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The evening is deep inside me forever.
Many a blond, northern moonrise,

like a muted reflection, will softly

remind me and remind me again and again.
It will be my bride, my alter ego.

An incentive to find myself. | myself

am the moonrise of the south.

—Paul Klee, The Tunisan Diaries

Prologue

It was just past midday, not long before the third summonsto prayer, that Ammar ibn Khairan
passed through the Gate of the Bells and entered the palace of Al-Fontinain Silvenesto kill the last of
the khalifs of Al-Rassan.

Passing into the Court of Lions he came to the three sets of double doors and paused before those
that led to the gardens. There were eunuchs guarding the doors. He knew them by name. They had been
dedlt with. One of them nodded dightly to him; the other kept his gaze averted. He preferred the second
man. They opened the heavy doors and he went through. He heard them swing closed behind him.

In the heat of the day the gardens were deserted. All those il left within the dissolving
magnificence of the Al-Fontinawould have sought the shade of the innermost rooms. They would be
Spping cool sweet wines or using the elaborately long spoons designed by Ziryani to taste sherbets kept
frozen in the deep cd tars by snow brought down from the mountains. Luxuries from another age, meant
for very different men and women from those who dwelt here now.

Thinking such thoughts, ibn Khairan waked noisdesdy through the Garden of Oranges and, passing
through the horseshoe arch, into the Almond Garden and then, beneath another arch, into the Cypress
Garden with itsonetdll, perfect tree reflected in three pools. Each garden was smaller than the one
before, each heartbreaking in itsloveliness. The Al-Fontina, a poet once had said, had been built to
break the heart.

At the end of the long progression he came to the Garden of Desire, smdlest and most jewel-like of
al. And there, Stting qui etly and alone on the broad rim of the fountain, clad in white, was Muzafar, as
had been prearranged.

Ibn Khairan bowed in the archway, a habit deeply ingrained. The old, blind man could not see his
obeisance. After amoment he moved forward, stepping deliberately on the pathway that led to the
fountain.

"Ammar?' Muzafar said, hearing the sound. "They told me you would be here. Isit you? Have you
cometo lead me away from here?Isit you, Ammar?'

There were many thingsthat could be said. "It is" said ibn Khairan, walking up. He drew his dagger
from its sheath. The old man's head lifted suddenly at that, asif he knew the sound. "1 have, indeed,
cometo set you free of this place of ghosts and echoes.”

With the words he did the blade smoothly to the hilt in the old man's heart. Muzafar made no
sound. It had been swift and sure. He could tell the wadjisin their temples, if it ever cameto sucha
thing, that he had made it an easy end.

Helad the body down on the fountain rim, ordering the limbs within the white robe to alow the
dead man as much dignity as could be. He cleaned his blade in the fountain, watching the waters swirl
briefly red. In the teachings of his people, for hundreds and hundreds of years, going back and away to



the deserts of the east where the faith of the Asharites had begun, it was a crime without possibility of
assuaging to day one of the god's anointed khdifs. He looked down at Muzafar, at the round, wrinkled
face, sadly irresolute even in degth.

He has not been truly anointed, Almalik had said, back in Cartada. Allmen know this.

There had been four puppet khaifsthis year done, one other herein Silvenes before Muzafar, one
in Tudesca, and the poor child in Salos. It was not a situation that could have been allowed to continue.
The other three were already dead. Muzafar was only the last.

Only the last. There had been lions once in Al-Rassan, lions upon the daisin this palace that had
been built to make men fall to their knees upon marble and aabaster before the dazzling evi dence of a
glory beyond their grasp.

Muzafar had, indeed, never been properly anointed, just as Aimalik of Cartada had said. But the
thought came to Ammar ibn Khairan as he stood in his twentieth year in the Garden of Desire of the
Al-Fontinaof Silvenes, cleansing hisblade of aman'sred blood, that whatever else he did with hislife, in
the days and nights Ashar and the god saw fit to grant him under the holy circling of their stars, he might
ever after be known as the man who dew thelast khdif of Al-Rassan.

"Y ou are best with the god among the stars. It will be atime of wolves now," he said to the dead
man on the fountain rim before drying and sheathing his blade and walking back through the four perfect,
empty gardens to the doors where the bribed eunuchs waited to let him out. On the way he heard one
foolish bird singing in the fierce white light of midday, and then he heard the bells begin, summoning al
good men to holy prayer.

Part |
One

Always remember that they come from the desert.

Back in the days before Jehane had begun her own practice, in that time when her father could till
talk to her, and teach, he had offered those words to her over and again, spesking of the ruling Asharites
among whom they dwelt on sufferance, and labored—as the scattered tribes of the Kindath did
everywhere—to create a small space in the world of safety and ameasure of repose.

"But we have the desert in our own history, don't we?" she could remember asking once, the
question thrown back as a challenge. She had never been an easy pupil, not for him, not for anyone.

"We passed through," 1shak had replied in the beautifully modulated voice. "We sojourned for a
time, on our way. We were never truly a people of the dunes. They are. Even herein Al-Rassan, amid
gardens and water and trees, the Star-born are never sure of the permanence of such things. They
remain in their hearts what they were when they first accepted the teachings of Ashar among the sands.
When you arein doubt asto how to understand one of them, remind yoursdlf of thisand your way will
likely be made clear.”

In those days, despite her fractiousness, Jehane's father's words had been astext and holy guide for
her. On another occasion, after she had complained for the third time during atedious morning preparing
powders and infusions, Ishak had mildly cautioned that a doctor's life might often be dull, but was not
invariably so, and there would be times when she found hersdlf longing for quiet routine.

Shewasto sharply call to mind both of these teachings before shefindly fell adeep at the end of the
day that would long afterwards be known in Fezana—uwith curses, and black candles burned in memory
—as The Day of the Moat.

It was aday that would be remembered al her life by Jehane bet 1shak, the physician, for reasons
over and above those of her fellow citizensin that proud, notorioudy rebellioustown: shelost her urine
flask in the afternoon, and a part of her heart forever before the moons had set.

Theflask, for reasons of family history, was not atrivial matter.



The day had begun at the weekly market by the Cartada Gate. Just past sunrise, Jehane wasin the
booth by the fountain that had been her father's before her, in time to see the last of the farmers coming
in from the countryside with their produce-laden mules. In awhite linen robe benesth the physician's
green and white awning, she settled in, cross-legged on her cushion, for amorning of seeing patients.
Velaz hovered, as ever, behind her in the booth, ready to measure and dispense remedies as she
requested them, and to ward off any difficulties ayoung woman might encounter in a place as tumultuous
asthe market. Trouble was unlikely, however; Jehane was well-known by now.

A morning a the Cartada Gate involved prescribing mostly for farmers from beyond the walls but
there were dso city servants, artisans, women bargaining for staples at the market and, not infregquently,
those among the high-born too frugd to pay for aprivate visit, or too proud to be treated at home by
one of the Kindath. Such patients never came in person; they would send a household woman bearing a
urineflask for diagnosis, and sometimes a script spelled out by a scribe outlining symptoms and
complaints.

Jehane's own urine flask, which had been her father's, was prominently visible on the counter
beneath the awning. It was afamily sgnature, an announcement. A magnificent example of the
glassblower's art, the flask was etched with images of the two moons the Kindath worshipped and the
Higher Stars of divination.

In somewaysit was an object too beautiful for everyday use, given the unglamorous function it was
meant to serve. The flask had been made by an artisan in Lonzasix years ago, commissioned by King
Almdik of Cartada after 1shak had guided the midwives—from the far Sde of the birthing screen—
through the difficult but successful ddlivery of Almaik'sthird son.

When thetime had come for the ddlivery of afourth son, an even more difficult birth, but aso,
ultimately, a successful one, 1shak of Fezana, the celebrated Kindath physician, had been given a
different, controversd gift by Cartada'sking. A more generous offering in itsway, but awvareness of that
did nothing to touch the core of bitterness Jehane felt to thisday, four years after. It was not a bitterness
that would pass; she knew that with certainty.

She gave a prescription for degplessness and another for somach troubles. Severa people stopped
to buy her father'sremedy for headache. 1t was a ssmple compound, though closely guarded, asall
physicians private mixtures were: cloves, myrrh and aoes. Jehane's mother was kept busy preparing
that one dl week long in the treatment rooms at the front of their home.

The morning passed. Veaz quietly and steadily filled clay pots and vids at the back of the booth as
Jehane issued her directions. A flask of urine clear a the bottom but thin and pale a thetop told itstale
of chest congestion. Jehane prescribed fennd and told the woman to return the next week with another
sample.

Ser Rezzoni of Sorenica, asardonic man, had taught that the essence of the successful physician's
practice lay in inducing patients to return. The dead ones, heldd noted, seldom did. Jehane could
remember laughing; she had laughed often in those days, studying in far-off Batiara, before the fourth son
of Cartada's king had been born.

Velaz dedt with al payments, most often in smal coin, sometimes otherwise. One woman from a
hamlet nearby, troubled by avariety of recurring allments, brought a dozen brown eggs every week.

The market was unusudly crowded. Stretching her arms and shoulders as she glanced up briefly
from steady work, Jehane noted with satisfaction the respectable line of patientsin front of her. Inthe
first months after sheld taken over her father's weekly booth here and the treatment rooms at home the
patients had been dow to come; now it seemed she was doing amost aswell as Ishak had.

The noiseleve thismorning was redlly quite extraordinary. There had to be some cause for this
bustling excitement but Jehane couldn't think what it might be. It was only when she saw three blond and
bearded foreign mercenaries arrogantly shouldering their way through the market that she remembered.
The new wing of the castle was being consecrated by the wadjis today, and the young prince of



Cartada, Almdik's eldest son, who bore his name, was here to receive selected dignitaries of subjugated
Fezana. Evenin atown notoriousfor itsrebels, socia status mattered; those who had received a
coveted invitation to the ceremony had been preening for weeks.

Jehane paid little attention to this sort of thing, or to any other nuances of diplomacy and war most
of thetime. There was a saying among her people: Whichever way the wind blows, it will rain upon
the Kindath. That pretty well summed up her fedings.

Sincethe thunderous, echoing fal of the Khdifate in Silvenesfifteen years ago, dlegiances and
aignmentsin Al-Rassan had shifted interminably, often severa timesayear, as petty-kings rose and fell
in the citieswith numbing regularity. Nor were affairs any clearer in the north, beyond the no-man's-land,
where the Jaddite kings of Valedo and Ruenda and Ja ona—the two surviving sons and the brother of
Sancho the Fat—schemed and warred against each other. It was awaste of time, Jehane had long ago
decided, to try to keep track of what former dave had gained an ascendancy here, or what king had
poisoned his brother there.

It was becoming warmer in the marketplace as the sun climbed upwardsin ablue sky. Not a great
surprise; midsummer in Fezana was aways hot. Jehane dabbed at her forehead with asquare of mudin
and brought her mind back to the business at hand. Medicine was her training and her love, her refuge
from chaos, and it was her link to her father, now and aslong as she lived.

A leather worker she did not recognize stood shyly at the front of the line. He carried a chipped
earthenware besker to serve as aflask. Placing agrimy coin on the counter beside her he grimaced
gpologeticdly as he proffered the beaker. "I'm sorry,” he whispered, barely audible amid the tumult. "It is
al we have. Thisisfrom my son. Heiseight yearsold. Heisnot well."

Veaz, behind her, unobtrusively picked up the coin; it was consdered bad form, Ser Rezzoni had
taught, for doctorsto actualy touch their remuneration. That, he had said waspishly, iswhat servants are
for. He had been her first lover aswell as her teacher, during her time living and studying abroad in
Batiara. He dept with dmogt dl his women students, and afew of the men it had been rumored. He had
awife and three young daughters who doted upon him. A complex, brilliant, angry man, Ser Rezzoni.
Kind enough to her, however, after hisfashion, out of respect for Ishak.

Jehane smiled up at the leather worker reassuringly. "It doesn't matter what container you bring a
samplein. Don't gpologize.”

By his coloring he appeared to be a Jaddite from the north, living here because the work for skilled
artisans was better in Al-Rassan, most probably a convert. The Asharites didn't demand conversions,
but the tax burden on Kindath and Jaddite made for akeen incentive to embrace the desert visons of
Ashar the Sage.

Shetrandferred the urine sample from the chipped beaker to her father's gorgeous flask, gift of the
grateful king whose namesake heir was here today to celebrate an event that further ensured Cartadan
dominance of proud Fezana. On abustling market morning Jehane had little time to ponder ironies, but
they tended to surface nonetheless; her mind worked that way.

Asthe sample settled in the flask she saw that the urine of the leather worker's son was distinctly
rose-colored. Shetilted the flask back and forth in the light; in fact, the color wastoo closeto red for
comfort. The child had afever; what €se he had was hard to judge.

"Veaz," she murmured, "dilute the absinthe with aquarter of mint. A drop of the cordid for taste.”
She heard her servant witheraw into the booth to prepare the prescription.

Tothe leather worker she said, "Heiswarm to the touch?"

He nodded anxioudy. "And dry. Heis very dry, doctor. He has difficulty swallowing food."

Briskly, shesaid, "Thet is understandable. Give him the remedy we are preparing. Half when you
arive home, haf at sundown. Do you understand that?' The man nodded. It was important to ask; some
of them, epecidly the Jaddites from the countryside in the north, didn't understand the concept of frac-
tions. Veaz would make up two separate vidsfor them.



"Feed him hot soups only today, alittle at atime, and the juice of gpplesif you can. Make him take
these things, even if he does not want to. He may vomit later today. That isnot darming unlessthereis
blood withit. If thereis blood, send to my house immediately. Otherwise, continue with the soup and the
juice until nightfall. If heisdry and hot he needs these things, you understand?’ Again the man nodded,
his brow furrowed with concentration. "Before you go, give Vdaz directionsto your home. | will come
in the morning tomorrow to see him.”

The man'srelief was evident, but then afamiliar hesitation appeared. "Doctor, forgive me. We have
no money to spare for a private consultation.”

Jehane grimaced. Probably not a convert then, sorely bureened by the taxes but refusing to
surrender hisworship of the sun-god, Jad. Who was she, however, to question religious scruples?
Nearly athird of her own earnings went to the Kindath tax, and she would never have called hersalf
religious. Few doctors were. Pride, on the other hand, was another matter. The Kindath were the
Wanderers, named for the two moons traversing the night sky among the stars, and as far as Jehane was
concerned, they had not travelled so far, through so many centuries, only to surrender their long history
herein Al-Rassan. If a Jaddite felt the same about his god, she could understand.

"Wewill ded with the matter of payment when the time comes. For the moment, the questioniis
whether the child will need to be bled, and | cannot very well do that here in the marketplace.”

She heard aripple of laughter from someone standing by the booth. Sheignored that, made her
voice more gentle. Kindath physicians were known to be the most expensivein the peninsula. Aswell
we should be, Jehane thought. We are the only ones whoknow anything. It waswrong of her, though, to
chide people for concerns about cost. "Never fear." She smiled up at the leather worker. "I will not
bleed both you and the boy."

More generd laughter thistime. Her father had always said that half the task of doctorswasto
make the patientbelieve in them. A certain kind of laughter helped, Jehane had found. It conveyed a
sense of confidence. "Be sure you know both the moons and the Higher Stars of hisbirth hour. If | am
going to draw blood I'll want to work out atime.”

"My wifewill know," the man whispered. "Thank you. Thank you, doctor."
"Tomorrow," shesad crisply.

Velaz regppeared from the back with the medicine, gaveit to the man, and took away her flask to
empty it into the pail beside the counter. The leasther worker paused beside him, nervoudly giving
directionsfor the morrow.

"Who's next?" Jehane asked, looking up again.

Therewere agreat many of King Almalik's mercenariesin the market now. The blond northern
giantsfrom far-off Karch or Waeska and, even more oppressively, Muwardi tribesmen ferried across
the straits from the Mgjriti sands, their faces half-veiled, dark eyes unreadable, except when contempt
showed clearly.

Almost certainly thiswas adeliberate public display by Cartada. There were probably soldiers
gralling al through town, under ordersto be seen. She belatedly remembered hearing that the prince
had arrived two days ago with five hundred men. Far too many soldiersfor aceremonia vist. Y ou could
takeasmall city or launch amgjor raid across thetagra —the no-man's-land—uwith five hundred good
men.

They needed soldiers here. The current governor of Fezana was a puppet of Almalik's, supported
by astanding army. The mercenary troops were here ostengibly to guard against incursonsfrom the
Jaddite kingdoms, or brigands troubling the countryside. In redlity their presence was the only thing that
kept the city from risng in revolt again. And now, of course, with anew-built wing in the castle there
would be more of them.

Fezanahad been afree city from thefal of the Khalifate until seven years ago. Freedom was a
memory, anger aredlity now; they had been taken in Cartada's second wave of expansion. The siege



had lasted half ayear, then someone had opened the Sadlos Gate to the army outside one night as winter
was coming, with its enforced end to the Siege. They never learned who the traitor was. Jehane
remembered hiding with her mother in the innermost room of their home in the Kindath Quarter, hearing
screams and the shouts of battle and the crackle of fire. Her father had been on the other side of the
wadlls, hired by the Cartadans a year before to serve as physician to Almalik's army; such was adoctor's
life. Ironiesagain.

Human corpses, crawling with flies, had hung from the walls above this gate and the other five for
weeks after the taking of the city, the smell hovering over fruit and vegetable stdls like a pestitence.

Fezana became part of the rapidly growing kingdom of Cartada. So, already, had Lonza, and
Aljais, even Sivenesitsdf, with the sad, plundered ruins of the Al-Fontina. So, later, did Seriaand
Ardeno. Now even proud Ragosa on the shores of Lake Serranawas under threat, as were Elviraand
Tudesca to the south and southwest. In the fragmented Al-Rassan of the petty-kings, Almdik of Cartada
was named the Lion by the poets of his court.

Of dl the conquered cities, it was Fezana that rebelled most violently: threetimesin seven years.
Each time Almalik's mercenaries had come back, the blond ones and the veiled ones, and each timeflies
and carrion birds had feasted on corpses spread-eagled on the city walls.

But there were other ironies, keener ones, of late. Thefierce Lion of Cartada was being forced to
acknowledge the presence of beasts equally dangerous. The Jaddites of the north might be fewer in
number and torn amongst themselves, but they were not blind to opportunity. For two years now Fezana
had been paying tribute money to King Ramiro of Valedo. Almalik had been unableto refuse, not if he
wanted to avoid therisk of war with the strongest of the Jaddite kings while policing the cities of hisfrac
tious realm, dedling with the outlaw bands that roamed the southern hills, and with King Badir of Ragosa
wedlthy enough to hire his own mercenaries.

Ramiro of Valedo might rule arough society of herdsmen and primitive villagers, but it wasaso a
society organized for war, and the Horsemen of Jad were not to be trifled with. Only the might of the
khalifs of Al-Rassan, supremein Silvenesfor three hundred years, had sufficed to conquer most of the
peninsula and confine the Jaddites to the north—and that confining had demanded raid after raid through
the high plateaus of the no-man's-land, and not every raid had been successful.

If the three Jaddite kings ever stopped warring amongst each other, brother against uncle against
brother, Jehane thought, Cartada's conquering Lion—aong with al the lesser kings of Al-Rassan—might
be muzzled and gel ded soon enough.

Which would not necessarily beagood thing at dl.

One moreirony, bitternessin the taste of it. It seemed she had to hope for the surviva of the man
she hated as no other. All winds might bring rain for the Kindath, but here among the Asharites of
Al-Rassan they had acceptance and a place. After centuries of wandering the earth like their moons
through heaven, that meant agreet dedl. Taxed heavily, bound by restrictive laws, they could nonetheless
livefredy, seek their fortunes, worship as they wished, both the god and his ssters. And some among
the Kindath had risen high indeed among the courts of the petty-kings.

No Kindath were high in the counsels of the Children of Jad in this peninsula. Hardly any of them
were |eft in the north. History—and they had along history—had taught the Kindath that they might be
tolerated and even welcomed among the Jaddites when times were prosperous and peaceful, but when
the skies darkened, when the rain winds came, the Kindath became Wanderers again. They were exiled,
or forcibly converted, or they died in the lands where the sun-god held sway.

Tribute—theparias —was collected by aparty of northern horsemen twice ayear. Fezanawas
expensvely engaged in paying the price of being too near to the tagralands.
The poets were cdling the three hundred years of the Khdifate a Golden Age now. Jehane had

heard the songs and the spoken verses. In those vanished days, however people might have chafed at
the absolute power or the extravagant splendor of the court at Silvenes, with thewadjisin their temples



bemoaning decadence and sacrilege, in the raiding season the ancient roads to the north had witnessed
the passage of the massed armies of Al-Rassan, and then their return with plunder and daves.

No unified army went north into the no-man's-land now, and if the steppes of those empty places
saw soldiersin numbers any time soon it was more likely to be the Horsemen of Jad the sun-god. Jehane
could amogt convince hersdlf that even those last, impotent khalifs of her childhood had been symbols of
agoldentime.

She shook her head and turned from watching the mercenaries. A quarry laborer wasnext in line;
she read his occupation in the chak-white dust coating his clothing and hands. She aso read,
unexpectedly, gout in his pinched features and the awkward tilt of his stance, even before she glanced at
the thick, milky sample of urine he held out to her. It was odd for alaborer to have gout; in the quarries
the usud problemswere with throat and lungs. With real curiosity shelooked from the flask back up at
the man.

Asit happened, the quarryman was a patient Jehane never did treat. So, too, in fact, wasthe
leather worker's child.

A sizable purse dropped onto the counter before her.

"Do forgivethisintrusion, doctor," avoice said. "May | be permitted to impose upon your time?"
The light tones and court diction were incongruousin the marketplace. Jehane looked up. Thiswas, she
redlized, the man who had laughed before.

Therisgng sun was behind him, so her first image was haloed againgt the light and imprecise: a
smooth-shaven facein the current court fashion, brown hair. She couldn't see hiseyes clearly. He
smdlled of perfume and he wore a sword. Which meant he was from Cartada. Swords were forbidden
the citizens of Fezana, even within their own walls.

On the other hand, she was a free woman going about her lawful affairsin her own place of
business, and because of Almalik's giftsto her father she had no need to snatch at apurse, even alarge
purse—asthis one manifestly was.

Irritated, she breached protocol sufficiently to pick it up and flip it back to him. "'If your need isfor a
physician's assistance you are not intruding. That iswhy | am here. But there are, as you will have noted,
people ahead of you. When you have, in due course, arrived at the front of thisline | shall be pleased to
ass g, if | can.” Had she been less vexed she might have been amused a how formd her own language
had become. She il couldn't see him clearly. The quarryman had sidied nervoudy to one side.

"| greetly fear | have not thetime for either dternative,”" the Cartadan murmured. "I will haveto take
you from your patients here, which iswhy | offer apurse for compensation.”

"Takeme?' Jehane snapped. Sheroseto her feet. Irritation had given way to anger. Severd of the
Muwardis, she redlized, were now strolling over towards her stdl. She was aware of Velaz directly
behind her. She would have to be careful; he would chal tenge anyonefor her.

The courtier smiled placatingly and quickly held up agloved hand. "Escort you, | ought rather to
have said. | entreat forgiveness. | had dmost forgotten | wasin Fezana, where such niceties matter
greatly." He seemed amused more than anything el se, which angered her further.

She could see him clearly now that she was standing. His eyes were blue, like her own—asunusud
inthe Asharites asit was among the Kindath. The hair wasthick, curling in the heet. He wasvery
expendvely dressed, rings on severa of hisgloved fingers and asingle pearl earring which was certainly
worth more than the collective worldly goods of everyonein thelinein front of her. More gems studded
his belt and sword hilt; some were even sewn into the leather of the dippers on hisfeet. A dandy, Jehane
thought, amincing court dandy from Cartada.

The sword was ared one though, not asymbol, and his eyes, now that she was|ooking into them,
were unsettlingly direct.

Jehane had been raised, by her mother and father both, to show deference where it was due and



earned, and not otherwise.

"Such 'niceties,’ asyou prefer to cal smple courtesy, ought to matter in Cartada as much asthey do
here," she said levelly. She pushed astrand of hair back from her eyes with the back of her hand. "1 am
herein the market until the midday bells have rung. If you have genuine need of a private consultation |
will refer to my afternoon appointments and seewhen | am available.”

He shook hishead politely. Two of the veiled soldiers had come up to them. "As| believel did
mention, we have not timefor that." There still seemed to be something amusing him. "I should perhaps
say that | am not herefor an affliction of my own, much asit might gratify any man to be subject to your
care" Therewasaripple of laughter.

Jehane was not amused. This sort of thing she knew how to dedl with, and was about to, but the
Cartadan went on without pausing: "'l have just come from the house of a patient of yours. Husari ibn
Musaisill. He begs you to come to him this morning, before the consecration ceremony begins a the
castle, that he might not be forced to miss being presented to the prince.”

"Oh," Jehanesad.

Ibn Musa had kidney stones, recurring ones. He had been her father's patient and one of the very
first to accept her as Ishak's successor. He was wealthy, soft asthe silk in which he traded, and he
enjoyed rich foods far too much for his own good. He was aso kind, surprisingly unpretentious,
intelligent, and his early patronage had meant agreat dedl to her practice. Jehaneliked him, and worried
about him.

It was certain, given hiswedth, that the silk merchant would have been on thelist of citizens
honored with an invitation to meet the prince of Cartada. Some things were becoming clear. Not al.

"Why did he send you? | know most of his people.”

"But he didn't send me," the man demurred, with easy grace. "I offered to come. He warned me of
your weekly market routine. Would you have left this booth at the behest of a servant? Even one you
knew?'

Jehane had to shake her head. "Only for abirth or an acci dent.”

The Cartadan smiled, showing white teeth against the tanned, smooth features. "lIbn Musais, Ashar
and the holy stars be thanked, not presently with child. Nor has any untoward acci dent befalen him. His
condition isthe one for which | understand you have treated him before. He svearsno oneelsein
Fezana knows how to alleviate his sufferings. And today, of course, isan ... exceptional day. Will you
not deviate from your custom this one time and permit me the honor of escorting you to him?*

Had he offered the purse again she would have refused. Had he not looked calm and very serious
as he awaited her reply, she would have refused. Had it been anyone other than Husari ibn Musa
entreating her presence ...

Looking back, afterwards, Jehane was acutely aware that the smallest of gesturesin that moment
could have changed everything. She might so easily have told the smooth, polished Cartadan that shed
attend upon ibn Musalater that day. If so—the thought was inescapable—she would have had avery
different life.

Better or worse? No man or woman could answer that. The winds blew, bringing rain, yes, but
sometimes al so sweeping away the low, obscuring cloudsto alow the flourishes of sunrise or sunset
seen from ahigh place, or those bright, hard, clear nights when the blue moon and the white seemed to
ride like queens across a sky strewn with starsin glittering array.

Jehane ingtructed Ve az to close and lock the booth and fol low her. Shetold dl thoseleft intheline
to give their namesto Vdaz, that she would see them free of chargein her treatment rooms or at the next
week's market. Then shetook her urine flask and let the stranger take her off to ibn Musas house.

The gtranger.



The stranger was Ammar ibn Khairan of Aljais. The poet, the diplomat, the soldier. The man who
had killed the last khdif of Al-Rassan. She learned his name when they arrived at her patient's house. It
wasthefirst great shock of that day. Not the last. She could never decide if shewould have gone with
him, had she known.

A different life, if she hadn't gone. Lesswind, lessrain. Perhaps none of the visions offered those
who stand in the high, windy places of the world.

Ibn Musa's steward had briskly admitted her and then greeted her escort unctuoudy by name,
amost scraping the floor with hisforehead in obel sance, strewing phrases of gratitude like rose petals.
The Cartadan had managed to interpose a quiet apology for not introducing himself, and then sketched a
court bow of hisown to her. It was not customary to bow to Kindath infidels. In fact, according to the
wadjis, it was forbidden to Asharites, subject to apublic lashing.

The bgewdlled man bowing to her was not likely to be lashed any time soon. Jehane knew who he
was as soon as she heard the name. Depending upon one's views, Ammar ibn Khairan was one of the
most celebrated men or one of the most notoriousin the peninsula.

It was said, and sung, that when scarcely come to manhood he had single-handedly scaled thewalls
of the Al-Fontinain Silvenes, dain adozen guards within, fought through to the Cypress Garden to kill
the khdlif, then battled hisway out again, done, dead bodies strewn about him. For this service, the grate
ful, newly proclaimed king in Cartada had rewarded ibn Khairan with immediate wedlth and increasing
power through the years, including, of late, the forma role of guardian and advisor to the prince.

A status which brought a different sort of power. Too much so, some had been whispering. Almalik
of Cartadawas an impul sive, subtle, jealous man and was not said, in truth, to be particutarly fond of his
eldest son. Nor was the prince reputed to dote upon hisfather. It made for avolatile situation. The
rumors surrounding the dissolute, flamboyant Ammear ibn Khairan—and there were aways rumors
surrounding him—had been of a somewhat atered sort in the past year.

Though none of them came remotely close to explaining why this man should have personaly
offered to summon aphysician for a Fezanan slk merchant, just so the merchant could be enabled to
attend a courtly reception. Asto that, Jehane had only the thinly veiled hint of amusement inibn
Kharan'sfaceto offer aclue—and it wasn't much of aclue.

In any event, she stopped thinking about such things, including the unsettling presence of the man
beside her, when she entered the bedchamber and saw her longtime patient. One glance was enough.

Husari ibn Musawaslying in bed, propped on many pillows. A dave was energetically beating a
fanintheair, trying to cool the room and its suffering occupant. Ibn Musa could not have been called a
courageous man. He was white-faced, there were tears on his cheeks, he was whimpering with pain and
the anticipation of worseto come.

Her father had taught her that it was not only the brave or the resolute who were deserving of a
doctor's sympathy. Suffering came and was real, however one's congtitution and nature responded to it.
A glance at her afflicted patient served to focus Jehane abruptly and ease her own agitation.

Moving briskly to the bedside, Jehane adopted her most deci sive tones. "Husari ibn Musa, you are
not going anywhere today. Y ou know these symptoms by now aswell as| do. What were you thinking?
That you would bound from bed, straddle amule and ride off to areception?'

The portly man on the bed groaned piteoudly at the very thought of such exertion and reached for
her hand. They had known each other along time; she dlowed him to do that. "But Jehane, | must go!
Thisisthe event of the year in Fezana. How can | not be present? What can | do?"

"Y ou can send your most fulsome regrets and advise that your physician has ordered you to remain
in bed. If you wish, for some perverse reason, to offer details, you may have your steward say that you
are about to pass a stone this afternoon or this evening in extreme pain, controlled only by such
medications as leave you unable to stand upright or speak coherently. If, anticipating such acondition,
you still wish to attend a Cartadan function | can only assume your mind has aready been digointed by



your suffering. If you wish to be thefirgt person to collgpse and die in the new wing of the castle you will
have to do so againgt my ingructions.”

She used thistone with him much of thetime. With many of her patients, in truth. In afemae
physician men, even powerful ones, often seemed to want to hear their mothers giving orders. 1shak had
induced obedience to his trestments by the gravity of his manner and the weight of his sonorous,
beautiful voice. Jehane—awoman, and il young—had had to evolve her own methods.

Ibn Musa turned a despairing face towards the Cartadan courtier. "Y ou see?' he said plaintively.
"What can | do with such adoctor?’

Ammar ibn Khairan seemed amused again. Jehane found that irritation was hel ping her ded with the
earlier feding of being overwhelmed by hisidentity. She till had no ideawhat the man found so diverting
about al of this, unlessthiswas smply the habitua pose and manner of acynica courtier. Perhagps he
was bored by the usua court routine; the god's sisters knew, she would have been.

Y ou could consult another physician, | suppose,” ibn Khairan said, thoughtfully stroking hischin.
"But my guess, based on al-too-brief experience, isthat this exquisite young woman knows exactly what
sheisdoing." He favored her with another of the brilliant smiles. Y ou will haveto tel mewhereyou
were trained, when we have greater leisure.”

Jehane didn't like being trested as awoman when she was functioning asadoctor. "Little to tell,"
shesad briefly. "Abroad at the university of Sorenicain Batiara, with Ser Rezzoni, for two years. Then
with my father here."

"Y our father?' he asked politely.

"lshak ben Y onannon,” Jehane said, and was deeply pleased to seethisdicit areaction he could
not mask. From acourtier in the service of Almalik of Cartadathere would dmost haveto bea
response to Ishak's name. It was no secret, the story of what had happened.

"Ah," said Ammar ibn Khairan quietly, arching his eyebrows. He regarded her for amoment. "1 see
the resemblance now. Y ou have your father's eyes and mouth. | ought to have made the assoeiation
before. Y ou will have been even better trained here than in Sorenica”

"l am pleased that | seem to meet your standards,” Jehane said drily. He grinned again, unfazed,
rather too clearly enjoying her attempted sdlies. Behind him, Jehane saw the steward's mouth gape at
her impertinence. They were awed by the Cartadan, of course. Jehane supposed she should be, aswell.
In truth, she was, more than alittle. No one needed toknow that, however.

"Thelord ibn Khairan has been most generous with histime on my behaf," Husari murmured faintly
from the bed. "He came this morning, by appointment, to examine some silks for purchase and found me
... asyou see. When he learned | feared not being able to attend the reception this afternoon he insisted
that my presence was important” —there was pride in the voice, audible through the pain—"and he
offered to try to lure my stubborn physician to my side.”

"And now sheis here, and would stubbornly request that al those in thisroom save the dave and
your steward be so kind asto leave us." Jehane turned to the Cartadan. "1'm sure one of ibn Musas
factors can assst you in the matter of slk.”

"Doubtless”" theman said camly. "1 takeit, then, that you are of the view that your patient ought not
to attend upon the prince this afternoon?”"

"He could diethere," Jehane said bluntly. It was unlikely, but certainly possible, and sometimes
people needed to be shocked into accepting aphysician's orders.

The Cartadan was not shocked. If anything, he seemed once moreto bein the grip of his private
source of diverson. Jehane heard a sound from beyond the door. Velaz had arrived, with her
medications.

Ammar ibn Khairan heard it too. "Y ou have work to do. | will take my leave, asrequested. Failing
an allment that would alow meto spend the day in your care | am afraid | must attend this consecration



inthe castle.” He turned to the man in the bed. ™Y ou need not send amessenger, ibn Musa. | will convey
your regrets mysdlf with areport of your condition. No offense will be taken, trust me. No one, least of
al Prince Almdik, would want you to die passing a stone in the new courtyard.” He bowed to ibn Musa
and then asecond time to Jehane—to the teward's visible displeasure—and withdrew.

Therewasalittle silence. Amid the chatter of marketplace or temple, Jehane unexpectedly
remembered, it was reported that the high-born women of Cartada—and some of the men, the whispers
went—nhad been known to serioudy injure each other in quarrels over the companionship of Ammar ibn
Khairan. Two people had died, or wasit three?

Jehane bit her lip. She shook her head asif to clear it, astonished at hersdlf. Thiswas the sheerest,
most idle sort of gossip to be calling to mind, the kind of talk to which she had never paid attention in her
life. A moment later Velaz hurried in and she set to work, gratefully, a her trade. Softening pain,
prolonging life, offering ahope of ease wherelittle might otherwiselie.

One hundred and thirty-nine citizens of Fezana assembled in the newest wing of the castle that
afternoon. Throughout Al-Rassan, not long after, what ensued became known as the Day of the Moat.
Thiswastheway of it.

The newly finished part of Fezana's castle was of amost unusua and particular design. A large
dormitory for quartering the new Muwardi troopsled to an equally large refectory for feeding them and
an adjacent temple for prayers. The notorious Ammar ibn Khairan, who accompanied the guests through
these rooms, was much too polite to make specific mention of the reason for further military presencein
Fezana, but none of the assembled dignitaries of the town could possibly escape the significance of such
extendvefadlities.

Ibn Khairan, offering undeniably witty and impeccably courteous commentary, was aso too
discreet to draw anyone's attention, particularly during a celebration, to the ongoing indications of unrest
and subverson inthecity. A certain number of those passing through the castle, however, exchanged
wary, Sddong glances with each other. What they were seeing, clearly, was meant to be intimidating.

Infact, it was alittle more than that.

The odd nature of the new wing's design became even more apparent when they passed—a
magnificently dressed herd of prosperous men—through the refectory to the near end of along corridor.
The narrow tunnel, ibn Khairan explained, designed for defensive purposes, led to the courtyard where
the wadijis were to perform the consecration and where Prince Almadlik, heir to Cartada's ambitious
kingdom, was waiting to receive them.

The aristocracy and most successful merchants of Fezana were individually escorted by Muwardi
soldiers down that dark corrieor. Approaching the end of it each, in turn, could discern a blazing of
sunlight. Each of them paused there, squinting, amost Sghtless on the threshold of light, whileaherad
announced their proffered names with satisfying resonance.

Asthey passed, blinking, into the blinding light and stepped forward to offer homage to the hazily
perceived, white-robed figure seated on acushion in the midst of the courtyard, each of the guestswas
sweepingly beheaded by one of two Muwardi tribesmen standing on either side of the tunndl'sarch.

The Muwardis, not redlly strangersto this sort of thing, enjoyed their labors perhaps more than they
ought to have done. There were, of course, no wadjis waiting in the courtyard; the castle wing was
receiving adifferent sort of consecration.

One by one, through the course of a scorching hot, cloudless summer's afternoon, the elite of
Fezanan society made their way aong that dark, cool tunnel, and then, dazzled by the return to sunlight,
followed the herdd's ringing proclamation of their namesinto the white courtyard where they were dain.
The Muwardis had been carefully chosen. No mistakes were made. No one cried out.

Thetoppling bodies were swiftly seized by other velled tribesmen and dragged to the far end of the
courtyard where around tower overlooked the new moat created by diverting the nearby Tavares



River. The bodies of the dead men were thrown into the water from alow window in the tower. The
severed heads were tossed carelesdy onto a bloody pile not far from where the prince of Cartada sat,
ostensibly waiting to receive the most prominent citizens of the mogt difficult of the cities he was one day
torule, if helived long enough.

Asit happened, the prince, whose relations with his father were indeed not entirely cordia, had not
been informed about this central, long-planned aspect of the afternoon's agenda. King Almalik of
Cartada had more than one purpose to what he was doing that day. The prince had, in fact, asked
where the wadjis were. No one had been able to answer him. After the first man appeared and was
dain, his severed head landing some distance from his toppling body, the prince offered no further
questions.

Part of the way through the afternoon's nearly silent, mureerous progression under the blazing sun,
around the time the carrion birds began to appear in numbers, circling above the water, it was noted by
some of the soldiersin theincreasingly bloody courtyard that the prince seemed to have devel oped an
odd, disfiguring twitch above hisleft eye. For the Muwardis, this was a contemptible sign of weakness.
He did stay on his cushion though, they noted. And he never moved, or spoke, through the entirety of
what was done. He watched one hundred and thirty-nine men die doing formal obeisanceto him.

He never logt that nervoustic. During times of stress or eation it would return, an infalible sgnd to
those who knew him well that he was experiencing intense emotion, no matter how he might try to hide
thefact. It was aso an inescapable reminder—because al of Al-Rassan was soon to learn this story—of
ablood-soaked summer afternoon in Fezana.

The peninsula had seen its share of violent deeds, from the time of the Asharite conquest and
before, but thiswas something specid, something to be remembered. The Day of the Moat. One of the
legacies of Almdlik I, the Lion of Cartada. Part of his son'sinheritance.

The daughter did not end until sometime after thefifth bells had cdled the pious again to their
prayers. By then the number of birds over the river and moat had made it evident that something
untoward was taking place. A few curious children had gone outside the walls and circled around to the
north to see what was bringing so many birds. They carried word back into the city. There were
headless bodiesin the water. Not long after that the screaming began in the houses and the streets of
Fezana

Such distracting sounds did not penetrate the castle walls of course, and the birds could not be seen
from within the handsome, arcaded refectory. After the last of the assembled guests had made hisway
from there dong the tunnd, Ammar ibn Khairan, the man who had killed the last khaif of Al-Rassan,
went alone down that corridor to the courtyard. The sun was over to the west by then, the light towards
which he walked through along, cool darkness was gentle, welcoming, admost worthy of apoem.

Two

After somehow coping with the disastrous incident at the very beginning of their ride south, Alvar
hed been finding the journey the most exhilarating time of hislife. Thisdid not come asasurprise; he had
nourished dreams of thisfor years, and redlity doesn't invariably shatter ayoung man's dreams. Not
immediately, at any rate.

Had he been of adightly lessrationd nature, he might even have given fuller rein to the fantasy he
briefly entertained as they broke camp after the dawn invocation on their fifth morning south of the River
Duric: that he had died and arrived, by the grace of Jad, at the Paradise of Warriors, and would be
alowed to ride behind Rodrigo Belmonte, the Captain, through the plains and steppes of summer
forever.

Theriver wasfar behind them, and the walls of Carcasia. They had passed the wooden stockade

forts of Baezaand Lobar, small, fledgling outposts in emptiness. The company rode now through the
wild, high, bare sweep of the no-man's-land, dust rising behind and the sun besting down upon them—



fifty of Jad's own horsemen, journeying to the fabled cities of the Asharites at the king of Vadledo's
command.

And young Alvar de Pdllino was one of those fifty, chosen, after scarcely ayear among theriders at
Esteren, to accompany the great Rodrigo—the Captain himsalf—on atribute misson to Al-Rassan.
There were miraclesin the world, truly, bestowed without explanation, unless his mother's prayerson
her pilgrimage to holy Vascas 9 e had been answered by the god behind the sun.

Sincethat was at least apossibility, each morning now at dawn Alvar faced east for theinvocation
and offered thanks to Jad with afull heart, vowing anew upon theiron of the sword hisfather had given
him to be worthy of the god'strust. And, of course, the Captain's.

There were SO many young ridersin the army of King Ramiro. Horsemen from all over Valedo,
some with splendid armor and magnificent horses, some with lineage going back to the Old Oneswho
had ruled the whole peninsulaand named it Esperana, who first learned the truths of the sun-god and
built the straight roads. And almost every one of those men would have fasted aweek, would have
forsworn women and wine, would have serieudy contemplated murder for the chance to be trained by
the Captain, to be under the cool, grey-eyed scrutiny of Rodrigo Belmonte for three whole weeks. To
be, if only for this one mission, numbered among his company.

A man could dream, you see. Three weeks might be only abeginning, with moreto follow, the
world opening up like a peded and quartered orange. A young horseman could lie down at night on his
saddle blanket and look up at the bright stars worshipped by the followers of Ashar. He could imagine
himsdf cutting a shining swath through the ranks of the infidelsto save the Captain himsalf from danger
and death, being s uted and marked by Rodrigo in the midst of roaring battle, and then after, victorious,
drinking unmixed wine a the Captain's side, being honored and made welcome among his company.

A young man could dream, could he not?

Theproblem, for Alvar, wasthat such immensaly satisfying images had been giving way, inthe
amog-slence of night, or the long rhythms of aday's hard riding under the god's sun, to the vivid,
excruciating memory of what had happened the morning they set out from Esteren. To arecollection of
the moment, in particular, when young Alvar de Pellino—heart's pride and joy of his parents and three
sgters—had chosen the wrong place entirely to unbutton histrousers and relieve himsdf beforethe
company mounted up to ride.

It ought to have been a perfectly reasonable thing to do.

They had assembled at dawn in anewly built Sdecourt of the palace a Esteren. Alvar, dmost giddy
with excitement and the smultaneous effort not to reved it, had been attempting to remain as
inconspicuous as possible. He was not a shy or diffident young man by nature, but even now, at the very
moment of departure, apart of him feared, with lurid gpprehension, that if someone noticed him—Lan
Nunez, for example, the Captain's lean old companion-at-arms—they might declare Alvar's presence an
obvieus error of some kind, and he'd be left behind. He would, of course, have no choice but to kil
himsdf if such athing happened.

With fifty men and their horses and the laden pack mulesin the enclosed space of the courtyard it
was easy enough to keep alow profile. It was cool in the yard; something that might have deceived a
stranger to the peninsula, a mercenary from Ferrieres or Waleska, say. It would be very hot later, Alvar
knew. It was dways hot in summer. Therewas agreat dedl of noise and men were bustling back and
forth carrying planks of wood, tools, whedling barrows of brick: King Ramiro was expanding his paace.

Alvar checked his saddle and saddlebags for the twentieth time and carefully avoided meseting
anyone's eye. Hetried to look older than his years, to convey the impression that hewas, if anything, a
trifle bored by amission asroutine asthis one. He was intelligent enough to doubt he was fooling anyone.

When Count Gonzal ez de Rada wal ked unannounced into the courtyard, dressed in crimson and
black—even at dawn among horses—Alvar fdt hisfeverish anxiety rise to an even higher level. He had



never seen the constable of Valedo before, except at adistance. A brief silencefell over Rodrigo's
company, and when their bustle of preparation resumed it had a subtly atered qudity. Alvar experienced
the stirrings of inescapable curiosity and sternly tried to suppress them.

He saw the Captain and Lain Nunez observe the count's arrival and exchange aglance. Rodrigo
stepped alittle aside from the others to await the man who'd replaced him as constable when King
Ramiro was crowned. The count's attendants stopped at aword and Gonzalez de Rada approached
aone. Hewas smiling broadly. The Captain, Alvar saw, was not. Behind Rodrigo, Lain Nunez abruptly
turned his head and spat ddliberately into the dirt of the yard.

At this point, Alvar decided that it would beill-mannered to observe them further, even out of the
corner of his eye—as he noticed the others doing while they pretended to busy themsaveswith their
horses or gear. A Horseman of Jad, hetold himsalf firmly, had no business concerning himsdlf with the
words and affairs of the great. Alvar virtuoudy turned his back upon the forthcoming encounter and
walked to a corner of the yard to attend to his own pressing businessin private, on the far sde of ahay
wagon.

Why Count Gonzalez de Rada and Ser Rodrigo Belmonte should have elected to stroll together, a
moment |ater, to the shade of that same wagon would forever after remain one of the enduring mysteries
of theworld Jad had created, asfar as Alvar de Pellino was concerned.

The two men were known throughout the three Jaddite kingeloms of Esperanato have no love for
one another. Even the youngest soldiers, new to the king's army, managed to hear some of the court
stories. Thetde of how Rodrigo Belmonte had demanded at the coronation of King Ramiro that the new
king swear an oath of noncomplicity in the death of his brother before Ser Rodrigo would offer hisown
oath of alegiance was one that every one of them knew. It was a part of the legend of the Captain.

It might even betrue, Alvar had cynicaly murmured to some drinking companionsonenightin a
soldier'stavern. He was aready becoming known for remarks like that. It was agood thing he knew
how to fight. Hisfather had warned him, more than once back on the farm, that a quick tongue could be
more of a hindrance than it was an asset in the army of Valledo.

Clever remarks by young soldiers notwithstanding, whatwas true was that athough Rodrigo
Bemonte did swear his oath of fealty and King Ramiro accepted him as hisman, it was Gonzadez de
Radawho was named by the new king as his constable—the office Rodrigo had held for the late King
Raimundo. It was, therefore, Count Gonzalez who was formally responsible, among other things, for
overseeing the selection and promotion of young men throughout Valledo to pogtsin theking'sarmy.

Not that many of the younger horsemen had been observed to deviate greetly from the collective
view that if you wanted to be properly trained you did whatever you could to ride with the Captain. And
if you wanted to be numbered among the elite sol diers of the peninsula, of the world, you offered money,
land, your sigters, your own young body if need be, as abribe to whomever could get you into Rodrigo's
band.

Not that anyonecould get you in, for any of those offerings. The Captain made his own choices,
often unexpected ones, with gap-toothed old Lain Nunez hisonly counsdllor. Lain was manifesly
uninterested in the aleged pleasures of boys, and the Captain ... well, the very thought was near to
sacrilege, besdes which, Miranda Belmonte d'Alveda was the most beautiful woman in theworld. So dll
the young men in Esteren agreed, though almost none of them had ever seen her.

On the morning he stood pissing againgt awagon whedl in asidecourt of Esteren’s palace and
overheard certain things he ought not to have heard, Alvar de Pellino was one of those who had never
met the Captain'swife. He hadn't met anyone, redly. Hewaslessthan ayear in fromafarminthe
northwest. He still couldn't believe they were going to let him ride with them thismorning.

He heard footsteps and voices approaching from the far side of the wagon; that was not of great
concern. Some men might have to be aone to empty their bladder or bowes; they didn't last longinan



army. But then, on that very thought, Alvar's groin muscles clenched in a pasm so hard they cut off the
splashing flow of hiswater. He gasped, recognizing the Captain's wry tones, and then redlized that the
second man's voice—the one that sounded like dow honey being poured—belonged to Count Gonzalez.

With adecision to be swiftly made, Alvar de Pellino made what turned out to be the wrong one.
Panic-tricken, irrationally preoccupied with remaining unnoticed, Alvar dmost injured himself holding in
thelast of hiswater and kept slent. He hoped, fervently, that the two men were only here to exchange
parting pleasantries.

"l could arrange to have your sonskilled and your ranch burned,” Gonzalez de Rada said,
pleasantly enough, "if you make any trouble about this."

Alvar decided that it was by far the wisest course not to breathe for atime.

"Try it," the Captain said briskly. "The boys could use some practice against assault, however
incompetent. But before you leave, do explain how | would be the one making trouble and not your pig
of abrother."

"If ade Rada choosesto go raiding in Al-Rassan, what bus nessisit of yours, Belmonte?
"Ah. Well. If such isthe case, why bother asking meto close my eyes and pretend not to see him?"
"l am merdly trying to save you an embarrassing—"

"Don't assumeeveryone dseisafool, de Rada. I'm collecting tribute from Fezanafor the king. The
only legitimacy to such aclam isthat Ramiro hasformaly guaranteed the security of the city and its
countryside. Not only from brigands, or hisbrother in Ruenda, or the other petty-kingsin Al-Rassan, but
from buffoonsin his own country. If your brother wantsto play at raiding gamesfor thefun of it, hed
best not do it on my watch. If | see him anywherein the country around Fezana, I'll ded with himinthe
name of theking. Y ou'l be doing him akindnessif you make that clear.” There was nothing wry or
ironic, no hint of anything but iron in the voice now.

Therewasaslence. Alvar could hear Lain Nunez barking instructions over by the horses. He
sounded angry. He often did. It became necessary, despite all his best efforts, to bregthe. Alvar did so
asquietly ashe could.

"Doesn't it cause you someconcern,” Gonzalez de Radasaid in adeceptively grave, an dmost
gentletone, "to beriding off into infielel 1ands after speaking so rashly to the constable of Valedo, leaving
your poor wife aone on aranch with children and ranch hands?

"Inaword," said the Captain, "no. For one thing, you vaue your own life too much to make ared
enemy of me. | will not be subtle about this: if any man | can trace to your authority isfound within haf a
day'sride of my ranch I will know how to proceed and | will. I hope you understand me. | am speaking
about killing you. For another thing, | may have my own thoughts about our king's ascension, but |
believe him to be afair man. What, think you, will Ramiro do when amessenger reportsto him the
precise words of this conversation?”

Gonzalez de Rada sounded amused. ™Y ou would actudly try your word againgt mine with the king?”

"Think, man," the Captain said impatiently. Alvar knew that tone dready. "He doesn'thave to
believe me. But once word of your threat does reach him—and in public, | promise you—what can the
king do should any harm befdl my family?'

There was a slence again. When de Rada next spoke the amusement was gone. Y ou would really
tell him about this? Unwise. Y ou might force my hand, Bemonte."

"Asyou have now forced mine. Consider an dternative, | beg of you. Act the part of an older,
wiser brother. Tell that bullying man-child Garciathat his games cannot be allowed to compromisethe
king'slaws and diplomacy. Isthat redly too much authority to ask of the constable of Valedo?'

Another slence, alonger onethistime. Then, carefully, "1 will dowhat | can to keep him from
crossing your path.”

"And | will dowhat | can to make him regret it if he does. If hefailsto respect his older brother's



words." Rodrigo's voice betrayed neither triumph nor concession.
"Y ou will not report thisto the king now?"

"1 will haveto think on that. Fortunatdly | do have awitness should | have need.” With no more
warning than that he raised hisvoice. "Alvar, finish doing what you haveto, in the god's name, you've
been at it long enough to flood the yard. Come let me present you to the constable.”

Alvar, feding his heart suddenly lodged considerably higher than it was wont to be found,
discovered that he had gone dry asthe desert sands. He fumbled to button his trousers and stepped
gingerly out from behind the wagon. Crimson with embarrassment and apprehension, he discovered that
Count Gonzalez's features were no less flushed—though what he read in the deep-set brown eyeswas
rage.

Rodrigo's voice was bland, asif hewas obliviousto the fed ings of ether of them. "My lord court,
please accept the saute of one of my company for thisride, Pellino de Damon's son. Alvar, make a bow
to the constable."

Confused, horribly shaken, Alvar followed ingtructions. Gonzaez de Rada nodded curtly at his
salute. The count's expression was bleak as winter in the north when the winds came down. He said, "'l
believe | know of your father. He held afort in the southwest for King Sancho, did he not?

"Marana Guard, yes, my lord. | am honored you are so good asto cal him to mind." Alvar was
surprised his voice was working well enough to manage this. He kept his gaze lowered.

"And whereisyour father now?"

An innocuous question, apolite one, but Alvar, after what hed heard from the far sde of the
wagon, seemed to catch afeathery hint of danger. He had no choice, though. Thiswas the constable of
Vdledo.

"Hewas dlowed to retire from the army, my lord, after suffering an injury in an Ashariteraid. We
have afarm now, in the north."

Gonzaez de Radawas slent along moment. At length he cleared histhroat and said, "He was, if
memory serves, aman famousfor hisdiscretion, your father."

"And for loya serviceto hisleaders,” the Captain interjected briskly, before Alvar could say
anything to that. "Alvar, best mount up before Lain blisters you raw for delaying us.”

Gratefully, Alvar hagtily bowed to both men and hurried off to the other side of the yard where

horses and soldiers awaited, in asmpler world by far than the one into which held sscumbled by the
wagon.

Latein the morning of that same day, Ser Rodrigo Belmonte had dropped back from his position
near the front of the column and sgndled Alvar with amotion of hishead to join him.

His heart pounding with the apprehension of disaster, Alvar followed his Captain to aposition off
oneflank of the party. They were passing through the Vargas Hills, some of the most beautiful country in
Vdledo.

"Lainwasbornin avillage beyond that western range,” the Captain began conversationaly. "Or so
hesays. | tell himit'salie. That he was hatched from an egg in aswamp, asbald at birth as heistoday.”

Alvar wastoo nervousto laugh. He managed afeeble grin. It wasthefirgt time held ever been dlone
with Ser Rodrigo. The dandered Lain Nunez was up ahead, rasping orders again. They would be taking
their midday break soon.

The Captain went on, in the samemild voice, "I heard of aman in Al-Rassan years ago who was
afraid to leave the khdif's banquet table to take apiss. He held it in so long he ruptured himsdlf and died
before dessart was served.”

"I canbdieveit," Alvar sad fervently.



"What ought you to have done back there?' the Captain asked. Histone had changed, but only
dightly.

Alvar had been thinking about nothing else since they had left thewalls of Esteren behind. In asmdl
voice, hesad, "I should have cleared my throat, or coughed.”

Rodrigo Belmonte nodded. "Whistled, sung, spat on awhed. Anything to let us know you were
there. Why didn't you?'

Therewas no good, clever answer so he offered the truth: "I was afraid. | still couldn't believe you
were bringing me on thisride. | didn't want to be noticed.”

The Captain nodded again. He gazed past Alvar a the rolling hills and the dense pine forest to the
west. Then the clear grey eyes shifted and Alvar found himsdlf pinned by avivid gaze. "All right. First
lesson. | do not choose men for my company, even for ashort journey, by mistake. If you were named
to bewith usit wasfor areason. | havelittle patience with that kind of thing in afighting man.
Understood?"’

Alvar jerked his head up and down. He took a breath and let it out. Before he could speak, the
Captain went on. " Second lesson. Tell me, why do you think | called you out from behind the wagon?1
made an enemy for you—the second most powerful man in Valedo. That wasn't a generous thing for me
to do. Why did | doit?'

Alvar looked away from the Captain and rode for atime thinking hard. He didn't know it, but his
face bore an expresson that used to induce apprehension in hisfamily. His thoughts sometimes took him
to unexpected, dangerous places. This, asit happened, was such atime. He glanced over at Ser
Rodrigo and then away again, uncharacteristically cautious.

"Say it!" the Captain snapped.

Alvar suddenly wished he were back on the farm, planting grain with hisfather and the farm hands,
waliting for one of hissstersto walk out with beer and cheese and bread, and gossip from the house. He
swallowed. He might be back there, soon enough. But it had never been said that Pellino de Damon's
son wasacoward or, for that matter, overly shy with histhoughts.

"Y ou weren't thinking about me," he said asfirmly as he could manage. There was no point saying
thisif he sounded like aquavering child. ™Y ou pulled me out to be abody between Count Gonzaez and
your family. | may be nothing in myself, but my father was known, and the constable now redlizes that
I'm awitness to what happened this morning. I'm protection for your wife and sons."

