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      PART ONE

      FATHERS, 
SONS AND 
DAUGHTERS

   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Wind gusted and obliterated the whisper, but not before it was overheard. Ligea Gayed may not have seen the man standing behind
         her rolling his eyes, but she felt his exasperation. ‘It’s true,’ she repeated without turning around. ‘I was the worst mother in the world.’
      

      
      From where she stood on one of the two towers that guarded the river, she could see upstream to the walls and domes and columns
         of Tyr, aglow in the morning sun. The most beautiful city in the world, many said. There, along the riverbanks to her right,
         were the tiered seats of the Desert-Season Theatre, and the villa on Senators’ Row where she had been raised by a Tyranian
         general. You could no longer find a statue or a plaque or a tomb that commemorated his life anywhere in the whole of Tyrans.
         Petty revenge perhaps, but she’d do it again.
      

      
      The wind tugged the flaps of her skirting into streamers, whipping them over her head. Impatiently she thrust them away from
         her face, regretting that she’d thought it fitting that morning to wear the anoudain of the Kardi people, with its soft slit
         overskirt and loose trousers. She’d chosen it because this was the day she farewelled the heir to the Mirager of Kardiastan,
         on his way to take up his place at his father’s side.
      

      
      Arrant, her son.

      
      Behind her, General Gevenan could hold in his acerbity no longer. ‘Are you flipping pickled? You raise a lad as fine as Arrant
         Temellin, and you think you did a shleth-brained job? He’s proof of his upbringing, you moondaft woman.’
      

      
      She was silent. No point in enumerating all the ways she had failed Arrant, starting from the damage she had done to his Magor
         potential by overusing her power while he was still in her womb. Water through the aqueduct. You couldn’t bring it back again.
      

      
      But Gevenan wasn’t finished. He came to stand beside her, saying, ‘And I’ll be cursed if I see why we are shivering here in
         a blasted cold seawind without our cloaks, just to wave goodbye, when you already said farewell to the lad this morning.’
      

      
      ‘A little breeze upsets the joints these days, does it?’ she asked sweetly. ‘I want to see his ship sail out.’

      
      ‘Sentimental mush! And this from a woman who once led an army and slit the throat of her predecessor?’

      
      She shrugged. ‘I’ve earned the right to a little sentimentality. Ah, there they are, see?’ Four biremes stroked their way
         down the centre of the river on the outgoing tide. She was sending her son to his father with an escort from the Tyranian
         navy, in style and comfort. Not the way she had first gone to Kardiastan, aboard a coastal ship laden with marble.
      

      
      So long ago. And she’d known so little. ‘He’s only thirteen,’ she murmured.

      
      ‘Mature for his age. One of the most talented riders I’ve ever seen, bar none. Good with a sword: he’s been well taught, after
         all,’ he added smugly. He’d had a lot to do with that. ‘True, he’s just suffered a hard lesson about being too trusting, but
         he’ll be better able to judge a man as a result. He’s a tad, um, learned for my taste perhaps, but he’ll get over that. He took responsibility for Brand’s death and faced his mistake like a man.
         It’s a fine lad you have there, on that ship.’
      

      
      ‘I know. But his command over his power is unpredictable, and that is what is going to count in Kardiastan. He can be dangerous,
         Gev. People won’t like that. And we both know what his Magor magic is capable of when it’s out of control.’
      

      
      ‘Am I likely to forget?’ He repressed a shudder at the memory of the carnage outside the North Gate the day Arrant’s power
         had killed both Tyranian and rebel soldiers. ‘But, Ligea, what does it matter now? Kardiastan is at peace; no one needs Magor
         power to rule. His cabochon can remain a pretty yellow rock in his palm, unused.’
      

      
      She shook her head. ‘I wish you were right. But in Magor society, there’s more involved.’

      
      He raised a querying eyebrow, his interest pungent to her senses as it drifted about him.

      
      ‘It’s a Magor secret, Gev. Let’s just say that it’s the Mirager’s power that ensures a new generation of Magor. How can Arrant
         follow in his father’s footsteps if he can’t control his power enough to do that? And if Kardiastan doesn’t have the Magor,
         they will be at the mercy of every invader and barbarian who eyes their land.’
      

      
      ‘Ah. Well, does he have to be Mirager then? Let someone else be Temellin’s heir. Being a ruler is a rotten job for a man of
         sense.’ He ran a hand over his greying hair. ‘Although I’ll admit I’d feel happier if he took the Mirager’s seat at some future
         point. I don’t want Tyrans to fall to some magic-making neighbour intent on conquest.’
      

      
      ‘It is the Magor who make the policy in Kardiastan, and the Magor don’t behave that way.’ Largely due to the restrictions
         the Mirage Makers placed on their behaviour, but she wasn’t about to explain that.
      

      
      He snorted. ‘Power corrodes eventually, Ligea. Not everybody perhaps, but someone, sometime. Anyway, right now we need to
         catch the whispers about what’s happening here in Tyr. With Rathrox Ligatan and Favonius dead, we have to make sure no one else steps into the vacancy. Because believe me,
         that’s what happens when greedy men seek power. They look for holes they can exploit.’
      

      
      ‘Watch the Lucii then,’ she said. ‘I don’t trust Devros. He has always had the ambition to place his well-padded posterior
         on the Exaltarch’s seat.’ As she spoke, her gaze did not leave the approaching ships. The banner fluttering from the mast
         of the second ship told her it was the vessel that bore Arrant. She could make out figures on deck, but they were too small
         to recognise, so she raised her left hand and bathed her eyes in the glow of her cabochon magic. With her sight enhanced,
         she saw Arrant was in the bow, leaning against the railing, while Garis, who had come to Tyr to accompany him to Kardiastan,
         was aft, talking to the helmsman.
      

      
      ‘Devros? I never take my eyes off the arrogant bastard,’ Gevenan said. ‘He makes me want to puke.’

