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PROLOGUE

Hands found Sarmin through the confusion of his dreams and the tangle of his sheets. Large hands, rough, closing around his arm, his leg, encompassing him, lifting. In confusion he saw the world move around him, night shades sliding over sleep-blurred eyes. He saw the trail of his bedding, a palace guard bending over Pelar’s bed, Asham’s bed, a man lifting little Fadil, another with baby Kashim in the crook of his arm. And Beyon, his eldest brother, led away, barefoot, wide-eyed.

A palace guard carried Sarmin on a broad shoulder. Two more walked behind, and more ahead. He almost fell asleep again. He yawned and tried to snuggle, but something kept him awake, something grim behind the men’s blank faces. They took him up a long, winding stair, so many steps he thought it must reach to heaven – but it ended at a single door and the small room beyond. Without speaking, the man who carried Sarmin set him upon the bed, wide enough for him and all his brothers, though when he looked, his brothers were not there.

‘Why?’ Five years had not armed Sarmin with enough words for his questions.

The guardsmen left and shut the door. He heard the lock turn.

Sarmin would have slept, even then, even there in that strange room, but for a high and distant wailing. Kashim! His smallest brother cried and no nurse came to quiet him.

He left the bed and pulled on the iron door handle. ‘Release me!’ A small anger woke within him, and he shook the door again and shouted, using the words Beyon would say when crossed: ‘I am a prince! My father is the light of heaven!’

Silence. Only the thin wail of the baby reaching out, reaching up.

Sarmin looked about the room. Beside the bed they had left him a chair, set beneath a slender window. He clambered up onto the seat, stood on tiptoes and pressed his nose to the window’s alabaster pane. Nothing, just a faint blur of light offered through the translucence of the stone. Kashim’s cries came clearer, though. He was outside, far below.

The hand Sarmin put to the window trembled. He wanted to break it open, to see clear, but fear held him, as though it were fire he thought to push his fingers through. Another screech and anger swallowed fear. ‘I am a prince! My father is the light of heaven!’

The thin pane fractured before his blow, falling in pieces onto the sill beyond. He saw only the night sky, bright with stars, until he hauled with all his strength and drew himself higher.

Torches burned in the courtyard beneath the tower, a dozen points of dancing light in the stone acres below. Figures lay on the flagstones, dark shapes in the circle of firelight, small figures, smaller than the guards who held the torches. A man stepped into the circle, picking his way over those still forms. He held a baby, white against the blackness of his cloak, naked against the night. Kashim, howling for his bed, for kindness, for arms that loved him.

‘Kashim . . .’

The man moved his hand over Sarmin’s brother. Over his neck. Something glittered in his grip. And Kashim fell silent, in the middle of his cry, just as when Mother Siri would stopper his little mouth with her breast.

The man glanced once at the tower, at the window, his look unreadable. It would be unreadable at any distance. One more? Did the knife-man perhaps think his work unfinished? He set Kashim on the ground, among his brothers, and Sarmin fell back into the darkness of his room.


CHAPTER ONE

Twenty paces to the north, fifteen to the west. Enough to bound a room, but few to encompass a man’s world. Sarmin knew every colour and touch of his soft prison. When he extended his fingers they found no iron bars or cold dungeon stone. Only the curving scrollwork along the walls, the gods fixed upon the ceiling and the flowers carved into the door marked his barriers. Nevertheless he could not leave. He paced, his bare feet deep in silken carpet.

Only silk can bind a royal.

But other things bound him too. His memories. His dreams. His mother, sitting now on a low bench, waiting for his acknowledgement. These threads caught him so tightly that sometimes he couldn’t breathe.

He paced, and his mother said nothing. She only fingered the blue gem around her neck. After sundown it would burn like blue fire in the lantern light. He remembered it dangling before his childhood eyes when she pulled the soft covers around his chin at bedtime.

But that was two lifetimes gone, and other things occupied her now. She came seldom, even in the day.

Sarmin settled on the edge of his bed and reaccustomed himself to his mother’s face. Save for some spidery lines about her mouth, she could be as young as he. Hair dark as calligraphy fell around her bare breasts. They proclaimed her two sons, born alive. Even if Sarmin had perished with the others, she would have the right to show where he once suckled.

The idea of such intimacy seemed absurd to him now. Her eyes wrote a story of ruthless choices, her pupils the quill-tips. Yet she spoke humbly, as befitted a woman. ‘I am concerned for the emperor.’