He closed his eyes. When he opened them it was to see Rodrigo Belmonte grinning at him.
Miraculoudly, the Captain didn't seem angry. "As| said, there was areason you were chosen to be
tested on thisride. | don't mind aclever man, Alvar. Within limits, mind you. Y ou may even beright. |
may have been entirdy sdfish. When it comesto threats against my family, | canbe. | did makea
possible enemy for you. | even put your life a somerisk. Not avery honorable thing for aleader to do
to one of hiscompany, isit?'

Thiswas another test, and Alvar was aware of it. Hisfather had told him, more than once, that he
would do better if hethought alittle less and spoke agreat ded less. But thiswas Ser Rodrigo Belmonte
himsdlf, the Captain, asking questions thatdemanded thought. He could dodge it, Alvar supposed.
Perhaps he was expected to. But here they were, riding towards Al-Rassan through the pine-clad hills of
Vargas, which he had never seen, and he was in this company for areason. The Captain had just said
s0. They weren't going to send him back. Alvar's customary nature seemed to be returning to him with
every passing moment.

Alvar de Pdlino said, "Wasit an honorable thing to do? Not redly, if you want my true thought, my
lord. In war acaptain can do anything with hismen, of course, but in aprivate feud | don't know if it's
right.”

For amoment he thought he had gone too far. Then Ser Rodrigo smiled again; there was redl
amusement in the grey eyes. The Captain stroked his moustache with agloved hand. 'l imagineyou



caused your father some distresswith your frankness, lad.”

Alvar grinned back. "He did caution me at times, my lord. Yes"

"Cautioned?"

Alvar nodded. "Wadll, in fairness, | don't know what more he—"

Alvar was not asmal man, and there had been nothing easy about life on anorthern farm, and even
lessthat was conducive to softness during ayear of service with theking'sarmy in Esteren. Hewas

strong and quick, and agood rider. Nonethel ess, the fist he never saw coming hit the side of his head
like ahammer and sent him flying from hishorseinto the grass asif held been achild.

Alvar struggled quickly to agitting pogition, spitting blood. One hand went feebly to hisjaw, which
fdt asif it might be broken. It had happened: hisfather's warning had just come true. Hisimbecilic habit
of spesking whatever he thought had just cost him the opportunity any young soldier would diefor.
Rodrigo Belmonte had opened a door for him, and Alvar, swaggering through like the fool he was, had
just fallen on hisface. Or on hiselbow and backside, actualy.

Holding ahand to hisface, Alvar looked up at his Captain. A short distance away the company had
cometo ahdt and was regarding the two of them.

"I've had to do that to my sons, too, once or twice," Rodrigo said. He was, improbably, still looking
amused. "I'll doubtlesshaveto do it for afew yearsyet. Third lesson now, Alvar de Pellino. Sometimes
itiswrong to hide as you did by the wagon. Sometimesit is equaly wrong to push your ideas forward
before they are complete. Take alittle longer to be so sure of yourself. Y ou'll have sometimeto think
about thiswhile weride. And while you are doing so, you might consider whether an unauthorized raidin
Al-Rassan by aband of Garcia de Rada’s cronies playtng outlaw might teke thisaffair out of the rellm of
aprivate feud and into something else. | am an officer of the king of Vdledo, and whileyou arein this
company, so are you. The congtable attempted to suborn me from my duty to the king with athreet. Is
that a private matter, my young philosopher?’

"By thegod's balls, Rodrigo!" came an unmistakable voice, gpproaching from the head of the
column, "Wheat did Pellino's brat do to deserve that?'

Ser Rodrigo turned to look at Lain Nunez trotting his horse over toward them. "Called me sdfish
and unfair to my men. Guilty of exploiting themin my private effars.

"That al?' Lain spat into the grass. "Hisfather said alot worseto mein our day."

"Redly?" The Captain seemed surprised. "De Radajust said he was famousfor hisdiscretion.”

"Horsepiss," said Lain Nunez succinctly. "Why would you believe anything ade Rada said? Pellino
de Damon had an opinion about anything and everything under the god's sun. Drove me near crazy, he

did. I had to put up with it until I wangled him apromotion to commanding afort by the no-man's-land. |
was never as happy in my lifeaswhen | saw his backside on a horse going away from me."

Alvar goggled up at both of them; his jaw would have dropped if it hadn't hurt so much. He wastoo
stunned to even get up from the grass. For most of hislife hisquiet, patient father had been gently chiding
him againgt the evils of being too outspoken.

"You," Ser Rodrigo was saying, grinning & the veteran soldier beside him, "are asfull of horsepiss
asany de Radal've ever met."

“That, I'll tell you, isadeadly insult," Lain Nunez rasped, the seamed and wizened face assuming an
expression of fierce outrage.

Rodrigo laughed doud. "Y ou loved this man's father like abrother. Y ou've been teling me that for
years. Y ou picked his son yoursdf for thisride. Do you want to deny it?'

"1 will deny anything | haveto,” hislieutenant said sturdily. "But if Pellino's boy has aready driven
you to ablow I might have made aterrible mistake." They both looked down at Alvar, shaking ther
heads dowly.

"It may well bethat you have," said the Captain at length. He didn't look particularly concerned.



"Well know soon enough. Get up, lad," he added. " Stick something cold on the side of your face or
you'll have trouble offering opinions about anything for awhile.

Lain Nunez had dready turned to ride back. Now the Captain did the same. Alvar stood up.

"Captain,” he cdled, with difficulty.

Ser Rodrigo looked back over his shoulder. The grey eyesregarded him with curiosity now. Alvar
knew he was pushing things again. So beiit. It seemed hisfather had been that way too, amazingly. He

was going to need sometimeto dedl with that. And it seemed that it wasn't his mother's pilgrimage to
Vascas|dethat had put himin this company, after al.

"Um, circumstances prevented me from finishing my last thought. | just wanted also to say that |
would be proud to die defending your wife and sons."

The Captain's mouth quirked. He was amused again. "'Y ou are rather more likely to die defending
yoursdlffrom them, actually. Come on, Alvar, | meant it about putting something on your jaw. If you
don't keep the swelling down you'll frighten the women in Fezanaand ruin your chances. Inthe
meantime, remember to do some thinking before next you spesak."”

"But I have been thinking—"

The Captain raised ahand in warning. Alvar was abruptly silent. Rodrigo cantered back to the
company and amoment later Alvar led his own horse by the reins over to where they had hated for the
midday meal. Oddly enough, despite the pain in hisjaw, which acloth soaked in water did only alittleto
ease, hedidn't fed badly at dl.

And hehad been thinking, already. He couldn't help it. He'd decided that the Captain wasright
about Garcia de Radas raid taking the matter out of the area of a private feud and into the king's affairs.
Alvar prided himsdf that he had always been willing to accept when someone else made a shrewd point
indiscusson.

All that was daysin the past. A swollen but not abroken jaw had asssted Alvar in the difficult task
of kegping hisragpidly evolving thoughtsto himsdif.

Thetwice-yearly collection of theparias from Fezana had become something close to routine now,
more an exercise in diplomacy than amilitary one. It was more important for King Ramiro to dispatch a
leader of Ser Rodrigo's sature than to send an army. They knew Ramirocould send an army. The
tribute would not be refused, though it might be dow in coming and there was akind of dance that had
to be performed before they could ride back with gold from Al-Rassan. This much Alvar learned during
the shifts he rode ahead of the party with Ludus or Martin, the most experienced of the outriders.

They taught him other things, too. This might be aroutine expedition, but the Captain was never
tolerant of carelessness, and most particularly not so in the no-man's-land, or in Al-Rassan itself. They
were not riding south to give battle, but they had an image, a message to convey: that no onewould ever
want to do battle with the Horsemen of Valedo, and most particularly not with those commanded by
Rodrigo Belmonte.

Ludus taught him how to anticipate from the movements of birds the presence of astream or pond
in the windswept plateau. Martin showed him how to read weather patternsin the clouds—the clues
were very different here in the south from those Alvar had known in the far north by the sea. And it was
the Captain himsalf who advised him to shorten histirrups. It was thefirst time Ser Rodrigo had spoken
directly to Alvar snceflattening him with that blow on thefirst morning.

"You'l be awkward for afew days," he said, "but not for longer than that. All my men learntoride
likethisinto battle. Everyone here knows how. There may come atime in afight when you need to stand
up inthe saddle, or leap from your horse. Y ou'l find it easier with the sirrups high. 1t may save your life."

They had been in the no-man's-land by then, approaching the two smal forts King Ramiro had built
when he began claming theparias from Fezana. The garrisonsin the forts had been desperately glad to



seethem, evenif they stayed only asingle night in each, to leave letters and gossip and supplies.

It had to be alonely, anxious life down herein Lobar and Baeza, Alvar had realized. The balancein
the peninsulamight have begun to shift with thefdl of the Khdifatein Al-Rassan, but that was an
evolving process, not an accomplished redlity, and there had been more than adight e ement of
provocation in the Valedans placing garrisons, however smal, in thetagre lands.

These were ahandful of soldiersin avast emptiness, perilously near to the swords and arrows of
the Asharites.

King Ramiro had tried at the beginning, two years ago, to encourage settlement around the forts.
He couldn't force people to make their way down there, but he'd offered aten-year tax exemption—
given the cogts of asteadily expanding army, not atrivia thing—and the usua promise of military
support. It hadn't been enough. Not yet. Only fifteen or twenty families, clearly leaving hopeless
gtuationsin the north, had been brave or rash or desperate enough to try making lives for themsalves
here on the threshold of Al-Rassan.

Things might be changing year by year, but the memory of the Khdifate's armies thundering north
through these high plainswas araw one yet. And everyone with a head above the ground knew the king
was too fiercely engaged by his brother and uncle in Ruendaand Jalonato be recklessin support of two
speculative garrisonsin the tagraand the families who huddled around them.

The balance might be shifting, but it was till abalance, and one could ignore that only &t peril.
Thinking, asthey continued south, about the narrowed eyes and apprehensive faces of the men and
women he'd seen in the fields beside the two forts, Alvar had decided there were worse thingsfor a
farmer to contend with than thin soil and early frostsin the north by the Ruenda border. Even thefields
themsalves down here had seemed pathetic and frail, small scratchingsin the wide space of the
otherwise empty land.

The Captain hadn't seemed to see it that way, though. Ser Rodrigo had made a point of
dismounting to speak to each of the farmersthey saw. Alvar had been close enough to overhear him
once: thetalk was of crop rotation and the pattern of rainfal herein thetagralands.

"We aren't the red warriors of Valedo," hed said to his company upon mounting up again after one
such conversation. "These people are. It will be amistake for any man who rideswith meto forget that."

His expression had been unusudly grim as he spoke, asif daring any of them to disagree. Alvar
hadn't been inclined to say anything &t dl. Thinking, he'd rubbed his bruised jaw through the beginnings
of asand-colored beard and kept silent.

Theflat, high landscape of the plateau did not change, and there were no border markings of any
kind, but late the following afternoon old Lain Nunez said doud to no onein particular, "Werein
Al-Rassan now."

Three days later, nearing sundown, the outriders caught aglimpse of the Tavares River and, not
long after, Alvar saw for thefirst time the towers and walls of Fezana, tucked into a northward bend of
theriver, honey-colored in the westering light.

It was Luduswho first noticed the strange thing. An astonishing number of carrion birds seemed to
be circling and swooping above theriver by the northern wall of the city. Alvar had never seen anything
likeit. There had to be thousands of them.

"That'swhat happens on a battlefield,” Martin said quietly. "When the battle's over, | mean.”

Lain Nunez, squinting to see more clearly, turned after amoment to look at the Captain, aquestion
in hiseyes. Ser Rodrigo had not dismounted, and so none of them had. He stared at Fezanaiin the
distancefor along time.

"There are dead men inthe water," he said findly. "Well camp here tonight. | don't want to go
closer, or enter the city, until we know what's happened.”



"Do you want me to take two or three men and try to find out?" Martin asked.

The Captain shook hisheed. "1 don't think well haveto. WEll light agood fire tonight. Double the
guards, Lain, but I want them to know we're here.”

Sometime later, after the evening meal and after the sunset prayer for the god's safe night journey,
they gathered around the fire while Martin played his guitar and Ludus and Barano sang under the
brilliant sars.

It was just after the white moon had risen in the east, dmost full, that three people rode into their
camp, with no attempt at conceal ment.

They dismounted from their mules and were led into the glow of thefirdight by the posted guards
and, asthe music and the singing stopped, Rodrigo Belmonte and his company learned what had
happened in Fezanathat day.

Three

From within Husari ibn Musa's chamber late in the afternoon they heard the screaming in the Streets.
A dave was sent to inquire. Ashen-faced, he brought back word.

They did not believe him. Only when afriend of ibn Musa, another merchant, less successful—which
appeared to have saved hislife—sent aservant running with the same tidings did the redlity become
inescapable. Every man who had gone to the castle that morning was dead. Headless bodies were
floating in the moat and down theriver, carrion for the circling birds. Only thus, the very efficient king of
Cartada appeared to have decided, could the threat of arising in Fezanabe utterly dispelled. In one after
noon virtudly dl of the most powerful figures|eft in the city had been iminated.

Jehane's patient, the luxury-loving silk merchant who was, however improbably, to have been
among the corpsesin the moat, lay on his bed with ahand over his eyes, trembling and spent in the
aftermath of passing akidney stone. Struggling, not very successtully, to deal with her own churning
emotions, Jehane looked at him closdly. Her refuge, as ever, wasin her profession. Quietly, grateful for
the control she seemed to have over her voice, sheingtructed Velaz to mix afurther soporific. Ibn Musa
surprised her, though.

"'No more, Jehane, please." He lowered the hand and opened his eyes. His voice was weak but
quite clear. "I need to be ableto think carefully. They may be coming for me. Y ou had best leave this
house."

Jehane hadn't thought of that. He was right, of course. There was no particular reason why
Almalik's murderous desert mercenaries would alow an accident of ill-hedlth to deprive them of Husari's
head. And asfor the doctor—the Kindath doctor—who had so inconveniently kept him from the paace

She shrugged. Whichever way the wind blows, it will rain upon the Kindath. Her gaze met
Husari's. There was something terrible in hisface, still growing, ahorror taking shape and aname.
Jehane wondered how she must look herself, weary and bedraggled after most of aday in thiswarm,
close room, and now dedl ing with what they had learned. With daughter.

"It doesn't matter whether | stay or go," she said, surprised again a how camly she said this. "lbn
Khairan knowswho | am, remember? He brought me here."

Oddly, apart of her till wanted to deny that it was Ammar ibn Khairan who had arranged and
achieved thiswholesae massacre of innocent men. She couldn't have said why that had any importance
to her: he was akiller, the whole of Al-Rassan knew he was. Did it matter that a killer was sophisticated
and amusing? That he had known who her father was, and had spoken well of him?

Behind her, Velaz offered the small, discreet cough that meant he had something urgent to say.
Usudly in disagreement with aview she had expressed. Without looking back at him, Jehane said, "'|
know. Y ou think we should leave."



In his subdued tones, her grey-haired servant—her father's before her—murmured, "'l believethe
most honorable ibn Musa offers wise counsdl, doctor. The Muwardis may learn who you are fromibn
Khairan, but there is no great reason for them to pursue you. If they comefor the lord ibn Musa, though,
and find us here, you are a provocation to them. My lord ibn Musawill tel you the samething, | am sure
of it. They are desert tribesmen, my lady. They arenct ... civilized."

And now Jehane did whedl around, aware that she was channdling fear and anger onto her truest
friend in the world, aware that thiswas not the first time. "' So you would have me abandon a patient?'
she snapped. "Isthat what | should do? How very civilized of us™

"| am recovering, Jehane."

She turned back to Husari. He had pushed himsdlf up to asitting postion. "Youdid dl aphysician
could be asked to do. Y ou saved my life, though not in the way we expected.” Amazingly, he managed a
wry smile. It did not reach hiseyes.

Hisvoice was firmer now, sharper than she could ever remember. Shewondered if some
disordered state had descended upon the merehant in the wake of overwhelming horror: if thisatered
manner was hisway of reacting. Her father would have been ableto tell her.

Her father, she thought, would not tell her anything again.
There was a good chance the Muwardis would be coming for Husari, that they might indeed take
her if they found her here. The tribesmen from the Mgriti were not civilized, at dl. Ammar ibn Khairan

knew exactly who shewas. AlImaik of Cartada had ordered this butchery. Almdlik of Cartadahad also
done what he had done to her father. Four years ago.

There are momentsin some liveswhen it can truly be said that everything pivots and changes, when
the branching paths show clearly, when one does make a choice.

Jehane bet |shak turned back to her patient. "1'm not leaving you here to wait for them done.”

Husari actudly smiled again. "What will you do, my dear? Offer deeping draughtsto the veiled ones
when they come?'

"I have worse than that to give them,” Jehane said darkly, but hiswords forced her to pause. "What
doyou want?' she asked him. "I am running too fast, I'm sorry. It is possible they are sated. No one may
come.”

He shook his head decisively. Again, she registered the change in manner. She had known ibn
Musafor along time. She had never seen him likethis.

Hesaid, "l supposethat ispossible. | don't greatly care. | don't intend to wait to find out. If | am
going to do what | must do, | will haveto leave Fezana, in any case.”

Jehane blinked. "And what isit you must do?'
"Degtroy Cartada," said the plump, lazy, self-indulgent silk merchant, Husari ibn Musa.
Jehane stared at him. Thiswas aman who liked his dinner meat turned well, so he need not see

blood when he ate. His voice was exactly as cam and matter-of-fact asit was when she had heard him
talking with afactor about insuring a shipment of silk for trangport oversess.

Jehane heard Velaz offer his gpologetic cough again. Sheturned. "If that isso," Velaz said, as softly
as before, hisforehead creased with worry now, "we cannot be of aid. Surely it will be better if we are
gonefrom here... so thelord ibn Musa can begin to make his arrangements.”

"l agree," Husari sad. "'l will cdl for an escort and—

"l do not agree," Jehane said bluntly. "For onething, you are at risk of fever after the stones pass
and | haveto watch for that. For another, you will not be ableto leave the city until dark, and certainly
not by any of the gates, in any case.”

Husari laced his pudgy fingerstogether. His eyes held hers now, the gaze steady. "What are you
proposing?’



It seemed obviousto Jehane. "That you hide in the Kindath Quarter with usuntil nightfal. I'll go
fird, to arrange for themto let you in. I'll be back a sundown for you. Y ou ought to be in some disguise,
| think. I'll leave that to you. After dark we can leave Fezana by away that | know."

Velaz, pushed beyond discretion, made a strangled sound behind her.
"We?' said ibn Musacarefully.
"If I am going to do what | must do," said Jehane ddliberatdly, "1, too, will haveto leave Fezana."

"Ah," said the man in the bed. He gazed at her for a disquieting moment, no longer apetient, in
some unexpected way. No longer the man she had known for so long. "Thisisfor your father?'

Jehane nodded. There was no point dissembling. He had always been clever.
"Pagt time" shesad.

Therewas agreat ded to be done. Jehane redlized, waking quickly through the tumult of the streets
with Vedaz, that it was only the mention of her father that had induced Husari to accept her plan. That
wasn't asurprising thing, if one looked at the matter in acertain light. If there was anything the Asharites
understood, after centuries of killing each other in their homelandsfar to the east, and herein Al-Rassan,
it was the enduring power of ablood feud, however long vengeance might be deferred.

No matter how absurd it might appear—a Kindath woman declaring her intention of taking revenge
againgt the most powerful monarch to emerge since the Khdifate fell—she had spoken alanguage even
aplacid, innocuous Asharite merchant could understand.

And, in any case, the merchant was not so placid any more.

Velaz, seizing the ancient prerogetive of longtime servants, was blistering her earswith objections
and admonitions. His voice was, as dways, gppreciably less deferentid than it was when others were
with them. She could remember him doing thisto her father aswell, on nights when Ishak would be
preparing to rush outside to a patient's summons without properly clothing himself againgt rain or wind,
or without finishing hismedl, or when he drove himsdlf too hard, reading late into the night by canddight.

Shewas doing alittle bit more than staying up too late, and the frightened concernin Velaz's voice
was going to erode her confidence if shelet him go on. Besides which, she had amore difficult
confrontation waiting & home.

"Thishas nothing to do with us," Veaz was saying urgently, in step with her and not behind, which
was completdy uncharacteristic, the surest sgn of hisagitation. "Except if they find away to blamethe
Kindath for it, which I wouldn't be surprised if —

"Velaz. Enough. Please. We are more than Kindath. We are people who live in Fezana, and have
for many years. Thisisour home. We pay taxes, we pay our share of thefilthyparias to Valedo, we
shelter from danger behind these walls, and we suffer with othersif Cartada's hand—or any other hand
—fdlstoo heavily on thiscity. What happened here today does matter to us."

"Wewill suffer no matter what they do to each other, Jehane." He was as stubborn as she was and,
after yearswith Ishak, as versed in argument. His normaly mild blue eyeswere intense. "Thisis Asharite
killing Asharite. Why let it throw our own livesinto chaos? Think what you are doing to those who love
you. Think—

Again she had to interrupt. He sounded too much like her mother for comfort now. "Don't
exaggerate,” she said, though hewasn't, actualy. "1 am aphysician. | am going to look for work outside
the city. To expand my knowledge. To make aname. My father did that for years and years, riding with
the khdif's armies some seasons, Signing contracts at different courts after Sivenesfell. That'show he
ended up in Cartada. Y ou know that. Y ou were with him."

"And | know what happened there," Velaz shot back.

Jehane stopped dead in the street. Someone running behind them almost crashed into her. It wasa
woman, Jehane saw, her face blank, amask, as at the spring Processional. But thiswas ared face, and



what lay behind the appearance of a mask was horror.

Velaz was forced to stop aswell. Helooked at her, his expression angry and afraid. A smal man,
and not young; nearly sixty years of age now, Jehane knew. He had been with her parentsfor along
time before her own birth. A Waeskan dave, bought as ayoung man in the market at Lonza; freed after
ten years, which was the Kindath practice.

He could have gone anywhere then. Fluent in five languages after the years abroad with Ishak in
Batiaraand Ferrieres, and at the khdifs courtsin Silvenesitsdlf, trained flawlesdy asaphyscian'saide,
more knowledgeabl e than most doctors were. Discreet, fiercely intelligent, Velaz would have had
opportunities al over the peninsulaor beyond the mountains east. The Al-Fontina of the khdifs, in those
days, had been largely staffed and run by former daves from the north, few of them asclever or versed
in nuances of diplomacy asVeaz had been after ten years with Ishak ben Y onannon.

Such a course seemed never even to have been contemplated. Perhaps he lacked ambition,
perhaps he was smply happy. He had converted to the Kindath faithimmediately after being freed. Had
willingly shouldered the difficult weight of their history. He prayed after that to the white and blue moons
—the two sisters of the god—rather than invoking theimages of Jad from his boyhood in Waeska or
the stars of Ashar painted on the domed temple ceil ings of Al-Rassan.

He had stayed with Ishak and Eliane and their smadl child from that day until thisone, and if anyone
in theworld besides her parentstruly loved her, Jehane knew it was this man.

Which made it harder to look at the gpprehension in his eyes and redlize that sheredly couldn't
clearly explain why the path of her life seemed to have forked so sharply with the news of this massacre.
Why it seemed so obvious what she now had to do. Obvious, but inexplicable. She could imagine what
Ser Rezzoni of Sorenicawould have said in response to such a conjunction. She could dmost hear her
father'swords, aswell. "An obviousfailure to think clearly enough,” Ishak would have murmured. " Start
at the beginning, Jehane. Take dl thetime you need.”

She didn't have that much time. She had to get Husari ibn Musaiinto the Kindath Quarter tonight,
and do something even harder before that.

Shesad, "Vdaz, | know what happened to my father in Cartada. Thisisn't adebate. | can't explain
fully. I would do soif | could. Y ou know that. | can only say that past a certain point accepting the things
Almdik has donefedslikesharing in them. Being responsible for them. If | stay here and smply open
the trestment roomsin the morning and then the next day and the next, asif nothing has happened, that's
how I'll fed."

Therewas a certain qudity to Velaz, one of the measures of the man: he knew when what he heard
wasfind.

They waked therest of theway in silence.

At the heavy, unadorned iron gates that marked the enclosed Kindath Quarter of Fezana, Jehane
breathed asigh of relief. She knew both of the men posted there. One had been alover, one afriend for
much of her life.

She was as direct as she could afford to be. There was very littletime. " Shimon, Bakir, | need your
help,” she said to them, even before they had finished unlocking the gates.

"You haveit,"” Shimon grunted, "but hurry up and get insgde. Do you know what ishappening out
there?"

"1 know whathas happened, yes, whichiswhy | need you."
Bakir groaned as he swung the gate open. " Jehane, what have you done now?"

Hewas a big, broad-shouldered man, undeniably handsome. They had begun to bore each other
within weeks of their liaison's beginning. Fortunately they had parted soon enough for affection to linger.
He was married now, with two children. Jehane had ddivered both of them.



"Nothing | could avoid, given my doctor's Oath of Galinus.”

"Burn Gdinud" Shimon said bluntly. "They arekilling people out there.”

"That'swhy you haveto help me," Jehane said quickly. "I have a patient in the city to whom I must
attend tonight. | don't think I'm safe outside the Quarter—"

"Y ou mogt certainly aren't!™ Bakir interrupted.

"Fine. | want you to let me bring himin herein alittlewhile. I'll put him to bed in our house and treat
him there"

They looked at each other.

Bakir shrugged. "That'sal?"

Shimon il looked suspicious. "Hes an Asharite?!

"No, he'sahorse. Of course he'san Asharite, you idiot. Why elsewould | be asking permission of
the stupidest men in the Quarter?' The insult, she hoped, would distract them enough to end the
questioning. Veaz was blessedly silent behind her.

"Whenwill you bring him?*

"I'll go fetch him immediately. | have to ask my mother's permisson first. Whichiswhy | came
ahead."

Bakir'sdark eyes narrowed further. ™Y ou are being awfully proper about this, aren't you. That isn't
likeyou, Jehane."

"Don't be more of afool than you haveto be, Bakir. Y ou think I'm going to play games after what's
happened this afternoon?’

Again they looked at each other.

"l suppose not,” Shimon said grudgingly. "Very well, your patient can comein. But you aren't
leaving the Quarter again. Velaz can bring him, athough | certainly won't be the oneto order him to do
it

"No, that'sfine" said Velaz quickly. "I'll go."

Jehane had thought that might happen. It wasdl right. She turned to Veaz. "Go now, then,” she
murmured. "If my mother makes afuss—I'm certain she won't—weéll put himin one of thetravellers
inns. Go quickly.”

She turned back to the two guards and offered her best smile. "Thank you, both of you. | won't
forget this™

"I'd rather you did," said Shimon virtuoudy. "Y ou know how irregular thisis."

He was being pompous. Itwas irregular, but not greetly so. Asharites often came quietly into the
Quarter, on business or in pursuit of pleasure. The only trick—and not a hard one—was to make sure

the wadjis didn't know about it outside, or the Kindath high priestsinside the gates. Jehane didn't think it
was an approgpriate time to get into a dispute with Shimon, however.

Among other things, the longer they talked the more it was possible that he might inquire asto the
identity of her patient. And if he asked and she had to tell, he might know that Husari ibn Musawas one
of those who wasto have been in the castle that day. If Shimon and Bakir discovered thiswas aman the
Muwardi ns might be seeking there was no way under the moons that Husari would be allowed
into the Kindath Quarter.

Shewas putting her own people a risk with this, Jehane knew. She was young enough to have
decided the risk was an acceptable one. The last Kindath massacresin Al-Rassan had taken placefar to
the south, in Tudescaand Elvirayears before she was born.

Her mother, as expected, raised no objection. Wife and mother of physicians, Eliane bet Dand was
long accustomed to adapting her hometo the needs of patients. Thefact that this disruption was



occurring during the most violent day Fezana had known in along time was not something that would
ruffle her. The more so, because in this case Jehane made a point of telling her mother that the patient
wasibn Musa. Eliane would have recognized him when he came. Husari had had Ishak as adinner guest
on severa occasions and more than once the silk merchant had discreetly entered the Quarter to grace
their own table—defying the wadjis and the high priests, both. Fezanawas not a particularly devout city.

Which had probably done nothing but add to the pleasure of the fiercely pious Muwardis as they
killed innocent men, Jehane thought. She was standing on the upstairs landing, one hand poised to knock
on adoor, aburning candle in her other hand.

For thefirst timein thislong day she trembled, hesitating there, thinking of what she was about to
do. She saw the flamewaver. Therewas atall window at the far end of the corridor, overlooking their
inner courtyard. Therays of the setting sun were danting through, reminding her that time mattered here.

She had told her mother she would be leaving later that night and had braced hersdlf for the fury of
astorm that never came.

"Itisnot such abad timeto be out of thiscity,” Eliane had said calmly after amoment's thought.
Shed looked at her only child thoughtfully. Y ou will find work elsewhere. Y our father dways said it
was good for adoctor to have experience of different places.” She'd paused, then added, without
amiling, "Perhgpsyou'll come back married.”

Jehane had grimaced. Thiswas an old issue. Nearing her thirtieth year she was past prime age for
marrying and had essentialy made her peace with that. Eliane had not.

"Youll bedl right?" Jehane had asked, ignoring the last remark.

"l don't seewhy not," her mother had replied briskly. Then her stiffnesswas eased by the smile that
made her beautiful. She had been wed hersdlf, at twenty, to the most brilliant man among the brilliant
Kindath community of Silvenes, in the days of the last bright flowering of the Khdifate. "What should |
do, Jehane? Fall to my knees and clutch your hands, begging you to stay and comfort my old age?!

"You aren't old," her daughter said quickly.

"Of coursel am. And of course | won't hold you back. If you aren't raising my grandchildrenina
house around the corner by now, | have only mysdlf and your father to blame for the way we brought
you up.”

"Tothink for mysdf?'

"Among other things" The smile again, unexpectedly. "To try to think for dmost everyonedsg, |
fear. I'll pack some things for you and order a place set for Husari at table. Isthere anything he shouldn't
ed tonight?*

Jehane had shaken her head. Sometimes she found hersdf wishing her mother would give vent to
her emotions, that there might be astorm, after al. But mostly she was grateful for the nearly unbroken
control that Eliane had displayed sincethat terrible day in Cartadafour years ago. She could guess at the
price of that restraint. She could measure it within hersalf. They weren't so very different, mother and
daughter. Jehane hated to cry; sheregarded it as adefest.

"Y ou'd better go upstairs,”" Eliane had said.

She had come updtairs. It was usudly like this. There was se dom any painin talking with her
mother, but it never seemed asif the things that needed to be saidwere said. This afternoon, though, was
not the time to be addressing such matters. Something very hard was till to come.

She knew that if she hesitated too long her resolve to leave might yet fdter on this, the most difficult
threshold of the day, of al her days. Jehane knocked twice, as was her habit, and entered the shuttered
darkness of her father's study.

The candle lent its necessary glow to the books bound in leather and gold, the scralls, the

insruments and sky charts, the artifacts and mementos and gifts of alifetime of sudy and travel and
work. Itslight fell, no longer wavering in her hand, upon adesk, aplain northern-style wooden chair,



cushions on the floor, another deep chair—and the white-bearded man in the dark blue robe sitting
motionlessthere, hisback to the door and his daughter and the light.

Jehane looked at him, at the spear-likerigidity of his posture. She noted, as she noted every single
day, how he did not even turn his head to acknowledge her entry into the room. She might aswell not
have entered, with her light and the tale she had to tell. It was dways thisway, but this afternoon was
different. She had come to say goodbye and, looking at her father, thelong sword of memory lay in
Jehane's mind, hard and bright and terri ble as the knives the Muwardis must have used.

Four years ago, the fourth son of King Almalik of Cartada had been twisted around his own birth
cord in thewomb of his mother. Such infants died and, dmost invariably, the mother did aswell.
Physcians knew the signswell enough to be able to warn of what was coming. It happened often
enough; no blame would attach. Childbirth was one of the dangerous thingsin the world. Doctors could
not do the miraculous.

But Zabiraof Cartada, the musician, was the favored courtesan of the most powerful of al the
city-kingsin Al-Rassan, and Ishak of Fezanawas abrave and a brilliant man. After consulting his charts
of the heavens, and sending word to Almalik that what he was about to try offered only the dimmest
hope, Ishak had performed the only recorded ddivery of achild through an incison in the mother's belly
while preserving the life of the mother a the sametime.

Not Gdinus himsdf, the source and fount of al medica knowledge, not Uzbet d-Maurus, not
Avend of Soriyyain the Asharite homelands of the east—not one of them, or any who had followed
after, had reported successfully doing such athing, though these three had noted the procedure, and
each of them had tried.

No, it was Ishak ben Y onannon of the Kindath who first ddivered aliving child in suchaway, in
the paace of Cartadain Al-Rassan in the second decade after the fal of the Khdifate. And then he had
hedl ed the mother of her wound and tended her after, so that she rose from her bed one morning, very
pale but beautiful as ever, to reclaim her four-stringed lute and take her accustomed placein Almdik's
reception hal and his gardens and private chambers.

For thisact of courage and skill, on ascale never before known, Almalik of Cartada had gratefully
offered a quantity of gold and agift of property such asto leave Ishak and hiswife and daughter secure
for therest of their lives.

Then he had ordered the physician's eyes put out and histongue cut off at the root, that the
forbidden sight of an Asharite woman's nakedness be atoned for, that no man might ever hear a
description of Zabiras milk-white splendor from the Kindath doctor who had exposed her to his cold
glance and hisscalpdl.

It was an act of mercy, of asort. The ordained punishment for a Jaddite or a Kindath who feasted
lecherous eyes on the unclothed figure of an Asharite woman who was bride or concubine to another
man was, as everyone knew, the death between horses. And this woman belonged to aking, the
successor to khdifs, the Lion of Al-Rassan, from whose presence all lesser kings fled.

Thewadjis, seeing an opportunity, had begun demanding that death in temple and marketplace the
moment the story of the birth escaped the palace. Aimalik, however, was genuingly grateful to his
Kindath physician. He had dways didiked the wadjis and the demands they made of him and he was—
by his own assessment, a any rate—agenerous man.

Ishak lived, blind and mute, sunken far into the stony depths of an inwardness hiswife and only
child could not reach. Not in those first days, not after, could he be roused to any response.

They brought him home from Cartadato their housein hislong-since chosen city of Fezana They
had more than enough to sustain themselves; indeed, by any measure a al they were wedlthy. In
Silvenes, in Cartada, in his private practice here, Ishak had been hugely successful, and asmuch soin
bus ness ventures with Kindath merchants trading east in leather and spices. Almdik'slast bounty merely
st the sedl on their worldly success. They were, it could have been said, blessed by the moons with



great good fortune.

Jehane bet 1shak, child of such fortune, walked into her father's room, laid her candle down on the
table and pulled back the shutters of the eastern window. She pushed open the window aswell, to let
the late afternoon trace of a breeze come in with the soft light. Then she sat in the wooden chair at the
table aswas her habit.

The book she wasin the midst of reading to Ishak—the text of Merovius on cataracts—Ilay open
by her elbow. Each afternoon, at the end of her day's work, she would come into thisroom and tell her
father about the patients she had seen, and then read a oud from whatever text she was studying hersalf.
Sometimes |etters came, from colleagues and friendsin other cities, other lands. Ser Rezzoni wrote
severd timesayear from Sorenicain Batiara or wherever €l se he wasteaching or practicing. Jehane
would read these to her father, aswdll.

He never responded. He never even turned his head towards her. 1t had been so from the night he
was marred. Shewould tell him about her day, read the letters, read her texts doud. Shewould kisshim
on the forehead when she left to go down for dinner. He never responded to that, either.

Velaz brought Ishak his medsin thisroom. He never left thisroom. He would not—unlessthey
forced him—ever leave this room, Jehane knew. His voice had been deep and beautiful once, hiseyes
clear and blue asthe river in sunlight, bright doorways to agrave depth of thought. The grace of hismind
and the skill of his hands had been bestowed without stinting or hesitation upon al who asked or had
need. He had been proud without vanity, wise without trivia wit, courageous without bravado. Hewas a
shell, ahusk, ablind, mute absence of dl thesethingsin aroom without light.

In away, Jehane thought—Ilooking at her father, preparing to say goodbye—pursuing this
vengeance, however belated, against Almalik of Cartada was the most obvious thing she had ever done.
She began. "Market day today. Nothing too difficult. | was about to see aquarry laborer with what
looked to be gout—if you can believe it—when | was called away. | wouldn't have gone, of course, but
it turned out to be Husari ibn Musa—he was passing another stone, the third one this year.”

There was no movement in the deep armchair. The handsome, white-bearded profile seemed a
carving of aman, not the man himsdf.

"Whilel wastreating him," Jehane said, "we learned something terrible. If you listen you may be
able to hear shouting in the streets beyond the Quarter.” She did this often, trying to make himuse his
hearing, trying to draw him from thisroom.

No movement, no sign he even knew she was here. Almost angrily, Jehane said, "It seemsthat
Almalik of Cartadasent his oldest son and thelord Ammar ibn Khairan to consecrate the new wing of
the castle today. And they have just murdered dl those invited. That'swhy we can hear noisein the
streets. One hundred and forty men, Father. Almaik had their heads cut off and threw the bodiesin the

And there, quite unexpectedly, it was. It could have been atrick of the light, danting in through
shadows, but she thought she saw him turn his head, just alittle, towards her.| don't think I've ever
spoken Almalik's name to him, Jehane redized suddenly.

Quickly, shewent on, "Husari was meant to be one of them, Father. That'swhy he wanted meto
come S0 quickly thismorning. He'd hoped to be able to attend at the castle. Now he's the only one who
wasn't killed. And it's possible the Muwardis—there are five hundred new troops in the city today—may
come after him. So I've arranged to have him moved here. Vdaz isbringing him now, in disguise. |
asked Mother's permission,” she added.

No mistaking it thistime. 1shak had turned his head percepti bly towards her asif drawn againgt his
will to hear what was being said. Jehane became aware that she was near to crying. She swal fowed,
fighting that. "Husari seems ... different, Father. | hardly know him. He's calm, amost cold. He'sangry,
Father. He plansto leave the city tonight. Do you know why?" She risked the question, and waited until
she saw the small inquiring motion of his head before answering: "He said he intends to destroy Cartada.”



She swiped at atreacheroustear. Four years of monologuesin this room, and now, on the eve of
her going away, he had finaly acknowledged her presence.

Jehane said, "l've decided to leave with him, Father."

She watched. No movement, no sign. But then, dowly, his head turned back away from her until
shewaslooking, again, at the profile she had watched for dl these years. She swalowed again. Inits
own way, this, too, was aresponse. "1 don't think I'll stay with him, I don't even know where he's going
or what he plans. But somehow, after this afternoon, | just can't pretend nothing has happened. If Husari
can decideto fight Almdik, socan 1"

There. She had said it. It was spoken. And having said this much, Jehane found that she could say
nothing more. She was crying, after dl, wiping avay tears.

She closed her eyes, overwhemed. Until thisvery moment it might have been possible to pretend
she was about to do nothing more than what her father had done many times: leave Fezanato pursue
contracts and experience in the wider world. If adoctor wanted to build areputation that was the way
to do it. Declaring a course of vengeance againgt aking was a path to something entirely different. She
was also awoman. Her profession might ensure her some measure of safety and respect, but Jehane had
lived and studied abroad. She knew the difference between I1shak going into the world and his daughter
doing s0. She was acutely conscious that she might never bein thisroom again.

"Ache ve'rach wi'oo!"

Jehane's eyes snapped open. What she saw stupefied her. Ishak had turned sidewaysin his chair to
face her. Hisface was contorted with the effort of speech, the hollow sockets of his eyestrained on
where he knew her to be sitting. Her hands flew to her mouth.

"What? Papa, | dont ... "

" Ache ve'rach!" The mangled sounds were anguished, imperative.

Jehane hurtled from her chair and dropped to her knees on the carpet at her father's feet. She
seized one of hishands and felt, for thefirst timein four years, hisfirm strong grasp as he squeezed her
fingerstightly.

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry! Again, please. | don't understand!” Shefdt frantic, heartbroken. Hewas
trying to speak clearly, hiswhole body twisting with effort and frustration.

"Ve'rach! Verach!" Hisgrip wasfierce, willing her comprehension, asif sheer intensity could make
thetragicaly distorted wordsinteligible.

"Heistdling you to take your servant Veaz with you, Jehane. Under the circumstances, awise
suggestion.”

Jehane wheded as if stabbed, springing to her feet as she turned to the window. Then shefroze.
She could fed the blood leave her face.

Sitting Sideways on the broad window ledge, regarding them camly, knees bent and both hands
wrapped around them, was Ammar ibn Khairan. And of courseif he was here they were dready logt,
because with him he would have brought—"1 am alone, Jehane. | don't like the Muwardis.”

Shefought for control. "No? Y ou just let them do your killing for you? What does liking haveto do
withit? How did you get here? Whereis—" She stopped hersdlf just intime.

It didn't seem to matter. "Husari ibn Musa should be approaching the Kindath Gates just about
now. He's dressed asawadji, if you canimagineit. An eccentric disguise, I'd say. It'sagood thing
Veaz isthereto vouch for him or they'd never let himin." He smiled, but there was something odd about
hiseyes. He said, "Y ou have no reason to believe me, but | had nothing to do with what happened this
afternoon. Neither did the prince.”

"Hah!" Jehane said. The most sophiticated regjoinder she could manage for the moment.

He smiled again. Thistimeit was an expresson she remembered from the morning. "1 am duly
refuted, | suppose. Shdl | fal out of the window now?"



And just then, for Jehane the most utterly unexpected event of an appaling day took place. She
heard a gasping, strangled noise behind her and turned, terrified.

To redlize, after amoment, that what she was hearing was her father's laughter.

Ammar ibn Khairan swung neatly down from the window and landed softly on the carpeted floor.
He walked past Jehane and stood before her father's heavy chair.

"Ishek," he said gently.
"Ammar," her father said, dmost clearly.

The murderer of the last khdif of Al-Rassan knelt before him. "I had hoped you might remember
my voice," he said. "Will you accept gpologies, 1shak? | ought to have been here long ago, and certainly
not in thisfashion, shocking your daughter and without leave of your wife."

Ishak reached out ahand by way of reply, and ibn Khairan took it. He had removed his gloves and
rings. Jehane was too stunned to even begin to formulate her thoughts.

"Muwaaris? Wha happ!"

Ibn Khairan's voice was grave. "Almdik isasubtle man, as | think you know. He wanted Fezana
quelled, obvioudy. He also seemsto have had amessage for the prince.” He paused. "And another for
me"

Jehanefound her voice. "Y ou redly didn't know about this?"
"I wouldn't bother lying to you,” Ammar ibn Khairan said, precisely, without even looking at her.

Flushing, Jehane redlized that it was, of course, quite true. Why would he care what she thought?
But in that case, there was another obvious question, and she wasn't especially inclined to accept
rebukes from men who climbed in through the windows of their home: "What are you doing here then?"

Thistime he did turn. "Two reasons. Y ou ought to be able to guess at one of them." Out of the
corner of her eye Jehane saw her father dowly nodding his head.

"Forgive me, I'm not disposed to play at guessing gamesjust now." Shetried to make it sing.
Ibn Khairan's expression was unruffled. "It isn't agame, Jehane. I'm here to ensure that Husari ibn

Musaisnot killed by the Muwardisthis evening, and that the physician, more brave than intdlligent
perhaps, who is assisting him to escape, is likewise enabled to live beyond tonight.”

Jehane felt suddenly cold. "Theyare coming for him, then?'

"Of coursethey are coming for him. Theligt of invited guests was known, and some of the
Muwardis can read. They wereingtructed to execute every man on that list. Do you think they'd forgo
the pleasure of killing even one, or risk Almalik's reaction to failure?"

"They'll go to his house?'

"If they aren't there by now. Which iswhy | went before them. Husari had aready left, with Veaz.
The servants and daves had been sent to their quarters, except the steward, who was evi dently trusted.
A migtake. | demanded of him where his master was and he told me he'd just left, disguised as awadji,
with the Kindath doctor's servant.”

She had been cold before; she was asice now.
"So hewill tel the Muwardis?'

"I don't think s0," said Ammar ibn Khairan.
Therewasaslence. It wasnot agameat dl.
"Youkilled him," said Jehane.

"A didoyd servant," saidibn Khairan, shaking hishead. "A meancholy indication of thetimesin
whichwelive"

"Why, Ammar?" Ishak's question thistime was astonishingly clear, but it might mean many things.
Thistimeibn Khairan hestated before answering. Jehane, watching closdly, saw that odd



expression in hisface again.

He said, choosing hiswords, "I aready carry aname through the world for something | did in my
youth for Almalik of Cartada. | can live with that. Rightly or wrongly, | didit. | am ... disnclined to
accept the respongbility for this obscene daughter—as he clearly intendsit to fal upon me. Almalik has
his reasons. | can even understand them. But at this point in my life | do not chooseto indulge them. |
also found Husari ibn Musato be a clever, unassuming man and | admired your daughter's...
competence and spirit. Say that it ... pleases me to be on the side of virtue, for once.”

Ishak was shaking hishead. "More, Ammar,” he said, the sounds |abored, dragging alittle.

Againibn Kharan heditated. "There is dways more to what aman does, ben Y onannon. Will you
permit methe grace of privacy? | will beleaving Fezanamyself tonight, by my own meansand in my
own direction. In time my motives may become clearer.”

He turned to Jehane, and she saw by the candle and the light coming in through the window that his
eyeswere still dtered and cold. He had said enough, though; she thought she knew what this was abot,
now.

"With the seward ... unavailable," he was saying, "it isunlikely the Muwardiswill come here, but
there must be nothing for them to find if they do. | would advise you to forgo ameal and leave as soon
asitisdark."

Jehane, grimly subdued, could only nod. With each passing moment she was becoming more aware
of the danger and the strangeness of the world she had elected to enter. The morning market, the
treatment rooms, al the routines of her life, seemed remote aready, and receding swiftly.

"l dso have asuggestion, if | may. | do not know what ibn Musaintends to do now, but you could
both do worse than go north to Valledo for atime.”

"Y ou would send aKindath to the Jaddites?' Jehane asked sharply.
He shrugged. "Y ou lived among them during your studies abroad, and so did your father in hisday.”
"That was Batiara. And Ferrieres.”

He made an exaggerated grimace. "Again, | am crushingly refuted. | redlly will haveto leap out the
window if you keep thisup.” His expression dtered again. "Things are changing in the peninsula, Jehane.
They may start changing very quickly. It isworth remembering that with theparias being paid, Valedo
has guaranteed the security of Fezana. | don't know if that appliesto internd ... control by Cartada, but
it could be argued, if ibn Musawanted to do so. It could be an excuse. Asfor you, | would certainly
avoid Ruendaand Jalonaif | were aKindath, but King Ramiro of Valedo isan intelligent man.”

"And hissoldiers?’

"Someof themare

"How reassuring.”

She heard her father make a reproving sound behind her.

His gaze very direct, ibn Khairan said, " Jehane, you cannot look for reassuranceif you leave these
wadlls. Y ou must understand that before you go. If you have no plans and no direction, then serving asa
doctor under the protection of Valedo isas good a course—

"Why would you assume | have no plans?' It was curious how quickly he could anger her.
He stopped. "Forgive me."
"Where?"

She would not have answered Ammar ibn Khairan, for any number of reasons, but she had to tell
her father. He had not spoken aword to her in four years before this afternoon.

"Ragosa," shesaid quietly.
She had never even thought of it until ibn Khairan had begun his speech, but once the name of the
city was spoken it seemed to Jehane asif she had always been heading there, east towards the shores of



Lake Serrana, and the river and the mountains.

"Ah," said ibn Khairan, thoughtfully. He rubbed his smooth chin. ™Y ou could do worse than King
Badir, yes."

"And Mazur ben Avren."

Shesadit too defiantly.

He grinned. "The Prince of the Kindath. Of course. I'd be careful there, Jehane.”

"Why?Y ou know him?"'

"We have exchanged letters and verses over the years. Booksfor our libraries. Ben Avrenisan
extremdy subtle man.”

"And s0? That isabad thing in the principal advisor to the king of Ragosa?!

He shook his head. "Tonight you are asking that particular question of the wrong man, actudly. Just
be careful if you do get there. Remember | told you." He was silent a moment, half-turned to the

window. "And if youare to get anywhere, not to mention myself, we must bring an end to this encounter.
| believe | hear voices below. Husari and Velaz, we'd best hope.™

She heard the sounds now, too, and did recognize both voices.

"I'll leavetheway | came, Ser Ishak, with your permission.” Ibn Khairan moved past Jehaneto take
her father's hand again. "But | do have one question of my own, if | may. I've wondered about something
for four years now."

Jehanefdt hersdf go till. Her father dowly tilted his head up towardsibn Khairan.

Who sad, "Tdl me, if you will, did youknow what you risked when you delivered Almalik'slast
child intheway you did?'

In the stillness that followed Jehane could hear, from the courtyard below, her mother's cam voice
inviting ibn Musainto their house, asif he were no more than an awaited dinner guest on an ordinary
night.

She saw her father nod his head, a sound emerging from the ruined mouth like the release of along
burden. Jehane felt herself suddenly on the edge of tears again.

"Would you do it again?" ibn Khairan asked, very gently.

No ddlay, thistime. Another affirmative nod.

"Why?" asked Ammar ibn Khairan, and Jehane could see that he truly wanted to understand this.

Ishak's mouth opened and closed, asif testing aword." Gareeruh,” hesad findly, then shook his
head in frustration.

"l don't understand,” ibn Khairan said.

"Gareeruss," Ishak said again, and thistime Jehane saw him place ahand over his heart, and she
knew.

"The Oath of Galinus," she said. It was difficult to speak. "The Physcian's Oath. To preservelife, if
it can be done."

Ishak nodded once, and then leaned back in his chair, asif exhausted by the effort to communicate
after solong. Ammar ibn Khairan was till holding hishand. Now helet it go. "1 would need timeto
think, more time than we have, before | would presumeto offer any reply to that," he said soberly. "If
my stars and your moons alow, | would be honored to meet with you again, Ser Ishak. May | writeto
you?”

Ishak nodded his head. After amoment ibn Khairan turned back to Jehane.

"l believe | did say | had two reasonsfor coming,” he murmured. " Or had you forgotten?' She had,
actualy. He saw that, and smiled again. "One was awarning of danger, the other wasto bring you
something.”



He walked past her, back to the window. He siwung up on the sill and reached out and around the
sdeto the ledge. Without stepping down again he turned and offered something exquisite to Jehane.

"Oh dear," shesaid. "Oh dear."

It was, of course, her urine flask. Her father's flask.

"You did leave in rather ahurry fromibn Musas," ibn Khairan said mildly, "and so did Velaz and
Husari. | thought you might want the flask, and perhaps make better use of it than the Muwardis when
they arrived.”

Jehane swallowed and bit her lip. If they had found this....

She stepped forward and took the flask from hishand. Their fingers touched. "Thank you," she said.

And remained motionless, astonished, as he leaned forward and kissed her on the lips. The scent of
his perfume briefly surrounded her. One of his hands came up and lightly touched her hair.

"Courier'sfee" he said eadly, leaning back again. "Ragosais agood thought. But do mention
Valledo to ibn Musa—he may do better with King Ramiro.”

Jehane felt the rush of color to her face aready beginning to recede. What followed, predictably,
was something near to anger. Her father and mother, Veaz, Ser Rezzoni—everyone who knew her well
—had aways warned her about her pride.

Shetook astep forward and, standing on tiptoe, kissed Ammar ibn Khairan in her turn. She could
fed hissharply intaken bresth of surprise. That was better: he had been much, much too casual before.

"Doctor'sfee," she said sweetly, stepping back. "We tend to charge more than couriers.”

"I will fal out of thewindow," he said, but only after amoment.

"Don't. It'salong way down. Y ou haven't said, but it ssemsfairly obviousyou have your own plan
of vengeance to pursue in Cartada. Falling from awindow would be a poor way to begin." Shewas
gratified to see that he hadn't been prepared for that either.

He paused a second time. "We shall meet again, | dare hope."

"That would beinteresting,” Jehane said camly, though her heart was begting very fast. He smiled.
A moment later she watched him climb down the rough wall to the courtyard. He went through an
archway towards the gates without |ooking back.

Shewould have thought she'd won that last exchange, but the smile held offered, just before turning
to climb down, made her less certain, in the end.

"Care, Jehaa, care," her father said, from behind her, echoing her own thoughts.

Fedling frightened again, by many things, Jehane went back to his chair and knelt beforeit. She put
her head in hislap. And after amoment she felt his hands begin to stroke her hair. That had not
happened for along time,

They were like that when Velaz camefor her, having adready packed for the road—for both of
them. He had arrived, of course, at his own decision on this matter.

Sometime later, when Jehane was gone, and Vdaz, and Husari ibn Musg, the silk merchant who
had become, however improbably, adeclared conspirator against the Lion of Cartada, strange sounds
could be heard emanating from the study of 1shak ben Y onannon, the physician.

Hiswife Eliane stood in the corridor outside his closed door and listened as her husband, silent as
death for four long years, practiced articulating the letters of the alphabet, then struggled with smple
words, like achild, learning what he could say and what he could not. It wasfully dark outside by then;
their daughter, their only child, was somewhere beyond the wals of civilization and safety, where women
amost never went, in the wilderness of thewide world. Eliane held atall, burning candle, and by itslight
someone watching could have seen ataut anguish to her gill-beautiful face as she listened.

She stood like that along time before she knocked and entered the room. The shutters were il



folded back and the window was open, as Jehane had |eft them. At the end of aday of death, with the
sounds of grief still raw beyond the gates of the Quarter, the stars were serene as ever in the darkening
sky, the moons would rise soon, the white onefirst tonight, and then the blue, and the night breeze would
still ease and cool the scorched summer earth where men and women breathed and walked. And spoke.

"Eyyia?" sad her husband, and Eliane bet Danel heard the mangling of her name asmusic.

"Y ou sound like amarsh frog," she said, moving to stand before hischair.

By theflickering light she saw him amile.

"Where have you been?' she asked. "My dear. I've needed you so much.”

"Eyyia," hetried again, and stood up. His eyeswere black hollows. They would always be hollows.

He opened his arms and she moved into the space they madein the world, and laying her head
againg his chest she permitted hersdlf the amaost unimaginable luxury of grief.

At gpproximately the sametime, their daughter wasjust outsde the city walls negotiating with a
number of whoresfor the purehase of three mules.

Jehane had known, in fact, of severd hidden exitsin the city walls. Some of them were too tenuous
for aman of Husari's girth, but there was a place in the Quarter itsdf, at the northwestern end, wherea
tree hid akey to alow passage through the stone of the city wall. It was, in the event, anear thing, but
Husari was able to squeeze through with help from Velaz.

Asthey came out and stood up on the grassy space before the river awoman's voice—afamiliar
voice, in fact—said cheerfully in the darkness, "Be welcome, pilgrims. May | lead you to a Garden of
Delights such as Ashar only offersto the Dead?'

"He doesn't offer it at dl to the Kindath," Jehane replied. "Tonight you could amost tempt me,
Jacinto.”

"Jehane? Doctor?' The woman, scented and gaudily bejewelled, stepped closer. "Forgive me! |
didn't recognize you. Who cdled for you tonight?*

"No one, actudly. Tonight | needyour help. The wadjis may be after me, and the Muwardis.”
"Plaguerot them dl!" the woman named Jecinto said. "Haven't they had enough blood for one
day?' Jehane's eyes were accustomed to the night by now, and she could make out the dender figurein
front of her, clad only in the thinnest, most reveaing wisps of cloth. "What do you need?’ Jacinto asked.

She was fourteen years old, Jehane knew.
"Three mules, and your silence.
"Youll have them. Come, I'll bring you to Nunaya."

She had expected that. If anyone exerted any sort of control over this community of women and
boys outsde thewdlsit was Nunaya

Nunayawas not someone who wasted time, or words. Men in ahurry knew this, too, or they
learned it soon enough. A client who cameto visit her waslikely to be back insgde Fezanas walswithin
avery short span of time, relieved of certain urges and asum of money.

The purchase of the muleswas not a difficult transaction. For severd years now Jehane—theonly
woman doctor in Fezana—had been the trusted physician of the whores of the city. First in their district
inside the eastern wall and then out here to the north, after they had been pushed by the wadjis beyond
the city gates and into one of the straggling suburbs by theriver.

That episode had been but onein aseries of irregular, recurring outbursts of pious outrage that
punctuated the dealings between the city and those who traded in physica love. Thewomen fully
expected to be back ingde the walls within ayear—and probably back outside them again ayear or
two after that.

Given, however, that the women one could buy, and afair number of boys aswell, were now



mostly to be found outside the walls, it was not surprising that hidden routes of exit and entry werein
existence. No city that had citizens—Iegitimate or otherwise—dwd ling beyond itsfortifications could
ever be completely sedled.

Jehane knew a good many of the whores by now, and had, on more than one occasion, dipped out
to join them for an evening of food and drink and laughter. Out of courtesy to the doctor who delivered
their children or healed their bodies of afflictions or wounds, clients were not welcome at such times.
Jehane found these women—and the wise, bitter boys—better company than amost anyone she knew
in the city, within the Kindath Quarter or outside it. She wondered, at times, what that suggested about
hersdif.