      
      She frowned unhappily. ‘I want to leave Tyrans, Gev. I want to go home.’ Ah, the irony of that. She had spent less than half
         a year of her adult life in Kardiastan; half the Magor thought her more Tyranian than Kardi and therefore not to be trusted;
         and most of the rest would never forgive her because they blamed her for the death of Temellin’s wife. Bemused by the oddity
         of her own sentiment, she thought, ‘Yet I still feel it is where I belong. Where I want to be.’ Aloud she said, ‘I want the
         Senate and the Advisory Council ruling this land wisely so I can walk away.’
      

      
      ‘Go,’ Gevenan said. ‘Leave the Senate and Legate Valorian and me to manage as best we can. I won’t be around forever, but
         Valorian is young and he’s a good soldier. Make a fine general one day, even if he does insist on curling his hair and bedding
         every pretty athlete in the city. You could even call in those ships down there, right now, and take passage to Sandmurram
         with them.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t tempt me, you Ingean devil. If I were to do that, and a man like Devros became Exaltarch, fear of the Magor would drive
         him to find ways to bring Kardiastan down. He and his supporters already talk of controlling all trade across the Sea of Iss
         using a Tyranian navy, and it’s the ruination of Kardiastan they have in mind. Besides, they would reinstate slavery here
         in Tyrans.’ And to allow that to happen would be a betrayal of Brand …
      

      
      But she wanted to go home so badly. Temellin was there; that was reason enough, and soon there would be another: Arrant. She
         focused on his face. Serious, too serious for one of his age. Burdened by the deaths he had caused. Burdened already by the
         responsibilities soon to be his. He was looking directly over the prow of the ship as it approached the booms, unaware of
         her presence on the tower. He didn’t look her way, yet he should have; he should have sensed her. In the stern, Garis had
         raised his head to gaze in her direction and lifted a hand in greeting and farewell, but nothing in Arrant’s demeanour hinted
         that he knew she watched. She fidgeted, unsettled.
      

      
      He was going to a home he had never known, to a father he barely knew, to become heir to a position he might never be able
         to fill. His control over his power was incomplete, and on occasion that power had revealed itself to be as destructive as
         a winter sea gale. And there would be so many who would not welcome his coming because he was the son of Sarana Solad, Miragerin
         of Kardiastan, who had become Ligea, Exaltarch of Tyr.
      

      
      ‘Gods,’ she wondered, ‘what kind of legacy have we left for your future, Arrant?’

      
      Arrant fixed his gaze on the sea ahead of them as they rowed through the booms. The River Tyr broadened beyond into the estuary and hence to the Sea of Iss. He didn’t glance at the towers on either side, and he refused to look back.
      

      
      That life was gone, done with. He had to put it behind him, all of it. Even the good things. Like studying in the public library.
         The luxury of the palace baths. The classes with the Academy scholars. Geometry lessons with old Lepidus. He regretted that;
         he loved the certainty of mathematics and the shapes it suggested to him. When he looked at buildings now, he saw language
         in the angles of their structure … Did they have mathematicians in Madrinya? He had never asked.
      

      
      ‘Don’t think about that, you fool,’ he told himself. Don’t look back at Tyr, at the elegance of the temple columns and the
         beauty of the caryatids, at the Desert-Season Theatre, at the villas on the hillsides, at the domes of the palace where his
         mother was right then. ‘It’s gone, that life is past. You are going to Kardiastan to be Mirager-heir.
      

      
      ‘And don’t think about the bad things either. Brand dying because you were a jealous fool. All those soldiers dying because
         you couldn’t control your power. From now on, you look forward, not back. Ever.’
      

      
      He kept his gaze fixed on the open sea, the churning in his stomach a mixture of excitement and anxiety. He was going to his
         father. Magori-temellin, the Mirager of Kardiastan, liberator, hero, whose other son was one of the Mirage Makers. He’d met
         his father only once, and his memories of the month they had spent together in Ordensa when he was five were mixed. Childish
         things, much of them – building sand forts on the beach, playing with the cat, learning to swim. And memories of a man, a
         tall, brown laughing man with strong arms, carrying him on his shoulders.
      

      
      And then that awful night when the Ravage had come, choking his dreams with their threat and their gleeful promise of horrible death. He had wanted his father to save him. He had run to find him. Instead he had heard Temellin say to Ligea,
         ‘I don’t want him.’ Even now he could hear the sound of that voice, the chill of those words.
      

      
      Temellin hadn’t wanted him. It still hurt, all these years later. Perhaps Ligea had told Temellin about his son’s inability
         to manage his power, and that was why Temellin uttered the rejection – a Mirager uninterested in a son who wasn’t a proper
         Magori, for all that his cabochon was gold.
      

      
      Sweet Elysium, how could he make his father proud of him if he couldn’t call on his power when he needed it, if he couldn’t
         control it when it did come? How could he ever be Mirager after Temellin? ‘Who,’ he asked himself, ‘would want a Mirager like
         me?’
      

      
      He heaved in a calming breath. He had to stop feeling sorry for himself. He had to learn the knack of cabochon control. He
         would practise until he was exhausted, if that was what it took. He would study hard. And he would be careful. He would never
         try to use his power when he was by himself, just in case he hurt someone. He would never lose his temper or give in to his
         fear, because those were things that might make him lose control. And he would show Temellin that he could be a true Magori,
         a proper Mirager-heir. ‘I have to make him proud of me,’ he thought. ‘I’ll do it, I swear I will.’
      

      
      Besides, he had to be strong to help Tarran. Tarran depended on him, spending as much time as he could within the sanctuary
         of Arrant’s mind to keep himself sane. Oh, brother, he said, not knowing if Tarran would hear, I’d do anything to make it easier for you. It could so easily have been Ligea who died in place of your mother, and me who
            became the Mirage Maker.
      

      
      ‘Deep thoughts?’

      
      He jumped, and then cursed inwardly. He ought to have felt Garis’s approach; instead he had been startled. ‘Yes. I – I have a lot to think about. Magori, can I ask you something about the Mirage and the Mirage Makers?’
      

      
      ‘Of course. But don’t call me Magori. It makes me feel far too old.’

