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            The First House 
Of the Sting of the God
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

          

         Even gods dream.
         

         I dream of water, of how it falls, the plop of the great hot drops on the desert, the hollow pits they make in the sand; how the parched land drinks them instantly.
         

         If I am a god my dreams should come true. But then, water is different, water is she, and there’s no control over her.
         

         I think I have lines on my body, and great scorched places and pustules that burn like volcanoes. Or sores. Or deserts.
         

         I puzzle myself. Am I single or double? Light or light’s shadow?
         

         And the tunnel leads up to the world and I climb and scuttle through it, and come to where you live. And one of the problems of divinity is that people expect something huge and powerful.
         

         And an instant result. 
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            She speaks to the Archon
            

         
 
         The Procession was at least halfway down the terraces before Mirany stopped trembling enough to walk properly. It was hard to see clearly through the eyeslits; the mask was too big, the slits too far apart. And in the sweltering heat, the dust rising in clouds, the flies, the shimmering mirage of the road, everything was bewildering. She flipped hair out of her eyes, tight with dread, her whole body sheened with sweat. Just as the back strap on her sandal started to chafe, the Procession shuffled to a stop. They had reached the Oracle.
         
 
         Rattles, drums and zithers were silenced on one note.
 
         In the terrible still heat Chryse whispered, ‘My arms are burning.’
         
 
          
         She had oddy fair skin. Maybe, generations back, her people came from the mountains.
         
 
         ‘Put anything on them?’ Mirany said, breathlessly.
 
         ‘Aloe oil.’
 
         ‘That won’t help.’ Her voice was tight.
 
         Through the mask of the Taster-for-the-God Chryse looked at her kindly. ‘Don’t be scared, Mirany. You’ll be all right.’
         
 
         If I survive. Behind, as she glanced back, the long ranks of troops were clanking to a halt, glittering in their bronze, their General Argelin grim on his white horse, and in front of them the six men that carried the Archon’s litter had paused too, lowering the golden canopy thankfully on to the track, rubbing their aching shoulders. The old man must be heavy.
         
 
         But then he wouldn’t be going back.
 
         The Speaker turned. ‘Mirany.’ The great mask she wore was the only one of the Nine with an open mouth. It muffled her voice; made the familiar name sound strange, a breathy, unfamiliar summons. As if the god was speaking then, for a moment. Until she snapped, ‘Follow me. Only you,’ and it was Hermia again, acid and watchful, and Mirany saw her eyes gleam dark through the narrow slits.
         
 
         Giving the end of the garland to Chryse, Mirany stepped out, silent. She felt shrivelled with dread, sick with it. The narrow path that led off the road was made of cobbles, tightly placed together, and wasn’t straight but wound round into the olive trees through a doorway of three great stones. On the smooth lintel the Scorpion and the Snake were carved, fighting their eternal battle. Uneasy, Mirany glanced up at them. She had passed the doorway many times, but had never entered it. The Speaker, already through, turned, impatient. ‘Quickly!’
         
 
         Mirany took a deep breath, and followed.
 
         She was in the enclosure of the Oracle.
 
         They walked down the path. In the sizzling heat Hermia said, ‘Are you afraid?’
         
 
         ‘Should I be?’ Mirany whispered.
 
         The mask swivelled. ‘I’ll assume that was a serious question, and not impudence. Indeed you should. Yours is a dangerous honour for a girl so inexperienced.’
         
 
         She knew that. She had never, never thought it would be her. When Alana had died all the girls had whispered about who would be next Bearer but when Hermia had sent for her this morning and told her she’d been chosen, she hadn’t been able to believe it. Neither had anyone else.
         
 
         The terror had come later, growing all day. Now, despite the heat, her hands were so chilled she could hardly feel them, so she rubbed them together and asked the question she already knew the answer to. ‘Will I be doing it today? Carrying the god?’
         
 
         ‘If he wills it.’ Hermia sounded amused.
 
