everyday life of the Karning below, then took his seat again. Although they were cousins, the two men were not alike. Hurst’s rough features and plain brown jacket made him look like an ordinary Skirmisher, rather than a Karningholder. Beside him, Jonnor looked like a prince from the old stories, his blue woollen coat enhancing his figure. 
 
   Mia forced herself to take her eyes off him. She smoothed away a crease in her russet tunic, then stilled her hands.
 
   “Do you think perhaps we should begin without Tella?” she said.
 
   “Let’s wait a little longer,” Jonnor said. “She’s only just back from the Ring, so she’s bound to be a bit unsettled today.”
 
   “Did she tell you what the Voices wanted?” Hurst asked.
 
   Jonnor’s hands clenched for a moment. “We… discussed it.” Discussed! That was a mild word for the shouting Mia had tried very hard not to listen to. “She wasn’t very forthcoming.”
 
   “I imagine it was just the usual,” Mia said quickly. “She missed her interview last winter, because of the baby.”
 
   “The usual interference, you mean,” Hurst said, one eyebrow raised. 
 
   Mia clucked at him, scandalised. “The Voices are there to help us. They have to ask searching questions.”
 
   Hurst grunted, shifting his bad leg to a more comfortable position. “If you say so. I’d just like to know if anything out of the ordinary came up.”
 
   “Gods, Hurst! You do go on. She’d tell us if there was anything to worry about,” Jonnor said, rubbing his eyes. He looked as if he hadn’t slept well, but then he was just back from a difficult skirmish, and that always made him a little tetchy.
 
   Mia wished she could soothe him, but he rarely accepted her help. Still, she knew countless little ways to increase his comfort. She would order his favourite dishes for meat that evening, and have plenty of good northern wine to hand. That always helped him to relax and return to his affable self. ‘Ah, there’s nothing finer life can offer than red meat, red wine and the company of both my wives.’ How often had she heard him say so?
 
   The small bells sounded, and they too faded to silence.
 
   The door flew open, and Mia’s co-wife stood framed in the doorway, her curves clad in shimmering green silk. 
 
   “Hello, little sister,” she said languidly, nodding to the two men. “Husband. Husband.” She crossed the room to a window, skirts swishing. A faint haze of perfume drifted after her. 
 
   Hurst leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. “Right, now that we’re all here, let’s talk about Tella’s interview.”
 
   Mia opened her mouth, then thought better of it. She’d seen that determined look on Hurst’s face before.
 
   Jonnor shook his head, his lips pressed together. 
 
   Swirling to face them, Tella sighed. “What is there to talk about?”
 
   Mia looked from one to the other, pressing her hands together. If only they could pretend nothing had happened, then they could all be easy.
 
   Hurst pressed on, his tone even. “Why you were summoned to the Ring at mid-summer, for one thing. What was so urgent it couldn’t wait for the winter quiet?”
 
   She hesitated. “Nothing that need concern any of you.”
 
   “They’re not going to break the marriage, then?” Hurst asked. “Or change the skirmish schedule?”
 
   Mia’s heart fluttered in alarm. Break them? Split them apart and give their Karning to another set of Karningholders? That dreadful possibility had never occurred to her. She shivered.
 
   Tella laughed, a dry, brittle sound. “Oh no, you’re quite safe. The marriage will go on. You can carry on with your precious skirmishes and… Oh, who cares anyway?”
 
   Jonnor got up, and walked across to Tella, putting his arms round her. “Dearest, we only want to help.”
 
   She pushed him away and folded her arms, her gaze sweeping the room. “You can’t help! It’s done with, finished, you understand? Interviews are always evil, but whatever went on, it’s my business, not yours, and I’ve dealt with it. None of you can help, so you can just stay out of my affairs. All of you.” 
 
   “Of course,” Mia put in quickly. “Interviews are a private matter.”
 
   No one spoke. Mia held her breath, blinking hard to keep the tears at bay. They mustn’t quarrel, not today, not when the other three had only returned the day before. Surely they could have a few days of calm? 
 
   It was Hurst who broke the silence. “I’m sorry, Mia. We’re upsetting you. Shall we deal with other matters?”
 
   She breathed out. When she looked at Hurst again, he was smiling at her, his harsh features softened. 
 
   They worked methodically through the list of items prepared by the secretaries for their attention. Food shortages, servants employed, dismissed or sick, taxes received, charity to be disbursed, petitions allowed or refused. Mia read out each item, she and Hurst agreed what was to be done, and she noted it down. Then on to the next. The repetition soothed her, and gradually she calmed down. This would all blow over, and they would be peaceful again.
 
   All the while, Tella paced silently from one window to the other. Back and forth, back and forth, never still. 
 
   Jonnor sat at the table watching her every move, turning his head to follow her. He contributed little to the discussion until a problem concerning the roof of the great hall was mentioned. 
 
   “That sounds like fun,” he said, brightening. “I’ll talk to the builders, shall I?”
 
   “If you’re sure it won’t be too unpleasant for you,” Mia said. “You’re only just back from the skirmishes. You should be resting, not clambering about on roofs.”
 
   “Oh, I like to help out when I can. You have enough to do, little Mia.” He gave her a beaming smile which made her warm inside.
 
   Hurst coughed.
 
   “Well, that’s the last of the Karninghold business,” Mia said. “Just the villages now, and only one for a change. Village Twelve Fifty-Six Eighteen has swamp encroachment again.”
 
   “Twelve Fifty-Six Eighteen?” Hurst asked. “Remind me?”
 
   “The locals call it Red Bear. It’s about half a day’s ride south of here, just west of the road.”
 
   Tella stopped pacing. She stared out of the window, although there was nothing visible from there except the golden dome of the Karninghold temple. “So small,” she said in a quiet voice.
 
   Mystified, Mia glanced across at Hurst, who gave the tiniest of shrugs.
 
   “Dearest?” Jonnor said, frowning.
 
   “From here, they look so small,” she whispered. “The Slaves, scurrying about down below like so many tiny grey mice. Rushing here and there, into the temple and out again, so busy. Busy little mice. So small, so insignificant.”
 
   They were all silent. Mia’s head spun at the abrupt change in mood.
 
   Tella swung round to face them. “This village – I’ll go.”
 
   Mia’s eyebrows flew upwards. “You? But why?”
 
   Tella lifted a languid shoulder. “Why not? I’m bored, I could do with a decent long ride.”
 
   “My love, you’ve only just returned from the Ring.” Jonnor jumped up and strode across to her. “You’ll be exhausted… and it’s too far…”
 
   “Don’t fuss!” She raised her hands and slipped out of his grasp. “I need to get away from this place, and a swampy village is as good an excuse as any other. Are we finished? Can I sign now?” She strode to the table and picked up Mia’s pen.
 
   In silence Mia slid the paper to her. Tella scrawled her signature, and with quick steps left the room, her embroidered slippers making no sound, only a thread of perfume trailing behind. 
 
   Jonnor scribbled his name and skidded out of the room after her, his long coat flying, boots echoing on the stair.
 
   “What was that all about?” Hurst raised his hands in entreaty. “When did Tella ever take an interest in village affairs?”
 
   Mia could only shrug. 
 
   “She’s very secretive about this interview,” Hurst went on. 
 
   “Are you really concerned about it?”
 
   “A little. Our skirmish results have been so poor lately. The Voices are bound to wonder why. Then there’s the two of us – still downstairs, still no more than glorified servants.”
 
   Mia concentrated on straightening her sleeves. “That’s not so unusual. Some second husbands and wives never move upstairs.”
 
   “True enough. Although now that Tella’s got her three children, I’ve been half-expecting things to change. But so long as everyone’s happy with it.” He paused, watching her.
 
   Happy? After ten years of marriage, they were all contented enough, weren’t they? Tella and Jonnor had their quarrels, but they’d had three children together, and they got along pretty well as lead husband and wife. Better than many Karningholders, anyway. It wasn’t easy to marry someone chosen for you. 
 
   As for Mia herself, she had no particular expectations of happiness. There were the quiet satisfactions of her life to sustain her, like watching the children grow, the company of her Companions, the temple rituals and the daily round of her Karninghold duties. Whatever hopes she had, she kept to herself. So she made no answer to Hurst’s gentle probing.
 
   “I’d just like to know what that interview was for,” he went on.
 
   “I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about. Sometimes what happens at the Ring… what the Servants of the Gods and their Voices do… it seems very strange to us, but it comes direct from the Word of the Gods.” 
 
   She pushed the paper across the table to him. “There. Sign your name, and then I can tell you about one of the petitions I heard yesterday while you were riding back from the lines.”
 
   He drew his chair closer to hers, bending his head to listen with a little smile, and his face softened. Hurst was not a good-looking man, and had none of Jonnor’s style or grace. He wore Skirmisher’s uniform whenever he could, but even in formal dress he looked rumpled, as if he’d just come from the training yard. He was a good man, though, and never complained about his withered leg, although Mia knew how much pain it gave him. A good man, and a good friend, too. No more than that, but then she had never wanted more from him. Friends they remained, helping to rule the Karninghold, but not quite a full part of this marriage.
 
   She moved nearer to Hurst, and leaned forward. “This petition – I wasn’t sure what to do, but you always say that I should trust my intuition, so I did.” 
 
   He nodded, listening intently, and slowly she relaxed. Hurst was such a comfort to her.
 
   ~~~
 
   That afternoon, Mia was in the family hall, reading to the older children, the hum of conversation around her. A gaggle of servants murmured over their stitch-work, two of the younger children chased each other squealing around the work table, some of the Companions giggled together. The afternoon sun radiated through high windows, painting blocks of colour over the stone floor and reflecting from polished wood and mirrors.
 
   Then the afternoon peace was shattered like glass.
 
   The death alarm sounded. It rumbled, low and sonorous, through the Karninghold, the tone so deep that even the stone walls seemed to shudder. 
 
   Mia froze, the book sliding from her fingers, fear clutching her heart. How she hated that sound! Unlike the welcoming chime of the arrival bells, or the frantic wail signalling a fire, the death alarm was slow, deep and dreadful. 
 
   It could only be tolling for one of the family. Yet who? And how could the Gods take one of them, who had all woken that morning young, well and filled with life?
 
   She spun, scanning the room, her eyes flitting from face to face, counting. All around her, activity had ceased. Mouths gaped, eyes widened, hands clutched throats. White-faced servants turned to face her, waiting for orders. Her three Companions moved protectively around her. The children looked from one adult to another, puzzled. She tried to count them, her numb mind struggling. One, two, three… where was the baby? There! Thank the Gods, they were all in view.
 
   Who else? Tella had ridden off to that village to the south, and must be far away by now. So it couldn’t be her.
 
   It must be one of the two men. Something must have happened in the training yard, some accident – a wayward arrow, perhaps, or a badly wielded sword. 
 
   She turned and ran. 
 
   Jonnor! Sweet Gods, let it not be Jonnor! But it would be just as bad if it were Hurst. She didn’t want to lose either of her husbands. By the grace of the Nine, preserve us all from harm this day. Too late for that. On and on the alarm tolled, the slow beat of death.
 
   Through the guest hall she ran, gasping for breath. On to the inner and middle halls. Servants jumped aside for her, white-eyed. Guards snapped to attention.
 
   She had just reached the great hall when Hurst entered at a run through the opposite door, dishevelled and sweating. His limp gave him a strange rolling gait, but it didn’t slow him down. He crossed the room in great strides, and swept her into his arms.
 
   “Thank the Gods!” he whispered. “I was so afraid…” Then, just as abruptly, he released her. “The children?”
 
   “All fine. Is it Jonnor?”
 
   “No. No…” His voice became puzzled. “It can’t be Tella, surely?”
 
   But it was.
 
   ~~~
 
   The Karninghold Slave, the most senior of the Slaves to the Gods at the Karninghold, came to tell them. His deep set eyes glinted unfathomably above the hooked nose, grey hood pushed back to expose his shaven head. Mia still retained a trace of her childhood fear of the Slaves and their sinister tattooed skulls, and this one was more macabre than most, despite the comforting tang of incense clinging to his grey robes. 
 
   “Some children collecting berries found her,” the Karninghold Slave said, his voice deep and placid. “Most High Tella was lying at the edge of woodland an hour’s ride north of here, her horse grazing loose. They thought she was asleep at first, she was so peaceful. When they realised, they ran back to their village to fetch help. The elders recognised the torc of her rank, and sent a rider to the Karninghold. The Silent Guards have gone to bring her back to the temple in proper state.”
 
   “But it’s not even the right direction,” Mia wailed, unable to comprehend anything about it. “She should have been riding south.”
 
   “Who knows why Tella does anything?” Hurst said, shaking his head. “…did anything. Gods, this is bad.”
 
   They had retreated to the family hall. The servants were gone, the children gathered up and taken off somewhere. Hurst and Jonnor were still in their mail, hair matted with sweat, having come straight from the training yard. Jonnor sat, head in hands, white faced. The men’s Companions stood in an awkward semi-circle, faces serious. 
 
   Nearby, Tella’s Companions were sobbing, while her own comforted them as best they could. It was a terrible business for them, so sudden, so hard to accept, so young. It was an honour to be a Companion, of course, to become part of a Karningholder family, knowing that you would always be together, even in the Life Beyond Death. But at such a moment it felt like a terrible price to pay for that glory.
 
   “Why would the Gods take her? She’s too young for them,” Mia said, forcing herself to speak calmly.
 
   “We may not question the will of the Nine,” the Karninghold Slave said, touching his forehead in the ritual gesture, which Mia repeated reflexively.
 
   “I have never understood why they take anyone, Mia,” Hurst said slowly. “If I had the ordering of the world, everyone would die in their beds, fast asleep and unknowing. But accidents will happen, you can’t avoid them altogether. I suppose she was just riding fast, as she so often does - did, and her horse missed his footing.”
 
   “I suppose so,” Mia said. “She was such a good rider, though… It’s surprising.” She turned to the Slave. “The Healers will be able to tell, won’t they, Most Humble? When they examine her? So we will find out what happened to her?”
 
   “Undoubtedly, Most High.”
 
   “May I go to the temple? To see her?”
 
   It was Hurst who answered, one hand resting on her shoulder. “Let the Slaves do their work, Mia. They have to… prepare her. You can see her later, at the proper time.”
 
   The Karninghold Slave nodded, tucking his hands into his sleeves. “The dead await their journey to the Life Beyond Death away from all eyes. However, the rituals of the temple may comfort you in this most difficult time. You may ask the Nine for an easy passage for your sister.”
 
   Hurst made a tutting sound. “There will be time enough for that. Let’s take care of the living first. Mia, do you think you could look after Jonnor? He’s struggling with this. Will you get him to the high tower and get a drink inside him?”
 
   “Of course.” Something useful to do. “What about you?”
 
   “There are things to do, announcements to make, messages to send.”
 
   So practical; she should have thought of that herself. Such a relief to leave such matters in Hurst’s capable hands. She was lucky in both her husbands, she reminded herself, as she guided Jonnor up the stairs to the high tower. 
 
   Poor Jonnor. He had been so in love with Tella, and who could blame him? With her pale skin, voluptuous curves and dark hair, Tella had always reminded Mia of a ravishing sword-maiden of the old stories. But then Jonnor looked like a warlord himself, so they were well matched. 
 
   Now his handsome features were marred by trickling tears, his face blotched. He allowed Mia to lead him to an armchair without protest. She pushed a goblet of wine into his hand.
 
   “Drink.”
 
   He lifted it to his lips at once and took a deep draught.
 
   “How could this happen?” His voice was high, cracking. “She was so full of life! She can’t be dead!” 
 
   Another mouthful of wine. “It’s impossible! There must have been a mistake. That’s it! It’s a mistake! She’ll come galloping into the yard, and laugh at all this fuss.” 
 
   He raised the goblet again. “How she’ll tease us about this! Is there more wine?”
 
   In silence she poured. She didn’t like to contradict him, but this line of thought was unwise. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, she said, “I think we must accept that – that she is gone. It does no good to pretend.” Tears prickled, but she forced them away. She had to be strong now, to support Jonnor.
 
   He grabbed her hand so hard she winced. “How can I go on without her?” More tears trickled down, running unheeded over his full lips and down his chin.
 
   “You must.” She knelt down beside him, lifting a drooping curl of hair away from his face. “Remember that she will be in the Life Beyond Death with her Companions and the Nine. That is such a comfort, isn’t it?” Her voice shook a little.
 
   “It doesn’t comfort me!” He thrust her hand away and gave a great sob. 
 
   She wasn’t sure what to do for him. Such an agony to stand and watch, helpless to relieve his suffering. She wanted to hold him in her arms, but probably he would rebuff her. Even Tella was repulsed when he was out of sorts.
 
   “Do you want anything to eat?” she suggested. That brought a shake of the head. 
 
   What else? He was still sweaty and dishevelled from the training yard. 
 
   “Shall I run you a bath?” A hesitation, then a tentative nod.
 
   She ascended the stairs to the bedroom floor. At last, something practical she could do for him. Her own tears stung her eyes, but the need to help Jonnor kept them at bay. 
 
   The upper floor of the high tower was divided into four bedroom suites around an atrium. Out in the border Karnings, where the unending war against the barbarians was waged and more Skirmishers were needed, there were three floors of bedrooms to accommodate marriages of up to twelve, but their inner Karning only needed the four of them. Three, she corrected herself, her stomach twisting at the thought. Only three now.
 
   She went into Jonnor’s bedroom, through the dressing room and into the water room, opening valves to draw water from the boilers several floors below and lighting burners to keep it hot. While she waited for the water to rise, she crept back to his bedroom.
 
   A strongly masculine room, she thought it, with its dark walls and only two wardrobes – one for his combat gear and the other for ordinary clothes. There was little furniture, and no wall hangings or paintings on the wooden panels. No books, either; Jonnor was a man of action, not contemplation. The room was tidy, for she and the Companions had been through only that morning, sweeping, dusting and straightening; the servants were not allowed in the high tower. The only smell in the room was wax polish.
 
   On impulse she tiptoed through to Tella’s room. It was crammed with little tables and decorative dressers, several wardrobes along one white-painted wall, their doors ajar, and mirrors everywhere. Discarded tunics, trousers, coats and scarves lay over chairs, and every surface was littered with the various jars of cream with which her sister had hoped to stave off any sign of advancing age. Tella’s favourite perfume lingered in the air, as if she had just that moment left the room. It was hard to believe she was gone for ever.
 
   She picked up a gown from the floor, the silk ordered specially from the northern coast, she recalled, a vivid purple she would never wear herself. Mia held the fabric, as soft and delicate as petals, against her cheek. When she closed her eyes and breathed in the scent, she could see Tella wearing it, her curves filling the bodice, her dark hair falling loose almost to her waist at the back, the skirts swirling round her long legs. She was laughing, her brilliant eyes sparkling; in memory Tella was always laughing, although less so in life, at least lately.
 
   Mia held the gown against her, the skirts trailing along the floor at her feet, and stared at her reflection in one of the mirrors. She looked like an ashen-faced stranger, not herself at all. She had none of Tella’s beauty or liveliness or allure, yet at the end of the month of mourning she would move upstairs into this room and become the lead wife in the marriage. 
 
   The only wife from now on. 
 
   But such thoughts were unseemly. She tidied away the gown into one of the wardrobes and shut the door with a snap.
 
   She ran Jonnor’s bath and went back down to the living floor. He was sprawled in the armchair, his leather combat gear and chain mail in a heap on the floor. One hand held the goblet and the other clutched the nearly empty wine decanter resting on his stomach. 
 
   “I heard you.” His voice was flat, devoid of emotion. He sat immobile, not looking at her. “Creeping around in her room. She’s barely cold and you’re already taking over.”
 
   She couldn’t breathe, blinking away tears. His grief was so deep, and she was increasing his misery with her thoughtlessness. Everything would remind him of Tella for a while, but if she was careful and bided her time, surely one day he would turn to her? Surely they could comfort each other in their sorrow?
 
   He stood up, slamming goblet and decanter down onto a table, sloshing a little wine over the side. 
 
   “Do what you like, I don’t care,” he spat. “But don’t imagine for one instant that you can ever replace her.” 
 
   He turned towards the stairs. 
 
   Mia crumpled into the chair and wept, for Tella, for Jonnor and for herself.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   2: Funeral (Hurst)
 
   “Can you believe it, there’s a crowd outside the gate already,” Hurst said, dropping onto a sofa, legs stretched out. “How do they know?”
 
   Gantor, his senior Companion, shrugged. “Same way vultures gather over a battlefield. Here, have some wine. Did you get your messages sent?”
 
   Hurst took the glass from Gantor’s hand. “The secretaries are taking care of it. They know the proper form better than I do.” 
 
   They were in Gantor’s sitting room, called a library in honour of its few rows of books. Hurst had chosen Walst and Trimon, his two younger Companions, for their ability with sword and bow. Gantor was quite different, closer to Hurst in both age and temperament. He came from a family of scholars, which made him an improbable Skirmisher, but perfectly suited to the role of Companion and advisor to a Karningholder.
 
   “Did you ask at the temple about Tella? How she died?”
 
   “Yes. Probably a fall from her horse, the Healers think.”
 
   “Probably? Broken neck, then? Head smashed in?”
 
   “Didn’t mention anything like that. You know what they’re like. It was the will of the Gods, and so on. Mustn’t question the will of the Gods.” Hurst ran his fingers through his hair. “But it must have been a fall. What else could it have been?” 
 
   “Hmm. So now what?” Gantor asked, leaning against the fireplace, one arm resting on the mantle.
 
   “A funeral at dusk and…”
 
   “Tsk. After that.”
 
   “A burning at dawn, and a month of mourning.” 
 
   Hurst leaned back and closed his eyes. He had bathed and changed, but it felt odd to be sitting around in the afternoon, instead of tearing about the training yard with sword or spear.
 
   “Hurst!”
 
   “What?” He sat up and sipped the wine, avoiding Gantor’s gaze. “This is good stuff. Vilkorani?”
 
   “It’s Trellian, and don’t change the subject. Be serious, will you. You have to face up to it sooner or later. Everything will change now. Mia will be lead wife and she could be with either you or Jonnor. Or both, come to that. Any arrangement is possible, but Mia won’t say a word and Jonnor will get the final say if you don’t assert yourself.” He strode across the room, whisking the wine from Hurst’s hand. “Listen to me! Are you going to sit tamely on your backside and let Jonnor walk off with the woman you love?”
 
   Hurst’s stomach twisted, but he tried to keep his tone light. “He’s the lead husband, and she’ll be lead wife. Seems logical to me.” He snatched the wine back and took another mouthful, allowing it to trickle down his throat. That was it, focus on the wine, don’t think about Mia. Such excellent wine. Gantor always had the best northern vintages.
 
   “It’s not right,” Gantor persisted, hauling a chair across the rug and sitting a sword’s length from Hurst. “Ten years you’ve played the dutiful second husband, letting Jonnor do what he likes. Look where that’s got us – stuck on the third line, pretending to smile while younger marriages thrash us in the skirmishes and gallop past us towards border Karnings. You’re older than him, far more experienced – you’ve had battle experience, by the Nine! You’ve washed barbarian blood from your sword. You should be in charge of the skirmishes, and as for Mia…”
 
   Hurst shifted restlessly, but said nothing. What was there to say? His throat constricted at the thought of her. She was so dainty, so precise, her birdlike movements always a pleasure to observe. And her hair, he loved her hair. Usually she tucked it neatly under entwined head-scarves, but sometimes he’d seen it loose, falling across her face like a cowl the colour of a harvest mouse. 
 
   He swirled the wine round in his glass, watching it spin and churn. “It’s too soon to talk about this,” he said at last, sombrely. “Tella – I had no great love for her, you know that, but let’s mourn her before we worry about the future.”
 
   “You’re a Karningholder,” Gantor said briskly, “you’re not expected to love your wives. What you are expected to do, though, is show some planning ability. And what I’m expected to do is advise you. Which I’m doing. You have a month to reach an arrangement between the three of you. If you don’t, the Voices will break the marriage.” Gantor stabbed a finger in the air. “Do you want Jonnor to have her?”
 
   Hurst sighed, running a hand through tousled hair. “Mia would be happy with that.” Was his voice steady? He thought it was.
 
   “Why would she be?”
 
   Hurst grunted. “He’s better looking than me.”
 
   “Hurst, everyone’s better looking than you. Even I have a certain rugged attraction…”
 
   That made him smile. Women fluttered round Gantor like moths.
 
   “…but that’s hardly the point,” Gantor went on. “You’re worth ten of that snivelling waster, and Mia’s a fool if she doesn’t realise that.”
 
   “Don’t ever call her a fool!” he snapped, leaning forward so he was inches from Gantor’s nose. “She’s an innocent who thinks the best of everyone. Honestly, look at me. I have a face like the back end of a donkey, and a deformed leg. She’s as delicate and exquisite as a butterfly. She’s never seen me as more than a friend, and why would she? So I’m not going to force myself on her. If Jonnor chooses to have her, I can live with that. She’ll make him happy, you know, which Tella, for all her charms, never did, not truly.”
 
   “Ah, but will he make her happy?”
 
   Hurst chewed his lip. “Look, she’s waited ten years for him to notice her. Ten years of running round after the pair of them, carrying the burden of the Karninghold almost single-handed, not even having children of her own. Now she’ll have that possibility, at least.” 
 
   He took a sip of wine, before forcing himself to say the words. “Yes, he’ll make her happy.”
 
   ~~~
 
   They gathered at day’s end, the fiery sun painting half the courtyard in brilliant gold. Hurst, Mia and Jonnor stood in a little cluster, their Companions behind them. They were all in white, the colour of the Gods, the colour the dead wore when they went to meet them.
 
   Hurst hated the funeral robes. The stiffness, the constricting length, the vast amount of material wrapped around him, so that he felt he couldn’t breathe. Just getting up and down stairs was a ridiculous effort. How women managed their gowns so effortlessly he couldn’t imagine. 
 
   Mia usually chose practical trousers and tunic, but she wore gown or robe with equal grace. For a Skirmisher, though, robes were too effeminate. It was all very well for the male Slaves, who gave up their masculinity with their names when they took their vows, but he found it very trying. 
 
   Across the yard in the shadow cast by the high walls, the servants and guards and Skirmishers stood, still and quiet. A few women sniffled. Tella’s three Companions huddled at the funeral gate, heads down, sobbing quietly. Hurst could see Mia watching them, her hands clenching and unclenching, but unable to comfort them. What comfort could anyone offer? 
 
   He inched closer, and wrapped his hand around hers, as fragile as a child’s in his giant bear’s-paw. She didn’t acknowledge him, but her hands relaxed.
 
   The torch-lit procession emerged from the temple, the Karninghold Slave leading the Silent Guards carrying the bier, and a long line of other Slaves following. The grey of the Slaves’ robes blended into the gloom, but the Silent Guards’ golden armour reflected and magnified the flickering torchlight. Odd to see them out in the open, the courtyard and the crowds making them seem smaller, more fragile, the gleaming armour as delicate as a buttercup. In their usual role in the temple, standing watchful and immobile around the perimeter, they were as solid as stone pillars. Here, pacing slowly across the courtyard in perfect synchrony, their faces expressionless beneath their helms, there was something light and insubstantial about them, as if they could transform themselves into golden birds and fly into the setting sun.
 
   They were an odd group altogether, though. Sinister, even, although perhaps that was to be expected when they were secreted away at the age of five and trained relentlessly to this passionless discipline. How was it achieved, that silent perfection? Hurst was familiar with Skirmishers and household guards, and knew them to be normal men and women, with the same range of faults and strengths as any group of people. But the Silent Guards showed no weaknesses, never spoke or trained or made a misstep in public, revealed nothing of themselves. It was said that they had their own secret language, their own beliefs, their own plans but who could tell? They were a mystery.
 
   The column stopped in front of the three Karningholders, and the bier-carriers set down their burden. Jonnor made a convulsive noise at the sight of the shrouded figure. Mia lowered her head, and clutched Hurst’s hand tightly. 
 
   Hurst wished there was more he could do to offer her solace. Jonnor, too. It was dreadful to see him so consumed by grief. If only they could share the burden, the three of them. A touch here, an embrace there; surely after ten years they could manage that, at such a dreadful moment for all of them? Yet he hesitated to make the first move. Jonnor was still angry about the outcome of the last skirmish. As for Mia… he contented himself with the warmth of her little hand in his, a small consolation for his own sorrow.
 
   The Karninghold Slave was smiling. “I bring comfort in your grief. The Gods have chosen Most High Tella for a special purpose. She will be esteemed above all others in the Life Beyond Death, for the Nine have marked her.”
 
   Mia’s stricken face lit up. “Oh! How wonderful,” she whispered. She stepped forward eagerly, releasing his hand, but Hurst followed. 
 
   The Karninghold Slave drew back the shroud for them to see the dead woman’s face, just as lovely in death as in life, but stiller, frozen in a moment of tranquillity. 
 
   Beside him, Mia swayed as if she might fall, and Hurst put out his arm, steadying her.
 
   “Are you all right? Do you want to sit down?”
 
   “No. No, it’s just… I’ve never seen her immobile like this. She was always such an active soul, even as a child… Like a blur of motion, never quiet. Now there’s nothing.” 
 
   Hurst gazed down at Tella, his throat tight. He had seen it before, this stillness of death, with not the flicker of an eyelash, not a breath, not the slightest movement of hand or chest or lips. Many good men died in battle, but it was especially tragic in a beautiful young woman. He had to blink back tears.
 
   “Look,” the Karninghold Slave said softly, bending his head down to catch Mia’s eye. “See the mark of the Gods.” He pushed the shroud further down and pointed.
 
   There on Tella’s upper arm was the mark, an irregular star shape, deep blue. In the centre was a tiny point of some darker colour.
 
   “Touch it,” said the Karninghold Slave. 
 
   Obediently Mia put a finger to it. 
 
   “Your whole hand,” he insisted. “Cover it. Take succour from the power of the Nine.” 
 
   So she did, and Hurst followed her lead, although he thought it odd. Tella’s skin was soft and smooth; warm, too, although the air was cool and the sun almost gone. Hurst took a deep breath; such an intimate moment, that touch. 
 
   After them came Jonnor, his face creased with grief, hesitant and uncertain. When he rested his hand on his dead wife’s arm, he crumpled and fell to his knees, crying out “No! No! No!” over and over, tears rolling unheeded down his cheeks. Hurst and Mia had to coax him away, one on either side to support him.
 
   After that, many others came to gaze at Tella’s pale face and touch the mark in awe. It was a rare thing for a woman to be chosen, and something to be remembered.
 
   “Such a comfort,” Mia murmured.
 
   “Is it?” Hurst said, without conviction.
 
   “Of course! She has been chosen by the Gods. There is some reason for her death, it wasn’t just an accident. And it means she was not alone. If no one else is there, one of the Servants to the Gods will be present, to offer comfort and ensure a glorious and painless death. Those who are chosen never die alone.”
 
   Hurst said nothing. He had seen men marked by the Gods before, after skirmishes and once after a battle. A man would fall with some trivial injury, and by the time the Slave Healers got to him, he’d be dead, with the mark somewhere on neck or shoulder or arm. Chosen by the Gods, the Slaves said. 
 
   Sometimes the Gods’ choices were puzzling. 
 
   Once they chose one of his most inept Skirmishers, a man without skill or strength, or the wit to improve either. When he wondered aloud why, the Slave Healer had frowned. “Who dares to question the Gods on such a matter? They have their own reasons, and choose who they wish, not always the best or cleverest or most beautiful, but needed by the Gods for some ineffable purpose in the Life Beyond Death.”
 
   Hurst kept his thoughts to himself after that. Whatever his own doubts, Mia believed it all and drew comfort from it, and he was content with that.
 
   Eventually, the Karninghold Slave murmured, “It is time.”
 
   Jonnor was still lost in his grief, so it was Hurst who nodded acknowledgement, and the Silent Guards lifted the bier. The courtyard was in darkness now, the sun lower than the surrounding walls. The narrow funeral gate opened, casting a shaft of golden light across the yard.
 
   The Karninghold Slave took a torch from one of his acolytes and led the way through the gate. The bier followed, then Tella’s three Companions, clinging to each other, and another Slave with a torch. A sad procession they made, Hurst thought, the Slaves in their grey robes, the Silent Guards in gold, and Tella and her three Companions in the white robes of death. The gate clanged shut behind them, shrouding the yard in gloom again.
 
   Hurst, Mia, Jonnor and their Companions climbed a narrow stair set into the wall beside the gate, emerging onto a covered balcony overlooking the meadow and fields beyond it. At first the low sun set the Silent Guards’ armour aflame and the group was easy to follow, but then they passed into shadow. Soon only the flickering torches were visible, passing into the funeral tower on its small knoll, and climbing the stairs inside. 
 
   When the torches reached the top of the funeral tower, the blue lights were lit inside, strange ethereal shimmers in the darkness, bright enough to see shadows moving here and there behind. There was such finality in those blue lights. 
 
   The family was expected to stand vigil for a while, and braziers had been lit, cloaks and blankets brought, and food and wine provided. Jonnor sat on a stone bench, head down, wrapped in his own arms. Mia brought a cushion to sit on, watching the blue lamps in the distance. Hurst poured wine for them all, and silently stood beside her. 
 
   He ached to take her in his arms, to let her weep on his shoulder, to cry himself – for Tella and for all of them. Yet he dared not. Mia would be Jonnor’s now, and that was the end of it. Unless… but it was better not to think about that, not to create any impossible hope in his mind. So he stood beside her, so close he could smell the herbal scent of the soap she used.
 
   The Karninghold Slave returned from the funeral tower, and acolytes lit incense sticks around the balcony, chanting. Mia joined in at the appropriate points, sitting passively, her hands still. Even Jonnor drank some wine and asked for a little fruit. Then all the Slaves withdrew, and one by one the Companions left too, until only the three of them were left on the chill stone balcony. Together they sat, looking out into the darkness at the otherworldly blue lights hovering.
 
   Mia stared mesmerised at those glowing lamps. Hurst left her to the cushions and withdrew to the bench with his wine. How grieved was she? Tella was her sister, but they had never been close. In the early days of the marriage, it was clear they knew very little about each other, and Tella had never made much effort to change that, focusing on Jonnor. When she tired of him, she grew restless and unsettled, disappearing for days at a time.
 
   In some ways, they would all miss Tella’s Companions more than Tella herself. Well, not Jonnor perhaps, but the rest of them. They were friends for Mia and her own Companions, and to the men, something more than friends. Unlike Tella, they had always been around the Karninghold, working with Mia and her own Companions, dealing with the domestic matters, helping with the children. 
 
   Gods, the children! That was a bad business. Of the nine children, seven would lose their mothers with the dawn and the flames in the funeral tower. 
 
   “It’s getting late,” Hurst whispered in Mia’s ear. “You will be exhausted. Why not go to bed for a while? We will be awakened well before dawn.”
 
   “If Jonnor will go, then I will too,” she said, moving to the bench and sitting next to him.
 
   “She was my wife,” Jonnor said tearfully. “My beloved wife. I’ll not leave her. I’ll stay here and watch over her. I couldn’t sleep anyway.”
 
   Mia put an arm round his shoulders, and he sat, hunched in misery, beside her. “I’ll wait with him,” Mia whispered. “But there’s no need for all of us to stay. You go and get some sleep, Hurst. You were so late back last night, you must be tired.”
 
   “I’ll keep you company if you wish.”
 
   She shook her head. “There’s no need. I can look after Jonnor.”
 
   It was true, he realised in sudden anguish. That was her role now, to take care of Jonnor, to be the wife he needed, even if he didn’t appreciate his good fortune. There was no place for Hurst in this new arrangement, and if he hovered round the two of them, it would only confuse things.
 
   Brushing the tips of his fingers gently across her arm, he crept away. 
 
   ~~~
 
   With the first faint hint of dawn, Hurst returned. Jonnor had fallen into a restless sleep, but Mia stood, gazing towards the funeral tower.
 
   “How are you?” Hurst asked, placing a hand in the small of her back. “Have you had any rest at all?”
 
   She stood unmoving under his touch. “Do they come themselves? The Gods – do they come for the dead?”
 
   Strange question. What had been going through her mind while she stood vigil through the long, dark hours? 
 
   “I don’t think so. I never heard of anything like that. The Gods are never seen, they never intervene, that’s why they have their Servants, and the Voices of the Servants and their Slaves, to carry out their wishes.”
 
   “That’s what I thought too. But…” She hesitated. “You’ll think me insane, I daresay.” 
 
   “Try me.”
 
   “I saw… something. People. At the top of the tower, not long ago. Several of them, moving about.”
 
   “That would be the Companions, I expect. They… the Slaves give them poison, you know, so they don’t need to be awake for the flames, but they don’t have to take it.”
 
   “Five of them. I saw five.”
 
   “That’s… Mia, that’s not possible. There couldn’t be more than three, just the Companions. No one else is there.”
 
   “Could anyone get in?”
 
   “No, the doors are locked and the Silent Guards stand vigil around the outside of the tower. No one could get in. Besides, you can’t see anything for certain from here. In this half-light, it’s easy for the eyes to be tricked.”
 
   “I expect you’re right,” she said, her voice tired and dull. 
 
   The sky was soon a blaze of angry reds and golds and washed out blues. The funeral tower stood out stark and clear, rising like a slender finger from the morning mist below. In the room at the top, the blue lamps were dim against the strength of the rising sun. 
 
   The Companions returned one by one to the stone balcony, and then the Slaves, the acolytes lighting scented oil burners and positioning the great brass gong. The Karninghold Slave began to chant, but almost at once a bulky acolyte swung his hammer against the gong. The sound echoed through their heads and reverberated off the walls, making them all jump. 
 
   Across the meadow, the upper floor of the funeral tower was engulfed by vivid blue flames, so that for an instant a brilliant pulsing globe sat atop a thin stone pillar. 
 
   Then the blaze was gone, and Tella and her Companions with it.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   3: Mourning (Mia)
 
   An acolyte ignited the ornate brass brazier with a torch lit from the temple fire. Thick stone walls and high south-facing windows kept the temple’s side-chamber cool despite the summer warmth outside. A gong tolled, and Mia took her place on one of the cushions around the brazier. Jonnor, grey-faced, sat to one side of her with Hurst on the other, and she reached to clasp their hands. Just three of them, now, and a little further for their arms to stretch to circle the fire. Their first family communion since the funeral burning, and it didn’t even feel strange, since Tella had been away so often lately. It was almost normal, a return to the comforting daily rituals of the Karninghold.
 
   Mia always liked family communion, with the joined hands, the fire, the incense, the chanting of the Slaves. Around them, the Companions stood in a ring with the children. One held the baby asleep in her arms, tufts of white hair peeking out from her shawl. The two oldest boys stood together solemn-faced, their dark curls mingling, heads bowed, eyes closed. Two of the girls quietly held hands, but the younger ones were restless. Nine children in the family, and seven of them had lost their mothers in the funeral burning, she thought with a tremor; Tella’s three, and her Companions’ four. The children would barely notice Tella’s absence, perhaps, but her Companions had helped to take care of all the little ones, not just their own. Already Tersia’s eldest was asking where she was. Now Mia and her own Companions would have to be enough for them.
 
   She bowed her head, breathing deeply to inhale the fragrant smoke of the brazier and the heady musk of the incense. Then she allowed her mind to float free.
 
   It was Jonnor who filled her thoughts. Not today’s Jonnor, a silent ghost of himself, creeping about in the shadows, wild-eyed, or masking his despair with wine. She remembered the month of discovery, that time when they got to know each other before they married, the mornings riding out together, all four of them, the long walks through her mother’s perfumed gardens, the evenings of laughter and promise. For a very short time, Jonnor had been hers, had looked at her in a way that made her warm inside, a time when he had brought her the prettiest flower, or the choicest sweetmeat. Hurst and Tella were to be lead husband and wife, and she and Jonnor were to be a couple, too. But then Jonnor’s father had intervened, and turned everything upside down. Her own father had agreed to the change, and Hurst’s too, so there must have been good reason for it, but she didn’t know what. So Tella got Jonnor, and she and Hurst got nothing.
 
   The final gong jolted her back to awareness. Jonnor leapt up and strode off. Everyone else began to drift away to their morning duties. Mia took a deep breath, trying to focus her mind again.
 
   “Shall we check the accounting,” Hurst said gently, as he appeared at her side, “or would you rather start on some letters?”
 
   She sighed. “One day. That’s all the time we’ve had to grieve.”
 
   “It’s probably better to be busy. Less time to think.”
 
   She bowed her head in acceptance, too weary to argue. “Accounting, then.” 
 
   They moved from the side-chamber into the temple. The line of Slaves passed by on one of their circuits, one in front jingling the bells, another at the rear waving the censer, and the third in the centre holding the book of hours, reciting the familiar lines. It was Gaminor just now, the seventh day and the third hour. Mia murmured the words under her breath as they walked towards the exit.
 
   Hurst stopped beside the great wooden doors, which stood open to the warmth outside. Turning to face her, he wrapped one of her hands in both of his. “This is hard for you, I know,” he said. “Would you like to stay here for a while? I’ll deal with the accounting.”
 
   So tempting, to lose herself in the words of the Nine. The temple soothed her spirits, with its constant incantations and tinkling bells, incense heavy in the air, and the Silent Guards in their protective circle around the perimeter. But she couldn’t give way to her grief. It was bad enough to have Jonnor distraught; she had to be brave for his sake, for the children, for the Karning. She took a deep breath. “No, you’re right, as usual. Better to have plenty to do than to brood. Let’s go.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Jonnor’s father was the first of the official mourners to arrive, for his Karning was no more than a few days away. He was only forty-four, since Jonnor had been born when he was just sixteen. If anything he was even more handsome than his son, tall and fit, with a full head of dark hair. He had a certain charm which reminded Mia of thieves and rogues in the old stories who managed to talk themselves out of every difficulty.
 
   “How you must miss dear Tella!” he said. “Such a wonderful woman she was. And such a fine horsewoman. I remember a particularly spirited grey she had at one time, and she rode with such style! I could barely keep up with her. There was one occasion when we went east, and…”
 
   Mia recalled that he had always got on well with Tella, although they met rarely. They had certainly had a rapport, both of them being lively, physical people. Since he was a strong horseman, they had often ridden out together when he visited the Karning. Such memories were too much for Jonnor, who leapt up and dashed out of the room.
 
   “He was fond of her, then?” his father remarked, one eyebrow raised. “But then she was so captivating, everyone must have loved her.”
 
   Jonnor’s mother was very different, plain-faced and as thin as a stick, who sat in pinched silence during the mourners’ official ceremonies. Mia was surprised when she asked to walk round the ladies’ garden.
 
   “Now, my dear,” she said, wrapping Mia’s hand around her bony arm. “We must have a chat, for you will be lead wife now, you know.”
 
   “Oh. Yes, I suppose I will be.” Of course she had thought about it. How could she not? At last she would move upstairs, and perhaps Jonnor… She was annoyed with herself for blushing.
 
   “Why, my dear, you look…! Surely you have…? You mean you are still not active? Well! How old are you now? Twenty-one? Twenty-two?”
 
   “I’m twenty-five.”
 
   “My dear! But you know, it was only supposed to be three years that you were downstairs. Such a child you were then, everyone thought it was for the best. But we never intended… We’re not living under the Petty Kings, you know, there’s no need to lock yourself away from men altogether. Oh, such pretty leaves, such an unusual colour!” She stopped, fingering a small bush beside the path. Mia stood in silence until she moved on.
 
   “I suppose none of the Companions appealed to you? No? Well, perhaps you’re right. These Skirmishers, they’re built like trees and with brains to match, most of them.”
 
   Mia tried to keep her expression blank, but it was hard not to be insulted. She was a Karningholder and a Higher, her role to be a wife to her two husbands, not to amuse herself with the Lower-born Companions. It was permitted, for they were a part of the marriage too, but such dalliances held no attraction for her.
 
   Jonnor’s mother rattled on, without waiting for an answer. “And Jonnor never wanted to change things? But I suppose he had his reasons.”
 
   “He was always very content with Tella,” she murmured.
 
   “Indeed, indeed. And so he kept you downstairs. Oh goodness, is that a moonrose?” She dived abruptly off the path into a weedy area of shrubs. “I’ve never been able to grow them, you know. How did you do it?”
 
   “It just appeared,” Mia said. “This garden does whatever it wishes.” 
 
   “Oh, mine’s the same,” Jonnor’s mother said. “It’s hopeless, nothing but root vegetables grow so far south. Even so – a moonrose! A pity I won’t be here to see it flower. Where were we? Oh, yes. So – you never wanted to be made active? You could have asked any time after the three years. You never thought of that?”
 
   How could she possibly explain it? The waiting, hoping that Jonnor would tire of Tella, or at least hunger for some variety. Then Tella’s increasing volatility, and the fear that a change would be too disruptive. They’d had such a fragile arrangement, Tella and Jonnor, but it worked, if they were left to themselves. 
 
   Then there was Hurst, who had never shown any signs of wanting to move upstairs. Well, he had other outlets, he didn’t need a wife in his bed. And if they were all upstairs, there was no knowing how things might end up. Not that she would mind being with Hurst, if that was asked of her, he was a sweet man, but she’d always hoped it would be Jonnor, or at least that she would have a choice. But she couldn’t begin to explain any of that.
 
   Instead, looking at the ground, Mia said, “We were all quite content.”
 
   “My dear child! What a timid little mouse you are. Well, perhaps it’s for the best.” She paused, then took Mia’s arm again, patting her hand. “Yes, indeed. But now things will be different. Such a change for you! But you must be careful, and not allow too many liberties, if you understand me. Oh, you’re such an innocent child, aren’t you? I mean, of course, that you must keep to Jonnor, and not allow… well, I know it’s for all three of you to decide, of course, but you must make your voice heard. You must convince Jonnor not to allow the other one near you.”
 
   “The other one? Do you mean Hurst?”
 
   “Hurst, that’s it. Better not to, you know.”
 
   “But… Hurst is my husband, too.”
 
   “Well, of course, of course, but… my dear, since we’re alone let’s speak frankly. You wouldn’t want a child like that, would you?”
 
   “Like… like Hurst? Why ever not?”
 
   “Oh, but…” She tittered. “I suppose you don’t see it, but… so ugly, and that leg…”
 
   Had Mia ever thought him ugly? He wasn’t handsome like Jonnor, certainly, but he wasn’t so bad looking. When she’d first met Hurst, she’d thought him an intimidating man, the limp rather disconcerting. Probably that was just his age, for he was twenty-six to her fifteen, a Skirmisher with battle experience against the Vahsi. Once she got to know him better, she stopped noticing his looks, especially when he smiled and the corners of his eyes crinkled pleasingly. The limp was just part of him, and she never thought about it.
 
   “The leg was a childhood illness,” she said eventually.
 
   “But there must be a susceptibility, a weakness. Take my advice, dear, stick to Jonnor. Much better babies.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Brothers and sisters were not obliged to visit after a death, but many of them did so anyway. Two of Hurst’s older brothers came from a nearby Karning, slapping the men vigorously on the back, and drinking vast amounts of wine. Mia’s sisters came in twos and threes, wearing the white sash of mourning, accompanied by all their Companions, who filled the guest hall with tears and reminiscences and emotional hugs, clustering in big gossipy groups. It cheered Mia hugely, and only partly because of the constant bustle and activity.
 
   Later came Mia’s own parents from the northern border, a tiring journey, which left them exhausted. Mia noticed for the first time that they looked almost old – her vigorous father, always riding off somewhere at speed, and her energetic mother, never still, suddenly had grey hair and wrinkles. How had she never seen that before? Mia hugged them both, and cried a little, not for Tella this time, but for her own happy childhood and the sheer pleasure of seeing them again.
 
   “Goodness, but it’s cold here,” Bellissa said. “Have you anywhere we can warm ourselves?”
 
   There were few places in the stone-built Karninghold free from chills and drafts, even in high summer. Mia had grown used to the damp southern air, but for her parents, newly arrived from the warm north, it was torture. Mia took them through to the inner hall, where a fire burned year-round, and rugs and wall hangings kept the heat in. She arranged chairs close to the fire and wrapped them in shawls.
 
   “Tell me everything that’s been happening,” Mia said eagerly.
 
   “Oh, the usual,” Kendron said. “The Vahsi have been quite active this year, but they haven’t caught us at a disadvantage yet.” He gazed around the room at the many large wall hangings, pocked with moth holes and faded with age, depicting great victories against the plains barbarians. “These are strange images of them.”
 
   A savage race they looked, with their antlered helmets and painted faces, wrapped in furs and waving their curved blades. Mia loved to read stories about them, thrilling tales of their brutality which had her shivering in delicious fear, while knowing herself to be quite safe. The barbarians were always defeated, in the legends just as in the real battles along the border. 
 
   “They’re a strange race, though, aren’t they?” Mia said. “They must be, to fight a perpetual war they can never win.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Kendron said. “I certainly don’t understand them. But it’s the depiction of them that’s strange. The Vahsi I’ve fought against weren’t like this at all. They looked just like scruffy, bearded Skirmishers, only more disorganised. But enough of the barbarians. We have news for you, child. We’ve decided… we will be breaking this winter.”
 
   “Breaking? No! Not you!” Mia stared at them, her hands covering her mouth. It happened to every Karningholder marriage eventually. Still, it was hard to think of her own parents and all their husbands and wives scattering to different Karnings, broken apart just because they became too old to rule. 
 
   “I know, I always thought I would die with a sword in my hand, too,” Kendron smiled, one eyebrow jinking upwards. “But it hasn’t happened, and we’re getting too decrepit for the border. And I’ll be honest with you, child, I’m tired of it. More than twenty years we’ve been on the northern border, and we’ve made a good job of it, on the whole, but these last two or three years… Time to let someone else have a stab at the barbarians.”
 
   “But where will you go? I don’t see you at the Ring, somehow.”
 
   “No, not there. We will never have to go there again, I hope. But there are some of your brothers we could go and annoy, and two of them are far enough north to be warm.”
 
   “I wish you could come here,” she said. But the remnants of broken marriages never went to daughters, only to sons or to the Ring, living out a twilight life with no proper role, dwindling towards death.
 
   They had little to say about Tella.
 
   “I remember her, of course,” Kendron said. “An active child, always flitting here and there, never still, and such a beauty as she grew up. But there were so many children, over the years, and she was never close to either of us. Who was her mother, do you remember, my dear?”
 
   Bellissa shrugged. “I’m not sure. She might have been the third wife’s, the one who died. She was a good looking woman, too. Or one of the Companions.”
 
   Kendron turned to Mia with a smile. “We remember our own much better.” He put an arm round her, and she snuggled contentedly against him. 
 
   “Now,” he went on, “you must understand, child, that you are in a very dangerous situation with Tella gone. With four, a marriage falls naturally into two couples, or else there is just one couple and the others help out, as you have done. Or… well, there are other arrangements, of course. But three – that is more problematic. If a husband dies, the Voices have to replace him for the skirmishes. But a wife… It is not so easy.”
 
   Mia said nothing, puzzled. She already knew that Tella would not be replaced, so she would be lead wife. What would happen after that… well, they would settle it after the month of mourning. She would be upstairs and sleeping with one or other of her husbands, that was certain. Or perhaps they would share her. That wasn’t uncommon. She would accept whatever the men decided. But what could be dangerous about it?
 
   “What will most likely happen, you see,” Bellissa said, leaning forwards, “is that you and Jonnor will become a couple and Hurst…” She glanced at her husband.
 
   “If Hurst feels excluded, he may take it badly,” Kendron said. 
 
   “Hurst…? I don’t think you know him very well,” Mia said, floundering a little, not sure where this train of thought was leading.
 
   “I know his reputation,” he said. “I know he’s clever and ambitious. It’s been a concern to us right from the start. Jonnor should watch out for him, that’s all I say. He should watch out for blue arrows.”
 
   Mia shivered, her stomach churning. “No,” she whispered. “He wouldn’t. Would he?”
 
   “Maybe not, but he has the right. If he feels slighted, he might ask for the blue arrows, and then you’ll lose one of your husbands to the funeral flames as well.”
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   4: Upstairs (Hurst)
 
   Whenever Hurst wanted to hide away from the world, he retreated to his senior Companion’s small library. Gantor was the son of scholars, and a great reader. He had books hanging on his wall that had nothing to do with skirmishes or battles or strategy or swordwork, and didn’t even have pictures in them. The room was also provided with maps and models for skirmish strategy planning, and was kept well stocked with cakes and wine. 
 
   Hurst usually hid to avoid the Slaves trying to drag him to the temple for some ceremony or other, but this time the cause was his own father. Tanist was the last of the official mourners to arrive, after a long and arduous journey from the far western border, beyond the reach of the sky ship way. He was something of a hero nowadays, having scored a famous victory over the Vahsi barbarians only two years earlier.
 
   “I love my father dearly,” Hurst said to Gantor. “He taught me everything I know about skirmishing, and the barbarians too, but I wish he’d remember that I’m not a child any more. Improve your skirmish results, Hurst. Stand up to Jonnor, Hurst. Look at your younger brothers, Hurst, already promoted to the fourth line. Trouble is, ever since he got rid of the Vahsi in his patch, he’s had too much time on his hands. He has nothing to do now except hand out unwanted advice.”
 
   Gantor snorted. “And what part of that advice would you argue with? You’re only cross because he’s right.”
 
   “Of course he’s right. We should be further than the third line by now, maybe even at the border. I know that as well as anyone. After all, you’ve been saying it for years.”
 
   “You’re not jealous of Klemmast and Jallinast? Making the fourth line before you?”
 
   “Gods, no! They deserve it. I’m really pleased for them.”
 
   “It will be interesting to see how things work out, with a third couple in the marriage,” Gantor said, his face thoughtful. “They’re so close, those two, they’ll find it unsettling.”
 
   “It’ll be fine,” Hurst said breezily. “You always anticipate the worst, my friend. Mind you, I didn’t expect Roonast to be the new husband. Fifteen! That makes me feel so old. I remember him being born. But he’s easy going, he’ll fit right in.”
 
   “Do you ever think about it? Moving to the fourth line? Getting a third couple?”
 
   Hurst shrugged uneasily. Of course he’d thought about it, about the way it would change things, how could he not? But he’d grown up in a border Karning, the eighth line to start with and later the ninth, with the full complement of six couples in the marriage, and everything relatively stable. Early marriages, with only two or three couples, were much more fluid. Less predictable. He’d worry about it when it happened.
 
   “Or you could get another couple now,” Gantor went on. “If you ask for the blue arrows.”
 
   “Oh, don’t you start! You’re as bad as Tanist. Take the blue arrows, Hurst. Get rid of Jonnor, then you’ll be lead, Hurst.”
 
   “Mia was asking, you know,” Gantor said, staring into the distance. “About the blue arrows.”
 
   “What did you tell her?”
 
   “That you had not divulged your thoughts on the subject to me. Which is the truth.”
 
   “You’ll be the first to know, I assure you.”
 
   Gantor folded his arms, and scowled at Hurst. “We do have an interest in the matter. If we’re to be incinerated in the near future, we’d like a chance to get our affairs in order.”
 
   Hurst laughed and shook his head. “If it comes to that, I don’t think we are at any risk.”
 
   “Don’t make assumptions,” Gantor said seriously. “Once the arrows start flying, who knows how things might turn out. And even if you don’t ask for the blue arrows, Jonnor might. Or the Voices might send an agent to sort things out.”
 
   “An agent? Not likely,” Hurst said at once. “Jonnor or I can ask at any time, but the Voices try not to interfere.”
 
   “Ah. You’ve been looking up the rules about all this. That’s interesting.”
 
   “Yes, I have, of course I have. But there are very few absolutes about it - it’s all ‘may’ and ‘could’ and such like. As for Jonnor – why would he want me out of the way? He’s the lead – he does what he wants, and I tidy up after him.” He couldn’t quite keep the bitterness out of his voice.
 
   “Tanist’s right, you know,” Gantor said, watching him. “This is an opportunity to take charge. I don’t want to influence you either way, but it would solve all the problems. Take the blue arrows, remove Jonnor – you would have everything you want.”
 
   “It’s not about what I want! Well… not just that, it’s about the family, about stability. We’ve gone on fine for ten years, because nobody got confrontational. I have nothing against Jonnor, you know that. I’d like a more equal part in this marriage, but I don’t want him dead. I’ll kill barbarians if need be, but not my own kin. And another death so soon after Tella…”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be soon. You have three years to ask for the blue arrows, don’t you? Well, then. You could wait. But if Mia and Jonnor…”
 
   Hurst stood. He was weary, he realised, weary of these same arguments revolving without resolution in his own head. Of course he wanted Jonnor out of the way, then he could make his own decisions on the skirmishes, he could play his own strategies. He could mark up some successes, as he had for the first three or four years of the marriage, when Jonnor lacked confidence and took his advice. Those had been good years. And Mia… Mia would be his. And yet... Always he hesitated, knowing how it would affect Mia. Or rather, not knowing at all.
 
   Gantor grunted and tilted his head to the side, looking up at him. “You know what the men say of you? That you’re a lion on the line, but you’re a mouse in your own home. It may be time to roar, Hurst.”
 
   ~~~
 
   The month of mourning had its trials, but to Hurst it was a time of unexpected solace. The days were full of dull ritual, but they were shared with Mia, which made them bearable, and the tedium was broken by the afternoon stillness. The custom was a throwback to a hotter climate when everyone rested from the sun, but now it was an hour of freedom from duty, an hour with Mia. Often they sat companionably opposite each other with their books spread out. He liked skirmish strategies or battle histories, while she would read some romantic tale or a melodramatic adventure from the Petty Kingdoms.
 
   Then each evening he, Jonnor and Mia retired to the high tower for their meat, just the three of them. Jonnor was no company. He toyed with his food for a while, saying almost nothing, and then took a full decanter of wine upstairs to drink himself to sleep. After that, Hurst sat with Mia, and they talked, or read, or played crowns, as they felt inclined, and these quiet hours brought him an indescribable deep pleasure.
 
   Sometimes they would talk over the day’s events, or perhaps it would be the children and how they were coping with the changes, and then the conversation would get round to Tella and her Companions. Tessa, Tenya and Tersia. Such stupid names, he thought them. He had never liked the women’s habit of renaming their Companions to match their own name. 
 
   One evening Mia said to him, “You must miss Tersia, Hurst. You and she were… close, weren’t you?”
 
   “Close? Well, she was an affectionate woman,” he said, uncomfortably. “She was… very obliging. But there was nothing more to it than that.” 
 
   All Tella’s Companions had been very obliging, and had entered enthusiastically into certain aspects of their duties. All six of the male Companions, and Hurst too, had cause to mourn their loss. Walst and Tenya had been lovers almost from the start of the marriage, and Tersia had been particularly accommodating to Hurst himself. In fact, he had good reason to wonder whether her first two children looked anything like him.
 
   Mia was a romantic soul, though. She probably imagined that his willingness to sleep with Tersia implied some great passion, rather than a simple need for sex. He would miss Tersia, naturally, and all of the Companions. But his heart had always been elsewhere, even if Mia herself was quite unaware of it. Perhaps it was better that way. Her pity would be unbearable.
 
   One evening, as soon as Jonnor had gone up to his room, she came and sat next to Hurst, her face anxious.
 
   “May I ask your advice about something?”
 
   “Well, of course,” he said, folding his book away.
 
   “I found something. In Tella’s room.” Her hands moved restlessly. “I was going through her things, her clothes and so on, sorting everything out. Deciding what to keep and what to take to the Ring to be passed on.” She stopped, pressing a hand against her mouth.
 
   “And you found something?” 
 
   She nodded, raising big eyes to his face. “A letter. Will you… will you read it? Tell me what you think?” She pulled a folded paper from her sleeve, smoothing it before handing it to him.
 
   He frowned. “If it’s something private…” A love letter, perhaps? Tella had always had admirers, before and after she married. He wasn’t sure he wanted to read such a thing.
 
   “No, nothing like that.” She twisted her hands again. “It’s to me, from Tella. But… I don’t know what to make of it.”
 
   He looked down at the crumpled papers, two folded sheets, with the broken seal still visible. On the outside, in Tella’s sprawling hand was written ‘Mia’.
 
   “Why would Tella write to you?”
 
   “That’s what’s so odd. She could have talked to me any time she wanted. And I don’t understand what she’s trying to say. Please. Will you read it?” 
 
   Without a word he unfolded the papers, and began to read.
 
   “My dear sister,” he read, “I suppose you will be surprised to find this. I hope you will find it, and not toss everything straight out for burning! That would be just my luck! Little Mia, are you wondering what this is about? Don’t worry, I’m not about to confess to some dreadful crime. Whatever I may have done is finished with now, gone beyond repairing and cannot be changed so there’s not much point in regret, is there? Sweet sister, you think me a terrible mother, I know, but be assured that I do love my children, all of them. But I know my limitations, too, and I know that sitting around day after day with a drooling infant in my lap, changing soiled cloths and mopping up vomit are not my strengths. Being at home at all, being faithful and sensible and domesticated, all those things you do so effortlessly, little sister, these I cannot do. So I want”
 
   The first sheet ended, and Hurst tossed it aside impatiently. The next sheet was less neatly written, and blotched, as if… but surely Tella could not have been crying as she wrote? Hurst had never seen her cry, except once when a favourite horse fell and broke its neck.
 
   “you to know that I am very happy for you to … charge of the domestic sphere. You are … better than me in every way, my dearest, so much more fitted to this life of ours, that it is … proper for you to have all the rights and privileges that are your due. You are so patient, so good, you deserve everything. I know you will always … care of everyone in the family, won’t you? You will continue to look after Jonnor and Hurst, … nurture Tellon and Jaslia and poor little Jinnia – especially Jinnia – just as you have for years, without complaint. It is … one comfort. Your loving sister, Tella.”
 
   Hurst frowned, and read both pages again. “What do you make of this?” he asked her.
 
   “Nothing! I can’t understand it at all! What does it mean? What does ‘especially Jinnia’ mean? Have you any idea?”
 
   “Did you notice the date?” He showed her the symbols scrawled in one corner, half overwritten by a line of writing. “It looks to me like the day before she died.”
 
   “But – that’s such a coincidence. Isn’t it?” She got up, paced about the room a few times, then sat again, her eyes on his face.
 
   He shook his head a little, lost in thought. He folded the pages up, and set them down on the table. Then he got up and poured himself some wine, and stood beside the window, looking out absently. 
 
   “Have you ever read about the battles at the border?” he asked at last, turning to her. She shook her head. “There’s nothing for weeks or months, just the empty plains and the wind and sometimes a group of kishorn lumbering by. But then you see the dust, away in the distance, and you start to hear a deep rumbling which gradually gets louder, and there’s singing and pipes playing, and there they are, streaming out of the crevices they hide in. Suddenly there’s a whole sea of them. The Vahsi. As dark falls there are campfires and torches and voices… you can hear snatches of talk or laughter or music. You know, then, there’ll be battle the next day. That’s when men suddenly decide to write messages to wives or lovers or parents. Sometimes it’s practical… tell my brother he can have my clothes, that sort of thing. But often it’s just… those things he always meant to say but never quite managed to find the words for. That’s what this reminds me of.”
 
   “But Tella wasn’t going into battle!”
 
   “No. But she was going to die. And I think she knew that.”
 
   Mia raised her hands helplessly. “How is that possible? She couldn’t have known!”
 
   “She’d just had that interview. Maybe the Voices told her something.”
 
   “Impossible,” Mia said, with a vehement shake of the head. “The Gods never tell anyone when they’re going to die. It’s one of the Fundamental Tenets. No one may know the moment of their own death. Even you must remember being taught that, Hurst.”
 
   “I never listened to all that temple stuff. Well. It can’t be that, then.” Even as he spoke, Hurst realised there were other ways Tella could have known she was about to die. Could she have taken her own life? Or did she know of someone determined to kill her? But he said nothing to Mia. “Put the letter away somewhere safe,” he said. “Don’t let Jonnor see it, it would only upset him.”
 
   ~~~
 
   As soon as the month of mourning was over, there was a ceremony to raise both Mia and Hurst to active status, and thus make Mia the lead wife. The Karninghold Slave and his most senior acolyte brought their incense and chanting first to the living floor of the high tower, and then to the bedroom floor, after which they bowed low and left in as much haste as was decent. Even Slaves disliked such business, for what went on in a marriage was usually a private matter.
 
   Jonnor immediately withdrew to his own bedroom, whisking behind the privacy screen. Had there been any door fitted, perhaps he would have slammed it. After a moment’s hesitation, Mia, head down, went into her own room. Hurst watched her go, wondering if she’d thought to change the furnishings, or whether everything was exactly as Tella left it.
 
   He went into his own new room, and walked across to the window, gazing down to the training grounds below. How pleasant to have a decent view at last, instead of the narrow windows and drainage spouts at the rear of the family wing. And space, that was a novelty, too, after the tiny room he’d enjoyed downstairs. He looked around at the blank walls, working out where to arrange his pictures. There were already hooks in neat rows waiting for his books. Not that his were works of great learning, like Gantor’s, or sweeping sagas from plains history, like Mia’s, but his collection of illustrated erotica was extensive and much in demand amongst the guards and Skirmishers.
 
   The room might be different, but his situation was just the same. He was still the third person in this marriage. Even if he and Mia had moved upstairs years ago, would it really have been any different? And what if they’d kept to the original arrangement, and he’d been paired with Tella? Could he have kept her happy? She was such a vibrant woman, so full of life, but perhaps he could have loved her, if things had been different. For a while, he had thought himself quite close to her. But she wasn’t made for the domestic life, not like Mia, so perhaps she would always have been restless in time. Perhaps it was just in her nature to wander, to be dissatisfied with life. But Jonnor and Mia… that would have been a good pairing, the right pairing. 
 
   No point in thinking about what might have been. Jonnor had got Tella, and although he was overawed by her at first, after Tellon was born he’d grown in confidence and started to assert himself both at home and on the lines. And he had wanted to keep Mia and Hurst downstairs, and they had tamely gone along with his wishes.
 
   But now they were left with this peculiar situation, three of them upstairs and no clear arrangement. Given Jonnor’s grief over Tella, it was logical that Mia should end up with Hurst, but would Jonnor accept it? All was uncertainty, but it had to be settled, and soon.
 
   After a while, Hurst heard Mia’s light feet cross the atrium and patter down the stairs. He walked over to Jonnor’s rooms and knocked on the wooden privacy screen, walking in without waiting for a response. Jonnor was huddled on the window seat, knees pulled up to his chest, head drooping.
 
   “Brother, we have to talk about Mia,” Hurst said briskly. “We have to decide what approach to take.”
 
   Jonnor looked at him bleakly. “Which of us will fuck her, you mean?”
 
   Hurst raised an eyebrow. “Well… if you want to put it that way. Or we could share her. If she is happy with that.”
 
   “Not her decision, cousin,” Jonnor said, turning to gaze out of the window.
 
   Hurst suppressed his irritation. He’d grown used to Jonnor’s refusal to acknowledge him as a brother in marriage, and he was determined not to let it rile him now. “Have you talked to her about it? Asked her what she wants?”
 
   “She’ll do what she’s told.”
 
   Hurst took a deep breath. Getting angry wouldn’t help, and deep down he knew it was true – Mia would accept whatever Jonnor decided. She would never say openly what she wanted. He knew her feelings, though, and he’d already decided he wouldn’t try to come between the two of them. And yet… if Jonnor was reluctant, perhaps Hurst had a chance, after all? His heart turned over in sudden hope.
 
   “Look, I know how you feel about Tella, I understand. I can deal with Mia for you, if you like, it doesn’t have to be you, I can take that responsibility off your hands.” Was that too pleading, too desperate? 
 
   Jonnor turned to face him again, and now his expression was icy cold. “You have no idea how I feel, cousin, none at all. And don’t lecture me about responsibility. I’m lead husband, I will deal with Mia tonight, and after that… Well, we’ll see.”
 
   Hurst’s stomach clenched violently, but he tried his best to keep his face under control. Not his voice, however; he didn’t trust himself to speak, so without a word he turned on his heel and stumbled out. 
 
   As he left, Jonnor called after him, “You can tell her.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   5: Village (Mia)
 
   Mia had prepared a haunch of venison and a pair of ducks for meat. They were laid out on the pan for roasting, waiting for the oven to heat up. Most of the dishes came from the main kitchens below, but she liked to cook for the men. She was stuffing the ducks with herbs when Hurst came down the stairs. He looked very pale, and for a moment she thought perhaps he was ill. But then she remembered that he was grieving for Tersia just as Jonnor was grieving for Tella, and the change in situation must be just as difficult for him. She decided not to mention it.
 
   “The rooms are nice, aren’t they?” she ventured. “What will we do with so much space?” 
 
   He gave her a wan smile. Scraping a chair across the bare marble floor, he sat down at the table, but he said nothing, so she chattered on as she worked.
 
   She’d thought it would upset her, seeing Tella’s room again. The perfumes and brushes and pots of this and that were gone, but Tella’s furniture and cupboards still stood exactly where she had placed them – the bed near the fire for warmth, several wardrobes for all her clothes, the large mirrors angled so she could check her rear view when she dressed. 
 
   Yet somehow it was comforting to be there, to touch the velvet curtains brought from the Ring, or the little writing table of exotic carved wood Tella had imported so expensively from the northern coast. In the cupboards and drawers, all her clothes, the silks and fine linens she liked to wear, soft rustling trousers and floating tunics, still exuding a drift of her perfume. Mia liked plainer, more practical, clothes but there were a few that might suit her, if she altered them to fit, and perhaps she would wear some of the delicate undergarments. 
 
   At length she ran out of tasks to occupy her hands. Hurst still sat, drooped over one end of the table.
 
   “Can I fetch you some wine?” she asked.
 
   He agreed to it, which she recognised as a sign that he was nervous. But when she had placed the goblet before him, he twirled it with unseeing eyes. She sat down opposite him and waited.
 
   “Mia…” he began, and then stopped.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Jonnor and I have been talking…” 
 
   Again he stopped, but at least now she understood his discomfiture. A ripple of anxiety clutched at her. Perhaps Jonnor was not going to… Perhaps it would be Hurst. Part of her had always been prepared for that eventuality, but it was one thing to know it might happen and quite another to face up to the inevitability of it. She tried not to let her disappointment show.
 
   He began once more. “Jonnor…” 
 
   “Yes?” she said again, willing him to get it over with, just wanting to know.
 
   “Jonnor will come to your room tonight.”
 
   The relief! It would be Jonnor after all! She could feel her face lighting up with pleasure, and tried as best she could not to insult him by showing it. But he was watching her, his face unreadable. He must see her excitement.
 
   “And what about you?” she murmured, dropping her eyes.
 
   “Jonnor hasn’t decided,” he said. Then he made an excuse and left.
 
   ~~~
 
   The men were both silent over meat. Jonnor drank more than usual, Hurst nothing at all. Mia drank a whole glass of wine and felt wonderful – vivacious, witty, charming. She knew it wasn’t true, she knew she was babbling inanely, but she couldn’t suppress her emotions. She was the most even-tempered of people as a rule, yet here she was, with everything she had ever wanted finally coming to her. Despite her grief at Tella’s death, she couldn’t hide her joy.
 
   They all lingered at the table, even Mia’s chatter fading to silence, but the time came when the moment could not be put off any longer.
 
   “I’ll tidy up down here,” Hurst said, avoiding their eyes. “There’s some reading I want to do. You two go on up.”
 
   Even in her happiness, she thought it odd that he should be so embarrassed. Surely he could not dislike the change in their relationship? He was her friend. Wasn’t he pleased for her? But she was too excited to dwell on it.
 
   She skipped up the stairs, and into her room. She wasn’t sure how much light there should be, so she lit all the lamps, just in case. Her nightgown was already set out on the bed. She’d chosen one of Tella’s, much finer than anything she owned, to pay the occasion the proper respect. She shrugged out of her tunic and trousers, tossing them over a chair, and pulled the silk gown over her head. It was such a delicate fabric, she almost felt naked. Then she sat on the edge of the bed and waited. She heard Jonnor’s heavy tread on the stairs, crossing the atrium, entering his own room. There was silence for a long time.
 
   After a while, she got up and hung her discarded clothes in one of the wardrobes. She waited again. Eventually, she realised she was shivering so she got into bed.
 
   It must have been the best part of an hour before he came, although the bells had stopped so it was hard to tell. He had a wine goblet in one hand and a half-full decanter in the other. He stopped dead as he came into the room and gazed about, a bewildered expression on his face.
 
   ~~~
 
   As soon as she went downstairs the next morning, she found Hurst waiting, sitting at the table pretending to read. He realised at once that something was wrong.
 
   “Whatever happened?” he said, leaping up and putting gentle arms about her. To her shame, she wept, pressing her face into his broad shoulder. “Did he hurt you?”
 
   “No, oh no. But… nothing happened. He sat on the window seat for an age, just crying. Then he left.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “It’s too soon. Too soon after Tella’s death. It’s the room – it’s more or less exactly as she left it, and… and it distresses him, naturally.”
 
   Hurst made soothing noises and stroked her hair, and she was comforted, a little. 
 
   “You could use the other bedroom, I suppose,” he said.
 
   “Oh no, that wouldn’t do!” Mia said. “The rooms are marked for the lead and second, it’s tradition. It wouldn’t be right to do things differently.” She sighed. “I can move the furniture round a bit, perhaps.”
 
   Not long afterwards, Jonnor came down, stony-faced. They went downstairs for the communion ceremony, and nothing more was said.
 
   Mia’s distress evaporated sooner than she had expected. Jonnor’s grief gave her an easy explanation for his reluctance. She had bided her time for ten years, and could wait a little longer. She was not lively or beautiful like Tella, so Jonnor was bound to find her less desirable. Each night she hoped he would come to her, and each night she was a little less surprised when he didn't. Then she had the normal routine of the household to steady her, and wrap her in its familiarity.
 
   With the month of mourning over, the skirmishes resumed, and Hurst and three Hundreds of Skirmishers took off for the northern boundary line. Mia and Jonnor were left to deal with the daily affairs of the Karninghold.
 
   “There’s another message from village Twelve Fifty-Six Eighteen,” she said, as they sat in the watch tower meeting room one morning. “Their swamp problem is getting worse, and they ask if one of us could visit to authorise drainage work.” She tried to keep her tone business-like, and not remind him that this was the village Tella had set out to visit the day she died. 
 
   Jonnor gave no sign that he remembered. “I suppose it can’t wait, with winter not far away.” A heavy sigh. “I’m not sure I feel up to it. Besides, we have our own swamp problem here, with those blocked overflow pipes above the family hall. I’ve been keeping an eye on the builders’ work. You won’t mind dealing with the village, will you?”
 
   “Not at all. I’ve been there many times before. It’s a recurring problem.”
 
   “You’re so good with the villagers, too,” he said, with such a charming smile that Mia couldn’t stop herself from blushing.
 
   “I can’t ride as fast as… I mean, I’ll have to stay overnight,” she said, cursing herself for almost mentioning Tella. “Do you mind?”
 
   “No, not at all.” He looked down, straightening the papers on the table. “Just don’t go alone.” A quick glance up at her. “Don’t ever ride alone.”
 
   Her heart fluttered. He was concerned for her safety! That was a good sign, surely? 
 
   “Oh no, I always take guards with me, I’ll have a couple of engineers, too, and one of my Companions. I’ll take Marna this time, I think. Ever since… I mean, she spends so much time with the children, it will do her good to get away.”
 
   “She’s the only mother left here now,” Jonnor said sombrely. “She feels responsible for all the motherless little ones. But you’ll be a mother one day.” He reached across the table and took her hand, looking into her eyes. “It will happen, you know that, don’t you? I – I’ve needed a little time, but… soon, I promise.”
 
   Warmth flooded her whole body, and she smiled widely at him. “I… I’ll leave for the village today, then.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Mia was not a fast rider like her sister, but she was competent on horseback, as every Karningholder had to be, since few villages were conveniently situated beside a paved road. Her horse was a placid mare, capable of long journeys at a steady amble, as Mia preferred. 
 
   It was unfortunate that every step of the journey south reminded her of Tella, and that dreadful day. She had been found to the north of the Karninghold, so what had happened? Had she changed her mind, or had she never intended to go to the village at all? Why did she write that odd letter the day before? Impossible to know. And then there were the figures Mia had seen in the funeral tower… She shook herself out of her reverie. It was no good brooding. She and Hurst had talked all round the problems many times, without resolution. 
 
   It was well into the afternoon before the group reached the village, where Mia spent at least two hours walking around the worst of the bogs, and hopping nimbly from one dry hummock to the next. The whole Karningplain was prone to such swamps, which appeared and disappeared from one season to the next, it seemed at random. A village could be perfectly dry for a generation, and then be swallowed whole within two or three years. 
 
   She left her advisors considering options, and rode with her guards and junior Companion, Marna, into the village itself. Like most such places, it was a sprawl of tyholds, their hedge-defined fields tended by a single family group, together with larger communal lands for grain. Dotted about were ramshackle patched wooden cottages and barns, set in a criss-crossing web of muddy dung-spattered lanes. Chickens, sheep and children skittered aside as the group passed by. In a cluster to one side were the stone buildings of stables, smithy, mill, water house and alehouse, and, a little apart, the Slave’s house. The guards went off to the alehouse for the evening, but Mia and Marna were to stay with the Slave.
 
   As a child, Mia had always been terrified of the Karninghold Slave, a very elderly man with a dried-up face. When she read stories of ancient peoples who left their dead out to shrivel in the sun, she had no struggle imagining the result. The swirling robes, the shaven tattooed head, the incense and chanting had given her nightmares. It was only after she began spending half of each year with the scholars at the Ring at the age of ten and understood the ways of the Gods a little better that she began to take comfort from the ritual. 
 
   But Mia knew this village Slave well, and found her a much less formidable matter. She only shaved part of her head, for one thing, rarely wore the traditional hooded robes and was much more pragmatic. She had to be, living amongst the relative poverty of the villagers. She was both leader and friend, dispensing advice and instruction, comfort and punishment in equal measure. The Slave was the only literate person in the village, the only one able to summon help from the Karninghold, the only one with any knowledge of history and politics and science and the law, the only one with healing skills. Like all Slaves, she was not allowed to have children or marry, but lovers were tolerated.
 
   Mia had met this particular Slave several times before, and she was the first who had ever explained to her why she had chosen that path, forsaking even her name in submission to the Gods. It was not, she said with her throaty laugh, from any virtue or an excess of devotion. But she had grown up in a village herself, and decided that anything was better than grubbing in the earth for turnips all year round, surrounded by a whining cloud of children.
 
   “Don’t you like children?” Mia had asked, rather shocked.
 
   “I love them," the Slave had replied, "so long as they belong to someone else.”
 
   At supper, they sat cross-legged on the earth floor, Mia, Marna, the Slave and the two acolytes, who, like all such, were not named, but identified by village and number. They were quiet young men, one tall, one short, both skinny, passing around bowls and spoons and tankards in silence. They all shared a solid stew, mostly vegetables with a little meat, and the dark unleavened bread eaten in most villages. There was no wine, just thick foamy ale which Mia rather liked, although Marna pulled a face.
 
   After the meal Marna went off to the alehouse to be with the guards, and the acolytes disappeared. The Slave watched Mia in silence, her head tilted to one side. She was perhaps in her mid-forties, a well-rounded woman, gentle and sociable, whose ample flesh wobbled when she laughed, which was often.
 
   “You are very quiet, Most High," the Slave said. "Do you want to talk about it? Whatever it is.”
 
   “Do you want to listen, Most Humble?”
 
   “Always, my friend,” she replied, spreading her hands wide in invitation.
 
   “Well then,” Mia began, shifting so she could lean against the wall, “I will tell you what I saw at the funeral tower after my sister died, and you can tell me that I imagined it.” And so, in simple terms, she described the five figures silhouetted at the windows against the blue glow of the lamps, and although the Slave’s eyebrows rose, she listened without interruption.
 
   Rather to Mia’s surprise, she then said, “And who else have you told about this?”
 
   “Only Hurst. He told me it was impossible, just the light playing tricks on my tired eyes.”
 
   The Slave closed her eyes for a moment, as if considering. “When the dead – and their Companions – are left at the funeral tower, the doors are locked.” She opened her eyes again, looking straight at Mia. “There is no way for anyone to get in from the outside. There is no way for those inside to get back out. That is what the Silent Guards are there for, to prevent it.”
 
   “You think I imagined it, then?”
 
   “I think you saw what you saw, Mia. I just don’t know what that might be. And I’m not sure it is very – helpful, whatever it was.”
 
   Mia laughed. “No, you’re right about that. But it bothers me.”
 
   “Mia…” The Slave watched her intently. “I would never presume to advise a Karningholder, but if I were to do so…” Again she eyed Mia, then sighed. “No, it’s not my place.”
 
   “You may speak freely, my friend.”
 
   “Well then, I will. I think you should forget about this. There is nothing to be gained by worrying over such matters. Life holds many mysteries, and it’s not… not always useful to pursue them. Set it down as a secret of the Gods, and think no more about it.”
 
   The Slave was unusually serious, so Mia nodded. “But this isn’t what you expected me to want to talk about, is it?”
 
   “Not really. After all, there have been some changes at the Karninghold, haven’t there?”
 
   Mia bowed her head a little in acknowledgement, but she was not sure quite what she could say about it. She could hardly tell a village Slave that her husband couldn’t quite bring himself to share her bed. It was too humiliating. Eventually, she said, “Well, things are still… a bit unsettled.” Then she fell into silence.
 
   In the end, it was the Slave who spoke. “There is a lot of chatter in the village about blue arrows. I have told them the Karningholders are too sensible to try that, but the oldest villagers remember the last time Karningholders settled things that way. One of the wives died in childbirth, and within a few weeks the arrows were flying. But there is always a lot of chatter about the Karningholders. I don’t regard it much. The villagers need something to talk about, after all.”
 
   “I have no idea whether it will come to that,” Mia said. She tried to keep her tone light, but she couldn't help shivering. “I hope not, but – who knows? It’s for the men to decide.”
 
   “It is a strange business,” the Slave said, eyeing Mia. “Karninghold marriages are a mystery to me. Why don’t they send another wife to make up the numbers?”
 
   “It’s not allowed, it has to be pairs, and a new pair has to be earned by promotion to a Karning that needs it.”
 
   “Yes, but why isn’t it allowed?”
 
   Mia chuckled. “One of the scholars once told me that it’s because a woman is not necessary to the marriage, except to have children. If one wife dies, there is still another.”
 
   “Yet having only one wife is regarded as so intolerable that the husbands are allowed to try to kill each other!”
 
   “Well, it isn’t quite like that!” Mia said, with a half-smile. “And you can’t actually kill anyone with a blue arrow – or so I’ve read. You mark them with it, and then the Gods decide.”
 
   “As they decide everything under the sun,” the Slave said piously, touching her forehead in the ritual prayer movement. 
 
   Mia bowed her head, and made the same gesture. “Let us hope they have no plans to take Jonnor or Hurst just yet.”
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   6: Skirmishes (Hurst)
 
   Hurst’s horse shifted under him, sensing his excitement. He stroked her neck absently. “Easy, girl. We’ll be moving soon enough.” 
 
   Alongside him, Gantor murmured, “Almost time.”
 
   They formed part of a ring of mounted Skirmishers defending their flag hill, rather a grandiose name for such a scuffed and weatherbeaten mound of earth, the summit not much higher than Hurst’s head. In front of them was the skirmish field, a quarter-mile of churned mud. Beyond that a line of battered wooden poles marked the boundary between their own Karning and their northern neighbour, with its matching skirmish field and flag hill. In the distance, Hurst could just make out the coloured tabard of Kelmannor, his opposite number, to one side of his hill.
 
   Gantor’s role was to keep his eyes fixed on a third hill some distance away, positioned directly on the boundary line. It boasted a small wooden hut for the observers, and the clock pole for the flags which marked the hours and sixths. “The last small flag is going up… now. It’s time.” 
 
   “Begin,” Hurst said. 
 
   Gantor scratched his nose. Further off, a Skirmisher closed his visor with a snap. Hurst dared not turn his head to watch in case it alerted Kelmannor, but he knew his eccentric signals were being conveyed from one group of men to the next. Eventually the message would reach a cluster of riders milling about on the edge of a copse some distance away. 
 
   Hurst felt the familiar flutter of excitement. Too late now to wonder whether his strategy would work. As always, his mind cleared and he began to focus on these last, crucial few moments before the end of the flag phase of the skirmish. He waited.
 
   Yes! There he was! A single horseman in Hurst’s colours burst into the open from the copse, his head hunched low over his mount’s neck. He tore across the skirmish field towards the opposition’s flag hill, a brightly coloured flag tied to his saddle. Across the boundary, a group of Kelmannor’s Skirmishers spurred into action, racing to intercept him, but they were sluggish by comparison.
 
   Hurst watched in silence, rather impressed. The rider was Walst, one of his two younger Companions, a skilled swordsman, but not normally noted for his ability on horseback.
 
   Gantor laughed. “Look at him go! He’s across the boundary already. Gods, I think he’s actually going to make it!”
 
   It looked as if Kelmannor’s riders had misjudged Walst’s speed, and sheer momentum would carry him all the way to the flag hill. Hurst heard shouts, and saw arms waved frantically. Then, the moment he’d been waiting for. Kelmannor himself took a group of riders to deal with the intruder. The flag hill was almost undefended, and everyone’s attention was on Walst.
 
   “Your turn,” Gantor said, grinning at him.
 
   Hurst lowered his visor and urged his horse into action. She sprang forward enthusiastically. Then there was nothing but the gallop, the roar of the wind rattling his visor, the rhythm of the horse beneath him, the enemy flag hill directly opposite him. He was vaguely aware of horses moving here and there, of shouts and whinnying, a crashing sound. A rider came into view nearby, then fell behind. Hurst stormed onwards. More riders ahead, and a group on foot, swords out. A quick swerve and he was past. Another group, more determined, forced him off course to the left. He smiled under his helmet. All part of the plan.
 
   Abruptly he was surrounded, his horse rearing, voices yelling, something clanging against his helmet. He held on, his horse dancing to avoid crashing into others, snorting her disgust at the abrupt end to her race. Then a huge weight thumped against his chest and he was falling, curling by instinct into a ball, rolling in the mud, kicked once, twice. He lay still, gasping for breath until it was over.
 
   Before he dared open his eyes, there was a shriek. “Another one! Over there!” Then pandemonium. The sound of many men mounting up, riding off, frantic cries. He smiled. That would be Trimon, another of his Companions, and the final part of his plan. While Walst and Hurst had been showily distracting Kelmannor to one side of his flag hill, Trimon had been sneaking round the back. Moments later, he heard the horns signalling his success. Trimon had set his flag on the summit of their opponents’ flag hill. Hurst laughed out loud.
 
   A hand flipped his visor up, and an amused face peered at him. “You all right? Most of the horses missed you, I think.”
 
   Gingerly, Hurst uncurled himself and the hand hauled him to his feet, making him wince. “Kelmannor?” He pulled his helmet off, and cautiously stretched arms and legs, and wiggled his fingers. “I’m fine. The others? Walst?”
 
   “Everyone else had the common sense to stay on their horses. Gods, Hurst, how do you always put one over on me? Three last minute flag runners? And next time it will be some other new idea. Can I have Jonnor back, please? He’s much easier to deal with.” The younger man laughed and clapped Hurst on the back, making him wince again. “Thank the Nine this is the last skirmish before the quiet. We’ve got so few flags this time that you’ll wipe us out in the melee.”
 
   Hurst smiled and said all that was proper. For a while the excitement lifted his spirits, but inside he was empty. He knew as well as Kelmannor that these few small victories came too late to offset the many losses of this year. When the Voices assessed the skirmish results, it would be Kelmannor moving on to the fourth line, and Hurst would be left on the third yet again.
 
   Still, the skirmishes kept him busy, and that was as close to happiness as he could get at the moment. He’d had so little skirmish time the last two or three years, and he was grateful that Jonnor’s low mood kept him at home. Of course, he was careful to ask Jonnor’s advice on strategy and sometimes he even took it, if it matched his own ideas. 
 
   It was satisfying to be in control again, but in truth, he found the skirmishes a strange and sterile business. On the border the battles against the barbaric Vahsi were infrequent but bloody, and men learned to fight for their lives or else died in the attempt. The skirmishes along the interior boundary lines were artificial, with their protocols and flags and odd truncated encounters, no more effective a training for the reality of the Vahsi than a game of crowns was a recreation of the Petty Kingdom wars of old. At least they enforced the necessary skills and fitness, and encouraged a degree of strategic thinking.
 
   Autumn was not the best time to be manning the lines, but the grey skies and shortened days suited his mood. He had never been one to direct his men from a distance, and he ended each day as wet and muddy and chilled as anyone. He would tend his horse, just like the rest, rinse his clothes in the same bog, and eat the same half raw, half burned meat. Then he would wrap himself, fully dressed, in cloak and blanket to sleep under a thin skin tent like any other Skirmisher.
 
   Not that he did sleep. Exhaustion would give him two or three hours of oblivion, and then he would wake and lie half dozing until he heard the first movements of the camp and could stop pretending. And when he did manage to sleep, he dreamt of her. Of Mia. Or rather, he dreamt of Jonnor with her, touching her, inside her, his face livid with hatred or crying because she wasn’t Tella, wasn’t the woman he loved, while she gazed at him with rapture. And then he would wake, shaking and anguished, only to find even then his mind filled with her beloved image. It was unbearable.
 
   ~~~
 
   The skirmishes came to an end, the final prisoners were exchanged, and he had no option but to return to the Karninghold. One glance at Jonnor’s face told him nothing had changed. And there waiting for him were the messages from the Ring; the travel arrangements and appointments for interviews. The winter quiet was upon them and all at once they were out of time. Mia was away, dealing with one village or another, so he determined to resolve matters once and for all.
 
   Tonight, the roast came up in the lifter from the kitchens below with all the other dishes, and their own oven was cold. Maybe it was his imagination, but the meat from the lower kitchen never tasted as good as it did when Mia cooked it. Today it was stringy and flavourless. Jonnor carved and ate in silence, while Hurst gave him all the details of the last few days on the lines. It always took a while to draw Jonnor out of his abstracted state, but wine and some amusing anecdotes had their effect. Hurst was diplomatic about his skirmish successes, ascribing whatever he could to Jonnor’s advice or the idiocy of the opposition, while minimising his own role as best he could. By the time he had exhausted his stock of tales, Jonnor was relaxed and smiling.
 
   Collecting the plates, Hurst reached for his most casual tones. “So how are you getting along with Mia?”
 
   In an instant, Jonnor’s face was wiped of all good humour. “If you are going to offer to help out again, cousin…”
 
   “No,” Hurst said quietly, hoping he didn’t sound too regretful. “But nothing’s changed, has it? We have to talk about it, brother.” 
 
   While Jonnor scowled, Hurst moved round the table in silence, carrying dishes to the lifter and sending them down to the servants below. Then he went into the pantry and brought out a full decanter of wine and two of the glasses they kept for celebrations. Sitting down opposite Jonnor he filled the glasses, pushed one across the table, and drank a little from his own.
 
   “Let us put all our crowns on the board.”
 
   For a moment Jonnor just stared at him, then he nodded and took a deep gulp of wine.
 
   “I am thirty-six years old,” Hurst began, “and I’m running out of time to reach the border. My father made it, my younger brothers are well on their way, and I want to get there too. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, my whole life.”
 
   Jonnor was watching him, his face suspicious, not sure where this was going. It was clear that he hadn’t expected this approach.
 
   “I had other marriage possibilities,” Hurst went on. “But this one – I felt straight away that you were my best hope. We’re a good match in the skirmishes, you and I. You’re terrific at defence, and you’ve always managed the negotiations well too. Whereas I… I can move quickly and produce the unexpected attack. We did well when we worked together, as we did when we first came here, and these last few weeks, too.” It was not quite a lie, he felt, more a smudging of the truth. He took another swallow of wine. “I think we can move on to the fourth line quite swiftly if we continue to combine our strengths. Not this year, perhaps, but next year… I believe it would be possible. But let me be honest with you, Jonnor. I won’t stand by and watch it all drift away. You’re not the only one with ability on the line, and I want to do my fair share. Together we can do better than either of us alone.”
 
   Again he drank. Jonnor was drinking steadily as he listened, his face calmer now, and Hurst refilled his own glass and slid the decanter across the table.
 
   “As for Mia…” Another mouthful of wine to steady him. He shifted a little, trying to find a comfortable position for his bad leg. “You know how I feel about her, brother. Gods, the whole world knows how I feel, except for Mia herself. But she’s never looked twice at me. Well, who would? It’s you she’s always wanted.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous!”
 
   “Didn’t you realise?”
 
   “No, I... Really?” Jonnor looked doubtful. Had he truly never noticed, never looked at Mia and seen the hope in her eyes? Perhaps not. He’d only ever seen Tella, never looked any further, never seen beyond Mia’s apparent contentment with her role. “Are you sure?”
 
   Hurst gave a little laugh. He wondered if Jonnor heard the bitterness in him, or whether he sounded quite normal.
 
   “Yes, I’m sure. And I find I’d rather see her happy than have her myself. So I won’t press you to share her, brother. If she’s happy with you, I can be content. I’ll take my share of the skirmishes and you can have Mia. But you have to do the business with her, and soon. If we go to the Ring without a settled arrangement in place...”
 
   “I know, I know, they’ll break us. Do you think I don’t realise that? Gods, how I hate the interviews!” Jonnor drained his wine again and poured more. “Those pods! I can’t breathe in there, and the globes…”
 
   “There’s nothing to fear from them if we tell the truth,” Hurst said, although his stomach contracted at the thought of it. Everyone hated the interviews. “So it has to be done. You and Mia.”
 
   Jonnor nodded. “It’s ironic, isn’t it? I’ve always envied you, you know, Hurst.”
 
   “You envied me? Handsome, perfectly formed me?” He flapped one hand at his leg and the other towards his face.
 
   Jonnor managed a half-smile. “You have this way with women, somehow, so effortless.”
 
   Now Hurst was astonished. “Me? What under the sun…?”
 
   “Oh, come on, don’t play the innocent! You’ve always had this air of self-assurance.”
 
   “I… Really?” He scratched his nose, frowning. “Well, I like women, naturally. I enjoy being with them, who doesn't? But I've never been particularly confident around them, not like some men. Swordwork – that was different. I’ve been in battle on the border with my father, so I admit to being quite cocky about my fighting skills. But with women – not really.”
 
   “Well, whatever you do, it seems to work. I hear about all these conquests of yours. One of the cooks. That girl from the stables. A couple of Commanders’ daughters.”
 
   Hurst shifted uncomfortably. He never thought of them as conquests, as if he’d fought for them and won, fending off rivals or their own reluctance. Rather they’d come to him. He wasn’t quite sure what they saw in him, but he’d been very happy to oblige them.
 
   “And then there were Tella’s Companions,” Jonnor went on.
 
   “Oh but – it’s part of their job, isn’t it?” 
 
   “Even Tersia? Oh. I never thought of that. But the thing is, Hurst…” He gulped down his wine, and refilled his glass again. “The thing is… I’ve never had much luck with women. Not even a bit of fumbling in the stables, and everyone manages that, don’t they? So Tella… well, Tella was…” He broke off, red faced with embarrassment.
 
   “Your first?” Hurst prompted.
 
   He nodded, staring down into his wine. “And actually, I liked the whole arrangement… you know, having exclusive access. She was there whenever I wanted her, mine, no dancing around, no wondering…. And with Mia… I think the same thing would work best, don’t you? Not sharing. It’s… less confusing. And if you’re happy with that too…”
 
   Hurst’s stomach lurched. Happy with it? Could he ever be happy with Jonnor in Mia’s bed? Yes, he told himself firmly, if that made her happy, then yes. So he tried to keep his tone even. “Whatever pleases Mia, and if it works better for you too, brother... But it must be soon.”
 
   “Yes, yes, I know. But…”
 
   “But?”
 
   “It’s so difficult… being in Tella’s room, in her very bed.” He heaved a sigh.
 
   “Then go somewhere else,” Hurst said, acid-toned. “Take her to your room, or do it on the floor of the atrium. Do it standing up, if you must. I have some books, if it would help. With pictures.”
 
   “Gods, Hurst, are you suggesting…? It’s not that I can’t, you know. You never miss an opportunity to insult me…”
 
   “No, no, no, I didn’t mean…” Hurst ran a hand through his unruly hair. “I’m not your enemy, brother,” he said tiredly, “and I’m not trying to insult you. I understand how painful this must be for you.” Although he didn’t, not entirely. How difficult could it be? “I thought it might help get things moving, that’s all.”
 
   Jonnor looked at him suspiciously. “Hmm. Books, eh? I’ll fetch some more wine and you can show me these books of yours.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Mia was agitated when she returned, and took the first opportunity to draw Hurst aside.
 
   “Nothing’s happened! I mean, I know he’s grieving, and I’m no match for Tella, but still…”
 
   “It’s all right. We’ve talked about it. He’ll do it.”
 
   “Are you sure? Because he’s had weeks and…”
 
   “It’s all right.”
 
   “It has to be done before we travel…”
 
   “I know. He understands. He’ll do it.” He saw her disbelieving face, and he had his own doubts, but he had to do his best to reassure her. “Look, I’m off the day after tomorrow, and then there’s one night before you leave…”
 
   “One night!”
 
   “He’ll do it, Mia. He knows what’s at stake here.”
 
   “And if he doesn’t?”
 
   “He will.”
 
   “Yes, but if he doesn’t?”
 
   “Then we’ll find a way at the Ring. It’s difficult, but it’s not impossible.”
 
   “If he can’t do anything here, how is he going to manage at the Ring?”
 
   “If he can’t, I can. I’ve done it before.”
 
   “Really? You’ve had sex at the Ring?” And she smiled, as sudden a radiance as the sun coming out from behind a cloud. “But it’s supposed to be a time of abstinence and spiritual contemplation!”
 
   “What, for two months? That’s an awful lot of spiritual contemplation, and far too much abstinence for any normal man. Besides, I used to regard it as a challenge.”
 
   She giggled, hand over mouth. “But how…? Where…?”
 
   “Well, in the library, one time. There are some very secluded spots, if you know where to look. Up in the poetry section, for example. And in one of the ladies’ gardens another time.”
 
   “Goodness! But how did you get in?”
 
   “Actually, the getting in is considerably easier than the getting out, as I recall, but that’s a long story.” And a dark one, too, he thought uneasily. That was a bad time, not one he wanted to be reminded about.
 
   Mia giggled again. He loved these intimate little moments with her, and the memory of them kept him from too much introspection. Whatever happened, they would always be friends, and perhaps that was enough.
 
   Then she frowned and tipped her head to one side. “Used to? Don’t you do this sort of thing anymore, then?”
 
   “Oh, not so much. When you’re sixteen, the risk is part of the attraction, but at thirty-six… well, I wouldn’t claim greater maturity, but climbing over walls and evading guards is more effort and less fun, and the reward less… enticing. Or perhaps I just prefer the comfort of a bed these days.”
 
   She smiled, but he could see concern in her eyes. 
 
   “Hurst, may I ask…?”
 
   “Anything, you know that.”
 
   “What have you and Jonnor decided… about you? And me, I mean.” She flushed a little, but still looked him straight in the eye.
 
   He tried to respond in the same calm way, but his heart was racing. “Jonnor feels it would be better if it were just the two of you. Less confusing.”
 
   She nodded, and he could read nothing in her face. “You’ve always… made your own arrangements, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes. I have the Companions, after all. And there are… other options.”
 
   “And you’re… comfortable with that?”
 
   “I am.” Was there any hesitation there? He hoped not.
 
   “Because... I wouldn’t want you to think… I mean, I wouldn’t mind, you know… whatever the situation…”
 
   He smiled then, loving her more than ever. He leaned forward and stroked her cheek. “Thank you, Mia. But it’s fine.”
 
   And she beamed back at him. “If all goes well, perhaps I will have a child of my own by this time next year.”
 
   “Hmm. Don’t depend on that. It took Tella a long time.”
 
   “Oh, but that was Tella. No reason I should have the same trouble.”
 
   He hesitated. Should he say anything? But he had no wish to worry her, and after all, it might happen. So he let it pass, smiled and said nothing.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   7: Sky Ship (Mia)
 
   Mia watched Hurst's wagon leave, accompanied by his three Companions and a second wagon loaded with their travel boxes. She wished they could all journey together, but too many travellers from one Karning would overload the sky ships. When next she saw Hurst at the Ring, everything would be different, for she would be Jonnor’s wife in every way. She remembered her father’s warning about Hurst, and how he would feel if he were excluded. He had kissed her cheek when he left, as always, but was he more subdued than usual? She shook off her unease. He was just nervous about his coming interview, that was all.
 
   Jonnor was off with the builders, as usual, and her Companions were busy with the preparations for their own departure the next day, so she had many hours to fill. She had already packed her box. Normally she would have relished the chance to spend the day with her books, but not today. Today she could think of nothing but the coming night and what would happen then. Finally! She had waited so long. She understood Jonnor’s reluctance, and knew she was a poor substitute for Tella. Still, it was dispiriting to lie in her bed night after night hoping he would come to her, and being always disappointed. 
 
   The hours trickled past. Jonnor returned for the afternoon stillness, but he went to his room to rest and as soon as the bell sounded again he was gone. She prepared the roast with unusual care that evening. She made sure there were two decanters filled with the best wine and she put on one of her prettiest gowns, a close-fitting one which showed off what little shape she had. She had no experience of men in real life, but her books had taught her a great deal and she knew men liked such things. She had read about other techniques, too, more intimate tricks, but she was not confident she could carry them off effectively. Besides, the advice she’d been given as she grew up was that a wife should be passive and allow the man to take the lead.
 
   When Jonnor returned for meat, he surprised her by making an effort to talk to her, or at least to respond to her chattering. It was rather a successful evening, despite the awkwardness, although neither of them ate much. She drank almost two goblets of wine, and Jonnor finished the rest of the decanter and began on the second. This time she was determined not to loiter downstairs, so she cleared away as soon as they had finished eating.
 
   “Well, I shall go on up,” she said brightly. 
 
   “Of course,” he said, with a wide smile. “I’ll just have a little more wine, I think.”
 
   His face was a little flushed, but then he often looked that way after a few goblets of wine. She climbed the stairs, and lit all the lamps in her room. She had made a few changes to the furnishings, in the hope that it would no longer remind Jonnor of Tella's long residence there. She slipped into one of Tella’s exquisite nightgowns, so much finer than her own, more suitable. There was just the faintest hint of perfume wafting from it. That would never do! She tossed it into a wardrobe, and pulled on one of her own gowns. It was less pretty, but at least it wouldn’t upset Jonnor. 
 
   She remembered the excitement she had felt the last time she had waited for Jonnor to come to her. Then she had been filled with pleasurable anticipation. Now she was only nervous, in case it all ended in disaster again and the marriage had to break. She shivered with fear at the thought. This was the last opportunity. Despite Hurst’s assurances, she had no confidence that anything would be possible at the Ring. Men and women were kept strictly apart there, and the restrictions were just too tight.
 
   She heard Jonnor’s heavy footsteps on the stairs not long after, disappearing into his room. Then there was silence for a long time, and she grew more anxious. Eventually he came. He wore a thin robe with no gown underneath, and he still carried the decanter and goblet. His face was quite red, and he was breathing heavily. She stood beside the bed, not quite sure what to do, waiting for him to speak or to do something, but he simply stood watching her, taking an occasional mouthful of wine. When the goblet was empty, he refilled it and set the decanter down on a table.
 
   “Take it off,” he said, his speech a little slurred.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The gown. Take it off.”
 
   “Oh. Of course.” 
 
   With trembling fingers she pulled it over her head and tossed it onto the bed, and stood naked before him. He said nothing more, just watched her, drinking and watching, his heavy breathing audible in the stillness.
 
   In all the books she had read describing such moments, whether in roundabout terms or more direct, nothing had prepared her for this unnerving silent scrutiny. The last traces of anticipation drained away, and for the first time she was frightened. She felt exposed, vulnerable, scared. Nor could she think what he wanted from her, what she could possibly do to make things better. She could find no words to reach him. She could only wait, hoping he would find the strength to cross whatever barrier he saw between them.
 
   After what seemed an interminable time, he drained the goblet and set it down, his face fierce. At last he moved towards her, crossing the space between them in a few strides, tugging at the ties on his robe. Then he was there, pressing against her, pushing her, reaching for her. She could feel the heat of his body. His force carried her backwards so that her bare skin was pressed against the stone wall, rough and cold and unyielding. Still he pushed forwards, leaning against her, his knees between her legs, forcing them apart, grunting a little, his head down, not looking at her.
 
   And then the pain. She had never imagined it would hurt so much, at first a sharp searing pain, and then a deeper burning inside her. She gasped, and gasped again each time he thrust into her. He was moaning, lost in his own sensations, and there was no stopping him. She was pinned to the wall by his lust, unable to speak or cry or move or protest. She thought the torture would never end as he rammed himself into her, over and over again.
 
   And then, abruptly, it stopped. For a moment, they were both motionless, leaning against the wall, gasping for breath. She was too shocked to speak. For an age they stood there, and still he said nothing, not even looking at her. Then he pulled back, drew his robe around him with fierce, jerky tugs and without a glance turned away from her. Collecting decanter and goblet on the way, he left the room.
 
   Her shaking legs collapsed beneath her and she slumped down, her knees banging hard against the marble floor. She knelt, rocking a little, her heart racing, trying to catch her breath. She could feel something warm trickling down her legs and when she put her hand there, it came away stained with blood. Still she couldn’t move.
 
   At length, she heard the last bell sounding in the distance. Had it only been an hour since she had left the living floor? It felt like a lifetime ago. She rose unsteadily, and fetched her gown from the bed, using it to clean herself and then the floor. Then she went through to the water room. She had forgotten to light the burners, so the water was ice cold, but that seemed to fit her mood. She washed her legs, scrubbing with the cloth, but somehow she still felt unclean. She gave up and rinsed out the gown, hanging it up to dry.
 
   She went back to the bedroom, and found an old gown to wear, a thick winter one, for she was shivering. Then she got into bed and curled into a tight, miserable ball.
 
   ~~~
 
   Morsha, her senior Companion, woke her the next morning.
 
   “Well, you must have had a good night, to be sleeping so late!” She winked at Mia, and went to open the shutters. “Communion in two small bells.”
 
   For a moment Mia was puzzled, then with a stab of anguish she remembered. And, remembering, she was astonished that she had slept at all. She hauled herself out of bed, washed and dressed in her travelling clothes, and went down for family communion. 
 
   Jonnor was there, of course, his face showing – what exactly? He was not his usual impassive self, wrapped in his grief. He watched her, and for almost the first time since Tella’s death, he reached for her hand during the ceremony. Usually he sat across from her, silent and inscrutable, but today he sat close and held her hand. Once, when she dared to glance at him, he was looking at her. He gave her a tremulous little smile. She looked away quickly. 
 
   Afterwards, the wagons were already waiting in the departing courtyard, an open one loaded up with their boxes and the closed one Mia and her three Companions would ride in. Marna was fussing over her own two children, and Mista was crying, kissing all of them, even Jinnia, the baby. Some of the children were crying too, and the servants were crowding round. Mia had said her farewells the day before, and besides, she had no energy this morning for such emotion. She was afraid she might cry, and once started would be unable to stop.
 
   She saw Morsha waiting beside the wagons, watching her with interested speculation, and then she noticed Jonnor hovering nearby.
 
   “Have a good journey,” he said, his voice subdued. He crossed the short space between them, put his arms round her and hugged her tight, burying his face in her headscarf. “Forgive me,” he muttered into her ear. “It was the only way…”
 
   She pulled away a little and forced a smile. Then on impulse she reached up and kissed him softly on the cheek. “It’s all right,” she whispered, and saw relief wash over his face. 
 
   Only it wasn’t all right, was it? She very much wanted it to be so, but she was detached, somehow, distant. Ever since Tella’s death, she had imagined that he need only turn to her, see her properly for the first time, and everything would change. In time, perhaps, she might even be able to take her sister’s place in his affections. All her dreams had rested on it. 
 
   Yet now everything was different. She saw Jonnor in a new light, she herself was changed and there was a distance between them as there had never been before. She had always imagined that sex would bring them closer together, but now they might as well be on opposite sides of a swamp. Although his remorse comforted her a little, she was still alone.
 
   In the bustle of clambering into the wagons and settling themselves, she lost sight of Jonnor amidst the press of people in the yard. As their wagon began to move and turned towards the open gates, she caught a glimpse of him again standing a little apart, his eyes dark, his face unsmiling. And then they rolled through the archway and he was gone.
 
   Morsha, always the most sensible of her Companions, had brought blankets and food, and Mia remembered that she had not eaten that morning. So she wrapped herself up and nibbled fruit and bread and cold meat, while listening to Mista and Marna chattering, and avoiding Morsha’s eye, as the road rolled under their wheels.
 
   And in time, as they relaxed, the questions came.
 
   “So… did he manage it this time, Mia?” Naturally it would be Marna who asked. Mia found that she didn’t mind.
 
   “Yes, he did.” They squealed, and she laughed a little too, caught up in their excitement.
 
   “And? What was it like? Was he sweet? I’ve always thought Jonnor would be sweet…”
 
   “Oh, you know…” She felt herself blush. Of course she couldn’t possibly tell them the truth. Fortunately they filled in the gaps themselves.
 
   “I’ll bet it was lovely.”
 
   “Such nice hands he has… I’d give anything to have them all over me!”
 
   “Did he want it lots of times? They always do, once they start. You must be so sore.”
 
   “Is he good at kissing? He has gorgeous lips, doesn’t he? So soft and warm…”
 
   “Did he cuddle afterwards, or go straight to sleep? I like it when they cuddle.”
 
   “I wish Jonnor would cuddle me. You lucky thing.”
 
   “Better that than a fumble behind the kitchen door, like my first time. I had no idea what was going on!”
 
   Mia smiled and laughed and said nothing as Mista and Marna chattered on, while Morsha sipped her drink and watched her. After a while, she reached across and patted Mia’s hand.
 
   “There! The worst is over now, and after the quiet he’ll forget about Tella, you’ll see.”
 
   “Course he will!” said Marna, looking surprised. “Why would he care anything about her? If he only knew…”
 
   But Morsha shushed her. To Mia’s relief, they fell silent and she turned away, closing her eyes.
 
   It took them a long tedious day to reach the sky ship station, but they were on a good road and the wagon was as comfortable as cushions and hot stones and rubber wheels and ingenious suspension could make it. All the same, they were glad to arrive. 
 
   The sky ship station was a square brick-built structure of four storeys, with a large stable and wagon shed abutted to one side. The ground floor housed the kitchens and other utilitarian rooms, there were two floors of accommodation for those staying overnight, and the top floor was level with the sky ship way, a smooth road built on pillars which stretched off to the horizon to the northwest and southeast. They could have stayed at an inn and been more comfortable, but the place was convenient and practical.
 
   They were expected, so workers streamed out to meet their arriving wagons, unload their boxes and show them to their apartment. There was water heated ready, and Mia made no protest when the others waved her through to bathe first. The water was blissfully hot, and even the stinging between her legs as she immersed herself was cleansing. She had been sore all day, grateful she had not had to ride. She felt refreshed and slept deeply that night, without dreams.
 
   Their sky ship was not scheduled until noon, so the four women spent the morning waiting. Mista passed the time combing and rebraiding her waist-length hair, chattering non-stop about the purchases she would make at the Ring. Marna fretted about the children, some sewing lying unnoticed on her lap. Morsha repaired a torn undergown with delicate stitches. From time to time a deep rumbling from above set the whole building trembling.
 
   Mia sat a little apart, a book spread out on the table, a sweet romantic story quite at odds with her current mood. She stared unseeingly at the words in front of her. She had not expected her encounter with Jonnor to be as romantic as the books she read since he was so deep in grief, but the abruptness of it had shaken her. She felt numb and disoriented, as if she were not quite connected to the women around her. Even the room seemed grey, as if shrouded in fog.
 
   She jumped when Morsha patted her hand. “Time to go.”
 
   They were ready in good time, escorted up the stairs by a troop of silent servants and shown where to stand. The sky ships ran to a strict timetable, and if they failed to board their assigned cabin at the correct time, they would be left behind. There would be severe consequences if they missed their first interviews. 
 
   The waiting platform was a miserable place, with no shelter from the weather at all. The Plains of Kallanash were never free of wind, but up here they were fully exposed and their heaviest woollen headscarves were tightly wound to cover all but their eyes. The air was bitter cold, but at least it was clear. The warmer northern Karnings had many advantages, but there the air was always laden with dust blown down from the desert. 
 
   From where they stood, the full length of the sky ship way was visible in both directions, with the huge chains which pulled the ships gliding along in their grooves, and the long line of windmills stretching off into the distance. Before too long, the chains started shaking with a great clanking noise, and in a little while their sky ship came into view, the great metal sails above each cabin angled to slow it down. Between boarding stops the ships moved under their own power, but occasionally the wind was adverse and then the windmills along the way powered the chains and pulled the ship along.
 
   As the ship drew near, a long snake of connected cabins, it hitched itself to the smaller chains which pulled it slowly through the bay of the boarding platform. As soon as their appointed cabin drew alongside, their little gaggle of servants sprang into action, throwing open the double doors, sliding their travelling boxes under the seats and assisting the women inside as the wagon crept past. Within moments the doors closed again behind them, and almost at once there was a little jerk as they picked up speed.
 
   The four women leaned back against the cushions and laughed in relief. It was always a tense moment, boarding the sky ship, and its successful accomplishment was occasion for celebration. Morsha scrabbled on the floor to access her box, and drew forth a flask of apple wine and four beakers. Mia liked it better than regular wine, and drank her share as they flew along, giggling as much as any of them at Mista’s jokes. 
 
   Then it was a matter of watching the world go by as they sped along, covering as much ground in an hour as a horse would take all day to accomplish, slowing only occasionally to take on more passengers. Sometimes they were surrounded by the tops of trees, almost leafless now, but mostly they had a clear view of the endless plains – a village here, an orchard there, a Karninghold, then a watchtower away in the distance as they crossed a boundary line between Karnings. Several times they saw Godstowers, small towers standing alone, unused and purposeless, without even a door. Then the emptiness of the barrens, treeless and deserted, left as a reminder of how the whole Plains of Kallanash used to be before the Petty Kings and later the Word of the Gods brought order. Beyond that were the game-filled forests which helped to feed the Ring.
 
   Mia’s Companions had no interest in views they had seen many times before. Marna fell asleep, and Morsha and Mista began playing a simple guessing game. Mia gazed unseeing through the windows. Usually she loved this journey, skimming the treetops like a bird, or speeding along high above the plains grasses that rippled and waved in the wind. The sky ships were thrilling, her excitement tempered only by apprehension for the forthcoming interview. But not today. Today her thoughts were elsewhere, and the views flew past unnoticed.
 
   After the tumult of two nights before, she felt strangely calm. However unpleasant it had been, it was over now and the next time would be better. There would be a next time, she was sure of that. She would be better prepared for it, too. And one thing she was determined on – she would get rid of all Tella’s things from her bedroom. Then at least there would be nothing to remind Jonnor of his dead wife. 
 
   She dared not think beyond that. She could never replace Tella in his affections; she was too different from her sister. Tella was a dazzling adventuress who might have stepped out of the pages of a book. Mia was a mouse by comparison. But Jonnor was not quite the hero she’d imagined him, either. Still, they had time to get used to each other, to be comfortable together. She could carve out her own place in the marriage and make Jonnor happy.
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   8: Kashinor (Hurst)
 
   Hurst hated the winter quiet. Two months without skirmishes, and even the Vahsi beyond the border withdrew to their caves and left the Karnings in peace. When he had first gone to the Ring as a boy of ten, he had delighted in trying to circumvent the rules. Sneaking away from the scholars’ hall, exploring the wide streets and covered markets, creeping through the bushes fringing the Glass Lake and peering through any windows low enough to reach. He had few brothers of similar age, but enough cousins to form an unruly pack, egging each other on. Eventually one of them had been caught by the guards on one of their adventures. That had sobered them all up quick enough. He would never forget seeing Crannor’s still, limp body, weeks later, when the Slaves had finished with him. The Gods were unforgiving.
 
   After that, he had hurled himself into the tournament, determined to overcome the handicap of his bad leg. Training all the hours he could, studying the opposition’s every move, falling asleep with the moves of the last match still in his mind, waking up with the strategy of the next. But once he’d won everything he could, many times, even the tournament lost its lustre, and he and Gantor had agreed to leave it to younger men.
 
   Nowadays, the winter quiet was just dull. He missed the routine of home, the times with his beloved Mia, and he chafed at the endless hours in the temples. There was nothing for him there. He had come to an understanding with the Gods years ago in his own mind, having seen too much injustice in their names. Until one of the Nine showed up and started giving orders in person, he would continue to wonder if perhaps Those who Served the Gods had no direct contact either and made up the Word of the Nine as it suited them. 
 
   Then there was the tedium of the journey, two days of sitting around in wagons and sky ships with his Companions. It was a great trial for four men used to constant physical activity. 
 
   But as they drew nearer to the Ring itself, his interest picked up a little. At first the mountain range was no more than a hazy smudge on the horizon, then a darker jagged line, and at last the monstrous towering peaks of the Ring of Bonnegar, rising five thousand feet from the plain below. It always amazed him that the sky ship way made no deviation as it approached, no last minute jink to find an easier route, but plunged straight into the side of the mountain and on through, with a deafening roar of machinery in the echoing tunnel. Occasionally the tunnel widened abruptly as their route bisected an old dragon cave, and the noise subsided and then crashed back over them as the tunnel narrowed again. There were lights at intervals, mysterious lamps that burned without flickering, but they raced past so fast that each one was no more than an instant’s lightning flash in the interminable darkness.
 
   The brilliance of daylight dazzled him as they emerged from the mountain. There before him was the incomparable vista of Kashinor. Mia had told Hurst once that the Ring was a natural formation. She had paid more attention to the scholars than he ever had, so he supposed it must be right. Even so, he found it hard to believe. It was too precise, too regular, an almost perfect circle of peaks like the crown worn by a king of old. Close to ten miles across, the inner bowl was dominated by the Glass Lake, mirror-smooth and blue as a summer sky, where floated the ethereal golden tower of Those who Served the Gods.
 
   Once Kashinor had held their entire civilisation, a series of low stone buildings clustering along the edge of the lake in a dozen little settlements, scratching a living from the poor soil, fishing in the lake and raising cattle and goats. Not the most productive land, but peaceful, because that perfect ring of mountains made an unbreachable defensive wall. Two easily defended passes to the northwest and a cave system to the south were the only ways in or out before the sky ship way was built. 
 
   Hurst could well understand why Kashinor had never been conquered by force, but had grown peacefully into a great civilisation. Beyond the Ring, the Vahsi had swept back and forth across the plains. Later, the Petty Kings had carved out their domains and feuded endlessly. Neither had ever taken Kashinor. Only the Word of the Gods had penetrated the mountains in its subtle way, and begun the great expansion. Now there were more than three hundred Karnings, neatly laid out in regular squares, and both barbarians and wilderness had been pushed back and ever back, taming the plains and making them productive. 
 
   At the centre of it all still lay this circle of calm and order, Kashinor. Within the protective ring of the mountains, the lake was fringed with a necklace of slender towers and domes and pleasure gardens and spires, looking impossibly fragile at first sight. Out in the Karnings, buildings were squat and solid and square, grey and sensible affairs, huddled low against the wind. Here, however, all was ethereal lightness, curves and points and elegance, reaching for the stars. There was something insubstantial about it, as if the softest breeze would swirl everything into dust, but some part of Hurst responded to the beauty of it.
 
   Before long, the view was lost again as the sky ship entered the transfer station and slowed almost to walking pace. There was a great clanking and jerking as the train of wagons was broken up, and one by one each was dispatched onto the circleway towards its final destination. Hurst’s wagon was third in line, so there was not long to wait before they pulled in outside the Arrakas men's house, and the confining journey was over at last. Hurst and his Companions strode across the narrow arched bridge to the house, a little troop of liveried servants puffing behind them with their travel boxes on handcarts.
 
   They had the same sparsely furnished room as last year, divided by partitions into four cubicles. Their large boxes, filled with tournament fighting gear and surplus clothes, had been sent ahead. Trimon and Walst grabbed some gear and raced off to the training grounds below. Gantor and Hurst methodically unpacked.
 
   There was a scratching at the door and a young man’s face appeared round it.
 
   “Hey! You’re here at last! Thank the Gods, I hate being the first.”
 
   “Roonast! Good to see you.” Hurst crossed the room in three strides and wrapped his arms round his fifteen year old brother. “So… how are you? Enjoying being married?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s good. Not that Klemmast lets me do much yet. I’ve only had two skirmishes to myself, so far. Won one, lost one. But I know what I did wrong. S’fun, though. Better than training.”
 
   “Well, of course!” 
 
   Hurst smiled at him. Roonast was the child of one of the Companions of his father’s marriage, and his looks were all from his mother. Where Hurst and most of the Arrakas men were dark and stocky, Roonast was fair, lithe and slender. He was an excellent archer and horseman, however, even if he lacked the strength for heavy weapons. He had just joined the marriage of two other brothers after they moved to the fourth line. Hurst thought it a good move for him, rather than waiting in the hope of getting his own Karning. 
 
   “I was sorry to hear about… erm…” Roonast said.
 
   “Tella.”
 
   “What happened? Klemmast said there was some mystery about it.”
 
   “Mystery? No, not really. She must have fallen from her horse, that’s what everyone thinks. The Slave Healers thought so, anyway. She always rode too fast.”
 
   “But no one knows?”
 
   “Well, no, but… what else could it be? She was out riding alone, she was just found dead.”
 
   “But… no injuries?”
 
   “There’s not much to see with a broken neck.” Hurst’s voice was sharper than he’d intended and Roonast flushed a little, and avoided his eye. It was easy to forget how young he was, sometimes. At least he hadn’t asked about blue arrows. Hurst supposed there was a lot of speculation going on about that. “But let’s not talk about it,” Hurst added in gentler tones. “Tell me about you. Have you got an arrangement worked out that you’re comfortable with?”
 
   “Oh yeah, it’s fine. Well… it’s all still settling down, really. As third husband, I’m s’posed to be with Shanya, the third wife – eventually, you know – but she wanted to start with Klemmast, and at the moment she’s with Jallinast. But it’s fine. She’s older than me, she thinks I’m too young for her still. But the wives have nine Companions between them, and they’ve been – very friendly. I’ve hardly spent a night alone, it’s brilliant.” He smiled, a boyish grin that made him look even younger than his fifteen years. 
 
   Hurst smiled too, but he wondered just how wise such a free-spirited marriage was. Of course, he could see the attraction for the lead and second husbands when a third wife was added, young and fresh and tempting, and the third husband dazzled by having his own skirmishes and an array of Companions to choose from. At fifteen, he would have been quite happy with such a situation, too. But were the other wives happy with it? It was hardly a stable arrangement for the longer term.
 
   Not that his own position was anything to boast about. Ten years of uncomplaining subservience with nothing to show for it. He had been an idiot to put up with it. So stupid. He should have protested years ago. 
 
   Now Jonnor had Mia and he had nothing at all, nothing but the right to lie in the dark listening to their pleasure. He had lost her now, lost her for ever. Assuming Jonnor had worked up his courage, of course. What was wrong with the man? How difficult could it be? And if he hadn’t… Well, he would find out soon enough.
 
   ~~~
 
   The next morning brought relief from that anxiety, but in turn created another. A brief message from Mia, sent on from the sky ship station and brought to the Ring overnight, contained the reassuring words: ‘Situation resolved’. And that set him worrying all over again. Such unemotional words – what did they really mean? 
 
   The morning also brought his first interview. He put on his formal clothes for the first time in almost a year, feeling, as always, half-naked in the thin silks which floated and clung with the slightest movement. It was fortunate that practicality dictated a heavy outer cloak as well, for whatever the origins of the traditional costume, it was anything but appropriate winter wear.
 
   “It’s the fucking stupid headband that upsets me most,” muttered Walst, as they gathered to leave their room. “And who ever thought all this trailing material is flattering for a Skirmisher anyway?” 
 
   Hurst laughed, but he had to agree. Walst was even more muscular than he was, and the skimpy silks looked quite ridiculous on his bulky frame.
 
   “At least we all go for interview at the same time,” he said, “so we can all look silly together.”
 
   They had too much energy to wait around for a sky ship, so they walked along the broad corridor beneath the circleway, as everyone else stood aside for them and bowed, all conversation suspended while they passed by. This was no more than the respect due to interviewees, but there was sympathy too.
 
   Walst muttered under his breath the whole way there. The interviews were a trial to everyone, but he always went to pieces before them. He was fearless with a sword in his hand, but the Voices reduced him to incoherence.
 
   “What the fuck am I going to say?” he moaned. “What am I supposed to tell them? I never know what they fucking want from me.”
 
   “They want the truth,” Hurst said, made blunt by his own apprehension. 
 
   “But what does that mean?”
 
   “Just what it says. Whatever they ask, answer with complete honesty.”
 
   “If you think Hurst’s a wanker, just say so,” said Trimon, grinning. “If you hate Gantor, say so.”
 
   “How can you make a fucking joke of it!”
 
   “He’s right, though,” Hurst said. “So long as you tell the truth, whatever it may be, you have nothing to fear from them.”
 
   Gantor grunted. “There’s always something to fear from the Voices.”
 
   “Perhaps. But it has to be done. Just be honest, Walst, and you can ask for the Blessing afterwards in good conscience.”
 
   The interview hall was an unobtrusive building, a simple low dome with a door standing open. Inside was a place to leave their cloaks, and a small waiting area with a neat line of chairs and a brazier. Within minutes they were summoned by a grey-clad Voice, following her through a couple of doors and into the interior of the dome itself, a vast sphere, the larger part of which was underground. Within the structure were suspended scores of small spherical pods, reached by a series of precarious looking reed bridges. More Voices waited for them, and they were led away separately to their assigned pods.
 
   Entering the pod was always an uneasy moment for Hurst. They were so small, so dimly lit, so confined that he felt as if he were wrapped from head to toe in a stifling blanket. Yet it should all be familiar enough now. He had been attending interviews since he was ten years old, he knew every part of it – the spherical pod itself, the short bridge to the circular platform supported by wooden struts, the little round table in the centre with chairs squeezed around it.
 
   Ducking his head to step through the round door, he saw no fewer than five Voices waiting for him. Five! He had never been interviewed by more than four at once before, and that only in the first year after his marriage. Since then it had dwindled to three and then only two for several years now. But naturally there was more interest since Tella had gone. They would want to question him closely about Mia and Jonnor. Still, he felt a sudden spike of apprehension.
 
   Head brushing the roof, he crossed the bridge to his chair and bowed with deep formality before sitting. They made no response, as always. They sat in a semi-circle on the other side of the table, rather squashed in, huddled in their pale grey gowns and hoods, so that only their faces showed, skeletal in the gloom. One he recognised, for he saw him every year, but the rest he thought were strangers, although it was hard to be sure. 
 
   They sat in silence, waiting for him. Why did he hesitate? He was the same every year, overcome with an odd spasm of fear. He knew why; it was the globe. It sat quiescent now, just a glass ball, set on the table so that it was in the exact centre of the pod. He stretched out his hand and rested it on the top of the globe, and at once it filled with light – first a vivid yellow, then red, then green, then a swirling orangey red before finally settling to a pale creamy blue. One of the Voices nodded at him and Hurst removed his hand.
 
   “Most High Hurst dos Arrakas, Second Husband of Karning Dranish Turs Kan-forst.” 
 
   “Most Humble.”
 
   They talked first about Tella. How had he felt about her, how grief-stricken was he, how much would he miss her? Then an odd question – had Hurst talked to her about her interview at the Ring?
 
   “No, not really. Naturally, we asked how it went, but she wouldn’t say. She didn’t even tell Jonnor.”
 
   “How did she seem to you? Her mood.”
 
   He shrugged. Tella’s moods had always been hard to pin down, like smoke. “Nothing out of the ordinary, for her.”
 
   “And how did she die?”
 
   Hurst frowned. “Surely you know that?”
 
   “We want to know what you know, Most High.”
 
   “Oh. Of course. Well, she fell from her horse – I suppose.” For an instant the globe flared a brighter blue. Perhaps Roonast’s questions had raised doubt in his mind. That would never do. He refocused. “I mean – I don’t know exactly, she was just found dead, with her horse nearby. It seems most likely that she just fell.” To his relief, the globe was dormant again; the Voices nodded and moved on.
 
   After some discussion of Tella’s Companions, they came to the most difficult part – the change in the marriage. It was always the same two questions – what arrangement was in place? Was he happy with it? For years he had answered with confidence. Could he do that now? He had rehearsed his answers but still he wasn’t sure.
 
   “Jonnor is to have Mia exclusively.”
 
   “And you?”
 
   “I shall make my own arrangements, as I have always done.”
 
   “And are you happy with that?”
 
   There was no option but honesty. “For my own personal happiness, I would like access to Mia, of course. But I believe this is the best arrangement for all three of us, and I don’t want to be disruptive by insisting.” 
 
   The globe flickered very slightly. There was silence for a moment.
 
   “Again, with the orb, if you please, Most High.”
 
   A spurt of fear, but that was reflex. He had nothing to worry about, for it was true enough. He rested his hand on the globe, trying to imbue his voice with confidence, and repeated his statement.
 
   The globe remained unchanged this time. After a moment, the Voice nodded and he removed his hand. After a few more questions about Mia and Jonnor, they moved on to the skirmishes and his own Companions, and here he could answer without hesitation. He had always been very forthright about Jonnor’s deficiencies, and the disastrous last two or three years supported his opinions. He could also now point to his own very recent successes. At least here there was a change he could report without reservation – Jonnor was to give him equal access to the lines. And he admitted the real reason why – they had a deal. Jonnor was to get Mia, and he would get more line work. He began to relax, seeing the end of the interview in sight.
 
   And then one of the Voices, a woman who had not spoken before, said, “So you will not be asking for the blue arrows?”
 
   Gods, he’d forgotten about that. He’d been so absorbed in the arrangement with Mia and Jonnor, and finally returning to proper skirmishing, that the whole idea had receded in his mind. But of course they would want to know.
 
   “I have no intention of asking for the blue arrows.” No hesitation at all, that was good.
 
   “Not at present, perhaps, but you have three years. Things may change. Should you ever find the situation intolerable, for any reason, you may ask for the arrows.” She half-smiled at him as she spoke. That surprised him – a Voice smiling? “There are many tales and rumours about the arrows. We want to be sure you are not misled by any misinformation you might have acquired. So we will go over the details for you.”
 
   Well, that was all right. He had been taught all about it during his time with the scholars, of course, but that was many years ago now. And in an interview, listening was a great deal better than answering questions.
 
   The female Voice reached under the table, and produced a small capped quiver. She popped open the lid and tipped three arrows onto the table, and pushed them across to Hurst. He picked one up. It looked like any other arrow, except that the shaft and fletching were both blue. The head was odd, a very thin, sharp point, but bulbous behind.
 
   “This is what you will receive,” she said, waving a hand over the quiver. “Three arrows, like so. You are an archer yourself?”
 
   “I have no more than average skill, but one of my Companions is an excellent shot.”
 
   “Yes, he may shoot for you. You have only three attempts, so you must choose your moment carefully. The objective is not to pierce the skin, necessarily, but to get a solid shot at the body or arms, so that the point hits square on and, with luck, catches in the fabric of the overtunic. The point is delicate and will break off, releasing a paralysing miasma. The target will be rendered unconscious for a time – a few minutes or up to two to three hours, depending on how close to the face the point is when it breaks. So, the first consideration is to ensure that the target is not too close to other people.”
 
   “It doesn’t kill?” Hurst was bewildered.
 
   “No, no. The arrow itself doesn’t kill. It is the Gods who choose whether to take the target, Most High.”
 
   “Yes, but… I don’t quite see the distinction.”
 
   The Voices exchanged glances. It was hard to tell, but Hurst thought they were amused.
 
   “The arrow merely designates the target, Most High,” said one of the male Voices. “It draws the attention of the Gods, so that they may decide whether he may live or die.”
 
   “And that brings me to the second consideration,” the female continued. “The Gods have many calls on their notice, so you must do everything possible to ensure that they are paying attention when the arrow is used. If there is a Slave nearby, the Gods will certainly be watching, so you should choose a time and place when a Slave is to hand. Not the village Slaves, of course, but a Karning Slave or one of the Healing Slaves. During a skirmish, for instance, or during training. Not indoors, because the miasma may affect a number of people and the Gods would not be able to distinguish between them, but out in the open, with a Slave nearby. Do you understand?”
 
   “In the open. Not too close to other people. Slave nearby,” Hurst muttered. “But I don’t intend to…”
 
   “No, no, no,” she said, almost smiling again. “But it’s as well to be prepared. Just in case.”
 
   “Just in case,” he echoed, bemused.
 
   “Now then.” She reached down again. “This is what the target will receive. Or you, should he decide to ask for the arrows.” She placed a small glass vial on the table. “This is poison. This will kill, so it must be kept locked away, you understand?”
 
   “But…?”
 
   “So that the target can kill himself, of course. If he finds that the best way out.” Again she smiled.
 
   Hurst took a deep breath. “I have no intention of doing this,” he said, as firmly as he could. “I am quite content with matters as they are.” The globe flickered a little. “Content enough,” he added, annoyed.
 
   “Things may change, Most High,” she said silkily. “You may be content now, but who knows what may happen in the future? A marriage of three is inherently unstable. The blue arrows are for when you find your situation intolerable.”
 
   “I know it isn’t a perfect arrangement, but… so long as Mia is happy…”
 
   “And if she isn’t, Most High? What then?”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   9: Library (Mia)
 
   The Amontis women’s house made Mia feel like a child again. Even after ten years with her own Karning, as a wife with her own family, being back here amongst her sisters and cousins made her feel very small and insignificant. It made her very emotional too, not at all her usual calm self. There was always someone in tears over some imagined grievance, and then Mia was upset too. Or perhaps excited about a new baby or a move to a new Karning or a forthcoming marriage, and Mia would find herself bubbling with the same joy. Today one of her sisters was anxious about a child with a bad spirit left behind at the Karning, and Mia was flooded with the same sick fear. She couldn’t understand why her blood kin made her so volatile, but since she hated being emotional, she avoided them as much as she could. Instead, she looked forward to the two or three hours every evening when she could see her real family.
 
   Mia dressed with unusual care that first day at the Ring. She would not see Jonnor again for some days, but there was Hurst to consider, too. She wanted to convince him that all was well, so she set aside her practical tunic and trousers in favour of one of her most elegant gowns, fine wool in a rich wine colour. She bound her hair in some of Tella’s vivid silk scarves, and added a small silver brooch she’d found at the back of a drawer. Then she wrapped herself in a thick winter cloak for the walk to their pavilion.
 
   “I wish we could have got a sky ship,” Mista said, as they made their way along the crowded lamp-lit walkways, broad paved paths lined with aromatic shrubs and whispering ferns. Beyond, brightly lit walls of painted glass shone in the darkness, the pavilions of other families. 
 
   “It’s just as quick to walk,” Morsha said. “At least it’s not raining. Come on, keep up, Marna.”
 
   “Slow down a bit, will you? Not everyone has long legs like you.”
 
   “It’s so cold,” Mista said.
 
   “Almost there.” Mia smiled at the familiar grumbles. The Companions were always jumpy when they first arrived at the Ring. Once tomorrow’s interview was over, they would relax.
 
   The pavilion was positioned midway between the Amontis house and the Arrakas house, where Jonnor and Hurst stayed. All the pavilions followed the same pattern; twelve sides, each filled with a great arched window of coloured glass, and the whole covered with a matching glass dome. A massive fire burned in the centre of the tiled floor, with tables and chairs set out around the perimeter. Above, a narrow balcony ran all round, set with smaller tables for those playing crowns, and comfortable chairs for those who wished to read or chat.
 
   They had been assigned this pavilion when they first married, and would keep it until they broke, but it was over large for their small family. Even when Jonnor arrived, there would only be twelve of them, in a space designed to hold perhaps a hundred people. In time the older children would join them, but it would be years before it would be full. 
 
   Mia paused for a moment as she entered the chamber. She was struck afresh with grief for Tella, for this would be the first winter quiet without her. But it was comforting to see the Companions greet each other with affection, and there was Hurst smiling at her.
 
   She crossed the room to stand alongside him, both turning to gaze out of the window nearest to the Glass Lake. The water shimmered slightly, reflecting the lights of hundreds of pavilions lining its shores. Away across the water, seeming to float on the surface, was the Tower of Reception, gleaming like a golden finger pointing to the sky. There were no windows visible except for the very top, and the walls glowed with a strange light of their own, by the power of the Nine.
 
   “No, still in the same place,” Hurst said. “It hasn’t moved at all.”
 
   She laughed at the joke, as she always did. It was a game they played every year, to pretend the tower had moved. There were those who believed such things, but although the tower was a strange place, the oldest building on the plains, it was not quite that strange. 
 
   “You look well,” Hurst said, still watching the lake. “Did you have a good journey?” 
 
   “As good as it ever is,” she replied, the familiar greetings a comfort.
 
   Then he turned to face her. “And Jonnor? He took care of things?”
 
   His tone was casual, but she caught something deeper, some tension perhaps, in his voice, although his face was impassive, and that made her anxious. She wanted to answer lightly, to deflect any more questions so the moment would pass quickly, but somehow there was a thickening in her throat and she couldn’t quite look him in the eye. 
 
   “He did,” she said, but she knew he would notice her hesitation and gruff tone. She flushed, annoyed with herself, but he said nothing, and after a few moments the Slaves came in to lead the family communion. In the flurry of activity that followed she was able to compose herself.
 
   Later, when they were setting up a game of crowns, he said in a low voice, “I shall be at the library tomorrow morning if you want to talk about things. An hour before noon, in the Old Murthian poetry room.”
 
   “Oh! I didn’t know you were familiar with Old Murthian.”
 
   “I don’t speak a word of it, but neither does anyone else, so we won’t be disturbed. You can tell me all about it. If you want to, of course. Would you like to play red this time?”
 
   ~~~
 
   The library was a vast seven-storey pile built half into a straggling arm of the mountains on the far side of the lake from the Amontis house. It was too far for her to walk and the sky ships were busy bringing in more Karningholders for the winter quiet, so she sent for a push cart, a small wheeled vehicle propelled by two servants, which dropped her at the foot of the crumbling stone steps leading up to the entrance. Usually her visits to the library were a delightful respite from the bustle and lengthy rituals of the winter quiet, but today she was unaccountably nervous about talking to Hurst. She didn’t want him to think badly of Jonnor, and as for herself, she’d just as soon put all thoughts about that night out of her mind. It didn’t help to trawl over such experiences. It was more important to look to the future.
 