The emperor. There was something yet unbound within Sarmin after all. He felt it stir beneath his ribs. ‘What ails my brother?’

A flicker at the edge of her mouth. ‘None of his wives has quickened. We have prayed and sacrificed, and yet there is no heir.’ A wrinkle of her kohl-thickened eyebrows. ‘I am frightened for him.’

Sarmin imagined Beyon’s wives scurrying through the palace with both breasts covered, the scorn of the Old Wives heaped upon them. The free thing inside him twisted again.

‘Then I am concerned as well, but I know nothing of medicine.’ Sarmin spoke the truth. He knew only this room and the five books it contained. Those books held everything he would need to know if his brother died: the histories, the gods, how to eat roast pimicons with a tiny spoon. But that was not the reason for his reply. His soft room didn’t fool him into thinking the palace had no sharp edges.

She watched him. He laid his hands on the cool fabric of his sheets and waited.

‘I have found you a wife,’ she said.

His hands curled around the silk.

To everything there is a season. A time to be born, and a time to lie still in the courtyard with your blood draining through a slit throat. A time to pace. Fifteen by twenty, fifteen by twenty. Time enough to pace, to walk off youth, to count away a hidden lifetime. A time to marry.

‘My son?’

My son.

‘If it is time, then I will marry. Emperor willing.’ The last he said with emphasis.

It made no difference to her. ‘I will make the arrangements.’ She stood, whip-thin, one eye reproving him. ‘Do you not stand when the Empire Mother stands?’

Sarmin hastened to his feet. Etiquette. It was a small title for a most heavy book, the largest of his five. He even knew the page, four hundred and eleven, two hundred and six pages beyond the eating of pimicons: ‘Rarely is it seemly for a noble man to notice a woman at court, but when a woman ranks sufficiently high above one, even the nobly born must offer courtesies.’

She turned from him and went to the door. There had once been warmth at partings, in a time before the world shrank to this single room. He remembered softness and enfolding arms as one remembers a taste or scent. Maybe it had never been so. In many empty hours he named everything ‘before’ a false dream, the delusion of a sick mind. But now . . .

‘Mother?’

Her gaze fell upon him like hard words. No softness there. Young Sarmin had died with his brothers. A ghost inhabited this room.

He dipped one shoulder to her. ‘Never mind.’

For the slightest moment something tugged at her face. She was, after all, the one who had saved him. ‘I will send a new book,’ she said.

A knock, the creak of hinges, and she was gone.

Alone again as always, Sarmin paced the worn track of his days. He walked beneath the impassive gaze of the gods. He knew better than to ask them what would come, though the question fluttered behind his lips. The gods never answered. The others watched him, hidden, but he would wait for the privacy of full night to summon them forth.

As the window’s glow faded, his slaves arrived: one pale as paper, the other dark as ink, and though ink and paper spoke together in books there was never a word between these two. They were stories untold, tantalising and mysterious.

Paper kept his eyes lowered to his tasks and obeisances. His arms were thin and looked translucent as the alabaster window. Ink’s arms were stronger, and he met Sarmin’s eyes with his own, dark brown and intelligent. Usually it made Sarmin’s breath catch, but tonight he felt immune to such minimal contact.

The slaves carried lanterns.

Sarmin looked to Ink. ‘No light,’ he said.

The two left as quietly as they came, bowing their way backwards to the door. Sarmin noticed how Paper hesitated, letting Ink exit before him. The low voices of the guards in the hallway wafted towards Sarmin like exotic scents. The door closed and the lock turned.

All fell quiet.

The jewelled colours of Sarmin’s room faded into the night, his window lit with moon-glow. Once, this room had been salvation. He had punched through that window and seen his brothers sprawled upon the courtyard stone. They died, and he had been saved, a loose thread held against an unknown future.

‘Your father is dead.’ She had come at last, days later, and with those words his mother had changed his world.

He thought he had been saved. But he had only exchanged a quick death for a slow one.

Sarmin missed the high laughter of his brothers, the wild chases, the fights: all of it. One night took them all. Five given to the assassin’s knife and one transformed. Beyon, whom he’d worshipped as an eldest brother, now elevated to the Petal Throne. Truly a living god, though surely none adored him as Sarmin had before their father died. How would he seem now, after the slow passage of fifteen years? Sarmin tried to imagine Beyon’s smile on an emperor’s face, but could see only the grim mask their father wore. Even now the memory made him tremble, but with fear or rage he could not tell.