      
      ‘But you are. Oh, er, I mean, well – older than me, anyway.’

      
      Garis gave an audible sigh. ‘Why is it the young always think of any adult as being in their dotage? My daughter thinks I’m
         ancient enough to have been birthed before the standing stones were erected. I am ten years younger than your mother, in fact.
         So, drop the Magori and call me Garis.’ He grinned amiably and Arrant smiled back. ‘Now, what exactly do you want to know?
         How much did Sarana tell you?’
      

      
      ‘Well, she said the Mirage Makers have become weaker over the centuries. She told me they created the Mirage, but then saw
         it eroded away by the Ravage sores. And that they hoped – believed – that the advent of a new Mirage Maker, a human embryo,
         would make them strong enough to resist. But it hasn’t worked. Every year, a little more of the Mirage disappears as the sores
         grow larger.’
      

      
      Garis gave a quick frown. ‘Well, we haven’t been to the Mirage lately, you know. We left once Kardiastan was free of Tyrans.
         That was, what, six years ago? So we don’t really know what has happened since. We assume that things have got better – or
         will get better as Pinar’s son grows up.’
      

      
      Arrant shook his head. ‘It hasn’t got better.’ The Mirage Makers had suffered more as Tarran grew older, not less, but they
         didn’t know why. Maybe they had just made a wild guess at what would help, and had been mistaken. What was it Tarran had said?
         I need you. We may not have much longer. Come home. Maybe, if you came, you could think of some way to help us.
      

      
      Garis was staring at him, puzzled. ‘How would you know it hasn’t got better?’

      
      Arrant reddened. ‘Er, well, it’s more likely it hasn’t.’ He wasn’t going to talk to Garis about Tarran. The Mirager, not Garis, should be the first to learn about the connection between his
         two sons.
      

      
      ‘We have no reason to think anything is amiss,’ Garis said.

      
      ‘But you don’t know that.’

      
      ‘No. Not for sure.’

      
      Tarran was suffering, and no one even knew about it? ‘Don’t you think someone should go and find out?’ he asked acidly.

      
      His vehemence startled Garis. ‘Arrant, we have all sworn to uphold the Covenant between the Magor and the Mirage Makers. You
         will soon, too, at a special ceremony. And that Covenant states that the Magor leave the area beyond the Shiver Barrens to
         the Mirage Makers. In return they give us our Magor swords, including the Mirager’s sword which makes our cabochons. But you
         know all this, surely. Didn’t your mother tell you?’
      

      
      ‘Of course she did. But the Mirage Makers made an exception when the Magor were in trouble. They allowed you to live in the
         Mirage to keep you safe from the Tyranian legions. Don’t you think it would be a good idea to check if they are in trouble now, and need our help?’
      

      
      ‘We don’t break the Covenant lightly. Besides, if they needed our help, I’m sure they would have asked for it. They speak
         to each young Magoroth who comes to them to collect his sword, after all. But perhaps you had better talk to your father about
         all this.’
      

      
      ‘I will.’

      
      Garis gave a sudden laugh, but sounded more approving than amused. ‘Let’s hope it’s not too long before your mother follows
         us to Kardiastan,’ he said, and turned to take one last look at Tyr.
      

      
      Arrant glanced behind to where the two towers guarding the river were now hard to see beyond the shimmering glare from the water. ‘I wonder if I’ll ever come back,’ he said, and hoped he never would.
      

      
      On the same day that Arrant left for Kardiastan, in a vale a thousand miles from Tyr, a farmer looked up from his fields and
         worried. A long low bank of maroon cloud hemmed the sky beyond the rake that bordered his valley.
      

      
      He watched it uneasily throughout the morning as he tilled his melon patch. Any cloud was a rare sight in a land where it
         never rained, where water came from under the ground, not wastefully falling from above, but he knew enough to understand
         this was not a rain cloud. Rain would never colour the sky this shade of bruised purple-red. Even as he watched, the blue
         began to disappear, devoured by the advancing billows. Soft warm breezes blowing from beyond the rake intensified to become
         vicious hot winds that scorched his skin as the day passed.
      

      
      When he stowed his tools in his shed in the dying light of dusk, his wife came out to join him, winding her hands nervously
         into the skirting of her anoudain. ‘I’ve never seen a sky like this before,’ she said. ‘And there’s a smell in the air that
         I mislike. What is happening, Rugar?’
      

      
      He put his arm about her and shepherded her back towards the house. ‘That’s the stink of the Ravage,’ he said with certainty,
         though he had never smelled it before.
      

      
      ‘Then ought not someone ride to tell the Magor?’

      
      ‘It’s only a smell and a dust cloud. We’ll tell the administrator, next time he comes through. It’s not our worry and I have
         better things to do than borrow a shleth and spend days on the road just to tell a Magor something they probably know about
         already. Now, what’s for supper, lass? That’s all I’m dwelling on at the moment!’ He patted her rump as they entered the kitchen,
         and she laughed.
      

      
      The wind whined around the house all night long, but the morning dawned silent and still under a blue sky, although the smell
         lingered on until midday. Everything was covered in fine reddish dust. Rugar trickled a fistful through his fingers, and wondered.
         He’d seen sixty desert-seasons come and go in his lifetime, and he’d never seen a dust storm like this one before.
      

      
      ‘Nothing good will come of this,’ he thought and, although he wasn’t a fanciful man, the hair stood up on the backs of his
         arms.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      The blast of the afternoon sun outside the unshuttered windows of the Mirager’s Pavilion was intense, bleaching the light-drenched
         adobe, yet deepening the vividness of shaded walls. The heart’s-bruise flowers in the garden were a splash of bright blood
         in the shade and a flock of noisy keyet parrots flickered their vibrant wings and breast flashes at one another as they quarrelled
         under the vine leaves.
      

      
      Protected by outer walls of mud-brick an arm’s length thick, the Mirager’s private quarters were cooler and quieter than the
         gardens. Sounds from the other five pavilions scarcely penetrated the shimmers of heat and the thickness of the walls; shouts
         and laughter from students in the practice yard of the nearby Magoroth Academy seemed distant.
      