It wasfar from a serene world out here among the dilapidated houses that straggled beside the
moat and river, and as often as not Jehane had been urgently summoned to deal with aknife wound
inflicted by one woman on another. But dthough the three religionswere dl present here, it was obvious
to her that when quarrels arose it had nothing to do with whether sun or moons or stars were
worshipped. And the wadjiswho had forced them out here were the common enemy. Jehane knew she
would not be betrayed by these people.

Nunaya sold them three mules without so much as aquestion in her heavy-lidded, heavily
accentuated eyes. Thiswas not a place where personal questions were asked. Everyone had their
secrets, and their wounds.

Jehane mounted up on one of the mules, Veaz and Husari took the others. A lady was supposed to
ride sidesaddle, but Jehane had aways found that silly and awkward. Doctors were alowed to be
eccentric. Sherode asthe men did.

It was summer, the flow of the river waslazy and dow. Moving across, holding her mule on atight
rein, Jehanefdt aheavy drifting object bump them. She shivered, knowing what it was. The mule pulled
away hard and sheamogt fdl, controlling it.

They came up out of the water and started north towards the trees. Jehane looked back just once.
Lanterns burned behind them in watchtowers dong the walls and in the castle and the tall houses of
Fezana. Candleslit by men and women sheltered behind those walls from the dangers of the dark.

There were headless bodies in the castle moat and the river. One hundred and thirty-nine of them.

The one hundred and fortieth man was beside her now, riding in what had to be acute discomfort
but uttering no sound of complaint.

"Look ahead," Velaz said quietly. It was very dark now al around them under the stars.

Jehane |ooked where he was pointing and saw the red glow of afirein the distance. Her heart
thumped hard. An unshielded campfire on the grasdands could mean many different things, obvioudy,
but Jehane had no way of deciding what. She wasin an dien world now, on this exposed plain at night,
with an aging servant and a plump merchant. Everything she knew and understood lay behind her. Even
the ragged suburb of whores next to the city walls seemed a secure, safe place suddenly.

"] think 1 know what that light must be," said Husari after amoment. His voice was cam, the steady
sureness of his manner acontinuing surprise. "Infact, I'm certain of it," hesaid. "L et usgo there.”

Jehane, weary for the moment of thinking, having got them out safely and mounted, was content to
follow hislead. It did cross her mind that this adventure, this shared pursuit of vengeance, might end
rather sooner than any of them had anticipated. She let her mule follow Husari's towards the fire burning
ontheplan.

And so it was that the three of them rode—not long after, just asthe white moon wasrising—
draight into the encampment of Rodrigo Belmonte, the Captain of Valledo, and the fifty men he had
brought with him to collect the summerparias, and Jehane cameto realize that avery long day and night
were not yet done.



Four

The small-farmers of Orvilla, twelve of them, had come to the city together with their [aden mules
and they left Fezanatogether when the market closed at midday. One or two might have been inclined to
stay and gawk at the soldiers strolling arrogantly about the town, but that would have meant travelling
back to the village without the protection of the larger group. In unsettled country so near to the
no-man's-land, and in unsettled times, the pleasures of loitering in the city—or, in the case of some of the
men, visiting an interesting suburb just outside the northern walls—could not outweigh the rea need for
the security of numbers.

Wil before the sundown prayersthey had dl been safely back in Orvillawith the goods they had
obtained at the market in exchange for their weekly produce. As aconsegquence, none of them had any
knowledge of what happened in Fezanathat day. They would learn of it later; by then it would matter
rather less. They would have a catastrophe of their own to dedl with.

The raiders from the north—even ignorant villagers could recegnize Jaddite horsemen—swept
down upon Orvillaat precisely the moment the blue moon rose to join the white one in the sumimer sky.
It was too precisaly cdculated not to be a ddiberate timing, though to what purpose no one could
imagine, after. Perhaps awhim. There was nothing whimsical about what happened when the horsemen
—a leadt fifty of them—~broke through or legped over the wooden fence that encircled the houses and
outbuildings of the village. Some twenty familieslived in Orvilla Therewere ahandful of old swords, a
few rusting spears. A number of mules. One ox. Three horses. Aram ibn Dunash, whose house was by
the water mill on the stream, had abow that had been hisfather's.

Hewasthefirst man to die, trying to nock an arrow with shaking hands as a screaming rider bore
down upon him. The horseman's pike took Aram in the chest and carried him into thewall of hisown
home. Hiswife, unwisdly, screamed from inside. The horseman, hearing that, legped from his mount and
strodeinto the tiny house. He was aready unbuckling his belt as he ducked through the low door.

A number of houses were quickly fired, and the communa barn. Therewas straw inthebarnand in
midsummer it was dry. The structure went up in flameswith aroar. The fire must have been visble asfar
away as Fezana

Ziri ibn Aram, who liked to deep on the roof of the barn in summer, legped down just intime. The
barn was on the far sde of the village from the mill and the stream. He was spared seeing hisfather die.
Nor had he observed the horseman striding into the home where his pregnant mother and ssters were.
Ziri wasfourteen years old. He would have tried to kill the man with his hands. He would have died, of
course. Asit was, helanded awkwardly at thefeet of alaughing Jaddite who was using theflat of his
sword to round up al those not killed in the first moments of the attack. There weren't very many of
them, Ziri redlized, looking desperatdly around for hisfamily amid the smoke. Perhaps twenty people, in
al, seemed to be ill dive, from avillage of more than twice that number. It was difficult to tell amid the
flames. Orvillawas being consumed in an inferno of fire.

For theraiders, it was a disappointing exercise in some ways. There was, predictably, no one worth
ransoming, not even acountry wadji, who might have fetched a price. Even the brief flurry of combat
had been laughable. The pathetically armed farmers had offered nothing in the way of opposition or
training for battle. There were women of course, but one didn't have to ride thisfar in the heat of summer
to find peasant women for sport. Only when one man suggested spread-eagling the surviving men—the
women were being taken back north, of course—did the prospect of adiversion bdatedly emerge. This
was, after dl, Al-Rassan. The haf-naked wretches herded together like cattle or sheep were infiedes.
Thisraid could dmost be seen as an act of piety.

"He'sright!" another man shouted. " Spread the bastards on their own beams, then spread their
women ancther way!" There waslaughter.

With some speed and even ameasure of efficiency amid the chaos of fire the raiders began
gathering and congtructing wooden beams. The night had begun to show promise of entertainment. They
had plenty of nails. Meant for shoeing any horses they took on theraid, they would do aswell for



hammering men to wood.

They had just selected thefirgt of the peasants for nailing—a blank-faced boy who would doubtless
have grown up to kill innoeent men and women north of the tagralands—when someone shrieked a
grievoudy tardy warning.

A whirlwind of men on horses thundered in among them, twisting between thefires, carrying swords
and using them. Most of the raiders had dismounted by then, many had laid down their weaponsto
prepare the diagona beamsfor nailing the Asharites. They were easy prey. Aseasy asthe villagers had
been for them.

The raiders were men of breeding though, not lice-ridden outlaw brigands. They knew how these
things were done, even in Al-Rassan. Peasants were one thing—on both sides of the no-man's-land—but
men of means and tatus were another. All over the hamlet of Orvilla, Jaddites began throwing up their
handsin submission and loudly voicing the wdll-known cry: "Ransom! Ransom!™

Those who werekilled in the first sweep of the new horsemen must have died in astonished
disbelief. Thiswas not supposed to happen. If, before they were dispatched, they realized who had
come, that astonishment would likely have been redoubled, but these are not things one can know, with
any certainty, of the dead.

Alvar hadn't given the matter any red thought, but he had certainly never imagined that the first man
he killed in Al-Rassan would be from Valedo. The man wasn't even on hishorse a thetime. In away,
that didn't fed right, but Lain Nunez's ingtructions had been precise: kill them until you hear the order to
stop. Every man was fair game except the stocky, black-haired one who would be leading them. He
wasto beleft for the Captain.

The Captain wasin aterrifying state. He had been from the moment the three riders from Fezana
cameinto the camp with their sory. The fat merchant—Abenmuza, he called himsdf—nhad told them
what the king of Cartada had ordered done in Fezana that day. Searching for clues asto how to react,
Alvar had looked to hisleaders. If Lain Nunez had seemed indifferent to the bloody tale, dmost asiif
he'd expected such foul deeds herein Al-Rassan, Ser Rodrigo's expression told a different story. Hed
said nothing though, when the merchant finished, save to ask the doctor—her name was Jehane—if she
had ever served with amilitary company.

"l have not," shed murmured camly, "though I'd consider it some other time. For now, | have my
own route to follow. I'm happy to leave Husari ibn Musa'—which was evidently the right way to say the
name—"in your company to pursue his affairs and perhaps your own. I'll be away, with your leave, in
themorning.”

That unhurried answer, el egantly spoken, went some waysto bresking Alvar's heart. Hewas
aready haf inlove before she spoke. He thought the doctor was beautiful. Her hair—what he could see
of it beneath the blue stole wrapped about her shoulders and head—was arich, dark brown. Her eyes
were enormous, unexpectedly bluein the firlight. Her voice was the voice Alvar thought he would like
to hear speaking when hedied, or for the rest of hislife. Shewasworldly, astonishingly poised, even
herein the darkness with fifty riders from the north. She would think him achild, Alvar knew, and
looking at her, hefdt like one.

They never knew what the Captain would have replied to her, or even if he had been intending a
seriousinvitation that shejoin them, because just then Martin said sharply, "Theresfire. To the west!"

"What will bethere?' the Captain said to the three Fezanans as they all turned to look. The flames
were spreading aready, and they weren't very far away.

It was the woman doctor, not the merchant, who answered. "A village. Orvilla. | have patients
there”

"Comethen," said the Captain, his expression even grimmer than before. ™Y ou will have more now.
Leavethemule. Ride with Lain—the older one. Alvar, take her servant. Ludus, Mauro, guard the camp



with the merchant. Come on! That crawling maggot Garciade Radais here after al.”

At least half of the Jaddite raiderswere dain in amatter of moments before Jehane, sheltering with
Velaz at the Sde of one of the burning houses, heard the man the others called the Captain say clearly,
"Itisenough. Gather therest."

The Captain. She knew who thiswas, of course. Everyonein the peninsulaknew who was called
by that name aone, as atitle.

Hiswords were echoed quickly by two other riders, including the older one who had ridden here
with her. Thekilling stopped.

Therewas an interva of time during which the raiders were herded towards the center of the
village, an open grassy space. Some of Rodrigo Belmonte's men were filling buckets at the stream, trying
to ded with thefiresaongsde ahandful of the viltagers. It was hopeless, though; even to Jehane's
untutored eye it was obvioudy wasted effort.

"Doctor! Oh, thank the holy starsl Come quickly, please!™

Jehane turned, and recognized her patient—the woman who brought her eggs every week &t the
market.

"Abirab! What isit?"
"My sster! She has been terribly hurt. By one of the men. Sheis bleeding, and with child. And her
husband is dead. Oh, what are we to do, doctor?'

The woman's face was black with soot and smoke, distorted with grief. Her eyes were red from
weeping. Jehane, frozen for amoment by the brutal redlity of horror, offered aquick inner prayer to
Gdinus—the only name she truly worshipped—and said, " Take meto her. We will do what we can.”

Ziri ibn Aram, stlanding on the far sde of the circle, till did not know what had happened to his
father or mother. He saw his aunt approach awoman who had come with the new men. He was about
to follow them, but something held him where he was. A few moments ago he had been preparing to die
nailed to a beam from the barn. He had spoken the words that offered his soul asa gift to the stars of
Ashar. It seemed the stars were not ready for his soul, after all.

He watched the brown-haired commander of the new arrivals remove aglove and stroke his
moustache as he looked down from his black horse at the leader of those who had destroyed Ziri's vil -
lage. The man on the ground was stocky and dark. He didn't seem at dl, to Ziri's eyes, like someone
who feared his approaching degth.

"Y ou have achieved your own destruction,” he said with astonishing arrogance to the man on the
horse. "Do you know who your louts have killed here?' His voice was high-pitched for aman, dmost
ghrill. "Do you know what will happen when | report thisin Esteren?!

The broad-shouldered, brown-haired man on the black horse said nothing. An older man beside
him, extremely tall and lean, with greying hair, said sharply, "So sure you are going back, de Rada?'

The stocky man didn't even look at him. After amoment, though, the first horseman, the leader
sad, very quietly, "Answer him, Garcia. He asked you aquestion.” The name was used as one might
admonish achild, but the voice was cold.

For thefirst time Ziri saw aflicker of doubt appear in the face of the man named Garcia. Only for a
moment, though. "Y ou aren't acomplete fool, Belmonte. Don't play gameswith me.”

"Games?' A hard, swift anger in the mounted man's voice. He swept one hand in adashing arc,
indicating al of Orvilla, burning fredly now. Nothing would be saved. Nothing &t al. Ziri began looking
around for hisfather. A feding of dread was overtaking him.

"Would | play agamein the midst of this?' the man on the black horse snapped. "Be careful,
Garcia. Do not insult me. Not tonight. | told your brother what would happen if you came near Fezana. |
assume hetold you. | must assume hetold you.”



The man on the ground was silent.

"Doesit matter?' said the grey-haired one. He spat on the ground. "Thisoneis offal. Heislessthan
thet."

"1 will remember you," said the black-haired man sharply, turning now to the speaker. He clenched
hisfigs. "I have agood memory."

"But you forgot your brother'swarning?' It was the leader once more, the one called Belmonte. His
voice was calm again, dangeroudy so. "Or you choseto forget it, shall we say? Garcia de Rada, what
you did as aboy on your family estates was no coneern of mine. What you do here, as someone who
passes for aman, unfortunately is. Thisvillage lies under the protection of the king of Valedo whose
officer | am. Theparias | am hereto collect was paid in part by the people you have butchered tonight.

Y ou have taken the promises of King Ramiro and made him aliar in the eyes of the world." He paused,
to let thewordssink in. "Given that fact, what should | do with you?"

It was evidently not a question the man addressed had been expecting. But he was not dow of wit.
"Given that fact,” he mocked, imitating the tone. "Y ou ought to have been alawyer not asoldier,
Bemonte. A judge in your eastern pastures, making rulings about stolen sheep. What isthis, your
courthouse?'

"Yes," sad the other man. "Now you begin to understand. That isexactly what it is. We await your
reply. What should | do with you? Shall | give you to these people to be spread-eagled? The Asharites
nail peopleto wood aswell. We learned it from them. Did you know that? | doubt we'd have trouble
finding carpenters.”

"Don't bluster," said Garciade Rada.

Jehane, waking back towards the knot of men in the midst of the burning village, with alittle girl's
hand in each of hers and ablack ragein her heart, saw only the blurred motion of Rodrigo Belmonte's
right arm. She heard a crack, like awhip, and aman cried out.

Then sheredized ithad been awhip, and saw the black line of blood on Garcia de Rada's cheek.
Hewould be scarred for life by that, she knew. She dso knew she wanted hislifeto end tonight. The
fury in her was as nothing she had ever felt before; it was huge, terrifying. She felt she could kill the man
herself. It was necessary to breathe deeply, to try to preserve ameasure of self-control.

When her father had been marred in Cartadait had come to Jehane and her mother as rumor first
and then report, and then they had lived with the knowledge for two days before they were dlowed to
see what had been done and take him away. What she had just seen in the one-room hut by the river
was raw as sdt in an open sore. Jehane had wanted to scream. What was medicine, what was al her
training, her oath, in the face of an atrocity such asthis?

Anger made her reckless. Leading the two children, she waked straight in to stand between
Rodrigo Belmonte and the leader of the Jaddite raiders, the man he'd called Garciaand had just scarred
with awhip.

"Which onewasit?' she said to the children. She pitched her voiceto carry.

There was abruptly a slence around them. A young man, fourteen, fifteen perhaps, began hurrying
towards her. The two girls had said there might be an older brother il dive. The mother's sgter,
Abirab, who used to request endless salves and infusions of Jehane at the market for foot pains or
monthly cramps or deeplessness, was il in the hut trying to do something impossble—to smooth the
horror of adead, vicioudy mutilated woman and the stillborn child that had spilled from her.

The young man rushed up to them and kndlt beside his sisters. One of them collapsed, weeping,
againg his shoulder. The other, the older, stood very straight, her face grave and intent, looking around
at theraiders. "Hewore ared shirt,” she said quite clearly, "and red boots.”

"There, then," said the man called Lain Nunez after amoment, pointing. "Bring him forward, Alvar."

A younger member of the band, the one with the oddly high stirrups on his horse, leaped from his



mount. From the ranks of the surviving raiders he pushed someone into the open space. Jehane was il
too consumed by her rage to give more than a brief thought to how they had al stopped what they'd
been doing, for her.

It wasn't for her. She looked down at the boy knedling with hisweeping Sster in hisarms. ™Y our
nameisZiri?'

He nodded, looking up at her. His dark eyes were enormousin awhite face.

"l am sorry to haveto tell you your mother and father are dead. Thereisno easy way to say it
tonight.”

"A great many people are dead here, doctor. Why are you interrupting?' 1t was Belmonte, behind
her, and it was afair question, initsway.

But Jehane's anger would not let her go. This man was a Jaddite, and the Jaddites had done this
thing. "Y ou want meto say it in front of the children?" She did not even look back at him.

"No one hereisachild after tonight.”

Which wastrue, sheredlized. And so Jehane pointed to the man in the red shirt and said, though
later she would wish she had not, " This man raped the mother of these children, near to term with
another child. Then he put his sword inside her, up inside her, and ripped it out, and left her to bleed to
death. When | arrived the child had aready spilled out of the wound. Its head had been amost severed.
By the sword. Before it was born.” She felt sick, speaking the words.

"l see" There was awearinessin Rodrigo Belmonte's voice that caused her to turn back and look
up a him. She could read nothing in his features.

He sat his horse for amoment in silence, then said, " Give the boy your sword, Alvar. Thiswe will
not accept. Not in avillage Valledans are bound to defend.”

Where would you accept it? Jehane wanted to demand, but kept silent. She was suddenly afraid.

"Thismanismy cousin,” the man caled Garciade Radasaid sharply, holding apiece of grimy cloth
to hisbleeding face. "Heis Parazor de Rada. The constable's cousin, Belmonte. Remember who—"

"Keep silent or | will kill you!"

For thefirgt time Rodrigo Belmonte raised his voice, and Garcia de Radawas not the only man to

flinch before what he heard there. Jehane looked again into the face of the man they called the Captain,
and then she looked away. Her fury seemed to have passed, leaving only grief and waves of sickness.

Theyoung soldier, Alvar, came obediently up to the boy who was still knedling beside her, holding
both his ssters now. Alvar offered his sword, hilt foremost. The boy, Ziri, looked past Jehane at
Rodrigo Belmonte on his black horse above them.

"You havethisright. | grant it to you before witnesses"

Sowly the boy stood up and dowly he took the sword. The man called Alvar was as ashen-faced
as Ziri, Jehane saw—and guessed that tonight would have been hisown first taste of baitle. Therewas
blood on the blade.

"Think what you are doing, Belmonte!" the man in the red shirt and boots suddenly cried hoarsdly.
"Thesethingshappen in war, on araid. Do not pretend that your own men—"

"War?' Rodrigo's voice knifed in savagely. "What war? Who is at war? Who ordered araid? Tell
rT.EII

The other man was till along moment. "My cousin Garcia," hefindly said.

"Hisrank at court? His authority? His reason?"

No answer. The crackle and crash of the fireswas dl around them. Thelight was lurid, unholy,
dimming the stars and even the moons. Jehane heard weeping now, the keening sounds of grief, from
shadows at the edges of the flames.

"May Jed forgive you and find aplace for your soul in hislight,” said Rodrigo Belmonte, looking at



the red-shirted man, speeking in avery different voice.

Ziri looked up at him onelast time, hearing that, and evi dently saw what he needed to see. He
turned and stepped forward, with the unfamiliar blade.

Hewill never have held a sword in his life, Jehane thought. She wanted to close her eyes, but
something would not let her do that. The red-shirted man did not turn or try to flee. She thought it was
courage, at thetime, but later decided he might have been too astonished by what was happening to
react. Thissmply did nothappen to noblemen playing their gamesin the countryside.

Ziri ibn Aram took two steady steps forward and then thrust the borrowed blade—awkwardly, but
with determination—straight through the heart of the man who had killed hismother and hisfather. The
man screamed as the blade went in, aterrible sound.

Too late, Jehane remembered the two girls. She ought to have turned their faces away, covered
their ears. Both had been watching. Neither was crying now. She kndlt and gathered them to her.

| caused thisdeath, she wasthinking. With rage no longer driving her, it was an appaling thought.
She was abruptly mindful of the fact that she was out here beyond the walls of Fezana with the purpose
of causing another.

"I will take them now, doctor."

Shelooked up and saw the boy, Ziri, standing beside her. He had given the sword back to Alvar.
Therewas ablesknessin hiseyes. She wondered if, later, it would help him at al to have taken his
revenge. She had to wonder that.

She released the two girls and watched their brother lead them away from the open space. She
didn't know where they were going amid all the fires. She doubted he did either. She remained knedling
on the ground, looking at Garcia de Rada

"My cousnwasapig," hesaid camly, turning from the dead man to look up a Rodrigo Belmonte.
"What he did was disgusting. We arewdll rid of him, and | will say as much whenwedl return home."

Therewasabark of disbelieving laughter from Lain Nunez. Jehane could hardly believe the words,
hersdlf. Somewhere inside she was forced to acknowledge that the man had courage of asort. Hewasa
monster, though. A monster from the tales used by mothersto fright their children into obedience. But
here in Orvillathe monster had come, after al, and children had died. One had been stabbed by a sword
before entering the world.

Shelooked over her shoulder again, and saw Rodrigo Belmonte amiling strangely as he looked
down at de Rada. No one in the world could have taken any comfort in that expression.

"Do you know," he said, hisvoice quiet again, dmost conversaiond, "I have aways thought you
poisoned King Raimundo.”

Jehane saw a startled apprehension in the craggy face of Lain Nunez. He turned sharply to Rodrigo.
This, clearly, had not been expected. He moved his horse nearer to the Captain's. Without turning to
him, Rodrigo lifted ahand and Lain Nunez stopped. Turning back the other way, Jehane saw Garciade
Rada open his mouth and then close it again. He was clearly thinking hard, but she could see no fear in
the man, not even now. Blood was dripping from the wound on hisface.

"Y ou would not dare say such athing in Esteren,” he said at length.

His own voice was softer now. A new thread of tension seemed to be running through al the
Jaddites. Thelast king of Valedo had been named Raimundo, Jehane knew that. The oldest of the three
brothers, the sons of Sancho the Fat. There had been rumors surrounding Raimundo's death, astory
involving Rodrigo Belmonte, something about the present king of Valedo's coronation. Ammar ibn
Khairan could have told her, Jehane suddenly thought, and shook her head. Not auseful line of thinking.

"Perhaps| might not,” Rodrigo said, till mildly. "We aren't in Eteren.”

"So you fed freeto dander anyone you choose?!

"Not anyone. Only you. Chalenge me." He dtill had that strange smile on hisface.



"Back home| will. Believeit."
"1 do not. Fight me now, or admit you killed your king."

Out of the corner of her eye Jehane saw Lain Nunez make a curioudy helpless gesture beside
Rodrigo. The Captain ignored him. Something had dtered in his manner and Jehane, for thefirgt time,
found hersdlf intimidated by him. Thisissue—the death of King Raimundo—seemed to be his own open
wound. Sheredlized that Velaz had come up quietly to stand protectively beside her.

"l will do neither. Not here. But say thisagain at court and observe what | do, Belmonte.”

"Rodrigo! " Jehane heard Lain Nunez rasp. "Stop this, in Jad's name! Kill himif you like, but stop
thisnow."

"But that isthe problem,” said the Captain of Valedo in the sametaut voice. "I don't think | can.”

Jehane, struggling for understanding amid the rawness of her own emotions, wasn't sureif he meant
that he couldn't kill, or he couldn't stop what he was saying. She had aflashing sense that he probably
meant both.

With aroar, another of the houses collapsed. Thefire had spread asfar asit could. There wasno
more wood to ignite. Orvillawould be cinder and ash by morning, when the survivors would haveto try
to attend to the dead and the process of living past this night.

"Take your men and go," Rodrigo Belmonte said to the man who had done this thing.
"Return our horses and wegpons and we ride north on the instant,” said Garcia de Rada promptly.

Jehane looked back and saw that Rodrigo's cold smile was gone. He seemed tired now, drained of
some vita force by thislast exchange. Y ou sued for ransom,” he said. "Remember? There are
witnesses. Full pricewill be settled at court by the heralds. Y our mounts and wespons are afirst
payment. Y ou are released on your sworn oathsto pay.”

"Y ou want ustowalk back to Valedo?'

"l want you dead,” said Rodrigo succinctly. "I will not murder a countryman, though. Be grateful
and start walking. There are five hundred new Muwardi mercenariesin Fezanatonight, by the way.
They'll have seen thesefires. Y ou might not want to linger."

Hewas going to let them go. Privileges of rank and power. The way the world was run. Dead and
muitilated farmers could be redeemed by horses and gold for the rescuers. Jehane had a sudden image—
intense and disorienting—of hersdlf rising smoothly from the brown, parched grass, striding over to that
young soldier, Alvar, and saizing his sword. She could dmost fed the weight of the weapon in her hands.
With eerie clarity she watched hersalf walk up to Garcia de Rada—he had even turned partialy away
from her. Inthe vison she heard Velaz cry” Jehane!" just as she killed de Radawith atwo-handed
swing of the Jaddite sword. The soldier's blade entered between two ribs; she heard the dark-haired
man cry out and saw his blood spurt and continue to spill as hefell.

She would never have thought such images could occur to her, let donefed so urgent, so
necessary. She was a doctor, sworn to defend life by the Oath of Galinus. The same oath her father had
sworn, the one that had led him to deliver achild, aware that it could cost him hisown life. He had said
asmuch toibn Khairan, earlier this same day. Itwas hard to believe itwas the same day.

She was a physician before she was anything e s, it was her holy idand, her sanctuary. She had
aready caused one man to be killed tonight. It was enough. It was more than enough. She stood up and
took asingle step towards Garciade Rada. She saw him look at her, register the Kindath-style drape of
the stole about her head and shoulders. She could read contempt and derision in hiseyes. It didn't
matter. She had sworn an oath, years ago.

She said, "Wash that wound in the river. Then cover it with aclean cloth. Do that every day. You
will be marked, but it might not fester. If you can have adoctor salveit soon, that will be better for you."

Shewould never have imagined it would be so difficult to speak such words. At the perimeter of
the open space, half in the ruined shadows, she suddenly saw her patient, Abirab, with thetwo little girls



held closeto her. Their brother, Ziri, had stepped forward alittle and was staring at her. Enduring his
gaze, Jehane fdt her words asthe most brutd form of betrayd.

She turned away and, without looking back, without waiting for anyone, began walking from the
village, between the burning houses and then out through a gap in the fence, feding the heet of thefires
on her face and in her heart as she went, with no prospect of anything to cool her grief.

She knew Velaz would be following. She had not expected to hear, so soon, the sound of ahorse
overtaking her.

"The camp istoo far towalk," said avoice. Not Lain Nunez thistime. She looked up at Rodrigo
Belmonte as he dowed the horse beside her. "I think we each did something that cut against our desire
back there," he said. "Shal we ride together?"

She had been awed by him at first, by the scale of his reputation, then, briefly, afraid, then angry—
though unfairly so, perhaps. Now she was smply tired, and grateful for the chanceto ride. He leaned
over inthe saddle and lifted her up, effortlessy, though she wasn't asmall woman. She arranged her
skirts and undertunic and siwung aleg across the horse behind him. She put her arms around hiswaist.
He wasn't wearing armor. In the silence of the night, asthey left the fires behind, Jehane could fed the
besting of his heart.

They rodein that slence for atime and Jehane | et the gtill ness and the dark merge with the steady
drumming of the horse's hooves to guide her back towards a semblance of composure.

Thisis my day for meeting famous men, she thought suddenly.

It could Amost have been amusing, if so much tragedy had not been embedded in the day. The
redlization, though, was inescapable. The man she was riding behind had been known, for dmost twenty
years—since the late days of the Khaifate—as the Scourge of Al-Rassan. The wadjis still sngled him
out by namefor cursng in the temples at the darkfal prayers. She wondered if he knew that, if he prided
himsdf uponit.

"My temper isaproblem,” he said quietly, breaking the silence in remarkably unaccented Asharic.
"I redly shouldn't have whipped him."

"l don't see why not," Jehane said.

He shook his head. ™Y ou kill men like that or you leave them aone."

"“Then you should havekilled him."

"Probably. | could have, in thefirst attack when we arrived, but not after they had surrendered and
sued for ransom.”

"Ah, yes" Jehane said, aware that her bitternesswas audible, " The code of warriors. Would you
liketo ride back and look at that mother and child?'

"I have seen such things, doctor. Believe me." She did believe him. He had probably done them,
too.

"1 knew your father, incidentaly,” said Rodrigo Belmonte after another sllence. Jehane felt hersdlf go
rigid. "1shak of the Kindath. | was sorry to learn of hisfate."

"How ... how do you know who my father is? How do you know who | am?' she ssammered.

He chuckled. And answered her, astonishingly, in fluent Kindath now. "Not a particularly difficult
guess. How many blue-eyed Kindath female physicians are there in Fezana? Y ou have your father's
gyes”

"My father has no eyes," Jehane said bitterly. "Asyou know if you know his story. How do you
know our language?'

"Soldierstend to learn bits of many languages.”
"Not that well, and not Kindath. How do you know it?"
"| fel inlove once, along time ago. Best way to learn alanguage, actudly."”



Jehane was fedling angry again. "When did you learn Asharic?' she demanded.

He switched easly back into that language. "1 lived in Al-Rassan for atime. When Prince Ramundo
was exiled by hisfather for amultitude of mostly imagined sins he spent ayear in Silvenes and Fezana,
and | came south with him."

"Youlived in Fezana?'

"Part of thetime. Why so surprised?’

Shedidn't answer. It wasn't so unusud, in fact. For decades, if not centuries, the feuds among the
Jaddite monarchs of Esperana and their families had often |ed noblemen and their retinuesto sojournin
exile among the delights of Al-Rassan. And during the Khdifate not afew of the Asharite nobility had
amitarly found it prudent to distance themsel ves from the long reach of Silvenes, dwelling among the
Horsemen of the north.

"l don't know," she answered his question. "l suppose because I'd have expected to remember
you."

" Seventeen years ago? Y ou would have been little more than achild. | think | might even have seen
you once, unlessyou have asigter, in the market at your father's booth. There's no reason for you to
have remembered me. | was much the same age young Alvar is now. And about as experienced.”

The mention of the young soldier reminded her of something. "Alvar? The onewho took Veaz with
him?When are you going to let him in on the tirrup joke you're playing?’

A short silence as he registered that. Then Rodrigo laughed aoud. "Y ou noticed? Clever you. But
how would you know it was ajoke?"

"Not aparticularly difficult guess™ she said, mimicking his phrase ddliberately. "He'sriding with
knees high ashiswaist. They play the sametrick on new recruitsin Batiara. Do you want to cripple the
boy?’

"Of course not. But he'salittle more assertive than you imagine. It won't harm him to be chastened
alittle. I intended to let hislegs down before we went into the city tomorrow. If you want, you can be his
savior tonight. He's dready smitten, or had you noticed?!

She hadn't. It wasn't the sort of thing to which Jehane had ever paid much attention.

Rodrigo Belmonte changed the subject abruptly. "Batiara, you said? Y ou studied there? With Ser
Rezzoni in Sorenica?'

Shefound herself disconcerted yet again. "And then a the university in Padrino for haf ayear. Do
you knowevery physcianthereis?'

"Most of the good ones" he said crisply. "Part of my profession. Think about it, doctor. We don't
have nearly enough trained physiciansin the north. We know how to kill, but not much about hedling. |
was raisng a serious point with you earlier thisevening, not anidle one."

"The moment | arrived? Y ou couldn't have known if | was a good doctor or not.”

"|shak of Fezana's daughter?| can dlow myself an educated guess, surely?

"I'm sure the celebrated Captain of Valedo can dlow himsaf anything he wants," Jehane said tartly.
Shefdt serioudy a adisadvantage; the man knew much too much. He was far too clever; Jaddite
soldiersweren't supposed to be at al likethis.

"Notanything ,"he said in an exaggeratedly rueful voice. "My dear wife—have you met my dear
wife?"

"Of course | haven't," Jehane snapped. He was playing with her.

"My dear wife hasimposed drict limitations on my behavior away from home." Histone made his
meaning dl too plain, though the suggestion—from what she knew of the northerners—was improbable
inthe extreme.

"How difficult, for asoldier. She must be fearsome.”



"Sheis," said Rodrigo Belmonte, with feding.

But something—a nuance, anew shade of meaning in the night—had been introduced now,
however flippantly, and Jehane was suddenly aware that the two of them were donein the darkiness
with hismen and Veaz far behind and the camp along way ahead yet. She was Sitting up closeto him,
thighs againgt hisand her arms|ooped around him, clasped at hiswaist. With an effort she resisted the
urgeto loosen her grip and change position.

"I'm sorry,” he said after adlence. "Thisisn't anight for joking, and now I've made you
uncomfortable.”

Jehane said nothing. It seemed that whether she spoke or kept silent, this man was reading her like
anilluminated scroll.

Something occurred to her. "Tell me" she said firmly, ignoring hiscomment, "if you lived herefor a
time, why did you have to ask what was burning, back in camp? Orvilla has been in the same place for
fifty yearsor more.”

She couldn't see hisface, of course, but somehow she knew he would be smiling. "Good," he said
at length. "Very good, doctor. | shall be even sorrier now if you refuse my offer.”

"lhave refused your offer, remember?' She wouldn't allow herself to be deflected. "Why did you
have to ask what was burning?"

"l didnthave to ask. | choseto ask. To see who answered. There are thingsto be learned from
guestions, beyond the answers to the question.”

She thought about that. "And what did you learn?"

"That you are quicker than your merchant friend."

"Don't underestimate ibn Musa," Jehane said quickly. "He's surprised me severa timestoday, and
I've known himalong time."

"Wheatshould | do with him?* Rodrigo Belmonte asked.

It was, sheredlized, a serious question. Sherode for awhile, thinking. The two moons were both
high now; they had risen about thirty degrees apart. The angle of ajourney, in fact, in her own birth
chart. Ahead of them now she could see the campfire where Husari would be waiting with the two men
left on guard.

"Y ou understand that he was to have been killed this afternoon with the othersin the castle?!

"| gathered as much. Why did he survive?'

"l didn't et him go. He was passing akidney stone.”

He laughed. "First time helll ever have been grateful for that, I'll wager." Histone changed. "Fine,
then. Hewas marked by Almalik to die. What should | do?’

"Take him back north with you,” she said at length, trying to think it through. "1 think he wantsto do
that. If King Ramiro has any thoughts of taking Fezanafor himself one day—

"Wait! Hold, woman! What kind of athing isthat to say?"

"Anobvious one, | should have thought,” she said impatiently. "At some point he has to wonder
why hesonly exactingparias and not ruling the city.”

Rodrigo Belmonte was laughing again, and shaking his head. ™Y ou know, notall obviousthoughts
need be spoken.”

"Y ou asked me aquestion,” she said sweetly. "l am taking it serioudy. If Ramiro hasany such
thoughts—however remote and insubstantial they may be, of course—it can only help to have the sole
survivor of today's massacre with him."

"Especidly if he makes sure everyone knows that man came straight to him from the daughter and
asked him to intervene." Rodrigo's tone was reflective; he didn't bother responding to her sarcasm.

Jehane felt suddenly weary of talking. Thiswas aday that had Sarted at dawn in the market, in the



most ordinary of ways. Now here shewas, after the daughter in the city and the attack on Orvilla,
discussing peninsular paliticsin the darkness with Rodrigo Belmonte, the Scourge of Al-Rassan. It began
to seem just alittle too much. She was going to set out on her own path in the morning, and morning was
not very far off. "l suppose you are right. I'm a doctor, not adiplomat, you know," she murmured
vaguely. It would be niceto fall adeep, actualy.

"Much the same, at times" he replied. Which irritated her enough to pull her awake again, mostly
because Ser Rezzoni had said precisely the same thing to her more than once. "Where are you riding?”'
he asked casualy.

"Ragosa," she answered, just before remembering that she hadn't planned to tell anyone.
"Why?" he pursued.

He seemed to assume he had aright to an answer. It must come with commanding men for so long,
Jehane decided.

"Because they tell methe courtiers and soldiers there are wondrous skilled in lovemaking,” she
murmured, in her throatiest voice. For good measure, she unlinked her hands and did them from his
waist to histhighs and |eft them there amoment before clasping them demurdy again.

Hedrew along bresth and let it out dowly. She was Sitting very close, though; try ashe might to
hide aresponse, she could fed his heartbeat accelerate. At about the same moment, it occurred to her
that she was playing the most brazen sort of teastng game with adangerous man.

"This" said Rodrigo Bemonte of Valedo plaintively, "isdistressingly familiar. A woman putting me
inmy place. Areyousure you've never met my wife ?"

A moment later, very much againgt her will and any reasonable expectations, Jehane began to laugh.
And then, perhapsbecause she waslaughing, genuindy amused, she remembered again what sheld seen
inthat smal hut in Orvilla, and then it came back to her that her father had spoken hisfirst wordsin four
years tonight, and she was leaving him and her mother, perhaps forever.

Shehated crying. Laughter and tears, 1shak used to say, were the nearest of kin. It wasn't a
physician's observation, that one. His mother had told him that, and her mother had told her. The
Kindath had survived athousand years, they were laden with such folk wisdom, carrying it like their
travelling baggage, well-worn, never far from reach.

So Jehane fought againgt her tears on Rodrigo Belmonte's black horse, riding east under moons that
spelled ajourney for her, against the backdrop of the summer stars, and the man with whom she rode
kept blessedly silent until they reached the camp and saw that the Muwardis had been there.

For Alvar, agood part of the considerable strain of that night came from feeling so hopelesdy
behind what was happening. He had dways thought of himself as clever. In fact, heknew hewas
intelligent. The problem was, the events unfolding tonight in Al-Rassan were so far outs de the scope of
his experience that cleverness was not nearly enough to show him how to dedl with what wastaking
place.

He understood enough to know that with his share of the ransom to be negotiated for Garciade
Rada and his surviving men he was aready wedlthier than he had ever imagined becoming in hisfirst year
asasoldier of the king in Esteren. Even now, before any further negotiationstook place, Alvar had been
assigned anew horse and armor by Lain Nunez—and both of them were better than his own.

Thiswas how soldiersrosein theworld, if they did, through the plunder and ransom of war. Only
he had really not expected to take that wealth from fellow Valedans.

"Happensdl thetime," Lain Nunez had said gruffly asthey divided the spoilsin thevillage. "Remind
meto tell you of thetime Rodrigo and | served as privately hired mercenaries of the Asharites of Salos
downriver. Weraided into Ruenda for them more than once."

"But not into Valedo," Alvar had protested, still troubled.



"All one back then, remember? King Sancho was still on the throne of united Esperana. Three
provinces of one country, lad. Not the divison weve got now."

Alvar had thought about that on the way back to the camp. He was struggling with so many difficult
things—induding hisown firgt killing—that he didn't even have achance to enjoy his spoils of battle. He
did notice that Lain Nunez was careful to aloeate a substantia share of the ransomed weapons and
mounts to the survivors of the village, though. He hadn't expected that.

Then, back at the camp, where the Captain and the Kindath doctor were waiting for them, Alvar
saw the chests and sacks and barrel's, and came to understand that this was the summer parias from
Fezana, delivered by the Muwardis—the Veiled Ones—ouit here at night on the plain.

"The merchant?' Lain Nunez asked urgently, swinging down from hishorse. "They camefor him?'
And Alvar abruptly remembered that the plump Asharite had been marked to die in Fezands castle that

day.
The Captain was shaking his head dowly. "The merchant," he said, "isno more."
"Rot their sould" Lain Nunez swore violently. "By Jad'sfingers and toes, | hate the Muwardis!"

"Ingtead of the merchant,” the Captain went on placidly, "we appear to have anew outrider to join
Martin and Ludus. Well have to work someweight off him before he's much use, mind you.”

Lan Nunez gave his sharp bark of laughter as a ponderous figure rose from thefar sde of thefire,
clad—bardly—in the garb of a Jaddite Horseman. Husari ibn Musa seemed, improbably, quite at ease.

"I've been awadji dready today," he said calmly, speaking passable Esperanan. "Thisis no more of
adretch, | suppose.”

"Untrue," the Captain murmured. "L ooking at Ramon's clothing on you, I'd cdll it abig Stretch.”
There was laughter. The merchant smiled, and patted his somach cheerfully.

Alvar, joining uncertainly in the amusement, saw the Kindath doctor, Jehane, sitting on asaddle
blanket by thefire, hands about her drawn-up knees. She was looking into the flames.

"How many of the desert dogs were here?' Lain Nunez asked.

"Only ten, Martin says. Which iswhy they didn't cometo Orvilla"

"Hetold them we were deding with it?*

"Yes. They are obvioudy under ordersto give us our gold and hope we leave quickly.”

Lain Nunez removed his hat and ran ahand through histhinning grey hair. "And are we? Leaving?"

"l think s0," the Captain said. "I can't think of a point to make down here. There's nothing but
troublein Fezanaright now."

"And trouble heading home."

"Wadl, waking home."

"They'll get there eventudly.”

Rodrigo grimaced. "What would you have had me do?'

Hislieutenant shrugged, and then spat carefully into the grass. "Weleave @ first light, then?" he
asked, without answering the question.

The Captain looked at him closdly for amoment longer, opened his mouth asif to say something
more, but in the end he merely shook hishead. "The Muwardis will be watching us. Weleave, but not in
any hurry. We can take our time about breaking camp. Y ou can pick adozen men to ride back to
Orvillain the morning. Spend the day working there and catch us up later. There are men and women to
be buried, among other things."

Alvar dismounted and walked over to the fire where the doctor was Sitting. "Isthere.... can | help
you with anything?'
Shelooked very tired, but she did favor him with aquick smile. "Not redly, thank you." She



hestated. "Thisisyour firg timein Al-Rassan?'
Alvar nodded. He sank down on his haunches beside her. "1 was hoping to see Fezanatomorrow,"
he said. He wished he spoke better Asharic, but hetried. "l amtold it isacity of marvels.”

"Not really," she repeated carelesdy. "Ragosa, Cartada ... Silvenes, of course. What's left of it.
Those arethe great cities. Seriais beautiful. Thereis nothing marvellous about Fezana. It has dways
been too close to thetagra landsto afford the luxury of display. Y ouwon't be seeing it tomorrow?”"

"Wereleaving in the morning." Again, Alvar had the unpleasant sense that he was struggling to stay
afloat in waters closing over his head. "The Captain just told us. I'm not sure why. | think because the
Muwardis came."

"W, of course. Look around you. Theparias gold is here. They don't want to open the gates
tomorrow, and they particutarly won't want Jaddite soldiersin the city. Not with what happened today.”

"So we're just going to turn around and—"

"I'm afraid so, lad." It was the Captain. "No taste of decadent Al-Rassan for you thistime." Alvar
fdt himsdf flushing.

"Well, the womenare mostly outside the wallsthisyear,” the doctor said, with a demure expression.
She waslooking at Ser Rodrigo, not at Alvar.

The Captain swore. "Don't tell my men that! Alvar, you are bound to secrecy. | don't want anyone
crossing theriver. Any man who leaves camp waks home."

"Yes gr," Alvar said hadtily.
"Which remindsme," the Captain said to him, with asidetong glance at the doctor, "you might as
well lower your stirrups now. For the ride back.”

And with thosewords, for thefirgt timein along while, Alvar felt alittle more like hisusud sdif.
He'd been waiting for this moment since they'd left VValedo behind.

"Mugt |, Captain?' he asked, keeping his expression innoeent. "I'm just getting used to them this
way. | thought I'd even try bringing them up abit higher, with your gpprova.”

The Captain looked at the doctor again. He cleared histhroat. "Well, no, Alvar. Itisn'tredly ... |
dontthink ..."

"I thought, if | had my knees up high enough, redly high, I might be ableto rest my chin onthem
when | rode, and that would keep me fresher on along ride. If that makes senseto you, Captain?’

Alvar de Pdlino had hisreward, then, for uncharacteristic slence and biding histime. He saw the
doctor smile dowly at him, and then look with arched eyebrows of inquiry at the Captain.

Rodrigo Belmonte was, however, aman unlikely to belong discomfited by this sort of thing. He
looked at Alvar for amoment, then he, too, broke into asmile.

"Y our father?' he asked.

Alvar nodded his head. "He did warn me of somethings | might encounter asasoldier.”

"And you chose to accept the stirrup business nonetheless? To say nothing at al?’

"It was you who did it, Captain. And | want to remain in your company.”

The Kindath doctor's amusement was obvious. Ser Rodrigo's brow darkened. "1n Jad's name, boy,
wereyou humoring me?'

"Yes, gr," sad Alvar happily.

The woman he had decided he would love forever threw back her head and laughed doud. A
moment |ater, the Captain he wanted to serve dl hisdays did exactly the same thing.

Alvar decided it hadn't been such aterrible night, after al.

"Do you see how clever my men are?' Rodrigo said to the doctor astheir laughter subsided. ™Y ou
are quite certain you won't reconsider and join us?'



"Y ou tempt me," the doctor said, till smiling. "1 do like clever men." Her expression changed. "But
Esperanais no place for aKindath, Ser Rodrigo. Y ou know that aswell asl."

"It will make no difference with us," the Captain said. "If you can sew asword wound and ease a
bowe gripe you will be we eome among my company.”

"I can do both those things, but your company, clever asits men may be, is not the wider world."
There was no amusement in her eyes any more. "Do you remember what your Queen Vasca said of us,
when Esperanawas the whole peninsula, before the Asharites came and penned you in the north?”

"That was more than three hundred years ago, doctor."

"l know that. Do you remember?"

"l do, of course, but—

"Doyou ?'Sheturned to Alvar. She was angry now. Mutdly, he shook his head.

" She said the Kindath were animals; to be hunted down and burned from the face of the earth.”
Alvar could think of nothing to say.

"Jehane," the Captain said, "'l can only repest, that was three hundred years ago. Sheislong dead
and gone.”

"Not gone! You dare say that? Whereisshe?' Sheglared a Alvar, asif he wereto blamefor this,
somehow. "Whereis Queen Vascasresting place?

Alvar swalowed. "Onthelde" hewhispered. "Vascaside”

"Whichisashrine! A place of pilgrimage, where Jaddites from al three of your kingdoms and
countries beyond the mountains come, on theirknees, to beg miracles from the spirit of the woman who
sad that thing. | will make awager that half this so-clever company have family memberswho have
made that journey to plead for blessed Vascasintercession.”

Alvar kept hismouth firmly shut. So, too, thistime, did the Captain.

"And you would tdl me," Jehane of the Kindath went on bitterly, "that so long as| do my taskswell
enough it will not matter what faith | professin Esperanan lands?’

For along time Ser Rodrigo did not answer. Alvar became aware that the merchant, ibn Musa, had
come up to join them. He was standing on the other side of the fire listening. All through the camp Alvar
could now hesar the sounds and see the movements of men preparing themsalvesfor deep. It wasvery
late.

At length, the Captain murmured, "Welivein afdlen and imperfect world, Jehane bet Ishak. | ana
man who kills much of thetime, for hislivelihood. I will not presumeto give you answers. | have a
question, though. What, think you, will happen to the Kindath in Al-Rassan if the Muwardis come?"

"The Muwardis are here. They werein Fezanatoday. In this camp tonight.”
"Mercenaries, Jehane. Perhgpsfive thousand of them in the whole peninsula.”

Her turn to be silent. The silk merchant came nearer. Alvar saw her glance up at him and then back
a the Captain.

"What are you saying?' she asked.

Rodrigo crouched down now beside Alvar and plucked some blades of grass before answering.

"Y ou spoke very bluntly alittle while ago about our coming south to take Fezana one day. What do
you think Almalik of Cartadaand the other kingswould do if they saw us coming down through thetagra
lands and besieging Asharite cities?"

Again, the doctor said nothing. Her brow was knitted in thought.

"It would be thewadjis, first," said Husari ibn Musa softly. "They would begin it. Not the kings."

Rodrigo nodded agreement. "l imagine that is so."

"Whatwould they begin?' Alvar asked.



"The process of summoning the tribes from the Mgjriti," said the Captain. Helooked gravely at
Jehane. "What happensto the Kindath if the city-kings of Al-Rassan are mastered? If Y azir and Ghalib
come north across the straits with twenty thousand men? Will the desert warriors fight us and then go
quietly home?"

For along time she didn't answer, Stting motionlessin thought, and the men around the fire kept
dlent, waiting for her. Behind her, to the west, Alvar saw the white moon low in the ky, asif resting
above the long sweep of the plain. It was a strange moment for him; looking back, after, hewould say
that he grew older during the course of that long night by Fezana, that the doors and windows of an
uncomplicated life were opened and the shadowed complexity of things wasfirst made known to him.
Not the answers, of course, just the difficulty of the questions.

"These are the options, then?" Jehane the physician asked, breaking the fillness. "The Velled Ones
or the Horsemen of Jad? Thisiswhat the world holdsin store?”

"Wewill not seetheglory of the Khalifate again," Husari ibn Musa said softly, a shadow againgt the
sky. "The days of Rahman the Golden and his sons or even ibn Zair amid the fountains of the Al-Fontina
aregone.”

Alvar de Pdlino could not have said why this saddened him so much. He had spent his childhood
playing games of imagined conquest among the evil Asharites, dreaming of the sack of Silvenes, dreading
the swords and short bows of Al-Rassan. Rashid ibn Zair, last of the great khalifs, had put the
Esperanan provinces of Valledo and Ruendato fire and sword in campaign after campaign when Alvar's
father was a boy and then asoldier. But here under the moons and the late night stars the sad, sweet
voice of the silk merchant seemed to conjure forth resonances of unimaginable loss.

"Could Almalik in Cartada be strong enough?' The doctor was looking at the merchant, and even
Alvar, who knew nothing of the background to this, could see how hard this particular question was for
her.

Ibn Musa shook his head. "Hewill not be alowed to be." He gestured to the chests of gold and the
mules that had brought them into the camp. "Even with his mercenaries, which he can scarcely afford, he
cannot avoid the payment of theparias. Heisnolion, in truth. Only the strongest of the petty-kings. And
he aready needs the Muwardisto keep him that way."

"So what you intend to do, what | hopeto do ... are smply things that will hasten the end of
Al-Rassan?'

Husari ibn Musa crouched down beside them. He smiled gently. "Ashar taught that the deeds of
men are asfootprintsin the desert. Y ou know that."

Shetried, but failed, to return the smile. "And the Kindath say that nothing under the circling moons
isfated to last. That wewho call ourselvesthe Wanderers are the symbol of thelife of al mankind." She
turned then, after amoment, to the Captain. "And you?' she asked.

And softly Rodrigo Belmonte said, "Even the sun goes down, my lady.” And then, "Will you not
comewith us?"

With aqueer, unexpected sadness, Alvar watched her dowly shake her head. He saw that some
strands of her brown hair had come free of the covering stole. He wanted to push them back, as gently
as he could.

"l cannot truly tell you why," she said, "but it fedlsimportant that | go east. | would see King Badir's
court, and speak with Mazur ben Avren, and wak under the arches of the paace of Ragosa. Before
those archesfdl like those of Silvenes”

"And that iswhy you left Fezana?' Ser Rodrigo asked.

She shook her head again. "If so, | didn't know it. | am here because of an oath | swore to myself,

and to no one dse, when | learned what Almalik had donetoday.” Her expression changed. "And | will
make awager with my old friend Husari—that | will dedl with Almalik of Cartada before he does."



"If someone doesn't do it before either of us," ibn Musasaid soberly.

"Who?" Ser Rodrigo asked. A soldier's question, pulling them back from amood shaped of sorrow
and garlight. But the merehant only shook his head and made no reply.

"l must deep,” the doctor said then, "if only to let Velaz do so." She gestured and Alvar saw her old
servant standing wearily adiscreet distance away, where the firdight died in darkness.

All around them the camp had grown quiet as soldiers settled in for the night. The doctor looked at
Rodrigo. "Y ou said you are sending men to attend to the dead of Orvillain the morning. | will ride with
them, to do what | can for theliving, then Velaz and | will be on our way."

Alvar saw Veaz gesture to Jehane, and then noticed where the servant had made up a pallet for
her. She walked over towardsit. Alvar, after amoment, sketched an awkward bow she did not see,
and went the other way, to where he usually dept near Martin and Ludus, the outriders. They were
wrapped in their blankets, adeep.

He unfolded his own saddle blanket and lay down. Sleep eluded him. He had far too many things
chasing and tumbling through his mind. He remembered the pride in his mother's voice the day she
recounted the details of her first pilgrimage to seek Blessed Vascas intercession for her brave son ashe
left home for the world of warring men. He remembered her telling how she had gone the last part of the
journey on her hands and knees over the stonesto kiss the feet of the statue of the queen before her
tomb.

Animals, to be hunted down and burned from the face of the earth.

He had killed hisfirst man tonight. A good sword blow from horseback, dicing down through the
collarbone of arunning man. A motion he had practised so many times, with friends or done asachild
under hisfather's eye, then drilled by the king's foul-tongued sergeantsin thetiltyard at Esteren. Exactly
the same motion, no different at all. And aman had fallen to the summer earth, bleeding hislife avay.

The deeds of men, as footprints in the desert.

He had won himself a splendid horse tonight, and armor better by far than his own, with moreto
come. The beginnings of wedlth, a soldier's honor, perhaps an enduring place among the company of
Rodrigo Belmonte. He had drawn laughter and approva from the man who might truly become his
Captain now.

Nothing under the circling moonsis fated to last.

He had crouched by afire on thisdark plain and heard an Asharite and a Kindath woman of beauty
and intelligence far beyond his experience, and Ser Rodrigo himself, asthey spoke in Alvar's presence of
the past and future of the peninsula.

Alvar de Pellino made his decison then, more easily than he would ever haveimagined. And heaso
knew, awake under the stars and amore perceptive man than he had been this same morning, that he
would be permitted to do thisthing. Only then, asif this resolution had been the key to the doorway of
deep, did Alvar's mind dow itswhirlwind of thought enough to alow him rest. Even then he dreamed: a
dream of Slvenes, which he had never seen, of the Al-Fontinaiin the glorious days of the Khdifate,
which were over before he was born.

Alvar saw himsdlf walking in that paace; he saw towers and domes of burnished gold, marble
columnsand arches, gleaming in the light. He saw gardens with flower beds and splashing fountainsand
satuesin the shade, heard adistant, otherworldly music, was aware of thetal green treesrustling in the
breeze, offering shdlter from the sun. He smelled lemons and amonds and an e usive eastern perfume he
could not have named.

Hewas alone, though, in that place. Whatever paths he walked, past water and tree and cool stone
arcade, were serendy, perfectly empty. Passing through high-ceilinged rooms with many-colored
cushions on the mosaic-inlaid floors he saw wall hangings of silk and carvings of dabaster and olive



wood. He saw golden and silver coffrets set with jewels, and crystal glasses of dark red wine, some
filled, some amost empty—asif they had only that moment been set down. But no one wasthere, no
voices could be heard. Only that hint of perfumein the air as he went from room to room, and the music
—ahead of him and behind, tantaizing in its purity—alluded to the presence of other men and womenin
the Al-Fontinaof Silvenes, and Alvar never saw them. Not in the dream, not ever in hislife.

Even the sun goes down.

Part |1
Five

"There'strouble coming," said Diego, as heran past the stables and looked in briefly on the open
ddl. A soft rainwasfaling.

"What isit?" hismother asked, glancing quickly over her shoulder. She stood up.

"Don't know. A lot of men."

"Where's Fernan?'

"Goneto meet it, with some of the others. | told him aready." Diego, having said what seemed
necessary, turned to go.

"Wait!" hismother cdled. "Wheresyour father?'

Diego's expression was withering. "How would | know? Heading for Esteren, | guess, if heisntt
there dready. They must have got theparias, by now."

His mother, fedling foolish, and irritated because of that, said, "Don't use that tone with me. Y ou
sometimesdo know, Diego."

"Andwhen | do, | tel you," he said. "Got to run, Mother. Fernan will need me. He said to lock the
gates and get everyone up on thewalls.”

With the swift, letha grin that |eft her amost hel pless—hisfather's smile—Diego was gone.

| ambeing ordered about by my sons now, thought Miranda Belmonte dAlveda. Another
adjustment in life, another measure of time passing. It was odd; she didn'tfed old enough for thisto be
happening. She looked over at the frightened groom who was helping her with the mare.

"I'll finish here. Y ou heard what he said. Tell Dario to get everyone up on thewall-walk. Including
the women. Bring whatever wegpons you can find. Build up the kitchen fires, well want boiling weter if
thisisan attack.” The old groom nodded anxtoudy and went off, moving as quickly as he could on abad
leg.