No matter what his mother said, whatever memory of love flickered over her face, his solitude held the truth of it. The old bitterness soothed his mind and he nursed it, letting it sink its fangs deep.

In the dark, the free thing inside him beat stunted, heavy wings. He rolled to his side and searched for the hidden ones. They might answer his questions.

But a noise distracted him. At first, he thought he imagined it. He lay on his side a while longer, studying the scrollwork, but it came again. Below the distant wind-wail of the Tower-wizards, a soft scratching. And again, too deliberate for any mouse, a scrape of steel on stone.

He knew every crack and seam in these walls. How many days had he spent searching for an escape? Would they total a year? Two? He’d have found a trigger the size of a hair by now; of this he felt sure. But when he raised himself on an elbow, eyes searching the gloom, he discerned a quill’s width of flickering light, growing impossibly larger.

An opening.

A man, silhouetted by torchlight, came through the wall. In one hand he held a dacarba; Sarmin recognised the long knife from a picture in his Book of War. It had a narrow blade, sharp enough to slide between the ribs and pierce a man’s heart, made three-sided for extra harm.

Sarmin sat up and slid from the bed to the soft floor. His turn had come around at last. A squeal of a laugh escaped his lips, though part of him despaired. Perhaps he would finally be free.

The assassin leaned against the wall, closing the secret door with his back.

A time to die.

The man must have seen something in Sarmin’s expression, for he grimaced and sheathed his knife. ‘Please excuse the weapon, Your Highness,’ he said. ‘The door trigger is on the inside, a shaft the length of a dacarba’s blade.’

Your Highness. He was Prince Sarmin, next in line to the throne, and he bent knee to no one but the emperor. If he knew nothing else, held no other power, there was that.

‘Who addresses me?’ Sarmin summoned the authority he remembered from his father’s voice and made his eyes like his mother’s.

‘Tuvaini, my lord. I am Lord High Vizier.’ Tuvaini stepped forwards, his face shadowed and indistinct. ‘I have come to discuss a matter of empire.’

Sarmin laughed again. ‘Empire? This is my empire.’ He swept the room’s span with one arm.

‘You remain here because that may not always be true, my lord.’ Tuvaini held himself motionless, his face bland.

Sarmin was a spare, a replacement, a contingency plan for other men. He’d known it for years, but to hear the words out loud in this silent place . . . He looked at his hands, balled into fists, hands that had not touched a real blade.

‘Two visitors in a day,’ Sarmin said. ‘There have been months when I had not so many.’ He crossed the room to face Tuvaini. The man stood an inch or two taller, and the planes of his face caught the moonlight.

An acid thrill burned Sarmin’s spine. He reached towards the dacarba’s sheath, but Tuvaini put a protective hand over the leather. ‘Give me your weapon,’ Sarmin said.

‘My lord, I cannot.’ The vizier shook his head. ‘We have important matters—’

‘You walk through my wall. You pass in secret,’ Sarmin cut across him. ‘Would you have me tell my mother of this visit? Would you have me call the guards who sit outside my door?’

‘My lord, I come on a mission of great delicacy. What I have to say concerns you deeply. Your future hangs in a balance that I can sway.’

They stared at one another. The moonlight made tiny pearls of the sweat on Tuvaini’s brow. Another second, and he raised his hand from the knife’s sheath.

Sarmin reached for the dacarba and held the triangular blade before his eyes. With the right edge, any tie might be cut, any bond broken. ‘But what if I pray for death?’

‘My lord, please . . .’ A tremble replaced the surety in Tuvaini’s voice.

Sarmin’s skin tingled. The courtier had come to trade in politics, but found a man who dealt in alien currencies. ‘The dacarba is mine. Your gift to me. A token of the – the bond – between us,’ Sarmin said. He set the knife upon his bed. ‘So, I’ve been remembered? My brother cannot sow the seed of dynasty no matter how fertile the fields, or how many?’ Sarmin marvelled at the words flooding from him. The eaters of hashish, the men who drew opium from their hookahs, did they feel like this? And what drug had lit freedom for Sarmin? He glanced once more at the vizier and in that instant knew the answer. For so long he’d lived at the sufferance of others, under the will of silent men. And here in one glorious blaze of circumstance he held power, for the first time ever.