      
      ‘Is it my imagination,’ Magori-temellin asked his guest, ‘or is the weather hotter these days than it used to be?’ He handed
         a mug of orange juice to Magori-korden, and then poured another for himself. ‘Or is it just that I feel the heat more in my
         old age?’
      

      
      The older man laughed. Temellin was only forty-two, hardly old by anyone’s standards, particularly not that of a Magoroth.
         Magor power ensured good health well into their longevity. ‘Everyone is complaining,’ Korden said. ‘It is the wind from the northwest. It seems relentless these days, like a blast from the Assorians’ Hades.’
      

      
      ‘From the Mirage?’ Temellin knew his look was as bleak as the reply.

      
      ‘Well, from that direction, yes. Coincidence, surely.’

      
      ‘It feels wrong. Evil. I think I’ve sensed the Ravage in it these past few years.’

      
      Korden was dismissive. ‘Are you becoming fanciful in your decrepitude? Even if there is a whiff of Ravage decay, it means
         nothing. The Ravage sores cannot leave the Mirage, and the Ravage beasts cannot leave the Ravage sores. Let the Mirage Makers
         deal with it. They never wanted us there anyway, and now they have it to themselves, sores and all. Besides, is not that why
         your only legitimate child was gifted by Ligea to the Mirage Makers? To make them strong enough to resist the sores that eat
         away at their Mirage? Or so you said. If that was true, then let that child achieve his destiny.’
      

      
      Temellin frowned. Korden had once termed Pinar’s death murder, and called Sarana a Tyranian traitor for having a hand in her
         death. Even all these years later, Temellin felt the thread of dislike that wound through Korden’s words, made even more obvious
         by his petty refusal to call her by her rightful name. Korden had not forgiven Sarana, and never would. Even his mention of
         legitimacy was aimed at reminding Temellin that Arrant would never have been Mirager-heir if his other child, Pinar’s son,
         had been born.
      

      
      ‘Or is it you who doubts now?’ Korden persisted. ‘Perhaps you have had second thoughts as to whether Pinar’s murder was justified.’

      
      Temellin curbed his anger only with difficulty. ‘Sarana acted in self-defence, and Pinar’s actions caused her own death, as
         was explained to you at the time. Sarana saved my son the only way she knew how.’ All true, but Temellin hated the doubt he felt, not about how his wife and son had died, but about whether that son he had never known could do anything to help
         the Mirage Makers. How could an unborn human child help vanquish the Ravage? ‘I wish I could believe in that,’ he thought.
         ‘I wish my son could know that his life as a Mirage Maker means something.’
      

      
      Yet now, now he could smell – no, not smell. He could sense the stench of rot on the wind. It touched his fears with the cold of bleak memories. Ravage pools corroding the bright beauty
         of the Mirage …
      

      
      Korden sipped his drink without looking at him. ‘But that is not the reason I came to see you. I wished to inform you of some
         news I have just received from Tyr.’
      

      
      Temellin’s face went blank as he curled his feelings deep inside, protecting them from scrutiny like a bud closing to avoid
         the trespass of frost. ‘Tyr?’ Korden had been in communication with someone from Tyr? ‘There’s not bad news, is there?’
      

      
      ‘Well, you will not deem any of it pleasant. However, it is disturbing, rather than catastrophic. Arrant is unharmed; do not
         fret. In fact, my correspondent tells me that Garis was readying for his departure with the lad. They will be on their way
         by now, I dare say.’
      

      
      Temellin, maintaining a bland expression only with effort, thought irritably, ‘Damn the man. He’s playing some sort of game
         here. I wish he would just say something outright for once, in plain language.’ Knowing Korden wasn’t about to change, he
         attempted to curb his impatience and said with a calm he did not feel, ‘So the disturbing part is—?’
      

      
      ‘Doubtless you know that Brand is – or was – the Altani plenipotentiary to Tyr? Well, it appears that he has been sharing
         Ligea’s quarters in the palace, and presumably her bed, for some time. They even travelled to the interior together. Quite
         the imperial scandal of Tyrans, I understand.’
      

      
      Temellin sat rigidly still, his face a blank mask. ‘Yes, I knew he was there. Sarana told me. And as far as I am aware,’ he
         added quietly, ‘such liaisons do not worry Tyranians overmuch. I am not sure why it should worry you, either.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, it doesn’t. It seems to have been of considerable concern to your son, though. Perhaps not to be wondered at? Unfortunately,
         he did not display any great maturity in the matter. He became jealous and betrayed Brand to Favonius Kyranon. You will doubtless
         recall the name – the leader of the Stalwart invasion of Kardiastan? Another lover of Ligea’s once, so I understand.’
      

      
      ‘Her name is Sarana. Miragerin-sarana. Never use that tone of voice when you speak of her. Even if nothing else is of consequence to you, she is your cousin.’
      

      
      The ice of Temellin’s tone did not faze Korden. ‘All right. Sarana. Of course. Anyway, here is what I was told. Favonius used
         Arrant’s information to seize Brand, who then became the bait to trap Ligea. Er, sorry, Sarana. In the rescue attempt, Brand
         was killed. So was the ex-Magister and head of the Brotherhood, Sarana’s former puppetmaster, Rathrox Ligatan. He was behind
         the whole plot, it seems. Sarana was badly injured, although my informant said she would recover. Arrant did not conduct himself
         with even minimal distinction throughout the affair.’
      

      
      Temellin’s thoughts churned. ‘Mirageless soul, Sarana … are you safe? And sands blast you, Garis, why have you sent no word
         of this to me?’ He placed his mug down on a table with a steady hand, but his voice, when he trusted himself to speak, was
         as harsh as a knife on a grinding stone. ‘And you just happened by all this information how?’
      

      
      ‘Let’s say I regard it as my duty to be informed about the lad who is destined to be our Mirager-heir.’

      
      ‘He already is the Mirager-heir, Korden. As well you know.’
      