   Despite her nerves, entering the library again after almost a year lifted her spirits. The ground floor was one huge open space, completely filled with walls of book hangers. Narrow balconies allowed access to the higher books. This level was almost entirely taken up with works of the imagination, and a few works of reality, such as certain histories. 
 
   There were no librarians about for her to hand over the books she was returning, so she hung them on the correct hooks herself, and quickly chose three more. It was many years since she had ventured beyond the familiar areas where she found all her own reading, and she could not remember where the Old Murthian poetry section was. She looked around for someone who might know, but the only person nearby was a Slave.
 
   “Excuse me, Most Humble…” she began, but the Slave turned frightened eyes towards her and darted away. A wash of fear swept over Mia, leaving her heart thumping. Why would a Slave react that way? Had she offended in some way? But the Slave was gone, and although Mia waited a while, no one came to reprimand her or, worse, to take her away for investigation. 
 
   There was no one to ask for directions, but she knew every corner of this floor, and there was no poetry of any kind. The Old Murthian poetry room must be on one of the upper levels. She hadn’t explored up there for years, and the prospect distracted her thoughts from the forthcoming meeting.
 
   She made her way to the stairs, broad and echoing. There were large niches on either side, but they were all empty. The centre of the stairs was carpeted, but it raised choking dust, so she walked carefully up the stone edges, avoiding the cracks. On the second floor, a large engraved marble slab told her the level was devoted to more histories, mostly battles and skirmish theory, and a lot of dull reality books - astronomy, geography, animal life and the like. No poetry.
 
   The stairs to the third floor were free of carpet, but were even more dusty, with great spiders’ webs in the corners. The marble slab here was filled with unfamiliar topics: culture, anthropology, spiritualism, catastrophe theory, ritual studies… she had no idea what most of them were, but there was nothing about Old Murthian and no one around to ask, so she went up again.
 
   The stairs now were covered with what looked like dead leaves, brown and dry, which crunched under her feet. Her curiosity at this decrepit state put everything else out of her head. This was not how she remembered these upper floors. 
 
   The slab on the fourth level had numerous entries hidden with strips of board, or painted out. But at last there were some languages – Elder Kashinorian, Later Kashinorian, Grivordian, Kannick Old Script, Kannick Revised Script, Herramish and Old Murthian, as well as many others she had never heard of.
 
   This level was not open like the ground floor, and she followed the signs along endless corridors, past closed doors and a few which stood ajar, revealing walls lined with empty hooks. Even some of the passageways featured lines of hooks, but there were no books, and no people to be seen either. However, she could see footprints in the dust ahead of her, so she knew this part of the library was not entirely abandoned.
 
   At last she reached a pair of doors, one labelled ‘Old Murthian, Language, Literature, History’ and the other ‘Poetry, Messhantian, Trithordinish, Old Murthian’. She took a deep breath, opened the latter and went in. 
 
   Hurst was already there, a book spread out on a marble bench in the middle of the room. He looked up at her, smiling, and she was filled with affection for him. Whatever happened, surely he would always be her friend.
 
   “Well,” she said, gazing around in amazement at the rows of books filling every wall, “I had forgotten this room. I have not been up here for years. It was a lot cleaner then.”
 
   “You’ve been here before? Whatever for? Did you get lost?”
 
   “Not at all. One of my uncles – the fourth, I think – or maybe fifth – grew up in the area that used to be Old Murthius and spoke the language fluently. He showed me all round this section when I first came to the scholars. But there were books everywhere then. I remember the corridors were lined with them. I wonder where they all went to.” 
 
   But Hurst only shrugged. 
 
   “I had no idea you had a taste for poetry,” she teased, pointing at the book he had open.
 
   “In Old Murthian? Not my style. I was just trying to work out whether I’d got it the right way up.”
 
   “You have, actually. Oh!” She felt herself blushing. “Actually, I think it’s very much your style.”
 
   “Really? Why?”
 
   “It’s erotica. You could add it to your collection.”
 
   “Well, what’s the point when there are no pictures? So, you can read this stuff, can you? All these squiggles mean something to you?”
 
   “I can read a bit, but it’s not hard, it’s only the same as the Elder Kashinorian script. If you want a difficult one, try Kannick Old Script – all those tiny dots!”
 
   “No thanks! But here… have a seat. I’ve cleaned off the worst of the dirt.” He folded the book up neatly, secured the clasp and hung it back on a hook. With a cluck of mock annoyance, she scooped it up again, and rehung it in the proper section. Then, giving the bench a final wipe with a gloved hand, she sat down. It was fortunate she wore dark clothing, or she might have been tempted to remain standing.
 
   He settled himself beside her. “Well, it rather dents my opinion of my own cleverness if you already know of this place, but you must agree it’s very private.” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “So. Do you want to tell me how things went with Jonnor? I rather imagined you would be dancing for joy afterwards, so should I assume it was a disappointment?”
 
   They had always talked very openly, so she was neither surprised nor embarrassed by his frankness. But still she couldn’t quite look him in the eye.
 
   “It was… not quite what I expected,” she answered in a low voice. “It hurt…”
 
   And then, to her dismay, her eyes filled with warm tears which trickled slowly down her face. Hurst said nothing, but put his arms around her and held her in a tight clasp as she sobbed into his shoulder, his face pressed against her hair. It was a comfort to be held in his strong arms, which rocked her very gently, as if she were a child with a scraped knee. After a while she was able to tell him something of the rest of it between sobs. 
 
   Still he said nothing, and eventually she felt strong enough to pull away and wipe her eyes. When she looked at him, she saw such a fierce expression on his face that she was a little frightened.
 
   “Hurst? Are you… angry with me?”
 
   “Not with you, Mia. Never with you.”
 
   “You mustn’t be angry with Jonnor either,” she said, alarmed now. “It wasn’t… I mean, he did the best he could. But he’s still grieving for Tella, he misses her so much…”
 
   “No excuse,” he said. “He really shouldn’t… but never mind that. He’s an odd one altogether, Jonnor is. At least it’s done. Are you all right, really?”
 
   “Better for talking to you,” she said, with a tremulous smile. “You’re such a good friend to me, Hurst.”
 
   He grunted, an odd twist to his mouth. “Well, I know you won’t let this come between you and Jonnor.”
 
   “Oh no! Of course not. I understand. He just… found it difficult. I’m not Tella, after all.”
 
   “Indeed you’re not.”
 
   “And it will be better next time.”
 
   “Yes. It will. But Mia…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Don’t press him, will you? Give him time.”
 
   “To get over Tella? Yes, I know.” But she felt her face fall, all the same. She had assumed – hoped – that once they got back to the Karninghold, she and Jonnor would begin a more normal relationship. But Hurst was right. Jonnor had forced himself to do his duty, but it might be a long time before he wanted anything more. Well, she had waited ten years for this; she could wait a little longer.
 
   It occurred to her then that it would perhaps have been better if it had been Hurst instead of Jonnor. He was such a good friend, he would surely not have minded. But then she reminded herself that he was grieving too, for Tersia, so it would not necessarily have been any easier for him. Although he pretended their relationship meant little to him, they had been a couple for several years, and Tersia had indicated that her two eldest children were Hurst’s. There must have been affection between them. 
 
   It saddened her to be the cause of so much trouble to her two husbands. It was not strictly her fault, of course, it was just a quirk in the law that required the lead wife to be fully active, but still, she wished she were beautiful and desirable, like Tella, so that sex with her would not be such a chore.
 
   “Well,” she said, straightening her tunic a little and standing again, “at least I know now how you managed to have sex in the library.” She managed a little smile. “Did you find this place yourself, or did your… lady friend know of it?”
 
   “Oh, it was her idea. She is an administrator here, she organises all the activities of the quiet, so she lives here year round. Or did. I haven’t seen her for years. She brought me here when I was still with the scholars, and it was quite a regular thing for a while. There are any number of abandoned rooms like this, and quite a few with books still in them. She used to prefer the ones with books, for some reason. Even up on the seventh floor you can find a few books, although… they are not like these.”
 
   “What do you mean, not like these?”
 
   “Some of them are made differently. They don’t unfold, and they don’t hang on hooks, and they have strange thin covers. The paper is different, too, not crumbling at the edges, like these here. And the letters are smaller, but easier to read, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Not really.” But it was intriguing all the same. She felt a frisson of excitement; new kinds of books! What delights might be found within them?
 
   But there was no time to search further that day.
 
   “I never asked how your interview went,” Mia said later, as they waited by the library steps for her cart to be summoned. “I’m so sorry, Hurst, I should have asked straight away.” She was cross with herself for allowing her own problems to distract her.
 
   “Oh, it went quite well, on the whole,” he said with an easy shrug. “As well as these things ever go.”
 
   “You’re so relaxed about it! I’m always nervous, but there is nothing to fear, is there? The Voices are there to help us. Did they ask anything awkward?”
 
   “Not really. Just about Tella, the arrangement, that sort of thing. Actually, they talked quite a bit about the blue arrows.”
 
   She felt alarm spearing through her. “You aren’t…?”
 
   “No, no, of course not. They just wanted to explain… well, how it all works. Just in case, you know. To be sure I understand the business. But I have no intention of asking, none at all.”
 
   “I can’t imagine that you would ever want to kill Jonnor. I mean, you have disagreements, sometimes, but…” Still there was that little curl of fear at the thought of it.
 
   “The option is there, that’s all. For both of us, in fact. In case the situation ever becomes… intolerable.”
 
   “Intolerable?”
 
   “That is the word they used. But I don’t see it happening, so don’t worry, Mia. Look, here’s your transport now.”
 
   And he handed her in, all smiles, and she thought how different he looked then, his face lit up and those little crinkles around his eyes, not at all like his usual dark expression. He was not a handsome man, not like Jonnor, but he had a certain charm. Although he was ruthless, too, she knew, and she was not reassured. On the ride home, she wondered just what a man like Hurst would regard as intolerable.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   10: Confession (Hurst)
 
   For two full days Hurst churned with anger, glowering at the world and abrupt even with his Companions. He stomped around the training grounds, but he couldn’t settle to any serious work. All his energy was directed elsewhere. Only in the evenings at the pavilion was he mellower, for Mia had the power to soften even his current bad temper. Her interview had gone well, she told him, and she was glad she had talked to him at the library. She’d felt much more settled after that and able to face the globe with total ease.
 
   But that did nothing to abate his anger with Jonnor. The morning Jonnor was due to arrive at the Arrakas men’s house, Gantor, Trimon and Walst were preparing to go to the training grounds, but Hurst hung back, determined to have it out with him.
 
   “You coming?” Walst said with a frown, gathering up clothes to change into later.
 
   “No, I think I’ll wait for Jonnor.”
 
   The three men exchanged glances.
 
   “No,” said Gantor, tossing down his half-filled bag and folding his arms.
 
   “What do you mean, no?”
 
   “I mean no. You’re not going to wait for Jonnor.”
 
   Hurst raised his eyebrows. “Really? Who says so?”
 
   “All of us say so. The mood you’re in, you’ll lose your temper and that will only end badly. For everybody. So no. Get your things, and hurl all that pent-up aggression at a training opponent. Knock me to the Ninth Vortex and back, if you like, or take on Walst if you want more of a challenge. Whatever makes you feel better. But you’re not staying here, even if we have to beat you senseless first and carry you.”
 
   So he went, and he had to admit there was some small satisfaction in a good hard fight. First he mashed Gantor into a quivering heap, and then he turned his attention to Walst, who was more his weight. The two went after each other with such sustained ferocity and for so long that the whole training session gradually ground to a halt around them as one pair after another stopped their own fight to watch, awed. It was a strange thing, but his leg never bothered him while he was fighting, although he knew it would be agony later.
 
   In the bathing pool afterwards, battered, his skin raw with bruises, and barely able to move, Hurst couldn’t help laughing.
 
   “What the fuck’s so funny?” Walst grimaced, stretching his sword-arm gingerly.
 
   “Gantor was right. I do feel better.” 
 
   “Not sure Gantor does. Or me, come to that.” With a wry shake of the head, Walst laughed too.
 
   ~~~
 
   By the time they got back to the Arrakas men’s house, Hurst was too tired to do more than sleep through the afternoon stillness, and then there was the tedium of communion to get through. There was a purpose he could understand to a family communion, for it served to bring them all together – husbands and wives, Companions and children. But a house communion, with distant relatives he barely knew, that was a different matter. 
 
   They met in the temple, a round building connected to both the men’s house and the women’s. There was an hour allowed after the stillness for the various Arrakas members to gather in an ante-room, an opportunity for gossip which was of little interest to Hurst until his father and all his uncles and brothers had arrived from their various Karnings. 
 
   They filed through into the communion room, much larger than its equivalent at a Karninghold, which was fitted out with tiers of semi-circular marble benches around the central fire. The women sat on one side, the men on the other, each with a small cushion to protect their rears from the cold, while Slaves burned incense and chanted. Hurst made the required responses, and tried not to wriggle too much as his abused leg complained at the inactivity. Jonnor was there, of course, but no more than a face in the crowd, and Hurst had no opportunity even for a preliminary glower.
 
   After that, a walk to the family pavilion, and another hour of wretched inactivity with incense and chanting and then at last, blessed release, when the Slaves would depart and leave the family to their meat and the pleasure of a shared evening.
 
   Tonight was the first time they would all be together again, and although the morning’s activity had burned off the worst of Hurst’s anger against Jonnor, he was still not at all settled in his mind. But as soon as he entered the pavilion ante-room and saw Mia and Jonnor standing together, all his antipathy drained away in an instant. For she was smiling up at Jonnor, her face aglow, one dainty hand resting on his shoulder as if she were just about to reach up and kiss him. For his part, Jonnor at least looked less sulky than usual and was listening attentively to her. How could Hurst sustain his anger when she was so obviously happy? 
 
   There was food and drink laid out on a side table, so he fortified himself with a glass of wine, then went across to the two of them. Even so, he couldn’t quite manage a greeting, so he just nodded at Jonnor and tried to smile. He wasn’t sure it came out quite right, but Jonnor seemed not to notice.
 
   “Ah, Hurst, there you are! Mia was just telling me that your interview went well. I’m glad of it.”
 
   It was rather gratifying that they were talking about him, and Jonnor seemed… self-conscious, somehow. His urbane manner was rather forced, Hurst thought, or was that just his imagination?
 
   “Yes, it was fine,” he said, and then stopped, unsure what else he could say. He could hardly talk about the blue arrows, and mentioning Tella would be tactless. And the subject most on his mind, Jonnor’s treatment of Mia, was certainly out of bounds. 
 
   Fortunately, Mia stepped in to talk about some trivial detail that had happened in Morsha’s interview, and the moment passed. He wondered how long it would last, this phase when they were tiptoeing round one subject or another, not quite sure what could safely be mentioned and what must be left unsaid. Eventually they would have to discuss these things, he supposed, but not yet, not here, not with Slaves walking about the room. It was odd how he distrusted them, these followers of the Nine, but he did. He always felt as if they were pretending, somehow.
 
   ~~~
 
   Once all of Hurst’s brothers and cousins arrived, life got busier. Mornings were taken up with training, and although he was not entered in any tournaments himself, he was coaching Jonnor, several younger brothers and a cousin. The stillness and the gathering after it passed in cosy conversations with one or other of his kin, comparing skirmish results or discussing battle strategy with those lucky enough to be out at the border. And then there were the evenings, when sometimes he had the pleasure of a game of crowns with Mia, and sometimes he had to put up with Gantor beating him instead. Once a week, he skipped training to visit the library with Mia, leisurely mornings supposedly choosing books but secretly admiring her smooth skin and gentle brown eyes.
 
   Hurst suspected that Jonnor was avoiding him, although he was pleasant enough when they were thrown together. On the training grounds he listened to Hurst’s advice and practised assiduously. Jonnor always seemed more settled at the Ring, less moody. He was attentive towards Mia too. After his interview, Hurst thought he detected a more serious note to his conversation, less flippant, and after a couple of weeks Jonnor drew Hurst aside one evening.
 
   “I… I need to talk to you,” he said, his voice low. “Privately.”
 
   “Of course,” Hurst said. “Come to my room. Trimon and Walst train every morning, and I can get rid of Gantor…”
 
   “No, my room is better. My three all train, so no need to trouble Gantor. Tomorrow? Two hours before noon?”
 
   When he arrived the next day, Jonnor was pacing the room, but he waved Hurst to the only chair and continued striding about restlessly. The room was so small that only a few paces brought him to the wall, where he turned and began pacing in the opposite direction. 
 
   Hurst said nothing, watching him with something close to envy. He had long since stopped thinking overmuch about his looks or his limp. He could do nothing about either of them, after all. But looking at Jonnor’s perfect form – the lithe and toned body, the beautiful face with its cloud of curls – he envied him that. It brought him Mia’s unquestioning adoration, and he couldn’t help his twist of jealousy. He was only human.
 
   At length, Jonnor turned to face him, and leaned against a dresser. 
 
   “I thought we ought to talk,” he said sombrely, no trace of his usual lightness. “There should be no secrets between us, brother.”
 
   “I agree,” Hurst said, making no comment on the sudden transition to correct form. They had been brothers officially since their marriage, but Jonnor had never bothered to address him properly before.
 
   “Mia…” Jonnor stopped, embarrassment written on his face. Or was it shame? Hurst again said nothing. “I did what had to be done,” Jonnor blurted, “but it wasn’t… it didn’t go off as I’d hoped. It was… difficult.”
 
   “Don’t you find her desirable?” Hurst asked, trying very hard to keep his voice level.
 
   Jonnor looked sideways at him under his lashes. Such long lashes he had. “Well, actually… no, not really. Nothing against her, you understand, it’s just the way she is, but… so skinny, and… and… The trouble is, she’s nothing like Tella.”
 
   “True.” Hurst could feel his temper rising, and had to breathe deeply to stay calm.
 
   “Tella was so… so…”
 
   “Voluptuous?” Hurst hazarded, beginning to see the problem.
 
   “Yes, that, but also… You see, the trouble was, really, Mia just… well, she just stood there. I mean, it was bad enough when she was wearing the nightgown, and it just hung off her, nothing at all there to fill it, but then when she took it off… she just stood there. That’s so… off-putting. It was lucky I’d looked at your books, because otherwise…” He shrugged, hands spread.
 
   “Gods, Jonnor,” Hurst hissed, “What did you expect her to do? Dance for you? Seduce you? She was an innocent, by the Gods!”
 
   Jonnor’s eyes widened. “There’s no need to take that tone. Look, I’m trying to explain here, I’m being honest with you, don’t get all huffy about it.”
 
   “That’s all well and good, but really…” He took a deep breath. “No, sorry, sorry. I’m listening.”
 
   Jonnor hurled himself down on one of the beds, which creaked a little. His face was clouded, but he made the effort to master himself, and after a moment he turned to Hurst again.
 
   “I just found it difficult, all right? It wasn’t what I expected.” The echo of Mia’s own words took Hurst’s breath away, but Jonnor rattled on. “I thought… I mean I assumed she would be like Tella. That she would behave like Tella. That she would… you know…”
 
   “Ah.” And Hurst did know, all of a sudden. Tella had had a certain reputation, before she married. In fact, she had probably been all the way through the stables and back, as the saying was. He could imagine it, Jonnor the young innocent and Tella the experienced lover; naturally she had made all the moves. And Jonnor had expected Mia, poor Mia, to do the same. “But you’ve been married for ten years, you must have picked up a few ideas, surely?”
 
   Jonnor flushed. “I… not exactly. It’s not as simple as that.” He twisted his hands, one over the other. 
 
   Hurst took a deep breath. He uncurled his balled fists and rested them on his knees. Getting angry wouldn’t help, he had to be calm, for Mia’s sake. “Well, what’s happened has happened, so let’s not agonise over it. We need to look at the future, that’s the important thing, wouldn’t you say? The question is, what to do about Mia? Have you any thoughts?”
 
   Jonnor stood up and began pacing again. Once or twice he seemed about to speak, but nothing came of it.
 
   “Let’s look at the options.” Hurst could hear the tension in his own voice, could feel himself shaking. He could hardly believe he was sitting here talking when all he wanted to do was mash Jonnor’s handsome face to pulp. He took another calming breath. “You’ve done what is legally necessary, so now it’s up to you… or the three of us, I suppose. You could just… not bother any more. That’s one possibility. Although the Voices would start asking awkward questions if there’s no child. Or you and Mia could reach an understanding, you could learn the moves together, if you want to. Or I could take over.” 
 
   He spoke the last hesitantly, fearing an outburst, but to his surprise Jonnor sat down and looked eagerly at him.
 
   “You’ve had a lot of experience, haven’t you? With women, I mean? And they were not all like Tella, were they? Not all… passionate, like she was…”
 
   “I suppose…” 
 
   “So maybe you could – you know – teach her?”
 
   “Teach her?”
 
   “Yes. Teach Mia, show her how to do things.”
 
   For a moment Hurst boiled with rage. Show her how to do things? Turn her into some kind of lecherous whore? She deserved better than that! But then a sudden burst of joy.
 
   “You mean… you want me to sleep with her?”
 
   “Yes! Yes, show her the way to… you know, please me.”
 
   He could share her! Now that was a different matter, he could cope with that. Teach her a few tricks to keep Jonnor happy, while having his own time with her. That would be something! After all these years, he could have her in his arms at last. Yes, he could do that.
 
   “I could.” He tried not to let his happiness show. “If she wanted that, of course.”
 
   “Well, of course, but why wouldn’t she? She must want to learn, surely. She wants me to be happy, doesn’t she?”
 
   Hurst could hardly deny the truth of it. And even as he wondered why she was required to make Jonnor happy, while he apparently felt no obligation to make her happy in return, the thought bubbled up in him – I will make her happy! I’ll treat her as she should be treated, cherish her, love her… maybe then she will see me clearly. Maybe she will even learn to love me.
 
   He kept his head lowered so that Jonnor wouldn’t see the exultation in his face.
 
   “So you’ll talk to her then?” Jonnor said, rising. “Good. Shall we go down to the training grounds?”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   11: Catastrophe Theory (Mia)
 
   “Rondanar rode like the wind, the grasses bending under the hooves of his tireless stallion. As the fiery sun slipped behind the Sky Mountains, the klava finally came into view. He circled once, twice, and the third time the skin flap of the klava lifted and there she was, his magnificent Dranninia, her mane of hair flowing free in the breeze. He leapt from his steed and swept her into his arms.
 
   “‘Oh, Rondanar!’ she cried, a tear escaping one eye. ‘How I feared for you!’
 
   “‘Did I not tell you I would always return to you, my beloved? The Sun God has smiled on my endeavours. The great dragon is no more, the keelarim sent crawling back to their dens, so that our people may live in peace once more.’
 
   “She folded into his embrace and he bent his head to hers, hungrily pressing his lips against the soft warmth of her mouth. Then they turned and, as one, moved into the klava. He reached ardently for the fastening on her gown and…”
 
   Mia sighed, and folded the book away with a snap. She knew what followed this touching encounter, and she had no desire to read it again. The impossibly perfect union of heroes in the story bore no comparison with her own unpleasant experience. 
 
   Besides, it was hard to concentrate with a Slave sitting just across the table. She’d never seen a Slave reading in the library before. Sometimes they would pass through, books under their arms, on temple business, but not actually reading. It was strange, but this year there were more Slaves about than ever before.
 
   She fastened the book and rehung it, then moved to another section of the library to find something more to her taste. To her annoyance, the Slave got up and shadowed her. Every time Mia turned a corner, there she was. 
 
   Mia stopped and turned round, so that the Slave almost ran into her. “Are you following me, Most Humble?” Mia said sweetly.
 
   The Slave looked at the floor. “No, no, Most High,” she croaked. “Not at all. I… I just happened to be going this way.”
 
   “Then I beg your pardon for delaying you. The work of the Nine is of the utmost importance. Do please go ahead of me.”
 
   The Slave bowed, eyes downcast, and scuttled past.
 
   Mia was just about to set off in the opposite direction when a blond head appeared from behind a wall of books. 
 
   “Are the Slaves bothering you?”
 
   “Gantor! I didn’t see you there. They’re not bothering me, exactly, but…” She lowered her voice. “They do seem to be underfoot a lot. They make me nervous, for some reason. I don’t know why there are so many of them here.”
 
   “Hmm. The Slaves always make me nervous, like I’m a boy again, caught out in some misdemeanour.”
 
   She frowned. “It’s more than that. Sometimes I feel it before I even see them. I know there’s a Slave nearby because I suddenly feel anxious. Afraid, almost. That’s odd, isn’t it? And a few days ago, I was walking towards the room of one of my sisters, to ask about her daughter who was sick. I started crying, without warning. One moment I was fine, and the next I was just – terribly upset. When I went in, the room was full of women, all crying – the child had died.”
 
   “Some people are just very sensitive to the emotions of others,” Gantor said. “I daresay you’re better at picking up subtle clues than most of us.”
 
   “Maybe, but it only happens to me at the Ring, never at the Karninghold and never before in the library. That’s why it’s so disturbing to keep bumping into Slaves.”
 
   “They’re following all of us just now, I think,” Gantor said. “Keeping an eye on how we’re coping after Tella’s death. Do you want a safe place to hide from them? Why don’t you come and meet my grandfather?”
 
   She smiled, pleased with the distraction. “Is he here, in the library?”
 
   “Yes. He’s a scholar, retired now, but he spends most of his days here, reading, researching, perfecting his theories. Come on, I’ll introduce you.”
 
   Gantor led her by a circuitous route to a deserted corner of the library. She was still jumpy about the Slaves, but although she checked many times, none seemed to be following her. They stopped in front of a nondescript wall of books.
 
   “The back stairs,” Gantor said with a grin, pulling open a section of wall. Beyond was a gloomy spiral staircase lit by narrow windows, filthy with age and neglect. “Up you go. It’s quite safe.”
 
   “I had no idea this existed.”
 
   “Ah, a librarians’ secret. In the days when there were still librarians here all the time, this is how they used to come and go between floors. There are several stairs like this.”
 
   They went up two levels. Their steps echoed off the stone walls, but many footprints on the dusty stairs suggested they were well used. Another hidden door released them into a corridor. They walked a short distance, then Gantor threw open a heavy wooden door labelled ‘Catastrophe Theory’, and Mia walked through.
 
   The room they entered was large, perhaps the size of the middle hall at the Karning, and lined from floor to ceiling with books. Down the centre were rows of tables, most of them empty. One at the far end was not, however. Surrounded by piles of books, many of them open, a white-haired old man scratched with intensity at a paper, occasionally looking at one or other book before returning to furious scribbling. Several discarded goblets sat amongst the heaps, together with platters of half-eaten fruit and bowls of bread. As they walked across the room, Gantor’s boots clumping on the wooden floor, the old man looked up, startled, and then his face creased into a broad grin.
 
   “Gantor! How lovely!” He pushed himself to his feet. “And this must be Most High Mia di l’Amontis, unless I’m mistaken. I am Danzor. Welcome to my place of work.” He sketched a bow.
 
   “Most Learned,” she said politely, waving him back to his seat, for it seemed that the slightest effort would tip him over. “But why do you work in here?”
 
   “Because my speciality is the Catastrophe, and this is where I conduct my research.”
 
   “I thought the Catastrophe was well understood,” Mia said. “Is there much still to learn?”
 
   Gantor snorted and Danzor’s eyebrows rose. Then he smiled again. “Tell me, Most High, what have you been told about the Catastrophe?”
 
   “That it was a time when the Gods devastated the world because people were so evil and corrupt. So the Slaves said. Although…” She frowned. “The scholars who taught me as a child said it was an unfortunate series of natural disasters, but perhaps the Gods had caused it, who can tell?”
 
   Gantor laughed. “Very diplomatic. Danzor has a different theory. He thinks the world was reshaped by magic.” He lifted an eyebrow sardonically.
 
   “Now, now,” Danzor said, his bushy eyebrows snapping together. “Just because you don’t believe in magic… What about you, Most High Mia? Do you believe in magic?”
 
   She shook her head, smiling at his earnestness.
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   “There is no evidence of it, Most Learned. If I cannot see it, or at least see the effects of it, how can I know it exists?”
 
   “You cannot see the Nine,” he replied, “but you believe in them, don’t you?”
 
   “Well, of course!”
 
   “And the Life Beyond Death, which none of us still amongst the living have ever seen? You believe in that.”
 
   “I do, because the knowledge of it has come to us by the Word of the Gods, spoken directly to Those who Serve the Gods. What other proof is needed? Whereas magic – show me magic in action, and I will believe, Most Learned.”
 
   “A good answer, Most High. But would you – would any of us – even recognise magic if we saw it? Magic is not necessarily fire and storm, some kinds of magic are quiet and secretive.”
 
   She smiled at his earnestness. Some kinds of magic! So not only was he claiming that magic existed, but it came in more than one form. She had nothing to say to such credulousness.
 
   “Ah, I see that amuses you,” he went on, his eyes twinkling. “Nevertheless, it is so. We have many records of such magic. Connections, they are called. Every one of us has a connection of some sort, but with most it is no more than an aptness, shall we say. A man may have a special way with horses, or with the growing of grains, or with forging metal implements.”
 
   “That is just skill, surely, not magic.”
 
   “Perhaps we choose to account for it that way. But some have a much stronger connection. It is rarely seen here on the plains, but elsewhere there are many with connections. We are not so isolated here that we know nothing of the world beyond, Most High.”
 
   “But why would the plains be different?”
 
   “An excellent question! One which our best scholars cannot answer, but this was the epicentre of the Catastrophe, so perhaps it is the result of the changes then. The plains are different in many ways. The rocks are fused a little way beneath the surface, so we have swamps everywhere and it is impossible to dig more than a few feet down. Perhaps the magic was affected, too. But it is something to think on, is it not? Any one of us may have an aptitude for magic, a connection, deep inside us and not recognise it. Even you, Most High.”
 
   He beamed at her, and she wondered whether he was teasing her.
 
   While Danzor went back to his work, and Gantor tidied away plates and goblets, and went to fetch fresh supplies, Mia wandered around the room. She randomly removed books to examine, but most were too difficult for her to understand. Some had pictures, though; images of how the world might have been before the Catastrophe, with many smaller landmasses scattered about the oceans and many moons in the sky. It was bewildering. 
 
   “You don’t like these books, Most High?” Danzor asked, as she replaced another volume on its hook with a sigh.
 
   “I find them… difficult. But at least there are plenty of them here. Most Learned…” She lowered her voice, although there was no one else in the room. “I should like to know where all the books have gone.”
 
   “Ah.” He looked at her thoughtfully. “What makes you ask such a question?”
 
   “Because I was up on the fourth floor recently, and there are hardly any books left up there and I know there used to be lots. I remember them.”
 
   “It is an interesting question.” He leaned forward, elbows on table, fingertips touching. Then he too lowered his voice. “It is one to which I too would like an answer.”
 
   Mia’s eyes widened.
 
   “Let me tell you about my great grandfather,” he said in his normal voice, leaning back in his chair. “My great grandfather, Hekkamor illa Gruntild - they had proper names in those days, good solid names you could roll round your mouth - anyway, he was born in the year forty-six of the Word of the Gods. There were no sky ships then and travel was difficult, so people rarely came to the Ring – Kashinor, as it was. But he made the journey, to attend the great university that was here then.”
 
   She pulled over a chair and sat down opposite him. “University?” 
 
   “Hmm. Like a scholars’ hall, only – more so. He stayed here for five years and he kept a journal – a record, if you like – of his time here, so that all his kin and his heirs, in time, would know what he had seen and done. One of the things he described in great detail was this very building. Seven floors, all filled with books on every subject under the sun and moon, and probably a few more besides. In the basement were machines for making more books. The scholars didn’t tell you any of this, I imagine?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “And this was not the only library in Kashinor,” he went on. “The university had its own, all the different crafts and professions had their own; the builders, the lawyers, the weavers, the glass makers and all the rest of them. Everybody read books in those days. And they made new ones. When did you last see a newly made book, eh? Never, I daresay. I’ve seen a few. The research scholars produce a few every year, but here? I doubt the library has seen any new books for a generation or more. Yet in my great grandfather’s day, books were everywhere.”
 
   “But why? And where have they all gone? Even if there are no new books, where are the old ones?”
 
   “Some of the oldest crumble to dust, no doubt. Or people take them away and never bring them back. Personally…” He lowered his voice again. “I suspect the Slaves. They come here, and they leave with a book or two, and do they ever arrive with books under their arm? Not that I’ve noticed.”
 
   “But why?” she asked again.
 
   “Ah, well, Most High, that is a question indeed,” Danzor said. “Why do the Slaves do anything, hmm?”
 
   She was silent. The obvious answer was that the Slaves were only following orders from the Voices, and the Voices were following orders from Those who Served the Gods, and the Servants were following orders direct from the Nine. But that was a fruitless train of thought, for the will of the Gods could not be questioned. Even so, she could not conceive of a reason why they would wish to remove large quantities of books from the library. The Gods could be arbitrary, but that was particularly odd.
 
   ~~~
 
   After that, Mia went quite often to see Danzor. She would sit reading in a corner while he worked, or listening when he held impromptu lectures for scholars who sought him out, although most of the discussion was too difficult for her to follow. Gantor was often there too, and various of his relatives who lived at the Ring. Just as Hurst met his kin at the training grounds or at the tournament, so Gantor met his in the library.
 
   From time to time, Hurst would accompany Mia on her visits to the library, although he had little interest in the books. He would pick up one or two battle histories from the second floor, and then meekly follow her wherever she went, admiring her discoveries or quietly reading his own books if she became engrossed.
 
   But one day was different. They had managed to evade a couple of hovering Slaves and had found an unoccupied room on the third floor.
 
   “I have been talking to Jonnor,” he said in conversational tones, looking up from his book.
 
   “Hmm? Oh.”
 
   “He feels bad about what happened between you back at the Karninghold.”
 
   “Oh!” She stiffened, wondering a little why Jonnor couldn’t tell her that himself. She tried to be nonchalant. “Poor dear! Tell him not to worry about it.” 
 
   “Well, he has been worrying about it. He finds it quite difficult to… to adjust to someone else after Tella.”
 
   “Of course, that’s perfectly natural, isn’t it? Tell him I understand.”
 
   But it seemed there was more to be said, for Hurst ploughed on, so she set her book down and gave him her full attention.
 
   “He was used to Tella’s ways,” he said, head tipped to one side, watching her, “and obviously you’re quite different from her.” She wasn’t quite sure what to make of that, so she kept silent. “He feels it would be… helpful, perhaps, if you learned a few techniques, the sort of things that Tella knew. It would make it easier for him.”
 
   “What sort of things? Oh, you mean sex games? I’ve read about those…”
 
   He smiled then. “It’s one thing to read it in a book, and quite another to put it into practice, in my experience. Like swordwork, there’s no substitute for actually doing it.”
 
   “Oh. But…?” She struggled to see where this was leading.
 
   “Jonnor suggested that I might teach you a few tricks. Since I’ve had a bit more experience than either of you two. If you want me to, of course.”
 
   “Oh. You mean…?”
 
   “Yes.” He still had his eyes fixed on her.
 
   “Oh.” Again she wondered why Jonnor left such a conversation to Hurst. “So you will both…? You will be sharing me?”
 
   She couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice. She’d thought things were settled between the three of them, but clearly the men had been talking things over. A tremor of disappointment shook her that Jonnor found her so deficient. At least they’d worked out a way to help her improve. That was a good thing, wasn’t it? She could learn how to please Jonnor as he deserved.
 
   “Only if you want to,” Hurst went on. “That goes without saying. I would never do anything you didn’t want.” He spoke with surprising vehemence.
 
   “Oh, but I don’t mind.” She smiled at him, and patted his hand. “I don’t mind at all.” 
 
   His face lit up like a candle, and then he looked away and started fiddling with his book as if embarrassed. She was puzzled for a moment, but then she guessed that he had perhaps not had sex at all since Tersia died. Of course it would be an attraction for him, being able to share her with Jonnor. All men loved sex, didn’t they?
 
   “Well, that’s settled then,” he said after a long pause. “I’m scheduled to go back first after the quiet, then you, and then Jonnor three days later, so we will have a few days to… experiment.”
 
   “And then I can surprise him when he gets home,” she said happily. “I can never replace Tella, but I hope I can learn to be… more satisfactory.”
 
   He looked quickly up at her, but his face was unreadable now. “Of course. Have you found any books you wish to take home? It’s past noon, and I think we should be on our way.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   12: Three Days (Hurst)
 
   The tournament was well under way, and Hurst spent long hours with his father, Tanist, watching the contests, comparing the strategies and discussing the finer points of swordsmanship. Although Hurst no longer entered himself, he acted as advisor for his younger kinsmen.
 
   “You’re surprisingly relaxed,” Tanist remarked as Hurst shrugged off a tournament defeat for his younger brother Roonast. “You’re supposed to have trained him up, you should be mortified to see him thrashed like that.”
 
   Roonast grinned sheepishly beside them, as his co-husbands Klemmast and Jallinast punched him playfully.
 
   “Not my fault if he takes no notice of my excellent advice,” Hurst said, laughing. “He’s just distracted now he’s married.”
 
   “Well, I’m pleased to see you in such good spirits.”
 
   “Course he’s in good spirits,” put in Klemmast, “he’s upstairs now. He’s got his hands on Mia, hasn’t he?”
 
   Jallinast and Roonast sniggered. Hurst’s younger brothers were of an age and temperament to think sex solved all problems, and there were days when he would not disagree with them. He just smiled and let the comment pass, but Tanist raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Oh? Is that how it is, then?”
 
   “It is. We’re going to share her.”
 
   “And she’s happy with that? Of course she is, when did Mia ever make a fuss about anything? She’s a placid little thing. And you’ll still get a free hand in the skirmishes?” 
 
   Hurst nodded. 
 
   “Hmm. I’m not sure that’s such a great idea, myself, sharing. Remember that cousin – oh, what was his name? Ended badly, anyway. With daggers, if I remember correctly.”
 
   “Hurst wouldn’t do anything like that,” said Roonast. “Swords, more like…” 
 
   The three brothers snorted with laughter, and Hurst laughed too, shaking his head. He liked all three of them, and he envied them that intimacy, something he had never shared with Jonnor. Klemmast and Jallinast had always been inseparable, and now Roonast had been absorbed into their marriage without any effort. 
 
   Klemmast was the most like him, the same solid jaw and over heavy nose, but smoothed to a more favourable look by the soft curls framing his face. He had been caught by the same evil spirit as Hurst as a boy, but where Hurst had suffered months of agony and a permanently misshapen leg, Klemmast, being so much younger, had bounced back without any ill effect. The Nine smiled on him, that was certain, and his early marriage was fortunate, but Hurst knew the success of the marriage owed everything to Klemmast’s skill and good management.
 
   He should be jealous of them, by rights, but whatever resentment he had once felt had fuelled his determination on the training grounds and in the skirmishes, and he had long since left it behind.
 
   Even so, their casual attitude to marriage and the easy way they hopped from one wife to another made Hurst uneasy, and he knew his father disapproved. Sooner or later, it was bound to lead to trouble. Hurst’s own situation was much more stable.
 
   “Well, sharing can be tricky, but you know your own business best, I daresay,” Tanist told Hurst. “Just remember, you have the blue arrows option for three years.”
 
   ~~~
 
   The rituals and celebrations of winter came and went. The final interview was always an easier one for Hurst since it was usually about the skirmishes. Mia seemed a little quiet as the time for their return to their Karning drew near, but he understood that. Her one experience with a man had been traumatic, and of course she must be nervous. 
 
   Hurst himself could barely contain his impatience. He had not felt such eager anticipation since he was a child, counting down the hours until midsummer night, perhaps, or the day he was allowed his first proper sword. His happiness made him mellow, and Gantor grumbled that his mind was not on the game when they played crowns. 
 
   Finally the day came when he and his three Companions were squeezed into a sky ship again for the journey home. Trimon, who had done well in his tournaments, talked incessantly. Walst, who had not, was subdued. Gantor was his usual inscrutable self. Hurst was restless, and found the confinements of travel even more trying than usual. He gazed in silence out of the window, answering monosyllabically when anyone spoke to him. Later he remembered that this was the first quiet when Walst had no Tenya to return to. Then he felt guilty and selfish, to be so absorbed in his own happiness that he had forgotten his friend’s grief.
 
   From time to time they passed a sky ship station with a group waiting for a sky ship heading the other way, towards the Ring. One group drew Hurst’s attention. A small boy, dressed in ceremonial robes, all in gold, with a grey-clad Slave on either side.
 
   He shivered.
 
   “I hate to see it, too,” Gantor said. “Five is too young to be committed to anything for life, least of all the Silent Guard.”
 
   Hurst thought of Tersia’s second son – perhaps his own – who was just that age, and wondered how any parents could send away so young a child to be trained to silence and ferocious discipline.
 
   “The temples have to be guarded,” he said uneasily. “And families think it’s an honour to give a child to them. Although why they have to be so secretive…”
 
   “Exactly! Secret organisations are never good. They even have some bizarre religion.”
 
   “Don’t they follow the Word of the Nine?”
 
   “Oh yes, but they had some prophet, centuries ago, who made all these predictions about them. Or prophecies, maybe.”
 
   Walst’s head came up. “I’ve heard about that. Someone’s going to come and turn them into dragons, or something.”
 
   “Isn’t that if they die in battle?” Trimon said.
 
   “That’s a Vahsi belief,” Gantor said. “I don’t think there are dragons in the Silent Guards’ prophecies. They base themselves on the plains lions. It’s more to do with freeing them from the temples. Everyone wants to be free, don’t they? Basic human nature.”
 
   “Look, deer!” Trimon shouted, pointing out of the window. “Now if only I had my bow…”
 
   “You couldn’t hit it from here!” Walst said.
 
   “Course I could! I’ve hit targets much further away than that.”
 
   “Not moving, though.”
 
   The argument lasted all the way to their sky ship station.
 
   It was good to be back at the Karninghold. All the servants and guards turned out to greet them, and although there was the proper formality, there were smiles of pleasure on both sides. Gantor, Trimon and Walst went off in a big crowd to the guards’ quarters to catch up with the Skirmishers’ gossip, but Hurst went to the high tower and shut himself away. Although everything was clean, all the lower rooms felt neglected and abandoned, and he wandered here and there, touching this or picking up that, in random and distracted movements, like a bee on a field of clover. At last, he went upstairs, as he realised he had always intended, and into Mia’s room. But there was nothing of her there, and when he overcame his nerves to open a wardrobe, he found only Tella’s clothes inside.
 
   ~~~
 
   Mia arrived early the next afternoon, and Hurst was waiting in the receiving courtyard almost before the echoes of the alarm had died away, before any of the servants or guards had lined up and long before the wagons rolled through the gate. Mia looked pale, he thought, as he helped her down from the wagon, but that might just be the exhaustion of the journey. She gave him a little smile before greeting everyone else, then walked beside him in the procession through the endless halls and eventually up the stairs to the high tower.
 
   He had lit all the burners in Mia’s water room so that she could bathe in private if she wished, and set out wine and fruit and some of the dainty little sweetmeats that she liked, and he had made sure there were fires blazing in every room. She sat on a chair pulled close to the hearth on the living floor while he fussed around her and fetched her this and that. Was it too much? He thought it probably was, but what of it? If she saw that he was nervous, or too solicitous, or even if she saw his love shining as he gazed at her, there was no longer any harm in that, was there?
 
   “Well, this is very nice, Hurst,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “You are so kind to me! It is very pleasant after travelling for days to have an attentive husband to greet me.” She smiled at him, and he read affection in her eyes. And then she skipped upstairs to soak in the bath, and left him to ponder her words and try to divine something more than simple friendliness in them.
 
   He had arranged their meat with the same care, ordering her favourite dishes from the kitchen, although the fish and game of the Ring gave way here to less interesting domesticated flesh and fowl. His forethought ensured that she need do nothing but relax and enjoy the evening. She seemed happy enough, chattering away as she always did and protesting when he waited on her, but he thought she liked it. Afterwards, they played a long game of crowns, which was quite evenly balanced for most of its duration, but in the end her defence collapsed and he scored a rare victory.
 
   “Well, shall we go up?” he said casually as they packed away the counters, and suddenly her face changed. She looked up at him, her eyes wide, her lips slightly parted, frozen like a moundrat in the gaze of a predator.
 
   “Oh. Oh, yes, of course.” But he heard the dismay in her voice, saw the fear in her expression.
 
   He caught her hand, and pulled it to his chest. “We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, you know.”
 
   “Oh, no! I do want to,” she said at once, gazing up at him. “I want to learn. For Jonnor.” Of course, he thought. Naturally she wants to do this, because it is what Jonnor wishes.
 
   “I won’t hurt you, Mia,” he said softly. “I would never hurt you.”
 
   “I know,” she whispered. “I’ll go and get ready, shall I?”
 
   “Yes.” Then, an afterthought. “Just a robe. No gown. I’ll meet you in the atrium.”
 
   She went up the stairs slowly, without turning to look at him. He turned down all the lamps and dismantled the fire, and then followed her up, his boots echoing on every step. He went to his own room and quickly undressed, wrapping himself in his thickest robe to hide his already aroused state. Gods, he thought, I’m like a boy with his first woman, what’s the matter with me?
 
   She was waiting in the atrium, pale-faced, trembling a little, avoiding his eye. He knew why, of course. Jonnor had given her a bad time; no surprise that she was terrified. He had thought they would go straight to her room, but he saw at once that she needed more time.
 
   “Tell you what, it’s cold tonight, let’s go through to my room for a while and sit by the fire.”
 
   She nodded, and passively followed him, but stopped on the threshold.
 
   “Oh! This is nice. I didn’t know you’d done this.” She gazed around the room in surprise, while he fiddled with the fire. The bedroom suites had two rooms, a larger bedroom and a smaller dressing room, but he had reversed their functions so that the larger room was now a very comfortable sitting room, one wall lined with book hooks, mostly empty, another covered with tiny Herramish silk paintings which only close inspection revealed to be rather erotic. In one corner was a full set of Grivordian armour dating from the early days of the Petty Wars, and a whole wall was devoted to a map of all the Karnings, with neatly inked skirmish and battle results.
 
   “It’s nice to have the space to spread myself out a bit. There, that’s got a bit of a blaze going. Come and sit down over here. Do you want some wine?”
 
   She shook her head and perched on the edge of a sofa. After a moment’s hesitation, he sat next to her and wrapped an arm around her, and was pleased when she leaned into him and rested her head on his shoulder.
 
   “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” he murmured into her hair. “I won’t do anything you dislike. If anything makes you feel uncomfortable, just tell me to stop. All right?”
 
   She nodded, her cheek rubbing against his robe. For a while, he stroked her arm and then her hair, then he gently tipped her face upwards and bent to kiss her. Oh, the sweetness of it! Her lips were warm and soft as summer fruits, juicy and ripe with promise, sending joyous warmth flooding his whole body until he was dizzy with it. And almost at once she began to kiss him back. He hadn’t expected that, not yet.
 
   When he surfaced and opened his eyes again, she was smiling up at him. “That was nice. No one’s ever kissed me before.”
 
   “No one? Not even a cheeky stable hand behind the hay?” And not Jonnor, obviously.
 
   “A kitchen boy once. He missed, got me just by my ear. I must have been eight or nine. No one else.”
 
   “You’ve got some catching up to do then.” And he leaned forwards again, brushing little butterfly kisses all over her face before circling back to her lips again.
 
   After a while, he said, “May I unfasten your robe?” 
 
   She nodded, and he tugged the ties apart and then gently pushed the sides open so that he could see her. Such tiny breasts, but exactly in proportion with the rest of her. He ran a finger over each delicate mound in turn before cupping one in his hand. When he looked up again, she was watching his face, smiling a little. She was not afraid anymore! That was something… He kissed her again, with more passion this time because he was finding it difficult to restrain himself. Now his hands were all over her body, stroking her, pulling her closer. Again she kissed him back, and when, very tentatively, he put his tongue into her mouth, she responded at once. He was exultant! This was going better than he had dared to hope.
 
   When they pulled apart, he said, rather breathlessly, “Would you like to touch me?”
 
   For answer, she reached for the knot on his robe and, after a little fumbling, got it undone. She put her hand inside and began to stroke his chest. He wondered what she made of all the hair on it, for Jonnor had none, but she made no comment as her hands moved over him. Inevitably, the robe fell open and revealed his erection. She stopped at once, eyeing it with an unreadable expression on her face. Was she nervous? He couldn’t tell.
 
   “It’s big, isn’t it?” she said, and then looked up in surprise as he laughed.
 
   “About average, I think,” he said, and then had to explain the humour to her. It felt so good when she giggled. They had always talked openly, but to be sharing a joke at such a moment, surely that was a good sign?
 
   “Would you like to touch it?”
 
   “May I?”
 
   When he nodded, she delicately ran one finger down its length, and after a moment he showed her how to hold it and what to do with it. He didn’t need the stimulation, but he supposed it was a skill Jonnor would want her to acquire. He closed his eyes and gave himself up to the pleasure of it, but when she started to kiss him again he realised he had to stop her.
 
   “Let’s go through to the bedroom,” he said thickly, and before she could speak he swept her into his arms and carried her into the adjoining room. He watched her carefully, but there was no sign now of fear in her. She wrapped her arms round his neck and allowed herself to be lifted. She was so light, like a child, he could have carried her all day without effort.
 
   He set her down near the bed, shrugged off his own robe and helped her out of hers. Then she was in his arms, he was kissing her, touching her, pressing himself against her, and her hands were all over him, running down his back, onto his buttocks, between them… He stopped abruptly, his breath ragged. This would never do, it was too soon, he needed to calm himself down and focus on her. He lifted her again and laid her down on the bed, and she watched him, smiling but saying nothing.
 
   He lay beside her, touching her breasts again and then licking them and taking each nipple into his mouth in turn. Was it his imagination, or did she sigh? And gradually, he made his way down her body until he came to rest between her legs. When he kissed her there, she gave a little ‘Oh!’ of surprise, and then a longer breath, almost a gasp, but she made no protest. He could hear her breathing becoming heavier, and then little mewing sounds, and he knew it was going to be all right.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   13: Message (Mia)
 
   Mia woke the next morning in Hurst’s bed. It took her a moment to realise she was back at the Karninghold, and then memory of the night before flooded in, and she smiled. She had read about such things in her books, quite detailed descriptions, sometimes, but nothing came close to the actual sensations she had experienced. She still glowed all over. And if, at the back of her mind, she wished it had been Jonnor who brought her such delight, she suppressed the thought.
 
   Hurst was still asleep beside her, his face softened in repose, making him look younger, less fierce. She smiled, resisting the urge to stroke his face, and waited patiently for him to wake. As soon as he opened his eyes, she slid closer to him, and wrapped an arm around his waist, softly kissing him on the nose.
 
   “Good morning, Most High,” she said, and giggled.
 
   “Good morning yourself,” he smiled, and made no protest when she kissed him properly, a long lingering kiss that reminded her of other kisses. When she broke away, she giggled again, and tossed the covers down the bed.
 
   “Oh!” he said, clearly surprised. “What’s this?”
 
   “I have to practise,” she said, laughing at his bewilderment, and with that she scrambled down the bed and took him into her mouth, feeling him harden under her attentions. “Am I doing this right?” she asked after a while, but a husky, “Fine… don’t stop…” was all the answer she got.
 
   For three days Mia practised, sometimes in Hurst’s bed, sometimes in her own, and once on the soft rug in front of the hearth on the living floor.
 
   “Aren’t we supposed to rest during the stillness?” Hurst had said.
 
   “We’re lying down, aren’t we?” she answered, and he gurgled with laughter.
 
   Hurst even showed her some of his erotic books to see what she might like to try, and she spread the strips out in amazement.
 
   “I’m not sure I can bend like that,” she said, pointing to one drawing.
 
   “How about this one? That would break something vital, don’t you think?”
 
   “Perhaps the picture’s upside down.” They could hardly stand, they were laughing so much.
 
   She felt she should be exhausted, but instead she was exhilarated and could hardly wait to show Jonnor all the new skills she had learned. On the last morning, when she prepared to minister to Hurst one final time, he touched her arm and shook his head.
 
   “No, this one’s for you,” he said, pushing her firmly back onto the bed, and then he took her once again to that magical paradise. One of her books had talked of sex as a gift from the Gods, but she had never understood what that meant before. How she longed to share such a moment with Jonnor.
 
   He arrived late in the afternoon, delayed by heavy rain and in a towering temper. It took all Mia’s efforts and a lot of wine to restore him to some degree of equanimity. While she attended to the roast in her little kitchen, she heard the two men whispering together, but by the time she emerged, Jonnor had disappeared and Hurst was bent over a map. Probably they were talking about skirmish tactics. A pang of disappointment washed over her. They were engrossed in something so mundane, when she could think of nothing but the coming night.
 
   When the meal was ready, she could barely eat for excitement. Finally, she could please Jonnor as he deserved. Hurst silently helped her clear away after the meal, and then diplomatically disappeared. Jonnor sat on at the table with his wine, and after a moment’s hesitation she fetched a book and sat down opposite him, pretending to read but in reality waiting in increasing impatience to go to bed. At last he got up, and she jumped up at once.
 
   “Are you going upstairs?” she blurted out.
 
   He smiled. “Eager, are you, little wife?” 
 
   She wasn’t sure how to answer. What if he were too tired? If she seemed too keen, she might pressure him into something he was unwilling for. 
 
   Luckily, he didn’t wait for an answer, patting her rump as he went past. “Excellent! I’ll see you later.”
 
   “Shall I come to your room?”
 
   “Oh – no, I’ll come to you.”
 
   Mia had had a few days to consider her room, and its unfortunate associations with Tella. There hadn’t been time to do more than change the cover on the bed, dot some painted screens about and fit coloured glass covers on the lamps. She hoped it would be enough. She undressed and threw a robe on, and then sat waiting on the edge of the bed. As soon as Jonnor appeared, she jumped up and rushed across to him, putting her arms around his neck.
 
   “Shall I undress for you?” She kissed him lightly on the lips.
 
   “Good idea.” Then, when the robe was cast aside and she stretched to kiss him again, he said, “Will you kneel?”
 
   “Kneel? Oh! Of course.”
 
   He opened his robe for her, and she saw that he was already aroused, a good sign, she thought. As soon as she took him in her mouth, he groaned. He pushed her head closer, and began to move, and rather more forcefully than she was comfortable with, but she supposed his need was urgent. His groans became louder, and she began to worry that he might not want anything else. She had read about that, and she was quite prepared for it, naturally, but Hurst had always pulled back before the critical moment, and she was a bit nervous about attempting it for the first time with Jonnor. She wished she had thought to practise it beforehand. 
 
   She was thankful when he told her to stop, and as soon as she stood up he pushed her back onto the bed. Within moments he was on top of her, inside her, thrusting hard into her. She lay without moving, her heart pounding with his body so close, watching his face contorted by his exertions, his moans loud in her ears. It wasn’t painful, thank the Gods, but it was not quite comfortable either, and certainly not pleasurable. But that would happen in time, she supposed, once they got used to each other.
 
   It was a relief in some ways when he finished and rolled off her. 
 
   “Well, Hurst has been teaching you some tricks, hasn’t he?” was all he said. Then he gathered up his robe and left.
 
   ~~~
 
   The disadvantage to sleeping with two men, Mia found, was that comparisons were inevitable. She loved Jonnor dearly, of course, but she also fondly remembered Hurst’s gentleness, his intimate smile, the way he kissed her. Especially the way he kissed her. It was not that she was disappointed, she told herself many times, but Jonnor was different, there was no doubt about it.
 
   There was no time to agonise over it, fortunately. The skirmishes began again almost at once, and Hurst was away much of the time, while Jonnor was busy with training and dispatching Hundreds to this boundary or that, as they were needed. There were petitions to hear, and household matters to settle, and the children to see to, and villages requesting assistance, and only Mia and her Companions to deal with everything now. Tella never seemed to involve herself in such matters, but she had always had the power to smooth any troubles with just a word here or there. Without her, everything seemed more difficult. Tessa, Tenya and Tersia were badly missed, too, and not just by the children.
 
   But each evening Mia could leave the stresses of the day behind, and retire to the high tower with Jonnor. With Hurst away so much, she had him to herself, and that felt very intimate. And yet in some ways nothing much had changed. She cooked the roast, he carved it, they ate together, Jonnor drank a lot of wine and then went upstairs, decanter in hand, while Mia read a book. If he was a little less talkative than he used to be, that was not unexpected.
 
   Later, often after she had gone to bed, he would amble into her room with his wine. They soon settled into a routine. She would warm him up, as he called it, either with her hand or by mouth, and then he would get straight down to business. He didn’t like her kissing him, he didn’t like lying down, he didn’t like staying with her afterwards. What he did like was Hurst’s sexy books, and often brought one through to look at while she worked on him. And his favourite thing was to enter her from behind, so that she couldn’t even enjoy watching him attain his pleasure.
 
   But he was happy, she told herself, he enjoyed what she did for him, and that was what mattered. She was there to please him, not the other way round, although sometimes she thought wistfully of her brief time with Hurst. She had hinted sometimes that perhaps Jonnor might take things more slowly, kiss her for a while, stroke her breasts, perhaps, but he never took the hint. Once she had even asked him outright if he would kiss her special place, the one that gave her such wonderful feelings, but he had been horrified.
 
   “Mia, that’s disgusting! Where do you get these ideas? Did Hurst—? He spends too much time in the guards’ quarters, hanging around with their women. That’s whore behaviour, it’s not for Highers.”
 
   Then she felt ashamed of herself.
 
   ~~~
 
   When she had a little free time, she set herself the task of rearranging her bedroom. She’d bought some new furniture at the Ring, in the lighter wood which reminded her of her northern home. There was no space for it, however, for the room was filled with Tella’s dressers and wardrobes, and they were still full of her clothes. 
 
   Mia set about sorting them, helped by her senior Companion, Morsha. Some could be adapted for Mia herself or one of the Companions, and the rest would go to the Ring to clothe those with smaller allowances or greater needs. It was a slow, sad undertaking, for almost every garment brought back memories of Tella. Here was the riding coat she had worn to hide the later stages of pregnancy when she was not supposed to be on horseback at all. And here was the exquisitely embroidered silk tunic that Jonnor’s father had once given her. There were personal items, too; a dried flower from their mother’s exotic garden, a piece of polished jade, a baby’s bonnet, the halter from her first horse.
 
   Tucked at the back of a drawer full of winter riding scarves and carefully wrapped in a square of silk was an ornate wooden box inlaid with mother-of-pearl. 
 
   “That’s very pretty.” Morsha looked up from the undergarments she was sorting. “It’s like a jewelry box. Is there anything inside?”
 
   “Yes, it’s— Oh!” Mia’s eyes widened. It was a golden dragon, as big as her hand, intricately carved and studded all over with precious gems. Even the claws were tiny diamonds, and the eyes two great emeralds. She lifted it from the box, so that the jewels sparkled like little suns. “Here. Feel the weight of it.”
 
   Morsha took it reverently in her hands. “So heavy!” she breathed. “What must a thing like that be worth?”
 
   “A kingdom,” said Mia at once. “Pieces like this were marriage gifts to commemorate an alliance between the Petty Kingdoms. Solid gold, and as many gemstones as the king could afford. No wonder only the eldest sons and daughters got married off.”
 
   “What happened to the younger ones?”
 
   “The princes were sent into battle, and the princesses stayed locked inside their towers.”
 
   Morsha shivered. “I’m glad we’re more civilised now. Here, pass me the box and I’ll— Oh!” The box slipped from her fingers, and the silk cushion where the dragon had rested fell to the floor. Something else fell, too, a folded paper. “What’s this? A letter tucked underneath. Ooh, do you think it’s a love letter? Was this a gift from a lover?”
 
   Mia picked it up, but she hesitated. Tella had always had admirers and received gifts from them, and she had often shown them to Mia. “Look what he’s sent me!” she would say, dangling a necklace from her elegant fingers. “Such fools men are! Does he think he can buy me?” Then she would toss it contemptuously into a drawer. 
 
   This gift was different, and not just in value. It had been hidden away, something Tella wanted to keep from the world.
 
    “Do you think we should read it?” Mia turned it over and over in her hands. “It may be private.”
 
   Morsha raised an eyebrow. “It probably is. Tella had her secrets, but they can’t hurt her now. Don’t you want to know?”
 
   Mia wasn’t sure she did. Once the letter was read, it couldn’t be unread, and if it revealed something dreadful about Tella… So tempting to toss it into the fire and be rid of it. Yet there were still unanswered questions about Tella’s death, like why she had ridden north instead of south, and that strange message she had written just before she died.
 
   With trembling fingers, Mia unfolded the paper. Something fell out, a lock of hair so fair it was almost white, tied with a sliver of blue silk. “Oh, she kept a lock of the baby’s hair!” Mia cried, relief washing through her. Just a mother’s keepsake. 
 
   But no, that wasn’t right. Jinnia was a year old now, and her hair was still shorter than this, and finer, more delicate. Morsha’s silence confirmed it. 
 
   “It’s not the baby’s, is it? Then whose?”
 
   “Read the message,” Morsha said softly.
 
   Mia opened the paper fully. A strong hand, slanting across the page, and not one she recognised. At the bottom, instead of a signature, a single letter: I. She read aloud.
 
   “My darling…” Her voice shook. A deep breath. “My darling, it seems an age since we were together. My life is unbearable without you, and especially with this wondrous news. You sound so calm, yet this is dangerous for you. Let me come for you, my love. Then we can be together always, we can raise…” Another deep breath. The paper quivered in her shaking hands. “…we can raise our child together…”
 
   She dropped the paper, too distraught to read on. 
 
   Morsha picked it up, frowning as she tried to read it. “I can’t get every word, but the rest is just romantic nonsense. I… Do you know anyone whose name begins with an I?”
 
   Mia shook her head. A thought struck her. “You’re not surprised by this.”
 
   “That Tella had a lover? No. That she had a child by him?” Morsha gave a wry smile. “Everyone wondered about Jinnia’s colouring, of course. But still, I never thought Tella was quite that reckless. Is it the same for Karningholders?”
 
   “The same?”
 
   “The same penalty. At the start of the marriage, the Slaves gave all the Companions lectures about what was allowed and what wasn’t. Sleeping with any of the husbands or Companions was fine, but anyone outside the marriage— Mia, they told us we could be executed.” Morsha’s face was as white as snow.
 
   “It’s the same for us,” Mia said. She rubbed her hands against her knees, rocking gently. “Worse, actually. If there’s an investigation, the culprit will be executed and the marriage broken. It’s seen as a failure of the whole marriage.” She shivered.
 
   “If there’s an investigation?”
 
   “That must have been the reason for that last interview. The Voices found out somehow, and summoned her for an investigation. But there’s always the option of— Oh!” She closed her eyes, exhaling deeply. “Suicide. The other option is suicide. Poor, poor Tella. She took her own life so that we wouldn’t be broken.”
 
   “She was always brave,” Morsha said, patting Mia’s hand. “That’s a good way to remember her.”
 
   “True.” Mia took a long breath, a tear trickling down one cheek. “But I don’t think we should tell anyone else about this.”
 
   She tucked the lock of hair back into place and refolded the paper, then screwed it into a ball. With a flick of her wrist, she consigned it to the flames.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   14: Sharing (Hurst)
 
   There was always a burst of energy in the skirmishes after the winter quiet. The tournaments, the training, the interaction with other Skirmishers, not to mention a two month rest from the constant boundary patrols, brought everyone back to their Karnings full of ideas and enthusiasm.
 
   Hurst was as energised as anyone else. His arrangement with Jonnor was working out better than he’d dared to hope. He had a free hand to deal with both boundaries as he pleased, and Jonnor was quite happy to make a quick trip north or south whenever Hurst needed him. Not every skirmish had been outstanding, but they had all been successful.
 
   He was glad to be away from the Karninghold. Sharing the bedroom floor with Mia and Jonnor was trying. There were no doors, so there was no avoiding it; Jonnor’s footsteps crossing the atrium, soft noises and the odd word, mostly from Jonnor, and then the unmistakable sounds of a man taking his pleasure. And then the footsteps again as he left her. Hurst could never understand that; cuddling in bed afterwards was the best part of it. Well, almost. And he never heard the sounds he expected from her, which worried him a little. But then he had long known that Jonnor was not much of a lover.
 
   Sometimes, when it got too much, he would creep downstairs and sleep in his old bedroom on the living floor. Most of his things had gone upstairs, but the bed was still there, with pillows and a few blankets. And there was a door. He could curl up in the familiar hollow in the mattress and pretend that nothing had changed. Sometimes he could even imagine that Mia was in her old bedroom, sleeping just the other side of the wall.
 
   He could bear it because he now had Mia to look forward to. Jonnor had not given any indication how the sharing arrangement would work in practice. Hurst was not stupid enough to press for equal rights, or to expect any time with her while Jonnor himself was around. However, Jonnor would soon be leaving for the south for his own skirmish while Hurst would stay at the Karninghold, and that, he thought, would be a suitable time.
 
   Jonnor was in a remarkably good frame of mind just now. It reminded Hurst of when they had first married; he had taken care of most of the skirmishes and Jonnor had been quite relaxed about it. Then after Tella’s first baby was born, about three years into the marriage, Jonnor became less even tempered. Now the easy-going Jonnor was back, and Hurst rather liked it. He supposed Jonnor was one of those men who were affected by the woman he was with. Tella was always unpredictable, and undoubtedly that had affected Jonnor, but now Mia’s sweet nature and gentle ways had brought him back to normality.
 
   The second night he was home, Mia left after the meat to check on one of the children who had a bad spirit that day. Hurst and Jonnor were discussing the finer points of the strategy for the next skirmish. Jonnor was in a good mood, so it seemed a suitable time to broach the question on Hurst’s mind.
 
   “So after this next skirmish, it will be your turn, brother. When you’re away, I’ll be here for five or six days. Is it all right if I spend time with Mia?”
 
   “Hmm? What was that? Mia? What about Mia?”
 
   “You’ll be away for a while, so you won’t have any objection, will you, if I have that time with Mia?”
 
   Hurst had no reason to doubt the answer, so he was shocked when Jonnor’s head jerked up, brows drawn together.
 
   “Mia? What are you talking about?”
 
   “Well, now that we’re sharing her…”
 
   “What gave you that idea? Oh, you thought—? We had an agreement, cousin, that hasn’t changed.”
 
   And he laughed in Hurst’s face. In an instant, rage boiled inside him.
 
   “No,” he whispered, then, more strongly, “No! You can’t just… Jonnor, have some compassion, for the Gods’ sake! Don’t ask me to sleep with her and then take her away again. I won’t interfere with you, but you must see…”
 
   “Must!” His voice was soft, almost menacing. “Don’t you tell me what I must do! Don’t you ever do that, Hurst! I lead here, not you, I decide who sleeps with Mia, and don’t you forget it.” And then, to Hurst’s fury, he laughed again. 
 
   Hurst longed to beat Jonnor’s arrogant face to pulp. His fists clenched and unclenched as his rage warred with his common sense. In the end he turned and stormed out, trying not to slam the door and failing. He went to his old room, and hurled himself on the bed. 
 
   After a while, when he had calmed down, he went back to the main room. Jonnor was still hunched over the maps. Without looking up, he said, “Well, cousin, got over your huff, have you?”
 
   Hurst was determined not to be riled again. “I would like to ask you to reconsider your position on the matter,” he said stiffly.
 
   “I thought I made myself quite clear, cousin. We made a deal, remember? You take care of the lines, and I get exclusive rights to Mia.”
 
   “True, but the situation has changed.”
 
   Jonnor looked up at him, exasperation written on his face. “No, you simply performed a service for me, that’s all, and you did a fine job of it. Mia is much improved. But it changes nothing, nothing at all. We have an arrangement. The deal stands, and that’s the end of it.”
 
   For a moment murderous rage flared again in Hurst, dying almost immediately, leaving him frozen into immobility, disbelieving, rigid with hatred. And not just on his own account, but for Mia, treated with such casual disdain by the very man she loved, the man who should cherish and protect her. But he was icy calm at last.
 
   “No,” he said quietly. “No. This is not the end of it.”
 
   He turned and walked out, leaving Jonnor gaping after him. 
 
   The next morning, before he left for the northern boundary, he went to the Karninghold Slave and asked for the blue arrows.
 
   ~~~
 
   When Hurst returned to the Karning with his two Hundreds, the yard was full of Jonnor’s men gathering to depart. Jonnor was on the far side of the yard, already mounted. Hurst was not in the mood for pleasantries, so he raised his hand in greeting towards his co-husband and then rode straight into the stables. When he emerged later with Gantor, loaded with bags and swords, Jonnor was waiting for him.
 
   “Ah, brother! I’m glad I caught you. I… I wanted to have a word.”
 
   “Very well.” Hurst set down his gear and turned to face Jonnor, arms folded. Gantor lounged against the door post.
 
   Jonnor shuffled his feet, glanced quickly at Gantor, then turned back to Hurst. “Look, I wanted… well, to explain. About Mia. I – Gods, Hurst, don’t look so thunder-faced. The Voices told me at my interviews that I should be more open with you, take you more into my confidence, so I’m trying to do that, understand? Treat you like a friend, in case – Well, you are a friend, aren’t you?” 
 
   Hurst tried to keep his face blank. He wasn’t sure how successful he was.
 
   “Look, I’m sorry about Mia,” Jonnor rattled on. “Truly I am. I wish we could share her, but… I think it’s best if we don’t. My father always said there can only be one person making the decisions within a marriage, and that’s what I try to do. To make the best decisions for all of us. With Tella…” He chewed his lip, his cheeks reddening. “Tella led me a dance, you know. She said all sorts of things, to hurt me. That she had lovers, that sort of thing. She even said once that you – but I never believed that, never. She drove me insane, Hurst, and I don’t want that with Mia.”
 
   “Mia’s not like Tella,” Hurst said, struggling to keep his voice level.
 
   “No, no, of course not! That’s just it! I’d never have to wonder with Mia. Never have to worry if she’d – or whether the children were really mine. But I know how you feel, brother. I am sympathetic. So when we get to the fourth line and we have another pair, I’ll have the new wife and you can have Mia then. That’s what I’m planning. So that will be all right, won’t it?”
 
   Hurst nodded and tried to smile, and Jonnor went back to his horse. There were shouted orders, horns blew and the melee of wheeling horses settled into orderly lines. Through the noise, the drumming of hooves, the choking dust, Hurst stood motionless. Eventually, only the usual stable yard bustle remained.
 
   “You do realise,” Gantor said quietly, “that he’s worried about you asking for the blue arrows? That’s why he’s sharing his thoughts with you all of a sudden.”
 
   Hurst grunted. “It’s a bit late for that.”
 
   “There’s still time to cancel your request. If you know you only have to wait a year, and then you’ll have Mia – Does that make a difference?”
 
   “NO!” He hadn’t meant to shout. Heads turned in surprise, and he saw Gantor’s eyes widen. He went on more quietly, “I’m done with waiting. Ten years I’ve been patient, and let him do what he wanted, and said nothing. I’m sick to the heart of waiting.”
 
   “But Mia—”
 
   “This is not about Mia. It’s about taking control of my own life. It’s about being in charge and making my own decisions and not letting a weakling like that push me around anymore. I’ve been a mouse for too many years. But no longer. Let’s have the blue arrows and settle this once and for all.”
 
   Gantor nodded, the hint of a smile on his lips. “Good. You realise he’ll send for his own blue arrows?”
 
   “Of course. Now, let’s go and get ourselves clean, and then tomorrow you can jog down to the southern boundary to keep an eye on him. I think he understands the strategy, but his potential for bungling is unbounded.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst was subdued the first evening alone with Mia. He had no doubts that his decision was the right one. As soon as he’d asked for the blue arrows, all the misery inside him had melted away. At last the corroding rivalry between Jonnor and himself could be dealt with. 
 
   He had no illusions about the effect of it. If the Gods deemed it appropriate, he would get his blue arrows, and Jonnor would get a small vial of poison, so that he could take his own life if he preferred. 
 
   At that point, Hurst knew, the marriage would in effect be over. It could not survive one party trying to kill another. It would continue in law, of course, but nothing would ever be the same. Even if he was successful and Mia became his at last, she could surely never forgive him. If Jonnor sent for his own blue arrows, then he knew he faced his own death, and his Companions with him.
 
   The joy of being back at the Karning with Mia again was also spoiled by thoughts of what might have been. For weeks he had anticipated this moment, believing he and Jonnor were sharing Mia, and this would be his time with her. Three days they’d had together, three glorious days and nights, which had been everything he could have hoped. How he’d longed for a little more of that magical intimacy. Now he had to sleep alone again.
 
   Oddly, Mia seemed unlike her usual self too. She was jittery, chatting brightly but restless, unable to settle to anything, even a game of crowns. Missing Jonnor, most likely. She went to bed quite early.
 
   Hurst followed her upstairs not long afterwards, prepared himself for bed and then settled in his room with a book, although he stared unseeing at the opened strips. He could not concentrate with so much going on in his mind, the future so uncertain. And beneath it all, he ached for Mia, longed to hold her in his arms again, to taste her sweet lips and touch her soft skin. He shook his head at his own weakness, and resolutely started reading the open strip again.
 
   Then came a slight scratching at the screen, and Mia’s face appeared.
 
   “Hello.” Her smile melted his heart. “May I share your fire? I’m so cold.”
 
   “Well, of course.” 
 
   He folded away his book and tossed another log into the hearth, although there was a good blaze going already. She perched on the chair nearest the fire, and he sat down again, as far from her as he could get. No point tormenting himself by sitting beside her, not here in this room where so much had happened before.
 
   To his surprise, she crossed the room and curled up beside him on the sofa, lifting his arm to get close to him and wrapping her own arm around his waist. 
 
   He tried hard not to breathe, sitting immobile and terrified, in case she suddenly moved away again and left him bereft. It was almost more than he could bear, after the weeks of joyous anticipation, then the abrupt end to those hopes, and now, here she was, cuddling up to him. 
 
   He could feel the warmth of her body against his, for she wore only a thin robe. He told himself sternly that she was just a naturally affectionate person, it meant nothing, and tried to suppress the automatic responses of his body.
 
   Just as he was beginning to accustom himself to this new friendly Mia, and believe that he could sit motionless all night if necessary, she tilted up towards him, her face alight with mischief. She reached up to stroke his face with a delicate finger, and stretched a little to kiss him softly on the lips. 
 
   He dared not move, letting her do whatever she wished to him. What she wished, it seemed, was very much what he wished himself. He was helpless to stop her. For the briefest moment the thought crossed his mind that this was not going to go down well with Jonnor, but her tongue was in his mouth, her hand was stroking his inner thigh, and he was on fire for her.
 
   After a while, she pulled open his robe and reached for him, but he grabbed her hand and drew it to his lips.
 
   “No need,” he said, a little breathless. “You already have my full attention.”
 
   She giggled then, and kissed him again. Then before he knew what she was doing, she was astride him, and rubbing herself against him, moaning softly, while he sat delirious with astonished disbelief, too delighted to protest. When she slid him inside herself, it was too much and he came almost at once.
 
   “Gods! I’m so sorry!” he gasped. “Give me a little time to recover…” 
 
   She said nothing, but her face was white with disappointment. 
 
   “Or I could kiss you there?”
 
   “Oh, yes!” she breathed. “Please!”
 
   So he did. 
 
   Then they went to bed and did it all again.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   15: Rituals of Death (Mia)
 
   It was only the fourth time Mia had awoken beside Hurst, but already it felt like a familiar routine. He was awake first this time, smiling at her as she opened her eyes, lifting his arm as she rolled across the bed to cuddle him. Such a sweet man, and so good-natured. He was nothing to look at, but he had a lovely smile and she liked his strong, muscular arms. When he held her, she always felt safe and protected.
 
   “You’ve slept for hours,” he said into her hair. “You must have been tired.”
 
   She had been, she realised. For weeks now she had been on edge each night, wondering whether Jonnor would come to her bed, what he would expect of her, whether she was managing to keep him happy. And then, somehow, she would lie awake for hours afterwards, with no idea why, but increasingly restless. If she loved Jonnor less she would suspect that there was something lacking in their relationship, but how could that be? 
 
   “I wondered if you might be pregnant,” he added.
 
   “No, no sign of it. You were right about that; you said it might take a long time.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I know you want a child of your own.”
 
   “Oh, there’s no rush. It’ll happen when the Gods see fit. I was tired, though, but I feel much better now. Hurst…” She rolled over to face him. “May I ask you something?”
 
   “Of course, anything.”
 
   “What you did for me last night… do you mind it?”
 
   “You mean kissing you there?” Smiling, he slid his hand between her thighs, making her giggle. “I rather like it, actually. And you quite like it, I believe?”
 
   “Oh yes! But Jonnor—”
 
   “Ah! Jonnor is not very keen?”
 
   “He said it was disgusting. But it’s not, is it? It seems normal enough in all my books.”
 
   “You read some interesting books, then, but yes, it’s perfectly normal. You have to remember, though, that Jonnor… well, he’s not had a lot of experience with women. Only Tella, in fact.”
 
   “Really? Well, there’s the advantage of the two of you sharing me, I can come to you whenever I wish and not trouble Jonnor.”
 
   He was silent for a long time, a strange expression on his face. “Actually… “ he said, looking away from her, “Jonnor doesn’t want to share you after all.”
 
   “Oh. Bit late for that, isn’t it?”
 
   He laughed a little, his face twisted as he looked up at her. “Far too late. But he won’t see it. So perhaps we shouldn’t tell him about this.”
 
   It was her turn to fall silent. She could see the logic in his suggestion, yet she felt uncomfortable with the idea. 
 
   “We’re not doing anything wrong,” she said slowly. “We’re not doing anything that needs to be hidden.”
 
   “But the arrangement—”
 
   “Pfft, the arrangement! The arrangement has no legal standing. Within the marriage, anyone can sleep with anyone, it is only a courtesy to talk about arrangements and the lead husband having any special rights. Besides, it was Jonnor’s idea to let you sleep with me in the first place.” Again he was silent. “It’s true, isn’t it?”
 
   “It may be true, but still… I don’t like to go against his wishes, not openly.” 
 
   She thought he looked guilty as he spoke, and it occurred to her that there might be some deeper tension, some male difficulty, between the two of them.
 
   “Well, it was not your fault, I came to you, after all, so I will tell Jonnor,” she said. 
 
   He said nothing, and she took that as assent.
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst was home for several days, and Mia enjoyed the time more and missed Jonnor less than she had expected. Every morning after the family communion they spent an agreeable hour or two going through papers and petitions and accounts and supplies. If there were things to be done, he was happy to take care of them for her, so that she had more time to spend with the children and her Companions. They spent the stillness playing crowns or reading in comfortable silence before he went to the training grounds. 
 
   After meat, there were long, languorous evenings in bed. There was not the urgency of their earliest times together, for she felt no need to practise now. Instead, they simply took their time and enjoyed themselves, falling asleep afterwards in a tangle of limbs and covers, and rising comfortably together the next morning like a pair of long-married farmers.
 
   Hurst was not a great reader, and would often get bored with his book while Mia was still engrossed in hers. One afternoon during the stillness he folded up his book and tossed it aside with a great sigh. She was alert immediately.
 
   “Isn’t it interesting?”
 
   “No, and who would have thought any writer could make battles so deadly dull? What are you reading? One of your romantic things?”
 
   “Oh no, nothing so enjoyable. This one’s deadly dull too.” She slid the book along the table to show him.
 
   “‘Rituals of Death’? That’s pretty morbid, Mia.”
 
   “Do you think so? It’s one of the books I found while I was exploring the third floor of the library. I thought…” She flushed, but forced herself to keep her tone light. “I thought it might give me some idea whether it was common to see people in the funeral tower, or whether it was just my imagination.”
 
   “And has it?”
 
   “No, but some of the information is interesting. Did you know, for example, that the blue lights come from a kind of vapour in the rocks, which is brought to the tower through underground pipes?”
 
   “Really? A vapour? But why?” He wondered if this was something he should have learned during his time with the scholars, if only he’d paid attention.
 
   “In the days of the Petty Kings, all the dead had to be burned by law, but there were too few trees on the plains, so they devised this way of doing things, since there’s a lot of this vapour underground, it seems. Although nowadays only Highers are burned, of course.”
 
   “Well, our ancestors were such clever folks, weren’t they? No trees, but still you must burn your dead – somehow. And now that there are plenty of trees, it’s fine to bury the dead.”
 
   “Well, the Lowers don’t go to the Life Beyond, so it doesn’t matter what happens to them, does it?” she said, with a light laugh. “But obviously the Highers still have to burn to purify their souls to be with the Gods.”
 
   He pulled her book closer, flipping through the strips. “What does this mean?” he asked, pointing to a strip with drawings on it.
 
   “Oh, I couldn’t make anything of that. It’s to do with the vapour, but I don’t see how it works, do you?”
 
   “‘Vapour transmission pipes’, it says. But I don’t see… Ah, here’s a bigger drawing. These are the pipes here, see? Inside these bigger pipes.”
 
   “Why are they inside bigger pipes?” she asked.
 
   “For maintenance. Look… ‘Vapour ducts undergoing checks within the access tunnels.’”
 
   She peered at the drawing. “There are people there. The tunnels are big enough for people.” She could not keep the excitement out of her voice.
 
   “Well, of course! How else could they check the pipes? Oh!”
 
   “Yes, exactly. Tunnels large enough to walk through, connected to every funeral tower. Do you see?”
 
   “So someone could have got into the tower—”
 
   “Yes! Yes! From a tunnel below… Could have been there, inside the tower… That’s what I saw!” She was triumphant, vindicated.
 
   “But why?” was all he said, and at once she was deflated. For of course there was no reason for anyone to go there just before the burning. It was all very strange. 
 
   ~~~
 
   Mia was oddly nervous about Jonnor’s return. She longed to have him back, of course – he was her husband, and she loved him, that went without saying – but his moods had always been a little uneven. The outcome of the skirmish could affect it, which was perfectly natural, but trivial matters like the state of an inn or a faulty horse or the weather could throw him into gloom. 
 
   Then she had to confess to him about Hurst, and she was not at all confident of the outcome. Even though she was absolutely certain of the law, and had even checked the ‘Constraints of Marriage’ booklet given to her by the Voices before they had married, still she was not quite sure that Jonnor would like it. That could mean sulks and tantrums and days of angry silence.
 
   When Jonnor arrived, he was in his sunniest humour. The skirmish had gone well, the return journey had passed off without incident and even the weather was unusually benign. As he dismounted in the receiving yard and tossed the reins to a stable hand, he strode across to Mia beaming from ear to ear, and planted a kiss full on her mouth.
 
   “Well, little wife, your triumphant husband returns. Come upstairs with me and I’ll tell you all about it.” He nodded briefly to Hurst, and tucking Mia’s arm into his own, led the way to the high tower. She had to half run to keep up with his longer stride, puffing a little, but fortunately he talked non-stop and required no answers from her. Behind them, Hurst walked in silence, hands behind his back, then the Companions, guards and servants in procession, straggling a bit and gradually becoming spread out. Jonnor, Mia and Hurst entered the high tower and everyone else turned aside to their own quarters, or to return to their duties.
 
   Mia had set out fruit and cakes and wine, but Jonnor went straight past them to the stairs. “We’ll talk later, cousin,” he said to Hurst, who nodded in acquiescence. “I need to change and whatnot. You can make yourself scarce for a while. Come along, little wife, you can help me out of these muddy clothes.”
 
   He took her hand and led her up the stairs and into his bedroom, tossing his riding coat carelessly over a chair. She had never been there with him before, but she had no chance to comment on that for he immediately turned to her.
 
   “Here, help me with these buttons, will you? So, have you missed me, little Mia?”
 
   “Of course I have,” she said, and she worked her way down his jerkin. He removed it, and she started on his shirt, feeling a little buzz of excitement. She opened the shirt and ran her hands over his bare skin, smiling up at him.
 
   “Ah, you have missed me,” he smirked. “I can guess what you’ve really missed.” And he grabbed her waist and pulled her towards him, so that she could feel his erection, and rubbed himself against her. “That’s what you want, isn’t it? Some of that?” She giggled, and he began to manoeuvre her towards the bed. “You must be desperate for it, after so long without a man.”
 
   “Actually…” 
 
   She knew as soon as she began to speak that it was a mistake, the timing was wrong, and perhaps it would be better to say nothing after all, as Hurst had wished. 
 
   But he had pulled away from her, suspicious, and she had to go on. “Actually, I slept with Hurst. While you were away. I… I needed the company…”
 
   “Hurst?” His voice was icy cold. She felt a knot of fear twist in her stomach.
 
   “I… I was lonely…”
 
   She had no warning, his hand a blur across her face, a crack and then, somehow, she was crashing into the wall in a corner of the room, flashes bursting in her head, dizzy, disoriented. It was several seconds before the pain exploded – her face, her eye and jaw, an elbow grazing the wall, her back against something hard – furniture probably. She could taste blood in her mouth. 
 
   He leaned over her, his face filled with violent anger. “You stupid bitch! You whore! Stupid fucking whore! You’ve spoilt everything now!”
 
   Then he was gone. His boots thundered on the stairs, then there was shouting from below, Jonnor’s voice terrifyingly loud, Hurst’s lower, but agitated. Furniture crashed. Something glass broke. A door slammed. Then silence.
 
   She vaguely remembered Hurst calling her name, then holding her gently, so gently, cradling her while she wept and shook in his arms. Then more people – her Companions, one of the Healing Slaves, servants. Somebody – Hurst probably – carried her through to her own bedroom. Soft cloths wiped her face, with the scent of herbs and salves, gentle hands tending her, murmuring voices in the background. 
 
   She slept, woke in the dark, slept again. Every time she opened her eyes, Hurst was there, watching her, his face anxious. “She’s awake,” he would say, and Morsha or Mista would appear, bending over her, giving her sips of water. Then more sleep.
 
   The next day, when she was well enough to sit up, the Karninghold Slave came to ask what had happened. He must have talked to Jonnor too, because later he brought him to apologise. He was upset, he said, taken by surprise, he had misunderstood, he realised now she had every right to sleep with Hurst. He hoped she would forgive him. He took her hand, kissed it, stroked her hair, looked pleadingly at her. Of course she forgave him, she said, trying to smile, although it hurt. Then he went away and she slept again.
 
   As soon as Mia was recovered enough to get up, she returned to her duties as if nothing had happened. Hurst had gone back to the lines already, but Jonnor was still around, anxiously solicitous. Every stillness he stayed with her instead of going off to his room to rest, he helped with the management of the Karninghold, he sat through petitions with her and once he volunteered to go to a village which had requested help. She was glad to see him go, for his unusual attentiveness unnerved her.
 
   She had no idea what explanation, if any, had been spread around to account for her bruises, but she made no effort to hide them, even when she heard petitions. The servants tiptoed around her as if she might explode at any moment, and she noticed that there were more household guards around than usual, and there was often a Slave about, even in the family hall. 
 
   Her Companions eyed her with concern, but said nothing. The morning after, Morsha had asked her if she wanted to talk about it, but when she shook her head, Morsha simply nodded and it was never mentioned again. Only the Karninghold Slave insisted on asking questions, more than once, but Mia was adamant that she forgave Jonnor, it was a single lapse and she was not afraid of him, and had no apprehension of a repetition.
 
   It was true, in fact. Jonnor had always had a temper, but he had never struck anyone before, not even Tella, who had routinely irritated him beyond endurance. It was clear, too, that he regretted it, and was trying to make amends. 
 
   She had never realised before just how little notice he had taken of her, but now that she had his full attention, she found it a little trying. He talked to her when she wanted to read, he persuaded her to eat when she insisted she was not hungry, he jumped up to fetch things for her and somehow he was always there, always intruding. Where Hurst’s company was restful and relaxing, Jonnor’s made her tense.
 
   Eventually, with fairly roundabout hints, he asked if he could come to her room. She was glad to agree, hoping that sex would restore everything to normality, and bring her a respite from his excessive closeness. 
 
   Yet that too was different. Instead of the abrupt, half-drunken demands, he shared her bed and was tender and solicitous. He wondered hesitantly if there was anything she particularly liked. She asked him to stay all night and he did. She asked him to kiss her and he did. She dared not ask him to kiss anything but her mouth, but then she had Hurst for that, when she needed him. Still, it was so much better that the memory of his old ways faded almost as quickly as her bruises, and all her love for him rushed back. Here at last was the husband she had always wanted!
 
   The best of it was that he liked their new habits too.
 
   “May I kiss you a little?” he would say, pulling her close. “You are so soft and warm. This is so cosy, little wife,” he murmured in her ear as they drifted to sleep. “I love waking up with you,” he whispered in the dawn half-light.
 
   It was perfect.
 
   Then the blue arrows arrived and her world fell to pieces.
 
   ~~~
 
   It was a strange day in more ways than one. Hurst had returned from the lines the previous day, so the three of them spent the morning going over household details. Mia was on edge in case a row erupted between the two men, but they were politely formal with each other.
 
   They had not been there long when a servant came for Hurst; the Karninghold Slave wished to see him. 
 
   “What do you suppose that’s about?” Mia said after Hurst had left.
 
   Jonnor shrugged. “No idea. Odd, though.”
 
   Hurst was gone for some time, and returned distracted and unsettled, but he offered no explanation. And then, even more unusual, Jonnor was summoned too.
 
   “What is going on?” Mia asked.
 
   “We’ll find out soon enough,” Hurst said, and indeed they did.
 
   Jonnor burst through the door, his face a mask of hard anger. 
 
   Mia jumped up, sudden fear rushing through her, heart thundering, and backed as far as she could against the wall. 
 
   But Jonnor’s rage was all directed at Hurst. “You bastard! You devious lying bastard!” His voice was a low hiss, but he shook with anger. “Well, I won’t tamely lie down for this, make no mistake. Two can fight for that crown, you know.” He was waving his arms about, one hand clutching a vial of glass so dark it was almost black. “I’ll kill you, you bastard!”
 
   “Brother, you’re terrifying Mia. Calm down a little.”
 
   “Calm down! Calm down!” His voice began to rise. Then he looked across at Mia. “I suppose you cooked this up between the two of you, eh?”
 
   “No, of course not!” Hurst said.
 
   “Scheming bastards!”
 
   “Mia knows nothing of this.”
 
   “Oh, really? So in all those cosy nights in her bed, you never mentioned that you’d asked for the blue arrows?” 
 
   Mia gasped, hands over mouth. 
 
   “Well, she knows now, cousin. She knows exactly what kind of a fucking traitor you are! Fuck you, Hurst, fuck you to the Ninth Vortex and back!”
 
   He hurled the vial against the wall behind Hurst’s head, where it shattered, a dark liquid trickling to the floor amidst the shards, and then stormed out.
 
   Mia was frozen in shock and dread. She couldn’t speak. Hurst was rushing about, saying something, but she couldn’t take it in. Eventually he came over to her and grasped her arms.
 
   “Don’t touch it, do you understand? It’s poison, you mustn’t go near it. I’ll go for cloths, I’ll clean it up, but you mustn’t touch it. Mia, do you understand? Do you?”
 
   “You’re going to kill him,” she whispered. A stray tear trickled down one cheek.
 
   “That’s for the Gods to decide,” he said. “Don’t go near the broken glass, all right?”
 
   “You’re going to kill him.” 
 
   And then her tears overwhelmed her and she fled the room.
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   16: Blue Arrows (Hurst)
 
   The whole Karninghold was on edge. Guards leapt out of Hurst’s way as he passed, servants pressed themselves against the walls and Skirmishers huddled in anxious knots, whispering together, only to break apart the instant he appeared and turn to their appointed tasks with studied industry. And Mia – his sweet Mia wept constantly. It almost broke his heart.
 
   The Karninghold Slave called all of them together, the three Karningholders and their Companions, to explain how the arrows were supposed to work. Hurst thought the man was gloating a little, enjoying the drama. Or perhaps he just liked listening to his own voice. They sat in solemn rows in his office while he lectured them about the will of the Gods, and the ancestral traditions, and the irrevocable choice they were faced with, as if they could possibly be unaware of that. Irrevocable indeed.
 
   The Slave droned on, but eventually he got to the practical aspects. Some of it Hurst had heard already at the Ring, and Jonnor seemed unsurprised by it too, but he saw the others concentrating hard to take it all in.
 
   “The key point is this,” the Slave said for at least the tenth time, for there seemed to be many key points, “if anyone should be struck by a blue arrow and fall, do not go near, in fact keep well away, to avoid inhaling the miasma. The Gods cannot make a decision if more than one person falls, so stay well back.” His eyes glittered as he spoke. “A Slave should be the first person to attend the faller, since we are not so much affected by the miasma. Only when the Slave indicates it is safe should you go near the one who has fallen. But do not be concerned if anyone other than the target is struck and falls, for the Gods will be merciful in such a case.”
 
   There were a number of Hundred Leaders at the Karninghold just then, and they came in united formality to Hurst, saluting with practised synchrony.
 
   “We wanted you to know, Most High Commander,” their spokesman said, “that while we are not privy to the circumstances which caused you to take this step, we fully support you in this, as in everything, no matter what the outcome.”
 
   “Thank you all for your understanding,” Hurst said, bowing. “I trust that you will also offer your support to Most High Commander Jonnor, should he choose to request the blue arrows.”
 
   There was just the slightest hesitation before he replied. “Of course.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst had always known that Trimon would be the shooter, for he was by far the most skilled archer of the four of them. They only had three days before they all left for the lines again, leaving Jonnor at the Karninghold, and getting a clear shot would be difficult with everyone so jittery, but Trimon was keen to try.
 
   “I can spit him any time you like, so let’s get this over with. He’s at the training grounds every afternoon, what do you say?”
 
   Now that the moment had arrived, Hurst found himself reluctant to begin. “There’s no rush,” he said. “We have three years, after all. We can afford to let things settle down a bit. Besides, we only have three shots at this, we don’t want to waste any.”
 
   “I think Trimon’s right, for once,” Gantor said. “Jonnor will undoubtedly send for his own blue arrows, but we have a chance to get in first and settle the matter once and for all. If Trimon can get a clean shot, I think he should seize the chance.”
 
   As it happened, an opportunity came the next day during the regular afternoon training. One moment the ground was just the usual sea of men clashing swords or practising at the targets or running round the perimeter, the air abuzz with grunts and curses and shouted orders. The next moment an arrow whistled from an upper window full into Jonnor’s chest and he fell like a toppled tree. Silence rippled out from the spot where he lay, everyone turning to look, shocked. Then, forgetting the Slave’s instructions, two of his Companions raced across to him.
 
   Gantor pushed through the mesmerised crowd, shouting in alarm, and Hurst followed in his wake. When they reached Jonnor’s still form, Cole and Torman were gabbling excitedly.
 
   “He’s alive! It’s all right!” they shrieked, then they saw Hurst and their faces closed in.
 
   “Was something unclear about the Slave’s orders?” yelled Gantor. “You were supposed to stay away!”
 
   They looked a little sheepish. One of the Healing Slaves appeared then and confirmed that Jonnor was alive, for the moment.
 
   “Now we must wait,” he said solemnly. “The Gods have not taken him – yet, but until he wakes up, the matter is in their hands.”
 
   “But he’s alive!” yelled Torman.
 
   “Blue arrows do not kill,” said the Slave. “Only the Gods may do that. In all the confusion, they may not yet have noticed him. When they do, they will decide.”
 
   More Slaves appeared, and the Karninghold Slave conferred in whispers with the Healing Slave. He knelt down beside Jonnor and examined him. Then they all stood in a circle, waiting, and eventually Jonnor began to come round. Torman and Cole smirked at Hurst in triumph. Hurst had used one of his arrows, and he had failed to kill Jonnor. 
 
   The Karninghold Slave glowered at Cole and Torman.
 
   “You have been lucky this time,” he said severely to them. “You could have been affected by the miasma, it is very dangerous to be so close.”
 
   “What does it matter?” said Cole fiercely. “If he dies, we die too. What difference does it make?”
 
   “You must leave such matters to the Gods,” the Slave said. 
 
   Hurst was more shaken by this than he had expected. He thought he was prepared for any outcome; he had planned for it, after all. Even though the shooting had been by Trimon’s hand, not his own, it was his actions, his decisions which had brought this about. 
 
   Yet he had been with Jonnor for ten years, they were brothers under the law and skirmish-brothers too, and seeing him laid out on the ground unconscious was surprisingly upsetting. No amount of preparation was sufficient for the reality. One of them would die, that was the truth of the matter. It was a sobering moment.
 
   Gantor was more concerned with Jonnor’s Companions.
 
   “We have a problem,” he said. “Trimon can pop arrows into Jonnor as accurately as you like, but it’s no use if those three kishorn are going to gather round him every time. And Cole’s right, they have nothing to lose by it. What do they care if they get knocked out by the miasma too? It doesn’t even matter much if they die. But it does matter if they interfere with the outcome for Jonnor.”
 
   “So what are we supposed to do?” said Trimon. “It was difficult enough today to get a clear shot at him, but they’re going to hang around him even more, now. Whatever he’s doing, they’ll be right there.”
 
   “We’ll think of something,” Gantor said. 
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst was away at the lines for more than a week, but he returned to the same situation. Jonnor had asked for his own blue arrows, but had not yet received a reply.
 
   “So we still have an opportunity to get in before he can,” said Walst, “although how we are to get him alone I can’t imagine.”
 
   “I have an idea about that, actually,” Gantor said. “Jonnor goes off for meat in the high tower every evening, and Cole, Torman and Zanikor eat in the family hall and then go through to the guards’ quarters, and Jonnor often meets them there. They don’t wait for him, though…”
 
   “Ah!” said Trimon. “So he crosses the courtyard on his own. Of course!”
 
   “Yes. Is there enough light for a clear sighting, do you think?”
 
   “Oh, sure, there are plenty of lamps. It might even still be light at this time of year. I’ll scout it out.”
 
   And only two days later, Jonnor dropped like a stone at the foot of the steps leading away from the family hall. There was no one else around at the time, for all the servants and guards not on duty were settled somewhere for the evening, so Trimon himself had to go and find one of the Slaves, a task which proved rather difficult. It took him more than an hour, by which time Jonnor was beginning to come round.
 
   “Another arrow wasted!” Gantor fumed. “We will have to be very careful with the last one.”
 
   “Maybe the Gods don’t want to take Jonnor,” Hurst said with a shrug. “Maybe they want me instead.”
 
   “Pfft! Stuff that!” said Gantor. “The Gods aren’t that stupid.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst had thought a great deal about the blue arrows themselves, and also about the way forward after Jonnor was dead. He had not thought at all about the awkwardness inherent in a marriage where the two husbands were openly trying to kill each other, but had not yet succeeded. Despite the situation, he and Jonnor and Mia still had to endure family communion, had to manage the Karning together, had to struggle through the stillness and eat meat together, had to sleep each night just feet apart in rooms without so much as a door for privacy. It was a strain on all of them.
 
   Jonnor spoke not a single word to Hurst, addressing him through Mia where communication was essential. Mia had stopped crying whenever she saw either of them, although she was white-faced and red-eyed. She was unfailingly polite, but her manner was distant. 
 
   Hurst bitterly regretted the loss of her easy-going friendship which had brought him so much comfort over the years. Every time he saw her sitting, head drooped, he felt the pain of grief like a spear through his heart. He wondered if it would better for all of them if he were to die instead of Jonnor, and began to consider taking the poison when Jonnor’s arrows arrived.
 
   After a morning spent unproductively discussing some village problems, which none of them wished to leave the Karninghold to deal with, Jonnor stomped out, but Mia, to his surprise, lingered.
 
   “May I talk to you?” she said hesitantly.
 
   “Of course! Won’t you sit?”
 
   She perched awkwardly on the edge of a chair. Hurst sat too, far enough away not to crowd her, and waited. She twisted her hands together, and he thought he had never seen her looking so wretched. He ached to take her in his arms, reassure her, comfort her, but he knew it was impossible. Nothing he could say would help. 
 
   Twice she started to speak, and then subsided, staring downwards.
 
   “Mia? What is it?” he said gently. “You can say whatever you wish to me, you know.”
 
   “I only… it’s just that… I wanted to know why,” she blurted. “I’d like to understand.”
 
   “Of course,” he said at once, but inside he quailed. How could he tell her the truth? I can’t bear the thought of never sleeping with you again? I basked in your sunshine for a little while, and the world is all darkness without you… I love you, I want you, I need you… Would she understand it, even if he could say it?
 
   “Was it because of—?” She waved one hand near her face where a tiny scar was the last remaining sign of Jonnor’s rage.
 
   “No, no, not that. It was before that.”
 
   “Oh. Because you said you weren’t going to… So I thought it might have been… that something must have happened. Did something happen? Between you and Jonnor?”
 
   “In a way. You remember after we came back from the quiet, you and I?”
 
   “Yes. Jonnor asked you to teach me some things.”
 
   “That’s right. To teach you. Well, I assumed that meant I could share you, and I knew – well, you’d said once – that you wouldn’t mind that.”
 
   “No, I wouldn’t mind.” She frowned, puzzled.
 
   “But then when I asked about it, he wouldn’t. And… and…” He stopped. How could he explain?
 
   “That was the reason? It was because of me?”
 
   “Sort of. In a way. Well, no, not exactly. More because of Jonnor, his attitude to you. It just…” 
 
   He got up and began pacing the room, and she jumped up too, backing away a little. 
 
   He forced himself to be calm, and to sit again. 
 
   “I couldn’t bear it, Mia, and that’s the truth. For ten years, I waited, I hoped. Even after Tella died, it was all right. Jonnor and I had a deal, I would take charge of the lines and he would have you. I could cope with that, I didn’t know what I was missing. But then he asked me – asked me! – to sleep with you, he let me have you for a little while and then he took you away again! It was more than I could bear. So I asked for the arrows.”
 
   “So this is why you hate him.”
 
   “Hate him? I don’t hate him! He’s put me in an intolerable position, and it has to be resolved, that’s all. I couldn’t go on that way, not after… not after holding you in my arms, not loving you as I do.” 
 
   There, he had said it. Her face was chalk-white, her eyes wide with shock. How could she not know? It was astonishing.
 
   She was still standing, and now she moved restlessly to the window and looked down into the training grounds. Then with a little sigh she turned to face him, rigid, arms carefully folded.
 
   “If it’s me you want,” she said, flushing slightly, “we can still do that. Like we did when Jonnor was at the lines. Would that be enough for you?” 
 
   She spoke evenly, but he wondered if she hated the thought now, if she were forcing herself to make the offer.
 
   “No, because we could never tell Jonnor. We know how he reacts to that, don’t we?”
 
   “He wouldn’t do that again!” she said fiercely.
 
   “Perhaps, who knows? There is always that risk, we would never be comfortable about it. And keeping it secret would be worse, for he would find out eventually, and… No, it would never work.”
 
   “Perhaps if I talked to him…?” 
 
   But even as she spoke, he saw the realisation in her face. Jonnor would never agree.
 
   “I’ve asked, I’ve tried to make him see…” Hurst stopped. 
 
   Jonnor enjoyed his power; that was the truth of it. As lead husband, he had the final word, and even though the law was on their side, in reality any arrangement could only be reached by mutual agreement. Hurst could see that Mia understood the problem. 
 
   “Besides, it’s too late now,” he went on. “I don’t think there’s any way we could reach an acceptable arrangement. I’m sorry, Mia, truly I am, I would not have had things turn out this way for the world, but he left me no choice.”
 
   “There is always a choice.” Her voice was so low he could barely hear her.
 
   “I felt there was no choice. And this way… in the end, when the dust settles, it will be better, you’ll see. We’ll get a new pair, bring us up to four again. I have a younger brother…”
 
   She lifted her head sharply to stare at him. “Oh, you’ve got it all planned out, have you?”
 
   “I’ve thought about it, of course. We have to think about the future, Mia.” He was aware he was pleading with her. He so badly wanted her to see the positive side to it.
 
   “I don’t want him to die,” she whispered.
 
   “Well, let’s be optimistic then, maybe it will be me who dies.”
 
   “I don’t want either of you to die!” she said in a spurt of anger, and with that she swirled out of the room.
 
   ~~~
 
   The next day Jonnor’s blue arrows arrived, and Hurst received his poison. As he emerged from the Slave’s meeting room, vial in hand, Gantor was waiting.
 
   “I’ll take that,” he said, holding out his hand. “Don’t want you doing anything stupid on impulse. If you decide to do this, you’ll have to convince me you mean it first.”
 
   Tamely Hurst handed it over. “It has to be kept locked away.”
 
   “I have a lockable chest, don’t worry.”
 
   There were two tense days when Jonnor and Hurst were both at the Karninghold. Neither Jonnor nor any of his Companions were expert marksmen, but any of them could have a lucky shot, so Hurst was not at all relaxed about it. 
 
   Whenever he was out in the open, he felt horribly exposed. Gantor and Walst went everywhere with him, one either side, all three of them constantly checking where Jonnor and his Companions were, and whether they carried bows. But there was no point in hiding away, for sooner or later the arrows would fly.
 
   The first arrived late on the second day, fired by Jonnor himself, which missed Hurst by a wide margin and instead hit a swordsman in mid-swing on the far side of the training grounds. And only moments later, while everyone was distracted by that, the second was fired from a different direction. It passed close to Gantor’s head, eventually impaling itself harmlessly in a wooden door.
 
   Hurst started to laugh, more from tension than amusement, but although he, Gantor and Walst scanned the crowds thronging the training grounds, the third arrow failed to appear, and Jonnor and his Companions had disappeared.
 
   After that, Hurst was away at the lines for more than a week. He felt reasonably safe there. It was not impossible for Jonnor to turn up and have a shot at him during the skirmish, but it was much harder to get a clear shot in the midst of a melee. Besides, they couldn’t appear at the lines without him knowing about it. So he felt able to relax a little.
 
   But as soon as he arrived back at the Karninghold, the instant he dismounted, he heard the distinctive whine of an arrow. He didn’t see it, but there was a dull thud as something thwacked into the horse very close to his head. He heard the animal whinny in alarm, then Gantor’s voice: “What the Vortices?”
 
   Then his legs gave way and the world went dark.
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   17: Temple (Mia)
 
   Mia felt as if she had stepped into an unending nightmare. Just when it seemed the three of them had reached a new understanding, the world had fallen apart. Everything was changing, all the certainties of her life swept away. 
 
   The only surety now was that one or other of her husbands would die and she could find no comfort in either outcome. Jonnor had filled her dreams for ten years, and, even though the reality had not quite matched her hopes, she trembled at the prospect of his death. How could she bear it?
 
   Yet the prospect of Hurst’s death was no better. He was her staunchest friend and supporter, always on her side, no matter what, and now she knew the reason – all these years, he had secretly loved her! Saying nothing, doing nothing, never more than a friend and yet the whole time he had harboured a passion for her. Even though it had brought them all to the blue arrows, still she saw the romantic element in it. She looked at him with new eyes.
 
   Until recently, she had never compared her two husbands, never looked beneath the surface of either, but now she understood them both better. The man she had loved for so long had ignored her, mistreated her and hit her, and their new closer relationship could not change that. The one she had taken for granted had respected and loved her. It was sobering to realise how little she had known them.
 
   She spent hours sitting on the window seat in her bedroom, a book lying disregarded on her lap, gazing out at the funeral tower beyond the walls. She couldn’t settle to her everyday chores, so she hid away. There was no trace of Tella here now, her gowns and scarves sent away, her wardrobes and mirrors packed up in the cellars. The last hint of her perfume had faded to nothing. All that was left of her was the exquisite golden dragon and a few pieces of jewelry, hidden in a drawer. And memories. Those would never fade.
 
   If only Tella hadn’t died. Since then, everything had come crashing down around her, and the worst was yet to come. Mia’s fears weighed her down, as if she were buried under a mountain of rocks, deep underground, with the closeness, the dark stifling her, clutching at her throat so that she couldn’t breathe. Whichever of her husbands died, how could she carry on as if nothing had happened? Her marriage, her life had shattered into a thousand pieces and she wasn’t sure it could be mended. 
 
   As always when she felt distressed, she turned to the Slaves for support. The temple was her place of refuge, where she could meditate and clear her mind, while the acolytes chanted and incense filled the air with heady scents, a different one for each hour of the day. She found herself drawn there often, usually after the stillness, and on days when the men were all on the training grounds and she could settle to nothing in dread of hearing the death alarm. 
 
   Sometimes there were groups there, families come in from their village to celebrate a birth or mourn a death, or to make offerings to the Slaves for a request to the Gods for help. Sometimes one or two of the traders who brought fresh food to the Karninghold each day would sit in the temple for a while before beginning the return journey. But mostly it was quiet, the acolytes circling and chanting, a scattered handful of the kitchen workers, heads bowed, and the Silent Guards in their gold armour, immobile and watchful.
 
   Quite often the Karninghold Slave would appear while she was there. He would sit in the half-light, his hood shading his face, but his eyes glittered whenever she glanced his way, and she suspected he was watching her. One afternoon, not long after Hurst had received his arrows, the Slave met her at the door as she rose to leave, a little unsteadily for the incense was heady.
 
   “Would you perhaps come to the meeting room, Most High?”
 
   “Of course, Most Humble.”
 
   The Slaves’ meeting room was large and airy, its white-painted walls and sparse wooden furniture, also white, making it seem empty. Mia’s slippers shushed on the tiled floor. There was a table spread with papers against one wall, and some hooks with a few books hanging on another. In the centre was a carved wooden bench with a strip of carpet for padding surrounded by half rings of wooden boxes for seats, where the acolytes received their instruction. 
 
   The Slave waved her to the bench and hung his gown on a peg by the wall before joining her. His simple tunic and trousers made him look quite ordinary, although with his bald head and large bony nose, he was distressingly like a cadaver. He had deep set eyes under hooded lids, which stared unwinking at Mia.
 
   “You are distressed, Most High. It is natural, of course, but perhaps it might help if we talk about it.”
 
   “If you think it best, Most Humble.”
 
   “I wondered, Most High, if you have thought at all about the possible outcomes to this tragic situation?”
 
   “I… try not to,” she whispered.
 
   “Indeed, that is understandable. But you might perhaps nurture hopes? It might seem to you that, on balance, one outcome might be preferable? Have you thought along those lines at all?”
 
   “You mean…?” For a moment she was shocked. Could he really be asking which of the two she wanted to survive? “No, I have not. It seems to me that all possible outcomes are bad.”
 
   “Indeed, indeed, Most High. It is most distressing. A little wine, perhaps?” 
 
   He fetched her a glass, and she sipped it obediently. He watched her, eyes glittering, face impassive, his bony fingers fiddling with his rings, one which bore the same three Karning stones as her torc, and another with a single large amber stone. 
 
   “What you might not have understood, Most High, is that the Gods consider such cases very carefully. The outcome is not pre-ordained, you know. It depends to some extent on chance, but it depends on other considerations, too. Such as the best arrangement for the future. For all parties, if you understand me. So once the eyes of the Gods are drawn to the matter, they will make the best decision for everyone, so far as they can be aware of all the circumstances. Now as to that, we can help, in our humble way. We can ensure that they are fully aware of all the implications of their decision, that they understand the consequences for all parties with an interest. You might like to ponder the idea.”
 
   Mia frowned, unsure what he was suggesting. It almost sounded as if he would ask the Gods to decide on the basis of her personal preference, but that could hardly be so. Such matters were decided for higher and more abstruse reasons than her feelings, surely? 
 
   “The Gods have our ultimate happiness in mind, Most High,” the Slave said unctuously.
 
   That took her breath away. “If the Gods had wished me to be happy, Most Humble, they would have kept my sister alive and spared all of us this nightmare.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Jonnor had been hit twice by Hurst’s arrows, but survived. Then he got his own arrows, and two of those were used up, and still both Mia’s husbands lived. Yet two more arrows remained, one on each side, and there could be no relief from the worry until the matter was resolved one way or the other. 
 
   The constant tension affected everyone in the Karninghold. The children were clinging and fretful, the adults were short-tempered. Hurst’s trip to the lines gave everyone a respite, and to Mia’s relief Jonnor began to come to her room again, a practice he had abandoned during the early days of the crisis.
 
   While Hurst was away, Gantor’s oldest brother and his wife arrived. They had visited before, for as scholars of high standing they had the freedom to travel where they wished. Drantior and Missandra were almost fifty, the one tall and thin with a little pot belly, much as Gantor would have been without constant training to build his muscles, and the other small and round like a dumpling. 
 
   Mia greeted them with pleasure, for any distraction was welcome, but it seemed a curious time to visit. Usually they came when Gantor had a long spell away from the lines. But perhaps they had a professional interest in the blue arrows procedure. Or, more morbidly, perhaps they were there in case Hurst died and Gantor was also consigned to the flames. 
 
   They waited patiently for Gantor to return from the lines, mixing with equal ease with Mia and her Companions, with the Slaves and with the servants. They loved to spend time with the children, too, for they had none of their own, fondly guessing which of them might possibly have been sired by Gantor, and wondering where baby Jinnia got her white-blonde hair when her parents were both so dark. Only the guards and Skirmishers made them uncomfortable.
 
   The day Hurst, Gantor, Trimon and Walst were scheduled to return with their three Hundreds, Mia was very much on edge. After several days safe in the knowledge that neither Jonnor nor Hurst was at risk, she knew the deadly duel would now be resumed. She could not have guessed quite how soon that would happen. 
 
   When the arrival alarm sounded, she went to the receiving yard with her Companions, the servants and guards, to await the procession. Jonnor should have been there too, but his absence was hardly a surprise. The lines of horses trotted in through the gates in a cloud of dust and circled round the yard, the leaders drawing to a halt close to the steps where she stood. Hurst smiled at her, dismounted and turned to make some adjustment to the reins. Then he turned to face her again. 
 
   He was just about to speak when the arrow flew and thumped into the horse, making it startle. To her astonishment he just crumpled and fell. He was mere feet away from her, lying immobile on the ground. 
 
   For an instant she couldn’t understand, confused by the horse, which skittered about, snorting. Gantor was shouting something, trying to grab the horse, people rushed forward to help, others were telling everyone to stay clear. There was shouting, noise, confusion, a whirl of people and animals. 
 
   In the middle of it, Hurst lay as if dead and icy fingers of fear gripped her. Was this it, the end she dreaded? Was it Hurst she would lose?
 
   She started to rush to his side when several Slaves appeared and began moving everyone back. Where had they all come from, she wondered? It was not usual for so many to receive a returning Karningholder. 
 
   A clear space expanded around Hurst and then it was obvious what had happened; not far away was the arrow, lying on the ground, shaft and feathers both a deep blue. 
 
   Mia stood immobile, watching it all happen as if in a dream. More Slaves appeared, gave orders, strode about with arms waving. Horses were led away to the stables. People drifted back to their chores. Gradually the yard cleared until only a few small knots of spectators remained. 
 
   Two Slaves knelt down beside Hurst, loosening his clothes, checking him. They looked at each other across his corpse-like form and one gave the tiniest shake of his head. Fear clutched at her.
 
   But one of the Healing Slaves came over to her. “He is well,” she said. “His breathing is normal, his colour is good. We must wait, now.”
 
   Hurst was lying in the sun, so when they deemed that the miasma had dispersed and it was safe, the Slaves allowed Gantor and Walst to carry him to a stone bench set in a shaded alcove nearby. It was not permitted to take him indoors, it seemed, but this was acceptable. Someone – Morsha perhaps – brought out a cushion for his head, and they waited. 
 
   Mia knelt on the ground beside him, stroking his hair and face, tears cascading unheeded down her cheeks. His weather-worn skin was rough under her fingers, his chin prickly with stubble. As she watched over him, his eyes closed, his breathing deep and even, she was reminded of the mornings she had woken beside him in his bed. With all his lack of beauty or symmetry, his familiar face was so dear to her. She could not bear to think of him dying. She had never known such exquisite agony as she waited, helpless.
 
   At some point she became aware that Jonnor was there. When she turned to look at him through her tears, his face was pale, anxious, as if Hurst were suffering from some unexpected illness rather than a deliberate attempt to kill him. Then he saw her watching him and his face closed. He turned abruptly and, pushing people aside, vanished through the circle of spectators. 
 
   Time passed, and still she wept over Hurst’s immobile form. The sun began to sink in the sky and the shadows lengthened, chilling her to the bone, but she never moved. People came and went behind her, she heard occasional whispers, and once or twice the Healing Slave came to check on Hurst, and then went away again. No one spoke to her.
 
   Then a tiny cough, an intake of breath and his head moved. A sudden spasm of fear – was this the end? Then he opened his eyes and gazed at her. A little smile twitched.
 
   “Mia…” he murmured.
 
   The Healing Slave rushed over. “Well, the Gods have decided to spare you, Most High,” she said, and beamed at Mia. “They are merciful today.”
 
   “Kind of them,” said Hurst, his voice no more than a dry croak.
 
   Gantor and Walst helped Hurst inside one of the healing rooms, while Mia fetched water for him and the Slave chased everyone else out. It was cool inside, despite a small brazier in one corner, and Mia shivered again and pulled her scarf closer round her head. She was stiff from sitting in one position for so long, muscles sore, and her head ached from crying.
 
   “Are you all right?” Hurst said.
 
   “I’m supposed to ask you that question,” she said, laughing from relief. “How do you feel?”
 
   “Not bad, actually.” He sounded surprised. “Like I just woke up from sleeping in an awkward position. A bit cramped, slightly woozy. How long was I out?”
 
   “Couple of hours,” Gantor replied. “Bit more, maybe.”
 
   “But that was the last one, right? He’s done, now, isn’t he?”
 
   “He’s done,” said Gantor, a hint of satisfaction in his tone. “Now it’s up to us.”
 
   “And the Gods, Most Respected,” said the Slave. “And the Gods.”
 
   ~~~
 
   As soon as he felt well enough, Hurst disappeared into the evening gloom with his Companions, and also Drantior and Missandra, who had waited patiently throughout the afternoon’s events. “I’ll see you later, at meat,” was all Hurst said as he left. Mia looked at the Healing Slave and raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Well, that is one of them I don’t have to worry about. Unless the Voices send an agent.”
 
   “Unlikely, I should think,” the Slave replied. “They rarely do that, unless the situation remains… difficult. Let’s see what happens with the final arrow before we start worrying about agents, Most High.”
 
   Mia’s own Companions were also waiting, and Marna gave her a big hug. 
 
   “There!” said Morsha. “Hurst is safe, at least.”
 
   “You should rest for a while,” said Mista. “You’ve missed the afternoon stillness.”
 
   “We all have,” said Mia. “That’s a good idea. I’m exhausted.”
 
   The walk to the high tower seemed even further than usual today, and Mia began to wonder if her legs would carry her so far. Through the great hall they trooped, guards in front, Companions behind, a cluster of servants and yet more guards at the rear, then into the middle hall, the inner hall and the guest hall. Then on in formation up the broad stairway to the family hall and the door to the high tower, where she could finally leave them all behind.
 
   Relieved to be on her own at last, and exhausted after the climb up the stairs, she went into the cool room set into the southern wall to find some fruit juice. As she opened the door, she almost bumped into Jonnor, wine decanter in hand. He flushed a little, and dropped his eyes, squeezing past her without a word. But when she emerged with her drink, he was waiting for her.
 
   “Are you… feeling better now?” he asked.
 
   “I… Yes. Thank you.”
 
   “You’re fond of him,” he blurted, and then flushed again.
 
   “Well, of course! He’s been my husband for more than ten years, and he’s always been a good friend to me.”
 
   “You didn’t cry over me when I was hit.” It didn’t sound like an accusation, just a statement of fact. 
 
   She felt guilty anyway. “I didn’t know! No one came to tell me. I only found out afterwards.”
 
   He hesitated, and then looked her straight in the eye. “I’m glad he survived.”
 
   “Are you?” she said, surprise making her blunt.
 
   “Yes,” he said at once. “I’ve never killed anyone, and I don’t want to kill Hurst. None of this is my doing, you know, none of it. We had an arrangement, everything was fine. But once he made his choice, that was it, I had to give it a go, didn’t I? I couldn’t let him shoot at me without at least trying to get him first. But it looks like the Gods want me, not him.”
 
   “Maybe they don’t want either of you. Let’s hope, at least.”
 
   “And where would that leave us? No, one of us has to go. I just hope he gets it over with quickly, that’s all. Will you miss me, little Mia?”
 
   But she couldn’t answer, for the tears were flowing again.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   18: The Last Arrow (Hurst)
 
   Hurst was euphoric after his escape from death. He had the last remaining arrow and could take his time and pick his moment. He was a little concerned, however, that Jonnor had been knocked out twice now and yet he had survived.
 
   They were all sitting around in Gantor’s library, as Trimon passed around the wine, and Walst handed out cakes. Gantor’s brother Drantior and his wife Missandra were also there.
 
   “Two clean shots, and he’s survived both,” Hurst muttered. “Maybe the Gods don’t want him?” 
 
   “That is unusual, certainly,” said Missandra. “As a rule, it only takes one good shot. What happened, exactly?”
 
   Hurst did his best to describe the events surrounding both the arrows Trimon had fired so far, with the others adding their memories as well. 
 
   Missandra listened carefully and nodded. “So the first time, Cole and Torman were kneeling beside Jonnor. What did they do, can you remember?”
 
   “Well…” They looked at each other, puzzled. 
 
   “Did they touch him at all?”
 
   Trimon shrugged, for he’d been too far away to see details.
 
   “I don’t remember,” said Gantor. “I was too annoyed with them for buzzing round him at all. They were supposed to stay well clear, we all were.”
 
   “They were checking for a pulse,” said Hurst. “You know, the usual thing when someone’s hurt – get the helmet off, make sure he has air, check for a pulse, turn him on his side. They must have touched him.”
 
   “Did they take his helmet off?” Missandra asked.
 
   “Wasn’t wearing one,” said Gantor. “He was all geared up, but he was instructing that day, so no helmet, just the usual protective gear. Is it important?”
 
   “Did they remove any of his clothing?” she persisted, reaching for another cake.
 
   “They took off his gorget and unfastened everything round his throat,” said Hurst. “So he could breathe. It’s what we’re all trained to do when someone falls like that.”
 
   “Is it important?” Gantor asked again.
 
   “It’s interesting,” Missandra said, dropping crumbs. “And the second time, no one was around at all?”
 
   “Just me,” said Trimon. “I got Walst to watch him while I went to find a Slave. Took forever. Fucking Slaves, they just disappeared. Can’t get rid of them most of the time, but as soon as you need one, they all vanish. Waste of time, anyway, cos he was waking up by the time they got there.”
 
   “But no one came near him,” said Walst, “I can vouch for that.”
 
   “Interesting,” said Missandra, her eyes gleaming.
 
   “Is it?” said Walst. “What do you know about all this that we don’t?”
 
   “Oh, it’s part of my research,” she beamed. “Karningholder family law, history of. Fascinating, actually.”
 
   “Take your word for it,” Gantor said, draining his goblet and reaching for the decanter.
 
   “Oh but it is! This whole business of a wife dying– it’s just so interesting. Did you know, for instance, that originally the husband was burned with his wife? They were in strict pairs in those days. Then it was poison. But marriages became – well, more fluid, shall we say, over the years, and husbands got a bit rebellious about dying for a wife who had perhaps been off with the other husband anyway. And when the Companions were introduced, things got even more muddled. So then it was combat – the two remaining husbands would settle it with swords. I’ve always thought that was a very appropriate way to do it – two warriors fighting to the death for one woman. But it was messy. Sometimes they both died, and sometimes they cheated, and sometimes they didn’t want to do it at all. That idea didn’t last long! So now we have the blue arrows, with all its arcane rules. So tell me, Hurst,” she said, turning abruptly to face him, “what do you think makes the difference? Why does a man survive one arrow but not another?”
 
   “The Gods decide,” he said with a shrug. “Who knows why?”
 
   “But you don’t believe that.” She made it a statement, not a question.
 
   “I find it odd,” he said slowly, “that the Gods would intervene in that way. It’s so direct. I mean, they choose people all the time, we find fallers in skirmishes who are marked, Tella was marked, but that sort of thing comes out of nowhere. This – asking the Gods to make a decision and they do, well, that’s unusual, isn’t it?”
 
   “Exactly!” she said in triumph, as if she had scored a hit. They all stared at her, bewildered, but Drantior chuckled.
 
   “Missa,” he said, shaking his head, “just tell them.”
 
   “Oh, all right. There is a theory that it’s not so much the Gods themselves who do all this, but the Slaves.”
 
   “The Slaves?” Gantor’s forehead creased, and then cleared. “Ah! You mean—?”
 
   “Exactly!” she said again, chortling at them.
 