          
         Fear tasted sour. A prickling, her heart thudding, and that sickening, sweating emptiness. She swallowed a huge lump of it in her throat but it was still there, choking her, and the gold and scarlet mask was a stifling hand over her breathlessness.
         
 
         Up here, the noise of the Procession had faded; it was as if the path under the stone door had led them both abruptly out of the Island into another, hushed place, where only cicadas hissed in the prickly furze. Stumbling, Mirany felt a sticky strand of hair fall in her eyes. It was coming loose, like it always did. Then she thought, All right, so you’re terrified. But at least you’ll see the Oracle.
         
 
         The others had arguments, in the Lower House, late at night. About whether the Oracle was a statue that spoke or a spring that bubbled up out of the ground. Whether it thundered with a roaring voice, or whispered like leaves in the wind, while Hermia went into a trance and moaned and shrieked. Too shy to join in, Mirany had listened, and thought her secret, wicked thought. Now she’d finally see. But she’d never be allowed to tell them about it.
         
 
         Juniper and stunted bushes of thyme and artemisia scorched the heat with scent. The path coiled round on itself like a sleeping snake, and the underbrush stirred and crackled with the god’s life, small scurryings, slither of scales, the quick green scuttle of a lizard.
         
 
         Then they made the final turn, and were there.
 
         Wide circular stone steps led up. The Speaker climbed them, her shadow tiny in the high sun. The steps were worn; under Mirany’s thin sandals the smoothness of them was a faint reminder of pleasure, hollowed where generations had walked. And there was a breeze up here, faint and unmistakeable, cool through the softly swishing branches.
         
 
         The steps led to a stone platform. In its centre a huge standing stone stood angled, as if the gales of centuries had slowly forced it over. The platform was surrounded on three sides by the bent, gnarled, leafy masses of the olive trees, but to the east the view was open, and as this was the highest point on the Island the cobalt blue of the sea glittered out there, endless to the horizon.
         
 
         Mirany licked parched lips.
 
         The Speaker took off her mask. It took both hands to manage, but when she laid down the feathers and golden smiling face she was Hermia again, hot and irritated, her hair askew.
         
 
         She looked across. ‘The bowl. Behind you.’
 
         It was a wide, bronze vessel, terrifyingly shallow. As Mirany knelt and her shadow darkened it she saw the ship of the Rain Queen was cut around its brim with thin incised lines. She had to put both arms round it to pick it up, and the metal was as hot as fire. It was surprisingly light. But then it was still empty.
         
 
         ‘Bring it here.’
 
         Awkward, Mirany hefted the wide dish to the centre of the stone platform and set it down. The metal made a dull, brazen clang. Below, where the Procession waited impatiently in the scorching heat, a drum banged as if in answer.
         
 
         Next to the bowl was a pit. It was narrow and sinister, in the very heart of the circular sky-platform, and the standing stone covered it with deep shadow. She knew at once that this was the Oracle. It led straight down, a narrow crack into darkness, down through the Island and the rocks and the depths of the sea to the place where the god lived. This was the mouth he spoke through.
         
 
         Fascinated, she edged closer. The pit was black. She couldn’t tell if it was empty, or flooded with some oily water; in the sunglare it looked negative, a place of nothing. A faint haze of fumes hung over it.
         
 
         ‘Make your offering,’ Hermia said.
 
         Mirany unpinned a brooch from her dress; a jewelled scorpion, its body of ruby. Her father had given it to her the day she’d sailed from Mylos; she remembered the touch of his fingers pressing it into her hand. ‘I’m proud of you,’ he’d said. His face had looked so happy.
         
 
         The Speaker was watching. Hot, Mirany held the brooch out over the Oracle. ‘For you, Bright One,’ she breathed, and let it go. It flashed through sun into shadow. Far below, it rattled down and down.
         