Mirandaran the back of amuddy hand across her forehead, leaving astreak of grime. She turned
again, aready murmuring to the laboring marein the stal. The birth of acolt on aValedan ranch was not
amatter that could be superseded. It was the cornerstone of their fortune and their lives, of their whole
society, redly. The Horsemen of Jed, they were called, and with reason. A moment later the woman
said to be the most beautiful in Valedo was on her knees again in the straw, her hands on the mare's
belly, hdping to bring another stalion of Belmonte's breed into the world.

She was digtracted and worried, however. Not surprisingly. Diego was seidom wrong in his
warnings, and almost never so when the vision had to do with trouble close to home. They had learned
that, over theyears.

When hed been younger, still achild, and these foreknowings had begun it had been hard, even for
him, to tell them gpart from nightmares or childhood fears.

Once, memorably, he had awakened screaming in the middle of the night, crying that hisfather was
in terrible danger, threatened by ambush. Rodrigo had been campaigning in Ruendathat year, during the
bitter War of the Brothers, and everyone in the ranch house had sat awake the rest of along night
watching a shivering, blank-eyed boy, waiting to seeif any further visonswere vouchsafed him. Just



before dawn, Diego's features had relaxed. "1 waswrong," held said, gazing at his mother. "They aren't
fighting yet. Hesdl right. | guessit wasadream. Sorry." Hed falen fast adeep with the last gpologetic
word.

That sort of incident didn't happen any more. When Diego said held seen something, they tended to
treat it as absolute truth. Y ears of living with aboy touched by the god would quell the skepticin
anyone. They had no idea how hisvisons came and they never poke of them outside the family or the
ranch. Neither his parents nor his brother had anything resembling this ... thiswhat? Gift or burden?
Miranda had not, to this day, been able to decide.

There weretales of such people. Ibero, the family cleric, who presided over servicesin the new
chapel Rodrigo had put up even before held rebuilt and expanded the ranch house, had heard of them.
Timewalkers, he called those with such avision. He named Diego blessed of Jad, but the boy's parents
both knew that at different times and in different places, those visionaries had been burned, or nailed
alive to wooden beams as sorcerers,

Mirandatried to concentrate on the mare, but her caming words, for the next little while, conssted
of repested, eloquent curses directed at her absent husband. She had no ideawhat he'd done thistime
to bring danger to the ranch while his company was quartered at Esteren and the best of the band were
south in Al-Rassan.

The boys can deal with trouble, hislast letter had said breezily, after reporting agrim parting
exchange with Count Gonzalez de Rada. Nothing about sending some of the soldiersto her for rein-
forcement. Of course not. Miranda, taught by Ibero in thefirst years of her marriage, prided hersalf on
being able to read without assistance. She could also swear like asoldier. She had done o, reading that
|etter—to the messenger's discomfiture. She was doing so now, more carefully, not to disturb the mare.

Her boyswere till boys, and their blithe, carelessfather and his men were far away.

By Jad's grace the foa was born healthy not long after that. Mirandawaited to seeif the mare
accepted him, then sheleft the sdl, grabbed an old spear propped in acorner of the stable, and hurried
out into the rain to join the women and their half a dozen ranch hands on the wall-wak behind the
wooden barricade.

Asit turned out, it was just the women, Ibero the cleric and lame old Rebeno the groom that she
joined. Fernan had dready taken the ranch hands with him outside the walls. For an ambush, one of the
house women said, hesitantly. Miranda, with no precious horses nearby, permitted hersdf astream of
entirdly unmitigated profanity. Then she swiped at her brow again and climbed the wet stepsto the high
walk along the western side of the wall, to watch and wait. Someone offered her a hat to keep therain
from her eyes.

After awhile she decided the spear was awaste of time, and exchanged it for abow and a quiver

full of arrows, taken from one of the six smal guard shelters dong thewall. There were no guardsin the
shelters. All the soldierswerein Esteren, or with Rodrigo.

The boys can handle, trouble, he had written. Blithely.

Sheimagined seeing her husband riding home just then, emerging from the treesinto the wide,
grassy space before their walls. She imagined shooting him as he rode up.

The land around the Belmonte ranch was level and openin al directions, saveto the west and
southwest where Rodrigo's father and his grandfather before him had left a stand of oak and cedar
undisturbed. Rodrigo hadn't touched the trees, ether, though for a different reason.

There were holy associations with that wood, and with the pool in the midst of it, but young Fernan
Belmonte had been taught by hisfather years ago, when he could first ride a proper horse, that the forest
was deceptively useful for defense, aswdll.

"Think about it," he could remember hisfather saying. "If you wanted to attack this place unseen,



which way would you approach?'

Fernan had looked around at the exposed grasdand stretching in dl directions. "Have to come
through the treesto get close," hed said. It was an easy answer.

"So we can be almost certain any attack will come that way, because otherwise, if our outriders
aren't adeep, well be able to observe anyone's approach, won't we?'

"Or if Diego sees something," Fernan had added, "even if they come through the woods."
"That'strue," hisfather had agreed briefly, though not happily.

In those early days hisfather and mother were still struggling to come to termswith what Diego
could see and do. Fernan didn't have any such problems, but he knew Diego best of dl, of course.

Y earslater, on amorning of soft, unseasonable summer rain he was with two of their friendsand
the Sx ranch handsin the twin gullies on ether Sde of the natura exit from thewoods. Thegullies
weren't natural, of course. Rodrigo's soldiers had hollowed them out in the grassy plain to make aplace
where they could lie unssen and watch anyone coming out of the trees.

Fernan had four other boys with bows posted hafway between the ranch buildings and the southern
pastures where the mares and foals were that morning. There were two messengers with these four, to
bring word if anyone appeared from the south. A last horseman was alone east of the ranch, justin case.

Diego, riding up breathlessy afew moments before, reported that hed relayed ingtructionsto their
mother, who would be up on the wall, then, with the other women. She knew what to do. They were as
ready asthey could be. Fernan turned up his collar against the rain and sat in the gully under the wide
brim of hishat, waiting.

There were two possibilities. If someone was approaching Rancho Belmonte with ill intent, they
might be coming for the ranch compound and the people ingde thewalls or, more likely, they were here
for the horses. Or both, Fernan corrected himsalf. But that would mean quite alot of men, and in that
case they might actualy bein trouble. He didn't think that was the case. He wasn't much worried, in fact.
Hewasthirteen yearsold.

"l havethem," he heard his brother say softly. "They just entered the trees. | know who thisis"
Diego sad.

"De Rada?' Fernan asked camly. "The younger one?'

Diego nodded. They had both read their father's last | etter.

Fernan swore. "That meanswe can't kill him."

"Don't seewhy not," said Diego matter-of-factly.

"Bloodthirsty child." Fernan grinned.

Anidentica grin on anidentica face showed through the softly faling rain. Fernan wasfifteen
minutes older. He liked reminding Diego of that. Diego was hard to tease, however. Very little seemed
to bother him.

"About twenty men,” he said. "They're on the path in the woods now."
"Of coursethey are," said Fernan. "That'swhy the path isthere.”

He had logt his hat at some point, and during the period of walking north one of Garcia de Radas
boots had split at the hedl. He was, accordingly, wet at crown and sole, riding through the copse of trees
west of the Belmonte ranch compound. There seemed to be arough trail leading through the wood; the
horses were able to manage.

Despite his discomfort, he wasfiercely happy, with ared, penetrating joy that made thelong
journey here seem as nothing now. Hislate, unlamented cousin Parazor had been apig and a buffoon,
and far too quick to voice his own thoughts on various matters. Thoughts that seemed all too frequently
to differ from Garcias own. Nonetheless, during the trek north from Al-Rassan, Garciahad been



sugtained in his spirit by asense of gratitude to his dain cousin. Parazor's degth at the hands of a
lice-ridden Asharite peasant boy in ahamlet by Fezanawas the event that would ddiver Miranda
Bdmonte dAlvedainto Garcia's hands. And not only his hands.

Once Rodrigo Belmonte had recklessy ordered a de Rada of rank to be executed by a peasant
child, againg al codes of coneluct among gentlemen in the three Jaddite kingdoms of Esperana, he had
exposed himsdf—and hisfamily—to the response that blood demanded for such aninsult.

The king could and would do nothing, Garciawas certain, if the de Radatook their just measure of
revenge for what Rodrigo had done. The just measure was easy enough to caculate: horsesfor their
own horses taken, and one woman taken in arather different way for the execution of ade Radacousin
after he had sued for ransom. It was entirdly fair. There were precedentsin the history of Esperanafor a
great deal more, infact.

Garciahad resolved upon his course even while walking and stumbling north through darkness after
theraid on Orvilla. Blood dripping from historn cheek, he had kept himsdf going by visudizing the
naked figure of Miranda Belmonte twisting beneath him, while her children were made to watch their
mother's defilement. Garciawas good &t imagining such things.

Twenty-four of hismen survived Orvilla, with a dozen knives and assorted other small wespons.
They took six mules late the next day from another hamlet, and a broken-backed nag from a
smdl-farmer in an imprudently isolated homestead. Garcia claimed the horse, miserable asit was. He left
the Asharite farmer and hiswife and daughter for his companions. His own thoughts were along way
north and east dready, over the border in Valledo, in the lands between the River Duric's source and the
foothills of the Jdonamountains.

Therelay the wide rich grasdands where the horse herds of Esperanahad run wild for centuries
until the first ranchers came and began to tame and breed and ride them. Among those ranchers the most
famoudy arrogant, though far from the largest or wedthiest, were the Bedmonte. Garciaknew exactly
where he was going. And he a so happened to know, from his brother, that the Captain's troops were
quartered at Esteren this summer, nowhere near the ranch.

There ought to have been little danger for Belmonte in leaving hishome unguarded. The Asharites
had launched no raids north for twenty-five years, sncethelast brief flourishing of the Khdifate. The
army of King Bermudo of Jalona had been beaten back across the mountains by the Valedans three
years before and were till licking their wounds. And no outlaws, however rash or desperate, would
dream of provoking theire of the celebrated Captain of Valedo.

The ranch ought to have been perfectly safe behind its wooden stockade wall, even if guarded by
boys with unbroken voices and a cluster of ranch hands deemed unworthy or too old for aplacein the
fighting company. On the other hand, Rodrigo Belmonte ought not to have ordered the desth of acousin
of the de Rada. He ought not to have whipped the constabl€'s brother. Such actions changed things.

When Garciaand his men had finally sumbled into Lobar, thefirst of thefortsin thetagra lands, he
had demanded and received—though with insolent rel uctance—mounts and swords for dl of them. The
Swegting commander of the garrison had advanced some feeble excuse about being left without sufficient
weapons or horses for their own duties or safety, but Garcia had brooked none of that. The constable of
Valledo, held said airily, would send them swords and better horses than the swaybacked creatures they
were being given. He was in no mood for debate with aborderland soldier.

"That might take along time," the commander had murmured obstinatdly. "All theway from
Ederen.”

"Indeed it might," Garciahad replied frigidly. "And if 0?7

The man had bitten hislip and said nothing more. What could he have said? He was dedling with a
de Rada, the brother of the constable of the realm.

The garrison's doctor, an ugly, raspy-voiced lout with adisconeerting boil on his neck, had
examined Garcias wound and whistled softly. "A whip?' hed said. "Y ou're alucky man, my lord, or



€l se someone extremdy skillful wastrying only to mark you. It isaclean cut and nowhere near your eye.
Who did this?' Garciahad only glared, saying nothing. It was pointless, speaking to certain people.

The man prescribed an evil-smdling salve that stung like hornets, but did cause the swelling on
Garciasfaceto recede over the next few days. It was when he looked in areflecting glassfor the first
time that Garcia decided that appropriate vengeance required the death of the Belmonte children, as
well. After they had been forced to watch him with their mother.

It was the fierce anticipation of revenge that had driven him on from thetagra fort, with only asingle
day'srest. He sent four men north to Esteren, to report to his brother and to lay forma complaint before
the king. That wasimportant. If what he purposed to do wasto have lega sanction, such acomplaint
had to be lodged againgt Rodrigo. Garciawas going to do this properly, and hewas going to do it.

Two days after his main troop had parted from the four messengers he remembered that he'd
forgotten to tell them to have wegpons and horses sent back down for the garrison at Lobar. He briefly
considered sending another pair of men north, but remembered the commander's insolence and e ected
not to bother. There would be time enough to pass on that word when he arrived in Esteren himself. It
would do the pampered soldiers good to be short of weapons and mounts for atime. Perhaps someene
elsg's boot might split at the hed.

Ten dayslater, in awood on the land of Rancho Belmonte, rain wasfaling. Garcias stocking was
sopping wet through his cracked boot, and so were his hair and scratchy new beard. Hed been growing
the beard since Orvilla Hewould have to weer it for therest of hislife, he'd realized by now; that, or
look like a branded thief. Belmonte had intended that, he was certain of it.

Miranda Belmonte, he remembered, was very beautiful; dl the d'Alvedawomen were. Rodrigo,
that common mercenary, had made afar better marriage than he deserved. He was about to have visited
upon him exactly what he did deserve.

Anticipation made Garcias heart pound faster. Soon, now. Boys and stable grooms were the
guardians of thisranch. Rodrigo Belmonte was no more than ajumped-up fighting man who had been
put back into his proper place since the ascension of King Ramiro. He had lost hisrank of constablein
favor of Garcids brother. That had been only the beginning. He would learn now the cost of afeud with
the de Rada. He would learn what happened when you marked Garcia de Rada as a common outlaw.
Garciatouched his cheek. Hewas dtill using the sdlve, asingructed. The smell wasferocioudy
unpleasant, but the swelling had subsided and the wound was clean.

The treeswere very close together throughout the wood, but the curiously smooth path seemed to
wind easily through them, wide enough in places for three men to ride abreast. They passed a pool of
water on their right. In the grey afternoon the rain fell gently through the leaves, making droplets and
ripplesin the still surface of the water. It was said to be aholy place, for some reason. A few men made
the god's sign of the disk asthey rode by.

When thefirgt horsefell and lay screaming on the ground with abroken leg, it seemed amdign
accident. After two more such accidents, one of which left arider with adidocated shoul er, such an
interpretation became less certain.

The path curved north through the sodden, dripping trees, and then, alittle further on, swung back
to the east again. In the grey, pale distance Garciathought he could see an end to the trees.

Hefdt himsdf faling, whiledill inthe saddle.

He had time to throw a startled glance upwards and see the bellies of the two horses that had been
pacing on either sde of hisamoment ago. Then his mount crashed into the bottom of the pit that had
been concedled in the center of the path and Garcia de Rada found himself scrambling about trying to
dodge the thrashing hooves of acrippled, terrified horse. One man, quicker than the others, dropped to
the ground and leaned over the edge of the pit. He extended an arm, and Garcia grabbed it and hauled
himsdlf up and out.

They looked down at the flailing horse amoment, then an archer released two arrows and the



hooves stopped.
"Thisisno natura path,” the archer said, after amoment.
"How very clever of you," said Garcia. He walked past the man, his boots squel ching in the mud.

A trip wire claimed two more horses and cracked the skull of one thrown rider, and another pit
took down athird stalion before they had reached the eastern end of the woods. They made it, though,
and one had to expectsome casudtieson araid of this sort.

Open grasslay before them. In the middle distance they could see the wooden wall that surrounded
the ranch buildings. It was high but not high enough, Garciasaw. A skilled rider standing on the back of
his mount could scaleit; so could afoot soldier boosted by another. Only with a proper garrison could
the ranch be defended from an attack launched by competent men. Asthey paused there at the edge of
the treesthe rain stopped. Garcia smiled, savoring the moment.

"How's that for an omen from the god?' he said to no onein particular.

Helooked up pointedly at the horseman beside him. After amoment the man took his meaning and
dismounted. Garcia swung up on the horse. "Straight for the ranch," he ordered. "First man over thewall
has his choice of the women. WElI get their horses after. They owe us more than horseflesh.”

And then, like the thundering, heroic ancestors of hislineage, Garcia de Rada drew his borrowed
sword, thrust it high over his head, and kicked the horse from Lobar into agalop. Behind him his
companions gave a shout and streamed out of the woods into the greyness of the afternoon.

Six died inthefirst volley of arrows, and four in the second. No arrows came anywhere near
Garciahimsdlf, but by the time he was hafway to the walled enclosure of the ranch there were only five
riders behind him and five others desperately running on foot across the wet and open grass.

Given such a sobering development it began to seem less and less prudent to be galloping furioudy,
well ahead of the others, towards the compound walls. Garcia dowed his horse and then, when he saw
one of the running men shot in the chest, he reined his mount to a stop, too stupefied to give voiceto the
ragein hisheart.

To hisright, south, six horsemen now appeared, riding quickly. He looked back again and saw
another group rise up, like wraiths, from two depressions he had not noticed in the level plain. These
figures, armed with bows and swords, began walking steadily towards him, not hurrying. On the
wall-walk of the ranch he saw a dozen or so people appear, also armed.

It seemed a good time to sheath his sword. The four horsemen Ieft to him hadtily did the same. The
remaining runners straggled up, one clutching an injured shoulder.

The bowmen from the hollows surrounded them as the Six riders drew near, and Garcia saw then,
with disgust, that they were mostly boys. It gave him aflicker of hope, though.

"Dismount,” said awell-built, brown-haired boy.

"Not until you say why you have just killed visitors without provocation,” Garciatemporized, his
voice stern and repressive. "What sort of conduct isthat?!

The boy so addressed blinked, asif in surprise. Then he nodeled his head briefly. Three archers

shot Garcias horse from under him. Kicking hisfeet out of the stirrups, de Rada legped freejust intime
to avoid being crushed by the falling horse. He stumbled to one knee in the wet grass.

"l don't like having to kill horses" the boy said camly. "But | can't remember the last timevisitors
approached us unannounced at full gallop with swords drawn.” He paused, then smiled thinly. The smile
was oddly familiar. "What sort of conduct isthat?"

Garciade Rada could think of nothing to say. He looked around. They had been bested by children
and stable hands and it hadn't even been afight.

The boy who was evidently leader here glanced a Garcias riders. With unbecoming celerity they



threw down their wegpons and sprang from their mounts.

"Let'sgo,” said asecond boy.

Garciaglanced over at him, and then quickly back at thefirst one. The same face, exactly. And
now he realized where he had seen that smile before.

"Areyou Belmonte's sons?' he asked, trying to control hisvoice.

"1 wouldn't bother with questions, were | you," said the secend boy. "1'd spend my time preparing
answers. My mother will want to speak with you."

Which was an answer to his question, of course, but Garcia decided it would be unwise to point
that out. Someone gestured with a sword and Garcia began walking towards the compound. As he
approached he redlized, belatedly, that the figures on the wall holding bows and spears were women.
One of them, wearing aman's overtunic and breeches, with mud stains on her cheeks and forehead,
came dong the wdl-wak to stand above them, looking down. She had long, dark brown hair under a
leather hat. She held abow with an arrow nocked.

"Fernan, pleasetdl mewho thissorry figureis." Her voice was crisp in the grey tillness.

"Yes, Mother. | believeit is Ser Garciade Rada. The congtable's brother.” It wasthefirst of the
boys who answered, the |eader.

"Isit 907" thewoman saidicily. "If heisindeed of rank | will consent to speak with him." She
looked directly at Garcia

Thiswas the woman he had been imagining pinned and naked beneath him sincethey'd left Orvilla.
He stood in the wet grass, water seeping through his split boot, and looked up at her. He swallowed.
She wasindeed very beautiful, even in man's garb and stained with mud. That was, for the moment, the
least of hisconcerns.

"Ser Garcig, you will explain yoursdf," she said to him. "In few words and very precisdly.”

The arrogance was galling, bitter as awound. Garcia de Rada had aways been quick-witted
though, nor was he a coward. This was abad stuation, but no worsein its way than Orvilla had been,
and he was back in Valledo now, among civilized people.

"l have agrievance with your husband,” he said levelly. "Hetook horses belonging to my men and
myself in Al-Rassan. We were coming to square that account.”

"What were you doing in Al-Rassan?" she asked. He hadn't expected that.

He cleared histhroat. "A raiding party. Among theinfidels.”

"If you met Rodrigo you must have been near Fezana, then.”

How did awoman know these things? " Somewhat near,” Garcia agreed. He was becoming alittle
unessy.

"Then Rodrigo was dedling with you asthe king's officer responsible for protecting that territory in
exchangefor theparias. On what basis do you claim aright to steal our horses?’

Garciafound himsdf unable, for the moment, to speak.

"Further, if you were captured and released without your mounts you will have given him your
parolein exchange for aransom to be determined by the heradds at court. Isthat not s0?"

It would have been pleasant to be able to deny this, but he could only nod.

"Then you have broken your oath by coming here, have you not?' The woman's voice wasflat, her
gazeimplacable.

Thiswas becoming ridiculous. Garcias temper flared. "Y our husband ordered acousin of minedain,
after we surrendered and sued for ransom!”

"Ah. Soitismorethan horsesand armor, isit?' The woman on thewall smiled grimly. "Would it
not be the king's task to judge whether his officer exceeded authority, Ser Garcia?' Her formdlity, inthe
circumstances, fdlt like mockery. He had never in hislife been so spoken to by awoman.



"A man who days ade Radamust answer for it," he said, glaring up at her, using his coldest voice.
"l seg," the woman said, undisturbed. " So you came here to make him answer for it. How?"
He hestated. "The horses" hereplied findly.

"Just the horses?' And abruptly he redlized where this questioning was going. " Then why were you
riding towards these walls, Ser Garcia? The horses are pastured south of us, they are not hard to see.”

"l amtired of answering questions,” Garciade Rada said, with as much dignity as he could manage.
"I have surrendered and so have my men. | am content to let the king's herdds in Esteren determine fair
ransom.”

"Y ou dready agreed to that in Al-Rassan with Rodrigo, yet you are here with drawn swords andill
intent. | regret to say | cannot accept your parole. And tired or not, you will answer my question. Why
were you riding towards these wdls, young fellow?"

It was addiberate insult. Humiliated, seething with rage, Garciade Radalooked up at the woman
on thewall above him, and said, "Y our husband must learn that there isaprice to be paid for certain
kinds of action.”

There was amurmur from the boys and ranch hands. It fell away into silence. The woman only
nodded her head, asif thiswas what she had been waiting to hear.

"And that price was to have been exacted by you?' she asked calmly.

Garciasaid nothing.

"Might | guessfurther, that it was to have been exacted upon mysdf and my sons?'

There was slence in the space before the walls. Overhead the clouds were beginning to lift and
scatter as a breeze came up.

"He had alesson to learn,” said Garciade Radagrimly.

She shot him then. Lifting the man's bow smoothly, drawing and releasing in one mation, with
consderable grace. An arrow in the throat.

"A lessontolearn,” said Miranda Belmonte d'Alveda, thoughtfully, looking down fromthewall at
the man she had killed.

"Therest of you may go," she added amoment later. " Start walking. Y ou will not be harmed. Y ou
may give report in Esteren that | have executed an oath-breaker and acommon brigand who threstened
aValedan woman and her children. I will make answer directly to the king should he wish meto do so.
Say that in Esteren. Diego, Fernan, collect their mounts and arms. Some of the horses ook decent
enough.”

"l don't think Father would have wanted you to shoot him," Fernan ventured hesitantly.

"Besdlent. When | wish the opinionsof my child | will solicit them," hismother said icily. "And your
father may consider himsdf fortunateif | do not loose alike arrow at him when he venturesto return.
Now do what | told you."

"Yes, Mother," said her two sons, as one.

Asthe boys and ranch hands hastened to do her bidding and Garcia de Rada's surviving
companions began stumbling away to the west, the afternoon sun broke through the clouds overhead
and the green grass grew bright, wet with rain in the branching light.

Six

Esteren was a catastrophe of carpenters, masons, bricklayers and laborers. The streets were nearly
impassable, certainly so for ahorse. The palace and the square in front of it resounded to the sounds of
hammers, saws and chisdls, shouted curses and frantic instructions. Complex, dangerous-looking
equipment was being swung overhead or carried thisway and that. It was widely reported that five
workers had dready died this summer. Nor was it overlooked by even the margindly observant that at



least half of the project supervisors were Asharites brought north from Al-Rassan for this endeavor, a
consderable cost.

King Ramiro was expanding his capital and his paace.

There had been atime, not very long ago, in fact, when the precarious kings of Esperana—whether
it was awhole country or divided asit now was again—ruled on the move. Citieswere little more than
hamlets; palaces amockery of the name. Horses and mules, and heavy carts on the better-preserved of
the ancient roads, were the trappings of monarchy as the courts settled in one town or castle after
another through the round of the year. For one thing, the kings were constantly putting out brushfires of
rebe lion, or hurrying to try at least to limit the predatory incursons of Al-Rassan. For another, resources
in the hard-pressed Jaddite kingdomsin the glory years of the Silvenes Khalifate were scarcely such as
to dlow the monarchsto feed themselves and their retinues without spreading the burdensimpaosed by
their presence.

Much had changed in twenty years, much, it was evident, was still changing herein Valedo,
wedthiest and most fertile of the three kingdoms carved out of Esperanafor his sons by King Sancho
the Fat. The current frenzy of congtruction in the roya city was only apart of it, funded by the infusion of
parias money and, equaly important, the absence of raiding from the south. It seemed that King Ramiro
was now pursuing an entirdly new defnition of monarchy. Over and above everything dse, this past year
he had made it clear that he expected al the mgjor nobility and clericsto show up in Esteren twicea
year for his assizes, when law and policy were to be resolved and promulgated. It was rapidly becoming
evident, asthe new city walls grew higher, that Esteren was going to be more than merely the most
established of his court residences.

And thisbusiness of assizes—aforeign word, Waleskan appar ently—was more than dightly gdling.
Without his standing army it was unlikdly in the extreme that Ramiro would have been able to compe
attendance from his country nobility. But the armywas here, well-paid and well-trained, and this
particular summer dmost every figure of importancein Valledo had €ected to fol fow the path of
prudence and show up.

Curiogty, among other things, could lead a man to travel. So could the promise of wine and food at
court, and women for hirein increasingly urbanized Esteren. The dust and noise and the symbolism of a
public submission to Ramiro'swill were the pricesto be paid. Given the turbulent and usualy brief
tenures of kingsin Esperana there was some reason to believe that the ambitions of King Sancho's most
complex son might not trouble the world for too much longer.

In the meantime, it had to be conceded that he was offering entirely adequate entertainment. On this
particular day Ramiro and his court and the visiting country lords were hunting in the king's forest
southwest of Esteren, within sight of the Vargas Hills. Tomorrow they were dl to attend the assizes at
Ramiro's court of justice. Today they rode in summer fields and forests killing deer and boar for sport.

There was nothing, short of actual warfare, that the nobility of Esperana could be said to enjoy
more than agood hunt on afair day. Nor could it be overlooked that the king, for al his modern,
unsettling notions, was among the best of theridersin that illustrious company.

Sancho's son, after all, men could be overheard murmuring to each other in the morning sunshine.
Sands to reason, doesn't it?

When King Ramiro dismounted to plant the first spear in the largest boar of the day asit charged from the
thicket where they had tracked it, even the most independent-minded and aggrieved of the rural lords could be seen
banging swords or spearsin approval.

When the boar was dead, the king of Valledo looked up and around at al of them. Covered in
blood, he smiled. "Aslong aswe are dl gathered here," he said, "there is one small matter we might as
wdll attend to now, rather than as part of the assizestomorrow."

His courtiers and the country lords fell slent, looking sidetong at each other. Trust Ramiro to do
something deviouslike this. He couldn't even let a hunt be ahunt. Looking around, a number of them
redized, belatedly, that this clearing seemed carefully chosen, not merely arandom place where awild



beast had gone to ground. There was space enough for al of them, and even aconveniently fallenlog to
which the king now strode, removing bloodied leather gloves and casually stting down, very much asif
on athrone. The outriders began dragging the boar avay, leaving asmeared trail of blood on the
crushed grass.

"Will Count Gonzalez de Rada and Ser Rodrigo Belmonte be so good as to attend upon me?”
Speaking these words, King Ramiro used the language of high court formdity, not of hunt and field, and
with that the tenor and shape of the morning changed.

The two men named could be seen dismounting. Neither betrayed, by so much asaflicker of
expression, whether this development had been anticipated, or whether it was as much asurpriseto
them asto those assembled.

"We have dl the witnesses we require,” the king murmured, "and | am loath to submit men such as
yourselvesto a court hearing in the palace. It seemsfitting to me that this affair be dedt with here. Does
anyone object? Speak, if s0."

Even ashewastaking, two court officias could be seen gpproaching the tree trunk upon which the
king was seated. They carried satchels and when these were opened parchments and scrolls were set
down near the king. "No objection, my liege," said Count Gonzalez de Rada.

His smooth, beautiful voicefilled the clearing. Servants were moving about now, pouring wine from
flasksinto what appeared to be genuine silver drinking goblets. The hunters exchanged glances yet again.
Whatever dse might be said of him, Ramiro was not stinting on the largess appropriate to aroya hogt.
Some dismounted and handed their reins to the grooms. Others preferred to remain on horseback,
reaching down for their wine and drinking in the saddle.

"1 would never dream,” said Rodrigo Belmonte, "of putting so many of the king's peopleto such a
dedl of preparation without acceding to whatever the king proposed.” He sounded amused, but he often
did, so that meant little.

"The dlegations," sad the king of Valedo, ignoring Ser Rodrigo'stone, "are substantid.” King
Ramiro, tall, broad-shoul dered, prematurely greying, now wore an expression appropriate to amonarch
faced with letha hodtility between two of the most important men in hisredm. Thefestive, careening
mood of the morning was gone. The gathered aristocracy, asthey gradualy came to termswith what
was happening, were more intrigued than anything else; this sort of possibly morta conflict provided the
best entertainment in the world.

In the open space before the king's fallen tree Belmonte and de Rada stood side by side. The
former constable of the resllm and the man who had succeeded him when Ramiro took the throne. The
two men had placed themsdlves a careful distance apart. Neither had deigned to glance at the other.
Given what was known about what had happened earlier this summer, the poss bility of bloodshed was
strong, whatever efforts the king might expend to avoid it.

A good many of those in attendance, especialy those from the countryside, were rather hoping
King Ramiro would fail in hisattempt at resolution. A tria by combat would make thisamemerable
gathering. Perhaps, some thought optimisticaly, that was why thiswas taking place avay from the city
wdls.

"It need hardly be said that Ser Rodrigo isresponsible, in law, for the actions of hiswife and
children, given that they have no legd standing or capacity,” the king said soberly. "At the sametime, the
sworn and uncontested statements of Ser Rodrigo indi eate that the constable was formally put on notice
herein Esteren that his brother would not be permitted to do harm in lands payingparias to us. In giving
thisnotice," the king added, " Ser Rodrigo was acting properly, and as our officer.”

More than one rancher or baron in that forest clearing found thisentirely too legaligtic for histaste.
Why, they wondered, didn't Ramiro just let them fight it out here under the sun of Jad in the open spaces
that best became a man—and have done with this dry-mouthed, dusty verbiage?

Such apleasing possibility seemed to be becoming lesslikely with each passing moment. The smug



expressions of the three yellow-robed clerics who had moved to stand behind the king indicated as
much. Ramiro wasn't known for his close relations with the clerics of Jad, but these three certainly
looked happy enough.

This, anumber of the lords of Valedo thought, was what happened when a king became too full of
himsdlf, when he started makingchanges. Even that new throne room back in the palace, with its veined
marble pillars: didn't it look more like something designed for adecadent court in Al-Rassan than a
Jaddite warrior hall? What washappening herein Valedo? It was an increasingly urgent question.

"Having consdered the words of both parties and the deposi tions that have been rendered,
including one by the Asharite silk merchant Husari ibn Musa of Fezana, we will be brief in our judgment.”

Theking's expression continued to match his stern words. The blunt fact was, if Belmonte and de
Rada chose to pursue ablood feud Valedo was likely to be torn apart in the choosing of sides, and
Ramiro's sweeping changeswould fal like butchered bodies.

"It isour decison that Garcia de Rada—may his soul resde with Jad in light—uviolated both our
laws and our obligationsin his attack upon the village of Orvillaby Fezana. Ser Rodrigo's
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interruption of that attack was entirely proper. It was hisduty, given theparias being paid to usfor
protection. It isaso our judgment that ordering the death of Parazor de Rada was reasonable, if
unfortunate, given the need to demonstrate both our fairness and our authority in Fezana. No blame or
criticism falsto Ser Rodrigo for these things.”

Count Gonzalez stirred restlesdy, but grew il under the king'sflat gaze. Light fell through the trees,
dappling the clearing in bands of brightness and shadow.

"At the sametime," King Ramiro went on, " Ser Rodrigo had no right to wound Garciade Rada
after accepting his surrender. 1t was not adeed that becomes a man of rank.” The king hesitated and
shifted alittle on histree trunk. Rodrigo Belmonte was looking straight at him, waiting. Ramiro met his
gaze. "Further," he said, hisvoice quiet but extremely clear, "the public accusation heisreported to have
made with respect to the death of my lamented brother King Ramundo isa dander beneath the dignity
of both anobleman and an officer of theking.”

A number of menin that forest clearing caught their breath at this point. They had reached amatter
that touched periloudy near to Ramiro's position on the throne itsdlf. The extremely abrupt death of his
brother had never been satisfactorily explained.

Ser Rodrigo did not move, nor, at thisjuncture, did he spesk. In the danting sunlight his expresson
was unreadable, save for the frown of concentration as he listened. Ramiro picked up a parchment from
the trunk beside him.

"That leaves uswith an attack on women and children at Rancho Belmonte, and then thekilling of a
man who had sheathed his sword." King Ramiro looked down at the parchment for amoment and then
back up. "Garcia de Rada had formally surrendered in Orvilla, and accepted terms of ransom to be deter
mined. Hisobligation by his oath was to come Straight here to Eteren and await the ruling of our roya
heralds. Instead he recktesdy stripped our defenses in the tagralands to pursue a persond attack on
Rancho Belmonte. For this," said the king of Vdledo, speaking dowly and carefully now, "1 would have
ordered his public execution.”

There came a swiftly risng sound of protest between the trees. Thiswas new, a prodigious
assertion of authority.

Ramiro went on, unruffled. *Dona Miranda Belmonte d/Alvedawas afrail woman with no mento
guard her, fearing for the lives of her young children in the face of an attack by armed soldiers™ Theking
lifted another document from the tree trunk beside him and glanced at it. "We accept the deposition of
the cleric Ibero that Ser Garcia specifically indicated to Dona Mirandathat his purpose had been to
exact vengeance upon hersdlf and her sons, and not merely to claim horses from Rancho Bemonte.”



"That man isaservant of Belmonte's" the constable said sharply. The splendid voice was a shade
less controlled than it had been before.

Theking looked a him, and those in attendance, observing that glance, were made abruptly mindful
that Ramiro was, in fact, awarrior when he chose to be. Cups of wine were raised and men drank
thoughtfully.

"Y ou were not invited to speak, Count Gonzaez. We have carefully noted that none of your
brother's surviving men have contradicted this deposition. They appear to confirmit, in fact. We dso
note that byall accounts the attack was against the ranch itsdlf, not the pastures where the horses were
grazing. We are cagpable of drawing conclusions, especialy when supported by the sworn word of a
servant of the god. Given that your brother had aready broken his parole by attacking the ranch, itisour
judgment that Dona Miranda, afrightened, defensel ess woman, is not to be censured for killing him and
thus protecting her husband's children and possessions.”

"Y ou bring shame upon uswith this™ said his congtable bitterly.

When Ramiro of Valedo was angry hisface grew white. It did so now. He stood up, taller than
amost every man in that clearing. Papers scattered beside him; acleric hurried to collect them.

"Y our brother brought you shame,” the king said icily, "by refusing to accept your own authority, or
ours. We do no more than rule upon his actions. Hear us, Gonzalez"'—nottitle, the listenersredlized, and
wine gobletswere lowered al about the clearing—"there will be no feud to follow from this. Weforbid
it. We make the following decree before these high-born of Valedo: Count Gonzalez de Rada, our
congtable, will stand surety with hisown lifefor the next two yearsfor the lives and safety of the family of
Ser Rodrigo Belmonte. Should degth or grievous harm befal any of them from any source during this
timewewill execute mortal judgment upon hisbody.”

A buzzing again, and this one did not subside. Nothing remotely like this had ever been heard
before.

"Why two years?"
It was Rodrigo. Thefirg time the Captain had spoken since the hearing had begun. The angle of the

sun had changed now; hisface wasin shadow. The question brought asilence, asthe king's gaze turned
to Belmonte.

"Because you will not be able to defend them,” Ramiro said levelly, still on hisfeet. "Officers of the
king have aresponsbility to exercise control both over their weapons and their words. Y ou failed us
twice over. What you did to Ser Garcia, and what you said to him, are direct causes of his desth and
this hard trouble in our kingdom. Rodrigo Belmonte, you are condemned to aterm of exile from Valledo
of two years. At the end of such time you may present yoursaf before us and we will rule upon your
cae"

"Hegoesadone, | takeit?' It was Count Gonza ez, reacting quickly. "Not with his company?'

It mattered, al the listeners knew. Rodrigo Belmonte's company comprised one hundred and fifty of
thefinest fighting menin the peninsula

Rodrigo laughed aloud, the sound almost shocking, given the tenson among thetrees. "You are
most welcome," he said, "to try to stop them from following me."

King Ramiro was shaking hishead. "I will not do so. Y our men are yours and blamelessin this.
They may go or stay asthey please. | will ask only for one undertaking from you, Ser Rodrigo.”

"After exiling mefrom my home?' The question was pointed. Rodrigo's face was ill in shadow.

"Even 90." It wasinteresting how cam the king was. A number of men reached the same conclusion
at the sametime: Ramiro had anticipated almost every point of thisexchange. "1 do not think you can
truly quarrel with our ruling, Ser Rodrigo. Take your company, if you will. We ask only that they not be
used inwarfare agang us."

Silence again, as every man struggled to think through the implications. It could be seen that



Rodrigo Belmonte was staring down at the forest floor, hisforehead creased with thought. The king
gazed upon him, waiting.

When Rodrigo looked up, hisbrow had cleared. He lifted his right hand towards the sky overhead,
and shaped the sun circle of the god with thumb and fingers. "'l swear by holy Jed,” he said formdly,
"that | will never lead my company in warfareinto the lands of Valedo.”

It was almost what the king had asked. Almost, but not quite, and Ramiro knew it.

"And if you find aValledan army beyond our borders?" he asked.

"l can swear no oath," Rodrigo said quietly. "Not an honorable one. Not if | am forced to take
sarvice e sewherefor my livelihood and that of my company. My lord, thisisnot,” he added, meeting the
king's gaze squardly, "adeparture of my choosing."

A long dtillness

"Do not take service with Cartada," said the king at length, hisvoice extremely soft.

Rodrigo stood mationless, visibly thinking.

"Redlly, my lord?Y ou will begin so soon? Within two years?* he asked crypticaly.

"It may be s0," Ramiro said, no lessambiguoudy.

Men were struggling to understand, but the two of them seemed to bein the midst of aprivate
exchange.

Rodrigo was nodding his head dowly. "1 suppose. | will regret being e sewhereif it does happen.”
He paused. "I will not serve Almalik of Cartada. | don't like what he did in Fezana. | will not serve him
there, or anywhereelse.”

Fezana.

At the mention of the name afew men began to nod their heads, looking at their tal, proud king. A
glimmering of what this seemed to be about began to come to them, like shafts of the god's sunlight
fdling into the clearing. Ramiro wasn't ajurist or acleric, after al, and there might be more than hunting
in the daysto come,

"| accept your oath,”" said the king of Vdledo camly. "We have never found you lacking in honor,
Ser Rodrigo. We see no reason to doubt it now."

"Well, | am grateful for that," said the Captain. It wasimpossibleto tell if there was mockery in his
voice. Hetook astep forward, fully into thelight. "I do have arequest of my own.”

"Whichis?'

"l will ask Count Gonzalez to swear before the god to guard my family and possessons asif they
were hisown while | am away. That isenough for me. | need no binding of hisdegth. Theworldisa
dangerous place, and the days to come may make it more so. Should accident befall a Belmonte,
Vadledo couldill afford to loseits constable aswell. | am content with his sworn word, if it pleasesthe
king"

He was looking at the constable as he spoke. It could be seen that de Rada was taken by surprise.

"Why?" he asked softly; an intimate question in avery public space. The two men faced each other
for thefirst time.

"l believel just told you," Rodrigo replied. "It isn't so difficult. Valedo hasenemiesin al directions.
With your lifein bond someone might strike at thiskingdom through my family. | would not want the king
bound to your death in such acause. | think it places them more at risk, not less. | need not like you, de
Rada, to trust your word."

"Despite my brother?"

The Captain shrugged. "Heis being judged by Jad.”

It wasn't an answer, and yet it was. After another brief silence, in which the sound of birdsong could
clearly be heard from the trees around, the constable raised his right hand in the same gesture Rodrigo



had used.

"Before Jad, and before my lord the king of Valledo, and before al men here, | make oath that the
family of Rodrigo Belmonte shal be as my own from thisday until hisreturn from exile. | take thisupon
my honor and that of my lineage." The sonorous voicefilled and defined the forest space.

Both men turned back to the king. Unsmiling, standing very tall, he looked down upon them. "'l am
unused to having my decrees superseded by the partiesinvolved,” he murmured.

"Only you can do that,” Rodrigo said. "We merely offer an aternative for the king to accept or
reject.”

And now it could be seen that Ramiro smiled at the man he had just condemned to exile. "So beit,”
he said. "We accept these oaths."

Both men bowed. Rodrigo straightened and said, " Then, with your permission, my lord, | will make
immediate arrangements to depart, much as | might enjoy continuing to hunt with you."

"One moment,” said the king. "Wherewill you go?' Hisvoice betrayed, for the very first time, a
shadow of doubt.

Rodrigo Belmonte's grin, caught by the faling sunlight, was wide, and unmistakably genuine. |
haven't theleast idea," he said. "Though on my way to wherever | go I'll have to stop and ded with a
frall and terrified woman first." Hissmilefaded. "Y ou might dl pray for me," said the Captain of Vdledo.

Then heturned, collected his horse's reins from a groom, mounted up and rode a one from the
clearing back the way they had come through the trees.

Ines, the queen of Valedo, was clasping awell-worn sun disk and listening, eyes devoutly closed,
as her favorite cleric read doud from the Book of the Sons of Jad—the passage about the end of the
world, asit happened—when her husband's messenger arrived and indicated the king would presently
be with her.

Apologeticaly, she bade her religious counsdlor suspend his reading. The man, not unused to this,
marked her Book and laid it aside. With asigh, apointed glance and abow to the queen he withdrew
from the chamber through an inner doorway. It waswell known that King Ramiro was uneasy with
intengties of faith, and the queen's best efforts over many years had done nothing to amend this
unfortunate circumstance.

It had everything to do, Ines had long since decided, with the time when he had lived among the
infidds. All three of the diffi eult, ambitious sons of King Sancho had spent time exiled among the
Asharites, but only Ramiro seemed to have come back with ataste for the ways of Al-Rassan and a
suspicious softnessin matters of faith. It was perhaps an irony, and perhaps not, that his father had
arranged amarriage for him with the pious younger daughter of the king of Ferrieres acrossthe
mountainsto the east.

Ines, whose childhood aspiration had been to be accepted among the Daughters of Jad in one of
the grest retreats, had accepted her betrotha only upon the advice of her spiritual counsdlors, including
the High Clerics of Ferrieres. It was agreat opportunity, they had told her. A chanceto be of serviceto
the god and to her country both. The young man she was marrying would likely one day rule apart, a
least, of Esperana, and Ines could use her position to influence the path of worship in that troubled land.

The clerics had looked entirely prescient when Ramiro was named ruler of mountainous Jalofiain
the three-way divison of hisfather's last testament. And then even more so when, after the mysterious
death of his brother Raimundo, her hushand had quickly moved west and claimed the crown of Valedo
aswell. He hadn't been able to hold both kingdoms—not yet, at least—for his uncle Bermudo hed
promptly risenin Jalofiaand seized that throne, but Valledo, as everyone knew, was the greater prize.

What the clerics hadn't told her—because they hadn't known—was that the young man she was
marrying wasfiercely intdligent, ambitious, luridly imaginativein carnd actsand so much apragmatist in



what ought to have been firm doctrines of holy faith that he might aswell have been aninfidd.

Asif on cueto thisdistressing line of thought, the king appeared in her doorway, his hair and
clothing gill damp asfurther evidence of her last reflection: what self-respecting man bathed as often as
King Ramiro did? Not even the Asharitesin their far-off eastern homelands did so. Salf-indulgent
bathing rituals were characterigtic only of the sybaritic courts of Al-Rassan where they had not even the
decency to observe the ascetic strictures of their own faith.

Too much timein the courts of the south, Queen Inesthought again, and at apoint in life when he
had been young and impressionable. She glanced sidelong at her husband, not wishing

to encourage him with afuller gppraisd. It was avery handsome man who filled her doorway, no
one could deny that much. Tal, wdl-built, square-jawed. If hishair was greying early, his moustache
was yet black and there was no evidence of fatering reserves of martia or politica saminaor subtlety.

Or of fatering in more private dimensons, either.

With abrief gesture, if acourteous one, the king dismissed her maidservants and daves and the two
guards by the doors. Ramiro waited until they had al taken their leave then strode across the new carpet
to stand before Iness low seat. He was grinning. She knew that smile.

"Come, my wife," he said. "Events of this morning have made me amorous.”

Ines refused to meet hiseyes. Almost everything made him amorous, she had learned. Clutching her
aun disk likeasmal shield, she murmured, "I'm sure it was acomely boar you dew. But wasthere no
one of my lord's concubines who might have assuaged his appetites before he came to trouble me?”

Ramiro laughed. "Not today. Today | have adesire to see and touch the body of my lifésown
companion as consecrated by our most holy god. Come, Ines, et us make sport, then after | will tell you
what happened in the wood.”

"Tdl menow."

Her problem, as she had dl too often been forced to admit to her intimate counsellors, was that
Ramiro was adifficult man to deny. They had urged her to use hisdesire for her as ameans of drawing
him towards atruer faith but, to the queen's endless chagrin, the effect of such encounterswasrather the
opposite: whether it was his natura fervor or the skills he had learned—most probably among the
courtesans of Al-Rassan—Ramiro was dismayingly adept at subverting her best intentions.

Even now, in the middle of a hot summer's day, with carpenters hammering and a barrage of
shouting outside, and with the stem words of the world's end still echoing in her ears, Queen Inesfound
hersdf breathing alittle more quickly at the images her husbhand's presence had conjured forth within her.
After dmost twenty years and with the full knowledge of theimpious evil of hisways, thiswas il true.
And Ramiro could read it in her aseasily as her clerics could read from Jad's most holy Books. He
reached down now, not ungently, and plucked the god disk from her clasp.

"Hold melike that," he murmured, laying the disk aside and lifting her to her feet with his strong hands. "Love
me the way you love the god." Then he dlipped his arms around her and drew her close so that she was made
inescapably aware that the king of Valledo was wearing nothing at al beneath his white silk robe. And that pressing
awareness, as hetilted her head to meet his kiss, brought back for Ines al the wildly disturbing sensations she always
felt when this happened.

I will have to atone,shetold hersdf asther lips met.

He began unravelling the cloth that bound the coils of her red hair. She would seek holy counsd and
support later. Her own hands, unbidden, asif bearing weights, came up aong hisrobe, feding the hard
body beneath. Ramiro drew back, then lowered his head again hungrily. He bit & the corner of her lip.

Therewould surely be wise, consoling thoughts from her advisors of the soul later, the queen told
hersdlf. Her fingers seemed now to be laced behind his head. She pulled hishair, not gently at dl. The
king laughed. He smelled of some eastern spice. That, too, was unsettling. It was unfair. She would need
such agreat deal of help to guide her back to the pure realm of the spirit. For the moment, though, as
her husband smoothly lifted and then carried her over to the wide couch hel'd had brought into her new



suite of rooms, the queen of Valledo was rather more preoccupied, to her great and enduring confusion,
with increasingly explicit matters of theflesh.

At one point she cried his name aloud, and at another, suf fused with her eternd mixture of desire
and shame, shefound hersdlf riding above his supine form, knowing that this mode of congress was yet
another decadent legacy of Al-Rassan, but unable to stop hersdlf from gasping aoud with the pleasure it
gave her. Pleasure of theworld, shetold herself, somewhat desperately, moving up and down upon him
while hisfingersteased and cireled her breasts. Of the world.Only of the world. The realm of the god
was otherwise. It was eternd, holy, golden, transcendent, shining, not bound to the mortal bodies of frail

"Ohmy!" said the queen of Valledo then, asif in great surprise, and held hersdlf extremdy ill.

The second cry that escaped her amoment later was, in its own way, an admission.

"Tell me about what happened,” she said, sometime after.

Heliked to liewith her, entangled indecently, after congress. That much, at least, she was able to
deny him. Ines had donned arobe and had forced him to clothe himsalf aswell, before summoning one
of her women with refreshments. Amused, satiated, Ramiro had obeyed.

The woman brought de for him and a pear infusion for the queen and then withdrew. Now Ramiro
lay indolently upon the couch while Ines sat on anearby bench, needlework in hand. She was making a
new pouch for her sun disk, to hang from her belt.

"It went surprisingly well," Ramiro said, turning on hisside, his head propped on one hand. He
looked at her with such frank admiration it brought color to her cheeks again. "Thank you, by theway. |
do prefer it when you leave your hair down,” he said.

She hadn't intended to. An oversight. She was wrongfully proud of her hair, and as a penance kept
it tied tightly back almost al thetime. Self-conscioudy she pushed astrand from her eyes. Hewould
laugh &t her if she began binding it up now, she knew.

"Thismorning,” shesad firmly. "We are talking about thismorning.”

He grinned. Sipped from his flagon. The noise outside and bel ow stairs continued. Among other
things, he was expanding the pal ace baths, after the Al-Rassan fashion, with hot and cold pools, and a
massage room. It was a scandal.

"They both accepted my judgment,” he said. "There was abit of noisswhen | said | would have
executed Garcia, but no one actudly spoke out. Count Gonzalez is now bound by oath to defend
Bemonte's family for two years. No blood feud. He has sworn it in public.”

"Y ou announced hewould dieif they died?' He had discussed thiswith her some days before. In
fairness, she had to concede

that he was never reluctant to confide in her. They had even diseussed, al those years ago, his
moveinto Vdledo from Jadona. He spent afair bit of timein her rooms, telling her histhoughts. Certainly
more than her father had ever confided in her mother.

In fact, Ines suddenly redlized, looking at the man on her couch, if he hadn't been so much an infidel
in the most important matters, she might have been able to name her husband a paragon among men.

Her expression must have softened. He looked amused again. "I meant to tell you earlier. | love
looking at your breasts from below," he said. "They change from pearsto melons, did you know?"

"| redlly hadn't noticed,” she said tartly. "Must we expound upon it? Isthe constableto dieif a
Bdmonte does?'

Ramiro shook hishead. "1 proclaimed it, and the count would have accepted, | think, but then
Rodrigo asked meto withdraw that sanction. Said if Gonzalez sworeto their defense it was enough for
him. | wonder ... could he betired of hiswife, do you think? They've been married along time.”

"Lesslong than we have," Inesreplied. "And if you think he'stired of her you areagreet fodl. Itis
smply that Ser Rodrigo Belmonte is a pious man, abeliever in the power of the god, and he was willing



to trust to Jad'swill and Gonzaez's public oath. It doesn't seem surprisingto meat al.”

Ramiro made no reply for amoment. "Actually, what he said wasthat he didn't want our enemies
able to force me to execute the congtable by harming Rodrigo'sfamily. | hadn't thought of that."

Neither had Ines. She'd had years of this sort of dialogue, though. "He just said that because you
wouldn't have listened if he offered areason to do with faith.”

"Probably not,” Ramiro agreed, far too placidly. He looked at her happily. "1 till think he may be
tired of hiswife. He asked usto pray for him because he had to go home."

"You see?' sad Inesswiftly. "He believesin the power of prayer.”

Theking spoiled her triumph by laughing aoud.

Outsde, the banging and rumbling noises of construction continued unabated. Esteren's castle was
being turned into a veritable palace, fashioned, dl too clearly, after the courts of the south. In away it
was an inault to the god. She did like the plansfor her expanded quarters though.

"Agan, my lady?' theking of VValedo asked hiswife.

Shebit at her lip. "If you cometo chapd with me, after.”

"Done," he said, rising from the couch.

"And spesk the prayers aoud with me," she added quickly.

"Done." He came over to stand above her sedt, but then he sank to his knees before her, reaching
up with one hand to touch her hair.

"And you will not make any clever comments about the liturgy.”
"Done. Done. Done, Ines.™

It seemed afair bargain for asummer'sday. Shelaid her needlework asde. She even granted him a
smile. Thework of Jad here in Esperana had turned out to be long and unexpectedly complex. It had led
her down paths she could never have foreseen back at homein Ferrieres twenty years ago, agirl
dreaming at night not of aman but agod. She did from the bench to join her husband on the newly
carpeted floor. Sheliked the carpet, too. It had come all the way north from Seria, in Al-Rassan.

Somewhat rashly, in view of dl the circumstances, Rodrigo Belmonte elected to ride on alone
through the last night in order to arrive home at dawn, ahead of his company, which had traveled with
him from Esteren.

Hewas one of the most formidable fighting men in the peninsula, and the country here was about as
safe as any open country wasin thinly populated Valedo, which isto say it was not, in fact, particularly
safea dl.

Both of the wandering moons the Kindath named as sisters of the god were in the sky, and both
were closeto full. Inthefar distance, beyond the ranches and the rising foothills, the faint outline of the
mountains of Jalona could be seen. Given bright moonlight and abrilliantly clear sky, Rodrigo would
have been easily visble from along way off as he rode alone over the grazing lands where the horses of
Vdledo il ranwild.

Of course that meant he should have been able to see trouble coming from equdly far off, and his
black horse was able to outrun anything on that plain. If anyone was foolish enough to attack him, once
they realized who hewas.

Someone, therefore, would have had to have been dmost insanely reckless, and the Captain
uncharacterigticdly lost in night thoughts, for him to be ambushed by moonlight so near to home.

They waited until hishorse wasin the middle of the stream—the Carriano—that formed the western
boundary of Rancho Belmonte. Hewas, in fact, dmost on hisown land.

In late summer the stream ran shalow, not even up to the black horse's withers at the deepest point.
They were walking across, not swimming. But when bowmen rose up, like ghosts of the dead, from the



reeds at theriver's edge, Rodrigo knew that someone had given thought to this. Swift as his mount was,
the water was going to dow him for thefirst few seconds. Againgt archers that would be enough.

With the first words spoken histhought was confirmed.

"We will shoot the horse, Ser Rodrigo. Do not try to run.”

He didn't want them to shoot the horse.

He looked around. A dozen men, dl with kerchiefs pulled up and hat brimslow to disguise their
faces. He couldn't see their mounts. Downstream probably.

"Dismount. Inthewater." The same man spoke again, hisvoice muffled behind the kerchief.

"If you know my name you know you are deed if you pursuethisfolly,” Rodrigo said softly. He
didn't get off hishorse yet, but nor did helet it move.

"Your horseisdead if you remain astride. Get down.”

Hedid so, swinging forward deliberately, where it was sha fower. The water was up to hiswaist.

"Throw your sword on the bank."

He hesitated.

"Wewill not shoot you, Ser Rodrigo. Wewill kill the horse. Throw your sword.”

"There are close to one hundred and fifty men behind me," Rodrigo said levelly, but hewas
removing his sword belt as he spoke.

"They are hdf anight'sride behind you.”

The speaker seemed remarkably well informed. Rodrigo tossed his sword and belt into the grass,

carefully clear of the stream. He marked where they landed, but then someone moved to pick them up,
soit didn't matter.

"Now wak. Towards us. Leave the horse where heis. Someone will take him."
"He won't take kindly to another hand,” Rodrigo warned.

"That isour difficulty, then," the spokesman said. "We are accustomed to dedling with horses.
Come."

Hewent, doshing out of the stream and through the reeds to the grass. They took him, insultingly,
further east onto his own lands. There was no one about, however, not at the very perimeter of the
edtate, and not in the middle of the night. They led him for several hundred paces, bows levelled
congtantly, though at the horse not a him. Someone was clever here.

They cameto one of therange huts. Like dl the hutsit was smdl, unfurnished, no morethan a
primitive shelter for the herders from rainstorms or the snows that sometimes came in winter.

Someonelit atorch. They pushed himinside. Six of them came with him, faces hidden, not spesking
savefor the leader. They took both his knives: the onein his belt and the one in his boot. They bound his
handsin front of him, and then someone hammered a stake into the packed earth floor of the hut and
they forced him to lie down and pulled his bound hands up over his head and |ooped the thongs through
the stake. They pulled off his boots and tied his ankles together the same way. Another stake was driven
and the cord that bound his feet was looped across this. He was unable to move, hands high over his
head, legs bound together and pinned to the earth.

"What do you think will happen," Rodrigo said, breaking the silence, "when my company comesto
this ranch tomorrow and learns | have not arrived?"

The leader, standing by the doorway watching al that was being done, merely shook his head. Then
he gestured to the others. Thelong torch was planted in the ground and they left him there in the hut,
trussed like asacrifice.