   “I don’t get it,” Trimon said.
 
   “S’easy,” Gantor said. “Slaves get to the faller first, everyone else has to keep away so they can do something – poison, I’d guess.”
 
   “Probably,” Missandra said.
 
   “So the Gods tell the Slave which one they’ve chosen, but the Slave does the actual… well, the business?” said Trimon.
 
   “Something like that,” Missandra said with a vague wave of the hand.
 
   “But what about the mark? There’s always a mark, isn’t there? Do the Slaves do that too?”
 
   “I’d guess that’s a result of the poison. It probably denotes the point of entry. It’s usually around the neck or shoulders.”
 
   “So if someone else gets there first and unfastens the shirt, they would see that there was no mark, see?” said Gantor impatiently. “So they can’t do anything. And if there’s no Slave—”
 
   “—they can’t do anything,” finished Walst, then added under his breath, “Fucking Slaves! They’re into everything.”
 
   “I think it’s more that they don’t want anyone to see what they’re doing,” Missandra said. “If the faller is already surrounded by people when they get there, they can’t do anything without it being seen. They have to get there first, with everyone well back, then they can do whatever it is unobserved.”
 
   “So all we have to do,” Hurst said slowly, “is make sure there’s a Slave close by, and that no one else gets to Jonnor first?”
 
   “Exactly!” beamed Missandra. “Are there any more of those little seed cakes?”
 
   After Drantior and Missandra had gone off to coo over the children again, Hurst and his three Companions planned their tactics. 
 
   “So – we need a Slave nearby,” said Trimon, “and not too many other people around. That’s going to be tricky. Now that their arrows have all gone, Torman, Cole and Zanikor are going to be hovering round Jonnor like flies round meat.”
 
   “Well, we have plenty of time,” Gantor said.
 
   “True enough,” said Hurst. “We can take as long as we like over it, and get everything right this time. We only have three days here anyway, and then we’re off south. We could wait until we get back, if you want to, Trimon?”
 
   “No bother to me,” he shrugged. “I can pop him whenever you like.”
 
   “Well then,” said Hurst, “let’s give it a go. Maybe not today, since this rain looks set in for the whole day, and we could all do with a training session without any threat of incidents. But tomorrow, if you like, or the next day, if you can be sure to get a clear shot. Walst, you stay with Trimon, be his second pair of eyes, make sure everything’s perfect. Gantor and I will try to make sure those three don’t interfere when Jonnor goes down.”
 
   “We could ask the Hundred Leaders to help with that, you know,” said Gantor.
 
   “Good idea. Right, so that’s settled,” Hurst said, but then he chewed his lip thoughtfully. “You know, now that I’m safe, this might be a good time to see if we can call this off.”
 
   “You’re joking, right?” said Walst. “Call it off? After five arrows?”
 
   “Now that Jonnor’s the only one at risk, he might be more willing to talk,” Hurst said. “You never know. Maybe I’ll try him this evening, when his belly’s full of wine.”
 
   But when they went to the training grounds that afternoon, there was a surprise awaiting them. Jonnor was deeply engaged in sword practice with one of the more experienced Skirmishers, with a Hundred Leader watching over them and a couple of Slaves nearby, but he was otherwise alone. His three Companions were scattered about, busy with their own training exercises.
 
   “Well, looks quite ordinary, doesn’t it?” Gantor said with a bark of laughter.
 
   “He’s on his own,” whispered Trimon. “Want me to stick him?”
 
   “No. Let’s keep to the plan. I need a normal day, for a change. Spear, I think. Gantor, you want to take me on?”
 
   “Fine by me. Less painful than swordwork.”
 
   “It’s only your height gives you an edge with the spear, you know,” grinned Walst. “Don’t fool yourself it’s skill.”
 
   “You’re just jealous, shorty. What are you two going to do?”
 
   “I’ll be down at the targets,” said Trimon, and strode off.
 
   “Like he needs the practice,” said Walst, rolling his eyes. “But I do.” And he followed Trimon to the archery targets.
 
   Hurst spent some time with Gantor, then they moved on to other partners. He was concentrating, so it took some time to realise there was something going on. Gradually, he became aware that people were stopping what they were doing, turning, looking across the grounds. As the clash of weapons died away, he heard the shouting, louder and more sustained than any trainer giving instructions. It seemed to be coming from the archery section.
 
   He and Gantor dropped their spears and threaded their way through the frozen clusters of men, splashing through the mud. As they got nearer they began to make out odd words and then complete phrases and eventually the whole scene came into view. Trimon was standing at the line, pulling arrows from his quiver, nocking them, drawing and then shooting, in a steady rhythm. Pull, nock, draw, fire. Pull, nock, draw, fire. Pull, nock, draw, fire. His concentration was total. Beside him, restrained by Walst and another man, was Jonnor, shouting at the top of his voice.
 
   “Come on, you fucking coward, I’m right here! What’s the matter with you? Let’s get this settled once and for all. Fuck you, Trimon, you fucking bastard, just do it!”
 
   All around them, men stood open-mouthed.
 
   Jonnor suddenly caught sight of Hurst.
 
   “At last! What’s the matter with you people, have you gone soft all of a sudden? Come on, let’s get this over with. I’m making it easy for you, so let’s not mess about. For the Gods’ sake, Hurst, tell him to get the arrow out!”
 
   Abruptly, Trimon lowered his bow and spun round to face Hurst. “Give the word and I’ll fucking do it, too! Anything to shut him up!”
 
   “See?” shouted Jonnor. “He wants to do it, I want him to do it, what are you waiting for?”
 
   “Maybe we should talk about this, brother?” Hurst said, but Jonnor just snorted.
 
   “Talk? Bit late for that! The time for talking is over. Come on, Hurst, give him the fucking order and get this fucking business over with. I’m not hiding away, I’m right here. It’ll be the easiest shot he’s ever taken, but just fucking do it and let’s finish this.”
 
   “We don’t have to do this,” Hurst said desperately. “We can still come to some arrangement…”
 
   Jonnor leaned forward until he was nose to nose with Hurst. “Never!” he spat. “You wanted me dead, you started all this, you’ll not wriggle out of it now, brother. If you want Mia, you’re going to have to kill me first.”
 
   For an age they stood there, inches apart, breathing heavily. Hurst tried frantically to think of some way out, some way to persuade Jonnor to listen, to be reasonable. Yet some part of him knew that he was right. He had chosen this path, now he had to follow it to the bitter end. He stood back.
 
   “Very well. Trimon, in your own time. Gantor, Walst, move everyone back. Where are the Slaves?”
 
   “Over there,” said Gantor. 
 
   Jonnor walked back into the middle of the training ground until he was almost as far from Trimon as the archery target, and then turned to face him. He made no attempt to shield himself, standing fully exposed, legs apart, arms by his side, his expression still angry. Everyone nearby quickly scattered into a wide circle, leaving Jonnor isolated and alone. Two Slaves stood near Trimon, and a couple more were pushing through the circle on the opposite side. 
 
   Trimon reached into his quiver and pulled out another smaller quiver. From there he slowly drew out the last Blue Arrow, and nocked it. He carefully positioned himself and drew his bow. 
 
   Hurst could hardly breathe. In all his imaginings of this moment, he had never once thought it would come to this, in full public view, in anger and bitterness. Even the dreary rain seemed appropriate for such an ending. He had a piercing instant of regret that ten years of marriage should finish in this way. If only Tella had not died. If only Jonnor had been more accommodating. If only he had loved Mia less. If only…
 
   The arrow flew. It hit Jonnor full on the chest. For a second nothing happened, then he crumpled straight down. Everyone waited. The Slaves – there were even more of them now – circled in towards Jonnor. No one else moved. It seemed to Hurst, waiting in a fury of suspense, that it took forever for the Slaves to get close to Jonnor’s unconscious form. He fretted, for he was face down in the mud, and the trained soldier in him wanted to make sure he could breathe. But at last one of them – the Karninghold Slave himself, he thought – knelt down beside Jonnor.
 
   “Watch what he does,” Gantor whispered. “Missandra will want a full report.”
 
   Hurst waved him impatiently to silence. What did it matter now? Even so, he observed the Slave gently turn Jonnor over, remove the gorget and loosen the gear round his throat. Then he seemed to be feeling around his neck and shoulders with long bony fingers. His amber ring shimmered a little, raindrops sparkling on it. He stood up again, and conferred with some of the other Slaves.
 
   “What did he do?” Trimon whispered. “Did he do anything? I couldn’t see.”
 
   “No idea,” Gantor shrugged.
 
   Jonnor’s three Companions materialised alongside them, and they stood, all seven of them, waiting. One of the Healing Slaves came over.
 
   “He’s looking fine,” she said. “We just have to wait. Do you want to send for Most High Mia?”
 
   Hurst shook his head, remembering her strained face when he had woken the day before. Was it only yesterday? It felt like longer. “It would only distress her. It’s better she doesn’t know until… “
 
   “Very well, Most High,” the Slave replied. “If you think it best.”
 
   Almost immediately, Hurst thought better of it. “Actually… I believe she would want to be here – if anything happens.”
 
   “I’ll find her,” Walst said. 
 
   “No need, I can send one of the guards.”
 
   “I’d rather go myself. Better than standing around here.” With that, he was gone.
 
   By the time Mia arrived, the Slaves had deemed Jonnor safe to approach, and they were gathered around him. He lay on his side, his face pale, but his breathing was steady. There was no suggestion to move him, for although the rain was a nuisance, it would not harm him. Mia knelt down beside him, oblivious of the mud, and stroked his wet hair.
 
   “May I hold him?” she asked the Slaves, and the Healing Slave nodded.
 
   Gently she lifted his head onto her lap, and stroked his face, sobbing a little, her tears mingling with the rain. Hurst wondered for a moment if she had cried so much over his prostrate body, and then sharply reproved himself for such thoughts. He remembered how red her eyes had been. She had certainly grieved just as much for him, even though her love was all for Jonnor. 
 
   Suddenly Trimon elbowed him sharply. “Look!” He knelt down and lifted the edge of Jonnor’s shirt. Hurst heard an indrawn breath from Torman. For there on one shoulder, clear as the moon, was the dark outline of the mark of the Gods. And in that instant, Jonnor gave a little choking gasp, and then another, and then – nothing. His breathing stopped.
 
   Mia lifted her face to the falling rain and howled her anguish.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   19: Before Dawn (Mia)
 
   The Slaves took Jonnor’s body away to be prepared in private for burning. Mia would not see him again until he was on his way to the funeral tower.
 
   Her grief was too deep for tears. She moved as in a dream, unknowing, uncaring, letting her Companions lead her along. They took her to the family water rooms and bathed her and dressed her in the white mourning robe and tied the white scarves over her hair, and she stood passively under their hands. Then they too bathed and arrayed themselves in white, and went to the family hall to await the bell.
 
   Hurst was there, of course. She couldn’t look at him. The blame was his, after all. He had taken Jonnor away from her, and even though the reality had fallen short of her dreams, he had been her husband. And she loved him, she reminded herself. 
 
   For all her misery, though, it was also a relief that the hideous time of waiting was over and the worst had happened. Perhaps in time she could begin to look to the future again.
 
   Jonnor’s Companions were waiting in the courtyard, their faces drawn. It was a difficult business for them, trained for war, prepared to die at the point of a barbarian’s sword, but now expected to lie down and passively await death beside Jonnor. And for what? Because he had not wanted to share his wife. But he would need them in the Life Beyond Death; that was their role, to support him there, and they understood the honour.
 
   The Silent Guards brought the bier into the courtyard, and one by one they all walked forward to gaze once more on Jonnor’s face, tranquil in death. His hair, dry now, wreathed his face in soft dark curls, and his skin was only a little paler than usual. When Mia had been quite young, one of the elderly women living with them, the remnant of a long-broken marriage, had died, and her face was grey, devoid of all life. But Jonnor was not like that; he might have been asleep. 
 
   They were all required to touch the strange irregular mark on Jonnor’s shoulder. Mia noticed the tiny red point at the centre of it, and remembered seeing the same on Tella, but she had no idea what it meant. Maybe nothing.
 
   The procession passed through the narrow funeral gate in the outer wall. The Karninghold Slave walked in front with a pair of acolytes, then the Silent Guards carrying the bier, then Torman, Cole and Zanikor, their faces as white as their gowns, and two more Slaves behind. 
 
   After that, there was the long night to get through. Jonnor had wanted to stand vigil for Tella through the hours of darkness, and Mia felt she could do no less for him. So when the Slaves had performed their chants and withdrawn, and the Companions had drifted away, she stayed on the balcony overlooking the funeral tower. 
 
   She had expected Hurst to leave too, but he lingered, sitting silently on a bench, a goblet of wine in his hand. She set a cushion down and sat, letting her thoughts drift. The rain had long stopped, and the broken clouds were streaked with red and vivid orange.
 
   “You should eat something, you know,” Hurst said after a while, making her jump. “You have had nothing since noon, I daresay. May I get you some fruit? Or a little wine? It will help if you are to be up all night.”
 
   Her first impulse was to refuse, but she saw the sense in it and, to her surprise, she realised she was hungry. For an instant, she wondered if it was proper to eat, or whether that somehow made a mockery of her grief, but pragmatism intervened. At one end of the balcony various foodstuffs waited on a table, so she sat while Hurst picked out choice pieces of fruit and slices of meat for her. She drank a little wine, too, but when she reached for some bread, he stopped her. 
 
   “Not that, it will make you sleepy. And not too much wine. We need to stay alert tonight.”
 
   “Do we?”
 
   “We do, for we are going to watch for strange movements in the tower, and we don’t want to fall asleep.”
 
   It was the last thing she had expected him to say. She had feared he might try to apologise for killing Jonnor, or, even worse, to express his love somehow. But this – it was quite unexpected.
 
   “You are going to stay here with me?” she said. “All night?”
 
   “Of course,” he said, in a tone of surprise. 
 
   “And you believe that I saw something last time?”
 
   “Of course,” he said again. “As to what you saw, that I cannot vouch for, but this is our best opportunity to find out.”
 
   So they stood vigil, taking it in turns to watch the funeral tower carefully while the other rested. But the night wore away with no signs of life at all, just the blue lights caused by the mysterious vapour burning steadily in the tower windows.
 
   The first lightening of the sky had already begun, and she was half meditating and half dozing, when he suddenly nudged her awake.
 
   “There! Quick, look there! Something’s there!”
 
   And so it was, people moving around in the funeral tower, sometimes silhouetted against the blue lights and sometimes less clear, behind them.
 
   “Two – I see two…” Hurst murmured. “No, three.”
 
   “I can only see two… No, it must be three, because one went off to the right and another appeared from the left. Look there! More!”
 
   “Four,” said Hurst. “Definitely four. No, five, I can see five! Gods! Five people – how is that possible?”
 
   Then they were gone, and there was nothing but the steady flame of the blue lights. They stood in astonished silence side by side as the dawn gradually painted the sky in washed out blues against patches of indigo. 
 
   Their Companions returned to the balcony, and then the Slaves, two acolytes struggling with the heavy gong, more waving censers and chanting, filling the air with incense. The gong’s hollow echo crashed across the open grassland towards the funeral tower. The blue light flared intensely for a brief moment. It was done, and still they stood motionless. 
 
   Mia realised that Hurst was holding her hand, but she found that she didn’t mind. She was numb with disbelief, and that warm contact, his fingers wrapped around hers, reassured her that she was not mad or deluded or mistaking shadows for something more, for he had seen it too. There had been five people in the funeral tower, where only four had been left, and one of those dead, and she had no idea what it meant.
 
   Mia went to bed for a while, hurling the hated white gown into a corner and putting on a thick nightgown instead. The bed held so many memories, for she had shared it with Jonnor so recently. Of course, she had also shared it with Hurst, but she tried not to think about that. She lay in the gloom, curtains drawn against the morning light, and felt her flat stomach, wondering if there was a baby growing in there. Every month she hoped, and yet nothing had come of it. Surely this time it would happen, and she would have some little part of Jonnor to cherish.
 
   After a while, she got up again, picked up the crumpled mourning gown and folded it neatly. Then she got back into bed and slept.
 
   ~~~
 
   The routine of the month of mourning began. The first official mourners, as before, were Jonnor’s father and mother. Mia had dreaded their arrival, for she assumed they would be angry with Hurst for killing their son. Jonnor’s father appeared not in the least bothered, and actually congratulated Hurst on his success. His mother was clearly upset, and wept a great deal, but her husband was impatient with her. 
 
   “Women!” he said, raising his eyebrows. “Make a great deal of fuss about these things.”
 
   “He was her son,” Mia said, shocked.
 
   “Jonnor left us almost twenty years ago,” he said with a shrug, “and he lived with a couple of my brothers until he married, so we saw very little of him.” And then he smiled in his raffish way, looking sideways at Mia. “So – you’ll be wanting a new husband, then?”
 
   It was the last thing Mia wanted. Nevertheless, there now had to be a new pair introduced into the marriage, and it was the obligation of the parents to bring along three suitable candidates for their consideration. The final decision would be taken by the Voices at the Ring, advised by the Gods, but Hurst and Mia could propose their own choice. The Karninghold Slave had talked at some length on the matter, suggesting what characteristics they should look for, and what pairings might be approved, and Hurst had tentatively raised the subject with Mia himself.
 
   “I know it seems very early to be thinking about it,” he said as they sat opposite each other after meat. “I can hardly grasp what’s happened yet myself. It’s less than a year since Tella died, by the Gods. But the alternative is to break, and we don’t want that. Well, I certainly don’t.” 
 
   Mia shook her head. 
 
   “No. Well, that means we’ll have to think about it, and quite soon. But we’ll have plenty of choice, six men and three women. Something likely should emerge from that.”
 
   The three candidates brought by Jonnor’s father were a range of ages. He had no idea of their abilities or personalities, and laughingly left his wife to introduce them. The first two were blandly unmemorable but the third son was a shock. He was twenty, and could almost have been Jonnor’s twin. He was a little shorter, perhaps, and more well-built around the chest, but the softly curling hair was the same, and many facial characteristics were reminiscent of Jonnor, even if not quite the same. Mia shuddered, and hoped she would not have to spend the rest of her life looking across the table at a man who reminded her so forcibly of her dead husband.
 
   ~~~
 
   Drantior and Missandra had stayed on, although Mia was not sure whether they were being helpful or were covertly observing the rituals as part of their research. You never knew with scholars. They were very useful with the children, and one or other of them was constantly in the family hall joining in their hiding games, entertaining them by drawing pictures, telling stories, or simply cuddling one or other who had been hurt.
 
   Hurst wanted to tell the two scholars what they had seen in the funeral tower, in the hope that they knew something – some detail from their historical research – that would explain it. Mia was reluctant at first, but she was as desperate as he was to talk to someone about it, so she agreed. 
 
   They all met in Gantor’s library, Missandra with baby Jinnia on her knee. Hurst told the whole story – how Mia had seen something after Tella’s death, and how they had both watched this time, and seen people moving about. Then he told them about the vapour pipes for the blue lights and the maintenance tunnels for them, so that there was very likely a way in to the funeral tower from below.
 
   “Oh, there are tunnels all over the plains,” said Drantior. “Well, pipes, anyway. Mostly for drainage. It was all swamp at one time, you know, lots of swamp everywhere, so it had to be drained. The builders put pipes in all over the place. But there are rumours of tunnels you can walk through.”
 
   “Rumours?” Hurst said, surprised. “I thought you would know about that, at least. Building is your speciality, isn’t it?”
 
   “One of them, yes.” Drantior looked embarrassed. “Look, you have to understand that the whole Ring is a whirlpool of rumours, and especially our bit of it. The scholars’ hall. We have a lot of historical documents there – papers, books, artefacts – but it’s all a jumble, and we don’t have much time to do research. And things disappear. Some of the older scholars remember things. One said he’d seen maps of the tunnels; the walking tunnels, he called them. They went all over, he said, and they had proper air vents and everything. But years later, someone asked about the maps and he said they’d gone. They just weren’t there anymore. That happens all the time. So some things are just rumours.”
 
   “Air vents,” Hurst said, brow furrowed in thought. “What would an air vent look like?”
 
   “Towers, he said they were, but… well, it was a long time ago. I can’t say now whether there’s any truth in it.”
 
   “Godstowers,” Gantor said. “Always wondered what they were for, but that would make sense – ventilation for tunnels below.”
 
   “So someone could get into the funeral tower?” Mia said. “It would be possible to get into the tunnels, somehow, and then get into the funeral tower, without the Silent Guards knowing anything about it.”
 
   “Get in? Yes,” said Missandra. “And get out, too. I’ve always thought it bizarre, actually, to burn the Companions. This would be better – no poison for them, just send people in shortly before dawn, take them down into the tunnels and off somewhere to safety.”
 
   “But where would they go?” Hurst said. “What would happen to them?”
 
   “Oh, a new life somewhere,” Missandra said vaguely. “Who knows? Better than being dead, surely.”
 
   “But they have to die,” Mia said, scandalised. “They have to help the Karningholder in the Life Beyond Death.”
 
   “Life here and now is better,” Missandra said with a shrug. “The known life is always better. There now – we’ve bored Jinnia to sleep. Isn’t she sweet? Such lovely curls, even if they’re an odd colour.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Mia hardly knew what to make of it. She could not believe that the Companions had survived, for everyone knew they had to die with the Karningholder, but there was no time to think about the possibilities. Every day had its share of rituals and routine, visitors came and went, and she had little enough time to herself. But every evening she and Hurst withdrew to the high tower to share their meat, and that gave her a respite from the pressures. 
 
   Despite all that had happened, she felt comfortable with Hurst. He had never been other than polite and considerate towards her, and he treated her now exactly as he had before. Marginally more formally, perhaps, but nothing to make her uneasy. In fact, she felt almost too settled with him. There had always been a restfulness to their brief times alone, without Jonnor, and sometimes now she could almost feel she was back in those days when Hurst was no more than a good friend. When she was with him, she almost forgot that Jonnor was dead and burned.
 
   There was one matter nagging at the back of her mind. Sooner or later, she knew, Hurst would want to come to her bed. He had not mentioned the subject, not even in the most obscure, roundabout way. There wasn’t so much as a touch or a glance which might suggest that the thought had even crossed his mind, but she knew the problem would have to be addressed eventually. 
 
   She wasn’t quite sure how she felt about it. She grieved for Jonnor, of course, she missed him unbearably, but there was no doubt that sex with him had never been terribly enjoyable for her. Whereas Hurst… well, that was something else altogether. She surprised herself, actually, by thinking about it at all, and sometimes at night she lay awake thinking of his gentle hands and his passionate kisses. Especially his kisses.
 
   So to set her mind at rest, she raised the subject herself. He regarded her solemnly as she stumblingly asked whether he was waiting for the month of mourning to end, or was there perhaps some other time he had in mind?
 
   “What are your wishes on the matter?” he asked politely.
 
   “I – well, it’s for you to decide, isn’t it?”
 
   “Technically, perhaps, but I would never do anything you disliked.” They had finished their meat, and were sitting over a glass of wine. He reached for the decanter and refilled his glass. “Mia, I’m glad you’ve brought the subject up. I’ve been wondering how to broach it myself. But honestly, I don’t know when the time will be right. Maybe never.”
 
   “Oh. But isn’t that why…?”
 
   “Partly, but it wasn’t the only reason. It was more to do with Jonnor, really.”
 
   “Oh.” She found it hard to understand. He had told her that he wanted her, he had said he loved her, yet now it seemed he would go back to the days when they slept in adjoining rooms but never so much as kissed.
 
   “Mia,” he said, reaching across the table to take her hand, “I can’t imagine what you must be feeling just now. I’ve put you in a horrible position, and I know you must hate me, but…”
 
   “I don’t hate you!” she said, startled.
 
   “Don’t you?” There was a flash of something in his eyes – was it hope? He was pleased, certainly.
 
   “Of course I don’t.” And it was true, she realised. She had been upset about the blue arrows and of course she grieved for Jonnor, but she had never hated Hurst for what he had done. He had his reasons, and she had some inkling of the way Jonnor had treated him over the years.
 
   “I know it’s for me to make these decisions,” he said slowly, “but I don’t wish to press you. So I’m leaving it up to you to decide. You come to me whenever you want to. However long that takes. But it’s your choice.”
 
   “Don’t you care?” she said, with a spurt of anger, pulling her hand away. Hadn’t he killed Jonnor for access to her? Yet now he seemed to be turning away from her.
 
   “Of course I care,” he spat back. “What do you think I am? D’you think I just used you as an excuse? But I know how much you loved Jonnor, and I’m not going to rush things. I can wait until you’re ready to come to me.”
 
   “And what if I’m never ready?”
 
   He hesitated then, picked up his wineglass and stared at it, then put it down again.
 
   “I think you will be,” he said flatly. “Eventually.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “I’m reasonably sure.”
 
   “Why?” She was angry with him now. Who was he to presume to know her mind better than she did herself?
 
   “Two reasons,” he said with irritating calmness. “Firstly, it’s your duty to sleep with the lead husband, and you always do your duty, Mia. And secondly, I know you want a child.”
 
   “Maybe I’m already pregnant. Have you thought of that?”
 
   “You’re not,” he said.
 
   “How can you possibly know that? I don’t know myself!”
 
   “Because if it were my child, it would be obvious by now, and Jonnor…” There was a long pause, while he looked away from her. Then he lifted his head and looked her straight in the eye. 
 
   “Because Jonnor was incapable of siring a child.”
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   20: Candidates (Hurst)
 
   Hurst saw the disbelief in her eyes. He had always known this would be difficult, but he supposed she had to learn it sooner or later. 
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous!” she said. “Jonnor had three children.”
 
   She jumped up and started collecting platters and bowls, and carrying them across to the lifter. He got up to help, and for a while they worked in silence, weaving past each other. Even in her anger, she was neat, precise in her movements. There was no banging of pots or clashing of spoons. But when everything was tidied away to her satisfaction, the table wiped, the used crocks sent down to the kitchen in the lifter, she set a bowl of tiny cakes on the table and sat down again. He sat too, and poured a little more wine into her glass, although she had hardly touched it.
 
   “So how do you know this?” she said, and her voice was calm and level.
 
   “Tella told me,” he said, trying to answer in the same tone. It wasn’t easy. He knew she would be hurt by it, and would certainly think badly of Tella as a result, and of him too, perhaps. But it couldn’t be helped. “She came to me when we’d been married close to two years. She said that she and Jonnor had been doing their duty – those were her words – on a regular basis, but… no baby. She asked if I would help out.”
 
   “You slept with her?” Mia was open-mouthed with astonishment.
 
   “Yes. Jonnor was off at the lines for a week or more, she thought the timing was right, so… yes, I slept with her. And it worked. She had Tellon. For a while, two or three years at least, she invited me into her bed quite regularly. Not for a baby – it was just sex, she told me that. But then she got restless, I don’t know why, maybe she was bored with me, but anyway, it all stopped. After that, she was away a lot. She didn’t want another baby, she hated not being able to ride, hated the whole business, but she was under pressure to have her three – both from Jonnor and from the Slaves. I think – I’m not sure about this, I’m just going by hints – but I think she wanted Jonnor to try with you, but he wouldn’t, of course.”
 
   “He loved her, he never wanted me,” she said in a low voice.
 
   “So then she had an affair with Jonnor’s father, and…”
 
   “What!”
 
   “It’s true. I think it went on for a while, actually. When we first moved here, he was only on the fourth line then, but really close. I think they used to meet halfway. Even when he moved to fifth, it went on. Jaslia is his, she told me that. But Jinnia – I have no idea where that hair came from. I don’t know anyone with hair that colour, do you?”
 
   But she was too shocked to speak.
 
   “Everyone assumed it was Gantor or Walst,” he went on, “since they both have blond hair, but it wasn’t them. It wasn’t any of the Companions. Surely you must have wondered too?” he added gently.
 
   She was silent for a long time, then she sighed. “Did Jonnor know? He was so proud of Tellon when he was born.”
 
   “I don’t think he knew then, but I suspect – well, it’s just a guess, really – I think he knew later. I suppose she must have told him. Their rows were always volatile, there was bound to come a time when she threw that in his face.” 
 
   He got up and paced across the room. “I don’t think he realised it was me, though. Tella told him I’d slept with her, but he didn’t believe it. If he’d guessed, he’d have let me know it. He wasn’t a man to keep such things to himself.” 
 
   He wondered for a moment if he’d gone too far, but she just nodded. 
 
   He sat down again, sipping his wine. “He stopped taking any interest in Tellon, do you remember that? And I suppose he must have wondered about Jaslia and Jinnia. Especially Jinnia. That was why…”
 
   He stopped, not sure how much he should say, but she was watching him calmly now, thoughtful. 
 
   “That was why he was so keen to keep you to himself these last few months,” he said. “Because of Tella. Because he wanted children he could be sure were his.”
 
   She nodded slowly, taking the idea in.
 
   “Poor Jonnor,” she said sadly.
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst was surprised to find that he rather enjoyed the business of finding a new pair for the marriage. It was a wonderful distraction, and it gave him something to talk about in the evenings alone with Mia, which might otherwise have been a bit tense. She had not followed Jonnor’s path in moping about, or weeping copiously, and although she was very pale, there were no other signs of the grief she must be feeling. In fact, she was remarkably composed, and carried out the duties of the period of mourning without obvious signs of distress. He could only guess what it must cost her to keep her feelings under such control. 
 
   Once or twice it crossed his mind that perhaps she was not quite as grief-stricken as he might have expected, and he wondered whether her deepest feelings for Jonnor coincided with the time when he was with Tella, and therefore an unattainable ideal. The reality of Jonnor as husband left something to be desired, perhaps. But then she had been in love with him for a long time; her grief must run very deep, even if she hid it well.
 
   Jonnor’s parents left, but the three young men, candidates for the marriage, would stay for the whole month of mourning and a full month after that, so that Hurst and Mia could get to know them well enough to make a choice, and also to see if any natural pairings emerged from amongst the youngsters. Hurst was not allowed to do any training himself, nor were his Companions, but the three candidates were not merely allowed but expected to show off their skills. They were being selected, after all, to man the boundary lines during skirmishes, so it was essential to choose one who was at least competent. 
 
   Hurst found it rather pleasant to spend his afternoons standing in a huddle with Gantor, Trimon and Walst at the side of the training ground, whispering disparaging remarks about the three possibilities. Sometimes they took them off to Gantor’s little room and quizzed them about skirmish strategies and battle history. None of them did very well, but then they were much like Jonnor had been, rather good looking and aware of it, charming and personable, but not terribly ambitious. Hurst wasn’t bothered. He had his own plan in mind, and none of these three featured in it.
 
   Mia’s mother was not well enough to travel, and her father chose to stay at home too, but one of her uncles came instead, with one of the younger wives, and brought three female prospects for the marriage. Two were sisters of Mia’s, but Mia didn’t know them very well. It always surprised Hurst that women brought up under the same roof for fifteen years could be virtual strangers.
 
   Brothers, in his experience, tended to spend their childhood in one giant roving band, playing with wooden swords, miniature bows and any piece of wood long enough to stand as spear or stave. The younger ones underwent a great deal of ritual humiliation and beating up at the hands of the older, and became in time the ones handing out the beatings. The process was not substantially different under the scholars, or even as adults, just ritualised into tests, tournaments and skirmishes. It gave all the brothers a close bond which stood them in good stead for their professional lives.
 
   Sisters, it seemed, were different. They tended to fall into groupings of two or three, and had very little to do with those outside their own little clan. Mia only knew the two sisters slightly, and they seemed not to know each other very well, either. It led to a certain amount of competition between them, and any comment he or Mia made to one or the other, especially if complimentary, brought a triumphant smirk from the one and a glower from the other. Hurst thought them both very tedious.
 
   The third candidate was a cousin of Mia’s, and that was unusual in itself. Almost always, a marriage was composed of brothers on one side and sisters on the other. Bringing in a cousin was regarded as something of a desperate measure, only done if there were no likely siblings, as it had been for him and Jonnor, since neither of them had had brothers of suitable age qualified to be Karningholders. But Henissa was rather a good choice, he thought. She was twenty – old enough to have seen a little of life, but not so old that anyone would suspect her of grasping at any likely prospect. She was not as pretty as the other two, and, being rather large for a woman, not as daintily elegant as his beloved Mia. She had a quiet intelligence, however, and he discovered soon enough that she could play crowns rather handily.
 
   As before, Hurst’s own father was the last of the official mourners to arrive. As soon as he had Hurst alone, Tanist congratulated him on ‘dealing with the Jonnor problem’ as he put it.
 
   “You will go on much better now, you know, just you and Mia. You’ll be in control, as you always should have been. This is much the best way, you’ll see.” 
 
   Hurst wasn’t quite as confident as his father, so he just said, “I’m glad it’s over, at least.”
 
   “I’m sure. It must have been unpleasant, for a while. But it’s over and done with, that’s the main thing. Now we can look to the future. And I’ve done as you asked. Good choices, I must say.”
 
   Hurst had taken the precaution of writing to his father as soon as he asked for the blue arrows, suggesting three of his brothers as possibilities to join the marriage, whether to replace Jonnor or himself. He knew that when one or other of them fell, there would be little time to consider the options, especially for his father. Since he lived away on the western border, he would have to leave immediately to reach the Karning before the end of the month of mourning and would have no time to do more than scoop up whichever of his brothers happened to be there at the time. As it happened, Tanist had been mulling over possibilities ever since Tella died in the hope that things would come to blue arrows in the end. He was not a man to be taken by surprise.
 
   All three brothers were proven Skirmishers, but one in particular appealed to Hurst. Twenty-three year old Bernast was one of the few to follow Hurst’s own career path, and spend some time with his father on the border. It meant he had already proved himself in battle, an incomparable advantage for the day Hurst hoped would come eventually, when he himself reached the border. 
 
   In the event, Bernast and Henissa took an instant liking to each other. The ages and personalities were a good match, and Mia liked both of them, too. All the candidates would stay the full month, for it would be useful experience for them, but the matter was as good as settled. 
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst was rather pleased with the way things had turned out. He had just one thing bothering him at the moment, and it was the one he had told Mia he was quite relaxed about. Almost as soon as the month of mourning was over, and the normal routine resumed, he found himself increasingly restless for sex. The skirmishes were restarting soon, and he began to feel that it would not be sensible to leave for the lines without some kind of release. He often went to the guardhouse in such circumstances, and took advantage of the guards’ nightwomen, but with all the Skirmishers based at the Karninghold for the mourning period, there would be long queues there and he was disinclined for the usual riotous atmosphere that prevailed. 
 
   So he decided he would ask Mia’s Companions to help him out, as they were obliged to do. He had no choice in which of them it would be, but one or other of them would take care of him, as they had done many times in the past. He was deep in his own thoughts on the matter, wondering whether it would be Mista or Marna who came, and rather hoping it would be Mista, so he simply got up after meat and headed for the stairs.
 
   “Going out?” Mia asked, looking up from her book. 
 
   “Oh… um… yes.”
 
   “The guardhouse? They have some musicians in tonight, don’t they?”
 
   He hesitated, rather torn. It would be so easy to say something non-committal, and leave her to think he was just going to share a jug of ale with the guards and Skirmishers. Or he could lie outright, and tell her he was going down to see Gantor, Trimon and Walst. But something held him back. If she asked him tomorrow how the music was, he would be in a difficult position. He really didn’t want to lie to her, however trivial it might be. And somewhere at the back of his mind was the thought that it wouldn’t hurt to remind her that he was a man with needs. So he stopped at the head of the stairs.
 
   “No, actually. I’m going down to see your Companions.”
 
   He saw puzzlement cross her face, and then she suddenly understood, and blushed.
 
   “I’ll be back in a while,” he said, and turned to go.
 
   “No, wait,” she said, standing up. “Don’t go.”
 
   “Well, if you dislike the idea… but it’s part of their job, you know.”
 
   “It’s my job too.”
 
   He turned and took a couple of paces towards her.
 
   “Mia… I’m not trying to push you into anything. I want you to be ready.”
 
   “I am ready. At least, I’ll never be more ready than I am now.”
 
   He walked slowly towards her. “That’s not quite the same thing.” 
 
   He stopped, near enough to reach out and touch her, but he kept his arms firmly at his sides. His heart was pumping in his chest, and he thought perhaps he was trembling.
 
   “Hurst, I have to do this sooner or later. This is as good a time as any.”
 
   It wasn’t exactly the declaration he had hoped for, but it was an offer he was incapable of refusing. He reached for her now, running one finger gently down her face. 
 
   She looked up at him, her face paler than usual, he thought. Was she afraid of him? Surely not. He cupped her cheek in one hand and softly kissed her mouth. And oh glory, she kissed him back. How he had missed her! 
 
   He wasn’t aware of moving at all, but she was held tight in his arms suddenly, and they were kissing with all the passion of that night she had surprised him in his room. When they broke free, they were both panting. 
 
   She giggled then. “I’m more ready than I’d thought.”
 
   He laughed too, and kissed her again. “Shall we go to bed?”
 
   “Mmm.”
 
   “Yours or mine?” he said.
 
   “May I come to you?” 
 
   “Of course.”
 
   It wasn’t quite the night of unrestrained passion he had dreamed of; there were too many memories for both of them, too many awkward moments, and afterwards, curled in his arms, she cried a little and then went to her own room. But it was a start.
 
   After that she came to him quite regularly, not every night when he was home but often enough. He never went to her; somehow he never felt able to do that. It was his punishment, perhaps, for taking Jonnor away from her. He deserved to suffer. 
 
   So each night he waited in hope, and sometimes he waited in vain, aching for her in the dark, and sometimes he had the joy of an hour with her in his arms. Then she would leave. That distressed him more than anything else, that she wouldn’t stay with him. No matter how passionate their loving was, she always left him alone and empty.
 
   Then one morning he woke to find her beside him.
 
   “You came back,” he said, stroking her hair. “You came back to me. Thank you!” 
 
   He held her in his arms and, as much to his surprise as hers, wept softly.
 
   “I was lonely without you,” she said simply. “And my room reminds me of him. I’ll have to change the furnishings again.”
 
   After that, she came to him every night and stayed with him, and he began to feel that things were coming right at last. His love in his arms, the skirmishes to keep him busy and the new pair chosen. 
 
   Before too long there was a definite hope for the future, for Mia was pregnant. It felt as if the turbulence of the past year was finally behind them.
 
   It was not entirely true, though. The deaths of Tella and Jonnor had left loose threads which niggled at the back of his mind. The figures in the funeral tower were not easy to explain, but were perhaps connected with the mysterious tunnels. Then there was Tella’s note to Mia, which suggested she foresaw her own death. And had the Slaves had a hand in Jonnor’s death?
 
   “Have you told Mia about that?” Gantor said one day as they sat in his library. “That the Slaves might have finished Jonnor off?”
 
   “No, and I don’t intend to. Gods, she doesn’t need that to complicate things. Besides – we don’t know for sure. Let’s leave her memories unsullied by suspicions about the Slaves. She believes in everything they say, implicitly. I don’t want to deprive her of that.”
 
   “Even though you don’t believe it yourself?”
 
   “I don’t know what I believe,” Hurst said seriously. “In the Gods? Perhaps. But the Slaves and the Voices and the Servants? I’m not sure I trust them.”
 
   “I’m sure I don’t,” Gantor said. “I ought to be horrified at the idea that they might have poisoned Jonnor, but I find it all too plausible. And here’s another thought for you. If the Slaves administer the poison that causes the mark of the Gods, what about Tella? Was she killed by Slaves too?”
 
   ~~~ 
 
   Bernast and Henissa went home to choose their Companions and returned for the discovery month, when they still slept in the guest hall but otherwise spent their days with Hurst and Mia, doing everything that they did. Bernast and his Companions trained each afternoon and went on skirmishes with Hurst, while Henissa and hers helped with Karning business and got to know the children. In the evenings, they ate meat together in the high tower. 
 
   The objective was to find out if they were all compatible, and if so to settle the arrangement that would apply. With a new marriage, the parents would be there too, to make sure everything was properly done. For a new pair added to an existing marriage, however, Hurst and Mia were left to make their own decisions. Of course, there were really no decisions to make, for Hurst and Mia would be together, and Bernast and Henissa would be together and upstairs right from the start. Hurst was not going to ask anyone to suffer as he had for years. They were in love, that much was clear. Almost from the moment they met, the two had been drawn to each other, and their joy was infectious.
 
   At the end of the discovery month, there was a ceremony in the temple and Bernast and Henissa became the second husband and second wife, receiving a new tattoo on the back of each left hand, to match the one on the right which marked them as Highers. The first evening, Hurst and Mia diplomatically made to leave after meat, to give the two time alone together, but Henissa laughed and called them back.
 
   “No need to go,” she said. “We didn’t actually wait all this time, you know.” 
 
   Hurst had wondered quite how it would be, having two couples upstairs. He had found it so painful lying in the dark alone listening to Jonnor with Mia, but it was a different matter hearing the sounds of love when Mia was right there in his arms. He found he could bear it very well. What with sex and the skirmishes and the prospect of a baby, Hurst was very content with life. He would almost dare to describe himself as happy.
 
   And so the summer wore away, and in time he stopped thinking about Tella and Jonnor altogether. That was all in the past, and he preferred to live in the happier present.
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   21: The Field (Mia)
 
   Mia was hearing petitions when she first felt the baby move. 
 
   Outside the great hall, the rain poured down, and inside the stone floor was spattered with muddy puddles. Rush mats had been laid at the entrance, but still everyone dripped and shivered. The petitioners on benches around the walls awaiting their hearing looked miserable, her Companions looked bored, the lawyers looked – well, the lawyers looked as they always did, stern and disapproving. The motionless guards were as inscrutable as ever. Mia herself was cold. She was always cold in the great hall, even in summer. Even Henissa was fidgeting and it was only her second petitions day. 
 
   And then, there was the tiniest little fluttering inside her, quickly over but unmistakeable. She tried very hard not to smile, for the petition being read to her was a serious one, not a matter for mirth, and the petitioners might be offended. Nevertheless, it lifted her spirits so that the morning flew by.
 
   Mia spent the afternoon stillness alone that day. Hurst and Bernast were away at the lines, and Henissa asked if she might spend the hour with one of her Companions, who was recovering from a bad spirit. They had all four of them been afflicted with bad spirits, but then the transition from the hot northern border to the damp misery of the south-east was a difficult one, as Mia herself knew all too well. 
 
   She never minded being alone. She rarely went to bed in the afternoons. She would sit with her feet up on one of the sofas, reading a book or lost in happy thoughts of the baby growing inside her. She had never thought of herself as unfulfilled before, but pregnancy brought her a deep satisfaction. Being a mother was a great deal more to her than a duty.
 
   Not like poor Tella. She had always hated being pregnant, hated giving birth, hated the dreadful messy aftermath of blood and leaking milk. She was always relieved when the statutory three months were over and she could hand the baby over to a wet-nurse and start riding again. Mia found herself thinking a great deal about Tella lately. It was partly being pregnant, she supposed. Finally she had something in common with her sister. 
 
   Partly, too, it was because she was trying not to think about Jonnor, who had died in her arms in the mud and rain, at the end of that traumatic outbreak of violence in the marriage. She couldn’t bear to remember it. 
 
   It was not grief that overwhelmed her, that was the worst of it. Rather it was her lack of grief that bothered her most. She had cried, of course. She had been devastated when he died. She had wondered how she could possibly find any pleasure in her life afterwards. 
 
   But somehow she had. Almost, it seemed, his death had been a relief. She had realised, in those first few days afterwards, that what she felt most was a sense of release. It was as if she had been holding her breath and now the pressure, the tension, had gone. 
 
   And the fear. She hardly dared admit it to herself, but she had been a little afraid of him. He had traumatised her and used her and hit her, and even though he had been more considerate latterly, there was always that corner of her mind that wondered if it might happen again.
 
   So she tried not to think about Jonnor, and Hurst helped in that respect. When she was with him, she could forget all the troubles of the past year. 
 
   Oddly, she found that he too was avoiding thoughts of Jonnor. Once or twice he had started to say something, some story about a skirmish, perhaps, or something from the training grounds, and then the words would tail off and after a pause he would change the subject.
 
   One day she said to him, “You know, you can talk about him if you want. You don’t have to step around the subject.”
 
   They were sitting over the greater crowns board during a stillness, and he paused, crown in hand, to look at her. “I don’t want to upset you,” he said.
 
   “It doesn’t bother me, not any more. I like to talk about him, actually. If we never mention him, it’s almost as if he didn’t exist.”
 
   “Are you sure? It’s not so long since…”
 
   “Since he died. I know.” She was calm, she found. “I was upset at the time, naturally, but I’ve come to terms with it now. He’s gone, he and Tella have both gone, they’re with the Gods in the Life Beyond Death.”
 
   He was silent, so she continued, “Do you know what comforts me most? They were both chosen by the Gods, they didn’t just die through random accident, the Gods chose them for some special purpose.”
 
   She leaned forward. “And they were not alone. We were both with Jonnor when he was taken, and whatever happened to Tella, one of Those who Serve the Gods would have been with her to comfort her, to make sure she wasn’t afraid. You could see they both died by the Gods’ grace – look how peaceful they were in death. They didn’t look dead at all, it was just as if they were asleep. The Gods kept them perfect, just as they were in life.”
 
   However reconciled she was to the deaths of Tella and Jonnor, Mia was still troubled by unanswered questions. To be sure, some mysteries had been resolved. She felt sure now that Tella had taken her own life to avoid a catastrophic inquiry by the Voices into her behaviour, and perhaps that was the best outcome. No good could come of asking who had sired little Jinnia, the man with white-blond hair and a name beginning with an ‘I’. That was one mystery best left unanswered. 
 
   But there was still the question of the people seen in the funeral tower, and the tunnels beneath them. If the Companions had been saved, where had they gone? And most of all, why? She could hardly believe they could really be alive. Yet now that the idea had wormed its way into her mind, she found herself unable to forget it.
 
   Mia was determined to set these matters to rest. With a baby on the way, she wanted to put such unanswerable questions behind her once and for all. She would take them to one who had the power to reassure her, and then perhaps she could forget about them. So she went to see the Karninghold Slave.
 
   She told him what she had seen in the funeral tower after Tella’s death, and she told him all she had learned, which was not much, about the tunnels. He listened gravely to it all, but said nothing, simply allowing her to talk.
 
   When she had finally run out of words, he said, “You did quite right to bring all this to me, Most High. This has been troubling you for some time, it is better to unburden yourself. And Most High Hurst had the same impression?”
 
   “Impression? He saw people in the tower too. Are you saying we were both mistaken?”
 
   “There is an effect – an illusion, if you like –that can arise at certain times. It is purely a congruence of the sun combined with the mystical lights in the tower, it is not real, Most High. It creates shadows that look to the untrained eye exactly like people, but of course it is not so. It cannot be so, as I’m sure you will realise when you consider the matter in the correct light. For at the time you saw this – illusion, there were no living people in the tower.”
 
   “Oh. We saw something, then, but it was not real?”
 
   “That is so.”
 
   “Of course. And the tunnels?”
 
   “There are no tunnels of that type. Your scholar friends are quite deluded in thinking there might be. Perhaps they are confused about the drainage pipes? I’m afraid they have rather misled you, Most High.”
 
   Mia was not quite as satisfied with this explanation as she would have hoped. 
 
   Of course she trusted the Slave implicitly, for was he not charged with revealing the will of the Gods? He would hardly lie. And yet his expertise was in spiritual matters. How was it that he knew enough of building practices to say so definitively that there were no tunnels? Tunnels were affairs of men, not Gods. 
 
   Drantior had been quite adamant that they existed – or had, at one time – and his research was into historical buildings and techniques. Then there were the pipes carrying the vapour to the funeral towers, which certainly had tunnels for maintenance. And despite the talk of illusions and tricks of the light, Mia knew that she had seen people moving about in the tower. It was most unsettling. If the Slave had simply shrugged and said he knew nothing about these matters, she would have let them drop, but his authoritative denial made her wonder even more.
 
   So when he stopped her as she was leaving the temple one day, and asked if her mind had been fully set at rest now, she said, “No, I am more confused than ever, Most Humble. My scholar friends are quite sure there are – or were – tunnels, and they suspected that the Godstowers are air vents for them. Yet you are sure there is no such thing. So I thought I might ride out to one of the Godstowers to have a look round – settle the matter once and for all, you know.”
 
   The Slave paled. “Most High, I am shocked! I have given you your answer – why do you question the Word of the Gods?”
 
   “I don’t, Most Humble. But I don’t know why my friends would believe there to be tunnels if there are none. One of them has seen maps of them, long ago. Were those illusions, Most Humble?”
 
   “They are mistaken, Most High.” He spoke rapidly and emphatically, all his usual urbane smoothness swept away. “They are fallible, like all humans. That is why the Gods came to us, to keep us from error by disseminating their Word explicitly, and I am their humble mouthpiece. You must not do this, Most High!”
 
   Mia was astonished and unsettled by his agitation. There was nothing more to be said, however, so she meekly bowed her head, touching her hand to her forehead.
 
   “I obey the Word of the Gods in this, as in all things.”
 
   The Slave smiled and nodded his approval at her, but his eyes glittered and she felt somehow that the matter was not closed. 
 
   She had not seriously thought of going to a Godstower herself, for it was well known that they had no doors, and she had no mind to scale walls or dig into foundations. She wondered if it might be an amusing project for Hurst when he next returned. He was due back in a few days, and she determined to discuss it with him and see if he had an explanation for the Slave’s odd behaviour.
 
   A day or two later, she and Henissa had the morning free and decided to ride out. Henissa was a nervous rider still, and liked to have Mia’s company, and her pregnancy meant that Mia would not be able to ride much longer, so they had to take every opportunity. They were gathering in the stable yard, Mia and Henissa, two or three of the Companions, and a group of guards, when the Karninghold Slave came rushing across and drew Mia to one side.
 
   “I have good news, Most High!” he whispered in an urgent tone. “The matter that so concerns you – I have found someone who can enlighten you.”
 
   “Oh – about the tunnels?”
 
   “Shh! Keep your voice low, Most High, for you must understand that all this is – most secret. But it has been decided – to let you know something of it. If you go now, you will learn about it.”
 
   “Now? Where is this person?”
 
   “North of here, about half an hour’s ride, there is a small village and beyond that an open field where sheep graze. On the edge of the field, just in the woods there, is a dead oak tree. Do you know it?”
 
   “Yes, yes I do. I will tell the others we are going north, then.”
 
   “No, no, Most High, you must go alone!”
 
   “Alone? I may take some guards with me, surely?”
 
   “No, no! Completely alone! It is very secret, no one else may know, that is very important.”
 
   Mia was surprised, and for an instant she hesitated, wondering whether perhaps it might be better to know nothing of such secret matters. There must be a reason for the secrecy, after all. But clearly the Slave had gone to some trouble to arrange this, to set her mind at rest, and it would be rude to refuse after she had asked for his help in the first place. So she smiled.
 
   “Very well. Thank you. You are very kind.”
 
   For a moment the Slave looked nonplussed, and there was a flash of something else – was it pity? But then his urbane mask was restored and he bowed, and disappeared.
 
   Mia explained to the others that something urgent had come up, and she had to deal with it at once. They accepted her account without question, which was natural since they had seen her talking to the Slave. They mounted up and clattered out of the yard, heading to the southern road and their usual route for exercising the horses. 
 
   The stable-hand holding her own horse stood watching her, his face impassive. He was one of the most senior, a grizzled man of late middle age, once a Skirmisher and now reduced to sweeping horse droppings and holding bridles for flighty Karningholders who changed their plans at the last minute. She smiled at him and stroked the horse’s nose.
 
   “He looks well, Hemmond. You take good care of him.”
 
   “Thank you, Most High. Shall I send for an escort for you?”
 
   “No, I’m not going far. I shall go alone.”
 
   He looked shocked. “Alone, Most High? Is that wise? What if you should have a problem? And just at present—?” He looked down at her stomach, the slight swell visible even under her riding coat.
 
   “I’ll be on the road, Hemmond, and I’ll keep to a very gentle pace. I’ll be back by noon.”
 
   She mounted up, and Hemmond stood aside, but she could see the disapproval in his face. 
 
   She disapproved herself, if it came to that. She had never in her life ridden alone, there were always guards with her and other women, a group. But Tella had liked to ride alone, she reminded herself, she did it for years until… 
 
   Yes, and look how that ended, she thought. But she was not a galloper, like Tella, she rode steadily rather than fast, and it was not far. The stable-hand saluted as she trotted her horse out of the yard, watched from the shadows by the Karninghold Slave.
 
   Under other circumstances she would have enjoyed the ride. It was pleasantly warm, for one thing, a rare enough event so far south, the skies clear with no threat of rain. There was the wind, of course, but there was always wind on the plains, she hardly noticed it. She was not nervous. 
 
   In some of her stories, there were brigands and outlaws hiding in bushes at the side of the road, and hapless travellers were robbed, or worse. But the inner Karnings were free of such risks. The nearer you were to the border, the more chance of encountering deserters from the battles or even the occasional Vahsi barbarian, brutal, savage men who would rape and kill without a second thought. Here, the greatest risk was from an escaped pig or an overturned hay wagon.
 
   She passed the village, and one or two of the villagers working in their fields waved to her, recognising her horse. She rode on, and the further she went from the Karninghold, the more unprotected she felt. She couldn’t remember a time when she had ever been on her own away from home before, not once, and it made her feel vulnerable. 
 
   She felt almost as she had when Jonnor first came to her room and asked her to remove her nightgown – naked and exposed. She chided herself for her foolishness, and reminded herself again that Tella often rode alone like this, and she never came to harm, not until…
 
   She was glad when the field the Slave had described came into view. It belonged to the village back down the road, and it was not really a field, being unfenced, but it and the woods behind were assigned for grazing animals and pigs. There were only a couple of goats visible today, tethered forlornly to stakes amidst the rough grass and clumps of bog reeds. Across the field the woods began, and she could see the outline of the dead oak tree towering above its neighbours. Beyond that she could make out the narrow pillar of a Godstower. She had never noticed it before, but then she had always ridden straight past this place in the past. Still, it seemed appropriate, given the nature of her journey.
 
   She walked her horse carefully across the field, mindful of the uneven ground, and dismounted at the edge of the woods, loosely tethering him to a bush. Then she walked on through the trees. They were mostly scrubby bushes and spindly saplings here, and the ground was churned by pigs, muddy in places. She soon came into a stand of taller trees, and there across a small clearing was the oak tree, dead and leafless, one great branch sagging to the ground. Beneath it sat a man.
 
   Whatever expectation Mia had formed of who she was to meet, this man was nothing like it. She had supposed it would be a Slave, or perhaps a builder. Instead she saw a nondescript man in crumpled weather-stained travelling clothes, like a journeyman craftsman. He was sitting, his back resting against the tree, so she couldn’t gauge his height, but he was slim, with a mass of dark curls and a mischievous smile. He couldn’t have been much older than her. He had no horse, and wore shoes rather than boots, and was gloved despite the warmth of the day. He was alone.
 
   Something – some prickle of fear, perhaps – made her stop in the middle of the clearing. She was suddenly very aware that they were out of sight of the road here. And yet – the Slave had sent her to meet this man, so there could be no harm in it, could there?
 
   The man smiled more broadly. “Come closer,” he said. “I will not bite.”
 
   She took a few steps forward, then stopped again. “The Karninghold Slave said you had some information for me.”
 
   “Is that what he said? Then it must be so. Come a bit nearer, so we can talk.”
 
   Another two steps. “Do you know anything about the tunnels?”
 
   He laughed outright then. “Oh, a little. A very little. Do you want to see them? I can arrange that.”
 
   She was silent. There was something very wrong here. 
 
   Suddenly she was afraid. She half turned to leave. “I don’t think…”
 
   “Stop!” he said, and his voice was so authoritative that she did. “Do you know who I am?” 
 
   He stood and began to walk towards her. The smile had vanished, but there was no anger on his face, rather he seemed filled with sadness.
 
   “I – no, I don’t.”
 
   “I am Cristo,” he said, and to her horror he began, finger by finger, to remove his gloves. She knew at once what she would see. He held his hands to her, palm outwards, displaying the intricate tattoos that marked him as one of Those who Serve the Gods.
 
   “No!” she cried in terror, backing slowly away, but he matched her steps.
 
   “You are honoured, Mia,” he said. “The Gods have chosen you.”
 
   More than anything else, the use of her name without the honorific brought the reality home to her. 
 
   “No,” she said, more quietly now, although the blood was rushing in her head, and her legs felt weak. She tried not to panic, for surely this could not be happening. “I’m not ready to die. It’s not my time yet. You’ve made a mistake.”
 
   “Would you defy the will of the Gods, Mia?”
 
   “Why me? Why now? Why take me when I’m pregnant?” 
 
   “Pregnant?” 
 
   He frowned a little, and she felt a sudden surge of hope. It must be a mistake! Surely they would give her child a chance to live? 
 
   But it was dashed at once. “Well, that is a pity, but it cannot be helped. Now Mia, you have two choices here. You can be sensible and drink from this little vial here, and you will fall asleep and know nothing about it. Or…” And he grinned again, as if taunting her. “Or you can be difficult and I will have to deal with the matter myself, which is less pleasant for both of us. So which is it to be?” 
 
   He removed the stopper and held out the vial to her, and automatically she took it. For a frozen moment they stood an arm’s length apart, both waiting. He folded his arms and smiled again, one eyebrow raised in query.
 
   Then she hurled the vial at him and ran.
 
   She had only to get to her horse before he could catch her. Just a few seconds would see her mounted and free, and she would be away from him. She hadn’t thought beyond that, driven only by the burning need to get herself and her child away from this man who would smile as he watched her die. 
 
   So she ran.
 
   She saw everything around her with astonishing clarity. She avoided the thorns of brambles that would catch at her clothes and slow her down. She swerved around the muddy patches that would suck at her feet and send her crashing to the ground. She leapt over fallen trees and ducked under low hanging branches. She ignored the crashing noises behind her. She came out into the open and raced for her horse. She grabbed the reins up and almost got one foot into the stirrup.
 
   Almost.
 
   Then he caught her and pulled her to the ground. She fought, of course. She fought as all mothers do for their child, fought with flailing arms and kicking legs, fought with astonishing strength for her life. But it was no use. Eventually he got her on the ground, straddled her and slapped her, hard. Then she felt his hand on her neck, something cold against her skin, a sharp stinging and the world went dark.
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   22: Godstower (Hurst)
 
   Hurst had no inkling of trouble. He and Bernast, with their Companions and a Hundred of Skirmishers, rode into the receiving courtyard in a big, noisy, relaxed group and dismounted without haste. Mia was not there to greet him, but perhaps she was away to one of the villages. It was only when Henissa and her Companions, all in tears, rushed across to him that he felt the first stab of fear.
 
   His first thought was the baby – she had lost the baby, perhaps. Maybe an illness. But he could not in his wildest imaginings have anticipated the news he received that day. Mia was gone, dead and burned already, while he was riding home at his leisure. He couldn’t take it in. Walst had to grab his arm to support him before he collapsed.
 
   The Karninghold Slave was there with his smooth words of comfort. Mia had been chosen by the Gods. Such an honour. So few taken that way, and now three in the same family. Such a very great honour. Hurst barely heard him. It was only when the Slave murmured, “Such a mistake, riding alone in her condition…” that Hurst suddenly paid attention.
 
   “Riding alone? What was she doing riding alone?”
 
   “Her own choice, Most High. She could have gone south with Most High Henissa and the others, but she chose to ride north on her own.”
 
   “Mia? No, she would never ride alone, what nonsense is this?”
 
   “Nevertheless, on this occasion she did, Most High, with tragic consequences.”
 
   “Henissa, did she tell you why?”
 
   “No, no, she didn’t. Just that something had come up that she had to deal with.” She glanced quickly at the Slave, and then added, “We were all preparing to ride out together, but then she talked to the Most Humble and after that, she changed her mind.”
 
   “What did you say to her?” Hurst said. They were much of a height, but the Slave seemed to shrink back a little, so it seemed as if Hurst were looming over him.
 
   “Nothing of importance, I assure you, Most High. She had been – a little troubled lately, and I asked her if she felt more herself, that’s all. Ladies get – somewhat fanciful when they are in a delicate condition, Most High.”
 
   “Mia was the least fanciful person I ever met,” he said shortly. Then he burst into tears.
 
   ~~~
 
   For several days Hurst shut himself away in the little room where he used to sleep. It was small, holding no more than a bed, a wardrobe, now empty, a couple of bookshelves, likewise empty, a table and a couple of chairs. Adjoining it was a water room. It was dusty and bare, but it had a door which could be locked and no memories of Mia. He came out for meals, picked at his food and retreated again.
 
   One day at meat, Bernast said diffidently, “I don’t wish to disrupt your solitude, brother, but I think you should see Hemmond.”
 
   “Hemmond?”
 
   “One of the stable hands. He’s been trying to see you for days now. He says he knows something about Mia, about how she died.”
 
   “What does it matter now?” said Hurst. “Can he bring her back? If he can do that, I’ll see him.”
 
   But he realised that Hemmond might have been in the stable yard when Mia left on her fateful last journey, and curiosity got the better of him. Hemmond could not enter the high tower, so Hurst arranged to meet him in Gantor’s library, together with Walst, Trimon and Gantor himself. Hemmond began by telling him everything he had seen in the stable yard, which was very much what Hurst already knew – Mia had been preparing to ride with Henissa and a large group, had spoken to the Karninghold Slave and had then changed her mind and ridden off alone.
 
   “Did she speak to the Slave first, or did he initiate it?” Gantor asked, and Hurst was grateful to have his friend’s clear-sighted intelligence beside him.
 
   “Oh, it was him, Commander,” said Hemmond. “He called her across, and spoke to her in a very low voice, so no one would overhear. When she replied in her normal voice, he shushed her. And then she made an excuse to the others and rode north. Well, I was worried about her – in her condition and all – so I found myself a horse and rode after her.”
 
   “And did you catch her up?” Hurst said, suddenly finding it hard to breathe. 
 
   “Not on the road, Most High Commander, I was quite a way behind. But I saw her horse tethered on the far side of a grazing field beside some woods, so I stopped. I wasn’t sure what to do. I couldn’t see Most High Mia anywhere, but I thought she must be in the woods somewhere, and – well, whatever she was doing there, it was a private matter, I didn’t want to intrude. Higher business, nothing to do with me. So I stepped off the road into some bushes, where I could see her horse, but she wouldn’t see me, and I waited. And then— then—” He stopped, distressed, but Hurst, in an agony of suspense, waved him to continue.
 
   “Then she came running out of the trees, running full pelt for her horse. She tried to mount, but—” Again he stopped, his face ashen, rocking gently back and forth. Hurst couldn’t speak. They all waited for Hemmond to compose himself and continue.
 
   “This man came running out after her, he caught her. She put up such a struggle, you wouldn’t believe it, and I couldn’t help, I was too far away, even if I’d shouted…” He put his hands over his mouth, close to tears. “And then he got her pinned down and – I don’t know what happened then, but he just jumped up and ran back into the woods. And – and she just lay there…” 
 
   He sobbed gently, and then with an effort, wiped his eyes and took a deep breath. “Sorry, so sorry… Anyway, I rode across as fast as I could, and at first I thought she was just unconscious. She seemed – so peaceful, so normal-looking, not like she was dead at all. But there was no pulse, no breathing. And I could see the mark on her neck, just an outline but it was there. So I knew. So then I went after this man, the man who’d killed her. I didn’t have a bow or sword, but I had a couple of good knives,” he said grimly. “I followed his trail through the woods.”
 
   “He left a clear trail?” Walst asked.
 
   “Yes, he wasn’t trying to hide, he was racing along making the most appalling racket. I had no trouble following him. Almost caught him too, but he was just disappearing inside when I got there.”
 
   “Inside where?” Gantor said.
 
   “The Godstower. There was a door open and he was just going through it, and then the door closed. And I couldn’t find it after, couldn’t find any way in at all, no handle, no keyhole. I went over every inch of that stone, and there was nothing.”
 
   Hurst leapt up. “Can you find this place again?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Well, let’s go.”
 
   “It’s almost dark,” said Trimon. 
 
   “Then we’d better take torches.”
 
   When they reached the field it was just about full dark, no more than a narrow band of light ribboning the horizon. 
 
   “That’s where she was – over there,” said Hemmond sadly.
 
   They rode across and dismounted, and Trimon lit a torch. There was nothing to see, just some horse droppings, and trampled grass where many feet had stood around while her body was lifted.
 
   Hemmond led them on into the woods. Even in the dark with a single guttering torch, the trail was plain to see, where the killer had raced oblivious through undergrowth and Hemmond had chased him on horseback. 
 
   And so they came to the Godstower, standing black and forbidding in the middle of the forest. There were hundreds of such structures scattered all over the plain, beside villages or surrounded by bog or deep in forests, with no visible way in and no obvious purpose, each just a single tower of stone, six sided, with open windows two or three stories above the ground. No one seemed to use them or to know why they had been built, so the farmers assumed they were for some higher purpose and called them Godstowers.
 
   Hemmond showed them exactly where the door had been, its approximate height and width, but although they could see a couple of scuff marks on the ground just as if a door had indeed been opened there, they could find no sign of an opening. For an hour or more they scraped at the stone with knives and fingernails, trying to find the gap that must surely be there, but without success. Eventually they hurled themselves onto the ground in disgust, and, as Skirmishers do, they wrapped themselves in their cloaks and slept.
 
   Not Hurst, though. He sat, huddled in his cloak at the base of the tower, thinking. His mind had cleared and his grief was replaced with boiling anger. For all the Slave’s platitudes, this was not the work of the Gods. Mia had been killed by a man, a very obviously human man, who had chased her and wrestled her to the ground as she fled for her life, and then killed her. 
 
   Or at least, she had seemed to be dead. What was it Hemmond had said? ‘So normal-looking’. And Mia had said something similar of Tella and Jonnor: ‘You could see they both died by the Gods’ grace – look how peaceful they were in death. They didn’t look dead at all, it was just as if they were asleep. The Gods kept them perfect, just as they were in life.’ 
 
   Hurst got up after a while to walk around and stretch his bad leg, which disliked holding a fixed position for too long. To his surprise, Hemmond got up and stood with him.
 
   “Not asleep?” Hurst said.
 
   “At my age, sleeping on the ground isn’t a great idea,” Hemmond said. “Bad for the joints. Commander Sir, I wanted to say…” Then he stopped, glancing at Hurst uncertainly.
 
   “You may speak freely, Hemmond.”
 
   “I hope I did the right thing, Sir, not telling this to anyone else, just you. I didn’t want to stir up trouble, and it wasn’t going to help poor Most High Mia.”
 
   “It was absolutely the right thing. Tell me, Hemmond, you’ve been in battle, haven’t you?”
 
   “Of course, Sir. With your father, many times, and then after I joined you, just the once, before we moved to less exciting parts. Always hoped I’d live long enough to see you at the border on your own account, Sir, if I may say so.”
 
   “I hoped that, too, although it seems less important now. But you must have seen a few dead on the field.”
 
   “Some, yes. More than I wanted to see.”
 
   “And you saw Mia as she lay dead.” Hemmond was silent, not sure where Hurst was leading him. “You said she looked different.”
 
   “Yes, not like she was dead at all. The dead – their skin goes a funny colour, somehow, grey and lifeless. But she wasn’t like that.”
 
   Hurst smiled.
 
   The moon came up not long after midnight, and although it was past full there was more than enough light for them to douse the torches and examine the tower properly. But still no sign of a door could be found. 
 
   “Right,” Hurst said. “So how are we going to get into these tunnels – explosives? Or should I just hold a knife to the Slave’s throat and get him to open up the funeral tower for us?”
 
   Trimon and Walst exchanged glances, but Gantor laughed. “I’ll hold the bugger down while you torture him, if you like. Or should we take turns?”
 
   Hemmond looked shocked.
 
   “I hate to dampen your enthusiasm,” Walst said, “but is there really any point?”
 
   “In torturing the Slave?” Gantor said. “It would be amusing, don’t you think?”
 
   “In getting into the tunnels. I enjoy a good explosion as much as the next man, but what could possibly be achieved by it? Hurst, Mia’s dead, her killer is long gone and all this grubbing about for tunnels isn’t going to bring her back.”
 
   “Now that,” he said smugly, “is where you’re wrong.”
 
   They argued about it, of course, for how could it be possible? But he was absolutely convinced of it. Mia was not dead, and had not been incinerated in the funeral tower; instead someone had come and led her and the Companions down into the tunnels. Five people, that was what she had seen after Tella’s death, and five people they had both seen after Jonnor’s. A Karningholder, three Companions and – someone else. Five people. And the warm skin, pale but still showing the tinge of life. In vain Gantor pointed out that Mia had no pulse, had stopped breathing. 
 
   “Some kind of poison,” Hurst shrugged. “There are all kinds of poisons, including some that give the appearance of death. But they wear off. Not every poison is lethal. Come on, you must remember the Siege of Hellimoor – they all took something or other and looked so convincingly dead that the enemy opened the gates and took them inside for proper funeral rites. Then they woke up in the night, slaughtered the priests standing vigil for them and opened the gates. Famous victory, that was, even if it was a bit of a cheat.”
 
   Hurst was determined, and they recognised that he was not going to be deterred.
 
   “Look,” said Gantor to the others, “it’s better than him skulking in that room of his all the time. And he does have a point about the poison at Hellimoor.”
 
   “Right then, that’s agreed,” said Hurst. “Tunnels – ideas, anyone? Shall we just blow up the tower?”
 
   Walst sighed. “It would be fun… but I think we could get in through those windows, with a grappling hook and ropes. Trimon could, anyway. Then he could open the door from the inside.”
 
   ~~~
 
   They rode back for the necessary equipment shortly after dawn. None of them had slept much, and Hurst not at all, but after the misery of the last few days they were all energised. 
 
   “What shall we take in the way of weaponry?” Trimon asked.
 
   “Everything,” Hurst said. “We’ve no idea what we’ll find if we get down there, so we’ll go prepared for battle. Plus torches, food, the usual stuff.”
 
   “And if we can’t get in?”
 
   “We fall back on the torture option.”
 
   They were in the stable yard preparing to mount up, watched with alarm by a growing crowd of guards, Skirmishers and servants, when the Karninghold Slave came into the yard at a run, followed by a long trail of lesser Slaves and acolytes. The Slave skidded to a halt beside Hurst.
 
   “Yes?” Hurst said icily, turning to face him.
 
   The Slave bowed. “Most High, is there a problem? It is most irregular for you to be taking up arms during this sad month. Are we under attack?”
 
   “You tell me. While you’re at it, you can tell me what you said to my wife to convince her to ride off alone. You can tell me who it was who waited for her, by prior arrangement with you. You can tell me why you sent her off to be murdered by that coward. And you can tell me the truth, by the Gods. Are you going to answer me, Most Humble? Thought not.”
 
   The Slave’s mouth flapped open and closed, and he was so white-faced, Hurst thought he was going to faint.
 
   “Most High…” he whispered. “What are you going to do?”
 
   Hurst took a step nearer, and was amused to see the man flinch, and cower back. Hurst had the muscular build of a trained Skirmisher, and fully arrayed in mail and armoured leather, with his sword on his back and knives and axe at his belt, he knew he was a formidable sight.
 
   “I’ll tell you what I am going to do, Most Humble. I am going to find out what happened to my wife at that field on the north road, and you had better hope that I succeed, because if I don’t, I will be coming to you for answers and I have some very creative ways of ensuring your compliance. Now stand aside.”
 
   The Slave was shaking like a leaf, but he straightened himself and looked Hurst in the eye. “I have to warn you, Most High, that the Gods will look most unfavourably on such irrational behaviour as this. Allowance will be made for your grief, but I must beg you to consider your position! I cannot ignore this.”
 
   Hurst laughed. He hadn’t intended to, but the man was unbelievable. He stepped forward so that his nose practically touched the Slave’s.
 
   “I’ll take my chances with the Gods. And you had my wife killed. I cannot ignore that. Stand aside.”
 
   With that, they mounted up and rode in a great cloud of dust out of the yard.
 
   They tethered the horses in a line under the trees. Hemmond was to take care of them while they were inside the tower. While Gantor tried to attach the grappling hook to one of the lower windows, Hurst said to him, “I don’t want any heroics from you, Hemmond. Keep a horse saddled at all times, and if anyone comes, anyone at all, get the Nine Vortices out of here, understood?”
 
   “Understood, Sir. I brought this, thought you might find it useful.” He proffered a small wooden box. Hurst lifted the lid and peered inside.
 
   “Chalks?”
 
   “Thought the tunnels might be confusing, Sir. You can mark your route with these.”
 
   “Oh – very clever!”
 
   “I had a friend once who grew up at the Ring, Sir. Used to play in the old dragon caves in the mountains there as a boy. From time to time a child would just – disappear. It’s easy to lose your bearings underground.”
 
   “Thank you, Hemmond. Now – oh, finally!” he said, as a cheer went up from the others. Trimon could be seen swiftly climbing the rope. They watched as he nimbly slithered over the sill and inside, vanishing from view. 
 
   “Now, Hemmond,” Hurst continued, “if we manage to get inside and connect up with these tunnels, we’ll want to explore, so we may be gone for some time – days, perhaps, could be longer. Don’t wait longer than a day. If we’re not back by noon tomorrow, take all the horses back to the Karninghold. Tell everyone we rode almost to the northern boundary following a trail, and then hit swamp so we set off on foot, clear? And if we don’t come back at all…” he paused, feeling the enormity of what he was saying. “If we don’t come back, my father will be here shortly. Tell him everything – everything, mind.”
 
   “I understand, Sir. I thought—” He chewed his lip, but Hurst waved him to continue. “I have a friend, a craftsman, outside the walls, whose wife’s father lives with them. He’s a scholar – or was, before he retired – so he can read and write. I thought it might be wise to have a written record of events, Sir. In case anything happens to me, Sir.”
 
   Hurst was silent, wondering perhaps for the first time just what he was getting into. It was true that Hemmond would be vulnerable, just for being with them. Hurst had insisted he wore no visible weapons or battle gear, just his usual uniform, in the hope that everyone would think he was no more than a servant following his Karningholder’s orders, but if the Slave got hold of him… A man who could calmly send a pregnant Higher to her death would certainly not hesitate over a lowly stable hand.
 
   “That’s a good idea, Hemmond. So long as he knows to get it to my father.”
 
   Trimon’s head appeared at the window again.
 
   “Can’t open the door,” he called down. “You’ll have to climb.”
 
   “I’ll go next,” said Walst, reaching for the rope.
 
   “No, no, Gantor next. If he can fit through there, we won’t have any bother.”
 
   Gantor climbed more steadily than Trimon, and it took some manoeuvring and a bit of pulling by Trimon for him to squeeze through the window frame. After him, Walst went up, and then some bags of equipment, and finally, with a wave to Hemmond, Hurst. 
 
   “Careful!” said Trimon, as he slid feet first through the opening. “No floor.” 
 
   He was right. There was only a stone staircase spiralling round the inside of the tower wall. Hurst gingerly set his feet on adjoining steps, and hauled the rope up behind him, coiling it neatly. 
 
   They made their way down and down, seeing no sign of a door at all. There was enough light to see their way right to the bottom.
 
   “Tunnel!” said Gantor with satisfaction. And so it was. The stairs from the tower deposited them in an alcove off the main tunnel which led away in two directions. However, their way was barred by closed metal gates.
 
   “Well, that didn’t last long,” said Trimon moodily, rattling them. There was no handle or latch, and the bars were too close together to put a hand through to the other side, but Gantor pointed to an alcove in the wall.
 
   “That looks like a lever to me. Do you think it opens the gate?”
 
   “Or tells someone we’re here,” Trimon said.
 
   “Oh, let’s give it a go,” Hurst said cheerfully. “What have we got to lose?” He slowly heaved the lever upwards. As it moved, the two halves of the gate opened wide. 
 
   “There you are,” Hurst said, striding into the tunnel. “That was easy. Gantor, what are these marks on the wall? Do they mean anything to you?”
 
   One side of the tunnel bore a whole series of engraved markings, a little like letters but not in any script Hurst recognised. They all gathered round them, Trimon holding the torch aloft.
 
   Gantor shook his head.
 
   “Mia would know,” Hurst said. “She knew all the different scripts.” He felt a sudden wash of pain as he remembered. Then he reminded himself that Mia was still alive somewhere. He had to believe it, otherwise he suspected he would go insane. Or perhaps he was already insane, and this recklessness was a kind of madness. Perhaps they should go back.
 
   Behind them, the gate creaked and smoothly closed again, with an audible click as it locked itself. 
 
   They were trapped in the tunnel.
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
23: Third Section (Mia)
 
   Mia awoke in a room filled with blue light. She was lying on her back on hard stone, hands folded on her breast, soft silk under her fingers. She knew instantly that she was in the funeral tower, and she was filled with panic. They were going to burn her, but she was alive. She had to get out, to get to a safe place, somewhere out of reach of the blue fires that dawn would bring. She had to save her child. And then, sudden joy – she would, after all, live to hold her child in her arms. She sat up, awkwardly, for every joint ached and she was chilled to the bone. And the first thing she saw was the man who had killed her.
 
   “You!” she cried, trying to rise. A wave of nausea swamped her.
 
   “Take it easy,” he said. “Do not move too quickly.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   He laughed at that. He was sitting, knees bent up to his chest, ankles crossed, against the wall, wearing the same clothes as before. “Someone has to guide you to the Life Beyond Death.”
 
   “Am I dead? I don’t feel dead.” He laughed again. “Oh, I’m so glad this amuses you. Are you going to explain? How do I get out of here?” 
 
   Slowly she pushed herself to her knees, and then, carefully, for it made her dizzy, to her feet. She staggered across to the wall and stood leaning both hands against it to steady herself.
 
   “Here,” he said, holding a flask up to her. “Have a drink – just a little, mind. Take it slowly. When you feel a bit better we will start waking the others up.”
 
   “The others?”
 
   “They all took the poison, so sweet!”
 
   She looked around and saw her Companions lying on mats around the room. Morsha was flat on her back, arms folded, just as Mia had been, but Mista and Marna were curled up as if sleeping.
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said, expecting him to laugh again, but he didn’t.
 
   “I know,” he said. “It must be difficult to get your head round.” Then he waved a languid arm towards her belly. “How far along are you?”
 
   “What? Five months or thereabouts.”
 
   “Any of the others pregnant?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so. Why, what difference does it make?”
 
   “You will have a bad time, unfortunately. The poison you took is – incompatible with babies.”
 
   “What? You mean…?”
 
   “I fear so.”
 
   She was hit by a wash of grief, followed by a burst of anger. What was the point of her own survival if her child was lost? What was the point of any of it?
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said again.
 
   And again, irritatingly, he laughed. “I shall explain it all to you later, but just now we have to get a move on. I shall give them the antidote. You need to make sure they drink something and not let them get up too quickly.”
 
   He jumped up in a single fluid movement, and walked swiftly across to Morsha. He pulled a silver ring out of a pocket somewhere, and, kneeling, pressed the ring to her neck. Then he repeated the action with Mista and Marna. By the time he had finished, Morsha was already stirring. One by one the women woke up, and went through the same stages as Mia. She knelt beside each of them, offering sips of water, supporting them when dizziness overcame them, moving backwards and forwards between them, helping them up. When they asked what was happening, she had no answer to give them. 
 
   As soon as they were all on their feet, albeit a little wobbly, he said, “Right, we must go. Careful on the stairs, hold onto the rail if you feel dizzy, but keep moving, all right? No time to linger.”
 
   They followed him to one end of the room, but Mia hesitated. Hurst would be out there, perhaps, standing on the balcony in the dark, keeping vigil for her. He would be watching for her. Had they passed in front of the windows? She wasn’t sure, but she was very close to one now. She moved closer, but when she looked through it she knew at once that it was the wrong side, for there was no sign of the Karninghold, just emptiness lit by the moon.
 
   “Come, we have to go,” he was calling now. Was that a touch of panic in his voice? Cristo, that was his name, she remembered. It must be close to dawn, then, close to the time when the gong would sound and the flames would leap up and engulf anyone left behind.
 
   Instantly she darted across to the opposite window. Yes! There was the solid shape of the Karninghold, flags straining on the towers, and low down a row of dim lamps marked what must be the balcony where Hurst would be standing. She moved directly in front of the nearest blue lamp so that she would be silhouetted, and raising her arm, she waved.
 
   “What are you doing?” he hissed behind her, and roughly grabbed her arm. “Come away from there! We must go, now!”
 
   Calmly, she went. The stairs were broad and straight, descending with rectangular precision backwards and forwards across the tower – stairs, half landing, turn, stairs, half landing, turn. The blue light was left behind, but the moon was near full so at first they could see clearly. But as they continued to descend, there were no more windows and the gloom was greater with each step. Before long they were feeling their way down, clinging to the thick ropes looping along the wall and placing each foot with nervous care. Eventually they stopped.
 
   Cristo pushed his way past them, and Mia heard clunks and metallic rattling sounds. 
 
   “Through here,” he said, and they all trooped obediently through a gate and down a short tunnel with the friendly yellow light of torches at the far end.
 
   “Wait here, I have something else to do first, then I will be back.” He turned back towards the funeral tower and the gate clanged shut, leaving them standing there.
 
   It seemed an age that they waited, Mista and Marna crying softly, Morsha grim-faced. Mia looked about her, but there was nothing much to see. They were standing in a broad tunnel lined with stone, round above, and flat underfoot. There were no other doors, and nothing else visible apart from the torch on the wall.
 
   “Where is he taking us?” Morsha said, her voice echoing. She sounded quite calm, almost interested.
 
   “I don’t know,” said Mia, “but at least we’re alive, that’s something.”
 
   “Do you think this happens to everyone? Or is it just us? And why?”
 
   But Mia had no answers.
 
   They waited for a long time, and Mia began to wonder if Cristo had abandoned them. But then there came a sound, very distant, like the boom of an avalanche heard from far away, reverberating through the stone walls of the tower.
 
   “The gong!” said Morsha, at once. Almost immediately there was a louder noise, much closer, like a rushing wind. “The fire,” she added, smiling. “We’re dead and burned now.”
 
   Soon after that the door opened and Cristo emerged. He closed the door firmly behind him, and lifted the torch from its sconce.
 
   “Good, good,” he said, beaming at them, “you have done very well so far. Keep this up and I will not have to shackle you. Come on, this way.”
 
   “Where are you taking us?” Morsha said, but he just laughed.
 
   He led them on down the tunnel, but they hadn’t gone far when they came to a door set in the wall. Cristo opened it, and led them inside. Arrayed on benches were rough tunics, trousers and boots, similar to Cristo’s own.
 
   “Charming as your death robes are, they are not very practical for our journey. I have done the best I can, but I have never had to do women before, so forgive me if I have got things wrong. And for you –” He turned to Mia, and his voice softened. “You will need these.” He opened a wooden cupboard, and showed her a shelf of women’s cloths.
 
   Mia felt the prickle of tears, but she nodded. 
 
   “I shall wait outside while you change,” Cristo said. “Be quick about it, we have a way to go.”
 
   He left, pulling the door to behind him.
 
   “The baby?” Morsha said, and Mia nodded miserably. 
 
   “It’s whatever he gave me to make me seem dead. It – it kills the baby.”
 
   Marna came and put her arms round Mia, and held her tight for a long time. When she finally let go, Mia realised they were all crying. They knew, better than anyone, how much she had longed for this baby, her joy when she found she was pregnant at last, her happy anticipation. That was gone. Everything was gone, she realised, everything she knew and loved, her whole life, and she had no idea what was to replace it.
 
   She took a deep breath. “Let’s get into some sensible clothes, shall we?”
 
   They walked for hours, following Cristo and the flickering torch. There were metal gates from time to time, but Cristo opened them and they passed through. Apart from that it was just the endless unchanging tunnels. 
 
   Long before they stopped for their first meal Mia began to get pains. Worse than that, she started to feel disoriented, as if she was in a dream, or not quite inside her own body. Twice she bumped into the tunnel wall, when she was sure she was nowhere near it, and once she fell over. She was aware that Morsha, Mista and Marna were guiding her, and then supporting her, but she could do nothing about it. She drifted in mind, only half conscious, coming to occasionally to hear whispered voices or faces peering at her. Sometimes she was lying down while they propped her head up to eat or drink. Once she was aware of Morsha changing her cloths, vivid with blood. Then she was lying in some kind of cart rumbling down the tunnel, hearing a voice muttering nonsense and realising that it was her own. Lights flickered and danced, sometimes yellow, sometimes blue, once an eerie green. She was trapped in an unending nightmare of blood and pain and delirium and the eternal tunnels.
 
   ~~~
 
   She woke feeling thirsty. She was in bed, with a lumpy pillow under her head, prickly wool blankets covering her. She was warm, she realised. The room was lit by a brazier in one corner, emitting a strange aroma – herby, not unpleasant. There were no windows, and the walls were the same grey stone as the tunnels. Was she still in the tunnels, then? As she turned her head to look around, a strange face appeared. 
 
   “Ah, you’re back with us then.”
 
   The woman was elderly, wrinkled as a spring apple, and she wore a floor-length gown with a rough sacking apron over it. Oddly, her hair was uncovered and it was short. Mia had never seen a woman with short hair before.
 
   “Here, have a drink.” She held a clay beaker to Mia’s lips and helped her to drink. It was only water, but wonderfully cool and refreshing. 
 
   “Thank you,” she croaked. Her throat was sore, and her lips dry and cracked, but she felt better than she had since they had entered the tunnel. There was no pain, and her bad spirit was gone.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked the old woman.
 
   “I’m Runa,” she said, grinning, so that Mia could see how few teeth she had left.
 
   “Are you – a healer?” Mia asked, not sure what the proper terminology was. Usually healers were Slaves, but some villages had their own healers. “Or a midwife?” she added.
 
   Runa cackled. “No call for midwives here, dear. There are bone-setters upstairs, but you didn’t need nothing like that, just time and rest. You want the carsi?”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “You want to piss?”
 
   “Oh, the water room. Yes, please.”
 
   Runa cackled mightily at this terminology, and when she had helped Mia into the adjoining room she saw why. The ‘water room’ was no more than a seat with a hole in it above a small stream. Runa gave her some fresh cloths, but she saw that the bleeding had almost stopped. 
 
   “How long have I been – ill?” she asked, when she went back into the main room.
 
   “More than a week, less than two,” Runa said, lifting her hands vaguely. “I’ve been looking after you for a couple of days now. You’ll be weak for a while, so Bulraney’s not going to do anything with you for a bit. Now you get back into bed, dear. Supper’ll be here in a little while, I’ll wake you up for that.”
 
   Mia’s couldn’t make sense of any of this. No midwives? Bulraney? Not going to do anything with her for a bit – what did that mean? What did any of it mean? Where was she? Where were Morsha, Mista and Marna? It was too difficult to think about. Her head felt like thistledown and her legs were wobbly, so she crawled back into bed and slept.
 
   For two days she slept a lot and ate solid, meaty stews three times a day, with some kind of inedible bread, and drank cool clear water. Once Runa brought her a bowl of raspberries, small and tart, but fresh. Sometimes there was a kind of gruel, grey and glutinous. She ate everything.
 
   Runa was not very communicative. When Mia asked questions, she usually just shrugged or laughed or flapped her hands about. She spent most of her time in another room next door, and sometimes Mia could hear her talking to herself, a low rumble too distant to make out any words.
 
   On the third day, Runa said, “You’re to go upstairs to see Bulraney.”
 
   “Who’s Bulraney?”
 
   She cackled. “You’ll see.”
 
   “What is this place, Runa?”
 
   Runa eyed her oddly, then said, “Third Section. Let’s go.”
 
   She led Mia out of the room and into another, larger one, filled with worktables laid out with clothes. Heaps of materials, more clothes, perhaps, were stacked on shelves along one wall. The scattering of needles, pins, scissors and thread gave away the room’s function.
 
   “So this is where you go to when you’re not with me,” Mia said. “You’re a seamstress.”
 
   Runa chuckled. “Not me! I’m the old woman here.” Then, seeing Mia’s mystified face, she added, “The old woman does the stitching and such like. And looks after the sick. But you know about that. Through there.”
 
   A door stood open, and Mia went through it to find herself in the tunnel. Two men were standing there waiting for her, leaning casually against the wall. She could see at once they were soldiers, although they wore no uniform, just a random selection of mail and armoured leather clothing. Unlike Skirmishers, they were bearded. They each carried a long knife in a scabbard, like a sword, and she could see two or three other knives tucked into belts or clothing.
 
   Without a word one of them gestured to her to follow, and when she did, the other one tucked in behind her. She felt uncomfortable, but she reasoned that if they planned to kill her they had already had plenty of opportunity. They walked some distance down the tunnel, and then into a side room, and then up a set of spiral stairs. When they reached the top, only a short distance away was another set, and after that a third. Eventually Mia lost count. 
 
   Before long there were windows, and a brief view of the empty plains, grey with rain. No roads, no fields, no trees. She must be outside the Karningplain altogether, beyond civilisation. But then who were these people? They didn’t look like the Vahsi she’d seen depicted in books, but they were rough-mannered enough to be barbarians. She shivered. And still they climbed, until Mia’s legs were aching and she felt weak. 
 
   Just when she felt she would have to stop, they came out at the top. It was a big room, six sided, with windows in every wall. Right in the middle of it, directly facing her as she emerged from the stairway, was a man on a throne. For an instant she wondered if perhaps the Petty Kings still ruled somewhere on the plains, as in the old days, but then she realised that this man was not a king. His chair might be overlarge and elaborately carved, but he was just a man, a soldier like the others, wearing slightly better made battle gear but still just as odd an assembly of bits and pieces.
 
   He was the only one sitting, she realised. Six or seven men stood around the room, and two of them, one either side of the throne, wore swords. But none of them looked as if they would harm her. In fact, the man on the throne, who must be Bulraney, she guessed, was laughing and all of them were smiling and chatting, as if they had been sharing a joke.
 
   One of her escort pushed her forward with a hand at her back, until she was only a few feet away from Bulraney. He was a big man, big in every sense, tall and well-built, with massive muscled arms, and the heavy clothes perhaps made him look even more imposing. If she’d had to describe him, she would have said he was ugly. He had thick frizzled hair, seemingly uncombed, a bulbous nose and a vivid red scar from hairline to beard across one cheek. It was hard to tell, but she thought one ear was missing. She knew instinctively that he was dangerous.
 
   He grinned at her. “Well, there’s not much of this one,” he said. “Tiny little thing, isn’t she? We’ll have to be careful, lads, or she’ll get squashed.” They all laughed heartily at this. Mia kept silent, although she boiled inside. 
 
   “I like bigger tits on them, myself,” said one of the others.
 
   Another one shook his head. “You never did have any taste, Delnor. Small but delicate, she is. Very nice.”
 
   Bulraney waved a hand vigorously, and they all fell silent, staring at her. She tried to keep her composure, but nothing in her life had prepared her for such an encounter. She remembered something Runa had said, that ‘Bulraney’s not going to do anything with you for a bit’. She was beginning to get an inkling of what Bulraney’s plans for her might be. She had a clutching feeling in her stomach, and her mouth was dry.
 
   Bulraney leaned forward. “Your name is Cassia,” he said.
 
   “Mia,” she croaked. Then, more firmly, “My name is Mia.”
 
   “Your name is Cassia,” he repeated. “Whoever you were once, that’s gone. So you have a new name.”
 
   “I like my old name,” she said.
 
   “Your name is Cassia,” he said, and this time his tone brooked no argument. Then, unexpectedly, “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m a little better, thank you.”
 
   They laughed at her again, although she couldn’t see why.
 
   “Well, Cassia,” he said, with a chilling smile, “we’re not monsters here, so you’ll not be assigned until you’re fit enough for the work. A week or two, maybe. You should be ready to lie down by then.” They all roared with laughter. “Till then, you can help out in the kitchen. Kellan, show her to her new quarters. Remember my orders, mind. And get her some decent clothes. I can’t stand women in trousers.”
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   24: Tunnels (Hurst)
 
   The gate was closed. There was no visible handle or latch on it, but it was firmly locked. The lever that opened it was embedded in an alcove out of reach on the other side, and there was no sign of another lever. While Trimon and Walst methodically examined the gate to look for a hidden catch, Hurst lit a torch and looked around the tunnel with Gantor. In one direction he soon found another metal gate, also locked, and with no sign of a lever. In the other direction, the tunnel stretched endlessly away, its smooth stone walls unmarked by symbols or levers or gates. Only a trio of small round metal pipes running high up along one wall marred the symmetry, presumably carrying the mysterious vapour for the Funeral Towers.
 
   “Not a thing!” Trimon said in frustration. “If we shout, will Hemmond hear us, do you think?”
 
   “Even if he could, he can’t climb up to the window to rescue us,” Walst said.
 
   “We’re trapped here,” said Trimon gloomily. “We’re going to die down here, aren’t we?”
 
   “Nonsense!” Hurst said briskly. “The tunnel is open in this direction, at least, and we’ve got our packs with us. We have enough food and water for – what, a couple of weeks or so? If we’re careful.”
 
   “So we die in two weeks, instead of now – if we’re careful. This was a bad idea.”
 
   “Look,” Hurst said, “we came here to explore the tunnels, so let’s explore them. If we come to another gate, well, we can come back and shout for Hemmond. But let’s at least try this. It’s an adventure, right?”
 
   “You really don’t care whether you live or die, do you?” said Trimon. 
 
   “Not much, no. If you want to stay here like idiots and shout for help, be my guest, but I’m going to find out where this tunnel goes.”
 
   The three Companions looked at each other, and then Gantor shrugged. “I swore I’d stay with him until death and beyond. I suppose that covers this. Even if he’s completely crazy.” He turned back to Hurst. “Lead on, Commander Sir.” Walst nodded, and Trimon sighed and shouldered his pack again.
 
   Hurst grinned at them.
 
   They carried a single torch to preserve their supplies, and walked in file down the tunnel. It was lined with a smooth kind of stone which none of them could identify, with a slatted stone floor and arched roof. Beneath their feet they could hear water trickling. Walst had his sword unsheathed, and they trod silently, aware that the slightest sound would echo and perhaps alert anyone ahead of them. But there was no sign of anyone, no sound, no movement but their own, no lights but their flickering torch.
 
   “One thousand,” said Walst after a while, who had been counting their paces.
 
   “Feels like more,” said Trimon.
 
   Then, out of the darkness they saw a glimmer, which became brighter as they drew near another metal gate, barring their path. In an alcove a short distance before they reached it was a lever. Hurst thrust the lever upwards and the gates swung open. No one moved. In silence, they all stood waiting. After a while, there was a low thunk behind the lever and the gates closed again.
 
   “Well, this is interesting,” said Gantor. “On one side of the gate is a lever to open it, but once through on the other side – no way to get back. We can only go one way.”
 
   “Is there any way to prop these gates open?” Walst asked.
 
   “There’s nothing to tie them to,” Gantor said, “and we can’t afford to leave equipment behind at every gate. Not if there’s one every thousand paces.”
 
   They all looked at Hurst. “What do you expect me to say?” he said, with a wry grin. “Behind us are only locked gates, and the remote possibility that Hemmond can get us out again. Ahead of us – well, here’s another gate that opens. These tunnels have to go somewhere, right? Let’s find out where.”
 
   Without a word, Gantor pushed the lever to open the gate and they all stepped through. They waited until it closed again with an audible click, and Trimon sighed.
 
   “We must be very careful not to leave anything on the wrong side of a gate,” said Gantor. “We don’t know what we may need.”
 
   Then they turned and walked down the tunnel.
 
   ~~~
 
   They walked for days. Every thousand paces, roughly, was another gate which they could open and pass through, but could not open from the other side. They all had markings on the wall on that side, which Gantor became convinced was a key to enable the gate to be opened in that direction, but they had no way to interpret them. Occasionally there were side tunnels, but they were blocked by gates or doors. There was only one way forward. Even so, Hurst meticulously marked each junction with chalk to show which way they had come.
 
   Every ten gates they came across something that Gantor called a camp cave – a side tunnel which went nowhere, ending in a blank wall, or sometimes an irregular natural cavern, but fitted up with benches, a brazier with a chimney above it, sconces for torches, a latrine and shelves filled with useful items, like blankets, cooking pots and bowls. 
 
   A hole in the floor with a bucket suspended above it, like a primitive well, allowed them to pull water from the stream flowing constantly below them, sometimes rushing and noisy, sometimes no more than a trickle. Hanging on hooks from the ceiling, presumably to deter rats, were metal containers of grains, dried meat and the like. It took them some time to realise that the slabs of dried dung piled in the corner were actually fuel for the brazier. 
 
   After that they were all more cheerful, for it seemed they would not starve to death after all, and could even enjoy hot food. They ate the last of their perishable supplies and restocked with food from the cave. Only Trimon gloomily wondered who had provided all these good things, and when they might bump into them.
 
   From time to time they passed another Godstower, noticeable by the fresh air wafting downwards and sometimes by the sun or moonlight illuminating the tunnel. There was always a gate barring access, however. Gantor noticed that they were always close to the camp caves.
 
   “I suppose that’s how they keep these places supplied,” he said thoughtfully. “But I do wonder why? Since there’s no one else using these tunnels, it appears.”
 
   After six days, as best they could judge, they came into a larger tunnel crossing their path at an angle. As always, the arrangement of the gates meant that there was only one way they could go, to the left.
 
   “If we were heading southeast before,” said Gantor thoughtfully, “which we seemed to be by the angle we left the original Godstower, I would guess that we are now heading due east.”
 
   “Have we crossed the boundary yet, do you think?” Hurst asked.
 
   “I think we must be well into the fourth line by now,” Gantor said. “If my calculations are anywhere close, that is.”
 
   “Do these tunnels run all the way to the border?” Trimon said. “Maybe we’ll end up at the Crested Mountains.”
 
   No one answered him.
 
   Sometimes as they walked, they passed side tunnels or caves stocked with wooden carts with what looked like rubber wheels.
 
   “Now that would be easier,” Walst murmured. “We wouldn’t have to carry all the gear.”
 
   But inevitably a locked gate kept them away from the carts.
 
   After ten days, they had grown wearily used to the tunnels. They fell into a rhythm which took no account of the cycles of sun and moon above. They stopped at every camp cave for food and a brief rest. At every third one, they would sleep for a few hours, taking turns to stand watch. Then onwards. 
 
   The tunnel appeared to be going in a straight line, but it was hard to tell underground. It felt level, although there was always water flowing beneath their feet. They just had to hope they would eventually reach an exit.
 
   They did in time encounter other tunnel users. Walst was on guard while the others slept, but he woke them in haste.
 
   “Quick! Someone’s coming! Douse the torch.”
 
   Like all Skirmishers, they were instantly awake. Walst had already closed the wooden door of their cave, but it was ill-fitting and any light shining from behind it would betray them. The brazier had burned down to nothing some time before, and they just had to hope there was not enough lingering smoke to arouse suspicion. Walst, Gantor and Hurst silently drew their swords, while Trimon prepared his bow. Then they waited.
 
   Even with the door closed they could hear the rumbling that had alerted Walst. It came closer and closer, from the direction they themselves had come. Then it stopped, not far away, and they heard the distinctive sounds of a gate opening. The rumbling began again, they could see the flickering of light beyond, then it was passing their door – a single cart. Slowly the sounds receded into the distance. When they ventured outside again, the tunnel was filled with an unearthly greenish light emanating from one wall below the vapour pipes which gradually faded away to nothing.
 
   “Well,” said Hurst. “It seems we’re not alone down here.”
 
   After that, they proceeded more cautiously, so they were not surprised when a couple of days later they heard rumbling again, ahead of them this time. They were caught out between camp caves, between gates, with nowhere to hide. Walst drew his sword but Hurst put a hand on his arm.
 
   “Not unless we have to,” he whispered. “There was a side tunnel just back there, with a bit of space before the gate – we can hide in there.”
 
   It was not much of a hiding place, but with the torch doused, everything metal covered and their cloaks pulled over their faces, they hoped they would not be noticed. Fortunately, the angle of the side tunnel was in their favour, and anyone passing back up the tunnel would have to turn and look back to see them. Again a single cart rolled past. They moved quietly out after it had gone by, to see only one man standing on the back, a torch fitted to a metal post on a corner of the cart. 
 
   “How does it move?” Trimon asked. “There’s nothing pushing or pulling.”
 
   “I guess you push to get it started,” Gantor said, frowning. “Then it just keeps going for a while. These tunnels are almost completely flat. When it slows down, push again. Easier than walking. There are pushcarts like these that run through the mining tunnels in the Ring of Bonnegar. Was there anything in it, could anyone see?”
 
   “Nothing visible,” said Trimon. “What do you think he was doing, then?”
 
   “I suppose he took something down the tunnel in the cart, and now he’s bringing the empty cart back,” Gantor said.
 
   “Something – or someone,” Hurst said.
 
   “You think they brought Mia down here in a cart?”
 
   “I think she must have come this way, yes.”
 
   “If she’s alive.”
 
   “Yes, if she’s alive,” Hurst admitted. “But I’m sure some of them are alive – maybe just the Companions, maybe Mia too – and I’m sure they came down to the tunnels. But whether they came the same way as us – who knows? We have no other way to go, but whoever brought them here can presumably get out anywhere – through any of these side tunnels, or out to a Godstower. But I just feel sure they came this way.”
 
   “Feelings are not a good guide,” Gantor said. “So your father always said. You must have more than feelings to go on.”
 
   “Very well, then, try this. Imagine you find yourself in that situation – supposedly dead, but actually alive and trapped in the funeral tower. You can’t escape because of the Silent Guards. Someone brings you down here, and you travel for days – weeks – in these tunnels. What would you do? You’d try to escape, wouldn’t you? You’d try to get away from – whoever it is.”
 
   “Maybe they had guards watching them,” Walst said.
 
   “Well – maybe. But the gates mean you don’t actually need guards. Even if anyone runs off, they can still only go one way. So I think this must be the way they want everyone to go – everyone they collect from the funeral towers. And sooner or later, we’ll get to wherever it is – and we’ll find out who ‘they’ are.”
 
   ~~~
 
   It was the end of their third week in the tunnels when they smelled smoke and saw light ahead of them. They doused their torch and warily crept forward. Walst drew his sword. At the next gate, they held their breath as it closed behind them, the creak of the hinges and the click of the lock echoing through the tunnels. They waited for some time, but no one came to investigate. There was a camp cave nearby, and a side tunnel with the distinctive smell of damp fresh air from a Godstower just beyond. They silently filed into the cave, put their torch into a sconce and closed the door.
 
   “Well, the moment of truth,” Trimon said.
 
   “I propose one of us goes to investigate,” Walst said, “and I volunteer.”
 
   “No,” said Hurst at once. “We stay together. Besides, there might be gates between here and there. The question now is – where exactly is ‘there’? Is this just another group of people travelling, or is it something else?”
 
   No one answered.
 
   They stayed in the cave for some time, resting, eating and taking turns to go out into the tunnel to see if the distant light grew any closer. It didn’t, nor could they hear voices.
 
   “We’d look pretty stupid if it’s just a torch someone left burning on the wall,” Walst said.
 
   “If we have been travelling due east,” Hurst said thoughtfully, “we must be quite close to the border by now.”
 
   “Or beyond it,” Gantor said. “Don’t know whether you’ve noticed, but we haven’t passed any side tunnels for a couple of days now. Godstowers, yes, and storage areas, but not an actual tunnel that looks as if it goes somewhere. If, as we think, the side tunnels connect up with Funeral Towers, then we’re beyond those now.”
 
   “So we’re under the open plains?” Trimon said.
 
   “As best I can tell,” Gantor answered. “So if there are people living out here – they’re barbarians.”
 
   “Gods!” said Trimon.
 
   “Well, we always hoped to encounter the barbarians again,” Hurst said cheerfully. “I propose we pack up here, and move on. Let’s see what’s down there, shall we?”
 
   “It must be nice to feel you’ve nothing left worth living for,” Gantor murmured. Hurst just grinned at him.
 
   But just as they came close to the light, they found another gate, and this time there was no opening it. There was an alcove, and a groove where the lever should go, but the lever itself was missing. They could see the light emanating from a room off the tunnel, they could even hear distant voices and metallic banging sounds, sometimes, but there was no way past the gate. Trimon and Walst spent a long time poking the groove with knives and swords to see if they could effect a lever, but without luck. After three weeks, they had reached the end of the road.
 
   It was fortunate they had access to a camp cave, where they retreated when even Trimon had given up hope of opening the gate. Trimon and Walst hurled themselves onto the benches in exhausted despair, but Hurst and Gantor walked slowly round, taking stock.
 
   “What do you think?” Hurst asked.
 
   “There’s probably enough food here for – oh, six weeks or maybe a little more…” Gantor began.
 
   “If we’re careful,” Trimon said dryly.
 
   “Yes, if we’re careful. Water is unlimited. Torches – there aren’t many here, so we’ll need to ration them, but we’ll get daylight from the Godstower entrance opposite, and we can sleep in the dark. Pity the moon’s well past full now.”
 
   “We don’t need much light at all,” added Hurst. “Only for cooking and eating.”
 
   “And pissing and shitting,” Walst said.
 
   “True enough,” Gantor said. “So we can light a torch periodically, when we have to. What we’ll be most short of is fuel for the fire,” and he waved at a small heap of dried dung, “but we don’t need the warmth – it’s a comfortable temperature down here. So I propose we light a fire for cooking and washing – oh, every three days or so. That should last us.”
 
   “Until the food runs out,” Trimon said.
 
   “Yes, pessimist. But if we’re still here then, we can spin the food out a bit longer. Water’s more important, and we’ve plenty of that.”
 
   “If we’re still here then. Is there any way we’re not going to be still here?”
 
   “We know people come through here from time to time,” Gantor said calmly. “All we have to do is wait. When someone comes, we jump them, and get them to open up for us. Simple.”
 
   “In three weeks, we’ve seen just one group come through. How can you be sure anyone’s going to come in the next six weeks or so?”
 
   “Because these tunnels are a major investment of time and resources,” Gantor replied. “They’re in good repair, they’re well stocked and obviously restocked from time to time, which is presumably through the Godstowers – can you imagine how many people scattered along the route are involved in that? And all without anybody knowing anything about it. There’s very little dust around, few cobwebs and no rats – well, not in our part of the tunnels, anyway.” They had all heard scratching noises and splashing from the water course below them. “And these caves are ready for large groups – there are enough blankets here for up to twenty people, assuming one folded to lie on and another as a covering. This is a large and efficient operation. So, they must be conveying large amounts of – something. People or goods or both. The real question is why.”
 
   They were all silent for a while.
 
   Then Hurst said, “If we are in barbarian territory, they must be dealing with them. Someone from the Karningplain is in dealings with the barbarians.”
 
   “The Slaves,” said Walst. “It was the Slave who sent Mia off to die – or not,” he added hastily, seeing Hurst’s expression.
 
   “And only the Slaves – and the Voices and the Servants – have the organisation to do this,” said Hurst, quietly. “The tunnels need builders, obviously, but taking Karningholders, moving people and whatever else in quantity through here, that needs organisation, and only the Slaves and their kind have the power to do that.”
 
   “And again,” Gantor said, “the real question is why.”
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   25: Warlord (Mia)
 
   Mia’s new quarters turned out to be a room marginally smaller than her largest wardrobe at home. It had a tiny bed, low to the ground, a lumpy mattress, an even lumpier pillow and three blankets. On a shelf above it were clothes – rough homespun wool gowns like Runa’s, ankle length, some short cotton undergowns, and a pile of sacking aprons. Being underground, there was no window. The room’s most precious feature, however, was a door – ill-fitting, spiky with splinters, but blessedly equipped with a bolt to secure it, and Mia, from the outside world.
 
   It was an outside world become unimaginably hostile. Growing up in the surety of the Karnings, Mia’s future was mapped out for her almost from birth. There were few options. Those with talented hands or minds could build careers for themselves, those with greater devotion could become Slaves, but Mia had no great skills or unusual religious zeal. She had always known what she wanted to do – become a Karningholder and have children – and once she qualified as a Higher that path became a certainty.
 
   Now all of that was swept away. Mia had not thought to ask questions of Bulraney, and perhaps he wouldn’t have answered anyway, but she soon found her new co-workers in the kitchens more than willing to enlighten her. Gleefully they told her that she was now outside the Karningplain altogether, on the vast open space of the Plains of Kallanash. 
 
   “Are you the Vahsi, then?” she’d asked, but they just laughed.
 
   “You can call us that if you want,” they chortled.
 
   She was living amongst the barbarians, the monsters of her nurse’s childhood stories. It was odd that they spoke Kashinorian, with much the same accent that she heard in uneducated Karningers. The Vahsi, she’d read, had their own language, but it had never been written down. Perhaps it had been lost over time.
 
   The kitchen workers explained in gloating detail that all women young enough were kept for the sexual pleasure of the barbarian men – warriors, they called them. She learned a new word – whore. She was a whore now. And she discovered that the loss of her baby was not the worst of her grief, for it seemed that the effects of the poison were permanent. She had lost the possibility of ever bearing a child.
 
   So whenever she was allowed, she retreated to her tiny room and locked the door and lay down on the bed to nurse her sorrow. It was too deep a grief for tears, she found. Or perhaps she was numb from the onslaught of evil things happening to her, and yet to happen. But there was anger, too, slowly building day by day, as she thought about everything she had experienced since that fateful day when the Slave had called to her and sent her to this doom. Why? That was the question most in her mind. Why, in the name of all the Gods, had he done such a thing to her?
 
   There were seven workers in the kitchens besides herself. Two were old women, older than Runa even, grey and bent and withered, constantly muttering together as they stirred pots or chopped vegetables. One was a man of much her own age, simple minded, who did much of the heavy lifting. The other four were all former warriors, no longer able to fight. One had lost an arm, one a leg, one had half his face burned off and the fourth limped badly and wheezed a great deal. They were surly and brusque, for it seemed that being a warrior was an occupation of high status here, a status which they had lost and were now confined to this hot, smoky, smelly basement.
 
   So they amused themselves by making lecherous remarks about her. Her modestly sized breasts, it appeared, were a source of particular sorrow to them, although it was a point of contention amongst them that her overall smallness might increase a man’s pleasure, especially if he were on the large size himself. They suggested more than once that a comparison of their attributes might be in order, to settle the matter of which of them would enjoy her the most.
 
   Mia soon found that any reaction on her part only encouraged them to even more lewdness, and they never actually touched her, so she learned to ignore them. When they got bored with discussing her, they spent many hours comparing their exploits on the battlefield – the enemies they had killed, the women raped, the horses and weapons stolen. Mia didn’t believe the half of it, but the subject was easier to listen to.
 
   Her duties were not onerous. She helped to wash vegetables for the endless stews, to measure grains for the gruel, to mix the strange flour that produced the hard bread. At first, she worked only an hour or two in the morning and then again in the afternoon, but as she grew stronger she worked all day, as the others did, with a break for the stillness. That, too, was odd. Why should these barbarians from the wilderness have the same custom as in the Karnings? Perhaps it was no odder than anything else about them. At least it gave her an hour or two to shut herself into the peaceful solitude of her room. 
 
   Her strength increased quickly. The food was not exotic, but it was filling and nourishing, with plenty of meat. She began to regain some of the flesh she had lost when she was ill. They soon learned when she was strong enough to fetch water, and had her running backwards and forwards to the primitive well at one end of the cavern which housed the kitchen. She was not trusted with a knife, nor was she allowed to help them serve food to the crowds noisily eating in the canteen on the floor above. The sight of her might inflame the men, she was told.
 
   She passed three weeks in the kitchens, doing what she was told, keeping out of trouble, finding out what she could. She knew that all the new women were ‘assigned’ to a post. If they were lucky, it would be in the Commander’s House, with just the Commander himself and five Captains to take care of. It was less fortunate to be assigned to the Section House, where the ordinary warriors lived. The very unlucky were sent to Supplies, an unpleasant and anarchic place, if the stories were to be believed, where there were even more men to deal with. The kitchen workers speculated on her likely fate, but she didn’t much care; she couldn’t see much difference in any of the options. Slavery was still slavery, however many men were involved.
 
   She began to think about escape, but her tentative questions drew some discouraging answers. She was twenty miles from the border, she learned. The tunnels could not be accessed from this side, and only the guides who brought newcomers knew how to open the gates. The horses were guarded day and night by warriors. Even if she could get a horse, the compound above ground was surrounded by a high wall, both gates guarded. And the plains were home to ferocious predators – wild dogs, lions, leopards, poisonous snakes and spiders and more – not to mention treacherous swamps. It seemed impossible.
 
   From time to time people came down from Bulraney’s domain up in the sky to fetch food or drink for the great ones who lived up there. Usually it was warriors who did the fetching, and she recognised Kellan and his silent friend, but sometimes it was a woman, wearing rather better gowns than her own, and with the short hair that all the women seemed to favour here. But one day she had a shock.
 
   “Mista? Mista!” And she set down her water jug and raced across the kitchen, hurling herself into her friend’s arms. Mista seemed just as pleased to see Mia, and both women cried a little at first.
 
   “I’m so relieved to see you,” Mista said, sniffing slightly. “Are you all right? You were so ill – such an evil spirit you had! I thought you would die!”
 
   “Not yet, as you see. But how are you? You look well, despite the hair!”
 
   “Oh, everyone has it like this here. It’s more practical, it takes no time to dry out – when I can get enough hot water to wash it, that is. And I’m well. They take care of us here.”
 
   She blushed a little, so Mia thought it best to get it over with. “You’ve been assigned?”
 
   “Yes. I’m here in the Commanders’ House at the moment. I look after the Captains, me and another woman. The Commander has his own woman. What about you?”
 
   “I wasn’t fit enough to be assigned, so they sent me down here. But – is it awful?”
 
   “It’s not so bad, really. I mean – it was part of my job at home, so it isn’t that different. They just don’t wash as often here. But you… It’ll be hard for you. You and Hurst—”
 
   “No point talking about that,” Mia said briskly, feeling the sting of tears beginning. “What about the others?”
 
   “I don’t know, I’ve no idea what happened to them. They wanted to split us up, I think. If you get assigned here, then I’ll probably get moved on.”
 
   “Hey, get back to work, you two!” shouted one of the old women. “No hanging about gossiping! And you,” she said, glaring at Mista, “get back upstairs.”
 
   “I’d better go,” said Mista. “By the way, I have a new name…”
 
   “Out!” shrieked the old woman, bearing down on her with a ladle.
 
   Mista beat a rapid retreat, and Mia didn’t hear what name she’d been given. She turned back to her work and began energetically scrubbing vegetables, but when she had locked herself in her room that afternoon for the stillness, she cried and cried.
 
   As the days passed, and then the weeks, she began to nurture a faint hope that Bulraney had forgotten about her, and that she might not be assigned at all. But one day Kellan appeared in the kitchen, and her heart sank when he waved her over to him. He had brought a gown for her.
 
   “Here, put this on.”
 
   “Why?” she said, although she took it anyway, for it was fine wool, a simple fabric but an elegant style. Almost it reminded her of Tella, who had owned one or two like it.
 
   “Warlord’s here,” Kellan replied. “Be quick.”
 
   Mia could see the surprised faces of the other kitchen workers, and wondered whether this was good news or bad. She wasn’t going to agonise over it, however. There was probably no good news in this place. 
 
   The gown was a little big for her, and she had to hold up the hem to avoid tripping over it. It looked somewhat incongruous with the piece of sacking from an apron she had fashioned as a headscarf, but her silk scarves had been lost long since. 
 
   Kellan led her, as before, up the stairs, with the same man following behind, both of them silent the whole way. By the time she reached the top of the stairs, she had realised that this might be her only opportunity to express her opinion on anything. If she were assigned, wherever it turned out to be, she would have no choice but to go and that would be the end of it. If she was to register a protest, it would have to be here and now. So this time she didn’t wait to be pushed, but strode forward into the room.
 
   She realised at once that the atmosphere was different. She could identify it, too. She had seen the same state of alert tension when she walked into the great hall to hear petitions, or when she surprised a group of the servants relaxing when they should have been working. It was the atmosphere of subordinates in the presence of their superior.
 
   There were more men in the room today, but there was no slouching, no idle chatter, and no one spoke when she arrived. Bulraney sat in his throne, but he seemed less comfortable in it today, sitting bolt upright.
 
   “Ah! Here she is,” he said, with rather forced friendliness. “Come in, my dear.”
 
   She was already in, standing only a few feet away from him, so she stayed where she was. 
 
   “What have you done with your hair?” he added, eyes narrowing. “Let’s see what you’re covering up.” 
 
   When she made no move to remove the sacking, he jerked his head at Kellan, who stepped forward to remove it. He struggled with the knots, but eventually he got it undone, and her hair was revealed. It was plaited on top of her head, so after a quick look at Bulraney, Kellan methodically unwrapped it until it fell loose down her back. Mia stood perfectly still the whole time.
 
   “Well now, that’s better,” Bulraney said in an unnaturally cheerful tone. “You see what I mean? She’s a bit on the skinny side, but the hair is pretty. And she’s a Karningholder, right enough, see? Tattoos on both hands.”
 
   Mia could see now who he was talking to – the Warlord, she supposed. He was standing in front of a group of men to one side of the room. Compared to Bulraney he seemed slender, with trimmed hair and beard. He was tall and, while he wasn’t over muscled, he wore a sword on his back, and smaller, curved scabbards on either hip, every inch the professional soldier. His clothes were marginally better quality than the others wore, and he had an air of accustomed authority. His face was weather-beaten, like all of them, but there was something more forbidding about him. Grim-faced, he watched her unsmilingly. Mia shivered. This was not good news.
 
   “Now then, Cassia,” Bulraney went on, “it’s time for you to be assigned. You understand what that means? Good, good,” he continued, without waiting for a response, which was just as well, for she had not planned to make one. “We haven’t yet decided where to send you – well, not Supplies, obviously, and I don’t see you at the Section House, realistically, it doesn’t seem like your sort of place, does it? But one of the Commanders’ Houses, perhaps… Or even…” He flapped a hand vaguely towards the Warlord. 
 
   He was babbling, she realised. He was nervous. Was that comforting? Not really. 
 
   “But we haven’t decided,” he rushed on. “So – you can choose, you know. Or at least, you can ask. Do you have any preference, my dear? No?”
 
   “Yes,” she said, and was amused to see his jaw drop open. “My preference is for none of these.”
 
   Several of the men around the room glanced at the Warlord, but he was expressionless, without the hint of a smile. No one laughed. Bulraney went red in the face.
 
   “That’s not how it works…” he began.
 
   “Why isn’t it?” she said sweetly. “Do you accept the word of the Gods? Have they not decreed that slavery is illegal? I ask, therefore, that you set me free to return to my place in the world, where I belong. My preference is to go back to my home, where I lived a dutiful and obedient life until I was seized and brought here against my will.”
 
   There was absolute silence in the room. No one moved.
 
   Bulraney stood up. He was an imposing figure seated, but now he towered over Mia, his face purple with anger.
 
   “What makes you think you’re so special?” he thundered, leaning forward so that he was mere inches from her face. “You think you can come here with your fancy talk about the Gods and slavery and against your will and your place in the world…! Your place in the world! For fuck’s sake, woman, grow up! This is your place in the world now, and you can be fucking dutiful and the rest of it, on your back with your legs apart, like every other woman who comes here. You’re not too grand to be sent to Supplies, you know, and see what your precious Gods will do about that. Gods… there are no Gods here, just us, so get used to it and learn to do what you’re told.”
 
   He turned and stomped back to his throne, and hurled himself into it.
 
   Mia stood, unmoving, trying to steady her breathing and keep her fear from showing on her face, but her heart was pounding. Yet there was something positive here. This was a man who could break her apart without effort, to whom violence was as natural as breathing, yet he hadn’t struck her. The worst he could threaten her with was to send her to Supplies. She was clearly more valuable to them alive and well. So she calmed her mind as best she could.
 
   “You said I could ask,” she said into the swirling tension of the room. “I have asked.”
 
   “It was just a saying,” he muttered, his fists clenching the arm of his chair. “You don’t really have any choice, you know. I get to say what happens to you, I decide where you go, you can’t stop me.”
 
   “I don’t have to like what you decide.”
 
   “You’re a stupid woman. Here’s the Warlord taking an interest in you, and all you can do is spit fire at us all. You women, you get the easiest job in the world, all you have to do is what women are designed to do, that’s not asking much, is it? You can call it slavery if you want, call it whatever you fucking well like, but you’ll do it and not make a fuss about it.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll make a fuss about it.”
 
   Bulraney was about to speak again when the Warlord lifted a hand very slightly. It was no more than a twitch, but Bulraney subsided and the room fell silent. Everyone turned to look at him. 
 
   Mia quaked, wondering if she’d gone too far. He hadn’t moved and his grim expression hadn’t altered in the slightest during this exchange. She couldn’t read him at all, and had no idea how he would react. When he spoke, his voice was quiet, but it carried throughout the room.
 
   “You do realise that I could take you with one hand spare?” he said, his eyes not leaving her face. “What sort of fuss could you possibly make that would have any effect?”
 
   “I could scream.”
 
   “That would be annoying, but it wouldn’t stop me.”
 
   “No, but you’d be in no doubt that I was unwilling.”
 
   For a long moment they stared at each other, Mia defiant, the Warlord inscrutable. She waited, breath held, to hear her fate. Would they send her to the infamous Supplies? Would they cut off a hand or a foot as punishment, as some of the Petty Kings were reputed to do? Or her tongue, perhaps, for her insolence? Would they have her killed, horribly, painfully? She realised, to her surprise, that she was too angry to care much.
 
   The Warlord turned to Bulraney. “I’ll take her,” he said. “I like a woman with a bit of spirit.”
 
   “You’re welcome to her,” Bulraney said with feeling. “And when the screeching gets too much, send her back to me and I’ll shut her mouth for her.” 
 
   There was laughter then, the tension dissipated, and Mia heard the noise echoing half way down the stairs as she was led, bemused, back to the basement.
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   26: Escape (Hurst)
 
   Hurst never had any trouble getting to sleep. His leg had bothered him for a while when they first entered the tunnel, because of all the walking, but he always carried something for the pain. When that ran out, he found he could tolerate the constant aching quite well. 
 
   Even the darkness didn’t bother him anymore. His eyes had adjusted, and it was rarely completely dark anyway, not here, right at the end of their journey. Golden sunlight from the Godstower flooded the tunnel, and even the lesser light of a cloudy day, or the weak silver of the moon, now almost gone, was enough for him. And away down the tunnel was the distant glimmer which marked the domain of the barbarians. So when it was his turn to rest, he could lie down and be asleep instantly. He never dreamed, either. He woke refreshed, even after only a couple of hours.
 
   But when he was awake, particularly when it was his turn to stand watch, he found himself prey to all sorts of strange thoughts. It was not the tunnel which bothered him, for he had long since assimilated all the little noises of the rats and perhaps other creatures in the lower part, the steady breathing of the other three, the creaks when one turned over, the occasional whispers of voices from further down the tunnel, the water gurgling constantly beneath them. He shut them out, knowing he would be instantly alert if anything changed, if something unusual appeared in the mixture. 
 
   No, it was all the things he could do nothing about. He thought about Mia and wondered where she was, if she was well, what was happening to her. Was she with the barbarians? His heart was cold at the prospect. And if Mia had survived her apparent death, maybe Tella and Jonnor had. Perhaps they too had travelled down these tunnels and were amongst the barbarians. 
 
   He worried, too, about their dwindling food supply, and whether they would run out before anyone came past. He tried to imagine what would happen, in fact, if anyone did come by. Would they calmly open the gate for them? Would it come to swords and knives down here in the gloom? 
 
   Sometimes his mind wandered to the Karninghold, what they made of his absence, if his father had arrived and whether Hemmond had managed to tell him where they had gone. 
 
   Most of all, he worried about his friends who had followed him blindly on this foolish journey, trusting his judgment and, perhaps, about to die because of that. Had he made a terrible mistake? Maybe Trimon had been right after all.
 
   They fell into a routine, of sorts. The light from the Godstower delineated day and night for them, so they kept to a strict schedule marked by three small meals at the proper times, as well as they could judge what that was. They stayed awake during the day, and slept at night. Every third day they lit the brazier and heated water to wash with, both themselves and their clothes, and to cook a single pot of stew with the dwindling supply of dried meat and vegetables and grains. They didn’t bother to shave. 
 
   Walst instituted a training program to keep them fit, running up and down the tunnel between the gates each afternoon and practising sword moves, although they never dared risk the noise of actual combat. Clashing swords would indubitably attract the attention of the barbarians, although Walst wasn’t even sure of that. “They’re really loud down there,” he said more than once. “I think there are more of them than there used to be.” It was not reassuring.
 
   There was still a lot of time to sit around and contemplate their situation. The others had not yet reached Hurst’s state of fatalism, and even Trimon, who grumbled most, talked about what they would do when they escaped. It was in fact their primary topic of conversation – recalling everything they knew about the barbarians and their practices, and trying to work out what approach to take when they finally bumped into one. 
 
   Hurst was all for simply introducing themselves and asking to speak to the leader, but the others thought all that would get them was a chest full of arrows, or a sword in the gut. They went all round the subject, without reaching a conclusion, but in the end it would be up to Hurst to make whatever move he deemed fit; he was the Karningholder; their job was merely to follow his commands. It simplified things.
 
   Gantor had not given up hope of finding a way to open the gates. He was convinced the marks on the wall nearby were instructions – a code, perhaps – to allow the gate to be opened without a lever. He had three sets of marks to examine now, for they were trapped by three separate gates. One was a short way back up the tunnel they had come from, one blocked access to the Godstower and the third was down the tunnel near the barbarians’ light. Whenever there was enough light from the Godstower, he stood for hours in front of the nearby walls examining the marks there carefully, running his long fingers over the indentations carved in the stone, looking for inspiration.
 
   “Is the wall speaking to you yet?” Hurst said one day.
 
   “No, it’s frustrating. It looks a bit like Kannick Old Script – you know, the one that has all the dots. But it’s a modified version.”
 
   “Isn’t there a new Kannick as well?” Hurst said, dredging up long-forgotten scraps from the scholars.
 
   “Yes, yes, Kannick Revised Script, but that’s completely different,” Gantor said impatiently. “It’s virtually the same as Middle Kashinorian, all straight lines. Kannick Old Script is nothing but dots, but look, there are curved lines mixed in with this. Just a few, but it’s very confusing.”
 
   “These lower bits are all dots,” Hurst said helpfully.
 
   Gantor shot him a look of amusement. “Thank you, Most Learned. What would I do without you to point out the blindingly obvious? Actually, I think they’re all numbers, these dots at the bottom. I’m not totally sure, because I can’t quite remember what the squashed dots mean, but these are obvious – that’s two, and that’s five, see?”
 
   “That’s just the number of dots.”
 
   “Well, yes. And over on the other wall, there’s a couple of threes. But I can’t remember how it goes beyond five.”
 
   “Well, six would be six dots, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Maybe it’s like the Herramish number system,” Trimon said, coming up behind them. “They count in fives – one, two, three, four, blob, blob one, blob two… and so on.”
 
   “Gods, of course!” Gantor punched the air. “It’s a duodecimal system. How could I forget that!”
 
   “Of course, so obvious,” Hurst said dryly. “It’s a what system?”
 
   “Duo… oh, never mind. They counted in twelves. And they had a symbol for six, which is what the squashed dot must be. So that is a nine, and that there is eleven. Ha!”
 
   “Well, now, that is helpful,” Trimon said sarcastically. “We’ll be out of here in no time, I feel sure. But if you’ve finished counting dots, it’s time for the noon meal. Do you think it’s noon? I think it’s noon.”
 
   ~~~
 
   About two weeks after they found themselves trapped at the tunnel’s end, they had visitors. They had eaten their last, rather inadequate, meal of the day and were sitting in the near-dark wondering what was happening back at the Karning, and whether Bernast had been allowed to resume the skirmishes without Hurst around, and joking about how bad the results might be by the time they got home. They were not bothering to keep their voices down, so it was a shock when Walst suddenly raised a hand.
 
   “Hush a minute. I heard something.”
 
   There was instant silence. At first they could hear nothing, straining to catch some other sound above the noise of their own breathing and the gurgling water, which was loud and rushing at the moment. But then, clear as a gong, the sound of voices, and too loud to be the barbarians far down the tunnel. Walst reached for his sword.
 
   Since they had no torch burning and the brazier was out, the door to the cave had been left open, but there was no tell-tale flickering of light from the tunnel, nor was there the distinctive rumble of carts. Only the voices, and the sound of boots on stone and the occasional thump or rattle. Whoever the newcomers were, they were not trying to be quiet.
 
   Hurst poked his head quickly out of the doorway, but could see nothing moving in either direction. Then, as they waited in silence, more boots, more talking and the voices were closer now.
 
   “… flat down here, lads. Pass that down, Fennis. Oof, careful, will you? Come on, come on, we need to get settled before dark.”
 
   “Godstower!” whispered Gantor.
 
   Very stealthily Hurst crept out of the cave, and up the tunnel a short way. Still nothing to be seen in either direction. From out here, though, it was clear that Gantor was right – there were men in the Godstower, and coming down the stairs. 
 
   He signalled for Gantor to join him, and they stood either side of the entrance to the side tunnel that led to the Godstower. From there, the voices were very clear. It sounded as if these men, whoever they were, had stationed themselves in the large space at the bottom of the tower, just out of sight. 
 
   Signalling Gantor to stay back in the tunnel, Hurst crept into the side tunnel and as far along it as the gate. Beyond it, there were no lights, just the sounds of men settling down and opening packs as they chatted. After a while, the distinctive sound of a flask being uncorked, and the glug of liquid down one throat after another.
 
   “That’s better,” a voice said.
 
   “Told you, didn’t I?” said another. “Once we’re shut up in the basement, there’s not a drop of ale until afterwards.”
 
   “Or women,” said a third.
 
   “We’ll just have to fight over the old woman, then.”
 
   “No, not even her. They lock ‘em all away, even the crones from the kitchen. So we’ll have one more night of sweet dreams before we get herded in with all the others. Pass it back, will you?”
 
   “How long will it be? Before… you know…” A young voice, nervous.
 
   “First time in battle, eh? A while, a week maybe. Then a day of marching and a day of fun.”
 
   “Don’t worry, lad.” A deeper voice, older. “Stay close to us, we’ll get you through it. They’re cowards, you know, they turn and run as soon as you push them.”
 
   “What is this place, then? Is it a back way into the basement?”
 
   “No, no, you can’t get in from here, there’s a gate that doesn’t open. Want to see it?”
 
   Hurst had just time to scramble back to the main tunnel and out of sight before the voices got closer, and they could hear the gate being rattled. Gantor had his sword out now, but Hurst was confident the visitors couldn’t open the gate. So they were safe from them, but equally there would be no opportunity to escape that way.
 
   For a while, as the men in the Godstower chatted and drank, Hurst and his Companions took it in turns to creep into the side tunnel to listen to their conversation. Gradually, as full darkness fell, they became silent, and in time snores could be heard. It was a strange feeling discovering that the barbarians were preparing for a major battle without being able to do anything at all about it.
 
   The next morning as soon as the sun rose the visitors packed up and left, and the four Skirmishers were alone again. But now when they crept down the tunnel to the next gate, they could hear a constant drone from further on, the noise of a great many men gathered together. From time to time they even caught glimpses of people in the tunnel itself, although some distance away.
 
   “How many of them will there be, do you think?” asked Trimon, who had never been in battle.
 
   “A thousand, maybe,” Hurst shrugged. “Bit more. I never saw more than two thousand, but usually less. They do a lot of small scale stuff, fifty or a hundred, two hundred at most. I imagine it must be more difficult for them to organise themselves.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “They’re barbarians, aren’t they?”
 
   “We call them that,” Gantor said, “but they could be just as organised as us.”
 
   “Well, organised or not, they’re no fighters,” Hurst said. “They’re a rabble, like animals with swords. No discipline at all. We can usually beat them easily, even when they outnumber us two to one. If we have anything close to parity, we can scuttle them in minutes.”
 
   “That just means they’ve had no proper training. They’re brave enough, actually. If they had a few decent Skirmishers to train them, we’d have a lot more trouble.”
 
   “Well, it’s lucky they don’t have any Skirmishers, then,” Hurst said.
 
   Gantor just grunted, and looked at him sideways.
 
   “Oh, come on, out with it,” Hurst said with a grin.
 
   “Hasn’t it crossed your mind,” Gantor said slowly, “that Jonnor may have passed down these tunnels only a few months ago? With his Companions. Jonnor wasn’t the world’s best Skirmisher, but he was handy enough with a sword, and very good on the training grounds.”
 
   They were all thoughtful after that.
 
   ~~~
 
   To pass the time, Hurst used the remaining chalks to draw a gameboard on the ground in the cave, and with odd pebbles and broken bits of used torches they fashioned enough playing pieces to construct simple games. 
 