      
      ‘Of course. I meant destined to be Mirager-heir as confirmed by Magoroth Council, rather than just Mirager-heir by birth and
         his father’s wish.’
      

      
      ‘An overly fine distinction at this point in time. Arrant is only thirteen.’ Tradition decreed Council confirmation took place
         when the heir was sixteen. ‘It seems you’ve been spying on my son.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense. I have friends in Tyr, merely.’

      
      ‘There are several gaps in that story that don’t seem to make much sense.’ Temellin cocked his head to one side, meeting Korden’s
         gaze with a hard stare. ‘I am beginning to wonder whether I know you any more, Korden. I always thought you were loyal. A
         man of honour. You have been invaluable as an adviser to me over the years, for which I am deeply grateful. But I am the Mirager,
         and my position demands respect and a measure of loyalty.’
      

      
      ‘I am loyal. But my honour will not allow me to see an incompetent Magori – any incompetent Magori – be officially named Mirager-heir by Council. Surely that is understandable. I have heard the lad is
         without control of his Magor skills, that during the war he slaughtered men on his own side by accident. How can he possibly
         give our newborn Magor their cabochons if he cannot control his power? This nation cannot afford another disastrous Mirager
         such as Arrant’s grandfather, Mirager-solad.’
      

      
      Every muscle in Temellin’s face went tight. ‘You would compare him with a traitor like Solad?’ He allowed Korden to feel his
         fury. ‘A harsh judgement of someone you have not even met.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps. But by all accounts he has displayed considerable power which he cannot manage with even a modicum of skill. He
         could be a danger to any of us, especially if he still does not possess the, um, acumen a lad of his age should have. Skies
         above, the boy trusted the man who was once Legate of the Jackal Legion! Nonetheless, I am willing to delay any kind of public pronouncement until I do make his acquaintance.’
      

      
      ‘Generous of you.’ Temellin paused and considered. If he failed to control his temper now, he would be the loser. With all
         the cold calm he could muster, he said, ‘However, you have been misinformed. Yes, Arrant is a more powerful Magoroth than
         any one of us, even without his sword. He blasted a hole through the walls of Tyr when he was nine. I certainly could not
         have done that at such an age, especially without the aid of a Magor sword. Just as certainly, it will take a degree of maturity
         and experience for him to harness such Magor strength. We do know that on occasion he can already wield his power properly,
         because Sarana has tested him.’
      

      
      ‘I’m glad to hear it.’

      
      Temellin thought, ‘Not quite a lie, but close,’ and continued aloud, ‘We Magor fought long and hard to rule this land. I will
         not relinquish it on my death to an heir who cannot keep it safe, even if he is my own son. You insult me even to suggest
         that I would be so irresponsible.’
      

      
      Korden was taken aback. ‘I – er, it was not my intention to insult you.’

      
      ‘Good. I’m glad to hear it. As you can imagine, it’s my fervent hope that there is no great hurry for any decision in this
         matter. I have no intention of dying yet a while, and we have two and a half years after Arrant arrives to train him before
         his confirmation at sixteen.’
      

      
      ‘He shall have that respite, of course.’

      
      Temellin caught the truth of that and breathed a little easier, blessing the Magor ability to hear a lie. He inclined his
         head in acknowledgement of Korden’s promise.
      

      
      ‘We both want only the best for Kardiastan, yet you can also be a sentimental fool at times, Temel. We have reason to know
         that.’
      

      
      Temellin knew that was a snide comment on his love for Sarana, but Korden, downing the last of his orange juice, gave him
         no chance to retort. He stood, saying, ‘I must take my leave of you. I promised Lesgath I would watch his training session.
         That youngest son of mine is progressing admirably.’
      

      
      The smile Temellin gave as Korden left was forced. Alone again, he flopped back into his chair, with a sigh that was almost
         a growl in the back of his throat.
      

      
      From the doorway on the other side of the room, another voice interrupted his descent into open irritation and desperate worry.
         ‘The bastard. He’s about as subtle as a Sandmurram serpent.’
      

      
      Temellin turned, suppressing another sigh. ‘Hellesia, you shouldn’t listen at doors, you know. Korden must have known you
         were there. I certainly did.’
      

      
      The woman who entered the room carrying a tray with another jug of juice shrugged carelessly, saying, ‘Course he knew. Chided
         me about it last time he was here. I blamed it on my slave mentality. Was a time when we had to listen because we could be
         killed if we didn’t anticipate our master’s wishes, every damn one of them. Everyone knows ex-slaves find it hard to change
         their habits, particularly one as ingrained in us as that.’
      

      
      Temellin shook his head in rueful appreciation. ‘Slave mentality? Is that what you call your devious nature?’

      
      Once named the most beautiful girl in Madrinya, Hellesia had carried the same serene loveliness that graced her youth into
         her maturity. Now in her mid-thirties, she did not regard her looks as a blessing, however, but a curse. Much of the horror
         in her past life had been precipitated by the beauty of her face and the curves of her figure. As a consequence, she drew
         her hair back into a severe knot at her nape, used no powder, eschewed perfumes, and did her best to appear unattractive.
         She was not entirely successful.
      

      
      She laid the tray down on the table. ‘I was bringing in some more juice, but once I heard what he was saying, I decided my
         presence would not be appropriate. Dangerous man as well as an arrogant one, Tem: a friend who thinks he knows what is good
         for you. Why don’t you plant your sandalled foot in his superior backside and tell him not to come back?’
      

      
      He wondered how to explain it to her; she was not Magor and her history was not his. ‘Try to imagine what it was like, Hellesia.
         Ten Magoroth children, destined to be rulers, but whisked away from home to live in the Mirage with all its strangeness. I
         was five when we were told that we were the only Magoroth left alive in the world – that our families had been slaughtered.
      

      
      ‘Korden was the oldest, the one with the best memory of the life and the families we had lost. I was the Mirager, true – but
         what does that mean when your country is ruled by invaders? And yes, we did have Illusos and Theuros teachers, but Korden
         was the one who took on the responsibility of our Magoroth legacy, who became a mentor to the rest of us.
      