He heard footsteps receding, then the sound of horses coming up and then being ridden away.
Pinned helplesdy to the earth on his own land, Rodrigo Belmonte lay in silence for afew moments,
lislening to the horsemen riding off. And then, helplesdy, but in an entirdy different sense, he began to



laugh. It was difficult to catch his breath with his hands pulled up so high; he whooped, he gasped, tears
streamed from hiseyes.

"The god burn you, Rodrigo!" said hiswife, sorming into the hut." How did you know?"

He went on laughing. He couldn't stop. Miranda carried, of al things, an arrow in one hand. She
was dressed in black, in the mannish clothing that was her custom on the ranch. Sheglared a him in fury
as he howled. Then she stepped closer and stabbed him in the thigh with her arrow.

"Ouch!" exclaimed the Captain of Valedo. He looked down and saw blood welling through therip
in histrousers

"l hate when you laugh & me," she said. "Now, how did you know? Tell me, or I'll draw blood
agan."

"l have no doubt," Rodrigo said, struggling to regain his sdf-control. He had not seen her in amost
half ayear. Shelooked unfairly magnificent. She was aso, quite evidently, in asubstantia rage. He
concentrated, for his own safety, on her question.

"Theboysdid well, actudly. A few things. Corrado heard other horses as we came up to the
sream. | didn't, their mounts were | eft far enough away to avoid that, but awar-horse can be trained to
gvewaning."

"What e s=?'

"Two men let their shadows show in the water. With doubled moonlight one hasto be careful.”

"Anything else?' Her voice had grown even colder.

He considered it, and decided that two things were enough. He was still trussed up, and she il
had an arrow. The other matters could wait.

"Nothing, Miranda. | told you, they did very well."

She stabbed him again, hard, in the other leg.

"Jad's light!" he gasped. "Miranda, will you—

"“Tel truth. What 7'

He drew abresth. "I recognized the whicker of Fernan's horse when they brought him up outside.
They knew too well where my boot knife was. They were too gentle when they tied me. And thiswhole
affair wastoo precisely located aong the stream to be an improvised ambush. It had to be Diego seeing
me and knowing which way | was coming. Isthat enough, Miranda? May | get up now? May | kiss
you?"

"Yes, no, and possibly later,” said hiswife. "Have you any ideahow angry | am, Rodrigo?"

Bound and bleeding on the earth, Rodrigo Belmonte was able to say, quite truthfully, “Someides,
yes”

His expresson must have been diverting, because hiswife, for thefirst time, showed an indication of
being amused.

She suppressed it quickly. "Armed men came for us, you uncaring bastard. Y ou left me with
children and range handsthirty years past their usefulness.”

"That isn't just,” hesaid. "I'm truly sorry you were frightened. Y ou know | am. | didn't think even
Garciade Radawould do anything so stupid as an attack here, and | did think you and the boys were
equa to whatever might come. | told you that."

"Itold you that," she mimicked. "How thoughtful of you."

"If the boys are going to follow me," he said levely, "they will haveto learn to handle matters of this
sort, Miranda. Y ou know it. They'll be marked as my sons the minute they join a company—mineor
anyone ese's. They'll be pushed, and chalenged. | can't do anything about that except hel p make them

equd to those challenges when they come. Unless you want them both to take vows and join the
clerics?’



"Twenty-four horsemen attacked us, Rodrigo. What if Diego hadn't seen them?”

He said nothing. The truth was, he'd been having nightmares about that since word of theraid had
cometo them in Esteren. He didn't want to say it, but there must have been morein his expression than
he thought, because Miranda abruptly tossed her arrow aside and knelt on the earth beside him.

"l see" shesad quietly. "Y ou were frightened, too. All right. Half amistake, half testing the boys. |
can livewiththat.”

"I'm not sureif | can,” he said, after amoment. "If anything had happened ... "

"That'swhy | shot him. | know you wouldn't have doneit. | know it wasn't very honorable, but a
man who would do what he did ... He wouldn't have stopped, Rodrigo. He would have come back.
Better | killed him than that you had to,after held done something to us."

He nodded his head. It wasn't easy, bound as he was. She made no movement to release him.
"I'm sorry you had to kill someone.”

She shrugged. "Given who it was, it was easier than | would have thought. The boys had to kill
men, too."

"In the world they are growing into, that was bound to happen.”

"l would have preferred it not be so soon, Rodrigo.”

He said nothing. She settled back alittle, looking at him, still making no move to untie his bonds.
"Theking cdled you afrail woman."

Sheamiled a that. "Y ou didn't disagree?”

"l did, actualy. | asked them to pray for me because | had to go home and tell you what has

happened.”

"We heard. Y ou sent the messenger so I'd have time to calm down, | suppose.”

His mouth crooked. "It doesn't seem to have worked very well. Untie me, Miranda. I'm stiff and
both my legs are bleeding.”

She made no movement. "Two years exile? It could have been worse, | suppose. Where will you
go?"

"Isthisthe way to discuss such matters?"

"It will do well enough. Wherewill you go, Rodrigo?!

He sighed. "Not Jalona, obvioudy, and | till wouldn't be wel eomein Ruenda. | could take the
company out of the peninsulato Ferrieres or Batiarabut | won't. Things might be starting to happen
here, and | don't want usto betoo far away. South, then. Al-Rassan again.”

"Where?' She was concentrating. There seemed to be arock under the smal of his back.

"Ragosa, | think. King Badir can use us. He's hard-pressed between Cartada and Jalonaand
outlaws raiding from the south. Theré's money to be made.”

"lsn't Ragosawhere your doctor went?!

He blinked. "Good for you. Sheisn't my doctor, but yes, it iswhere shewent. | still want to try to
enlig her."

"I'm sure. She'svery pretty, didn't you say?'

"l said nothing remotely resembling such athing. Am | acompleteidiot?’

"Yes. Isshe?

"What?'

"Isshe pretty?"

Rodrigo drew another careful breeth, not easy given hisposition. "Miranda, | am married to the
most beautiful woman | know. | am not aman to fairly judge such thingsin others. Shel's comely enough.



Blue eyes, rare for aKindath."

"l see. Y ou noticed them?”'

"Miranda."

"Well, you did." Her expression was deceptively mild. He had learned to mistrust that expression.
The rock under his back seemed, improbably, to have grown larger.

"] am trained to notice things, Miranda. About men and women. If | had been better trained fifteen
years ago | would have noticed you were a cruel and ungenerous woman."

"Perhaps," she said placidly. "Too late now. Tell me, what do | aways say when you go away?'
"Oh, Jad! Don't gart again. Iknow what you aways—

"Say it. Or I'll find my arrow again. | promised myself I'd put an arrow in you the day | shot Garcia
de Rada. Two pinpricks hardly count.”

"Yesthey do," he said. "And those weren't pinpricks." He stopped at what he read in her
expression, then said quietly, "1 know what you tell me. That if | bed another woman you'll either bed
another man or kill me"

Shewas amiling, asif encouraging achild'sdisplay of memery. "Good. And since| don't want to
bed another man ... ?' she prompted.

Rodrigo sighed. "Y oull kill me. Miranda, 1know this. Will you let me up?”

She seemed to be thinking about it at least, which was a postive deve opment.

"No," shesad, at length. "Not yet. | think | like you thisway."

"What does that mean?' he asked, alarmed.

But she had shifted forward from where she was, beside him on her knees. She looked appraisingly
down at him amoment, then calmly tore open his shirt. His eyeswidened. Her hands seemed to be busy
with the points and drawstrings of histrousers. It became difficult to breathe.

"Miranda," he said, "theré'sarock under my back."

"Ohwadll," she murmured with exaggerated solicitude, "we can't have that, can we?' But shedid
reach under to remove what turned out to be alaughably smal stone.

"Untieme, love. WEll do better if I'm free.”

"No, wewon't," said hisjoy, historment, hiswife, thefierce bright light of hisdays. "WEell do very
well with you exactly asyou are.”

She had finished with his garments. She began removing her own.

"Seewhat | mean?' she said, smiling down at his sex. As she spoke, she dipped off her black tunic.
She was wearing nothing benesth. Her small breasts were smooth and firm in the torchhight.

"You see?' shesad again. He did, of course.

Eventually he closed his eyes, but not before an interval had passed during which anumber of

movements on her part took place, bringing him to a point where he couldn't have judged the passage of
time, or anything esefor that matter.

The torch had burned out by then, he knew that much. There was nothing to see. Only to fedl.
Mouth and fingers. Her teeth, in unexpected places. The close, perfect shelter of her sex after so long.

"Shall | let you go?' she asked eventualy, abreath in hisear.
"Never," said Rodrigo, eyes till closed.

Still later, the white moon, descending, danted through awide chink in thewall boards and abeam
of light fel upon them both. He lay with Mirandaupon him, her head on his chest, her dark hair loose,
cloaking them both. Hefdt theriseand fall of her breething, and drew in the scent and the fed of her—
intoxi eating as unmixed wine.

"Oh, wel," shemurmured, asif continuing adialogue. "1 suppose wecould use agood doctor.”



"l certainly could," he said, with feding.

That made her laugh. At some point, though it was hard to mark the change, the laughter turned to
tears. He could fed them fdling on hischest.

"Twoyearsisalongtime” shesad. "Rodrigo, am | being unfair to you?"

"l don't expect to be two years without you," he said. "One way or another.”

She said nothing. Her tearsfell in slence. He hesitated, then finally brought down hisarms—he had
worked free of the bondsin the first moments after being tied—and wrapped them around her.

"Oh, burn you, Rodrigo," she whispered, when she redized what he'd done, but she didn't say it
severdy thistime. A moment later, she murmured, dedling with the hardest sorrow of time passing,
"They are s0 young."

He stroked her hair, down and down her back.

"l know," hewhispered gently. "I know, my love."

He had killed his own first man when he wastwelve. He didn't tell her that. Not now.

"Arethey dill inthe hut?' Fernan asked.

"Uh-huh," said Diego.

"What do you think they're doing?"

"Now, now," said Ibero the cleric hadtily. "That isn't a proper question!”

"l couldn't answer it, anyhow," said Diego, laughing. "1bero, you look genuindly formidable, by the
way."

Their longtime cleric's expression was uncertain for amoment, then guardedly pleased. He was

indeed remarkably atered: hisface daubed with mud under ablack hat, garbed like an outlaw, with
insartsin new riding bootsto make him taller.

Fernan had made I bero practice speaking in deep tones and walk around in those boots for days,
to get used to the speech and the movement. Their cleric and tutor had been, improbably, the leader of
the band that captured Rodrigo. The boys had remained out of sight, downriver with the horses. The
other outlaws had been ranch hands, disguised as Ibero had been, under orders not to speak aword.
They had gone back to the compound aready. Now the three of them, two boys and a holy man, sat
together on the dark grass under two moons and the stars of the summer night.

"Y ou redly think we decelved him?' the cleric asked.
"What? Papa? Don't besilly," said Fernan, with an amused glance.

"Hell havefigured it out from atleast haf a dozen thingswe missed," said Diego happily. The boys
gmiled at each other.

Thederic'sfacefdl. "Hewill have known us? Then what was the point of the deception?'

"Hell tell usthe haf adozen things. Well know better next time," Fernan explained.

"Besdes," said Diego, "Mother wanted to stab him with an arrow.”

"Ah," saidthederic. "That'sright. | forgot.” He had been with thisfamily along time.

They decided to ride back to the ranch house. There was no telling how long Rodrigo and Miranda
would remain in that hut. On the way back Fernan began, predictably, to sng. He had an atrocious
voice, normaly causefor decisive queling, but neither of the others complained that night. Under the two
moons the huge darkness was eased and made welcoming. They could see the mountainsfar in the
distance and the wide stretch of the plain to north and south and rolling west behind them and then, a

little later, they caught Sight of the torches|eft burning on thewall around the compound, to bring them all
home from the night.



Part |11
Seven

"Wdl then," said Almalik of Cartada, the Lion of Al-Rassan, "whereishe?"

The king was angry. The sgnswere obviousto those in the vast and vaulted chamber. Benegth the
horseshoe arches with their red and amber interplay of stone, men exchanged uneasy glances. Courtiers
and artigts in attendance upon amonarch known for his changing moods learned quickly how to read
those changes. They watched as the king snatched an orange from a basket held by adave and began
rapidly peding it himsaf with hislarge, capable hands. Those same hands had sivung the sword that
killed Ishlik ibn Raal not three months ago in this very room, spattering the poet's blood acrossthe
mosaic tilesand marble pillars and the clothing of those standing too close that day.

The young, increasingly acclaimed Tudescan poet had made the mistake of inserting two linesfrom
another man'swriting in hisown verse, and then denying that held done so ddliberately. Almalik of
Cartada, however, knew his poetry and prided himsalf upon that. In the Al-Rassan of the city-kings after
thefal of the Khdifate adigtinguished poet could confer anxioudy sought credibility upon amonarch.

And for fifteen years, AlImdik's principa counsdllor, and then the formally declared advisor and
guardian of hisedest son and heir, had been that paragon of many arts, Ammar ibn Khairan of Aljas.
Who had written, most unfortunately for Ishlik ibn Raal, the two stolen linesin question. And of whom,
at this precarious moment, three months after, the king was speaking.

"Whereishe?' Almalik asked again.

The attendant court figures, some thirty of them on this particular morning, found much to interest
them in the geometries of the ceiling decoration or the mosaics of the floor. No one in the room was
looking directly at the king, or at the man to whom he spoke. Only the one woman there, Sitting among
brightly colered cushions arranged near those of the king's dai's, preserved an unperturbed demeanor,
lightly plucking & her lute,

The stocky, white-haired commander of the Cartadan army, aman who had seen amost forty
years of warfare under the khalifs and after their fall, remained on his knees, hisown gaze fixed on the
carpet beforethe dais.

The carpet was magnificent, asit happened, woven and dyed by artisansin the Soriyyan homelands
centuries ago, rescued by Almalik from thelooting of the Al-Fontinain Sivenesfifteen years before. The
echo of the khalifs imperia splendor herein Cartadawas, of course, entirely deliberate.

Despite hiseffortsto hide the fact, the knedling general was visibly afraid. The plagiarizing poet was
not the only man to have been killed by the king in his audience chamber, he was only the most recent.
Almdik had been amilitary leader before he was a governor and then amonarch; it was not athing he
allowed his peopleto forget. The blade that rested in its sheath by the dais was no ornament.

Without lifting hishead, the knedling kalid murmured, "Heis not in Fezana, Magnificence. No man
has seen him since ... the disciplining in that city.”

"Youjust told methat,” Almadik of Cartadasaid, hisvoice close to awhisper now. Thiswas abad
sign, one of theworst. None of the courtiers ranged near the dais or standing between the pillars dared
even glance a each other now. "1 asked adifferent question, ibn Ruhaa | asked the supreme kalid of all
my armies where one exceedingly well-known figureis at this moment. Not where heisnot. Am |
deficient in expressng mysdf, of late?"

"No, Magnificence! Not at dl. Never. The deficiency ismine. | have sent my persona cadre of
guards and the best of the Muwardis throughout the country, Magnificence. We have put the most
extreme questioning to al who might be privy to ibn Khairan's whereabouts. Some of these people have
died, Magnificence, so zedous werether interrogations. But no one knew, no one knows. Ammear ibn
Khairan has disappeared ... from the face of the earth.”

Therewasasdlence.
"What adreadfully tired phrase," said the Lion of Al-Rassan.



Morning sunlight entered the chamber through the high wineows, spilling down past upper gdleries
through the dancing motes of dust. It could be seen that the woman on the pillows smiled at the king's
remark, and that Almalik noted her smile and was pleased. One or two courtiers drew dightly deeper
breaths at that. One or two risked smiles of their own, and gpproving nods.

"Forgive me, Magnificence," murmured the kaid, head il lowered. "1 am only an old soldier. A
loyd, plain man of the battlefield, not an artist with atongue for honeyed phrases. | can say only what |
have found to be true, in the smplest way | know."

"Tdl me" the king said, biting into awedge of the orange, "has Prince Almdik been put to the
extreme questioning you mentioned?"

Thekalid'swhite head went straight down to the floor. It could be seen that his hands had begun to
tremble. The woman on the pillows looked up at the dais, her expression grave. Her fingers hesitated
upon the strings of the lute and then resumed their movement, though with |ess attentiveness than before.

Therewas not aman in the room who did not know that if Prince AImaik was no longer theking's
heir, the two young chil eren of thiswoman would beliving in grestly enhanced circumstances. With
Hazem ibn Almalik, the king's second son, given over to religious extremes and disgraced therewould
be, effectively, no one between the older of the two boys and succession to the kingship.

"We have asked ... aid of the prince," the generd stammered into the carpeting. "Of course hewas
treated with the utmost def erence and he ... he told us what he could. He expressed agreat hope that
the lord Ammar ibn Khairan would soon be found and returned, that he would be among us all once
more. As he had been ... among usin the past.”

The kalid's babbling was manifestly unsuitable for aman of hisrank. Thiswas no merefied soldier,
this was the commander of the army of Cartada. No one in the room imagined, however, that he would
have acquitted himself with greater gplomb in the same cireumstances. Not at this juncture. Not in
response tothat particular question. Those who had smiled were urgently praying to their birth starsthat
their expressions of levity had passed unnoticed.

Only the four Muwardis, two by the entrance doors and two behind the dai's, gppeared undisturbed
behind their haf-veils, watching everything and everyone with inimica eyes, despising them dl, not
troubling to hide the fact.

The king bit into another section of hisorange. "I ought to have the prince summoned,” he said
thoughtfully. "But | am certain he knows nothing. 1bn Khairan wouldn't bother telling such afool of his
plans. Ishiseye ill dropping like aleper's, by the way?"

Another slence. Evidently the kaid ibn Ruhdawas nursing avain hope that someone e'se might
reply to this. When the till ness continued, the generd, only the back of hishead visbleto theking on his
dais, so progirate was he, said, "'Y our most noble son still suffers, aas, from that affliction, Magnificence.
Our prayersare with him."

Almalik made a sour face. He dropped the remaining section of orange beside his pillows and held
up hisfingers delicately. The dave, swift and graceful, appeared before the daiswith amudin towe to
wipe the juice from the king's fingers and mouth.

"Helooksridiculous,” Almaik said when the dave had withdrawn. "Like aleper,” he repeated. "He
disgusts me with hisweskness"

The woman was no longer even pretending to play at her lute. She watched the king with careful
attention.

"Get up, ibn Ruhda," Almalik said abruptly. "Y ou are becoming an embarrassment. Leave us.”

With unseemly aacrity, the old genera scrambled to hisfeet. He was crimson-faced from keeping
his head lowered for so long. He made the quadrupl e obel sance and began retreating hastily backwards,
gill bowing, towards the doors.

"Hold," said Almdik absently. Ibn Ruhaafroze, haf-bent, like a grotesque statue. "'Y ou have made



inquiriesin Ragosa?'
"Of course, Magnificence. From the moment we began searching in summer. King Badir of Ragosa
was our firgt thought."

"And south? In Arbastro?"

"Our very second thought, Magnificence! Y ou will know how difficult it isto obtain information
from those who livein the lands menaced by that dung-eating outlaw Tarif ibn Hassan. But we have
been diligent and uncompromising. It does not appear that anyone has seen or heard of ibn Khairanin
those places.”

There was silence again. The woman on the pillows by the dais held her Iute but did not play. The
room was very sill. The colored water in the great alabaster bowl in the centra aide showed not aripple
of movement. Only the dust was dancing, where the danting sunlight fell.

"Diligent and uncompromising,” the king repeated thoughtfully. He shook his head, asif in sorrow.
"Y ou havethirty daysto find him, ibn Ruhala, or | will have you castrated and disemboweled and your
odious face stuck on apike in the middle of the market square.”

There was a collective intaking of breath, but it was asif this had been expected; the necessary
findeto the scene just played.

"Thirty days. Thirty. Yes. Thank you, Magnificence. Thank you," said the kalid. He sounded
absurd, fatuous, but no one could think of what &lse he might have said.

In sllence, as ever, the two Muwardis opened the double doors and the generd withdrew, facing
thedais, still bowing. The doors swung closed. The sound echoed in the stillness.

"The poem, Serafi. We will hear that verse again.” Almaik had taken another orange from the
attendant dave and was absently pedingiit.

The man addressed was aminor poet, no longer young, honered more for his recitations and his
snging voicethan for anything he himsalf had ever written. He stepped hesitantly forward from where he
had been standing, haf-hidden behind one of the fifty-six pillarsin the room. Thiswas not amoment
when onewished, particularly, to be singled out for attention. In addition to which, "that poem” was, as
everyone knew by now, the last communication to the king from the notorious and celebrated man the
kalid was so unsuccessfully seeking across the whole of Al-Rassan. Under the circumstances, Serafi ibn
Dunash would have greetly preferred to be € sawhere a that moment.

Fortunately, he was sober; not areliable state of affairsfor ibn Dunash. Alcohol wasforbidden to
Asharites of course, but so were Jaddite and Kindath women, boys, dancing, non-religious music and a
variety of excellent foods. Serafi ibn Dunash did not dance any more. Herelied on that to servehimin
good stead with the wadjis, should any of them upbraid him for the laxity of hismorals.

It wasn't the wadjis he was afraid of a the moment, however. In the Cartada of King Almalik it was
the secular arms of power that were more greetly to be feared. The secular arms, at the moment, rested
lightly on the king's knees as he awaited Serafi's recitation. The verses were not flattering, and the king
wasin an evil mood. The omens were not even remotely auspicious. Nervoudy, the poet cleared his
throat and prepared to begin.

For some reason the dave with the basket of oranges chose this moment to move towardsthe dais
again. He stood directly between Serafi and the king, and then knelt before Almalik. Serafi's view was
blocked, but othersin the room now noticed what the dave seemed to have been thefirst to discern: the
king appeared to be in sudden and intense distress.

Thewoman, Zabira, quickly laid aside her instrument and stood up. She took one step towards the
dais and then remained extremely ill. The king, in that same moment, dipped avkwardly sdeways
among his cushions and ended up propping himsdf up on one hand. His other hand was spasmodicaly
clenching and squeezing over his heart. His eyes were wide open, staring at nothing. The dave, nearest
to him by far, seemed paradlyzed, frozen in position directly in front of Almalik. He had laid aside the



basket of oranges but made no other maotion. The king opened his mouth; no sound came out.

Itis, infact, awdl-known characteristic of the poisonfijana that it locks shut the throat just before
it reaches the heart. As a consequence, no one in the room save the man knedling directly in front of him
was ableto say, afterwards, if the dying king of Cartada redlized, before he lost consciousness and life
and went to join Ashar among the gars, that the dave who had been offering him orangesal morning
had remarkably blue, quite distinctive eyes.

Theking's arm suddenly buckled and Almdik, mouth gaping wide, fell soundlesdy amid ascatter of
bright pillows. Someone screamed then, the sound echoing among the columns. There was a babble of
terrified noise.

"Ashar and the god are merciful," said the dave, risng from his position and turning to face the
courtiers and the stupefied poet in front of the dais. "I realy didn't want to hear that poem again." He
gestured apologetically. "1 wroteit in agreat hurry, you see, and there areinfelicities.”

"Ammar ibn Khairan!" sammered Serafi somewhat unnecessarily.

The erstwhile dave was camly unwinding his saffron-colored headcl oth. He had darkened hisskin
but had essayed no further disguise: no one ever looked closdly a daves. " Ammar ibn Khairan!"
sammered Serafi somewhat unnecessarily.

"l do hope he recognized me," said ibn Khairan in amusing tone. "1 think he did." He dropped the
dave's headcloth among the pillows. He seemed utterly relaxed, standing before the dais on which the
most powerful monarch in Al-Rassan lay sprawled in dack-jawed, untidy death.

Asone, in that moment, the courtierslooked to the Muwardis by the doors, the only menin the
room bearing arms. The veiled ones had remained inexplicably motionless through al of what had just
taken place. 1bn Khairan noticed the direction of the glances.

"Mercenaries," hesaid gravely, "are mercenaries.”

Hedid not add, but might have, that the tribesmen of the desert would not be sparing any moments
of prayer for the secutar, degenerate worse-than-infidel who had just died. Asfar asthe Muwardiswere
concerned,all of thekings of Al-Rassan merited approximatdly the samefate. If they dl killed each other
the startit visons of Ashar might yet befulfilled in thisland.

One of the veiled ones did come forward then, moving towards the dais. He passed near to the
woman, Zabira, who had remained motionless after rising. Her hands were at her mouth.

"Notquite," he said softly, but the words carried, and were remembered.

Then he ascended the dais and removed the Muwardi veil from the lower part of hisface and it
could be seen by dl assembled in the room that thiswas, indeed, the princely heir of Cartada's realm,
Almdik ibn AImalik, he of the nervous eydlid, who hisfather had said looked like aleper.

He looks rather more like adesert warrior at the moment. Heisalso, as of this same moment, the
king of Cartada.

The other three Muwardis now draw their swords, without moving from where they stand by the
doors. One might have expected an outcry from the court, but stupefaction and fear impose their
restraints upon men. The only sound in the audience chamber for afrozen ingant isthe breathing of
terrified courtiers.

"The guards on the other side of the doors are mine aswell, by theway," saysyoung Almdik
mildly. Hisafflicted eyelid, it can be seen, isnot drooping or twitching at thistime.

Helooks down upon the toppled body of hisfather. After amoment, with aswift, decisve
movement of onefoot, he rollsthe dead king off the dais. The body comesto rest at the feet of the
woman, Zabira. The son sts down smoothly among the remaining pillows of the dais.

Ammar ibn Khairan sinksto hiskneesin front of him.

"May holy Ashar intercede with the god among the stars,” he says, "to grant you long life, O great
king. Be merciful in your grandeur to your loya servants, Magnificence. May your reign be crowned



with everlagting glory in Ashar'sname.”
He proceeds to perform the quadruple obeisance.

Behind him, the poet Serafi suddenly comesto his senses. He dropsto the mosaic tiles asif amitten
behind the knees and does the same. Then, very much asif they are grateful for this cue asto how to
proceed, the men in the audience chamber al perform full obe sance to the new king of Cartada.

It is seen that the only woman in the room, the beautiful Zabira, does so aswell, touching the floor
with her forehead beside the body of her dead lover, graceful and aluring as dwaysin the movements of
her homage to the son.

It is observed that Ammar ibn Khairan, who has been searched for through the whole of
Al-Rassan, now risesto his knees and stands, without invitation from the dais.

It isaso asource of belated, devastating wonder to those now imprisoned in the room by the
drawn swords of the Muwardis, how they could have failed to identify him before. No one looks quite
likeibn Khairan, with those unconscionably blue eyes. No one moveslike him. No one's arrogance quite
matches his. With the headcloth removed his signature earring gleams—with amusement one could be
forgiven for thinking. He will have been herein Cartadafor along time, it now becomes clear. Perhaps
inthisvery room. A number of men in the audience chamber begin rapidly scanning their memoriesfor
remarks of an injudicious sort they might have made about the disgraced favorite during his presumed
absence.

Ibn Khairan smiles and turnsto survey them al. Hissmileisvividly remembered, if no more
comforting than it has ever been.

"The Day of the Moat," he says, to no onein particular, "was amistakein agreat many ways. It is
never agood ideato leave aman with no red dternatives.”

For Serafi the poet thisisincomprehensble, but there are wiser men than he sanding among the
columns and beneath the arches. 1bn Khairan's remark will be recollected, it will be expounded upon.
Men will hasten to be the firgt to €ucidate its meaning.

Ibn Khairan,they will say, whispering in bathhouses or courtyards, or in the Jaddite taverns of the
city,was meant to bear the responsibility for the executions in Fezana. He had grown too
powerful in the king's eyes. He was to be curbed by this. Noone would ever trust him again.
Headswill nod knowingly over sherbet or forbidden wine.

With this one cryptic sentence, the dialogues of the next days have been set in motion, or so it
seems.

Itisan old truth, however, that events, whether large or smal, do not aways follow upon the
agendas of even the most subtle of men.

Behind ibn Khairan, the new king of Cartada finishes arranging the pillows of thedaisto his
satisfaction and says now, quietly, but very clearly, "We are indulgent of al of your obeisances. No man
of you need fear us, so long asheisloya.” No mention of the woman, anumber of them note.

The king continues, asibn Khairan turns back to him. "We have certain pronouncements to make a
this commencement of our reign. Thefirgt isthat dl formd rites of mourning will be observed for seven
days, in honor of our tragically dain king and father.”

The men of the Cartadan court are masters of reading the smallest nuances of information. None of
them see any hint of surprisein the features or the bearing of ibn Khairan, who has just killed the king.

He planned this too,they decide. The prince would not have been so clever.
They are wrong, asit happens.

A great many people are about to be proven wrong about Almalik ibn Almalik in timeto come. The
firgt and foremost of them stands now, directly in front of the young king and hears the new monarch, his
ward and disciple, say, in that same quiet, clear voice, " The second pronouncement must be, lamentably,
adecree of exilefor our once-trusted and dearly loved servant, Ammar ibn Khairan."



No sign, no mation, no dightest indication of discomfiture from the man so named. Only oneraised
eyebrow—a characterigtic gesture that might mean many things—and then aquestion calmly broached:
"Why, Magnificence?'

In the mouth of someonewho had just killed aking, with the till-warm body lying not far away, it
seems aquestion of astonishing impudence. Given that the killing has doubtless been effected with the
countenance and involvement of the young prince, it isalso adangerous query. Almdik |1 of Cartada
looks to one side and sees his father's sword beside the dais. He reaches out, amost absently, and takes
it by the hilt. It can be seen that his unfortunate affliction of the eye has now returned.

"For ansagaing mordity," the young king says, findly. And flushes.

Intherigid silencethat follows this, the laughter of Ammar ibn Khairan, when it comes, echoesfrom
column to arch to the high vaulted ceiling. Thereis an edge to his amusement though—the discerning can
hear it. Thisisnot part of what had been arranged, they are certain of it. And thereis an extreme subtlety
here, the most quick-minded of them redlize. The new king needsto swiftly distance himself from
regicide. If he had spoken of murder as acause of exile that distance would be lost—for hisown
presence, disguised, in this chamber speaksdl that needs to be spoken of how hisfather's degth has
been achieved.

"Ah," saysibn Khairan now, into the sllence, asthe echoes of hislaughter fade, "mora falingsagain.
Only those?' He pauses, smiles. Saysbluntly, "I feared you might speek of killing aking. That dreadful
lie some might even now be spreading through the city. | am rdlieved. Might | therefore live in hope of
the king's forgiving kiss upon my unworthy brow one day?"

The king flushes a deeper shade of crimson. Serafi the poet abruptly remembersthat their new
monarch istill ayoung man. And Ammar ibn Khairan has been his closest advisor and friend, and there
have been certain rumors for anumber of years ... He decides that he now understands matters more
dearly. The king's forgiving kiss. Indeed!

"Time and the sarsand the will of Ashar determine such things" the young king sayswith
determined, formd piety. "We have ... honored you, and are grateful for your past services. This
punishment ... comes not eesily to us"

He pauses, hisvoice dters. "Nevertheless, it is necessary. Y ou have until first starlight to be gone
from Cartadaand seven nightsto quit our lands, failing which any man who seesyou isfree to take your
life and is commanded to do so as an agent of the king." Thewords are crisp, precise, not at al those of
ayoung man who is anxious and unsure of himsdlf.

"Hunted? Not again!" says Ammar ibn Khairan, his sardonic tones restored. "But, redly, I'm sotired
of wearing a saffron head-cloth.”

Theticintheking'seyeisquite distracting, realy. Y ou had best be gone,” young Almdik says
gernly. "What we have now to say are words for our loya subjects. We shdl pray that Ashar guides
you towards virtue and enlightenment.”

No wavering, the possibly loyd subjectsin the room note. Even faced with mockery and what
could be seen as athrest from the subtlest man in the kingdom, the young king is standing his ground. He
isdoing more than that, they now redlize. With adight gesture the king motions the two Muwardis by the
double doors at the far end of the chamber to come forward.

They do s0, swords drawn, until they stand on either Sde of ibn Khairan. He sparesthem only a
brief, amused glance.

"l should have remained apoet,” he says, shaking his head ruefully. "Affairs such asthis are beyond
my depth. Farewell, Magnificence. | shdl live asad, dark, quiet life of contemplation, awaiting a
summons back to the brightness of your side.”

Flawlesdy he makes the four obeisances again, then rises. He stands amoment, asif about to add
something more. Theyoung king looks a him, waiting, hiseydid twitching. But Ammar ibn Khairan only
smiles again and shakes his head. He leaves the room, walking between the graceful columns, acrossthe



mosaic tiles, beneath the last arch and out the doors. Not a man there bdieves hisfinal words.

Wheat the one woman isthinking, watching dl of thisfrom where she till stands beside the body of
the dead king, her lover, the father of her children, no one can tell. The face of the dain monarchis
aready turning grey, aknown effect of fijana poisoning. Hismouth is still openin that last, soundless
contortion. The oranges remain in their basket where it was set down by ibn Khairan, directly before the
dais.

* % %

It had been, he redlized, one of those misca culations for which ayounger man might never have
forgiven himsdf. Hewas no longer ayoung man, and his amusement was nearly genuine, his mockery
amogt dl directed inward.

There were other eementsin play here, though, and gradually, as he rode east from Cartadalatein
the day, Ammar ibn Khairan could fed his sardonic detachment beginning to dip. By thetime he reached
his country estate an afternoon's easy ride from the city walls a companion might have seen agrave
expresson on hisface. He had no companions. The two servants following on mules some distance
behind him, carrying avariety of goods—clothing and jewe ry and manuscripts, mostly—were not, of
course, privy to histhoughts and could not have seen his countenance. 1bn Khairan was not a confiding
man.

Therewasasafeinterva yet before first starlight when he reached his home. It would have been
undignified to hasten from Cartadain the morning after Almalik's decree, but equaly it would have been
showy and provocativeto linger to the edge of dusk—there were those in the city who might have been
willing to kill him and then claim they'd seen astar sometime before the first one actualy appeared. He
was aman with his share of enemies.

When he reached his estate two grooms came running to take his horse. Servants appeared in the
doorway and others could be seen scurrying about within, lighting lanterns and candles, preparing rooms
for the master. He had not been here since the spring. No one had known where he was.

His steward was dead. He had learned that from the prince some time ago: one of the closaly
questioned figures the kaid had mentioned this morning.

They ought to have known better, he thought. They probably had, actudly: no one, not even the
Muwardis, could realy have imagined he'd have told the steward who managed his country home where
he was hiding. Ibn Ruhalahad needed dead bodies, though, evidence of zedl in his search. It occurred to
him that, ironicaly, the kalid was someone who probably owed him hislife now, with the death of the
king. Another possible source of amusement. He redlly couldn't seem to summon up his usua manner
today, however.

It wasn't the unexpected exile, the prince's turning upon him. There were reasonsfor that. He'd
have been happier had he been the one to plan and implement thistwist, as hed planned dl the others,
but truth was, however he felt about it, the new king was not about to be a puppet, for Ammar ibn
Khairan or anyone else. Probably agood thing, he thought, dismounting in the courtyard. A tribute to my
own training, that I'm banished from the country by the man I've just made king.

That ought to have been diverting, too. The problem was, he finaly acknowledged, looking about

the forecourt of the home he most loved, diversion and amusement were going to be alittle hard to come
by for the next while. Memories, and the associations they brought, were rather too ingstent just now.

Fifteen years ago he had killed the last khalif of Al-Rassan for the man held killed today .

Waant it the Jarainids of the farthest east, beyond the hometands, who believed that aman'slife
was an endlessly repeating circle of the same acts and deeds? It wasn't a philosophy that commended
itsdlf to him, but he was aware that after this morning hisown life might fairly be held up asanillugtration
of their creed. He didn't much like the idea of being aready example of anything. It wastoo uninspired a
role, and he considered himsdlf a poet before anything el se.

Though that, too, was a hdf-truth, a best. He walked into the low, sorawling house held built with



the generousincome Almalik had aways alowed him.Never leave a man without an alternative, hed
sad carefully in the audience chamber this morning, to make certain the cleverest among those
assembled would begin to spdll out the tale as he wanted it told.

But therehad been dternatives. There dmost dwayswere. Almalik had indeed administered a
stringent, deeply humiliating rebuke to his son's independence and ibn Khairan's pride on the Day of the
Moat. The prince had been rendered a hapless observer of butchery, no more than asymboal of his
father's watchfulness, and Ammar ... ?

Ammar ibn Khairan, who, on behdf of the ambitious governor of Cartada fifteen years ago, had not
scrupled to murder aman named Khdif in the holy succession of Ashar—and who had been branded by
that deed ever snce—had been defined anew for the peninsula and the world asthe coarse,
blood-sodden architect of an ugly daughter.

Wheat he had seen in that Fezanan castle courtyard in the broiling heat of summer had sickened him
—and he was aman who had seen and decreed degath in a great many guisesin the service of Cartada.
He detested excess though, and the degree of it in that courtyard was appdling.

Over and above dl this, of course, there was pride. There was dways pride. He might loathe what
had been done to the citizens of Fezana but he loathed, just as much, what had been done to hisown
name, to hisimage and place in the world. He knew he was the servant of aking, however lofty histitles.
Kings could rebuke their servants;, they could strip them of their worldly goods, kill them, exile them.
They could not take a man—if the man was Ammar ibn Khairan—and present him to the whole of
Al-Rassan and the world beyond mountain and sea as an agent of ... ugliness.

Noalternative ?

Of course there had been dternatives, had he wanted them badly enough. He could have left the
world of power and its atrocities. He could even have left this beloved, diminished land of Al-Rassan
and its puffed-up petty-kings. He could have gone straight from Fezanato Ferrieres acrossthe
mountains, or to any of the greet cities of Batiara. There were cultivated, princely courts there where an
Asharite poet would be made welcome as a glittering enhancement. He could have written for the rest of
his daysin luxury among the most civilized of the Jaddites.

He could even have gone farther east, taking ship al the way back to Soriyya, to vist the stone
tombs of hisancestors, which he had never seen, perhaps even rediscover hisfaith a Ashar's Rock,
make avigil under the god's starsin the desert, finish hislife far from Al-Rassan.

Of course there had been aternatives.

Instead he had taken revenge. Had disguised himself and come back to Cartada. Made himself
known to the prince and then bribed a paace steward to admit him into the retinue of the court asa
dave Thelargest single bribe he had ever givenin hislife. And he had killed the king today, withfijana
smeared on amudin cloth.

Twice now, then. Twicein fifteen years he had murdered the most powerful monarch intheland. A
khdif and aking.

I amincreasingly unlikely to be best remembered,ibn Khairan decided ruefully, entering his
homefor my poetry.

"You haveavigtor, Excdlence" the under-steward said, hovering insde the doorway. Ibn Khairan
sat on the low bench by the door and the man knelt to help remove his boots and replace them with
jewelled dippers.

"Y ou had someone admitted without my presence?"

The man was now the steward, actually. New to hisdutiesin aterrible time, he looked down at the
ground. "l may have erred, Excellence. But she wasinsggtent that you would see her."

IIS,E?I
But he already knew who this had to be. Amusement briefly resurfaced before being succeeded by



something ese. "Where have you put her?!
"She awaitsyou on theterrace. | hope | acted rightly, Excellence?’

He rose and the steward did the same. "Only, ever, admit awoman thisway. Have dinner prepared
for two and aroom readied for aguest. You and | will speak later, thereis much to bedone. | am
leaving Cartadafor atime, by the king's decree.”

"Yes, Excdlence," the man said expressionlesdy.

Ammar turned to go within. He paused. "The new king. The old king isdead," he added. "This
morming.”

"Alas," said hissteward, with no evident sgn of surprise.

A competent man, ibn Khairan decided. Dropping hisriding gloves on amarble table, hewaked a
sequence of corridors to the wide terrace he'd had built on the west Sde of the house where hisown
chamberswere. He had aways preferred sunset to sunfise. The view overlooked red hills and the blue
curve of theriver to the south. Cartadawasinvisible, just beyond the hills.

The woman, hisvigtor, was standing with her back to him, admiring that view. She was barefoot on
the cool flagstones.

"The architect didn't want to build thisfor me," he said, coming to stand beside her. ™ Open spaces
goinside ahouse," he kept telling me.”

She glanced up at him. She would have been velled for the ride here, but the veil was lifted now.
Her dark, accented eyes held his a moment and then she turned away.

"It does fed exposed,” she said quietly.

"But see wherewe are. From what am | hiding herein the country, | asked my architect and mysdf.”

"And what did you answer yourself?" she asked, looking at the terraced s opestowards theriver
and the setting sun. "And your architect?' She was extremely beautiful, in profile. He remembered the
day he had first seen her.

"Not this" he said, after amoment, gesturing a the land stretching before them. She was clever, he
would do well to remember that. "I will admit | am surprised, Zabira. | am seldom surprised, but thisis
unexpected.”

The foremost lady of King Almaik's court, the courtesan who was the mother of histwo youngest
children, effectively the queen of Cartadafor the past eight years, looked back a him again and smiled,
her smdll, perfect teeth showing white.

"Redly?' shesaid. "On aday when you kill aking and are exiled from your home by your own
disciple, asmplevist from alady iswhat disconcerts you? | don't know whether to be flattered.”

Her voice was exquisite, there seemed to be music beneath it. It had aways been thus. She had
broken hearts and mended them when she sang. She smelled of myrrh and roses. Her eyes and fin-
gernails had been carefully painted. He wondered how long she had been here. He ought to have asked
the steward.

"Thereis nothing smple about ether thelady or thevist,” he murmured. "Will you take
refreshment?’

A servant had appeared with atray bearing pomegranate juice and sherbet in tal glasses. He took
the drinks and offered her one. "Will | offend you if | also suggest acup of wine ? Thereis a Jaddite
vineyard north of usand | have an arrangement with them.”

"Y ou would not offend mein theleast,” Zabirasad, with some measure of feding.

Ammar smiled. Thiswasthe most celebrated beauty in Al-Rassan, and young till, though perhaps
alittlelessyouthful after this morning. 1bn Khairan was only one of the myriad poets who had extolled

her over the years. He had been thefirgt, though, there would always be that. He had met her with
Almalik. Had been there when it began.



The woman we saw at the Gate of the Fountain,
As twilight stole down upon the city walls

Like a cloaked thief of the day's light,
Worethefirst holy stars of Ashar

As ornaments atop the dark fall of her hair.
What shall be the name of their beauty

If it be not her name?

Sacrilege, of course, but Al-Rassan after the Khdifate's fall —and long before—had not been the
most devout place in the Asharite world.

She had been seventeen years old that evening when the king and the lord ibn Khairan, his closest
friend and advisor, had ridden back into Cartada from a day's hunting in the western forests and had
seen agirl drawing water from afountain in thelast of the autumn light. Eight years ago.

"Redly, Ammar, why would you be surprised?’ the same woman asked him now, infinitely
sophisticated, eyeing him over the rim of the glass. Ibn Khairan gestured at the servant, who withdrew to
bring wine. "What do you imagine Cartada might hold for me now?"

Carefully, for he was conscious that what he had done this morning had turned her world
upside-down and put her lifein peril, he said, "The son is son to the father, Zabira, and much of your
own age"

She made awry face. "Y ou heard what he said to me thismorning.”

Not quite, the prince had murmured. They had al heard that. Zabira had been careful, dways, but it
was hardly a secret that with Hazem the second son entangled hopel esdy with the most zealous of the
wadjis, her own older child wasthe only red dternativeto Prince Almaik—jprovided the king had lived
long enough for the boy to come of age. He had not. Ammar wonelered, suddenly, where the two
children were.

"l heard what he said. Despite that, AlImalik ibn Almalik has a nature not immune to enticement,” he
replied, fill being cautious. In its own way he was making an appalling suggestion, though by no means
an unprecedented one. Royal sons succeeded fathers, in more ways than one.

Shegave him asidelong glance. "A man's enticement, or awoman's? Perhaps you could enlighten
me asto that?' she said sweetly. Then went on before he could reply: "I know him. I've had him
watched along time, Ammar. He will beimmune to whatever charms| yet retain. Heistoo afraid. For
him, I will carry the shadow of hisfather wherever | go, in bed or in court, and heisn't ready to dedl with
that." She sipped from her drink again and looked out at the gleaming curve of theriver and the
reddening hills. "Hewill want to kill my sons™

Ammar had been thinking the same thing, actudly.

He decided it was better, in the circumstances, not to ask where the boys were, though it would
have been ussful knowl edge for later. The servant returned with two more glasses, water and winein a
beautifully crafted decanter. He had spent a small fortune on glass over the years. More thingsto leave
behind.

The tray was set down and the servant withdrew. Ibn Khairan mixed water and wine for the two of
them. They drank, not spesking. The wine was very good.

Theimage of two small boys seemed to hang in the air in the gathering twilight. Suddenly, for no
good reason, he thought of 1shak of Fezana, the Kindath doctor who had attended upon Zabirafor both
those boys—and had lost his eyes and tongue after the delivery of the second. He had gazed with an
infiddl's eyes upon the forbidden beauty of the woman whose life he had saved. The woman now
standing here, her scent vivid and distracting, her white skin flawless. He wondered if she knew what
had happened to 1shak ben Y onannon, if Almalik had ever told her. That led to another unexpected
thought.

"Youredly did lovethe king, didn't you?' he asked at length, uncharacteristically avkward. He
didnt fed entirely in control of this Stuation. Murdering someone | eft you vulnerable to certain things, he



had amost forgotten that |esson over the course of fifteen years. How was one to proceed with the lover
of aman one had dain?

"Youknow | did," shesaid camly. "That isn't adifficult or even ared question, Ammar." She
turned and stood facing him for thefirst time. "The difficult truth isthat you loved him aswell."

And that he had not expected.

He shook his head quickly. "No. | respected him, | admired his strength, | enjoyed the subtlety of
hismind. Hisforesight, his cunning. | had hopes of the son, aswdll. Inaway, | ill do.”

"Otherwise your teaching was wasted?"
"Otherwise my teaching was wasted.”

"It was," said Zahiraflatly. "Y ou'll see, soon enough. And though | heard adenid of love, | an
afraid | do not believeit.”

She st down her empty glass and looked up at him thoughtfully, Sanding very near. "Tdl me
something ese,” she said, her voice changing timbre. ™Y ou suggested the new king was not immuneto
enticement. Areyou, Ammar?'

He was, perhaps, the least eadly startled man in Al-Rassan, but this, following hard upon the last
remarks, was entirely unexpected. Hilarity, intense and swift, rose within him and as swiftly subsided. He
had killed her lover that morning. The father of her children. The hope of her future.

"l have been accused of many things, but never that," he said, parrying for time.

She granted him none. "Good, then," said Zabira of Cartada, and rising on her toes, shekissed him
upon the lips, dowly and with considerable expertise.

Someone else did this to me, not long ago,ibn Khairan thought, before al such associations were
chased away. The woman on the terrace with him stepped back, but only to begin—sllk deevesfaling
away to reved the white skin of her arms—unbinding her black hair.

He stared, mesmerized, words and thoughts scattering in disarray. He watched her hands descend
to the pearl buttons of her overtunic. She undid two of them, and paused. It was not an overtunic. She
wore nothing benegth. In the extremely clear, soft light he glimpsed the pale, pear-like curves of her
breasts.

Histhroat was suddenly dry. Hisvoice husky in hisown ears, ibn Khairan said, "My rooms are just
here"

"Good," shesad again. "Show me."
It did occur to him just then that she might have come hereto kill him.

It did not occur to him to do anything about it. He had, truly, never been accused of being immune
to enticement. He lifted her up; she was smdl-boned and dender, no rea weight at al. The scent of her
surrounded him, dizzying for amoment. Hefelt her mouth at the lobe of one ear. Her fingers were about
his neck. Hisblood loud within him, ibn Khairan carried her through a doorway and into his bedchamber.

Isit the possibility of dying that does this? he wondered, hisfirst and last such clear thought for
sometime.ls that what excites me so ?

His bed, in alarge room hung with Serian tapestries, was low to the ground, covered with cushions
and pillowsin adiversity of shapesand sizes, as much for love-play asfor color and texture.
Crimson-dyed squares of silk hung from copper rings on the wall above the bed and set into the carved
wooden foot. Ammar preferred freedom of movement in hislovemaking, the dide and traverse of
bodies, but there had been those among his guestsin this room who derived their keenest pleasures
otherwise, and over the years he had earned areputation as ahost solicitous of al of hisguests desires.

Even so, even with amost twenty years of nuanced experiencein erotic play, ibn Khairan was

swiftly made aware—though not, in truth, with any great surprise—that awoman trained as Zabira had
been knew some things he did not. Even, it began to emerge, things about his own nature and responses.



Unclothed among the pillows sometime later, hefelt her fingersteasing and exploring him, winced
a abite and felt his sex grow even morerigid amid the growing shadows of the room as her mouth came
back to his ear and she whispered something quite shocking in the exquisite, celebrated voice. Then his
eyes grew wide in the darkness as she proceeded to perform precisaly what she had just described.

All the training mistresses and castrates of Almalik's court had come over the wide seasfrom the
homelands of the east, where such skills had been part of courtly life for hundreds of years before
Ashar's ascetic vigil in the desert. It was possible, Ammar's drifting thoughts essayed, that ajourney to
Soriyyamight have moreto offer than held imagined. He felt a breathless laugh escape him.

Zabiradipped further downward, her scented skin gliding aong his, her fingernails offering
counterpoint where they touched. 1bn Khairan heard asigh of helpless pleasure and redlized thet,
improbably, he had made that sound himself. He attempted to rise then, to turn, to begin the sharing, the
flowing back-and-forth of love but he fet her hands, delicately insistent, pushing him down. He
surrendered, closed hiseyes, let her begin, her voice exclaming in delight or murmuring in commentary,
to minister to him as he had ministered to so many peoplein thisroom.

It went on, astonishingly varied and inventive, for sometime. The sun had set. The room was
encased in darkness—they had paused to light no candles here—before his sensibilities began, asa
swimmer rises from green depths of the seg, to reassert themselves. And dowly, feding dmost drugged
with desire, ibn Khairan came to understand something.

Shewas besde him just then, having turned him on hisside. One of her legs was wrapped about his
body, she had him enclosed within her sex, and her movements were indeed those of seatidesin their
indstent, unwavering riseand fall.

He brushed a nipple with histongue, testing his new thought. Without pause in her rhythm—which
was, intuitively, his own deepest rhythm—she caressed his head and tilted it away.

"Zabira," hewhigpered, hisvoice distant and difficult.

"Hush," she murmured, atongueto hisear again. "Oh, hush. Let me carry you away."

"Zabira" hetried agan.

She shifted then, sinuous and smooth, and was above him now, more urgently, his manhood till
within her, sheathed in liquescence. Her mouth descended, covered his. Her bregth was scented with
mint, her kissesakind of threading fire. She stopped his speech, her tongue like ahummingbird. Her
nails raked downward along his sde. He gasped.

And turned hishead away.

Helifted his hands then, with some effort, and grasped her by the arms, gently, but so she could not
twist away again. In the darkness he tried to see her eyes but could discern only the heart-shaped
shadow of her face and the curtain of her black hair.

"Zabira" he said, an utterly unexpected kind of pain within him, "you need not punish yoursdf, or
hold back sorrow. It isal right to mourn. It isalowed.”

She went giff with shock, asif dapped. Her body arched backwardsin the first uncontrolled
movement she had made dl evening. For along moment she remained that way, rigid, motionless, and
then, with red grief and asmultaneousrdief, Ammar heard her make one harsh, unnatura sound asif
something had been torn in her throat, or in her heart.

He drew her dowly down until she lay aong the length of him, but in adifferent fashion from dl their
touchings of before. And in the dark of that room, notorious for the woven patterns of desire it had seen,
Ammar ibn Khairan held the woman beloved of the man held killed, and offered what small comfort he
could. He granted her the courtesy and space of his silence, as she findly permitted herself to weep,
mourning the depth of her loss, the appaling disappearance, in an ingtant, of lovein abitter world.

A hitter, ironic world, he thought, till struggling upwards as through those scented, enveloping
green waters. And then, asif he had, truly, broken through to some surface of awareness, ibn Khairan



confronted and accepted the fact that she had, indeed, been right in what she'd said on the terrace asthe
uNn et

Hed killed ahard, suspicious, brilliant, cruelly ambitious man today. And one whom he had loved.

When the Lion at his pleasure comes

To the watering place to drink, ah see!
Seethe lesser beasts of Al-Rassan

Scatter like blown leaves in autumn,

Like air-borne seedlingsin the spring,

Like grey clouds that part to let the first star
Of the god shine down upon the earth.

Lionsdied. Loversdied, or were dain. Men and women moved in their pride and folly through
deeds of pity and atrocity and the stars of Ashar looked down and did or did not care.

Thetwo of them never Ieft hisroom that night. Ammar had trays brought again, with cold mests and
cheeses and figs and pomegranates from his own groves. They ae by candldight, cross-legged upon the
bed, in slence. Then they removed the trays and blew out the candles and lay down together again,
though not in the movements of desire.

They were awake before dawn. In the grey hdf-light that dowly suffused the room shetold him,
without his asking, that a the end of the summer her two sons had been quietly sent for fostering, after
the old fashion, to King Badir of Ragosa.

Ragosa. She had made that decision hersdlf, she said quietly, immediately after ibn Khairan's poem
had arrived in Cartada, lampooning and excoriating the king. She had dwaystried to stay ahead of
events, and the poem had offered more than a hint of change to come.

"Wherewill you go?' she asked him. Morning light had entered the chamber by then. They could
hear birds outsde and from within the house the footsteps of busy servants. She was sitting up,
cross-legged again, wrapped in alight blanket asin ashepherd's cloak, her face paint streaked with the
tracks of her night tears, hair tumbling in disarray.

"l haven't, to be honest, had time to think about it. | was only ordered into exile yesterday morning,
remember? And then | had a somewhat demanding guest awaiting me when | came home.”

She smiled wanly, but made no movement, waiting, her dark eyes, red-rimmed, fixed on his.

Hetrulyhad not thought about it. He had expected to be tri umphantly home in Cartada as of
yesterday morning, guiding the policies and first stleps of the new king and the kingdom. A man could
make plans, it seemed, but he could not plan for everything. He hadn't even dlowed himsdlf, through the
course of the night just pagt, to think much about Almdik ibn Almalik, the prince—the king, now—who
had so decisively turned on him. There would be time for that later. Therewould haveto be.

In the meantime, there was awhole peninsulaand aworld beyond it full of placesthat were not
Cartada. He could go amost anywhere, do so many different things. He had redlized that much
yesterday, riding here. He was a poet, a soldier, a courtier, adiplomat.

He looked at the woman on his bed, and read the question she was trying so hard not to ask. At
length he smiled, savoring al the ironies that seemed to be emerging like flower petdsin the light, and he
accepted the burden that came not from killing, but from alowing someone to take comfort with him
when no comfort had been expected or thought to be alowed. She was a mother. He had known that,
of course, but had never given any thought to what it might mean for her.

"Wherewill I go? Ragosa, | suppose,” he said, asif cardlesdy, and was humbled by the radiance of
her amile, bright as the morning sunlight in the room.

Eight
Ivories and throngs of people, these were the predominant images Alvar carried after three months
in Ragosa.



He had been born and raised on afarm in the far north. For him, ayear before, Esterenin Valedo
had been fearfully imposing. Esteren, he now understood, was avillage. King Badir's Ragosa was one of
the great cities of Al-Rassan.

He had never been in a place where so many people lived and went about their business, and yet,
amid the bustle and chaos, the swirling movements, the layers of sound, somehow till a sense of grace
hovered—a stringed instrument heard in an archway, a splashing fountain haf-glimpsed beyond the
flowers of screening trees. It was true, what he had been told: the Star-born of Al-Rassan inhabited an
entirdy different world than did the Horsemen of Jad.

Every second object in the palace or the gracious homes he had seen seemed to be made of carved
and polished ivory, imported by ship from the east. Even the handles of the knives used a sometables.
The knobs on the pal ace doors. Despite the dow decline of Al-Rassan sincethefal of Silvenes, Ragosa
was a conspicuoudy wedlthy city. In somewaysit wasbecause of thefdl of the khdifs, actudly.

Alvar had had that explained to him. Besides the cel ebrated workersin ivory there were poets and
singers here, leather workers, woodcarvers, masons, glassblowers, stonecutters—masters of a
bewildering variety of trades who would never have ventured east across the Serrana Range in the days
when Silvenes was the center of the western world. Now, since the Khalifate's thunderousfal, every
one of the city-kings had his share of craftsmen and artiststo exdt and extol hisvirtues. They wereall
lions, if one could believe the honey-tongued poets of Al-Rassan.

One couldn't, of course. Poets were poets, and had aliving to earn. Kings werekings, and there
were ascore of them now, some foundering in theruin of their wals, somefestering in fear or greed, a
few—avery few—conceivably heirsto what Silvenes had been. It seemed to Alvar, on little enough
experience, that King Badir in Ragosa had to be numbered among those in the last group.

Amid dl the strangeness surrounding him—the unknown, intoxicating smells from doorway and
courtyard and food stdl, the bells summoning the devout to prayer a measured intervas during the day
and night, theriot of noise and color in the marketplace, Alvar was grateful that herein Al-Rassan they
gtill measured the round of the year by the white moon's cycling from full to full asthey did back home.
At leastthat hadn't changed. He could say exactly how long he'd been here, in another world.