   “Waste of chalk,” Trimon muttered. “Never know how much we might need.”
 
   “We won’t need any more,” Hurst said. “We’ve got as far as we’re going, it seems to me, and really, we hardly needed it in the first place. It’s not as if we had any choices to make, there was only ever one option to take at any of the junctions.”
 
   Gantor made a sudden strangled noise, and dashed out into the tunnel. Trimon rolled his eyes, but Walst and Hurst followed Gantor out. 
 
   “Directions!” Gantor said, waving his arms in excitement. “See, there’s all this writing at the top, lots of words, but then lower down it’s just numbers.”
 
   “Right,” said Hurst, mystified. “We know all that.”
 
   “Think about it! Suppose you’re walking through these tunnels, and unlike us, you can open all the gates, you can go wherever you like. What information would you need?”
 
   “How to open the gates?”
 
   “Yes, yes, of course, but what else? You come to a junction, say – what would you like to know?”
 
   “Where it goes!” Hurst cried, getting the point. “Directions!”
 
   “Yes! And probably distances, as well. And these curved lines? I think they’re pointers. See how that one faces up the tunnel, but this one faces down it? So all this writing at the top just means – this way, twenty miles to somewhere, and thirty miles to somewhere else.”
 
   “So you can’t actually read it?”
 
   “Well no, but that part doesn’t matter. Not unless we ever need to go back up the tunnels in a different direction. I daresay…” Gantor stopped abruptly, and looked sideways at Hurst, chewing his lip.
 
   “Go on,” Hurst said.
 
   Gantor sighed. “I was only going to say,” he muttered, “that Mia could probably read it. She had quite a good grasp of some of these old scripts.”
 
   “Well, when we find her, that will be useful,” Hurst said evenly. Gantor and Walst exchanged glances. “I know, I know, it won’t be easy to find her, I realise that. And I’m not totally stupid, you know, I understand it may just be a dream. Maybe she’s dead. Maybe they’re all dead. But I couldn’t just sit there doing nothing, shrivelling up like an autumn leaf. It’s better to be doing something, anything. Isn’t it?” Walst stared at his feet, and none of them said anything. “So, what about the numbers, then?”
 
   “The numbers open the gate,” Gantor said. “There are five numbers. It’s a code or key of some sort. There are devices at the Ring that operate that way – you set little levers somehow in a pattern and it unlocks the door. But there are no little levers on the gate, nothing in the wall. I just don’t see anything that moves.”
 
   “It must be hidden then,” said Trimon, emerging from the cave. 
 
   “Yes, but where?” Gantor said.
 
   “Well, let’s think about this logically,” Hurst said. After the days and weeks of inactivity it was a relief to have a puzzle to focus on. “So, let’s suppose I’ve brought my cargo of – well, people or goods, whatever, and dropped it off, and now I’m making my way back up the tunnels. Coming down was easy, just a single lever to open each gate, but now I’ve got to use this – code, key, thing. But it can’t be difficult, because I don’t want to spend ages at each gate fiddling. It’s got to be something very simple, something that doesn’t involve climbing or stretching or crawling on the ground.”
 
   “Head height!” Gantor exclaimed. 
 
   “And it’s a lock of some sort, so something with matching bits on each half of the gate,” added Trimon.
 
   “There are several of those,” Walst said, “and we’ve tried them all already.”
 
   “Yes, but only one pair at the right height,” Trimon said. “It has to be these two.” He began to run his fingers over a solid patch of metal. “Nothing on this side… let’s try the – oh!” And with a click, a small door popped open.
 
   “Fuck me!” said Walst.
 
   There were five levers inside, and it was obvious what they had to do, but even so it took a good half hour of sliding them this way and that before there was a sudden thunk, the lock opened and the gates could be pushed open. Several times Gantor insisted they let the gates swing shut again, which reset all the levers and closed the cover over them, just so that he could reopen them, and then he made each of them try it until they could all do it easily. They turned to Hurst.
 
   “Looks like we’re free,” Gantor said, surprise in his voice. “So – where to?”
 
   “There’s no point going back up the tunnel,” Hurst shrugged, “and down that way are hundreds, maybe thousands, of armed men, all raring for a fight. So let’s try the Godstower, and see what we find.”
 
   He sent Walst through the gate first, and let it close again, to check that it could be re-opened from the other side. There was no lever, but the numbers were engraved on the wall and Walst easily opened the gate from the far side. Then they all put on armour, weapons and packs and filed through into the tower. Immediately they saw a difference. This tower had been partially demolished, and it was easy enough to scramble over the debris and down heaps of fallen masonry on the outside to the ground. The fallen stones were partially overgrown with grass and weeds, so whatever catastrophe had occurred was not a recent event.
 
   One by one they reached ground level and stood looking around them. The light was dazzling after the gloom of the tunnel and it took a while for their eyes to adjust. There was nothing much to see. They were standing on open plain, head high in waving grasses. Away in the far distance was an odd misshapen tower. As they stood, gazing around them and wondering which way to go, a voice rang out behind them.
 
   “Hey! You there! What the fuck are you doing out here? You should be inside, you stupid fuckers! Come on, quick, sun’s up, get yourselves out of sight!”
 
   They turned to see a man on a horse not far away, waving at them in some agitation.
 
   “Is he talking to us?” murmured Walst.
 
   “I think he is,” Hurst said. “Better do what the man says, don’t you think?”
 
   Before the others could say a word, he began to lope across the ground towards the horse.
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   27: Riding (Mia)
 
   Mia had not thought at all about the consequences of her assignment. One barbarian was much the same as another in her eyes, and enforced sex was likely to be just as unpleasant a chore with the Warlord as it would be at Supplies, although perhaps less arduous. 
 
   But she was not afraid. Sex was sex, after all, and she knew all the usual variations from Hurst and Jonnor, and a great many less usual ones, too, from her reading. Also, from the endless discussions on the subject in the kitchen she had learned that there were rules here, even for the disorderly men at Supplies. Any man who hurt a woman, or forced her to carry out any of the less pleasant variants against her will, would be flogged for a first offence and castrated for a second. It reassured her, a little. Even Bulraney in his rage had not dared to hurt her.
 
   She soon found, however, that being the Warlord’s woman, as she supposed she now was, earned her a degree of respect. The kitchen workers’ eyes were round when they learned where she was going, and for once they had nothing to say. 
 
   Kellen took her to Runa, with the terse command to find her some riding clothes. Mia’s spirits lifted at once. Riding! That would be a welcome change from living underground like a mole. They were not very good quality clothes, and far too big for her, but she didn’t mind. It was a pleasure to get out of the impractical gown and into comfortable trousers.
 
   “Should I bring my things?” she asked, when she emerged from her room after changing. Kellan took one look at her rough gowns and shook his head.
 
   “There’ll be better stuff there.”
 
   “Where is there, exactly?” she asked.
 
   “Warlord’s House,” he answered, but it was Runa who added, “It’s out near the Sixth Section. Quite a way.”
 
   Mia would never have believed how good it would be to have the wind on her skin again, to feel the warmth of the sun, to see clouds scudding across the open sky. When she emerged from the caverns which had been her home for three weeks, she stood for a moment, eyes closed, savouring the sensations she hadn’t realised she had missed.
 
   Now that she was above ground, she could see the whole of Third Section. The Commander’s House was a strange building viewed from outside, a collection of reddish six-sided towers joined together, all of different heights, as if a child had built it without quite grasping the concept of symmetry. A little further away was the Section House, a single storey rectangular building of dull brown stone, with a low square tower on one side. Dotted about the compound were stables and stores, a smithy and what looked like a brewing house, a row of stuffed sacks hanging, presumably for archery practice, and around the perimeter a high wall with men patrolling along the top and a flag at each corner snapping in the wind.
 
   The Warlord was accompanied by six men, with two extra pack-horses. He had commandeered a horse for Mia from Bulraney, to the Commander’s obvious but suppressed annoyance. They were all mounting up when Mia arrived, and they sat astride their horses watching her.
 
   “You can ride, I take it?” the Warlord said.
 
   “Of course,” she replied. 
 
   No one offered to help her, but she nimbly jumped up and settled herself in the saddle, although it was higher than she was used to, being a Skirmisher style. She wondered briefly where they came by such a thing, but then remembered that these people fought against men using just such saddles, and no doubt they had captured a few horses over the years. 
 
   She adjusted her cloak neatly, and sat waiting. She thought she saw approval in the eyes of one or two of the Warlord’s escort, but he himself was expressionless. With a nod to the still fuming Bulraney, he led his troop across the compound towards the far gate, and Mia tucked in at the back of the group. The gate creaked open and they passed through onto the open plain. It felt like a kind of freedom.
 
   They rode at a steady canter with the sun slowly sinking on their left. The Warlord rode in front, then two men leading the pack horses, then Mia, and the other four positioned themselves behind her, presumably to give chase if she made a bid for freedom. She was not minded to. All around her was empty wilderness, nothing but grassland, odd patches of scrubby woodland and unexpected swamps. Behind her, Bulraney’s towers slowly shrank, and a much smaller construction, like a collapsed Godstower, not far to the west of it, but no other buildings loomed on the horizon, although they were following a clear track. She was not about to set off alone with night coming on.
 
   She had never been in true wilderness before, but this, she assumed, was what the entire plains had been like at one time. There had been people here for millennia, first nomadic people following the large herds of kishorn which gathered in the autumn months, and later the Petty Kings with their violent feuds and peasants scratching a living from the poor soil. Then the Word of the Gods had arrived, and brought order and civilisation and good drainage and peaceful ploughed fields. But here on the plains there was no civilisation, only the barbarians with their scattered settlements. 
 
   It was not empty of life, though. In the distance, in almost every direction, could be seen clusters of grazing animals – kishorn, horned canasts, deer of various sizes. Large plains rodents stood on any tussock watching for predators, vanishing into their burrows or mounds as the riders approached. Raptors circled overhead, and smaller birds flew up with outraged shrieks almost from under the horses’ hooves.
 
   As dusk fell, they made camp. It was clearly a pre-arranged spot, for there was a stone-lined fire-pit, with neat heaps of dried animal droppings beside it – kishorn, she guessed, from the size. Two of the men took bows into trees not far away, and emerged later with a couple of hares and a small deer, which they neatly skinned and butchered and spitted for roasting over the fire. There was bread and some kind of dried fruit, which Mia couldn’t recognise, and a thick gruel.
 
   After the meal, she felt a pressing need and began to walk towards the woodland. Almost immediately, two men appeared in front of her, bows primed.
 
   “I need to relieve myself,” she said. “Do you want to watch?”
 
   They stood aside. As she walked on, they followed behind her, but she was amused to see that they politely turned their backs when she pulled her trousers down.
 
   When she got back to the camp, seven small shelters had been erected, no more than a few sticks covered with hide. The Warlord was waiting for her beside one of them. 
 
   “I’m afraid you have to share with me,” he said, lifting the flap and raising a sardonic eyebrow. She hesitated, and her heart thumped in sudden panic. For all her fine words in Bulraney’s tower, she was going to have to lie down with this man. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I’m not minded for any screeching tonight.”
 
   She crawled into the shelter, but then to her surprise he let go of the flap again and disappeared into the night. She found two thick mats laid out, each with a couple of blankets, and she had her cloak as well, and now she was glad she was not wearing her riding coat, which would have been far less comfortable to sleep in. 
 
   She made up a bed as best she could and lay down, listening to the strange night sounds of insects and birds, rattles and chirrups and scratchings, once or twice frogs croaking, and far off the howl of something bigger. But there were also male voices talking low around the fire, and that was strangely reassuring. Later, she half woke, realising that this man, the man who now owned her, who could treat her as his wife, was lying inches away from her, snoring softly. She didn’t even know his name.
 
   ~~~
 
   The next morning produced another substantial meal – more gruel, the remains of the deer, bread and a handful of tiny red berries, sweet and juicy. Again she was followed into the bushes when she relieved herself. They broke camp without a word being spoken. These were men who knew each other well, she realised, men who had played out the same role many times, who trusted each other and knew exactly what was expected of each of them.
 
   This time the Warlord waved her forwards to ride alongside him, although he said very little except once to point out grass of an unusually vivid green which concealed a swamp, and later to indicate the towers of the Fourth Section ahead. But they were not planning to stop there, it seemed.
 
   At noon, they took a long rest, allowing the horses to graze. Two men stood watch, while the other four lay down and promptly went to sleep. Mia was reminded of Hurst, who had told her that Skirmishers always did that – resting whenever the opportunity presented itself, but only sleeping lightly, ready to be immediately alert. It seemed that barbarians had the same practice.
 
   Mia had taken her food a little way away from the men, as much to give them the freedom from her presence as for her own need for solitude. But the Warlord came to stand beside her. For some time he simply stood, saying nothing, and she kept silence too, feeling that the onus was on him to speak first, if he wished to speak at all. She felt she had nothing to say to him.
 
   But then he crossed his legs and sat down beside her, in one fluid movement.
 
   “You like riding, I think,” he said.
 
   “I do. I like being outside after so many weeks underground.”
 
   “You were quite ill, I believe. You are completely better now?”
 
   “I am well now.” And because that sounded a little ungracious, she added, “Thank you.” She chided herself for her rudeness. Just because she was amongst barbarians didn’t mean she had to be a savage herself.
 
   He was silent then for some time, but she couldn’t tell whether it was a comfortable silence or not. She couldn’t read him at all. His face gave nothing away. But then, surprisingly, he became chatty.
 
   “You know, you shouldn’t be angry with Bulraney. He’s very bitter.”
 
   “Bitter?”
 
   “He was the only child of a wool merchant, a very good business, as he tells the tale, and he would have had it all. He had already learned his trade, started working under his father, he was building it up, doing well. Then one night he and some friends got into a fight down at the local alehouse. Well, you’ve seen him, he’s a big man, he killed two of them without even noticing, crippled a third. Wasn’t really his fault. That’s his version, of course. But the Voices came to try him, found him guilty and here he is. He’s very bitter about that. But he picked himself up, determined to do well here, became a warrior – a pretty terrifying one, actually. Well, he scares me when the mood is on him. So you can see why he got upset when you complained about being here.”
 
   “You mean – he was sent here? Because he killed someone?”
 
   “Yes. Didn’t you realise? Every last one of us is here because we did something wrong. What did you think, that we all chose to come here?”
 
   “I just assumed – that you lived here. That you’re the Vahsi. That you were born here. But that’s impossible, isn’t it?” she said in a small voice.
 
   “Yes. No babies here. And no Vahsi. We were all born in the Karningplain, we got sent here because we transgressed in some way.”
 
   “I didn’t,” she said quietly.
 
   “Well, you offended someone enough for them to want to get rid of you,” he said tartly.
 
   There was a great deal here for Mia to think about. She wondered what the Warlord had done to get himself exiled here. She realised now that his accent was different from the others, somewhat more educated, not quite so rough, although it still grated on her ears.
 
   They rode on northwards past the Fourth Section, identical to Third, where the men on the walls waved to them. Occasionally they passed groups of riders going south, sometimes only two or three, but often twenty or more, with pack-horses. There were wagons, too, laden with sacks or barrels, always heading south. They waved to the Warlord as they passed, and he acknowledged them in return, but he didn’t stop, riding onwards for hours at a time. 
 
   She was glad she was accustomed to riding; otherwise she would have been very saddle-sore. They were going to the Sixth Section, or somewhere near it, so she guessed another two days of riding. And after that? She hoped she wouldn’t be underground again, that was as much as she could aspire to. Beyond that, she chose not to think. She calmed her mind, using her meditation methods, determined to enjoy the moment and not let fear of the future mar her pleasure in the ride. What would happen would happen, there was no escaping her fate. Not yet, anyway.
 
   In the afternoon of the second day, they came to the Fifth Section and she noticed that the flag had five circles on it. A simple identification system - three circles at the Third Section, four at Fourth, and five at Fifth. Most of these men would be illiterate, since they were all criminals, presumably from the Lowers – farmers and herdsmen and rough craftsmen and wagon drivers and the like, she supposed. She tried to remember if she had seen any books or papers in Bulraney’s room; she thought not.
 
   Two men came out from the compound at Fifth Section to meet them, and the Warlord and two of his men rode off to talk to someone. The remaining four stayed mounted, quietly waiting, so Mia did the same. A man brought a flask out for them, offering it to the men first and then, nervously, eyes averted, to Mia. When she drank she discovered it was a weak sort of ale, not water. It was refreshing, and she thanked him politely. He gazed at her for a moment, then lowered his eyes again and scuttled off.
 
   The second night was much like the first, and again Mia was untouched. She wondered if he was waiting until they reached his base before taking what he undoubtedly presumed was his. Perhaps he thought a screaming woman would be embarrassing out here, where his men could hear everything. She shivered and put the thought out of her head.
 
   Late in the morning of the third day, the Warlord drew aside from the track and onto a low mound. Mia was still riding alongside him, so she went with him and when he stopped, so did she.
 
   “There,” he said, pointing west. “Can you see? It’s the wall.”
 
   She shaded her eyed and stared, and could just make out a long dark line on the horizon. A little further north it stopped, and then started again not far beyond.
 
   He had turned to watch her, and seemed to expect a reply. “There’s a gap in it,” she said, not sure what to say.
 
   “Not much of one,” he said. “They’ve nearly finished it. We harass them, of course, but it’s easy to defend now so they keep building. When it’s complete, they’ll come out and drive us back, and we’ll have to move. Then they’ll dig in a bit nearer and start building the next wall.”
 
   “The seventh,” she said.
 
   “Seventh what?”
 
   “It will be the seventh line. All down this eastern side the border is at the sixth line. In parts of the far north, it’s at the seventh already. In the west, it’s up to the ninth. They’ve been more successful there.” She looked at him slyly.
 
   It wasn’t diplomatic to remind him about that, perhaps, but it made her smile inwardly. It was Hurst’s father, Tanist, who had led the campaign to root out the barbarians on the western border a few years ago, and there had been peace since then. If only they could do that on all the borders and get rid of these people permanently, but Hurst had told her it wasn’t possible.
 
   The Warlord grunted, and there was a flicker of something across his face. “We know what happened in the west. Let’s go.” He wheeled his horse and rode down from the hillock, dust spurting up behind him. 
 
   Mia stayed a moment longer, gazing across at the distant wall. So close and yet it might as well be on the moon. Beyond it, Karning life went on as usual, untroubled by the barbarians. Just a few miles away, children were being born, growing up, becoming good Karningers in their turn. 
 
   Soon the wall would be complete, and there would be a celebration at the Ring that year. Another Karning secure! The builders would move in and drain the swamps and finish the Karninghold. Then the farmers would appear and settle on the most promising spots, roads would sweep imperiously from boundary to boundary, the sky ship way would be extended and no one would think of the barbarians at all, gradually pushed further onto the plains. 
 
   Now she was one of them, too. Just another barbarian of no account, a fly to be swatted aside.
 
   She turned and rode after the Warlord, and the two men who had waited for her turned likewise and followed.
 
   At the camp that night, they all sat round eating juicy moundrats, a kind of rodent. Everyone was silent, and she wondered whether that was a rule, no talking during meals. Well, she didn’t know the rules, she had a thousand questions and she didn’t care what he thought of her.
 
   She turned to the Warlord. “Why do you fight them?”
 
   Before he could reply, one of the men replied, “Because we hate them!” and several others laughed. 
 
   The Warlord was impassive, as always. “We fight them because we must. What else can we do?”
 
   “Make your own Karnings,” she said at once, although she was sure the question was rhetorical. “Build permanent homes, farm the land, raise pigs. Or follow the kishorn, like the Old Ones used to do. Or even go back to your homes, claim what’s yours.”
 
   The fire crackled as a log shifted. She wondered if he would be angry at her impertinence, but when he answered he was as composed as always.
 
   “Do you imagine these things have never been tried? Everyone thinks about going back, and many have done it, too. It’s not hard to find a way past the wall. But where do you go? We’re all marked, every one of us, we’re all supposed to be dead. There’s nowhere to hide there, nowhere beyond the reach of the law. There are Slaves in every village, every craft town, every Karninghold. Those who’ve gone back in return here sooner or later. One way or another.” He looked sideways at her. “Damaged, if they’re lucky. In pieces, quite often.”
 
   He tossed his chewed moundrat bones into the flames, then wrapped his arms round his knees. The firelight flickered across his face, creating grotesquely dancing patterns. He sat so still he might have been a statue.
 
   “Well, then, move out onto the plains,” she said. “There’s room for everybody.”
 
   “Out there, away from the Karningplain, there are tribes already claiming the land. They leave us alone because they prefer to keep away from the Karnings, and we’re mostly underground and out of their sight and protected by walls, but if we move into their territory it would get messy very quickly. As for settling, how is that going to work without the possibility of children? ”
 
   “But why fight? Why not simply ignore them, let them build their Karnings, live your own life?”
 
   He was silent for such a long time that Mia thought he would not answer at all. He sat, immobile, staring into the fire. But then he sighed.
 
   “When we fight them,” he said slowly, “they give us all the things we need that we can’t make for ourselves. Metal things, wood for building, and bricks and glass. Clothes, furniture, medicine. Some food, not much though. Wine, sometimes. And horses. We couldn’t survive out here without horses.”
 
   “I imagined you captured them,” she said, bewildered. “I assumed you had taken all those things by force.”
 
   “Well, some we do take during battle, it’s true, but not enough. There is nowhere we can go, Cassia, nowhere safe enough to allow us to build a life. If we stop fighting here, we’ll be overrun in weeks. If we try to go back, we die. If we move away, we have to fight the tribes instead. And what is the point in trying to carve out a life when there’s no future to it, no children?”
 
   “So they provide you with the weapons you need to fight them? They want you to fight them! Why? That’s no different from the skirmishes, it’s just a game!”
 
   “Except that the blades are sharp and we fight to the death. Yes, it’s just a game, Cassia, but it’s a game we have to play.”
 
   “Mia,” she said, having nothing else to say. “My name is Mia.”
 
   There was a glimmer in his eye, which in another man might have been amusement, but he said solemnly, “Your name is Cassia. And mine is Dethin.”
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   28: Gathering (Hurst)
 
   Hurst jogged across the grassland towards the rider. He didn’t turn to see whether the others were following him; he knew they would be. 
 
   After weeks in the steady coolness of the tunnel, the sun felt hot on his face, and there was no small pleasure in that. They were free at last! Maybe not for long, but he would take whatever was thrown at him now. Anything was better than being shut up below ground wondering how long the food would last.
 
   The rider looked slightly odd to him. At first glance, he would have said he was a Skirmisher, despite the beard, for he wore recognisable bits of Skirmisher uniform, but there were several pieces missing too, so he looked only half dressed. His helm was dangling from his saddle and although he wore a sword on his back, and perhaps knives on his belt, Hurst could see no other sign of weaponry.
 
   “Not to me, you fucking idiot! Follow them – see? Use your eyes! And get a move on.”
 
   Hurst stopped and looked around. In the direction the rider was waving, he could just see heads above the grass. He waved an acknowledgement and set off again, just as the other three came up alongside. He could hear one of them – Trimon, most likely – sighing heavily behind him.
 
   “And follow the track!” yelled the rider. “Don’t trample the grass!”
 
   Before long they caught up with a long thin trail of men walking at a slow amble through the tall grass. They were puffing and wheezing and sweating copiously, too tired even to talk, it seemed. Hurst and the others fell in at the end of the line, and slowed their pace. A few more men arrived behind them, and the rider, after circling around for a bit, came up and started urging them to a greater speed, to little effect. 
 
   Before long flags could be seen in the distance, and then a long reddish wall appeared above the waving grass stems, with many men patrolling on guard duty, and after about a mile or so a gate loomed above them. They passed through the gate into a bustling compound, a sea of men, horses, wagons, all moving purposefully here and there. The arrivals were herded straight to the foot of a large irregular tower, in through a high entrance, its wooden doors standing wide open, and down broad stone steps. They went down several levels, and then, to their astonishment, they realised they were back in the tunnel, although clearly further down it. Trimon snorted, struggling not to laugh.
 
   “So much for our cunning escape plan,” he whispered.
 
   They were shown into a small cave, similar to a camp cave in size, and then through an opening into a much bigger cavern, with rough irregular walls and roof.
 
   “The comfortable quarters are taken already, so you slow-snakes get what’s left,” called a voice. “Find a spot, lads, and settle down. Anywhere you like, but don’t spread out too much, there are plenty more to squeeze in. Food in an hour. Carsi over there. No gambling or fighting or boozing, usual stuff. And don’t wander about. You’ll get a chance to exercise tomorrow. Anyone from Eighth here, cuz your Commander’s hopping mad, you should have been here three days ago. No? All right. Have a nice day.”
 
   Hurst looked around with a practised eye. “Let’s find somewhere against that far wall,” he said.
 
   “Why over there?” Trimon asked.
 
   “Away from the entrance, away from the – what did they call it? Water rooms, I’d guess. And a wall to your back, so you can sit up comfortably.”
 
   “Carsi,” Gantor laughed. “Haven’t heard that word for a few years. Shift along, you lot,” he said sternly to a group who were already spreading cloaks on the dusty floor. “Plenty of room for us too.” They looked up at him, a fully armed warrior, both tall and broad, with years of authority in his voice, and immediately scooped up their belongings and scuttled away to the far side of the room.
 
   “Hmm,” Trimon said. “Not much bravery in evidence so far.”
 
   “Come on, Gantor scares me, too, when he gets that tone in his voice,” said Hurst. “Besides, we’ve been travelling for – what, six weeks? We must stink to the skies. Who’d want to sit next to us?” He flopped down onto the ground. “Ouch! Not the most comfortable spot ever. I miss the camp cave already.”
 
   “We’d better keep our inner gloves on,” Gantor said in a low voice. “Don’t want anyone wondering about the tattoos. And everyone keep your heads down. Don’t attract any attention.”
 
   For several hours, the cavern was home to only a few dozen men, most of them so exhausted they simply lay down to sleep. There was a hot meal at noon, a solid meaty stew with dreadful bread as hard as wood, brought through on wheeled trolleys, and in the evening some unidentifiable stringy roasted meat, more stew and bread, and nothing but water to drink. From time to time someone would come through calling out: ‘Anyone from Seventh?’ or ‘Where are the lazy sods from South East Ninth?’. A few hands would go up, there would be some light-hearted name-calling, and then they would be left alone again. 
 
   Hurst and his Companions watched it all, but talked as little as possible to anyone else. It was easy enough to be overlooked, just four more soldiers waiting to march to battle. There was nothing to do but sit and wait, and sleep if they could. This was difficult, for the torches burned day and night, and all four of them found the light disturbing. There was more disruption as the night wore on, for groups of men arrived in a steady trickle, unloading packs and weapons and lying down on the floor to sleep.
 
   “They travel at night, then,” Gantor whispered.
 
   “So it appears,” Hurst responded. “What do you make of them?”
 
   “Hard to tell until we can see them waving a sword around. But I can see why they assumed we belong here. They wear Skirmisher gear, like us. A little eccentrically, but still. They have beards, we have beards.”
 
   “They don’t look to me like fighters, though, most of them,” Hurst said. “One or two, maybe. But the accents – they sound just like Lowers. I find that odd. I mean, I knew they spoke Kashinorian, I’ve heard them in battle, but if I shut my eyes we could be in any alehouse in the Karningplain.”
 
   The next morning brought thick gruel and the inevitable bread. Then an opportunity – fifty men were allowed to go up above to exercise. Hurst and Gantor left their weapons with Walst and Trimon and trooped back up the stairs. They were shown to a section of the compound roughly fenced off by parked wagons.
 
   “Right, you can walk or run round for one hour,” they were told. “And all go the same way.”
 
   The sky was overcast, but it was still warm. Most of the men were content simply to amble along chatting to their friends. They seemed to be in quite big groups of eight to ten, and since they all kept together it was almost impossible for anyone to run. Hurst and Gantor were quite content to amble too, looking surreptitiously around them and discussing what they saw in low voices. Apart from the peculiar tower, which seemed to be composed of several towers of different heights joined together, there was a large low building, numerous workshops, stables and stores, and a number of sandy coloured tents arranged in neat rows. In other parts of the compound they could hear the sounds of swords or staves clashing.
 
   “That sounds like more fun,” Gantor murmured.
 
   Along the wall, numerous guards patrolled back and forth.
 
   “Are they there to keep us in or the enemy out?” Hurst said, amused.
 
   “That’s a hard question to answer,” Gantor said seriously. “It depends who you think is the enemy. You do realise that unless we find a way out of this fairly quickly, we’ll be going into battle against our own people?”
 
   “They’re all our own people,” Hurst said quietly. “Aren’t they?”
 
   They were left outside for more than an hour, and were only called back inside when another group came out to take their place. In the confusion as the two groups tried to pass, Hurst said, “Let’s have a look at the swordwork, shall we?”
 
   They ducked behind a wagon and followed the sounds of fighting until they came to another open area, this time defined on two sides by tents, and on one side by stacks of barrels and boxes. The fourth side of the square was the compound wall. There were several bouts underway, with a couple of harassed instructors moving from one pair to another. They hadn’t been there long when a skinny man of around thirty came and stood next to Hurst. He was unusual in lacking a beard, and he wore a broad sash from shoulder to hip which might once have been yellow.
 
   “They’re not very good, are they?” he said conversationally, waving vaguely at the nearest pair. Then he added, “They’re from South East, of course,” as if that explained it. 
 
   Hurst made some non-committal noise, although he wondered how he knew their origins, since none of the ordinary soldiers wore any identifying markers that he could see. It was true, though, they weren’t very good at all, just two young men with more enthusiasm than style.
 
   “You look as if you know how to handle a sword,” the skinny man said. “Want to show them how to do it?”
 
   “Sure,” said Hurst, ignoring Gantor’s hissed warnings.
 
   “You there,” shouted the skinny man, going across to one of the two, “hand your sword over.” The man dropped it instantly and backed away. 
 
   Hurst picked it up, felt its weight and tested the blade for sharpness. 
 
   “It’s just a training sword, it won’t do any damage,” the skinny man said, moving back to Gantor’s side.
 
   “Right, come at me then.” Hurst stood casually with the sword dangling from one hand.
 
   The remaining swordsman stared at him. “What, just attack you?”
 
   “Yes. Imagine I’m the enemy, and you want to kill me. Have a go.”
 
   For a moment the swordsman stood there, nonplussed, then all of a sudden he surged forward, sword raised high in both hands. Hurst didn’t move until he was almost on him, then calmly flicked his sword upwards, tossed his opponent’s sword into the dirt and deftly turned sideways, so that the young man crashed past him, tripped and ended up on his nose. Hurst reached a hand down, and pulled him up.
 
   “Two things,” he said. “Firstly, too obvious a move – I could see it coming from the instant the thought entered your head. Secondly, in a real battle, you’d be dead now. No one’s going to bother disarming you, they’ll just skewer you through your exposed chest. Now, let’s start with the basics – if you hold your sword like this…”
 
   He could hear Gantor’s heavy sigh even above the clash of swords all around. He didn’t care. There were men here – not much more than boys, some of them – who would die in a few days unless they picked up a few skills very quickly. He couldn’t stand by and not help out. 
 
   After a while, the skinny man called him back.
 
   “Your friend here is not very communicative,” he said, jabbing a finger in Gantor’s direction, “so I’m hoping you’ll be more forthcoming. I don’t remember you from the last battle, and I’m sure I would have done, so where have you been hiding yourselves?”
 
   “We’ve only just arrived,” Hurst said, ignoring Gantor, who was gesturing wildly at him from behind the skinny man’s back.
 
   “You’re only just out of the tunnel?” he said in astonishment.
 
   “Er – yes, that’s right.” Did everyone arrive through the tunnel, then? That was interesting.
 
   “This tunnel? What, both of you?”
 
   “Four of us. Two more down below.”
 
   “Four?” His mouth dropped open. “And all trained? Fuck me! I’m surprised Bulraney didn’t mention that.”
 
   “Well, there’s a lot going on just now, isn’t there?”
 
   “Even so… Fuck it, what did you people do that they sent four of you?”
 
   Hurst scrabbled wildly for an answer to that. “Rather not talk about it.”
 
   “Oh, of course, none of my business, didn’t mean to pry, you know. Well, belatedly – welcome to Third Section. I’m Ainsley, Second Sword Captain. Look – I’d like you in my group, but it’s awkward just now. We’ll sort something out afterwards, all right?”
 
   “Fine,” said Hurst. “No rush.”
 
   “What the fuck are you thinking?” Gantor hissed as soon as they had escaped Captain Ainsley. “You’re crazy, you know that? Is it so difficult to keep quiet and not draw any attention?”
 
   “So what are they going to do to us?” Hurst said. “Even if they find out exactly who we are, what are they going to do? And how are we going to find Mia unless we settle in and make ourselves part of all this? And it’s interesting, isn’t it? What do you suppose he meant, ‘what did you do’? You think everybody had to do something to end up here? And who do you think Bulraney is?”
 
   But Gantor was too cross with him to answer.
 
   ~~~
 
   For several days the others forced Hurst to stay in the cavern out of sight. They took it in turns to go aloft in pairs, mingling with others, staying unobtrusive. Each night more men poured in and the cavern filled to capacity, the carsi overflowed and the smell of hundreds of unwashed men confined in a small area was only partially alleviated by the vast clouds of smoke pouring down the tunnels from the kitchens.
 
   But then Ainsley found them. He and two other men were seen walking slowly through the cavern, stepping over legs and swords, squeezing round groups playing toss-stones in intense huddles, and carefully examining every man there. Gantor saw them coming and the four quickly curled up in their cloaks pretending to sleep, but Ainsley spotted them anyway.
 
   “Here you are!” he said cheerfully, kicking Hurst’s exposed leg. “Been looking all over for you lot, and here you are sleeping in the middle of the afternoon!”
 
   “Lucky you recognised us then,” Hurst said, grinning.
 
   “Well, you’re the only people here with decent boots. Come on, bring your gear, let’s get you out of this cesspit. Oh, and Bulraney wants to see you.”
 
   “Who is Bulraney, exactly?” Hurst said innocently, strapping his sword on his back.
 
   “You really haven’t been processed properly, have you? He’s the Commander here.”
 
   Ainsley led them up stairs, along corridors and then up many more stairs, up and up, until eventually they came out in the highest room in the highest tower.
 
   “I found them, Commander! Here they are!”
 
   Bulraney was a big, ugly brute, Hurst thought, and not a man of reason or common sense, that much was obvious. Hurst knew instinctively that he had to be careful with this one.
 
   “What happened to your guide?” were his first words.
 
   “I couldn’t say,” Hurst said noncommittally. 
 
   “Usually they ring the bell.”
 
   “Well, I don’t know about that. We’ve not done this before, we don’t know what the usual procedure is. We just got swept up in the crowds.” And that part was true enough, he thought.
 
   “Ainsley says you’re proper Skirmishers. That true?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “They let you keep all your gear? Never seen that before. What’s so special about you, then?”
 
   Hurst just shrugged.
 
   “Let’s have a look, then.” 
 
   Hurst hesitated, seeing for the first time where this was going. He felt, rather than saw, Gantor inch his hand fractionally nearer the largest knife in his belt. There were three other men in the room alongside Bulraney, and behind him were Ainsley and his two men. That was seven against the four of them, which was just about feasible, but it would be messy and the room was cluttered with chairs, a couple of tables and some cupboards. No room to swing a sword or prime a bow.
 
   “Your sword, Skirmisher,” Bulraney said, more sharply.
 
   Hurst drew the sword from the scabbard on his back and offered the hilt to Bulraney. It looked just like a regular Skirmisher sword, the only distinction being the three jewels on the hilt to symbolise his Karning. He hoped Bulraney wouldn’t appreciate the significance of that. Gantor rested his hand on his knife.
 
   “Well, this is very nice,” Bulraney said. “Very good condition. Nice leather grip here. Better than the worn old rubbish we usually get. And it’s pretty. I’ll have this.”
 
   “As you wish,” Hurst said easily. “I suppose I’ll be able to get another one somewhere? Wouldn’t want to go into battle unarmed.”
 
   Bulraney laughed. “Stores might have one or two left. What about the rest?”
 
   Hurst laid out all his knives and a couple of small axes, but they were standard issue, and Bulraney quickly lost interest in them. It was lucky he was too big to wear any of their clothing. 
 
   “Well, Skirmisher,” he said, eyeing Hurst up and down speculatively, “you’ll be handy to have on our side in battle, I daresay. Ainsley says he wants you, all four of you, but he’s got no room for you just now. Daresay there’ll be a few vacancies afterwards. So you’ll go in his reserve just now, and we’ll arrange something more permanent for you when you come back. If you come back. Take them away, Ainsley.”
 
   Ainsley took them back downstairs, outside again and across the compound to the low building.
 
   “This is the Section House,” he said. “Food through there – you’ll hear the gong. If you’re late, you’ll miss it. Women up those stairs, evenings only, except after battle, you just queue for your turn. Oh, and don’t do anything they object to, Warlord’s real tough on that. Flogging for a first complaint, castration for the second. They’re not there at the moment, though – shut away till afterwards. Got to motivate the men a bit. Carsi’s down that way. Right, my lot are in these four rooms here. You’ll be in this one.”
 
   He opened the furthest door, to reveal a large dusty room cluttered with discarded clothing, bits of armour, mail and weapons. There were six thin mattresses against the walls. Two men, half dressed, lay on two of them. 
 
   “You two, get all this stuff out of here, find somewhere else to sleep. Kelliman, Tronnet, move your gear in here. You can look after our new arrivals. I’m afraid there’s no spare blankets at the moment.”
 
   Hurst looked around at the mattresses, the open windows allowing in a slight breeze and the smell-free space. “Oh, I think we’ll manage just fine.” 
 
   They waited in silence until all the comings and goings had subsided, then Ainsley shut the door.
 
   “Right. Some things you should be aware of. Bulraney may look like an ox, but he’s not stupid, and neither am I. Nobody – nobody – comes through the tunnel with their own gear. Just doesn’t happen. So you got here some other way. My guess is you’re a spy, sent by them to find out our strengths and weaknesses, so your plan is to have a good look round and then vanish again. I can’t stop you looking round, but Kelliman and Tronnet here are going to stay with you to make sure there’s no vanishing. Understand? And when we go into battle, you’ll go with us. Any sign of vanishing, any question about whose side you’re on, you’ll be dead meat. Is this clear?”
 
   “Perfectly,” Hurst said.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   29: Submission (Mia)
 
   On the third night on the plains, they camped within sight of the Sixth Section, and they came to the eastern gate by mid-morning. Again people came out to meet the Warlord, and this time it was more than a routine matter. Mia could see their agitation, and having seen how stoical these men typically were, she guessed it was a serious matter.
 
   The Warlord rode back from the gate to where Mia waited. 
 
   “There is some business I must deal with, and it could take a while, so we will stop here for now. Dennistor, Jandron, take care of Cassia. Find her a private room in the guardhouse here, somewhere she can rest. Make sure she has food. And a carsi. I hope to be finished by mid-afternoon, but I’ll send word if I’m delayed any longer.”
 
   In the end, it was no more than a couple of hours before the Warlord returned, and their party reformed and rode out through the gates. Instead of turning north again, however, they rode straight on with the sinking sun at their backs. This time, the pace was faster and Mia had trouble keeping up. Twice they had to stop for her to catch up. The Warlord’s face was a mask, but she imagined he was displeased. After that she urged her horse to a little more speed, although it made her nervous to go so fast.
 
   It was almost dark when they arrived at the Warlord’s quarters. Mia was rather disappointed by it. The style was the same as the other barbarian settlements, with a walled compound, outbuildings and a tower, but it was much smaller and not nearly imposing enough, she thought, for the overall leader of so many men. The main building was composed of only three small towers, the tallest about half as high as Bulraney’s. 
 
   She was pleased to find that her new home was to be the topmost floor. Unlike Bulraney’s, it was divided into two rooms, a larger one with a big table and many chairs, and a smaller one, with a low bed, a couple of chests and what looked like a writing desk with the lid closed. There was a small water room as well.
 
   “This is my room, where you’ll sleep,” the Warlord said. “There’s only the one bed, so it’s that or the floor. You’ll find gowns in that box over there. You’ll need to take them in a bit, I expect. You’ll get sewing things from the old woman in the basement. You’re to keep this room and next door and the carsi clean and tidy, wash my clothes and your own, fetch food or drink if you’re asked to. You understand? And – the rest of it.” He gestured towards the bed. “But you know about that part.”
 
   Mia moved to the window, but there was little to see in the dusk. Her eye was caught by something, and she was amazed to see her own reflection. A mirror! Even in the poor light, she could see how gaunt she had become, with shadows below deep-set eyes. Then she saw something else, the dark stain on her neck. The mark of the Gods. She turned a little to see it better, gently touched it.
 
   “It will fade in time,” he said, “but it will never go altogether. We all have one. It marks us as criminals.”
 
   “I’m not a criminal,” she said, turning to him with sudden passion. “I’ve never done anything wrong, never broken the rules. I’ve always done what I was supposed to, always! It’s not fair!”
 
   “No,” he said seriously. “I don’t suppose it is.”
 
   It was late, so food was brought up for her from the kitchens far beneath. The Warlord disappeared, leaving her alone. She sat at the big table and ate a little, but it was a heavy stew and sat uncomfortably in her belly tonight. 
 
   She went back into the bedroom and looked at the bed. It was large, and soft too, as she discovered when she tentatively tried it out. Yet it was a bigger step than she felt ready for. She supposed it would have to happen eventually, she could see no way out of it, but simply getting into his bed seemed like total surrender, even if she screamed. And she wasn’t sure she would be able to scream, for all her bravado in front of Bulraney and his men.
 
   So in the end, she took a rug and a couple of spare blankets and her cloak, and made a bed on the floor between the two boxes. There she curled up and tried to sleep. For hours she lay, terrified to move, in the darkness. When eventually she heard his tread outside and then the door opening, she shut her eyes and pretended to sleep. She heard him moving around the room, gradually shedding garments, then the creak of the bed and not long afterwards, gentle snoring noises. And sometime close to dawn, exhausted, she fell asleep.
 
   ~~~
 
   She was woken by the sun shining straight into her eyes. She had slept late, for it was clearly mid-morning. She jumped up and then winced, for she was stiff and sore from sleeping on the floor. 
 
   Looking out of the window, the whole plain to the east was spread out before her. To the north were thundery clouds, but here the sun still shone. She could see the dark shapes of kishorn moving placidly to the south, and a couple of hares were lolloping across the compound. After her confinement underground, it was pure pleasure to have such a view. She was still a prisoner, but she supposed there would always be moments like this, when there was some small reward for being alive.
 
   She heard voices next door. The Warlord and his men discussing – well, whatever they had to discuss. The water room was across a small corridor from the bedroom, where she washed as best she could and wished, not for the first time, for the easy availability of hot water. She rummaged through the box for clean trousers, but there were only gowns in it, so she put on clean underthings and then put her grubby riding clothes back on, and a scarf to cover her hair.
 
   When she opened the door to the next room, the men instantly fell silent. The Warlord was there, of course, and several others. 
 
   “Did you sleep well?” he asked politely, with no hint of deeper meaning. His face gave nothing away.
 
   “Thank you, yes,” she replied. “Longer than I should have done, I’m afraid.”
 
   “You’ve worn her out already, Dethin,” someone said, but he quelled the speaker with a look. Even they were afraid of him, she realised.
 
   “Jandrion, take Cassia downstairs and show her where she can get some food. She might like to meet the other women, too. They can show her around. And Cassia – sort yourself out a gown. It’s better for the women to wear gowns.”
 
   Mia soon discovered she had the run of the whole compound. Unlike Third Section, most of it was above ground, and only the old woman’s domain, some storage rooms and the water tubs were in the basement, either side of the tunnel which ran here. 
 
   The water tubs were a great discovery. At Third Section, there was only a single vat of water which could be heated, and then dispensed into large sinks for the washing of clothes. People, it seemed, had no need for large scale washing, and were allowed only ewers of hot water. But the Warlord had a better system. There were two vats, heated from the same fire, which produced enough hot water for laundry sinks and a couple of dented metal bathing tubs, and every afternoon the women of the house went down there and took turns to bathe. It seemed to Mia now like unimaginable luxury.
 
   The women were another small pleasure in her strange new life. There were three of them, whose job was to service all the men of the compound other than the Warlord. There were thirty-one men altogether, nineteen Captains and twelve others who tended the horses, kept the stores or worked in the kitchens, but four of them preferred men, and most of the others chose to ride to the Sixth Section for their relaxation, where the ale flowed more freely. Even so, the women spent few nights alone in their own beds, and even grumbled occasionally that they would be better off in one of the Section Houses. There were more men to see to, but all such activities took place in rooms set aside for the purpose, after which they could retreat to the privacy of their own room. They didn’t envy Mia her position as the Warlord’s woman – “You never get away from them, when it’s exclusive like that,” they said. “They own you, body and soul.”
 
   The Warlord didn’t yet own Mia’s body, and she began to wonder whether he ever would. He had made no comment about her sleeping arrangements, and on the one occasion when they happened to go to bed at the same time, he’d said mildly, “The bed is more comfortable, you know.” But she gave no response, and he had made no protest.
 
   Usually he came to bed after her and rose before her, moving in silence around the room as he dressed. She was usually awake anyway, but she treasured those extra moments alone with her own thoughts. Sometimes when he was turned away from her she watched him covertly, closing her eyes quickly if he turned back towards her. 
 
   She supposed he was handsome, although in a dark, brooding way. He was taller and more muscular than Jonnor, and better proportioned than Hurst, but sometimes when he looked at her there was a coldness in his eyes that scared her. His back was criss-crossed with scars, from a bad flogging, she supposed, or maybe more than one. Perhaps that coldness was just his way of dealing with a difficult life.
 
   Most mornings he trained with his men, but then he bathed and changed, and after the noon meal usually retired to the bedroom for the stillness. He didn’t sleep, but lay stretched out on the bed, eyes closed, hands behind his head. The first time Mia found him there, she assumed he was asleep and went to curl up on her own little bed.
 
   After a moment, he said, “You don’t have to pretend to be asleep. I’m not going to rape you in the middle of the afternoon.”
 
   She uncurled, and sat up, arranging a blanket behind her head on the wall. “When are you going to rape me, then?” Almost immediately, she regretted it, and for the first time she detected real anger in his voice as he replied.
 
   “I will never rape you, Cassia. But someone will, unless you quickly come to terms with the way things work here.”
 
   And as she often did when she had no other answer, she said quietly, “My name is Mia.”
 
   The stillness soon became her favourite time of day. He didn’t mind her talking to him, she discovered, so she asked him all the questions burning in her mind. Mostly he gave her no answers, and he absolutely refused to talk about his own past or what crimes had brought him there, but some things he seemed happy to tell her – of the nine Sections under his command, the exploits of his men, the battles they had fought for him, their skills with bow and blade and axe. But he rarely talked about himself.
 
   One day she asked him how the women came to be assigned. “Is it Bulraney who gets the final say, or is it you?”
 
   “Oh, in Third Section it’s Bulraney, certainly,” he answered. “He has the tunnel there, so he gets whatever comes through it, men and women.”
 
   “So there isn’t a tunnel at every Section, then?”
 
   “No, but there are quite a few of them. In my Sections, Third, Sixth and Ninth have them, and there are others elsewhere. Sixth is the best one, because it has the resupply. More men come through the tunnel to Sixth than any of the others, for some reason, so it’s the prestige one to have. Third has had a good run lately, but usually Sixth is better, which is why the Commander of Sixth is always next in line to be Warlord.”
 
   “So that’s how you came to be Warlord? You were Commander of Sixth?” He didn’t answer. “So how do you get to be a Commander?” Again he didn’t answer, so she tried a different approach. “How did Bulraney get to be Commander of Third?”
 
   “Fought for it. Fought the previous Commander. Single combat.”
 
   “To the death?” she asked, remembering some of the stories she’d read about the Petty Kingdoms.
 
   “We’re not savages, you know. Can’t afford to kill our own. Single combat with swords to the point of submission. We have to have leaders who can fight, someone the men respect. The Captains do it too, for ranking. Then the First Captain takes over from the Commander when he’s killed or maimed.”
 
   He spoke without any emotion at all, and she wondered how often such things happened, and what the expected lifespan of a Commander was. Or a Warlord.
 
   “So if Bulraney assigns the women who come through his tunnel, how was it that you got to take me?”
 
   “Bulraney sent word to me, thought I might be interested, since you’re a Higher. It was a courtesy, he didn’t have to.”
 
   She was puzzled. “So you have a taste for high ranking women, is that it?”
 
   He sat up suddenly, and moved back to sit against the wall, and for a moment she thought she’d made him angry again. But there was that glimmer in his eyes again, a twinkle that might have been amusement.
 
   “Bulraney thought I might get along better with you than he would.” 
 
   She said nothing, frowning, trying to work out what her rank had to do with anything. But his next words astonished her.
 
   “I was a Higher too, Mia. Once, a lifetime ago.” 
 
   But he would say nothing more about it. She didn’t care, she was exultant. He had used her real name! After that, he often did, but only when they were alone. It felt like progress. It almost felt as if he were a friend.
 
   ~~~
 
   But not long afterwards she realised that it was all an illusion. She had been at the Warlord’s House for a little over two weeks and in all that time he had not pressured her to sleep with him. She knew it would have to happen eventually, but part of her actually wanted him to force her, so that she didn’t have to make the choice herself. 
 
   Each day she would think to herself – perhaps tonight – and each evening she crept into her corner between the two boxes, quite unable to offer herself freely to a man who was not her husband, who didn’t even pretend to have any feelings for her. She told herself a thousand times that he was just like a husband, it was how things worked among these people, that she had to get used to their ways, that anything was better than Bulraney and his lewd Captains, but still she couldn’t do it. And a little corner of her mind told her that each day she refused him was another day she was safe, another day when she was something better than a whore, another day of hope that eventually he would learn to respect her wishes.
 
   But it ate away inside her, and in the end it was almost a relief when he brought things to a head himself. They had been chatting during the stillness about quite an innocuous matter – the bread, she thought it was – when he got up and picked up his coat, preparing to leave. He stopped and turned to her, and she was aware of something in his face that froze her heart. She was still sitting in her little bed, so he towered over her.
 
   “Mia,” he said, “things can’t go on like this. You have to decide what you want.”
 
   “You know what I want,” she whispered. “I want to be free.”
 
   “Not possible,” he said tersely. “We are none of us free.”
 
   Then he tossed his coat back onto the bed, and sat down himself, so that he was almost at her level.
 
   “Do you have any special aversion to me personally?” he said. “Perhaps you would prefer to belong to someone else?”
 
   “I would prefer to belong to my husband, or to no man,” Mia replied.
 
   He eyed her for a moment, his face expressionless.
 
   “Mia, do you have any idea how many men I have here in my Sections?”
 
   “No, how could I?”
 
   “Close to a thousand men under my command – archers, spearmen, swordsmen and the like, and those who support them – maintain the weaponry and gear, tend the horses, train the warriors, find food and prepare it. It’s a lot of work to keep an army fed and ready for battle. And can you guess how many women there are?”
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “A hundred. Maybe a hundred and twenty, I’m not sure. But you can see the problem. And my men are not respectable farmers or scholars, not the sort to woo a woman gently and wait for her to be ready. They’re thieves and rapists and murderers, many of them. Transgressors and rule breakers. Every day they may be called upon to fight to the death. They’ve seen friends killed and maimed, and they know they could be next. When they come back from battle, they don’t want to sit quietly with embroidery, they want to celebrate life while they still have it. They want to feast, to drink, to fuck. They want women, they’ll riot if they don’t get them, and I need to make sure they have them.”
 
   “You don’t need to force them against their will.”
 
   “And where am I to find willing women? None of us choose to be here, and I can’t choose who I get. I can’t go recruiting. Whoever arrives in my territory, that’s who I get and everyone has to do their share, according to their abilities. If a man can hold a sword or bend a bow, he fights. If he can’t, he does some other work. But a woman – a woman’s greatest asset is between her legs. She’s too valuable a resource to keep in the kitchens or to send into battle, even if she’s the world’s most skilled archer.”
 
   “Shouldn’t she have the choice?” Mia said.
 
   “And how long do you think any woman would last before some man can’t keep his hands off her? A few days, maybe? In Supplies, a matter of hours, if she were lucky.”
 
   “I worked in the Third Section kitchens for three weeks. No one touched me.”
 
   “Because you belonged to Bulraney and everyone knew he would castrate any man who laid a finger on you. Even so, I imagine it was an uncomfortable experience.”
 
   She was silent, unable to deny it.
 
   “Mia, this may not be easy for you to understand, but this is the best way. Fighting men will fight, after all, and if women aren’t freely available, they’ll fight over what there are. I can’t afford that kind of distraction. This is an arrangement that works for the benefit of everyone. The few women we have are shared out amongst the men so that they all have access. The women don’t have any heavy work to do, and any man who mistreats or abuses them in any way is punished. They’re fed and clothed and protected, all they have to do in return is lie on their backs and spread their legs and keep the men happy.”
 
   “A lot of men,” Mia said quietly.
 
   “In some cases, yes. At Supplies and at the Section Houses, there are a lot of men to be serviced, it’s true. But that doesn’t have to be your fate, Mia. You can choose to stay here, and you will only have one man to tend. But I’m not going to force you. I’ve never taken an unwilling woman in my life, and I’ll not start now. I don’t expect you to pretend to enjoy it, or to do anything out of the ordinary, but I won’t tolerate any resistance and I’m not waiting indefinitely. You’ve had long enough to get used to the idea. So I expect you in my bed tonight, and no screaming, or tomorrow I send you back to Bulraney and he can do as he likes with you.”
 
   Then he left.
 
   She cried a little and paced about the room, but she knew there was no longer any way of avoiding it. So she tidied away her little nest between the boxes, and that night she got into the bed and waited for him. She left off the undergown altogether, in case it got in the way and was awkward to remove later. Then she lay flat on her back and waited to become a whore.
 
   When he arrived, he said nothing, as usual, undressing without haste and then lying down beside her. She didn’t turn to look at him, didn’t move, didn’t open her eyes. She wasn’t going to help him. For what seemed an age he did nothing. Then his hand reached out for her, touching her stomach first. A moment’s hesitation, as if he was surprised to find her naked. 
 
   Then the fingers slid upwards to find her breast. His hand was warm, and he was not at all rough, just exploratory. He spent quite some time on her breasts, then he went downwards – her stomach, her thighs, between them. He put a finger inside her, and made a little sighing noise. He moved closer to her then, and she could feel him hard against her hip. His hands gently pushed her legs apart before he rolled on top of her. Then he was inside her. Another sighing noise, then some grunts, although he wasn’t noisy. And surprisingly soon it was over. He moved off her, turned his back and almost immediately went to sleep. He hadn’t kissed her, hadn’t said a single word.
 
   Mia lay unmoving for an age while he slept, too numb to cry. Now there had been three men in her life. She’d had no choice, but still it felt like a betrayal.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   30: Battle (Hurst)
 
   “Looks like we’re going to have to fight, then,” Walst said, as they sat in their new quarters. Kelliman and Tronnet were outside the door, holding a whispered conversation.
 
   “It was always a possibility,” Hurst said calmly.
 
   “Good,” said Walst. “I’m sick of skulking around. I want to kill someone.”
 
   “And who are you going to kill?” Gantor asked conversationally. “Our own people?”
 
   “These are our people now,” Hurst said. “If we fight, we have to do it properly. Holding back is a good way to get ourselves killed.”
 
   “And if the Karningers don’t kill us, our new friends will,” Trimon said. “This is going to be fun.”
 
   “Bear in mind,” Hurst said, “that our new friends, as you call them, are the only people who know what happened to Mia and the others. For now, they have our absolute loyalty. After this battle – well, we’ll see.”
 
   They discovered that their new status gave them few privileges. Sleeping was more comfortable, but the food was identical, although now they sat around a table. They ate with Ainsley and his men – he had twenty altogether, and Bulraney was in charge of five such groups, or a hundred men. There were few horses, they learned, only fifteen for the whole of Third Section, and they were needed to carry gear. 
 
   They asked few questions, though, just watching and listening, and saying as little as possible. Kelliman and Tronnet watched them constantly, and they were only left to themselves in their sleeping quarters, when they knew one or other of them was stationed outside the door.
 
   “These women they have…” Trimon said when they were alone. “Do you have to leave them some money – you know, like the guards’ nightwomen?”
 
   “I’ve never seen any money here,” Gantor said dubiously.
 
   “There was some serious gambling going on down below, when we were there.”
 
   “They were doing it for bones, though, or gear,” Walst said.
 
   Hurst said nothing. The women were of no interest to him, for he had his own woman to find. Wherever Mia was, she was not amongst the whores. Even barbarians, he was sure, would respect a pregnant woman. She would be safe with the rest of the women, those with children to raise. All he had to do was to find out where that was.
 
   One day Ainsley called them into the Section House canteen.
 
   “Tomorrow’s the day,” he said grimly. “We’re to be ready an hour before dawn, fully kitted for battle. You’ll need a cloak, whatever food you can scrounge, full flask of water, nothing else. The day after, we fight.”
 
   A great cheer went up. Well, they were enthusiastic, Hurst thought, surprised. But then conditions were pretty miserable, even for those in the Section House, and considerably worse for those underground, and the sitting around waiting shredded the nerves. Everyone would be glad to get out and go somewhere, even if there was a possibility that some of them wouldn’t come back.
 
   “So – who are we fighting?” he said cheerfully.
 
   Several people groaned, or laughed at him. “Them, of course!”
 
   “Yes, but which them in particular?”
 
   He reached down to pull something out of his belt, and it was a sign of the tension prevailing that several men drew daggers.
 
   “No, no!” he said, holding one hand up in appeasement, and slowly pulling out a long thin metal tube.
 
   “Oh, a map!” Ainsley said, his face lighting up. “Gods, haven’t seen one of those in years.”
 
   Hurst unscrewed the top of the tube and carefully drew out a rolled up piece of cloth, spreading it out on the table. Then, examining it quickly, he turned it so that it was the right way round for Ainsley.
 
   “This is pretty well up to date, as of last year. Right, now as best we can tell, we ended up somewhere around here or here or maybe here – “ and he pointed at several Karnings, “but you would know best.”
 
   “How come you don’t know where you are?” Ainsley said suspiciously.
 
   “It’s hard to tell exactly which direction you’re going when you’re underground,” Hurst said, with a mischievous grin, knowing that Ainsley disbelieved their tale. “Now, if we’re going into battle here, then the wall will be all the way out on the north side, in fact they just turned the corner last year, but this one here, see, is only half way, and this one too.”
 
   He looked expectantly at Ainsley, who stared back at him mulishly.
 
   “Why d’you want to know?”
 
   “Because it’s better to know who we’re dealing with,” he said patiently. “If we’re here, and we’re going due west for the battle, then that’s this one, right?”
 
   “Isn’t that Trinadal Afforneesh?” Gantor said.
 
   “Gods, no! He’s way up here – let’s have a look, there, see? No, that would be bad news.”
 
   “Suppose we’re going there, that one,” Ainsley said, pointing. “Just supposing. If we were going there.”
 
   “Right, if we were going there, that would be Cassinor Annamost. That’s not too bad, actually. He’s old – really old now, and I think the second husband died last year, but he still keeps tight control. He won’t come up with anything new. One of the younger ones is quite promising, but Cassinor won’t give him his head. Mind you, his archers are always good, and they favour fire.”
 
   “Fire’s only a big problem if they come here,” Ainsley said. “How d’you know all this?”
 
   “Obsessive devotion to battle reports,” said Gantor at once. “Very tedious he is with it, most of the time. Never thought it would come in handy. But isn’t Draylinor Annamost in that Karning now? He’s very good, isn’t he?”
 
   “Good swordsman, good in the tournaments,” Hurst said. “Best swordsman on horseback I’ve ever seen, actually. That’s not the same as being a good battle Commander. But if you see him with a sword in his hand, keep out of his way. So. Is there a battle plan?”
 
   “Battle plan?” Ainsley said.
 
   “Yes. A strategy. What everyone aims to do before everything turns to the Great Chaos of the Ninth Vortex and we all fall into a swamp.”
 
   Ainsley shrugged. “We line up, they line up, we beat each other to pulp until one side runs away.”
 
   “Very traditional,” Hurst said. “But effective, as a rule. Gods, I’m looking forward to this!”
 
   They set off when the sun was no more than an orange sliver behind them, lines of men snaking out of the compound gates in an endless stream. The Sections stayed roughly together, following their Commander, but once outside the walls groups spilled across the plain in a random fashion. There was no organisation and no regard for stealth. There were drums and pipers and men’s voices raised in song, clashing spear to shield as they walked. Hurst had found it frightening to hear when safely walled up in his father’s defensive fort, but out here in the wilderness with the noise all around him it was terrifying.
 
   Yet there was something wonderful and mesmerising about being a part of such an enterprise, this large group of men all journeying together to face their foe. It didn’t matter that the enemy now consisted of people Hurst had met at the Ring, had competed against in tournaments, had perhaps played with as a boy and learned beside under the scholars. They were trying to kill him and that was enough reason for Hurst to draw his own sword. 
 
   Well, not exactly his own, since Bulraney wore that in the scabbard on his hip. Ainsley had found him a beaten up and notched affair, which Hurst had spent hours honing to something resembling a usable weapon. But then Trimon had given him his own sword.
 
   “I don’t need a decent blade, I’m better with bow and knife, so you have mine and I’ll have the bad one. With any luck, I won’t even have to draw it.”
 
   Hurst said little as they marched. After weeks of confinement in the tunnels and perhaps another week in the compound, although he had lost track rather, it was glorious to be out on the open plain. Summer was tipping over into autumn now, and where the grass was untrampled by men or horses it waved brown plumes at head height. Here and there were stands of bushes or spindly trees, dense with overgrown weeds and tangled vines, and above was the clear arch of the sky, mostly grey but streaked with patches of pale blue.
 
   The pace was slow but steady. Every two or three hours they stopped to rest, simply sitting on the ground in a loose circle while the Captains and Commander Bulraney conferred together. 
 
   Everyone from the Eastern Sections wore a yellow tabard, pale with age and often streaked with dried blood and mud. There were circles painted on them to mark each Section, but they were too faded to read. The Captains wore a single yellow sash, the Commander two sashes. 
 
   But Hurst saw another man, accompanied by four Captains, who wore a yellow waistband and helmet plume as well. That, he discovered, was the Eastern Warlord. He was stern-faced and unsmiling, but he rode his horse well, in the Skirmisher style, and Hurst thought him more interesting and perhaps less dangerous than Bulraney.
 
   Late in the afternoon, they drew near to the Karning fort and began to arrange themselves into some sort of order. The three South Eastern Sections, with their green tabards, would hold the left of the line, and then the Eastern Sections in order, from one through to nine. None of the North Eastern Sections had come. Each Section camped together, building a massive fire and roasting whole kishorn and whatever else recent hunting had produced. The firewood and meat was brought out on pack horses, who would later be used to return injured men and the dead.
 
   While they waited for the meat to be cooked, Hurst, Gantor, Walst and Trimon walked to the edge of the camp to look at the fort, not two miles away, with its solid stone walls. Today its towers were filled with flags, and multitudes of heads were visible on the walls.
 
   “What are they doing up there?” Trimon said.
 
   “Watching us,” said Hurst.
 
   “Will they come out and fight? They don’t have to, do they?”
 
   “No, but most of the interior is wooden, all it would take is a few burning arrows. No, they have to defend it. Once the stonework is all in place and the final wall is going up, they will become more aggressive, moving the barbarians – us further and further back, bringing the fires to – us.”
 
   “What would happen if the interior caught fire?” Trimon said thoughtfully. “Just supposing, you know.”
 
   “Well, just supposing,” Hurst said with a grin, “I just suppose that a lot of people would fry.”
 
   “Actually, they’d get out through the tunnels,” Gantor said.
 
   “There are tunnels? Of course there are tunnels! It’s our tunnel, isn’t it? We’ve come due west, so the tunnel runs right underneath it.”
 
   “Or somewhere very close,” Gantor said. “Does Tanist have access to a tunnel?”
 
   “If he does, I never heard it mentioned. That’s interesting. But Trimon, don’t get any ideas about burning arrows. Our objective here is to survive, we’re not aiming for wholesale slaughter.”
 
   “Don’t worry, all I have is regular arrows. Fiery ones take a bit of preparation.”
 
   “What are you four plotting?” Ainsley said, coming up behind them.
 
   “We were wondering if you needed any volunteers for the overnight watch,” Hurst said quickly.
 
   “Not you lot, that’s for sure. Get some rest. Tomorrow will be quite busy.”
 
   Nevertheless, they took it in turns to keep their own watch, an hour or so at a time, just in case the Karningers decided to move early. But dawn revealed the same empty plain between their camps and the fort walls, and the gates remained closed. The sun was well up before trumpets sounded and the gates opened. 
 
   “They’re late,” Gantor murmured, as Bulraney shouted his instructions and they formed into their battle groups. “Disorganised, maybe?”
 
   “Or over confident,” Hurst said, watching the army streaming out into the morning sunlight. 
 
   It was disheartening to see so many horses, so much gleaming armour, so many men marching in disciplined formation, so many banners and painted shields and decorated tabards. They glittered and shone and dazzled, while all around Hurst were men in ancient battered gear with limited training and few skills.
 
   “That’s Mannigor facing us,” Hurst said, reading the banners as the enemy began to form its line. “One of the sons. Young, a bit impetuous. Draylinor to his right. Up that way…” He stopped, mesmerised. There were several signal flags going up in various places. “Do you read that?” he said to Gantor, then strode forward towards Ainsley. “Captain! They’re signalling that there’s swamp between the lines – about where the Sixth is, I’d say. They’re going to hang back there, try to lure our men in, and come round on the flank. Also, they’re going to try to push hard between us and the South East, split the line.”
 
   “You can read the signals? Fuck it, if this is a trick…” But without another word he rode off in haste towards the Warlord.
 
   “If they didn’t guess you were a Karningholder before,” Gantor muttered, “you’ve given it away now. Reading the signals… Gods, Hurst! Keep your mouth shut, will you?”
 
   It seemed an eternity waiting in the sun, while more and more men and horses poured out of the fort. Were there more of them? It was hard to tell. The Karninger line was a little shorter, but had greater depth and straggled less.
 
   “What’s the signal?” Trimon asked, and then, “Oh – looks like we’re going already. Catch them unprepared, eh?”
 
   “They’re prepared,” said Gantor, lowering his visor. 
 
   To their right, a group had already begun to move forward, slowly at first, then gathering speed. Up and down the line voices were raised in the time-honoured battle-cries. More groups began to move forward. A few arrows flew.
 
   “Too short,” Trimon said disapprovingly.
 
   “At a walk!” Ainsley shouted, signalling with his sword. Further along, the other Captains were leading their men forward. As they moved off, Hurst saw Bulraney striding in front, an imposing figure with Hurst’s sword raised before him, shouting, red-faced, urging everyone on. As they drew nearer to the enemy, he caught another glimpse of him at the rear. Leading from behind, was his last thought before turning to face the enemy. All around was the clash of sword against shield, the shouts of warriors, the screams of horses and somewhere in the distance the curling notes of a piper. Then there was nothing in his head but the struggle for survival.
 
   Hurst soon realised that the fiercest fighting was to left and right of them. Ahead, it seemed that Mannigor was reluctant to engage them, and after a brief flurry had drawn back to regroup. He noticed Kelliman and Tronnet close behind.
 
   “You following us? We’re still here, you see,” he grinned at them. “Haven’t vanished yet.”
 
   “We were told to stay close to you,” Tronnet said, “and as it happens, that seems to be the safest place to be. He’s good,” he added, nodding at Trimon. “Hasn’t missed yet.”
 
   “Missed one,” Trimon said, his hands full of retrieved arrows. “Bugger moved. They’re coming back, everyone.”
 
   This time Mannigor had obviously decided to show his men how it should be done, for he was urging his horse to a gallop, leaving the rest behind. He was heading straight for Hurst’s group, sword raised.
 
   “Mine!” Hurst shouted, and as the others scuttled aside he stood calmly, sword down, waiting. 
 
   Mannigor swung his sword, but Hurst ducked under it at the last moment, then stood again and, turning, clouted the horse’s rear with the spikes on his mailed glove. The horse reared and came crashing down. 
 
   Mannigor, to his credit, rolled away and came up swinging. There was a brief clash of swords, before Hurst nicked his opponent’s shoulder on his swordarm. With a cry, Mannigor dropped his sword and fell to his knees, and Hurst had a sword at his throat.
 
   It would have been the work of an instant to do it – a single thrust and it would have been over. How many times had he done it before? How many barbarians had he killed without a second thought, and celebrated their deaths later with wine, congratulating himself on his skill? But he looked into Mannigor’s terrified eyes and saw himself as he once was. How old was the boy – sixteen, seventeen, perhaps? Not much more than a child. Rash, unthinking, foolish, perhaps, but did he deserve to die for that?
 
   Hurst bent down to him, and flicked open the boy’s visor.
 
   “Go home,” he said, “and tell them Hurst Arrakas let you live.”
 
   The boy’s eyes widened. Hurst backed away as three of Mannigor’s fellows reached him and dismounted. Two bent down to help Mannigor, but the third looked straight at Hurst. His hand moved for a knife at his belt, and before he so much as touched it, Trimon put an arrow to his throat.
 
   With Mannigor gone, his men were in disarray, some fighting still, some retreating, some joining in with neighbouring groups. For Hurst, it meant a lull and a chance to look around. There was no time to rest, though, for there were fallen men scattered about the battlefield. It was a good chance to get them into the hands of the haulers, as they were known, those men too old or unable to fight who were charged with getting the injured to safety, and retrieving the dead.
 
   Bulraney reappeared, shouting at them to do what they were already doing. Then the Warlord came galloping up.
 
   “Commander!” he called to Bulraney. “We have a good chance to break through their lines here. I want you to push forward as hard as you can, then try to outflank their troops to the south. Squeeze them down to those trees there. Fourth will try to turn them to the north, into the swamp. Got that? Right.”
 
   Ainsley and the other Captains hastily got their groups reorganised. Hurst could see the point of the strategy, for there was a clear gap ahead of them, but he whispered urgently to Ainsley, “Don’t get too close to the walls. They have bowmen all the way along.” 
 
   Ainsley nodded his acknowledgement. Then they were moving forward, and to the north, Fourth was moving too. At first, Bulraney was in front of them, leading the way. Then the enemy caught sight of them. Hurst saw Draylinor shouting orders, his Commanders galloping off to warn their men, and suddenly they were heading into a solid and determined defence, not a gap at all. 
 
   Bulraney stopped. “We’re vulnerable at the rear,” he shouted. “I’m going to cover the defence.” And with that he and his henchmen strode back through the lines. The Third visibly hesitated at the retreat of their Commander.
 
   “Forward!” shouted Ainsley, but Hurst could see the sudden nervousness in the men. 
 
   Not far away Mannigor’s horse was standing, unhurt, but with the dangling reins caught on a bramble. Hurst dashed across and in a moment was in the saddle.
 
   “Men of the Third – forward!” he shouted, sword raised, and turned and rode towards the enemy. He heard shouts behind him, spears clashed against shields, and dozens of voices suddenly lifted in song. They were with him! Ainsley and another Captain drew alongside, and then he saw Gantor, also mounted, and the battlesong lifted his spirits and carried them all forward. 
 
   “Charge!” he screamed, forgetting that he was not in command, and they heard him and charged, shrieking their rage and defiance. Faster they moved, faster, visors closed, heads down, bearing down on the massed ranks ahead. And then the line dissolved in front of them, as the enemy turned and ran.
 
   Hurst felt far more comfortable in the saddle, and the horse under him was Skirmisher trained, and responded instantly to his will, turning almost before he had the thought. For a while it was easy, riding here and there, chasing down the enemy one by one. If they turned and ran, he let them go, but if they raised sword or spear against him, he cut them down without hesitation. Weakness was fatal on the battlefield. 
 
   Gradually they pushed the Karningers further back and round to the south. To his left, the South Eastern Sections, who had fallen back quite a long way, began to fight back, and the enemy was in disarray, in full retreat, turning to flee through the trees.
 
   Hurst pulled up, reluctant to pursue them mercilessly. He saw the Warlord not far off, his sword out, dripping with blood, but he had also stopped and was simply watching. He looked across at Hurst, then he nodded to him, one warrior to another, before wheeling round and riding off. 
 
   Gantor came cantering up. “This is better, eh?” he grinned, slapping the horse’s neck. “But look, they’re too close to the walls.”
 
   Some of the Third and most of the Fourth had been carried by the force of their charge within bowshot range of the walls. 
 
   Hurst galloped across to them. “Back! Back!” he shouted. 
 
   Even as they responded to his cries, arrows began to fly from the walls, and a few men dropped. The rest fled, pulling back out of range. But then a new cry went up: “Fire! Fire!” Flaming arrows were landing nearby, and the dry grass began to smoulder in places.
 
   “Oh, don’t tempt me,” Trimon murmured, then he looked up at Hurst. “May I? They started it after all.”
 
   “Most of their men are out here,” Gantor put in, reining in alongside. “And it would be a useful distraction.”
 
   “Very well,” Hurst said, “if you can hit something without getting too close.”
 
   Trimon looked offended at this insult to his ability, and dashed off to retrieve a still burning arrow. For a while they protected him while he collected one after another and sent them back over the walls. The wind was with him, and before long drifts of smoke could be seen rising from within the fort, and then alarms were sounding in several places.
 
   “Time to go,” Hurst said.
 
   The battle was all but over. To the north the Karningers were retreating in a more or less orderly fashion, but to the south it was a rout. The Warlord came past ordering the retreat, and gradually the two lines disentangled themselves. 
 
   Hurst dismounted to help with the task of aiding the injured, and Bulraney reappeared, grabbed the horse and rode up and down issuing orders. Hurst could see the jewelled hilt of his own sword hanging from Bulraney’s belt. He wondered whether it had seen any action that day, or had simply been waved about over Bulraney’s head.
 
   The four of them, still trailed by Kelliman and Tronnet, were moving slowly away from the fort, spotting the dead and injured, and calling for haulers, when Trimon pointed at a fallen horse.
 
   “There’s someone under there,” he said, “still moving, I think.”
 
   “It’s one of theirs,” Tronnet said. “We can leave it for them to deal with.”
 
   “They won’t notice him from where they are,” Hurst said. “He could die out here.”
 
   “Why do we care about that?”
 
   Hurst just raised his eyebrows and went closer. “Walst, give me a hand with this horse. Gantor, see if you can drag him out from underneath.” They struggled for a while, but eventually they got enough of the horse lifted to pull the victim clear. He screamed, and they could all see that one leg was badly crushed.
 
   “I’ll finish him off, shall I?” Tronnet said, drawing his sword. “It would be a kindness.”
 
   “Bad idea. Besides, it’s only his leg, by the Gods,” Hurst said in sudden anger.
 
   “He’s covered in blood, he must be bad.”
 
   “That’s probably from the horse. Gantor, your flask.” He gently removed the soldier’s helmet, and lifting his head, trickled water into his mouth. 
 
   The man’s eyes opened. “Leg hurts…” he whispered. 
 
   “It’s all right, the surgeons will sort you out, Draylinor,” Hurst said. “You’ll be riding again in no time. A bad leg’s no hindrance, believe me. I’ll just get you some help.” He gently laid him down on the grass again. “Don’t let anyone slit his throat,” he said to Gantor and strode off.
 
   Off in the distance he could see a mounted Karninger systematically trawling through the bodies scattered across the battlefield. 
 
   “Hoy, Commander!” he shouted, waving at them. “Over here!”
 
   It took several attempts before the rider heard and cantered across.
 
   “What is it, Commander?” His eyes flicked from the insignia on Hurst’s clothing to his face and back again. He took in Hurst’s beard, then his battered sword, lack of a horse and the barbarians at his back, and frowned, puzzled.
 
   “One of yours!” Hurst shouted, pointing, backing away as the rider drew near. “Needs help!” 
 
   Kelliman and Tronnet moved either side of him, blades drawn. The Karninger looked warily at them, then gently rested a hand on the hilt of his sword. 
 
   “I wouldn’t do that,” Hurst said, “my best bowman is watching your every move.”
 
   Then the man suddenly saw Draylinor lying on the ground, and with an exclamation of dismay dismounted and ran across to him. Hurst was forgotten. They all withdrew to a safe distance, but within moments Ainsley had ridden up.
 
   “What are you doing?” he hissed. 
 
   Before Hurst could answer the Warlord rode up with his four juniors. He was not visibly angry and his voice was level, but he stared unsmilingly at Hurst.
 
   “That one was in our territory, warrior, ours to kill. Why did you not do so?” His eyes were coldly implacable.
 
   “Firstly,” Hurst said calmly, “because he is a Karningholder.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “There are always reprisals for a dead Karningholder. They will come for us with fire and bloody retribution to avenge one of their own. Not necessarily this week or this month, but they will come.”
 
   The Warlord’s eyes never left Hurst’s face, but whatever he felt, his emotions were under control. “Secondly?”
 
   “Secondly, there is now one man who understands that we are not savages.”
 
   “Two men,” he said coldly. “This one and the one you spared earlier. Two men who live to fight again.”
 
   “True. But we’re not savages,” Hurst said. “Are we?”
 
   The Warlord made no answer, but wheeled his horse and rode off, raising a dust cloud in his wake, as his acolytes struggled to keep pace with him.
 
   Tronnet audibly exhaled. “Phew! I thought we were in big trouble then.”
 
   “Well,” said Walst. “He’s a cheery fellow and no mistake.”
 
   Hurst looked around for a horse, found Gantor holding the reins of his and vaulted onto its back.
 
   “Now where are you off to?” Ainsley said in exasperated tones.
 
   “I thought I might see if I can gather up a few extra horses,” Hurst said, with a grin. “That would round off the day nicely, don’t you think?”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   31: Waiting (Mia)
 
   Three days after Mia went to the Warlord’s bed, he set off for the Third Section. She didn’t need to be told why: men from all his Sections were gathering there for a battle, and he, as leader, had to be there. There had been a great many riders coming and going with messages, groups of fighting men making their way south and much anxiety amongst those who would be left behind.
 
   “I’m leaving six of my Captains here,” he told her, as he sorted through clothes to pack. “That’s not enough to mount a defence, so if there’s any sort of trouble from them,” and she knew he meant the Karningers, “they’ll just ring the bell, and you’re to get straight down to the tunnel, you hear? Don’t wait about, don’t stay up high, because if they get here, they’ll burn this place to the ground. If they get into the tunnels, go east. The Captains will look after you, if you do what they say. Probably won’t be any trouble, and you’ll have a nice quiet time.” He stopped and looked at her then, his face a blank. “Don’t suppose you’ll miss me while I’m away.”
 
   She wished she knew him well enough to understand his meaning. His tone was flat, as if it were a simple statement of fact, and she couldn’t believe he cared whether she missed him or not. After all, to him she was just one more in a succession of women. The last one had been a great beauty, apparently, but he had fallen out with her, and packed her off somewhere – the other women didn’t know where. He’d been alone since the spring. Mia wondered why, when he could obviously have his pick. He’d asked for one of the women to share his bed a few times, but it hadn’t become permanent, to her relief. They all seemed a little afraid of him.
 
   He was not an easy man to get to know, still less to like. She had begun in defiance, but in the end she had done exactly what he wanted. She wore gowns, as he preferred, she kept his quarters clean, she washed his clothes, and now she had submitted to him in bed. She had even cut her hair, since it was easier to manage with the poor soap they had. She had asked if she could ride sometimes, but he had refused. She had tried to find out where the rest of her Companions had gone, but he had told her nothing. He had told her next to nothing about himself. All she knew was that he was a Higher, or had been once. A lifetime ago, he had said.
 
   The tales the other women told were not reassuring. They all lived by the whims of the men they belonged to. Any of them could be sent somewhere else at a moment’s notice. Mia was relatively sheltered for now, being under the protection of the Warlord, but when he tired of her, as he inevitably would, she would be passed on to someone else – another Warlord, if she were lucky, then maybe a Commander, the Captains, the Section House and ultimately Supplies, to end her days as a kitchen crone or the old woman in the basement, half mad with loneliness.
 
   While the men were away, the other women and the kitchen workers regarded it as a holiday, sitting around gossiping for hours on end. Mia preferred to be busy. Constant work numbed her pain.
 
   She cleaned her floor of the tower every day, dusting every corner with a feather duster – cassamella feathers! they were more precious than gold in the Karnings – polishing the furniture with a dried-up pot of beeswax she found on a shelf, and even cleaning the windows. That and the laundry took up most of the morning. 
 
   She was still modifying gowns to fit, so she spent her afternoons stitching. The gowns in the box were mostly too elaborate for her taste, so she went through every shelf of the old woman’s room looking for simpler styles, and took days to adapt each one. Sometimes she came across trousers and tunics in better quality materials, so she took those too, and took them in to fit her. Just in case, she told herself. Just in case I can ever persuade him to let me wear them. 
 
   She missed her books. Even with work to keep her hands busy, the days stretched long and dull in front of her. She tried not to think too much, because inevitably her thoughts came round to Hurst, and then to Jonnor and her dead baby, and she would find herself weeping. 
 
   There was no point in wallowing, she told herself. Her life was as it was, and there was nothing she could do about it for now. Even if she could escape, there was nowhere to go, no way back to the life she had lost. And there were worse things, after all, than being a prisoner of a man like the Warlord. At least he was clean and sober, he didn’t hurt her and he was only one man. His demands were not excessive. She tried to imagine what it would be like to be at the Section Houses or at Supplies, with a great many men to deal with, one after another. How could the women cope with it? They coped with it because they had no choice, she supposed, just like her.
 
   No information came back to them about the battle, but she didn’t much care about that. Sooner or later, the Warlord would come back and life would carry on as before. Or perhaps he would die. Maybe he was dead already, and she just didn’t know it. But it made no difference to her – if he died, she would belong to someone else. But at least she wouldn’t grieve for him, she would be spared that.
 
   She was more concerned about the possibility that the Karningers would sweep out of their fastnesses and rain down fire and death on them. Each day she watched from her windows for the slightest sign of movement. And if they did, could she somehow get a message to them – help me, I’m one of you, held here against my will? But of course she wasn’t one of them anymore. She was marked now. Even if she could contact them somehow, they wouldn’t have her back. If she could get home, they would just send her straight back here, maimed or more likely dead. 
 
   She considered whether that might actually be preferable to her present life. Is it always better to be alive, no matter the circumstances? So many of her books had put the heroine through the most dreadful ordeals, but of course she always triumphed in the end and everything worked out happily, and that was just not possible for her. She was trapped in her tower like the daughters of the Petty Kings, but she wasn’t a princess, she was a whore. Real life was a great deal more bitter than works of the imagination.
 
   ~~~
 
   For a week she was alone, sleeping dreamlessly in the big comfortable bed, but then he came back, as she knew he would. The women had warned her that he was always difficult after a battle, but she found him difficult all the time so she didn’t know what else to expect. 
 
   She went down to the compound to watch him arrive with all his Captains. She wasn’t sure whether he expected that or not, but she had often gone to meet Hurst and Jonnor when they returned from the Skirmishes, so it seemed fitting. After a brief nod in her direction, he disappeared, no doubt to discuss everything that had happened with his Captains.
 
   But when he came upstairs for the stillness, she saw the change in him. Instead of lying at ease on the bed, he moved about restlessly, from room to room, from chair to window to bed and then to a different chair. And he talked – that was different too. Not about the battle, but strange things, as if his mind were disconnected somehow and left to hop about like a rabbit.
 
   “I suppose you’re sorry I’m back.” His voice was flat, lifeless. “You’ve had a nice restful time without me, no doubt.” What was she supposed to say to that? “That gown is very plain. Have you nothing prettier? I’d like to see you in something stylish.”
 
   “I like plain garments,” she said, “but I’ll see what else there is.”
 
   “Has any fresh meat come from Supplies yet?”
 
   “I don’t know… we’ve had hare and moundrat.”
 
   “There was rain again yesterday. Heavy at first, but it cleared.”
 
   She had no idea how to talk to him. She had already offered him food and drink, but he wanted nothing, it seemed. She picked up her sewing and set to her work, leaving him to prowl about the room.
 
   “Your hair looks better.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Then, unexpectedly, he punched the wall. “Fuck it, I hate this war.”
 
   “Did it go badly then? The battle?” 
 
   “Badly? No, actually. It went well…” And he laughed, an odd mirthless sound, not quite sane, somehow, as if he were on the verge of hysteria.
 
   “It must be a dreadful business…” she said tentatively. 
 
   He rounded on her at once, crossing the room to lean over her. “And what would you know about it, you with your dainty Karning ways and your protected life?” he hissed, his face inches from hers, so that she leaned away in alarm. “What can you possibly know of blood and death and men screaming and dying in agony?” 
 
   Before she could reply, he had veered away again, standing by the window gazing out across the plain. After a moment, in a flat voice, he said, “There’s a huge herd of kishorn to the south. They’re gathering for the rut already.”
 
   She was beginning to be frightened by his strange mood. He was not an easy man, as a rule, but at least he was usually calm, controlled – that was it, he seemed out of control. Jonnor used to get fidgety and angry sometimes after a skirmish went wrong, but Tella had known how to manage him, at least in the early years she had. With sex, usually, Mia recalled. Tella had laughed about it. “Men are so simple,” she had said, “so easy to distract.”
 
   Mia put down her sewing and walked across to the window. “Do you want to go to bed?”
 
   He spun round to face her. “Bed? No, why…? Oh, you mean…?” Another mirthless laugh. “You think sex will help, that I’ll instantly forget everything I’ve seen, the men who’ve died?”
 
   “My sister said that sex makes everything seem better.”
 
   “You sister must be a whore, then, to see only the smile of the moment on a man’s face and not the burdens he still carries.”
 
   In desperation, she dropped to her knees and began to unfasten his trousers. She half expected him to push her away, to stomp off, to shout at her, but he didn’t. He told her to stop, several times, but he stood still and let her unbutton him. He was already erect, she found, and when she took him in her mouth he gave a long “Oh!” of surprise, and then a shuddering groan, and after that there were no more protests. He was noisy this time, she found, gasping and moaning, his hands gripping her hair, but he didn’t move, he simply stood while she worked on him. 
 
   But then he suddenly said, “No, no! Stop, stop! Wait, stop…” He was panting heavily.
 
   When she pulled away from him he hauled her roughly to her feet, fumbling urgently with her gown. She held it up for him, and then he was pushing into her, thrusting hard and crying out, head thrown back. It was over very quickly. They stood wordlessly together for a long time, his hands still on her buttocks, his head sideways against hers so that his cheek rested on her hair.
 
   Afterwards, he lay on the bed, as he usually did during the stillness. She took her sewing through, and sat on her box under the window. He lay stretched out, his fingers laced across his chest. His eyes were closed and she began to think he was asleep, but after a long time, he said, “That thing that you did – what do you call it?”
 
   “I don’t know a name for it. Does it matter?”
 
   “It’s just that if ever you should say to me – would you like me to do that – I would be able to say yes.”
 
   She chuckled, thinking that it was perhaps the nearest he’d ever come to making a joke. “You enjoyed it, then?”
 
   He opened his eyes, and something approaching a smile flitted across his face. “Yes. I enjoyed it. No one’s ever done that to me before.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Women here – they don’t do it. Tonguing, the men call it, but it’s not allowed. They’re not allowed to ask for it, that is. They do it to each other, sometimes, but the women don’t. Where did you learn it?”
 
   “One of my husbands taught me.”
 
   “Well, it’s good that you’re getting to enjoy your work here.”
 
   “Enjoy it?”
 
   “Well, why else do it? I didn’t ask for it, you wanted to.”
 
   She put her sewing down on her lap and stared at him. “I didn’t want to, but you were frightening me and I thought it would help you calm down.”
 
   He rolled onto one elbow, and glared at her. “You’re frightened of me?”
 
   “A little, yes.” Her heart was thumping now, but it did no good to lie to him.
 
   “You did that out of fear? You were so frightened of me that you did something you disliked and I hadn’t asked for, and hadn’t even thought about?”
 
   “I don’t dislike that, I mean, it’s not the sex I dislike, I’m used to that, it’s just…”
 
   “Just me, I suppose? Am I so dreadful to be with?”
 
   “No! You’re better than the alternatives…” 
 
   “Better than Bulraney, you mean, which isn’t saying much.” He was angry now, she could see that. He stood up and loomed over her. “You’re an ungrateful woman, you know that?”
 
   For a moment she was too astonished to speak, but then suddenly she was fired by anger. She tossed her sewing aside and stood up too, glaring up at him, too angry to be intimidated. 
 
   “I’m supposed to be grateful, am I? Grateful for what? For losing a husband I loved, my family, my place in the world? For being dragged here for no reason I can discern? For losing my baby, any possibility of a baby? For being owned – owned – by a man who’s a stranger to me, who can trade me like a horse, and just as indifferently? Grateful for being alive, I suppose, because I don’t see any other reason for it. It’s not the sex I mind, it’s being expected to provide it for a man I barely know. I still have a husband living, he’s still there in his Karning, grieving for me, and I’m here grieving for him. And I have another husband who might have come through the tunnel. I had three Companions with me, but I’m not allowed to see them, I’m not even allowed that small comfort. Instead I’m surrounded by strangers, and my only value is in providing sex whenever required. Do you wonder I’m ungrateful? And everyone here must have gone through something similar, you must have done too, can’t you at least try to understand? Maybe in ten years or even five, when the memories have faded, I will know you well enough and like you well enough to be with you from choice. But it’s too soon. It’s far too soon.”
 
   She saw some strong emotion cross his face as she spoke, but she couldn’t read it. Was he angry? No, it was something else, but she couldn’t tell what. Shock, perhaps. Dismay, maybe. But then the mask returned and he left the room, shutting the door quietly behind him.
 
   She couldn’t breathe. Where had all that come from? So much rage, and it wasn’t really his fault, he was caught up in this against his will, just as she was. He had his own grief, his own loneliness. 
 
   She sat down again suddenly, for she was shaking and her legs had no strength in them. Misery washed over her like a rainstorm, and she shed a few tears. Why had the Gods sent her to this desperate place? Why couldn’t they have left her with Hurst and her baby, to live out her days in quiet happiness? Hurst, who had loved her for so long, yet she’d never appreciated him, never loved him until now. What had she done to deserve this punishment?
 
   No point thinking about the past. This was the life she had to deal with now, however difficult. She needed to cope with the Warlord as best she could, to satisfy his whims, keep him content. That was stupid, raging at him that way. 
 
   Now she would be sent back to Bulraney, she supposed. Would that be worse? At least Bulraney, for all his crudeness, would be simpler to deal with. He would tell her straightforwardly what he wanted, and she would be required to do it. There would be no skirting round the issues, and he wouldn’t care at all whether she was frightened of him or if she enjoyed what she had to do. It would be unpleasant, of course, but he wouldn’t expect anything from her but the obvious. The Warlord was just too complicated; she had no idea how to keep him happy.
 
   ~~~
 
   That night there was a feast, with a dozen or more different meats roasted on spits, and strange vegetables and fruits. The ale flowed freely for once and there was wine, too, for the select few, although Mia thought it a sour kind of wine, as if it had been kept too long. Dethin said nothing to her unrelated to the food and drink, in fact he said very little altogether, but sometimes she caught him watching her, his face expressionless and blank. Everyone else got louder and drunker and merrier, while he sat stony-faced. Eventually he said, “I’m going to bed now, but there’s no need for you to leave. Stay and enjoy yourself.”
 
   After he had gone, there was music and singing and even dancing, but no one tried to get Mia involved. They tiptoed round her as if she was fenced off from the rest of them. Occasionally, when some new delicacy emerged from the kitchen, it would be offered to her first, but otherwise she was left alone and as soon as she decently could, she left. He was asleep when she reached the bedroom, or at least he was lying, eyes closed, as if asleep, and didn’t stir as she undressed and got into bed.
 
   For three days after that she waited to be told that she was being sent away, back to Bulraney or perhaps, if she were lucky, to another Warlord or Commander. That was the best she could hope for. He was unfailingly polite to her, in his dour way, when he had to speak to her, but that was seldom, and he didn’t touch her, even in bed. Each night, he simply undressed and lay down, turning away from her, and slept.
 
   But then one night she woke to find him gone from the bed. She wasn’t sure what had woken her, perhaps a noise or simply the fact that he was not there, but she was fully awake and aware of something wrong, although she couldn’t say what. The moon was up, and although it was past full, there was still enough light to see him, sitting hunched up on the box by the window, his arms around his knees, head down, wrapped in his cloak.
 
   She got up and put her own cloak around her, to cover her nakedness, and went across to him.
 
   “Are you all right? Do you need anything? Something to drink?”
 
   He shook his head, not looking at her.
 
   “What is it? Is something wrong?”
 
   He lifted his head then, but he still didn’t look her in the eye. “I don’t know what to do.” There was something, some tone in his voice, that she’d never heard before. “I can’t give you back the life you’ve lost. I can’t give you a baby. I can’t give you the happiness and freedom you crave. But the one thing I can do, the one thing that’s within my power, is not to force you into sex against your will. And it’s driving me insane. I don’t think I can lie with you every night and not touch you.”
 
   Mia was astonished. “I thought you would send me back to Bulraney and find yourself someone more – compliant.”
 
   “I’ll never do that!” he said fiercely, turning to her, and she was surprised at the anger in his eyes. “Bulraney’s an animal, you deserve better than that. But if I can’t send you away, and I can’t go away myself…”
 
   “I could sleep on the floor again…” she began hesitantly. “Would that help?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said miserably. “I don’t know.”
 
   She was silent for a moment. He had turned away from her again, his chin resting on his knees. She was perplexed by him, for had he not forced her to sleep with him? Yet now he was drawing back from that. He seemed to be offering her a choice, and yet she knew there was really no choice at all. How complicated he was! 
 
   “Dethin,” she began, “when you first came here, you must have felt angry about it. Resentful, maybe, or rebellious. You were forced to fight, whether you wanted to or not. But you accepted that, didn’t you?”
 
   He looked sideways at her for a moment, then he nodded once.
 
   “Well, I’ve accepted what I have to do, too. We’ve both been torn away from the safe, familiar world and brought here unwillingly, but we’ve both come to terms with our roles here. Yours is to wage war, and mine is to share your bed. I may rant about it sometimes, but I won’t fight it.”
 
   “But you’re afraid of me.”
 
   “Only now and then, because I don’t understand your moods yet. But you’ve never hurt me, or mistreated me in any way.” Not like Bulraney and his henchmen, with their crudeness. And not like Jonnor – it pained her to admit it, but he hadn’t behaved well towards her. And that led her to Hurst, and a fresh burst of grief – Hurst, who was more than just a husband to her. She took a deep breath, forcing herself to speak calmly. “I know you don’t like to talk about yourself,” she went on, “but it would be easier if I knew you better. Maybe in time we can even be friends?”
 
   “Friends?” He seemed bewildered by the very idea.
 
   “Yes – like a husband and wife. Talking to each other. Sharing a life, not just a bed.”
 
   He was silent for so long that she began to wonder if she should creep back to bed and leave him to his solitary brooding. But then he sat more upright, and in one motion let his knees fall so that he was sitting cross-legged.
 
   “I was sixteen,” he said, staring straight ahead, almost as if he were talking to himself. “I was very full of myself then, made a Higher when no one expected it of me, and a year of skirmishing under my belt. When I went to the Ring for my first winter quiet as an adult, I was up for any sort of mischief. There were five or six of us, showing off, trying to outdo each other. One of us – it wasn’t even me, I don’t think – had the idea of sneaking into one of the Women’s Houses. There was a woman there – a year or two older than me – who promised me a kiss if I could do it. Well, it was a challenge, and at that age – you don’t think much. So we told her when, and we climbed over the wall, and went through the gardens, and there she was. And I got my kiss. But she must have told someone, because suddenly the place was full of guards. We ran and the others got away, I think, but I was caught.”
 
   His had kept his voice even, but suddenly it cracked very slightly. In the moon’s dull glow, she saw the emotion on his face as he struggled to compose himself. He took a deep breath.
 
   “I don’t remember everything they did to me. Some foul drink that made me gibber uncontrollably. A kind of smoke in the room – I was sick, over and over. They forced me to eat, and it just came straight back up. Waking me up whenever I fell asleep. And the flogging – I remember that. Well, most of it. The next thing I knew, I was in the tunnel. And that was it.”
 
   “For a kiss?” she said, appalled.
 
   “Yes – the only one I’ve ever had. But at least I know what I did, unlike you,” he said gently, turning to look at her. “I knew it was wrong. I just – didn’t expect such a permanent punishment.”
 
   “Dethin – that’s terrible!”
 
   “Crannor,” he said, and there was the faintest hint of a smile. “My name is Crannor.”
 
   She smiled back at him, she couldn’t help it. He was so different like this, so human and vulnerable. Tomorrow, perhaps, he would be inscrutable again, or angry, and all her fear of him would return in full, but tonight he was just a man who needed comforting. On impulse she leaned forward and kissed him full on the mouth. He froze, his lips rigid under hers, but gradually he relaxed and let her kiss him. When she pulled away, he looked stunned.
 
   “Crannor – let’s go to bed.”
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   32: Challenge (Hurst)
 
   The battle was over, the dead and injured collected and the warriors were setting out for home before the sun had even reached its zenith. Hurst had seen one or two battles drag on until all light was gone, and skirmishes could sometimes last for days, so the quick finish was a good result. Again the lack of organisation was evident, for each Captain simply gathered up his own men and set out for home when he wished, making his way by the shortest route. 
 
   Ainsley’s group was in high spirits. They had not lost a single man, had only two relatively minor injuries and had acquired eight new horses. They headed east with half the group mounted, singing as they went, with the fort still smoking behind them. Bulraney had disappeared, but Hurst saw the Warlord still riding tirelessly up and down, helping out where needed. He was encouraging others to find riderless horses, Hurst saw, something not usually possible after a battle but most of the Karningers were currently preoccupied with the fires.
 
   They marched for several hours, taking turns with the horses, although there were some who couldn’t ride at all. Hurst chose to walk, for he was still full of energy. As the sun dropped down the sky, the group split up, some going on to the compound and the rest making camp for the night. It was something of a post-battle tradition, Ainsley told them.
 
   “A few can’t wait to get back and get started on the ale and women, but most of us like to unwind out in the open. You know, talk through what happened, be glad we’re still alive, that sort of thing.” He nodded towards Trimon. “That was some mighty shooting. I’ll be losing him to Tersior, I expect.”
 
   “Tersior?”
 
   “Archery Captain. There are three Sword Captains, one Staves, one Archery. Anyone with any skill with a bow goes to Tersior, and your friend is certainly skilled. Do you think it would be beneath him to pin a few hares for our supper? Or a moundrat?”
 
   Trimon graciously agreed to it, and took his bow out into the waving grasses some distance away. For a long time he simply stood motionless, then suddenly fired off five arrows in quick succession, producing three hares and two plump moundrats. Hurst, Gantor and Walst cut turf to make a firepit, gathered brushwood, started the fire, skinned and gutted the meat and hung it over the flames, while the rest of the group sat about chatting.
 
   While the meat cooked, Hurst lay flat on the ground listening to the fat dripping from the moundrats sizzling into the flames, gazing up at the vast face of the moon as it dipped down the sky. By the time they ate, it was almost gone, and darkness was creeping across the plains, the fire lighting their faces with a red glow. 
 
   Someone lifted his voice in song, and several others joined in. Then a different song, and another, more mournful, a lament for the dead. Hurst listened in silence, not knowing the words, but respectful of the sentiment. After that, gradually the talk died away, and one by one they lay down to sleep.
 
   Hurst sat unmoving for a while, then, when it seemed as if everyone was asleep, he got up and moved outside the circle of bodies around the fire, and crouched down, looking to the west. But he was not alone.
 
   “Not thinking of vanishing, my friend?” Ainsley said quietly, crouching down beside him.
 
   Hurst laughed and shook his head. “With my friends asleep over there? I don’t think so. But the habit of leaving one man on watch is hard to break.”
 
   “They never come after us, you know. Not immediately, anyway.”
 
   “Never before, perhaps. But we burned their fort today. They won’t forget that.” For a while they were silent, unmoving, watching and listening for the telltale signs of pursuit - the drumming of distant hooves, dust clouding the stars, a twig cracking, a nightbird’s alarm call. But there was nothing. 
 
   Hurst stood up. “So, are you going to say what you came to say?”
 
   Ainsley stood up too. “I wanted to warn you.” He kept his voice low. “I don’t know who you are or where you come from or what you want from us, but you did all right for us today, and I respect that. You fought beside us, and that makes you one of us. But Bulraney doesn’t like Skirmishers. Lucky for you he doesn’t recognise a Karningholder sword or the insignia on your chest, and I don’t suppose he’s noticed that you keep your gloves on all the time, but he knows there’s something different about you. He’ll keep you close while he doesn’t know what you are, but if he suspects… be careful, that’s all. If you need to vanish in a hurry, let me know and I’ll organise a distraction. On the northern side of the outer wall, just above the fuel store, there’s a rope ladder you can use for a quick escape. You’ll not be seen at night.”
 
   “Thank you, but if I leave it will be through one of the main gates in daylight.”
 
   “If you leave? You’re planning to stay then?”
 
   “For a while, anyway. But thanks for the advice. How do you manage? For you’re a Skirmisher yourself, aren’t you?”
 
   “A lot of the Captains are, actually. Not so much here, but the other Sections. Most of the men we get are plough boys and apprentice millers and woodsmen and the like, so anyone with any training rises quickly. But it isn’t politic to make too much of it. Especially with Bulraney.”
 
   “I understand you,” Hurst said.
 
   ~~~
 
   There was a brief ceremony to lay the dead to rest. There was no formal religion followed, but most people had been brought up in the way of the Nine, and there was a need, even without any deep belief, for some ritual at such a time. The earth was too hard to dig, and fuel too scarce to use for burning, so those who died were left out in the open for scavengers to pick clean. A long procession carried the bodies about a mile away from the compound, and set them out in a long line on the ground. Clothes and especially battle gear were too valuable to be abandoned, so they were stripped and wrapped in old blankets. A large flagpole marked the spot. There was no formality. Everyone stood around in a big circle and anyone who wanted could speak. After that, they filed back to the compound in silence. 
 
   By contrast, the celebrations went on for days. There was feasting and drinking each night which dragged on noisily almost until dawn, then a quiet time when most men slept. In the afternoons they rose groggily and started on the ale all over again, and long queues formed for the women. Walst joined the line of men sitting sharing flasks of ale and singing lustily on the stairs to the women’s rooms, but he returned thoughtful.
 
   “The one I saw was exhausted, so I just sat with her for a while, and left her the flask. But she couldn’t tell me anything about Mia or the Companions. Everyone changes their name when they arrive, apparently.”
 
   “That’s going to make things tricky,” Gantor murmured.
 
   “There’s something else,” Walst said, eyeing Hurst warily. “I asked about pregnant women, where they go, and she just said there aren’t any. But that can’t be right, can it?”
 
   “I suppose they take something, herbs of some sort, to prevent conception,” Hurst shrugged. “But Mia must be six or seven months along by now. They must have some way to cope with that.”
 
   It was Ainsley who revealed the dreadful truth, when Hurst asked very casually where all the women with babies lived.
 
   “No babies here,” Ainsley said cheerfully. “It’s the poison from the mark – it dries the women up inside. So no babies. Not ever.”
 
   “And a good thing too,” someone said, and several of the men laughed.
 
   “What if one was pregnant already?” Hurst said, but he felt sick inside, knowing the answer that was coming.
 
   “Oh, she’d lose it,” Ainsley said. “It’s better that way – this is no place for children.”
 
   Hurst was too stricken to ask any further, so it was Gantor who said, “So what happens to the women? They don’t fight, do they?”
 
   “They’re all whores,” one said.
 
   “That’s all they’re good for,” said another, and they laughed again, passing round the ale, inspired to tales of their own exploits in bed.
 
   Hurst staggered outside, and made his way up the steps to the wall, where he leaned as if drunk, his head down. Gantor found him there just as the half moon was rising. 
 
   “We’ll find her,” Gantor said.
 
   “Yes, but what state will she be in?”
 
   “Mia’s tougher than she appears,” Gantor said firmly. “She may look like a delicate little flower, but she’s practical. She’ll survive.”
 
   “And how are we ever going to track her down? Even the name is gone. This is hopeless, Gantor. We shouldn’t have come. I was better off thinking her dead.”
 
   “Don’t ever say that! We have time, now; we’ve been accepted here, so we can investigate quietly. Even with different names, four of them arrived here together, four women, not that long ago. Someone will remember that. We’ll find her. Don’t give up!”
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst and his friends had no heart for the relentless drinking and womanising, so the first morning saw them out training with the few other men who had stayed relatively sober. Hurst, Walst and Gantor sparred with practice swords while Trimon went off to the archery targets. Hurst noticed a growing crowd gathering at the far end of the compound, and increasing amounts of cheering, but thought nothing of it, taking it for no more than an admiring audience impressed by Trimon’s prowess. He was used to it, and saw no need to investigate.
 
   So they were all astounded when Trimon came running over to them a short while later, grinning from ear to ear, with a small dark man in tow.
 
   “You’ll never guess what!” Trimon shouted across as soon as he was within earshot. “I’ve been promoted! I’m a Captain.” And with an even bigger grin aimed at Hurst, he added, “You have to call me Sir, now.”
 
   Hurst burst out laughing and Gantor clapped Trimon enthusiastically on the back, but Walst looked stunned. “How the fuck did you wangle that, you bastard? Gods! Call you Sir? You have to be joking! What did you do?”
 
   “I’m afraid that was my fault,” the dark man said. “I’ve been Archery Captain for a while now, but I’ve always hated it. I’ve been waiting for someone better than me to come along. I’m afraid I tricked your friend here into a challenge.”
 
   “I was just popping the target,” Trimon went on, “you know, routine stuff, and Tersior here was doing the same at the next one. So he said, ‘How about a challenge?’ Well, I just assumed he meant a quick competition type of thing, but it’s a bit more formal than that, apparently. The winner gets to be Captain.”
 
   “Fucking Vortices!” Walst said. “So how do I get to be a Captain? Who do I challenge? Not Archery – no one could outshoot Trimon – but there must be someone I can challenge with a sword, right?”
 
   Tersior laughed. “Well, you’re ambitious and no mistake! If you really want to stir things up, you can challenge Bulraney to be Commander, but – well, that’s not the way things are normally done. It’s customary to work your way up. There are three Sword Captains, and Delnor – let me see, that’s him over there, with the red hair - he’s your first target. He’s Third Sword Captain. When you beat him, you can challenge the Second – that’s Ainsley, you know him, and Heddizan’s the First. He’s not around yet, still sleeping off the ale, I expect. Then you could challenge Bulraney, if you’re brave enough. But listen – a word of advice. You’re only just out of the tunnel, a stranger here. Don’t jump in with challenges straight away. If Bulraney thinks you’re too big for your boots, he’ll send you off to Supplies for a spell and you don’t want that. I brought the challenge to Trimon because I could see he was way better than me, but you need to get to know your man before you start challenging. Besides – it’s not that great being a Captain. Bulraney’s tough to work for.”
 
   “Noted,” Walst said. “Hmm, Delnor, eh…?”
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst was amused by the single-minded way Walst set about his self-appointed task. He didn’t approach Delnor himself, but he worked out who his men were and took every opportunity to get to know them – sparring with them during training, sharing ale with them in the evenings, queueing up with them to visit the women. So when the time came for them to be brought before Bulraney to be formally assigned, it seemed perfectly natural that he should ask to join Delnor. Trimon, of course, now had his own group, and Hurst and Gantor both ended up with Ainsley. There was a rather tight-lipped discussion between Ainsley and Heddizan, who thought the Sword captains should take one of the newcomers apiece, but Ainsley traded four of his best men in exchange, to Hurst’s amusement, and the matter was settled.
 
   As the days passed, Hurst quickly realised that Ainsley had spoken the truth – there were few men there with any skill in arms. There were close to one hundred warriors in all under the five Captains, and some ten of them showed signs of proper training, and perhaps another ten had acquired a degree of competence, but the rest were virtually unskilled. In addition, there were about twenty-five men nominally in training, and some of these were promoted to fill gaps left by those who died or were injured during the battle, but they showed no greater ability than the rest.
 
   Every morning was set aside for training, but it wasn’t compulsory and it was left to the individual Captains to supervise their own men, with whatever degree of encouragement they chose. Ainsley tried to give some instruction to the less experienced in his group, but Heddizan and Delnor practised with a few chosen friends and left the rest to their own devices. Gronnash, the Staves Captain, whose men employed a wide array of fearsome weaponry, not just staves, rarely appeared at all. So once his own training session was over each day, Hurst gathered together a few of the more willing of those in training, to give them at least some basic skills.
 
   Bulraney spent about two hours on the training grounds each day. He would choose one or another of the more skilled swordsmen to practise with, although it was more a demonstration of his ferocious aggression and strength, against which even Skirmisher-trained men like Ainsley soon crumbled. Or perhaps they felt it expedient to lose to their Commander. 
 
   Most of the time, Bulraney stood laughing and joking with a group of cronies, or else strode about, fully mailed and helmed, with Hurst’s sword on his hip and several daggers at his waist, carrying a short wooden stick with a strip of leather at one end. From time to time he would select a hapless junior, watch his nervous efforts with sword or bow or spear for a few minutes, and then with a sigh and a flick to the cheek or wrist, he would shout his displeasure, correct the position of a shoulder or foot or finger apparently at random, then stride off elsewhere. Hurst avoided him as much as possible, and fortunately Bulraney seemed to have an equal aversion to him. It was just as well, for any attempt to correct Hurst’s swordwork would have ended badly.
 
   “It would be quite impressive, all that shouting and hitting and adjusting,” Gantor murmured to Hurst one day, “if the man had even the slightest idea what he was doing. As often as not, he makes them worse.”
 
   “He certainly makes them confused,” Hurst agreed, as they watched Bulraney accosting one of Ainsley’s pupils and undoing in an instant an hour’s patient work.
 
   The Commander was just as erratic over discipline. A young man who accidentally spilled horse feed when startled was dragged off to be flogged without a word of defence. Two men fighting over their ale one evening were pulled apart and one of them arbitrarily sent away to Supplies for a month, even though Hurst would have said the fault lay more with the other. But then two of Bulraney’s friends who beat up a junior for some misdemeanour were merely cuffed on the arm and admonished in amused tones. It was disquieting, and if he planned to stay there Hurst would have felt obliged to do something about it, but he rather hoped that he would soon be leaving.
 
   ~~~
 
   One morning as they were having their porridge, Trimon came rushing over, his face filled with suppressed excitement. As soon as they’d all eaten, he took them off to a quiet corner of the training grounds.
 
   “You’ll never guess who I’ve seen!” he said, beaming from ear to ear. “Mista! Or rather, Deena, that’s what she’s called now. She’s here, in the Commander’s House.”
 
   “What’s she doing there?” Walst said, and then smiled wryly. “Oh – the obvious, I suppose.”
 
   “Bulraney?” Hurst asked.
 
   “No, she just sees to the Captains, her and another woman. Bulraney has his own woman. Well, it was my turn last night to have one of them in my bed, and it turned out to be Mista. Just like home, really.”
 
   “Did she tell you what happened to Mia and the others?”
 
   “Marna and Morsha she knew nothing about, except that they’re not here. They like to split them up, apparently. Mia’s gone too. The Warlord was here that day, so she thinks maybe he took Mia.” He looked warily at Hurst.
 
   “Hmm. Is that good news or bad?”
 
   “Everyone’s terrified of him,” said Walst. “He’s a real scary bugger, so I’ve heard.”
 
   “He seemed all right in the battle,” Gantor said.
 
   “He’s very strict, it seems,” Trimon said, “but he won’t let anyone hurt the women, so Mia’s safe enough with him, Mista says. If she is with him. Even if he took her, he could have passed her on to one of the other Sections, or even further afield. He fell out with his last woman and traded her to another Warlord for some horses.”
 
   “Does she know anything about Tella or Jonnor?” Walst asked.
 
   “No. She was surprised when I asked. It hadn’t occurred to her that they might still be alive too. She’s going to ask around, quietly.”
 
   “Is she all right?” Hurst said.
 
   “Yes, seems to be. She was pleased to know we’re here. But she said to watch out for Bulraney. He’s a bit unpredictable, she says.”
 
   “Yes, we’ve noticed,” Hurst said. “I plan to keep well out of his way.”
 