But he knew from the Book of Statehood that there would be a price.

‘Why do you seek me out, Tuvaini, and at such risk? If my brother thinks you move against him, it will be the end of you.’

The vizier hesitated, as if gathering strength. ‘It is not only to please heaven and win an heir that the emperor burns the Patterned.’ The certainty entered his voice again. ‘Your brother carries the marks now. I had it from the executioner who slew the royal body-slaves. The sands run swiftly. The time may come when it is you, and not Beyon or his son, who sits upon the Petal Throne.’

Beyon. Sunlight and wood, laughter and punches; the lost joys came to him unbidden. That price was too high.

Treachery. He’d been frightened to see it in his mother’s eyes, but the vizier didn’t scare him. He moved in close and looked up at the man’s thin nose and heavy brow. ‘You speak of replacing the emperor,’ he hissed. ‘Do you think I have no love for my brother?’

‘Of course you love him, my lord, as do I,’ whispered Tuvaini, dark eyes flicking to the door. The real door. The guards outside carried heavy swords, hachirahs that could cut a man in two. ‘I love our empire, and our beautiful city. Your brother is the embodiment of all that I love.’

‘Then why come to me? Find a doctor.’ Sarmin took a half-step towards the exit, towards the guards, and the vizier drew a harsh breath.

‘Please, my lord, there is no cure for the patterning!’

Sarmin turned to face him again. ‘If I am to be emperor, you don’t need to come in the night and tell me so. Why are you really here?’

Tuvaini took another breath. ‘Your Highness . . . has your mother been to see you?’

Sarmin felt it best not to share. ‘Why do you ask?’

Tuvaini’s words tumbled out like hair from an overstuffed pillow. ‘It was my lord’s mother who saved you. Glory be to her name, she foresaw this day. But she is a woman, my lord, and for a woman she has too many ideas. She thinks of the Felting folk to the north, and an unclean daughter there. My lord, these men are savage. They eat from besna trees and drink the milk from the mare’s nipple. Your brother is marked . . . This cannot be the right woman for you. We cannot risk another curse.’

Sarmin waited, but the man had finished. Sarmin wondered if he spoke true. He knew nothing about these men to the north. He examined the vizier’s face. Tuvaini was like a book in himself. He knew of the court, and of the many tribes surrounding the city. He knew about power.

And so could Sarmin. A forgotten Settu tile can set the whole game in motion. Sarmin knew the rules from the Book of War. Though he had only ever played against himself, he knew with the right alignment, one tile could clear the board.

Tuvaini glanced behind him as the secret door eased open. Someone waited beyond.

‘My mother has no way to approach these people,’ Sarmin said. He remembered. Wives could not leave the palace, even the Old Wives.

‘This is not true, my lord. Forgive me for correcting you,’ said Tuvaini with an unrepentant look. ‘Your mother is very close to one of our generals, Arigu. It is he who carries out her wishes.’

Sarmin met Tuvaini’s eyes. A struggle, then, between his mother, this general and the vizier, with Sarmin in the middle. ‘You will come back next week and give me your impressions of General Arigu.’ Tuvaini would have to obey him; that was in the Etiquette book.

Tuvaini’s eyes narrowed before he pressed his knees and head to the carpet. ‘As you wish, Your Highness,’ he murmured into the silk. He stood, took three steps back and ended on the other side of the stone door. He pushed it to.

Sarmin looked with longing to the passageway, but instead he turned to the guards’ door and knocked. ‘I wish for light.’

Silence answered him, but he knew the slaves would be called back, the fire would be fetched. He stood in the centre of the room. His eyes focused on the scroll-worked walls, finding the deeper pictures in the pattern, the spirits watching from complex depths. There for those with eyes to see, and time to hunt.

He unfurled before them, a new Sarmin, strong and free.


CHAPTER TWO

‘Pray for an heir.’ Beneath the vizier’s dry humour, Eyul could hear the disappointment.

Eyul pressed himself to the stonework as the vizier squeezed past. He took his lamp from the niche by the door and fell in behind. ‘Prince Sarmin was not as compliant as you’d hoped?’

‘He is the emperor’s brother, no mistaking that.’ Tuvaini hurried down the steep, narrow stair cut into the thickness of the tower wall. Ten turns brought them into the natural rock, the base of the oldest palace. They reached the chasm, and the vizier strode across the bridging stone without pause. Eyul’s lamp made no impression on the darkness to either side of the narrow span, but he knew the hidden drop fell a good twenty yards. Tuvaini opened a lead. He was familiar with the passages and seemed spurred to haste by his anger. The distance between them grew as Eyul picked his way.