On the other hand, it felt like so much more than three months, when he paused to look back. His
year in Esteren seemed eerily remote, and the farm almost unimaginably distant. He wondered what his
mother would say, could she have seen himin hisloosely belted, flowing Asharite garb during the
summer past. Actudly, he didn't wonder: he wasfairly certain he knew. Sheld have headed straight back
to Vascas|de, on her knees, in penance for hissins,

The fact was, though, summer was hot here in the south. Oneneeded a headcovering in the white
light of midday, oneless cumbersome than astiff leather hat; and the light-colored cotton tunics and
trousers of Al-Rassan were far more comfortable in the city streets than what he had been wearing when
they arrived. Hisface was darkened by the sun; he looked haf Asharite himsalf, Alvar knew. It wasan
odd sensation, gazing in aglass and seeing the man who looked back. There were mirrors everywhere,
too; the Ragosans were avain people.

Autumn had come in the meantime; he wore alight brown cloak over his clothing now. Jehane had
picked it out for him when the weather began to change. Twisting and pushing—expertly now—through
the crowds of the weekly market, Alvar could hardly believe how little time had redlly passed sincethe
two of them and Vdaz had come through the mountain pass and first seen the blue waters of the lake
and the towers of Ragosa.

He had been a painsto conced his awe that day, though looking back from his newly sophisticated
vantage point he suspected that his two companions had smply been generous enough to pretend not to
notice. Even Fezana had intimidated him from adistance. Ragosadwarfed it. Only Cartadaitsalf now—
with Silvenes of the khdifslooted and gutted years ago—was a more formidable city. Next to this
high-walled, many-towered magnificence, Esteren was as the hamlet of Orvilla, where Garcia de Rada
had come raiding on anight in summer.



Alvar'slife had forked like abranch that night, his path in the morning running east through
Al-Rassan and across the Serrana Range to these walls with Jehane bet 1shak, instead of north and
home with the Captain.

His own choice, too, endorsed by Rodrigo and accepted, if grudgingly at first, by Jehane. She
would need aguard on the road, Alvar had declared in the morning after a memorable camp-fire
conversation. A soldier, he'd added, not merely a servant, however loyal and brave that servant might
be. Alvar had offered to be that guard, with the Captain's permission. He would see her settled in
Ragosa then make hisway home.

He hadn't told them he wasin love with her. They wouldn't have let him comeif they had known, he
was sure of that much. He was dso ruefully certain Jehane had redlized the truth early in their journey.
Hewasn't particularly good at hiding what he felt.

He thought she was beautiful, with her dark hair and her direct, unexpectedly blue gaze. He knew
shewas clever, and more than that: trained, accomplished, camly professona. Amid thefires of Orvilla
he had seen her courage, and her anger, holding the two young girlsin her arms. She was awoman
entirdly outside the range of hislife. She was aso aKindath, of the Wanderers, the god-diminishing
heretics the clerics thundered againgt as loudly asthey cursed the Asharites. Alvar tried not to let that
meatter, but the truth was, it did: it made her seem mysterious, exatic, even alittle dangerous.

Shewasn't, actudly. She was sharp and practica and direct. She'd taken him to her bed for one
sgnglenight, not long after their arriva in Ragosa. She had doneit kindly, without guile or promise. She
had dmost certainly intended that such a matter-of-fact physical liaison would cure him of his youthful
longings. Alvar, clever in hisown right, was quite clear about that. She dlowed him no candldit illusons
at dl about what anight together meant. She felt kindly towards him, Alvar knew. Though the journey
had proved uneventful, she'd been grateful for his company, found him rdliable and trustworthy, his
energy diverting. He had come to understand, being observant in his own way, that she, too, was
embarking on something new and strange without being sure of her way.

He aso knew she did not love him at dl, that beyond the physica act, the night's harmony of two
young bodies far from their homes, their union made no sense. But far from purging him of love, that
night in her room had set ased, asin heated wax, on hisfedings.

In the old stories the kitchen women used to tell around the fire after the evening med on thefarm,
brave Horsemen of the god loved endangered maidens on first sight and for life. It wasn't supposed to
happen that way in the fdlen, divided world in which they redly lived. It had, for Alvar de Pdllino.

Hedidn't make agreat issue of it. He loved Jehane bet 1shak, the Kindath physician. It was afact
of existence, as much as where the god's sun rose in the morning, or the proper way to parry a
|eft-handed sword stroke towards one's knees. Walking the crowded streets of Ragosa, Alvar felt much
older than he had when he rode south with Rodrigo Belmonte to collect the summerparias.

It was autumn now. The breeze from the north off Lake Serranawas cool in the morning and
sometimes sharply cold at night. All the soldierswore cloaks, and two layers of clothing under them if
they were on duty after sunset. Not long ago, at dawn after anight on the northwestern wall, Alvar had
seen the masts and spars of the fishing boatsin the harbor rimed with pale frost under the full blue moon.

Inthefirg sunlight of the next morning the leaves of the oaksin the eastern forests had gleamed red
and gold, adazzle of briltliance. To the west, the Serrana mountains that guarded Ragosa from Cartadas
armies and had screened her from Silvenesin the days of the Khdifate had been capped with snow on
the higher dopes. The snow would last until spring. The pass through which he and Jehane and Vdaz
had come was the only one open al year. Friends had told him these thingsin the Jaddite taverns of the
city or thefood stals of the marketplace.

He had friends here now. He hadn't expected that, but shortly after their arrival it had become
obvious that he was far from the only Jaddite soldier in Ragosa. Mercenaries went where there was
money and work, and Ragosa offered both. For how long, no one knew, but that summer and fall the



city on Lake Serranawas home to an eclectic array of fighting men from Jallonaand Valedo, and further
afield: Ferrieres, Batiara, Karch, Waeska. Blond, bearded Karcher giants from the far north mingled—
and frequently brawled—uwith lean, smooth-shaven, dagger-wie ding men from the dangerous cities of
Batiara. One heard half adozen languages in the marketplace of amorning. Alvar's Asharic was
increasingly fluent now and he could swear in two Karcher didects.

Waking alittle distance aside with him on the day they had parted, Ser Rodrigo had told Alvar that
he need not hurry home. He gave him leave to linger in Ragosa, with ordersto post |etters of report with
any tradesmen heading towards Valledo.

A captain of King Badir'sarmy had summoned Alvar on the third day after their arrival. It wasa
wdll-run, highly disciplined army, for all its diversity. He had been marked as soon as they passed
through the gates. The horse and armor held won at Orvillawere too good for him not to be noted. He
was closdy interviewed, enlisted at a salary and placed in acompany. He was also, after afew days,
permitted to leave the barracks and live with Jehane and Velaz in the Kindath Quarter, which surprised
him. It wouldn't have happened in Esteren.

It was because of Jehane's position. She had been immedi atdly installed at court, newest of the
physiciansto the king and his notorious Kindath chancellor, Mazur ben Avren. Her formd placeina
pal ace retinue—in Ragosa, as everywhere else in the world—carried with it certain perquisites.

None of which had stopped Alvar from being embroiled in three fights not of his choosing during
thefirgt fortnight after heleft the barracks and went to live in their house. That much was dso the same
everywhere: soldiers had their own codes, whatever roya courts might decree, and young fighting men
granted specid privileges had to be prepared to establish their right to those.

Alvar fought. Not to the death, for that was forbidden in acity that needed its mercenaries, but he
wounded two men, and took a cut on the outside of his sword arm that had Jehane briefly worried. The
sight of her concern was worth the wound and the scar that remained when it hedled. Alvar expected
wounds and scars; he was asoldier, such things came with his chosen course of life. Hewas dso herein
Ragosa as aknown representative of Rodrigo Belmonte's company, and when he fought it waswith a
consciousness that he was upholding the pride of the Captain's men and their eminence among the
companies of the world. It was arole he shouldered aone, with an anxious sense of responsibility.

Until, a the very end of that same summer, Ser Rodrigo had come himself through the passto
Ragosa on his black horse with one hundred and fifty soldiers and asilk merchant, the banners of
Belmonte and Valedo flapping in the wind as they rode up to the walls along the shore of thelake.

Things changed then. Things began to change everywhere.

"By the eyeteeth of the holy god," Lain Nunez had cackled in horror when Alvar reported to them
that first day, "will you look at this The boy's gone and converted himsdf! What will | tell his poor
father?'

The Captain, scrutinizing Alvar's clothing with amusement, had said only, "I've had three reports.

Y ou appear to have donewell by us. Tell me exactly how you were wounded and what you would do
differently nexttime."

Alvar, grinning for dl he wasworth, awarm glow rising in him as from drinking unmixed wine, had
told him.

Now, sometime later, running through the market under the blue skies of a crisp autumn morning to
find Jehane and give her the day's huge tidings, he knew himsdlf to be recognized, envied, even alittle
feared.

No one challenged him to duels any more. The celebrated Ser Rodrigo of Valedo, in exile, had
accepted a huge contract with King Badir, with the full year paid in advance, which was amost unheard
of.



Rodrigo's men were soldiers of Ragosanow, the vanguard of afighting force that wasto enforce
order in city and countryside, to hold back newly ambitious Jalofia, and Cartada, and the worst
incursons of the outlaw chieftain ibn Hassan from his southern fortress of Arbagtro. Lifewas complexin
Ragosa, and dangers many-faceted.

Life seemed an entirdly splendid affair to young Alvar de Pdllino that morning, and the brilliant,

cultured Ragosa of King Badir was—who would dream of denying it?—the most civilized placeinthe
world.

Alvar had been to the palace with Jehane, and severa timeswith Rodrigo. There was astream
running right through it, watering some of the inner gardens and courtyards and passing, by ameans
Alvar could not grasp, through the largest of the banquet rooms.

At the most sumptuous of hisfeasts King Badir—sensuous, sdf-indulgent, undeniably shrewd—
liked to have the med floated aong this stream in trays, to be collected from the water by half-naked
daves and presented to the king's guests as they reclined on their couchesin the ancient fashion. Alvar
had written aletter to his parents mentioning this, he knew they wouldn't believe him.

He usudly tried to avoid running through the streets these days—it wastoo youthful, too undignified
—Dbut the news of the morning was enormous and he wanted to be the oneto tell Jehane.

He skidded around aleather-goods stal and grabbed for the awning pole to help him turn. The pole
rocked, the canopy tilted dangeroudly. The artisan, aman he knew, cursed him routinely as Alvar
shouted an gpology over his shoulder.

Jehane and Velaz would be a their own stal in the market. She had been following her father's
practice and her own from Fezana. Even though handsomely rewarded at the paace, she was dways at
the booth on the country market morning, and in her consulting rooms two afternoons aweek. A
physician needed to be known outside the chambers of the palace, she had told Alvar. Her father had
taught her that. A doctor could aseasily go out of fashion at court as comeinto it. It was never wiseto
be cut off from other sources of patients.

It had been Veaz who had told Alvar what had happened to Jehane's father.

In the time before Rodrigo's arrival the two men had taken to having dinner together some evenings
when Jehane was at court and Alvar free of watch or patrol duties. The night he heard the story of 1shak
ben Y onannon and King Almdik's youngest son, Alvar had dreamed, for thefirst time but not the last, of
killing the king of Cartada and coming back through the mountain pass to Jehane in Ragosawith word
that her father had been avenged for hisdark, silent pain.

Thismorning's news had ended that particular dream.

She was not at the booth. Velaz was aone at the back, closing up early, putting away medicines
and implements. She must have just | eft; there were patients il milling about in front of the stal. A buzz
of excitement and apprehension animated the whispered conversations.

"Velazl Whereisshe? | have newd" Alvar said, breathing hard. He had sprinted dl the way from
the western gate.

Velaz looked at him over his shoulder, his expression difficult to read. "Alvar. We heard, from the
palace. Almalik's dead. Zabira of Cartada's here. Jehane's gone to court.”

"Why?" Alvar asked sharply.

"Mazur wanted her. Helikes her with him now, when things are happening.”

Alvar knew that, actudly. It didn't bring him any pleasure at dl.

Jehane derived a hedlthy enjoyment from the extremely rare occas ons when she engaged in the act
of lovemaking.



She dso had an equaly healthy sense of self-respect. The universaly acknowledged truths that
Mazur ben Avren the chance tor of Ragosawas the most illustrious member of the Kindath community in
Al-Rassan, the most sagacious, the most subtle and the most generous, did not negate the equaly
fundamental fact that he was the most sexually rapacious man she'd ever encountered or even heard of,
outsde of roydty with its harems.

Hewas roydlty, in asense, and he might aswell have had aharem. Ben Avren was known asthe
Prince of the Kindath throughout Al-Rassan, and though he actively disavowed the name—a prudent act
given the maevolent watchfulness of the wadjis—there was truth to that title, too.

Royalty or not, Jehane resisted being bedded by a man who clearly expected to do so as amatter
of right.

She had made that point as emphaticaly as she could thefirgt night hed invited her to dinein his
private quartersin the palace. There had been two musiciansin the room. It became evident that they
were expected to linger after the mea and continue playing while the chancdlor and his current
companion disported themsdves

Jehane was otherwise inclined.

Mazur ben Avren, seeming amused more than anything el'se, had contented himsalf with sharing
sweet wine and small cakes after their med, offering anecdotes about her father whom he had known
well, and culling her own thoughts—comprehensively—about the likely course of eventsin Fezananow,
among the Kindath community and the city at large. He was the chancellor of Ragosabefore dl ese, he
made that clear.

He made it equaly obvious, however, that he expected her res stance to him to be temporary, and
regarded it as an affectation more than anything e se. He wasfifty-seven years old that year, trim and fit,
with afull head of grey hair under a soft blue Kindath cap, aneatly barbered, perfumed beard, a
modulated, meditative voice, and amind that could move without hesitation from poetry to military
planning. He also bore the unmistakable look, in his dark brown, heavy-lidded eyes, of aman
accustomed to pleasing and being pleased by women.

There had been days and nightsin the period that followed when Jehane had asked hersalf whether
her resstance to him was, in fact, merely an impediment of pride. Mogt of the time she didn't think so.
Ben Avren, stimulating and gracious as he was with her, bestowed the exact same appraising glance
upon too many women. Upon al women, in fact. He certainly wasn't waiting for her favorsin chaste
frugtration. In acertain way, one had to admire his omnivorous hunger. Not many men &t his age could
harbor—Iet doneimplement—such an appetite.

Hisamusement at her refusa did not fade; neither did hiswitty, elegant courtesy or the invitation
that dwayslay just beneath that courteousness. There was never even ahint of anger, or force. This
was, after dl, one of the most cultivated men in Al-Rassan. He asked her opinions, flatteringly. Shewas
careful about what she had to say, and not too quick to answer.

She began noticing changesin hersdf astime passed, in the way she thought about things. She
found hersdlf anticipating what Mazur's questions might be, considering her answersin advance. He
aways appeared to listen to her, which was something rare in Jehane's experience.

It came to be accepted that the chancellor was being regutarly attended upon by the court's new
doctor, in the audience hall and elsawhere. Everyone at court, even King Badir, seemed to be aware
that ben Avren was persistently wooing her. It was, evidently, a source of amusement for them. Shewas
awoman of hisown faith, which made the entire, extremely public dance even more diverting, as
summer gave way to autumn and the code of dressin the paace changed with the changing leavesin the
gardens and in the forests beyond the walls.

Jehane didn't much like being a source of diverson for anyene, but she couldn't deny it was
pleasant to be attending at a court as sophisticated as this one. Nor could she complain about being
afforded less than complete respect professondly. Her father's name had ensured .that at the beginning,



and her own unfussy competence in anumber of matters had consolidated it, after.

Then Rodrigo Belmonte had arrived, with hisfull company, exiled from Valledo in the wake of
events she knew. The Day of the Moat and the burning of Orvillahad atered lives other than her own, it
Seemed.

Things began to change again. Alvar went to live in the barracks with the rest of Rodrigo's
company, leaving her alonewith Velaz. His departure was a source of both relief and regret for Jehane,
The second emotion surprised her alittle. Hisfedingsfor her were too obvious, and too obvioudy more
than what she'd hoped they were: the trangitory passion of ayoung man for hisfirst love.

There was more to Alvar de Pdllino than that, however, and Jehane had to admit that during the
time of her steady Sege by the chancellor, when pride kept her from his bed, it had occurred to her to
take refuge with her Jaddite soldier again. Hewasn'ther soldier, though, and he deserved better of her.
Alvar might be young, but Jehane could see clear Sgns of what had led Rodrigo Belmonte to bring him
south and then et him accompany her done to Ragosa. But had she wanted adomestic life she could
have had it in Fezana by now with anumber of Kindath men, not with a Jaddite from the north.

There might be aday when she regretted decisions made and the ones not made, the paths that had
led her to be well past her prime marrying years now, and alone, but that day had not yet come.

Their smal house and treatment rooms seemed quiet and empty after Alvar |eft. She had grown into
ahabit of discussing the events of the day with him.How very domestic, shed thought wryly more than
once. But the truth was that many times the thoughts she'd later relayed to the chancellor had been
Alvar's, over alate-night cup of wine.

Even Vdaz seemed to miss the young Jaddite; she hadn't expected afriendship to develop there.
Singing the sun god's exultant chants of triumph, the Jaddites of Esperana had daughtered the Kindath
through the centuries or, in generations dightly less bloodthirsty, had forced them to convert or made
them daves. Easy friendships, perhaps even less than love, did not readily emerge from such ahistory.

It was hard to attach that long, stony bitternessto Alvar de Pellino, though. Or to Rodrigo
Belmonte, for that matter. The Captain still wanted her as physician to his band; he had made that clear
as soon as he'd arrived. Had said it was one of the reasons he was here. She didn't believe that, but he'd
said it, nonetheless, and she did know how important agood doctor was to afighting company, and
how hard they wereto find.

She remembered the night ride with him across the land north of Fezanaand theriver, Orvilla
burning behind them, the bodies of the dead lying on the grass. She remembered words spoken around
the campfire later. He remembered them too; she could seethat in hisgrey eyes. Rodrigo was still unlike
anything she might have expected him to be.

She had teased him on that solitary ride under the two moons, letting her hands dide down to his
thighs. She had been irritated, deliberately provocative. She didn't think she would risk that again. She
couldn't believe she had doneit in thefirst place. It was reported by Alvar that the Captain was married
to the most beautiful woman in Valedo.

Rodrigo had spoken of hiswife that night near Fezana asif she was an unholy terror. Hehad an
odd sense of humor. Alvar worshipped him. All his company did. It was obvious, and it said agreat dedl.

They had spoken seldom since held arrived, and only in pubkic. It was among a number of people,
including ben Avren, the chancellor, at areception in a paace courtyard, that Rodrigo had again
declared hisintention of recruiting her. The chancellor had arched his expressve eyebrows but he hadn't
raised the matter later when they were done. Neither had Jehane.

Rodrigo was usudly outsde the walls through the autumn's early, mild days, leading his company—
or parts of it—on asequence of minor, overdue expeditions designed to deal with outlaw bandsto the
northeast, and then making a show of strength in the small, important city of Fibaz, by the passleading to
Ferrieres. Ragosa controlled Fibaz, and drew taxes from it, but King Bermudo of Jalona had



increasingly obvious designs upon the town.

He had dready made hisfirst tribute demand, theparias gold being exacted from Fezana by his
nephew in Valledo serving as an example. The Jaddites were growing bold. Remembering that moonlit
conversation by acampfire, Jehane asked Mazur once how long he thought Al-Rassan's city-kings could
survive. He hadn't answered that question.

Rodrigo had madeit explicit that he wanted Jehane to come as physician with his company on those
early expeditions. She knew he saw them as atest for both of them. It wasn't entirely her decision, ina
way. She could have accepted or refused, but did not, waiting to see what would happen. King Badir
promised his newest mercenary leader that he would consider the matter, and then promptly increased
Jehane's duties at court. Mazur was controlling that, she knew. She was uncertain whether to be vexed
or amused. By the terms of her engagement she wasfreeto leave if she wanted, but they were
determined to makeit difficult. Rodrigo, in and out of the city through the autumn, bided histime.

Husari ibn Musarode with him on severd of those expeditions. Jehane's former patient was amost
unrecognizable. No longer the portly, soft merchant he had been, he had lost agreat ded of weightina
season. He looked a younger, harder man now. The kidney stones no longer vexed him, he said. He
could ride al day, and had been learning to handle a sword and bow. He wore awide-brimmed Jaddite
leather hat now, even in the city. Jehane had said teasingly that he and Alvar appeared to have
exchanged cultures. When the two men first saw each other they laughed, and then grew thoughtful.

Theleather Jaddite hat was an emblem of sortsfor Husari, Jehane decided. A reminder. He, too,
had sworn an oath of vengeance, and the recollection of that served to modify her surprise a the
changesin him. Hewas dtill actively doing business, he told her one night when he camefor dinner inthe
Kindath Quarter, as he used to come to her father's house. Hisfactors were busy al over Al-Rassan,
even here in Ragosa, he added, as the servant Velaz had hired poured wine for them. There were, Sm-
ply, other prioritiesfor him now, Husari said. Since the Day of the Moat. She'd asked, cautioudy, what
affairs hewas pursuing in Cartada, but that question he had deflected.

It was interesting, Jehane thought, lying in bed that night: all these men who trusted her had certain
guestions they would not answer. Except Alvar, she supposed. She wasfairly certain he would answer
anything she asked him. There was something to be said for straightforwardnessin aworld of oblique
intrigue. She had Velaz for directness, though. Shed dways had Velaz. More of ablessing than she
deserved. She remembered that it was her father who had made her take Velaz when she left home.

Amid dl of this, the king's three other court physicians actively hated her. That was to be expected.
A woman, and aKindath, and preferred by the chancellor? Openly coveted by the most celebrated
Jaddite captain for his company? She was lucky they hadn't poisoned her, shewrotein aletter to Ser
Rezzoni in Sorenica. She asked him to continue writing her father. She said there was reason to believe
there might now be areply. She wrote home herself twice aweek. Letters came back. Her mother's care
ful handwriting, in danted Kindath script, but her father's dictation now, some of thetime. Smal, good
things, it seemed, still happened in theworld.

Shedidn't make that jest about being poisoned to them, of course. Parents were parents, and they
would have been afraid for her.

On the autumn morning when Mazur's messenger brought her tidings from Cartada and bade her
follow him to court that jest didn't seem particularly witty any more.

Someonehad been poisoned, it appeared.

In the palace of Ragosa, as Jehane arrived and made her way to the Courtyard of the Streams
where the king was awaiting the newly arrived visitor, no one's thoughts or whispered words were of
anythingdse.

Almalik of Cartada, the sdlf-styled Lion of Al-Rassan, was dead, and the lady Zabira—more his
widow than anything else—had arrived unannounced this morning, a supplicant to King Badir. She had



been accompanied only by her stleward in her flight through the mountains, someone whispered.

Jehane, who had made the same journey with only two companions, wasn't impressed by that. But
neither was she even remotely close to sorting out how she felt about the larger tidings. She was going to
need along time for that. For the moment she could only grasp the essentia fact that the man she had
vowed to kill was somehow dead at Ammar ibn Khairan's hand—the story was not yet clear—and the
woman who had birthed aliving child and had hersdf survived only because of Jehane's father was soon
to enter through the arches at the far end of this garden.

Beyond these two clear facts confusion reigned within her, mingled with something close to pain.
She had |eft Fezana with a sworn purpose, and had proceeded to spend the past monthsin this city
enjoying her work at court, enjoying—if she was hones—the flattering attentions of an immensdy
civilized man, enjoying the determined skirmishing for her professond services. Taking pleasurein her
life. And doing nothing at al about Almalik of Cartada and the promise shed made to hersdf on the Day
of the Moat.

Too late now. It would dways be too late, now.

She stood, aswas her custom, on the margin of one bank of the stream, not far from Mazur's
position at the king's right shoul dler on the idand. Wind-blown leaves were faling into the water and
drifting away. As many times as shed been in this garden, by daylight and under torches at night, Jehane
was ill conscious of its beauty. In autumn only the late flowers till bloomed, but thefdling leavesin the
sunlight and those yet clinging to the trees were brilliant, many-colored. She was aware of the effect this
garden could have on someone seeing it for the first time.

The Courtyard of the Streams had been designed and contrived years ago. The same stream that
ran through the banquet hall had been further channelled to pass through this garden and to branch into
two forks, creating asmall idet in the midst of trees and flowers and marble walkway's benegth the
carved arcades. On theide, reached by two arched bridges, the king of Ragosanow sat on an ivory
bench with his most honored courtiers beside him. Flanking the gently curving path that gpproached one
of the bridges members of Badir's court waited in the autumn sunshine for the woman who had cometo
Ragosa.

Birdsflitted in the branches overhead. Four musicians played on the far bank of the stream that ran
behind the ide. Goldfish swam in thewater. It was cool, but pleasant in the sun.

Jehane saw Rodrigo Belmonte on the other Sde of the garelen, among the military men. He had
returned from Fibaz two nights before. His eyes met hers, and she felt exposed by the thoughtful look in
them. He had no right, on so little acquaintance, to be regarding her with such appraisal. She abruptly
remembered telling him, by that firesde on the Fezanaplain, that sheintended to ded with Almalik of
Cartada hersdlf. That made her think of Husari, who had aso been there that night, who had shaped the
sameintention ... who would be experiencing much the same difficult tangle of thoughts and emotions
that shewas.

If someone doesn't do it before either of us,he had said that night. Someone had.

Husari wasn't here now. He had no status at court. She hoped there would be a chance to talk with
him later. She thought of her father in Fezana, and what had been done to him by the king now dain.

Between cora-colored pillars at the far end of the garden aherald appeared, in green and white.
The musicians stopped. There was abrief silence then abird sang, one quick trilling run. Bronze doors
opened and Zabira of Cartada was announced.

She entered under the arches of the arcade and waited between the pillars until the herald moved
aside. She had arrived without ceremony, with only the one man, her steward, two steps behind her for
escort. Jehane saw, as the woman approached along the walkway, that there had been nothing at al
exaggerated in the reports of her beauty.

Zabiraof Cartadawas, in asense, her own ceremony. She was an exquisite supplicant ina
crimson-dyed, black-bordered gown over a golden undergown. She had jewdry at wrist and throat and



on her fingers, and there were rubies set in the soft, night-black silken cap shewore. They gleamed in
the sunlight. With only one man to guard her, it gppeared that she had carried an extraordinary treasure
through the mountains. She was reckless then, or desperate. She was aso dazzling. Fashions, thought
Jehane, were about to change in Ragosaiif this woman stayed for long.

Zabiramoved forward with effortless, trained grace, betraying no wonder at dl in this place, and
then sank down in full obel sance to Badir. Thiswas not, evidently, awoman for whom a garelen or
courtyard, even one such asthis, held the power to awe. She wouldn't even blink at the stream running
through the banguet room, Jehane decided, just before something took her thoughtsin another direction
entirdly.

Mogt of the court was staring at Zabirain frank admiration. King Badir had ceased doing o,
however, in the moment she lowered hersdf to the ground before the arched bridge leading to hiside.
S0, too, even before the king, had his chancellor.

A high cloud did briefly across the sun, changing the light, lending aswift chill to theair, areminder
that it was autumn. At this moment the newest physician in Ragosa, following the king's narrowed glance
past the knedling woman, encountered a diffieulty with her breathing.

Nor, asit happened, was Zabira of Cartada continuing to hold the attention of the newest and most
prominent of the mercenary captains at King Badir's court.

Rodrigo Belmonte admired beauty and poise in awoman and evidence of courage; he had been
married for dmost sixteen yearsto awoman with these quaities. But he, too, was looking beyond
Zabiranow, gazing instead at the figure gpproaching the bridge and the ide, two dutiful steps behind her,
preserving a pa pablefiction for one more moment.

The sun came out, bathing them dl inlight. Zabira of Cartadaremained on the ground, an
embodiment of beauty and grace amid thefdling leaves. She hardly mattered now.

The woman's companion, her sole companion, the man who had been announced as her steward,
was Ammar ibn Khairan.

For ahandful of extremely subtle peoplein that garden further elements of the death of King
Almalik were now explained. And for them, athough the woman might be the most celebrated beauty in
Al-Rassan, clever and gifted in hersdf and the mother of two enormoudy important children, the man
was who hewas, and had done—twice now, it seemed—what he had done.

He was undisguised, the sgnature pearl gleaming in hisright ear, and Rodrigo knew him by the
report of that. The black steward's robe only accentuated his natural composure. He was smil ing—not
very deferentialy, not very much like a teward—as he scanned the assembled court of King Badir.
Rodrigo saw him nod at a poet.

Ibn Khairan bowed to the king of Ragosa. When he straightened, his gaze met the chancellor's

briefly, moved to Jehane bet | shak—as the smile returned—and then he appeared to become aware that
one of the Jaddite mercenaries was staring at him, and he turned to the man and knew him.

And so0 did Ser Rodrigo Belmonte, the Captain of Valedo, and the lord Ammar ibn Khairan of
Aljais stand in the Courtyard of the Streams of Ragosa on a bright morning in autumn and look upon
each other for thefirst time.

Jehane, caught in the whirlwind of her own emations, was there to see that first look exchanged.
She turned from one man to the other and then she shivered, without knowing why.

Alvar de Pdllino, just then entering through adoor at the far end of the arcaded wakway—
sanctioned by hislink to both the Captain and Jehane and a hasty lie about a message for Rodrigo—was
intimeto seethat exchange of glances aswell, and though he had not the least ideawho the
black-robed Cartadan steward with the earring was, he knew when Rodrigo was roused to intensity,
and he could seeit then.

Narrowing his eyes againgt the sun's brightness, he looked for and found Jehane and saw her



looking back and forth from one man to the other. Alvar did the same, struggling to understand what
was happening here. And then he, too, felt himsdf shiver, though it wasn't redly cold and the sun was
high.

Back home, on their farm in the remotest part of Valedo, the kitchen women and the serving
women, most of whom had been till half pagan, so far in the wild north, used to say that such ashiver
meant only one thing: an emissary of death had just crossed into the relms of mortal men and women
from the god's own lost world of Fifiar.

In slence, unaccountably disturbed, Alvar dipped through the crowd in the garden and took his
place among the mercenartes on the near bank of the stream before theidand.

Rodrigo and the black-clad Cartadan steward still had not taken their eyes from each other.

Others began to notice this now—there was something in the quality of the stillness possessing both
of them. Out of the corner of hiseye Alvar saw Mazur ben Avren turn to look at Rodrigo and then back
to the steward.

Still trying to take his bearings, Alvar looked for anger in those two faces, for hatred, respect, irony,
gppraisa. He saw none of thesethings clearly, and yet dements of dl of them. Hesitantly he decided, in
the moment before the king of Ragosa spoke, that what he was seeing was akind of recognition. Not
just of each other, though there had to be that, but something harder to name. He thought, still minded of
the night talestold at home, that it might even be akind of foreknowing.

Alvar, agrown man now, asoldier, amid agathering of people on avery bright morning, suddenly
felt fear, theway he used to fed it asachild at night after hearing the women's stories, lying in his bed,
listening to the north wind rattling at the windows of the house.

"Y ou are most welcome to Ragosa, lady,” the king of Ragosa murmured.

If he had sensed any of this growing tension, he did not betray it. There was genuine gppreciaion in
his voice and manner. King Badir was a connoisseur of beauty in al shapesand guises. Alvar, struggling
with his sudden dark mood and protected by the smple fact of love, thought the Cartadan lady fetching
but overly adorned. She was flawlessin her manner, however. Only after Badir spoke did sherise
gracefully from the walkway and stand before the king'side.

"Isthisamother'svigt?' Badir went on. "Have you cometo judge our roya care of your children?”

The king knew it was more than that, Alvar redlized, having learned agrest ded himsdlf in three
months. Thiswas agambit, an opening.

"Thereisthat, Magnificence," said Zabiraof Cartada, "though | have no fears regarding your
attentivenessto my little ones. | am here, though, with more import to my visit than amother'sfond
doting." Her voice was low but clear, amusgician's, trained.

Shesad, "I have cometo tdl atale of murder. A son'smureer of hisfather, and the consequences
of that."

Therewas near sllence in the garden again; only the one bird still Snging overhead, the breezein the
leaves of the trees, the steady lapping of the two streams around theide.

Inthat quiet, Zabirasaid, "By the holy teachings of Ashar it isgiven to usaslaw that amurderer of
hisfather is eterndly unclean, to be shunned while dive, to be executed or driven from al gatherings of
men, accursed of the god and the stars. | ask the king of Ragosa: shall such aman reign in Cartada?”'

"Does he?' King Badir was a sensudist, known to be self-indulgent, but no one had ever impugned
the qudity of hismind.

"He does. A fortnight ago the Lion of Cartadawas foully dain, and his murdering son now bearsthe
scepter and the glass, and styleshimsdf Almalik 11, Lion of Cartada, Defender of Al-Rassan.” There
was asound in the garden then, for al the details were news: she had crossed the mountains faster than
messengers. Zabiradrew herself up straight and raised her voice with deliberate intent. "1 am come here,
my lord king, to beg you to free the people of my dear city from thisfather-killer and regicide. To send



your armieswes, fulfilling the precepts of holy Ashar, to destroy this evil man.”

Another ripple of sound, like the breeze through the leaves. "And who then shall reign in glorious
Cartada?' Badir's expression gave away nothing et all.

For the first time the woman hesitated. "The city isin peril. We have learned that the usurper's
brother Hazem is away to the south acrossthe straits. Heisazedot, and seeks aid and dliance from the
tribesin the Mariti deserts. He has been in open defiance of hisfather and was formally disinherited
years ago."

"That last we know," Badir said softly. "That much al men know. But who then should reignin
Cartada?' he asked again. By now even Alvar could see where thiswas going.

The woman had courage, there was no denying it. "Y ou are guardian herein Ragosa of the only
two loyd children of King AImdik," she said, with no hesitation now. "It ismy forma petition that you
take that city in the god's name and place there as king his son, Abadi ibn Almaik. And that you lend to
him al such ad and support as you may during the time of hisminority." It was said, then. Openly. An
invitation to take Cartada, and the cloak of right under which to do it.

Jehane, listening with fierce attention, looked beyond the woman in crimson and black and saw that
Alvar had managed to obtain admittance here. She turned again to the king.

But it was the chancellor who now spoke, for thefirst time, the deep voice measured and grave. "'l
would know, if I might, isthisaso the thought and desire of the seward you bring with you?"

Looking quickly back to Zabira, Jehane redlized that the woman did not know the answer to that
question; that she had played acard of her own, and was waiting on what would follow.

She played the next, necessary card. "Heis not my steward,” Zabirasaid. "Y ouwill know, |
believe, who thisman is. He has been gracious enough to escort me here, awoman without defenders or
any recourse a home. | will not dare presume to speak for Ammar ibn Khairan, my lord chancellor, my
lord king. No one alive would do that.”

"Then perhaps the man who appears before usin the fase garb of asteward might presumeto
speek for himsdf?' King Badir betrayed the dightest tension in his voice now. It wasn't surprising,
Jehane thought. The woman had raised the stakes of the game extraordinarily high.

Ammar ibn Khairan, whom she had kissed—amazingly—in her father's study, turned his gaze to the
king of Ragosa. There was ameasure of respect to be seen in him, but no real deference. For thefirst
time Jehane redlized just how difficult aman this one could be, if he chose. He had aso, she reminded
hersdlf again, killed akhdif and now aking.

Hesad, "Mog graciousking, | find myself in atroubling cireumstance. | have just heard words of
open treason to my own kingdom of Cartada. My course ought to be clear, but | am doubly
congrained.”

"Why? And why doubly?' King Badir asked, sounding vexed.

Ibn Khairan shrugged gracefully. And waited. Asif theissue was atest, not for him, but for the
assembled court of Ragosaiin that garden.

And it was Mazur the chancellor who said, "He ought to kill her, but will not attack awoman, and
he may not draw aweapon in your presence.” Therewasirritation in hisvoice. "In fact you ought not to
evenhave aweapon here."

"Thisistrue," ibn Khairan said mildly. "Y our guards were ... courteous. Perhaps too much s0."

"Perhaps they saw no reason to fear aman of your ... repute,” the chancellor murmured silkily.

A dagger of sortsthere, Jehane thought, chasing nuances as quickly as she could. 1bn Khairan's
reputation encompassed many things, and it included anew dimension as of thismorning's news. He
could not, on the face of things, be said to be aharmbess man. Perhaps especidly not for kings.

Ammar smiled, asif savoring theinnuendo. "It has been long,” he said, with apparent
inconsequentidity, "since | have had the privilege of exchanging words with the estimable chanedlor of



Ragosa. Whatever our jeal ous wadjis might say, he remains a credit to his people and the great king he
sarves. Inmy most humble view."

At which point the king mentioned appeared to lose patience. "Y ou were asked aquestion,” Badir
said bluntly, and those assembled in that garden were made sharply aware that whatever poise or
subtlety might be here on display, only one man ruled. "Y ou have not answered it."

"Ah. Yes" said Ammar ibn Khairan. "That question.” He clagped his hands loosdly before him.
Alvar de Pdllino, watching closely, found himsaf wondering where the hidden weapon was. If there was
one. Ibn Khairan said, "The lady Zabira, | will confess, has surprised me. Not for the first time, mind
you." Alvar saw the woman glance away at the flowing water.

"] was of theimpression, innocently, that she wished to be escorted here to see her children,” said
the man garbed as her steward, "and because there was no haven for her in Cartada. Being of a
regrettably short-sighted nature | thought no further on these matters.”

"These are games," said the king of Ragosa. "We may or may not have time for them later. You are
the least short-sgghted man in this peninsula.”

"1 am honored by your words, my lord king. Unworthy as| am, | can only repest that | did not
expect to hear what | heard just now. At the moment my position isdelicate. Y ou must appreeiate that. |
am gl sworn to alegiance to the kingdom of Cartada" His blue eyesflashed. "If | speak with some
care, perhaps that might be indulged by aking as august and wise as Badir of Ragosa.”

It occurred to Jehane just about then that ibn Khairan might easily bekilled heretoday. Therewasa
slence. The king glared, and shifted impatiently on hisbench.

"| see. Y ou have dready been exiled by the new king of Cartada. Immediately after you did his
killing for him. How extremely clever of the young man." It was Mazur again, and not aquestion.

Badir glanced at his chancellor and then back to ibn Khairan; his expression had changed.

Of course, Jehane thought. That had to beit. Why else was the prince's advisor and confidant here
with Zabirainstead of controlling the transfer of power in Cartada? Shefdt like afool for missng the
point. She hadn't been aone, though. Throughout the garden Jehane saw men—and the handful of
women—nodding their heads. "Alas, the chancellor in hiswisdom speaks the sad truth. | am exiled, yes.
For my many vices." 1bn Khairan's voice was cam. " There gppears some hope of my being pardoned,
after | purge myself of sundry unspeskableiniquities.” He smiled, and amoment later, quite
unexpectedly, one man's laughter was heard, the sound startling amid the tension of the garden.

Theking and his chancellor and Ammar ibn Khairan al turned to stare at Rodrigo Belmonte, who
wasdlill laughing.

"Theking of Ragosa," Rodrigo said, greatly amused, "had best be careful, or every exilein the
peninsulawill be beating a path to his palace doors.” 1bn Khairan, Jehane noticed, was no longer smiling
as helooked at him.

Rodrigo chuckled again, highly amused. "If | may be forgiven, perhaps a soldier may help cut apath
through the difficulty here?' Hewaited for the king to nod, before going on. "Thelord ibn Khairan
gppearsin astuation oddly akin to my own. He stands here exiled but with no offered alegiance to
supersede the one he owes Cartada. In the absence of such an offer, he cannot possibly endorse or
even honorably be asked to comment upon what the lady Zabira has suggested. Indeed, he ought
properly to kill her with the blade taped to the ingde of hisleft arm. Make him," said Rodrigo Belmonte,
"an offer.”

A rigid stillnessfollowed this. The day seemed amost too bright now, asif the sunlight were at odds
with the gravity of what was happening here below.

"Shall | become amercenary?' Ibn Khairan was till gazing at the Jaddite captain, asif obliviousto
those on theide now. Again Jehane felt that odd, uncanny chill.

"Wearealowly folk, | concede. But there are lower sorts." Rodrigo was still amused, or he



appeared to be.

Ibn Khairan was not. He said carefully, "1 had nothing to do with the Day of the Moat." Jehane
caught her breath.

"Of courseyou didn't," said Rodrigo Belmonte. "That's why you killed the king."

"That'swhy Ihad to kill theking," saidibn Khairan, gravein hisblack robe. Another murmur of
sound rose and fell away.

It was the chancdllor's turn to sound irritated. Deliberately breaking the mood, Mazur said, "And
areweto offer apogtion here to aman who days whenever his pride iswounded?"

Jehane redlized, with an unexpected flicker of amusement, that he was irked because Rodrigo had
pieced together this part of the puzzle first. On the subject of wounded pride , shethought ...

"Not whenever," said ibn Khairan quietly. "Oncein my life, and with regret, and for something very
large™

"Ah!" sad the chancdllor sardonically, "withregret. Wedll, that changes everything.”

For thefirgt time Jehane saw ibn Khairan betray an unguarded reaction. She watched his blue gaze
go cold before he lowered his eyes from ben Avren's face. Drawing a breath, he unclasped his hands
and let them fall to his Sdes. She saw that he wasn't wearing hisrings. He looked up again at the chancel
tor, saying nothing, waiting. VVery much, Jehane thought, like someone braced for what further blows
might belevelled againg him.

No blowsféll, verba or otherwise. Ingtead, it was the king who spoke again, his equanimity
restored. "'If we should agree with our Valledan friend, what could you offer us?'

Zabiraof Cartada, nearly forgotten in dl this, turned and looked back at the man who had come
here as her seward. Her dark, carefully accentuated eyes were quite unreadable. Another fringe of
cloud trailed past the sun and then away, taking the light and giving it back.

"Mysdf," sad Ammar ibn Khairan.

In that exquisite garden no one's gaze was anywhere but upon him. The arrogance was dazzling, but
the man had been known, for fifteen years and more, not only as adiplomat and a strategist, but asa
military commander and the purest swordsman in Al-Rassan.

"That will be sufficient,” said King Badir, visbly diverted now. "We offer you servicein our court
and armed companiesfor aterm of oneyear. On your honor, you will not take or offer service
elsawherein that time without our leave. We shdl alow our advisorsto propose and discussterms. Do
you accept?"

An answering smile came, the one Jehane remembered from her father's chamber.

"l do," sadibn Khairan. "l find | rather like the idea of being bought. And the termswill be easy."
The smile deepened. "Exactly those you have offered our Valedan friend.”

"Ser Rodrigo came here with one hundred and fifty horsemen!” said Mazur ben Avren, with thejust
indignation of aman tasked with monitoring purse stringsin difficult times.

"Even s0," said ibn Khairan, with an indifferent shrug. Rodrigo Bemonte, Jehane saw, was amiling.
The other captainswere not. A palpable ripple of anger moved through them.

One man stepped forward. A blond giant from Karch. "Let them fight," he said, in thickly accented
Asharic. "He says heisworth so much. Let us seeit. Good soldiers here are paid much less. Let
Belmonte and this man try swordsfor proof.”

Jehane saw the idea spark and kindle through the garden. The novelty, the hint of danger. The
testing. The king looked a the Karcher soldier speculatively.

"l think not."

Jehane bet [shak would aways remember that moment. How three voices chimed together, asin
trained harmony, the same wordsin the same moment.



"We cannot afford to risk such meninidle games" said ben Avren the chancdllor, first of thethree
to continue.

Rodrigo Belmonte and Ammar ibn Khairan, each of whom had aso spoken those words, remained
glent, staring at each other again. Rodrigo was no longer smiling.

Mazur stopped. The stillness stretched. Even the captain from Karch |ooked from one to the other
and took a step backwards, muttering under his bregth.

"1 think," said ibn Khairan finally, so softly Jehane had to lean forward to hear, "that if thisman and |
ever cross swords, it will not be for anyone's diversion, or to determine yearly wages. Forgive me, but |
will declinethis suggestion.”

King Badir looked asif he would say something, but then, glancing over at his chancdlor, hedid not.

"l do have athought,” Rodrigo murmured. "Though | have no doubt at al that the lord ibn Khairan
isworth whatever the king of Ragosa chooses to offer him, | can appreciate why some of our
companions might wish to see hismettle. | should be honored to fight beside him for the king's pleasure
againg our friend from Karch and any four men hewould like to havejoin himin the liststhis afternoon.”

"No!" said Mazur.

"Done," said King Badir of Ragosa. The chancellor checked himsdlf with an effort. The king went
on, "'l should enjoy such adisplay. So would the people of my city. Let them gpplaud the vaiant men
who defend their liberty. But asto the contract, | accept your terms, ibn Khairan. The same wagesfor
both my exiled captains. That amuses me, in truth."”

Hedid look pleased, asif having discerned a path through the thicket of nuances that had been
woven inthe garden. "My lord ibn Khairan, it is past time to begin earning your fee. We shdl require
your presenceimmediately to consider certain matters raised here thismorning. Y ou will do battle for
our pleasure this afternoon. We shdl then require something further.” He smiled with anticipation. "A
verse to be offered after the banquet we will have prepared in the lady Zabira's honor and your own
tonight. | have agreed to your terms, frankly, because | am also acquiring a poet.”

Ibn Khairan had been looking at Rodrigo at the beginning of this, but by the end the king had his
steady, courteous regard. "1 am honored to be of servicein any capacity at al, my lord king. Have you a
preferred subject for tonight?'

"l do, with the king's gracious permission,” said Mazur ben Avren, oneindex finger stroking his
beard. He paused for effect. "A lament for the dain king of Cartada.”

Jehane had not actualy known he could be crud. She abruptly remembered that it had beenibn
Khairan, in her father's chambers, who had warned her to be careful with Mazur. And with the thought
sheredlized that he waslooking at her. She felt hersdlf flush, asif discovered at something. Hisown
expression thoughtful, Ammar turned back to the chancellor.

"Asyouwish," hesad smply. "It isaworthy subject.”

The poem he offered them that night, after the banquet dishes and cups had been cleared away,
after the afternoons extraordinary encounter in the lists beneath the city walls, wasto travel the length
and breadth of the peninsula, even on the bad roads of winter.

By spring it had made people weep—more often than not againgt their will—in a score of castles
and as many cities and towns, notwithstanding the fact that Almalik of Cartada had been the most feared
man in Al-Rassan. It isan old truth that men and women sometimes miss what they hate as much as
what they love.

On the night that lament was first offered, in the banquet room of Ragosa by aman who ill
preferred to name himsalf a poet before anything else, it had aready been decided that war with Cartada
would be premature, whatever the dead king's woman might desire for her sons. Therewasno red
dissent. Winter was coming; not atime for armies. Spring would doubthess open a course of wisdom to



them, much as flowers would open in the gardens and the countryside.

Guarding Zahiras two boys had become rather more important than hitherto; everyone agreed on
that aswdll. Princes were useful, especidly young ones. One couldn't have too many roya pawns. It
was another old truth.

At the very end of that extremely long day and night—after the mesting, after the passage of arms,
after the banquet, after the verses and the toasts and the last lifted glasses of winein the splendid room
where the stream ran—two men remained awake, speaking together in the king of Ragosas private
chamberswith only the servants, lighting candles, in the room with them.

"l don't fed easy at dl," said Mazur ben Avren to hisking.

Badir, leaning back in alow chair—an exquisite thing, Jaddite in style but made of Tudescan
redwood, with ivory legsin smiled at his chancellor and stretched the shape of lions feest—with hislegs
upon astool.

The two men had known each other along time. Badir had taken ahuge risk at the very outset of
hisreign in gppointing aKindath chancdlor. The texts of Ashar were explicit: no Kindath or Jaddite
could hold sovereign authority of any kind over the Star-born. No Asharite could even be employed by
them. The pendty, if one followed the desert code, was the death by stones.

Of course no one who mattered in Al-Rassan followed the desert code. Not during the Khalifate,
not after. The glass of winein the king's hand was the most current evidence of that. Even so, aKindath
chancellor had been avery large thing—a gamble that the wadijis would complain as usud but be ableto
do no more. There was a chance that roll of dice might have cost Badir his newly claimed crown and his
lifeif the people had risen in righteous wrath. In return for that risk taken, Mazur ben Avren, the
so-called Prince of the Kindath, had made Ragosa not only independent, but the second most powerful
kingdom in Al-Rassan in the turbulent years after the Khaifate'sfall. He had guided the city and her king
through the dangerous shods of aswiftly changing world, had kept Ragosa free and solvent and proud.

He had ridden with the army himsdlf in thefirst years, in campaigns to the south and east, and had
directed it in the field, triumphantly. His mount had been amule, not aforbidden horse; Mazur knew
enough to offer the wadjis their necessary symbols of deference. Nonethel ess, the smple truth was that
Mazur ben Avren wasthe first Kindath to command an army in the western world in five hundred years.
Poet, scholar, diplomat, jurist. And soldier. More than anything e se, those early military triumphs had
ensured hissurviva and Badir's. Much could beforgiven if awar went well and an army came home
with gold.

Muchhad been forgiven, thusfar. Badir ruled, ben Avren beside him, and together they had shared
another dream: adesire to make Ragosa beautiful aswell asfree. A city of marble and ivory and
gardensof exquistedetall. If Cartadato the west under the hated and feared Almaik had inherited the
larger portion of the power of the khalifs, Ragosa on Lake Serranawas an emblem of other things
Silvenes once had been in the lost days of splendor.

They were an old team by now, the king and his chancellor, deeply familiar with each other, without
illusons. Each of them knew that an ending could come a any time, from any number of directions. The
moons waxed and waned. The stars could be hidden by clouds, or burned away by the sun.

If Slvenes and the Al-Fontina could fal, if that city and paace could be sacked and fired and |eft as
nothing more than wind-borne ashes of glory, any city, any kingdom could be brought down. It wasa
lesson learned by dl who claimed any measure of power in the peninsula after the death of the last khalif.

"l know you're uneasy," King Badir said, glancing up at his chancellor. He gestured. "For onething,
you haven't touched your glass. Y ou don't even know what 1've poured for us."

Mazur smiled briefly. He picked up his golden wine, looked at it in the candlelight and then Sipped,
eyes closed.

"Wonderful," he murmured. "Ardeno vineyards, and alate growth, surely? When did this come?”’



"When do you think?'

The chancellor sipped again, with real pleasure. "Of course. This morning. Not from the woman, I'd
imegine”

"They sad it was"

"Of coursethey did." Therewasaslence.

"That was aremarkable poem we heard tonight.” The king's voice, resuming, was low.

Ben Avren nodded. "I thought so0.”

King Badir looked at his chancdllor for amoment. "Y ou've done aswdll, in your time."

Mazur shook his head. "Thank you, my lord, but | know my limitsthere." Another pause. Mazur
stroked his carefully trimmed beard. "He's an extraordinary man.”

Theking's gaze was direct. "Too much so?'

Ben Avren shrugged. "On his own, perhaps not, but I'm not entirely sure of being able to control
events through awinter with the two of them here.”

Badir nodded, sipped hiswine. "How are those five men, from this afternoon?”

"All right, I am told. Jehane bet Ishak islooking after them tonight. | took the liberty of asking her to
do that in your name. One broken arm. One who is apparently uncertain of hisname or where heis."

The chancellor shook his head ruefully. " The one from Karch who proposed the chdlenge isthe one
whose arm was fractured.”

"| saw that. Deliberate?’

The chancellor shrugged. "'l couldn't say.”

"I'm il not certain how that was doneto him.”
"Neither ishe," ben Avren said.

Theking grinned and after amoment so did his chancellor. The two attendant servants had finished
with the candles and the fire by now. They stood, motionless as statues, by the doors to the room.

"They fought asif they had been together dl their lives" Badir said musingly, setting down hisglass.
Helooked at his chanedlor. Mazur gazed back without speaking. A moment later the king said, "Y ou
are thinking about how best to use them. About Cartada?'

The chancellor nodded. Their glancesheld for along time. It was asif they had exchanged a
dia ogue without words. Mazur nodded again.

The king's expression was sober in the candlelight. "Did you see how they stared at each other this
morning, in the garden?'

"That would have been difficult to miss™

"Y ou think the Vdledan'sameatch for ibn Khairan?'

Mazur'sfinger came up and stroked his beard again. "Very different men. Y ou saw them, my lord.
He may be. He may actually ... | don't know what | think about that, my lord, to be honest. | do know
thereé's too much power gathering here, and | don't think the wadjis, among others, will likeany of it.
Jaddite soldiers from Valedo now, to go with those from across the mountains, the princely sons of a
courtesan, afemae Kindath doctor to go with aKindath chancel tor, and now the most notorioudy
secular manin Al-Rassn ... "

"| thought | wasthat last," King Badir said with awry expression.
Mazur's mouth quirked. "Forgive me, my lord. Thetwo most notorious, then.”

Badir's expression grew reflective again. Hed had agrest dedl of wine, without evident effect.
"Zabirasaid Almalik's second son had gone across the gtraits. To speak with the Muwardi leaders, she
sd”

"Hazem ibn Almdik, yes. | knew that, actualy. He went some time ago. Stopped for awhilein



Tudescawith the wadjis there.”

Badir absorbed this. The range and depth of ben Avren'sinformeation was legendary. Not even the
king knew al his sources.

"What do you make of it?"

"Nothing good, my lord, to be truthful.”

"Have we sent our giftsto the desert thisyear?'

"Of course, my lord."

Badir lifted his glass and drank. Then his mouth twitched again, the same wry amusement as before,
"There was never an assurance of anything good from the time we began, was there? Weve had along
run, my friend."

“Itian't over.”

"Nearly?' Theking's voice was soft.

The chancellor shook hishead grimly. "Not if | can helpit.”

Badir nodded, relaxed in his chair, sipping the good wine. "It will be asthe stars dispose. What do
we do, in the meantime, with these ... lionsin my city this season?

"Send them out, | think."

"In winter? Where?'

"l do have anidea"

Theking laughed. "Don't you aways?"

They smiled at each other. King Badir raised hisglass and slently sauted his chancellor. Mazur
rose and bowed, setting down his own wine.

"l will leaveyou," he said. "Good night, my lord. The starsand Ashar's spirit guide you safely
through to dawn.”

"And your moons ease the dark for you, my friend."

The chancellor bowed a second time and went out. The nearer of the servants closed the door after
him. The king of Ragosa did not go immediately to bed, however. He sat in his chair for along time,
unmoving.

He wasthinking of how kingsdied, of how their glory came and lingered awhile, and went. Like
the taste of this good wine, he thought. This gift of Ammar ibn Khairan, who had killed hisown king a
little time ago. What did aking leave behind? What didanyone leave behind? And that led him circling
back to the words they'd heard recited after dinner, while lying a ease on their couchesin the banquet
room with the tame stream running through it, rippling quietly, amurmurous background to the spoken
words.

Let only sorrow speak tonight.
Let sorrow name the moons.
Let the pale blue light be loss
And the white one memory.

Let clouds obscure the brightness

Of the high, holy stars,

And shroud the watering place
Where he was wont to slake his thirst.

Where lesser beasts now gather
Since the Lion will come no more....

Badir of Ragosa poured, deliberately, the last of the swest, pale wine and drank it down.

Someone else was late to bed in the palace of Ragosa, for al that it had been an eventful day and



night, even for aman accustomed to such things.

Caught in the difficult space between physical fatigue and emotiona unrest, thelord Ammear ibn
Khairan findly left the degant quarters assigned him for the night to go out into the streets long after dark.

The night guards at the postern doors knew him. Everyone seemed to know him aready. Nothing
unusud there. He was aman who needed to be disguised to pass unnoticed in Al-Rassan. Anxious and
overexcited, they offered him atorch and an escort. He declined both with courtesy. He wore asword
for protection, which he showed them. He made ajest a his own expense; they laughed eagerly. After
the afternoon's engagement they could hardly doubt his ability to defend himsdlf. One of them, gresatly
daring, said as much. Ibn Khairan gave him aslver coin and then, with asmile, offered the sameto the
other two guards. They dmost fell over each other opening the doors.

He went out. He had wrapped himsdlf in afur-lined cloak over his own clothing. He wore hisrings
again. No point to the steward's disguise any more. That had served its purpose on the road, in theinns
between Cartada and here. They had been travdling with akingdom'sworth of gemsin the two coffers
he had dlowed Zabira; over the years Almalik had not been less than generous with the woman he
loved. It had been necessary therefore, travelling here, to appear both unconcerned and unimportant. It
was not necessary any more.

He wondered where Zabirawas tonight, then dismissed the thought as unworthy. She would
captivate someone here soon enough—the king, the chancellor, perhaps both—but not yet. Tonight she
would be with her sons. The young princes. Pieces on the board in the new, larger game. That much had
been decided at the meeting before the chalenge in the lists. He had begun, during that crisp discussion,
to grasp precisaly how shrewd Mazur ben Avren was. Why Badir had risked so much to keep his
Kindath chancellor by him. There had been areputation, of course. Oneformal encounter. L etters
exchanged, over the years, and clever poems read. Now he had met the man. A different sort of chal -
lenge. Much to think about. It had been afully engaged day, truly.

It was cold after dark in Ragosa, thislate in the year with awind blowing. He wanted that cold. He
wanted solitude and starlight, the bite of that wind off the lake. His footsteps|ed him that way, past
shuttered shops, then the warehouses, and then, beyond them, walking done and in silence, to along
pier by the water's edge. He stopped therefindly, breathing deeply of the night air.