   ~~~
 
   It took Walst two weeks to bring his challenge against Delnor, and even then he was pushed into it by some of the friends he’d made in the group. Once he had roundly beaten all the best swordsmen amongst them, they began to pester him to take on Delnor, so one morning over the porridge he made his challenge formally. Delnor nodded curtly, for it was not unexpected. They went straight out to the training grounds, everyone else streaming out behind them to form an excited audience. A challenge was always fun for the spectators, and numerous bets were made on the outcome.
 
   Once the combatants had got all their gear on, Walst saluted his opponent in the Skirmisher way, sword point raised, and the fight began. Hurst could see at once that Delnor was no match for his challenger. He had a little more height than Walst, and a certain natural ability, and he was fit enough, since he practised obsessively every day, but his swordplay was simplistic, repeating the same few moves over and over. Walst, on the other hand, was a fully trained Skirmisher and a successful tournament competitor. It was really no contest at all, but Walst cleverly made it look closer than it was. When had he grown so circumspect? Perhaps his new friends had advised him, or was he just naturally cautious in this place he knew so little about? Gradually he moved in on Delnor and with a quick motion of the wrist disarmed him, to a great cheer from the crowd. 
 
   Delnor threw his hands in the air in surrender, tore off his helmet and mailed gloves and stalked away. He stopped by Bulraney, who had watched everything in glowering silence, and the two whispered together for a minute, then they turned and walked away from the noisy group congratulating Walst, and passed close by Hurst, Gantor and Trimon, standing quietly together.
 
   “They think they’re so clever, these Skirmishers,” Bulraney said loudly enough to be heard. His eyes sought Hurst’s and held them for a long moment. Then he strode off.
 
   “What did we do to upset him?” Gantor murmured.
 
   Later that morning, Hurst was working with one of the newly promoted untrained warriors, a young man of about seventeen, practising some of the basic low sword strokes, when Bulraney appeared. For a while he simply stood watching as they worked – thrust, parry, thrust, parry, over and over, teaching a degree of automation to the muscles and confidence to the mind. Hurst was so engrossed, he had almost forgotten the Commander was there, until Bulraney suddenly said, “Higher, boy! Keep your sword up!”
 
   Nervously, with a glance at Hurst, he raised his sword a little.
 
   “No, no! Up here, you fucking idiot!” And Bulraney clouted his elbow with his stick until the sword was at what he considered the proper height. “Better. Now keep it there.” And he glared at Hurst, as if defying him to contradict him.
 
   “All right, Ranniff,” Hurst said calmly, “let’s try that. Come at me.”
 
   Gamely, Ranniff did, sword swinging around his head. Hurst neatly parried, rolled to one side and poked his own sword into Ranniff’s exposed side.
 
   “So now you’re dead,” Hurst said, rolling up onto his feet in one fluid motion. “Low is better, until you know what you’re doing. Shall we go back to what we were practising?”
 
   Ranniff looked uncertainly from Hurst to Bulraney and back again. Bulraney had gone purple.
 
   “Are you questioning my authority here?” he bellowed. Ranniff instinctively jumped back two paces, even though it wasn’t aimed at him.
 
   “Not at all,” Hurst said. “Only your knowledge of swordwork.” And then, belatedly, added, “Sir.”
 
   Bulraney strode forward until he was practically touching Hurst. He was a head taller and twice the width, and Hurst was uneasily aware that it was all muscle. 
 
   “You fucking Skirmishers!” he hissed. “You think you’re so much better than everyone else, don’t you? You turn up out of fucking nowhere, and we’re supposed to just bend over for you, I suppose.”
 
   Hurst stepped back, one hand raised placatingly, but Bulraney was as unstoppable as a stampeding kishorn.
 
   “You think you know everything! Low is better, says you. Ha! I’ve been in more battles than you’ve had pimples, I daresay, and I could put you in the dirt with one hand tied behind my back, Skirmisher!”
 
   Hurst laughed. He knew it was a mistake, but Bulraney looked so ridiculous with his bulging eyes and the muscles in his neck standing out and his spitting anger, he just couldn’t help it.
 
   “I’d like to see you try,” he said.
 
   For just an instant, Bulraney’s face registered surprise. Then he hurled his stick at Hurst and drew his sword.
 
   Within seconds, Hurst found that he and Bulraney were the centre of a huge empty space, ringed by white-faced warriors scrambling clear. Hurst leapt backwards to put himself out of range.
 
   “’Ware battle sword!” someone shouted.
 
   “Noted!” Hurst called back, but he didn’t need to be told. It was his own sword wielded against him, and although it looked much like any other Skirmisher sword, apart from the Karningholder jewels on the hilt, he knew it was fashioned from the finest metals, and perfectly balanced. And razor sharp. But it was designed for him and his preference for carrying his sword on his back in its special scabbard, ready to draw, so it was shorter than average, too short, probably, for a man of Bulraney’s size.
 
   Bulraney moved slowly forward, and Hurst backed away, matching him step for step. He tried to remember what was behind him. There were barrels not too far away marking the edge of the training grounds, and he hoped someone would warn him before he reversed into them. He began to circle around, so that he was backing in a different direction, never taking his eyes from Bulraney.
 
   “Shield!” a voice called. He could see from the corner of his eye someone holding it out, ready for him to slip onto his arm. He risked a quick dash across, but barely got hold of it before Bulraney was on him. It was enough, and after a brief clash of swords, he was able to jump out of reach again and get the shield properly in place. Someone gave Bulraney a shield too, but he barely needed it. He was clad from head to toe in full battle gear, with only the gorget missing. Presumably he hadn’t found one big enough to fit his ox-like neck. Hurst was bare-headed, with nothing but reinforced leather for protection elsewhere. On his hands were his thin fingerless leather gloves. 
 
   It was outrageous, of course, to draw a battle sword on a man without mail or helmet and armed only with a practice sword. For a Skirmisher, it was one of the few offences punishable by execution, but then Karning Law hardly applied here. There were rules, and the Warlord was the final arbiter, but here and now, Bulraney was the law. Hurst suspected that Bulraney would pay no penalty, even if he were to kill a man. And how was he to avoid that outcome? On level terms, he knew he could beat Bulraney easily, but with only a practice sword… He had his knives at his belt, of course, but his axes were sitting under his bed, and Bulraney had even more weaponry on him. It was not promising.
 
   Hurst had spent several weeks taking one reckless decision after another, thoughtless of his own safety, not even caring if he died, but now that the reality was upon him, he found that he cared more than he’d realised. Or perhaps it was simply a wish not to die arbitrarily at the whim of a callous man like Bulraney. If I go, he thought savagely, then I’m taking you with me. You’re going to have to work for this. And, as always, whether in battle or in a skirmish or in the tournament, his mind cleared and his focus intensified and his world narrowed to these few square yards of dirt and the man arrogantly proposing to kill him with his own sword.
 
   Calmly, as he made a few easy thrusts to test Bulraney’s reach, he ran through possibilities in his mind. He regretted now that he hadn’t paid more attention when the man was training. But still, he knew enough to be sure that he was not Skirmisher trained. Probably he depended more on his size and strength than on skill, but experience had taught him that big men could be surprisingly fast and light on their feet. Nor could he depend on endurance, for Bulraney was at least as fit as he was. But as they exchanged exploratory parries, he could see that Bulraney favoured his right side, attacking Hurst’s left almost exclusively. His weight and the heavy gear would be an advantage, too, if he could ever get him on the ground, for he would surely be slow to rise. But the sword was a problem. A single mistake would cost him his life.
 
   He knew the instant Bulraney switched to a more serious attack, no longer testing him but intent on real injury. He could see it in his eyes. But Bulraney misjudged it, probably because he was used to a longer sword, and Hurst was able to turn the sword aside, step nimbly out of the way of Bulraney’s bulk and allow his momentum to carry him past. Had he also had a battle sword, his opponent would have been dead, but as it was all he could do was clout the back of his knees hard enough to bring him down. It was not enough, for although Bulraney dropped to his knees, he kept hold of his sword and even from the ground had the strength to bring it round quickly enough to nick Hurst on the arm before he could scramble aside. He heard the gasp from the watching crowd, and felt warm blood trickle down his arm. It was his shield arm, fortunately, and he barely noticed.
 
   Bulraney, however, was now enraged beyond caution. With a roar of anger, he boiled back to his feet and rushed full tilt at Hurst, hurling his shield away to bring both hands to bear on the sword, raised above his head. Hurst waited until he was almost on him, then rolled to the ground and took out Bulraney’s feet. Another roll brought him round to the side. Bulraney had gone sprawling but he was already half up. Hurst clouted him on the side of the head with his shield and then, when he was unbalanced, hit his wrist hard enough to dislodge the sword. Jumping to his feet, a kick in the face had Bulraney flat on his back, a boot on his chest, Hurst’s sword at his throat.
 
   “Yield!” he shouted, just in case anyone was in doubt of the situation.
 
   For a long moment, the two men glared at each other, chests heaving. Then Bulraney raised his hands in submission. Hurst nodded his acknowledgement, and tossing shield and sword aside in disgust, turned and strode away.
 
   He had not gone many steps before he realised it was not over. He felt, rather than saw, what was happening – some slight movement in the crowd, eyes turning in horror back to Bulraney, an audible intake of breath. He whipped round to see Bulraney bearing down on him, sword in hand again. This time Hurst had no sword, no shield, no defences. He was not near enough to the ring of spectators to find help, or to hide in the crowd. He was out of options. In desperation he reached for his knives. They were standard issue Skirmisher daggers, but designed as much to be thrown as used for stabbing. He had time to get one into each hand. He had no hope of injuring Bulraney, fully armoured as he was, but he had to slow him down at the very least to give himself time to grab a sword again. So he aimed squarely for the head, forcing Bulraney to duck, and perhaps breaking his momentum. He fired them off without a pause, first one then the other, and then turned and ran for the closest man holding a sword, grabbed it from his astonished hands and swung round, prepared to fight for his life all over again.
 
   There was no need. One of the knives had, by some miracle, caught Bulraney on the side of the neck. Even as Hurst watched, he dropped slowly to the ground, twitched a few times and was still. It didn’t need the rapidly spreading pool of blood to tell the tale. Bulraney was dead.
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   33: The Plains (Mia)
 
   Mia woke to see Dethin lying beside her, his eyes on her face.
 
   “Good morning,” he said, and then he smiled. She was surprised to see how much younger and more approachable he looked so, but his eyes crinkled at the corners in a way which reminded her distressingly of Hurst. For an instant she felt her loss like a physical pain.
 
   “Not up and about yet?” she asked, smiling weakly. “Is it still early?” But the sun was well above the horizon, she could tell by the shadows.
 
   “I’m taking a day off,” he said. “I thought you might like to go for a ride.”
 
   “Oh yes,” she breathed. “Yes, please!”
 
   She dressed quickly in trousers and a tunic with split sides, and the more solid of her two pairs of boots. It lifted her spirits beyond all measure to have the prospect of a little freedom from the compound for a few hours, and the chance to wear sensible clothes again was by no means the least of it.
 
   Dethin eyed her with interest as they descended the stairs to the canteen.
 
   “Where did you find that outfit?”
 
   “In the basement. I had to make some adjustments.”
 
   “It fits you nicely, and I like that longer tunic. You’re clever with a needle. If you have more like that, I don’t have any objection to you wearing them more often, if you want to, but… you may get some comments. It’s not usual here, most of the women wear skirts. It’s only out at Supplies that they prefer trousers.”
 
   “Well, they’re more practical, I suppose,” she said, a bit puzzled.
 
   “It’s not that – well, not just that,” he said, and stopped abruptly on a half landing. “At Supplies, the women have to do a lot of the work and provide the usual services to the men. Wearing a gown is seen as an invitation, so they tend to wear trousers most of the time.”
 
   He turned and continued down the stairs, but she followed more slowly, somewhat unsettled. She knew little about Supplies, for few people talked about it, but there were rumours and hearsay about how unruly it was. For men and women alike, it was a serious punishment to be sent there.
 
   They had a quick meal in the almost deserted canteen, and then went straight to the stables. Two men sweeping dropped their brooms and leapt to saddle the horses for them.
 
   “Just us?” she said, realising that his usual entourage was not accompanying them. Was that unusual? The two stable hands seemed surprised, she thought, as she caught them exchanging glances. 
 
   “This is a pleasure ride,” he said. “Nothing formal.” But his inscrutable mask was back, and she wondered if she’d said the wrong thing.
 
   They left by the east gate and headed directly into the sun. On either side two small hunting paths disappeared into the long grass, but ahead the track was broad and straight, rutted by cartwheels and churned by hooves. It was dry and hard today, and she rode with care, trying to avoid the most uneven patches. Dethin had soon left her behind. Eventually he stopped and she caught up with him, a little breathless.
 
   “Sorry,” was all he said, and after that he rode more slowly, or, when he forgot and pulled ahead anyway, he noticed sooner and waited for her.
 
   They stopped late in the morning by a patch of straggly bushes to relieve themselves and drink from their flasks, but then they rode on, and Mia began to wonder if they were going somewhere in particular. Twice they passed a Godstower not far away, marking the location of the tunnel below. 
 
   “Do these tunnels run all the way to the Crested Mountains?” she asked when they were walking the horses to rest them.
 
   “No, only a few miles more from here. But they’re still building them.”
 
   “They? Your people or theirs?”
 
   “Theirs. We have access to the tunnel around Sixth Section and Supplies, but they have everything else. During the winter quiet, they close off the whole tunnel, and that’s when their people go to and fro, taking materials out to the far end of the tunnels.”
 
   “Who builds the towers, then?”
 
   “They do. They’re building the one beyond Supplies at the moment.”
 
   “So whenever they secure a new Karning, they move you back and there’s another tower ready to move into?”
 
   “Yes. It’s a dance, that’s all, but they’re playing the music. Although sometimes they change the tune. Three years ago they joined forces on the western side and completely wiped out Western. Obliterated it. Six, seven hundred fighting men killed, and who knows how many others. Women, kitchen workers, stable hands…”
 
   Mia’s eyes widened. That was the famous victory that Hurst boasted about, when his father decisively defeated the Vahsi and brought peace to the west. Not quite so glorious from this side of the walls. Hundreds killed, and all of them Karningers just like the Skirmishers they fought. A dance, indeed, but who exactly called the steps and played the music?
 
   “I didn’t realise,” she said quietly.
 
   “They can do that anytime they want, and we have no answer. They’re better equipped, better organised, better trained. We get a few Skirmishers here, but they’re usually not very good. Their rejects, I think. We manage when we only have to fight one Karning at a time, but when they get together they’re unbeatable.”
 
   “So why don’t they do that more often?”
 
   “I’ve often wondered that myself.” And he remounted and kicked his horse into a canter.
 
   As they went further east, the flat landscape began to be dotted with cayshorn islands. Cayshorn trees had large protruding roots near the trunk, and when one managed to become established on the windblown plains, it accumulated dirt around the roots which built over the years into a sizeable mound. Young trees then seeded on the mound and over time a large treed island could arise. Nearer the Karnings the movements of people and kishorn had largely eradicated them, but elsewhere they were more common, poking up above the waving grass stems like sailed ships. Mia had seen pictures of them, but it was different to see them in real life.
 
   They stopped at one near the track to eat and rest for a while. From the top, the towers of the Warlord’s House were just visible. Beyond that a dust cloud marked the progress of the main kishorn herd, slowly moving north for the winter. To the south, smaller groups of kishorn or deer or canasts could be seen. Dotted about were a number of moundrat hills. But to the east, only a few miles away, was another walled compound with its tower.
 
   “Supplies,” Dethin said, before she could ask.
 
   “Are we going there?”
 
   “Gods, no. I only go there when I have to check everything is in order, and I certainly wouldn’t take you there. They manage their own affairs, and as long as food and other goods get through to us, we don’t interfere.”
 
   They sat under the shade of a cayshorn tree, their backs against the smooth trunk, the delicate leaves above them dry and rattling. A few had already fallen and were gathering in heaps against the exposed roots. For a while they were silent, but Mia was always a little afraid of the reclusive side of Dethin, so when he shifted position and she realised he was not asleep, she said, “Have you been Warlord a long time, Crannor?”
 
   He opened his eyes, and she thought his mouth quirked a little at the use of his old name. “Twelve – no, thirteen years, now,” he said.
 
   “Do you like it? Being Warlord?”
 
   “Better than being in Supplies or the kitchens. When I first arrived at Sixth, I was very resentful for a while. Like you, I suppose. Railed against my fate, the usual. But I got no sympathy, I was no different from anyone else. After about six months, I realised that I was stuck here and I might as well make the most of it. I was Skirmisher trained so it was easy enough to get myself up to Captain, and I was Commander of Sixth inside four years. Three years after that I was Warlord.”
 
   She ran through the numbers in her head and realised that he was younger than she’d thought. He couldn’t be any older than Hurst.
 
   “Do I like it? There are – perks, of course.” He glanced at her and paused for an instant. “And I enjoy being able to run things my own way. But I don’t have a lot of power. The Section Commanders are more or less autonomous, I just organise the combined activities.”
 
   “Battles.”
 
   “That, yes, but other things too. Making sure things are distributed fairly, that the Sections with access to the tunnels don’t hog the best of everything. Keeping things moving. Judging the serious offences. But it’s a solitary life, being the man at the top.”
 
   “You have friends, though, don’t you? Men you’ve chosen. And – women.”
 
   “Friends? I suppose my men are friends of a sort, but they come and go. I choose them for their ability, not because I like them. As for women—” He looked at her again. “That’s one of the best things about being outside rather than in the Karnings, there are always women. When I was sixteen, I thought that was wonderful, queueing up to get laid every night if I wanted and for free. And the Captains and Commanders have their own women, to sleep with, not just a quick fuck. But the first one who came to my bed, I went to kiss her and she slapped my face. ‘You don’t get me,’ she said, ‘just the use of my body for a few minutes. Do what you must and then leave me alone.’ So that’s what I’ve always done. Women are for sex, nothing more. But you’re different, aren’t you, Mia? You’re the first who’s ever suggested we might be friends, the first to kiss me.”
 
   She could find no words to answer him, this strange, lonely man who owned her. Still, it was good that he was being more open with her, so she took his hand. He put his other hand over hers and drew it to his chest, but his face as he looked at her was oddly impassive.
 
   “You see, I don’t understand you,” he said, his eyes locked on hers. “You don’t even like me, but you kiss me, you do – that thing that you do…” And he sighed. At such moments he seemed almost human. She was almost tempted to smile, except that he was so serious. “I don’t know what you want of me, Mia.”
 
   How could he not understand? She was his prisoner, with no hope of freedom, and she did whatever might appease him, stop him from sending her back to Bulraney. And she was learning not to spit fire at him. He was easier to deal with when he was calm like this.
 
   “Nothing you don’t wish to give,” she said. “But I’m used to being married, where sex is just part of something more, something comforting.”
 
   “Friendship?”
 
   “Yes, but more than that. Working together with a common purpose. My husbands had their own duties, of course, and I had mine, but there were many shared responsibilities too. It made us very close.”
 
   “Ah. Intimacy.”
 
   “Yes, exactly! I know things are different here, but that’s what I miss most. Plenty to do, and people to share it with.”
 
   “Well, I’m not sure what else there is for you to do,” he said. “Kitchen work is very low status, almost as bad as sewing in the basement with the old woman. Work around the compound – that’s for the men. We’re very rigid here. And most of the women don’t want to do more than they do already – the evening work with the men, and a bit of tidying and laundry. For many of them it’s easier than where they came from. They wouldn’t thank you for changing things.”
 
   “No, I suppose not,” she said.
 
   While they sat, they saw a group of people leading a line of horses through the long grass off to the north. They pulled onto the main track and turned east. One man at the front rode, but the rest walked beside the horses, which were strung about with sacks. They saw Mia and Dethin sitting and waved, but didn’t stop. Unlike the dull brown clothes all the warriors wore, they were dressed in garish colours, with bright scarves on their heads. They all wore trousers, but Mia thought one or two of them were women.
 
   “Are they from Supplies?”
 
   “Yes. They’re collecting the grain for the bread you dislike so much. This tall grass isn’t much use for anything, but some grasses have seeds that can be ground for flour. But when the resupply comes in from the Karnings, we’ll get some decent grains.”
 
   After that, they turned back towards the compound, but the sun was already dropping down the sky. Mia began to be afraid they would not be back before dark. The open plain was not exactly safe during the day, but at night it was terrifying for anyone without campfires and enough company for constant vigilance, and there would be no moon for hours yet.
 
   They were perhaps half way back to the compound, and the clouds had cleared to promise a wonderful evening, when they became aware of dust ahead of them, and a deep rumble in the ground.
 
   “Kishorn!” muttered Dethin. “They’re a little east of us, but let’s head for that cayshorn island over there just in case.”
 
   They tied the horses securely to the trees, and waited. It was a small group of kishorn, no more than a hundred or so adults and calves, ambling along slowly about half a mile away, grazing as they went. Around the outside, a pack of scruffy fallan dogs watched for an unwary calf or a sick adult trailing behind, but the herd moved constantly to deter them. The matriarchs led the way, while adult males patrolled the sides and rear, protecting the younger females and calves in the centre. Gradually they moved out of range, leaving a broad swathe of flattened grass, but still Dethin waited.
 
   “Shall we move on?” Mia asked, but he said nothing. He almost looked as if he were listened, concentrating on something.
 
   “Mia,” he said in a whisper, “I want you to do exactly what I say, do you understand?” She nodded. “Go and stand by the horses, and keep them calm. Whatever you do, don’t scream, don’t run, don’t panic. There is a lion very close, but he won’t hurt us. Walk slowly. Go now.”
 
   She went. She was very frightened, but he spoke with such confidence, and she was so used to obedience, that it never occurred to her to argue. For long minutes she stood, soothing the horses by stroking their noses. 
 
   Then she saw it – a large male lion with a long scar down one flank walking out of the long grass and onto the track not twenty yards from them. It stopped and almost it seemed to be staring directly at Dethin. He stood motionless on the edge of the island, looking down at the lion. Mia could hardly breathe. How long did they stand there eye to eye, man and lion? Impossible to say. But at last the lion turned and moved off to the north, following the kishorn. 
 
   Mia felt her legs had turned to water, but Dethin turned and strode across to the horses as if nothing had happened.
 
   “We will have to make some speed now,” he said calmly. “We have been delayed too long.”
 
   And he mounted his horse and rode off at a fast canter before she could ask any questions.
 
   It was full dark before they reached the compound, and Mia was exhausted from the fast ride back. As soon as they were inside the gate two of Dethin’s men were there, speaking with urgent voices. He gave some terse instructions and they dashed off again.
 
   “There goes my evening,” he said to Mia with a grimace. “The resupply has started, and I have to go straight up to Sixth to take charge.”
 
   “Tonight?”
 
   “Yes. Once the carts start coming through the tunnels, I need to be there to make sure Kestimar doesn’t take all the best stuff. This is the only tunnel to get a resupply, so it has to serve the needs of all my Sections.”
 
   They had reached the stables, and he dismounted. His men had brought his gear for him, and another horse stood waiting, already saddled and bearing his travel kit.
 
   “Is there anything you want particularly?” he said to her, his voice softening a little. “We should get fruit this time.”
 
   “That would be very nice.”
 
   “Anything else? Clothes – or anything?”
 
   “Books,” she said, and then laughed at herself. “I don’t suppose they send many books, do they?”
 
   “No, there aren’t many readers here, but I’ll see what I can find. I’ll be back in four or five days.”
 
   Having lamented her lack of real work, now Mia found herself almost too busy. By the next evening, wagons began to arrive back at the compound laden with goods from the resupply, materials from the Karnings as their reward for the battle just past. It seemed a bizarre system to Mia, as she helped the kitchen workers fill the stores with sacks of potatoes and grains, barrels of apples and wine, boxes of dried fruits and salt and spices. Some wagons were full of swords and bows, daggers and spears, mail and helmets and armoured leather. There were bales of cloth, boots and cloaks and gloves, blankets and rugs and bandages and medicines. One wagon was full of panes of glass, and lengths of wood, a rare commodity. All of it would be stored and doled out to the Sections as it was needed.
 
   Dethin returned with the last wagon.
 
   “I’ve brought you some presents,” he said, smiling at Mia as he jumped off his horse and strode across to her where she waited near the tower door. He had brought her a whole bag full of little things he thought she might like – a hairbrush, a small hand mirror, some fine linen for undergarments and a good quality riding scarf, a bottle of plums, some candied sweets and many more small items. He carried the bag into the canteen and insisted on unpacking it at once, pulling everything out one by one and watching her carefully to see if she approved. And to her great delight there were books. “They send some every time, it seems, but no one ever wanted them, so they got left up at Sixth. They had more, but I didn’t know what you like to read, so I just grabbed a few. I’ll take you up there to choose some more, if you like. Do you like them? Are you pleased?”
 
   She had never seen him so animated, and she saw his men looking curiously at them as they passed by.
 
   “Thank you, these are lovely,” she said with genuine pleasure. “They will keep me quiet for quite a while, I think. There’s no need for you to start rushing about again just yet. You must be tired.”
 
   Nevertheless, Dethin was not fated to sit quietly at home for long, for he had not been back an hour when riders arrived from Third Section bearing an urgent message. He was subdued all evening, but she thought he was preoccupied more than anything else. She felt she was beginning to understand his moods a little and there was no anger in him now. It was more like sadness. She didn’t dare to ask about it, but after the supper was cleared away and most of the men had drifted off to find ale or women or their beds, he told her himself.
 
   “I have to go to Third tomorrow. There’s been an incident, and I have to be judge at the trial.”
 
   “An incident? A trial? It must be serious then?”
 
   “Yes.” He looked sideways at her, and for a moment her heart lurched. Was it something to do with her? Mista, perhaps? But she was unprepared for the truth. “Bulraney’s been killed.”
 
   “What! How? Whatever happened?” Despite her shock, there was relief too – one man less for her to fear.
 
   “Someone spitted him with a knife, apparently.”
 
   “But why? And what will happen to whoever did it?”
 
   “Why doesn’t really matter. Killing your Commander is one of the few crimes here punishable by death, always.”
 
   “But he might have had a good reason…”
 
   “There’s never a good reason. A Commander is the law in his own Section; everyone has to respect that, otherwise we have anarchy.”
 
   They went to bed early, but Dethin had retreated into his shell again and took her without a word or a kiss. She didn’t mind. She knew it would take a long time to release the affectionate man she suspected lay hidden inside his reserve, and it seemed that she would have all the time in the world to do it. Perhaps she might even grow to like him, if she stayed there long enough. At least he didn’t turn away from her afterwards, instead drifting off to sleep facing her, one arm casually resting on her belly. But she lay awake for a long time wondering who had dared to take a knife to Bulraney, and why.
 
    
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   34: Trial (Hurst)
 
   Hurst’s cell was twelve paces by ten; he had had plenty of time to measure it carefully. Against one wall was a low wooden bench that also served as a bed, there was a jug of water in one corner and in another an archway led to a tiny alcove with a latrine opening directly to running water below. The floor was beaten earth, the walls solid stone and the door thick metal bars. Two narrow slits let in air and light from the outside. He had blankets, his cloak and even a pillow of sorts, so he was not uncomfortable.
 
   The Warlord had been sent word of events, he was told, so now he must await his arrival and judgment. He was a stern man, they said, but fair and he would listen to all the evidence. Hurst would be able to speak on his own behalf. Nevertheless, no one had any doubt of the outcome. The penalty for killing was execution, and while two equals could argue self-defence or accident, and a Captain or Commander could claim the death of a junior was a matter of overenthusiastic discipline, there could be no justification for killing your own Commander. Bulraney had exercised his right to punish a subordinate, and Hurst was not entitled to do anything beyond submit. His only comfort was that as a warrior who had fought in battle, he had the right to die by the sword.
 
   Gantor, Walst and Trimon were allowed to bring his food to him, although only one of them at a time. They sat with him while he ate it, and he gave them long rambling messages to be conveyed back to his father or Bernast or various of his brothers or Mia or Jonnor, in the unlikely event that they should see any of them again. “I wish I had paper and pen,” he said repeatedly, sighing. “This would be so much easier if I could write everything down.” When they were with him, they tried to keep him hopeful, but he could see the anger in them.
 
   Hurst himself was resigned to his fate. He was aware that he had, in some sense, been looking for death ever since Mia had gone, and he was not disturbed now it seemed to have found him. It clarified things. It had always been a wild hope, that he could follow Mia and find her again, and even though he now knew that she had been here, he was no nearer finding her. She was not here now, she had a different name and it would be almost impossible to find her without some help from these people. He could hardly search for her through every single barbarian camp, it just wasn’t feasible. Besides, they were perfectly capable of moving her on deliberately, just to keep her out of reach. Tella, Jonnor, Mia… three Karningholders must have passed through here, each with three Companions, twelve people in all, yet only Mista was still here, and she knew nothing. It was hopeless.
 
   Beyond his cell, the life of the Third Section went on. He heard voices passing his windows sometimes, or the distant clash of swords. Once or twice a wagon rolled past. Heddizan had assumed the role of Commander, but was eyeing Hurst’s three friends rather warily, as if he thought killing Commanders might be standard practice amongst them. Walst found to his astonishment that within a matter of hours of his successful challenge, he was abruptly promoted from Third Sword Captain to Second. He had moved into the Commander’s House with Trimon, but they reported that Mista had disappeared and the other women were tight-lipped when asked about her.
 
   The Warlord arrived, unheralded, one day just before noon. Hurst was brought hot water to wash in and clean clothes, but no blade to trim his now bushy beard. The trial started after the noon meal had been cleared away, for the canteen was the only room above ground large enough for the purpose. Apart from a few guards on the outer walls, everyone from Third Section crowded in to listen, packing onto benches at the front, tables further back, and standing around the edges. 
 
   Hurst was not shackled in any way, but six wary looking warriors carrying unsheathed battle swords stood around him. He sat with the crowds behind him, and the Warlord facing him not three yards away. Hurst remembered him well from the battle, and without his helmet he looked even more harsh and unforgiving. This was not a man given to leniency, he suspected, and not a man inclined to be tolerant towards him in particular, given that he had allowed two men to go free during the battle.
 
   It was strange to be so close to the man who perhaps had Mia in his keeping even now. Had he slept with her? Or allowed his Captains to do so? He seemed like an ascetic man himself, cold and distant, aloof from the excitement swilling round the room, so perhaps he disliked women altogether. And even if he knew Mia, had she talked about her husbands, would he even know who Hurst was? Somehow it didn’t pain him to think of such things. The Mia he loved belonged to her Karning, with her books and her delicate ways and her dainty birdlike movements, bobbing about fetching him wine or cooking the meat each evening. But that Mia was a dream to him now, just an empty ache in his heart and a shadowy memory, a mirage belonging to the grey stone towers and marble fountains of the Karning. She had no reality in this vast emptiness, this world of lawless warriors where women were no more than vessels for men’s pleasure.
 
   The Warlord raised his hand and the room fell silent. One by one, men came forward to tell variations of the same tale. All the Captains spoke, even Walst and Trimon, although both said at once that Hurst was a friend. Bulraney’s sword was brought out and the Warlord examined it closely, looking piercingly at Hurst.
 
   “This was your sword originally?”
 
   “It was.”
 
   “How came Bulraney to have it?”
 
   “He took it when I first arrived here.”
 
   After that, the Warlord kept the sword across his knees. He examined Hurst’s knives with interest, but made no comment. He listened gravely to all the testimonies, occasionally asking questions. 
 
   It was interesting, Hurst thought, to hear these men, most of them loyal to Bulraney, telling simple unvarnished facts, repeating his own provocative words exactly, and yet in the way they expressed themselves you could hear, clear as a gong, their anger and shock and outrage at Bulraney’s behaviour. 
 
   “It was his battle sword,” they said, over and over. Or “He had no mail, no helmet.” “He had nothing but his practice sword.” “He yielded but he picked up his sword again.” 
 
   It was not going to help him, Hurst knew that, nothing could help him, but still it was interesting. Even here, where the law was whatever the man in charge said it was, men still had a strong sense of injustice.
 
   After all had spoken, the Warlord looked at Hurst. “The accused may rise.”
 
   Hurst stood facing him.
 
   “Do you wish to say anything?” the Warlord asked.
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “You admit your guilt?” His tone was level, unsurprised.
 
   “If you mean do I admit that I killed him, close to a hundred people watched me do it, so there’s not much point in denying it, is there?”
 
   “Do you have anything to say in your defence?”
 
   “You’ve heard the story from start to finish from a number of people, and nobody’s said anything I’d take issue with. You know exactly what happened.”
 
   The Warlord looked at him in silence for a long moment.
 
   “Is there anything else you feel you should say?”
 
   Hurst had a suspicion that he was missing something subtle here, perhaps some form of words, an excuse, a justification. Was he supposed to plead for his life? In the end, he simply said, “Such as?”
 
   “An apology, perhaps?”
 
   “I’d say it’s a bit late to apologise to a man after he’s dead.”
 
   “You could apologise to me for killing my best Commander.”
 
   “Was he really?” Hurst said without thinking, too surprised to stop himself. “Because it didn’t seem to me that he was a very good Commander at all.”
 
   There was a rumble from the audience, but the Warlord said curtly, “Explain.”
 
   “Well, firstly,” Hurst said, “he liked to intimidate people, and that’s a strategy that has a bad effect on the men. They have to respect their leader for himself, not just because he bullies them and they’re afraid of reprisals. Secondly, he was unjust. I’ve not been here long, but I’ve seen two separate occasions when he handed out punishment unfairly, without properly investigating what happened. And thirdly…” 
 
   He stopped, suddenly reluctant. But he had nothing to lose now, so he went on, “I don’t like to say this of a man I fought beside in battle but he was a coward.” The silence in the room was absolute now. “He should have led his men round the flank, he was ordered to do it, but he handed over responsibility to others and took himself back to a safe point. The manoeuvre was almost lost as a result. It was only the bravery and determination of his men that enabled something to be achieved in the end.”
 
   There was a low murmur around him, and Hurst saw people nodding in agreement, but the Warlord only said, “I remember the events of that day too, very clearly. The accused may sit.”
 
   Hurst did so, and realised his legs were shaking. He had felt quite relaxed in mind, but obviously the strain was telling on him. It crossed his mind that perhaps he was not quite as easy about the prospect of dying as he’d thought.
 
   “This is my judgment,” said the Warlord, and even now his face gave nothing away. An implacable man indeed. “The accused offered provocation to Commander Bulraney, that is undeniable. However, a certain amount of such talk is commonplace during training, as a way of creating tension, of rousing an opponent to a higher level of performance. It is not normally an offence. However, if Commander Bulraney saw it as a problem, he should have dealt with it as a disciplinary matter, with routine punishment. Once he drew his sword, however, his battle sword at that, the issue became a different one. Commander Bulraney himself chose to view the matter as a personal challenge, and drawing his sword confirmed that he accepted the challenge. The accused had no option but to fight. It would be cowardly to do otherwise.”
 
   He paused, looking directly at Hurst, while a low buzz ran round the room and died away, before continuing. “It is therefore clear that the accused, having brought Commander Bulraney to yield, won the challenge. At that point, the accused in fact became the rightful Commander of the Third Section.” 
 
   Hurst’s eyebrows shot up.
 
   The Warlord continued relentlessly. “Logically, therefore, when Bulraney picked up his sword and attacked his new Commander, he committed a grave offence. It was a serious lack of discipline in a subordinate, possibly even attempted murder. The accused would have been perfectly justified, at that point, in ordering any means of restraining Bulraney, including immediate execution. That he chose to deal with the matter himself does not negate that right. The accused defended himself against an attack from a junior which threatened his life, and thereby executed a dangerously ill-disciplined warrior under his command, as he was entitled to do. I can see no fault in his actions.”
 
   Hurst was speechless. He had expected death, and a tiny corner of his mind had hoped for some lesser penalty – a flogging, maybe, or banishment to the infamous Supplies – but this was too ridiculous for words. His punishment was to be made Commander in Bulraney’s place! It was quite preposterous. He could tell the assembled warriors thought so too, from the growing noise behind him.
 
   Heddizan was clearly of the same mind. “You can’t be serious!” he burst out.
 
   The Warlord stood up and frowned down at him, Hurst’s sword resting point downwards. Any sensible person would have quailed at that point and drawn back, but Heddizan was not inclined to be sensible. He had been Commander for a matter of days, and now he had lost his position to the man he regarded as a murderer.
 
   “Lord, he killed Bulraney! You can’t make him Commander, it’s not right! If you do this, we’ll have everyone knifing their superiors to get promoted.”
 
   “Captain—?” 
 
   “Heddizan, Lord.”
 
   “Well, Captain Heddizan,” he said, his voice crisp as ice, “if you had been paying attention, you would be aware that I did not make anyone Commander. A challenge was issued, albeit informally. ‘I’d like to see you try’ – those were the words. Commander Bulraney could have made light of it, or he could have disciplined the man for his cheek, but he chose instead to accept the challenge, and the result was very clear, was it not?”
 
   “Yes, but—”
 
   “So salute your new Commander, as is proper.”
 
   Heddizan turned and stared at Hurst, and now that he could see his face he realised it was not anger written there, but disappointment. Something he had wanted had been given to him and was now snatched away, and he looked as mortified as a child who has broken a favourite toy. But he bowed his head to Hurst and resisted the temptation to storm out petulantly.
 
   The Warlord turned back to Hurst.
 
   “Commander, I shall meet you in your office in one hour.”
 
   “My office?”
 
   “Your Captains will show you the way.” And with that he left, still carrying the sword, trailed by his four henchmen, exchanging covert glances.
 
   A cacophony of excited chatter broke out in the room, and Gantor, Walst and Trimon materialised next to Hurst. 
 
   “How did you do that?” murmured Gantor. “From certain death to overall command in one bound.”
 
   “Fuck it, I thought my promotion was rapid, but that beats everything!” Walst said, grinning.
 
   “Now we have to call him Sir again,” Trimon said in disgust.
 
   ~~~
 
   They gathered in Bulraney’s office on the highest floor of the tower, Hurst, all five Captains and Gantor, who wasn’t invited but tagged along anyway. Hurst supposed he would be able to choose one or two ordinary warriors as runners, so he saw no reason to send him away.
 
   Bulraney’s big chair stood forlornly empty in the middle of the room. Hurst had only been there briefly twice, but he could see at once that the place was different. It was tidier, for one thing, and more chairs had been brought in and arranged in a loose semi-circle to one side of the large one. Heddizan was clearly more of a discussion man and less of a dictator than his predecessor.
 
   Hurst went across to one of the windows and gazed out across the plains. The glass was scoured by wind-blown dust and hard to see through, but here and there a pane had been replaced giving a clearer view. Slowly, he walked from window to window admiring the expanse of emptiness. The view from the top was spectacular. He hadn’t realised quite how much he’d hated being confined, not just in his prison cell but the whole compound. The high walls were necessary, he conceded, to keep out marauding Karningholders and kishorn alike, but still it felt stifling when the whole plains were outside.
 
   Meanwhile, a head appeared at the top of the stairs from the floor below.
 
   “May I?” 
 
   “Come in – um, Delnor,” Hurst said.
 
   “Just came to hand in my sash,” he said, thrusting a fistful of crumpled material into Hurst’s hand. And without another word he disappeared down the stairs.
 
   “I’m confused,” Hurst said plaintively.
 
   Walst sighed loudly and rolled his eyes dramatically. “It’s really not difficult. The Commander died, Heddizan got to be the new Commander, Ainsley became First, I moved up to Second and Delnor, being the best of Third’s group, became Captain there. Then you magically got made Commander and we all got demoted again. Understand?”
 
   “I think so, yes. A lot seems to have happened rather quickly just lately.”
 
   Light footsteps on the stairs announced the arrival of the Warlord. He was alone, but he still carried the sword. My sword, Hurst reminded himself. 
 
   “Come in,” he said breezily. “Erm – Lord? Is that how I address you?”
 
   “Formally, yes, but Dethin will do here.” He looked around at all the faces watching him. “I shan’t need everyone. Captain Heddizan, you may go. Ainsley. Gronnash. Thank you.” He waited while they filed down the stairs and the thumping of boots had died away, then gazed impassively around at the four of them. Hurst stood beside the big chair, with Walst next to him and Trimon across the room. Gantor leaned against the wall behind them. “Well now, let us speak freely – Most High.” And he bowed formally to Hurst and then, with a murmured “Most Respected”, to each of the others in turn, but his face was cold as he turned back to Hurst. “I daresay Bulraney didn’t recognise your sword, but he knew there was something unusual about the four of you. He had his faults, but he had good instincts and he was very good at keeping me informed. He was right to be curious – it’s not usual to see a Karningholder and his Companions here, fully armed. So now you had better tell me exactly who you are, how you got here and what in all Nine Vortices you want with us.”
 
   Hurst didn’t have to think about his response. The Warlord was a man of little emotion, but he had seen enough of battle-hardened Karningholders to understand the defensive layers a man might wrap around his heart to protect him from the work he must do and allow him to sleep at night. This was no Bulraney, driven by anger and selfishness and violence. The Warlord kept himself under tight control, but he was a man of intelligence and imagination, as he had proved at the trial. He would listen and consider before taking any action, and Hurst trusted him enough to know that he would do nothing without good reason. The time for secrecy was past.
 
   So Hurst carefully peeled off his gloves to reveal the Karningholder tattoo, the spiral filling the whole back of each hand, with the jewel colours from his three Karnings clear and vivid.
 
   “I am Most High Hurst dos Arrakas, First Husband of Karning Dranish Turs Kan-forst,” he said. “I have come to find my wife.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   35: Books (Mia)
 
   Mia didn’t miss Dethin much while he was away. She kept to her usual routine and so did his men, so it almost felt as if he were still there, except that she slept alone and ate her supper with the other women, instead of sitting silently beside Dethin while he talked to his men. 
 
   He had twenty Captains, two from each Section, who spent two or three years with him before returning to their home Section carrying his discipline and methods with them. There was no doubt that his men both respected and feared him. He set high standards, expecting all the Captains to train with him every morning. After the stillness each day he carried out inspections, descending unannounced on the stables or the stores or the kitchens or the armoury to check that all was as it should be and woe betide anyone found deficient.
 
   Yet everyone apart from the Captains had been with him for years and all were fiercely loyal to him. Mia found that two of the men looking after the stores and the most senior stable worker were all former Warlords now retired through injury or age, yet they happily stayed on under Dethin, and talked darkly of moving on whenever Kestimar from Sixth Section should take over. Even the kitchen workers here were a cheery and friendly group, unlike the lecherous men at Third Section. The women were treated with friendly respect. 
 
   Dethin always held a planning meeting in the big room next to the bedroom at noon, and his men continued the tradition even when he was away. Sometimes when she was busy in the bedroom, she overheard them talking about her, either forgetting or not knowing she was there. 
 
   “Don’t touch those, they’re for Mia,” one of them said one day, and she guessed someone had reached for an apple from the bowl of them Dethin had left for her.
 
   “Mia?”
 
   “Cassia. He’s changed her name.” That made her smile.
 
   And again: “He’s too soft with her – taking her riding, bringing presents. And those trousers…!”
 
   “He’s always like that with them. Don’t you remember the last one?”
 
   “Course! Gorgeous, she was, lovely body, not like this one.” There was a burst of coarse laughter.
 
   “She didn’t last long though, did she? Nor will this one, you’ll see. He’ll get rid of her soon enough.”
 
   “No, he likes this one.”
 
   “He always likes them, but they don’t like him.”
 
   “Ack, it’s stupid being so soft, they don’t respect you for it. They like it rough.”
 
   “Don’t let him hear you talking like that.”
 
   Mia still wasn’t sure what she felt about Dethin. She had no real affection for him, although perhaps that would come in time, and she still feared his moods. Yet he was polite and considerate, and he didn’t abuse her beyond the obvious fact that he took his pleasure with her against her will. But there was nothing to be done about that, and if it were not him, it would be someone else, or more than one. 
 
   He had told her that he would never send her back to Bulraney, but that was not much comfort, since he could just as easily send her to any other Commander. Last year, she was told, Dethin had traded his woman for a dozen archers and twenty horses. She wondered miserably whether she would be valued so highly. 
 
   Mia had made some effort to get to know the women at the Warlord’s House. There were four of them now, for a new one had recently arrived, a gift from Ninth Section. They were quite cheerful about the life they were required to lead, and when Mia tentatively asked whether perhaps they resented being used in such a way, they couldn’t understand what she meant. One had worked in a brothel all her adult life, and the others had never hesitated to sell their bodies when they needed money or food, or simply for a quiet life. Even now they often disappeared with one or other of the Captains for the afternoon, in exchange for an extra ration of meat or ale, or a handful of the bones they used for their endless gambling games.
 
   “There’s not many men here,” they would say, “they don’t often get drunk, it’s only evening work, and there’s no one nagging you to find more customers. And it’s nice not having to take the herbs.”
 
   That was something Mia couldn’t agree with. None of the four had been married or had children, and although they sympathised with her for the loss of her baby, they couldn’t really understand the depth of grief she felt. From time to time she still had flashes of pain deep inside, as if her body remembered. Sometimes, when she was alone, she curled up on the bed and wept.
 
   But now she had a new source of comfort – books. Dethin had brought her fourteen of them, all different shapes and sizes, and she had settled down eagerly to look through them and decide on the most interesting to read first. She’d thought they would be a random mixture of subjects, but to her surprise they were all books about the Gods. There was a children’s history of the coming of the Word, a detailed technical manual of all the types of plants ruled by Pashinor, a dry theological comparison between Gullinor and Sylinor and so on. 
 
   To her pleasure, there was also a Book of the Hours, with all the chants required for each hour of the day through the seasons. In the early years of the Word of the Gods, when Slaves were few and lived mostly at the Ring or the Karningholds, anyone with any pretension to education had their own Book of the Hours, so that when they had the opportunity to commune with the Gods, they would know the correct words. Now that even the smallest village had its own Slave, there was no longer much need for such things, and only those who travelled a great deal or lived remotely had one of their own. Mia had never even seen one outside the Ring, apart from the huge versions kept in the temples.
 
   She soon discovered, when she asked around, that there was in fact a temple within the compound. It was tucked into a corner of two of the outer walls, and was more a slightly rounded off square than a circle, but it had the little round windows filled with coloured glass to depict the domains of each of the Nine, although high up and only on the inner walls. It was being used as a hay store, but she found a couple of men willing to clear it out for her, leaving just a ring of bales around the outside to sit on. She swept it clean herself. It became a comfort to go there and sit quietly, or read the words of the hour out loud, as if somehow she still had a connection to the Gods, even in this place that often felt like one of the Nine Vortices.
 
   One or two of the other compound residents went to the temple too, but most were cynical about the Gods.
 
   “They never took any interest in me in my Karning,” one said, “and they certainly won’t here. Why should I pay any attention to them?”
 
   “They only look after the Karningers,” another said. “There are no Gods here.”
 
   Mia could understand why they felt that way, but the Slaves had always taught that the Nine were everywhere, listening and watching with compassion, even if they only spoke directly to Those who Serve the Gods, and only in the Tower of Reception. She had never doubted their word. Even if it was one of the Servants who had taken her away from her Karning life, had killed her child, she knew he only acted on the will of the Gods, and she could never question the purposes of the Nine.
 
   While Dethin was away, she somehow spent most of each afternoon reading. She would pick up a book during the stillness, and then, with no hour bells to guide her or other duties calling her, the time would drift away. But then one afternoon, when she was engrossed in one of the legends of Sylinor, she looked up and saw Dethin watching her. She was so startled she dropped her book, and with a smile he walked across the room and bent down to pick it up, neatly folding the strips together.
 
   “You’ve lost your place, I’m afraid.”
 
   She laughed and took it from him. “It hardly matters. How was your trip? Was it awful?”
 
   “No, actually. Unusual, certainly, but not awful.” Then, to her surprise, he sat down beside her on the broad window sill and curled his arm around her waist. “I’ve missed you, you know,” he said, and bent down to nuzzle her neck. She was too astonished at this unexpected display of affection to speak, and she was suspicious of it, too. What did he want of her? Sex? Well, that would be simple enough, but was anything ever simple with this difficult man?
 
   He lifted his head to look at her, not smiling, almost as if watching for her reaction. With his other hand, he tentatively touched her hair. “I love you, Mia,” he said.
 
   She felt as if he had kicked her in the stomach. Love? What did he know of love? This was a man who kept her prisoner and took what he wanted, regardless of her wishes. How could that possibly be called love? And she could not help comparing him to Hurst, who had loved her in his gentle way for ten years and not said a word, who had always been a friend to her, who had listened to her and comforted her and never asked for anything in return. Hot fury boiled through her and she jumped up and turned on him.
 
   “No, you don’t!” she hissed, so angry she could barely breathe. “You know nothing about me! You use me and ignore me and treat me with less respect than your horse, and just because you bring me gifts occasionally doesn’t mean you care anything about me! Love – you don’t even know what it means! Love isn’t about what you feel, it’s about what you do, how you behave to someone else, about honesty and trust. You don’t love me, you don’t talk to me. You don’t even see me!”
 
   And she turned and ran from the room and down the stairs, hot tears spilling down her cheeks. She found her way, inevitably, to the temple. It was quiet there, away from the bustle of the compound, and even with the sun bright outside, it was cool and dark, with only a few beams of shining colour spearing down from the tiny windows high above. It calmed her to be there, even though she had left the Book of the Hours up in the tower. She dried her tears and meditated.
 
   The only other person there was the old woman from the basement. Mia had never discovered her name; no one seemed to know it and perhaps she had forgotten it herself, for she had been the old woman for longer than anyone could remember. She was half mad perhaps, but she came to the temple regularly, sitting rocking gently and mumbling to herself. After a while, she left too and Mia was alone as dusk fell outside.
 
   Eventually Dethin found her there. He was still wearing his dusty travelling clothes, so perhaps he had been looking for her all this time. He said nothing about it, however. He sat on the straw bale beside her, not touching her, not even looking at her.
 
   “Mia, I’m so sorry,” he said. “I never meant to upset you. I never do.” Then he sighed. “I – I’m not very good at this, I’m afraid. I don’t know the proper way to treat you. I’m sorry for that.”
 
   “You could learn,” she said, watching his face, but his eyes were fixed on the ground.
 
   “Perhaps. I don’t know. Maybe it’s too late for that.”
 
   “It’s never too late.”
 
   He was silent for a while. “I don’t know if we can ever be friends,” he said at last, turning for the first time to look at her, “and maybe it’s best that way, but I would like to know more about you, if I may. Will you tell me about yourself sometimes?”
 
   “I should like that. And – Crannor, I’m sorry too. I seem to do nothing but shout at you.”
 
   That brought a twitch of the mouth and the slight gleam of the eyes that she was learning to recognise as amusement. “Oh, I like that better than docility,” he said. “And better than being afraid of me, too. At least you tell me what you feel.”
 
   “So, will I get to learn something about you, too?” she asked, emboldened by this new, softer Dethin.
 
   “Me? There isn’t much to tell. You know how I came here, and my life since has been ruled by the sword. What else is there to know?”
 
   “Well, you could explain to me how it is that you can stare down an adult lion without fear, and with complete assurance that it won’t harm you.”
 
   “Oh, that.” He turned away again, and she was afraid that she’d offended him. He was silent for a long time, but then, to her relief, he turned back to her. “The summer before I went to the scholars, one of my uncles took me on a trip. He was a merchant trading in rare spices and exotic foods, and every third year he used to take a caravan south to the ocean to stock up on all sorts of things that come from the cold sea. He always took one or other of the children with him, because he says it’s essential for them to understand that there are places beyond the plains.”
 
   “Oh, I should love to see the sea!” she said. “Was it amazing?”
 
   “It was – the whole coast was a string of towns and ports and one or two great cities, too. And so lively, with music everywhere. But a lot of bad things, too – thieves and beggars and children with no boots and ragged clothes. And no order to it – people seemed to build wherever they wanted, and the roads wound about all over the place, not a straight one anywhere. But while I was there, something strange happened. I—” He stopped abruptly. “You know, this is going to sound crazy, but it really happened. I discovered that I could see into the minds of animals.”
 
   “Oh. That does sound – odd.”
 
   “Well, it was odd to me too, but it’s true. The small ones were nothing more than the tiniest burst of feeling – hunger, or fear. But the big ones – their feelings were quite complex, sometimes. Horses were interesting, because they have real affection for their owners. Oxen, less interesting. But one day, a horse panicked over something, a sudden noise of some sort, and took off down the street, and I realised that I could – oh, how can I put it – I was able to soothe it, somehow, reduce its fear and calm it down. It was sheer instinct, I have no idea how I came to do it. And after that, I could do it whenever I wanted.”
 
   “So that’s what you did to the lion? You soothed it?”
 
   “Yes, but the strange thing is, I can’t see so clearly here. The larger animals are fuzzy, somehow, like in a thick fog, and the smaller ones don’t register at all. I suppose that’s why I never noticed it before. But it still works. It always works. So, yes, I soothed the lion.”
 
   “It’s a very peculiar talent to have,” she said thoughtfully. “Is it magic?”
 
   “What is magic?” He shrugged. “It just seems like a natural ability to me. It’s not as if I’m creating fire, or turning pebbles into diamonds. I don’t believe in magic.”
 
   “Neither do I,” she said. 
 
   Although at the back of her mind was the niggling thought that she had heard before of something like Dethin’s talent. Danzor, that was it, Gantor’s grandfather, the scholar at the library. When she’d talked to him at the Ring about the Catastrophe, he’d told her about something similar, a kind of magic which was suppressed on the plains. Was this what he meant?
 
   After supper that night, Dethin lapsed into his usual morose state, and even his men drifted off to do other things. At the far end of the canteen, there was a large group clustered round the gamblers, cheering every acquisition or loss of bones, and Mia found herself alone with him. It was too early to go to bed, but she couldn’t face a whole evening of silence.
 
   “Would you like to play crowns?” she asked brightly. “I found a set in the store-room when things were being moved around for the resupply.”
 
   “Crowns?” he said. “Oh, crowns! I haven’t played for years. I had a—” He stopped, and then laughed a little, with a quick glance at her that made her wonder what he had been about to say. “Let’s just say that I wasn’t the best at it. But I’ll have a go, if you like.”
 
   She soon found he was right, he was a very poor player, but sometimes when he made an obvious mistake and she pointed it out, his eyes gleamed with interest and he avoided that move afterwards. She thought he’d been poorly taught, for he obviously had the intelligence to play well, if he had a mind for it. He seemed absorbed in it, and she thought he was rather enjoying himself. They finished one game rather quickly and began another.
 
   “So tell me about your husband,” he said.
 
   “Which one?” she said absently, for she was pondering her next move.
 
   “Oh, I forgot you’ve had three,” he said. “The one you left behind, grieving for you. Do you miss him?”
 
   For a moment she was startled. Had she ever told him she’d had three husbands? She supposed he must have worked it out, knowing that one had already gone down the tunnels. 
 
   “Hurst, you mean? Oh. I – I don’t know what there is to tell, really. Oh yes, I miss him…” Suddenly, she was overwhelmed with sorrow for her lost husband, and her old life. Just when she had got to know him properly, to appreciate him, he had been taken from her. She felt tears starting, and determined not to give way to them. “I see what your strategy is,” she said with forced brightness. “You’re trying to distract me, so that you can win the game. It won’t work, Warlord, be sure of that.”
 
   She forced a smile, but he stared at her, and then abruptly pushed the board away, spilling some pieces. 
 
   “This won’t do!” he said, and jumped up. She stood too, suddenly afraid. One or two faces turned to them from tables across the room, staring. Just as suddenly he sat down again. “Now I’ve made you afraid of me again,” he said, with a twisted half smile. “I’m sorry, Mia, but this was a mistake. We shouldn’t get friendly like this.”
 
   “Why ever not?”
 
   “Because everything could change at any moment. There’s no certainty here, no continuity. We’re only together for a short while. The next battle, the next training exercise – I could be dead, or injured. Or someone could take a knife to me.”
 
   “Like Bulraney?”
 
   “Yes. And then – I would be minding the stores, or down in the kitchens, and you—”
 
   “Oh.” She saw the point. “I would belong to someone else,” she said in a small voice. “To the new Warlord.”
 
   “To Kestimar, yes. And he’s very different from me. It’s better if – we’re not close. It would make it very hard for you.”
 
   “But what about – what you said before?” She couldn’t quite say the words, but she could see that he understood her.
 
   “I shouldn’t have said that, perhaps, but I wanted you to know that I’m doing the best I can for you. I’m trying to make things easier for you, as far as I’m able to. But you mustn’t get attached to me or anyone else.” His voice softened slightly. “Do you understand?”
 
   She nodded, hands folded in her lap, head bowed. Tears were pricking again, and she tried to force herself to be calm, but she was distressed, all the same. Her whole life she had been surrounded by people who cared about her – her own kin, and then her Karninghold family. There were plenty for her to care about, too – the children, the servants, all the village folk and petitioners who came to her. The thought of living the rest of her life without that closeness, with nothing but casual friendships, as easily broken as made, appalled and frightened her. Such a bleak future it seemed to her. And yet she knew that everyone else here was in the same position. Every one of them had been torn away from home and family, and deposited here alone and friendless.
 
   “Look out your riding clothes, and a few spares,” he said, rising again. “Tomorrow we’re going on a journey.”
 
   “Where to?” she said, looking up in sharp fear.
 
   “To Third. There’s someone there you should meet.”
 
   “The new Commander? Are you going to give me to him?”
 
   He smiled a little then, his face suddenly softer. “Only if you want me to. I will never give you away against your will, Mia, I promise you that. But it’s only right that you should meet him. Then you can decide what you want to do.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   36: Visitors (Hurst)
 
   Hurst found that there were some unexpected advantages to being Commander. One of them was respect. The warrior hierarchy was based entirely on superior battle skills, and scores of people had watched him defeat Bulraney in single combat under very difficult conditions. Even those who resented that fact that he was responsible for Bulraney’s death had no hesitation in applauding his talents in combat. He’d expected it would take time to assert his authority, and was surprised to find almost everyone obeying him without the least sign of unwillingness. But then Bulraney had ruled by fear, and had been widely, although secretly, disliked. No one had wanted to challenge him openly, but there was quiet satisfaction that he was gone. 
 
   Hurst found himself in a rather curious position. He was the absolute ruler of this strange community, both administrator and battle leader, yet he felt very unfit for the job. All his training was focused on life in the Karnings – the hearing of petitions, the management of the Karninghold itself and the ritualised games of the skirmishes, all of it controlled, down to the last detail, by Those who Serve the Gods and their Voices and Slaves, and the endless layers of regulation governing even the minutest detail of life. 
 
   Here, the rules were fewer and unwritten, and he knew none of them. In battle, he was confident of his abilities, but outside of it, he was less sure of himself. It didn’t help that two of his five Captains were his own Companions who knew no more than he did. Nor had the Warlord left him with any instructions, or even advice, having simply shrugged and said in his laconic way, “You’re in charge now. It’s up to you.”
 
   So Hurst set up a War Council. He included all five Captains, plus the two recently deposed ones, Gantor, a couple of the more sensible experienced warriors, and one of the storesmen, when he discovered he was a former Commander. Every afternoon, they squeezed into Hurst’s new elevated office, and explained his job to him. There wasn’t much to learn. His only significant duty was to turn up for battle when summoned by the Warlord, and defend the compound if attacked. 
 
   He could himself attack the nearest exposed Karning if he wished but it wasn’t compulsory. Bulraney had never bothered, feeling that they were too outnumbered to do any good. Hurst felt no inclination for suicide attacks either. 
 
   Almost everything else in the compound ran itself. Food arrived from Supplies or from the Warlord or, if they ran short, from small hunting parties. Everything else was negotiated from the Warlord following a resupply. 
 
   That left only training and discipline for Hurst to manage. He implemented a more rigorous training schedule, using those with Skirmisher experience to teach the proper methods to the rest, and although a few men thought themselves too experienced to be taught basic skills, many were glad to learn. He insisted, too, that everyone ate together in the canteen, with no running up and down the endless stairs with trays of food, as his predecessor had insisted. 
 
   “Those who want to take food away for themselves, they can do that, of course,” he said when a few people grumbled, “and anyone who is ill will be looked after, but no one here needs to be waited on.”
 
   For discipline, he followed the Warlord’s example, hearing complaints and resolving difficulties by listening quietly to all sides of the argument and then pronouncing judgment.
 
   For the first time, he felt able to ask openly about Mia. He, Gantor, Walst and Trimon had all made discreet enquiries before, of course, asking about anyone who had come through the tunnel and what had happened to them, but no one seemed to know much, or perhaps they just preferred to say nothing. The change of names made things difficult, too. And now Mista had disappeared, apparently on Bulraney’s orders.
 
   “The women move all the time,” Ainsley told him. “Everything here is traded – for food or materials or just for goodwill, to be called in later – and the women are part of that.”
 
   “So they’re treated just like horses,” Hurst said in disgust.
 
   “Better, actually,” said Lukannis, the former Commander, in amusement. “Most men don’t ride, but they all… well, women are highly valued, let’s say. But it’s the same for men. Any man can be traded away, too. The women just bring a higher price. And the best of them – the young, pretty ones – don’t stay long anywhere.”
 
   Even now, though, he found they were all reluctant to admit to knowing anything about the missing Karningholders. When he had first explained about Tella and Jonnor and now Mia, they had exchanged glances and studiously avoided his eyes.
 
   “What is it?” he said. “Why won’t anyone talk about this? What’s the big secret?”
 
   After a long silence, it was Lukannis who answered. “Look at it from our point of view. We get a steady trickle of people through the tunnels, most of them the thrown away rubbish of Karning society. All guilty of some crime or other. Some of them deny it, but they must have done something to be marked and sent here. Then all of a sudden we’re getting Karningholders turning up, complete with a full set of Companions. Not once, not twice but three times. And then you lot appear out of nowhere, fully kitted out with proper Skirmisher gear. And now you tell us you all came from the same Karning, for fuck’s sake. Naturally we’re wondering what in all the Vortices is going on.”
 
   “It’s an interesting question,” said Hurst. “I’m not sure I know the answer, actually.”
 
   “I think we could work some of it out, though,” Gantor put in. “Tella never exactly played by the rules, especially where men were concerned. That’s a crime, to the Slaves, so she was marked and sent here. Jonnor – that was a blue arrow, we know that, and again, he didn’t actually die, he came here. And Mia—”
 
   “Mia never did anything wrong!” Hurst said in a spurt of anger.
 
   “No, but she was curious about the tunnels, wasn’t she? These secret tunnels that nobody is supposed to know about. And the funeral towers. I think she may have asked too many questions. Or asked the wrong person, maybe.”
 
   “The Karninghold Slave?” Hurst said. “But surely – surely no one would condemn her to this Vortex of a place for such a thing! That would be evil.”
 
   “And what about you?” said Lukannis. “What did you do?”
 
   “Do?” Hurst was bewildered.
 
   Gantor sighed. “Do pay attention, Hurst. Everyone here has been found guilty of – well, some transgression. Except us. Are you going to explain or shall I?”
 
   So Hurst told them how they had broken into the tunnels through the Godstower, and simply walked all the way to the border and beyond.
 
   “So you’re not marked!” Lukannis said, astonished. “You could go back if you wanted.”
 
   “Of course,” said Hurst. “If we can get back up the tunnels.”
 
   “And if they’ll have us back,” said Trimon darkly.
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst’s office was the top floor of the highest tower, but he discovered he had living quarters in another, much lower, tower. When he was first shown there, it was late on his first evening as Commander. After days in his prison cell, the stresses of the trial, his unforeseen reprieve and promotion and a whirlwind tour of his new domain, he had no thought in his head beyond falling into bed. 
 
   So he ignored the several doors leading off the landing at the top of the stairs, and took the one pointed out to him as his bedroom. It was poorly furnished, containing only a bed, a couple of small boxes and a chair, but the bed looked clean enough and he had slept in much worse. He undressed, scattering clothes onto the boxes, crawled into bed and was asleep within moments.
 
   Sometime later he half woke to gentle movements of the bed as someone climbed in beside him. 
 
   “Are you asleep?” a female voice asked.
 
   “Who are you?” Hurst whispered, and heard a chuckle. And then hands began to touch him. 
 
   Now if anyone had asked him if he wanted a little bed play, Hurst would undoubtedly have turned the offer down, thinking of Mia. But his powers of resistance were at a very low ebb and he wasn’t strong-minded enough to refuse a woman determined to have her way, especially when he’d awoken to find the process already underway. 
 
   So with no more than a token protest, he lay on his back and allowed his mysterious visitor to do whatever she wanted with him. She stroked him all over, and when he responded in the inevitable way, she took him expertly in hand. After a while, with another throaty chuckle, she tossed the covers aside and straddled him, and soon brought him to a very satisfactory conclusion.
 
   “Who are you?” he said again, but she only laughed.
 
   “Go to sleep, Commander,” she whispered. And he did.
 
   Her name was Mallissa, he discovered the next morning, and she had been Bulraney’s woman and so now she was his. She lived in his rooms, having her own sitting room and lots of cupboards, where she kept her personal supplies of whatever treats she could wangle from the stores. It was her job, it seemed, to look after him.
 
   “I don’t really need a woman all to myself,” he protested, but at once her face fell.
 
   “The Commander always has his own woman,” she pouted. “You can pick one of the others if you like, one of the Captains’ women, and then she comes here and I go there, but if you just send me away, I have to go to the Section House.” She pulled a face. “I like it here, and I’ll do whatever you want. I did for Bulraney.”
 
   She was not much more than twenty, he guessed, a well-rounded woman with pretty features, and he told himself that it was no different from the Companions. Mia was his wife and his love, but while he waited to find her, there was no reason not to sleep with Mallissa. It was not as if she were unwilling, he told himself. And it was surprisingly good to have regular sex again, there was no doubt. 
 
   ~~~
 
   Ainsley seemed to take a certain pride in Hurst’s sudden elevation in rank, claiming credit for having spotted him the instant he arrived at Third, but Hurst suspected it was partly the Skirmisher in him according him the respect due to a Karningholder, an entirely automatic response. Ainsley had been at Third for less than three years, and a Skirmisher for almost ten years before that, and the training ran deep. So it was Ainsley who, eventually, talked about Mia openly. 
 
   “Your wife – she was very ill when she first arrived,” he quietly told Hurst one day when they stood alone at the edge of the training ground. 
 
   Hurst immediately turned to him. “Mia? You remember her?”
 
   “Oh yes. Delicate little thing, with hair the colour of autumn leaves. She was ill the whole time in the tunnel – because of the baby. But you know about all that, don’t you? And then when she was recovering, Bulraney stupidly wouldn’t let anyone near her. Put her down in the kitchens. I think that was why – you see, it takes a long time to travel the whole way. I came from the Ring and it was about ten days.”
 
   “Took us weeks,” grumbled Hurst.
 
   “You were walking it, but most people come in the carriers. It’s quite quick. But it’s long enough for the guide to explain everything. You have time to adjust. But she didn’t have that – your wife. So when she came to be assigned, she was spitting fire. ‘Slavery’s illegal’ – that’s what she said. And she asked to be sent back – to her ‘place in the world’. Bulraney would have wrung her neck if he could. It was so funny – this tiny little woman standing up to him! But the Warlord – he said he liked a woman with spirit.”
 
   “He took her with him, then? Back to – Sixth, isn’t it?”
 
   “Near there, yes. But – you don’t need to worry, he’ll treat her well. All the women are treated well.”
 
   “Apart from being slaves,” Hurst said with asperity.
 
   “They’re no more slaves than any of us,” Ainsley said sharply. 
 
   “What about the rest of them? Her Companions, the others before that?”
 
   “They’ve all gone. It’s policy to split up groups who know each other, so no one gets too attached to anyone. Are you going to try to find all of them? Or just – your wife?”
 
   “No idea at the moment. I confess I never had a plan beyond finding Mia. I just assumed, I suppose, that once I found her, everything would fall into place. But it’s more complicated than that, isn’t it?”
 
   Ainsley just nodded. Then he hesitated, and looked sideways at Hurst. “The one you killed with the blue arrow – you didn’t like him much, then?”
 
   “I liked him well enough, I suppose,” Hurst answered. “It wasn’t personal, just – awkward. Why?”
 
   “Because – he had a bad time here actually. He took a dislike to Bulraney, and that was never a good idea.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “He was like you, in some ways – this air of confidence you all have. So he started bleating about the right way to do this and that, and how he was going to challenge Bulraney, and he wouldn’t listen to anyone. Thought he knew better.”
 
   “That sounds like Jonnor,” said Hurst wryly.
 
   “So one day, there was some minor infraction – I have a feeling Bulraney just made it up actually, because the poor fellow protested up and down he’d done nothing. Bulraney had him flogged and sent to Supplies.”
 
   “Gods!” said Hurst, horrified.
 
   “He’ll probably be fine there, I daresay, and we have all the proper stuff – for dealing with infections and so forth. He’ll be fine, I’m sure.” But he couldn’t quite look Hurst in the eye. “Anyway – that’s why I warned you about Bulraney. He’s not the sort of man you cross.”
 
   “As I discovered. And I appreciated the advice, Captain. Should have paid it more attention.”
 
   “You’re most welcome, Commander. And it worked out well enough, in the end.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst began to settle into his new role, although at the back of his mind was the conviction that he would not be there long. And yet, he couldn’t quite work out how best to proceed. Mia was gone, in fact all of them – Tella, Jonnor, Mia and all their Companions – were gone, and he had no power to bring them back. He had no idea where most of them had been sent, and even if he did, there was no assurance that they were still there. Or even alive, he thought uneasily, remembering Jonnor. A flogging at Bulraney’s orders was no trivial affair. Nevertheless, he was beginning to formulate a plan for approaching the Warlord and asking him directly about Mia, when events took a more threatening turn.
 
   He was dressing one morning when a bell began clanging from somewhere outside. It was not the tinny sound of the canteen bell, or the clamour of the gate bell announcing arrivals. This was a sonorous affair, a large stately bell swung with determined rhythm. He opened the bedroom door to find Mallissa, almost bumping into her on the landing above the stairs, her arms filled with clothes and, incongruously, a small sword.
 
   “Whatever is that noise?” he said.
 
   “Alarm bell,” she said shortly, puffing to the stairs and starting downwards. Then she turned and looked him up and down. “Better get your battle gear on.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Tunnels. Warriors to the walls, everyone else to the tunnels. Better get moving, Commander.” And she was gone.
 
   Instead, he went through to her sitting room, which faced west, the most likely direction for a threat. Sure enough, there was a cloud of dust on the horizon. He had no means to determine whether it was an army or just kishorn, but he guessed that someone else had and would hardly sound the alarm for kishorn. 
 
   “Well, Trimon, it looks like they haven’t forgiven you for your accuracy with a fire arrow,” he muttered, and went back to the bedroom to find his battle gear.
 
   By the time he got to the west-facing wall, Trimon was already shouting instructions at his archers amidst a dense crowd of swordsmen hustling for vantage points, and the dust cloud was closer and obviously not kishorn. Through the dust were glimmers of metallic weaponry, and Hurst caught glimpses of banners here and there. He turned to look back over the compound with an appraising eye. The main buildings were brick or stone, but there were many outbuildings with reed-thatched roofs vulnerable to fire. He called his Captains to him.
 
   “Heddizan, I only need your group here. Ainsley, you’re down in the yard defending the gate. Gronnash, your men are watching the other three walls, in case they try to go round the back.”
 
   “What about me?” Walst asked eagerly.
 
   “You’re organising the fire watch.” His face fell. “Look, fire’s the biggest risk, they’re likely to want their revenge for Trimon burning their precious fort. Water all the roofs, fill as many buckets as you can from the wells. Anyone able-bodied can help. Drag them out of the tunnels if you need to.”
 
   Walst looked gloomy, but he tore off at once, shouting orders to his men. 
 
   Gantor raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Well, he’d be a liability on the wall,” Hurst shrugged. “Too eager to start fighting. He’s better down below, where he’s got space to swing his sword. Anyway, that’s where the action’s going to be. It won’t take them long to overrun us.”
 
   Gantor nodded. They both knew the odds. Cassinor Annamost had fifteen hundred battle-hardened Skirmishers at his disposal, whereas they had no more than a hundred ill-trained apprentice blacksmiths and plough boys. 
 
   “Once the gate falls,” Gantor said, “this lot will all retreat to the tunnels and seal themselves in. What will you do?” But Hurst had no answer to that.
 
   The morning wore away and the dust cloud slowly drew nearer and resolved itself into organised groups of men, who then stopped and began to form into camps.
 
   “Not as many as I’d feared,” Gantor murmured. “Five Hundreds, I make it.”
 
   “Still more than enough,” Hurst said. “The question is what they want to achieve. Do they intend to wipe us off the plains altogether? Or will they just burn the compound, but let us escape? Or maybe they only want to have a little warning skirmish to flex their muscles and then go home.”
 
   Gantor was silent.
 
   Hurst ordered small groups at a time to eat, and as noon passed by he went himself to find food. There was little enough left. The leavings from the morning meal had been picked clean, last night’s roast kishorn was nothing but bones on the spit and a barrel of dried meat was almost empty. Hurst took a few strips and some dried crusts of bread. By the time he got back to the wall, he found the watchers in a state of high excitement. 
 
   “They’re coming!” someone yelled at him, skittering down the steps three at a time and racing across the compound. 
 
   He climbed the stairs without haste, knowing that Gantor would alert him to any urgent situation. He gained the top of the wall, and warriors stood aside to let him through. The archers were all in position, arrows nocked, ready to fire. As soon as he could see, he understood. A small group of riders had moved towards them, away from the main army, although the dust they kicked up made it hard to count them. Their banners strained on their poles, but the wind was from the east, so Hurst couldn’t see them. He hardly needed to, for surely it was Cassinor, or some of his family.
 
   Walst was still manning the fire buckets down below, but Gantor and Trimon stood silently beside him on the wall. Hurst knew what they were thinking – they could simply walk out to meet the Karningers and return to their own people, leaving these barbarians behind. But that would mean abandoning Mia, and he wasn’t sure he was prepared to do that. On the other hand, was he prepared to fight and die as a barbarian? He had gone into battle with them, but then he’d hardly had a choice at the time. This was different, for there was more than one possibility – he could walk away himself, he could surrender the entire compound or he could hide in the tunnels like a coward. Or he could fight his own people. But then they were all his own people, weren’t they? Those camped in front of him, and those beside him – all of them were Karningers. He sighed, and Gantor threw him an amused glance.
 
   “You do get us into some interesting situations,” he murmured.
 
   The riders stopped, just beyond arrow range. For a while they simply stood, immobile, while the dust settled around them. Then they raised a signal pole.
 
   “Fucking Vortices,” said Trimon, but Gantor just laughed.
 
   “Open the gate!” Hurst yelled down, and prepared to race down the stairs, but to his surprise Heddizan materialised in front of him and drew his sword.
 
   “Can’t allow you to do that,” he said firmly. Gronnash appeared too, brandishing his spear.
 
   “But—”
 
   “Takes three of us to order the gate open, and we’ll kill you rather than allow you to open up to the enemy.”
 
   “No, it’s all right, I know these people—”
 
   “Daresay you do, but still no deal.”
 
   Hurst stopped and took a long breath. “I’m not letting them in, I just want you to let me out, that’s all.”
 
   “You’re going out there? Alone?”
 
   “Alone. They won’t hurt me.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “Because one of them is my father.”
 
   One gate creaked open a few inches and Hurst squeezed through. Instantly it slammed shut behind him. Then he set off to walk towards the cluster of riders, a distance that had seemed nothing at all from the top of the wall, but now seemed vast. There was one good thing, he thought as he made his way there, about having a bad leg – it made his odd mixture of limp and rolling gait instantly recognisable even from a distance. Long before he had reached the group, several of them had dismounted, awaiting him, although none risked venturing closer to the walls and the archers atop them. But as he drew close, one figure emerged and came towards him, arms outstretched.
 
   Tanist beamed at him. “Hurst! You have no idea how glad I am to find you at last!”
 
   “Not nearly as glad as I am to see you. What took you so long?”
 
   And then they were laughing and hugging and laughing again.
 
   Apart from Tanist, Bernast was there too, and Cassinor had sent one of the junior husbands, Hilligor, as well as some of his own men. Mannigor was with them, too, the boy Hurst had spared on the battle field. A gaggle of Companions accompanied them. But they had barely made the introductions before a scout came galloping up.
 
   “Beg pardon, Commander Sir,” he said to Hilligor, “but there’s a small group of riders come down the track from the north. They’re hiding in bushes about a mile from here.”
 
   “How many?” asked Hilligor.
 
   “Eight, Sir, with two pack horses in addition.”
 
   “Would they be from your camp, Commander?” Hilligor asked Hurst.
 
   “No, I don’t think so. There’s no one out just now, no hunting parties. Most likely they’re from one of the other Sections, just passing through. They saw you, I daresay, and thought to hide until it’s dark.”
 
   “Well, we have no wish to interfere with these people,” Hilligor said with a shrug, “but they’re safer elsewhere. Shall we go and tell them to be on their way?”
 
   One of the Companions gave up his horse to Hurst, and most of the group wheeled off to the north to find the hidden riders. They were not, as it happened, very well hidden at all, for there were no trees here and nothing but straggly bushes and long grass which covered the humans but left the horses all too visible. There was a sudden flurry of activity when they saw that they were about to have visitors. But Hurst recognised the Warlord’s horse. Signalling the rest to hold back, he spurred his own beast forward to intercept him before he could mount and ride off.
 
   “Wait! Wait!” he called. “It’s all right!”
 
   The Warlord spun round to face him, and then, with some abrupt orders to the rest of his group, he moved forward towards Hurst, stopping a short distance away.
 
   “Commander? What is all this?”
 
   “Oh – long story. But they mean us no harm, and you should be part of this. Won’t you come and hear what they have to say?” Hurst nudged his horse forward, but the Warlord held up his hand. 
 
   “Don’t come any closer! Whatever this is about, you can deal with it. My business can wait.”
 
   With a sigh, Hurst dismounted. Whatever tale Tanist had to tell, he felt it was only right that the Warlord should hear it too. It seemed like fate that he was there at just the right moment. So he draped the reins over a bush and walked forward towards the Warlord. Before he could say anything, there was a squeak from one of the Warlord’s minions, and someone shot out from behind the bushes and ran towards him, riding scarf slipping off. And then—
 
   “Hurst! Hurst!” she cried and hurled herself into his arms.
 
   “Mia? Mia! Oh my sweet Mia!” And there she was, laughing and crying and kissing him, arms tight around his neck. He could hardly believe it, it was so unexpected. He kissed her again and again, and then she pulled away from him.
 
   “Oh, the beard!” she laughed, stroking it, and at the same moment he said, “Your hair!” And they kissed again.
 
   “Are you all right?” he whispered to her.
 
   “Fine. And you?”
 
   He nodded. Then he remembered the Warlord.
 
   “Thank you for bringing her back to me,” he said.
 
   The Warlord bowed stiffly in acknowledgement. “Now you have a difficult decision to make,” he said, his face expressionless. “You can stay here and keep Mia, for as long as you remain Commander, or you can return to your own world and leave her behind. For she can never go back.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   37: Blanket (Mia)
 
   Mia was too overjoyed to take it all in. She had fretted the whole way south, wondering what the new Commander would be like and why Dethin wanted her to meet him, and the sudden realisation was overwhelming. And not only was Hurst there, but Tanist and Bernast, too, with vast numbers of Skirmishers. What was going on? It was bewildering.
 
   As they went for their horses, she found herself beside Dethin, a little apart from the others.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me it was Hurst?” she whispered.
 
   “Because you would have assumed things – that everything would go back to normal. And also—” He stopped, and looked her in the eye. “For selfish reasons. I wanted a little more time with you.”
 
   They rode into the Karningers’ camp, where pavilions and smaller tents were being set up, cook fires had been started and the organised bustle of settlement was under way. Dethin sent a pair of runners to the compound to summon all the Captains, but only Gantor, Walst, Trimon and Ainsley turned up, and his own men chose the safety of the compound too. Most warriors were uncomfortable with the idea of getting familiar with the enemy. 
 
   Hilligor’s pavilion was already fitted with rugs, tables, chairs and cupboards in one large room, with hangings to create smaller rooms to one side. In no time they were seated around a brazier, with platters of fruit and cheese on the tables, and goblets of wine handed round on trays.
 
   Mia was the first to tell her tale, and the Karningers listened intently as she described waking in the funeral tower, her illness and then her weeks with Dethin. She glossed over the details, but still they eyed him covertly as she talked, while he sat as immobile as stone.
 
   “And did they abuse you?” Tanist said softly when she finished, glancing again at Dethin.
 
   “No one hurt me,” she replied. “I’ve been treated very gently.”
 
   “But you slept with him,” Hurst blurted out.
 
   “Yes. That’s how things work here. If not Dethin, it would have been someone else.” She could see him about to say more, but she held up a hand. “No – don’t, Hurst. This isn’t the Karningplain, it’s a different life here. I’ve had to adapt to it, everyone has to. Women are treated very fairly here, but there are certain conditions, that’s all. There’s no more to be said. Tell us your story, for I should very much like to know how you ended up here, as Commander.”
 
   So Hurst told of the journey trapped down the tunnels, escaping in triumph only to be scooped into the compound and sent straight off to battle, and then the fight with Bulraney.
 
   “So you’re in charge here?” Bernast asked, his eyes wide with amazement.
 
   “Yes, this Section, anyway. Dethin here is the Warlord, he’s in overall charge of all the Sections on the eastern side.”
 
   “Well, trust you!” said Tanist, smiling, his eyes crinkling at the corners just as Hurst’s did. “I wasn’t sure you’d be here at all, despite Mannigor meeting you on the battlefield like that, but to find you so settled…”
 
   “But you’ll come home now – won’t you?” said Bernast.
 
   Hurst glanced across at Dethin, sitting silent and inscrutable, his wine untouched. “Not sure exactly. There’s a lot to consider.”
 
   Mia knew that he was thinking about what Dethin had said, that she could never go home. She was marked, after all, permanently exiled, while Hurst could come and go as he pleased. Did she want him to stay just for her? Maybe not, but could she bear him to leave just when she had found him again? He sat beside her, and she kept glancing sideways at him, still unsure if this were really happening or whether it was all a dream.
 
   Then Tanist told them his story, of how he had turned up at the Karninghold to mourn Mia only to find Hurst and his Companions gone and the whole place in uproar, awash with rumour.
 
   “Hemmond found me, of course, and told me what had really happened.”
 
   “Is he all right?” Gantor asked. “We were concerned about him.”
 
   “The Slave was going to put him under the smoke,” said Tanist. Mia shuddered. There were many tales told of the smoke that induced those affected to tell the truth, none of them good. “So he fled to kin, and managed to get word to me when I arrived. He’s with us now, somewhere about the camp. Well, I’m not afraid of the Karninghold Slave, so I persuaded him to tell us what had happened to Mia. She was making enquiries about these blasted tunnels and the funeral towers, apparently, and refused to be deterred, so they held an investigation—”
 
   “What!” cried Mia. “There was no investigation! No one asked me anything!”
 
   “It was a private investigation, apparently,” said Tanist grimly. “As far as I can make out, it consisted of the Slave sending a single message to the Ring, where someone determined you were guilty of subordination or rebellion or treason or some such nonsense, and condemned you to death.”
 
   “By the Gods!” said Hurst. “What kind of justice is that?”
 
   “Slave justice,” Gantor said sharply. “They have the power of life and death over us all. But I’d like to know how you persuaded the Slave to tell you all this. He’s a tight-lipped old bastard, they all are.”
 
   “I held a knife to his throat,” grinned Tanist. “Very effective.”
 
   Gantor barked with laughter. “See, I told you we should have tortured him,” he said to Hurst. “You should have let me.”
 
   “Anyway, I talked to Bernast,” Tanist went on, “and he was at a loose end with you gone and no skirmishes, so he had the very apt thought to run an invasion exercise, and he kindly invited me along as an advisor. We took a Hundred of his, and a Hundred of yours, Hurst, and marched for the border, following you.”
 
   “How did you know which way to go?” Gantor asked.
 
   “Ah, now that’s the clever part,” he said smugly. “We had a look at these tunnels – Hemmond showed us where you went in – and we realised pretty quickly how the one-way gates worked. You were obviously being forced in one direction. So we got the detailed maps and found all the Godstowers, and marked what we thought was the route you had taken. Then there was a junction, so we guessed there, but every once in a while we popped down a Godstower to check, and there were your chalk marks on the wall, so we knew we were on the right track.”
 
   “Ha! I knew the chalk would be useful,” said Hurst, grinning. He was leaning forward on his elbows, listening eagerly to his father’s words, and Mia thought that, apart from the beard, he actually looked rather well. He had lost a little weight perhaps, and was more burned by the sun than before, but he looked very fit.
 
   “So then we got to Cassinor’s Karning, which was as lively as a flattened moundrat tower, with the fort half burned and a lot of surprise that Hurst Arrakas had suddenly become a barbarian, if a rather magnanimous one.”
 
   “I’m sorry about the fire,” Hurst said to Hilligor, spreading his hands. “But you were tossing fire arrows at us, you know, and it was such a temptation.”
 
   “And you had your champion archer with you,” said Hilligor, nodding across at Trimon. “Spectacular shooting, that was. But your generous treatment of Mannigor and Draylinor ensured there would be no reprisals for it. You could have killed both of them on the battlefield, we realise that. Draylinor sends his regards – he’s recovering well. He’ll have no more than a minor limp, in time, and you’re living proof that’s no hindrance.”
 
   “So the question now,” said Tanist, “is what next? Now that we’ve found you, what are you going to do?”
 
   Hurst grinned at him. “Right now I’m going to go back to the compound, reassure everyone that you’re not here to slaughter us all and have some food. Yes, yes, I know you could feed us, but not tonight. Then I shall sleep on it, and we’ll talk again in the morning.”
 
   He stood and there was a general chatter as everyone began to move towards the entrance.
 
   “And what about Mia?” Dethin said. It was the first time he had spoken, Mia realised, and his voice was low, but nevertheless silence fell and they all turned to him.
 
   “Mia will come back with me, of course,” Hurst said, then, suddenly unsure, he turned to her. “Won’t you?”
 
   Before she could reply, Walst said, “And where will she sleep?”
 
   “With me, of course, she’s – oh!”
 
   “Yes, what about Mallissa?” Walst said.
 
   “Oh-ho, so who’s Mallissa?” said Tanist, eyes gleaming with amusement. “Has the bereaved husband been consoling himself?”
 
   “It’s not like that!” said Hurst in obvious embarrassment. “I inherited her from Bulraney, that’s all. But I can’t just throw her out.”
 
   “Well, Mia can stay here, if you like,” said Tanist. “Just until you’ve decided what to do.”
 
   “I’ll look after her,” put in Bernast. “After all, she’s my wife too.”
 
   Walst and Trimon burst out laughing, but Hurst looked annoyed and began to protest.
 
   “She could stay with me for the time being,” Dethin interrupted in his quiet way, and they laughed again.
 
   “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Hurst said, turning on him. “But she’s my wife, not yours…”
 
   “I’m nobody’s wife!” Mia said sharply. “There are no husbands and wives here.”
 
   “Is that what he told you?” Hurst growled, waving a hand towards Dethin. “Before or after he raped you?”
 
   Sudden silence blanketed them.
 
   “You’re being very melodramatic, Hurst,” she said calmly. “No one raped me. But things are different here. There are no husbands and wives, and whatever the situation before, it doesn’t apply now. I’m not a Karninger any more, I’m a barbarian and I have to follow barbarian rules. At the moment, I belong to Dethin, and I think this Mallissa belongs to you.”
 
   “If you imagine I’m going to meekly go back to Mallissa and let you go off to sleep with – with him,” and he waved his arm at Dethin, “then you’re very much mistaken. I came all this way to find you, and now that I have, I intend to keep you.”
 
   “Perhaps we could share her?” Dethin said. Mia knew him well enough to detect the slight quirk of amusement in his face, but Hurst balled his fists and glared at him as if he wanted to hit him.
 
   “Perhaps we should go and find Jonnor?” said Gantor innocently. “For surely he has a say in the matter too.”
 
   “Oh, by the Nine!” Tanist said impatiently. “This is like a gathering of kishorn. Hurst, I think you’re right to go back and see to your men. They must be wondering what’s going on. All of you barbarians should go, I think, and those from inside the border should stay here. We all want to avoid any misunderstandings, I’m sure. However, if you and your Warlord permit, I should like to come with you, to spend the evening with you. I came all this way to find you, if you remember. And if you can’t reach a civil agreement over Mia, I shall bring her back here with me tonight and neither of you will have her.”
 
   Dethin laughed for the first time then, and Mia noticed again how much younger and less intimidating he looked with a smile on his lips and his eyes crinkled with genuine amusement. But Hurst just glowered.
 
   ~~~
 
   In the end, Tanist took one of his Companions with him, a man called Groonerst, who was even more taciturn than Dethin, although they tactfully left their swords behind. Together with Hurst and his group and Dethin and his men, they rode slowly back to the compound, so as not to create any alarm, and Ainsley and Walst rode on ahead to warn the gatekeepers. There was some grumbling about bringing the enemy inside the walls, and Heddizan refused to allow any relaxation of battle status with so many Skirmishers camped not a mile away, but most were relieved to hear that it was only Hurst’s father on the doorstep and that he was not bent on war.
 
   The kitchen staff were extricated from the tunnels to cook the supper, although it was very late in arriving. Fortunately, Hilligor had sent a string of pack horses laden with wine and ale and fruit and sweets and some smoked pork and venison, so no one was much bothered. In fact the canteen got so raucous that after they had eaten Hurst led his party away and up the many stairs to his office. 
 
   It was strange, Mia thought, to look out of the windows and see the numerous twinkling torches and cook fires of the camp spread out on the plains not far away. How threatening they must have seemed – must still seem – to those who saw them only as the enemy. Yet here they were, Hurst and his three Companions, Tanist and his one, herself and Dethin – weren’t they all the same, after all? There was no real difference between them, those who lived their lives with the Gods’ approval, and those who were marked and lived in exile. Yet regularly they divided themselves into Karningers and barbarians, and did their level best to kill each other.
 
   Over Hilligor’s good wine, and a big box of marzipan sweets, they mulled over this and that and neatly avoided the issue which Hurst and Dethin had argued over, and which Mia herself would be happy to have settled. Was she still with Dethin? She thought she was, unless there was some formal agreement to the contrary. Hurst still saw her as his wife, but she knew it was not so simple. He had no claim on her now that she was officially dead, and she understood enough of barbarian ways to know that he would have to negotiate a trade for her. And what about this Mallissa, who was with Hurst?
 
   While they talked, she sipped her wine and watched both men. Hurst was upset, she could see. He had been so happy to see her, and now he was realising that he couldn’t simply take her back. And Dethin – he was quiet, as always, perhaps not entirely comfortable in this company. He answered any questions put to him, but he volunteered nothing. And in between times, he watched her constantly, his dark eyes fixed on her. When he caught her glancing at him, he gave her a tiny little smile, but he never looked away.
 
   As the conversation swirled around her, she tried to work out her own feelings. She loved Hurst, there was no longer any doubt of that, but he was a Karningholder, and his place was back at his Karning. If she became his and then he left, the next Commander would inherit her, just as he had inherited Mallissa. It was very uncertain. Until Hurst decided what he would do, she was reluctant to belong to him officially. 
 
   As for Dethin, there was no love on her side and she had not quite overcome her fear of his moods, but he had always treated her kindly and at least he would stay. There was security in that. They both wanted her, though, she knew that. She wished there was some way she could satisfy both of them, at least until Hurst’s plans were settled. Dethin had joked about them sharing her, but there was merit in that. And the glimmering of an idea came to her.
 
   “Well,” said Tanist eventually. “I will go back to the camp while the moon is still up, so you two kishorn had better sort out which of you is to have Mia tonight, or else she comes back with me.”
 
   Hurst sighed, but Dethin was expressionless.
 
   “It’s late,” he said, “and it’s been a trying day for all of us. I propose that Mia stays with me for now, until you have formalised your plans, Commander.”
 
   “We could swap,” Hurst suggested. “I’ll take Mia, you have Mallissa.”
 
   “Hardly a fair trade.”
 
   “Oh, are you going to haggle over her like market wives?” said Tanist acidly. “Enough!”
 
   Mia stood up, and they all turned to look at her. “I have a suggestion. Let Mallissa have your bed, Hurst, and the three of us will share Dethin’s bed.”
 
   For a moment the room was so still she thought everyone had stopped breathing. Then Tanist burst out laughing.
 
   “Mia, you are the most astonishing woman! Where do you get these ideas from?”
 
   “It’s hardly original. It’s what the Old Ones used to do. Two brothers would build their klava – like a large tent – and furnish it, and set it up in a choice location at the autumn camp. And the unmarried women would come and inspect it, and if one of them liked the look of the klava and the brothers, she would sit on the blanket beside the fire and then she became their wife. All three of them would sleep on the same blanket at night, the woman in the middle, the two men either side. When the first baby came along, she would move across to the other side of the fire with the baby, and a younger sister would become the second wife. That’s where the whole idea of two husbands and two wives first came from. Some of the Petty Kings tried to stamp the practice out, but we still have it now.”
 
   “Except the part about sleeping on the same blanket,” said Tanist, smiling.
 
   “True, but originally the bedroom floor in a Karninghold was just one big open space, and even now it has no doors. We’ve complicated things, but the principle is the same.”
 
   “Are you serious about this, Mia?” Tanist asked. “I can see this going horribly wrong, you know.”
 
   “I’m perfectly serious. I know what these two kishorn need, and this way they both get it.”
 
   Tanist laughed again. “Well, we’ll see if they’re still speaking to each other in the morning.”
 
   Dethin’s room consisted of a small suite of bedroom, sitting room and water room squeezed into a corner of a tower used for storage. The rest of the floor contained locked rooms full of swords, daggers and other weaponry. The bedroom was bare, apart from the bed, a small rug faded with age and a single chair. It was kept for his sole use, and had a dusty neglected air, but the bed was neatly arranged. Mia was not surprised, for he always straightened the blankets after he got up, so that the bed looked unused.
 
   He and Hurst had said not a word as they made their way there, Dethin carrying his own travel bag and Hurst with Mia’s. Now they both stood, looking at each other across the bed. Mia laughed.
 
   “Come on, get undressed, you two.”
 
   They turned their backs on each other and sat down on either side of the bed, pulling off boots in unison.
 
   “Look,” said Dethin suddenly, “why don’t I bunk down next door? Give you some privacy.”
 
   “No,” Mia said, and impulsively bent down to kiss him. “Let’s try this first. If it doesn’t work – well, we can think again.”
 
   “Are you sure?” he said, but she had felt him responding to her kiss.
 
   “Yes. This feels right, to me.”
 
   “I’ll turn my back, then…”
 
   “You don’t have to. I’m going to see to Hurst first, because it’s been a long time, but then I shall come to you, so don’t go to sleep.” 
 
   He laughed then. “No danger of that!”
 
   She undressed and got into bed, and the two men lay down either side of her, avoiding looking at each other, each of them lying sideways, gazing at her. She turned to face Hurst. Oh, the joy of being with him again! His hands were gentle, his kisses were so sweet and warm.
 
   “That beard will have to go,” she said. She heard a chuckle from behind her.
 
   “You don’t mind his,” Hurst said, but his voice was soft, not angry now.
 
   “Crannor keeps his beard trimmed,” she replied.
 
   “I could trim mine.”
 
   “That would do very well. Oh Hurst, I’ve missed you.”
 
   “I’ve missed you too. I love you, Mia.”
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   And after a while, they stopped talking. She was aware of Dethin lying there, watching them, but somehow it didn’t matter. And when Hurst gently pushed her onto her back and began to kiss her breasts, she stopped thinking about him altogether. For a while, there were only the two of them in the whole world. When Hurst had finished, though, she became aware of Dethin again and turned to smile at him as he lay, wide eyed, beside her. He was breathing heavily, and she guessed he must be more than ready.
 
   “Not asleep, then?”
 
   “You have to be joking,” he breathed. “That was – interesting!”
 
   She giggled. “Now it’s your turn.”
 
   He didn’t need a second invitation. For a time, he snuggled against her, nuzzling her neck and stroking her breasts, but when she turned her head a little and kissed him properly, he groaned.
 
   “Whenever you want,” she whispered, and in a moment he was on top of her, inside her. It didn’t take him long, and she felt a pang of regret when finally he pulled out of her. Two men, one after the other, but it wasn’t quite enough. Hurst understood, though. Without a word, he pushed the covers aside and slid down the bed to kiss her. She cried out at the sudden pleasure of it, and then gave herself up entirely to the sensations. 
 
   Afterwards she laughed. “Oh, that was wonderful! Thank you, Hurst.”
 
   Eyes wide, Dethin said, “You’re going to have to teach me how to do that.”
 
   “Gods! This is so much fun!” said Hurst, grinning. 
 
   Then, with Hurst nestled on one side of her, and Dethin curled up on the other, she slept.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   38: The Game (Hurst)
 
   Hurst woke to see Mia’s head on the pillow beside him. His joy was tempered by the shortness of her lovely hair, which made her look like a barbarian. He could see the ugly mark on her neck, dark and livid, reminding him again that she was one of them now. Worst of all, she was turned away from him, facing the Warlord and they were whispering together. 
 
   Was he jealous? A little hurt, perhaps, but then he remembered her words last night. Had she really said she loved him? It was hard to believe. Did she love him too? What were they whispering about anyway? He was saying something about not being greedy.
 
   “It’s all right,” she replied. “It costs nothing, and it’s nice, isn’t it?” Ah, that.
 
   “I don’t want to wake Hurst,” he murmured.
 
   “He’s awake already, I think.”
 
   “He is,” said Hurst, “and if she’s offering, I should go for it. Never say no to a lady.”
 
   Mia giggled, and he heard Dethin chuckle too. It felt cosy, somehow. It would be different if they were in another room, he would be jealous as a passabird then, but this was fun. It set him on fire, listening to them, watching them. So in the end they both got another round with her.
 
   By the time they were all up and dressed, and Hurst had trimmed his beard to Mia’s satisfaction, it was well into the morning and the canteen was almost empty. One table was still occupied, however – Tanist, Bernast, Mannigor and Hilligor were there already. They sat on one side, with Gantor and most of the Captains on the other. They all cheered when the three of them arrived. Hurst sat down beside Gantor, and Mia and Dethin sat a little apart.
 
   “Well, you haven’t murdered each other, then,” Tanist said, grinning widely. 
 
   “They’re all smiling, anyway,” Gantor said, sliding the ale jug down to Dethin.
 
   “I’d be smiling, too,” Mannigor said. “When I marry, I’m going to insist on this kind of arrangement. Much more fun than boring pairs.”
 
   “Oh, it was certainly fun,” Hurst said, spooning porridge. “How did you lot get here without Trimon’s men spitting you?”
 
   “We just rode over and knocked on the door,” Tanist said. “They saw my handsome face and opened up at once. But I must say, I’m regretting it – this coffee is foul, Hurst. How do you survive?”
 
   “Oh, I never touch the stuff. The ale is better. I miss decent wine most – and a crowns set. I wish I’d thought to bring my travelling set.”
 
   “I’ve brought one for you,” Dethin said. “It was in the pack horse baggage. Mia tried to teach me, without success, but I know you like to play.”
 
   “How do you know that? I suppose Mia told you, did she? Well, it will be much appreciated. Have you all eaten? Shall we go and have a look at the training?”
 
   But Hilligor frowned. “You know, Commander, pleasant as this is, we’re not really here as tourists. I don’t think I can walk around your training ground admiring the swordplay of your men, knowing that next week or next month or next year I’m going to have to kill them. Or you, possibly. We need to discuss your future.”
 
   “Let’s be optimistic – maybe I’ll be the one to kill you.”
 
   “It’s not a joking matter,” Tanist said sharply, but Hilligor laughed. He was younger than Hurst; still young enough, it seemed, to be amused by the idea of his own death in battle. Or perhaps, Hurst thought, he believes he can beat me. He too had once thought himself invincible.
 
   “Sorry.” Hurst stroked his newly trimmed beard. “But if you’re asking me to make an instant decision, I can’t do that. It’s very clear that Mia can’t go back to the Karningplain, but I still can, for now. What I don’t know is how long I have to decide.”
 
   “Not long,” said Bernast. “At the moment, you’re still officially somewhere in the Karnings, location unknown, but if you don’t show up in time for your interview this winter, you’ll be declared dead. After that, if you reappear, you will be executed.”
 
   “Executed? Hmm… that’s uncompromising. So that gives me a few weeks, at most.”
 
   “It’s more complicated than that,” said Tanist. “The Karninghold Slave was pretty upset about you going off like that. They don’t like disobedience. And at the interview, they will want the full details and you won’t be able to lie, not unless you can fool the blue globe. If Mia was sent here simply for asking questions about the tunnels, what do you suppose the penalty might be for actually walking through them? So you may not have the option to go back at all. And I’m fairly sure that I won’t.”
 
   “What? Oh, the knife to the Slave’s throat. But – Gods, I’m sorry to have dragged you into this. You’re saying we’re both stuck here, whether we like it or not? That we have to spend our lives trying to kill Commander Hilligor?”
 
   “Well – there are other options. I don’t know about you, but I’m mad as fire about all this. Do you realise, our whole lives have been a lie? We’ve devoted ourselves to keeping the good Karningers safe from the ravaging hordes of barbarians, defending the borders with our lives against the evil beyond, and now we find they’re just like us. They are us! They’re ordinary farmers and millers and Skirmishers who may have made a mistake and broken the law, or they may have done nothing at all, like Mia here, who never did anything wrong in her whole life, but they’re condemned all the same. People we thought were dead, people we grieved over—”
 
   Hurst made a sudden choking noise.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Gods!” Hurst said, looking at Dethin. “I’ve realised who you are – how you knew I played crowns.”
 
   “I wondered when you would realise. Mia called me by my old name last night.” 
 
   Everyone looked mystified.
 
   “It’s Crannor!” Hurst burst out. “You must remember Crannor!” And he jumped up and rushed round the table. Dethin got up too, and backed away in alarm, but Hurst threw his arms round him and clasped him a bear hug. After a moment’s hesitation, Dethin patted him awkwardly on the back.
 
   “No!” said Tanist. “It can’t be! I saw his body. You can’t be… But it’s – what, twenty years? By the Gods! Is it really you?”
 
   “You know each other?” Mia said, looking from one to another.
 
   “He’s my cousin!” Hurst said with a broad grin. “Maybe I told you about him? We all broke into one of the ladies’ gardens once, just for a laugh, except that he got caught. I tell you, we never did anything like that again! They made us all go and see your body – well, we thought you were dead. You looked very dead to me, but obviously they’re experts at faking it, aren’t they? Gods, I hate these people! I hate them! They’re evil.” 
 
   And he sat down again very suddenly, head in hands, shaking. It was all too much, suddenly. 
 
   Tanist led Dethin to the nearest window, where he examined his face minutely. “No, I wouldn’t have known you,” he said eventually, shaking his head. “I don’t suppose I shall ever think of you as anything other than the Warlord. But this just makes it ten times worse – not just ordinary Karningers, but kin, that’s who we end up killing. On both sides. It’s not right.”
 
   They sat down again and for a while there was silence around the table. Then Walst abruptly pushed his chair back, the legs scraping loudly on the rough stone floor. “I’m going to see if there’s any of the decent wine left.” He clumped off.
 
   “You said there were other options,” Dethin said after a while. “If there’s some way we can live without routinely killing each other, I’d like to hear it.”
 
   “Well, you don’t have to, do you?” Hilligor said, his eyebrows snapping together. “You’re the ones who come out of your holes and attack us. We’re just defending ourselves.”
 
   Dethin’s brows lifted a little in surprise, but he said nothing, eyeing him impassively. 
 
   Tanist turned to him. “Actually, it’s a good question – why do you attack us? We don’t threaten you, we have nothing you want, yet out you come, spoiling for a fight. Why do it if you don’t want to?”
 
   They all looked at Dethin, but although he turned away, he remained silent, staring at his hands. It was Mia who blurted out, “They have to! For the resupply.” 
 
   She explained how goods and materials were sent down the tunnels after every battle, and that if they stopped fighting, they would receive nothing. The Karningers looked astonished. Hurst was surprised, too. He had not been there long enough to wonder about such things, assuming that the well-stocked stores were no more than the spoils of war, taken by force. But a moment’s thought convinced him that it couldn’t be so. There were very few shortages and even hard to come by things, like needles and thread, planks of wood and paint, were plentiful.
 
   Walst returned with several flasks of wine, and passed around beakers. In the distance, clanging noises and a low murmur of voices suggested that the kitchen workers were busy on the noon meal. Someone came to collect empty porridge bowls and flasks.
 
   “It’s ridiculous!” said Hilligor in disgust. “They’re supposed to be the enemy, yet we’re supplying them with everything they need to fight us. It makes no sense.”
 
   “It’s a game,” said Tanist softly. “We’re all just crowns on the board.”
 
   “But the question that bothers me is why,” Gantor said. “It takes a huge amount of resources to maintain a war like this. There must be a purpose to it.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Tanist, “but clearly the point is not to win or lose.”
 
   “Well, obviously we don’t want to lose,” Hilligor said.
 
   “Yes, but we’re not supposed to win, either. I don’t know what the rules are on this side,” he said, turning to Dethin, “but we have very specific rules of engagement. If you attack, we can defend, but only one Karning at a time. We can’t come out and attack you – except in very specific circumstances. But when we do—”
 
   “You wipe us out,” Dethin said, with a flash of anger. “As you did three years ago – more than a thousand died that day, warriors, stores men, stable workers, even the women…”
 
   “So many!” Tanist said, his voice a whisper.
 
   “It was the fires.”
 
   “We burned the buildings. It was only what was above ground. We thought everyone was safely hidden. Don’t you all live underground?”
 
   “Every Section has some underground space, yes, but mostly just earth cellars. The fires were so fierce the roofs caved in. Some Sections have proper tunnels, and some people escaped that way. A few still live out there, as best they can. But five of Western’s Sections were totally destroyed – uninhabitable, and no one left to rebuild.”
 
   “Gods, I’m so sorry! I never intended that.”
 
   “It was you, then!” Dethin was on his feet now and the room was silent. He was very still, but his anger was palpable.
 
   Tanist rose too. “It was my idea, yes. The year before, my sixth husband was killed in battle – as much his own fault and bad luck as anything – but that allowed us to make reprisals. I requested permission to co-ordinate an attack down the whole western border, and it was approved. But the fire – that was my idea.”
 
   “Was it, now?” Dethin’s voice was like ice.
 
   “I did what I thought necessary at the time.”
 
   “Really.”
 
   It was as if everyone in the room had stopped breathing. As he watched the two men facing each other, Hurst found himself weighing up weapons, relative combat experience, exits, how quickly reinforcements could arrive. It was instinctive, and he knew that all the men would be making the same assessments. 
 
   Then in the stillness came Mia’s clear voice, a tiny pebble sending ripples across a pool.
 
   “I don’t think we should be arguing with each other like this,” she said calmly.
 
   Tanist looked at her, and then nodded, and the tension dissipated in an instant.
 
   “I think,” said Hilligor, “that we should withdraw to our camp. We all have much to think about. Perhaps you would all like to join us this evening for meat?”
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst went out into the compound and sat on one of the barrels surrounding the training ground, staring unseeingly at the men sparring in front of him. He saw Dethin cross to the larger stables, he presumed to check his horse, while Walst and the other Captains went to gear up for training, a way to work out their anger. Mia had disappeared. Gantor, as always, was at his shoulder.
 
   “This is a mess, isn’t it?” Hurst said, trying to keep his tone light.
 
   Gantor laughed. “It’s certainly turned out more complicated than we expected when we climbed into that first Godstower.”
 
   “What are we to do?” Hurst said, subdued. “I don’t want to kill my own kin and friends, but it seems I can’t stop fighting them, or we starve. And I can’t even leave, now.”
 
   “What did you expect would happen? That we would just collect Mia and go marching home, and everyone would be happy?”
 
   “Well – something like that. I expected to have some choice, at least. But we’re out of options, it seems.”
 
   “Look on the bright side – Tanist will be here too, so you’ll have the Karnings’ best strategist on your side. And I shall have a decent crowns opponent.”
 
   “That doesn’t help.” But he couldn’t help smiling all the same. “At least I have Mia.”
 
   “You and the Warlord both.”
 
   But Hurst laughed. “That’s all right. If Mia’s happy with it, I’m happy with it. The rest of it doesn’t really matter.”
 
   “You’re a strange man, Hurst,” Gantor said crossly. “Don’t you think that there may be more important issues at stake here than your sex life?”
 
   “No. Well, maybe, but ultimately, isn’t that what we’re supposed to be fighting for? Families, people we love. A safe place for children to grow up in. But it isn’t, is it? Within the Karnings, families can be torn apart by a single mistake, or for no reason at all. And here—”For a moment he had to control his anger. “No families at all here. They’ve taken that away from Mia, the bastards.”
 
   “And what they are we talking about, exactly?”
 
   Hurst hesitated. He knew it in his own mind, but it was another thing altogether to voice the thought. 
 
   “The Slaves. It’s them, isn’t it? The Servants, the Voices, the Slaves. They’re the ones who’ve done this, created this never ending war with its artificial rules.”
 
   “And still I wonder why,” Gantor said, half to himself.
 
   ~~~
 
   They rode out early in the evening, Dethin and Hurst either side of Mia, and the others in a straggle behind them, Gantor, Walst and Trimon, then two of Dethin’s men, and Ainsley. The other two Third Section Captains, Heddizan and Gronnash, stayed behind to keep watch on the walls, having no faith in the enemy’s trustworthiness. 
 
   At this time of year it should have been dark, but the moon was just past full, and hung huge and golden in the sky, bathing the party in its ethereal glow. There were many who disliked the oddly insubstantial light of the moon, but to Hurst it felt magical, bestowing a different, airier form of life on the world than the overpowering sun. If it were true that the moon had been pulled out of alignment during the Catastrophe, and now sat much closer to the world, then surely that was a great gift, giving them so many extra hours of light and filling the sky with beauty. He couldn’t imagine what the night sky would be like with the moon never more than a tiny disk, perhaps no bigger than a thumbnail.
 
   Hilligor had rearranged the main room in his pavilion. The heavy tables and chairs had been banished and replaced with cushions and a series of low tables set in a ring, encircled by a series of braziers. Long drapes gave the room a feeling of intimacy. Hurst was amused, for such luxuries were commonplace within the Karnings for summer picnics, and occasionally at the skirmishes, but it was certainly not normal practice along the borders. He wondered how many wagons had laboured to bring such things out here.
 
   They seated themselves on the cushions and food and wine were brought out. They had left their weapons with the horses, and the Karningers wore no swords either, but they all had daggers for the meat, and as the servants came and went through the drapes, Hurst saw that there were armed Skirmishers just beyond them. Even the servants, he noticed, had the muscular look of swordsmen. He thought there was no danger of a fight, but he approved of Hilligor’s caution, all the same. Whatever the current status of Hurst himself and his Companions, there were four men here who were committed warriors, barbarians, to whom every Skirmisher was a natural enemy.
 
   The food was typical Karninghold fare. It was less than three months since he had left his Karning, but Hurst was surprised how much his appetite had changed. He enjoyed the roast meats, but he found many of the complicated dishes unpalatable – too bland, too spicy, too crisp, too limp, too hot, too cold. Nothing was right for him. And he had forgotten the numerous sauces covering everything, so that it was impossible to tell what was in there. Mia ate with relish, he saw, but, like him, Dethin picked at most of it and left his wine untouched. I’m becoming a barbarian, Hurst thought.
 
   “Is there any ale?” he asked after a while. Hilligor signed to a servant, and before long jugs appeared.
 
   For some time, they ate and drank and said little, but when the remains of the meal had been cleared away, and the jugs of wine and ale refilled, and the servants withdrawn, Hilligor said, “I think the time has come to address the issue of how we move forward. I don’t wish to ignore what has been done in the past—” and he hesitated, glancing between Tanist and Dethin as he spoke, as if he expected them to speak. Tanist made the smallest bow of acknowledgement, but Dethin remained impassive. “Well – what’s done is done, and can’t be altered now. For myself, I’ve learned a great deal these last couple of days. I believe we’ve all had our eyes opened to the way we’ve been manipulated, on both sides. But as to doing anything about it – whether there is anything we can do about it, or whether we should even try – that I don’t know.”
 
   “As to what we can do,” Tanist said, “that remains to be seen, but for myself, I won’t tamely knuckle under to this. I have to do something. They have made me a barbarian—” He stopped and made a little bow to Dethin. “Forgive me, you are no more barbaric than anyone else on these plains. What do you call yourselves?”
 
   “We are warriors,” said Dethin. “Those who fight are warriors.”
 
   “And the others? Those who don’t fight?”
 
   “They are known by their jobs – storesman, cook, huntsman, stableman and so on.”
 
   “And your women?”
 
   The smallest hesitation. “They’re known by who they belong to – the Commander’s woman, the Captains’ women, the Section House women. Although there are less formal terms used.”
 
   Tanist shot a look at Mia, but said nothing. “Well then, it seems I am a warrior too, like most of you here. So let’s make war.”
 
   “Isn’t that what we’re trying to stop doing?” Hurst said, smiling a little.
 
   “Against each other, yes. But against them – we haven’t tried that yet, have we?”
 
   “Against the Slaves?” Hurst said. “Are you serious? How in all Nine Vortices can we do that?”
 
   Tanist laughed. “We’re the ones with the swords.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   39: The Plan (Mia)
 
   Mia was shocked. Tanist had always seemed like such a pleasant, gentle sort of man, and he had always treated her with kindly good humour, yet here he was talking without any hint of irony of visiting violence on the Slaves. She could hardly bear to listen. But she was not alone in her unease.
 
   “Before we go any further down this line,” Hilligor said, holding up a hand commandingly, “we should consider those of us who will be returning to the Karningplain. It’s very shocking, all this, I agree, but a few injustices may be the price we pay for stability. I don’t want to get involved in a violent uprising.”
 
   “Nor I,” said Bernast. “Besides, I want to face my interview with a clear conscience. The less I know about any plans the better.”
 
   “Then we’ve reached the point of decision,” said Tanist. “For myself, I’m quite ready to stay here and be a barbarian. There’s nothing keeping me in the Karnings.”
 
   “Nothing?” said Hurst. “Your whole family is nothing?”
 
   “What family? The wife of my heart is long dead, the interesting children are all grown and gone,” and he waved a languid hand in Hurst’s direction, “and there aren’t even any barbarians left to fight on my patch. Sorry, Warlord – I mean warriors. There’s nothing for me there. But Hurst – what about you?”
 
   Hurst hesitated. But then he caught sight of Mia gravely watching him, and he smiled. “My place is here,” he said.
 
   ~~~
 
   They separated not long after, Hilligor and Bernast and their Skirmishers to prepare to break their camp and depart with the sun, and the warriors riding in a slow, thoughtful line back to the compound. Amongst them were Hurst and Tanist, both committed now to a life beyond the border. Hemmond went with them, too, another who had no desire to face the Slaves again. To their surprise, Mannigor also rode with them.
 
   “Most High Commander Hurst gave me my life,” he said, pride in his voice. “Now I give mine to him in return.” 
 
   It was an old tradition, dating back to the Petty Kings and long since abandoned, but no one tried to dissuade him. Unlike Hurst and Tanist, Mannigor had no Companions, for he was not married, but he had two Mentors, experienced Skirmishers appointed by his father to guide him, and they chose to accompany him. So it was a rather larger group returning than had left just a couple of hours before, bolstered by several pack horses laden with barrels of good quality wine. Hilligor could not conceive how they would survive their exile without a reasonable supply.
 
   At Dethin’s suggestion, they circled away from the compound, riding north for a while until they reached a crumbling cayshorn island, eroded by weather and kishorn. Here they built a fire and set a watch and sat down to discuss their plans away from prying ears or eyes.
 
   Tanist got straight to the point. 
 
   “We have to remove the Slaves,” he said. “They’ve kept us in meek subjection for too long. It’s time to take charge of our own destiny.”
 
   Fine words, Mia thought them, but how could it be done except by violence? And soon enough the talk turned that way. At first, several of them argued against it. There were far too many Slaves to tackle, one said, they were spread throughout the Karningplain, there was at least one in every village and craft centre and manufacturing compound, and several in every Karninghold, not to mention the many hundreds at the Ring. 
 
   “The ones outside the Ring don’t matter,” Tanist replied. “They only follow orders anyway. We need only focus on the heart of the operation.”
 
   “The Ring?” Gantor said. “It may be the heart of the Slaves’ domain, but it’s also home to thousands of others – scholars, archivists, craftspeople, shopkeepers, cooks and servants. If we tear through there with swords and spears and bows, we will kill a great many innocent people, and the ones we want will scuttle away into their secret tunnels through the mountains.”
 
   “They can scuttle all they like,” said Tanist grimly, “but we’ll be in charge.”
 
   “How many men would it take?” asked Hurst. “And how are you going to get them all the way across the barrens and through the Ring of Bonnegar unnoticed?”
 
   “Through the tunnels?” Gantor suggested.
 
   “You can hardly pour an army through those tunnels,” Tanist said. “No, it has to be above ground, but it doesn’t matter about being seen. We just march in. There’s no defensive army there, no guards, no swords other than the tournament training weapons. We’ll be unopposed. Mind you, it will take a lot of men. Thousands, probably.”
 
   “And how are you going to organise that?” Hurst said. “Where are they going to come from, these thousands of men? Are you going to sneak all the way back to the western border and tell your own Hundreds to march to the Ring and take over? And are they all going to salute you and say – yes, of course, Most High Commander, Sir, anything you ask?”
 
   “We have the Warlord’s warriors. How many men have you got?”
 
   “I have close to nine hundred in my Sections, but mostly poorly trained and under-equipped, and the instant they cross the border they’ll be slaughtered, unless you can persuade the Skirmishers to let them pass. And then after that there’s another Karning and another and another, and long before they get anywhere near the Ring, someone’s going to turn on them. There’s no way they’d get anywhere close.”
 
   “Besides, it’s some six hundred miles from here,” said Gantor. “That’s a long way to march, even without opposition.”
 
   “The sky ships?” Tanist said, his voice doubtful, but Gantor laughed and shook his head.
 
   “You haven’t thought this through, have you?” he said.
 
   “No, not really,” Tanist said with a sudden grin. “I’m too mad at those bastards to think straight. But give me time, and I’ll come up with a plan to destroy them.”
 
   Mia could keep silent no longer.
 
   “You can’t do that!” she burst out. “You can’t kill Slaves!”
 
   “Yes, we can,” Tanist said forcefully, “and we will. The only question now is when and how.”
 
   “But – it’s blasphemy. It’s immediate execution, with no Life Beyond Death.”
 
   “They have to catch us first,” Tanist said. Then, more gently, “Mia, aren’t you angry about what they’ve done to you?”
 
   “It was the will of the Gods,” she said, but she was close to tears now.
 
   “Was it?” Tanist said. “Whatever the Gods may or may not have said, it was men who did this. It was a man who gave you the poison that made you seem dead, it was a man who brought you through the tunnels, it was a man who killed your baby. We have absolutely no proof that the Gods knew anything about it. Come to that, we have no proof the Gods even exist.”
 
   “It’s a matter of faith,” she cried, and now tears were spilling down her cheeks. “The Gods don’t have to prove themselves.”
 
   “No, but don’t you see – everything we know about the Gods, everything we’ve been taught to believe, every law passed on their behalf, it all comes from a small group of men and women. Do you really think the Gods care about the thickness of paper, or the exact length of a scarf, or the amount of ale permitted to a blacksmith each week? All these minute regulations that get handed down to us, and we’re never supposed to question them, because they come from the Gods. Many of them are sensible, no doubt, just good management of resources, but you were sent out here, your whole future destroyed, just because you asked questions about the tunnels. That’s not good management, that’s self-protection, that’s keeping secrets. It’s repression, nothing less, and isn’t that what we were supposed to be replacing?”
 
   He reached across and took her hand. “Weren’t the Petty Kings supposed to be the repressive ones, and we – we enlightened ones with the Word of the Gods – we were supposed to be better than them. How did we get to this point, where a man can be exiled for a childish prank? Aren’t the Gods supposed to be generous and understanding of mistakes? Aren’t we supposed to be able to acknowledge them honestly and be Blessed afterwards? Isn’t that the deal, the whole point of the interviews and the blue globes and telling the absolute truth? Because I don’t see that happening, I don’t see it at all. I just see people kept in fear of those in power, and I see people punished for minor infractions and no second chance. And I don’t think that’s right, do you?”
 
   And although she wept and protested, deep inside she saw the logic of his argument. She saw too, all too clearly, how the Slaves would counter it. If you question even one edict, they would say, then you question everything and you cannot be a true son or daughter of the Word. Accept it all or you put yourself above the law, above the Gods, even. Obedience is everything. Yet she saw the weakness inherent in such a system – that men, all too human, might use the unquestioning obedience of the people to impose whatever restrictions they wished, just as the Petty Kings had done. That too was a kind of slavery. Whichever side of the border she was on, she must be a slave, it seemed.
 
   For a while she sat, head bowed, lost in her own thoughts, taking no notice of the swirl of talk around her, but then she realised they had moved on. They were talking of the tunnels, and Dethin was explaining how it worked, that there would be no warning, one day a bell would ring and there would be a guide with a new batch of people.
 
   “Same guide each time, or different ones?” Gantor asked. “What are they like?”
 
   “Different ones. Very ordinary looking, nothing special.”
 
   “Just Slaves, not Voices?”
 
   “No, no, ordinary people. Not Slaves at all.”
 
   Mia’s mind was filled with the memory of her guide – Cristo. As if she could ever forget. Everything about him was seared into her mind as if by fire, his dark curls, the way he smiled as he talked of killing her, the gloves...
 
   “But they are!” she said, and they all turned to her, startled. “Mine was. He was one of Those who Serve the Gods. He had the marks – on his hands. He showed me.”
 
   “They don’t look like Servants,” Dethin said doubtfully. “No robes, no shaved heads.”
 
   “But Servants supposedly don’t shave their heads,” Gantor said. “They wear the full robes in the Ring, but they can travel elsewhere, and they look just like anyone else. So people say.”
 
   “And they appear to those who’ve been chosen,” Mia said quietly, half to herself, for she felt she was now the only person there who still believed in the Gods and their Slaves. When they asked, she described him, every little detail that she remembered, and they listened in silence, her words punctuated only by the occasional hiss and spit from the fire.
 
   “So young,” Tanist said, frowning.
 
   “That can’t be right,” said Gantor. “It takes years to become a Voice, so Those who Serve the Gods must be quite elderly. Not under thirty.”
 
   “He had the marks,” Mia said, but she had begun to wonder herself now. Surely it was more likely that he was some kind of impostor, pretending to be a Servant? Yet the Karninghold Slave had himself sent her to meet him. It was puzzling. Again she lost the thread of the conversation, drifting in her own thoughts. She came back abruptly when she heard Jonnor’s name mentioned. It was Walst talking.
 
   “…since we’re staying now, it seems, so perhaps we should think about finding them. For whatever little scheme Tanist dreams up.”
 
   “And you’d like to find Tenya, I imagine,” Hurst said gently. “If you want to go and look for her, I’d understand.”
 
   Walst looked uncomfortable. “Well, it would be wonderful, of course, but the women are – complicated.” He shot a glance at Mia. “I’m not entitled to my own woman here, even if I could find her. It would only cause trouble. I’d like to know she’s all right, that’s all. But Jonnor – all four of them – they’d be useful if it comes to an insurrection.”
 
   Hurst explained about Jonnor’s falling out with Bulraney and that he’d been flogged and sent to Supplies. “I don’t even know how I’d go about getting him back, and the others have gone who knows where.”
 
   “Still, four more trained Skirmishers would be a great help.”
 
   “When you have a plan,” Dethin said suddenly, his quiet voice cutting across the wandering threads of conversation, “I can round up more for you, if you need them. There are a few trained Skirmishers at every Section. We tend to spread them around, but if you want an invasion army, they can be gathered together. A hundred, maybe two from my Sections, but if you can wait a few months, I will be meeting the other Warlords over the winter and perhaps I can get them involved.”
 
   “How many other Warlords are there?” Tanist asked.
 
   “Six still in operation.”
 
   “Fourteen hundred Skirmishers. Hmm…”
 
   ~~~
 
   They returned to the compound with nothing decided. Tanist was not at all bothered. “We have forever to decide the best way forwards,” he said with a relaxed shrug. “Or the rest of our lives, anyway. And with winter coming on, there’s no rush. We’ll settle in, see how everything works, then we’ll be able to start planning.” He waved cheerfully as he was led away by Ainsley to find sleeping quarters.
 
   “A lot of new faces to fit in,” Dethin said thoughtfully, watching the newcomers depart.
 
   “Hemmond will find work in the stables,” Hurst said, “but the rest are all battle-hardened. Very useful.”
 
   “True, but it unbalances things to have so many arrive at once, and not the usual way.”
 
   “Like us,” Hurst said, one eyebrow raised.
 
   “Like you four, yes. It’s unsettling. Disruptive.”
 
   “Well, let’s hope Tanist devises a plan before it comes to that, because I can’t tell my own father to go away.”
 
   “As Commander, it’s your job to do exactly that, if necessary,” Dethin said at once, “and his job is to obey you. Whatever he was before, he’s the most junior warrior in the Section now.”
 
   Hurst found no answer to that.
 
   ~~~
 
   It had been a long day, and Mia was glad to get to bed. The two men were different tonight, still talking over the day’s events as they undressed, just like brothers, she thought. Well, in truth they were cousins, and if things had gone otherwise they would have been friends for many years. This time she took care of Dethin first, but she was very aware of Hurst on the other side of the bed, patiently waiting for her. Afterwards, she lay curled in his arms as he stroked her hair and kissed her forehead, while Dethin peacefully slept.
 
   She woke the next morning in the predawn gloom to find Dethin scrabbling into his boots.
 
   “You’re up early,” she murmured, still half asleep.
 
   “Got to stretch my horse’s legs a bit,” he said. “Be back this afternoon. Don’t start the war without me.” He grinned at her, looking unexpectedly boyish, and then he was gone.
 
   Hurst and Mia were in no hurry to abandon the bed, so again they were late arriving at the canteen. Apart from Hemmond, who had already found his place in the stables, all the new arrivals were there, a big group of Skirmishers sprawled out on the battered wooden chairs, chatting and joking together, quite relaxed. A little distance apart, the Captains stood silently waiting. 
 
   “So, what’s on the agenda for today?” Tanist said with a grin, stretching his arms and folding them behind his head. “D’you want us to have a look at your procedures first, see where things need tightening up, or shall we just start training up your men?”
 
   “Porridge first,” said Hurst. “Ah, thank you, Gantor.” He looked across at his father’s group, and then he looked towards the Captains. Even Mia, who knew little of warrior affairs, felt there was some tension in the air.
 
   “Captain Heddizan,” Hurst said, “what is the usual procedure for new arrivals?”
 
   “Assessment, Sir. Two to three weeks is the usual before assignment. Training grounds to start with – battle skills in various weaponry, fitness, discipline, obedience. If they fail that…” Someone made a choking sound, and he stopped. There was silence. Mia was aware that everyone in the room was motionless, watching them.
 
   “Go on,” Hurst said.
 
   Heddizan hesitated. “Thing is, Sir – don’t doubt their skills, and those three are fine,” and he nodded towards Mannigor and his Mentors, “but – we don’t usually get anyone so…” He tailed off helplessly, looking at Tanist and his three Companions.
 
   “So old?” Tanist said, his eyes twinkling, arms folded across his broad chest. “I’m a bit long in the tooth for this game, you think?”
 
   Hurst laughed. “Tell you what, Heddizan, you can have charge of assessing them. Yes, you. I’ll accept whatever your judgement is. If you think they ought to go to Supplies, then off to Supplies they’ll go. And you can start by taking on this old man in single combat. All right?”
 
   “Ten bones on the old ‘un,” said Walst instantly, and the room dissolved into a chaos of shouted bets and bawdy jokes about the two combatants, as the men all streamed out to the training grounds.
 
   Mia slipped out of the canteen by a different door and up narrow twisting stairs to the women’s quarters. The low tower above the Section House belonged only to them. Above the cubicles where they did their evening work was a floor of bedrooms, each no bigger than one of the cubicles, but a precious private space to its owner. The floor above that was a large sitting room. All the women in the compound were allowed in here, and Mia knew it gave the best view of the training grounds. Several women were there, sewing or just chatting, but they drifted across to the window to watch when Mia explained what was happening.
 
   At first, all Mia could see was a great jostle of men milling about raising dust, but after a while the crowd coalesced into a large circle with two men in the middle. Heddizan was obvious by his yellow sash, and to start with all the activity was his. He would dash forward, there would be a brief clash and then he would jump away again. Tanist hardly seemed to move at all. But then, gradually, he began to circle around. 
 
   It reminded Mia of a farmer she had once seen catching an escaped piglet. The animal had shot about with great speed, first in one direction, then another, while the farmer quietly and with great economy of movement directed it into a corner. So it was with Tanist. In no time, Heddizan was backed up against some wagons, and then with the barest flick of his wrist, Tanist put him in the dirt. He got up, began again with great energy, and in a very short time was down again. The third time Tanist disarmed him and put his sword to his throat. Mia could hear the cheer erupting from the crowd and smiled to herself. Walst had won his bones then, and age and experience had, it seemed, defeated youthful over-confidence.
 
   Mia wandered across to a west-facing window. Beyond the compound wall the dust was being raised again in a hustle of dismantling and packing.
 
   “They’re leaving us alone, then,” said a throaty voice behind her. “Better that way. Not natural, all this talking to the enemy. I’m Mallissa, by the way.”
 
   “Oh – Hurst’s woman!”
 
   She laughed. “Not sure about that! You seem to have him on a leading rope, him and the Warlord both. How’s that working out, then?”
 
   Mia smiled, aware that several of the other women were watching the exchange with interest. “It’s fine, actually.”
 
   “When the Warlord leaves – you’ll be going with him, will you?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Mia said. “Do you want Hurst back, is that it?”
 
   Mallissa laughed even more. “One man’s much the same as another to me, but I like living in the Commander’s House. Don’t want to go back to the Section House, so if you’re staying, tell him that, will you?”
 
   ~~~
 
   “So where’s this Warlord of yours gone?” Tanist asked when they all gathered for the noon meal.
 
   “He said he wanted to exercise his horse,” Mia said.
 
   Tanist raised an eyebrow. “Really? It’s hardly been idle for weeks… well, not my concern. I’m just a lowly old warrior.”
 
   “Still handy with a sword, though,” she smiled.
 
   “Skirmisher training – it never leaves you. Groonerst isn’t quite fit enough now for real fighting, but the rest of us are still up to it. Do you have chores to do this afternoon? Because Hurst has asked to see the maps we brought, the ones we marked all the tunnels on, and you might find it interesting.”
 
   The maps were the best quality stiffened cloth, with hemmed edges and the fine detail hand-painted in waterproof ink, the type that only the border Karnings got. They were large, showing every Karninghold, every craft or manufacturing centre, every mill and inn, every village and road. Swamps and woodland and permanent rivers were marked in bold colours, transient waterways were paler. And there, dotted about in an apparently random scatter, were the Godstowers. It was only when all the maps were joined end to end that the symmetry emerged, and it became obvious that they formed straight lines, marking the location of the tunnels below for those who knew.
 
   Gantor traced the route they had taken from the Godstower near the Karninghold, first heading to the southeast, and then due east to the border. The map stopped at the fifth line, the last Karning to be secured, but they knew what it would show had the mapmakers been interested: the Godstowers continuing on through the insecure sixth line border Karning and beyond, passing under Third and Supplies and even further out to where the builders were still working, invisible underground. Mia tried to remember her own journey, but it was like trying to catch a dream; moments of vividness, hazy flashes of memory as if recalling a distant childhood event, and abrupt jumps where whole days were missing.
 
   With tables pushed together and all the maps laid out, the whole Karningplain was spread out before them. Tanist had marked the presumed routes of all the tunnels in red ink, and the pattern could hardly be clearer.
 
   “They come from the Ring,” Hurst said in bewildered tones. “That’s where they start – at the Ring. Maybe even at the Tower of Reception itself, if you extend these lines all the way. If you could get into the tunnel there, and walked due east you’d end up – well, that’s sixth there, isn’t it?”
 
   “Where the resupply arrives,” Mia said.
 
   “On the other hand,” Gantor said, “if you start at sixth and walk due west, you’d end up at the Ring. Maybe even under the Tower of Reception itself.”
 
   “So?” Hurst said, but Tanist began to laugh.
 
   “Do I have to explain everything?” Gantor said, rolling his eyes. “If you want to kill a beast, the quickest way is to cut off its head. So – a handful of men, a stroll through the tunnels, and pop up in the tower. Surprise! And then—” He made an unmistakeable slicing motion with his hands.
 
   Mia shuddered.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   40: The Guide (Hurst)
 
   Thoughts fizzed through Hurst’s head, jostling for attention. Was it possible? Could it really be as simple as walking back up the tunnels with a few Skirmishers and into the tower? Could they even get in that way? Cut off the head, Gantor had said – but would that be enough? And what about afterwards?
 
   Around the table, everyone talked over one another, asking questions, half answering and then jumping to another idea. Walst was laughing, slapping Gantor on the back. Tanist and his Senior Companion Groonerst were murmuring, heads together, poring over the map showing the Ring to identify the Godstowers there. Even Trimon was smiling. But outside the circle, Mia stood silent, arms wrapped tightly round her body, her face white. Hurst was beside her in a moment.
 
   “It’s just an idea,” he said, putting an arm around her, but she was rigid beneath his touch. “It may come to nothing, you know. It may not even be possible.” Still she said nothing. “We have to do something, Mia. Now that we know what’s been going on, we have to try to change things.” He heard the pleading whine in his voice, but he had to make her understand.
 
   “By killing Slaves? And not just Slaves, Those who Serve the Gods – in the Tower of Reception! Oh, Hurst!” Shaking her head, she turned and walked slowly away from him. 
 
   “She’ll come round,” Gantor said, emerging from the throng round the table to watch Mia disappearing.
 
   “Will she? She’s always been deeply into the Word, I’m not sure she can set that aside now.”
 
   “Well, she’ll have to,” Gantor said. Hurst spluttered a little. “It’s true. She has to come with us to read the directions on the tunnel walls. Unless you know anyone else who can read Kannick Old Script?”
 
   ~~~
 
   No one bothered with the stillness that day, they were all engrossed in maps and plans and logistics. They were talking so loudly that no one heard the bell until Heddizan came tearing in from the compound.
 
   “Arrivals! Down in the tunnel! Come on!”
 
   He tore off again, and Hurst began to follow.
 
   “Where’s the fire?” asked Tanist, grabbing his arm. “Can we help?”
 
   “New people arriving in the tunnel – can you hear the bell?” Hurst said. “And a guide. Isn’t that nice? We’ve got it covered.”
 
   “What impeccable timing,” Gantor said, grinning. “What gear did we say? Battle but no swords?”
 
   “Battle with training sword,” Hurst said. “Can’t swing a sword down there, but it looks good.”
 
   They had planned what they would do if the opportunity arose. Even so, it was strange to gear up and then make their way down the stairs to the tunnel instead of to the training grounds. The kitchens were silent as they passed by, heavy wooden doors barring the entrance in case of trouble. Further on, the big caverns where they had gathered before the battle were likewise closed off. The arrival of new warriors was always a little fraught. After several days in the tunnel, there was no predicting just how they would react to the handover.
 
   Hurst led the group along the tunnel towards the gate, torches flickering. All the Captains were behind him, as well as a number of their most intimidating men. Huddled together close to the gate were seven men, shackled and chained into two groups. One or two appeared belligerent, but most looked tired and apprehensive. They ranged from a skinny young man scarcely beyond boyhood to a well-rounded man of perhaps forty. Beyond the closed gate was another face – the guide, perhaps one of Those who Serve the Gods, who had brought the seven down the tunnel.
 
   Hurst, as Commander, went down to the gate.
 
   “Seven, then?” he said to the guide. “Anything we should know?” A glance further down the tunnel revealed the dim outline of a wheeled cart.
 
   “No. They’ve been no trouble,” the man said, his voice soft, educated, passing a ring full of keys through the bars. And was that an accent? Hurst wondered briefly if this was Mia’s guide, for he had the exact curls she had described, but this man was older, around forty. He wore the same kind of nondescript clothes as his prisoners, simple tunic, trousers and cloak, although perhaps in better condition. He wore thin fingerless gloves, Hurst noted, not unlike his own, probably for the same reason – to hide his tattoos. There was a ring with a stone on one finger. Hurst couldn’t see any weapons, and certainly he had no sword or bow, although the cloak could be concealing knives.
 
   “Very well, Captain, carry on,” Hurst said, tossing the keys to Heddizan, and moved back up the tunnel a short distance to stand beside Ainsley.
 
   Heddizan gazed sternly at the seven men. “No funny business, you lot,” he said. “We’re all a bit jittery, and we don’t want anyone getting hurt, do we?” He knelt down in front of one man and began trying keys until the shackles popped open. It was a tedious business – first one foot, then the other, then the chain connecting him to the next in line. When he was free, two burly warriors led him away down the corridor and stood guard over him. While Heddizan moved on to the next man, Gantor and Walst collected the discarded shackles and began feeding them under the bottom of the gate. The guide gathered them up, walked back to the cart and threw them in.
 
   This was the tricky moment, and Hurst tried to be nonchalant and not watch. While the guide’s back was turned, Gantor flipped open the cover on the gate’s lock and began sliding the levers. Each made a metallic thunk as it slotted into place, but with luck the clanking shackles would cover the noise. The guide gave no sign of alarm, and turned back to the gate. As soon as he stopped moving Gantor swung the gate open and Walst raced through, with Trimon behind him. The guide gave a squeak, then turned and ran. He reached the cart, jumped on and was already beginning to move when Walst reached him and pulled him off. There was a brief scuffle, then a scream and he dropped like a stone. Walst and Trimon half carried and half dragged him back through the gate, each holding firmly to one arm.
 
   They stood him up, glaring defiantly at them, in front of Hurst. Blood was streaming from his nose.
 
   “Clever trick, learning how to open the gate from your side,” he said, spitting blood.
 
   “Yes it is, isn’t it?” Hurst said, beaming at him. “We’re quite pleased with it ourselves.”
 
   “I wonder how well you’d manage with all the others.”
 
   “I shall regard it as a personal challenge,” Hurst said. “But you seem to have had an accident. Captain, didn’t I tell you not to damage him until we’ve exhausted other possibilities?”
 
   “Sorry, Sir,” Walst said, grinning. “He inadvertently fell onto my fist.”
 
   Hurst rummaged in a pocket for a bit of grubby cloth, and was amused to see the guide flinch as he began to wipe his face. He gave the nose a sharp tweak, which produced another scream. “Good news – it doesn’t seem to be broken! Isn’t that fortunate?” And he smiled even wider. “Better tie him up. Just in case of more accidents, you know.”
 
   Heddizan had been nervously watching this exchange, ready to jump into the fray or leap out of the way, as necessary, but now he turned back to the shackled men. Ainsley took a group of men up the tunnel to bring the cart through the gates, and after that they allowed them to swing shut. Gantor fetched a length of rope and tied the guide’s hands behind his back, after checking him over for weapons. He had none.
 
   “What are you going to do with him?” one of the newly arrived men asked, watching with interest.
 
   Hurst paused. They hadn’t rehearsed the involvement of the newcomers, but it could be useful. “Haven’t made a final decision on that,” he said. “Do you have any suggestions?”
 
   “Give me five minutes alone with him, and I’m sure I could think of something.” Several of the other men laughed.
 
   “I’ve got fists he can fall on too,” said a man with the imposing bulk of a miller or a smith, raising another laugh.
 
   “You and a hundred more of us,” said Heddizan, looking up from his unlocking. “You’ll have to wait your turn.”
 
   “Well, let’s see how co-operative he decides to be,” Hurst said easily. Then, to Heddizan, “Captain, you have charge of the rest of our new arrivals. See they have ale and something to eat. It’s a long time until meat.”
 
   “Ha!” one of them said. “So it must be afternoon.”
 
   Hurst smiled in sympathy. The tunnels were very disorientating, and it was hard to keep track even of day and night, unless you paid close attention and knew the moon charts well.
 
   “Yes, it’s afternoon, and raining hard, so you won’t see much today, but tomorrow you can go outside. Welcome to Third Section, my friends.”
 
   ~~~
 
   They put the guide in the very cell where Hurst had been held after Bulraney’s death. They brought him blankets and a pillow, bread and water, searched him more thoroughly for concealed weapons and removed his bonds. He wore a delicate silver pendant on a chain around his neck, but he became so agitated when they tried to remove it, that Hurst shrugged and left it with him. They removed his ring with great care, suspecting what it was capable of. It was of silver, and bore an amber stone set in an octagonal base. Cautious experimentation revealed that the stone could be turned into different positions, two of which produced a sharp needle from the centre of the stone when pressed against something. 
 
   “Why two needles?” Hurst wondered. “One in reserve?”
 
   “No, they’re different sizes,” Gantor said. “Most likely one is the poison that produces the death state, and the other – maybe just a sleeping potion? Useful in the tunnel, I imagine, if the prisoners are frisky. Or an antidote to the poison.”
 
   But nothing could be determined about the other six positions of the stone.
 
   When Mia came back after the stillness, Hurst took her to see the prisoner, in case she recognised him, but he wasn’t surprised when she shook her head.
 
   “That’s not Cristo,” she said. “Although – there is a resemblance. The hair, the face – kin, maybe?”
 
   Hurst spotted a flash of interest in the guide’s eyes when he heard the name.
 
   “Ah – you know Cristo, I think?” he said.
 
   The man hesitated, clearly torn between anger at his treatment and fear of further violence. That was very much as Hurst expected, and he hoped the man would see the value in co-operating. But then he caught sight of the uncovered tattoos on their hands, and his eyes flickered from Mia to Hurst and back again. Now he showed clear signs of interest.
 
   “You’re both from Turs Kan-forst,” he said in a surprised tone, with a hint of a smile. “One of the wives and one of the husbands.”
 
   “I am Hurst Arrakas, yes. This is my wife Mia l’Amontis.”
 
   “The missing one.” He looked at Hurst as he spoke, then turned to Mia. “And the nosy one. Are you all here then?”
 
   “No more questions,” Hurst said sharply, feeling his blood rushing, and breathing deeply in an attempt to stay calm. He found his fists were clenched, and he forced himself to uncurl them. There was nothing to be gained by losing his temper, and he had the upper hand, after all. “You made a mistake, Servant. Sending Mia here was a huge mistake, and you and all your kind will pay dearly for it.”
 
   “Fine words,” the guide sneered.
 
   Hurst turned and stomped outside into the rain, where Walst and Gantor were waiting.
 
   “Shall we question him a little this afternoon?” Gantor asked, innocently pretending to scrape dirt from under his fingernails with a long, curved knife. “I’ll stand around looking menacing, and you play on his sympathies. You never know, he might bump into Walst’s fist again. Or something sharper.”
 
   Mia emerged, pulling her hood over her head, and drawing her cloak closer. She clucked in disapproval at Gantor’s words, but Hurst laughed, his mood lightened at once.
 
   “No, leave him to stew for a while. Besides, Dethin might want to be part of it. But – I forgot we weren’t wearing gloves. He knows who we are, now.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Gantor shrugged. “All the better, actually, he can wonder how we got here, if he likes. And it’s not as if he’s going to take that information anywhere, is it? But did you notice – he thinks we just got lucky with the gate. He doesn’t know we’ve worked out the code.” And he grinned. “This is turning out very satisfactorily. Is there any wine, do you think?”
 
   ~~~
 
   It was not yet mid-afternoon, but the canteen was almost full. Outside it was raining quite steadily, so everyone had taken shelter. The new recruits were scattered about at different tables, with ale and food in front of them, each with a warrior either side to discourage any escape attempts. They seemed docile enough, as they sat listening to a description of their new life, asking few questions. Occasionally they showed some enthusiasm, such as when they learned the arrangement with the women, but otherwise they nodded and drank and watched. A number of people had taken advantage of the early release of ale to start games of bones, and were beginning to get rowdy.
 
   Tanist and his group were still clustered around the maps, so Hurst brought them up to date with developments. 
 
   “And is he definitely a Servant?”
 
   “We won’t know until we can get his gloves away from him, but he knew Mia’s guide, and he looks the same as she described. I don’t doubt it.”
 
   “He looks the same? Family resemblance?”
 
   Before Hurst could answer, Gantor said, “Cultural resemblance. He looks Trannatta to me.”
 
   “Trannatta!” Tanist said. “No, impossible! Not here, surely?”
 
   Hurst was mystified.
 
   “Gods, why did we bother sending you to the scholars?” Tanist said, exasperated. “Mia will know. Tell your ignorant husband about the Trannatta.”
 
   Mia laughed. “I don’t know much about them. I don’t know who does – they’re very secretive. They live all along the far northern coast. I would have thought it was too cold for them here.”
 
   “Do you think your Servant looked Trannatta?” Tanist asked.
 
   Mia frowned, considering. “Hmm. The eyes are right, and the hair. The skin – I don’t really know, it’s a long time since I’ve seen images of them. They looked very light skinned in the pictures, but the books described it as the colour of honey, and that would fit Cristo, certainly.”
 
   “So, if he is one of these Trannatta—” Hurst stumbled over the word. “What is he doing here?”
 
   No one had an answer.
 