 
         Hermia put her mask back on. She raised her arms to the sky and Mirany knelt, hastily, flattening her palms on the gritty stone and crouching down so that the forehead of the mask touched the rock. It was red-hot on her skin; she jerked back a fraction, stifling a gasp.
         
 
         Hermia began to speak.
 
         The god had his own language. Listening to the fluid consonants, Mirany wondered why. Surely he could speak the normal words. But then of course, everyone would know what he was saying, and that wouldn’t do. Not for Hermia, for one.
         
 
         Anyway, Mirany had no doubt what was being asked for. After four months without rain there was only one thing the whole land craved. The thing that obsessed them all, from the moment of waking with a cracked throat to going thirsty to bed.
         
 
         Water.
 
         Wordless, she spoke it to herself. Water. Water. It was a word that dripped and cooled and healed and gurgled. It was a torment and a dream. A god’s dream. It fell from the sky, and if none fell soon there would be no flocks and no people and no one left alive, even on the Island. They were desperate. She hoped Hermia was making that clear. But then the god would know anyway, if he was real. Face down on the hot stone, Mirany swallowed, painfully. I didn’t mean that, she thought, in a shiver of terror. I didn’t mean that.
         
 
         Hermia had finished. Only the hot wind sussed through the branches. Eyes close to the rock, Mirany watched the stone pavement under her fingers, waiting. Would there be a splash, a hot raindrop from the sky, then more, and more? Gathering clouds, thunder, a flapping of wind?
         
 
         But the sky was blue and hot and clear and went on for ever.
         
 
         Then, deep in the darkness of the pit, she saw movement.
         
 
         One tiny, jointed pincer groped over the rim of stone. Small grains of soil dislodged.
         
 
         Every hair on her neck crawled; gooseflesh broke out on her arms. ‘Speaker!’ she hissed.
         
 
         ‘Keep still.’
 
         Hermia had seen.
 
         A second pincer, edged with minute hairs. Then, with a scrabble that made Mirany jerk backwards, six more legs and a body, sand yellow, the coiled segmented tail with its deadly sting held high and quivering.
         
 
         The scorpion crawled out of the pit into the shadow of the bowl.
         
 
         ‘Now!’ the Speaker whispered.
 
         Mirany glanced at her. Her eyes were dark behind the mask.
         
 
         Because this was it. This was where you found out if you could live the life of the Bearer or whether the god would kill you.
         
 
         About you not existing. I didn’t mean it.
         
 
         The scorpion made a small run at her. Hastily, Mirany grabbed the bowl, tipped it gently, and the scorpion climbed inside.
         
 
         Rigid, she said, ‘What now?’
 
         Hermia’s voice was acid from behind the mask; a cold amusement. ‘Wait,’ she said quietly. ‘We don’t know in which he will be.’
         
 
         In all, nine scorpions crawled out of the pit. One after the other, some small and yellow, one of the huge red ones, three tiny black things no bigger than beetles, the most venomous of all. In the bowl they rattled and slid and scuttled at each other. One of the yellow ones already looked dead; they would attack and sting each other till only one was left. If they didn’t climb up the rim and kill her first. One touch, that was all it would take. One brush …
         
 
         Her hands were so cold now they seemed frozen to the bronze; when Hermia finally said, ‘That’s enough,’ relief broke over Mirany like sweat, but this was where the real torment began. She knew the Speaker was watching her, enjoying it. She didn’t understand why Hermia had chosen her. Unless she knew what Mirany secretly thought. Unless the god was real and had told her.
         
 
         Every step down the path back to the Procession was a nightmare. She held the bowl as far from her body as she could, hands carefully spread under the rim, but it was heavy like that, and would get heavier all the way to the City. Once she stumbled, and gasped in utter horror. If she fell, she was dead.
         
 
         Back at the stone doorway, the Speaker stood and called in a clear voice, ‘He is with us!’
         