Overhead, the stars were very bright, and the moons. He saw how the city walls reached out into
the water herelike two arms, almost meeting, enclosing the harbor. In the moonlight he watched the
single-magted fishing boats and the smaller and larger pleasure craft tossed up and down on the dark,
choppy waters of the lake. The dap and surge of waves. Water. What was it about water?

He knew the answer to that.

They came from the desert, his people. From shifting, impermanent dunes and sandstorms and
harsh, bleak, sculpted mountains, from a place where the wind could blow forever without being
checked or stayed. Wherethe sun killed and it wasthe night starsthat offered promise of life, air to
breathe, a breeze to cool the blistering fever of the day. Where water was ... what? A dream, aprayer,
the purest blessing of the god.

He had no memory of such places himsdlf, unlessit wasamemory that had come with him into the
world. A triba memery bred into the Asharites, defining them. Ammuz and Soriyya, the homelands, asa
presencein the soul. The desertsthere. Wider sands, even, than those of the Mgjriti. He had never seen
the Magriti, either. He had been born in Aljais, herein Al-Rassan, in ahouse with three splashing
fountains. Even so, he was drawn to water when distressed, when something within him needed
assuaging. Far from the desert, the desert lay insgde him like awound or aweight, asit lay insdethem dl.

The white moon was overhead, the blue just rising, a creseent. With the city lights behind him the
garswerefierce and cold above thelake. Clarity, that was what they meant to him. That was what he
needed tonight.

He listened to the waves striking againgt the pier beneath hisfeet. Once, apause, again. The surging



rhythm of the world. His thoughts were scattered, bobbing like the boats, refusing to coalesce. He was
in some discomfort physicaly but that wasn't important. Weariness mostly, some bruises, agash on one
cdf that he had smply ignored.

The afternoon's chalengein the lists had been effortless, in fact. One of the thingswith which he
was having trouble,

There had been five againgt the two of them, and the Karcher had chosen four of the best captains
in Ragosato join him. There was a visible anger in those men, agrimness, the need to prove a point and
not just about wages. It had been contrived as adisplay, an entertainment for court and city, not
to-the-death. But even so, eyes beneath helms had been hard and cold.

It ought never to have been so swift, so much like adance or adream. It was asif there had been
music playing somewhere, dmaost but not quite heard. He had fought those five men side-by-side and
then back-to-back with Rodrigo Belmonte of Valedo, whom he had never seenin hislife, and it had
been as nothing had ever been before, on a battlefied or anywhere else. It had felt weirdly akin to having
doubled himsdlf. To fighting asif there were two hard-trained bodies with the one controlling mind. They
hadn't gpoken during the fight. No warnings, tactics. It hadn't even lasted long enough for that.

On the pier above the cold, choppy waters of Lake Serrana, ibn Khairan shook his head,
remembering.

He ought to have been elated after such atriumph, perhaps curious, intrigued. He was deeply
unsettled instead. Restless. Even alittle afraid, if he was honest with himself,

Thewind blew. He stood facing into it, looking north across the lake. On the farther shorelay the
tagra lands where no one lived, with Jalonaand Valedo beyond. Where the Horsemen of Jad
worshipped the golden sun the Asharites feared in their burning deserts. Jad. Ashar. Bannersfor men to
gather beneath.

He had spent hislife done, whether in play or at war. Had never sought acompany to command, a
coterie of sub-commanelers, or even, truthfully, afriend. Companions, hangers-on, acolytes, lovers,
these had aways been apart of hislife, but not red friendship—unless one named the man he had
poisoned in Cartada.

Ibn Khairan had come over the years to see the world as a place in which he moved by himsdlf,
leading men into battle when necessary, evolving plans and courses for his monarch when asked, crafting
his verses and songs whenever the patterns of life alowed space for that, linking and unlinking with a
succession of women—and some men.

Nothing for very long, nothing that went too deep. He had never married. Had never wanted to, or
been pressured to do so. His brothers had children. Their line would continue.

If pressed, he would probably have said that this cast of mind, this steady, ongoing need for
distance, had its origin on asummer's day when he had waked into the Al-Fontinain Silvenes and killed
thelast khdif on afountain rim for Almalik of Cartada

The old, blind man had praised hisyouthful verses. Had invited him to visit Silvenes. An aged man
who had never wanted to ascend the khdif's dais. Everyone knew that. How should ablind poet rule
Al-Rassan? Muzafar had been only another piece on the board, atool of the court powersin corrupt,
terrified Silvenes. Dark days those had been in Al-Rassan, when the young ibn Khairan had walked past
bribed eunuchs and into the Garden of Desire bearing aforbidden blade.

It was not hard, even now, to make a case for what he had done, for what Almalik of Cartada had
ordered done. Even so. That day in the innermost garden of the Al-Fontina had marked ibn Khairan. In
the eyes of others, in hisown eyes. The man who killed the last khalif of Al-Rassan.

He had been young then, rich with asense of his own invul nerability and adazzled awareness of all
the shimmering possibil tiestheworld held in store.

He wasn't young any more. Even the cold, thiskeen wind off the water, knifed into him more



sharply than it would have fifteen years ago. He smiled at that, for the first time that night, and shook his
head ruefully. Maudlin, unworthy thoughts. An old man in ablanket before the fire? Soon enough, soon
enough. If helived. The paiterns of life. What was allowed.

Come, brother,Rodrigo Belmonte of Valedo had said today as five hard men with swords had
walked forward to encircle the two of them.Shall we show them how thisis done ?

They had shown them.

Brother.A golden disk of Jad on achain about histhroat. Leader of the most dangerous company
in the peninsula. One hunédred and fifty horsemen of the god. A beautiful wife, two sons. Heirsto be
taught, even loved perhaps. Pious and loya, and deadly.

Ibn Khairan knew about that last, now. Only stories before. Nothing likeit, ever, in alifetime of
combat. Five men againgt them. Trained, magnificent fighters, the best mercenariesin Ragosa. Andinno
timeat al, redly, they were down, it was over. A dance.

Usually he could remember each individua movement, every feint and parry and thrust of a battle
for along time afterwards. His mind worked that way, breaking down alarger event into itssmaller
parts. But this afternoon was adready ablur. Which was a part of why he was so unsettled now.

He had looked at Belmonte after, and had seen—with relief and apprehension, both—amirror
image of that same strangeness. Asif something had gone flying awvay from each of them and was only
just coming back. The Valedan had |ooked glazed, unfocused.

At least, Ammar had thought,it isn't only me.

There had been uncontrolled noise by then, delirious, deafeningly loud. Screaming from up on the
wallsand from the roya stand by thelists. Hats and scarves and gloves and leather flasks of wine sailing
through the air to land about them. It had &l seemed to be coming from along way off.

He had tried, out of habit, to be sardonic. "Shall wekill each other for them now, to set asedl on
it?" hed said.

The men they'd defeated were being helped to their feet, those who could rise. One man, the
Karcher, had abroken arm from the flat of asword. Another was unable to stand; they were carrying
him away on alitter. A woman's pale blue scarf, drifting down through the sunlight, had fallen acrosshis
body. Ammar could only vaguely remember having faced the man with the broken arm. It had been at
the very outset. He could not clearly recall the blow, the sequence of it. Too strange, that was.

Rodrigo Belmonte had not laughed at his attempted jest, or smiled, standing beside him amid that
huge and distant noise.

"Dowewant aseal onit?' held asked.

Ammar had shaken his head. They had stood done in the middle of theworld. A smdll, still space.
Dreamlike. Clothing, flowers now, more wineflasks, flying through the autumn air. So much noise.

"Not yet," held said. "No. It may come, though. Whether we want it or not.”

Rodrigo had been slent amoment, the grey eyes cam benegth an old helm with the figure of an
eagleon it. From the king's stand a herald was approaching, formally garbed, gracious, deeply
deferentid.

Just before he reached them, the Valedan had said softly, "If it comes, it comes. The god
determinesdl. | never did anything like this, though, indl my life. Not fighting bes de another man.”

A dar fel into the darkness of the hillswest of the [ake. Ibn Khairan heard footsteps behind him.
They paused, and then withdrew. One person. A watchman. No danger. There wouldn't be danger
here, in any case.

Hewas very tired, but his mind would not alow him rest. The high white moon laid ashining,
rippled track on the water, the blue crescent cast afaint one from the east. They met where he stood.
Thiswas aproperty of water at night. Light flowed along it to where one stood.



| earned a goodly portion of my wages today, he thought. Wages. He was amercenary soldier
now, in the service of aking who would be happy to see Cartadain ruins. Who might decide to send an
army west to achieve that in the spring. Ammar, by his contract, would be apart of that army, aleader
of it. Hewasn't used to such shiftings of dlegiance.

He had killed Almalik. Twenty years companion. The dow rise and then the swift rise to power
together. Men changed over the years. Power ebbed and flowed, and did things to them. Time and the
gtars turned and men changed.

The man held dain was the only person he could ever have called afriend in the world, even though
onedidn't use that word of kings. Hed sung hislament tonight. Mazur ben Avren's request, meant to
wound. A subtle mind, that. But held dready been working on the verses during the ride east with
Zabira. Had offered them this evening to abanquet hall of Cartada's enemies. A room with astream
running through it. Water again. Ashar's dream amid the desert sands. It was an affectation, that banquet
room, but impressive nonetheless, and tastefully done. He could cometo like Badir of Ragosa, hetold
himself, could respect Mazur ben Avren. There was alife beyond Cartada, with scope and sweep.

Where lesser beasts now gather ...

He shook his head. Turned away from the lake and started back, with the wind and the moons
behind him now.

From the shadows by the oak-timbered wall of awarehouse she saw him leave the water's edge
and the outthrust arms of the city walls. She had retreated here to wait, after walking amost to the pier.
As he approached she saw—her eyes by now adjusted to the moonlight—an odd, inward look to his
face and she was half-inclined to let him pass. But even as that thought formed she redlized that she had
stepped forward into the Street after al.

He stopped. His hand moved to his sword and then she saw that he knew her. She expected
something ironic, ajest. Her heart was begating rapidly.

"Jehane bet Ishak. What are you doing abroad at night?"

"Waking," shesad. "The same asyou."

"Not thesameat dl. It isn't safe for awoman. There's no point to being foolish.”

Shefelt auseful flare of anger. "I do wonder how I've survived thislong in Ragosa without your
guidance.

Hewas slent. He il had that strange look to him. She wonelered what had driven him to the lake.
She hadn't come out to quarrel, although she couldn't have said why shehad come. She changed her
tone. "I am known here," she murmured. "Thereisno red danger.”

"In the dark? On the waterfront?" He raised his eyebrows. "Y ou could be killed for your cloak or
merely because of your religion. Wheres your servant?”

"Vedaz? Adeep, | hope. HEs had along day and night.”

"Andyou?'

"Long enough,” she said. "Whereyou injured | tried to hedl. I've come from theinfirmary.” What
wasit, she asked hersdf, that kept causing her to challenge him?

Helooked a her. The steedy, unrevedling gaze. The pearl in hisear gleamed paely inthe
moonlight. He said, "It'stoo cold to stand here. Come." He started walking again, back towardsthe
center of the city.

Shefdl into stride. The wind was behind them, cutting through her cloak. Itwas cold, and despite
what she'd implied, Jehane was unused to being abroad thislate. In fact, the last time had been the night

of the day she met thisman. The Day of the Moat. She had thought it had been his savage device, that
daughter of innocent men. All of Al-Rassan had thought so.



Shesad, "l remember what you said in Fezana. That it was none of your doing.”

"Youdidnt bdieveme."

"Yes | did."

He glanced at her. They continued walking.

She had seen him go by earlier, from the doorway of the infirmary. Her two patients had been
deeping, one drugged againgt the pain of a shattered arm, the other still deeply confused, a contuson the
size of an ogtrich egg on the side of his head. Jehane had |eft ingtructions that he be awakened after each
of the night bells. Too deep adeep tonight carried arisk.

She had been standing near the open doorway, breathing the night air, struggling againgt fatigue,
when ibn Khairan went past. She had put on her cloak and followed him, without thinking about it, no
reason save impulse for justification.

They had done something astonishing that day, he and Rodrigo Belmonte. Two men againg five and
had she not known better it might have seemed that the five had consented to be cut down, so swift and
crisply defined and elegant had it been. Shedid know better, though. She was treeting two of the five
tonight. The Karcher with the broken arm was struggling to deal with what had happened. He was hitter,
humiliated. Not a man accustomed to losing battles. Not that way, at any rate.

Stepping out into the street after ibn Khairan Jehane had been awkwardly aware that there were
other kinds of women who did this sort of thing, especially after what had happened today. She
half-expected to see some of them trailing behind the man, adorned, perfumed. Pursuing the hero of the
moment, approaching to touch—to be touched by—glory, the shimmer that clung to fame. She had
nothing but contempt for such women.

What sheédd done in following him was not remotely the samething, shetold herself. She wasn't
young or bedazzled; she wore a plain white cloth cap to keep her hair from her eyes while she worked,
no jewelry, mud-stained boots. She was |level-headed, a physician, and observant.

"Weren't you hurt this afternoon?’ she said, glancing sideways and up a him. "'l thought | saw you
takeasword intheleg.”

Helooked dryly amused, an expression she remembered. "A scratch, truly. One of them caught me
with his blade when hefdll. It iskind of you to ask, doctor. How are your patients?'

She shrugged. "The broken arm will be dl right. It set easily enough. The Batiaran that Ser Rodrigo
feled was dtill having trouble remembering his mother's name before he fell adeep.”

Ibn Khairan grinned, the white teeth flashing. "Now that is serious. If it were hisfather's name, of
course, I'd cdl that norma for Batiara"

"Go ahead and jest," she said, refusing to laugh. "Y ou don't haveto deal withit." A slly thing to say.

"I'm so sorry,” he murmured, al solicitude. "Did | add to your burdens today?!

She winced. She'd asked for that. It wasimportant to watch what one said with this man. Hewas
as sharp as Mazur was. At least as sharp.

"How isyour father?' he said, changing tone. She glanced over in surprise and then away. She had
aclear memory, asthey waked through the dark streets, of this man on his knees before Ishak last
summer, their hands clasped together.

"My parents are well enough, | thank you. My father ... has dictated some | etters to me since that
night in Fezana. | believethat ... peaking with you was of help to him."

" am honored that you think so."

No irony in the voice now. She had heard his lament tonight. He had dain aman she herself had
sworn to destroy. Had made her own vain, childish oath the meaningless thing it always had been. She
had actually been closeto grief, hearing the cadenced verses. The sorrow behind the sword.

Shesad, "I had intended to kill Almalik mysef. For my father. That'swhy | |eft Fezana." Asshe



spoke the words, as she told him, Jehane understood that this was why she had come out into the cold
of thenight.

"l am not surprised,” he murmured, after apause. A generousthing to say. Taking her serioudy. A
Kindath woman. A child'srash vow. "Areyou angry thet | forestalled you?'

She hadn't expected that either. She walked beside him awhilein silence. They turned a corner.
"I'm alittle ashamed,” she said. "I did nothing &t dl for four years, then came here and did nothing again.”

"Some tasks take longer than others. Asit happens, it was alittle eesier for me.”

Disguised asadave. She had heard the tale from Mazur just before the banquet this evening.
Poison on atowd. Theroya son entirely complicitous, then exiling ibn Khairan. There had to be pain
there.

They turned another corner. Two lights shone ahead of them now at the end of the street, outside
theinfirmary. Another memery rising suddenly, against her will. That same summer's night in Fezana, the
same room. Hersdlf with this man a the window, ristng on her toesto kisshim. A chalenge.

I must have been mad, she thought. She stopped at the entrance to the infirmary.

And asif he could actually trace the course of her thoughts, Ammar ibn Khairan said, "Was | right about the
chancellor, by the way?" A revealed edge of amusement again, infuriatingly.

"Right about what?"* she temporized.

He would have seen where she had been placed tonight, at the banquet. He would have duly noted
thefact that she wasthere at al. She hoped, fiercely, that he could not see her flushing. She dmost
regretted now that she had come.

Helaughed softly. "1 see" he said. And then, mildly, "Areyou looking in on your patients, or going
home?

Sheglared up at him. Anger again. Useful. "What doesthat mean?' she said coldly. Inthelight from
the torches she could see hisface clearly now. He regarded her with composure, but she thought she
saw laughter lingering in hiseyes. "What does'l see mean?' she demanded.

A brief dlence. "Forgiveme," hesad gravely. "Have | offended?

"With that tone you did, yes," she said sturdily.

"Then | shall have to chastise him for you."

The voice was behind her, and known. She wheeled, but not before she saw ibn Khairan's gaze
shift beyond her and his expression change.

In the doorway to the infirmary Rodrigo Belmonte stood in aspill of candldight, wearing the same
overtunic and vest held worn to the banquet, with his sword on one hip.

" am dways being chastised by someone,” ibn Khairan complained.

Rodrigo gave asnort of amusement. "'l doubt that," he said. "But you ought to know, if you don't
aready, that Mazur ben Avren'slack of successwith our doctor here has been the talk of Ragosafor
months.”

"It has?' sad Ammar politely.
"Ithas?" said Jehanein avery different tone.

"I'm afraid so," Rodrigo replied, looking at her. He, too, was amused now, a certain wrynessto the
expression beneath the full moustache. "1 must confess I've made a sum of money in this matter.”

"Y ou've beenwagering on me?' Jehane heard her voice swirling upwards.

"| have great confidencein al the members of my company,” Rodrigo said.

"l am not amember of your company!”

"l continueto livein hope," he murmured blandly.

Behind her, ibn Khairan laughed aloud. She wheded on him. He held up hishandsin aquick,



warding gesture. Jehane was silent, speechlessin fact. And then, ressting dl theway, shefelt her own
amusement welling up. She began to laugh, heplesdy.

She leaned in the doorway, wiping at her eyes, looking from one man to the other. From within the
infirmary the two night attendants looked disapprovingly towards the three of them. Jehane, who had to
givethe atendants firm instructionsin amoment, struggled for compaosure.

"Shecan'tjoinus," said Ammar ibn Khairan. He had moved into the entranceway, out of the cutting
wind. "Ben Avren will never let her leavethecity.”

"Us?" said Rodrigo.

"Leave the city?" said Jehane, in the same moment.

The handsome, smooth-shaven face turned from one of them to the other. He took histime before

spesking.

"Some things do seem obvious,” said ibn Khairan, looking at the Valledan. "King Badir will be
exceedingly nervous about having both of usin Ragosathiswinter without gainful activity. Wewill be
sent somewhere, Together. I'll place awager on that. And given what you have just told me about the
chancdllor's entirdly understandable interest in our splendid physician heisnot going to permit her to
leave Fezanawith two such irresponsible men.”

"l am not an irregponsible man,” said Rodrigo Belmonte indignantly.

"l beg to dissent,” Ammar said calmly. "Jehane told methat you caused a Batiaran mercenary—a
fine man, adoughty sol dier—to forget his own mother's name this afternoon! Deeply irresponsible, | call
that.”

"Hismother's?' Rodrigo exclamed. "Not hisfather's?If it was hisfather's name—"
"Y ou could understand it. I know," said Jehane. "The high lord ibn Khairan has aready made that
feeblejest. Among other things the two of you appear to share the same childish humor.”

"Other things? What other things? | may now be offended.” Ibn Khairan's expression belied the
words. He didn't look weary or unfocused any more, she noted. The physician in her was pleased with
that. She chose to ignore the question.

"l am the one offended, remember? And you haven't apologized yet. Nor haveyou,” she said,
turning upon Belmonte. "Wagering on my conduct! And how dare you assume that the chancellor of
Ragosa—or anyone e se—dictateswhere and when | travel?"

"Good!" said Rodrigo. "l have been waiting along timeto hear you say that! A winter campaign will
be an excdlent trid for al of us™"

"l didn't ssy—

"Won't you come?' he said. "Jesting aside, Jehane, | badly need a good doctor, and | ill
remember something you said, about working among Esperanans. Will you give us achanceto prove a
point about that?"

Jehane remembered it too. She remembered that night extremely well. Even the sun goes down,
my lady. Sheturned her mind from that thought.

"What?' shesaid, sardonicdly. "Arethere no pilgrims heading to blessed Queen Vascas Idethis
year?'

"Not from my company,” said Rodrigo quietly.

There wasaslence. He had away of stilling you, she thought.

"Y ou might aso consder that a campaign outside the city would give you arespite from ben
Avren'sattentions,” said ibn Khairan, alittle too casudly.

She spun to glare at him. His hands came up again, defensively. "Assuming, of course, you want a

respite,” he added quickly. "He's aremarkable man. A poet, achancellor, agenuine scholar. Prince of
the Kindath. Y our mother would be proud.”



"I | let him bed me?" she asked swestly.
"Wl no, not that, | suppose. | wasthinking of something moreformal, of course. Something ... "

He stopped, having registered the look in her eyes. His hands came up for athird time, asif to
block an assault. Hisrings glittered.

Jehane glared at him, her own fingers curled into fists. The problem was, she kept wanting to laugh,
which madeit difficult to cling to outrage. Y ou are in grave trouble if you happen to get sick on this
campagn,” shesad grimly. "Did no one ever warn you not to offend your doctor?!

"Many people, many times,” Ammar admitted ruefully. "I'm just not arespongble man, | fear."

"l am," said Rodrigo cheerfully. "Ask anyone!"

"Only," she snapped over her shoulder, "because you're terrified of your wife. Y ou told me so!”

Ibn Khairan laughed. A moment later, so did Belmonte, his color high. Jehane crossed her arms,
refusing to smile, scowling at both of them.

Shefdt extraordinarily happy, though.

The temple bells chimed, beyond the rooftops south of them, bright and clear in the cold night, to
awaken the devout for prayer.

"Go home," said Jehane to both men, looking into theinfirmary. "'l have patients to check on.”

They glanced a each other.

"And leave you here alone? Would your mother gpprove?’ asked ibn Khairan.

"My father would," Jehane said crisply. "Thisisahospitd. | am adoctor.”

That sobered them. [bn Khairan bowed, and Belmonte did the same. They eft, walking together.
She watched them go, standing in the doorway until they were swallowed up by the night. She stood for
another moment there, staring at the dark ness before going into theinfirmary.

The Karcher with the fractured arm still dept. It was what he needed. She had given him absinthe
for pain, and her father's mixtureto help him rest.

She woke the other man gently, with the attendants on either sde of his pallet. Sometimes they
were violent when awakened. These were fighting men. The Batiaran knew her, though, which was
good. She had them hold up atorch for her and she looked at his eyes: cloudy till, but better than
before and he followed her finger when she moved it before hisface. She put ahand behind his head
and helped him drink: cloves, myrrh and aoes, for what had to be abrutal headache.

She changed the dressing on his wound, then withdrew to the other sde of the room whilethe
attendants helped him pass water into a beaker for her. She poured the urine into her father's flask and
studied it againgt the candlelight. The top layer, which told of the head, was mostly clear now. Hewas
going to bedl right. She told him as much, speaking in his own language. He sank back into dumber.

She decided to snatch ashort rest in the infirmary after al. They made up one of the bedsfor her
and drew ascreenin front of it for privacy. She removed her boots and lay down in her clothing. She
had done this many times. A doctor had to learn to deep anywhere, in whatever brief snatches of time
were dlowed.

Just before she dropped off, athought cameto her: she had, it seemed, just agreed to leave the
comforts of city and court to go out on awinter campa gn—wherever that expedition turned out to be
going. She hadn't even asked them.Nobody went on winter campaigns.

"You idiot," she murmured adoud, aware that she was smiling in the darkness.

In the morning the Batiaran remembered his mother, knew where he was, the day of the week and
the sub-commanders of his company. When she asked, atrifle unwisely, about hisfather's name, he
flushed avivid crimson.

Jehane took painsto show no reaction at dl, of course. She swore aslent oath to herself, on the



gpat, in the name of Galinus, father of al physicians, that she would die before telling Ammar ibn Khairan
or Rodrigo Belmonte about this.

That oath, at least, she kept.

Nine
Thewind was north. Y azir could taste sdlt in the air, though they were haf aday'sride acrossthe
Majriti sands from the sea. It was cold.

Behind him he could hear the flapping of the tents as the wind caught and tugged &t them. They had
comethisfar north and set up acamp to meet with their visitor.

On the coast, out of sight beyond the high, shifting dunes, lay the new port of Abeneven, whose
walls offered shelter from thewind. Y azir ibn Q'arif would rather be dead and with Ashar among the
gtars than winter in acity. He shrugged deeper into his cloak. He looked up at the sky. The sun, no
menace now at the brink of winter so far to the north, was apale disk in asky of racing clouds. There
was alittletime yet before the third summonsto prayer. They could continue this discussion.

No one had said aword, however, for sometime. Their visitor was clearly unsettled by that. This
was good, on the whole; unsettled men, in Y azir's experience, revealed more of themsalves.

Y azir looked over and saw that his brother had pulled down the veil that covered the lower hdf of
his face. He was breaking beetle shells and sucking at thejuicesingde. An old habit. Histeeth were
badly stained by it. Their guest had aready declined the offered dish. This, of course, was an insult, but
Y azir had gained someingght into the manners of their brethren acrossthe sraitsin Al-Rassan, and was
not unduly perturbed. Ghdib, his brother, was a more impetuous man, and Y azir could see him dedling
with anger. The visitor would not be aware of this, of course. Their guest, miserably cold, and obvioudy
unhappy with the smell and fed of the camd hair cloak they had presented him asa gift, sat
uncomfortably on Y azir's meeting blanket and sniffled.

Hewasill, he had told them. He talked agreat ded, their visitor. The long journey to Abirab and
then dong the coast to thiswintering place of the Muwardi |leaders had afflicted him with an ailment of
the head and chest, he had explained. He was shivering like agirl. Ghaib's contempt was obviousto
Y azir, but this man from across the straits would not see that either, even with Ghdib'svell lowered.

Y azir had long ago redized—and had tried to make his brother understand—that the softness of life
in Al-Rassan had not only turned the men thereinto infiddls, it had d so made them very nearly women.
Lessthan women, in fact. Not one of Y azir's wives would have been half so pathetic asthis Prince
Hazem of Cartada, his nose dripping like achild'sin the face of alittlewind.

And thisyoung man, lamentably, was one of the devout ones. One of the true, pious followers of
Asghar in Al-Rassan. Y azir was forced to keep reminding himsdf of that. The man had been cor-
responding with them for sometime. Now he had come himsdlf to the Mgriti, along way in adifficult
season, to speak his pleato the two leaders of the Muwardis, here on a blanket before flapping tentsin
the vast and empty desert. He had probably expected to meet them in Abirab, or Abeneven a worst,

Y azir thought. Cities and houses were what the soft men of Al-Rassan knew. Beds with scented pillows,
cushionsto recline upon. Flowers and trees and green grass, with more water than any man could usein
hislifetime. Forbidden wine and naked dancers and painted Jaddite women. Arrogant Kindath
merchants exploiting the faithful and worshipping their female moonsingtead of Ashar'sholy gars. A
world where the bells summoning to prayer were occason for acursory nod in the direction of atemple,
if that much.

Y azir dreamed a night of fire. A great burning in Al-Rassan and north of it, among the kingdoms of
Esperana, where they worshipped the killing sun in mockery of the Star-born children of the desert. He
dreamed of a purging inferno that would leave the green, seductive land scorched back towards sand
but pure again, ready for rebirth. A place where the holy stars might shine cleanly down and not avert
their light in horror from what men did below in the cesspools of their cities.



He was a cautious man, though, Y azir ibn Qarif of the Zuhrite tribe. Even before the foul murder of
thelast khdif in Silveneswadjis had been coming across the straits to him and his brother, year after
year, beseeching that the tribes sweep north across the water to aburning of infidels.

Y azir didn't like boats; he didn't like water. He and Ghdib had more than enough on their hands
controlling the desert tribes. He had eected to roll smdl dice only behind hisveil—akin to a cautious
play in the ancient bone game of the desert—and had allowed some of his soldiersto go north as
mercenaries. Not to serve the wadjis either, but the very kings they opposed. The petty-kings of
Al-Rassan had money, and paid it for good sol diers. Money was useful; it bought food from north and
east in hard seasons, it hired masons and shipbuilders—men Y azir had reluctantly cometo redize he
needed, if the Muwardis were to have any more permanence than the drifting sands.

Information was useful, too. His soldiers sent home dl their wages, and with these sums came
tidings of affairsin Al-Rassan. Y azir and Ghdib knew agreat ded. Some of it was comprehens ble,
somewas not. They learned that there were courtyards within the palaces of the kings, and evenin the
public squares of cities, where water was permitted to burst fregly from pipes through the mouths of
sculpted anima s—and then to run away again, unused. Thiswas dmost impossibleto credit, but thetale
had been reported too many times not to be true.

One report—this one afable, obvioudy—even had it that in Ragosa, where aKindath sorcerer had
bewitched the feeble king, ariver ran through the palace. It was said that there was awaterfdl inthe
sorcerer's bedchamber, where the Kindath fiend bedded hel pless Asharite women, ripping their
maidenheads and laughing at his power over the Star-born.

Y azir girred restlesdy within his coak; theimagefilled him with aheavy rage. Ghdib finished
cracking bestles, pushed the earthenware dish away, pulled up hisveil and mumbled something under his
bresth.

"I'm sorry?"' the Cartadan prince said, leaping at the sound. He sniffled. "My ears. I'm sorry. | failed
to hear. Excdllence?’

Ghalib looked a Y azir. It wasincreasngly evident that he wanted to kill this man. That was
understandable, but it remained abad ideg, in Y azir's view. Hewas the older brother. Ghalib would
follow him, in most things. He narrowed his eyesin warning. Their visitor missed this of course; he
missed everything.

On the other hand, Y azir abruptly reminded himself, Ashar had taught that charity towardsthe
devout was the highest deed of earthly piety, short of dying in aholy war, and this man—thisHazem ibn
Almdik—was as close to being truly devout as any prince of Al-Rassan had beenin along time. He was
here, after al. He had cometo them. They had to take note of that. If only he wasn't such asorry,
emasculated excuse for aman.

"Nothing," Yazir grunted.

"What? | beg—"

"My brother said nothing. Do not trouble yourself so." Hetried to say it kindly. Kindness did not
come naturaly to him. Neither did patience, though that he had been at painsto teach himsdf over the
years.

Hisworld was different now from when he and Ghdib had led the Zuhrites out of the west and
swept al the other tribes before them, leaving the sands blood-red where they passed. More than

twenty years ago that was. They had been young men. The khdif in Silvenes had sent them gifts. Then
the next khdif, and the next, until thelast onewasdain.

There was gill blood on the sands, most years. The tribes of the desert had never taken easily to
authority. Twenty yearswas avery long timeto have held sway. Long enough even to build two citieson
the coadt, with shipyards now and warehouses, and three more citiesinland, with markets, where the
gold of the south could be assembled and dispersed in the long caravans. Y azir hated settlements, but
they mattered. They were marks of endurance on the shifting face of the desert. They were abeginaing



to something larger.

The next stage of permanence for the Muwardis, though, lay beyond the sands. That much was
becoming more and more clear to Y azir as the seasons and the stars turned.

Ghdib flatly rejected the very thought of leaving the desert life he knew, but not theidea of aholy
war acrossthe gtraits. That idea he liked. Ghaib was good  killing people. He was not a man
well-suited to leading the tribesin peacetime, or to building thingsthat might remain after him, for his
sonsand hissons sons. Y azir, who had come out of the west those long years ago with astring of
camesand a sword, with five thousand warriors and a bright, hard vision of Ashar, wastrying to
become such aman.

Ibn Rashid, the ascetic, the wadji who had come to the westernmost Zuhrite tribes bearing the
teachings of Ashar from the so-called homelands none of the Muwardis had ever seen, would have
approved, Y azir knew that much.

The wadji, gaunt and tall, with his unkempt white beard and hair and his black eyesthat read souls,
had settled with Six disciplesin acluster of tents among the wildest people of the desert. Yazir and his
brother, the sons of the Zuhrite chieftain, had come one day to laugh &t this new, harmless madman in his
Settlement, where he preached the visions of another madman in another desert in afar land named
Soriyya

Their lives had changed. Thelife of the Mgriti had changed.

Ashar'struths had been moving through the desert for some time before ibn Rashid came west, but
none of the other tribes had accepted those truths and pursued them as resolutely as the Zuhrites were to
do when Y azir and Ghdlib led them east—all of them veiled now likeibn Rashid—in holy, cleansng war.

Y azir had spent dmost hdf of hislifetrying to earn hiswadji's gpprova, even after ibn Rashid had
died and only hisrettling bones and skull accompanied Y azir and Ghdib in their journeys. He il tried to
measure his deeds by what the wadji's eyes would have seen in them. It was difficult, trying to change
fromasmplewarrior, ason of the desert and stars, to aleader in adippery world of cities and money,
of diplomats and emissaries from acrossthe raits or far to the east. It was very difficult.

He needed scribes now, men who could decipher the messages brought him from those other lands.
In scratchings on parchment lay the deaths of men and the fulfillment or rgection of Ashar's arry
visons. That was ahard thing to accept.

Y azir often envied his brother his clear approach to dl things. Ghaib had not changed, saw no
reason to change. He was a Zuhrite war leader ill, direct and unblunted as awind. This man sitting
before them, for example. For Ghdib he was less than aman, and he sniffled, and insulted them by
refusing to eat food they offered. He ought, therefore, to be dain. He would provide some amusement
then, at least. Ghalib had anumber of ways of killing men. Thisone, Y azir thought, would probably be
castrated then given to the soldiers—or even the women—to be used. Ghalib would see such adeath as
an obviousone.

Y azir, ason of the hard desert himsdlf, half-inclined to agree, continued hislong struggle towards a
different view of things. Hazem ibn Almaik was a prince from acrossthe water. He could rule Cartadaiif
circumstances changed only dightly. He was hereto ask Y azir and Ghalib to change those
circumstances. That would mean, he had told them, atrue believer on the dais of the most powerful
kingdom in Al-Rassan. He would even don the half-vell of the Muwardis, he told them.

Y azir didn't know what a dais was, but he did understand what was being asked of him. Hewas
fairly certain hisbrother understood aswell, but Ghalib would have a different attitude. Ghdib would
hardly care who ruled Cartadain Al-Rassan. Whether this man adopted the veil ibn Rashid had
ordained for the tribes—to screen and hold back impieties—would be amatter of uttermost indifference
to Ghdlib. He would smply want the chance to go to war again in the name of Ashar and the god. War
was good, aholy war was the best thing in the world.

Sometimes, though, aman striving to shape adivided, triba people into anation, aforceinthe



world, something more than drifts of sand, had to try to hold back his desires, or rise above them.

Y azir, on his blanket in the north wind, with winter coming, felt adeep uncertainty gnawing at his
vitals. No one had ever warned him that leadership, thiskind of leadership, was bad for the somach.

He had begun losing his hair years ago. His scalp, though usually covered, had burned the same hue
astherest of hisface over the years. Ghdlib, with no concerns save how to keep hiswarriorskilling
enemies and not each other, ill had hislong dark mane. Heworeit tied back, to keep it from hiseyes
and he gtill wore histhong about his neck. Men sometimes asked about that. Ghalib would smile and
declineto answer, inviting speculation. Y azir knew what the thong was. He was far from a squeamish
man, but he didn't like thinking about it.

Helooked up at the wan sun again. There remained only alittle time before prayers. There was

information their viditor lacked. He had been along timejourneying here; others had left after him and
come before. Y azir was still unsure how to make use of this.

"What about the Jaddites?' he asked, by way of abeginning.

Hazem ibn Almalik jerked liked a snared creature at the words. He flashed Y azir astartled,
reveding glance. It wasthefirst concrete question ether of the brothers had put to him. The wind
whistled, sand blew.

"The Jaddites?' the man repeated blankly. Hewas, Y azir, coneluded, very nearly smple-minded. It
wasapity.

"The Jaddites," Y azir repeated, asif to achild. Ghalib glanced at him briefly and then away, saying
nothing. "How strong are they? We are told Cartada alows payment of tribute to the Horsemen. Thisis
forbidden by the Laws. If such tribute is paid there must be areason. What is the reason?"

Hazem wiped at his dripping nose. He used hisright hand, which was offensive. He cleared his
throat. "That tribute is one reason | am here, Excellence. Of courseit isforbidden. It isablasphemy,
among so many others. The arrogant Horsemen see no danger in the weak kings of Al-Rassan. Even my
father cringes before the Jaddites, though he calls himself aLion.” Helaughed bitterly. Yazir said nothing,
listening, observing through hooded eyes. The sand blew past them, tent cloths flgpped in the camp. A
dog barked.

Their visitor babbled on. "The Jaddites make their demands, and are given all they ask, despite the
clear word of Ashar. They take our gold, they take our women, they ride laughing through our streets
looking down upon the faithful, mocking our feeble leaders. Little do they know that their danger comes
not from godlessrulers, but from the true heirs of Ashar, the pure sons of the desert. Will you not come?
Will you not cleanse Al-Rassan?'

Ghdib grunted, pulled down hisveil, and spat.

"Why?' hesad.

Y azir was surprised. His brother was not inclined to demand reasons for war. The prince from over
the water seemed more confident suddenly, he sat up straighter on the blanket. It was asif he had
needed only their questions. All those who had come to them from Al-Rassan over the years, the wadjis
and emissaries, were greset talkers. They wore no vells, perhaps that was part of it. Poets, sngers,
herdds—wordsran like water in that land. It was sllence that made them uneasy. It was quite clear by
now that their visitor did not know his father was dead.

"Who dseisthere?' Hazem of Cartadaasked, and gestured excessvely with his hands, amost
touching Y azir'sknee. "If you come not, the Horsemen of Jad will rule. In our lifetime. And Al-Rassan
will belogt to Ashar and the stars.”

"Itislogt dready,” Ghdib muttered, surprisng Y azir again.

"Thenreganit!" said Hazem ibn Almaik quickly. "It istherefor you. For us."

"Us?' Yazir said softly.

The prince visibly checked himsdlf. Helooked briefly afraid. He said, "For dl of uswho grievefor



what is happening. Who bear the heavy burden of what Jaddites and Kindath and fase, fdlen kingsare
doing to aland once strong in the will of Ashar." He hesitated. "There iswater there, orchards and green
grass. Tdl grain growsin thefields, rain falsin the spring and ripe, sweset fruits can be plucked wild from
the trees. Surely your soldiers havetold you this."

"They havetold usmany things," Y azir said repressively, stirred in spite of himself. He believed little
of it, in fact. Rivers running through palaces? Did they think he was afool? He could not even conceive
of what kind of afruit might grow fredy, untended, to be taken at will by any man with athirst. Such
things were promised in Paradise, not to men on the sands of earth.

"Y ou sent soldiersto serve my father,” Hazem ibn Almaik said shrilly. "Why will you not lead them
to serve Ashar?!

Thiswas offensve. Men had been flayed for less. They had been staked divein the sun with their
skin pecled away.

"Y our father hasbeen killed," Y azir said quickly, before Ghalib could do anything irreversible.
"Y our brother rulesin Cartada."

"What?" The young man scrambled to hisfeet, fear and amazement imprinted on hispalid,
exposed features.

Ghalib reached for the spear planted beside him. He swung it with one hand, dmost casudly, so
that the shaft smote the prince behind the knees. There was a cracking sound, swallowed by the empty
gpaces around them. Hazem ibn Almalik crumpled to the ground, whimpering.

"Y ou do not rise before my brother does," Ghdib said softly. "It isan insult.” He spoke dowly, asif
to someone deficient in hisfaculties.

He planted his spear again. The handful of warriors who had accompanied them here from the
encampment had glanced over at the flurry of movement. Now they looked away again. Thistalk was
boring for them; most things had been boring of late. Autumn and winter were adifficult timefor
discipline

Y azir again consdered giving the Cartadan to his brother and the soldiers. The prince's death would
offer adiversion and the men needed that. He decided againgt it. There was more at stake here than an
execution to quiet restless warriors. He had the fed ing even Ghdib knew that. The shaft of aspear dong
the back of the knees was an extremely mild responsefor his brother.

"Stup,” Yazir said coldly. The prince's moaning was beginning to grate on him.

It was amusing how quickly the sounds stopped. Hazem ibn Almalik swung himsalf up to astting
position. He wiped a his nose. Hisright hand again. Some men had no idea of manners. But if they
denied the god and the visons of Ashar, why should they be expected to know polite, proper behavior?
He reminded himsdlf, again, that this man was among the devot.

"Itistimefor prayers,” Yazir said to the Cartadan prince. "We will go back to the camp. After, we
will eat. Then you will tell medl you know about your brother.”

"No, no. No! I must go back home now, Excellence. Asquickly as possible.” The man showed a

surprisng amount of energy for the firg time. "With my father dead thereis an opportunity. For me, forall
of uswho serve Ashar and the god. | must write to the wadjis of the city! | must—"

"Itistimefor prayers,” Y azir repeated, and rose.
Ghdib did the same, with awarrior's grace. The prince scrambled upright. They began walking
back. Hazem limped aong, Hill talking, trying to keep pace.

"Thisiswonderful!" he said. "My accursed father is dead. My brother iswesk, with a corrupt,
godless advisor—the evil man who killed the last khaif! We can take Cartada easly, Excellence. The
peoplewill bewith usg! | will go hometo Al-Rassan, and tell them you are following. Don't you see,
Ashar hasgiven usagift from the garg”

Y azir stopped. He didn't like being distracted as he readied himsalf for prayer, and this man was



clearly going to be avexing distraction. There was d o the distinct possibility that Ghalib would beirked
enough to kill him out-of-hand.

Y azir said, "We go to pray. Be sllent now. But understand me: we travel nowhere in winter. Neither
do you. Y ou will remain with us. Y ou are our guest for this season. In spring we will take counsdl again.
For the rest of the winter | do not want to hear you speak unless addressed by one of us." He paused,
tried to sound gentle, soothing. "I say thisfor your safety, do you understand? Y ou are not in aplace
wherethings are as you know them.”

The man'sjaw had dropped open. He reached forward with a hand—hisright hand, das—and
clutched a Yazir'sdeeve.

"But | cannot stay!" he said. "Excellence, | must go back. Before the winter scorms. | must be—"

He said no more. He was looking downwards, a blank incredulity in hisface. It was very nearly
amusing. Ghalib had cut off the offending hand at thewrist. He was dready sheathing his sword. Hazem
ibn Almalik, prince of Cartada, looked at the bleeding ssump where hisright hand had been, made a
strangled sound in histhroat, and fainted.

Ghadlib looked down a him expressonlesdy. "Shall | cut out histongue?' he asked. "Wewill never
endure awinter of hiswords. Hewill not survive, brother. Someone will kill him."

Y azir consdered it. Ghalib was dmost certainly right. He sighed, shook his head. "No," he said
reluctantly. "We do need to speak with him. We might have need of thisman.”

"Man?' Ghdib said. Lowering hisvell, he spat.
Y azir shrugged and turned away. "Come. It istimefor prayers.”

Heturned to walk on. Ghdib looked asif he would protest. In hismind'seye Y azir could amost
see him severing the man'stongue. The prospect of silence was gppeding. Heimagined Ghalib kneding,
knife drawn, the Cartadan's head lifted to rest on his|eft knee, the tongue pulled out asfar asit could go,
the blade ... Ghalib had done this many times. He was good &t it. Y azir very nearly changed hismind.
Nearly, but not quite.

Hedidn't look back. A moment later, he heard his brother fol lowing. Mogt of thetime Ghdlib till
followed. Y azir gestured, and three of the warriors moved to bring the Cartadan. He might die of his
wound, but it was unlikely. They knew how to treat such injuriesin the desert. Hazem ibn Almalik would
live. He would never redize that hislife and speech were Y azir's gift to him. Some people you just
couldn't help, no matter how you tried.

Hejoined their wadji and the tribesmen in the compound. They had waited for him. The bell was
rung, the sound small and fragilein thewind. They lowered their veils and prayed then in the open
spaces to the one god and his beloved servant Ashar, their exposed faces turned to where Soriyyawas,
so far away. They prayed for strength and mercy, for purity of heart and morta body, for the fulfillment
of Ashar's starlit visions, and for access, at the end of their own days among the sands of earth, to
Paradise.

He had been forewarned, but not sufficiently. King Ramiro of Valedo, stting upon histhrone set
before thetriple archesin his newly completed audience chamber, was sharply aware of trouble the
moment the visitors entered the hall.

He glanced briefly at hiswife and noted the heightened color in her face, which only confirmed his
ingtinct. Ines had taken great pains with her appearance this morning. Not asurprise; these were guests
from Ferrieres, which had been her home.

On his other side, one step back from the throne, his constable, Count Gonzalez de Rada,
displayed only his customary arrogance to their guests. That wasfine, but Ramiro was amost certain that
de Radawas oblivious to what these men might actualy mean for VValledo.

No red surprisethere, either. Gonzalez had agood mind and adirect way of achieving things, but



his perceptions extended no further than the three kingdoms of Esperana. He could make shrewd
observations about what King Ramiro's brother in Ruenda or hisunclein Jaonamight intend, and
propose measures to balk them, but clerics from countries across the mountains held no interest for him
and therefore shared no part of histhought.

Which waswhy the warning had been insufficient. Five men of the god, one of them high-ranking,
were sopping here at the queen'sinvitation, en route to the shrine on Vascas Ide. What could that
possibly sgnify? Gonzalez had hardly given it athought. Neither, to hisown swiftly growing regret, had
theking.

Betraying no hint of these emerging apprehensions, Ramiro of Valedo gazed politey a the man

proceeding down the carpeted approach to the throne, afew telling steps ahead of hisfel lows. Some
men alerted you with their very presence that something of substance was afoot. Thiswas one such.

Geraud de Chervdles, High Cleric of Ferrieres, wastall enough to look down on every man in that
room, including the king. His face was shaved smooth as ababy's, with grey hair swept straight back
from his brow, making him seem even tdler. His eyes, even at adistance from the throne, werea
penetrating blue, set beneath straight eyebrows and above along nose and athin, wide mouth. His
bearing was patrician, courtly, the manner of an ambassador to alesser court, not that of a servant of the
god appearing before amonarch. Garbed in the blue robes of the Ferrieres clerics, fringed and belted
with yellow for the sun, Geraud de Chervales was an undeniably imposing man.

The king saw no deference at dl in that aristocratic face. Nor did he find it—sparing aquick glance
—in the expressions of the four lesser clerics who had now cometo ahalt behind de Chervales. No
hostility or aggression, nothing asill-bred asthat, but clerics didn't have to be hostile to cause aworld of
trouble, and amiro now, belatedly, had a sense that trouble was what had arrived benegth his archesto
stand upon the newly laid carpets and mosaics this cold and drizzly morning in autumn.

It didn't help to know that hiswife had requested their presence.

He pulled hisfur-collared robe more closdy about himself. Out of the corner of one eye he saw
Gonza ez make a discreet gesture and servants hastened to build up the fires. His constable was
endlesdy solicitous of the king's comfortsin such smal matters. Unfortunately he had missed something
large here. On the other hand, so had Ramiro himself, and he was not aman to task othersfor falingshe
shared.

"Bewecometo Valedo," hesaid camly, asthetal cleric stopped a proper distance before the
throne. "In the holy name of Jed."

Geraud of Ferrieres bowed then—not before, Ramiro noted. The bow was proper, though, afull,
formal sdutation. He straightened.

"We are honored, my lord king." The High Cleric'svoice was rich and cultured. He spoke
Esperanan flawlesdy, even to the patrician lisp. "Honored by the invitation from our own beloved Ines,
your most devout queen, and by your roya welcome. Only the prospect of awinter's comfort here at
Esteren’'s much-celebrated court could have drawn us forth upon the roads and through the mountains so
laeintheyear."

No bones about it then. Hisvery first remarks. They were staying. Not realy asurprise, though they
might have been intending to push on to Ruenda. That would have been pleasant. Ramiro was aware of
Ines beaming beside him, elegant and desirable. She had been looking forward to thisfor along time.

"We shdl offer what comfortswe may," the king said, "though we fear we cannot match the fame of
Ferrieresfor the ddights of the flesh." He smiled, to make clear it was ajest.

The High Cleric shook his head. There was an unwel come hint of admonition in his expression.
Already. "Welive smplelives, your grace," he murmured. "Wewill be well content with any meager
space and amenities you are able to spare. Our delight and sustenance will come from the presence of
the god in this mighty stronghold of Jad in the west."

Ramiro schooled hisfeatures. He was aware that Ines had already alocated and sumptuoudy



furnished a suite of connecting roomsfor the Ferrieres clericsin the new wing of the palace, in the event
that they elected to linger for more than a short time. There was even achapd there, at her insstence.
Geraud de Chervaleswould not be forced to deal with any meager spaces here. The king was also
aware of the detailed exchange of |etters between his queen and the clerics of her birthplace. It would be
unseemly, of course, to betray knowledge of this. Hefdt like being unseemly.

"We are certain our dearly beloved queen has been a painsto comply with every point of your
ingtructions regarding what accommodations would be adequate for your needs. The hot water has been
arranged for your rooms, your personal masseur for each afternoon. The food as stipulated. The
requested Farlenian wine."

He smiled genidly. Ines siffened besde him. Geraud de Chervalleslooked briefly discomfited, then
sorrowful, in the manner of dl clerics. He had, however, no easy reply. It was useful, Ramiro thought, to
bring them up short early, like ahorsein the breaking, before al the smooth, rolling phrases began to
pour endlesdy forth. He doubted, though, that this man was suscepti ble to being checked. A moment
later thiswas confirmed.

"1 do regret that my advancing years have made it necessary to beg certain solicitous favors from
those who honor uswith arequest to visit. Especidly inwinter, | fear. Y our mgesty isyoung yet, inthe
flush of your god-granted vigor. Those of uswho have begun our mortal decline can only look to you as
our stern arm of support, under the holy sun of Jad.”

As expected. Not someone who could be quelled as he had managed to quell the yellow-garbed
clerics here over the years. Erratic men, ambitious, but without leadership or force. Without looking he
could picture the smug expressions on their faces. They had achampion now, and things might be about
to change. Well, he ought to have known thiswas coming. He ought to have given it more thought. He
had no one to blame but himsdf for agreeing to Iness request that they invite one of the High Clerics
from her own country to stop here on hisway to the Ide, for the comfort of her soul.

He'd known the name of de Chervalles, known he was afigure of power. Beyond that he had not
concerned himsalf. A weekness. He didn't like thinking about clerics. He did have avague memory of
the afternoon sheld asked his permission to invite the man. He had been lulled and languorousin the
aftermath of lovemaking. His queen, thought Ramiro of VValledo, looking straight ahead, knew him
atogether too well.

Heforced himsdf to smile again at thetall, grey-haired man in the luxurious blue and ye low robe.
"Y ou are unlikely to need defending herein winter. Except againgt cold and boredom, perhaps. We will
do what we can to make you comfortable during your brief timewith us." He alowed histoneto hint at
dismissa. Perhapsthisfirst encounter, at least, could be kept short. That would give him time to think
thingsthrough alittle.

De Chervaless expression grew dark, troubled. "The god knows our fears are not for ourselves or
our own comfort, gracious king. We come hither on the hard roads heavy with thoughts of the Children
of Jad who live not benegth the benevolent rule of the kingsin the lands of Esperana. This, | confess, is
what will make the coming winter hard for me."

Wi, that had been avain thought: that they might keep the first meeting brief. And trouble lay
ahead now like athicket of spears. Ramiro said nothing. It was still possible he might deflect the worst of
this, for the moment. He redlly was going to need timeto think.

"What can you mean, most holy sire?" Ines's question was transparently earnest. Her hands were
clasped together, holding the sun disk in her lap, her face betrayed anxious concern. The king of Valedo
sworeinwardly, but refused to permit any flicker of emotion to cross hisface.

"How can | not think of al our pious brethren of the god who must endure yet another winter under
the crud torments of theinfidels of Ashar,” said Geraud de Chervdles. Said it smoothly, flowingly,
sorrowfully. Loudly enough for the whole court to hear.

It was upon him, Ramiro thought grimly. It had arrived, with this assured, dangerous man from



Ferrieres. De Chervalles had come here to say thisonething. Say it thismorning, and then again, and
again, until he made kings and riders and farmers from the fields dance to histune and die.

Despite hisearlier resolutions, Ramiro felt aflicker of anger againg his congtable. Gonzaez ought to
have been dert to this. Was that not part of his office? Did Ramiro have to plan and prepare for
everything of importance? He knew the answer to that, actually.

No oneto blame but himsdlf. The king thought of Rodrigo Belmonte, far away in Al-Rassan. Exiled
among the infidels. They weren't even certain where held gone yet. He had promised not to attack
Valedo with anyone; promised that much but no more. He had been Raimundo's man: his boyhood
friend then his constable. Not entirely trusted by Ramiro, or trusting him, if it cameto that. Ramundo's
death. The shadows around it. Too much history there. And Belmonte was too proud, too independent
aman. Needed, though; badly needed, in fact.

"But most holy sire, what can we do?" Ines asked, lifting her clagped handsto her breast. "Our
hearts are heavy to hear your words." Her golden disk shone in the muted light falling down through the
new windows. It had begun to rain outside; the king could hear it on the glass.

Had he not known better, Ramiro would have thought his queen had been given her words by de
Chervalles, so patly did they lead to the High Cleric's next speech. The king wanted to close hiseyes, his
ears. Wanted urgently to be away from here, riding ahorsein therain. The words came, entirely
predictable, but sonorous and compel ling nonetheless.

"We can do what those charged by Jad with his holy mission on earth can do—that, and no more
or less, most revered queen. The accursed Khdifate of the Asharitesis no more," said Geraud of
Ferrieres, and paused, suggestively.

"Now therés news," said Gonzaez de Rada sarcagticdly, his own beautiful voice cutting into the
mood. "More than fifteen yearsold." He glanced at the king. Ramiro understood: the count had finally
grasped where thiswas heading, and wastrying to steer it aside.

Too late, of course.

"But thereisfresher news, | understand,” thetall cleric from Ferrieres said, undeterred. "Thevicious
king of Cartadais aso dead now, summoned to the black judgment Jad visits upon al unbdlievers.
Surely there isamessage herefor usl Surely with the leader of the jackals goneitisatimeto act!”

The voice had risen, modulating smoothly towards afirst crescendo. Ramiro had heard this sort of
thing before, but never from such amaster. In akind of horrified admiration, he waited.

"To act? Now?' Gonzalez didn't bother to mask hisirony. "A trifle cold isit not?!

Another good effort, the dry tone as much as the words, but Geraud de Chervales overmastered it.
"Thefires of the god warm those who serve hiswill!" His gaze as he looked at the constable was
scornful and unyielding. Gonzaez de Radawas unlikely to tolerate this, the king knew from experience,
and wondered if he ought to intervene before something serious happened.

But then, unexpectedly, the cleric smiled, much as any man might smile. His stem features rel axed,
he lowered hisvoice. "Of course | do not speak of awinter war. | hope | am not so foolish asthat. |
know these matters take time, much planning, the right season. These areissuesfor brave men of the
sword such asthe vaiant kings of Esperanaand their legendary Horsemen. | can only try, in my smal
way, to help light afire, and to offer tidings that may aid and inspire you."

Hewaited. There was aslence. Rain drummed on the winelows. A log shifted in one of thefires,
then fell with acrash and aflurry of sparks. Ramiro expected Inesto ask the awaited question, but she
had falen unexpectedly silent. Helooked at her. She had lowered the sun disk to her lap and was staring
at the deric, biting her lip. Her expression was unreadable now. Inwardly, the king shrugged. The game
had begun, it was going to have to be played out.

"What tidings?" he asked politdly.

Geraud de Chervaless smile became aradiant thing. He said, "1 thought it might be so. Y ou have



not yet heard.” He paused, raised hisvoice. "Hear, then, newsto cause dl heartsto exult and offer
praise: the king of Ferrieres and both counts of Waeska, the mightiest lords of the Karch Lowlandsand
most of the nobility of Batiara have come together to wage war."

"What?Where?' Gonzaez thistime, the sharp words pulled from him.
The cleric's samile grew even more triumphant. His blue eyes shone.

"In Soriyya," he whispered into the stillness. "In Ammuz. In the desert homelands of theinfidds,
where Jad is denied and hislife-bringing sunis cursed. The army of the god is assembling even now. It
will winter south by the seaiin Batiaraand take ship in the spring. Already, though, afirgt battle has been
fought in this holy war; we heard the tidings before we | eft to cometo you."

"Wherewasthis battle?' Gonzalez again.
"A city called Sorenica. Do you know it?"

"l do," said Ramiro quietly. "It isthe Kindath city in the south of Batiara, granted them astheir own
long ago, for aid given the princes of Batiarain peace and war. What Asharite armies were there, may |
ak?'

Geraud's smilefaded. Therewas acoldnessin hiseyes now. The belated recognition of apossble
foe.Be careful, Ramiro told himsdif.

The cleric said, "Think you the so-called Star-born of the desert are the only infidels we must face?
Do you notknow theritesthe Kindath practice on the nights of two full moons?”

"Mogt of them," said Ramiro of Valedo camly. It seemed he was not going to be careful, after all.
His dow, deep anger was beginning to rise. He feared that anger, but not enough to resist it. He was
awarethat hiswifewaslooking a him now. He stared at the cleric from Ferrieres. "1've given thought to
inviting the Kindath back, you see. We need their industry and their knowl edge in Valedo. We need dll
kinds of people here. | wanted to know as much as| could about Kindath beliefs before | proceeded
further. Thereis nothing I've ever heard, or read, to suggest blood or desecration are part of their faith.”