      
      ‘Picture it, if you can. Orphaned children struggling to be strong when their whole world was gone. A five-year-old Mirager
         looking up to his ten-year-old cousin. Then ten years old, to Korden’s fifteen. Fifteen to his twenty. He was my guide, my
         teacher, my rock. How can I turn on him now because he questions the suitability of my son to rule after me? In the end, he
         might be right. And I don’t believe he wants to be Mirager-heir, even though he is next in line after Arrant. Even though
         I know he has always been jealous of me. How could he not be? He knew more than I did, he was the oldest, yet an accident
         of birth decreed that I was Mirager. Worse still for him when he found out that Sarana was alive and she had more right to
         be Mirager than either of us.’
      

      
      ‘And you don’t think a jealous man can also be treacherous?’

      
      ‘In Korden’s case? Never! He struggles with his jealousy all the time, but his sense of honour won’t let him give in to it.
         Besides, he can’t lie to me, you know. When he says he doesn’t want to be Mirager-heir, I can feel his honesty; to me, it’s
         as real as the smell of the blossom in the garden.’
      

      
      ‘A handy skill, that. The one I most envy in you Magor, I think.’ She came to stand behind him, placing her hands on his shoulders.
         Gently she started to massage away the tension in his neck and back. ‘Perhaps Korden is as loyal as he can be, as you say.
         Places the best interests of his own brats over the offspring of any of his friends, though; you ought not forget that. And
         his love for his family blinds him to their faults. Lesgath? Korden’s youngest son is no flashing blade in the practice yard!
         And that eldest hunk of his? Korden wants to see Firgan supplant your Arrant? Not a good man. Not a good human being.’
      

      
      Temellin closed his eyes, leaning back to enjoy the skill of her fingers as she teased away the knots. ‘Firgan? He fought
         brilliantly during the war, and with great courage. We owe the Rift victories to his leadership.’
      

      
      ‘Fine soldier does not always mean fine man, you know that well enough. Fact is, he’s a nasty piece of handsome sculpture.
         Admit it.’
      

      
      He shrugged, refusing to commit himself even though he knew what she said was true.

      
      ‘People with mean souls treat a paid servant like me the same way the Tyranians treated their slaves. Beneath notice. And
         his soul is beyond mean, Tem. Beware.’ She paused, then continued. ‘Charismatic, though, I’ll give him that. Has a following
         both among the Magor and the non-Magor who served in the army. A fighting-man’s man. Dangerous. Bold. Treacherous.’
      

      
      Temellin leaned back in his chair, impressed. Hellesia was unsettlingly astute. Firgan had hinted often enough that it was time Kardiastan expanded beyond its borders, and that in order
         to ensure future prosperity, they should step into the gaps left by the disintegration of the Exaltarchy. The man enjoyed
         war and the only thing that had held him back so far was that his following was small. Most Magor had tired of fighting.
      

      
      ‘And Korden’s other children?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I hear the next one, can’t remember her name now, has considerable Magoroth skills and a sweeter nature. Unfortunately, totally
         without ambition, uninterested in anything beyond her growing family. I think she has five children, last count.’
      

      
      ‘Her lack of ambition is a disappointment to Korden,’ he agreed.

      
      ‘Can’t be much more than twenty-six years old, silly girl. There’s a bunch of others after her who I don’t know. All wed,
         living in other towns. Then there’s the twins, Ryval and Myssa. Loathe one another, so the servants say, yet don’t seem to
         be able to live apart. Lovers since they were thirteen or so in spite of their antipathy. I know you Magor favour sibling
         relationships, but that particular one seems a bit twisted to me. After them comes Elvena – she must be about seventeen now.
         Totally preoccupied with her beautiful self. Her mother encourages her self-obsession. Then Lesgath. Youngest of the lot is
         another girl, Serenelle. She promises well, I think. Bright. The servants like her anyway.
      

      
      ‘But what am I doing going on about such things when you must be hurting? After what he told you about Sarana and Brand and
         Arrant!’
      

      
      ‘You heard that too?’ He ran a hand through his hair in a gesture of worry. ‘It will devastate Sarana. She and Brand have
         been friends since she was ten or so.’
      

      
      ‘And lovers since, if Korden is right.’

      
      ‘Oh, he was right.’

      
      ‘Ah. I’m sorry, Tem. Did you like Brand? Was he a friend?’
      

      
      ‘A friend? No. I liked him well enough, but he didn’t like me.’

      
      ‘But you were jealous. I know you.’

      
      ‘So? I am what I am. He didn’t think I was good enough for her.’

      
      ‘And now he has died for her,’ she said, switching her attention to massaging his temples. ‘Or perhaps for her son. He won
         a battle there. She will remember him with fondness for the rest of her life no matter whether she returns to your side or
         not.’
      

      
      ‘She would have done that without the sacrifice. I can’t begrudge her that. She owed Brand much, her life included.’

      
      ‘Oh? Problem will be what his death has done to your son then.’

      
      ‘Korden said he was not injured.’

      
      ‘Don’t be moondaft, Tem. Sounds as if Sarana’s lover died because Arrant was jealous and allowed himself to be manipulated.
         The boy – if he has any sensitivity at all – will have been devastated because it was all his fault. Have a job on your hands
         when he arrives.’
      

      
      He looked faintly surprised. ‘Do you think so?’

      
      ‘Men!’ she said in disgust. ‘Why d’you never see the obvious? Rule nations with immense foresight, yet can’t manage your own
         families!’
      