‘So he told you his own plan?’ That was what the emperor would have done. Eyul took a certain satisfaction in seeing Tuvaini vexed. The vizier prided himself on his composure.

‘If that’s what you call stealing my knife and praying for death.’ Tuvaini waved a hand over the empty sheath at his belt.

Eyul had noted the missing dacarba. It was his business to know where weapons were, and where they were not. With the bridge behind him, he picked up the pace.

Tuvaini slid through the maze of unlit corridors, making sudden turns, left, right and left again, with a whisper of swirled silk.

‘Few men who wish for death hold that desire to the very end.’ Eyul came to a halt behind Tuvaini at the Red Door. He heard the jingle of keys as the vizier fished in his robes for the required hook-twist.

‘You didn’t see his eyes.’ Tuvaini turned and pushed. The door swung inwards on noiseless hinges. He lowered his voice and repeated, ‘Pray for an heir.’

The prince would not long survive the birth of another heir. Eyul felt the old chill reaching across his back. It was bad luck to kill the mad, but then, Eyul had never depended on luck. ‘I serve the empire,’ he said. He stepped quickly through the doorway, into the light.

Tuvaini closed the secret door and brushed the scrolled fabric of the wall coverings to obscure the hairline cracks that remained. ‘The prince has bid me return to him soon. I will have to go – I can’t trust in his sanity to hold him silent.’ He paced the circumference of the room. With each lamp he passed, his shadow leaped towards the fountain at the centre. Finally he slowed, and Eyul knew he’d found the voice he liked best to use, full of charm and regret. ‘It saddens me that the Empire Mother schemes against the empire. Your Knife may be forced into use, Eyul.’

Eyul’s hand strayed to the ancient blade at his hip. It is not my Knife, it is a thing older and more cruel than I. He recalled the day the old emperor had handed the weapon to him. He’d thought it an ugly thing, poorly made.

Emperor Tahal had been a delicate man, thin where Beyon was muscular, understanding where Beyon used force. He had folded Eyul’s fingers about the twisted hilt and pressed his own hand against the razored edge. ‘Only with this holy weapon may royal blood be spilled without sin,’ he told him. ‘You enter into a divine covenant, Knife of Heaven. You are the Hand of Justice. Serve only the empire, and damnation will not befall you.’

Would that were true. The young princes visited Eyul in his dreams. Every night they watched him. Every night their blood ran through his fingers. He felt their lifeless gazes upon him even now.

Eyul shook the memory from his mind. ‘And if the marks are true? We could have a Carrier on the petal throne.’

‘If the marks are true the pattern will carry Beyon from the throne.’ Tuvaini sat on the edge of the fountain and ran his fingers across the slick tiles. ‘One way or another.’ His voice sounded heavy, but with sadness or anticipation, Eyul couldn’t tell.

Eyul listened to the play of the waters. He liked this room at the heart of the palace. During the day the fountain belonged to the women. They hung their firm, glossy legs over the sides and murmured together as they enjoyed the relief from the midday sun. The men gathered around the fountain in the evening, smoking their pipes and discussing matters of empire. All of them were mere ghosts at the time of midnight bells. In this dark hour, the fountain took on the stony feel of a tomb and offered a rare peace.

The Old Emperor had laid a burden on Eyul; the future of the empire might rest on the twisted Knife at his side. The pattern-marks had threatened the empire since the time of Beyon’s grandfather. They spread from person to person, silently, imperceptibly, until hundreds died at once, the agony in their final moments surpassing any torturer’s skill. By the time those blue shapes appeared on a person’s skin, only two possibilities remained. The marked person either died, or changed for ever, abandoning his family and all that he loved to answer the call of the pattern. They murdered and thieved in unison, but to what end, no one could tell. Blank of face and eye, Carriers were mere shadows of their former selves, walking imitations of life. The emperor’s Blue Shields endeavoured to burn all victims, purge the sickness and leave no trace of the pattern. Fires burned throughout the city, achieving nothing but smoke and the stench of burning flesh. The marks continued to appear, colouring their way even to the emperor.

‘The emperor—’ Tuvaini began to speak.

A shadow passed, a flicker at the edge of Eyul’s vision. Ambush!