 
         All down the ranks of the Procession, a ragged dry cry echoed her, fierce and desperate. Soldiers clashed their spears against the great shields, the Temple servants and scribes yelled. The litterbearers heaved the Archon’s swaying palanquin on to their sore, padded shoulders. With a wide-eyed glance at Mirany through her blue mask, Chryse led off with the rest of the Nine, and behind them came a hundred little girls; rank after rank of white arms strewing the pale petals of poppy and eucalyptus, crushed underfoot, and as they came past they turned their heads and glanced at her, all of them, consumed with curiosity, even Rhetia who had wanted it to be her.
         
 
         Mirany stood stiff with concentration. Sweat was drenching her. Her eyes were fixed on the scorpions, their restless climbing over each other, the terrifying balance of tilting and tipping that would keep them in the bowl’s wide base. Already, the muscles of her arms ached.
         
 
         After the girls came the Archon’s litter, swaying as the men worked out their rhythm, slowly striding down the rough uneven surface of the road. Fan-bearers beat at the clouds of flies that tormented them; streams of sweat cracked the dust on their faces.
         
 
         Mirany swallowed, or tried to. Her throat was hoarse with thirst.
         
 
         Argelin rode up; his horse tormented with sweat. He flicked an enquiring glance at Hermia; she nodded, briefly. Then she gestured to Mirany; they both stepped in behind the litter, and walked.
         
 
         The road down to the Underworld must be like this. Sweat was blurring Mirany’s sight; behind her the cacophony of the trumpeters and drummers was loud as pain, the sacred rattles and the endless rhythmic clash of spears on shields a harsh racket, and far ahead, like a ghostly echo, the clapping hands of all the people, waiting on the bridge and the desert, lining the shimmering route to the City of the Dead.
         
 
         And the scorpions slid and rattled on the polished bronze; they made angry runs and shuffled and their quivering tails stung at each other again and again in a maelstrom of fury. Tiny drops of venom splashed the bowl. Mirany walked without raising her eyes, her feet stumbling in potholes, her whole body so tense that she was a mass of concentrated energy, eyes and hands and the gently tipping, balanced bowl. And for a second the god was in her, and she knew she was a great power, and that she held the hemisphere of the world there, with all its puny, squabbling creatures, lifting some, casting others down, queen of life and death. And then two of the hateful things scrabbled up opposite sides at once, and she stifled a scream and flipped them back and was Mirany, scared witless, inches from death.
         
 
         She only knew she’d reached the bridge because the sound of the wood rumbled ahead; then her feet felt the road become smooth planks, and giving one rapid glance to the side of the bowl she saw the sea, far below, through the slats. Waves pounded a rock.
         
 
         Not far now. Half the scorpions looked dead, lying still, but you couldn’t be sure, because suddenly one would revive and come scuttling up towards her, and the bowl was so heavy now she had to clutch it against her chest, and her hands were slippy, and it rose and fell with her panicky breath. Under her chin, the scorpions fought their vicious war.
         
 
         The desert! Sand on the track, and on all sides, close, people. They clapped the rhythm of the Procession, threw flowers, herbs that were crushed as she trod them, whole wreaths of laurel and bay on to the Archon’s litter. Risking a glance, she saw that the old man was peering out through the curtains.
         
 
         He was watching her. Through the beautiful, grave mask that covered his face she could see his eyes, fixed on her, and for a moment they exchanged a glance, and their terror was shared.
         
 
         Then he turned away, and opened the hangings. He looked out at his people from behind the face of gold and scarlet, turning from side to side, hands raised, blessing. And the people roared and wept and ran alongside, and the soldiers pushed them back, and goats bleated somewhere and the sun blazed and the air was choked with dust.
         
 
         A scorpion had reached the rim; one pincer touched her hand. With a convulsive, sickening shudder she flicked it back, biting her screech silent.
         
 
         The City of the Dead.
 
         At its entrance, in a great empty square, the ziggurat waited.
         