      
      ‘I’ve not had a family since the day of the Shimmer Festival massacres.’ The day he’d been orphaned and his baby sister had
         died, slaughtered by Tyranian legionnaires …
      

      
      She ceased her ministrations and went to pick up the tray and the dirty drinking vessels. ‘Well, you’re going to have to start
         learning soon. In the meantime, remember what I said about Arrant and Korden. And Firgan, too. ‘Specially Firgan. Sometimes
         much can be told about a man by the way he treats those who hold no rank. Korden may be cold and prejudiced, but at least he has some class. And, yes, honour. He does not treat
         people such as me with disdain and he loves Kardiastan more than he loves himself. Firgan’s just plain rude and arrogant and
         uncaring. Bet if you look at his campaigns, you’ll see he bought non-Magor popularity with money and goods he stole from the
         defeated, but on the battleground he didn’t care a single sand grain for the non-Magor spear fodder.’
      

      
      When Hellesia had gone, Temellin walked to the unshuttered window to look out at the garden. The keyets flew up from the vines
         in a panic, shedding stray feathers. Ordinary Kardi birds in an ordinary Kardi garden with all the flowers and plants doing
         exactly what plants and flowers were supposed to do. ‘Damn it, I miss the Mirage,’ he thought. ‘I miss the wild unexpectedness
         of it. The bizarre insanity.’ He smiled, remembering when he’d been about eight years old and Mirage City had been infested
         with tiny talking rainbows that recited children’s poetry and moved about like loop caterpillars. Singing flowers, creeks
         that flowed uphill, perfumed birds, kitchen fires with green flames and patterned smoke – he’d seen them all.
      

      
      He leaned his forehead against the windowframe and thought of Sarana. How was it possible to have shared so little time with
         her, and yet to go on loving, feeling the ache, for year after lonely year? Arrant had been five when he’d last seen her.
      

      
      There had been other women come and go on his pallet. Even Hellesia briefly, before he’d realised her history had left too
         many memories for her ever to be truly at ease in a man’s bed, no matter what her initial inclinations had been or how willing
         she’d seemed. He had an idea she now slept with his cook, an obese ex-slave woman from Corsene, left behind by the Tyranians
         when they’d fled the city.
      

      
      Others could fill his arms and some had even caught his affections – but none of them had been Sarana. And none of them ever would be.
      

      
      ‘Skies, woman, come home,’ he thought. ‘Soon, please.’

      
      Firgan, the twenty-eight-year old son of Korden and Gretha, halted on the threshold of the main hall of the Korden villa and
         drawled, ‘So, Papa, what is this about? A family conclave? All very mysterious.’ He ignored the rest of his family and went
         to lounge on one of the Tyranian divans that littered the room. Once the residence of the Exaltarch’s provincial governor,
         the spacious villa retained much of its Tyranian heritage.
      

      
      Korden acknowledged Firgan’s comment with a nod and glanced around the room with quiet satisfaction. He’d come to love the
         villa. Built mostly of imported marble and overlooking the lake, to many Kardis it remained a Tyranian eyesore better torn
         down, but Korden, nagged by Gretha in the aftermath of the war and the consequent housing shortage, had moved his family in.
         He’d not regretted the decision. The elegance of the marble – the clean coolness of it; the grace of the statues and furnishings,
         still much the way the Tyranians had left them: he loved it all. Gretha even insisted everyone leave their sandals at the
         door and walk barefoot inside. He now had no intention of ever moving out or, in fact, of disguising the villa’s Tyranian
         nature.
      

      
      ‘A small but important matter,’ he said in reply to Firgan. ‘The Mirager’s son will be here within ten days or so and I wish
         to talk about his presence at the Academy.’ He smiled. It felt good to have six of his eleven children gathered in the one
         room again, no easy task now they were grown.
      

      
      Firgan, the oldest, was not yet wed and still lived at home, although in his own apartments. The twins Myssa and Ryval were
         nineteen and undergoing training at the Magoroth Academy in the pavilions, as were the three younger children: seventeen-year-old Elvena, fifteen-year-old Lesgath, and the youngest, Serenelle, who was just a few months older than Arrant.
      

      
      Elvena, the beauty of the family, settled herself carefully and arranged her anoudain so that the overskirt would not be creased.
         ‘I am sure you can rely on us to welcome him properly, Papa. We know our manners, and he will one day be our Mirager.’
      

      
      Ryval guffawed. ‘Huh! You think you’re going to marry him, do you, Elvie? Fat chance! He’s closer to Serenelle in age. You’d
         have to spend years waiting for him to grow up and by then you’d have lost your looks.’
      

      
      ‘I shall never lose my looks,’ she said complacently.

      
      Myssa snorted. ‘Pity. If you did, you might just be bearable. Thank goodness he’s not going to be thinking of me in terms of marriage.’ Myssa was the least feminine member of the family. She was more likely to be found on the weapons
         training ground than anywhere else, in a vain striving for equality with Ryval.
      

      
      ‘Well, marrying him would be better than marrying Ryval,’ Elvena said.

      
      Exasperated, Korden intervened. ‘This is not about marriage. Or only as a last resort. Are you so guileless that only marriage
         matters to you? Arrant is not a proper Magoroth, and my intention is to make this clear to everyone, including his father,
         so that someone else will become Mirager-heir. We have two and a half years to achieve this goal.’
      

      
      ‘But I thought he already was Mirager-heir,’ Elvena said.
      

      
      ‘His father named him so after his birth, yes,’ Korden said, reining in his impatience. ‘But such an heir, brought up in Tyrans
         and apparently with poor control of his cabochon, is easily challenged by the Magoroth Council, or even supplanted, if he
         proves incompetent or otherwise unsuitable. I have agreed to do nothing until the boy is sixteen and of an age for Council
         confirmation. He will have more than sufficient chances to prove himself. And perhaps he will.’
      

      
      ‘As Temellin’s cousin, you’re next in line after Arrant,’ Ryval said. He was picking grass burrs out of his trousers and flicking
         them at Myssa. ‘Would you be nominated heir if this Arrant moonling proves unsuitable?’
      

      
      ‘Possibly, if I desired the job. But I do not. I would lose Temellin’s confidence were he to regard me as a rival, and I like
         the power I have right now as his friend and adviser. Besides, by the time Temellin dies, I would likely be deceased myself.
         No, should Arrant be unsuitable, we need to have Firgan made Mirager-heir, not me.’
      