Tuvaini saw it too, a heartbeat later. He lifted his feet and spun into the fountain. ‘Treachery!’ he cried. A knife blurred through the space where his head had been.

Eyul turned right, blade at the ready. Three shadows, two spreading to flank him, one advancing. Eyul danced aside from the lunge of a dagger and caught the black-clad arm behind the thrust. The emperor’s Knife slid home, deep, steel in meat. Two more.

One circled Tuvaini, who struggled to his feet in dripping silk. The other – where had he gone? Instinct made Eyul dive forwards and the knife seeking his heart bit only his calf as he rolled clear.

The assassin loomed over him, his blade a flicker in his closed fist. Eyul spun on the floor, grabbed the man’s sandal and rose quickly, yanking up the captured foot. His foe toppled, arms flailing, head cracking when it hit the tiles. Eyul held only the shoe now, lost as the man fell. Without pause Eyul threw himself onto the prone figure, pinning knife-hand to floor, holding the man down with his whole body.

The Carrier made no move other than to open his eyes, and Eyul almost rolled clear at the sight of his fixed and unfocused pupils. Those eyes belonged on a corpse, but the body below him continued to struggle, lifting a free arm towards Eyul’s face – an arm twined with blue lines, half-moons and circles. Plague marks. Eyul pushed it back. They lay leg to leg, arm to arm, intimate as lovers.

‘Who sent you?’ he asked, fighting the bile in his mouth. No answer. He rolled away, drawing his Knife over the Carrier’s throat. So sharp neither of them really felt it.

Eyul struggled to his feet. Hot blood ran down his leg. He slipped across the marble floor towards the last attacker, who circled the fountain, wolf to Tuvaini’s fox. He glanced at Eyul with those same vacant eyes and fled. Eyul shuddered and let him run, through the great archway to the Red Hall beyond.

Tuvaini glanced to his left and right and struggled to pull his wet robes over the lip of the fountain. It might have been funny, another time. ‘Carriers,’ he said, ‘in the game, and placing their tiles.’ He squeezed water from his robe. Blue dye joined with the blood upon the floor to make a royal purple. ‘We need to know more. We’ll put our hopes in the old hermit.’

‘Yes,’ Eyul said. Certainty overtook him. ‘We will.’

‘There’s an old man who lives in the caves to the south,’ Dahla said. Her mouth was as busy as her needle-hand. Dahla sewed so fast, Mesema couldn’t even count the stitches.

‘Listen,’ said Dahla, though all the women were already listening. ‘Listen. The Cerani go to him with questions, silly questions that only a god could answer, such as, “Will I have a boy or a girl come summer?” or, “Will it rain tomorrow?” And the old man, he’ll answer them. But first he’ll say, “Give me your goat,” and tear it apart and read the insides. But sometimes’ – now she leaned forwards, her hand at rest against the fine fabric in her lap, her eyes white enough to match – ‘listen. Sometimes he asks for children!’

The women bent over the bride-clothes, giggling and shaking their heads.

‘Dahla,’ Mesema’s mother scolded from the oven table, ‘how can you be so cruel? Dirini will barely sleep tonight.’

Dirini herself only stared into the fire, one of her boys clutched to her chest. She couldn’t take her sons to meet her new husband, and Mesema knew it broke her heart.

‘It’s only a night’s tale, Mamma,’ said Mesema, her mirth fading.

‘Is it? Who knows, with these Cerani? Mad hares, they are.’ The older woman glanced up through strands of grey, but her eyes saw something distant. Her hands kneaded the bread with a slow intensity. Mesema thought her mother’s heart must be breaking. Dirini was the first daughter to marry outside the clan. Outside the People, even. She was meant for a Cerani royal.

Mesema couldn’t bear to see all this grief; she looked away and pushed her own sorrow aside. The clothes had to be finished before Dirini’s departure at summer’s end.

A prick! Mesema quickly dropped her work before blood ruined the fine wool. She licked the wound with annoyance. She couldn’t sew now, not until her finger stopped bleeding. She rose and laid the dress on the wooden bench with her uninjured hand. ‘Look, Mamma,’ she said, holding out her finger as a baby might.

Before her mother could look, a herder stuck his head through the door flap. ‘Chief wants Mesema.’