 
         A sacred mountain, high ledges of cut stone, the steps up to it so steep she had to grit her teeth to think of it. Don’t let me drop you, she whispered. Let me carry you up.
         
 
         The god was in the black scorpion, the tiny one. As it crawled over the red one’s body she was sure.
         
 
         The Archon had climbed from his litter. His tunic was white and he raised his hands and everything went quiet. Except Mirany’s heart.
         
 
         ‘Today,’ he said, ‘I-who-am-the-god will leave you. Today, I will drink in the garden of the Rain Queen. I will speak with her. Today, my mind and hers will be one. This was why I came to you as a child, why you fed and clothed me all these long years. You have suffered a long time. Your flocks are dying, your children are parched, and still the skies stay empty. But for my sake, because I ask her, she will send you rain. Because the god is in me, I will send you rain.’
         
 
          
         No one cheered. Only the drums and rattles went on, a constant throb. Then the Archon turned and began to climb the ziggurat. The Speaker pushed Mirany after him.
         
 
         Legs ached, breath came hard. Hers, and Hermia’s, and behind his mask, the old man’s. Up and up, step by high step, into the sky, into the hard blueness where the kites already gathered, dizzy circling spots. Her muscles were knots of pain, an agony. She felt she would never be able to straighten her arms again.
         
 
         On the top, chest heaving, spots before her eyes, she clutched the bowl. Two scorpions fought for life.
         
 
         The three of them stood high in the sky. Then, to her amazement, the Archon removed his mask. It was the first time she had ever seen his face, and it was strangely unlined, and pale, as if the sun had never weathered it. He was flabby, well fed, his head bald, a stern kindness about him, like someone’s uncle. Stiffly, he lay down on the bare, hot stones and closed his eyes. He never said a word to either of them.
         
 
         Mirany crouched and laid the bowl beside him. The relief was so tremendous her knees felt weak. Behind her the Speaker moved hastily away to the lip of the platform.
         
 
         And instantly the Archon’s eyes snapped open, and his hand caught Mirany’s, a hot, damp grip. ‘Take this,’ he mouthed, urgent, barely making the words. ‘Keep it secret.’ A crumpled scrap of papyrus was pushed at her; instinctively she grabbed it. His eyes were palest blue. ‘The Island is full of treachery,’ he breathed. ‘Be careful. Stay alive!’
         
 
         As Hermia turned he lay back, eyes tight shut. Then, even before Mirany could scramble up, he lifted his hand, and placed it, deliberately, into the bowl.
         
 
         Below, all the drums stopped.
 
         The world was silent.
 
         
               

         
 
         She couldn’t tell exactly when he died. It was so noiseless, so still. After a while, breathing hard, awed, she saw the tiny black scorpion come crawling up across his arm; it clung a moment to his face, its tiny pincers working in the air. Then it clambered over his tunic, fell off, scuttled into a crevasse of the stones, and was gone.
         
 
         The whole land waited.
 
         The desert, and the pitiless sea, and the Island.
 
         Below, the people stood baking in the hot sun, Argelin’s soldiers in a great defensive square round the base of the ziggurat. Only the flies buzzed, settling on the Archon’s face till Mirany crouched and waved them off.
         
 
         Finally, Hermia came close, knelt, looked at the dead scorpions in the bowl, then touched the old man’s neck, felt for his breath.
         
 
         Without looking at Mirany she stood and cried out to the people, ‘The god has left us!’
         
 
         There was a ripple, then a roar of sound. Gongs, chimes, rattles, drums. Cries of lament.
         
 
         
         Mirany stood exhausted, every muscle aching, shivering, burning, parched with thirst, the parchment crumpled small in her fist. The old man’s face was slack, unoccupied. He lay without moving.
         
 
         Someone shouted. Noise erupted like a thunder of joy. Hermia turned quickly, and Mirany’s gaze followed hers.
         
 
         Far to the east, on the very rim of the world, was a grey cloud.
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