   ~~~
 
   The afternoon grew dreary and two of the stores men went round refilling and lighting the lamps. Moundrat oil made a poor fuel, and each lamp was a small sphere of reluctant light, casting deep pools of shadow below tables and in corners. Tanist commandeered several to hang over the map table, leaving even more gloom elsewhere.
 
   An outer door banged as the wind caught it, then the inner door opened and two figures dripped into view. It took Hurst a moment to recognise Dethin, and he clearly had the same problem, standing gazing round the room until his eyes adjusted and he could make out Hurst across the room.
 
   “There you are!” he called, hanging his sodden cloak carefully over the back of a chair. “What happened to all the lights? It’s darker than the tunnel in here.”
 
   “Tanist filched all the lamps. Have a good ride?”
 
   “Very wet. I’ve brought you a present.” And he stood aside to reveal his companion. At first Hurst was mystified. The man stood, gazing round at the hunched backs curved over the maps, and then, in the other direction, at the noisy bones players, who had been drinking ale steadily for some time. His lips curled in a sneer. Then he saw Hurst, and at once his eyes narrowed and he glowered, cheeks reddening. And Hurst knew him.
 
   Beside him, Mia gave a cry and launched herself across the room.
 
   “Jonnor! Oh, Jonnor!” She hurled herself onto him, oblivious of his wet clothes, and flung her arms around his neck. But he made no move to embrace her, simply standing motionless while she sobbed on his shoulder. Dethin watched the two impassively.
 
   Hurst made his way more sedately to the trio.
 
   “How are you, brother?” he said, not feeling up to any expression of pleasure, for he could see it wouldn’t be reciprocated.
 
   “How d’you think I am?” Jonnor hissed, as Mia finally noticed his lack of warmth and began to peel herself away from him.
 
   Now that he was closer, Hurst could answer his own question, for this was a very different Jonnor from the man who had stood shrieking his defiance in the training grounds at the Karning, waiting for the Blue Arrow to strike him down. His hair was plastered to his head by the rain, but even so, it was clear that it was inexpertly cut short. His face was puffy, and there was a thin red scar on one cheek. His beard was bushy and untrimmed. He wore no battle gear, just rough homespun trousers and tunic, in a strange greeny-brown colour.
 
   The room quietened down as everyone turned to look at the newcomer. Jonnor noticed Walst nearby, who was still wearing his Captain’s sash, and spat at his feet.
 
   “Ha! So clever, all of you! Captain Walst and Commander Hurst… Everyone else has to suffer, but not you, oh no. I’ve been treated like dirt, you’ve no idea what I’ve been through, I could have died for all anyone cared, but you’re all fine, prancing around giving your orders just like you did back home. Even out here in the wilds, there’s no escape from you lording it over everyone. Setting up your own Petty Kingdom, are you? King Hurst! And Queen Mia! Pa!”
 
   “By the Gods, Jonnor, there’s no need for that attitude,” Hurst said impatiently. Then, to Dethin, “What did you have to trade for him? Because, honestly, I’m not sure you got much of a bargain.”
 
   “No trade. As Warlord, I’m allowed to ask for anyone I want for my own men. Shall I send him straight back to Supplies? He seems pretty wild. Or I can keep him, if you don’t want him. I’ll sort him out.”
 
   Jonnor grew redder and redder listening to them, until Hurst thought he would surely explode. But abruptly he subsided and seemed almost on the verge of tears. “Bastards,” he murmured, half to himself. “Bastards, bastards, bastards…”
 
   “Let’s see how he feels in the morning,” Hurst said. “Life’s always better after a good night’s sleep. Come on, brother, let’s find you a bunk.” He put a hand on Jonnor’s shoulder, no more than a friendly pat, but Jonnor shoved him away so hard he almost lost his balance. Mia gasped, her face shocked. Hurst signalled for Ainsley to take charge of Jonnor. As they disappeared into the rain, Dethin raised a rueful eyebrow.
 
   “I’m really sorry about that. I thought everyone would be happy about it.”
 
   “A reasonable assumption. But Jonnor’s always been – difficult.”
 
   Tanist loomed up beside them, his face creased with amusement.
 
   “Well, you young people are so adventurous. I hope you have a very large bed.”
 
   The men roared with laughter, but Mia’s brows snapped together. 
 
   “Don’t be absurd!” she hissed. “He wouldn’t share before, he certainly doesn’t get to share now. I’m sorry he’s had a bad time, but honestly, he wouldn’t even be here if he’d been more sensible.” She swung round and swept out of the room, leaving the men staring open-mouthed at her back.
 
   “Did Mia just flounce?” Walst said in a loud whisper. “That looked like a flounce to me.”
 
   “Oh, shut up, Walst,” Hurst said, suddenly exhausted. It had been a very strange day, and he wished it were over. “I need some wine.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   41: Choosing (Mia)
 
   Mia wished there were a temple at Third Section as there was at the Warlord’s House. Probably there was, somewhere, for clearly all the compounds were built to the same pattern, but most likely it was filled with hay or barrels of ale or feed for the horses, or some such. 
 
   She went instead to the women’s quarters, out of reach of the men. She sat by one of the windows gazing out at the rain and listening to the wind howling round. It was not yet dark outside, but the rain-heavy clouds cloaked the sky, a match for her gloomy mood. 
 
   No one spoke to her. The women were rather nervous around her, she thought, as if unsure quite what to make of her. Or perhaps they felt it wasn’t worth getting to know her well since they didn’t know whether she was staying. She didn’t know herself, as it happened. She loved Hurst, she knew that now, but he had been very reckless in following her and throwing away his own position. She’d always felt safe with him, but this new volatile Hurst was disturbing. For all Dethin’s oddities, he was at least a known quantity.
 
   The canteen was emptier than usual when she went down for supper. A surprising number of men were required to attend to the new recruits, some officially looking after them and others shadowing them and loitering near at hand just in case of trouble. The newcomers had been taken away for baths and clean clothes, and then their ceremonial first visit to the women, the only time they would be allowed to jump the queue. She supposed it helped to reconcile them to their future lives, and for those without attachments it must be an attraction, but she wondered what sort of compensation it offered men who had been torn away from wives and families.
 
   As she entered, Hurst detached himself from the big group at the map table, now bare of everything except jugs of wine and two baskets filled with an assortment of fruit. 
 
   “Are you all right?” he murmured, watching her with anxious eyes and taking her hand to walk her across the room. She smiled and nodded. The others eyed her warily or greeted her with forced cheerfulness, as if she might explode at any moment, but Dethin surprised her with a warm smile. He juggled chairs so that she could sit between Hurst and himself, and fetched her some wine. 
 
   “We caught a couple of young kishorn on the way back, and a few moundrats, so there’ll be some decent meat tonight. Oh, and these are from Supplies.” He pulled the fruit baskets closer and smiled again. “I wasn’t sure what you liked best, so I brought a few of everything.”
 
   “Thank you, that was kind.” She took a peach and bit into it, savouring the juicy ripeness.
 
   “Peaches… Is that your favourite?”
 
   “Mia will eat any fruit she can get,” Hurst said. Dethin’s face fell a little, before he recovered himself. Was that a touch of rivalry, she wondered? She didn’t want the two of them squabbling over her again.
 
   “That’s true enough,” she said, “but I do like peaches. I grew up in the north, which has the tastiest, most luscious fruit on the Karningplain, and the most abundant. This reminds me of home.”
 
   “Do you miss it? The north?”
 
   “I miss the heat!” she laughed. “It’s just too cold here, and the winter… I will never get used to winter.”
 
   The food began to arrive – the usual soups and stews, with hard bread and pungent cheese, slices of fried moundrat, dripping with juices, cuts of tender spit-roasted kishorn, hare boiled in pots with tiny plains fruits and nuts and grains, and bowls of unidentifiable grey bottled fruits. Only the Commander’s table had the fresh fruit from Supplies. 
 
   She kept watch for Jonnor, but he chose to sit as far from them as possible. Ainsley had found him some better clothes and someone had trimmed his hair and beard a little, but he scowled at everyone who came close to him. Hurst sent him a couple of jugs of Hilligor’s wine and then they let him be.
 
   By the middle of the evening, the room had become rowdy. The newcomers had been plied with ale, and were well on the way to being drunk. Heddizan and Hurst had been whispering about them for some time, Hurst checking that they were settling in without difficulty and Heddizan instructing Hurst on the usual procedures for dealing with them. The objective for the first day, it seemed, was to keep them occupied and contented, watch them at all times, and keep them apart. Tomorrow they would formally meet their Commander and be given their new names. The men were allowed to choose a name for themselves, which might even be their own name, but women were always given one by the Commander. Heddizan wasn’t able to explain that, when Mia asked, but she suspected that the women were more ‘owned’ than the men were, and so had less freedom to define themselves.
 
   She was suddenly aware that Dethin’s chair had been empty for some time.
 
   “When did he leave?” she asked Hurst, but he shrugged.
 
   “I didn’t notice him go. Maybe he’s gone to the stables. He likes to check his horse.”
 
   “No, he went there straight after supper, but he came back again. I wonder if he’s all right?” A buzz of fear; was he angry with her? Or with Hurst? Perhaps he was annoyed with Jonnor’s ingratitude, after going to so much trouble for him.
 
   “I’m sure he’s fine. Just wanted to get away from this riot, I expect.”
 
   “I don’t blame him. They’re getting very noisy, aren’t they? And look, I think Jonnor enjoyed the wine.”
 
   She pointed across the room, where Jonnor was standing on a chair, goblet in hand, declaiming with some animation. A large audience shrieked with laughter, and cheered periodically.
 
   “What am I going to do with him?” Hurst said despondently.
 
   “Nothing, for the moment. Let him find his own place here. I think I’ll see if I can find Dethin. Coming?”
 
   “No, you go on. I’d better check on the prisoner first.”
 
   Mia found Dethin in his small sitting room, perched on the window ledge, arms round his knees, gazing out at the darkness. A single lamp cast a dull glow over one side of the room.
 
   “There you are!” she said. “I wondered where you’d gone to. Everything all right?” She perched on the other end of the ledge, beside his feet.
 
   “Oh… yes. Just… too many people.” A pause. “Your – other husband…?”
 
   “Jonnor.”
 
   “Yes. He seemed to be settling in a little when I left.”
 
   Mia laughed. “He’s always more relaxed with a bellyful of wine. Crannor – thank you for rescuing him from Supplies. He will appreciate it in time, I’m sure.”
 
   He tipped his head to one side, and smiled. “I don’t care whether he appreciates it or not. I thought it would please you. But the others – if you want the rest of your people back, that will be more difficult.”
 
   “The Companions, you mean? I suppose you don’t know where they are?”
 
   “No. They all arrived here, but Bulraney sent them off elsewhere. He hated Skirmishers so he always got rid of them quickly, and the women – they never stay long anywhere. The men like variety.”
 
   “He didn’t send Hurst’s group away.”
 
   “No, because he suspected they were spies. He intended to kill them all, eventually. He was just waiting to prove what they were. Or until they provoked him, and gave him an excuse. But that’s old history. Mia—” He glanced at her quickly, then looked away. “There is one of your people I could track down, but…”
 
   “Which one?” she said eagerly.
 
   “The other wife.”
 
   “Tella?”
 
   “Was that her name? I knew her as Yunya.”
 
   “Tall, beautiful, very curvy, dark hair? The exact opposite of me!”
 
   “She wasn’t like you, true. She – she was with me for a while.” His expression was blank, but she detected anxiety in his eyes. Perhaps he was worried that she would be upset. Or did something bad happen to her, as with Jonnor?
 
   “Oh! Was she was the one you traded away to another Warlord – for horses?”
 
   “Horses and archers, yes. So she’s not even in one of my Sections any more, and I don’t know if I’d be able to get her back.”
 
   “Was she all right? Did she have a hard time adjusting? I can’t imagine her here, in these rough clothes, with short hair.”
 
   “Bulraney had her with his Captains for a while, but one time when I came through, he offered her to me. He was always giving me things, currying favour, you know? So he’d be sure to get what he wanted from the resupply. She was a beauty, right enough, he thought I’d want her. But she didn’t like being passed on to me like a haunch of meat. I don’t know whether there was someone here she liked, or maybe the arrangement just suited her, but she hated me. No, no—” He held up a hand when Mia began to protest. “It was true, she couldn’t stand the sight of me. She didn’t try to avoid the inevitable, like you did,” and his eyes crinkled a little with amusement as he spoke, “but she always insisted I take her from behind – so she didn’t have to look at me, she said.”
 
   Mia made an incoherent sound, half shocked but also not really surprised. Tella could be tempestuous, undoubtedly.
 
   “Then she started playing around with other men,” he went on, “or not coming to my bed at all. Well, I couldn’t allow that, it made me look foolish. When we went to the War Council last winter, I let her try out the other Warlords. That’s usual, by the way, there’s a lot of swapping goes on and she didn’t mind. Then I traded her to the one she liked least. Several of them wanted her, they were all trying to outdo each other with offers, so I got a very good trade in the end. I don’t regret it, but it won’t have endeared me to her.”
 
   “Well!” She wasn’t sure whether to be dismayed or amused by the story. Tella and Jonnor had both had difficulty settling here, it seemed, and both had been punished for it, in different ways. And Hurst had got into trouble too, and nearly got himself killed for it. It was tricky to be a Karningholder one day, with Companions, servants, guards, Skirmishers, indeed an entire Karning at your disposal, and the next to find yourself nothing, no more than a common swordsman or whore. It would never be an easy transition. 
 
   It was lucky, perhaps, that she herself was quite timid. Even so, she had stood up to Bulraney, and been angry with Dethin more times than she could remember. It would hardly have been surprising if he’d sent her to the Section House, or even to Supplies. 
 
   But Dethin was still watching her reaction, so she smiled and shrugged. “Well, Tella was always a survivor, she’ll be all right.” He smiled in relief.
 
   Hurst arrived to report that the prisoner had eaten a little of his supper and was now asleep. “Or at least, he’s curled up on the bed, wrapped in blankets, facing the wall. Gantor thinks he’s just pretending. We’ll interview him properly tomorrow. Just you, me, Gantor and Tanist, for now.”
 
   “Ah. Not me, I’m afraid.” Dethin swung his legs round to the floor so that he faced Hurst, his expression blank again. “I have to go north again tomorrow. There’s some – business to deal with.”
 
   “Another battle?”
 
   “Just harassment around the walls – quick in and out. We try not to damage the builders, just burn the scaffolding, that sort of thing. Anything to slow them down. Seventh and Eighth are getting together. I should be back in about eight days or so. I’ll come back here then, and if you’re still here, I’d like to come with you on your little adventure. But don’t wait for me – if the moons align, as the saying is, then just go. But Mia – you need to decide if you’ll come with me or stay here…”
 
   “I’ll stay with Hurst,” she said, before the words were properly out of his mouth. 
 
   There! She had decided, and in the end it was easy. All this time she had wondered which of them she would choose, but her heart had known the answer. When their roads came to diverge, she knew at once who she wished to walk beside. 
 
   Hurst looked openly pleased. Dethin’s face crumpled momentarily with – what was it, grief? Disappointment? Hard to say. As soon as it appeared it was gone, replaced by his usual expressionless mode.
 
   “Good,” he said. “Hurst will look after you. But…” He turned to Hurst. “You will need to deal with this other woman tomorrow.”
 
   “Mallissa,” Hurst said quietly. “I’ll see to it. Shall we go to bed?”
 
   They were all subdued, for it was their last night as a three. Dethin seemed lost, somehow, standing watching Mia as she began to undress. She felt it too, an odd disconnectedness. She was more conscious of the two men than she had been before. To ease her own awkwardness, she went to Dethin and put her arms round his neck. He responded in kind, pulling her tight, burying his face in her hair. She lifted her face and kissed him, long and slow, and he drew her into a passionate embrace, hands touching her body, which started her tingling in all the right places. He was learning fast! Laughing, she freed her hands and began to unfasten his clothes, her fingers struggling with unfamiliar clasps and buttons and ties. Then he was laughing too, and fumbling at her tunic and tearing his own clothes off and pulling her onto the bed with him in a tangle of naked limbs.
 
   And then he was kissing her, lips warm and soft on her breasts, sliding down her belly and then… 
 
   “How do I know if I’m doing this right?” he said, head lifting for a moment.
 
   “You’ll know,” Hurst said. He was naked too – how had that happened without her noticing? Hurst bent to caress her breasts and Dethin went back to his task, and… oh, by the Gods, that was good! She couldn’t restrain a sudden cry.
 
   “That’s the spot,” Hurst said.
 
   She felt she was drowning, her whole body caught up in a maelstrom of sensation. It was almost too much, with both of them involved. She gasped, and then was hit by a sudden fit of the giggles. They both stopped and looked at her.
 
   “More of this, or something else?” Hurst said.
 
   “Something… you… right now…” she panted.
 
   He complied at once without a word, and again she cried out as he entered her. She thought it would be quick, but although every thrust was exquisite pleasure, he finished before her. She could hardly bear it! However, both men understood her urgency. Hurst rolled away and Dethin took his place almost without a pause, and this time the waves of pleasure crashed over her at last and brought her relief. When she came to herself, he was just reaching his own conclusion. 
 
   She lay exhausted, arms and legs spread wide, as Dethin caressed her face with delicate little butterfly kisses.
 
   “Gods…” was all she could say. “Gods…”
 
   “You know,” said Hurst, propping his head on one hand and grinning from ear to ear, “for myself I’d have no objection to continuing this arrangement whenever cousin Crannor happens to be passing by. This is so fucking good.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Dethin left at first light, his inscrutable face back in place. Hurst was busy all morning, officially meeting the newcomers and interviewing the captured guide. Mia tidied Dethin’s rooms, and then went down to the basement to find clothes, for she hadn’t been able to bring everything with her from the Warlord’s House. As always, they were too big for her, so she collected sewing things from Runa, the old woman, and went back to Dethin’s room to sew. Late in the morning, Hurst came to find her, and help her carry her things across to his room. She was now the Commander’s woman.
 
   “What did you do with Mallissa?”
 
   “She’s with the Captains now. I decreed that they needed one extra woman, and lo – it was done.”
 
   “You have a lot of power over these women,” she said, uneasily remembering what Dethin had done to Tella.
 
   “For the moment,” he said, unconcerned. “With luck, we won’t be here for long.”
 
   But she felt a prickle of fear. What would happen to her when he went back up the tunnel? Would she belong to Heddizan?
 
   That afternoon, Hurst asked her to go into the tunnel to see if she could read the signs beside the gates. 
 
   “Me? Why?”
 
   “Because you can read Kannick Old Script.”
 
   “Oh. Well, I’ll have a go.”
 
   It was more difficult than she’d thought to dredge up from memory the symbols and convert them to sounds. She had no trouble remembering while sitting quietly in the library at the Ring, or in her own room at the Karninghold, but the tunnel was a dark and threatening place. Hurst stood to one side, holding the torch for her, while Gantor was showing Tanist and Groonerst how to read the numbered code on the wall and open the gate. The clicks and clunks, the metallic whine as the gates opened, the click-thud as it closed again, the water rushing beneath her feet and the flickering light beside her, all combined to chase coherent thought from her head. Every time the gate thudded shut, Gantor would turn and call, “Any luck yet?” and Hurst would shout back, “No, she’s still working on it.”
 
   After a while, she shook her head. “I can’t think. It’s too hard to remember, and it’s years since I read anything like this.”
 
   They all stared at her, disappointment etched on every face.
 
   “Well, how are we going to….?” began Hurst, but Tanist hushed him.
 
   “We still have our guest in the lockup. He’ll be more co-operative in time, I’m sure.”
 
   “If you torture him,” Mia said quietly.
 
   “Only if we have no other option,” Hurst said. “I’ll ask around if anyone else reads Kannick Old Script.”
 
   “Most of them can’t even read their own names, in any script,” Gantor muttered.
 
   They gave it up, trying as best they could to convince Mia that it didn’t matter at all, but she knew they were depending on her. The signs would most likely guide them to the Ring, and without the ability to read them, they would easily go astray, or wander the tunnels much longer than necessary. She was downhearted, and only picked at her food at supper, while the men tried very hard to maintain an air of forced joviality. She was not consciously thinking of the wall markings, but a sudden shift in her mind brought instant clarity, like a breeze clearing fog.
 
   “Brellett!” she said. “Brellett car… um car-sent dri… dri-forna.”
 
   “What?” There was an abrupt silence, and they all turned to stare at her.
 
   “The first three words, they only work reading right to left. Brellett carsent driforna.”
 
   “What the fuck does that mean?” said Walst.
 
   “I’ve no idea. But that’s what the marks say.”
 
   “Oh bugger!” said Gantor. “Bugger bugger bugger. That’s not Kannickian at all.”
 
   “No,” she agreed. “They’ve used Kannick Old Script to write some other language. It sounds Grivordian to me.”
 
   Gantor gave a strangled cry. “Karshen’t! That’s what it must be – east. Karshen’t is east. And tryfour’nya is some number or other, I forget what.”
 
   “A distance, maybe?” Tanist’s eyes were gleaming. “What about the first word – brellett?”
 
   “Not a clue,” Gantor said. “But – Gods, that’s clever. Everything’s backwards, and they use Kannick Old Script for Grivordian words. Very devious. But Mia’s equal to it. Well, there’s one thing settled, Hurst – now she has to come with us, for sure.”
 
   For a moment, Mia thought she must have misheard him. But then she saw the look of dismay on Hurst’s face and the way they all looked at her and then their eyes slid away in embarrassment, and realised that they had intended this all along, but hadn’t quite got round to telling her yet. 
 
   “Gantor—” Tanist began, and Hurst said, “I’m not sure—” at the same moment, but Gantor was defiant.
 
   “No, she has to come with us,” he said. “There’s no alternative. She’s the only one who can read this script.”
 
   “She could teach us,” Tanist said.
 
   “No time. Have you any idea how complicated Kannick Old Script is?” And they began to argue about it, obviously a familiar point of contention amongst them. Yet none of them had thought to mention it to her, that they expected her to follow them through the tunnels and help them reach the Ring. And all so that they could kill Those who Serve the Gods.
 
   “No,” she said. That one word dropped like a blanket over their raised voices. “No,” she said again into the silence. “I won’t do it. Whatever you’re planning to do at the Tower of Reception, I won’t help you do it.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   42: Hours (Hurst)
 
   Hurst was frustrated. If Mia wouldn’t go with them, they couldn’t leave until she had taught Gantor all she knew of Kannick Old Script – if she would do even that much. He understood her feelings, for she had always been a devout and obedient follower of the Gods. Of course it must seem like sacrilege to her, even to consider the possibility of taking swords into the Ring, the one place where the Gods were known to make direct contact with mortals. Yet he had to convince her. Whatever the Gods might be, their Servants and Slaves were corrupt and evil beings and must be removed; of that he was certain.
 
   There was another cause for concern, too. It would take them several weeks to travel through the tunnels all the way to the Ring. Even with the carts to help, it would be a slow process, and it would be impossible to avoid other travellers. Once the winter quiet began, there would be no new recruits coming through, but the tunnel builders would be around, repairing any damage and digging out a new stretch of tunnel beyond Supplies.
 
   “They close off the tunnel below us, as well,” Ainsley told him. “They lock the door to the kitchen and stairs, so we can’t get into the tunnel at all.”
 
   “That’s no problem,” Gantor said. “We can get in through the ruined Godstower. But are they moving around down there the whole time?”
 
   “Oh no, just the first few days, and then the last few. It’s pretty quiet the rest of the time. They’re all out beyond Supplies, I’d guess. So we just need to wait until they’ve all passed through, then we can start off.”
 
   “We?” Hurst said, and was amused to see how crestfallen Ainsley looked.
 
   “Well – I’d love to be part of it,” he said in a small voice. “If you’ll have me. I’m an ex-Skirmisher, I know which end of a sword to hold.”
 
   “That’s a matter for discussion nearer the time,” Hurst said more gently. “I can’t take all the best men and leave this place unprotected, can I? But it seems we’ll have a few weeks to prepare.”
 
   Fortunately for Hurst’s sanity, Mia was quite happy to spend hours down in the tunnels with Gantor and an escort of armed warriors in case of unexpected encounters, slowly reading the reversed writing on the walls while Gantor struggled to construct the meaning behind it. 
 
   They’d found several people who came from the former Grivordia, so they took one or two with them each time to see if the words triggered any memories. There were a few, as well, who’d had what Gantor regarded as a proper education, so they tried those, too. Two turned out to have some knowledge – Runa, the old woman, had grown up speaking Grivordian at home, and one of Mannigor’s mentors, Krennish, had studied Grivordian with the Scholars. Between them, with painful slowness, they translated the engraved words, Runa cackling with glee at her sudden importance.
 
   When they had exhausted the possibilities of the first gate, they walked up the tunnel to the next one, where there was also a camp cave, untouched since they had left it, and access to the ruined Godstower. Gantor had hopes of working out how to open the door of the Godstower, but it was buried under a mountain of rubble.
 
   “Whatever happened here?” Mia asked, gazing over the great stone blocks scattered about like toss-stones.
 
   “No one knows,” Gantor shrugged. “I haven’t found anyone who remembers.”
 
   This time the translation was easier. Many of the words were the same, or similar enough that they could guess the meaning. They sent someone back to fetch Hurst to explain it to him. As Mia read out each line, Gantor translated.
 
   “So – ‘tunnel east first’ – then something we can’t make out – ‘to the south’ or ‘along the south’. That’s the tunnel name. Then the distances. ‘Air entrance hole in ground’ – we read that as ventilation shaft, yes? ‘Sixteen garon’. Well, we don’t know what a garon is, but it was seventeen garon at the last gate, so it’s about that distance, between two gates.”
 
   “Maybe it actually means ‘gate’,” put in Krennish. “It must be difficult to measure actual distances down here, maybe they just count the gates.”
 
   “Good point. Then this bit here means ‘room of refreshing’, so that’s a camp cave.”
 
   “And that’s seventeen there, isn’t it?” Hurst said, squinting at the dots. “Even I can read the numbers. But Gods, I’d go cross-eyed if I had to stare at these dots all day.”
 
   “I know. Mia’s the only one who can make sense of them. ‘Seventeen garon’. Then ‘place of crossing, two hundred and seven garon’, that’s the junction with the other tunnel, and this next line, see? That’s the name of it, erm, Mia?” She recited the words. “Right, ‘tunnel south east’, and another one going south. See? You get that? But then here, the bottom line – ‘tower of mages’, that’s how we read it, that’s where we’re going.”
 
   “Tower of mages? What does that mean?”
 
   “Tower of the magicians. It’s the old name for the Tower of Reception. Very old name, actually.”
 
   “What kind of superstitious nonsense is that?” Hurst said.
 
   “Oooh, not nonsense,” Runa said, tutting at him. “The connections are very quiet now, but they’re still there, C’mander.”
 
   Hurst raised his eyebrows at Gantor.
 
   “She talks like that all the time,” he whispered. “She really believes in magic, you know.”
 
   “Well, we all need something to believe in,” Mia said.
 
   As they began to walk back, Gantor said, “And what do you believe in, Mia?”
 
   She tilted her head to look at him, half amused and half surprised. “Is that a trick question? I believe in the Gods, of course.”
 
   “And what else?”
 
   “Family. Loyalty. Honour. The usual things, Gantor.”
 
   “And truth? Do you believe in truth?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Always? Should you always tell the truth?”
 
   Hurst had no idea where Gantor was going with this line of questioning, but it was not the first time he and Mia had sparred over some abstract philosophical point, so he smiled to himself and let them carry on.
 
   Mia was serious, pondering the question. “I think there are times when the absolute truth is – unhelpful, but I also think that any kind of deception is damaging, ultimately. It destroys trust.”
 
   “Only if it’s found out.”
 
   “The important things are always found out. And even if not, lies eat away at you from the inside like acid, and tear you apart.”
 
   “So if someone had lied to you, would you be angry?”
 
   She turned sharply to face him, snatching at his arm so that he had to stop. “Tell me openly what you mean, don’t dance around the subject,” she said, and Hurst heard real anger in her voice. She was afraid, he realised, afraid of some revelation that would hurt her. He wondered himself what Gantor had in mind. His own conscience was clear, but perhaps it was something about Dethin? Or Jonnor, maybe?
 
   But Gantor said calmly, “We have all been lied to for many years – for two hundred years, to be precise.”
 
   “The Slaves? Is that what this is about? You don’t trust them, so I shouldn’t either, is that it?”
 
   “Mia, all of this,” and he waved his arm to encompass the tunnels, his voice rising a tone, “the barbarians, the border wars, everything we’ve been told is a lie. How can you possibly trust the people who kept such secrets from you?”
 
   “Keeping secrets is not quite the same thing as telling lies,” she said, although she wouldn’t meet his eyes. “And they must have had a reason…”
 
   “Oh, of course, it all came from the Gods!” Gantor said impatiently. “Everything that’s been done was because the Gods ordered it, I suppose. And the Slaves are good servants of the Gods, aren’t they? Mia, do you know what life was like before these people first came to Kashinor and the Petty Kingdoms? It wasn’t quite the barbaric realm we hear about now. Yes, there were wars, but there was education, too, and enlightened rule and advancement. Anyone who had the ability could rise to a position of importance, man or woman. There were great buildings, there were roads, almost everyone could read and write. And Kashinor! Kashinor was beautiful, all those towers and spires and great domes and pleasure gardens, open to anyone to admire. It was a place of learning, of contemplation, of art and creativity, of healing. The brightest minds of the Kingdoms were drawn there, and from the tribes beyond as well, to learn each other’s languages and to admire the sculptures and frescoes, the exquisite gardens that bloomed all year round, to see the exotic birds and animals, to enjoy the performances by musicians and dancers, shadow walkers and dramatics. Criminals went there to be rehabilitated and the sick to be restored to health. There was a great university there and many libraries and galleries, and books were not just read, but treasured.
 
   “But now—! The books vanish, the library is crumbling, the frescoes and sculptures have long gone or are shut away in locked rooms, the gardens are dull or have been built over, the university is just a memory, and farmers can’t even write their own names. It was the swamps that did for the Petty Kingdoms, you know. They never got to grips with the swamps. As soon as they got a farm productive it would be swallowed up again. Well, the Slaves drained the swamps, I’ll give you that, so we gained our lush fields and laden orchards, but we have lost so much… And is that what the Gods want for us? Full bellies and empty minds?” 
 
   He ran out of words then, and with a ‘Pah!’ of disgust, he strode off down the tunnel, and the others had to scamper to catch up. 
 
   Mia was very quiet. Hurst watched her out of the corner of one eye, while pretending to be unconcerned, but she was lost in her own thoughts. He understood what Gantor was trying to do. They needed Mia with them on their journey through the tunnel, and perhaps if she could be turned against the Slaves, she could be persuaded to do it. He wasn’t optimistic. She had always been devout, and her beliefs seemed unaffected even by her own betrayal. Whatever they did, however badly they treated her or anyone else, it must be by the will of the Gods for some mysterious reason of their own. There was no countering faith with reason.
 
   As they prepared for bed that night, she said, subdued, “Do you agree with Gantor?”
 
   There was no point in prevaricating or dancing round the question. “Yes.”
 
   “Do you believe in the Gods, Hurst?”
 
   “That I don’t know. Maybe. But even if the Gods exist, I don’t believe these people speak for them. I think they use them to keep us all in subjection. You must do it, they say, because the Gods will it. So people bow their heads and submit. But there’s no way of knowing whether that’s true or not.”
 
   She made no reply. They got into bed, and she curled under his arm and rested her head on his shoulder. Again he regretted the loss of her lovely long hair, which would have spread over the pillow for him to twine his fingers through. It was odd, too, being just the two of them now.
 
   After a while, he said, “Do you miss him?”
 
   She rolled onto her elbows. “Dethin? It’s strange without him around. I was just getting used to him.”
 
   “Do you love him?”
 
   “No, nothing like that.”
 
   “But you slept with him…”
 
   “I had no choice about that.”
 
   “I thought you said he didn’t rape you?”
 
   “Hurst, I had to sleep with someone. Either that, or be used by a whole succession of men in the Section House. It’s the same for all the women here. Dethin didn’t force me to sleep with him, but if I hadn’t, he would have sent me back to Bulraney. It was my best option.”
 
   He thought about that for a moment. “Well, it’s bloody close to rape.”
 
   “We’ve all been forced to do things we didn’t want to do. You had to go into battle against Skirmishers. I had to sleep with a man I hadn’t chosen. He’s treated me kindly, that’s as much as I could have hoped for.”
 
   “Ah, but he fell in love with you, didn’t he?”
 
   “So he says. I’m not sure he really understands the concept. Let’s not talk about him, let’s not talk at all.”
 
   Hurst had no objection to that idea. 
 
   Later, as they lay still entwined, limbs still glowing, she said, “Did you mean what you said? About Dethin?”
 
   “What did I say?” he said sleepily.
 
   “Something about continuing the arrangement, that you’d be happy to carry on with it. Or was that just the sex talking?”
 
   He chuckled. “It was good, wasn’t it? For all of us, I mean.” He shifted position, fully awake now. “Is that what you want? To carry on, when he gets back? As a regular thing?”
 
   “Well, it was my idea, remember, to stop the two of you spitting at each other. And I don’t think three days – nights – is quite enough for him to let me go. He’s very – intense. Besides, he’s the warlord. Better to keep him happy, don’t you think?”
 
   She spoke lightly, but he detected the undercurrent of anxiety in her voice. It was a good point. “Fine by me.”
 
   “You won’t get jealous of him, or anything? Because with Jonnor…”
 
   “That was different. Jonnor let me sleep with you, then took you away again. But sharing you? I’ve always been willing to share you. That was never the problem. And this way—” He propped himself up on one elbow. “Mia, can you imagine what it was like for me, lying in my room at night listening to Jonnor with you, knowing that I could never have you myself? It was unbearable. But this… when we’re all together… it’s so different. Cosy. Comfortable. And the sex is amazing.”
 
   She gurgled with laughter. “So it is. That’s settled, then.”
 
   ~~~
 
   The prisoner had been interviewed every day, but no progress had been made. They had got a name out of him – Dondro – and they had removed his gloves and determined from the tattoos that he was indeed one of Those who Serve the Gods, but nothing further. Now that they could read the signs in the tunnel, there was less urgency to resort to more aggressive forms of interrogation, so they spent an hour or so with him each afternoon, and otherwise left him alone. Tanist, Gantor and Hurst were the regulars but they often took one of the others in with them, in case it sparked any kind of reaction in Dondro. One day, Tanist asked Mia if she wanted to go with them, and to Hurst’s surprise she agreed.
 
   The interviews took place in one of the less well-used storage rooms, still cluttered around the edges with boxes and bales of cloth. Its sole attraction was a large enough open space to swing a sword, should that become necessary, and a lockable barred metal gate to keep the prisoner secure while allowing guards to keep an eye on proceedings.
 
   They sat round a battered old table, with a jug of wine to pacify the prisoner. The three Skirmishers were fully armed, and a couple more warriors stationed outside the door in case of trouble. The routine was well-established by now. One after another they asked the Servant a question, and he either sneered abusively at them or ignored them altogether. Mia sat quietly watching the man’s face, saying nothing. Hurst wondered what she was thinking, whether she still thought this man worthy of respect, but her face gave nothing away. If anything, she seemed puzzled.
 
   When they began to flag, Hurst said, “Mia? Have you anything to say to the prisoner?”
 
   “I do,” she said. Hurst saw Tanist’s eyebrows rise.
 
   Dondro laughed inordinately. “Oh, she speaks! Do ask me something, little girl, something more interesting than the incessant whining I get from these peasants.”
 
   “I should like to ask a favour of you,” she said, and she leaned forward a little, her eyes shining. “There is no temple here, there are no Slaves, no one to perform the proper rituals. But now you are here! Who better to say the chants? Would you mind? It would be a great comfort to me to hear the words direct from one of Those who Serve the Gods.”
 
   Hurst almost laughed at the astonishment written on the man’s face. But Dondro controlled his features at once, and leaned his elbows on the table, lowering his voice conspiratorially. 
 
   “I am very pleased that not all of you here are heathens. I would love to oblige you, of course, but—” There was a long pause. “It is forbidden.”
 
   Was it his imagination, or did he have to dream up that excuse on the spot?
 
   “Forbidden? Why so?”
 
   “Because—” Again a hesitation. “Because Those who Serve the Gods may only say the chants within the Tower of Reception. That is our function, to perform the proper rituals in the Tower, where we can be receptive to the Gods. We are too – too powerful to do so elsewhere, it might draw the Gods’ attention away, you see. That is why we stay secluded in the Tower and rarely leave, only for essential matters. Elsewhere, the Slaves have that role. I am so sorry.”
 
   “That is a pity,” said Mia. “But perhaps – would it be presumptuous of me to offer to read the chants to you? I have a Book of the Hours, and I could recite the correct incantation for the hour, if you wish? That would be almost as good, wouldn’t it, if you are here to listen?”
 
   “Oh, by all means, be my guest,” he said with a grin, leaning back in his chair and emptying the last of the wine into his goblet.
 
   Mia produced the book, which she had been holding on her lap, and opened it to the marker.
 
   “We are in Pashinor just now, of course,” she said. “This is the twenty-third day, and it must be about the ninth hour.” 
 
   She began to read. “In the eye of the sun, on the brow of the moon, above the caverns of the earth, below the arch of the sky, within the arms of the wind, we who are most humble see the greatness of the Nine. We see it in the mighty oak of the forest and in the glossy limmer vine of the riverbank. We see it in the feathers of the nettle and in the thorns of the rose. We see it in the golden yellow of the cowslip…”
 
   Hurst felt himself begin to drift away. The temple always had that effect on him, with the incense and bells and rhythmic rise and fall of the Slaves’ voices. Sometimes, if he had just come back from a particularly energetic skirmish or a hard tournament match, he would fall into real sleep, but mostly he let his mind wander where it would. He’d always imagined that was part of the point of it all – the repetition and the melodic tones were surely designed to encourage thoughtfulness. He had never wanted to learn true meditation, such as Mia practised, but it was pleasant to let his thoughts flit about like night insects. For a while, anyway, until his leg started to protest at sitting still for too long.
 
   “In the eye of the sun, on the brow of the moon…” Mia went on, beginning the next cycle, only slightly different from the last. Hurst made the gesture, and began to bow his head again when he noticed Gantor, staring fixedly at Dondro. Gantor glanced across at him, and then back to the guide, with an almost imperceptible lift of one eyebrow. Hurst was instantly alert. What had he seen? He looked more closely at Dondro, but nothing struck him as odd. He was simply sitting, arms folded, watching Mia with a smirk on his face – but wait! Why was his head not bowed? He hadn’t even made the gesture, the simple touch of the fingers to the forehead which always accompanied certain phrases. He was a Servant, by the Gods, yet he showed no more attention to the ritual than Gantor – less, in fact, for at least Gantor didn’t have a stupid grin on his face.
 
   “We see it in the buttercup turning yellow eyes to the rising sun and in the secretive blackcap hiding from the moon. We see it…” She stopped with a choking sound, then snapped the book shut, eyes narrowed. “You’re not really one of Those who Serve the Gods, are you?” 
 
   He laughed at her. “I certainly am, little girl.”
 
   “No. If you were, you would have known at once that I was reading from the first day of Pashinor, and the first hour. You would have known that the blackcap mushroom is from Gaminor, not Pashinor at all. You would have shown proper reverence for the words. The Servants should be the most devout people on the Karningplain, and you are not devout in the slightest.”
 
   He laughed even more. “Well, you got that right, at least. Clever little girl. But I assure you, I am a Servant.”
 
   “But you don’t talk to the Gods,” said Gantor, “if there even are Gods.”
 
   He leaned forward again, cradling his goblet of wine in cupped hands. He was still smiling insolently. “Oh, there are Gods, all right, and we do talk to them. But this…” He waved a hand towards Mia’s book. “This is all for the gullible and credulous. Like you, little girl. As if the Gods would ever be interested in peasants like you!” And he laughed again.
 
   Mia stood up. “You’re a disgrace!” she said vehemently, resting her fists on the table so she could hiss in his face. “I don’t believe a single word you say!” She turned to Hurst. “I withdraw my objections. You can do whatever you like with him.”
 
   “Well, congratulations,” said Hurst, smiling back at Dondro. “You’ve achieved without effort what we have been trying to accomplish with no success. You see, despite everything you people have done to her, Mia still trusted you. She believed everything was done for a good purpose. We tried to persuade her you were a lying, evil bastard, but she wouldn’t have it. And now – you’ve convinced her, and that’s important. Do you know why? Because we need her for our plans. You see, Mia’s the only one who can read those devious signs down in your tunnel.”
 
   Dondro looked less certain of himself, but the smirk wasn’t quite extinguished. “Well, that’s very nice. But it won’t help you unless you can open all the gates,” he said, looking from one to the other in increasing alarm. 
 
   They all laughed.
 
   “Oh, we worked that out ages ago,” said Hurst. “We now have everything we need to go all the way to your precious tower.”
 
   Dondro moved with the suddenness of a predator. One moment he was languidly pretending not to care, the next he had tossed his wine, goblet and all, in Hurst’s face and lunged for Mia. He managed to grab her sleeve but she leapt backwards with a loud ripping noise. Tanist was on his feet, but it was Gantor who grabbed the flailing arms and pinned Dondro face down on the table.
 
   Hurst hustled Mia out of the room, past the two men, swords drawn now, who guarded it. Then, wiping wine off his face, he turned to the prisoner, still held in Gantor’s iron grip.
 
   “Can I hurt him now?” Gantor said. “Please?”
 
   “No,” said Hurst. “Release him.” 
 
   Gantor looked suspicious, but he obediently released the man’s arms, although so abruptly that his face banged into the table again. Gantor stood aside, and drew his sword with a flourish, but Dondro stood up and, astonishingly, smirked again, straightening his clothing.
 
   Hurst hit him so hard with his mailed fist that he flew across the room and slammed into a pile of boxes in a corner.
 
   “It’s my job to hurt him,” Hurst said smugly. Tanist chuckled. 
 
   From the corner came a tiny anguished mewing sound.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   43: Execution (Mia)
 
   Mia was so angry she could barely speak. She retreated to Mallissa’s private sitting room, where there was little likelihood of being disturbed, and paced up and down, back and forth, sizzling with rage. It was not so much the lies that angered her, for in some way she had always known that the Word of the Gods was not quite the literal case. Any faith, after all, always arrived at hyperbole and rhetoric in the end. Besides, the Slaves had lied to her before, once or twice in small puzzling ways when she was a child, and more recently, when the Karninghold Slave had denied the existence of the tunnels. No, it was her own stupidity which upset her most. All this time she had defended them, had told herself that, however much she herself had suffered, it was all for some greater good. And yet the evidence was there in front of her, had she only opened her mind to the possibility.
 
   Cristo was the biggest clue. She should have realised he was no Servant. He was too young, for one thing. It took decades to reach that level of eminence – nine years as an acolyte, as the very least, then five as a village Slave, another five training as a Karninghold Slave or Voice, followed by five years in that job. Twenty four years at the absolute minimum before there was the possibility of becoming a Servant. A few started as young as ten, it was true, so Dondro was perhaps just about old enough, but most began at fifteen or more. All the Voices she had ever met were well into middle age, and certainly Cristo, her own guide, could never have passed through all the requisite stages. His face was still vivid in her mind – that smile, the amusement so clear to see! How could anyone, least of all a devout Servant of the Gods, smile as he condemned her to this bizarre world beyond the border? 
 
   She wasn’t even upset that Hurst had hit Dondro. He deserved it, she thought. When she went down for supper and found them discussing what to do with him now, and eyeing her sideways, she said fiercely, “Don’t worry about me. You do whatever you want with him, and if it’s painful and long-drawn-out, so much the better.”
 
   “Mia, I’m shocked!” said Tanist, but he grinned at her.
 
   “Excellent!” said Gantor. “So now can we have some fun with him? Hurst?”
 
   Hurst sighed. “It’s very tempting, but I don’t see that we’ll get any more out of him that way, and the screams will upset people.”
 
   “Well, let’s execute him, then. Something nice and slow – even Mia approves of the idea.”
 
   “We’ll have to sooner or later,” said Tanist. “He’s clearly no use to us, we can’t send him back to blab about us, and keeping him locked up is a waste of food and guards, not to mention the risk if he happens to get free.”
 
   “I agree,” said Hurst. “But we should have a trial first.”
 
   “Whatever for?”
 
   “We have to do everything in proper form,” said Hurst quietly. “We’re not savages, after all. But it can wait a while. Let him sweat, and then Dethin can hold it when he gets back.”
 
   “The Warlord? Really?”
 
   “He’s very good at this trial business,” Hurst said with a rueful grin. “Well, he scared me half to death, anyway.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Mia was enjoying a quiet stillness with Hurst one afternoon. They were in what she continued to think of as Mallissa’s sitting room, chatting companionably. Hurst was stretched out on a tattered sofa, while Mia was on the window seat. She had some sewing on her knee, but was not making much progress. They had attempted a game of crowns and given it up. It was far more restful to look out of the window at the storm gathering to the west, while Hurst talked about the preparations for their trip through the tunnel.
 
   There was a burst of noise outside the room and the door flew open to reveal an excited Trimon.
 
   “Dethin’s back! And you’ll never guess who he’s brought with him this time!”
 
   He took off again at speed.
 
   “Any ideas?” Hurst said.
 
   “I’m not even going to try to guess. Shall we go and find out?”
 
   They went downstairs without haste to the canteen, where all the important business of the compound went on. The room was almost empty, for most people were off in their rooms or in quiet corners for the stillness, but there was a cluster of people chattering noisily near the doors, some wearing mud-spattered cloaks and travel-stained boots. Mia recognised Dethin to one side, alone and silent, and edged around the group to reach him. His face lit up when he saw her.
 
   “What surprises have you brought us today?” she said, smiling back at him.
 
   “Some faces you’ll recognise, I hope,” he said.
 
   Mia looked more closely at the travellers. There were two men, familiar despite heavy beards, but she couldn’t name them until one saw her and waved cheerily. Jonnor’s Companions!
 
   “Zanikor? Cole?” They were beside her in a moment, and Cole swept her up into his arms and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Where’s Jonnor? Does he know you’re here?”
 
   “Someone’s looking for him,” Zanikor said. “No one knows where he is.”
 
   “What about Torman?” she asked, but they roared with laughter.
 
   “The Warlord said that would be the first thing anyone would say. ‘I got two out of three,’ he said, ‘but they’ll all ask about the third.’ I just hope Jonnor appreciates seeing us again. How is he? He was pretty bad last we saw him.”
 
   “He’s fine physically,” Mia said, “but still upset with Hurst. But he’ll be glad to see you again. It’s hard to be separated from your Companions.”
 
   “Hard for us too,” said Cole. He laughed then, tipping his head towards the rest of the group. “Look at them – touching, isn’t it?”
 
   And Mia noticed the woman wrapped in Walst’s arms and gasped in recognition. “Tenya? Is it really…?”
 
   The woman turned then, beaming through tears and tore herself from Walst’s grasp. “Mia!” she shrieked. “Oh, Mia!”
 
   For an instant Mia was too stunned to move. Then they were crying on each other’s shoulders, like sisters parted for decades. Mia was astonished at the delight that flooded through her. Tella’s Companions had been friends, of course, and they had shared many of the chores, had ridden together, and gossiped while counting the linen, but it was not the same closeness she felt with her own Companions. But there was no denying the pleasure in a familiar face, a friendly face, someone who shared her past and understood her a little. 
 
   Walst reclaimed Tenya before long, and Mia dried her tears and moved back to Dethin’s side. He was still standing a little apart from the group, like the outsider at a festival. He smiled at her but said nothing. Impulsively, she reached up and kissed him, with a whispered, “Thank you!” and then, one arm round his waist, rested her head on his chest. Dethin put an arm around her shoulder, holding her tightly. She caught a glimpse of Hurst across the room, and for a moment he looked bereft, but then he smiled at her and edged his way round the group to her side.
 
   “It’s lovely to see Tenya again, of course,” he said in a low voice, “but I don’t quite see how it’s going to work out.”
 
   Dethin loosened his grip on Mia a little, but didn’t let go of her. “I had some thoughts on that,” he said. “If you make Walst Deputy Commander, he’d have the same privileges as a Commander, including his own woman.”
 
   “Deputy? Can I do that?”
 
   “Of course. It’s not uncommon.”
 
   Hurst nodded. “Good. That would work. You know, I didn’t expect this. I thought you were just going to supervise some light harassment at the wall.”
 
   “I did that too, but I thought I’d ask at each Section I passed, just in case. I’m sorry I couldn’t get them all, but the others – they must have gone further afield.”
 
   “But even these three – it must have been expensive,” Hurst said.
 
   Dethin’s lips twitched, and although his expression barely changed, Mia thought she heard amusement in his tone. “Actually, I made a very good trade. Kestimar, the Sixth Section Commander, is going to find the rest of your people for me, and in return he’ll become Warlord.”
 
   Mia pulled away from him in surprise, but Hurst laughed. 
 
   “You gave away your job to bring our Companions back?”
 
   “I can’t be Warlord if I go through the tunnels with you, can I? I merely turned that to my advantage.”
 
   “Lucky we’re still here then. You’d look pretty stupid if we left without you, after that.”
 
   “Oh, I took that into account. Kestimar has to wait until I send the Warlord’s tabard and helmet to him. If you’d already left, I would have stayed as Warlord. Although I would have been disappointed. I’d hate to miss the fun.”
 
   Hurst laughed at that, and slapped him on one arm, forgetting he was still wearing his protective leathers under his cloak. “Ouch! Come on, let’s find your gear and get you settled upstairs. Coming, Mia?”
 
   The three of them collected Dethin’s travel roll and saddle bags, and began the climb up the stairs. At the first landing, Dethin turned right but Hurst stopped and said, “No, this way.”
 
   “My room is that way.”
 
   “But ours is up here. Unless you’d rather sleep alone?”
 
   For a moment Dethin hesitated. His back was to the guttering lamp, leaving his face in deep shade, so Mia couldn’t read his expression. “Are you sure?” he said after a long pause. “I – don’t want to impose. I mean – I didn’t expect…”
 
   “We’d like you to,” Mia said, taking his hand. “We’ve talked about it, and we’re both happy with it.”
 
   He abandoned his protest, and meekly followed them up the stairs to Hurst’s room.
 
   “Right,” said Hurst briskly. “I have things to do, so I’ll leave Mia to entertain you.”
 
   “But—” Dethin began, but Hurst cut him off with a wave of the hand. 
 
   “Don’t. I’ve had her to myself for a while, so you have some catching up to do. I don’t expect to see you two again before supper.” He grinned and dashed off.
 
   Dethin stood watching her as she fussed around with his gear, stowing things tidily in corners. Again his face was unreadable when she turned back to him.
 
   “Are you comfortable with this?” she asked, wondering if he felt rushed or pressured. He nodded, and when she moved closer to him and tentatively rested one hand on his chest, he drew her towards him and kissed her with an energy which left no room for doubt, crushing her against his solidly armoured front.
 
   “Can we get rid of the battle gear?” she said, as soon as he released her and she had breath enough to speak. “It’s not exactly comfortable.”
 
   He was happy to comply, hurling bits and pieces of equipment around the room, and then scooping her up before she had done more than wriggle out of her tunic. He kissed her again and then laughed, brushing his hands over her hair.
 
   “I’ve missed you,” he said, and put a finger on her lips before she could reply. “It’s all right, I know you haven’t missed me, you’ve had Hurst to keep you warm, but I’ve really missed you.”
 
   And then he was fumbling with his trousers and scrabbling at hers and pushing into her with desperate urgency. She liked it, she decided, that overwhelming need that must be assuaged at once, a degree of roughness in his movements and the way he pulled her buttocks tightly to him. It was exciting, arousing even, although to her regret it was soon over. 
 
   Afterwards, they lay curled up in the centre of the big bed, snuggled under the heavy winter blankets and a thick layer of furs to keep the cold out, for there was no brazier in the room. The wind was howling round outside, and later, as night came early, rain lashed the windows. Somewhere in the compound they heard crashing sounds, as loose pieces of equipment were hurled about in the storm. Neither of them wanted to venture out of the covers to light the lamp, so they lay in darkness. They didn’t talk much, and for a while she wondered if he’d fallen asleep, but then he murmured, “Hurst says you’re going through the tunnels too.”
 
   “Yes. I can read the signs, or at least help to read them.”
 
   “It will be dangerous.”
 
   “Maybe, but I’ll be surrounded by warriors and experienced Skirmishers. I’m not afraid. Well – not much.”
 
   He laughed a little, an affectionate little chuckle, accompanied by a squeeze and a soft kiss on the top of her head. 
 
   “Brave Mia,” was all he said. And after that his hands started exploring again, and they stopped talking altogether.
 
   Hurst found them fast asleep hours later.
 
   “Well,” he said, lamp bobbing in his hand as they squinted at the sudden brightness, “I take it you’ve caught up a little then?” And he grinned widely, teeth gleaming in the lamplight. “But you might want to shift your asses, or there’ll be nothing but moundrat tails left to eat.”
 
   ~~~
 
   The trial was held the next day, immediately after the noon meal. No one had felt confident enough of the prisoner’s co-operation to offer him clean clothes, so he still wore his own, dusty, torn and streaked with blood. His face had been washed, so the half-healed cuts and violently coloured bruises were clear to see. Someone had brushed his hair for him. There was no sign of a beard, not even the beginnings of stubble, although he had been without the chance to shave for close to two weeks.
 
   The canteen was pressed into service as a court again. Mia wondered what Hurst must be feeling. His face seemed calm, but it must bring back unpleasant memories. She had heard quite a bit about the trial, one way or another, for it had been a matter of some interest to Tanist and he had asked Hurst many questions about the process. So she was prepared for accusations and witnesses and a tedious amount of repetition. But it was not like that at all.
 
   “The accused may rise,” said Dethin, as soon as he had brought the room to silence.
 
   Dondro sat and sneered, of course, so two bulky warriors in full battle gear hauled him to his feet and held him upright.
 
   “I find you guilty,” Dethin said without preamble. “Do you have anything to say?”
 
   “Guilty? What of?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   Dondro gaped at him. “What? What kind of justice is that?”
 
   “The kind we learned from you people. The kind that condemns people to a lifetime of exile for the least transgression. The kind that shows no compassion. The kind that takes no account of circumstances. The kind that offers no hope of any better future. The kind that murders babies before they’ve taken a breath. Do you have any excuse for that?”
 
   “That is for your own good!” he yelled. “You ignorant peasants, you deserve no compassion, but you get it anyway. You are murderers and worse, the shit of society, only fit to be thrown away, to keep you away from good people, but we do not condemn you to death. Oh no! We are kinder than that, so we send you here and you get another chance at life. And look what you do with that chance – you truly become barbarians! Such a joke!” And he began to laugh, a rattling, hollow laugh that verged on hysteria.
 
   The crowds watching were murmuring, but Dethin gazed at him in silence.
 
   “That’s enough,” he said quietly, but there was a cool authority in his voice which quelled prisoner and audience alike. “I find you guilty of the crime of being an obnoxious little prick. Three days from now, you will be taken outside and publicly executed. If in the meantime you provide us with useful information, you will die by my sword, quickly and relatively painlessly. If not, the Commander may do whatever he wishes with you, which will probably be neither quick, nor painless. That’s what we call justice in these parts, Most Revered. Take him away.”
 
   “You will rot in the Ninth Vortex for this!” Dondro shrieked as he was dragged out. “I shall see you dead, you bastard!”
 
   “Unlikely,” Dethin murmured, as the shouts diminished into the distance, and then were drowned by cheers and excited chattering.
 
   “Well, that was entertaining and no mistake,” Tanist said from his seat behind Mia. “You’re right, Hurst, he’s very good at this, but I’m glad he’s not in charge of the legal system everywhere. If we executed every obnoxious little prick, the population would be sadly reduced.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst had no wish to execute Dondro himself, quickly or otherwise, but there were many volunteers and he organised a tournament to select the lucky man. If Dondro gave them no useful information during his last days alive, the winner would be allowed to do as he pleased with him for a while, until his Captain decided to end the business. Anyone other than the Captains could enter, and it was surprising how many wanted to try for the chance to torment the prisoner. The winner was the compound’s blacksmith, a big, silent man known to everyone but close to none. He wouldn’t explain his antipathy to the Slaves, or what he planned to do to the prisoner, and just smiled when asked.
 
   Dondro still refused to speak. He was alternately defiant and tearful, Hurst reported, and insisted that he would be looked for and rescue would arrive any day, but no one came down the tunnel to ask about him. Hurst set the time for the execution to just after the noon meal, and stipulated that he must be dead by nightfall, but otherwise set no conditions. 
 
   On the appointed day, Dondro was brought out and tied to a stake. He wore only his shirt and trousers, and Mia thought the bitter wind would not be the least of his grief. She watched from her bedroom window, and even from several floors up she could hear the high-pitched keening as he was dragged to his fate. Once the warriors melted into the huge watching crowd and the blacksmith began circling around his prey, she withdrew to the sitting room where at least she could see nothing. Even so, she still heard the screams, long spells of distress followed by ominous silence, then more screams, different, more agonised, desperate, further apart. Eventually, a single high-pitched shriek and then a more prolonged silence, and later, as dusk fell, a huge cheer.
 
   Mia wept.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   44: Return (Hurst)
 
   Three days after Dondro’s execution, the bell rang in the tunnel. Hurst geared up and led the way down the tunnel, but he knew no more warriors were expected at this time of year, so he wasn’t surprised to find two men, very similar in appearance to Dondro, waiting behind the gate, and no sign of men in shackles.
 
   “Good day to you,” said Hurst. “No deliveries for us?”
 
   “No… no, that is not why we are here,” one of the two said. “We are looking for – a colleague who came this way about three weeks ago.”
 
   “A guide,” said the other. “He brought you some people.”
 
   “Right. Yes, we had some new people – seven, I believe.”
 
   “And the guide? He left here?”
 
   “He dropped off his – erm, cargo, and set off up the tunnel,” Hurst said, carefully leaving out the part where Walst and Trimon had dragged him back again.
 
   “So there was nothing unusual about the handover?”
 
   “It all went fine from our point of view,” Hurst said, and couldn’t resist a grin. “Why, have you lost your man? Very careless.”
 
   The two muttered together in low voices, then one said, “So he definitely left here?”
 
   “Well, he’s not here now.” More muttering. “Do you want to come and have a look round, check behind the ale barrels and so forth? I’ll do my best to protect you, but I can’t absolutely guarantee your safety…”
 
   “No, no,” they said in unison. “That will not be necessary.”
 
   After more muttering, and some dark looks at Hurst, they turned and made their way back to the cart left a short distance away. Only after they had disappeared off into the darkness and the rumblings of the cart had died away did Hurst feel it was safe to allow the laughter to break out. 
 
   “We should have taken them,” Gantor said in disgust. “They might have been more talkative than the other one, you never know.”
 
   “No,” said Hurst. “One of them disappearing can be put down to chance, but three would attract attention to us, and that’s the last thing we need just now. We have to keep our heads down, so that when we turn up at the Ring we take them by surprise.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Tanist was in charge of planning their mission. There was much debate about whether it would be better to attempt it during the winter quiet, or wait until the spring. 
 
   “Once the tunnel builders have passed through,” Gantor said, “we’ll have several weeks of the quiet when the tunnels are likely to be free of other traffic.”
 
   “Yes, but the Ring will be full to bursting when we get there,” Hurst argued, “and if we have to go above ground at any point, we’re likely to meet snow. Better to wait for warmer weather.”
 
   Tanist asked everyone he could think of about the likely traffic in the tunnels outside the winter quiet period. Dethin was the most useful source, for although no written records were kept, he remembered in detail all the arrivals during his time as Commander of Sixth. The tunnel at Sixth connected directly to the Ring and the Upper Court there, where most of the serious crimes were tried, and there had been new groups arriving every month, to a uniform pattern. The Travelling Courts, on the other hand, were much less predictable, and there was no knowing when people might be coming through the tunnel at Third.
 
   “So if we leave this until the spring,” Tanist said thoughtfully, “we simply won’t have any idea what might be waiting for us along the way. And you know, anyone we do meet, we’ll have to – get rid of.” He glanced at Mia. “Servants, anyway. And even prisoners – we can’t afford to have anyone popping above ground and bursting the seedpod. Our arrival has to be a surprise. At least during the quiet, we know everyone will be busy at the Ring. Then, when we get there, we can call a meeting and raise the Karningholders to our cause.”
 
   “Do you think they’ll support us?” Hurst asked.
 
   “There are plenty who are already unhappy with the way things are run, and the border Karningholders will be as shocked as I was to learn the truth about the barbarians. Then there are those who’ve lost kin to the arbitrary form of justice these bastards impose. If we tell them Mia’s story… and the Warlord’s – Crannor’s, too… Yes, I think they’ll support us. Enough, anyway. So that’s settled. We’ll leave as soon as the tunnel builders have passed through. Mind you, we’ll have to trot along a bit to make it before everyone disperses from the Ring, but with a small group it’s feasible.”
 
   They would be no more than thirty altogether, travelling in two groups of fifteen, to avoid overloading the camp caves and in the hope that some would get through even if they encountered opposition. 
 
   “But that’s not very likely,” Tanist said breezily. “The guards at the Ring are armed only with pretty polished sticks, and their role is no more than ceremonial anyway. I never heard of them doing any actual training, so I doubt they’d know what to do with them. Besides, we have swords. The Silent Guards are confined to the temples. No, the only potential problem would be if the Slaves get wind of our intentions and set Skirmishers against us.”
 
   “We can’t take on Skirmishers,” said Hurst in alarm.
 
   “No, of course not. If that happens, we beat a very rapid retreat – out through the nearest Godstower and scatter into the swamps. Or if we’re above ground, dive back into the tunnel. But we do need to be able to open the Godstowers at ground level. Grappling ropes are all very well, but not exactly quick.”
 
   “Once we’re on our way, we can have another look at the Godstowers,” Hurst said, “but we couldn’t find any sign of the door when we looked before, inside or out.”
 
   “Hmmpf. Well, it won’t hurt to have fresh eyes on the problem. And everyone will need to understand how to open the gates,” Tanist went on. “Just in case we get separated.”
 
   “You seem to be anticipating trouble,” Mia said, chewing her lip. 
 
   “It pays to be prepared,” Tanist said. “It’s part of Skirmisher training to know how to survive on your own. Now, let’s revise the basics. Warlord, tell me the three rules of offensive strategy.”
 
   “Have a clear military objective, define a specific plan to achieve that, decide what direction to follow after the objective is attained.”
 
   Hurst listened without comment. They had gone over it all twenty times already, with various different subsets of the thirty, but most were Skirmisher trained and absorbed the details effortlessly. Dethin, by contrast, had had barely a year’s training, and that many years ago, so Tanist pressed him more heavily. Mia and Tenya were included too, since they were both to go, and Tanist insisted they understand the plan as well as the men. Tenya grumbled about it, but Mia listened to everything intently, asking questions when she didn’t understand.
 
   The plan was a simple one: to walk through the tunnel to the tower, and then take control of it from Those who Served the Gods. In deference to Mia’s wishes, they would try to avoid bloodshed there, but they were prepared to be ruthless. The tunnel was another matter. Anyone they encountered could alert the Slaves to the presence of Skirmishers, so they would have to be dealt with permanently. Travelling through the tunnel would be straightforward, but there was no way to anticipate what difficulties they might encounter at the tower itself. Different locks, defensive traps, armed guards – anything might be awaiting them. Nor could they sit and wait for opportunity, as Hurst had done when travelling in the opposite direction. They had to break in quickly or abandon the attempt. That would be the greatest challenge.
 
   Once they had secured their base at the tower, they would summon all the Karningholders to an assembly at the great lecture room in the scholars’ hall, the only place large enough for such a gathering, and explain the situation to them. Tanist was confident that enough would be convinced to secure them in power, but just to be sure, he had sent messages through Hilligor to his own Karning and Hurst’s and a few others he could depend on to support him. They would send a Hundred or two each to the barrens outside the Ring of Bonnegar, supposedly for training exercises, but ready to be summoned through to the Ring. Their job would be to quell any opposition, and ensure that all the ruling Slaves left the Ring. After that, Gantor assured them that the scholars already had a scheme in mind for an alternative form of leadership once the Slaves were removed from power, a situation they had been looking forward to and planning in great secrecy for many years.
 
   One who would not be going with them was Jonnor. Hurst had argued at length for his inclusion, but Tanist was adamant.
 
   “He’s too volatile altogether,” he said firmly, as they sat in Hurst’s office one afternoon. Outside a grey day had dissolved into ethereal streaks of pink and gold and ice blue, the wind almost still for once. Only Gantor was with them, sharing a jug of wine, the last of Hilligor’s gift.
 
   “He’s been better since Zanikor and Cole arrived,” Hurst persisted. “And really, can we afford to leave three Commanders behind? I know them, we work well together, and Jonnor’s fine when he’s kept busy.”
 
   “True enough, but he’s not terribly good at taking orders. We just can’t risk a temper tantrum in the confinement of the tunnel. It’s going to be difficult enough as it is. Walst, and so on. And then there’s Mia…”
 
   “What about Mia? She wouldn’t have a problem with him coming with us.”
 
   “No, but he might find it a problem.” Hurst was mystified. “Look, there’s history – Mia, Jonnor, you…. There’s enough space here to keep things from boiling over, but in the tunnel – who knows what might happen? And then there’s the Warlord. You’ve managed things very well so far, and I don’t want to disrupt that. How does that work, by the way?”
 
   “With Dethin? Fine.” Hurst couldn’t resist a grin.
 
   “Seems bloody odd to me. Aren’t you jealous of each other?”
 
   “No, not really.”
 
   “Not really?”
 
   “Not at all, then. It’s not as if she was off screwing him in secret, or anything.”
 
   Gantor snorted, but Hurst couldn’t tell in the dusk gloom whether he was amused or derisive.
 
   “But sharing a bed,” Tanist said. “That’s downright weird.”
 
   Hurst laughed. “It’s good. Very good, actually.”
 
   “But is she…” Tanist scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I mean, does Mia care for him? Because – he’s good looking, and all that, but he’s a strange one, isn’t he? Very cold.”
 
   “He’s not as cold as you might think,” Gantor put in. “That’s just the cloak he wraps around himself.”
 
   “True,” said Hurst. “He’s very fond of Mia. But whether she feels much for him – I don’t know, really. Hard to tell.”
 
   Tanist grunted, and said no more.
 
   ~~~
 
   The winter quiet began with the sounding of a different alarm in the tunnel. The warriors were required to close all the doors to the kitchens, storerooms and the big caverns down below and move everyone well away from the tunnel. Walst was fascinated, and keen to hide somewhere unobtrusive to see what was going on.
 
   “You don’t want to do that,” said Ainsley at once. “Seriously. And don’t take it as a challenge, by all the Gods. They put something into the tunnel – into the air, it kills everything that breathes it. The rats from the water run – Gods, the smell is unbelievable and we can’t drink the water for a while.”
 
   “Couple of men tried it once,” said Lukannis, the former Commander. “Hid in the kitchens so they could watch through peepholes in the doors. We found them stone dead.”
 
   So they dutifully cleared the tunnels and closed all the doors, and the next day they found the big wooden doors separating the kitchens from the tunnel were firmly locked and barred. For several days carts could be heard rumbling by, and then silence fell again. It was the moment they had been waiting for.
 
   They gave themselves two more days, in case of any unexpected late traffic, two days to make their final preparations and say their farewells. Dethin sent his Warlord’s symbols to Kestimar, relinquishing his position. Hurst wondered how much of a wrench it was for him, but he gave no sign of regret, and seemed content now to stay wherever Mia was. Hurst himself formally transferred the Commandership to Heddizan – “A little later than you anticipated,” he said with a sheepish grin – and since Walst, Trimon and Ainsley were also leaving, there were several new Captains. 
 
   Heddizan felt obliged to send some gifts to Kestimar to acknowledge the new Warlord.
 
   “Well, we have to keep on the right side of him for now,” he shrugged when Hurst expressed surprise. “Until you send word of a successful outcome, we’ll continue as usual, you know.” 
 
   It was traditional to send horses, warriors or women, or some combination. Heddizan had disapproved of Hurst’s casual way of increasing the number of women for the Captains, so he decided to send Mallissa. She was quite willing. She knew nothing of Kestimar himself, but she was happy to be the Warlord’s woman or, if he tired of her, to look after the Captains there.
 
   “At least I’ll have my own room,” she told Hurst with her throaty laugh, “and the best of the resupply too. I’ll do very well there.”
 
   In addition, Heddizan asked Hurst if he would mind if he sent Jonnor.
 
   “I can’t do anything with him,” Heddizan shrugged. “He’ll never accept my authority, but Kestimar’s one of you. A Karningholder. Well – he was, anyway, as he keeps reminding everyone. He won’t take any nonsense from Jonnor, and I’m happy to send the other two with him, to replace the two Dethin’s taking with him. Three warriors of a decent standard, and three horses, and a woman too – Kestimar will be well content with that.”
 
   “But still…” Hurst frowned. “I’d hoped I might yet persuade Tanist to take him along.”
 
   “He seems quite keen to go to Kestimar,” Heddizan said. “Said something about the War Council. I suppose he wants to be in the thick of it, mixing with all the Warlords.” He shrugged.
 
   “Ah, he wants to find Tella, I imagine. His wife. She’s with one of them, or she was.”
 
   “So many wives you people have,” Heddizan said with a wry smile.
 
   In the end, Jonnor left without a word. Hurst tried to laugh it off as just another example of his intractable nature, but Mia was distraught, and he himself was hurt. For more than ten years they had been brothers, skirmishing together, sharing their lives, and right up to the blue arrows, he had thought they got along well. He had grumbled sometimes about Jonnor, but he had liked him well enough, most of the time. If he had been a little more flexible, a little less obtuse over Mia, they would have been together still. So it was hard to learn that his resentment was still too great to admit even a polite parting word. Perhaps, one day, they would all be together again, maybe even with Tella, and then these grievances would be forgotten, but for now he couldn’t forgive Jonnor for making Mia cry.
 
   Hemmond, the elderly stable hand from their Karning, was too unfit to be included in the tunnel expedition, but Tanist had an important task for him. He was to go to Hilligor and wait there for word from the Ring. If all went to plan, he would then return to the Third Section to tell Heddizan, and through him the Warlord. Lukannis, the former Commander, would go with him, as guarantee to the warriors that the Karningers were not simply playing a trick on them. Then those who wished would be welcome to go home to their Karnings.
 
   Before they left, Hurst took Mia aside. “I have something I’d like you to look after, if you will.” He held up the delicate silver pendant Dondro had worn, shaped like a filigree cage. “It was obviously precious to him.”
 
   Mia examined it closely. “It’s beautiful! Such fine work – I’ve never seen anything like it. But what’s inside it?” She shook it, making a dry rattle. “They almost look like bone fragments.”
 
   “I think so too. They’re actually engraved, in tiny letters. Or symbols, I suppose. No idea what it means. Perhaps the scholars would know. But I can’t leave it here, to be fought over and gambled from hand to hand. Will you keep it for now?”
 
   “Of course. I’ll make a little bag for it. A strange thing for a Servant to wear, don’t you think?”
 
   “Very. But he was odd altogether, Dondro. His whole back was covered with tattoos, and no designs any of us recognised.”
 
   Mia shivered, knowing exactly how Hurst had come to see Dondro’s naked back.
 
   Two days after the last cart passed by, Tanist led his group out of the compound to the ruined Godstower which was now their only access to the tunnel. Hurst fretted over the need to travel above ground, but the weather was so filthy that it hid them very effectively from anyone who might be watching. They were all soaked and chilled to the bone by the time they reached the Godstower and scrambled over the tumbled blocks into the shelter of the tunnel. They carried their weapons, but most of their supplies had been carefully hidden some time before in the camp cave there, in the cart captured from Dondro.
 
   Heddizan went with them, to see them on their way. He and all the Captains were familiar with the gates and tunnels now, but they had no inclination to use them. Without the Skirmishers’ maps and compasses, it would be all too easy to get lost. Walst was there too, although he wasn’t going with them. He would be part of the second group leaving a day later. He had no one to read the signs for him, but Tanist’s group would mark the route with chalk, as Hurst had done, and wait for them at difficult junctions. They would wait again as they neared the tower, so that they could attack in one group.
 
   They said little to each other, no more than a few whispered words of good luck and farewell, but no one invoked the Nine. None of them now had any faith in the Gods’ power. Gantor and Trimon wheeled out the cart, and with a wave they set off, leaving Heddizan and Walst standing in the half-light from the Godstower, growing smaller with each step they took.
 
   After they passed through the first gate, they all stopped. It seemed a significant moment.
 
   “Well, we are committed now,” said Tanist in a low voice. “No talking unless absolutely necessary, and keep to your places in the line. No weapons drawn without my command.”
 
   Hurst found it disconcerting to be back in the tunnel again. It was only ten weeks since he had emerged, blinded by the sunlight, from the Godstower, and yet so much had happened in that time. He had been swept into battle, fought against Karningers, killed Bulraney and become Commander – but none of that had changed him fundamentally. He had first walked through the tunnel on a tide of anger and hope, indifferent to his own survival, and he had carried that recklessness into Third Section with him. It had almost got him killed, but even then he had not cared much about the future.
 
   Only one point in all those weeks had truly made a difference, and that was the moment when Mia had run into his arms, and it had changed everything. Now he had someone to live for, someone to plan a future with, someone to justify the fight for a different sort of governance, a more compassionate and humane way of life. But now he also had someone to protect and it terrified him.
 
   “Are you all right?” he whispered, dropping back to her side.
 
   “Of course,” she whispered back. “That’s the third time you’ve asked.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Dethin murmured. “I’ll protect her.”
 
   Hurst nodded, not completely reassured, and returned to his place at the front, beside Tanist.
 
   They travelled much as Hurst had on his previous journey, stopping briefly to eat and rest each time they came to a camp cave, and sleeping for a few hours at every third one. Whenever they passed a Godstower, they spent a little time trying to work out how to open the door, but it was too dark to see much, even with torches, and although they could make out where the door must be, there were no handles, levers or locks. Eventually, they gave it up.
 
   “If we happen on one in sunlight, or a full moon, we can have another look,” Tanist said gloomily, “but let’s not waste any more time on it otherwise.”
 
   On the third day, they reached another of Tanist’s interests, a side room filled with carts. The cart they had brought with them was light and easy to push along by only one person, even when fully loaded with their gear. It had enough padded seats for eight people, and if they could get just two more, they would be able to speed the whole group through the tunnel. But the gate barring the entrance was locked, and this time it was a simple padlock and heavy chain, and nothing they tried would open it.
 
   “Well, we always planned to walk the whole way,” Tanist said with a sigh. “We’ll still be able to carry one or two people in the cart, if anyone is injured or finding it difficult to keep up. Let’s carry on.”
 
   Hurst said nothing. There were only two people Tanist might have in mind as being unable to keep up, and Mia was certainly not finding it difficult at the moment. He himself was most in danger of needing the ignominious assistance of the cart. He was all too aware that he was unused to such punishing exercise, for the ache in his bad leg was a constant reminder. It was going to be a long dreary walk.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   45: Maintenance (Mia)
 
   Every step down the tunnel was torture for Mia. Her heart thundered, her breathing was fast, every nerve was stretched to breaking point. Her muscles were tensed to run for safety, although there was nowhere to run to. Her eyes were alert to the least movement in the shadows beyond the flickering torchlight, and her ears strained for any unusual noise. They walked quietly and without talking, but fourteen armed men could hardly be silent. She heard the creak of leather, the jingle of sword-loops, the stump of booted feet, the clap of a scabbard against thigh, the whisper of many breaths, the rumble of the cart. Beneath her feet water rushed in a constant torrent. And always around her was the confining, suffocating darkness.
 
   Tanist and Hurst walked in front with the torch, with Gantor and Trimon behind. Then Mia, near enough to help read the signs when they came to a gate, with Dethin alongside her. Behind them was the cart, fitted with another torch, then the rest of the group in pairs. At the back, Groonerst and Ainsley kept watch behind them. Mia envied the Skirmishers their easy acceptance of the dangers. Who knew what they might find beyond the next gate, or in the next camp cave? Yet they walked stolidly along without complaint, without apparent fear, and whenever they stopped, however briefly, they rested and even slept.
 
   Mia found it impossible to sleep. She lay down obediently when directed, with a blanket folded under her and another as a pillow, wrapped herself in her cloak and closed her eyes, but that only intensified her awareness of the noises around her. Those on watch whispered together, there were snuffles and gentle snores, or creaking when someone turned over. Occasionally footsteps would creep through the room, followed by the unmistakeable sounds of the carsi being used. For hour after hour she lay, pretending to sleep, until someone came to rouse her and another long day’s walking began, if day it was. It was hard to tell, in the perpetual darkness.
 
   She had known fear before, but only that brief jag of terror before someone – a servant, her husband, a guard, a Slave – stepped in to deal with the problem. There was Cristo, of course, but that hadn’t lasted long, either. Since then, it had been something less – a kind of background anxiety, a constant murmuring worry about Bulraney or Dethin, and the unknown future. But this was more intense – and it was constant, like a continual screech in her ears, jangling her nerves and reducing her to quivering helplessness.
 
   In this strange underworld, Dethin was her greatest comfort. He walked silently beside her, catching her arm if she stumbled, waiting for her if she stopped for a moment, smiling sometimes when she caught his eye. Whenever they stopped to rest, he made sure she got her food first, and had the best of the blankets, and the most secluded and secure sleeping bench. He draped a blanket for privacy when she used the carsi or washed. The last thing she saw when she closed her eyes to sleep was Dethin sitting not far away, watching over her. 
 
   Hurst kept an eye on her too, but he was occupied with Tanist and Gantor, planning, organising watch shifts and cooking rotas, so mostly she was left to Dethin. She would have liked to hold his hand sometimes as they walked, just for the pleasure of a human touch, but he was fully mailed, even to the gloves. She was mailed herself, in fact, wearing an armoured leather over-tunic, vambraces and greaves, although it had been difficult to find anything small enough to fit her.
 
   “A knife in the upper arm or leg won’t be fatal,” Hurst had told her in a matter-of-fact way, “but a knife in the heart will be.”
 
   She had a knife of her own, too, a long, curved spike, which Hurst had shown her how to hold, while pointing out the best places to aim for. It did nothing to reassure her.
 
   The third night they used the last of the bread brought from the compound, crumbling it into the stewpot so that it thickened the gravy almost to the consistency of porridge. Everyone agreed it was the best meal yet. Mia lay down, her belly full, and she was so exhausted that she slept almost instantly. 
 
   She woke to lights, strange flickering blue-green lights. Someone was crying, a high wail. Faces leaned over her, spoke to her, but she couldn’t understand the words. On the floor, a heap of bloodstained cloths. Then she must have slept again, because she was in the cart, moving so fast she felt sick. That wailing again. Then another face, a man, a stranger with dark hair and a short beard, bending close to her, hushing her, his hand on her forehead.
 
   “Sssh, it’s all right, Mia. It’s only a dream. Wake up! Sssh now.”
 
   Who was he, this man? She started up, and then, in a rush, she realised. “Dethin? Sorry, sorry… Did I wake everyone?”
 
   Dethin tucked an arm around her back, and smiled.
 
   “Not really. Don’t worry about it. This place – it doesn’t make for easy dreams.”
 
   It was true, for while she had lain awake for hours, she’d noticed several others who were restless in their sleep. Some even cried out momentarily, or muttered as they dreamed. Perhaps they suffered on this miserable journey, just as she did.
 
   She lay down again, and he kissed her softly on the forehead. Impulsively she pulled him down for a real kiss. He laughed and laid a hand soothingly across her stomach. He had removed his armoured gear, and she could feel the soft warmth of his arm through her tunic.
 
   “Go back to sleep,” he murmured, pulling her cloak up to her chin and tucking it around her. She closed her eyes, and almost immediately drifted off. 
 
   She woke some time later – hours or minutes, she couldn’t tell – to find him still sitting on the floor beside her, his head resting on his arm inches from her face. He was sleeping, but not quietly, muttering and twitching, his other hand moving in the air, as if grasping something. He seemed to be talking, but she couldn’t make out the words.
 
   “Dethin? Wake up!” she whispered.
 
   He woke instantly, his head jerking up, and drew a sharp breath when he saw her. To her dismay she saw tears on his face. He must have seen her expression, for he looked down and quickly wiped his sleeve across his eyes.
 
   “I hate this place,” he said, almost too low for her to catch the words.
 
   “So do I, and I don’t even remember much about my previous journey. But you remember everything, I expect.”
 
   He looked up at her then, and quickly down again, nodding almost imperceptibly. 
 
   “There’s room for both of us on here,” she said. “Come and lie down beside me.”
 
   Without a word, he lifted her cloak and slid in alongside her, wrapping the cloak round both of them and curling his arm over her waist and round her back, to pull her close. She folded into his arms with a sigh. Comforted, they both slept.
 
   ~~~
 
   Mia lost track of the days after that. There was nothing but the endless tunnel, the brief stops at gates, and the longer stops at camp caves. Occasionally the group would pass a side tunnel to a Godstower, and once she was astonished to see grey daylight filtering down. Another time it was raining, and she could hear water pouring down from the open roof and into the drains below their feet. There were many side tunnels now, each marked with a Karning number, or sometimes several, presumably leading to funeral towers. Eventually, they came to the one with Mia’s own Karning number on it, and she knew it was the one she had travelled down. It still had Hurst’s chalk mark on the wall.
 
   “That will be the last of my marks,” he said cheerfully. “We’re into new territory now.”
 
   The group fell into a rhythm, with everyone knowing their assigned tasks. Even their rest stops were quiet now, as people did what needed to be done with silent efficiency. Mia supposed that Skirmishers were always this way, once a mission got under way, but she couldn’t help admiring the quickness of everything they did. Every morning, before they left their sleeping place, they prepared two bags of food, one to be eaten at meal stops, and one for the pot – dried meat, vegetables, beans, grains, whatever was to hand – so that when they arrived at the next sleeping place, it would go straight into water over the brazier, with no waste of time. It meant they had hot food in an hour or so. While they waited, they prepared sleeping places, washed in cold water and changed into clean underthings. Or at least, Mia did. She wasn’t sure about all the men. Dethin always trimmed his beard, using his own blades and a small hand mirror, and she noticed that after a few days Hurst began to do the same.
 
   The hot meal was the most sociable time of the day. Hurst and Dethin came to sit with her, one either side, and often Tanist or Gantor or Trimon as well, if they weren’t on watch duty. After that, the group slept and either Hurst or Dethin would lie with her. When they woke, there was a pot of porridge ready, and another long day of walking began.
 
   Once they passed through an entire stretch of tunnel between two gates lit with an unearthly greenish glow high up along one wall, which flickered and dimmed and sputtered in the strangest fashion. They waited some time before venturing into that section in case they met anyone, but when they plucked up the courage to walk on, they found it empty. Nor could they see any way of controlling the lights.
 
   “It would be useful if we could light the whole tunnel like this,” Tanist said. “But I don’t see any levers. Does anyone know how it works?”
 
   “It all seemed like magic to me,” Ainsley said. “The guide would open the gate, and then after a minute or two, by the time everyone was through, the next lights just came on by themselves.”
 
   “Well, it’s not magic,” said Gantor, “That’s for sure. And I would guess it’s the same kind of vapour that lights the funeral towers. There must be some trigger around here somewhere.”
 
   “We can’t spare the time to look for it,” Tanist said. “It’s a pity, but we must keep going.”
 
   ~~~
 
   A day or two after that, they came to another section filled with light, this time a yellowish colour. They passed through the gate and on along the tunnel, but they hadn’t gone far when Tanist raised his fist and they all stopped. Mia could hear her heart thumping, but there was no other sound apart from the ever-present rush of water under their feet and a slight hissing from the lights.
 
   “People ahead,” Tanist whispered. “Defensive formation.” The words were passed back down the line. 
 
   Gantor and Trimon moved forward to take up position alongside Tanist and Hurst. Trimon readied his bow, and the others drew their swords. Mia and Dethin moved behind the cart and four warriors moved forward to help out if there was trouble. 
 
   Slowly they began to walk again. Mia couldn’t see anything but the backs of the Skirmishers ahead of her but Dethin, who was taller, signalled four fingers at her. He was on her right, his hand resting on his sword hilt, his eyes focused somewhere ahead of them.
 
   They stopped again, and just as Mia’s nerves were stretched tight enough to snap, Tanist came back to find her.
 
   “Mia, you read the old myths, don’t you?” he said in a low voice. “Weren’t there some creatures that live in the caves under the Ring of Bonnegar?”
 
   For a moment she was too confused to think straight. She shook her head to clear her thoughts.
 
   “There were dragons once, supposedly. And keelarim. But – they don’t exist anymore.”
 
   “Keelarim?”
 
   “Big caterpillar things with sharp teeth.”
 
   “No, these—”
 
   He was interrupted by a frantic shout from Groonerst at the back.
 
   “Carts behind! Carts!”
 
   At once there was chaos. Dethin hastily pulled Mia to one side and several people rushed past, swords out. There was shouting, the rasp of swords being drawn, the creak of a bowstring, boots thumping. The strange light glimmered on bare blades. Someone shifted the cart round to partially block the tunnel, with Mia on the far side from the approaching carts. 
 
   “Keep down!” Dethin hissed to her, drawing his own sword. “Whatever happens, stay behind me.” And he positioned himself between her and the unknown threat ahead of them.
 
   They had rehearsed this situation many times, but they had never considered that they might be under attack from two directions at once. Mia crouched down in the shelter of the cart. In front of her, Dethin was her only defence from whatever unknown danger lay further down the tunnel. Her fear was a palpable thing, a knot in her stomach, heavy and solid. And yet, now that the moment had come and she was facing a real threat, something in her rebelled at huddling on the ground in terror while a man protected her, and perhaps died for her. Wasn’t she a descendant of the sword-maidens of the old tales? Wasn’t she just as capable of wielding a weapon? Wasn’t she brave enough to fight in battle and die with honour, just like them? Or was she to be cowed and fearful all her life?
 
   She took a deep breath, stood up and drew her dagger.
 
   Dethin half turned his head to whisper, “You may not need that after all. They don’t look dangerous, do they?”
 
   He moved back to stand beside her, and she gazed in astonishment down the tunnel. Four creatures stood there, two legged and two armed like humans, but small and skinny. They wouldn’t even reach her shoulder, she guessed. Their hands and feet were large, relative to their stick-thin arms and legs, and they had bulbous hairless heads with huge pale eyes. They wore loosely draped brown rags – or perhaps that was their skin, she couldn’t tell. They stood in a cluster next to a small cart gazing at her, and twittering to each other. Most bizarre of all, they carried an assortment of what looked like feather dusters and cloths on long poles. The cart was fitted out with a ladder contraption.
 
   “They’re cleaners!” she whispered. “Cleaning the tunnel.”
 
   “Yes, but what are they?” he whispered back, wide-eyed. “I’ve never seen anything like them, even in books.”
 
   “Oh, they’re morodaim. But…” She stopped, bewildered. “But they’re extinct. They were destroyed in the Catastrophe, if they ever even existed. They’re just legends.”
 
   “They look real enough to me. If they are these morodaim, should we be worried?”
 
   “They were supposed to be quite friendly – if you got lost in the caves, they would guide you out. So the legends say.”
 
   There was an increasing amount of noise behind them, but there was no clash of metal, no thud of sword hitting shield, no whine of arrows flying or cries of injured men. Mia thought she even heard laughter. Then everything went quiet again, and Tanist, Hurst, Gantor and Trimon shouldered their way back to the front.
 
   “Fucking Walst!” said Trimon with a grin. “Giving us a fucking fright like that.”
 
   Mia wondered how Walst could possibly have caught up when he left a day behind them, but there was no time for explanations.
 
   “What do you make of them?” Tanist said quietly to Mia, pointing down the tunnel. She told him they were morodaim, and what little she knew of them.
 
   “Gantor?”
 
   “Could be. They fit the description, it’s true.”
 
   “Safe for us to pass?”
 
   “Yes, if that’s really what they are. No sharp teeth or claws, never known to use weapons. Very docile. They used to clean out the dragon caves, apparently.”
 
   “Will they go running to the Slaves to tell them about us? Because if so, we have to kill them.”
 
   Gantor was silent for a long time. Mia sheathed her dagger with a soft shush, and stood head down, staring at her feet, trying to suppress her urge to cry. She dared not speak. 
 
   “I think…” Gantor said, “that they have no way to communicate with humans, except by simple gesture. And they’re cave-bound – or tunnel-bound, they never venture above ground. So I don’t think it’s a risk.”
 
   “Right,” said Tanist. “We’ll go past two at a time, weapons out of sight. We don’t want to startle them. Gantor and I first, then Hurst and Trimon, and if all’s well, Dethin and Mia. The rest as they wish. Carefully with the cart, don’t bump theirs.”
 
   Mia realised she was holding her breath, and let it out slowly in relief. She was not after all to witness the first killing of the journey. The whispered instructions were passed down the lines of men. Tanist and Gantor sheathed their swords, and with a nod to Hurst began to walk slowly down the tunnel.
 
   As they drew nearer to the morodaim, the creatures twittered more rapidly in rising tones, and bobbed about in apparent interest, watching the approaching pair carefully. The two men edged nervously past them, keeping as far from them as they could, and then backed away on the other side, but nothing untoward happened. After that, Hurst and Trimon made their way past, and then it was Mia’s turn. Dethin went first, and she followed, tense and stiff, her hand on her dagger. As she drew level, the twittering reached a crescendo, and all four of them stared at her, their huge eyes unblinking. She was convinced they were talking about her, somehow. She stopped, curiously drawn, staring back at them in fascination. She found she was not afraid of them, just curious. Abruptly the twittering stopped, and as one they lowered their heads in a strange sort of bow. As soon as their eyes dropped, she was released from the spell and hurried after Dethin.
 
   “Well, they were interested in you,” Hurst said, his tone puzzled, as he bundled her further along the tunnel.
 
   Two by two they filed past the odd creatures, and then walked on as fast as they could. Tanist and Hurst stayed at the back for a while, but when they returned to their place, they reported that the morodaim had carried on with their cleaning operations as if nothing had happened.
 
   “Weird,” Hurst muttered under his breath.
 
   ~~~
 
   That night’s rest stop had a bizarre festival feel to it. The two groups were still together, so there were stories to be exchanged and much boasting about travelling speed and efficiency. In addition, they made a pleasing discovery. All the camp caves were well supplied with dried goods which could be made edible in the stewpot. This one, however, boasted a row of smoked hams dangling from hooks. For the first time, there was food they could eat at once, without waiting for the brazier to do its work, or scrabbling in pockets for leftovers. Knives flashed, and within moments everyone had a good handful of tasty meat.
 
   Walst was hugely pleased with himself, and sat between Mia and Dethin to explain how he managed to catch up with them. When his group reached the first cart storage cave, he discovered that one of his warriors had once been a locksmith and still had some skill. The first lock had been a failure, eventually jamming, but at the second store a couple of days later he had succeeded. 
 
   “See, there are advantages to having convicted criminals in your troop,” Walst grinned. “Gods, I wish we had some fucking wine, though. I’m sick of water.”
 
   Having thirty people squeezed into a camp cave designed for no more than twenty promised an uncomfortably crowded night for everyone, but Walst had a solution to that problem too.
 
   “What, do you sleep in here with everyone else?” he said to Mia. “Gods, no need to be quite so virtuous! Tenya and I always sleep in the Godstower when I’m not on watch, if there’s one near enough. And if it’s not raining, of course! It’s a bit colder, but we keep each other warm, you know what I mean? And guess what? We worked out how to open the door in the Godstowers.”
 
   After they’d eaten, Walst smugly led a small group down the tunnel a short distance to the adjacent Godstower. The gate was propped open, Tanist’s cautious habit when they slept nearby to ensure an emergency escape route. Just inside were left the necessary ropes and tools for climbing down from the upper windows. Tanist thought of everything.
 
   They climbed the ramp to the next level, the only place above the tunnel there was a large flat area they could sleep on. Beyond it, the ramp snaked on and upwards round the tower in steep steps, with the centre left open. Walst strode up the ramp to the opposite wall and, grinning broadly, pointed to the wall.
 
   “No, can’t see it,” Tanist said.
 
   “Yes, it’s clever, isn’t it? We only spotted it when the moonlight caught it just right and threw a shadow.”
 
   Mia followed Walst up the ramp and ran her hands over the wall. “Ah! There it is.”
 
   The handle was not like those which opened the tunnel gates. It was a long solid metal bar set into a horizontal indentation in the stone. A strut at either end was almost hidden in grooves in the wall. She grasped the handle and pulled. It moved smoothly downwards with a solid thunk, followed by clunks and clanks within various parts of the wall, each sound a little further round. And then, creaking and groaning, the wall parted and the door opened.
 
   As soon as there was a visible gap, an icy wind tore into the tower. Wrapping themselves in their cloaks, they all stepped through the opening. Hurst drew his sword.
 
   Outside the moon illuminated a clearing fringed by dense, velvety blackness. Above their heads was a sparkling star-crusted canopy, and they could hear the trees rustling and swooshing in the wind, but they couldn’t see them moving. There was a clear gap between the tower and the trees, where the undergrowth had been trimmed away. Hurst walked right round the tower, sword held out before him, but reported nothing unexpected.
 
   “How far are we from any roads?” Mia asked.
 
   “No more than five miles,” Tanist said. “Nowhere here is more than a few miles from some kind of civilisation.”
 
   “This must be one of the old forests,” she said. Then, when Hurst raised his eyebrows in question, she added, “The Petty Kings had hunting forests. There aren’t very many patches left now, but the trees here are too tall to have been planted since the Coming of the Word.”
 
   “Whatever it is, it’s too cold to linger out here,” Tanist said. “Let’s get back inside, and make sure everyone knows how these doors work. We never know when we might need them. And whenever we get hold of some wine, Walst gets the first jug. It’s nice to know he serves some useful purpose, after all.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   46: The Hall of Light (Hurst)
 
   Well before the sun was up the next morning, Tanist led his group off down the tunnel. He was accompanied this time by Walst, the locksmith and a couple of other warriors, for there was a cart store not far away, according to the signs. The locksmith efficiently picked the lock for them, and then Walst and his men returned to the camp cave. They would continue a day later, to keep the two groups apart again.
 
   With four carts they could progress much faster, stopping only at every second camp cave. Hurst was glad to ride most of the time, for his leg was increasingly bothersome. It was awkwardly cramped in the cart, and the muscles stiffened up painfully, but it was still better than walking the whole way. 
 
   Late in the day, they came to the main southeastern tunnel which would lead them directly to the Tower of Reception, or so they hoped. The junction was exactly as they expected, with no danger of taking the wrong turn, and they knew Walst was just behind them, so they carried on to the next camp cave for their overnight stop. For the first time, the cave showed signs of previous occupation, with cooking pots unwashed, blankets dropped on the floor and the brazier a mass of ashes. There was still plenty of food, however, and they always carried extra in case of just this eventuality, so after some grumbling and tidying up and a very late meal, the night passed off as usual, although Tanist ordered extra men on watch as a precaution.
 
   ~~~
 
   The days passed in monotonous routine, but they encountered no one and saw no other signs of life. After several days, just at the point where Tanist judged from the maps they must be passing under the barrens, there was an abrupt change. They came to an unusually large camp cave, high-roofed and walled with smooth stone of a pale golden colour which seemed to glow with its own light, softly illuminating every part of the cave. There were no hooks in the ceiling for suspended food containers, for the roof was too high. Instead free-standing wooden poles held the supplies, and behind them a row of raised hearths with stands for pots, with strange stones underneath which already glowed with heat. A little fiddling with nearby levers induced flames to rise and fall, as required, but the stones neither burned away nor went cold.
 
   They all walked round the room in wonder, touching the glowing wall, which seemed warm under their hands, and carefully examining the cooking hearths.
 
   “What is this place?” Tanist asked, in the hushed whisper such mystery seemed to deserve.
 
   It was Dethin who answered. “I don’t know what it is, but I’ve been here before. At least, not here precisely, but somewhere just like it. I woke up in a place like this.” Unlike the others, he seemed subdued rather than awed.
 
   “Not in the funeral tower?” Mia said.
 
   “No funeral tower in the Ring,” Gantor said. “Everyone who dies there has to be given to the wind. If they’re really dead, of course.”
 
   Hurst saw Mia shiver at the thought. That was a ritual Highers feared, for unless their body was consumed by fire, they couldn’t go to the Life Beyond Death to join the Gods. But then she rallied, perhaps remembering that everything they had been taught about the Gods was a lie. He smiled at her, and was pleased when she smiled back.
 
   Beyond the first large room were several smaller rooms, one with a series of water rooms, one fitted with shelves filled with an array of clothes, and a third with a deep pool which constantly filled at one end with hot water and emptied again at the other. There was even soap.
 
   “Right,” said Mia in a tone that brooked no argument. “I’m first.” She took a selection of clean clothes and disappeared into the bathing room, closing the door firmly.
 
   Hurst sat on the floor outside to make sure no one burst in on her, and Tanist and Gantor found him there and sat beside him.
 
   “This is a strange place,” Tanist said. “Beyond here, the whole tunnel is made of this stone.”
 
   “You mean – glowing? How does that work?” Hurst said.
 
   They both shrugged. “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Gantor admitted. “Never even heard mention of walls that light up all by themselves. No wonder the Slaves wanted to keep curious eyes away from the tunnel.”
 
   “And the constant hot water…” Tanist said in bewildered tones. “And those cooking things… It can’t be magic – can it?”
 
   “No such thing,” Gantor said sharply. “It’s just some weird kind of stone, that’s all. It’s odd, though…” His eyes became distant.
 
   “What is?” Hurst said.
 
   “Well…” Gantor said slowly, “there must be eight of these places, right? Eight tunnels leading to the tower, and presumably eight of these big cave places at the extremities.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “There were rumours – just hints in some of the oldest records – that the tower was originally connected to eight holds by way of some secret passages. This dates back to before the Catastrophe, of course. Afterwards there was nothing very much for a long time, until the Petty Kings came along. The holds were destroyed, like everything above ground outside the Ring.”
 
   “Wait – are you saying that these tunnels predate the Catastrophe?” Tanist said. “That’s – what? Thousands of years ago. How is that possible?”
 
   “The tower’s older than that, so why not? The rest of the tunnel system – I don’t know about that, they’re still building it beyond the border, so that may be more recent, but this part… Let’s be honest, we have nothing like this now, do we? No glowing walls, no permanently burning cooking stones, no constantly running hot water. It was all built by greater minds than ours.”
 
   “Or by magic,” said Hurst, grinning. He ducked as Gantor aimed a slap at his head, wincing as he failed to move quickly enough.
 
   Later, when Mia had finally relinquished the bathing room, and Hurst emerged, warm, clean and slightly damp from the first group of men to try it out, Dethin slipped something into his hand.
 
   “Thought you might want to have these,” he murmured. It was a small bottle of green glass, stoppered and sealed, rattling slightly. Pain-relieving lozenges. “I thought the leg seemed a bit worse lately,” he added apologetically.
 
   “Thank you!” Hurst said, with genuine pleasure. “Where did you find these?”
 
   “There’s a room at the back – for anyone sick. Lots of bandages, ointments, that sort of thing.” He seemed almost embarrassed. 
 
   “But how—?” Then he remembered. “You’d been flogged, hadn’t you? Your back must have been in a bad way.”
 
   Dethin just nodded. “It was a few days before I was up to travelling, and then I had a cart all to myself. I’ll tell Tanist about the medicines. He might want to stock up on a few things.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Despite the luxuries of a hot bath and clean clothes, Hurst was uneasy entombed in the strange glowing walls. Sleeping in the constant light was difficult, so he was restless and woke often. When they moved on the next day, it was not just the light that was different. There were no side tunnels, no Godstowers, no vapour pipes and no rushing water beneath their feet. The floor of the tunnel was as smooth as the walls, and the carts ran along with the softest whisper. Occasionally there were markings on the wall, written with dots, like Kannick Old Script, but although Mia could sound out the words, it was no language any of them knew. The dots were neither carved nor painted but seemed to burn in shimmering colours. Nor were there any more gates; instead there were marker stones at roughly gate intervals, giving the sole remaining distance – to the tower. 
 
   “I suppose no one was able to engrave these walls,” Gantor shrugged when Hurst wondered why.
 
   The trouble with sitting in a cart and being pushed effortlessly along, Hurst thought gloomily, is that you have altogether too much time to think. Even his leg was no distraction now, for he was free of pain for the first time in many weeks. Inevitably, he found himself thinking about Mia. Now that they were getting closer to the most difficult part of the journey, he was beginning to regret bringing her along. They had not really needed her skills with the signs, for the route they needed to take had never been in doubt. The main tunnels were all as straight as rulers. Everything about the Karningplain was straight, he thought sourly. The roads, the sky ship ways, the Karningholds… only the Ring was filled with circles and spheres and domes and curvaceous roofs. 
 
   But what if he had left Mia behind? She would have been safe from whatever dangers they might encounter in the days to come, but she would have belonged to Heddizan, he supposed, and no one would be happy with that situation. It was the main reason Tenya had come along, too. There was no knowing what might happen at the tower. Maybe they would all die, or maybe they wouldn’t be able to get into it at all. And even if they were able to secure it, and throw out the Servants, what then? Just his father’s half-thought-out plan to talk to the Karningholders and Gantor’s confidence that the scholars would be willing to help. 
 
   It was all too vague. He liked to be able to prepare for every possibility, and there were just too many unknowns ahead of them. He hated loose ends. He supposed, if he was honest, that was what made him so good at the skirmishes, where there were limited options and he could devise a plan for each one. He wasn’t so good at crowns, where there were almost unlimited possibilities and the best players were able to respond to whatever was thrown at them. They were engaged in a life-sized game of crowns now, and Tanist was the best player he knew. And Gantor, too. Even Mia could beat him at crowns – she placidly waited for his moves and then countered with better ones.
 
   For two more days they endured the tunnels with their strange oppressive light that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. There were no more camp caves, just occasional alcoves to one side or another with a water room and a few benches, but nothing else. They rested as best they could, although it was hard to sleep in the constant light, and lived on the supplies they carried with them. Clearly whoever had built these tunnels had no need for overnight stops.
 
   “Could anyone get from the tower to that big camp cave in a single day, do you think?” Hurst asked. It disconcerted him to lose all the facilities they had relied on.
 
   “They must do,” Tanist said with an indifferent shrug.
 
   “These carts could go a little faster,” Gantor said, “if we were reckless enough. You could do it in a day, but it would be a very long day. Most likely they had something faster when the tunnels were first built.”
 
   When the marker stones showed only five gate-distances to go, they stopped to wait for Walst’s group. While the rest settled in one of the alcoves, Tanist, Hurst, Gantor and Trimon cautiously walked forward the last few miles. Hurst had never been sure quite what he’d expected to find, but he’d always imagined that defenders of some sort would come into it. Guards with their ceremonial sticks, probably, but something more formidable was likely too. Who would leave the tower, the epicentre of power in the Karningplain, entirely undefended? It was unthinkable.
 
   Yet it was so. At the end of the tunnel was a vast circular hall, made of the same softly glowing material as the tunnel. The floor was mosaic, covered in indecipherable patterns, and the walls contained more of the flame-like writing. Far above them was a blank, smooth ceiling. There was no one there. 
 
   After some dithering, they crept out and walked about unmolested. There were more tunnel openings around the perimeter, and in the centre eight vast pillars, very gently tapered, reached up to support the tower above. Between the pillars were elegant wrought metal gates reaching right to the ceiling. Within the gates a delicate spiral stair rose up, narrowing as it went, to the floor above.
 
   “Well, there’s our way in,” Tanist said. 
 
   All the gates were locked and this time there were no familiar levers.
 
   “These little knobs look as if they might do something,” Gantor offered. “Shall I play around, see if anything happens?”
 
   Tanist shook his head. “The something that happens might be us ringing the doorbell, followed by a horde of men brandishing swords. Let’s wait until we’re all here and have some chance of fighting our way through.”
 
   By the time they got back to the alcove, Walst had already arrived, grinning with amusement at having caught them up so soon.
 
   “Such slowsnakes you are,” he chortled, thumping Hurst on the back. “We were only an hour behind you.”
 
   “Then you were moving too fast,” Tanist said, glowering at him. “Follow orders, Commander, if you please.”
 
   “Sir!” Walst said, saluting smartly, but not in the least subdued by the reprimand.
 
   Hurst felt the same excitement as everyone else to press on at once and begin the final phase of their journey, but Tanist insisted they all rest for a few hours. They were too large a group to fit into the alcove, so they spilled into clusters sitting around in the tunnel itself, eating and talking in low voices. No one was relaxed enough to sleep. Guards were posted in both directions, but everyone was so edgy that after a couple of hours, Tanist decided to move on.
 
   “No point delaying,” he said in a quiet voice to Hurst. “We’re as prepared as we’ll ever be, I suppose.”
 
   They took the carts as near as they dared to the great hall, and then parked them in the last alcove. The warriors donned full battle gear. Dethin was assigned to protect the two women, while Walst was to take charge of small defensive groups providing cover for Tanist who would be exploring. As they walked quietly down the last stretch of tunnel, the light became brighter until it was almost dazzling. It was daytime, and great windows far above cast vivid bolts of colour into the vast space of the hall. The metal gates shone with silvery flashes as they moved forward, and even the floor was too brilliant to look at.
 
   “Let’s stop here for a moment, until our eyes adjust,” Tanist ordered. 
 
   Hurst remembered how bright the outside world had seemed when he had first escaped from the tunnel. They were still underground here and yet the light was as strong as a summer day, and more intensely coloured than a flower garden.
 
   Tanist took Hurst, Gantor and Trimon on a full circuit of the perimeter, swords drawn. All the tunnel entrances were identical, with a different cluster of fiery dots above each one. Three quarters of the way round they came to a series of broad steps leading upwards to an archway high above. As they reached the foot of the stair, Walst emerged from the archway at the top and thundered down the steps to meet them, his boots sounding like hammers in the stillness. Hurst winced.
 
   “What are you doing?” Tanist hissed. “Can’t you be quieter?”
 
   “Sorry, Sir. Just investigating. It’s the boat entrance, through the door at the top.”
 
   “You opened the door?”
 
   “No, no, no – there are glass panels.”
 
   With a tsk of displeasure, Tanist trod more measuredly up the stairs, with Hurst following. Through the archway was a pair of solid wooden doors, flanked on either side by full length glass panels. Beyond was a small ante-room and on the far side an identical set of doors. Through the windows could be seen the small jetty, free of boats, as it usually was, for it was rare that anyone was permitted to approach the tower. Behind the jetty, the smooth surface of the Glass Lake reflected the great mass of the surrounding mountains. Hurst could make out domes and spires across the water. 
 
   There was no visible lock on the door, and Tanist cautiously turned the handle. Smoothly, without a sound, it moved and the door opened a crack. They went through, but the ante-room was bare except for a couple of benches. Apart from the inner and outer doors, there was no other way in or out. It was surprisingly cold, and Hurst realised that the glowing tunnels and even the massive open space of the hall behind them were pleasantly warm. Unlike the original tunnels, none of them had needed their cloaks to keep the chill at bay.
 
   “So, it looks like anyone arriving by boat must come down into the hall,” said Tanist thoughtfully, as they made their way back down the steps. “There’s no other way into the tower. So we have to open those gates between the pillars.”
 
   “May I play with the locks now?” Gantor asked with a smile, and Tanist nodded. 
 
   “Mia can help. She’s good at these puzzles.”
 
   While Gantor fetched Mia and began studying the locks, Hurst said, “At least we now know how Those who Serve the Gods came and went from the tower.”
 
   “Yes, no mystery to it at all. Straight down here and into the tunnels. I suppose food and everything else went in and out the same way.”
 
   “If they even live here at all,” Hurst said.
 
   “Oh, you’re getting as cynical as Gantor. That would be ironic, wouldn’t it? All this bother for a deserted building. But what I’d like to know is how they get into these tunnels from the Ring. We’ve passed no side tunnels or stairs of any sort since we crossed into the barrens.”
 
   “Why would they need to? They have access here.”
 
   “Think about it,” Tanist said. “The upper court is here at the Ring, out near the sky ship way. All those convicted murderers and whatnot to be transported down the tunnel to become barbarians have to be got into it somehow. They’re not brought here in boats, are they? And I don’t see anyone carting them through the mountains to the nearest Godstower. The Warlord – Crannor – was unconscious when he got here, poor boy, it would have to be a short journey. There’s got to be an access point somewhere, but I don’t know where.”
 
   “Maybe in one of the other tunnels?” Hurst suggested.
 
   “Possibly, but they do seem to be big on symmetry round here. I’d expect to see the same in every tunnel.”
 
   “Hmm. Maybe there’s a hidden door in one of those alcoves. That last one – where we left the carts – it was shallower than usual. There may be some mechanism…”
 
   There was a sudden commotion, quickly stilled, around one of the locks. Tanist strode across.
 
   “Come on, stand back, everyone, give them room. Who knows what might happen if the gate opens? Walst, you and your men patrolling the perimeter, if you please, we need warning if anyone approaches. What have you found, Gantor?”
 
   “These little knobs slide about like this into these notches, and you can twist them to lock them in place, see? So you can make a pattern. Then you twist this knob here—” There was a small clunk, and all the little knobs fell back down again. “So all we have to do is work out what the pattern is.”
 
   “That could take forever.”
 
   “Oh, it’s just a question of working systematically through the possibilities.”
 
   “Fine. You work systematically through the possibilities, I’m going to send someone to have a look at that alcove.”
 
   “Mannigor?” suggested Hurst. Tanist nodded and strode off.
 
   Gantor began positioning knobs again, with Mia’s help. Hurst moved closer, trying to work out what pattern they were creating.
 
   “There. Let’s try that.” 
 
   He twisted the knob and the pattern collapsed.
 
   Then the floor opened beneath them and they were hurtled into the void.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   47: Puzzles (Mia)
 
   Mia screamed. There was the crashing sound of armoured men hitting something solid, mixed with groans. For a moment, she couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t work out what had happened. Then Hurst’s face loomed over her.
 
   “Mia? Mia! Gods, are you hurt?”
 
   There was no real pain, she realised, just sore places where she would have bruises later. She shook her head slightly, all the movement she could manage. Above her, in the bright square of the open trapdoor Dethin’s anxious face appeared.
 
   “Mia? Are you all right?”
 
   “She’s just winded, I think,” Hurst called back.
 
   “We’re getting rope,” Dethin said. “We’ll have you out of there in no time.”
 
   From above Mia could hear shouts and booted feet running back and forth. She straightened herself out and when Hurst offered her his hand, allowed him to pull her into a sitting position. The narrow beam of light from above was enough to show that they had fallen only ten feet or so onto a raised platform. Narrow steps led down to a rough cave floor.
 
   From above, Tanist’s voice boomed down. “Any injuries?”
 
   “No, we’re fine,” Hurst said.
 
   “Good. What did you do?”
 
   It was Gantor who answered. “It was the third attempt to unlock the gate. One, two, three – bang.”
 
   “Well, at least no one thought of leaving a row of spikes down there. Just a warning, I suppose. No harm done.”
 
   “Not so sure about that,” Gantor muttered, flexing one arm.
 
   Mia rolled onto her hands and knees, and Hurst helped her to stand. The platform surface was soft, she found, with some give in it, even though it looked just like stone.
 
   “Strange, isn’t it?” Gantor murmured. “Shall we explore a bit, while our rescuers are getting organised?”
 
   They descended the steps to the cavern floor, perhaps another twenty feet below. A massive circular block of stone filled the gap between floor and roof, presumably supporting the tower above, and their platform was attached to it. As they looked around and their eyes adapted to the gloom, they could see other platforms, no doubt placed under the other gates. The stone looked very like the stone of the tunnel, except that it gave off no glowing light and was cool to the touch, not warm. All around, the cavern stretched off into the darkness, empty, silent. Under their feet the floor was uneven, littered with pebbles and patches of loose dirt, deep grey, almost black beside the pale stone of the platform. Large as it was, the cave was smaller than the hall above, the far wall closer, marked here and there with pockets even darker.
 
   “There are tunnels here,” Mia said, uneasy. “These walls are riddled with them.”
 
   “Too small for people to walk through,” Gantor said. “Crawling, maybe.”
 
   There was the tiniest noise to one side, a very faint scratching, sliding sound.
 
   “What was that?” she said.
 
   Two milky pale eyes appeared in one of the tunnels.
 
   Mia screamed.
 
   Several things happened at once. There was a sudden shouted warning from above. The eyes slithered further out of their hole and a mouth appeared, revealing rows of sharply pointed teeth. Hurst and Gantor drew their swords in unison. And then the trapdoor above them creaked, the two sides drew together and closed with a thunk, and the cave went black.
 
   The darkness was absolute. Mia could hear the thunder of her own heartbeat. Beside her, she heard the two men breathing heavily, and then, louder than before, the scratching sounds, coming from several directions at once.
 
   “Oh, terrific.” That was Gantor. “Keelarim.”
 
   “Mia?” Hurst’s voice. “Get back to the platform, we’ll hold them off to give you time.”
 
   She didn’t even have to think about it.
 
   “No.” She drew her dagger.
 
   He didn’t argue with her. “Aim for the eyes. Try to blind them.”
 
   “They live in pitch dark, they don’t use their eyes,” she said acidly.
 
   More slithering noises, closer now. A low hissing sound.
 
   “How do they know where we are, then?”
 
   “Smell. Hearing. Some other sense we don’t have.”
 
   There was a pause, all of them silent, waiting. No sound penetrated from above, and the slithering had lessened.
 
   Suddenly, Hurst gave a great warcry. Tension, she supposed. She could hear his sword swooshing back and forth, his armoured leather gear creaking. Hissing again, much nearer, a lot of slithering.
 
   “Stop, stop!” she cried. “No noise!”
 
   He was instantly still, and the creatures stopped too. So noise attracted them. All they had to do, then, was stand perfectly still and make no sound, until someone came to rescue them. But could they even get the trapdoor open again? Maybe once triggered it would refuse to open again.
 
   The minutes passed. It was surprisingly difficult to keep still. All those hours sitting motionless in the great hall hearing petitions, or in the temple, yet now she burned to move. Her nose itched and she dared not scratch it. The muscles in her arms and legs began to ache.
 
   Then, to her profound relief, the trapdoor sprang open behind her, and someone crashed to the platform with an “Oof!” of surprise. The sudden burst of light in the cavern made her gasp in horror, for the whole floor was a writhing mass of great bloated caterpillar-like bodies. As one, they turned towards the nearest noise, and began to crawl towards her.
 
   “Run!” yelled Hurst.
 
   She ran.
 
   It was fortunate that the creatures moved quite slowly, for all three of them gained the steps untouched and tore up to the relative safety of the platform. As Mia reached the top, sheathing her dagger, she saw that it was Dethin picking himself up.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said, “I can deal with this.”
 
   It seemed an extraordinary claim to make, and Hurst took no notice. 
 
   “We’ll defend the steps,” he said to Dethin. “You help Mia get to safety.”
 
   “No,” said Dethin quietly. “You take care of Mia. I will deal with – with these things.” There was authority in his voice, and Hurst nodded curtly, sheathing his sword, but with a flick of his head he signalled Gantor to watch the top of the steps.
 
   Dethin went to stand at the edge of the platform nearest the mass of keelarim below, head lowered, looking at them calmly. The hissing slowed and then faded away. The keelarim stopped moving forwards, and gradually they all turned their heads towards Dethin. One or two even shuffled about to get a clearer view, for all the world like people in a crowd watching a speaker. But he said nothing, and did nothing that Mia could see, just standing motionless. 
 
   Then first one of the creatures and then another turned and began to inch back towards the hole-filled walls.
 
   There was some commotion and shouting above, and a rope snaked downwards. The keelarim began to turn towards the noise again.
 
   “Hush!” Gantor said, as loudly as he dared. “Not a sound!”
 
   For a long moment they waited, until Dethin had control once more and the retreat began again.
 
   Hurst motioned Mia towards the rope, and made climbing gestures. She shook her head.
 
   “I can’t!” she mouthed.
 
   He nodded, and began to fiddle with the end of the rope, tying a knot to make a loop like a stirrup. He indicated her foot. Carefully she put one boot into the loop and grasped the rope. Faces above disappeared and she felt herself being hauled slowly to safety. 
 
   She was almost free, her head just above floor level, when the trapdoor began to close again. 
 
   She screamed in terror, as someone – Mannigor, she thought – hurled himself onto the trapdoor as it rose. Sitting on one side, with his feet on the other, his weight just managed to slow its movement enough, and many hands grabbed Mia and tossed her unceremoniously out onto the floor. Walst grasped Mannigor’s arm and several others helped to pull him to safety as the trapdoor clunked shut.
 
   “Quick thinking,” Tanist murmured. “Someone get this thing open again.” No one moved. “Come on, someone must know how to do it.”
 
   “I do,” Mia said at once, getting up swiftly. 
 
   She ran across to the gate, and began sliding and twisting, not caring about the pattern, then turning the larger knob. Once, twice the pattern collapsed, but before she could make the third turn, Mannigor was by her side.
 
   “I’ve got the hang of it. Get yourself clear.”
 
   She ran, and a moment later the trapdoor opened Mannigor was gone. Tanist threw down the rope and Hurst came climbing up, hand over hand. Down it went again, and this time Gantor came up, a little more slowly, puffing and blowing.
 
   “Come on, come on!” Tanist said. “Hurry! Now again. You two, get ready to jump on if this thing moves.”
 
   Mannigor came up next, but no sooner was he over the lip than the doors sprang shut again. Several people ran forward to the gate, and this time it was Walst who volunteered for the fall. It seemed a long time before he climbed back up, and the rope went down again for Dethin. Finally they were all safely back in the hall and the trapdoor closed, everyone laughing in relief at the successful outcome.
 
   “What the fuck was that?” Walst said, hands on hips.
 
   “Keelarim,” Gantor said. “Never imagined I’d actually see one.”
 
   “No, not them. Him!” And he pointed at Dethin. “What the fuck did you do down there?”
 
   Everyone turned and looked at him in silence. He shrugged.
 
   “Not sure how it works, actually.”
 
   A longer silence.
 
   “That’s it? These – things, whatever they are, these caterpillar beasts turn up that no one’s ever seen before, no one even knew existed, and you just happen to have some power that sends them crawling back into their holes?”
 
   “He knows what they’re feeling and – soothes them, somehow,” Mia volunteered. “He can do the same thing with lions.”
 
   Walst burst out laughing. “Lions? Gods! That’s mind blowing, you know that? From now on, I’m staying close to you.”
 
   After such a scare, Tanist allowed everyone a short rest, with only a small group patrolling the perimeter.
 
   “Well, now what?” he said after a while. “We obviously can’t just stand around trying combinations until something works.”
 
   “We might be able to rig up some sort of harness attached to the gate higher up,” Hurst suggested. “Then whoever’s doing the trying won’t go shooting down below.”
 
   A little experimentation soon squashed that idea. Any rope tied to the metalwork of the gates fell off at once. It was as if the metal melted underneath it. Even hands lost their grip.
 
   “Well, that’s downright weird,” Hurst muttered. “That’s not normal at all. Come on, Gantor, tell me it’s just an odd sort of metal with strange properties. Because that looks a lot like magic to me.”
 
   “This was called the Tower of Mages once,” Gantor said with a smile. “Maybe the mages left protective spells.”
 
   “Pfft,” Tanist said. “Magic or not, we can’t climb on the gates or suspend anyone from them. So we’re buggered until we can work out the code.”
 
   “It can’t be too difficult to set,” Mia said. “Those who Serve the Gods must come through here quite regularly, so it must be some nice easy code, not too fiddly. Dondro had nothing on him with a code, did he? So it must be written down here somewhere.”
 
   “Or else they remember the code,” Tanist said.
 
   “Not a code,” Gantor said. “It’s a pattern. It’s not like the gates in the tunnel, where each lever has to be in the right place. These gates have thirty six positions, but any knob can go into any position.”
 
   “A pattern?” Mia said. “Oh, but then – it’s dots, isn’t it? The dots are written over each of the tunnels.”
 
   She jumped up, and strode across to the nearest gate. The others followed.
 
   “That’s too easy,” Gantor said. “But which one? Each tunnel has a different pattern.”
 
   She turned so that her back was against the gate. “That one,” she said, pointing at the tunnel directly opposite. In growing excitement, she noted the pattern and quickly moved the knobs into position. Then, in total confidence, she turned the large knob.
 
   The little knobs clattered to the bottom again. She groaned in disappointment.
 
   “I was so sure…”
 
   “No, you’re right,” Gantor said. “Look!”
 
   He pointed through the gate. She looked but saw nothing, only the gate on the other side. It was Hurst who saw it first.
 
   “The writing over the tunnel on the far side, Mia.”
 
   She adjusted her eyes to the new distance and the burning pattern over the tunnel came into focus, strong enough to be readable even through both gates.
 
   “Ha!” she cried. “So obvious, of course. Easier to copy without turning round.” She quickly set the pattern and turned the knob. With the tiniest clink, the door opened.
 