‘Lucky for you she’s not working,’ Mamma said. She looked at Mesema and shrugged. Rarely were women called into the men’s longhouse. It was their place, to drink and sing without the distractions a female might offer. The herder’s face disappeared as quickly as it had come, and Mamma pointed at Mesema’s trousers.

‘Do I have to wear the seat felt? I’m only going—’ But Mesema stopped; she could see this was not the time to argue. She stuffed the wool into her trousers, blushing. The felt would bring every rider’s eye to her figure, and what man did not prize a full behind?

Outside she heard the bleating of sheep combined with the muffled sound of men’s laughter. Mesema took her time at first, enjoying the night air.

A Red Hoof, one of ten captives from the last war, hurried by with a pail of water for the horse-pen. His eyes met hers, threatening the dark future when he would be free. She quickened her pace. She hadn’t forgotten the sight of her brother Jakar, grey and lifeless over his horse, a broken Red Hoof spear sprouting from his chest. She hadn’t forgotten the pain and sorrow of watching the enemy’s riders fly away from the long-houses like ravens from a tree.

The Red Hoof passed her, too closely. She darted under the flap of the men’s house and breathed a sigh of relief, though the herbs smoking in the fire pit filled her eyes with tears. Besna leaves thrown on the coals were meant to block the smell of horses and sweat, but they ruined her vision as well. Mesema knew her father sat in the centre, on a raised platform covered with furs, but she could only move her feet and hope they brought her there.

‘No wonder Cerani can’t breed,’ he was saying. ‘The fools don’t know how to choose a woman.’

‘We shouldn’t complain,’ another man said. ‘Now this deal might cost us almost nothing.’

Mesema heard her cousin’s voice. ‘Dirini can marry into the Black Horse Clan now. We need to make a firm alliance there.’

Mesema stumbled over a row of muscular legs. The wool stuffed into her riding trousers scratched her bottom and wiggled dangerously with every step. She rubbed at her eyes and saw her father’s long hair only an arm’s length away. ‘Father,’ she called, ‘you sent for me?’ She fought to stay in the same spot as men twice her size moved around her.

‘Ah, yes.’ He beckoned her closer and motioned to Lame Banreh at his right. ‘Banreh, tell this general that this is my unproven daughter.’ Next to Banreh sat a man with black hair and a metal breastplate. She recognised the crest: the Cerani had sold the same armour to the Red Hooves last year.

Banreh nodded and leaned towards the stranger. His lips moved and strange staccato noises came forth.

Years ago, Banreh had fallen off his horse and shattered his leg. Useless for work or war, he’d learned how to make pictures with ink and to speak some of the trade languages. Instead of scorning Banreh as her grandfather would have done, Mesema’s father kept him at his side. They were as one, the chief and his voice-and-hands. Banreh communicated with visitors from other lands and scratched their agreements on dried lamb-skin. He was especially good with Cerani.

The stranger’s black eyes veered Mesema’s way. He murmured something to Lame Banreh.

Banreh avoided Mesema’s gaze as he spoke. ‘He says she looks pretty, but she’s too fat. Her posterior . . .’

Mesema’s cheeks grew hot, but her father only laughed and slapped the Cerani’s shoulder. ‘This man is indeed a fool,’ he said to Banreh. ‘Tell him this is the only daughter I have who is untouched by a man. If he doesn’t like her, tell him again that Dirini is a strong mother with good hips.’ As the men around him began to laugh, he added, ‘I’m only trying to help.’

Banreh spoke to the Cerani man once more, punching the air in a downwards motion. Mesema could tell he wasn’t translating her father’s exact words. Instead, he was revealing why all the Felting women had big behinds.

‘Papa,’ she said, using the affectionate tone, ‘why do you bring me here while the men are drinking?’

‘Because,’ her father said, taking a swig from his skin, ‘you’ve not proven to be a good breeder.’

The heat from the fire burned her cheeks. ‘I haven’t failed! I have one more season before I am even tried.’

‘I know.’ Her father laughed again.

The merriment escaped her. ‘Please let me go, Father.’

At that moment Banreh looked up and said, ‘Mesema – wait.’ His kind expression and tone soothed her scorched cheeks. But then he turned to her father, and with eleven words took her world apart.

‘Chief, General Arigu agrees to take Mesema as the royal bride.’
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‘Extraordinary: a vivid, hard-hitting book, and a cunning,
twisting plot that kept me guessing right to the end’

MAGGIE FUREY, bestselling author of the Aurian series
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