      
      Elvena’s eyes widened. ‘Firgan? Mirager one day?’ She looked at her brother dubiously.
      

      
      ‘In which case, you will marry him,’ Gretha told her. ‘It would be unthinkable that we had a Mirager in the family who then
         diluted the line of power by marrying outside it. And we all know Firgan appreciates beauty in a woman, so you are the logical
         choice.’
      

      
      ‘I’d like to think I had some say in the matter, Mother,’ Firgan said, but he was looking at Elvena with a predatory smile
         that brought a bright pink flush to her cheeks.
      

      
      ‘He’s not very nice,’ she said, and pouted. ‘I think I would rather Arrant was Mirager and I was his wife. He’s young, and he’d be, um, marblable.’
      

      
      Myssa laughed. ‘I think you mean malleable, sweetie.’

      
      Gretha looked up from her sewing. ‘True, Elvena dear, but Firgan would have more power as Mirager than you would as Arrant’s
         Miragerin. However, it may be advantageous for one of you to marry the lad eventually. Serenelle would be a better match.
         She is only a few months older than he is. Be nice to him, dear,’ she told her youngest daughter.
      

      
      ‘I did not convene this family meeting to talk about whom Arrant is going to wed,’ Korden said, now thoroughly out of patience. ‘I just want all of you to be aware of the situation.
         We have a Mirager’s son who by all reports is not a competent Magor, and I want proof of his unsuitability for the post, if
         that is indeed the case. You – all of you – are in a better position than I to gather such information. You will be at school
         with him. You, Serenelle, will share all his classes. Lesgath, you will certainly share combat classes. Firgan, I want you
         to begin teaching some of those combat classes.’
      

      
      ‘At the Academy? Father, I am a warrior! My time is better spent refining the skills of real soldiers, not children who haven’t yet blooded
         their swords.’
      

      
      Korden ignored his son’s indignation. ‘I want you all to watch Arrant every minute. Every time he makes a mistake, I wish
         to hear about it. Every time he fails in his Magor studies, I wish to be informed. Every time he loses his temper, or his
         cabochon fails him, anything at all, I desire to know. Is that understood?’
      

      
      ‘It sounds horrid,’ Elvena said with a shudder, ‘spying on someone. Do I have to?’
      

      
      ‘If your father says so,’ Gretha said, not raising her eyes from her embroidery. She was stitching a spray of flowers onto
         the bodice of a new anoudain for Elvena and her pride and pleasure in her task were obvious.
      

      
      ‘I think it sounds like fun,’ Lesgath said. ‘Is it all right if we encourage him to fall flat on his Tyranian nose along the
         way?’
      

      
      ‘Certainly not.’ Korden frowned. ‘Your task, every single one of you, is to watch him until he is sixteen and Temellin has
         to make a decision to put his name before the Council for confirmation as Mirager-heir. If the Council approves his appointment
         to that position, it will be very, very difficult to oust him. If the lad is not suitable, and Temellin really is unwise enough to put him forward, I want a hundred examples I can bring before the Council to show that he is unfit.’ He took a deep breath. ‘That will be all for now. You may all go
         back to whatever you were doing.’
      

      
      They were quick to comply. Myssa and Ryval left the room arguing, as did Lesgath and Serenelle; Gretha grabbed Elvena to try
         on the new overskirt before she could disappear.
      

      
      Firgan, however, did not move. When the others had gone, he said, ‘Lesgath had an interesting point, Papa. Do we trip the
         little Tyranian bastard up every now and then?’
      

      
      ‘From all I have heard, that will not be necessary. It is certainly not honourable. You don’t seem to comprehend the point,
         Firgan: I would not be asking any of you to do this if I believed the lad would become a Mirager of calibre in the end. All
         you have to do is collect evidence of what I believe to be true. Arrant Temellin is probably incompetent, and a danger to
         us all. I have the best interests of Kardiastan at heart, no more than that.’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      Something in his son’s bland agreement made Korden add, ‘Firgan, none of us – particularly you – can be seen to be deliberately
         undermining the Mirager’s son. Is that clear enough? Temellin is my friend and comes to me for advice. I want it to stay that
         way. The lad will trip himself up, without any aid from any of us.’
      

      
      ‘As you wish. I see your point.’

      
      Firgan levered himself up from the divan and sauntered out. In the atrium, he asked one of the servants where he could find
         his youngest brother. Following the woman’s directions, he headed outside and intercepted Lesgath as he walked down the marble
         steps that led towards the stables. ‘Hey, wait up, Les,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘It’s about that suggestion of yours. With regard to making sure the Tyranian bastard falls flat on his nose.’

      
      ‘Yes?’
      

      
      ‘Father is right. It wouldn’t be a good idea. We have to be above suspicion.’

      
      Lesgath grinned. ‘Ah. But you have a plan anyway?’

      
      ‘Boys will be boys. Always indulging in practical jokes, teasing, the odd scuffle. Normal behaviour for lads of your age,
         right? I mean, making fun of him – there’s nothing wrong with that. Aim to make the lad look foolish in other people’s eyes,
         because the sillier he looks, the less he will seem to possess leadership qualities. Aim to make him miserable, because the
         unhappier he is at the Academy, the harder he will find it to excel. But you have to be extraordinarily subtle in this, brother.
         If the teachers see you making his life a misery, they will intervene. If you are too obvious, then the sympathy will be for
         Arrant. There is a fine line between bullying and foolery and you must not be seen to cross it. Think you can do that?’
      

      
      Lesgath smiled, his eyes glinting with the pleasure of anticipation, and Firgan smiled back. ‘I think we understand each other.
         You’ll find me grateful. Here, take this and off you go.’ He fished in his money pouch and gave his brother a coin.
      

      
      Lesgath grinned and took the money.

      
      Firgan watched him go, whistling under his breath. It was handy to have a sneaking, conniving, gullible little brother. If
         he manipulated the game skilfully, Lesgath would do all the dirty work while he, Firgan, came out of this as shiny as polished
         bronze. Things were going well; very well indeed.
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