   ~~~
 
   It took some time for Tanist to collect everyone together, but eventually they were all gathered in the space beneath the tower. By that time, Gantor had already worked out from the other gates how to open and close them from the inside – the same type of pattern, and again taken from the tunnel directly in view.
 
   “So – we’re in,” Hurst said, surprised. “Up the stairs then.”
 
   There was no other way. The staircase started in the exact middle of the space with a step broad enough for six warriors at least to walk abreast and spiralled gracefully upwards, narrowing as it went, until it disappeared through the ceiling directly above one of the gates. The steps were made of the usual glowing stone, edged each side with railings of the same wrought metal as the gates.
 
   “That’s odd,” Mia said. 
 
   Tanist eyed her with interest. “Go on.”
 
   “Everything else is perfectly symmetrical, but the staircase isn’t. I wonder why?”
 
   “It’s designed to ensure we enter whatever’s above one at a time, that’s all,” Tanist said. “That’s good defensive strategy. We must be careful, obviously. I’ll go first…”
 
   “No,” said Hurst. “You’re the leader, you shouldn’t be the one most at risk to whatever’s up ahead. I’ll lead and…”
 
   “Actually, I think this might be Walst’s moment to shine, don’t you?”
 
   “With respect, Sir…” It was Mannigor who spoke. “Walst has Tenya to think about. The first in should be someone with no one to grieve over them. I should like to volunteer, Sir.”
 
   “Not sure your father would agree with the ‘no one to grieve’ part, but I think you may be right. So – Mannigor, Krennish, Gurnallon, then me, Hurst, Gantor…” 
 
   As Tanist made his dispositions, they formed into a snaking line.
 
   “Trimon at the back, to guard our rear. Not that there seems to be anyone else about, but have an arrow nocked, just in case. Right, Commander Mannigor, you have the lead. Take it steady, and once you get out of sight report down the line everything you see. Ahead, single file.”
 
   Mia was in the middle of the group, with Dethin in front and Tenya behind. They trod slowly from step to step, rising up and up. Mia began by counting the steps, but lost track at a little over a hundred when they were still not even half way, so it seemed. But gradually they rose and drew nearer to the gap in the ceiling where the stair passed through.
 
   Mannigor vanished from view and murmured words were passed from man to man – “A large open hall”, “Well lit”, “No people or furnishings”, “One exit visible across the floor”.
 
   “I don’t like the sound of that,” Dethin muttered. “Just one exit? And nothing there at all?”
 
   They were almost at the top when sudden cries broke out ahead, with the clash of swords and shields, the grunts of men in battle and a terrifying shriek. The few remaining men ahead of them dashed forward, drawing their swords. Those behind would have pushed past to help out too, but Dethin stopped them.
 
   “No! Wait until we can see what the situation is before we rush into anything,” he said, and those behind subsided and nodded in acknowledgement.
 
   They crept up the last few stairs and stepped into a shallow archway. Beyond was the open hall, the full width of the tower, for the tapered struts could be seen protruding from the walls. There was a strangely patterned floor, grey marble inlaid with long curves and short straight sections in black. A short distance away was a melee, warriors engaged in heavy fighting with men armed only with batons. Nor did they wear armour or any kind of protective clothing, just loose silken trousers and nothing else. They were solidly muscular and clearly very skilled, for they wielded their weapons with astonishing speed. They were so fast that arms and batons were no more than a blur. The warriors, by contrast, were strangely slow, as if the very air around them were thick, like mud. Nearby Ainsley stood, almost nose to nose with a baton wielder, both of them motionless.
 
   “Ainsley?” Dethin said.
 
   “Dethin? Stay where you are. If you come out here, another one will pop up.”
 
   “What? Pop up from where?”
 
   “Out of nowhere. They just appeared.”
 
   Another shriek, and a warrior went down. Three were on the ground now, one motionless. Mia saw Tanist curled up, clutching his leg.
 
   “Why does that one not attack you?” Dethin asked.
 
   “Don’t know. As long as I don’t move, neither does he.”
 
   “Gurnallon is doing the same thing over there,” Mia said. “Tell them to stop moving.”
 
   “What? Oh.” And he turned and bellowed across the noise of the battle. “STOP MOVING! STAND STILL! EVERYONE STAND!”
 
   It took a long time to make them understand. Standing motionless when under attack was not something that came naturally to warriors. But one by one people heard and obeyed. Someone turned round quickly and was clouted in the back, falling like a stone, but eventually they understood and became motionless. And the baton wielders stopped too. It was a scene frozen in time, swords held ready to thrust and shields to parry, batons held in mid-swing. Only the heavy breathing of the warriors and the muted groans of the fallen disturbed the illusion.
 
   “Right,” said Dethin, loud enough to be heard. “Now all we have to do is get past these bastards.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   48: Splints (Hurst)
 
   Hurst held his position. His legs were wide apart, sword low, shield held in front of his face to ward off the imminent blow from his opponent, which never came. The baton was poised, inches from his arm, but the man was motionless. If it really was a man, of course, and not some illusion of the mind. They had appeared out of nowhere. One minute they were all filing along behind Mannigor across an empty hall, the next they were in the middle of chaos. But no, it wasn’t quite like that. It was Mannigor who had started it. One of the stick men had popped up in front of him, and then everyone had raced to help and there were stick men everywhere, and no way to fight them. They were so fast. Inhumanly fast, perhaps. Very odd.
 
   From where he stood, Hurst could just see the entrance archway out of the corner of his eye. Mia was peeping out from behind Dethin, her face white and anxious. At least she hadn’t been drawn into the battle, that was one mercy. What quick thinking by Dethin, though, realising that they were safe if they stopped moving. Safe for now, anyway. How could they escape these strange beings without moving? It was a puzzle. He had never felt so helpless. For one appalled moment, he wondered whether there would be some kind of trial like this on every floor of the tower.
 
   They had injuries to deal with, too. Hurst could see Tanist nearby, writhing in pain, one leg at an odd angle. A little further away Mannigor was unconscious. There were others down, he was sure, but they must be behind him, out of sight.
 
   Moving was impossible, but everyone was breathing raggedly and Tanist was rolling about without attracting the attentions of his opponent – and that was another oddity, there was one stick man for every warrior, neatly paired. Was that coincidence? So many unanswerable questions. If only he could talk to Gantor about it, or Mia. They always had good ideas. 
 
   Experimentally, he tried his voice.
 
   “Dethin?” No response from his stick man. So talking was safe. “Dethin, how many down?” 
 
   “On the ground? Four, two injuries and two lying low for now. There are others injured, too. What happened?”
 
   Hurst told him as best he could. 
 
   “There’s thirteen of them,” Dethin said. “In theory we ought to be able to take them easily, but…”
 
   “They’re too fast. Wait… thirteen stick men?” Hurst counted up in his head. Mia had been sixteenth in line, so Dethin was fifteenth. There should be fourteen warriors and fourteen stick men. “Is that right? Are there only thirteen of us, then?”
 
   Gantor’s voice came from behind him. “Fourteen. I appear not to have a stick man of my very own.”
 
   Hurst half turned in surprise, and instantly a baton connected with his shield, pushing him to one knee. With difficulty he froze again.
 
   “Shit! You’ve really got to be careful. And these guys pack a real punch. Gantor what did you do – or not do?”
 
   “I didn’t move. When the first one appeared in front of Mannigor, everyone else ran about but I stayed put.”
 
   “Can you move now?” Mia called out.
 
   From his new position, Hurst could just see Gantor take a step backwards, and then forwards again. He raised and lowered his arms, spun right round and then shrugged.
 
   “I’m fine here, but if I tear about, I’ll be sure to be attacked.”
 
   “Is it speed, then?” Mia asked.
 
   “Good point. No, because Mannigor wasn’t moving fast when the first one appeared. I think…” Long pause. “I suspect it’s because I stayed on the black.”
 
   “On the black?” Hurst said. “What does that mean?”
 
   “The black part of the floor. From the entrance there’s this black section, then it veers off to the right. I think Mannigor was hit when he stepped off the black part onto the grey.”
 
   “Right, let’s try that,” Hurst said. “Gantor, walk slowly forwards on the black and follow it to the right. And freeze if a stick man appears.”
 
   Step by cautious step Gantor moved. Hurst didn’t dare move his head to watch, so he called out,  “Progress report!”
 
   “Nearing the end of the black… turning right… still nothing… still going…” His voice got fainter as he got further away. “Hmm, now this is a problem. I need to get to the other door over there, but the black strip takes me away again.”
 
   “Stay on the black!” Hurst and Dethin shouted, almost in unison.
 
   Before long Gantor reappeared in Hurst’s sight range, weaving his way carefully between warriors and baton wielders, but never leaving the black path. Back and forth he went, first nearer, then further away and eventually Hurst heard an exultant shout.
 
   “Made it!”
 
   “Well, that’s interesting,” Dethin said.
 
   “So it’s safe for us to cross,” Mia said and stepped onto the black.
 
   Dethin and Hurst’s voices were united. “NO!”
 
   Hurst was so agitated he leapt up and was immediately flattened by a baton in the small of his back. With a yelp as his nose hit marble, he found himself stretched full-length on the ground. But he was now half onto the black, and the first thing he saw was Mia’s boot.
 
   “Go back,” he said, puffing, for the fall had knocked all the breath out of him. “Not safe.”
 
   “It’s safe for me,” she said, and although he couldn’t see her face, he heard the laughter in her tone.
 
   “No it’s not. If I move and that thing lashes out, you’ll be hit too.” 
 
   “No. Those who are on the ground can move about. Just don’t try to get up.”
 
   He made her move well back before he tried it, but he found she was right – he could roll over and back, and could even push himself along with hands and feet, but raising his body off the ground earned him another painful blow.
 
   It was Ainsley who made the next obvious logical jump. He threw himself to the ground, and although he caught a vicious blow to the head, it rang off his helmet and he was safely on the ground. Within moments he had rolled right away from his stick man, who stayed where he was. He rolled out to an empty section of hall, not easy for a man in full battle gear with a pack on his back, and then, foot by foot, he half rolled and half crawled all the way across to Gantor, waiting in the opposite archway to help him up. The instant he set foot on the white stone of the archway, his stick man vanished.
 
   After that it was a tediously slow business to shuffle everyone across the hall. The two injured were the most difficult, for they had to be manoeuvred onto the black path first, where they could be pulled onto a cloak and dragged along the path, Tanist screaming in pain, by those still free from the threat of batons. One of the unaffected men inadvertently stepped onto the grey and triggered a new stick man and a flurry of fighting, until everyone remembered to freeze. But after what seemed an interminable time, they all reached the safety of the far archway, and the last baton wielder disappeared. Apart from a scattering of abandoned helmets, swords and shields, the hall was as empty as if the battle had never been.
 
   “That was interesting,” Hurst murmured to Gantor. “No such thing as magic, eh?”
 
   Gantor grunted. “Whatever those things were, let’s hope we don’t meet any more of them.”
 
   “Yes, they were just too fast,” Walst said despondently, stretching his sword arm gingerly and wincing.
 
   “But magnificent,” Trimon said, eyes glowing. The others looked at him in bemusement.
 
   “Not so magnificent if you were fighting them,” Walst snapped. “It’s all right for you, arriving late for the battle.”
 
   Beyond the archway was another staircase, wider this time, and the warriors sat, two to a step, exhausted and dispirited. Many of them were bruised and beaten, a few had cuts from contact with swords, and they had two serious injuries to deal with. Up the stairs was another level of the tower and who knew what they might find there? Hurst had taken charge, following his father’s injury. Tanist was silent now, grey with pain, barely conscious. Hurst gave him some of his own lozenges to help with the pain, but he knew the broken leg needed to be properly set, and quickly, not something they could attempt crowded into the tiny space now available to them.
 
   “We have to go on up,” he said in a low voice to Dethin, who nodded. 
 
   “Why not take a small group up the stairs, and see what’s ahead of us? Walst, maybe. Ainsley. Gantor. Or if you want to stay with Mia…”
 
   “No, you seem to be looking after her very well,” Hurst said, trying to smile and not quite managing it. He had always been the one to take care of Mia, yet now Dethin was doing a fine job of it, and he himself felt obliged to take the lead in Tanist’s place. It had always been understood that he was the second in command, but there were consequences to that.
 
   Hurst chose a few men, leaving Dethin in charge of the rest. “See if you can retrieve some of the gear,” he said. “We might need it yet.”
 
   He squeezed past the men resting on the stairs, and plodded on upwards. He had always preferred to be in charge on the skirmishes, but there he knew the rules. Here there were no rules, no way to anticipate what might be coming and he was feeling the full weight of responsibility. 
 
   The stairs wound upwards, keeping the same width. The stone was the same as in the tunnel below, warm and softly lit. Before long they came to a large anteroom, empty apart from a bench down either side. Across on the other side was a large double door made of gleaming sandwood.
 
   “Well, I don’t see anything here…” Hurst murmured.
 
   “Shall I go first?” Walst said. “It must be my turn for some weird creatures.”
 
   The others all laughed, and Hurst smiled too. It felt good to joke about it, somehow. It didn’t remove the anxiety but Walst’s irrepressible humour made it seem more like a normal event, even though it was anything but normal in reality.
 
   “I agree,” he said briskly. “Try not to get eaten or flattened.”
 
   No one could ever say of Walst that he was overcautious. Without waiting, he strode out into the room, twirled round ostentatiously in the centre and then crossed the remaining distance in a few paces. “There you are!” he gloated, with an ironic bow. Ainsley followed, in more sensible style, then Hurst himself, Gantor and Trimon.
 
   “Well, that was easy,” Hurst muttered. “But there’s still the door…”
 
   Before the words were fully out of his mouth, Gantor had turned the knob and the door opened. Gantor opened it a crack and peered through. Almost at once he shut it again. 
 
   “People,” he hissed. “I can hear voices.”
 
   Hurst wanted to see for himself, but he could do no more than confirm Gantor’s observations. There were voices audible, although all that could be seen was an empty hall, larger than the anteroom but much smaller than the ones they had already travelled through that day. 
 
   Hurst was torn. Everyone was exhausted, many of the warriors were suffering the effects of repeated battering by the baton wielders and common sense told him that they should rest for a while, perhaps eat something, and recover their strength. But they had two seriously injured men who could not wait until it was convenient for the next move forward.
 
   “Let’s bring everyone up here,” he said. “The room’s big enough. Mannigor and Tanist can stay here with the women and the worst affected of the men, and the rest of us must carry on. We’ll just have to hope we can find what we need for the injured in the tower.”
 
   “I suppose we could go back to that big camp cave,” Gantor said dubiously. “There were good medical supplies there.”
 
   “It’s two days away,” Hurst said, “and we’d have to get two immobile men across that floor without arousing the stick men, and then down the stairs. Besides, we’ve already got a lot of things from there, and we can improvise splints, if we need to. No, this is our best option. If people live here, they must have some sort of medical arrangements. If not, we’ll send someone to get what we need.”
 
   The two injured men were brought up first, and laid on the benches. Several men had some battlefield medical skill, and Tenya set to work too, examining the injuries. 
 
   “I’ve been baggage for long enough,” she said firmly. “I’m glad to be useful again.”
 
   Trondior and Lukast, Tanist’s Companions, gently uncovered the broken leg, and with a couple of spade handles and bandages bound it into position as best they could. Mannigor’s Mentors showed Hurst where his helmet was bent inwards by the force of a baton.
 
   “You think his head may be broken?” Hurst said.
 
   “It’s very likely,” Krennish said. “The worst of it is, we can’t easily get the helmet off without doing more damage. We can try to pop these rivets here, but it’ll be slow work. If only we had something to cut through metal.”
 
   “What else do you need?”
 
   “We have the basics, but for a head injury like this, the best thing is kilicranji leaves.”
 
   “Right – splints and amber juice for Tanist, kilicranji leaves for Mannigor. And something to cut metal.”
 
   “And clean warm water,” added Tenya. “And speaking of water, see if you can find a water room. Otherwise I’ll have to piss in Walst’s helmet.”
 
   It took some time to get everyone up to the anteroom, and Hurst began to fret that it would be night before they were done. It was one of the difficulties of stone that provided its own light – without windows to the outside world, there was no way to know what hour of the day it was. It would be strange to pour into the tower boiling for a fight and find everyone tucked up in bed, although perhaps it might work to their advantage.
 
   Quietly they drew their swords and prepared to meet the tower’s occupants. Hurst opened the door and listened. No sound. Cautiously they crept into the rectangular hallway beyond; all was still. To their left were massive wooden doors edged with metal, sealed shut with iron bars thicker than Hurst’s waist. Clearly they were seldom opened, for a mismatched collection of benches and chairs sat in front of them. On either side were tall windows through which a slender line of red was visible in the sky. On both sides of the hallway were closed sandwood doors, exactly like the one they had just left. At the far end, in what must be the centre of the tower, was a circular open space and a ramp curving upwards.
 
   By signals, Hurst divided his group into two, and each began methodically checking doors. Hurst took the doors on the far side. The first two rooms were offices, with desks, shelves and cupboards, an assortment of chairs, tables heaped with piles of paper, with no exits or stairs, and no people. The third was a long room filled with beds, each neatly prepared with fine linen sheets and woollen blankets, but all empty. Gantor and Hurst methodically checked it from end to end, but found nothing alarming. 
 
   “Bunkroom?” Gantor wondered. “Or infirmary, perhaps.”
 
   “Useful either way,” Hurst said.
 
   The fourth door was locked. The fifth door hid another even longer room with beds, also empty. 
 
   They got no further. A penetrating scream came from a room across the hall. 
 
   Hurst ran. More screams, followed by shouting. He burst in. 
 
   Another room with beds, but this time several were occupied, and there were a number of other people – some looked like Trannatta but some not, he saw. One woman was screaming, others were crying, huddled fearfully together. They looked harmless, but several warriors were clustered tensely round them, and Walst had his sword out.
 
   “Stop that racket at once!” Hurst yelled, and the noise subsided a little. “If you all keep calm and don’t do anything stupid, no one will get hurt. Walst, see how many more people you can find on this floor and bring them all here. Gantor, get the warriors outside. Now – who’s in charge here?”
 
   There was a moment’s silence, then a middle-aged woman stepped forward. “I’m the senior healer,” she said, her voice cold. She wore white tunic and trousers of a lightweight, flowing material caught at ankles and wrists, and a serviceable white apron over the top. She was Trannatta, like Dondro, with the same soft, full curls, honey coloured skin and narrow eyes. 
 
   “Outside, if you please,” Hurst said.
 
   She glared at him. “Why?”
 
   “Because I need to talk to you,” he said, with as much patience as he could muster, which was not much, “and your people will be more comfortable if there’s a door between them and the swords.”
 
   She strolled out, head high, casting him a look of distaste as she passed by.
 
   “The rest of you, sit down or lie down, and don’t move. I don’t want to hear any noise from in here.”
 
   He waited while they all found somewhere to settle, which took some time, and then he followed the healer outside, shutting the door behind him.
 
   “We need splints, amber juice and kilicranji leaves to start with, and clean warm water. You have these things here? Or can you get them?”
 
   She laughed at him. “You come barging in here like animals, terrifying everyone, and now you want our help?”
 
   “We have injured men…”
 
   “So?”
 
   Another commotion, this time from behind the ramp. Hurst sighed. 
 
   Walst reappeared, gleefully herding some thirty people towards them at a run. Hurst opened the door he had just shut, and they hurried through it as quickly as they could, casting terrified glances at Walst. Hurst was amused, but he had to admit that Walst in full warrior mode was a truly terrible sight. 
 
   “That was quick,” Hurst said. “Did you find any medicine?” 
 
   “No. Several more rooms like this, lots of beds, but no one there. Some kitchens, living quarters, that sort of thing. Lots of people sitting around, a couple fucking – in the afternoon, how decadent.” But he grinned broadly. “Oh, and water rooms, hot water pools – like the place we found two days ago.”
 
   “Good. Show Mia and Tenya where the water rooms are. Now—” He turned back to the woman who described herself as a senior healer. “This place is clearly an infirmary of some sort, so show me where you keep the medical supplies.”
 
   She laughed again, but her eyes flicked to one side and Hurst caught the movement.
 
   “Ah… the locked cupboard, eh? They’re in there? So unlock it for me.”
 
   “Never,” she said calmly, not even ruffled.
 
   Walst reappeared with Mia and Tenya, and Dethin following behind. Walst led them on down the hallway past Hurst, but Mia stopped, seemingly drawn to the woman, staring at her in an odd way.
 
   “Ainsley, can you find the locksmith for me?” Hurst said. “The medicines we want are behind that locked door there. You see, healer, we’ll have what we need one way or another, so you might as well just unlock the door straight away. We’ll only take what we need, we’re not savages, you know, destroying for the sake of it.”
 
   The woman laughed again, and stood smirking insolently at him. He was reminded very much of Dondro. He supposed it was a characteristic of these people.
 
   “We have seriously injured men,” Hurst said. “You’re a healer, surely you want to help them; it’s your job.”
 
   “We haven’t time for this,” Mia said, walking up to the woman and standing, fists on hips, in front of her. “We’re not asking, we’re telling. Open that door, right now!” 
 
   She looked Mia up and down disdainfully. “And who are you, warrior girl, to tell me what to do?”
 
   In an instant, Mia had drawn her dagger, grabbed the woman’s tunic and shoved her hard against the wall, dagger resting under her chin.
 
   “I’m the one with the sharp, pointy thing,” she hissed, “and I’ll slit your fucking throat if you don’t open that door!”
 
   A single drop of blood ran down the woman’s neck, leaving a shockingly vivid blotch on her tunic. For a long, long moment Hurst held his breath, completely certain in his own mind that Mia – his timid, meek little Mia – would do exactly as she threatened. 
 
   He could see that the woman thought so too. Mia released her, pushing her back against the wall and she ran – ran! – across to the door, fumbling in a pocket for the key. She dropped it once in her nervousness, and gasping in dismay, with a frightened glance back at Mia, she scrambled to pick it up and push it into the lock. With a click and a twist, it opened. She pushed it wide, and jumped aside.
 
   “Right,” said Mia, “we need amber juice, splints and – what was the other thing?”
 
   Hurst couldn’t remember. He was so astonished that his mind had gone blank. It was Tenya who remembered the kilicranji leaves. The healer scuttled round in the closet – it was huge, with shelves stretching off into the distance – and came back with an armful of things. 
 
   “Pots for the kilicranji,” Tenya said, taking everything from her, “and something to cut a metal helmet or pop rivets.” Off she went again, returning with two huge ceramic pots with spouts and a metal contraption.
 
   “I think this will work. May I – may I go now?” she said to Hurst, but with sidelong glances at Mia.
 
   “Have you finished with her, do you think?” he said politely to Mia.
 
   “For the moment.”
 
   She half-ran, half-walked across to the room where her compatriots were held, perhaps trying to regain some dignity and failing. The door slammed behind her. Hurst let out a long breath.
 
   “That was fucking awesome!” said Walst, ruffling Mia’s hair as she tucked her dagger away again. “And you half her size, too! I wouldn’t have missed that for the world.”
 
   “But where did you learn such language?” Tenya said.
 
   “I can’t imagine,” said Walst with a grin.
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst left Walst in charge of the hallway, and took a few men up the ramp to examine the next level. It was almost identical in layout, with more long rooms with beds off a hallway, and living quarters at the other end, but deserted. The floor above was the same, but beyond that the layout changed and Hurst turned back. 
 
   “How many floors altogether?” Trimon asked.
 
   “Who knows? From the height of this place, twenty, thirty, maybe more. We’re not going all the way up tonight though. Two empty floors gives us a bit of space between us and whatever’s higher up. We’ll rest overnight and investigate properly tomorrow. We don’t know what we might find, so we’ll take it slowly.”
 
   “Lots more like these ones, I imagine. Will they fight, do you think?”
 
   Hurst considered that. “They don’t seem to be fighters themselves, but they might have guards, and we can’t leave even one of them loose.”
 
   Trimon nodded thoughtfully, but his eyes gleamed.
 
   By the time they came down it was full dark outside. Walst had organised visits to the water rooms, and Tenya was supervising the transfer of the injured men to one of the empty sleeping rooms. 
 
   “Put them at the far end,” Hurst said, “then the men can have the beds nearer the door. It works as a bunk room as well as an infirmary and the injured will have some protection.”
 
   Hurst made a final check on the room where the other Trannatta were being kept. Fearful faces turned to watch his entrance.
 
   “Everyone all right?” he said cheerfully. “Don’t worry, we don’t want your heads on pikes. Not yet, anyway.”
 
   The healer had recovered her composure. It was clearly a struggle to be polite, but the memory of Mia’s knife was having a beneficial effect. “What about food? We all need to eat, but especially the sick.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do, but we might not manage anything before the morning. It’s not a priority just now.”
 
   She frowned, hands clenched. “You are discourteous to the old and weak. Are we not entitled to your compassion?”
 
   “No, you aren’t,” he said. “You’re prisoners now, entitled to nothing. It isn’t our intention to harm any of you, but you must co-operate, for your own safety. We’ve got armed men outside, so don’t try anything clever, all right? Everyone’s a bit jumpy and we don’t want any accidents. You’ll be fine in here until we can send you home.”
 
   She pursed her lips, but said no more.
 
   In the kitchens, Hurst found the abandoned preparations for the evening meal. Ainsley had rounded up a few volunteers to tend the cooking pots.
 
   “Can we run to food for the prisoners too?” Hurst said.
 
   “There’s enough in the stores to feed Third Section for months,” Ainsley said. “I’ll organise a couple more pots.”
 
   It was true, even a cursory look round revealed cupboards and storage rooms filled with food – fresh meat, fruits and vegetables, flour and grains, beans and nuts, oils, wines, spices and a whole room filled with ale, cider and wine, as well as bottles of other, stranger liquids, and shelf after shelf of bizarre dried and bottled things that Hurst had never seen before.
 
   “We don’t have to feed all of them,” Walst said, grinning. “They can go hungry for a while. We’re barbarians, after all, let’s be barbaric. It worked for Mia, after all.”
 
   “Very funny. We’re just throwing these people out so they can’t push us around, that’s all. The better we treat them, the less likely they are to drum up a rebellion against us later.”
 
   The warriors ate in shifts at a big table at one end of the kitchen, and when they had eaten their fill Hurst allowed two of the prisoners to take food through to the rest. They were taken in small groups to the water rooms and then shut into their room for the night. The hallway was big enough to allow one group to stand guard over the prisoners, the bottom of the ramp and the anteroom above the tunnel without difficulty. 
 
   For the two women, Hurst chose empty rooms tucked away at the back of the living quarters. 
 
   “They would be safer in the bunk room,” Gantor said.
 
   “Perhaps. But Tenya will have Walst to protect her, and Mia will have Dethin.”
 
   “What about you?” Mia said.
 
   “I’ll be there later. I want to sit with Tanist for a while.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Tanist was lying on the bed, washed, scrubbed and wearing a clean invalid’s gown, the splinted leg resting on a pillow, Lukast watching over him. He was half asleep, but he brightened when he saw Hurst, with Gantor his shadow, as ever.
 
   “Well, you look better,” Hurst said. “How’s the pain?”
 
   “Barely noticeable. Amber juice is a wonderful invention. And I have my next dose ready and waiting.” He pointed to a beaker sitting on a table beside him.
 
   “Have you eaten anything?”
 
   “Soup and bread – and thank all the Gods for decent bread again. And wine. I’m fine, stop worrying. It’s Mannigor who concerns me.”
 
   Mannigor was stretched out on the bed opposite, his Mentors hovering nearby. A bandage covered most of his head, and a light blanket was draped over him. He lay as still as death, his face as white as his gown. On either side of him, the kilicranji pots gently wafted clean, health-giving air across his face. Hurst stiffened when he saw who was feeding crumbled leaves into the water above the burners. 
 
   “What’s she doing here?” he hissed. “You’re letting one of them near him?”
 
   “She’s a healer,” Tanist said mildly. “She volunteered, she wants to help with the injured because it’s what she’s trained to do. Krennish and Gurnallon are watching her, don’t worry. She’s not Trannatta and she’s not like the other one. Mia said this one’s friendly.”
 
   “Mia did?”
 
   “Yes. She’s getting quite assertive, I hear, our mild little Mia.”
 
   “You heard about that then?” Hurst said with a smile.
 
   “You’re joking. No one’s talking about anything else. Where is she, by the way?”
 
   “She’s gone to bed.”
 
   “With Dethin? You’re very trusting, you know.” Tanist gave him a quizzical look.
 
   “Dethin’s all right. I know she’s safe with him. It’s made everything much easier, knowing I don’t have to worry about her.”
 
   “So long as he knows she belongs to you and not him.”
 
   “I think she belongs to herself.”
 
   “Semantics. You should be there with her, you know.”
 
   “I will be. I just want to check the watch first. And I should talk to this healer…”
 
   Tanist rolled his eyes. “You can’t do everything yourself. It’s been a very long day, and we’re all shattered, including you, so get some rest. Tomorrow you’ll have to clear the rest of the tower, and who knows what that might bring.”
 
   “Nothing at all, I hope.”
 
   Tanist gave a bark of laughter. “That would be good. But whatever’s up there, it has to be cleared out to give us a secure base we can work from. And the scholars are waiting for our signal to be shown from the top. Then – everything will start happening.” His eyes gleamed. “But rest while you can. Gantor, take him away. Off you go. Leave an old man to sleep in peace.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   49: Locks and Keys (Mia)
 
   Mia was glad to shut the door and have some privacy at last. It was the first time she had escaped from the rest of the group since they set off down the tunnel. The room was small, and fitted out only with a desk and chair, a bookcase and a rather elegant rug of a vivid northern pattern. There was no sign that it had been occupied recently, although it was perfectly clean. There was no window, but one was not needed, for the softly glowing walls provided ample light. 
 
   Hurst and Dethin had dragged a mattress through from another room, and found blankets and pillows. It was a rather functional bedroom, but better than anything she had seen for some time. She was stiff and aching, she found, from her crash into the keelarim pit. She was glad to remove her leather tunic and dagger belt, although she felt rather proud of their effect on the rude healer woman. She was not exactly a sword-maiden but she was not a weakling, either, in need of constant protection by the men.
 
   Once Dethin had got rid of his battle gear, he came and wrapped her in his arms, resting his cheek lightly on her head. For a while he stood, saying nothing, but then he lifted her chin with one hand so that he could kiss her forehead.
 
   “Your hair is growing, warrior girl,” he smiled.
 
   “It is. It’s beginning to annoy me.” She puffed her breath upwards to lift a straggling lock.
 
   “Oh. So will you want to keep it short?” He sounded disappointed.
 
   “Don’t you like it this way?”
 
   He hesitated. “I remember when I first saw you, and Bulraney had one of his men unbind your hair. It fell right down your back. Such beautiful hair.” He sighed. “I just wanted to run my fingers through it.”
 
   “And you never got the chance, because I cut it. Well, if you and Hurst get together and both petition for long hair, I daresay I’ll grow it again.”
 
   An odd expression crossed his face. She knew him well enough now to recognise when he was upset.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “It won’t be anything to do with me, will it? This – the three of us – it’s just temporary, I know that. I’m glad to be with you, but I know it can’t last. No—” He put a finger to her lips. “Don’t say anything. It’s all right. Let me enjoy this while I can.”
 
   He bent to kiss her, properly this time, and there was no more talking.
 
   ~~~
 
   Mia woke refreshed. She felt as full of energy as if she had slept for days, and even the bruises from her fall seemed bearable. She put it down to decent food and a comfortable mattress. Dethin was gone, but Hurst lay beside her, curled into a ball like a little boy. As soon as she moved he woke, and smiled. 
 
   “Good morning, warrior girl.”
 
   “Oh, I’m going to get tired of that, I can see. Were you very late coming to bed? I didn’t hear you.”
 
   “Tanist ordered me to my bed at a sensible hour, but you were away in the dreamclouds by then.”
 
   “So how are you this morning? Do you want to cuddle?”
 
   He rolled onto his back and winced. “Not sure I’m fit for much, but...”
 
   There was a rap on the door, followed immediately by Dethin’s head.
 
   “Hope I’m not interrupting, but Tanist’s asking for you, cousin.”
 
   “Oh, of course. Maybe a hand up?”
 
   Dethin hauled him upright, and Hurst began to pull his clothes together, but he suddenly stopped. “It should really be brother.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Not cousin, brother. After all, we’re Mia’s co-husbands, aren’t we?”
 
   “Is that what I am?” Dethin said, his stern face lighting up like the moon. “I like that idea… brother.”
 
   Hurst grinned at him, and patted him genially on the shoulder before dashing away.
 
   “I like that idea, too,” Mia said, smiling at Dethin and reaching for her scattered clothes. 
 
   She wasn’t sure why it should be so, because it was an odd sort of arrangement, but her two men made her happy. Hurst gave her the steady unquestioning affection she’d longed for ever since she’d married, and Dethin had been her stalwart support on the journey through the tunnel. She no longer feared him, but then he had no power over her now. She found herself quite content. The future was very uncertain, but however things turned out she hoped the three of them would stay together. 
 
   If we live that long, she thought, dressing hastily. “Is it very late? Have I overslept?”
 
   “No, the sun’s not properly up yet, and there’s an hour or so before we plan to start exploring the tower. Happily, the cooks have been busy and there’s hot food ready.”
 
   There was porridge, of course, the staple of Skirmishers living rough, for it was easy to cook with nothing more elaborate than hot water. But the Tower of Reception was stocked with far more than coarse grains. One of the warriors had been a baker in a former life, and had organised the kitchen workers into a frenzy of baking: the result was an array of deliciously tempting breads – fluffy loaves, buttery twists, crispy rolls, nutty dark bread and sweet fruit buns. Mia worked her way steadily through a selection, spurning the hot food, while Dethin rushed about bringing her fresh butter, pots of honey, soft cheeses and a range of sticky fruit jams. Then, triumphantly, he produced the big bowl of fruit he had carefully collected for her.
 
   “Mmm - that was wonderful!” she sighed, trying to lick the last vestiges of honey from around her mouth and not quite succeeding. “But this—” She picked up an oddly shaped fruit. “I don’t know how they came by this. It’s a midsummer fruit, with a very short season. I’ve not had a fresh hellibar since I left the northern border.”
 
   “They have the best of everything here,” Dethin said. “I suppose they grow them in glass gardens somewhere.”
 
   Mia shook her head. “That just makes them fruit earlier, not later. This is completely the wrong time of year for it.”
 
   Dethin shrugged. “I don’t recognise a lot of what’s in the store rooms, but there’s a huge amount of it. We won’t starve.”
 
   “True enough. But it must be tricky to get it here, don’t you think? Up two sets of stairs and across the black and grey floor without getting clouted by the magical men with sticks. A lot of work for someone.”
 
   “Not as much as you might think. There’s a lifting device somewhere behind the kitchens that no one spotted. All the food and such like comes in that way. And the infirmary patients. They bring a boat over at dead of night once a month, at darkmoon.”
 
   “How did you find out all this?”
 
   “Tanist has been talking to Keyramon. The helpful young healer,” he added, seeing her bemused face.
 
   “Ah. That makes more sense than bringing things up from the tunnel. What else did she say?”
 
   “That this is the only occupied floor of the tower, apart from six Silent Guards protecting the Chamber of the Gods at the top.”
 
   “No Servants? That makes things easier.”
 
   “You trust her,” Dethin said. It was a statement, not a question.
 
   “I do. She seems friendly enough.”
 
   “She could be a spy, sent to feed us misinformation, or else to find out what we’re up to.”
 
   “We’ll find out soon enough if she’s telling the truth, and there’s no secret about our objective, is there? Besides – she’s sympathetic towards us. Not like the other one.”
 
   “What made you jump in like that yesterday? It seemed unlike you.”
 
   “It was the end of a very trying day and I was just impatient. Hurst was tiptoeing round her, and it was never going to work. She really despises us, you know? There was hostility just pouring out of her. I’ve never felt anything like it.”
 
   He was gathering plates and bowls but he stopped abruptly. “You could feel it?”
 
   “Yes, couldn’t you? It was so obvious.”
 
   “How did you feel it?”
 
   She had no idea what he meant. “I – hmm, I’m not really sure. I just felt it. I knew.”
 
   “Like you felt that the young healer is friendly?”
 
   “Yes. Why? What are you saying?”
 
   He was frowning, deep in thought. “Interesting. You see, that’s how it is with me – with the lions, and yesterday with those keelarim. I feel what they feel – anger, mostly. Hunger, sometimes, or desire or fear. Animals are fairly primitive. But people – that would be interesting.”
 
   “You really think…? But…” She couldn’t quite believe it, yet it had been a very intense experience. One moment she was walking along the hallway, idly watching Hurst talking to someone, not paying much attention, and the next moment a wave of emotion washed over her, taking her breath away. So much hatred! And she knew at once where it came from. Was it possible she had some ability like Dethin’s? “But you said it was fuzzy to you, somehow? What I felt wasn’t fuzzy.”
 
   “When I was at the coast with my uncle, what I felt was very clear, but inland, on the plains, it was always fuzzy. But not here. Yesterday, with the keelarim – that was not in the least fuzzy.” He tipped his head to one side as he watched her. “Have you ever felt anything like that before? Strong emotions washing over you for no obvious reason?”
 
   Her hands flew to cover her mouth. “Yes! I have – at the Ring. But I thought…” 
 
   All those times she’d picked up her sisters’ emotions at the Amontis House, or suddenly found herself in tears for no reason. And the time she encountered a Slave in the library, and had felt a rush of fear. But it had never happened at the Karnings, only at the Ring.
 
   “So fuzzy on the plains, clear at the coast and here?” she said.
 
   “Clear and very strong here. I think the tower amplifies it, somehow. Yesterday – that was very strong, stronger than anything I’ve ever felt before.”
 
   “You shouted a warning to us, didn’t you? When we were down in the pit, I heard your voice.”
 
   “Too late, though,” he said, smiling. “At first, I just got something vague, not sure what. Curiosity, maybe. Then, all of a sudden – anger, hatred. The desire to kill. Most unpleasant.”
 
   “That would have been when Hurst and Gantor drew their swords. But you were able to soothe them. How do you do that? Could I do that?”
 
   “I don’t know how I do it,” he said, making a rueful face. “The bad feelings seem – jagged, somehow. So I try to smooth them down. It works, I just don’t know how. If that really is what you feel, then you should be able to do the same thing, with practice. Don’t worry about that, though, focus on reading what you can feel. Shut your eyes. No, just do it. Now – what am I feeling?”
 
   She laughed, because it was as clear as reading a book. “Affection,” she said. “And – something else.”
 
   “Pride, I expect,” he said. “I’m very proud of you, you know. And a little bit in awe, too, at this moment. Now, keep your eyes closed. Lukast is sitting across to your right. What’s he feeling?”
 
   “Curiosity,” she said at once. “And – oh!” Her eyes flew open, and she felt herself blushing. Lukast was bent over his porridge bowl, but his eyes were on her. “I can see there are going to be difficulties.”
 
   Dethin laughed. “You should try being near a herd of rutting kishorn. Although I suppose a roomful of Skirmishers is not that different.”
 
   Lukast watched them with a puzzled expression on his face.
 
   When Mia emerged from the kitchen, she found Gantor waiting in the hallway.
 
   “Come and have a look at this,” he said, waving her over.
 
   He was standing in front of the closed doors to the anteroom, the final step of their journey from the tunnel to the tower interior.
 
   “What am I looking for?” she said.
 
   “A way to open this door. No one thought to leave it ajar after we came through yesterday, and now it’s locked itself. We’ve found two doors leading beyond the tower so far, all locked. And none of the windows open, either. So if we don’t want to be stuck here until someone arrives from outside, we need to find a way to open this. That’s your speciality, isn’t it?”
 
   Mia looked up and down, but there was no handle or lock visible. “I don’t see anything useful. Is there any writing nearby?” She looked all round but there was nothing written anywhere. She stood back, hands on hips, looking carefully at the doors, but could see nothing odd about them. The wood was pale golden brown, polished to a high shine, but the doors were completely blank. The crack where they opened was the faintest vertical line. There were no hinges, no latches or handles, no hole for a key.
 
   It amused her a little that she was now regarded as an authority on locks and other puzzles. A very little knowledge of Kannick Old Script, which she freely admitted had not helped at all on the journey, had resulted in quite unwarranted respect for her talents. Nevertheless, she wanted to help, and an extra mind bent to the problem could hardly hurt. Gantor and Dethin watched her as she pondered the problem.
 
   She moved back a little further and began scanning the wall all around. As she did so, something caught her eye, some minute irregularity in the surface of the wood, at about the position where a lock might be expected. She bent down to look more closely, but it was gone again.
 
   “What is it? Can you see something?” Gantor asked.
 
   “I’m not sure…” She moved away and there it was again. She stepped closer and began to run her hands over the area. “Ah! There… an indentation. Can you feel it?”
 
   “No, nothing. Wait – there it is! But it’s not a lock, is it?”
 
   “No. Maybe it’s just a mark in the wood. But it’s very regular. It has straight edges – six or eight, maybe.”
 
   He thought for a moment, his craggy face creased in concentration, then said, “Wait here – I have an idea.” 
 
   He dashed off into the bunk room, emerging not long after with a conspiratorial grin on his face.
 
   “Remember this?” He held up the ring they had taken from Dondro. “It’s exactly the right size and shape for this little hole.” He rotated the ring a little so that it fitted into the indentation, and with a slight click the door popped open. “Clever, isn’t it? So only those with a ring can open this door. Excellent! I’m going to try the other door, behind the kitchens. Why don’t you go and see Tanist? He’s finished with Hurst, and now he’s asking for you.”
 
   She nodded, and went through to the infirmary, Dethin trailing in her wake.
 
   Tanist was looking much better. He was sitting up in bed, honeyed bread in one hand and a glass of wine in the other, animatedly issuing instructions to anyone who came near. Two doses of amber juice sat untouched on a table nearby.
 
   “It’s the kilicranji leaves,” he shrugged, when Mia congratulated him. “It’s aimed at Mannigor, but it drifts everywhere. We’re all feeling better this morning. Mannigor’s still asleep, but he’s a much better colour, and see Trondior down there? Remember that nasty gash on his leg? He’s hardly limping at all today. Now, Warlord, don’t forget, when you get to the top of the tower, remind Hurst about the red sheet. It has to be in a west-facing window, remember, visible from the scholars’ hall.”
 
   “He knows, but I’ll tell him anyway,” Dethin said, with a slight smile.
 
   “Ah, here’s Gantor to fetch you. Good. It’s time you were off, you know. The sun’s up already, and you don’t really know what’s up there. Well – unless Keyramon is telling the truth. Go on – off you go. I expect a detailed report when you get back.”
 
   “If you want to amuse yourself while we’re gone,” Gantor said, “see if you can find out why the outer doors are locked on this side, and only the Servants’ keys open them. It’s as if they want to keep these people prisoner, isn’t it?”
 
   ~~~
 
   Twelve of them set out to climb the tower. There was no logical reason for the number, but Hurst shrugged and said that he liked to have at least a Ten at his back, and Mia was there, to her amusement, as their expert in locks and languages. That left enough down below to watch the prisoners and tend the injured. 
 
   They walked in file up the ramp, passing the two floors Hurst had already examined, with their infirmary rooms eerie and empty, and then on upwards. None of them had any idea how many floors there were altogether, and the signs in fiery symbols on the walls were unreadable. They tried counting as they went, but they soon lost track.
 
   After the first two levels, mirrors of the ground floor, there was a change. Each floor after that had the same layout. Around the outside of the ramp was a wide landing with doors off it, hiding suites of rooms that looked like living quarters, each with water and hot pool rooms, the water running perpetually as in the tunnel room. Every third floor had larger communal rooms and kitchens. None of the doors were locked, so Mia’s skills were not called upon. Some of the rooms were even furnished, although with an odd collection of mismatched pieces. One room had a rug and an upright storage cupboard, another several bare wooden beds with no mattresses, and one was filled with chairs of various designs, but there was no sign of people at all. After a while all the rooms were empty, but still the ramp wound upwards, spiralling out of sight above them, in the unchanging soft glow emanating somehow from the walls. The centre of the ramp was open, so that if they leaned cautiously over the low wall edging it, they could see clear down to the ground floor far below them. 
 
   It became a tedious chore to check every single floor for signs of habitation or threat, and made their progress very slow. But gradually, as they looked out of the windows across the lake, they saw that they were rising steadily, and were now well above the height of any other building in the Ring. Beyond the gleaming domes and spires of the pavilions and older buildings fringing the lake, the squat brickwork of newer constructions was now visible, and the orchards and estates outside the sky ship circle. Only the mountains still loomed above them.
 
   “It’s a fine view, isn’t it?” Mia said to Hurst as they gazed out at the lake, its water ruffled and shimmering.
 
   “Yes, but these windows shouldn’t even be here. You can’t see them from the shore.”
 
   She shrugged, unconcerned. The windows were the least of the oddities in the tower. “Magic?”
 
   “This place is weird,” he muttered. 
 
   Around mid-morning there was a change, and they began to come across books in the rooms, not neatly arranged on rows of hooks, but heaped on the floor or simply scattered about, as if someone had dropped a pile of them and then walked away. As they climbed, there were more and more of them, in great mounds so that some rooms were impossible to walk around.
 
   “Any idea what this is about?” Hurst asked Mia, but she shook her head.
 
   “I don’t know why anyone would do this,” she added, “but perhaps this is where all the missing books from the library ended up. And have you noticed – there’s no dust on them, no decay or mould. They look pristine, don’t they? And see this one? It obviously got mouldy and crumbled around this side, but the damaged edges are clean now. No mould at all.”
 
   “Magic tower,” said Walst, grinning.
 
   “Either that or morodaim,” Gantor said.
 
   Mia laughed, seeing a sudden image in her mind of the strange creatures from the tunnels dusting all the books. “They must be invisible, then,” she said.
 
   “This place is magic,” Trimon said. “Hurst is barely limping, and we’ve been going uphill for hours.”
 
   “It doesn’t feel like it’s uphill,” Hurst said thoughtfully. “There’s no extra strain walking up the ramp, as you might expect.”
 
   They stopped for a rest, but none of them were tired so they soon carried on. Mia felt strangely invigorated. Watching Hurst, she realised that Trimon was right about him, for the limp was scarcely noticeable, and certainly wasn’t bothering him. Everyone was relaxed, too, although it should have been a tense journey, constantly on the alert for surprises. From time to time, Mia practised opening her mind to the emotions in the warriors, but she found little fear, only a strange sense of well-being. The tower seemed to have a positive effect on them all.
 
   They went on, searching floor after floor, and finding more and more books but no people. But then Mia began to feel something ahead of them, other minds besides their own, other emotions. She had no need to tell Hurst, though. From his position at the front he stopped and turned back.
 
   “The ramp ends just ahead. There’s a door – I can’t see anyone, but we should be prepared.”
 
   Walst drew his sword, and Trimon primed an arrow.
 
   “Remember what we discussed – let them make the first move. Dethin – keep Mia safe.”
 
   The warriors lowered their visors, and drew their swords. Slowly, carefully, Hurst led them up the last stretch of ramp. Mia held back, Dethin beside her, and the others disappeared out of sight around the bend. Then there was silence.
 
   Mia waited in an agony of impatience. Six Silent Guards – that was what the healer had said. If they were truly waiting above, then how could it end but in bloodshed? Ten warriors against six – that was too close a match to provide her with much hope. Hurst had seemed quite confident about it, but no one knew very much about the Silent Guards, except that they were selected at the age of five, and taken off to the Ring to be trained in secret. Once adult, they were seen only in the temples or on ceremonial occasions. They were always tall and well-built, wearing metal armour that covered much of their bodies, and armed with spears and short stabbing swords. Whatever training they did was carried out in secret. They modelled themselves on the plains lion, fierce and brave, wearing the symbol on their armour and dressing always in gold.
 
   It was the silence that made them so unnerving. It was said that they couldn’t speak because their tongues had been cut out, but that was too horrible to contemplate. Certainly they never spoke, and were obedient only to the Slaves. There were many theories about them, but no one knew their real purpose. Were they there to protect the Slaves from violence, or to defend the temples, or were they some relic of a past era, once functional but now reduced to no more than an adjunct to ritual?
 
   The continued silence from above began to shred Mia’s nerves. Why was there no sound? If the Silent Guards were there, surely she would hear the sounds of fighting by now. If they were not, Hurst would have called down for her to join him. She was conscious of uncomfortably strong emotions washing down from the floor above, but she automatically closed her mind to them, to avoid sharing the distress. She was reluctant to eavesdrop on warriors in the midst of battle, for surely it would be humiliating for them to know that she was aware of all their fears and misgivings.
 
   After a while, Dethin leaned closer and whispered, “Can you feel anything? Maybe you can work out what’s going on up there.”
 
   She nodded and, with some hesitation, allowed her mind to open to the warriors. If she focused, she could see just one at a time, which was easier for her to cope with. She found fear, certainly, and aggression, the desire for a fight. Not anger, exactly, but impatience only loosely held in check. To her surprise, the strangers were easy to detect, for their emotions were quite different – there was no fear in them, or perhaps it was swamped by stronger feelings, but she could identify respect, a warm emotion which perhaps was a sense of brotherhood, and strong curiosity. There was something else, too – hope, perhaps, which was odd. Not only was there no hostility, they felt positively friendly towards the warriors.
 
   “I have to go up there,” she said.
 
   “You can’t,” he said flatly. “It’s far too dangerous.”
 
   “I must. The warriors are spoiling for a fight, but whoever’s up there, they’re friendly. I have to convince Hurst of that. I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t try.”
 
   He was silent, and she could see the indecision in his eyes. “If anything happens to you, Hurst will kill me.”
 
   “I know,” she smiled. “But you must trust me on this, the same way I trusted you with the lion, remember? Back me up, and we can resolve this without blood being spilt.”
 
   He lowered his sword and stood aside to allow her to go first. “Move very slowly,” he said. “And whatever you do, don’t startle Walst.”
 
   She crept up the ramp, step by cautious step, and still no sound came from above. As she reached the top, she found herself behind the warriors who were frozen in position, ready to attack or defend on an instant. The tension clung to them like fog, and even without any special skill it was easy to see that the slightest provocation would trigger a fight. Hurst stood directly in front of her, with Gantor and Walst protectively in front of him, the standard formation for Companions defending a Karningholder. Trimon, bow primed, stood to one side. The others were on either side forming a loose semicircle. 
 
   Beyond them were six Silent Guards standing in front of huge arched doors, but they looked nothing like the armoured, anonymous specimens from the temples. They were just ordinary men, she saw, tall and muscular, but no more threatening than the average Skirmisher. They wore something very like the traditional formal dress of the Karningers, thin, floating silk trousers and tunics, although a little more draped and fitted, and without the headband with its long tendrils. They all wore gold, their traditional colour, with the lion symbol embroidered on the breast. Their heads were shaved. They reminded her of the baton-wielding figures. Curved ceremonial daggers, still sheathed, hung from each hip. One of them, perhaps the leader, stood a little forward of the rest, looking at Hurst, hands held up in appeal. 
 
   For a moment, Mia dithered. How to break into this tableau without causing alarm and provoking the very battle she was trying to prevent? But she had no need to do anything. The leader of the Silent Guards was facing her, and saw her at once. His gaze flicked from Hurst to her and back again, and then, unmistakably, he pointed to her, and Hurst turned his head and saw her.
 
   “Hold position! Commander Gantor, you have the lead,” he barked, and then stormed back to Mia, face like thunder. His eye lit on Dethin, and he seemed about to explode.
 
   “It’s all right,” Mia said quickly. “They’re friendly, I came to tell you. They mean no harm to any of us.”
 
   “We’ll see about that…” Hurst began, but Dethin held up a hand. Mia had seen how effectively he could control even pugnacious men like Bulraney, but to her astonishment, his authority worked on Hurst, too, for he was silenced at once.
 
   “It’s true,” Dethin said quietly. “Mia can tell, in the same way that I could with the keelarim. She knows they’re not hostile towards us. Look, he agrees.”
 
   The leader of the Silent Guards was nodding and almost smiling as he heard this. Hurst looked suspiciously from one to the other, and then marched around Gantor to stand in front of the warriors, only feet away from the lead Silent Guard.
 
   “Is this true? You wish us no harm?”
 
   The man nodded eagerly. 
 
   “Can you talk to us?”
 
   A shake of the head.
 
   Hurst grunted. 
 
   Mia had slowly made her way forward to stand beside him. “They’re puzzled,” she said. “Why not tell them who we are, and what we’re here for?”
 
   That brought another nod.
 
   “I’d rather know what they’re here for,” Hurst muttered. “Oh, very well. I am Hurst dos Arrakas, of – well, of nowhere at the moment. We have all come from – from beyond, to… erm…”
 
   Dethin appeared beside Mia, and twitched a hand, and Hurst fell silent. All heads were turned towards Dethin.
 
   “There are those who call us barbarians,” he said in his quiet voice which yet carried all round the wide landing with its high ceiling, “but we are all of us Karningers, like you. We were sent into exile beyond the border by Those who Serve the Gods and their Voices and Slaves, to fight endlessly against our own people with no possibility of reprieve. We will tolerate this oppression no longer. We have come here to reclaim our own land from these outsiders and set ourselves and all Karningers free. Our quarrel is not with you, but all who oppose us must die or leave the Karningplain. You must choose which side you will take, and you must choose now. Will you oppose us?”
 
   The warriors stood motionless during this speech, but the Silent Guards were signalling to each other with rapid hand movements. They couldn’t speak, but they could still communicate. Mia could see Walst tensing, and she put out a restraining hand towards him, shaking her head slightly. His swordpoint dropped a little, but his eyes were on Hurst.
 
   The Silent Guards stopped signalling, and all turned to Dethin. The leader bowed deeply to him.
 
   “Will you oppose us?” he asked again.
 
   A vehement shake of the head.
 
   “We are going up to the top of the tower,” Dethin said. “Do you have a problem with that?”
 
   Again, a negative.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere while they’re still here, and armed,” Hurst muttered.
 
   The leader gestured at himself, then a sweeping motion to include his fellows and then pointed downwards, a questioning look on his face. Dethin looked at Hurst, who shrugged and then nodded.
 
   “Very well,” Dethin said. “If you leave all your weapons behind, you may go.”
 
   They unbuckled their knife belts and placed them in a heap on the floor. Cautiously, swords still bared, the warriors stood aside to let the Silent Guards leave.
 
   With a quick hop the leader jumped onto the low wall edging the ramp and leapt into the void beyond. Mia was too horrified to move as one by one all six of them jumped to certain death many floors below. It was Walst who recovered first, and raced across the landing to look down the shaft. 
 
   Then he laughed. “Fuck me, this place is amazing! Come and look.”
 
   It was only when Dethin took her hand and reassured her that the six were perfectly safe that Mia dared to look. There they were, floating slowly in elegant spirals down to the ground floor, their silks fluttering colourfully as they descended.
 
   “Well, that beats walking, and no mistake!” Ainsley said.
 
   “Any explanation for that?” Hurst asked Gantor. 
 
   “Just some mechanism we don’t understand,” he grunted.
 
   “Exactly so. Let’s call it magic, shall we? But I wonder why they put up no resistance?”
 
   “Not their responsibility,” Gantor said. “Whatever their orders are, they’re not required to defend the tower from the likes of us.”
 
   “If they’re not here to keep us out…?”
 
   “Maybe they’re here to keep someone in? Let’s find out, shall we?”
 
   There was no time to savour the relief of escaping without a fight, for they were not yet at the topmost level of the tower, and none of them had forgotten the traps and devices they had encountered lower down. They could not afford to be complacent.
 
   The arched doors had ordinary handles and opened without effort. There were no other doors onto the landing, so there was no option but to go through. Beyond was a long straight corridor leading directly to a window in the outer wall of the tower. Doors led off on either side. The first one they opened revealed a bunk room with six beds, each perfectly made up, six chairs and a cupboard containing equipment for sharpening swords and the like.
 
   “No personal effects at all,” Gantor muttered. “No books, games, writing things.”
 
   “Maybe they don’t write home much,” Walst said.
 
   “I’d expect them to write reports, though,” Hurst said thoughtfully. “Very odd.”
 
   “Maybe they can’t read or write,” Gantor said. “To keep them isolated. But everything about this place is odd. Do you realise, we haven’t seen them at all.”
 
   “Them?”
 
   “Those who Serve the Gods. They’re supposed to live here, remember, and there’s room for hundreds of the little bastards, but we haven’t come across a single one.”
 
   “That woman – the healer – said they weren’t here, but if they are, they’re up above, on the top floor. We must be close now.”
 
   They went on, and found a room with shelves filled with clean clothes for the Silent Guards, neatly folded, then several empty rooms and finally, a surprise – five women in aprons busy with domestic chores; not Trannatta, just ordinary Karningers. Two were dealing with laundry, and three were preparing food, and they burst into terrified screams when the warriors appeared. 
 
   “Nothing wrong with their voices,” Dethin muttered.
 
   Hurst rounded them up and then went off with Gantor to investigate their quarters. 
 
   “There’s not much to see,” he reported when he returned. “The usual things, and a room with six beds, and an old woman sleeping there – sick, I’d say. Took no notice of us, anyway.”
 
   Walst and Trimon had the five women pinned into a corner, sobbing and leaning against each other for support.
 
   “The old woman – what’s wrong with her?” Hurst said. This brought a loud outbreak of sobs. “What is your job here?” More sobs. “Look – we mean you no harm, you know. Who is it you work for?” But he could get nothing from them.
 
   “Can you calm them down?” Dethin said quietly to Mia. “Soothe them – like I did with the keelarim.”
 
   “I don’t know how to,” she said.
 
   “Give it a try.”
 
   But although she could feel the women’s distress very clearly, she had no idea how to reduce it.
 
   “Well, we can’t waste any more time on them,” Hurst said. “Ainsley, take three men, and keep an eye on them. Put them in the bunk room, that’ll keep them out of the way.”
 
   “Can’t we let them go?” Mia said, finding herself quite upset by the women’s constant wailing. “They are none of them young, they’re terrified and they can’t do us any harm, surely.”
 
   “They’re too hysterical to let loose down below,” he said. “Who knows what they might do? They’re safer here. Besides, someone has to stay with the sick one. She looks likely to die at any moment. Come on – just a few more doors to go.”
 
   When they reached the outer door of the women’s quarters, they found it closed and locked against them. There were small hatches in the door, to allow food to be passed through. Once again, Dondro’s ring released them.
 
   “They were locked in there!” Mia said, shocked.
 
   “So they were,” Hurst said sombrely. “Elderly women locked away to provide food and clean clothes for the Silent Guards. We’ll take them with us when we go back down.”
 
   “There are a lot of people imprisoned in this tower,” Mia said quietly.
 
   Two remaining doors led only to empty rooms, and a third was locked. Again, the ring released it. 
 
   “Look at this,” said Gantor. “The door locks on both sides, so you need a ring to go either way. What do you suppose they have hidden away here?”
 
   “Let’s find out,” Hurst said. “But I think we should assume it’s hostile.”
 
   Beyond the door was a short corridor and then a long ramp curved away up the inner side of the tower wall. The men drew their swords and Mia her dagger, and they crept silently up the ramp, up and up, until they could see the topmost spire of the tower arching high above them. They had reached the top of the tower.
 
   They emerged into a room filled with light. The whole floor was a single vast room, the outer walls largely glass, and the sunlight reflecting off the lake dazzled them. In the exact centre of the room was a massive glass table, perfectly circular, and embedded in it were the same type of fiery letters they had seen in the tunnel. 
 
   Set around the table were many chairs, about half of them filled, but Mia had never seen people like them. They were old, yet their skin was clear and shining. Their hair was grey or white but it hung to their waists, lustrous and full. They wore elegantly draped gowns decorated with gold embroidery. Their faces were all turned expectantly towards the warriors, and there was no fear in them at all. Surprise, maybe, and even pleasure.
 
   One of the two women gasped and clapped her hands in excitement. “At last, at last!” she cried.
 
   One of the men held both hands out towards them, beaming. “Come in, friends, come in and welcome! We have been waiting such a long time for you.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   50: The Chamber of the Gods (Hurst)
 
   “Now what?” muttered Walst.
 
   Hurst felt much the same. After all the bizarre events of the last few days and weeks, going right back to Mia’s disappearance and his own pursuit of her, he had long since lost any ability to predict what might be around the next corner or behind the next door. He felt as if he had jumped into a river in full spate and was being swept inexorably downstream to who knew what destination. 
 
   It no longer worried him. It was enough to be alive, to be with Mia, to be still moving forwards. Every encounter, however, every new twist left him less able to deal with the next. He knew himself to be a competent Skirmisher, perhaps more than competent, and where he knew the rules of the game he could cope well enough. But here there were no rules at all. He had no idea what game they were playing, what the pieces were, what moves he could safely make. A simple lock could open up the floor beneath them. An empty hall could suddenly fill with enemies appearing out of nowhere. He was prepared for anything or nothing, moving blind, simply hoping that they would get through each stage.
 
   He wished Tanist were there, with his relaxed air of authority, taking the lead, giving orders without effort. He made it look so easy. Dethin had that too, he realised. He had stepped in with the Silent Guards, and said all the right things, much better than he could have done. He had never pushed himself forward, never tried to take over, but when he had needed help, Dethin was there, just like his Companions, trustworthy, always watching his back. He liked that. He half wished their positions were reversed, that he had nothing to do except protecting Mia, and Dethin had the task of dealing with all the impossible things that had crossed their path.
 
   And now, this. Whatever he might have thought he would find, it was not these benign old people, beaming in pleasure at him. They looked harmless, but how could he tell? Were they even real? 
 
   He heard Dethin’s voice from behind him. “Mia?”
 
   “They’re friendly,” she said without hesitation. “They seem – excited.” Her voice sounded puzzled by that.
 
   Those seated around the table exchanged glances.
 
   “We are friendly,” one of the men said, standing up, so that Walst twitched. “We have no weapons – see?” He held his arms out horizontally, the draped sleeves hanging almost to the floor. “You may search us if you wish.”
 
   Hurst was torn. It would be sensible, of course, but it seemed disrespectful. The gowns they wore were of an unfamiliar style, but there was a tradition long ago on the plains that those who had reached the age of wisdom set aside practical working clothes and grew their hair and wore the gown. Many villages still kept to the old ways, calling such people ‘elder’ and deferring to them in many matters.
 
   Seeing his hesitation, the man lowered his arms and said, “Your archer there will have no trouble putting an arrow in any of us from where he stands, if we should make the slightest move against you. Will you not sit and talk to us? It has been so long since we saw anyone from outside. And Skirmishers and barbarians together… There is a tale to be told, I believe.”
 
   “And a sword-maiden, too,” said one of the women, smiling at Mia. “That is a tale I should like to hear.”
 
   Again Hurst was irresolute, but Mia suddenly set off across the room. “Crenjifor!” she murmured. “And denniyar! Of all things! And you have golden wine – this is dark enough to have come from Herramin.”
 
   “Near enough,” one of the women said, rising, and moving gracefully across the room to the side table where Mia stood with a glass decanter in one hand and a prickly fruit in the other. “This is from Northern Trellia, the very best quality. Here, let me pour you a glass. Anyone else?”
 
   “We’re not here for a party!” Hurst said in exasperation, feeling the situation beginning to drift away from him.
 
   “We should very much like to hear what you are here for,” one of the men said. They had a curious rolling accent, that reminded him strongly of Dondro. Yet they were not like the Servants to look at, not in the least. Nor were they quite like Karningers. They had high foreheads and rounder faces, with narrow lips and noses.
 
   “Who are you people?” he burst out.
 
   “Oh, come on,” Mia said. “Surely you can work it out? You should be able to count, at least.”
 
   Hurst counted. “Nine,” he croaked. “You’re the Nine.”
 
   “Didn’t you notice the symbols they each wear?” Mia went on. “This is Sylinor… Pashinor… Gullinor… Gaminor…” She walked round the table, wineglass in one hand and fruit in the other, pointing out the delicate embroidery on each breast, listing the names of the Nine.
 
   “But you’re not Gods.” That was Gantor.
 
   “No, no, we’re perfectly human, but…” He stopped and frowned. Sylinor, Hurst worked out. “There is more to it. Would you like to hear our tale?”
 
   Hurst hesitated again.
 
   “I should like to hear it,” Gantor said firmly.
 
   In the end, Hurst, Gantor and Dethin unstrapped their swords and sat side by side, opposite the Nine, while Mia roamed about the room, eating and drinking and gazing out of the windows. The other four stood around the walls, swords still drawn, Trimon with an arrow nocked, just in case. One of the women – Gaminor, Hurst guessed – set wine on the table in front of each of them, which Gantor and the Nine sipped appreciatively. Dethin and Hurst left theirs untouched.
 
   “I must start, I suppose, with the Tre’annatha,” Sylinor said.
 
   “Trannatta,” Gaminor said to him with a smile.
 
   “Oh – yes. It’s a corruption of the name, of course. They call themselves Tre’annatha. Tell me, what do you know of them?”
 
   “They are from the northern coast,” Gantor said flatly.
 
   “True. They first came here – oh, almost a thousand years ago, it must be. They opened up the northern trade route, and brought in spices and silks and vines and oils and all these exotic fruits your sword-maiden is enjoying so much. And the Petty Kings were so grateful they fought for the right to control the supply, and the Tre’annatha went home again in disgust. Or so it is said. Would it surprise you to learn that in fact they stayed on?”
 
   “We have seen them,” Dethin said quietly. “They call themselves Those who Serve the Gods now.”
 
   “Ah! So you know something, then. They stayed, and hid themselves away underground. For they had no interest in spices. What they were looking for was magic.”
 
   He paused and looked round at them, perhaps expecting some reaction, but they said nothing. They had seen enough strangeness in the last few days to suppress even Gantor’s scepticism.
 
   “The Tre’annatha have a long history, and they retained many written records, even from before the Catastrophe, or shortly after. They brought their own languages and writing system to the Petty Kings…”
 
   “Kannick Old Script!” Mia said, from her post by the window. 
 
   “It is very like that, yes. They introduced that style of writing here, and it only died out recently – a couple of hundred years ago or so.”
 
   “You have a novel concept of recently,” Dethin said.
 
   “All things are relative,” Sylinor said, beaming benevolently at him, and some of the others laughed. They were so relaxed, Hurst thought sourly. 
 
   “So they had stories, legends, perhaps, about magic,” Sylinor went on. “They had one legend about an island a long way from any other land, and in the middle of this island was a circle of mountains and in the middle of that a beautiful golden tower, from which all the magic in the world emanated. There were great mages there, so the tale went, who learned how to combine their magic to become even more powerful. But they were arrogant, and began to believe they were gods, and brought down the Catastrophe that changed the world. Naturally, the Tre’annatha assumed that the island and everything on it had been swept away, but they thought there might be traces left of the original magic. Reservoirs, perhaps, where it still survived and could be caught and harnessed. Imagine how excited they were, when they first came to the plains, to hear about Kashinor – its ring of mountains, and the golden tower at its centre, still called the Tower of Mages.
 
   “It wasn’t difficult to get into Kashinor, it was open to anyone in those days. But the tower – that was more difficult. The scholars had control of it then. Only the finest scholars could enter the Tower of Mages, so it took them a while to achieve their objective. But eventually, one of them rose to the highest rank possible amongst the scholars, and so found herself here, in this room. It looked much as it does now, or so we have been told. This table was here, with all its strange writing, and more on the walls, just as you see it now. You cannot read it, but they could – the Tre’annatha. Or at least, they had learned men who were able to decipher it, in time. Can you guess what it told them?”
 
   “Of course we can’t,” Hurst said crossly. They were so wordy, these people! He was primed for action, and it pained him to sit listening politely to this long rambling history, feigning interest. “Can we get to the point?”
 
   Dethin threw him an amused glance. “You will forgive us a degree of impatience, Lord Sylinor. We’ve had a difficult few days, and it’s made us a little tense. Please continue.”
 
   “Try the wine, Hurst,” Mia said from somewhere behind him. “It’s excellent, and it will help you calm down.”
 
   “I will, if you will stop prowling round like a leopard, and come and sit down.”
 
   Dethin jumped up and ushered Mia into the vacated seat next to Hurst, reseating himself in the next chair along. He always liked to have Mia between the two of them, Hurst realised. Was that just courtesy to Mia? Was he making a pointed contrast with Hurst’s incivility? Or was he punctiliously sharing her evenly between them? 
 
   He had been debating with himself for days whether it was better to have her with him, under his eye, even when that put her at some risk, or to leave her behind and worry about her even more. Better to have her there, he decided, calm and not at all unnerved by these people, these not-Gods. He sipped his wine, which was indeed good, and smiled at her, feeling the tension drop away a little.
 
   Sylinor watched them compose themselves, his lips showing just a hint of amusement. “I apologise – Commander, is it not? The story is long, but I am getting to the point at last. The writing was set down just before the Catastrophe. Sadly, it says nothing of the events which led to that point, only that, in case all other efforts to avert disaster failed, nine mages had been laid under a lasting enchantment and hidden under the mountains, to be revived later to aid in rebuilding.”
 
   “You? So you’re mages?” Hurst said, astonished. “Did you make this tower, then? It is magic, isn’t it?”
 
   “Indeed it is,” Sylinor said, reaching for his wine. “As to who made it… that is lost in the clouds of time. The Tre’annatha could read the directions for finding the resting place of the mages – us, that is – but they could not fully understand them. The meanings of the measurements used and the directions were unlike anything they had met with previously. It took them a long time to find us in the dragons’ caverns, and more time to bring us here, for we had been turned to solid stone. But the tower healed us. You are aware, I take it, that the tower has healing properties?”
 
   There was a silence in the room. Hurst supposed he ought to feel something, but his sense of wonder was blunted. Healing properties? He shifted his bad leg, and wished sourly that the tower would heal that. He’d forgotten to take his pain-reducing lozenges that morning, and although the ramp had been easy enough to walk up, he could feel the beginnings of a dull ache now that he was sitting down.
 
   No one spoke. Sylinor sighed, and continued. “So – we were restored to life and health, but there was a tiny problem. We remembered nothing at all, not even our names. Our minds were empty.”
 
   Gantor barked with laughter. “That must have pleased your rescuers!”
 
   There was a ripple of laughter around the table. “Indeed so. They wanted to bring us back to life to harness our magic and make themselves powerful. We were a sad disappointment to them, I fear.”
 
   “You speak the language well enough,” Dethin said. His voice was soft, but his eyes had narrowed.
 
   “That is a good point,” Gaminor said. And it was a good point. How come they could talk so well? How did they know so much, with empty minds?
 
   “They taught us,” one of the other men said. “They gave us names, they taught us to speak again, they taught us to read, and then they brought us books, that we might teach ourselves what we could.”
 
   “They hoped we would remember,” said the woman. “But that never happened. All we now know, we learned from books.” There was sadness in her voice.
 
   “So – no magic, then?” Gantor said.
 
   Again, amusement eddied around the table. “No magic,” the woman said. “No spells, no power, no abilities as far as we can tell. And no memories of home, of childhood, of family, of happier times. This tower is all we know.”
 
   “You never leave it?” That was Mia.
 
   “Never. Even if they would allow it, we cannot say what would happen to us outside the protective environment of the tower. We are thousands of years old. We might simply crumble to dust and blow away, who knows?”
 
   “Some of us would like to try, though,” said Pashinor. “We are tired, my friends, tired of this peculiar life that is no life. We have sat up here in our eyrie watching Kashinor change and grow for over four hundred years now and…”
 
   “Four hundred years!” Hurst said, his eyes wide. He could hardly imagine such confinement. “Four centuries, in this one room?”
 
   “There are sleeping rooms on the floor below,” Gaminor said. “Bathing rooms, eating rooms, entire rooms filled with clothes…”
 
   “And books,” one of them said, and they all laughed.
 
   “Books have been our solace,” Sylinor said. “We read voraciously, everything they brought us, hoping to recover our lost magic but there was nothing. Whatever magic created all this, the means was lost in time. Eventually, the Tre’annatha despaired of finding the secret that way, but they set us another project. They had taken control of this tower by themselves, but beyond that – Kashinor, or the Kingdoms beyond the Ring – they could not control those, not without armies, I suppose. But the wars between the Petty Kingdoms – that caused instability. They would gain a foothold in power somewhere, and someone would invade and it would all be lost.”
 
   “But why did they need power?” Gantor asked. “If they came here to find magic and failed, why stay?”
 
   “Oh, there is magic here. It is suppressed, perhaps, kept in check, but it is still everywhere, for those who know what to look for. The ability to harness magical power is in all of us, it is just a matter of unlocking the secret, and the Tre’annatha are very good with locks.” Another ripple of laughter. “They are ingenious builders – mechanical things, you know.”
 
   “We know,” Gantor said grimly. “We have encountered some of them.”
 
   “Ah! Interesting. Well, the Tre’annatha are a very patient people. They were prepared to wait as long as necessary. They had already waited almost six hundred years to find and release us, they were in no rush. Kashinor is the epicentre of magic on the plains – perhaps in the whole world, who knows, but to uncover the secret of it, they needed to control the population and they needed stability. They set us the task of finding a way. They are not warriors, so it was no use building an army. We realised that all the Petty Kingdoms had a religion of some sort – all different, of course. Some had one god, and some had many. Some worshipped in temples and some in the fields. Some made offerings and some prayed and some flayed and purged themselves… It occurred to us that the way to manage the trick was to introduce a new religion, and spread it over the whole of the plains.”
 
   “The Word of the Gods,” Mia said, standing abruptly. “It was you! You created the whole thing! Pah!” She walked off to the windows again, and stood, back turned, looking out.
 
   “We did,” said Sylinor, looking rather smug. “It was not easy. It took us a long time to get it right – the incantations, the design of the temples, the hierarchy, all those details. Then the Tre’annatha seemingly brought the Word from the northern coast and assiduously spread it everywhere. And it worked! In time, all the Petty Kingdoms fell to the Word of the Gods and the Tre’annatha were able to take control.”
 
   “There is no magic in what is being done now,” Gantor said sharply, and he too rose to his feet. “The way the Karningplain is ruled – that is down to rigid laws and a people cowed into subservience and harshly punished for the least transgression.” He stomped across the room to the wine decanter, boots thumping, and refilled his glass.
 
   “Oh, yes,” Sylinor said. “It has all gone too far, we know this. The original purpose has not quite been forgotten, perhaps, but buried under layers of organisation. They are severe masters, the Tre’annatha. We helped with some of that, too – creating some of the more sensible rules, moderating their odd ideas, trying to create balance. It was not easy. They were not always willing to listen to us. But now you are here, with your swords and bows, to sweep them away. That is your purpose, I suppose? Have you cleared them all out of the tower? And will you set us free?”
 
   “We should very much like to be free,” Gaminor said softly.
 
   “Yes,” said Hurst. His voice sounded unnaturally loud in his ears, and as he stood up his armoured leather creaked like a tree in a storm. “Yes, we’ll set you free. There will be no more prisoners. Would you like to come down to the lower levels, and meet the leader of our little expedition? And if you want to leave the tower, we’ll show you a safe way out.”
 
   There was a bustle of movement, a buzzing of excited voices as they all rose and shook out their draped gowns and prepared to leave their home. Or was it a prison? Hurst was wrapped in morose thoughts when Dethin tapped his arm.
 
   “The signal, remember? The red sheet.”
 
   The sheet had to be placed where the scholars, primed by messages sent through Hilligor, would see it and know that the tower was taken. They would put the word out that an assembly would be held in three days’ time at the scholars’ hall. It seemed a simple enough task, but the smooth stone walls and the glass-paned windows gave no place to hang the sheet.
 
   “We need something to fix it in place,” Hurst muttered. “Nails or something of the sort.”
 
   “Or magic,” grinned Walst.
 
   “Anyone? No? There’s never a mage about when you need one,” said Gantor cheerfully. “Let’s rig up some furniture to tie it to.”
 
   At last it was done. It felt rather final to Hurst, the first visible sign to the world that something was happening. There was no turning back now. He had never been prone to introspection, but he was beginning to appreciate the enormity of what they were doing. He caught sight of Mia then, stuffing fruit into the space in Walst’s pack left by the removal of the sheet, and smiled. 
 
   “There’s plenty of fruit in the kitchens down below,” he murmured into her ear.
 
   “Oh yes, but no denniyar. So sweet, as if they were straight off the bush.”
 
   “And they have been there for months,” Gaminor said, laughing. “Nothing rots here, and we get tired of them after a while. Come, sword-maiden, let us leave this place.”
 
   The Nine set off down the ramp in an excited gaggle, but Gantor tugged on Hurst’s arm to hold him back.
 
   “Do you trust these people?” Gantor said bluntly. “They spin a good tale, I’ll grant you that, but – why are they locked up here, with the Silent Guard to keep them in? We know nothing about them, and we have only their word that they have no magic.”
 
   “You think they’re dangerous?”
 
   “I have no idea, and neither do you.”
 
   Hurst pressed his palms to his temple. He wished once again that Tanist was there to take charge, to make the decisions. Battles were so much easier. 
 
   At the top of the ramp, the others waited for him. He turned to Mia. “What do you think? Are they dangerous?”
 
   She shook her head. “All I got from them was friendliness and sincerity. And pleasure – they were very happy to see us.”
 
   “And if they had any magic, wouldn’t they have escaped long ago?” Dethin said. “They’re only kept here by a simple lock, and a handful of men.”
 
   “Good point,” Hurst said. “That’s settled, then. Let’s catch up with them before they wander off.”
 
   On the lower level, the Nine were milling about in twos and threes examining everything, and peering over the parapet at the long drop to the ground floor. Hurst reminded himself that they had never seen the rest of the tower before, so some excitement was natural, but he rather wished they were more docile. It took some time to collect them all together, and even longer to quieten them down.
 
   “Gather round, everyone,” he called out. “Gantor and I will retrieve Ainsley and the kitchen women. The rest of you can carry on down. We’ll catch you up.”
 
   “We can wait for you,” Mia said.
 
   “No, it’s a long way down and the afternoon is wearing away. Tanist will want to know what we found.”
 
   “I’ll go on ahead and let him know, shall I?” Walst said, and without giving Hurst time to answer, he leapt onto the low wall edging the ramp and jumped over.
 
   “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Trimon muttered.
 
   “It’s the quickest way down,” Mia said. “May I…?”
 
   Hurst’s instinct was to refuse, but he couldn’t think of a good reason. While he was trying to dredge up some excuse, she laughed and jumped onto the wall. “See you at the bottom!” Then she was gone.
 
   Dethin appeared at his elbow. “Do you want to go after her? I can deal with matters here, if you like.”
 
   Hurst sighed. “She used to be such a timid little thing. I’m not used to this warrior girl she’s become. No, you stay with her, Dethin, you’ve looked after her well enough so far.”
 
   He nodded and followed Mia over the edge.
 
   “Anyone else?” Hurst said, looking at the Nine.
 
   “In these gowns?” Gaminor said. “I hardly think so.”
 
   “You go and retrieve your man,” Sylinor said. “We will wait for you, and on the walk down, you can tell us all about yourselves.”
 
   Hurst found Ainsley and his men sitting round the kitchen table with the five women, all of them drinking coffee. It was such a domesticated scene that he almost laughed, except that the women were all weeping. Ainsley jumped up, a guilty look on his face.
 
   “Sorry, Commander, but I couldn’t leave them in the bunk room.” He lowered his voice. “The other one – the sick one – she died.”
 
   “Hmm. Well, I suppose she’ll keep until tomorrow. I daresay that lot down below will know what to do.”
 
   “Go well, did it, up there?” Ainsley asked. “Find anyone?”
 
   “Only the Nine,” Hurst said, laughing at Ainsley’s bemused expression. “Come on, let’s get going. Walst already took the quick way down, we need to get moving or the Gods alone know what we’ll find when we catch up with him.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   51: Council (Mia)
 
   Mia’s excitement bubbled up inside as she spiralled downwards. Below her, she heard Walst shrieking with glee, and she understood the urge. She laughed out loud, as floor after floor drifted past. Oddly, she felt perfectly safe, as if her feet were resting on something quite solid. With a little experimentation, she found that she could stand on one foot or the other, or on tiptoes, could bend and wave her arms, without feeling in the least unstable. Apart from a few loose ties on her clothes, nothing floated upwards and there was no sensation of air moving past her, and little of movement.
 
   She wondered if anyone else had followed her, but when she looked up, she saw only Dethin. He was grinning from ear to ear, and waved when he saw her, but he was too far away to talk to. When she looked down and saw the wide circle of floor on the lowest level looming up, she began to worry about landing, but whatever magic was in control deposited her as gently as a feather on the ground.
 
   She saw Walst nearby, beside a couple of warriors with drawn swords, and beyond them more were racing across the hall.
 
   “Any more behind you?” That was Lukast, relief in his eyes as he recognised her.
 
   “Only Dethin, for now.”
 
   “Move over here, then. We’re not sure how this works, and you don’t want him landing on top of you.”
 
   “Not with his clothes on, anyway,” Walst called out. Someone smothered a laugh but Lukast rolled his eyes.
 
   “As if this is a time for joking!” he muttered under his breath.
 
   “It’s the ride down,” she said with a shrug. “It’s – exhilarating.” She giggled, knowing she shouldn’t but quite unable to stop herself.
 
   Dethin drifted into view, and laughed out loud as he landed softly.
 
   “Well, that was fun!” Then he clucked in annoyance. “What are they doing like that?”
 
   To one side of the hall, the six Silent Guards were roped securely to a row of chairs. Dethin strode swiftly across to them.
 
   “They just appeared out of nowhere,” Lukast said crossly, chasing after him. “What were we supposed to do with them?” Then, sharply, “Hey! Don’t do that!” as Dethin pulled out a knife and began to cut through their bonds.
 
   “It’s all right,” Dethin said. “They’re friendly. Ask Mia.”
 
   “I don’t care what Mia says…” Lukast began, but Dethin was swiftly releasing one after the other.
 
   “They’re not armed,” Mia said mildly. “They left their weapons up above. You must have checked that, surely?”
 
   “True, but still… They are Silent Guards.”
 
   The six stayed seated, their eyes moving warily between Dethin, Lukast and Mia, waiting for the question to be resolved.
 
   “This one is their leader,” Dethin said. “You won’t try anything, will you?” The man shook his head. “There, you see? Mia, they’re still friendly, aren’t they?”
 
   “Yes, but… Lukast doesn’t know anything about that.”
 
   “Oh. Of course.” Dethin turned round fully to face Lukast. “Mia feels things with people the way I do with animals. Emotions and such like. She’d know if there was any hostility in them.”
 
   Lukast looked disbelieving, but just then there was a rumbling sound, the surrounding ring of warriors parted and Tanist rolled into view in a wheeled chair, his broken leg stuck out in front of him. Pushing him along was Keyramon, the young healer.
 
   “Well, well, well!” he boomed. “Here you are at last! Where’s Hurst?” There was just the faintest trace of anxiety in his voice. 
 
   “He’s fine,” Mia said, answering the unasked question. “He’s walking down. The three of us took the quick route.”
 
   “And is it true what the Warlord said?” Tanist said, looking at Mia. “You can read emotions?”
 
   She nodded. He grunted. It was a long time before he turned his eyes on Dethin. “So why are you releasing these men, Warlord?”
 
   “They surrendered to us voluntarily,” he said. “We have no quarrel with them, nor they with us. They laid down their arms, and asked permission before leaving their post. They could be useful to us…” Lukast made a choking sound, and Tanist raised an eyebrow. “Well then, send them back to their base – wherever that is.”
 
   “The Great Temple,” Tanist said. “Isn’t it?” The leader nodded his head. “You really want to send them back there, to the very centre of the whole religion, so they can tell the Slaves exactly what’s going on?”
 
   “The red sheet is visible now,” Dethin said. “There’s no secret any longer about what’s going on. Before the sun sets tonight, everyone within the Ring will know that the tower is taken, and that there is to be an assembly in three days. These six cannot harm us.”
 
   “I don’t trust them,” Tanist said. “They’re loyal to them.” The leader shook his head violently. “No? So who are you loyal to, then?”
 
   The leader gestured to the other five.
 
   “To each other? Hmm.”
 
   “We should kill them, Commander, Sir,” said Lukast. “That’s the only way to be safe.”
 
   “No,” said Dethin quietly. “We set out to do this with the minimum of bloodshed, and we should stick to that. They could have fought us up there today, but they chose not to. Let them go.”
 
   Tanist stared at him, but in the end he sighed. “You’re right, I suppose. Very well.” 
 
   The Silent Guards rose as one, and bowed respectfully, arms crossed on breasts, first to Dethin and then to Tanist.
 
   “Yes, yes, yes! Get out of here before I have second thoughts. Off you go. Warlord, show them the way out.” He turned to Mia. “Come and meet our new arrivals. You’re not the only ones having an exciting day, you know.”
 
   At the far end of the hall, in front of the great doors, were two chairs, with two men tied to them. As they drew nearer, she saw they were Trannatta, and when she could see their faces…
 
   Mia gaped in surprise. But then, a swirl of pure malicious pleasure.
 
   “Hello, Cristo,” she said, standing over him, hands on hips. “How delightful to meet you again.”
 
   He looked much the same, at first glance. Only his clothes were different, the nondescript trousers and tunic replaced with fine woollen trousers, worked leather boots and a delicate linen shirt.
 
   “Do I know you?” he said, staring up at her, not at all alarmed. “I am certain I would remember, if so.” His eyes ran up and down her. Then he smiled – the same smile she recalled from the field where she had first met him, the amused smile of contempt that was etched on her memory. 
 
   Rage boiled up inside her. She slammed her hand across his irritating face as hard as she could. Her gloves were not the fully mailed variety the warriors wore, but they were solid enough to leave a deep red imprint on Cristo’s face. A trickle of blood spilt from one lip as his face registered sudden shock. She felt fear well up inside him, and that brought a smile to her own face. 
 
   Leaning on the arms of the chair so that her face was inches from his, she said, “Remember me now, Cristo? Not so smug this time around, are you?”
 
   “I do – I do remember you, of course. Although – you have changed a bit.” His eyes were wide with alarm.
 
   “So I have. That’s what happens when you send people to live amongst the barbarians, Cristo. They change. And they get mad at what’s been done to them, and sometimes they come back looking for revenge.”
 
   The fear in him was white hot now, a boiling cauldron of terror. She laughed out loud, and turned to Tanist, who was watching her with a mixture of amusement and astonishment.
 
   “Shall we deal with him the same way as Dondro?” she said. “Or maybe not – all that screaming. Perhaps we should just chop him up and toss him into the lake?”
 
   The other man had watched this exchange with increasing alarm, and now he made a strangled noise in his throat. There was a sudden strong smell of urine.
 
   Walst burst out laughing. “He’s pissed himself! Mia made him piss himself, did you ever see anything like it? Gods, Mia, remind me never to get on the wrong side of you!”
 
   Tanist interrupted curtly. “Trondior, Lukast, see that this one gets some clean clothes. No one will be chopped up – not yet. Mia, Walst, come through to my office and tell me what happened today.”
 
   He signalled to Keyramon, and she pushed him briskly across the hallway to an open door.
 
   “His office?” Walst mouthed, and Mia shrugged, just as mystified.
 
   ~~~
 
   It was hours before Hurst arrived. The Nine swept into the middle of the hallway, looking around them with great interest, for all the world like visitors on a tour of a historic building. The five cooks huddled in a distressed cluster, and were immediately scooped up by Tenya and taken off to the kitchens for a reviving drink.
 
   “What took you so long?” Mia murmured to Hurst, as they watched Tanist chase around after one God or another trying to introduce himself.
 
   “They kept getting distracted by the books,” he said, rolling his eyes. “They’re worse than you, I think. And look at them – they’ve been locked up in their eyrie for so long, a taste of freedom has gone to their heads.” 
 
   Mia laughed, and for a while they stood watching as the Nine investigated every room, and talked to everyone, clearly thrilled to have new company, while Tanist and several men tried to herd them into an empty bunk room for safety. It was a moment to savour, the successful conclusion of a day of uncertainties. She was pleased, too, to have Hurst beside her again, with no duties or distractions for either of them to attend to. 
 
   Then, with a stab of fear, she noticed that Dethin was nowhere to be seen. She had barely begun to look around for him when there was a commotion around the door from the tunnel. There he was! Relief flooded through her, and she laughed out loud, waving when she saw him looking round for her.
 
   He waved back, a little smile on his face. He had four companions, all wearing the blue coats of scholars, who were immediately surrounded and led away. 
 
   “They got here quickly,” Hurst said.
 
   ~~~
 
   Tanist held a meeting in his office. During the few hours they had been gone, he had already commandeered a room, reorganised the furniture and begun systematically interviewing the captives. Now that contact had been made with the scholars, however, the planning moved on a stage.
 
   “Right,” Tanist said, “we have our assembly scheduled for three days from now. We need to prepare for that, and begin thinking about the necessary steps beyond that. Assuming we are all still here then, of course, and not awaiting execution.”
 
   He was clearly not expecting anything of the sort, for he beamed around the room at the assembled faces. 
 
   There were twelve of them. Tanist’s Companion, Groonerst, was there, just as Hurst had Gantor with him. Of the Nine, only Sylinor and Pashinor were present, for Tanist had refused to have more than two of them. “We’ll get nothing done, otherwise,” he said. “Never saw such uncontrollable Gods.” 
 
   The four scholars were there, sitting together. To Mia’s pleasure, one of them was Gantor’s father, Danzor, although she hardly recognised him here, away from his den in the library. Another man was of similar age, and the remaining two, a man and a woman, were younger, no more than fifty.
 
   Dethin was there too. He was no longer Warlord, but the warriors from beyond the border still regarded him as their leader and Tanist treated him with respect. Mia had no idea why she was summoned. She would have thought such skill as she had with locks was no longer needed. She was there, nevertheless, seated between Dethin and Hurst.
 
   Tanist briefly told the scholars of their journey through the tunnels, then Hurst told of the climb up the tower. That took some time since the scholars were fascinated by the Nine, and had many questions about their situation. Sylinor and Pashinor were only too happy to elaborate, at exhaustive length. Eventually, they got to Dethin and Mia found out where he had been. It was the first time he had spoken.
 
   “The Silent Guards had been given permission to leave,” he began, “but they told me they normally left by way of the lift behind the kitchens…”
 
   “How? How did they tell you?” one of the scholars asked. She was leaning forward in her excitement.
 
   “Oh – by gestures, really. If someone asks them a question, they answer with gestures. I asked them how they usually leave, and they went through to the lift, but they don’t know how to operate it any more than we do. So I took them down the way we came up – through the hall with the stick men, and then down to the Hall of Light with the eight tunnels around it. I had no idea which one would lead to the Great Temple, but I knew they would know. I asked if I could go with them, and they agreed to it…”
 
   “Why was that?” said Gantor. “Didn’t you trust them?”
 
   “Oh yes, but they obviously know the way into the Great Temple from the tunnel and I wanted to know how they do that. We couldn’t see any obvious exits, remember? So they took the tunnel three round from where we came in, and – we were right, the exits are in those odd little alcoves. They showed me how to open the door – you have to place your hand in exactly the right place and push.”
 
   “Did you go inside?” the scholar said excitedly.
 
   “No. They told me not to – it’s not safe. They told me—” He made a slicing motion across his neck. “I assume their fellows protect all the entrances. They were tame enough here, but it’s their job to defend the temple.”
 
   “Pity,” she said. “I’d love to get some inside knowledge of the underground parts of the Great Temple. It’s vast, you know – like a miniature city. But we’ve never dared to try it. Sorry – carry on.”
 
   “Not much more to tell. I remembered we’d left some kit in the carts, so I went to get a few bags, and when I got back to the Hall of Light, these four were there.” He indicated the scholars.
 
   “So you knew all about the tunnels all the time,” Gantor said in aggrieved tones. “When my brother came – Drantior gave no indication, none at all. We discussed the idea with him and Missandra at length.”
 
   “He knew they were there,” Mia said. “The maps were lost, but Drantior was in no doubt that they existed.”
 
   “Yes, but that was the extent of his knowledge,” Danzor said. “Only the Secret Council – twelve of us, no more than that – knew the full story, knew how to get into them. But we never knew the purpose of them – beyond the vapour pipes and the maintenance aspect. We guessed that Those who Serve the Gods used them to get about in secret – around the Ring, and to and from the tower. But we never knew the tunnels ran all the way to the border, and beyond. And we never for one moment suspected that Mia would be at any risk for asking about them. Drantior told us of your suspicions, of course – about the funeral towers, and that perhaps not everyone died in the flames. But we had no idea…” He frowned, lost in thought for a moment.
 
   “None of us knew the full extent of what was going on,” Tanist said. “So you are part of this Secret Council? So secret that even your own son knows nothing of your involvement?” He cast an amused glance at Gantor, who was still glowering at being kept in the dark.
 
   “We could not… It was imperative no one knew,” Danzor said. “And you chose not to be a scholar, Gantor. If you had stayed here – well, then, perhaps… But a Skirmisher, and Karningholder Companion—! I could tell you no more than everyone knew, that there was an organisation preparing for the day when the Karningholders should rise up against the Slaves.”
 
   “How did you know that day would come?”
 
   “We didn’t, of course, not for sure. We could do nothing ourselves, and we never even tried to stir up rebellion. We simply waited, and hoped, and planned, preparing for the day when those with the real power – those with swords and bows in their hands – would take control. And here you are!” He spread his hands wide, and smiled widely at them.
 
   “I should like to know…” Dethin began, and then stopped. Danzor signed him to continue. “I wondered why it was, if you knew nothing of matters beyond the border, that you chose to make such preparations?”
 
   “Oh, it was no one thing,” Danzor said, shaking his head a little. “When they first came, you know, bearing the Word of the Gods, we thought it a good thing. Not the religion itself, but as they converted one Petty Kingdom after another, they brought stability to the plains. And decent roads, sanitation, powerful medicines, many advances. Even when they had enough power to come to the Ring – Kashinor, as it was – their changes were sensible. A unified calendar. Crop rotation. Breeding better domestic animals. The sky ships. No one could object to that, and they left the scholars alone, which was all we wanted. For a long time, Kashinor went on much as it had done for centuries. 
 
   “But gradually, they began to interfere with us. In those days, the scholars’ hall was self-contained and we had autonomy. First they took the pupils away from us to live within the confines of the Great Temple, so that they might learn the Word of the Gods before everything else. Then it was the investigations – too dangerous, all those explosions. Then the pupils’ library. They built on the gardens, put pavilions along the lake and more offices near the sky ship way. Then our research library went – moved to a much smaller building. And they began to check up on us, sitting in on lectures and so on. Well, anyone can do that, but it felt – oppressive, somehow. Sometimes they would say to us – this scholar’s teaching conflicts with the Word of the Gods.”
 
   “So when did you set up this Secret Council?” Tanist asked.
 
   “More than fifty years ago, now,” Danzor answered. “The first Secret Council realised that the Slaves were so endemic that removing them would be like removing the bones from a fish – the flesh would simply fall to pieces. In simpler terms, we would face a return to the Petty Kingdoms and a state of perpetual war in very short order. So we began to plan.”
 
   “What exactly do you propose?” Tanist asked.
 
   “A Council,” Danzor said, “with representatives from the Karningholders, the scholars, the master crafters and the most important merchant groups. We have half a dozen alternative arrangements to choose between, but it needs to be settled quickly. If there is no one clearly in power, there will be a struggle to take control and that is what we wish to avoid. We inherit a peaceful, orderly state of affairs, and none of us would wish to squander that legacy, I am sure.”
 
   “How was the Ring managed before the Slaves came?” Dethin asked. “It wasn’t part of the Petty Kingdoms, was it?”
 
   “That’s a good question,” replied the woman. “Outside Kashinor there were many different forms of government tried at different times, none that lasted long. They were not all Kingdoms, even! But Kashinor was always independent. Some parts were sponsored by one or other of the Kingdoms – the centres of art or music. Some, like the scholars’ hall and the infirmary, were autonomous, and people paid to use them. The library – I think all the Kingdoms contributed there. But there was never a single body in charge.”
 
   “That wouldn’t work now!” Danzor said. “The Karningplain has been run as a single realm for two hundred years now, we can’t go back to how things were. We just need – a lighter touch, that’s all.”
 
   ~~~
 
   “You’re very quiet,” Mia said to Hurst, as they ate their supper with Dethin in the big kitchen. There was something of a festival atmosphere now that the tower was safely in warrior hands, and a certain amount of celebration was going on. Hurst, however, sat wreathed in gloomy silence, chewing his food without comment and staring into space, and the three of them were isolated at one end of the long table.
 
   “What? Oh, well… it’s been a strange couple of days. I was all wound up for a fight and that didn’t happen, and what did happen was – too weird for words. The keelarim, and those magic stick men yesterday, and the Silent Guards and the Nine today. It’s a bit much to take in. I feel – stretched tight, somehow. Jumpy.”
 
   “I know what you need,” Dethin said, with a quick lift of one eyebrow towards Mia. “An early night.”
 
   “Actually, that would help,” he said, with a quick smile, and reached across the table to take Mia’s hand. “But aren’t you upset?” he said to her. “You really believed in the Nine, and now…”
 
   She ought to be upset, she realised that. All her life, she’d kept to the Word of the Gods, memorised all the chants, learnt the interests of each of the Nine, taken pleasure in the details. Yet it was all artificial, just some invented nonsense to convince a gullible population. 
 
   “I think they meant well,” she said slowly. “And there’s still comfort in the rituals – the chanting, the incense, the communion. It wasn’t such a surprise, after all. I knew it wasn’t what I thought back at Third Section, when I talked to Dondro. He gave it away then. The ideas were good, it just got corrupted along the way. So I’m not upset, not really. Although it has been a bizarre couple of days. You’re right, bed would be good.”
 
   “I’ll take the first watch tonight,” Dethin said. “That’ll give you two some time together.”
 
   “No. No, I’d rather it were all three of us, like it was at Third Section,” Hurst said. “It would be really good to have a normal night for once. What?” he said, as they both laughed.
 
   “Hurst,” Mia said, “you must be the only person who thinks our arrangement is normal.”
 
   “Pfft. It’s normal for us, isn’t it?”
 
   And it was, she thought, as she lay contentedly in Hurst’s arms afterwards, listening to his breathing gradually slow. Not until she was sure he was asleep did she turn to Dethin, to find him still wide awake, waiting for her. He lifted one arm to allow her to curl up beside him.
 
   “Are you tired?” he murmured. “You’ve had a difficult couple of days, too. We can just go to sleep if you’d rather.”
 
   “Don’t you want to?”
 
   A low rumble of laughter. “I’m a man, I always want to. But I don’t need to. You never have to do anything you don’t want to, Mia.” It was her turn to chuckle. “I know, I know, I see the irony. I forced you to sleep with me, while self-righteously insisting I would never do such a thing. But I’m not that man any more. I’d rather not have you at all than take you unwillingly, and when you come to me of your own choice – it’s incomparably better.”
 
   “For me too,” she said, wrapping a leg around one of his, and snuggling closer.
 
   “Will you be angry if I tell you that I love you?” he murmured, nuzzling her ear.
 
   “Angry? Oh, I hurled abuse at you for that once, didn’t I? I hurled a lot of abuse at you. But I’ve changed too.”
 
   She turned her face to his, and they began to kiss.
 
   Later, Mia allowed her mind to open to his so that she could feel the fire of his love, smiling as she wrapped it around herself like a warm blanket.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   52: Tournament (Hurst)
 
   Hurst woke early, wishing once again that the glowing walls could be covered up or muted in some way. It was probably still dark outside, but the room was bright and he had woken in a rush, convinced that he was late. Dethin had gone, but Mia was fast asleep, so he crept out of the room and dressed in the corridor. A pair of warriors on watch duty eyed him surreptitiously, but said nothing.
 
   The kitchen was already humming, filled with the smell of newly-baked bread and fried meat. Tenya had taken charge of the domestic arrangements and organised rotas, and Hurst recognised two of the old women from the top of the tower beating eggs and chopping fruit. At least they weren’t crying anymore. He wondered what in the world they were to do with them. They had been at the tower for years, whisked away from home and family, and then locked up to serve the Nine and their Guards. The tower preserved them from the ailments of age until the day they simply lay down and died. After an interval, a new woman would arrive, he supposed. That was the way it had always been. Now they were free, yet within hours they were back with the cooking pots. They knew no other life.
 
   He found Dethin with the watch in the main hallway.
 
   “Tanist is getting dressed, but he wants you to go and see Mannigor, if you have a moment.”
 
   “How is he? Any change?”
 
   “Go and see for yourself,” Dethin said. “Is Mia awake? I’ll go and see if she needs anything.”
 
   The long infirmary room was beginning to look like any Skirmisher bunk room, with dishevelled beds, scattered items of clothing and a distinct aroma of unwashed men. At the far end, the air was fresher, as if the windows were open to a summer garden. The kilicranji pots were still wafting their healing air over Mannigor, but without them Hurst would hardly have known him. He was propped up on pillows, and although his head was still swathed in bandages his eyes were open and he smiled when he saw Hurst.
 
   “Mannigor? By the Gods, but you’re looking better! This is wonderful! How do you feel?”
 
   “Tired. Weak as a baby. Headache. But not dead yet.”
 
   Hurst looked questioningly at Gurnallon, one of Mannigor’s two Mentors, who sat nearby. One or other of them had watched over him every moment since his injury.
 
   “One of their healers performed some kind of procedure on him,” Gurnallon said. “He was able to remove some tiny pieces of broken bone from his head, so it should heal well now. He’s in the right place, apparently. This tower – it makes everyone better. Tanist’s leg will take a while, but everyone else – the minor cuts and bruises are all but gone, and even Trondior’s leg is almost back to normal, and that was a nasty, deep gash.”
 
   “This place is weird,” Hurst said, but Gurnallon shrugged.
 
   “Weird in a good way,” he said.
 
   ~~~
 
   The expedition Tanist had planned for him was far more to Hurst’s liking than sitting around listening to old men talking. He and Gantor were to go through the tunnels, emerge somewhere close to the tournament arena and spend an hour or so mingling with Skirmishers. The tournament was nearing its end, so the competitions would go on all day, there would be crowds of spectators and Skirmishers alike, and a good chance for them to get in and out undetected.
 
   “I’ll tell them about the assembly, shall I?” Hurst said.
 
   “If you like, but the scholars are putting the word around, posting notices everywhere, so they’ll know all about it. But it’s important that they see you, and know that you’re really here and not dead or in shackles somewhere. But don’t stay long! We don’t want to push our luck. Oh, and Hurst – if you don’t want to terrify everyone, the beard will have to go.”
 
   It took him more than an hour to remove it, and then he hardly recognised himself. He understood the reason for it, since none but the most eccentric went unshaved. Skirmishers took it as a point of principle, for everyone knew that the barbarians were bearded. Still, he had grown accustomed to his new appearance, and as he had gradually acquired the skill to keep it neatly trimmed, like Dethin, he rather liked it. Nonetheless, he knew he couldn’t walk around the Ring wearing a beard, for he would attract suspicion immediately, and now that news of their arrival was out, that could be disastrous. So he shaved. Slowly, methodically and with regret, but gradually the beard disappeared and the familiar face peered out of the mirror at him.
 
   He and Gantor stared at each other’s newly revealed faces. 
 
   “It feels odd, doesn’t it?” Hurst said, fingering his bare chin.
 
   “Feels like things are getting back to normal,” Gantor said. “Which they’re not, of course.”
 
   He was only taking Gantor with him. “He’s the sharpest of you in a tight spot,” Tanist had said. “He can talk his way out of trouble better than you. I’d like to send Trimon, but if he goes, Walst will insist on going too, and that’s too much of a risk.”
 
   They wore full battle gear, but so close to the tournament arena that would appear normal. They would, however, be the only ones whose scabbards concealed battle swords.
 
   They went down to the Hall of Light below the tower, and down the northwestern tunnel to the shallow alcove where they knew the door was. Dethin had explained to them how to open the door from each side.
 
   Beyond the door was darkness. It appeared that the strange glowing stone was only used in the tunnels and tower, and nowhere else. Once their eyes adjusted, they could see a faint outline against the opposite wall, indicating a normal door. Cautiously they felt around and located a long metal bar. A quick pull met no resistance and the door shot wide open. Gantor hastily closed it again and they waited, hearts pounding, in case anyone had spotted them. But all was quiet.
 
   Opening the door a crack showed brooms and buckets stacked in one corner. Outside, a long, dusty corridor stretched, brightly lit by many candle lamps which burned steadily behind their glass housings. There was no one about. 
 
   “Can you imagine how much all these candles must cost?” Gantor whispered.
 
   “What are they all for? This is just some administrative building, isn’t it?”
 
   “If the scholars’ calculations are correct, it’s the Hall of Recording of Transactions and Population Adjustments. Births, deaths and land transfers, basically. One of the very old buildings.”
 
   “And if they’re not correct, we could be anywhere,” Hurst said cheerfully. “So, which way?” There were doors on both sides of the corridor, all numbered, but no other signs. At both ends of the corridor, other passages could be seen, but with no indication of which would lead them out of the building. “Hmpf. Tanist didn’t think this through, did he?”
 
   “We’ll go that way,” Gantor said. “The light is brighter down there. Walk confidently, as if we have every right to be here.”
 
   “We do have every right,” Hurst said indignantly.
 
   Gantor strode off at speed, and Hurst had to scramble to catch up. They reached the end of the corridor, and were faced with a choice of two directions. Again, there were no helpful signs. 
 
   “This way,” Gantor said, and shot off again.
 
   Almost immediately, one of the side doors opened, and a woman backed out, pulling a wheeled trolley laden with documents and ledgers. Gantor almost bumped into her. Hurst stopped dead, heart thumping, mouth dry, but Gantor bowed politely.
 
   “Good afternoon, Aider. Which way to the nearest stairs, if you please?”
 
   “Oh! I beg your pardon, I didn’t see you…erm, Most Respected,” she said, quickly reading the insignia on his gear. Then she saw Hurst. “Most High,” she murmured, bowing low. “The stairs? That way.” She pointed behind them.
 
   “Thank you so much,” Gantor said, and whisked off before Hurst could do more than flap his mouth open and closed a couple of times. “Relax,” he murmured. “She was just a worker, doing her job, nothing to worry about.”
 
   “You relax, I’ll carry on worrying,” Hurst whispered back.
 
   They turned another corner and there, right in front of them, were two Voices, hooded and gowned, each holding two or three document cases. Hurst froze, horrified.
 
   “Good afternoon, Most Humble,” Gantor began smoothly. “Which way to the exit, if you please?”
 
   The Voices exchanged glances. “What are you doing down here?” one said. She sounded puzzled but not yet suspicious.
 
   “We were looking for the… erm, the water rooms,” Gantor said. Hurst’s heart sank at the stumbling words. Surely they would notice? Surely they would begin to wonder who they were? He began to calculate how quickly they could retreat back to the broom cupboard and escape.
 
   Astonishingly, the Voices smiled. “You should have gone up the stairs from the entrance hall, Most Respected, not down. And you are still going the wrong way. You need to turn round, and follow this corridor right to the end, then turn left. You will see the stairs ahead of you.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” Gantor said. “You are most obliging. These passages are very confusing. If you had not happened along I daresay we should have wandered for hours.” And he bowed gracefully, making them both giggle girlishly.
 
   Gantor turned and strode off again, Hurst bustling in his wake like an acolyte. The two women, still giggling, receded into the distance.
 
   “What was that?” he hissed. “Why did you hesitate?”
 
   “Nearly said carsi,” Gantor said, eyebrow jinked in amusement. “There you are, there are the stairs.”
 
   They whisked up them two at a time, and found themselves in a vast domed entrance hall, floored and pillared in glistening marble, with small alcoves set into the wall at regular intervals, where once statues or vases had stood. Now they were all empty, but between them could still be seen the faint traces of frescoes, faded almost to invisibility apart from odd lines picked out in gold. Far above them, the circular dome was painted in unrelieved white, but the intricate plasterwork of leaves and flowers and birds could be clearly seen.
 
   People were coming and going, but no one gave them more than a cursory glance, just another pair of tournament contenders or trainers conducting some business before making their way to the arena. They turned and followed the stream out through massive doors standing wide open onto broad steps warmed by braziers. They quickly descended to the street, and blended into the crowds moving this way or that along the footpaths.
 
   “Oof, that wind is bitter,” Hurst said. “Shows how well sheltered from the winter weather we’ve been. So, where are we? Oh, I recognise that corner – the arena’s just down that way.”
 
   The high-domed Records Hall, its frontage adorned with huge pillars and statuary smoothed by centuries of rain and wind, was surrounded by long unobtrusive buildings of plain brick or stone, the utilitarian offices of this or that administrative department. Once, elegant gardens and orangeries had stood here, but the Slaves had gradually built over them, and now only the family pavilions and houses had modest gardens around them.
 
   Another turn brought the two close to their destination, and now many of those they passed were Skirmishers, who nodded at them in friendly acknowledgement, although with no sign of recognition. They saw no one they knew. At the arena, they passed under a high arch, gates standing wide open, ignored the noisy stands filled with spectators, and walked down a broad avenue to the centre of the six rings, where the changing rooms and holding pens were. They were heading for the boards showing who was competing, but before they reached it, they saw a familiar face staring open-mouthed at them.
 
   “Roonast!” Hurst said, not sure whether to be pleased or alarmed to see his brother. “How are you?”
 
   “Is it really you?” Roonast said, his face chalk white. “Are you all right? And is it true, what they’re saying? That you’re stirring up a rebellion? They declared you dead, you know.” He put his hand on Hurst’s arm, as if to prove he wasn’t a mirage.
 
   “Did they indeed? A slight exaggeration, as you see. But we can’t stay long. Who’s here?”
 
   “From the family? Klemmast and Jallinast – they’re in the changing rooms. Klemmast’s just in from the ring. He got thrashed, so I’m bringing him wine.” He waved a flask in the air. “He’ll be pleased to see you, though. And some of the uncles are around.”
 
   Hurst spent an hour closeted in a small private changing room with Klemmast, while Roonast and Jallinast scurried about finding this or that relative to see him, and hear what he had to say. They all knew about the proposed assembly and many planned to be there but some were less sure.
 
   “For myself,” Klemmast said, holding a wet cloth to a black eye, “I trust you and Tanist, and I certainly want to hear what you have to say. This business of the barbarians – we’ve spent our whole lives struggling for the right to defend the border, and now we find we’re killing our own people. That’s not right, not right at all. And everyone along the border has been frustrated by the rules of engagement, which are such a constraint. It never made sense before, but now—! I shall certainly listen carefully to what you say. But the Voices are already speaking of you as traitors, and trying to persuade people not to go. You take a risk being here, brother.”
 
   But one of Tanist’s co-husbands shook his head and murmured about the unwisdom of upsetting the established order. “There are always mistakes and injustices, in any system,” he said, eyeing Hurst and Gantor thoughtfully, “but once you overturn everything, there’s no knowing what you might end up with in its place. Might be better, might be worse. I wish Tanist luck, of course, but tell him to step cautiously.” And many others murmured their agreement.
 
   Hurst listened, nodding, and assured them that every message would be conveyed to Tanist, although he wasn’t convinced that stepping cautiously was in his plans.
 
   Eventually, Gantor became restless. “We must go, and soon, Hurst. All these people who’ve seen you will talk, and we must be away before word gets to the Slaves and they bring their guards to arrest us.”
 
   “I’d like to see them try,” Hurst said at once.
 
   “But I would not,” Gantor said sharply, “and those words have got you into trouble before. Let’s go.”
 
   Hurst got up, but Roonast jumped up quicker. “Take me with you!” he said, his eyes shining. “I can talk to these people at the tower, and bring word back to Klemmast. I can tell people the truth of it.”
 
   “No,” said Klemmast quietly. “You have no idea what you’re proposing, what risk you’d be incurring. You have your whole life before you, Roonast, don’t throw it away on a whim. But I’ve been pondering these matters for years. I’ll come with you, Hurst. Jallinast, Roonast, you will tell everyone that I have joined the rebellion.”
 
   “You realise you might not be able to return,” Gantor said. “Possibly not ever.”
 
   “I understand the consequences.” He reached for his sword, but then laid it aside. “I won’t need this. If I’d known, I’d have brought my battle sword with me.”
 
   “I’ll come, too,” Jallinast said quickly. “We should stay together, brother. We’ve never been apart, not ever.” His voice cracked, his eyes shining too brightly.
 
   Klemmast pulled him into a fierce embrace, then held him at arm’s length. “One of us must stay, to keep the Karning running.If things go badly—” He took a deep breath. “I should like to know that you’re still safe, looking after the rest of the family. And perhaps we’ll be together again sooner than you think.”
 
   Jallinast nodded wordlessly, blinking away tears. Roonast stood solemnly at his shoulder, eyes wide.
 
   Klemmast straightened his back, and turned to Hurst. “Well, brother, let’s go.”
 
   Hurst stood aside. “Lead on.”
 
   With a quick nod to Jallinast, and a pat on the shoulder for Roonast, Klemmast pushed through the crowd clustered around the changing room, and set off down the avenue to the exit. It was now quite late in the afternoon, and most of the Skirmishers and spectators were heading the same way. They merged into the flow, and Hurst felt optimistic that they would be able to leave without notice. 
 
   Klemmast set a fast pace, but it was not fast enough. As they reached the end of the avenue they saw that the large gates were being pushed shut and only the narrow side gates remained open, the crowds slowing to a crawl to pass through. Beyond, on the street stood a cluster of Voices wearing the black sashes of Justices, and with them a group of Ring guards, their batons out. Hurst stopped dead. Even above the noise of the crowd he could hear them. 
 
   “Hurst Arrakas! We are looking for Hurst Arrakas! A reward for anyone who points him out!”
 
   “They don’t know you,” Klemmast murmured. “That’s hopeful.”
 
   “Let me go first,” Gantor said.
 
   “No, they might recognise your Karning insignia on your gear,” Klemmast said. “Stay behind me. Just keep moving.”
 
   They shuffled slowly forward, the crowd pressing around them on all sides, Skirmishers and ordinary Ring folk alike. There were mutterings as unprotected spectators were crushed against fully mailed Skirmishers, or stumbled over belt-hung swords. Hurst was squashed between Gantor and a well-rounded man almost a head taller than he was, who looked down at him and grinned conspiratorially.
 
   “This is cosy,” the man said. “It’s a pity we aren’t further forward, wouldn’t you say, Most High?” And he nodded towards a group of young women just a few paces ahead of them, who were giving little squeals of alarm at the crush.
 
   Hurst’s stomach lurched at the use of his title. He had been a famous tournament competitor in his day, and many of these spectators would have seen him, and might recognise his face, even now. And if not, they might recognise his gear – the insignia on his tunic, and the Karning jewels on the hilt of his sword, strapped to his back and undoubtedly visible above his head. He cursed his stupidity for not thinking of it before. But he forced himself to smile and acknowledge the joke, hoping for the best.
 
   By the time they got to the gateway, the crowd around them was restless. Everyone was tired, some of the Skirmishers were injured and the delay was keeping them from a well-earned bath and their first goblet of wine. The Voices were still calling out Hurst’s name and scanning faces, but most people hustled past them as quickly as they could. Even so, Hurst was aware of one or two faces turned towards him speculatively. He kept his head down and shuffled forward. 
 
   At last they were out of the gate, and passing in front of the Voices.
 
   “Hurst Arrakas! Anyone seen Hurst Arrakas? Is he here? Anyone? Reward for information.”
 
   A thin man just in front of Gantor stopped suddenly, and turned directly towards Hurst, blocking his path. Hurst almost knocked him over, but he was forced to halt. The man turned to the Voices, and Hurst saw his mouth open as if to speak. He froze. There was no escape. He couldn’t run, couldn’t draw his sword, the crowd was too dense. He was finished. His only fleeting thought was Mia – he would never see her again. But at least he had found her, had had the joy of her in his arms again, had heard her say that she loved him. And in that brief instant, no more than a second, he was content. He bowed his head, awaiting his fate.
 
   Two things happened at once. A sudden surge from behind jostled them all forward, so that the thin man was pushed aside. Hurst thought he fell, but he couldn’t be sure. And then a voice boomed in his ear – the tall man. 
 
   “Hurst Arrakas is dead!” he bellowed over the heads of the crowd. “I saw the poster myself not a week ago! Hurst Arrakas is dead!”
 
   From behind came shouts and jostling. The crowd surged around them, and in the confusion Gantor grabbed Hurst’s arm and dragged him forward. Within moments they were past the danger and away down the street. Hurst half turned, and caught the eye of the big man. Clear as glass, he winked before turning away.
 
   They walked in silence, Gantor leading now. Around them the crowd thinned as groups turned aside on one street or another. Before long they were alone. Hurst looked around, but the surroundings were unfamiliar.
 
   “Where are we?” Hurst said. “Are we lost?”
 
   “No, just taking a detour,” Gantor said. “I want to make sure we’re not being followed, then we’ll loop back to the Records Hall.”
 
   “Does he know what he’s doing?” Klemmast asked Hurst.
 
   “Oh yes. He grew up here, remember. Are you limping?”
 
   “A little, it’s nothing. That bastard Trinadal Afforneesh is still learning new tricks.”
 
   “Trinadal? You’re lucky you’re still walking, then.” 
 
   Klemmast laughed, and agreed.
 
   Eventually Gantor was satisfied no one was tailing them, and they returned to the main street. It was still quite busy, and the lamplighters were out half blocking the footways. In the bustle they passed unnoticed and reached the Records Hall without incident, only to find the great doors firmly closed. Several guards were stationed outside.
 
   “Now what?” Hurst said. 
 
   “Keep walking,” Gantor said in an undertone. “Don’t attract any attention.”
 
   They strode past, and Gantor led them round the next corner and down the side of the building, and then round yet another corner into a quiet street. Then he ducked through an archway into a small courtyard lined with metal carts.
 
   “Poo, stinky!” said Klemmast. “The pigswill, I presume.”
 
   “Something like that,” Gantor said. “Right, two choices. We can either walk right round the lake to the scholars’ hall and hope we can find someone to show us the tunnel access there, or we can break in here.”
 
   “The scholars’ hall? That’s miles away. Let’s try breaking in,” Hurst said.
 
   “Definitely the right answer. Just along here is the back door.”
 
   “That looks fairly solid,” Klemmast said.
 
   “Yes, but round the corner is a window, and it’s possible to get in that way.”
 
   “It’s possible?” Hurst said. “You’ve done it, then?”
 
   “Not me personally, but some of my friends did, once. Mind you, they brought tools with them. We’ll have to break the glass.”
 
   Hurst eyed the tiny square of glass above his head. “Small, were they, your friends? You’ll never get in there, you know. Even Trimon would find it a squeeze.”
 
   “It only needs one of us to get through the window,” Gantor said edgily, as if explaining to a dense child. “You’re the smallest, you can do it. Then you open the door from the inside, see?”
 
   Hurst shrugged, resigned. It was better than walking half the night to reach the scholars’ hall. He unstrapped as much of his gear as he could to minimise his size, and then looked at Gantor, up at the window, and back at Gantor. Gantor sighed loudly, and knelt down to allow Hurst to stand on his back.
 
   “Why don’t we get one of those carts?” Klemmast said. “Tip one on its side, much easier to get up, I’d have thought.”
 
   “Because they’re full of acid, that’s why,” Gantor said, turning his head to look up at him. “They destroy unwanted papers with acid. You really don’t want to spread that everywhere. Come on, get a move on, by the Gods, we need to get back into those tunnels.”
 
   Hurst hopped onto his back, and with a few quick thrusts of a mailed glove, smashed the glass. The noise echoed around the high walls enclosing the courtyard, and the tinkling of falling glass went on for ever. 
 
   Eventually he was satisfied that the worst shards were gone, and draping his coat over the sill, pushed himself into the window. He was not as agile as Trimon, and it took a lot of wriggling and heaving, and some pushing from Klemmast before he was free and clattered head first into a pile of buckets. He scrambled free and round to the door, and had it open before the buckets had stopped rolling. Within moments they were all inside.
 
   “Shit, that was loud!” Gantor hissed. “Let’s get further inside, in case anyone heard any of that. It’s hard to imagine such a din could possibly go unnoticed,” he added, half to himself.
 
   They were in what appeared to be a small scullery. A door led to a narrow passage, with more functional rooms on either side, and then at last into a wider corridor, very much like the ones on the lowest level. It was lit at infrequent intervals by dim night lamps burning small yellow candles. 
 
   “Right, this way,” Gantor began, but Hurst stopped him.
 
   “Got to get my gear back on. Don’t know what we might meet.” 
 
   “You’re bleeding,” Klemmast said, pointing at his stomach, but Hurst shook his head.
 
   “No time,” he muttered. It was surprising how much his fingers fumbled the straps and buckles in his hurry. He was sure it took twice as long as usual, and all the time Gantor paced back and forth as if he couldn’t bear to be still.
 
   “Right. Let’s go.”
 
   Gantor led them with surprising confidence down one corridor, into another, then to a staircase. As they descended, it grew dark.
 
   “Hmm, those nice helpful candles have been put out for the night,” Hurst said, as they stopped half way down.
 
   “Good,” said Gantor. “It means there’s no one down here. Don’t move.” 
 
   He ran back up the stairs, and they heard breaking glass and then a bobbing light appeared, casting an unearthly glow on Gantor’s face. As he passed another glass case, he smashed that too, and lit a second candle.
 
   “Don’t let it go out,” he said, pushing one into Hurst’s hand. Then he was off again.
 
   Hurst had no idea how Gantor found the right corridor and door. He only went wrong once, but he corrected himself after a few paces. Otherwise, he was totally sure of himself. Hurst would have wandered for hours.
 
   But at last they reached the small room, and pulled the mechanism to open the door. Hurst had never been so glad to see the strange glow of the tunnel walls. They blew out the candles, dropping them on the floor, and passed through the opening into the tunnel.
 
   Hurst turned round and almost jumped out of his skin. No more than ten feet away were two Trannatta, with matching heads of brown curls surrounding faces etched with horror. It was too much. Hurst drew his sword and uttered a barbarian war-cry, which the tunnel amplified as if he had his head in a bucket. The two screeched in terror and turned and fled down the tunnel.
 
   “Cowards!” he shrieked. “Stay and fight! I’ll chop you into pieces, you evil bastards!” 
 
   But they were gone, and he had no inclination to chase after them. As he sheathed his sword, he found Gantor and Klemmast doubled over with laughter.
 
   “What? What’s so funny?”
 
   “You!” said Klemmast. “I wonder why they ran? You made them such a tempting offer, too. Gods, you’re fierce, Hurst. No wonder the barbarians made you a leader.”
 
   “He frightens me too when he gets his Walst face on,” Gantor said.
 
   “Dammit,” he said, clashing his gloves together in frustration, “if only I’d seen them sooner. By the Nine, I’m ready for a decent battle.”
 
   “We may yet have the chance,” Gantor said, patting him on the shoulder in sympathy. “But let’s get on back. I’m ready for some wine.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   53: Interview (Mia)
 
   Mia spent the morning in the kitchens helping Tenya. The five women from the top of the tower had settled in to their new, larger domain with no hesitation. Two of them took over the laundry room without a word, while the other three prepared soups, stews and puddings for the mid-day meal, and later set up spits and ovens for the roasts with practised efficiency. Four female prisoners who were also cooks had been allowed out to help, and the warriors gratefully retired from the domestic field. The baker was the sole remaining man in the kitchens, a situation Mia found odd.
 
   “Cooking is women’s work,” one of the prisoners told her, when she mentioned it.
 
   “Not where I come from,” Mia said at once, “and not beyond the border, either.”
 
   The day’s meals being taken care of, she and Tenya began an inventory of the storerooms. Tenya wanted to estimate how long the food would last, with the increased numbers now living in the tower. They soon realised they would not starve anytime soon. Long corridors behind the kitchen led to a vast number of rooms, all filled with food of every description. The meat alone would feed them for a year, with care.
 
   “Why is there so much?” Mia said.
 
   Tenya shrugged. “It doesn’t go off, does it? I mean, look at this fish, as fresh as if it were just out of the water.”
 
   “Do they bring a year’s supply at a time, then?”
 
   “No, they come every month with supplies, apparently. Every darkmoon barges arrive, laden with stuff.”
 
   “Maybe they once had more people here, and they never reduced the amounts.”
 
   “Maybe,” Tenya said. “It’s good for us, though. If things go wrong, we can hide out here for a long time.”
 
   Mia shivered at the calm way she spoke. “Do you think things will go wrong?”
 
   Tenya laughed. “No idea. We’ll know more at this assembly.”
 
   They walked from room to room in silence for a while, no longer bothering to count, or to write notes on the paper Tenya had brought.
 
   “Look at this flour,” Mia said, running her fingers through an open sack. “No weevils, no rodents, nothing. It’s astonishing.”
 
   “A great deal about this place is astonishing,” Tenya said, stopping and turning back to face her. “You, for instance.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “We’ve known each other a long time, haven’t we, Mia? I thought I understood you pretty well, but suddenly you’re a warrior, and there’s this mind-reading business…”
 
   “I don’t read minds!” Mia laughed, brushing flour off her hands.
 
   “No? You can’t tell what I’m thinking, then?”
 
   “Not at all. It’s feelings, really, and generally only if I consciously allow it. Except that really intense feelings break through, somehow, whether I want it or not.”
 
   “Can you tell what I’m feeling?”
 
   Mia focused her mind for a moment, then shook her head. “I’m not getting anything much. Curiosity. Nervousness, maybe.”
 
   “Hmm. But it only happens here? In the tower?”
 
   “I’m not sure. The tower amplifies it, somehow. I never noticed anything before we came here. I was aware of very strong emotions, perhaps, and especially here at the Ring, but no more than that. Now that I’m aware of it, I can call on it whenever I want.”
 
   “But those – things in the tunnel, the moro – whatever…”
 
   “Morodaim.”
 
   “Yes, those. They knew there was something odd about you.”
 
   “Odd? I just imagined they didn’t see many women down there.”
 
   “Well, they took no notice of me,” Tenya said tartly.
 
   ~~~
 
   In the afternoon, Mia was called to Tanist’s office. He planned to interview some more of the prisoners and wanted her to take notes, but he also hoped she would use her new ability to discern which of them were still hostile beneath a genial manner.
 
   “Some of them just snarl at us, which doesn’t take any special skill to interpret, but quite a few seem eager to please, and I’d like to know if they mean it.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” she said. She was glad of the distraction. She had missed Hurst leaving for his visit to the tournament, and Dethin was escorting a party of scholars and some of the Nine up the tower to see the books. She had never been apart from both of them before, not since they began the journey through the tunnel, and she felt unexpectedly bereft, in addition to the prickles of concern for Hurst’s safety.
 
   Tanist had discovered that there were two factions amongst the prisoners, the Trannatta, who were mostly there to be healed, and their bonded servants, who were healers and workers. Only one of the healers, the most senior, was Trannatta. The two groups treated each other with uneasy courtesy. 
 
   “And these servants can’t marry or have children, ever,” Tanist said, shaking his head, as they waited for the first of the afternoon’s interviewees to arrive. “Mind you, they’re all of them tightly controlled, in that respect, even the Trannatta. They have a carefully planned breeding program, matching the parents very precisely. They get sent back to the north coast to be paired off, apparently. The babies are born there, then they bring them back here to raise. So Keyramon says. They have no say in it at all. Dreadful people.”
 
   Mia said nothing, wondering how different their own practices were. How much choice had she had when she married? It had all been arranged by her father and the Voices, and her only options were yes or no, nothing more. Such glib judgements made her uneasy. Perhaps these strange northern people had different customs, but that didn’t necessarily make them wrong. She had already had to come to terms with the very different ways of the barbarians, which were harsh, perhaps, but effective for their circumstances. She would judge people by their behaviour, not their beliefs.
 
   Tanist had already seen the most important of the prisoners, or rather, those who regarded themselves as more important. 
 
   “Well, we can’t tell one from another,” he shrugged. “We let them decide who goes first. Then, after the interview, they go into a different room, so we don’t get anyone twice or miss one out. I’ve been on the border for long enough and dealt with enough prisoners over the years to know all the tricks they get up to.”
 
   The interviews were tedious. One after another sat in front of Tanist and told them nothing at all. No, they couldn’t give their names, that was forbidden. No, they knew nothing of the tower, or how it worked. No, they knew nothing of the organisation of the Ring, or who was really in charge.
 
   “It’s all so amorphous,” Tanist said in frustration, after the sixth interviewee had been led away. “The entire hierarchy we thought we knew – with Those who Serve the Gods at the top, then the Voices and so on – may not be how things work at all. The Nine are a sham; maybe everything else is, too. These Trannatta have a ruler here, a sort of king – the drash’alon, they call him – and they have a base at some craft town in the northwest. Metalwork is their speciality, apparently, and engineering.”
 
   “Tunnels,” Mia said, smiling. 
 
   “Yes, most of their craft town is underground. They like living that way, it seems. But they are also clever with mechanical things, like the sky ships.”
 
   “So all the gates are their idea, and the strange locks. But the stick men who appeared from nowhere—?”
 
   “Ah, that’s magic, part of the defences of the tower. The Trannatta just added their own layers of security. But the craft town is no more than a local base. The real power is away on the northern coast. That’s where the orders come from. We can identify the Trannatta here from their tattoos, but which of them are important and which are just doing what they’re told – it’s impossible to tell. And no one will explain it.”
 
   “I think these ones didn’t know,” Mia said. “It’s obvious they’ve been told some of what to say. So the whole business about names and where they come from – they all tell the same story, both the Trannatta and the others. But these people are all from the craft town, just here to be healed, or working here. They know nothing about the administration of the Ring.”
 
   “You can tell that?” Tanist asked, with sudden interest.
 
   “They weren’t lying when they said so. I couldn’t feel any guilt in them as they answered.”
 
   “So how are we to find out who we have to get rid of?” he said in frustration. “We can’t simply send every single Slave away, the whole Karningplain would come to a standstill. It seemed so simple when we planned this – cut out the top layer of governance and replace it with our own version. But if we can’t identify it—”
 
   “Do the scholars know?”
 
   “Not much, it seems. The Slaves have always been secretive. And the Nine don’t know much more than us, and they devised the whole system. But it’s changed over the years. No one really knows who’s in charge.”
 
   “We know that some of these Trannatta are also Slaves – Those who Serve the Gods.” Mia said. “They tell the Voices and the Karninghold Slaves what to do, don’t they? So they must be at the top – or know who is.”
 
   “But where are they? We expected the tower to be full of them, but not a one to be found! The only Trannatta we’ve seen are from this craft town, not Slaves at all.”
 
   “Or so they say,” Mia said. “Maybe they become Slaves when it suits them, and melt away into the population afterwards. It’s not as if they shave their heads. Put a gown on any one of these, and they would be a Servant immediately. But we do have one known Servant, at least.”
 
   “Your friend Cristo – of course. Would you like to see him again?”
 
   “Not really, but he might be useful.”
 
   A tap on the door revealed Tenya, pushing a small wheeled trolley laden with coffee things and a plate of little seed cakes, still warm from the oven.
 
   “Dethin asked for these for you,” Tenya said with a smile. “How did he know they’re your favourites?”
 
   “I must have told him sometime,” Mia said, reaching for one. “Mmm, these smell so good. Want one, Tanist?”
 
   He shook his head. “Thanks for the coffee, Tenya.”
 
   She disappeared with a wave of one hand.
 
   “She seems very settled here, but then she has Walst,” Mia said. “These are so delicious, I’m going to have another. Dethin’s so thoughtful, isn’t he?”
 
   Tanist grunted, and she looked across the desk at him in surprise. 
 
   “Do you really like him?” he said.
 
   “Of course, don’t you? You trusted him with this expedition up the tower.”
 
   “Trust him? I don’t know about that. To be honest, I just wanted to get him away from you for a while. He’s always following you around, Mia.”
 
   She stopped chewing, and put her cake down. She hadn’t opened her mind to Tanist, but nevertheless she was aware of his hostility as a quick flash, like an eye blink.
 
   “Hurst asked him to look after me,” she said carefully.
 
   “In the tunnel, yes, while Hurst was otherwise occupied. That made sense. But he’s still hovering around you now. It’s not normal to be so – so clinging.”
 
   “I’m not sure that Dethin really knows what’s normal, as far as women are concerned,” she said. “He’s not had the chance to learn.”
 
   “Oh, I know he’s had a rough time, but still… He’s an odd sort of man, Mia. His men respect him, certainly, but they’re not friendly with him. He keeps them at a distance. He’s cold, yet there’s an intensity to him – it’s disturbing. I worry about you, letting him get so attached to you.”
 
   “Not sure I let him, exactly. It just happened. And he’s not cold at all, not inside. It’s just a wall he’s built around himself, a protection.”
 
   “You can see that, I suppose? What he feels? So it’s genuine?”
 
   “Oh, yes.”
 
   “But does he love you more than Hurst does?”
 
   She thought about that. It was hard to describe the difference, and she wasn’t even sure she should try, not to Tanist. He had no right to know such things. But he was Hurst’s father, and she supposed, as leader of the expedition, he had some right to ask about personal matters. 
 
   “I can’t compare them that way. They’re different, but one isn’t greater than the other. With Hurst, it’s like—” She scrabbled for an analogy. “—like a fire in a hearth, a well-tended fire, warm and steady and constant. But Dethin is more like a midsummer bonfire, blazing to the sky. It’s impossible to dislike a man who feels like that about you.”
 
   Tanist eyed her impassively. “I suppose it’s no use pointing out that bonfires are more likely to get out of control than well-tended hearths? I hope you’ll be careful, Mia. Your Warlord is not a man you want to cross, and Hurst isn’t quite as easy-going as he appears, either. It’s asking for trouble, frankly. But it’s your affair, I suppose. Shall we have Cristo in?”
 
   She was glad to drop the subject. She knew his view was the common one, for Tenya had told her so, but she didn’t want to think about the future. Time enough for that when everything else was settled. For now, she was content, and she thought both Hurst and Dethin were, too, and that was enough for her.
 
   Cristo’s companion had already been interviewed and dispatched to the second room, but he had given them nothing of interest. He was a researcher of sorts who had been permitted to come to the tower to talk to the Nine and ask them some questions about the past. Cristo himself had been uncooperative, so he had been left in the hallway, bound hand and foot, and secured to one of the giant hinges in the outer door with some of the kitchen’s pot chains. Apart from periodic visits to the water room and the provision of basic food and water, he had been left to himself.
 
   His hands were still tied with slender rope, intricately knotted, as he was brought in, half dragged and half carried. The warriors escorting him dumped him onto a wooden chair, and tied each leg to one leg of the chair, and then wrapped more rope around his waist and behind the chair back. He had a vivid bruise on one cheek, and a long cut across it, with a jagged trail of blood down his fine shirt. His head drooped, and Mia detected nothing but dull resentment in him. When he caught sight of her, there was a flare of fear which amused her, but it quickly died away.
 
   Tanist had told her exactly how he intended to manage the interview. “You play the warrior girl to perfection,” he had said with a grin, “so I’ll be gentle with him. Between the two of us, we may get some response.”
 
   “Well, Cristo,” he said in a genial tone, “how are you today? That cut has been seen to, I take it? Are you in pain? Some amber juice, perhaps?”
 
   An almost imperceptible nod. There was something in his eyes – relief or perhaps hope, Mia thought, mingled with suspicion, of course. Tanist got up and unstoppered the bottle sitting on a low shelf, pouring the golden liquid into a measure and then into a small cup. He pushed it into Cristo’s bound hands. After a moment’s hesitation – Mia supposed he was weighing up the likelihood of poison, and perhaps deciding that he didn’t care – he lifted it to his lips, awkwardly with his hands tied, and drank it in one swift movement. A little spilled out of the cup and dribbled down his chin, which Tanist gently wiped away.
 
   “There, you’ll feel better soon,” he murmured, removing the cup. “Are you hungry? Would you like a seed cake? Some wine?”
 
   Without waiting for an answer he bustled about arranging three cakes on a plate, and pouring a generous goblet of wine. He held them out towards Cristo, who made no move to take either plate or goblet. Tanist grunted and put them down, hopping about the room on his good leg until he found a suitable table to set at Cristo’s elbow, so that the food and drink were within reach. Cristo eyed them, and Mia felt a burst of desire in him, but he sat unmoving.
 
   For a while, Tanist asked him questions, gentle probing questions, which he either ignored or answered monosyllabically. She felt his anger building – dulled by pain before, she guessed, but now rekindled as the amber juice took effect. She wasn’t consciously opening her mind to him, but she could detect his feelings in little staccato bursts, without effort. And all of a sudden, like a shape coalescing out of a fog, she was aware of the jagged irregularity of it in her mind, just as Dethin had described. Without a thought, she reached out to smooth away the erratic peaks, and was astonished when his anger began to reduce a little. It was easy! She was ecstatic, and repeatedly teased at the anger until it was dulled again, as it had been before. 
 
   “Well, then, Cristo,” Tanist began, “if you won’t answer my questions, is there anything you would like to ask us?”
 
   A silence, but his head was raised now, looking from one to the other, still suspicious of a trick. He licked his lips.
 
   “What happened to Dondro?” he said, his voice slightly hoarse. That was a surprise. Was Dondro a friend, then?
 
   “I’ll tell him, shall I?” Mia said, playing her part. Tanist shook his head, but his version of the tale was almost as bald as hers would have been. He held nothing back. Cristo’s eyes widened, and again she felt his fear. Almost she felt sorry for him. Almost.
 
   A longer silence. 
 
   “Are you going to do that to me?” Straight to the point.
 
   “Only if you oppose us,” Tanist said quietly. “We – I didn’t want to hurt Dondro, but I wasn’t in charge out there. Here, I have more say. It won’t be entirely my decision, but I will propose that those in government here be sent away, not harmed. Those that co-operate.”
 
   “Sent where?”
 
   “Away from the Karningplain. Your people come from the northern coast, don’t they? So you have somewhere to go.”
 
   A sharp spasm of fear. That was interesting – more fear of exile than torture and death? Strange.
 
   He was silent again, thinking. Weighing up his options, perhaps.
 
   “What about those not in government?” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “You said those in government would be sent away, but what about everyone else?”
 
   “Ah. True, we only want to remove those in power, the real decision-makers. When we can find out who they are, that is. We always thought that Those who Serve the Gods were in charge. They lived in this tower, we were told, communing with the Gods, and handing down edicts to the Slaves. But when we arrived – no Servants. So we have to assume that everyone – all those with the tattoo on their palm – are involved.”
 
   Cristo made no answer. Abruptly he seemed to remember the cakes and wine beside him, and reached for the goblet, taking a long draught. Then a cake – a more difficult manoeuvre with bound hands, leaving a scattering of crumbs. Then more wine. He seemed to relax, somehow. Maybe it was the amber juice, for his eyes seemed brighter and he held his head more upright. He took a deep breath.
 
   “I am a historian, really,” he said, his voice stronger, the accent muted a little, so that he was easier to understand. “Most days I do research – reading old documents, legal papers, mainly. Some of them date back to the Petty Kingdoms – border treaties, trade agreements, marriage contracts, that sort of thing. I am supposed to be looking for signs of magic – that is what we are here for – but I pursue my own interests as well. But occasionally I am called upon to do – other things.” A quick flick of the eyes towards Mia. “I do not ask why, I just do what I am told. Those who question orders get sent back to Dunallan West pretty quickly, and it suits me to be here.”
 
   “Dunallan West? Is that your craft town?”
 
   “Yes. I am not supposed to mention it by name, but you will find it out before long. The place itself is not secret, only what is below the ground.”
 
   “So who gives you your orders?”
 
   “Someone different every time. Always another Tre’annatha, but never the same one twice. They give me a written message. I read it, memorise it and destroy it while they watch. Then I have to do whatever it is. Twice I have been asked to give a message to someone myself. I do not enjoy what I have to do—” Again a quick glance at Mia. “—but I have to obey.”
 
   “You enjoyed it well enough, as I recall,” Mia said sharply. “You smiled at me, you bastard.”
 
   “That is just – how I deal with it. And you were – are – a criminal, after all. I was removing you from society. The others – your Companions – I could pity them. But not you.”
 
   Mia felt her stomach twist with rage, but Tanist waved a warning hand at her. 
 
   “I was sorry about your baby, though,” Cristo went on, oblivious. “That was quite wrong – to kill a child like that. It nearly killed you, too. I regret that.”
 
   And to her shock and horror, Mia found tears streaming down her face uncontrollably. Surely she was past this by now, this terrible grief? Hadn’t she come to terms with that particular loss long ago?
 
   Tanist came and rested a sympathetic hand on her shoulder. 
 
   “This is too upsetting for you,” he said gently. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked you to do this. Go now, compose yourself, rest and read one of your books for a while. I’ll get someone else to take the notes.”
 
   She went. 
 
   She found herself in her bedroom, but there were no books to read, no window to look out of, nothing but the bed, covers neatly folded, as Dethin always left it. The room felt empty without one or other of her two men there, filling it with their strong masculine presence, comforting and secure. After a while, she dried her tears and went down to the kitchens to help with whatever chores needed extra hands. At least there were other people there, and easy chatter, and activity to distract her. From time to time there would come that niggle of fear for Hurst, out there in the midst of Skirmishers and the uncertain temper of the tournament crowds. She pushed the worry firmly to the back of her mind and concentrated on slicing meat.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   54: Assembly (Hurst)
 
   Hurst relaxed once they were back in the tunnel. He hadn’t realised just how tightly wound up he was. Chasing off the two Trannatta had released just a little of his pent-up tension and he felt they had almost reached safety. They passed through the Hall of Light, unlocked one of the gates with practised efficiency and went on up the stairs to the Hall of Magic, so named by some of those who had experienced the strangeness of it. As they reached the entrance archway, Klemmast would have stepped heedlessly into the chamber but Hurst caught his arm and pulled him back.
 
   “No! This part is tricky, so listen carefully.” He explained it briefly, but to his annoyance Klemmast burst out laughing.
 
   “You’re joking, right? Magical men with sticks who just pop up – poof! Come on, Hurst, let’s get on, shall we?”
 
   “It’s not a joke!” Hurst hissed. “Mannigor nearly died in here, Tanist broke his leg, the Gods alone know how many other injuries we took. I’ve survived month-long skirmishes with less trouble than we had in half an hour here. This isn’t a game, Klemmast! We’re in the middle of a war, by all the Gods, and this tower has caused us more grief than anything else so far, so treat it with respect.”
 
   Klemmast held his hands up in surrender. “Fine. You’re in charge, brother.” But his eyes still twinkled.
 
   “Why does no one ever listen to me,” Hurst muttered. “Follow me exactly, all right? And if you get into trouble, I’m not coming back to rescue you.”
 
   “All right, all right. Stay on the black bits. I get it.”
 
   Even so, Hurst insisted that Gantor take the rear, telling him to shout if Klemmast ventured anywhere close to the grey parts of the floor.
 
   Back in the tower, they were instantly surrounded by a crowd as everyone gathered to hear their tale. Hurst left Gantor and Klemmast to embellish it as they saw fit, while he went in search of Mia. He saw her almost at once, sitting on the floor with Dethin near the ramp surrounded by books. He felt a surge of affection for both of them – Mia for her addiction to books, even in the midst of a tricky rebellion, and Dethin for remembering to bring some for her from his expedition up the tower. 
 
   Mia was looking anxiously down the hall. As soon as she spotted him, she scrambled up and ran across to hurl herself into his arms.
 
   “Thanks the Gods! You’re back safely!” He winced at the sudden stab of pain that lanced through him. “Oh – you’re hurt! What happened?”
 
   “Some broken glass. It’s nothing, really. No, honestly, it’s only a scratch…”
 
   She pulled back from him and smiled. “The beard’s gone! Now that’s much better!”
 
   She stroked his smooth cheek, and then reached up to kiss him, to scattered applause from the warriors nearby.
 
   “Do you want me to shave too?” he heard Dethin say. Hurst was aware of some anxiety in his voice, although his face was impassive.
 
   “No, I like your beard,” she laughed, raising a gleam of amusement in Dethin’s eyes.
 
   “Oh, so you like his beard but not mine, eh?” Hurst said. Should he be jealous? No, surely not. He had nothing to fear from Dethin.
 
   “Yours was always a bit rough, even when you kept it trimmed, but Dethin’s – it’s so soft and silky.”
 
   She ran her fingers over it, pulling his head down so she could kiss him, too. Hurst shook his head and smiled indulgently. The warriors cheered openly this time, and when Hurst caught sight of Klemmast, his mouth was open in astonishment.
 
   He shrugged. “It’s complicated.”
 
   Klemmast’s eyebrows rose even more, but before he could respond, Tanist was pushing through the crowd, nudging people aside with his crutches and then it was all back-slapping and good-natured ribbing and comparisons of their various injuries.
 
   “Come on, let’s have a look at that scratch of yours,” Mia said, taking his hand and pulling him determinedly to the infirmary.
 
   ~~~
 
   The big table in the kitchen was packed that evening. Another big group of scholars had arrived during the day, and with the Nine and the kitchen women the warriors were actually outnumbered now. Apart from the handful on watch, everyone crowded into the room, some bringing extra chairs through, others laying out bowls and goblets and spoons, while Hurst, Gantor and Klemmast sat in a noisy group at one end retelling the afternoon’s adventures. The Skirmishers also wanted to hear the tournament results, and many of the other warriors, having acquired a little experience in battle, were interested in the detailed combat descriptions. Several of the Nine, meanwhile, listened avidly to everything, interrupting often with questions. 
 
   The Nine looked almost normal now. Sensible clothes had been found for them, the two women had bound their hair with scarves and several of the men had cut theirs. They had no beards. They had taken to freedom with enthusiasm, and although they were unused to loud noises and winced if the chatter grew too raucous or pans clattered, and several of them preferred the solitude of their rooms, whenever anything was going on two or three of them would materialise, eyes sparkling. Four hundred years! Hurst could scarcely imagine such confinement. No wonder they were so glad of company now.
 
   From time to time, Hurst caught sight of Mia at the far end of the table. Dethin was with her, their heads bent together in some animated conversation, so he knew she was being looked after. But when Walst began a long and colourful account of one of his tournament victories, he nudged Klemmast’s arm.
 
   “Come on, let’s go and say hello to Mia.”
 
   Klemmast picked up a jug of wine and his goblet, and followed him to the other end of the table.
 
   “Mia, you remember my brother Klemmast?”
 
   She smiled politely, but he could see that she didn’t. Klemmast had visited them once, shortly after they married, but he had married and got his own Karninghold not long after that, so there had been no further visits, and separation of men and women at the Ring was absolute.
 
   “And this is Dethin – cousin Crannor, I should say. He was the eastern Warlord, before we came through the tunnel.”
 
   Again, there was no sign of recognition on either side. The nine year age gap was too great, perhaps. The two men nodded in acknowledgement, and eyed each other with interest, as if assessing an opponent. 
 
   Dethin was silent. His animation was gone, and he had retreated into his expressionless shell. Klemmast’s eyes slid across to him from time to time, but he said nothing directly to him. After a while, when the conversation paused, Dethin stood up.
 
   “I’ll go and check on the watch. Hurst…” An odd hesitation. “You might want to talk to Trimon later.”
 
   He nodded, and with a quick glance at Mia, Dethin left.
 
   “What was that about?” he asked Mia. “Anything urgent?” But she shook her head.
 
   Klemmast shifted to a more comfortable position, and stretched his legs out. He was mellow now that his tournament injuries had been tended and his belly was full. He refilled his goblet, and lifted it in a silent toast to Hurst.
 
   “So, brother, are you going to explain this complicated business of yours?” he said, with a sly glance at Mia.
 
   Hurst laughed, and pulled at one ear. “Well…” Then he stopped.
 
   “It’s not really complicated,” Mia said. “When I became a barbarian, I belonged to Dethin. Then Hurst turned up, so to avoid any squabbling, the three of us came to an arrangement.”
 
   “Sharing?” She nodded. “So – how does that work exactly? Is it alternate nights? A week at a time? Or what?”
 
   “No, we all share a bed. We find that works very well.”
 
   This time Klemmast’s jaw was practically on his chest. “So you—? When one of you is—? And you—?” He ground to a halt.
 
   “My little brother, speechless,” Hurst said. “I never thought I’d live to see that day.”
 
   “Gods’ bollocks, Hurst, you old dog!”
 
   “Not everyone approves,” Mia said, with a lift of her eyebrows towards Tanist.
 
   “But fuck me,” Klemmast said, “it sounds like fun! Is this a barbarian tradition?”
 
   “It’s a plains tradition, from a long time ago.”
 
   “Fuck me! I’ll have to tell Jallinast about this, and see if we can’t get one of the wives… Maybe not Seelya or Hanni, but Shanya might.”
 
   “If you ever see them again,” Hurst said soberly.
 
   Klemmast grunted, and reached for the wine jug again. Not long afterwards, Tanist came to claim Klemmast. Hurst would have followed them, but Mia put a hand on his arm.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I need to tell you about Trimon.”
 
   “But you said…? Oh, not in front of Klemmast, eh? Big secret?”
 
   “Not exactly, but – a bit weird, that’s all. Sylinor said… Let me start at the beginning. I came in with something or other from the cooking ranges – a platter of meat, I think – and while I was looking for somewhere to put it down, I was standing behind Sylinor. Without looking at me, he said, ‘Come on in, sword-maiden, and find yourself a seat.’ They all laughed – Pashinor was there too, and Gullinor, I think. They do love their little jokes, don’t they? They knew, you see, they knew it was me, without looking. Well, of course, I asked them how they knew, and they said they can see – no, not see. Hmm, they are aware, I think that was it, aware of those with a connection. Sylinor said it was like looking at the sun with your eyes closed. But the odd thing – they could see it in me, and they identified Dethin, as well, but they said that Trimon has a connection too. He was – a bit upset.”
 
   Hurst found Trimon in the bunk room, oiling his bow with fierce energy. He glanced once at Hurst, then bent again to his task with renewed vigour.
 
   “It can’t be true, can it?” Hurst said. 
 
   “Of course it isn’t true! I can’t do magic. It’s nonsense!”
 
   “You’d know, surely? Maybe not before you came here, but Dethin says everything is amplified by the tower. So you’d know if you could see into minds – people or animals?”
 
   Trimon looked up then. “They said – there are other kinds of connections. Metals. Growing things. Air. They said I must have a connection to air, because of the archery. That I make the air move apart, somehow, so the arrow flies true. But it’s a lie. I can’t do anything like that. It’s impossible. I trained myself to be this good, I practised every day, for hour after hour. I still practise. It’s not some weird form of magic, it’s hard work, that’s all. They’ve been shut up in this tower for far too long. They’re all crazy, these so-called Gods. They smile at us and say this and that, and everyone believes every word. Well, maybe they’re liars. ”
 
   He tossed the bow onto his bunk and got up, thrusting the chair backwards with a loud bang that turned heads, and stomped off.
 
   Hurst lifted an eyebrow at Gantor, who had followed him into the bunk room. He remembered Gantor’s suspicions of the Nine. “Are they crazy?”
 
   “A little. I’d be crazy, too, if I’d been locked up in that tower for four hundred years. But Mia would know if they were lying.”
 
   “Well, if Trimon has any ability like that, it was never obvious,” Hurst said, shaking his head. “What he does – it’s not impossible, he’s just very, very accurate in his bow-work.”
 
   Gantor grunted. “It’s interesting, though. If he can affect the flight of his arrows, even a minute little nudge here or there, it would make all the difference. He is incredibly good, you know. I’ve never seen anything like him.”
 
   “Nor have I,” Hurst said, “but still, it’s not beyond the bounds of the possible, is it?”
 
   “Isn’t it? Those fire arrows – that was astonishing. And he might not even be aware that he’s doing it, you know. Dethin didn’t know for years, and Mia’s only just found out about her connection. Maybe if you have one, you’re naturally drawn to some relevant occupation. Dethin says he was always drawn to horses, and he can ride anything, never been thrown.”
 
   “Never?” Hurst said.
 
   “So he says. And Mia – I can imagine that Mia always had a way with people, always managed to calm things down in a crisis.”
 
   “Well, that’s true enough, but—” Hurst stopped. “It’s impossible to say for sure, isn’t it?”
 
   They had just made their way back to the kitchen, and Hurst’s thoughts were beginning to turn towards bed, when Dethin put his head round the door and shouted above the noise.
 
   “Bell ringing! By the kitchen lifting device!”
 
   He vanished again. Chairs scraped on the floor, boots thumped, metal chinked as swords and vambraces were strapped on. Suddenly the atmosphere was sober and urgent. Hurst pushed through the melee to grab his own gear from the heaps near the door, pushing arms into sleeves, fumbling with buckles and straps, tightening and adjusting, then tearing down the corridor to the back of the kitchens. There was a crowd milling about there already, silent and anxious, Tanist barking orders from somewhere at the front. Then Dethin’s voice, measured, calm. Then silence, disturbed only by creaking leather and the clink of scabbards.
 
   “What’s going on now?” Walst muttered.
 
   Hurst signalled the warriors to move to the sides of the corridor, and strode down to the front.
 
   “Ah! There you are,” Tanist said. “Bell’s stopped for now, but apparently it came from somewhere just above the doors.”
 
   The corridor ended in a pair of large, featureless doors, devoid of handles. Beyond them lay the lifting device which connected to the boat dock below.
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   “Someone’s down below, obviously,” Tanist said, rolling his eyes. “But no one’s expected.”
 
   “The regular delivery is usually at darkmoon, which isn’t for several days yet,” Dethin said. “Anyway, we don’t know how to work the lifting device, so we can’t let them in.”
 
   “And they don’t know, either, obviously, or they’d be up here by now.”
 
   “The lift can only be operated from this level,” Dethin said.
 
   “How do you know that?” Tanist said, eyes narrowed in suspicion.
 
   “I asked the people who live here – the ones working in the kitchen. But they don’t know how to work it. Only Those who Serve the Gods can do that.”
 
   “Well, we have one of those, don’t we?” Hurst said.
 
   “Cristo?” Gantor said, and his craggy face creased into a smile. “Oh yes, I’m sure we can find ways to make him help out.”
 
   “I approve of your attitude,” Tanist said, “but he’s been surprisingly helpful already. Let’s not lean on him unless we have to, all right? Warlord, will you take a few men and fetch him?”
 
   “Sir. May I borrow Walst? To deter any arguments.”
 
   Tanist laughed, and nodded. Dethin crisply named several men who peeled out of line and the group set off down the corridor at a run.
 
   There was no keyhole, only an indentation for one of the Servants’ rings. Gantor took Dondro’s ring from Tanist, and after some fumbling, popped the doors open. Beyond them, the lift was just like a small room, although when Hurst stepped inside, it swayed a little.
 
   “Whoa! This is weird! I suppose it’s just on some sort of pulley system? But we could get – oh, eight, maybe ten people in here, at a pinch.”
 
   Above his head, a thunderous clanging made him jump with shock. His hand strayed to his sword hilt by instinct, but it was only the bell ringing again.
 
   “They’re getting impatient,” Tanist said.
 
   Walst returned with Cristo, dressed in clean clothes and not bound or shackled in any way. He seemed subdued, but he listened solemnly to Tanist as he explained the situation. Without protest, he led them back up the corridor a way, then into a side room, and through a couple more rooms to a closed door. Again, the ring opened it, and beyond was a small cupboard. It was dark at first, but as soon as they stepped inside the walls lit up. Against the far wall was a large metal wheel with a handle, and two smaller wheels. 
 
   “Ah, that’s easy,” Gantor said, and reached for the handle. The wheel refused to turn, even when he leaned hard against it.
 
   “The doors have to be closed,” Cristo said, shouting above the clangour of the bell. “Top and bottom. See this mark here?” He pointed to a symbol on one of the smaller wheels. “When it points up, the doors are closed. When it points down, the doors are open. The bottom doors are closed, but the top doors are open. So the elevation room cannot be moved.”
 
   Cristo was sent back to the prisoners’ room, and after some experimentation they were satisfied they could work the lifting device. Hurst took a small group with him, for they weren’t sure of the strength of the ropes and pulleys, and they were slowly lowered down the shaft. The interior walls glowed, and Hurst was thankful for that. It was a nerve-wracking experience enough, swaying and jerking downwards, in the dark it would be truly terrifying. No one spoke, but he could hear heavy breathing around him, and his own heart was thumping. They were all more used to fighting out in the open. 
 
   He could tell when they settled on the bottom because the device no longer rocked about. After a moment’s pause, Hurst and Gantor pushed open the doors and burst out, shrieking war cries and drawing their swords. 
 
   There was no one there. 
 
   Lit by the soft glow from the lifting device walls, the dock was empty. A small boat, the type used for fishing on the lake, was tied up, and Gantor leapt aboard, tossing tarpaulins and ropes about. He returned in a moment, shaking his head. Hurst prowled up and down the dock, but there was not so much as a crevice to conceal a man. 
 
   “Where have they gone?” he muttered, emitting puffs of freezing air. His skin felt taut with cold. A few flakes of snow fell silently, although the dock was clear.
 
   Hurst made his way to the furthest end of the dock, and peered out across the lake, but the water was still. Far away on the shore, tiny lights shone, making the surface sparkle, but no boat disrupted the smoothness.
 
   “There’s no sign of anyone in the water,” he said.
 
   Then he turned and saw the doors, a dark square almost invisible against the night-black walls of the tower. 
 
   “They’ve gone inside,” he said with conviction. “They’re in the tunnels.”
 
   Cautiously they pushed open the outer doors, crossed the ante-chamber and silently eased a chink in the further doors. There was distant shouting inside the Hall of Light – Dethin’s voice, Hurst thought, bewildered. How had he got there? Then another voice, barely audible. No sounds of fighting, though. 
 
   He nodded a signal to Gantor. A moment’s pause for breath, then they shoved the doors wide apart and boiled down the steps into the hall. 
 
   Some distance away across the mosaic floor was a large group of warriors – no, Skirmishers, Hurst realised. A Ten, or perhaps more, fully mailed and armed, but none had drawn a weapon. In the middle of the group, two of them supported a man swathed in blankets, drooping and injured, or perhaps sick. Beyond them were five men with weapons drawn, Dethin in the centre.
 
   “Surrender or die!” Hurst cried, racing across the floor.
 
   The Skirmishers turned towards him, and now he could see that their hands were raised in submission. As he slowed and his men took up position in a half circle, he read the insignia on their uniforms. He heard Gantor’s cluck of surprise beside him, and he himself lowered his sword a little, astonished.
 
   “Hilligor? By the Gods, what are you doing here?”
 
   “Commander? I’m sorry to alarm you, but we had no way to communicate with you. And we had to do something.”
 
   He drew aside with slight wave of one hand, so that Hurst could see the sick man clearly. Where the blankets parted, a torn shirt was visible, stained with dark patches, perhaps blood. The man’s face was as pale as death beneath unkempt hair and the scruffy beginnings of a beard. His eyes were closed, but he was conscious, muttering under his breath, his head lifting and then lolling to one side or backwards. One leg twitched spasmodically.
 
   And Hurst recognised his new co-husband.
 
   “Bernast?” he whispered. “Oh, by all the Gods…”
 
   ~~~
 
   When Bernast had been carried to the infirmary and the healers had shooed everyone away, Hilligor told them everything that had happened since they had parted on the plains outside Third Section. Bernast had gone home, taking his own Skirmishers with him, and Hilligor had gone straight to his co-husbands at his Karning and explained it all.
 
   “It could hardly be kept from them,” he shrugged, “especially since Mannigor had taken up with you, and frankly, I felt out of my depth. I wanted their advice. Cassinor has been on the border longer than anyone else, he’s as wily as a fallan dog and I knew I could trust him. They were all shocked, of course. The older ones in particular… So many barbarians they’ve killed over the years, and were proud to do it. It was an honour to defend the Karningplain from the uncivilised hordes beyond the walls. And now…”
 
   “Did they believe what you told them?” Tanist asked quietly. 
 
   “Oh yes. When they thought about it, it explained all the oddities, the things we weren’t allowed to do, because the war had to be maintained.”
 
   Cassinor and one of his brothers were too infirm to make the annual journey to the Ring, and therefore had no fear of an interview with the Voices, so they read all the messages Tanist sent through Hilligor to kin and friends he hoped would sympathise. As a result, they made certain preparations, sending Skirmishers to the barrens for training, just in case, and warning Hilligor to take his battle sword to the Ring with him. It was forbidden, of course, but every Skirmisher packs his own gear for the tournament, and it was easy enough to tuck it away at the bottom of the box.
 
   Once at the Ring, it was possible to meet Bernast at the tournament arena, and discuss tactics. Bernast had been worried about his interviews, but the first one had gone well. They had asked about Mia, of course, but they hardly mentioned Hurst, and Bernast’s trip to the border didn’t come up at all. Even if they had known about that, it was just an invasion exercise, a perfectly legitimate Skirmisher affair, not a matter to concern the Voices.
 
   “They must have been suspicious about Hurst,” Tanist said. “He’d been gone for months, by then.”
 
   “Well, all they asked was simple stuff,” Hilligor shrugged. “Did he tell Bernast where he was going before he left, had he sent any messages to him, that sort of thing. No mention of tunnels. They were more concerned about how Bernast felt about it – was he worried about him. Which he was, of course.”
 
   But by the second round of interviews, the Voices were clearly better informed. They asked Bernast and his Companions outright about Hurst and his trip to the border, and Bernast – open, honest Bernast – had told them everything he knew. Hurst’s stomach clenched in fear – they were too late! They had lost the element of surprise, and now it would be much, much more difficult to achieve a quick result.
 
   “That wasn’t much, though, was it?” Tanist said calmly. “He took care not to know what we planned. Well, we didn’t know ourselves, then.”
 
   “No, but he knew that you and Hurst were out on the plains with the barbarians,” Hilligor said. “He knew you were planning something and he’d talked to me. So my name came to their notice as well, and although I’d tried to keep out of Cassinor’s scheming, I knew I couldn’t risk an interview. But Bernast—” He stopped, distressed, and they sat uncomfortably and waited for him to continue. “Three days later,” he went on, taking a long breath, “they came for him. Twenty Justices and a lot more guards, who took him to the House of Revelations, and his Companions could get no word of him, so they came straight to me. The same day we saw your signal – the red flag at the top of the tower – so we knew we would be safe here. We went in and got him out, and…” He stopped again, his face effused with emotion. “As soon as this is settled,” he said with sudden fierceness, “we’ll go back and get the rest of them out of there. By the Gods, you cannot imagine—!”
 
   “How many?” That was Tanist, his voice like ice.
 
   “Hundreds. I don’t know, we didn’t go any further into that evil Vortex than we needed to. Bernast – the Gods know what they’ve done to him, but others we saw were worse.”
 
   “We’ll get them out. But how did you find him amongst so many?”
 
   “We waved swords at the guards. It’s amazing how helpful people can be when there’s a blade at their throat.” 
 
   There was a rumble of approval. The time for caution was long past. Hurst was reminded of Mia, pinning the healer against the wall, dagger out.
 
   “Why bring him here?” Gantor said. “Why not the main infirmary?”
 
   “It’s infested with Slave healers,” Hilligor said at once. “Couldn’t take the risk. But I’m relieved you have proper healers here. I thought we might have to kidnap one.”
 
   “And how did you get the boat? Or know how to ring the bell?” Tanist asked. “We didn’t know that ourselves.”
 
   “Ah. We had – help.” Hilligor waved a hand to indicate one of his men, standing behind him, still helmed. After a momentary hesitation, the Skirmisher swept off the helmet. A woman, head shaved.
 
   “A Slave!” Tanist said, astonished. Then, suspiciously, “And you trust her?”
 
   “With my life!” Hilligor said, with a lift of his chin. “I’ve known her for years now, as a Karninghold Slave and more recently as a Voice. She dislikes the way things are as much as we do, I assure you.”
 
   Tanist turned to her and regarded her steadily. She met his gaze without flinching.
 
   “Are you with us or against us, Most Humble? For there can be no wavering here.”
 
   “I am with you,” she said calmly, her voice low. “I have left my old life behind just as much as you have. I cannot go back.”
 
   “Will you tell us how things work? Who’s in charge? That’s what we can’t find out.”
 
   “I will tell you everything I know.”
 
   Tanist grunted, a glimmer of satisfaction in his eye. “Well, that will certainly be useful.” He glanced at Mia, and she nodded slightly.
 
   Hurst shifted uneasily. He could see no guile in her, it was true, and Mia seemed satisfied, but still… she was a Slave. He was not sure he could ever trust one again.
 
   ~~~
 
   The next day, Hilligor and Klemmast went back and forth through the tunnel gathering what Skirmishers they could without attracting any attention, and bringing them back to the tower. By evening, Tanist had more than a hundred men, fit and armed, at his disposal, more than enough to make a show of strength at the assembly, while maintaining the watch at the tower.
 
   At noon the following day, the third since the red signal flag was shown, some fifty people gathered in the entrance hall ready to go to the scholars’ hall for the assembly. Hilligor was left in charge of the tower, to keep watch in case of any attempt by the Slaves to retake it and to guard the prisoners. Klemmast, to his annoyance, was left behind too, and most of the warriors from beyond the border also stayed. The warriors could be no help in the Ring, knowing nothing of it, but they were familiar with the tower by now, and could be relied on if it came to a fight.
 
   Hurst, Dethin and Mia were all to go to the assembly. Dethin would tell his story to the Karningholders, and Tanist thought Mia’s connection would be useful. Hurst was uneasy about it, but they had escape plans in place, and the route back to the tunnel would be kept clear by Skirmishers. 
 
   “Keep Mia at the back,” Tanist said to Hurst, “and at the least sign of trouble, get her out of harm’s way. You and Dethin both, understand? Don’t hesitate. She may be as brave as any of us, and handy with a dagger too, but if the arrows start flying, pick her up and run.”
 
   “What about you?” Hurst said. “You can shoot about on those crutches now, but a sword’s more use, I’d have thought.”
 
   Tanist grinned. “My Companions will be standing right behind me at all times. They’ll carry me to safety, if need be.”
 
   Hurst looked the faces surrounding him, some excited, some grim, some thoughtful. This was the moment when all their plans would be laid out for the world to see, the moment when the last shred of uncertainty had to be set aside. Once they stepped into the great lecture hall, there was no retreat, they were committed to see things through to the end – whatever it might be. And, just as when waiting for a battle to start or before entering the tournament ring, Hurst’s mind cleared of everything but the task ahead. There was something satisfying in reducing all life’s problems to just one – survival. The ultimate goal was to establish a new, saner form of governance on the Karningplain, but here, today, the only objective was to face up to whatever came, and live through it. 
 
   He took a deep breath, adjusted his sword and snapped on his gloves.
 
   Silently the group filed out of the entrance hall into the ante-chamber and down the stairs to the Hall of Magic. Hurst was near the middle of the group, with Mia and Dethin just behind him. The men were all fully mailed and armed, but Tanist had insisted Mia wear what he called proper clothes – the trousers, long tunic and scarves of a Karningholder. “We want them to be sympathetic,” he had said bluntly, “and she’ll make more of an impression this way than looking like a barbarian.”
 
   They wove backwards and forwards on the black paths, the only sound the creaks and chinks of battle gear, the stump of boots and the tapping of Tanist’s crutches. Then they curved down the widening stair and through one of the gates to the Hall of Light. Small wooden signs had been posted by each tunnel now, showing the direction and the buildings reached that way. Guards had been posted in the hall – “To avoid any surprises,” Tanist had explained – and they saluted smartly as the group passed by. Then on down the tunnel. It seemed very familiar to them now, but Hurst had not forgotten how alien it had seemed when they first encountered it, with its smooth walls and floor and the eerie glowing light emanating from everywhere and nowhere at once.
 
   After a while they came to the first alcove, and Tanist struggled to find the right place to press to open the hidden door, before surrendering to Dethin’s expertise.
 
   Inside, several anxious scholars waited with guttering torches. 
 
   “Quickly now, this way!” one said. “Mind your step – it’s a bit rough.”
 
   This proved to be an understatement. Hurst had expected that the tunnel door would decant them directly into the basement of the scholars’ hall, just like the one at the Records Hall. Instead, they found themselves in a crudely excavated cave, which reminded Hurst a little of the caverns under Third Section where the barbarians had gathered before the battle. The walls were black rock, gleaming slightly with moisture, all bumps and jagged outcrops, with here and there the indentations from a pick still visible. Beneath their feet were lumps of fallen stone mixed with gravel, sloping upwards so that occasionally there was a scraping slithering sound and the clash of metal, followed by a curse. Hurst slid himself a couple of times, then Mia went down, and after that they inched along holding hands and feeling their way in the deep shadows, for the torches were well ahead of them.
 
   The cavern narrowed so that the warriors had to creep sideways, but the floor was smooth and level by then, and after that the walls opened out into a more regular cave. Beyond that a door led to a large room half filled with broken chairs and tables, and boxes of cracked slates and nibless pens and other detritus. Finally, a door took them into a wide corridor lit by low-burning lamps.
 
   Several men were left to guard the caves and keep torches ready for their return journey, and more stood in pairs at intervals along the corridor. It was only a short distance before they turned aside and entered a large room, comfortably furnished with rugs, soft chairs and a couple of tables. At one side a ramp swept back and forth to the floor above. Several more scholars were there to meet them, amongst them Danzor.
 
   “This is the preparing room for the great lecture room above,” he said, beaming jovially at them as if this were no more than a regular academic outing. “We will wait here until all is ready, although you are a little late, so it will not be long. Ah, Tillissa! How is it going?”
 
   A stout woman of uncertain age was tiptoeing down the ramp, eyes wide.
 
   “I’ve never seen it so full!” she said in a loud whisper. “Every seat has been taken for an hour past, and still they come.”
 
   “Are they all Karningholders?” Tanist asked. “Any Slaves?”
 
   “A few Slaves, yes. Many Karningholders, but a lot of others – merchants, craftsmen, Aiders. Is that all right?” She looked worried, as if wondering whether she was supposed to refuse admission to the wrong sort.
 
   “The more the better,” Danzor said briskly. “We shall need everyone involved in time, so it’s best they hear what’s going on direct from us. Well, shall we go on up?”
 
   The scholars went up first in a big chatty group, then the warriors silently, in single file again. As before, several were left in the room below to keep it safe for their retreat later, so only twenty walked up the ramp. They could hear the sound long before they emerged, a low rumble like an angry wasps’ nest, getting louder as they ascended. When they reached the upper level, the noise was like thunder. They could see nothing, though, for they were concealed behind a long screen, designed so that a scholar giving a lecture could keep equipment hidden away until it was needed. Here they waited, while scholars ran back and forth, until Danzor deemed the moment judicious and they stepped out onto the dais.
 
   Hurst had been inside the great lecture room many times over the years. It filled most of the first three floors of the scholars’ hall, a semi-circular platform surrounded by tiers of seats rising to a great height, and so designed that even a whisper on the dais below could be heard quite clearly in the highest and furthest seats. It was large enough to accommodate a thousand students, so it was said, and Hurst believed it. Occasionally during very dull lectures he had tried to count the seats, and although he had never quite completed the task the numbers were convincingly high. He counted students, too, and had never recorded more than a couple of hundred, even though the lectures were open to all comers.
 
   Today the room was full to overflowing. On the benches, spectators were squeezed tight against each other, and even the steps were packed with people. More sat on the floor in front of the first seats. At the back, crowds jostled for position and still people fought through the doors and peered over heads from the lobbies beyond. The noise rose to an animated hum, then faded to a low growl, fingers pointing, hands covering whispering mouths, as all heads turned towards the dais. 
 
   Hurst could understand their discomfiture. Never before had armed men stood guard here. 
 
   To either side of the platform, a line of men stood, helmets hiding their faces, shields in position, mailed hands resting on sword hilts. Three of them carried bows, lowered but primed and with an arrow nocked. They gazed out across the audience, assessing it for threats, as Hurst himself was doing. The benches were too densely crowded to wield a sword, but a bow perhaps…? Or throwing knives, or a dagger. He watched for any sudden movement, his own hand straying to his sword.
 
   And there it was.
 
   Just as Danzor stepped to the edge of the dais, hand held up to command the room, two grey-clad figures jumped up from the floor below. Slaves! 
 
   Two warriors strode across to protect Danzor, swords hissing crisply as they were drawn. Danzor stepped back, and there was a whoosh through the room, a collective indrawn breath. One of the Slaves jumped back with a squeal of alarm, but the other, eyes wide with fear, pulled a paper from her sleeve and rather tremulously began to read from it.
 
   “Let it be known…” A pause, a long breath to calm herself. She began again more strongly. “Let it be known that this gathering is unauthorised and must be dispersed immediately. All unscheduled gatherings must apply to the proper authority for permission one month in advance, and… and…”
 
   Tanist laughed at her. He tapped his way to the front of the dais and leaned forward on his crutches so that his face was no more than a few feet from the Slave. Like Hurst and Dethin, his helmet was dangling from his belt so that he could speak clearly, and his amusement was plain to see. The Slave stopped, leaning slightly away from him.
 
   “This is the proper authority here, Most Humble,” he boomed, pointing to the nearest sword. “This gives us permission to gather and speak today. Now go away.”
 
   They went. A few others in grey robes also crept out, no doubt to report to their superiors, but some Slaves stayed. There were no white robes, so none of Those who Serve the Gods were there – but no, they went about in ordinary clothes, didn’t they? He looked then for the soft brown curls, the honey coloured skin, but the crowds were too great.
 
   Danzor was speaking. Great opportunity… moment of history… right to freedom… determine their own path… Hurst couldn’t concentrate on it. He stood at the back with Mia and Dethin, every nerve stretched, eyes constantly scanning the crowd, watching for the slightest movement. After Danzor, Tanist spoke, with less rhetoric and more forcefulness. He talked about his great victory over the barbarians on the western border, and his horror at finding out that he had murdered Karningers. Murdered – a strong word. A ripple of disquiet ran through the crowd.
 
   Then Dethin told his story. He spoke quietly, but he drew their attention, no doubt about it. Hurst admired that in him. He himself was comfortable on the field, sword in hand, but he could never mesmerise an audience in that way. After that, Mia was brought forward while Tanist described what had happened to her, and now the crowd was definitely angry. It was a good move, putting her in Karningholder clothes. She didn’t have her torc, of course, but the clothes of a Higher, the upright bearing and demure manner, eyes downcast – it reminded the men in the audience of their own wives and daughters, he supposed. And when Tanist explained the loss of her baby, Mia wiped a tear from her eye, and Hurst could see the shock and distress on many faces.
 
   Another of the scholars described the proposed Council, and the possible forms it could take, and then it was Tanist again, striding up and down on his crutches, his voice carrying to the furthest reaches of the hall, winding the crowd to a fever. It was intolerable… killing our own people… ruled by outsiders… must be free… stand up for ourselves… take control… The noise amongst the crowd began to rise. Some began to argue amongst themselves, some volubly to agree with Tanist and some punched arms into the air with enthusiastic shouts. 
 
   Dethin tapped his arm. “Mia…”
 
   Hurst turned. He had been so absorbed, he hadn’t noticed her distress. She was ghostly pale, hands pressed to her temples. “So much anger…” she muttered. “Can’t shut it out… can’t… must get away…”
 
   And then she collapsed.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   55: Prophecy (Mia)
 
   Mia woke to grey half-light. She was lying in bed, soft pillows under her head. Her hands outside the covers rested on a silky material, cool to the touch. Directly in front of her was a window which admitted a low watery light, but whether sun or moon she couldn’t tell. Silhouetted against the glass sat a man, his legs stretched out on the window seat, arms folded, head at an angle, fast asleep. A book lay open and disregarded across his lap.
 
   She turned her head to look around her, and the man jerked awake, the book sliding to the floor.
 
   “Mia? Mia!” In a heartbeat he was across the room, smiling at her, taking her hand.
 
   For an instant she didn’t recognise him. Neat, dark hair, a small beard, the rich clothes of a merchant, perhaps, although with no trade collar. Then a flash of memory.
 
   “Dethin?”
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   A good question. Weak, as if she had passed through a long illness. Disconnected, as though she had been away for a very long time. But there was no pain, no discomfort. She was calm, refreshed, alert. 
 
   “I’m fine. But I barely recognised you. Why are you dressed like that?”
 
   “Like what? Oh, these? They’re comfortable when I’m not on duty.”
 
   “I’ve never seen you wear anything but leather gear before.”
 
   He laughed. “You’ve never seen me off duty before. Are you thirsty?”
 
   She wasn’t, particularly, but she allowed him to lift her up a little and then sipped obediently from the beaker he filled and put into her hand. She struggled to remember what had happened, but it all seemed distant and faint, like a dream, hard to grasp. She gave it up.
 
   “How did I get here?” she ventured, after she had drunk enough to satisfy him and he had put the beaker back on a table beside the bed. Now that she was propped up a little higher, she could see around the room. There were furnishings in a dark, polished wood, ornately carved. A folding screen, a mirror on a stand. Two or three rugs of northern style. A couple of low sleeping pallets against the walls with neatly folded blankets. Tables, a chair covered in vivid silk, a chest of some aromatic wood. No curtains, though. No draperies of any kind. And the walls – “We’re not in the tower, are we?”
 
   “Ah, but we are! You mean that there’s no light coming from these walls? Look!”
 
   He jumped up from the edge of the bed, and walked across to the screen, moving it aside to reveal a door. Then with a sharp motion he slid his hand up the wall to one side of the door, and the walls glowed. Down again, and they reverted to dullness. Up, down, the walls responded to his touch.
 
   “See? Isn’t it clever!”
 
   “Wish we’d known that before!”
 
   “Well, not all the rooms do this. Those on the lowest floor don’t. They’re intended as a permanent infirmary, so the lights are on all the time. Storerooms light up when you go inside, and go dark when you leave. But these rooms are designed for people to live in. Do you like it?”
 
   “Oh yes! It feels more homely.”
 
   “Tenya found this place for us. Three bedrooms, a shared living room, its own water rooms… She and Walst have one bedroom, Gantor and Trimon another, and this is the third. She chose the furniture, too. This is the sixth floor. Most of us have moved up here now.”
 
   Mia frowned, pondering that. “So I’ve been asleep here for a while?”
 
   “Ten – no, eleven days now. A lot has happened while you’ve been in the dreamclouds.”
 
   She soon discovered how true that was. It took the whole of that evening and beyond to bring her up to date with all the developments. Her head was soon spinning. Dethin began the story, but as soon as it was known that she was awake again, others appeared, popping in and out, sitting to chat for a while and then disappearing again. Tenya was the first, with a pair of healers fussing and prodding, then Pashinor and Sylinor, excitedly interrupting each other, followed by Walst and Trimon. They made hearty greetings, and talked cheerily about everyday trivia. 
 
   Finally Tanist and Hurst arrived, long after dark. Mia was dressed by this time, in the same trousers and tunic she had worn to the assembly, with a scarf covering her growing hair, sitting in the silk chair. She didn’t want the walls lit, so Dethin had found a couple of lamps but the room was still wreathed in a restful gloom. Hurst came straight to her chair and knelt before her, gazing anxiously into her face.
 
   “Are you all right?” He touched her cheek very softly, as if he thought she might collapse again or melt into a puddle. She nodded, and he laid his head in her lap. 
 
   Then he jerked up again. “It’s been so long! We thought you might never wake!” The fear was stark on his face. 
 
   She stroked his hair, noticing that he was growing his beard again, although smaller this time, clipped into shape like Dethin’s. He looked tired, she thought.
 
   Dethin brought food and wine, and they talked long into the night. The assembly, it seemed, had been successful in spreading word of their intentions. Every day since, Tanist and Danzor had sat in state in an office in the scholars’ hall to meet with Karningholders and merchants and craftsmen and Aiders to discuss the future. Some had joined them at once, and some were implacably opposed, but a great many chewed their lips and muttered warnings about disrupting a system that, while far from perfect, nevertheless worked well enough, and provided decent roads, medicine and plumbing. They talked to Slaves as well, when they could, reassuring them that only Those who Served the Gods would be forced to leave, and they had no wish to disband an entire religion. It was only the administrative side of things that would change; the temples and rituals would go on as they always had. And no one mentioned the Nine, no longer Gods but somehow not quite human either, now enjoying relative freedom at the tower.
 
   A provisional Council had been appointed and had met twice, and Tanist, to his amusement, was its leader. 
 
   “Well, I suppose I don’t have a proper job anymore,” he shrugged, “so I might as well.” But he grinned as he spoke.
 
   The first edict was that everyone must show their hands on request, so that all the Servants could be picked out by their tattoos. The Skirmishers brought to the barrens in preparation for the rebellion had entered the Ring, and armed groups now patrolled the streets and monitored the sky ships and the passes and tunnels through the Ring of Bonnegar.
 
   At the tower, the sixth and seventh floors had become the living quarters for the rebels, now several hundred strong. There were communal kitchens, but everyone had private apartments with windows and proper furnishings. Only those ill or recovering from injury still occupied the infirmary on the ground floor, which included Bernast, lying still and silent in bed for day after day. And to everyone’s surprise, barges had appeared at the boat dock at darkmoon, laden with fresh food supplies. At least they wouldn’t starve for a while.
 
   Eventually everyone but Hurst and Dethin drifted away. “You must be tired,” they said to Mia, or “Time we left you sleep,” but she felt energised and not ready to sleep at all. She had slept for eleven days, after all. She got up and walked across to the window. The moon had not long set and it was full dark, but across the lake lights still twinkled from many buildings, despite the late hour. The two men were beside her in an instant, not touching her but alert to the slightest sign of dizziness or weakness.
 
   “I’m fine, really,” she said, smiling, although she wasn’t sure she was, not entirely. 
 
   Hurst grunted, not convinced. To distract them, she ran her hands over Dethin’s tunic. It was a very fine wool, soft and yielding to the touch.
 
   “I like this better than your leathers,” she said. Then, to Hurst, “Do you have some clothes like this, too? For evenings, perhaps.”
 
   The two men exchanged glances, and she was aware of some unspoken meaning in the air between them. “What is it?” she said, but not alarmed, for there was no tension. What they felt was more amusement than anything else.
 
   Hurst gestured to Dethin, relinquishing the story to him.
 
   “When you first came back from the scholars’ hall,” he began, “you were in the infirmary down below. We stayed with you, of course, both of us. Neither of us wanted to leave you. But after a couple of days, Tanist got restless. He wanted Hurst back helping him, and he wanted me as well. ‘There are healers there,’ he argued, ‘and Tenya’s around, and plenty of men for protection.’ We didn’t want to go, naturally. In case you woke – we didn’t want you to wake up and find only strangers around you. So we talked, and Hurst agreed to spend the days helping Tanist while I stayed with you, and at night we would take turns to watch over you. But that wasn’t good enough for Tanist.”
 
   “The warriors follow you, that’s the catch,” Hurst said. “Skirmishers will take orders from whoever’s in charge, but those from over the border still think of you as their Warlord.”
 
   “And Tanist doesn’t like me much,” Dethin said with a lift of one shoulder.
 
   “You go your own way, and that doesn’t suit him. Anyway, we discussed it, the two of us, and we weren’t happy to leave you alone in there. Everyone else has someone – Companions or Mentors or just a couple of close friends who stay with them until they recover, and we didn’t see why you shouldn’t have someone too. So we moved you up here as soon as the room was ready, and we told Tanist that one or other of us was going to stay with you at all times, and he was just going to have to get used to it.”
 
   Dethin smiled then. “And then he said we were either under his authority or we weren’t, to make our minds up. So we did. Hurst is, and I’m not. And it’s worked out quite well, hasn’t it?”
 
   Hurst laughed and nodded. “Although I’d rather have your job, I must say. I thought I’d be doing things, but I’m just hanging around Tanist in his endless meetings with merchants and such like. It’s very dull. Chatter, chatter, chatter, all day long.”
 
   “Nothing but history in the making,” Dethin said dryly. “So – now you know why I’ve laid aside my sword. But all my gear is in that box over there, and I’ll use it if I need to, with or without Tanist’s blessing.”
 
   She smiled at them, relieved. Tanist wasn’t comfortable with their arrangement, she knew that perfectly well, and this was just another of his schemes to try to prise Dethin away from her. She was glad it had failed.
 
   “And now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to go to bed,” Hurst said. “All that history in the making is exhausting.”
 
   “Let’s all go to bed,” Mia said at once. “This bed, not those things.” She pointed at the pallets on the floor, where the two men had been sleeping.
 
   “We don’t want to disturb your rest,” Hurst said, with a quick glance at Dethin.
 
   “Nonsense. It will be much more comfortable for all of us.” Then, more hesitantly, “Won’t it?”
 
   “Of course,” said Hurst. “Whatever you wish. And we promise not to touch you, until you’re quite sure you want to.”
 
   She hadn’t even thought about that. She kissed him on the nose, grateful to him for expressing it so plainly. Just to be fair, she kissed Dethin on the nose too. Then she undressed, clambered into the high bed and fell asleep almost instantly.
 
   She half woke in darkness, hearing whispering and the soft sounds of clothes being pulled on. Then the door opened and closed, and silence fell. Later, she woke to find Dethin lying beside her, fast asleep. Wintry sunlight gave the room an odd flat light, and she realised just how accustomed she was to the warm glow that emanated from the walls. A quick look around the room showed her Dethin’s clothes tidily folded on a chair, and her own, just as neat, on top of the box. Hurst’s untidy heap of garments had disappeared from the floor. He had started his day early, it seemed.
 
   Once she was up and dressed, Dethin showed her the kitchens further round on the same floor, and the dining room next door with a neat row of matching tables and a fringe of comfortable chairs and low tables for groups to relax in after a meal. The only hot dish was porridge, but there was fresh bread, cheese and fruit, and cold meat from the night before. The elderly women from the tower were in the kitchen, seemingly a permanent fixture. An ornate marble clock sat on a shelf, chiming the hours in musical tones, and people came and went in brisk orderliness. There was an air of purposeful bustle.
 
   Propped on a chair was a large chalk slate with rotas and lists, and a message scrawled across one corner – “Mia to see Tanist in office, if well enough”. 
 
   “How terribly efficient we’re getting,” she murmured.
 
   “Are you up to it?” Dethin said. “I’ll send word if you’d rather not go.”
 
   “No, I feel quite well,” she said, and it was true as far as it went. She didn’t feel ill at all, just not quite there, somehow.
 
   They went down the quick way, jumping over the wall and drifting down, and the short journey lifted her spirits just as it had before. She couldn’t tell whether it was the odd floating sensation itself that was so exhilarating or whether it was just a side effect of the magic used, but everyone felt it and arrived grinning. Powerful magic indeed.
 
   There were several people waiting on chairs outside Tanist’s office, but Mia was ushered in at once, and the room cleared, except for Hurst. 
 
   “I’ll wait for you outside,” Dethin said. 
 
   Tanist frowned. “No, you’d better stay. This concerns you.”
 
   He fussed over Mia a little, finding the best chair for her beside his desk, fetching wine, making sure she was warm enough, seating Hurst next to her. Tanist still limped a little, but the crutches had gone, barely two weeks after his leg had been broken. Dethin silently found himself a chair against the wall, positioned so that Mia could see him clearly – or so that he could see her, perhaps.
 
   “Well,” Tanist began, clearing his throat self-consciously, “I’m glad to see you up and about so soon. We were all very concerned, you know.” A quick glance at Dethin, who sat impassively, wearing his inscrutable face. “It’s good to have you back – and your connection. The Nine have managed to find us another five with some ability, but none can do what you can. Actually, four of them we have no idea what they can do. One has a connection with metal, we’ve discovered – he can bend it, apparently, but we can’t quite find a use for that. And Trimon… well, he’s not been very co-operative, frankly. But your talent has been very useful to us.” 
 
   Again, a sideways look at Dethin. “And the Warlord’s, of course. We’d never have got into the tower but for him. What I wanted to say to you – all three of you – is this. Now that the winter quiet is just about over, many people will be going back to their Karnings. We’ve given permission for that, of course.” He spoke airily, with a regal wave of his hand, but he grinned too at his new power. “The Karnings have to be managed, after all. No skirmishes, but the Karningholders will need to stay in charge. In time, those who wish will be able to move, or even do something different altogether, but for now we need stability. Continuity. Especially now that we’ve sent word across the border that those who want to may return to their homes.”
 
   “You’re allowing them all to come back?” Mia said in surprise. “Many of them are murderers and the like.”
 
   “They’ve been punished for what they did,” Dethin said quietly. Mia nodded.
 
   “So,” Tanist went on. “Lots of paperwork involved in all that – getting them recognised, finding them work and places to live. That will all fall to the Karningholders now. We’ve begun setting up procedures to register those sent across the border as Karningers again. Mia, you will be one of the first, and once that’s done, you’ll be able to go home. You’ll be glad of that, I’m sure. And I can spare Hurst – Klemmast’s quite keen to stay on and help out instead. But you’ll need to think about…” 
 
   He stopped, and again glanced at Dethin. “You have to decide what you’re going to do. I mean, it’s all very well here, this peculiar arrangement you have, but it won’t do at the Karninghold, you know. So, I want you to know – I want all of you to understand that there’s a place here for the Warlord – for Crannor. In fact, I’d be happy to have him back in harness as soon as you like. He can define his own role, if he doesn’t want to work with me. So that’s it – just wanted you all to know that. To make things clear.”
 
   “Oh, that’s perfectly clear,” Mia said. “You want him to stay at the Ring while Hurst and I go to the Karning. You want to split us up.” She could barely keep the contempt out of her voice.
 
   “I think it would be better,” Tanist said. “And after all, he has family here.”
 
   “Do you?” she said in surprise, turning to him, and wondering why he had never mentioned it before.
 
   He was impassive. “I did have, when I left. My parents settled here when I was a boy, and I had a brother and two sisters.”
 
   “I never knew that!”
 
   He shrugged. “I’ve been gone a long time. They could all be dead by now, or moved away.”
 
   “No, they’re still here,” Tanist said smugly. “I checked.” He fished a paper out of a pocket, and slid it across the table.
 
   “There – that’s the address I was given for them.”
 
   Dethin glanced briefly at it. “That’s the place. But it’s been twenty years, and they believe me to be dead and burned.”
 
   “Well then, they’ll be glad to know you’re alive, at least. I know I would be, if I’d lost someone.”
 
   There was no change in his voice, but Mia caught a flash of grief – deep, abiding grief. His wife?
 
   “Perhaps you should go,” she said to Dethin.
 
   A flicker of uncertainty on his face. “You think so?”
 
   “It would be a kindness. Think how they must have grieved for you all these years, Crannor.”
 
   His face twisted, making him seem years younger. “I don’t know. Too many years have passed, too much has happened. It’s time to put that name aside. I’m not their son any more, Mia. Crannor died long ago.”
 
   Tanist grunted. “At least write to them. Let them know.”
 
   “Very well,” Dethin said, “but isn’t all this forward planning a little premature? Shouldn’t we deal with the Great Temple first?”
 
   Tanist sighed. “Yes, the Temple.”
 
   Mia had heard mention of some problem at the Great Temple, but now Tanist explained it. The Servants – indeed, all the Trannatta – had been declared enemies of the new government. 
 
   “All of them?” Mia asked, eyebrows lifting.
 
   Tanist waved a hand impatiently. “Well, how are we supposed to choose between them? They’re all involved, all taking orders from their people on the north coast, all manipulating us for their own purposes. They can all go back there and leave us to manage the Karningplain in our own way.”
 
   Some Trannatta had gone back to their craft village to the north, but many had scuttled away, hiding in their underground homes beneath the Great Temple. Tanist had drawn all his forces together and gone there to root them out. They knew they would face the Silent Guard, but they also found themselves facing several Karningholders and many Hundreds of well-trained Skirmishers. Facing a long, uncertain and bloody conflict, Tanist had withdrawn.
 
   “We’re not fighting our own people,” he said, shaking his head. “We’ve done enough of that. The Silent Guard – well, that was inevitable. As soon as we draw a sword within the Temple grounds, they have to defend it. We had the numbers to deal with them without too much bloodshed, but Skirmishers as well? No, I won’t do that.”
 
   Since then, negotiations had reached a stalemate, and no one could see a way forward.
 
   “We can’t get at these blasted Trannatta, that’s the problem,” Tanist said gloomily. “The place is more full of holes than a hundred year old plains mound. We’ve found a few of their entrances, but undoubtedly there are plenty more. So they come and go as they please. Their tame Skirmishers sit up top in the great court, and there’s not a thing we can do.”
 
   “What about the Silent Guard?” Dethin said, from his perch by the wall.
 
   “What about them? They’re oathbound to defend the temple, we can’t do anything about that.”
 
   “That’s just it, what exactly is their oath? Are they defending the temple or the Trannatta? We only want the Trannatta, they can keep the temple.”
 
   “What exactly are you saying?”
 
   Dethin got up and pulled his chair nearer to the desk. “We don’t know exactly what their purpose is, do we? We don’t even know if they will fight, if it comes down to it. We know so little about them. When we met those six in the tower, they were quite happy to lay down their weapons and leave. They didn’t want to fight us at all.”
 
   “That’s true,” Hurst said. “Bit of a surprise, that.”
 
   “They weren’t hostile at all,” Mia added. “They were friendly, almost as if they were pleased to see us.”
 
   “One of the books I found for Mia had something about them,” Dethin said. “It’s a very old book and it gave quite a different picture. Called them the Temple Guards, for one thing. And they have some kind of prophecy.”
 
   “The prophecy – that’s just nonsense, isn’t it?” Tanist said sharply.
 
   “Nonsense they believe in, it seems. I wondered whether that was why they were so tame with us. Perhaps if we could find out more about it, we could use that, somehow.”
 
   “Well… I don’t see what a prophecy has to do with anything,” Tanist shrugged, “but it doesn’t hurt to do a bit of research, I suppose. The scholars might know.” But he sounded unconvinced.
 
   Dethin had already asked several of the scholars, but none knew anything about the prophecy. Then he had talked to the Nine, and that had been more fruitful.
 
   “Gaminor and Gullinor dreamed up the Silent Guards, apparently,” he said to Mia as they left Tanist’s office. “Would you like to come with me to talk to them, or are you too tired?”
 
   “I’m not tired,” she said truthfully, and so they went together.
 
   Of all the Nine, Gaminor and Gullinor were the two who had most trouble adapting to life outside their high prison. The constant noise and bustle and erratic comings and goings were too much for them to deal with, and they had been found an apartment on the otherwise unoccupied ninth floor. There they lived in seclusion, but they had agreed to meet Dethin.
 
   They greeted them both kindly. Alone of the Nine, they had kept the gown and long hair, so they looked just as Mia had first seen them in the Chamber of the Gods at the top of the tower.
 
   “Yes, the Temple Guards, that was how they started,” Gaminor said. She poured wine for them as they sat round a small marble table. “That was quite early on, was it not?”
 
   Gullinor nodded. “Oh yes, very early. The first temples, you see – well, all the Petty Kingdoms had their own religions and when the Slaves arrived and set up their own—”
 
   “There was trouble, sometimes. Not always, but they – the Tre’annatha – became nervous, naturally. So we invented the Temple Guards. At first they were just ordinary Slaves, but later they were specially recruited and trained, a separate organisation. The silence came later – not our idea, cutting out their tongues.”
 
   “Did you devise their oath too?” Dethin took a sip of wine and set the glass back on the table.
 
   “Oh yes. To protect and defend the sanctity of the temple – and so on. I forget the details. It was a long time ago.”
 
   “And the prophecy?”
 
   The two exchanged a glance. “I have no recollection of a prophecy, as such,” Gullinor said, and Gaminor shook her head. “But we did give them – principles. Something to keep them on the right path, and keep the Temple Slaves on the right path, too. We always built in an escape door, as it were, some way of ensuring that if any one group got too powerful, there would be another group to balance it.”
 
   “That didn’t work too well with the Slaves, did it?” Mia said. “Look how they kept everyone in subjection for so long.”
 
   They looked surprised. “Oh but – surely you realised…? The Tre’annatha bear no arms, you know. So we had two controls for them. The Temple Guards were one – if ever the Slaves veered too far from the principles we set down for them, the Temple Guards would bring them back into line, by force if need be. The Word of the Gods, you know. Our word, that is. We wanted to make sure they wouldn’t veer off the path. But outside the Temples, in the field of governance – the Skirmishers were the control. We devised it that way, yes. If things went wrong, there would be people with swords to take charge. And here you are!” And they beamed and nodded at each other, pleased.
 
   Mia narrowed her eyes and glared at them. “And the barbarians? That was you, too, I suppose?”
 
   They looked sorrowful. “Ah, yes. Well… there were barbarians originally, of course. So to start with, the Skirmishers were entirely defensive. But… they were too successful, perhaps. And then as Karnings were added, the border became bigger and the barbarians had vanished and…” They fell silent. Eventually, Gaminor sighed. “We had to do something. We needed the Skirmishers as the ultimate check on Tre’annatha power, we couldn’t easily reduce the numbers so… we thought up the boundary skirmishes, between Karnings, as a way to keep them trained, and we created our own barbarians to provide someone for them to fight along the border. But you know – it was supposed to be murderers, rapists, the worst kind of criminals. It was a kindness, we thought, an alternative to execution.”
 
   “Kindness?” Mia couldn’t keep the contempt out of her voice. “A lot of people suffered under your kindness.”
 
   “Better than death, surely?” 
 
   “Yes, yes!” said Gullinor eagerly. “A second chance, you see. A fresh start.”
 
   “We never intended – I suppose whatever system is in place, someone will abuse it.”
 
   “And at least it roused the Skirmishers to revolt,” Gullinor said. “Eventually. So in a way it worked… after a fashion.”
 
   Dethin was very subdued after this. They walked down to the sixth level for the noon meal, and he said not a word the entire way and then chewed his food in silence. 
 
   “They meant well,” Mia said eventually, when the meal was over and it seemed he might be wreathed in gloom all day.
 
   “Who did?”
 
   “The Nine. Sending people across the border to be barbarians. It was done with the best of intentions.”
 
   “Oh. That. I’m sure it was. Oh, did you think—? No, I’ve long since come to terms with what was done to me. No point in agonising over it. I was just disappointed that they knew nothing about this prophecy. How am I to find out about it now?”
 
   “Where did you read about it?”
 
   “One of the books I brought down from the higher levels for you.” 
 
   He went and fetched it from their apartment, and spread the pages out on the table while Mia and Hurst bent over it, peering at the tiny script and strangely devised lettering.
 
   “Here,” Dethin said, pointing. “‘Until the One shall come forth to set us free and the Prophecy shall be fulfilled in all its terms.’ See?”
 
   “But it doesn’t say what the terms are?”
 
   “No, not there. I’ve found a couple of other references, but nothing very specific. Perhaps it’s a great secret and it’s not written down anywhere. They don’t read or write, do they?”
 
   “So I’ve heard. And they must take the oath using their strange hand signals. Not so much secret, as no one else can understand them. And there’s nothing else in this book about it?”
 
   “Not that I’ve found. Mind you, I haven’t read every last word, just skimmed it, really. It hurts my eyes to read too much at once.”
 
   “Do you want me to look through it, see if I can find something?” Mia said.
 
   “Oh – would you?” Relief flooded his face. “I’d be grateful. I’m – not used to reading much anymore.”
 
   In the end, it wasn’t Mia who found the prophecy, it was Gaminor. She had brought all her favourite books down from the top of the tower, and after talking to Dethin, she and Gullinor had set to work trawling through everything they had which mentioned the Silent Guards. So one day at the noon meal, Sylinor and Pashinor came to find Dethin, big smiles on their faces, and a massive wooden-bound book under one arm.
 
   “Gaminor and Gullinor send their compliments,” Sylinor said, “and think you should have a look at this.”
 
   He set the book down on the table and opened it at a page marked with a thin strip of leather. The pages were yellowed with age but otherwise unblemished and free of dust. It was the type made with single pages, not strips joined together.
 
   “Here, look. The prophecy.”
 
   “‘We the Guardians of all the Temples of the Inner Plains of Kallanash do solemnly swear to uphold…’ This is their oath,” Dethin said, puzzled.
 
   “Yes, yes, it’s in the oath. Right at the bottom, look – here. From ‘And we desire no other…’”
 
   Dethin turned back to the book. “‘And we desire no other life, keeping ourselves with pride only to the company of our brothers and forsaking the comfort of wife or child, for every day of our lives, whether that be long or short, until the day foretold shall come to pass, when the One will free us from our servitude; the Gods shall send Him, and He shall be like no man of this world; He shall come from Outside to free all the people from Oppression and bring Joy to those bound to the will of others; and He shall declare an end to our time of bondage, allowing us to choose each of us his own path in life. He shall declare Himself to us in the shadow of the Great Temple, and He shall prove Himself by His great powers, given to Him by grace of the Gods, and the proof of it will lie in the power of His voice, and in the Turning of the Worm.’”
 
   “What in the Vortex does that mean?” Hurst asked in bewildered tones.
 
   Mia could feel bubbles of excitement rising inside. “Isn’t it obvious? An outsider, who’ll free them from oppression and – turning the worm? Who do we know who’s turned the worm?” 
 
   “Dethin? The keelarim?” Hurst began to smile. “And the power of his voice! Of course! I think you’re right.”
 
   She laughed from pure pleasure.
 
   “Come on,” Hurst said, grabbing her hand. “Let’s show this to Tanist.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   56: The Great Temple (Hurst)
 
   Dethin was the only one unconvinced by the argument that he was the subject of the prophecy. 
 
   “The Silent Guards know nothing about the keelarim,” he muttered. “How is that going to help?”
 
   “Let’s put you in the shadow of the Great Temple,” Tanist said, “and you can talk to them and we’ll see what happens.”
 
   “And if they don’t accept me? We’ll have the same situation as last time, us against the Silent Guards and a lot of Skirmishers, and a second withdrawal would make us look weak.”
 
   “We still have our swords. We’ve talked a few Karningholders out of their opposition, so we should have greater numbers this time. If it comes to it, we’ll fight for it. But if we can avoid that… It’s worth a try, isn’t it?”
 
   Hurst rather liked the idea of Dethin simply talking his way out of trouble. He remembered how willing the Silent Guards had been to defer to him at the top of the tower, when he had made his pretty speech about freedom and oppression. He certainly had a way with words. If he could do that again, and the Silent Guards laid down their weapons, they could take over the Great Temple without bloodshed, and how good that would be! He need only tell them of the keelarim, he supposed, since there was probably no way of summoning a few to demonstrate his power. Although there were endless tunnels below the Great Temple – maybe a few connected to keelarim holes.
 
   It was going to take a few days to arrange to bring all their supporters together, and Hurst found himself at something of a loose end. Tanist sent for him less often, perhaps a way of gently easing him out of the political machinations in readiness for a return to the Karning with Mia. He didn’t mind that. He had always been happier to be active, and sitting around in endless meetings bored him witless. His brother Klemmast, now the preferred second-in-command, was much better suited to such a task.
 
   So he got back into regular training, often with Dethin, now that Mia was up and about. The three of them ate all their meals together, spent the stillness in their apartment and often spent the evenings together too, Hurst teaching Dethin to play crowns while Mia read, or sometimes they all read, the three of them sitting in companionable silence with books open before them. Then they all went to bed together, and that still felt right.
 
   He had to admit that he liked Dethin. Even though several of his brothers were at the tower now, not to mention cousins and uncles, he still preferred the Warlord’s company above almost anyone else, apart from Mia and his own Companions. He wondered sometimes just what would happen when he and Mia went back to the Karning, whether Dethin would go with them or not, but no one else mentioned it so he didn’t either.
 
   Hurst thought he ought to be jealous of Dethin, but somehow he wasn’t. He would have shared Mia with Jonnor, not liking it but accepting it as the price to be paid for her. But this didn’t feel that way, like a compromise, not anymore. Mia was still his, even when she was sprawled in sleep across Dethin, her arm resting on his chest, one leg still entangled with his. He trusted him, that was what it was. Trusted both of them. And the best of it was that he no longer had to beg, not from Jonnor, not from anyone. Mia herself decided what she wanted, and what she wanted, it seemed, was both of them. It was a good arrangement.
 
   Hurst came often to see his co-husband, Bernast, but his condition was almost unchanged. His physical injuries – great gashes across his back where he had been flogged, numerous bruises and lines of strange small burns up both arms – had almost healed now, but his mind had not recovered. The wild mutterings, the semi-conscious ramblings, the unpredictable jerks and twitches had all subsided into a deeper, calmer state of sleep. His Companions dressed him each day, and moved him into different positions periodically, but still he lay unmoving, eyes closed, breathing peacefully. 
 
   Often when Hurst arrived, one of the Companions would be reading to Bernast. They talked constantly to him, or to each other, including him in the conversation, or else read strips from a book, although Bernast had never been a great reader. Hurst supposed it made the Companions feel better, for it seemed to make no difference to Bernast himself. Sometimes it was a message from Henissa, once communications to the tower were established, full of emotional wishes for Bernast’s recovery, and news about her own good health and the approaching birth of their child. Her pregnancy had prevented her travelling to the Ring for the winter quiet, which was probably just as well. She would have been distraught when Bernast was incarcerated, but in fact she knew nothing of it until he was safe again. 
 
   But then, which of them was truly safe now? For all Tanist was head of this Council of his, and no blood had yet been spilled, there was no security for any of them until the Great Temple was taken, and the Trannatta all sent away. Far away, he hoped.
 
   And if they couldn’t take the Great Temple? If they had to fight, Skirmisher against Skirmisher, and with the Silent Guards an unknown third participant, how would that end? Only in grief and pain, and perhaps the end of all their hopes. 
 
   No point worrying about it. He would fight for the right to choose his own life, the right not to live in fear and he would fight for those he loved. Beyond that, it was for the Gods to decide. 
 
   No, not the Gods. This battle would be settled by Karningers.
 
   ~~~
 
   Late one afternoon, when he was beginning to think about meat and a glass or two of wine, Hurst went back to the apartment to find Mia. She was in bed, half dozing, while Dethin read quietly in the window seat.
 
   “Come on, sleepy,” Hurst said, bending down to kiss her. “It’s time to eat.”
 
   “Not yet,” she said. “It’s still daylight. I have time for a bath.”
 
   “Oh – I wish I’d thought of that.”
 
   “Plenty of room for both of us. For all three of us, if it comes to that.”
 
   Hurst was taken aback for a moment, but then he caught Dethin trying not to grin. And as it turned out, there was indeed plenty of room. It felt very intimate bathing together, even though they shared a bed and had all seen each other naked before. Hurst couldn’t help watching as Mia soaped herself all over.
 
   “Let me know if you want a hand with that,” he murmured.
 
   “Not a chance,” she said. “We’ll never get down for meat if you start.”
 
   But she giggled, and tossed the soap at him, and instantly they were splashing about like children. But Dethin sitting opposite them was frozen, staring at Hurst as if transfixed. It made Hurst feel a bit uncomfortable, such unblinking scrutiny.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Your leg.”
 
   “Oh. Well, you’ve seen it before, surely? It’s not a thing of great beauty.” He lifted his twisted leg clear of the water, shifting it left and right, and looked questioningly at Dethin.
 
   “It looks – straighter. Don’t you think?” Dethin said. “And you’re not limping as much lately.”
 
   “Well, I haven’t done much to tire it recently.” He looked at its irregularities more carefully, then shrugged. “I don’t see any difference myself. I know the tower fixes a lot of things, but that – well, I don’t expect miracles.”
 
   It was when they were dressing afterwards, and Dethin was combing out Mia’s wet hair, that she turned to Hurst and said casually, “Have you thought much about what Tanist said? What we’ll do when all this is settled?”
 
   He hadn’t. He wasn’t one for planning and forethought at the best of times, but it didn’t seem like a question that merited much attention. He shrugged. “I suppose we’ll go back to the Karning, won’t we? To see the children, pick up the threads.”
 
   She was silent. Was that the wrong answer? Or was there was some underlying meaning that he wasn’t getting?
 
   “Isn’t that what we want?”
 
   She was very still, watching him, perhaps measuring his answer against some invisible standard. Dethin had paused, comb in mid-air, but then he returned to his task, his face blank.
 
   Mia took a breath, exhaled. “When you say ‘we’… what does that mean?”
 
   “What? We – I mean us, of course. The three of us.” The hint of a smile, from both of them. “That hardly needs to be said, surely.”
 
   “I think it does need to be said.”
 
   “Why, because of Tanist? Gods, don’t take any notice of him! It’s up to us what we decide to do, isn’t it? It’s nothing to do with anyone else.”
 
   “Of course!” she said, suddenly fierce. “But we need to say it. To each other.”
 
   “Oh. You mean, like an oath? Swearing to be true to each other for evermore – that sort of thing?”
 
   “No oaths,” Dethin said quietly. “We none of us know what might happen in the future, how circumstances may change. Forever is too big a commitment, especially now that everything is fluid.”
 
   “So – what then?” Hurst said, bewildered.
 
   Mia glanced up at him, her face serious. “We have to say what we mean, that’s all. Clearly and unambiguously. We drifted into this situation rather, because it was expedient, but the time is coming when we have to decide what our future will be. Tanist’s right about that, at least. I know exactly what I want, and I’m pretty sure of Dethin too, but I don’t know about you, Hurst. What future do you want?”
 
   “I want us to stay together,” he said at once. “All of us.”
 
   “No reservations?” she asked.
 
   “No. Not anymore. At first – well, of course I was a bit wary of him. He’s a lot better looking than me, after all.” Dethin’s mouth twitched at that. “I was afraid he’d run off with you. But not now. I’m fine with things this way.”
 
   She nodded and smiled. “Good. That’s all right then. And now, if you’ve finished titivating me, Warlord, I’d like something to eat.”
 
   But Hurst hesitated. “Dethin? Are you happy with this?”
 
   Dethin nodded and set the comb down on a table. Hurst couldn’t see his face, and for an instant was left wondering. But when he turned back, he was smiling, just a little. “If Mia is happy, I’m happy,” he said gravely.
 
   “Exactly!” said Hurst, grinning at him.
 
   “So that’s settled,” she said.
 
   ~~~
 
   The march to the Great Temple would take place a few days after brightmoon. Hurst would have preferred an earlier date, to take the maximum advantage of the evening light, but Tanist could not make the arrangements with all his supporting forces any earlier. They were camped in the barrens, for there were no open spaces in the Ring large enough to accommodate so many armed men. Tanist would try to persuade the Skirmishers to join the rebellion, and he spoke optimistically of Dethin charming the Silent Guards into laying down their weapons, but if everything failed he was still planning for battle. 
 
   “There will be light enough,” Gantor said to Hurst’s worries. “We will be there before noon, and may the Gods help us all if we’re still fighting at moonset.”
 
   All the Skirmishers were to go, while the less well trained warriors from beyond the border (“the Warlord’s men” as Tanist called them) would stay behind to guard the tower. Mia was to stay too, for after her collapse at the assembly, no one wished to expose her to an even larger gathering. But Hurst and Dethin were both to go, and Hurst fretted about her rather.
 
   “You still have the tunnel,” he reminded her. “If this goes badly, then you and Tenya can escape that way. Keep a pack with food ready at all times, and if you feel anxious, just go.”
 
   “And what about everyone else?” she said gently. “The Nine, the kitchen women, the healers? What about Bernast? I can’t just run away and leave them.”
 
   “The tower is safe enough,” Dethin said. “Keep plenty of food in the living quarters, and stay up there. The ramp is the only way up, and it’s very defensible. Ainsley will be in charge, and that’s the advice I’ve given him. My two Captains, Killin and Cristamond, will be here too, and if it were me, I’d rather trust myself to their swords than the tunnel. You never know who – or what – you might meet down there.”
 
   It was no comfort to Hurst to imagine Mia cooped up in the tower, perhaps besieged by troops loyal to the Slaves. He hated to leave her, but Klemmast had already left to rejoin his own Skirmishers, so Hurst was back in his role as Tanist’s second in command. He wondered if his own Hundreds might be waiting out there in the barrens with all the others. He had sent no instructions to them, nor had Bernast, but still they might choose to come. 
 
   There was no hope of approaching the Great Temple in secrecy. Several thousand men in battle gear could not sneak about unnoticed, and even the small contingent from the tower would have to emerge from the tunnel outside the temple walls and march through the streets. Those from the barrens would have to break camp, make their way to one of the sky ship tunnels and walk right through the mountains as well. They would be lucky not to find their route held against them. No, they could not catch anyone unawares. All they could hope for was superiority of numbers over the Silent Guards and the Skirmishers loyal to them. Or for Dethin to pull off his little act as the One from the prophecy.
 
   They left shortly before dawn, and made their way in silence out of the entrance hall, down the stairs and across the Hall of Magic. Tanist and his Companions led the way, winding back and forth, with the rest following in a long line until the whole floor was a writhing snake of Skirmishers. Hurst laughed inwardly at the incongruity of it. There they were, marching off to battle – to death, perhaps! – but first they had to follow the black pathway precisely, wherever it led. He recalled the barbarians on their way to battle, spilling outwards like a flood across the plains, singing and beating drums and clashing spear to shield – that was the proper way to approach a battle, he thought, not this silent crawling worm.
 
   Down the curving stair, through the gate and into the tunnel – they were going to the scholars’ hall again, the one place they could be sure to meet no opposition on the way. And then through the basement like thieves, before they could climb again to street level and take up the proper formation. Even then, tramping fully armed through their own capital felt wrong, somehow. At least it would be over soon, he thought. One way or another, today would be the end of the rebellion – they would be the undisputed new masters or destroyed utterly.
 
   As soon as they emerged into the open, they heard the clash of steel and shouts away in the distance. Some at least of their forces had encountered trouble. Walst began to draw his sword, but Hurst put out a restraining hand. There was muttering behind them, and several people turned towards the sounds, ready to rush to help.
 
   “No distractions!” Tanist shouted. “We go on!”
 
   The sounds of fighting died away as they walked on, but there was no way to judge the outcome. Before long they had more encouraging news, for they came up behind one of their own Hundreds successfully arrived from the barrens, flying the red flag of the rebellion. Then, at a junction, another could be seen approaching, and yet another behind them. Hurst began to feel more optimistic. A final corner brought them to the outer wall of the Great Temple and they marched steadily through the archway and into the court. Behind them, and through other archways, lines of men poured in like floodwater.
 
   The Great Temple itself dominated the far end of the court. It was far older than the Gods it celebrated, dating back thousands of years. When the Slaves had first arrived, it stood empty and neglected, its purpose forgotten, but it was large and imposing and round, so they had commandeered it, modifying its twelve great windows to show the Nine individually and collectively. Nine smaller temples around the perimeter of the court were each devoted to one of the Nine. In the centre of the court was a vast oval space paved with white stone slabs. Hurst was not at all devout, but even he felt uncomfortable at the thought of wielding a sword in such a place, pools of blood staining the purity of the ground, marking its whiteness for ever.
 
   The Silent Guards were waiting for them. Lines of them were already arrayed across the width of the court, and more were filing out from the temple itself and from hatches in the ground. Each one was encased from head to toe in golden armour, dazzling in the sun. Their curved swords were still sheathed. That was a relief; they were still following their own rules, which forbade the drawing of a blade within the temple walls. As on the first occasion, they would wait and see what the arriving army intended to do. 
 
   “Looks like it’s just us and them,” Hurst muttered, his breath puffing in the frigid air, but Gantor shook his head.
 
   “No, there are flags and signal poles beyond the far wall. We’ll have company.”
 
   Indeed, before their own men had finished arranging themselves in their squares, Skirmishers were forming up to either side of the Silent Guards, sending swirls of dust to be caught by the wind. Two Hundreds, then four, and more jostling behind them. Hurst’s heart sank, for he thought the numbers against them were even greater than last time.
 
   The two sides settled into some sort of order, a wide gap between them. Midway between them stood a low glass roof, one of several scattered about the court providing light to rooms below ground. Dotted about were marble plinths which perhaps had once supported statuary, but were empty now. Tanist, Hurst and their Companions, together with Dethin, clambered onto one of these so that they could be seen by the Silent Guards and Skirmishers. Behind them was some sort of commotion, as men still crowded round the archways trying to get into the court and found it full. Hurst looked questioningly at Tanist, but he shook his head.
 
   “Ignore it. We follow the plan.”
 
   Tanist stepped forward first to address the Skirmishers, much the same speech he’d given to the assembly. He spoke well, but Hurst thought it was too late for talking. All the arguments had been put forward already. Besides, what kind of Skirmisher would march to battle and then just lay down his arms, however logical the reasoning? It was no use appealing to an army already primed to fight. 
 
   Quite a sizeable army, too. It was dispiriting, the number of Karningholders arrayed against them. Hurst looked at all the flags fluttering gently in the frigid air, recognising familiar Karnings, the symbols of friends from his tournament days and heroes from battles past. One jumped out at him, turning his heart to lead.
 
   When Tanist had finished, Hurst tapped his sleeve. “May I go and talk to Kendron?”
 
   “Kendron?”
 
   “Mia’s father.”
 
   “Gods, is he here?” Tanist’s face was ashen. Turning, he gave the signal for a negotiation pole to be raised. “Go.”
 
   Hurst dropped his helmet and climbed down from the plinth, then walked, sword arm raised, towards Kendron. About twenty paces away, he stopped, unbuckled his sword and moved forward a few paces, waiting. He had carried out this manoeuvre a hundred times in skirmishes, but never in a hostile situation and he wasn’t at all sure it would work.
 
   He breathed a sigh of relief when Kendron removed his helmet, unbuckled his own sword and stepped forward grim-faced to meet him. The grey hair ruffling in the breeze tore Hurst apart. Here was a man who had earned the right to hang up his sword altogether, yet he would willingly die to protect the temple from sacrilege. No, not the temple, he reminded himself; none of them wished to harm the temple, they only wanted the cowards hiding beneath its skirts. And Kendron had as much reason as anyone to hate the Trannatta; how many Karningers had he killed, believing them to be barbarians?
 
   Yet what would Mia say when she knew her father was against them? It would grieve her unbearably.
 
   Despite the grey hair, Kendron’s eyes showed a sharp intelligence, and no sign of the rheumy gaze of age. Now, they bore implacably into Hurst. He shuffled uncomfortably.
 
   “Most High Kendron.” He bowed formally, leathers creaking.
 
   Kendron did not return the bow. “What do you want, Hurst?”
 
   Not a promising start. He hadn’t thought what to say, so for a moment he chewed his lip. Then it all came out in a rush. “What are you doing here? I thought you were safe at home.”
 
   “So I was, but I heard that traitors were plotting against the rule of law.”
 
   “You came all the way from the northern border to fight your own kin? Haven’t we done enough of that?”
 
   “I was closer than that. After you disappeared, and then that father of yours—” A curt nod in Tanist’s direction. “Some of us felt that a training exercise near to the Ring might be in order. With battle swords. You were always ambitious, Hurst. Now you’re trying to overturn all the good the Word of the Gods has brought us.”
 
   Hurst felt sick. “But it was all a lie! Don’t you care?”
 
   Kendron shook his head sadly. “I’ve heard the excuse for your treachery. I’ve heard how you’ve joined the barbarians. But I’ve fought the Vahsi, Hurst. I’ve fought them and defeated them, time after time. They’re savages, every one of them. As you are. I will not allow you to destroy everything I’ve spent my whole life protecting. I know my duty, unlike you. Go back to your barbarians, and leave the civilised people in peace. I despise you, Hurst. I trusted you with my daughter, and you betrayed me. May you both rot in the Ninth Vortex.”
 
   Had he been younger, Kendron would have spun on his heel, and marched smartly away. Instead, he shuffled round and walked slowly back to the lines of his Hundred, one of his Companions hovering at his elbow and another retrieving his sword. 
 
   Hurst’s whole body shook, but he forced himself to turn and walk away from the humiliation. Dethin reached a hand to pull him back onto the plinth. As Hurst buckled on his sword, Tanist raised his eyebrows questioningly.
 
   “He guessed something was going to happen. They have battle swords.”
 
   “So do we,” Tanist said. “Well, some of us do, and we have plenty of daggers and bows. We’ll give them a fight, if that’s what they want. Don’t worry about it. We still have one more die to throw. Whenever you’re ready, Warlord.”
 
   With a brief nod, Dethin removed his helmet and stepped to the front of the plinth, gazing calmly down at the perfectly straight lines of the Silent Guards, and the more disordered squares of Skirmishers. It took some courage, Hurst thought, to stand there so coolly, when there was no knowing how the Silent Guard might react. What would they do, he wondered, if one of their own side drew a weapon? Would they turn on him? Did they even have a concept of sides, or was it just us and everyone else? He remembered the six from the tower, whose loyalty was only to their fellows, and wondered at how little any of them knew of these men, taken at the age of five and turned into a golden army with almost unimaginable levels of discipline. 
 
   The Skirmishers shuffled nervously, but the Silent Guard stayed immobile, watchful. Dethin raised one hand, and the court fell silent as everyone’s eyes turned on him.
 
   “Guards of the Temple,” he began, and his voice lifted commandingly around the court, “you who live under the bonds of your oath, I bring you good news. You have been promised a day when you will be set free from your servitude, when all those oppressed and bound shall be free. That day has now come. These men behind me are here to bring freedom and joy to all those labouring under the heavy yoke of oppression. They mean no harm to you, or to those who devote their lives in humility to the Word of the Gods. They will not enter the temples, or defile them, or breach their sanctity. No one who lives honestly need fear them. Their object is to cleanse the Karningplain of the evil ones who have subjugated its people, who have destroyed lives and families, who have imposed their will by fear, who sent any who opposed them into exile. I myself lived beyond the borders, and now I have returned as it has been foretold. I stand before you in the shadow of the Great Temple. I have turned the worm. I ask you, therefore, to lay down your weapons and leave this place. Go where you will, in peace and contentment, for the rest of your days. I set you free.”
 
   Even Hurst, who knew Dethin well and was aware of what he would say, was impressed by his rhetoric. He could see the Skirmishers exchanging puzzled glances, and shaking their heads, but the Silent Guards stood transfixed, unmoving. When Dethin stopped speaking, the ten leaders who stood a little forward of the rest began signalling to each other with their hands, as they had in the tower, communicating in their strange language. Their fingers flew, and Hurst thought there was an excited, almost frenzied, air about it. Then with curt nods, they stopped, and one of them turned and began signalling to his men behind him. Several of them ran forward to the glass roof between the two battle lines and began opening concealed doors to reveal winding mechanisms on each side. In teams they hauled, and gradually the sides of the roof parted and fell away, revealing a large opening.
 
   “Now what?” Hurst muttered.
 
   “I expect they have keelarim down there,” Gantor whispered back. “They haven’t seen him turn the worm, so they’ll want proof of that.”
 
   “Did they accept the rest of it, d’you think?” 
 
   But Gantor just shrugged.
 
   “At least they haven’t drawn their swords yet,” Trimon said, his fingers moving restlessly on his bow.
 
   After the glass roof was opened, the men operating the machinery dashed off into their own lines, and Hurst lost sight of them. There was a long pause, when nothing appeared to be happening. Apart from lowering his arm, Dethin remained still at the front of the plinth. 
 
   “What’s happening?” Walst hissed. He had been given strict instructions not to draw his sword, not even to rest his hand on the hilt, unless given an explicit order, but he clenched and released his sword hand repeatedly.
 
   “Nothing,” Gantor said. “Have patience.”
 
   Some metallic noises and then – crack! Hurst jumped, and Walst’s hand shot to his sword before slowly dropping again. A loud rumble below ground. Loud clinking sounds, then a bellow reverberated around the court, like a giant kishorn.
 
   “What the Vortex—?” Trimon gasped, as another rumble shook the ground.
 
   “Big keelarim?” Hurst said, puzzled.
 
   Another bellow, louder, like thunder. Hurst winced, turning away. Still Dethin remained unmoving. Clinking again, scrabbling noises, more rumbling, a low growl, barely audible, felt in the chest. 
 
   “What is down there?” someone said. 
 
   Then an eruption of gleaming red scales, long neck, spikes everywhere and vast wings – wings half the width of the court, flapping free, raising a storm of dust. Shrieking defiance, the beast tore screaming straight into the sky, until the chains caught it, tugged it back, held it in midair above their heads.
 
   “By the Gods! A dragon!” said Gantor, awed.
 
   “Ah,” said Tanist. “Not quite the sort of worm we were thinking of, eh? What a lot of legendary creatures we’re meeting lately.”
 
   The dragon bellowed again, fought futilely against the chains which held it on both legs and round its neck, then settled awkwardly on the ground near the open hatch, chains clanking back into the void. It saw the golden lines of the Silent Guard, and with a low growl leaped and dived towards them. None of them moved, although one or two near the front flinched. Again the chains held it, and it settled on a nearby plinth, wings outstretched, screaming its fury. Another leap and one of the chains holding its neck snapped.
 
   “Any time you like, Warlord,” Tanist called out, but Dethin turned and came running back to them.
 
   “No good,” he said, and his eyes were wide with shock. “Better move out of range.”
 
   “What do you mean, no good?” Tanist said.
 
   “I’m not getting anything from it.” The creature shrieked again, flapped and took off, snapped another chain. “Whatever it is, it’s not something I can deal with. We’ll have to find another way.”
 
   Another surge, nearer to the Silent Guard, and this time some of them jumped back. One chain caught on a claw, and as the dragon tried to wrestle its way free, it spun round and caught sight of the little group still standing on the plinth. It screamed and dived at them, breaking a third chain.
 
   “Further back!” shouted Tanist. “Back, quickly! Archers, prepare to shoot!”
 
   They scrambled to the edge of the plinth, and began jumping down, but Dethin caught Hurst’s arm.
 
   “Trimon!” was all he said.
 
   Hurst turned, horrified. Trimon was facing the dragon, walking slowly forwards to the edge of the plinth. Within a few steps he would be within range of its fearsome teeth.
 
   “Trimon! Come on! Time to go!”
 
   “Carry him,” Gantor said, and they dashed across to Trimon and grabbed his arms. Hurst was shocked by his face – he was almost dreamlike, gazing enchanted at the dragon as if it were the most beautiful sight in the world. And the dragon, his eye almost level with Trimon’s, gazed back at him.
 
   “Wait, wait!” Dethin came running up beside them. “Trimon, what are you seeing?”
 
   “Amazing!” he murmured. “Quite amazing! Unbelievable!” 
 
   “Trimon, talk to me!” Dethin took one arm and shook him, and Trimon tore his eyes away from the dragon and turned his head.
 
   “Isn’t it beautiful?”
 
   “Trimon, tell me exactly what you can see.”
 
   “Look for yourself.”
 
   Another shake, harder this time. “Describe it.”
 
   “Oh. Swirls of colour. Light, all blowing round, making shapes. A single shape – not sure. The way it moves – just air moving, but so beautiful… Oh, look at that!“
 
   The dragon flapped its wings again, stirring a tornado of dust.
 
   “Can you make it go away?”
 
   “Why would I do that? It’s glorious.”
 
   He gazed at it, mesmerised. Dethin squeezed round to stand directly in front of him. Trimon ducked his head left and right to keep the dragon in view, but Dethin grabbed his head with both hands and forced his attention.
 
   “Trimon! Concentrate. You have to force it to obey you.” Another great flap of wings set Dethin’s hair flying. “Focus your mind. Get control of it.”
 
   For the first time, Trimon looked fully into Dethin’s face. “How? I don’t understand.”
 
   “You have a connection to it.” The dragon stretched its neck skywards and screeched in anger. “We just see a dragon, you’re the only one who can see what it is underneath, its true nature. So reach out your mind to it, and bring it—” 
 
   Another screech drowned his words, but this time Trimon nodded and lifted his face to the dragon. He closed his eyes and then gasped. 
 
   Whatever he did stirred the dragon to a frenzy of flapping. The chain held it. Landing awkwardly, it settled on the ground and pelted towards Trimon, screaming, rows of teeth bared.
 
   The others all scrambled back, but Trimon was motionless, eyes shut, concentrating, oblivious.
 
   Then his eyes shot open, mouth round in surprise. He raised one hand towards the dragon, lifted his head and gave a great, unearthly howl that echoed round the court. On and on, rising and falling, like nothing human.
 
   The dragon took off again with a scream of dismay, wings flapping right above their heads now, sweeping them into a new dust storm. The final chain snapped and it shot up, then swirled round and round, screeching so loudly that Hurst’s ears hurt. 
 
   Circling in great sweeps, becoming bigger and less diffuse, filling the whole court, a howling gale tearing at them, catching loose gloves, someone’s bow, a helmet, tossed into the air like so many dry leaves. Then just as Hurst thought he would be blown away himself, it was gone, the dust settling, a rattle of debris falling, and finally silence.
 
   A small cheer from somewhere behind them, and a burst of relieved chatter as people picked themselves up, shook off dust, looked for lost belongings. In front of them, the Silent Guards moved forward in unison, until the front line was directly below the plinth. As one, they unstrapped their weapons and laid them at their feet before kneeling, heads bent to the ground in submission.
 
   “Well, looks like we’ve found the One after all,” Gantor murmured.
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   57: Home (Mia)
 
   Mia could hardly believe the tale when she heard it. 
 
   “But it wasn’t real?” she kept saying.
 
   “It was real enough, but not alive.” Dethin’s eyes crinkled as he smiled at her bewilderment.
 
   “And it was just wind? A tornado?”
 
   “Something like that. It looked to us like a dragon, but Trimon could see through the illusion, and he saw it as air, moving air.”
 
   “So he really has a connection.”
 
   “Apparently so.”
 
   “It must have been magic of some sort,” she said uncertainly.
 
   “I suppose so. The Silent Guard conjured it up, but they don’t have the power to create such trickery themselves. I imagine they found the machinery, discovered what it could do and incorporated it into their beliefs.”
 
   “But what was it for? Why would anyone make such things?”
 
   Dethin shrugged. “Who knows? A defence mechanism, maybe? Or perhaps it was used for some obscure ritual. It must date back to before the Catastrophe, so we’ll never know for sure.”
 
   Mia was glad to see Dethin safely back, one of the first to return to the tower. He led a small number of those injured by the fighting on the streets, where groups with different allegiances had clashed. Everyone else had stayed behind. 
 
   Although the Silent Guards had submitted to Trimon’s authority, and most of the opposing Skirmishers had surrendered without a fight, including Mia’s father, there were still a few clashes as they dispersed. Then it was a matter of plodding methodically through the maze of tunnels and halls below the temple complex, rooting out all the Trannatta. They found numerous bonded servants down there, too, still loyal to their masters. 
 
   The celebrations at the tower went on long into the evening, accompanied by a great deal of wine and ale. A few more Skirmishers drifted back through the tunnel in twos and threes, bringing news. Klemmast had led his Hundreds to the House of Revelations, to free all the prisoners there and escort them to healers at the Ring’s main infirmary. The worst affected would be brought to the tower in time. The cells would be called into use again, to house the Trannatta until it was decided what to do with them. 
 
   Hurst’s own Hundreds had turned up, and they were to help the Silent Guards who wished to leave, finding them transport to their homes. However, many of the Silent Guard wished to stay, having no memory of any life before the Temple. Trimon was their leader now, as much to his surprise as theirs, and they were willing to follow his wishes. Already he had plans to form an elite troop, although he was vague as to purpose.
 
   Hurst was not amongst the returners, and eventually Mia gave up waiting for him.
 
   “I suppose he’ll find somewhere to sleep over there. Do you have to go back tomorrow?” she asked Dethin as they undressed.
 
   “I’ve been given no orders. Having failed abysmally to turn this particular worm, I don’t think Tanist has much use for me anymore.”
 
   She laughed. “You can look after me, then.”
 
   “Always happy to do that.” He bent his head to kiss her gently.
 
   “And a whole night to do it in.” She caught a look in his eye. “What is it? Too tired? It’s been a difficult day for you.”
 
   “No, it’s not that. It just seems odd that Hurst isn’t here.”
 
   “It’s not the first time that’s happened.”
 
   “But he was always nearby – downstairs somewhere, talking to Tanist, checking on the watch. I knew he would turn up later. This is different.”
 
   They slipped into bed, and he lifted an arm so she could curl up next to him. 
 
   “He wouldn’t mind, you know,” Mia said.
 
   “Wouldn’t he? Are you sure about that?”
 
   “He said he’s happy with things as they are, that was quite clear.”
 
   He sighed. “I wonder if he really means it. I’m sure he still feels underneath that you belong to him. And who can blame him? You two have been lovers for years. I’m very much an interloper.”
 
   Was that so? Did Hurst still see Dethin as a rival, someone to put up with, because she wanted it? Was he waiting patiently, hoping she would tire of him?
 
   After a while she said, “It’s not true, actually – that we’ve been lovers for years.”
 
   “No? That’s what he told me. We talked a lot while you were unconscious.”
 
   “For him – I think it is true, but not for me. I never thought of Hurst until a few months ago. He was just a friend, that was all. I was in love with Jonnor.”
 
   “Jonnor? Your other husband?” Astonishment in his voice. “That bag of foul-mouthed unpleasantness?” 
 
   She giggled. “That’s the one. He was much more presentable as a Karningholder, you know. He deteriorated sadly when he became a barbarian.”
 
   “I didn’t realise,” Dethin said. “But still – even as a friend, you have a long history together. Whereas I—”
 
   “Whereas you have always treated me kindly,” she said in a low voice. “Unlike Jonnor.”
 
   “But I forced you…”
 
   “Better you than Bulraney.”
 
   “Gods, yes! But still…”
 
   “Ssshh. You were the Warlord, it was expected of you. Don’t feel guilty for doing what you had to do. That’s all over.”
 
   “I don’t know how you can bear to have me touch you. Why don’t you hate me?” And he shuddered, taking a heaving breath.
 
   “I’ve never blamed you, never. And you never hurt me. Stop tormenting yourself. You’re here with me because I want you here. I like being with you, and that’s the truth.”
 
   They lay for a long while in the dark, not speaking. Mia closed her eyes and opened her mind to him, allowing his love to flood over her. She sighed in contentment, wondering if she would ever convince him that he was a welcome bedmate. She thought about Hurst and his comfortable unquestioning adoration, and that was a marvellous thing to have. If she had never met Dethin, she would have been entirely content with Hurst alone. 
 
   But Dethin gave her something different, an intense passion that thrilled and excited her. He set her on fire, somehow. It didn’t feel like love, or at least, it was nothing like the deep affection she felt for Hurst, but it was a wonderful sensation to be with him, to see the way he looked at her, to feel his kisses washing through her body, or the warmth of his love inside her mind. It was lust, she supposed, a selfish desire fired by her connection, and perhaps one day it would diminish or she would learn to love him the way she loved Hurst, but for now she wanted him and she wasn’t going to give him up without a fight.
 
   He stirred a little, shifting position. “I love you, Mia.”
 
   “I know,” she said.
 
   ~~~
 
   It was several days before Hurst returned. Walst was sent back first, to reassure the women, he said, but Mia suspected he was too fidgety for the delicate business of calming the Ring and mopping up the last of the opposition. He was very cross to be denied a full scale battle and likely his twitchy sword hand would cause trouble before too long if he were out on the streets. But he reported that all was well, apart from a few troublemakers reluctant to concede defeat.
 
   Tanist and the new Council had taken over one of the main administrative buildings for their meetings, and had issued a series of edicts, outlawing all Trannatta but allowing their bonded servants and Slaves the option to stay. They formally freed the Silent Guards and offered an amnesty to all those with criminal pasts sent across the border. A few former barbarians had already crossed back into the Karningplain, and the border Karningholds had begun organising wagons to transport them to their homes, while a committee had started registering them as full Karningers. Another committee, this time of Karningholders, had been set up to devise the best way to deal with the vast number of Skirmishers no longer needed now that the barbarians were returning. The border would still need to be protected from outside threats, but for a while there would be peace.
 
   The tower seemed disconnected from all these momentous events, hearing them second or third hand, but it was not without its own developments. Two of the Nine had ventured outside the walls onto the boat dock, enjoying a moment of winter sunshine. Although they had not crumbled to dust, they reported extreme fatigue within a very short time, so it seemed likely they would have to stay within the tower itself and the short stretches of tunnel with glowing walls. Beyond that, the fatigue returned. They also found, quite by accident, when one of them tripped over, that they could walk about the Hall of Magic without raising the men with batons.
 
   “Perhaps you created them,” Dethin suggested. “They remember you.”
 
   “Well, that would be ironic indeed,” Sylinor said, “since we recall nothing of them. But it may be so.”
 
   Strangely, the effect held even when others were there, so one or other of the Nine would be called upon whenever large groups or injured men needed to pass through.
 
   Sylinor was thrilled. “At last! Something useful we can do.” 
 
   There were many injuries from the clashes before the encounter at the Great Temple, and the occasional outbreaks after that, and the Ring’s main infirmary sent the worst of them to the tower. The infirmary was on the lake shore directly opposite the tower’s great doors, only a short distance away by boat. 
 
   Most of the Trannatta had left the tower, but Cristo was not one of them. He and a small number of healers had apartments on an otherwise unoccupied floor, and mostly he kept out of the way, but occasionally Mia would catch sight of him. One day she was helping to change sheets in the infirmary room when he appeared with a pile of fresh linen. When he saw her, he avoided her gaze and lowered his head, setting his burden down quickly and turning away. But then he turned back to her.
 
   “I wonder… if I might talk to you,” he said in diffident tones. His voice was low, the accent more pronounced, and all the ebullience gone, so that Mia would hardly have known him. But still, however subdued, he was Cristo, and she ignored him. After a moment he made her a little bow and withdrew.
 
   “It might help to talk to him,” said the healer Keyramon, who was working with Mia.
 
   “Who would it help?”
 
   “Him, a little. He wants to apologise to you, I think. But it might help you, too.”
 
   “Can he give me back my dead child? No? Then I don’t think we have much to say to each other, do you? Will you smooth that corner a little more?”
 
   When Mia thought about it, however, she realised that it might be a good idea to hear him out. It was irrational to blame him for following orders, and he had been very helpful to Tanist, giving him what little information he knew. She arranged to see him in the tower’s wide entrance hall, public enough for her to feel safe, yet large enough to provide a private corner. She sat on a scarred wooden bench under the great doors, hands resting in her lap. Dethin, fully armed, stood nearby and Killin and Cristamond, his two Captains, lurked across the hall. 
 
   Cristo appeared from the upper floors, walking down the ramp instead of jumping. Diffidently he settled himself with plenty of space between himself and Mia, head down. 
 
   “I – thank you for seeing me,” he said quietly. When she said nothing, he continued, “I know you can never forgive me for what you have suffered – I do not blame you. I could make excuses, but – what is the point? It is done, and though I deeply regret my part in it, nothing can make you recompense. I have done what little I can to help your people, and First Councillor Tanist dos Arrakas has generously given me permission to stay here – in the Ring.”
 
   He lifted his head to look at her, but still she was silent. What was there to say? He was her enemy. Yet without the arrogance, he was different. Younger, somehow. Perhaps he was no older than her, a young man caught up in affairs without fully understanding them, just as she had been when she started asking about the tunnel. 
 
   He was speaking again, more rapidly. “I should like to stay, of course. Finish my research. The scholars – I have been told they can find a place for me. But…” A long pause, chewing his lip. He shifted a little on the bench. “If it would upset you, I will leave. Go back to my people. It would be fitting, would it not? I sent you into exile, and now you can do the same to me. I will do whatever you wish.”
 
   He lowered his head again, but even without opening her mind, she could hardly miss the roiling emotions within him. Fear, mostly.
 
   “What will happen to you, if you go back to them?” she said.
 
   His head lifted sharply, eyes flashing. “Nothing good! I am a traitor now, I suppose, and I have no breeding value. But – but I will leave if my presence still distresses you.”
 
   “Why are you so afraid of them? They’re your own people, it’s your home – isn’t it?”
 
   He looked at her, his mouth working, as if debating how much to say. “They treat us the way we treated you. The rules, the fear, the interviews – all of that. They come here every year to check up on us, and give us their instructions. If we go back now, having failed in our mission—”
 
   “Your mission?”
 
   “They want to find the secret of magic. Once there were immensely powerful mages, powerful enough to build this tower, to change the world. They are gone now, but we still have these – connections, you call them. Little puffs of magic in the world, but if they could be combined, used in harmony, amplified…” He looked down again, hands twisting, so that the tattoos on his palm slid in and out of view. “That is what my people want, above all things. With such power, they could rule the world.”
 
   “Then it’s better for all of us that your mission failed,” she said crisply.
 
   “Yes! I agree! But if we go back now, having failed, I do not know what will happen to us.”
 
   Another sharp burst of fear spiked through him. Nothing good would happen to him, he had said, and Mia could well believe it. A ruthless people indeed. 
 
   “No.” She spoke louder than she intended, making him jump, for her mind was filled with his fear. Dethin stirred, and his hand strayed to the hilt of his sword. “No,” she said, more quietly. “There has been enough blood spilled, one way or another. Let us have no more of it. I daresay it will not be easy for you here, marked as you are…” She pointed to his hands, the tattoos visible.
 
   He spread his hands out, palms upward. “They will fade. On us, tattoos are not permanent. But I will always be different in other ways.”
 
   “Your looks, you mean?”
 
   “That, and the accent, and the different beliefs. It is hard to shake off the customs imbued since birth.”
 
   “There is no reason why you should,” Mia said. “Different doesn’t mean wrong.”
 
   He beamed at her, looking almost childlike. “You are very generous, Most High. I am grateful.” And he bowed, hand to chest.
 
   As he leaned forward, she caught a flash of silver chain at his neck, and was reminded of Dondro’s pendant, still sitting in the bag at her waist in its soft velvet pouch. Did they all wear one, then? On impulse, she pulled the pendant out and dangled it by its chain so that it spun and sparkled in the light.
 
   Cristo gasped. “Grash’on chaylan! It is Dondro’s, is it not?” She nodded, dropping it into his cupped hands. He held it reverently, murmuring a few words in his own language. He looked at her with glowing eyes. “Thank you, thank you! This is his chaylan, a part of his spirit. Now I can send it back to his—”
 
   “Family?”
 
   “No, we do not have family as you do. I do not know the best word – court, perhaps. His court. They will be very happy to have it, so they can hold the proper rituals for his spirit. Thank you!” Another burst of his own language, then he rose and bowed again, more deeply.
 
   Mia rose too, shaking out the creases in her tunic. “That’s settled then. Stay, if you wish. Do your research. One day, perhaps, I may even forgive you. But for now, I don’t want to be reminded.”
 
   He shot to his feet. “I understand. Thank you. Thank you so much!” He was bowing again, a low submissive stoop, but she walked away without a glance, as Dethin fell into step behind her.
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst returned late one afternoon with Tanist and Klemmast, trailing a great swarm of Skirmishers who wandered wide-eyed around the tower, and amused themselves by racing up the ramp and then jumping over the edge.
 
   “Why did you bring so many?” Mia said, as she helped Tenya carry an extra haunch of meat from the store room. “A little warning wouldn’t have gone amiss, either. Meat will be late, now.”
 
   “No matter, there’s plenty of wine. But you know Tanist – he likes to include everyone.”
 
   Tenya glowered at him. “They’ll all be dead drunk before the food arrives, and I’m not carting them off to bed.”
 
   “Leave them be,” Walst said, passing around jugs of wine. “They’ve been camped out in the barrens for weeks, in the snow and wind, and there’s been fighting too. They need some relaxation.”
 
   “I’m very happy to leave them be,” Mia said. “Shall we take our own food to the apartment?”
 
   “And drink,” Walst said. “Don’t forget the drink.”
 
   But it proved too difficult to extract Hurst from his many relatives, so they ate in the kitchen, Hurst surrounded by an increasingly raucous crowd, Mia and Dethin squeezed into a corner. The moon was rising before they were able to get Hurst to bed, where he instantly fell asleep. Mia joggled him as she climbed in beside him, but he was oblivious. She turned to Dethin.
 
   “Well, you can’t complain that he’s too far away, can you?”
 
   He chuckled, and, tossing his shirt to the floor, slipped into bed alongside her.
 
   ~~~
 
   Mia was thoughtful after her talk with Cristo. Before that, thinking about him had brought all the painful memories flooding back, so she had deliberately set him – and all the Trannatta – out of her mind. If she had thought at all about Tanist’s plans for them, she’d supposed they were getting exactly what they deserved. The Karningplain would be better without them.
 
   Now she was uneasy. The reality of the rebellion wasn’t quite as rosy she’d hoped. It was true that few people had died, so her fears of a terrible massacre had been unfounded. Nevertheless, there were rifts that would never heal – with her own father, for instance. She had shed many tears over that. She didn’t regret her choice or doubt the rightness of it, but it had made an enemy of him. That was like a spear in her heart, a wound that would never completely heal.
 
   And if some of her own people were now enemies, some of her enemies turned out to be less villainous than she’d thought. Even Trannatta were people, too, with their own feelings and conflicts, struggling to do the best they could in difficult circumstances. Not all of them were evil. There was good and bad everywhere. The war had been won; their society had had a rotten heart, and the putrid, infected flesh had needed to be incised from the body of the Karningplain. Now history would judge them by how they managed the peace, whether they kept that body in good order or allowed it to fester again.
 
   The following day, Mia waved Tanist over when she spotted him at the morning meal. He beamed at Mia, grinned at Hurst’s bleary-eyed state, and then cast a calculating eye on Dethin. He filled his plate with cold meat and fruit, stepped over a couple of forms fast asleep on the floor then came and sat opposite the three of them.
 
   “What’s on your mind, Mia?”
 
   “The Trannatta. Are you determined to send them all away to the north coast?”
 
   “Well, apart from a few helpful ones, yes. Now don’t get all soft-hearted on me, Mia, by the Gods. This is war, you know. There’s no room for sentiment.”
 
   “I know. But we went to war because they sent us into exile. Now we’re doing exactly the same to them.”
 
   “That was only part of it. The fear, the torture, the unspeakable things they did to us – to you, Mia. They killed your child and took away any chance of having another.”
 
   Tears prickled, but she blinked them away. “And if you send them back to their people, those things will be done to them.”
 
   “Good. Mia, you were not so squeamish over Dondro.”
 
   She looked down, smoothing her tunic. “I know. I was so angry, then. Besides, there were few options. He couldn’t be released, and we could hardly keep him locked up for ever, not out there, in the middle of a war. He had to be executed, I can see that. But I didn’t like the manner of his death. I understood the desire for revenge, but it’s not civilised, Tanist. Is that how you want to begin the new era, by adopting the methods of the old regime? Can you really be happy sending thousands of people away to be tortured? Meanwhile, you’re leaving all the non-Trannatta Slaves in place, even though many of them were complicit in these crimes, and you’ve opened the borders to every murderer and rapist and thief in the Karningplain.”
 
   Tanist shifted in his chair, watching her. Then he tossed his knife down, and leaned back, folding his arms. “And what would you have me do? Show mercy to the people who kept us in subjection, while refusing it to our own people - our own people – who may or may not have committed crimes in the past? May I remind you, these Trannatta are not Karningers at all. Their craft town here and their lair under the Great Temple are outposts of their empire on the north coast. They get their orders from there, they come and go as they please, they don’t belong here.” He glared at her, then added, “Anyway, it’s not thousands. A few hundred, maybe. A thousand at most. Not much more, anyway. Gods, Mia, what am I supposed to do with them anyway if they stay?”
 
   “What they already do. Run the sky ships. Make clocks and silver jewelry and locks. Drain the swamps. Research, like Cristo.”
 
   Tanist frowned. “You’ll never convince me they’re all law-abiding honourable folk.”
 
   Mia smiled at him, patting his hand. “Of course not, no more than Karningers. But if you give them the opportunity, you might find plenty that are. Let them choose.”
 
   “So they smile and say, yes, of course we’ll behave and the next thing is we have a revolt on our hands.”
 
   Dethin leaned forward. “They don’t fight. And we have the swords, remember?”
 
   “Make them swear an oath,” Hurst put in. “Like we did when we became Skirmishers, swearing to defend the Karningplain. Although – we swore on the Book of the Hours.”
 
   “It’s still the official religion,” Mia said. “But that won’t work for Trannatta. You’d have to get them to swear on something else – their chaylan, maybe. The silver necklace thing.”
 
   Tanist raised an eyebrow. “Interesting. So we let the Trannatta stay if they swear an oath? You think that would work?”
 
   Mia nodded. “Why not? But not just the Trannatta. It should be the same for all of us – every Karningholder, every Slave, every merchant and farmer and brewer. We should all be required to swear loyalty to the new Council.”
 
   A broad grin broke on Tanist’s face. “I like that idea. I am the face of the new Council, so everyone has to swear allegiance to me. I’ll put it to the other Councillors.”
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   58: Karninghold (Hurst)
 
   The next morning Hurst woke to find Mia gone, and only Dethin in the room; the first time such a thing had ever happened. Dethin was rummaging in his box, sorting out plainer clothes.
 
   “Is Mia up already?” Hurst said.
 
   “Some time ago,” he answered without looking up.
 
   “How about you? You all right?”
 
   Dethin’s head lifted sharply. “I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   “No second thoughts? Not torn, even a little bit?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Going to find your family. We can wait, you know. There’s no rush to leave here, and there’s a storm of paperwork to be done before Mia can go home anyway.”
 
   “Oh, that.” Dethin sat back on his heels, then turned round to face him fully. “Look, even as a boy, I never had much in common with my family. They would spend whole days huddled indoors with their books, and all I ever wanted was to be out in the air with a sword in my hand. Well, I got more than I bargained for in that way, but all those years as a barbarian haven’t made me any better suited to their way of life. You are my family now, you and Mia. You called me brother, Hurst – you can’t imagine how much that means to me.”
 
   His eyes blazed with fire, and Hurst had to look away for a moment before answering. “Good, because that’s how I see it, too.” Then, after a hesitation, “Look, I wasn’t sure about you at first, for obvious reasons, but… well, you’ve looked after Mia.”
 
   Dethin nodded. “I always did, although I appreciate it might not have looked that way. When I first saw her at Third Section – I couldn’t leave her with Bulraney, I just couldn’t. It was unthinkable. But then, having rescued her from that – that animal, I had to do exactly what I’d tried to protect her from. I had no choice. I felt I had no choice.”
 
   “We’ve all had to do unthinkable things, these last few weeks,” Hurst said gently. He’d never heard Dethin speak so openly, with such feeling.
 
   “I know. But I hated it.” Hurst raised an eyebrow, and Dethin laughed. “All right, I’m only human. Sex with Mia is always good.”
 
   “And you love her.”
 
   “Of course. Who could not love her?”
 
   “Jonnor!” Hurst said in a heartbeat, and they both laughed. He felt again the warmth of comradeship he should have felt with Jonnor but never had. He slapped Dethin genially on the shoulder. “And she loves you, brother.”
 
   That wiped the amusement from his face. “No. It’s always been you. Come on, you lazy sod, time you were up.”
 
   Tossing the bed covers aside, Hurst looked surreptitiously at his leg. It was true that he’d had no pain from it for a while, but he’d assumed that was because he was tower-bound and less active. 
 
   “Do you really think it’s straighter than it was?” he asked Dethin.
 
   He smiled. “I do. You probably don’t notice it, but I honestly think the tower has improved it. Maybe it will never be completely right, but I’m sure it’s better than it was.”
 
   “D’you suppose it will improve my face, too?” 
 
   Dethin laughed. “There’s nothing wrong with your face. Ask Mia.” And he bent again to the box, pulling out a neatly folded shirt with a cry of triumph.
 
   Hurst froze. “Brother, your back!”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Your scars – they’re almost gone.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   They stared at each other. “This tower – it’s weird,” Hurst said, uncomfortably.
 
   ~~~
 
   Hurst had never much thought how Dethin would fit in to Karning life. He’d assumed rather vaguely that he would be a more compatible version of Jonnor – helping with whatever replaced the skirmishes by day, sharing Mia by night, something more than a Companion if not quite a husband. 
 
   It was Tanist who pointed out the obvious flaws. “You and Mia can go back to your Karning, you’re still Karningholders, after all – well, a bit more paperwork to do, but soon. But the Warlord has no place there, no role to play and – this bed-sharing won’t work. There are rules.”
 
   “The rules are changing—” Hurst began, but Tanist waved him to silence.
 
   “They’re not changing as much as all that, Hurst. Only Karningholders are allowed in the high tower. He’s not part of the marriage, and no amount of rule-bending is going to make him so.”
 
   Hurst was forced to acknowledge that he was right – Dethin wouldn’t be allowed in the high tower, so how was it going to work? He was thrust into gloom.
 
   Mia was more optimistic. “We’ll find a way. We run our own Karning, so we can make what arrangements we like. Henissa and Bernast won’t object.”
 
   “But what about the guards? It’s their job to protect the high tower to keep everyone out but us. Dethin won’t be able to get in.” 
 
   “Then we’ll all sleep in the family wing,” she said impatiently. “We’ll sort something out. The most important thing is to stay together, isn’t it? Hurst? Dethin?”
 
   She took one hand from each of them, and they both nodded.
 
   “But if it gets difficult,” Dethin said, his voice low, “if ever I’m in the way… You know, don’t you, that you only have to say the word, and I’ll be gone?”
 
   “You’ll never be in the way,” she whispered.
 
   “We belong together,” Hurst said fiercely.
 
   “Thank you.” A twist of a smile. But he didn’t look convinced.
 
   ~~~
 
   The snow kept them at the tower for some weeks longer. People came and went, the sick and injured arrived and were healed and left again, but the three of them stayed on. The message system stabilised, the new Council established regular meetings, and still they lingered. Word arrived that Henissa had given birth to a daughter, and within hours Bernast woke, in the same way as Mia – instantly, and with no ill effects or lingering weakness. The former barbarians continued to trickle back to their homes and apply for registration, but many vanished into the Karningplain or took over Godstowers or abandoned buildings, preying on settled communities. 
 
   Parts of the tunnel were also falling under bandit control. A group from Third Section, who had walked all the way, arrived exhausted, filthy and near starvation, after several clashes with armed groups. One of the arrivals was Morsha, but she had no knowledge of the rest of Mia’s Companions.
 
   “I was at First when word reached us, and naturally I went to Third to look for Mia,” she said. “You’d all gone, of course, but quite a few wanted to follow, and knew how the gates worked and everything, so I just tagged along. Took us a long time, though, with the food running low and injured men. And we had no idea how to get out – no choice but to keep going. You’ve no idea how good it is to have hot water again.”
 
   Four weeks after the Great Temple was taken, a milder spell of weather turned Hurst’s thoughts to home. There were eighteen who wished to go, Karningers and former barbarians. They had decided to ride, a journey of several days, because the sky ships were awkward for such a large group. None of them wanted to walk all the way through the tunnel again, even without the prospect of fighting their way through. The horses were kept on the far side of the Ring of Bonnegar, so they walked through the tunnel to the nearest Godstower, grateful they now knew how to open the door.
 
   Hurst thought he would be sad to leave the tower behind, their home for more than two months now, but as soon as he settled into the saddle he laughed in sheer delight. It was like a long-awaited release from prison, or a return to health after protracted illness. He was giddy with joy and he saw the same enchantment on all the faces around him. For a while they let the horses have their head, and raced down the wide track as fast as the slope allowed. As they descended onto the plain, the forest loomed ahead of them, and they slowed their pace to stay within sight of each other.
 
   They rode in easy fashion across the barrens, first through deep forest, making camp in clearings near the track, and then across the open plain, sleeping beside the stone-built shelters provided for the purpose. Twice they encountered groups of Skirmishers patrolling. The first was in daylight, a cousin placed there by Tanist to watch for trouble.
 
   “Keep your eyes open,” he advised Hurst. “There are some odd people around just now. That’s what happens when you open the border – the barbarians get everywhere. If you ask me, we were better off when we killed them on sight.”
 
   “They’re as civilised as you or me, given the chance,” Hurst said, although he wasn’t sure it was true. Was civilisation a natural state all men were capable of, or merely a veneer over a deeply barbaric nature? He thought of Bulraney and wondered.
 
   “Do you want an escort? You are few, and have women with you.”
 
   “We’ll be fine. Only one more night and then we’ll be into the Karnings.”
 
   Even so, they slept with weapons to hand and kept a full watch, sleeping crammed inside the shelter for protection rather than out in the open. In the middle of the night, Dethin woke him.
 
   “Many horses,” he whispered. 
 
   After an hour or more, the sound of hooves was audible. They sat, barely daring to breathe, swords in hand, but the large group rode on and the sounds diminished and disappeared.
 
   Hurst was relieved to escape so easily. After that, they proceeded cautiously but met no trouble. In the Karnings they passed through, the roads were clogged with people moving from place to place, not just the bright red wagons authorised by Council to transport former barbarians home, but small farmers’ carts and groups on foot, carrying bundles of clothes or tools, with pots dangling.
 
   “They’re allowed to travel now,” Gantor said, when Hurst expressed surprise. 
 
   “Who would have thought so many would have wanted to?” Mia said.
 
   Some groups were in festival mood and waved cheerfully at them as they rode past, but others were surly, watching them with grim expressions, and some were terrified, leaping out of the way. A few were provisioned with knife or home-made spear or the occasional sword of a retired Skirmisher, but Hurst’s group was mounted and well-armed and no one threatened them.
 
   Dethin watched it all with open interest, staring at every craft town or village they passed through, and chatting to anyone who fell into his orbit as they waited to cross bridges or for service at inns. Hurst had never seen him so outgoing and friendly, even as a boy, and it pleased him to see the effort he put into relearning all the ways of his home. He would fit in very well at the Karning.
 
   Finally they were there, riding through the arch with the alarm sounding above them, servants rushing here and there to take the horses and unload the packs, everyone smiling. Henissa raced out with a great squeal, hurling herself at Bernast before he was properly dismounted, then kissing Mia, Tenya and Morsha, and even Hurst, before starting again with Bernast. Marna was there, weeping over Mia and Morsha, and Torman, Jonnor’s missing Companion, but there was no sign of Jonnor himself, or Tella.
 
   They all went through to the guest hall, where dusty outer clothes were taken away, food and wine was laid out, and everyone was introduced. One by one, the arrivals were led off by Henissa to their rooms to refresh themselves. Last of all, she came to Hurst, Mia and Dethin. Mia had written, not explaining the situation, but requesting a specific guest apartment for them. Henissa had other ideas.
 
   “Will you come this way?” she said to Dethin. “I will show you to your room.” She used no honorific, but Hurst forgave her for that. It was awkward when so many arrived at once, and with some very odd histories.
 
   Mia stood up. “No, Henissa, not that corridor. Did you not receive my message? The three of us will share the blue suite.”
 
   “Oh, yes, but… I thought you weren’t serious. You and Hurst are in the high tower, naturally, and – erm…” She waved vaguely towards Dethin.
 
   “We will share,” Mia said, in a tone that allowed no argument. “The blue suite is perfect.” Hurst knew she had chosen it because it had two bedrooms, which they hoped would forestall some of the questions.
 
   “Very well,” Henissa said, compressing her lips in disapproval. She led the way in the opposite direction, towards the area of larger apartments set aside for more important guests.
 
   They waited several days before discussing their arrangement with Henissa. Bernast was of course aware of it already, and must have explained to Henissa, for her face clouded as soon as Mia began talking. Hurst said very little and Dethin nothing at all, but Mia made a fine job of it. She even dredged up some examples from history of lovers from outside the marriage who had been admitted to the high tower. There was no provision in law for any formal arrangement, and no likelihood that the Council would take up the idea in the future, but they hoped to come to some informal agreement.
 
   But Henissa would have none of it. It was too unconventional, she argued, too lax to be considered. There were so many changes already, there had to be lines drawn somewhere or there would be chaos. There could be no respect for a husband who allowed his wife to behave so, she said, glaring at Hurst, nor for a wife who kept both husband and lover. It undermined the institution of marriage, the running of the Karning, the very fabric of the law. It was quite impossible.
 
   So they stayed in the blue suite, and although Dethin kept his things in the unused bedroom to deter comment amongst the servants, they all knew that they were the subject of gossip.
 
   Hurst had been living in the moment for so long that he had hardly thought what life would be like after their return. There were no skirmishes, of course, but there was training every day, he had Mia at night, and there were long relaxing evenings playing crowns or reading or just chatting companionably with friends. The everyday routine of the Karninghold soothed his spirits with its mundane activities, and he was glad to see the children again, all of them grown in body and abilities since the summer, and admire the new baby.
 
   To Hurst’s horror, the Karninghold Slave was still there, the same one who had sent Mia to her death, and although Hurst wrote at once to his father to ask him to do something about it, he himself was powerless to insist that he leave. Every morning he sat through the communion, listening to the chanting, holding Mia’s hand, and glaring in his most ferocious manner at the glittering eyes under their hood. Any normal man would have crumbled long since and found a reason to disappear, but this Slave was made of tougher steel, and remained impervious. The only comfort was that he had no influence over Karning affairs now, so Hurst had no cause to meet him at any other time.
 
   Mia, to his surprise, was unconcerned by the Slave. “He can’t hurt us now,” she shrugged. Then, with a gurgle of laughter, “I’d slit his throat if he tried.”
 
   They had been there less than a week when Tella arrived. She had Kestimar, the new Warlord, in tow, and a stream of more junior warriors, and seemed very much herself – amused by life, charming and as restless as ever. No one had ever settled what would happen if she or Jonnor returned, whether their deaths would simply be revoked, as Mia’s had been, or whether some other role would be found for them. Whenever Hurst had raised the issue with Tanist, he had simply shrugged and said, “Let’s wait and see, shall we? No point worrying about hypotheticals when we have real problems to solve right now.”
 
   Fortunately, Tella had no intention of staying. She came only to scavenge whatever valuables she could. She took several horses, for the stables boasted many fine mounts gifted to her over the years, and spent an afternoon rifling through drawers and boxes in Mia’s room for jewelry. She was vague about her plans, although she thought she might find a craft town somewhere to set up what she described as ‘a quality establishment for discerning men’. 
 
   “A brothel?” Mia squeaked, horrified, but Tella had only laughed.
 
   “A very high class brothel, little sister. Perfectly legal, as long as the appropriate taxes are paid, and I am the very person to manage such a place, am I not?”
 
   “And the Warlord’s role in this enterprise?” Dethin asked her.
 
   “Security,” she answered. “Do you want a job too? The more men I have on hand, the better I like it.”
 
   “I know it,” he said sourly.
 
   She laughed in his face then. “So you do. But you got a fine revenge on me, didn’t you? I had to put up with that fool from South West for a full year. But I led him such a dance that he was glad to be rid of me, and I did rather better after that. Kestimar is – much more amenable, shall we say.” She leaned forward and kissed Dethin on the mouth, then gurgled with laughter. “You did all right after I left, didn’t you? And Mia seems not to mind my rejects.”
 
   “I rejected you,” he snapped, but she laughed even more at his anger.
 
   Hurst had no idea what to make of Tella. Mia cried over her, and hugged her fiercely. “So brave!” she whispered. “To take your own life like that, so that we wouldn’t have to break.”
 
   Tella burst out laughing. “Is that what they told you? Oh, little sister, such an innocent you are! Do you really think I would choose to die? I may have been tired of my life here, but never as desperate as that. No, they tricked me, promised me a new life somewhere else but instead I found a Servant waiting for me with some kind of poison. Mind you, I didn’t go down easily. I put a few scratches on his face. And really, he did me a favour, in many ways.”
 
   “How can you say that?” Mia cried, shocked. “Condemning you – both of us – to a life as slaves, and taking away the possibility of children. It was evil.”
 
   “For you, maybe, little sister,” Tella said. “But for me – I made a better barbarian than Karningholder. And now, we’re all free. We can do what we want, go where we want, be whatever we want to be. No arbitrary rules. No one telling us how we should behave. It’s wonderful!” She flung out her arms, and laughed again. “And no more children – oh, the relief! But I should take a look at the three I produced, I suppose.”
 
   The following day, to everyone’s bemusement, she disappeared again abruptly. She took with her Kestimar and his men, her youngest child, Jinnia, and two of the nursery servants.
 
   “Why?” Mia wailed. “Why take Jinnia? And to a brothel, too. She’s never taken any interest in the children before. I don’t understand.”
 
   Hurst shrugged. “Who knows why Tella does anything? But she’s taken the two servants who looked after Jinnia, so she’ll be well cared for. I expect Tella will take a house, or something, and live very comfortably on the proceeds of her brothel. And when she gets bored she’ll move on somewhere else. She was never settled, and now she’s as free as kishorn. Better that than have her underfoot here. I’m not sorry she’s gone.”
 
   ~~~
 
   The first week or two back were odd, and Hurst felt somehow disconnected. Training took his mind off it, and the nights, when he, Mia and Dethin shut their door on the world, were wonderful, but every day there was some jarring moment that reminded him how much had happened since the summer. The Skirmishers laughed openly at the warriors’ lack of training, the servants were subtly disrespectful, a constant stream of edicts arrived from the Council, and he worried what would happen if Jonnor turned up to disrupt everything. He hoped to feel more settled as time passed, but it didn’t happen.
 
   It was Dethin who brought things into the open. 
 
   “This isn’t working, is it?” he said one stillness, as they rested in their apartment.
 
   Mia sighed, and although Hurst began to protest, he knew it was so.
 
   “I don’t fit in here,” Dethin went on. “And not just me, it’s all of us who came back with you. Killin, Cristamond, Ainsley – there’s no place for any of us here. They respect me as a Warlord, but no one else does. I’ve forgotten all my Skirmisher training, and although I’m called Captain, I’m not competent to lead them. Killin can’t even read, let alone know the proper moves. Then there’s Mannigor – he should have his own Hundred, instead of trailing you. Trimon’s a dragon-tamer with thousands of Silent Guards worshipping him as a god, how is he supposed to be just a Companion again? Bernast – I know the tower’s healed his injuries, body and mind, but you don’t forget an experience like that. Even Tenya – she’s a Companion, but she’s treated like a servant here.”
 
   “Maybe she should have gone with Tella,” Hurst said uneasily.
 
   Mia choked. “To a brothel? Hardly!”
 
   “And then there’s us,” Dethin said. “It really doesn’t work having two Karningholders living outside the high tower. You should be with Bernast and Henissa, eating meat with them at least.”
 
   “We’re not going to abandon you,” Hurst said.
 
   Dethin smiled lopsidedly. “Then there’s Jonnor. What’s going to happen when he turns up?”
 
   “He may not,” Mia said. “Quite a lot have chosen to stay beyond the border.”
 
   “But if he does…” He left the words unsaid, but Hurst shivered. Jonnor returning would not be good news.
 
   “What do you propose?”
 
   “Well, I could leave…” 
 
   Mia cried out in dismay, and Hurst objected too. “No, we stay together brother.”
 
   Another half-smile. “Then you two should move back into the high tower.” He waved a hand to still their protests. “No, think about it. With things as they are, your authority is reduced and Henissa gets to make all the decisions. Have you noticed that the servants take her orders over yours? You’re the lead, Hurst, you need to take control. You both need to. I can still be with Mia sometimes – more discreetly.”
 
   “Aren’t you happy, Dethin?” Mia said.
 
   “You know I am. I love being with you. I’m very grateful to be here at all. There was nothing for me beyond the border, or at the Ring. But I’m no Skirmisher, I’ve been a warrior for too long, and I don’t know what else I can do here.” 
 
   “There are the guards,” Hurst said. “Or some other job within the Karninghold.”
 
   “That’s just it, what? It’s not a matter of finding work, I don’t fit in here.”
 
   “None of us do, not anymore,” Mia said slowly. “So much has happened, we’ve all changed. All I ever wanted was to be a Karningholder, and I loved it all, but now – I don’t belong here, any more than you do.”
 
   “Does it distress you, seeing the children, knowing what you’ve lost?” Hurst said.
 
   “Oh no, it’s not that. It’s—” She stopped, rubbing her face with one hand. “The only time I feel normal, when everything is right, is when I’m with you two. The rest of it – it’s all meaningless.”
 
   “So what do we do?” Hurst said, leaning back on his chair and folding his arms. “We’re agreed we want to stay together, no matter what, but it’s not working out here. So what options do we have?”
 
   “A couple of possibilities,” Dethin said. “We could ask for another Karning, maybe try to get me into the marriage. I’m a Higher, it’s not impossible, now that the Slaves don’t have to give permission.”
 
   “We’d have to have another wife as well,” Mia said, frowning. “I’m not sure… If it were just the three of us…”
 
   “And I’d make a terrible Karningholder,” Dethin said, his eyes crinkled with sudden amusement. “Not much of a Skirmisher, paperwork would be a real struggle, I haven’t a clue about the law and, to be honest, I’m not sure I want to start learning. Not at my age.”
 
   “Oh, you old man, you. What else, then?”
 
   “There are all sorts of groups being set up just now, to keep the Karnings clean. The Council Guard, did you see that notice? Some of the Skirmishers were talking about joining.”
 
   “Or there’s the Border Guard,” Hurst added. “The real barbarians will show up any day soon, and then there’ll be some proper action.”
 
   Dethin’s face closed up. “No. I’ve killed enough people, I don’t want to do any more of that if I can help it. But we could set up our own group, hire ourselves out.”
 
   “Oh, like Kestimar? Brothel security, you mean?”
 
   He laughed. “Maybe not brothels, but trade caravans. There are plenty of merchants trading with the coast, taking goods back and forth across the plains. They all have guards.”
 
   “The coast?” Mia said, eyes gleaming. “I’ve always wanted to see the ocean.”
 
   “Well, now’s your chance. We’d have enough men, with your Companions, my Captains, maybe Mannigor and his Mentors. Perhaps a few of the Skirmishers would want to join. Camping under the stars, living on moundrat and tender young kishorn, whatever we can catch. A week or two at the coast, then back again. Winters in a Karning, or a town by the sea.”
 
   “It’s a man’s job, though, isn’t it?” Mia said. “There’d be no place for me.”
 
   “Lots of women go along, whole families sometimes. You could learn to use a bow, or a short sword, and there’s plenty of other work if you don’t want to be a warrior girl – putting up tents, tending the beasts, cooking. What do you think?”
 
   “It sounds wonderful. Tenya would like it too, I think. Morsha and Marna – I don’t know.”
 
   “Most such groups have a home base – a house in the trading town, with someone there permanently to organise the next trip. Morsha would be perfect for that, don’t you think? And the children could stay there.”
 
   “Children?”
 
   “Tenya’s and Marna’s children. If they leave here, they can take their children, that was one of the new laws. Hurst? What do you think?”
 
   “I think – it would be perfect,” he said slowly, and then laughter bubbled up. “Yes! It would be good to leave all of this behind, all this rigid formality, the Slaves, the laws. We’ve changed too much to pick it up again after all that’s happened. But guarding caravans – yes, I’d like that. We’d be together, and no one would think us odd.”
 
   “Hurst, our arrangement will always seem odd,” Mia said. “But it wouldn’t attract so much attention this way.”
 
   “That’s settled, then,” Hurst said in satisfaction. “The only decision left is – which ocean? North or south?”
 
   “North!” Dethin and Mia said in unison, then burst out laughing.
 
   “North? Isn’t it crawling with Trannatta? I don’t want to tangle with them again.”
 
   “There are plenty of other people up there,” Mia said. “Whole regions without a Trannatta in sight. And the north will be warm.”
 
   “Of course. All that exotic fruit. The trading season will be longer, so we can make more money from it. We should be able to work almost up to the winter quiet.”
 
   “You, maybe, but not me,” Mia said. “Through the summer, but then I shall have to stop.”
 
   “Stop, why?” 
 
   Dethin made a little choking sound, but Hurst was still puzzled and Mia had to explain it.
 
   “Because I’m pregnant, Hurst. The tower healed me.”
 
   ~~~
 
   Within a week they were gone, for there was little point in staying. There were more than thirty of them altogether, including some Skirmishers, their women and a few children. There were several trading towns on the northern border, where merchant caravans gathered before their journey or unloaded afterwards. They would find one they liked to establish themselves, and would buy any gear they needed there.
 
   Hurst was bubbling with excitement. He had not felt so energised since he had set off down the tunnel after Mia, and the situation was very similar – a leap into the unknown, with plenty of risk, and yet he felt certain of the rightness of their decision. They had been through so much, all of them. Nothing would ever be the same. Yet now they had a chance to make a new life, to be together.
 
   Henissa was quietly pleased they were going. There would be no need for another husband and wife to join the Karning, for there were no skirmishes any more, and she was very happy to be left in charge. Bernast was grey-faced, and hugged Hurst fiercely.
 
   “Write to me,” he whispered. “Let me know how things go.”
 
   “I will. And you know where I’ll be. Come and see me, brother.”
 
   Bernast nodded, but Hurst had no expectation that Henissa would ever let him go.
 
   Then they were on the road again, camping in open fields, trading for food from villages, once putting in a day’s work in exchange for a meal and a sheltered camping spot by the river. Twice they were asked to root out a group of bandits troubling the locals, and once they were themselves attacked on the road, although they dispatched the robbers with ease. Once they passed a group of the newly formed Road Guards, set up by Council, escorting a train of wagons, and once it was the local Skirmishers performing the same task.
 
   “There’ll be all sorts of local militia starting up if Council don’t get a grip on this,” Dethin muttered. “And I don’t like the number of villages who wanted to trade with us for bows and swords.”
 
   “At least it means there’ll always be work for those who can fight,” Hurst said, unworried.
 
   In fact, nothing at all worried him these days, and he saw the same contentment on Mia’s face. Dethin – well, he was always intense, always thinking ahead, he was worse than Gantor sometimes, but he supposed someone had to do that. For himself, he had never been so happy. His joy burned inside him like the sun. At the end of every day, he crawled into the tiny Skirmisher tent with Mia and Dethin, her warm body resting alongside his, and was completely at peace. Sometimes she faced him, and he kissed her, and ran his fingers through her growing hair, and told her how much he loved her, and sometimes she faced Dethin and he could hear them murmuring together. It was so good.
 
   One night Dethin was on watch, and he and Mia were alone. The night was clear, so they bundled themselves into furs and blankets on a level patch of grass outside the tent. Hurst lay on his back gazing up at the stars, Mia tucked into one arm. Voices still murmured around the campfire, and occasionally a burst of laughter. Nearby, sheep bleated. A log settled on the fire, sending sparks shooting into the sky, golden against the silver-sprinkled black.
 
   “I love you, Mia,” he whispered.
 
   “I know. And I love you.”
 
   A long silence. “You love him, too, don’t you?”
 
   Hesitation. “Yes. I didn’t, not for a long time, but now – yes. It’s impossible not to, the way he feels about me. I love opening my mind to it – feeling the fierceness of it, the intensity. Tanist thinks it’s dangerous, and maybe he’s right about that, but it still feels wonderful to me.” Another pause. “Does that bother you?”
 
   “No, not at all. I love you in my own way, and I love him too. He’s my brother, after all. More of a brother to me than Jonnor ever was,” he added, half to himself. “And you’re happy?”
 
   “How can you ask me that! I’ve never been happier, Hurst. Being with both of you – I love that, odd as it is. And soon we’ll have a child and we’ll be a family, a proper family.”
 
   “With two fathers.”
 
   “Yes! What a lucky baby this one will be!”
 
   She fell silent, and, filled with contentment, he pulled her closer. Wrapped in each other’s arms under the glimmering stars of the plains, they slept.
 
   THE END
 
   
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   Thanks for reading!
 
   If you have enjoyed reading this book (or even if you haven’t!), please consider writing a review on Amazon, Goodreads or wherever you hang out online, to help others decide if they would like it. You can find out the latest news, find bonus scenes and background information, and sign up for the Brightmoon newsletter at http://paulinemross.co.uk. Watch out for the next book set in the Brightmoon world, ‘The Fire Mages’.
 
   About this book
 
    
 
   This book was an accident. I was in the middle of writing something else, but then I had an idea: what would life be like if a marriage consisted of four people, and not just two? Perhaps it would just be two couples, but what if there was one active couple, the senior husband and wife, who slept together and had children, while the junior couple were just there as moral support, and to step into the breach if one of the seniors dies.
 
   All of a sudden, Mia was there, fully formed - quiet, timid Mia, content to do whatever is needed, but secretly yearning to attract the attention of the senior husband. Jonnor appeared next, the handsome one, who treated Mia like a child, when he wasn’t ignoring her. And by contrast, Hurst, in love with Mia, and beautiful, lively Tella, the catalyst for everything that followed.
 
   I sat down to write, but I had absolutely no idea where the story was taking me. When Mia and Hurst went down the tunnel, I hadn’t a clue what they would find at the other end. I didn’t realise until it happened that Tanist would turn up, that Dethin would fall in love with Mia, that Mia would have a connection. I wasn’t sure until the last moment what they would find in the tower (for a long time I thought, as they did, that it would be full of people). But somehow it all came together.
 
   The story of Mia and Hurst is now told; there won’t be a sequel. There’s still a lot to discover about the Brightmoon world, however, and there are a few unanswered questions. Who was the father of Tella’s third child, Jinnia, the man whose name begins with an ‘I’? What happened to Tella after she left the Karninghold? Hint: she didn’t start a brothel. The answers are in another book set in the Brightmoon world, ‘The Mages of Bennamore’, which also reveals a little more about those strange globes the Voices used in interviews.
 
   And then there’s Jonnor. What happened to him after the end of the book? I don’t know the answer to that, but what do you think? Email me at brightmoon@paulinemross.co.uk with your theories.
 
   About the author
 
   I live in the beautiful Highlands of Scotland with my husband, my grown up daughter and a mad cat. I like chocolate, whisky, my Kindle, massed pipe bands, long leisurely lunches, watching TV with my daughter, chocolate, going places in my campervan, eating pizza in Italy, summer nights that never get dark, wood fires in winter, chocolate, the view from the study window looking out over the Moray Firth and the Black Isle to the mountains beyond. And chocolate. I dislike driving on motorways, cooking, shopping, hospitals. ‘The Plains of Kallanash’ is my first published work.
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