"Invite them back?" Geraud de Chervallessvoice had lost its modulated control. "At the very time
when dl the kings and princes of the Jaddite world arejoining together to cleanse the world of heresy?
Heturned to Ines. "Y ou told us nothing of this, my lady." The words were an accusation, stiff and grim.

Ramiro lost histemper. Thiswastoo much.

But before he could speak, his queen, hisholy, devout queen from Ferrieres said, "Why, cleric,
would | tell you such athing?' Her tone was astringent, roya, shockingly cold.

Geraud de Chervalles, utterly unprepared for this, took an involuntary step backwards. Ines went
on: "Why would the plans of my dear lord and husband for our own land be a part of any
communication between you and me with regard to your pilgrimage? | think you presume, cleric. | await
your gpology.”

Ramiro was as shocked as the man addressed. Support from Ines against a High Cleric was not
something he'd ever have expected. He dared not even ook at her. He knew thisice-cold voice of hers
extremedy well; most often it had been used againgt him, for one sin or another.

Geraud de Chervales, his color heightened now, said, "'l beg forgiveness, of course, for any offense
the queen has percelved. But | will say this thereare no internd, private affairs of any Jaddite kingdom,
not when it comesto the infidels, Asharite or Kindath. They are amatter for the clerics of the god.”

"Then burn them yoursdves,” said Ramiro of Valedo grimly. "Or if you seek men to die and women
to be put at risk of losing dl they have in your cause, spesk alittle more softly, especidly at aroyd court
whereyou are aguest.”

"l have aquestion,” Ines added suddenly. "If | may?' Shelooked at the king. Ramiro nodded. He
gtill couldn't believe what had happened to her. She asked, "Who isit has mounted this war? Who
summoned the armies?’

"The dericsof Jad, of course," said Geraud, his color till high, the easy smile gone. "L ed by those



of usin Ferrieres, of course.”

"Of course,” said Ines. "Then tell me, why are you here, cleric? Why are you not with that mighty
army in Batiara, preparing to make the long journey to those distant, dangerous eastern lands?”

Ramiro had never seen hiswife likethis. He looked at her again in frank astonishment. Hisown
surprise, he saw, was as nothing compared to that of the man addressed.

"There areinfidels nearer to home," Geraud said darkly.

"Of course,” Ines murmured. Her expression was guileless. "And Soriyyais so far, and seavoyages
30 tedious, and war in the desert so chancy. | think | do begin to understand.”

"l don't think you do. | think—"

"l am fatigued,” Queen Inessaid, risng. "Forgive me. A woman's weakness. Perhaps we might
continue this another time, my lord king?' Shelooked a Ramiro.

Still unable to believe what he was hearing, the king rose. "Of course, my lady,” hesaid. "'If you are
unwell ... " He extended ahand, shetook it. He fdlt, unmistakably, a pressure of her fingers. "Count
Gonzaez, will you be so good asto seeto our distinguished guests... "

"A great honor," said Gonzal ez de Rada.

He snapped hisfingers. Eight men came forward to flank the clericsfrom Ferrieres. Ramiro nodded
his head politely and waited. Geraud de Chervalles, ill red-faced, had no choice but to bow. Ramiro
turned, Ines swinging around him, still holding hishand, asin the steps of a dance—though she never
danced—and they went out through the new bronze doors behind the throne.

The doors closed behind them. It was asmall retreat they entered, gracioudy appointed, with
carpeting and new-bought tapestries. There waswine on atable by one wall. Ramiro waked quickly
over and poured for himself. He drained a glass, poured another, drained it.

"Jad curse that insufferable man! Might | have just alittle of that?" his queen said.

The king whedled around. The servants had withdrawn. They were alone. Iness expresson was not
one he could ever remember seeing. Covering his confusion, he quickly poured for her, mixed water,
brought her the glass.

Shetook it, looked up at him. "I'm sorry," she said. "I brought thisupon us, didn't |7

"An unpleasant guest?' He managed a smile. He felt oddly buoyant, looking at her. "Weve dedt
with such before.”

"He's more than that, though, isn't he?' He watched her sip from the glass. She made aface, but
took another sip. His sudden high spirits faded as quickly asthey'd surged.

"Yes," hesad, "heismorethan that. Or, not him alone, but the tidings he's brought.”

"l know that. A holy war. All those armiestogether. They will want usto join the cause, won't they?
In Al-Rassan?'

"And my soldierswill want it."

"Y ou don't want to go south.” It was not a question.

There was adiscreet knock. The king spoke and Gonzalez de Rada entered. He was very pale, his
expression somber. Ramiro went back to the table and poured another glassfor himsdf. Thisone he
watered. It was not atime for indulgence.

"Do | want to wage aholy war in Al-Rassan?' He framed Ines's question again for the congtable.
"Truthful answer?' He shook hishead. "I do not. | want to go south on my own termsinmy owntime. |
want to take Ruendafrom my feckless brother, Jadona from Uncle Bermudo—may hisfingers and toes
rot—take Fezana from those butchering Cartadans, andthen look further afield, or let my sonslook
further afield when | am dead and troubling you no longer." He smiled briefly at Ines. Shedid not smile
back.

"If anarmy of kingsissaling to Ammuz and Soriyya," Gonzalez said, "it will be hard for usnot to go



south in the spring. Every clericin the three kingdoms of Esperanawill be threatening from his chapel
that we endanger our soulsif we do not."

"l know that,” Ramiro murmured. "Pour yoursaf somewine. It will ease your endangered soul.”
"Thisismy fault,” sad Ines. "I brought him here.”

The king put down hiswine. He went to her and claimed her glass and set it down. He took her
hands. She did not pull away. All of thiswas very new.

"He would have come, my dear. He and others. If al thelords east of the mountains are dancing for
them now, why should we be dlowed to live free of the yoke? Y ou may be sure there are men like this
onein Jdonadready, and on the way to Ruendaif not there by now. They will demand awinter meeting
between the three of us. Wait for it. They will order usto meet, on pain of banning in the chapels, of
losing our immortal placesin the god'slight. And we will haveto listen to them. Wewill meet, Uncle
Bermudo and brother Sanchez and | will Sit together, and hunt. They will watch every move | make, and
| will do the same with them. Wewill svear aholy truce amongst ourselves. The clericswill sing our
praisesin rapture. And we will amost certainly beriding to war in Al-Rassan by spring.”

IIArd?I
Shewasdirect, his queen. Clever and surprising and direct.

Ramiro shrugged. "No sober man ever speaks with certainty about war. Especidly not thiskind of
war, with three armies that hate each other on one side, and twenty that fear each other opposing them.”

"And the Muwardis acrossthe gtraits" said Count Gonzalez softly. "Do not forget them.”

Ramiro closed hiseyes. He could still hear therain. Ferrieres, Waleska, Karch, the cities of Batiara
... dl gathered together in holy war. Despite himsdlf, despite dl his sober ingtincts, there was something
undeniably stirring in the image. He could dmost see the assembled banners, dl those mighty lords of
war brought together. How could any man of spirit not want to be there, not want to sharein such an
enterprise?

"Theworld isadifferent place than it was thismorning,” Ramiro of Valedo said gravely. He
became aware that he was il holding hiswife's hands, that she was alowing him to do so0. "Do you
know what | would liketo do?" he added suddenly, surprisng himseif.

Shelooked up a him, waiting. He knew what she was thinking. He dways wanted the same thing
when he spoketo her like that. Well, she wasn't the only person here who could offer the unexpected.
And this new feding was strong.

"l would liketo pray," said the king of Vdledo. "After what we have just learned, | think | would
liketo pray. Will you both come with me?"

They went to the royd chapel together, the king and his queen and their constable. The palace
cleric wasthere, having just arrived from the audience chamber in great dismay. He was as astonished as
might have been expected a the sight of the king, which was extremely s0. Hetook his place hagtily at
the atar before the disk.

Each of them signified the symbol of the god's sun with their right hand over their heart and then
sank down upon their knees on the stone of thefloor. The light in the roya chapel was muted. There
were windows but they were old, and smaller, and rain wasfaling upon them.

They prayed in that Smple, unadorned space to the one god and thelife-giving light of his sun, their
faces turned to where an emblem of that sun was set upon the wall behind the dtar sone. They prayed
for strength and mercy, for purity of heart and morta body, for the fulfillment of Jad's bright visons, and
for access, at the end of their own days among thefields of earth, to Paradise.

Part IV

Ten
Nino di Carrera, young, handsome and adept, the most favored courtier of King Bermudo of



Jalonaand concurrently the latest of the furtive lovers of Bermudo's demanding queen, Fruela, wasina
condition of anxious perplexity.

In fact, he hadn't the least ideawhat to do.

Confusion made him angry. Anger was compounded by the increasing embarrassment of what was
presently taking place. Nino swept off hisiron helmet and shook out hisyelow mane of hair, the envy
and desire of mogt of the women at Bermudo's court in Eschalou. His breath and that of the two scouts
and dl of their horses made white puffsin the frigid early-morning air.

Behind him his company had cometo ahdt in this high va tey ringed with hills. They were well
trained, his own men. The horses had been turned outward and the mules with their chests of gold from
Fibaz werein the center of the formation. Six chests. A year'sparias from aninfide city in Al-Rassan.
The first-ever such tribute payment to Jdona. A promise of wedlth, of power, and of much moreto
come. The horse thieves of Valledo were not the only ones who could whip Asharitesto hed like the
mongrelsthey were. And he, Nino di Carrera, had been entrusted with claiming thisfirst treasure and
bringing it back to Eschaou before the winter snows. The king had promised him much upon hisreturn;
the queen ... the queen had aready given him areward, the night before he | eft.

My golden one,sheld called him, lying in her bed after their frenzy. A phrase more gpt than ever
now. He was bringing back gold, six chests of it, to the greater glory of Jad and Ja ofta—and of Count
Nino di Carrera, who was soaring like a golden falcon now. And who knew how high that might be
before dl was done and spoken before the god?

But dl that—thet shining, lofty future—was dependent on whether he could get these six chests
safely home and, more to the immediate point, whether he could silence the woman's voice that kept
echoing down upon them in this supernaturdly resonant highland valley he wished they had never entered.

“Nino, Nino, Nino! Oh, my darling! Itisl, Fruela, your queen! Cometo me, my love!"

The plangent summons, high and clear, rang like abdl, filling the valey with sound over and over
agan. Nino di Carrerawas, among other things, aware that his color had risen: alifelong affliction that
camewith fair skin. It wasn't—of course it wasnt!—Queen Fruela's voice they were hearing, but itwas
awoman, fluent in Esperanan, and her tone was urgent with desire.

"Come, Nino! Take me. Take me here on the hillsl Make me yours! "

It was nat, in any conceivable way, useful for arising figure at King Bermudo's court to havethis
sort of request publicly uttered. By anyone. Anywhere. And the words werevery public here. They were
soaring al about them, echoing endlesdy. Someone was amusing themsalves at Nino di Carreras
expense. Someone was going to pay for that.

He was careful not to glance back at his company, but as the woman's voice, ripe with longing,
continued to offer explicit variations on the same theme, Nino heard—unmigtakably—ripples of
suppressed laughter behind him.

"Oh, my rampant stallion, | must have you! Make me yield to your mastery, my love! "

Sound carried absurdly well in this place. It was unnaturd, that was what it was! And not only did
the words carry, they echoed, so that each yearning proclamation of his name, each vividly proposed
activity, resonated asif sung by achoir in chapd.

The two outriders were ashen-faced, refusing to meet his eyes. No trace of amusement there. They
wouldn't have dared, in any event, but the tidings they had brought precluded levity. The woman wailing
with desire was an offense, even amorta one; armed men waiting in ambush ahead were something else.

Reckless as his appearance and youth might suggest him to be, Nino di Carrerawas a careful
commander of agood company, and his outriders, in particular, were excellent. The odds were, in fact,
that few companies would have received this advance warning. Most leaderswould have felt blithely
secure in the presence of dmost a hundred mounted men. Nino had been too conscious of how
important thisparias mission was, however: to Jalona, to himsdf. He'd had outriders ahead and behind,



and on both flanks until the hills forced those men back in. The pair up front had spotted the carefully
laid ambush at the northern exit from thisvalley.

“Nino! | burn for you! Oh, my love, | am a woman before | am a queen! "

It was amost impossible to concentrate with that voice filling the valey bowl. But concentration had
become vita now: whoever had laid thistraphad to know exactly how many men the Jaddites had.
Which meant that they weren't fazed by the numbers. Which meant serioustrouble. They couldn't be
from Fibaz: that would be absurd, to give them the gold and then attack them for it. And King Badir of
Ragosa, who controlled the small, wesdlthy city of Fibaz, had authorized this parias payment himsdlf,
however grudgingly. Why releaseit from behind defended walls, then attack in open country? Why
agreeto pay inthefirs place, if you felt secure enough to attack?

None of it made any sense. And therefore, obvioudy, the ambush ahead had been laid by outlaws.
Nino was pleasad he could still think clearly enough—the woman on the hillswas now intimating thet her
clothing was being removed in anticipation of his presence—to sort this through.

There were still problems, though; what was happening still didn't seem conceivable. It was dmost
impaossible to imagine any outlaw band large enough and well-equipped enough to try to waylay a
hundred trained Horsemen of Jad.

Something occurred to Nino di Carrerathen. He narrowed his eyes. He scratched hisjaw. Unless,
unless...

"l throb, I yearn, | die. Oh, Nino, come to me with the short sword of your loins! ™
The short sword?

One of the outriders coughed abruptly and turned his head sharply away. Unmistakable sounds
could now be heard from behind, where the company had halted.

That did it. That was enough.

"Edrique! Tome! Now!" Di Carrerabarked the command without looking back. Immediately he
heard a horse cantering up.

"My lord?" His burly, competent second-in-command, unusually ruddy-faced, appeared at hisside.
"l want that woman sllenced. Take five men.”

Edrique's expression was carefully neutrd. "Of course, my lord. At once."

"My stallion, come! Let meride you to Paradise! "

Edrique'sturn to cough, averting his crimson festures.

"When you are sufficiently recovered,” said Ninoicily, "go about your business. Y ou might be
interested to know thereis an ambush laid at the neck of thisvalley."

That sobered the man quickly enough.
"Y ou think the woman is connected with—"

"How in Jad's namewould | know?' Nino snapped. "Dedl with her, whoever sheis, and get back,
quickly. Bring her with you. | want her dive. In the meantime, we're going to double back south and
loop around thisvaley, however far it takes us out of our way. | hate this placel” He said it with more
feding than held intended. "I won't ride into a narrow space where the enemy knows the ground.”

Edrique nodded and clapped spursto hishorse. They heard him rattling off names to accompany
him. Nino remained motionless amoment, thinking as best he could with afeverish woman crying his
name so thet it rang through the valley.

He'd had an important thought, a moment ago. It was gone now.

But doubling back was the right decision, he was sure of it, much asit gnawed a him to retrest
from Asharite scum. If these outlaws were confident enough to have set atrap, it made no senseto ride

into it, however strong his company might be. Pride had to be swalowed here. For the moment.
Revenge, as his people said, was awineto be dowly savored.



He heard horses gpproaching. The outriders looked quickly past him. Nino turned. The two men he
had assigned to cover their rear were gdloping up. They pulled their horses rearing to ahdt before him.

"My lord! Thereisacompany of men behind usl They have closed the south end of thisvalley!"
"My rampant one, my own king! Take me! | burn for you!
"What isthat accursed woman doing?’ Nino snarled.

He fought to control himsalf. He had to think, to be decisive, not angry, not distracted. He looked
at the outriders for a blank moment then turned back north to gaze towards the end of the valley. There
was adarkness there, where the hills came together in along neck and the sunlight died. An ambush
ahead, and men now closing the space behind. They would be pincered hereif they waited. If the enemy
wasin grength. But howcould they be in strength? It made no sense!

"How many back there?" he snapped over his shoulder to the second pair of scouts.

"Hard to say, my lord. A first group of twenty-five or so. There seemed to be others behind them.”
"Onfoot?'

"Of course, my lord. Outlawswould not have—"

"If | want opinions| will ask!"

"Yes my lord!"

" Ask of me anything, oh my true king! | amyour slave. | am naked, awaiting your mastery! Command me to
your will!™

Cursing, Nino pushed a hand roughly through his hair. They were bottled up herel 1t was
unbelievable. How could there be so many banditsin this place? He saw Edrique, with hisfive men,
beginning to mount the dope to the eadt, after the wailing woman. They would only be ableto take the
horses partway, then they'd have to go on foot. She'd see them coming, all theway.

He made hisdecision. It was atimefor aleader's decisveness.

"Edrique!" heroared. The captain turned his horse. " Get back here!™

Hewaited, four outriders anxious-faced beside him, for his second-in-command. Edrique picked
hisway back down then gal toped up.

"Forget her!" Nino rasped. "Were going north. There are men behind us now. If there are outlaws
at each end we push forward. They will have balanced their forces. No point going back now. | have
changed my mind. | will not retrest before Asharite bandits.”

Edrique smiled grimly. "Indeed no, my lord. We shall teach them alesson they will never forget." He
wheedled back to the company, barking commands.

Nino clapped his hemet firmly on his head. Edrique was good, no question abouit it. His calm, sure
manner gave confi dence and support to his leader. The men would seethat, and respond to it. It wasa
fine company he had, superbly mounted, every man of them proud to have been chosen for thismission.
Whoever these Asharite scavengers might be, they would have cause to regret their presumption today.

For this provocation, Nino decided, it would be necessary to burn them. Right herein thevalley.

L et the screaming echo. A message. A warning. Future companies coming south for theparias would
thank him for it.

“Nino, my shining one, it isyour own Fruela! | am dying for you!

The woman. The woman would have to wait. If she was burning and dying, well, therewould bea
flamefor her aswell, soon enough, and for whoever had put her up to this humiliating charade.

And so, focused in anger, did Nino di Carrera banish confusion and doubt. He drew his sword. His
company had aready whedled into position behind him. He looked back, saw Edrique nod crisply, his
own blade uplifted.

"To Jdondsglory!" cried Nino then. "Ride now! Ride, in the holy name of Jad!"

They started north, moving quickly, but in tight formetion, the muleswith their gold till safdly inthe



center of the company. They traversed the valey, shouting in battle fever now, in anticipation. There was
no fear. They knew what they were and could do. They rode through bright sunlight over frosted grass
and cameto the shadows where the hills closed in. They thundered into the dark defile, screaming the
god's name, one hundred brave, trained Horsemen of Jad.

Idar ibn Tarif, who had command of the forty men on the western side of the gorge, had been
swearing without surcease and with considerable inventiveness since the Jaddite advance scouts had
been spotted above them on the dopes. They had been shot at and briefly pursued, to no avail.

They had been discovered! Their trap was exposed. The long hunt was over. Who would ever
have imagined a Jaddite commander would be so timorous as to send scouts! The man had a hundred
Horsemen! He was supposed to be arrogant, reckless. In Ashar's star-bright name, what was he doing
being so cautious?

Acrossthe narrow, sharply angled canyon at the north end of the valley his brother and father were
gtill waiting, obliviousto the disaster that had just taken place, readying their archersfor afeathered
volley of death against unsuspecting men. ldar, sick at heart, had been about to dip across the shadowy
ground to tell them about the scouts when he heard the woman's voice begin, up on the eastern ridges of
the Emin haNazar—the echoing va tey where the stinking, dog-faced Horsemen had halted.

On thissde of the defile beyond the valey the high voice could be clearly heard. Idar was far from
fluent in Esperanan, but he knew enough to be suddenly arrested in his purpose. Wondering—and even
amused in spite of the catastrophe that had befallen them—he decided to await events.

The Jaddites were going to double back. It was evident to anyone with half amind. If they had
spotted the ambush they would draw al the obvious conclusions. They were swine and unbelievers, but
they knew how to wage war. They would circle back out of the Emin haNazar and take the longer way
around to the west.

And there was no other place of entrapment between here and thetagra lands that would alow
eghty unevenly equipped men—amix of bowmen, cut-throats, some riders, he and his brother and their
notorious father—to have any hope of defeating so many soldiers. Gold wasworth agreat ded of risk,
and so was glory, but neither, in Idar's view, justified certain death. He despised the Jaddites, but he was
not so foolish as to underestimate how they could fight. And his father had based hislong career never
giving battle save on ground of hisown choosing.

It was over then, this uncharacteristic chance they had taken, so far north, so late in the year. Well,
it had always been that: agamble. They would wait for the Jaddites to clear the valley and head west.
Then they would start back south themselves and begin the long journey home. If the season had not
been so close to the winter rains and mud, they might have been able to take their time and find some
solacein raiding through Ragosan lands ong the way.

Solace, Idar thought glumly, was unlikely to be found before they got back to their own stonewalls.
Hewanted adrink right now, actualy, but hisfather would forbid that. Not for religious reasons of
course, but asacommander on araid. A rule of forty years, that one. Idar would have baked at the old
man's gtrictures save for two things: he loved him, and he feared him more than anyone dive.

"Look!" whispered one of the archers beside him. "In the name of Ashar's Paradise,|ook!"

Idar looked. He caught his bresth. They were coming. The god had driven the Jaddites mad, or
perhaps the woman's voice had done so. Who knew what made men do such things as this? What Idar
did know was that he and his brother and father and their men were about to be in abattle such asthey
hadn't known in years. Their ambush had been uncovered, and the Horsemen were still coming.

The Jaddites gpproached the defile, one hundred riders, with sx muleslaboring in their midst. They
were riding too fast. They would be blind, Idar knew, the moment they entered the shadows where the
steep dopes hid the sun. They were making aterrible mistake. It was time to make them pay for that.

Hiswas one of the first arrows. He launched another, and athird, then he started running and diding
down the dope to where Jaddites and their horses were screaming now in the pitsthat had been dug,



hurled upon each other in amangling of limbs, faling on the sharp spears planted in the cold ground for
killing.
Fast as he moved, |dar saw that hisfather was ahead of him.

Jehane had been affronted at first by Rodrigo's suggestion, then amused, and findlly inspired to
inventiveness. In the midst of the exercise she discovered that it was unexpectedly stimulating to be
crying doud in feverish, explicit desrefor thewhole of the valtey below them to hear.

Thetwo men beside her were nearly convulsed in Slent hilarity as she offered increasingly
flamboyant variations on the theme of her anguished physica yearning—as Queen Fruela of Jdlona—for
the golden-haired count who had come to claim the paras from Fibaz. She had to concede that it was
partly her pleasure a their helpless mirth, their ungtinting approva of her performance, that led her on to
wilder flights of suggestive fantasy.

They were high on the eastern dopes of the hillsthat ringed the valey bowl of Emin haNazar, the
wdll-known Place of Many Voices. Well-known, that is, save to the Jaddites who had entered the valey
thismorning. Even Rodrigo hadn't heard of the place before today, but ibn Khairan had not only known
of it, he had anticipated that this might be the place where atrap would belaid for the gold of Fibaz.

The Emin haNazar was known for more than echoes. Among the ghostly voices said to resonatein
thevadley a night were those of men dain herein battles going back for centuries.

Thefirgt such encounter had involved Jaddites aswell, in the great wave of the Khdifatesinitia
expanson, when the boundary between Ashar and Jad had been pushed asfar north asit was ever to
go. Whereit remained now, in fact, just south of the River Duric and the mountains that screened Jalona.

That savage long-ago campaign had begun—in the endless paradox of things—the centuries-long
splendor of Al-Rassan. A brilliant succession of khdifsin the growing Al-Fontina of Slvenes had chosen
to name themsalves for what they achieved in war: The Conqueror, The Destroyer, Sword of the
Star-born, Scourge of the Unbelievers.

They had been those things, there was no hubrisin the naming. Those khaifsand their armies,
following upon thefirg reckless, astonishingly successful thrust northward across the straits from the
Majriti more than three hundred years ago, had carved and hewed aglorious reslm in this peninsula,
driving the Esperanansinto the farthest north, raiding them twice ayear for gold and grain and daves,
and for the sheer pleasure and great glory of doing so in Ashar's ever-bright name.

It had been called a Golden Age.

Jehane supposed that, as such things were measured, it had been. For the Kindath, treading lightly
a al times, the expanding world of the khalifs had offered ameasure of peace and fragile security. They
paid the heretics tax, as did the Jaddites who dwelt in Al-Rassan; they were to worship the god and his
sgersin ther fashion only behind closed doors; they were to wear blue and white clothing only, as
dipulated in Ashar's Laws. They were forbidden to ride horses, to have intimate congress with
Bdievers, to build the roofs of their sanctuaries higher than any temple of the Asharitesin the same city
or town ... there were rules and laws that enclosed them, but there was alife to be found, and the
enforcement of laws varied widdy through the passing centuries.

A Golden Age. Now gone. The moons waxed and the moons waned. Slveneswasfdlen; the
petty-kings bristled and sparred against each other. And now the Jaddites were coming south again, on
the magnificent horsesthey bred in the north. Valedo clamed tribute from Fezana. Ruendawas making
overtures towards Salos and the towns north of it along the coast, and here now, below them in this
valey, wasthefirgparias party from Jaona, come to share in the banquet, to bring Fibaz gold back to
King Bermudo in hisdrafty castlein Eschdou.

If they could.
High on the dopes above the vdley, Jehane lifted her voice again and cried out in Esperanan, ina



tone she hoped would convey uncontrollable desire:
"Nino, my golden king, itis Fruela! | am afire for you!"

Screened behind cedar and pine, they saw the young Jaddite commander look up again. He hesitated, then
clapped his helmet back on his head.

"That'sit,” said Rodrigo softly. He had stopped laughing. "I think you've doneit, Jehane.”
"He's calling back the party he sent up here,” Ammar said, also quietly.
"Whathave | done?' Jehane asked, careful to whisper now. Neither of them had yet bothered to

explain. They had smply asked her to come up here and pretend to be helpless with desire. It had
seemed amusing a thetime.

"Goaded him," Rodrigo murmured, not taking his eyes from the valey below. The Horsemen were
beginning to move, shifting alignment, turning north. "Nino di Carreraisvain but not afool. He had
outriders ahead and behind. Given acam space in which to think he would do the intelligent thing and
double back. Y ou've been taking space and cam away from him. Heis not thinking properly because he
ishumilisted and angry.”

"Heisdead," said Ammar ibn Khairan flatly. He, too, had never stopped scanning the valley. "L ook
what they're doing."

The Jaddites had begun to ride, Jehane saw. High up among the treesin the wind she heard their
voiceslift in cries of menace and exdtation. Their massed formation looked terrifying to her. The huge
thundering of hooves carried up to where they watched. She saw Nino di Carreralead his company into
the shadows at the valley's end and shelost them there.

"Toofadt," said Rodrigo.

"Much. Therewill be aspear pit where the canyon bends” Ammar said grimly.

"And arrows as the horses pile up.”

"Of course. Messy."

"It works," said Rodrigo.

A moment later Jehane heard the screaming begin.

The two men looked at each other. They had shaped eventsto achieve exactly this, Jehane
understood that much.What they were striving towards, she did not yet know. There were deaths
involved, though; she could hear men dying.

"Firg part done," Ammar said camly. "We ought to go down."

Shelooked from him to Rodrigo, who had been the one to suggest the performance as Queen
Fruela. "Y ou arent going to explain this, are you?'

"Later, Jehane, | promise,” Rodrigo said. "No leisure now. We need our own swordsto be ready,
and then adoctor'slabors, | fear."

"TheresLain aready,” ibn Khairan said, pointing to the other end of the valey bowl. Jehane saw
their own men coming up from the south towards the shadows where the Jalonans had disappeared.

"Of course," Rodrigo said. She detected anote of complaeency. "He knows how to do this. What
do you think we are?'

Ammar grinned & that, the white teeth flashing. "Vdiant Horsemen of Jed,” hesaid. "The sameas
the ones being butchered down below.”

"Not quite," Rodrigo replied, refusing to be baited. "Not quite the same. Y ou'll see. Come on,
Jehane. Can you control your smoldering enough to get down from here?”

She would have hit him with something, but by then the sounds of men and their horsesin the

darkness beyond the north end of the valley were gppalling and she followed her two companions down
indlence.



"Wekill anyone who comes out from the defile,”" Lain Nunez said flatly when he gave the command
to ride. "No surrender accepted. Treat both parties as enemies. We are serioudy outhumbered here.”

Alvar wasintimidated by the grimnessin the old warrior's face as he gave his orders. It wasno
secret that Lain had dways thought thisintricate, many-layered plan to be foolish and unworkable. But
with Mazur ben Avren in Ragosa, Ser Rodrigo and Ammar ibn Khairan dl vying to outdo each other in
subtlety the scheme had acquired so many nuances as to be dmost incomprehensible. Alvar had long
ago given up trying to follow what was happening.

He understood no more than the essence: they had made certain that a notorious outlaw leader
knew about the Fibaz gold. Theywanted him to come after theparias. King Badir had delayed agreeing
to payment of the gold to JAonauntil aslatein the year as possbleto give this outlaw timeto act, if he
chose.

Then, after alone messenger had arrived from the south one night, Rodrigo and ibn Khairan had led
fifty of the Valedans out from Ragosathe next morning in acold rain on the brink of winter. No banners,
no identifying emblems, not even their own horses—they rode nondescript mounts from Ragosa. They
had passed like ghosts through the countryside, heading east, twenty of them at any time scattering to
watch for the movement of companies of men.

It was Martin, predictably, who had spotted the outlaw band coming north. The Captain and ibn
Khairan had smiled then; old Lain had not. From that point on the bandit chieftain's progress had been
carefully monitored dl the way to thisvalley. He had about eighty men.

The Jalonans, led by a Count Nino di Carrera—not aname Alvar knew—were dready in Fibaz,
east and south of where the outlaws waited. Di Carrerahad a hundred men, superbly mounted, by
report.

When word came of where the ambush was being laid, Ammar ibn Khairan had smiled again. Rain
had been falling that day too, dripping from hat brims and into the collars of overtunics and cloaks. The
cart roads and fields were dready turning to winter's thick mud, treacherous for the horses.

"The Emin haNazar? That old fox," ibn Khairan had said. "Hewould doitinthevaley. Truly, | shall
bealittle sorry if wemugt kill him."

Alvar was sill not sure how hefdt about the lord Ammar ibn Khairan.

Jehaneliked him, he wasfairly certain of that—which complicated matters. Her presence on this
ride was complication enough. He worried about her in the cold and the rain, deeping in atent on damp
or frozen ground, but she said nothing, offered no complaint, rode ahorse—normaly forbidden the
Kindath, of course—surprisingly well. She had learned in Batiara, he discovered. It appeared that in
Batiaraany number of normally forbidelen things could be done.

"What isthat vdley?' Rodrigo had asked ibn Khairan. "Tdl meal you know about it."

The two of them had walked off together into the mist, talking quietly, so Alvar heard no more. He
had happened to be watching Lain Nunez's face, and from the older man's expression had grasped a
part of why Lain was so unhappy on thiswinter expedition. Alvar wasn't the only man herefeding
displaced by recent developments.

Nonetheless, Lain's disapproval seemed unwarranted in the end. Even with al the complexity and
the need for absolute secrecy of movement, it had all come together after dl, here at this strange, high,
echoing valey. There was even sunshine today; the air bright and very cold.

Alvar had been part of the first smal group that had run up—no horses allowed, by ibn Khairan's
orders—to close the southern entrance to the valley after the Jalonans had gone through. They were
posing as outlaws, he understood that much: as part of the same band lying in ambush to the north. And
they were meant to be seen by the Jalonan outriders.

They were. Martin spotted the two scoutsin plenty of time to have killed them had they wanted to.
They didn't want to. For whatever reason in this indeci pherable scheme, they were to allow the scoutsto



see them and then race back into the valley to report. It was very hard to puzzle out. It was made even
harder for Alvar because dl through the tense movements of the morning he had been forced to listen to
Jehane's voice from high on the dopes as she moaned her desire for the yellow-haired Jalonan
commander in the valey ahead of them. He didn't like that part at al, though most of the others seemed
tofindit killingly funny.

By thetime Lain Nunez gave the order to ride—the horses had been brought up the moment the
two scouts left—Alvar wasin amood to do injury to someone. It did cross his mind, asthey galloped
north in the wintry sunlight, that he was about to kill Jadditesin an Asharite cause. Hetried not to let that
bother him. He was amercenary, after al.

Nino was wearing good armor. One arrow hit his chest and was turned away, ancother grazed his
unprotected calf, drawing blood. Then hishorse, moving too quickly, trod on emptiness and fell into a pit.

It screamed asit impaled itsalf upon the forest of stakes below. The screaming of ahorseisa
terrible sound. Nino di Carrera, lithe and desperate, hurled himself from the saddle even asthe horse
wasfaling. He grabbed for the near wall of the pit, clutched, held, and hauled himsdf out. Just intimeto
be nearly trampled by the mount of one of his men, veering frantically around the desth pit.

Hetook akick in the ribs and sprawled on the frozen ground. He saw another horse coming and
rolled, agonizingly, away from flailing hooves. He fought for air. The bresth had been knocked out of him
and hisearswereringing, but Nino found that al limbs were intact. Gasping, wheezing, he could move.
He scrambled to hisfeet, only to discover that held lost his sword in the pit. There was a dead man
beside him with an arrow in histhroat. Nino seized the soldier's blade, ignoring the painin hisribs, and
looked around for someoneto kill.

No shortage of candidates. Outlaws were pouring down from the dopes on either side of the defile.
At least thirty of Nino's men—jprobably more—were down, dead or crippled by the spear trap and the
volley of arrows. That gtill left agood number of Horsemen, though, and these were Asharite bandits
opposing them, offa, dogs, food for dogs.

Holding ahand to his side, Nino roared his defiance. His men heard him and cheered. He looked
around for Edrique. Saw him battling three men, fighting to maneuver his horsein the narrow space.
Even as Nino watched, one of the bandits ducked in under the legs of Edrique's mount and stabbed
upwards. A peasant's way to fight, knifing horsesfrom below. It worked, though. Edrique's stalion
reared up on its hind legs, screaming in pain as the man with the short sword scrambled away.

Nino saw his second-in-command beginning to didein the saddle. He was dready sprinting
towards him. The second outlaw, waiting for Edriqueto fall, never knew what killed him. Nino's
swinging sword, white rage driving it, hewed the man's unhemed head from his shoulders. It landed in
the grass adistance away and rolled like aball. The blood that fountained from the headless torso
gpattered them all.

Nino roared in triumph. Edrique swung hisfeet free of the stirrupsto fall free of the maimed horse.
Hewas up on hisfeet ingantly. The two men exchanged afierce glance then fought together, side by
sdeinthat dark defile, two of Jad's holy warriors againgt legions of the infidels.

Againgt bandits, redlly, and as he swung his sword again and again and strove to carve a space to
advance, Nino abruptly reclaimed the thought he had found and then lost earlier.

It chilled him, even amid the clotted, swesating chaos of battle: whoever his outriders had seen
coming up south of the valeycouldn't have been part of thisambush. It was so obvious. Where had his
mind been? Noone laid adegth trap like this and then split hisforces.

Struggling for understanding again, Nino tried to get some sense of what was happening, but the
narrow ground between the steep dopes meant that the fighting was desperately close, hand-to-hand,
fists and knives and shoulders as much as swords. No chance to step back and evduate anything. They
were spared the arrows now. With their own men entangled with the Jaddites, the bandits could not



shoot.

The mules! Nino suddenly remembered the gold. If they lost that there was no point to anything
else. He hammered his metal-clad forearm into a bandit's face and felt bones crunch with the blow. With
amoment's respite he looked quickly around and spotted a cluster of his men ringing the gold. Two of
the mules were down: the cowards had shot at the animals again.

"Over therel" he shouted to Edrique, gesturing. "Fight over that way!"
Edrique nodded his head and turned. Then hefell. Someone jerked a sword out from hisribs.

In the space where his second-in-command had stood a moment before, abrave, competent, living
man, Nino saw an apparition.

The man who had killed Edrique had to be at least sixty years old. He was built like an ox, though,
massive and thick-muscled, broad-shouldered, heavy-browed, a huge, ugly head. He was dripping with
blood. Hislong, snarled white beard was dyed and clotted with it; blood streamed from hisbald head
and had soaked the dun-colored clothing and leather armor he wore. The man, eyeswild with battle lust,
levelled hisred sword at Nino.

"Surrender or you will die!" heroared in crude Esperanan. "We grant ransoming if you yield!"

Nino glanced past the outlaw. Saw the ring of his men gtill holding around the mules. Many dead,
but more of their foesfdlen in front of them—and his company were soldiers, the best JAlonahad. The
old man was bluffing, taking Nino for acoward and afool.

"Jad rot you!" Nino screamed, histhroat scraped raw. He cut vicioudy on the backhand against
the other man's blade and drove the blood-soaked figure back a step with the sheer force of hisrage.
Another outlaw rushed up on Nino's left; Nino twisted under histoo-high sword stroke and swept his
own blade back across and down. Hefdt it biteinto flesh. A red joy filled him. Hisvictim made a
doppy, wet sound and fell to the frosted earth.

The white-bearded outlaw froze for amoment, screaming aname, and Nino used that hesitation to
ram straight into him and then past, as the man gave way, to where most of hisremaining men were
ferocioudy defending the gold. He ssumbled into their ranks, greeted with glad, fierce cries, and he
turned, snarling, to fight again.

Surrender? To these? To be ransomed by the king from Asharite bandits, with theparias lost?
There were worse things than dying, far worse things.

Thisisnot war as| dreamed it, Alvar wasthinking.

He was remembering the farm, childhood, an eager boy, a sol dier's only son, with awooden sword
aways by hisbed at night. Images of glory and heroism dancing beyond the window in the starry dark
after the candles had been blown out. A long time ago.

They werewaiting in pae cold sunlight at the north end of the valey.

Kill anyone who comes out, Lain Nunez had said. Only two men had. They had been battling each
other, grappled together, grunting and snorting like animas. Their combat had carried them right out of
the defile, tumbling and ralling, fingers clawing at each other's eyes. Ludus and Martin, efficient and
precise, had moved their horses over and dispatched both men with arrows. The two bodies lay now,
gill intertwined, on the frosted grass.

There was nothing remotely heroic or even particularly dangerous about what they were doing.
Even the night sweep into the burning hamlet of Orvillalast summer had had more intengity, more of a
sense of real warfare, than this edgy waiting while other men killed each other out of sight in the dark
gpace north of them. Alvar glanced over his shoulder a a sound and saw the Captain riding up, with
Jehane and ibn Khairan. Jehane looked anxious, he thought. The two men appeared calm, unconcerned.
Neither spared a glance for the two dead men on the grass. They cantered their horses up to Lain Nunez.

"It goeswdll?" Rodrigo asked.



Lain, predictably, spat before answering. “They arekilling each other for us, if that iswhat you

Ammar ibn Khairan grinned at the tone. Rodrigo offered alevel glance a his second-in-command.
"Y ou know what thisis about. We've had our redl battles and well have them again. We'retrying to
achieve something here”

Lain opened hismouth to reply, then shut it firmly. The expression in the Captain's face was not
conducive to argument.

Rodrigo turned to Martin. "Take aquick look. | need the numbersin there. We don't want the
Jalonansto win, of course. If they are, well haveto movein, after dl.”

Alvar, vainly trying to follow, was made edgy again by hisignorance. Lain might know what was
going on, but no one else did. Wasit dwaysthisway in war? Didn't you usudly know that your enemy
was ahead of you and your task was to be braver and stronger? To kill before you were killed?Hed a
feding Lainfdt the sameway.

"He'sdready beeninthere” Lain said sourly. "1 do know what I'm doing. It is balanced, about
thirty of each left. The outtawswill bresk soon.”

"Thenwehavetogoin.”

It was ibn Khairan who spoke, looking a Rodrigo. "The Jdonans are good. Y ou said they would
be." Heglanced a Lain. "Y ou get your battle, after al.”

Jehane, beside him, till looked worried. It was difficult to relate her expression to the intoxicated
words Alvar had heard her crying from among the trees.

"Y our orders, Captain?' Lain was staring at Rodrigo. Histone wasformd.

For the first time Rodrigo Belmonte looked unhappy, asif hed rather have heard different tidings
from the defile. He shrugged his shoulders, though, and drew his sword.

"Not much choice, though thiswon't be pretty. We've wasted our time if Di Carrerafightsfree or
the outlaws bresk."

Helifted hisvoice then, so fifty men could hear him. "We're going in. Our task isexact: we are
joining the bandits. Not aman of the Jalonans leaves that defile. No ransom. Once they see usand know
we are here we have no choice about that. If even one of them makes it back to Eschalou and reports
our presence thishas dl been for nothing and worse than that. If it helpsat dl, remember what they did
at CabrizintheWar of Three Kings"

Alvar did remember that. Everyonein Valledo did. He had been a bewildered child, watching his
father weep when tidings came to the farm. King Bermudo had besieged the city of Cabriz, promised
amnesty on surrender, then daughtered every Valledan fighting man when they rode out under the
banner of truce. The Asharites were not the only oneswith agrasp of savagery.

Even so, thiswas still not war as he had imagined it. Alvar looked towards Jehane again. She had
turned away. In horror, he thought at first, then saw that she was gesturing to someone near the back of
their ranks. Velaz came forward, calm and brisk as ever, with her doctor'simplements. Alvar felt
ashamed: she wasn't reacting emotionally, as awoman, she was smply readying hersdf, physician of a
company about to go into battle. He had no business doing less than the same. No one had ever said a
soldier'slife was designed to give fulfillment to achild's dreams.

Alvar drew his sword, saw others doing the same. A few shaped the sign of the sun disk asthey
did, whispering the words of the soldier'sinvocation: Jad send us Light, and et there be Light waiting
for us. The archersfitted arrowsto strings. They waited. Rodrigo looked back at them, nodded his
approva. Then helifted and dropped hishand. They rode out of the sun into the defile where men were
killing eech other in the cold.

Nino di Carreraknew that he was winning. There came amoment in every battle when one could
sense the rhythm changing and he had felt it now. The outlaws had needed to defeat them quickly, with



the chaos of the spear pit and the shock of their archers ambush. Once those had been survived—if
bardy—this became a clash of roughly even forces and could have only oneresult. It wasonly a
question of time before the Asharites broke and fled; he was mildly surprised they hadn't done so by
now. Even as he fought, shoulder to shoulder with hismen in thering around the gold, Nino was
beginning to calculate his next course of action.

It would be pleasant to pursue this rabble when they ran, exceedingly pleasant to bur them divefor
the deaths of so many men and so many purebred horses. There was the woman, too, if she could il
be found on the dopes. A burning would go along way towards addressing the grievances of this
morning.

On the other hand, hewas likely to emerge from thisevil place with no more than twenty men and a
long way yet to travel through hostile country with the gold of Jalonals future. He smply could not afford
to lose any more soldiers after this. They were going to haveto travel at speed, Nino redlized; no rest
except what was utterly necessary, riding by night aswell. They could travel with two horses, at leadt,
for each man left, which would spare the beadts, if not the riders.

That would be the only course until they reached the tagralands where he might assume there
would be no forces large enough to trouble twenty mounted men. There will betimefor revenge, hetold
himself, battling. There will be years and yearsfor the taking of revenge. Nino might be young, but he
knew exactly what thisfirst ingalment of theparias meant. Almost contemptuoudy he blocked an
outlaw's dash and drove the man staggering back with a counterblow.

It wasdl beginning here, with him and this smal company. The men of Jdonawould be coming
back south once more, again and again. The long tide of centuries was turning, and it was going to
sweep dl the way through Al-Rassan to the southern straits.

Firgt, though, there was this matter of banditsin adefile. They ought to have broken by now, Nino
thought again. Grimly he hacked and chopped, with more space to move now, and even, a moments,
room to advance afew paces. They were brave enough, these outlaws from the south, but Jaddite iron
and Jaddite courage were going to prevail.

Someone fell with agrunt beside him; Nino pivoted and thrust his sword deep into the guts of the
man who had just killed one of his soldiers. The bandit shrieked; his eyes bulged. Nino twisted his blade
deliberately before hauling it free. The fellow's hands clutched at his 0ozing, dippery intestines, trying to
keep them from spilling out.

Nino was laughing &t that, asit happened, when the fifty new riders swept into the defile.

They were Jaddites, he saw that much in the first astonished glance. Then he saswv—and tried
desperately to understand—that their mounts were small, nondescript horses of Al-Rassan. Then he
redized, with acold pressing of blackness againgt his heart, that they had come not to aid him but to kill.

It wasin that frozen moment of revelation that Nino recognized thefirst of theseriders by theimage
of an eagle on the crown of his old-fashioned helmet.

He knew that emblem. Every fighting man in Esperanaknew of that helmet and the man who wore
it. Therewas a paralyzing weight of disbelief in Nino's mind. He experienced an gppalling sense of the
unfairness of things. He raised his sword as the eagle-helmed horseman came straight towards him. Nino
feinted, then swung savagely for the man'sribs. His blow was parried, casually, and then, before he
could right himsdlf, Nino saw along, bright, fina blade come scything and he left the world of living men
and fdl down into the dark.

Idar, fighting beside hisfather, had been struggling to summon the courage to suggest retrest.

It had never happened before that hisfather had persisted thislong with what was clearly afailed
assault. They had established their name, their fortune, their castle a Arbastro, by knowing when to
engage and when—as now, surely! —to witheraw and fight another time.



It was his brother'swound, Idar knew, laboring with his sword in the trammeling press. Abir was
dying on the hard ground behind them and their father was out of his head with grief. One of their men
was beside Abir on hisknees, cradling his head, two others stood by, to defend him should any of the
accursed Jaddites break free of their tight circle.

Their father was awild, terrifying figure beside I dar, frenzied in his attacks on thering of their
enemies, obliviousto circumstance and need, to the devastating fact that more than haf their number
were dead. There were bardly thirty men doing battle now with amost as many of the dung-esting
Horsemen. Their weapons and armor were less good, their style of combat was not and never had been
thiskind of savage face-to-face confrontation.

The ambush had amost succeeded but it had not quite been enough. It wastimeto bresk free, to
run south, to accept that a huge risk had nearly worked, but had not. They had a desperately long way
to go to get hometo Arbastro, on evil winter paths, through mud and rain, and with the wounded to
dow them. It was past time to pull out while they could, while yet some of them lived.

Asif to mark the truth of histhought, Idar was forced in that moment to duck swiftly down and to
one side asaburly Jaddite with a studded mace stepped forward and hammered a sideswung blow at
his face. The Jaddite was armored from head to caves, Idar wore aleather helm and alight chain
breastpiece. What were they doing fighting face to face?

Twigting under the lethal mace, Idar chopped sharply at the back of the Jaddite's ankle. Hefdlt his
sword bite through the boot and into flesh. The man screamed and fell to one knee. They would say it
was acoward's way to fight, Idar knew. They had their armor and their iron. The men of Arbastro had
decades of experience in the tactics of cunning and entrapment. When it cameto killing or dying there
wereno rules; hisfather had drilled that into them from the beginning.

Idar killed the fallen giant with adicing blow to the neck, where the heimet did not quite meet his
body armor. He thought about grabbing the mace, but decided it would be too heavy for him, especidly
if they had to run.

Andtheydid haveto run, or they were going to diein this defile. He watched hisfather, till wild
with rage, pounding his blade over and again againgt a Jaddite shield. The Jaddite withdrew, one pace
and then another, but the shidld arm held, steady and resilient. Just beyond hisfather Idar saw the
Jaddite captain, the yellow-haired one, dispatch another of their men. They were going to die here.

It wasin that moment that the second wave of Jaddites came gdloping up behind them, the hooves
of their horses like sudden thunder in the defile.

Idar wheeled about, aghast. Toolate now, he thought, and in hismind he saw a swift, vivid image of
awhite-faced, black-haired maiden coming for him, her long fingernailsreaching for hisred heart. And
then, apulsebest later, |dar redized that he understood nothing at al of what was happening here today.

The leader of this new wave of Horsemen came sweeping through the outlaw line. He rode straight
up to where the yelow-haired man wielded his heavy sword. Leaning in the saddle, he blocked athrust
and then, curbing his horse tightly, swept his own long blade down with incisve mastery and killed the
other Jaddite where he stood.

Idar became aware that his mouth was gaping open. He closed it. He looked desperately towards
the red-smeared figure of blood and grief and fury that was hisfather and he saw the sharp-eyed clarity
that he remembered—that heneeded —suddenly return.

"We have been used,” hisfather said to him then, quiet amid the roiling chaos of new horses and
dying men in front of them. He had lowered hissword. "I am in my dotage. Too old to be alowed to
lead men. | ought to have died before today."

And, amazingly, he sheathed his blade and stepped back, seemingly indifferent, asthe new Jaddites
killed thefirst oneswithout mercy or respite, even though swords were being thrown down inthe circle
around the gold and men were crying doud for ransom.

No one's surrender was accepted. Idar, who had killed many men in histime, watched in silence



from where he and hisfather had withdrawn beside his dying brother.

The men from Jalona, who had come south for afortune inparias gold, who had ridden foolishly
into atrap and then survived it by main courage and discipline, died that morning, every one of them, in
that dark place.

Afterwardsit was quiet, save for the moaning of injured outlaws. Idar redlized that some of the new
Jaddite archers were shooting the wounded horses, which iswhy those sounds had stopped. The
animals screaming had been going on so long he had almost blocked it out. He watched asthe
undamaged horses were rounded up. They were magnificent stallions; no mountsin Al-Rassan could
match those from the ranches of Esperana.

Idar and his father and the otherslaid aside their wespons, as ordered: there was no point resisting.
They numbered barely more than twenty, al exhausted and many wounded, with nowhereto run, facing
fifty mounted warriors. On the ground beside them, his head now pillowed on asaddle cloth, Abir
breathed raggedly, dedling with pain. The wound in histhigh was too deep, Idar saw; it was till bleeding
despite the knot tied aboveit. Idar had seen that kind of wound before. His brother was going to die.
Therewas akind of blanknessin Idar's mind because of that, an inabil ity to think properly. He
remembered, quite suddenly, the vision he had had when the new Horsemen had appeared: death asa
woman, her nallsraking for hislife.

It wasn't hislife, after dl. He knelt and touched his younger brother's cheek. He found that he could
not spesk. Abir looked up at him. He lifted ahand so their fingers touched. Therewasfear in hiseyes
but he said nothing at all. Idar swallowed hard. It would not do to cry. They were ill on abattlefield.
He squeezed Abir's hand and stood up. He walked afew steps back to stand beside their father. The
old man's blood-smeared head was high, his shoulders straight as he looked up at the new men on their
horses.

Tarif ibn Hassan of Arbastro, captured at last after almost forty years.

The outlaw who had become more a king—and who had aways been more alion—than any of the
myriad pretendersto royaty snce Silvenesfdl.

The numbnessin Idar extended to thisaswell. Their world was ending in this defile. A new legend
to go with the old ones about the haunted Emin halNazar. His father betrayed no expression &t dl. For
more than three decades a series of khalifs and then half adozen of the petty monarchs of Al-Rassan
had vowed to cut off hisfingers and toes one by one before they dlowed himto die.

The leaders of the new company sat astride their horses, gazing down upon him. They looked
undisturbed, asif nothing of note or consequence had taken place. Their own weapons had been
shesathed. One of them was an Asharite. The other was Jaddite, aswere al of the soldiers. The Jaddite
wore an old-fashtoned hem with abronze eagle on the crown. Idar didn't know either man.

Hisfather said, not waiting for them, "Y ou are mercenaries from Ragosa. It was Mazur the Kindath
who planned dl of this" He did not put it as aquestion.

The two men looked at each other. Idar thought he saw atrace of amusement in their expressons.
Hefdlt too hollow to be angered by that. His brother was dying. His body ached, and his head hurt in
the silence after the screaming. It wasin his heart, though, that thered pain lay.

The Asharite spoke. A courtier'svoice. "A measure of self-respect requires that we accept some of
the credit, but you are correct in the main: we are from Ragosa."

"Y ou arranged for usto know about theparias. Y ou drew us north." Tarif's voice wasflat. |dar
blinked.

"Thet isadso correct.”
"And the woman on the dopes?’ Idar said suddenly. "Shewas yours?' Hisfather looked at him.

"Shetravelswith us," the smooth-featured man said. He wore a pearl in one ear. "Our doctor. She's
aKindath, too. They are very subtle, aren't they?"



Idar scowled. "That wasn't her doing.”

The other man, the Jaddite, spoke. "No, that part was ours. | thought it might be useful to havedi
Carreradistracted. I'd heard some rumors from Eschaou.”

Idar findly understood. "Y ou drove them into us! They thought you were part of our company, or
they would never have ridden into the trap. They had sent spies, | saw them. They knew we were herel™

The Jaddite brought a gloved hand up and touched his moustache. "Correct again. Y ou laid your
ambush well, but di Carrerais—was—a capable soldier. They would have doubled back and around
the valey. We gave them areason not to. A chance to make amistake.”

"We were supposed to kill them for you, weren't we?" |dar's father's voice was bitter. I do
gpologizefor our falure

The Asharite smiled and shook hishead. "Hardly afailure. They were well trained and better
armed. Y ou came close, didn't you? Y ou must have known this was a gamble from the moment you set

Therewasasdlence.

"Who areyou?"' |dar's father asked then, staring narrowly up at the two of them. "Who are you
both?' The wind had picked up. It was very cold in the defile.

"Forgiveme," the smooth one said. He swung down from hishorse. "It isan honor to finaly meet
you. Thefame of Tarif ibn Hassan has spanned the peninsuladl my life. Y ou have been abyword for
courage and daring. My nameis Ammear ibn Khairan, late of Cartada, currently serving the king of
Ragosa."

He bowed.

Idar felt his mouth falling open again and he shut it hard. He stared openly. Thiswas ... thiswasthe
man who had dain thelast khdif! And who had just killed AImdik of Cartadal

"l see" said hisfather quietly. "Some things are now explained.” His expression was thoughtful.
"Y ou know we had people diein villages near Arbastro because of you."

"When Almdik was searching for me? 1 did hear about that. | beg forgiveness, though you will
appreciate that | had no control over the king of Cartada at that point.”

"And s0 you killed him. Of course. May | know who your feltow is, who |leads these men?”

The other man had taken off his helm. It was tucked under one arm. Histhick brown hair was
disordered. He had not dismounted.

"Rodrigo Belmonte of Valedo," he said.

Idar actudly felt asif the hard ground had suddenly become unstable benegth hisfeet, asin an earth
tremor. This man, this Rodrigo, had been named by the wadijisfor yearsto be cursed in the temples. The
Scourge of Al-Rassan, he had been cdled. And if thesewere hismen ...

"Morethings," Idar'sfather said gravely, "are now explained." For al the blood that smeared and
gtained Tarif ibn Hassan's head and clothing, there was aremarkable dignity and composure to him now.

"One of you ought surdly to have been enough,” he murmured. "If | am to befinaly defeated and
dain, | supposeit will at least be said in yearsto come that it took the best men of two landsto do it.”

"And neither man would claim to be better than you."

Thisfdlow, ibn Khairan, had away with words, Idar thought. Then he remembered that the
Cartadan was a poet, to go with everything else.

"You arent going to be dain,” Rodrigo Belmonte added. "Unlessyou ingst uponit.” Idar stared up
a him, keeping hismouth firmly closed.

"That last isunlikely,” Idar'sfather growled. "1 am old and feeble but not yet tired of life. | am tired

of myderies. If you aren't going to kill us, tell mewhat it isyou want." Hesaid it in atone very nearly of
command.



Idar had never been able to keep up with hisfather, to match or encompass the raw forcein him;
he had long since stopped trying. Hefollowed—in love, in fear, very often in awe. Nether he nor Abir
had ever spoken about what would happen when their father was gone. It did not bear thinking abouit.
There was an emptinessthat lay beyond that thought. The white-faced, dark-haired woman with her
nals

The two mercenaries, one standing before them, the other still on horseback, looked at each other
for along moment. An agreement seemed to pass between them.

"We want you to take one mule's worth of Fibaz gold and go home," said Rodrigo Belmonte. "'In
exchangefor that, for your lives and that measure of gold, you will ensure that the world hears of how
you successfully ambushed the Jaonan party and killed them dl and took all theparias gold back to
Arbastro."

Idar blinked again, struggling. He folded his arms across his chest and tried to ook shrewd. His
father, after amoment, laughed doud.

"Magnificent!" he said. "And whose isthe credit for this part of the scheme?’

Thetwo men before him glanced again at each other. "Thispart,” said ibn Khairan alittle ruefully,
"isindeed, | am sorry to have to say, the thought-child of Mazur ben Avren. | do wish | had thought of
it. I'm surethat | would have, giventime."

The Vdledan captain laughed.

"l have no doubt,” Tarif ibn Hassan said dryly. Idar watched his father working through al of this.
"So that iswhy you killed them dl?'

"Why we had to," Rodrigo Belmonte agreed, amusement gone as swiftly asit had come. "Once
they saw my company, if any of di Carreras party made it home the story would never hold. They
would know we had the gold back in Ragosa."

"Alas, | must beg your forgivenessagain,” Tarif murmured. "We wereto do your killing for you and
wefailed miserably. What," he asked quietly, "would you have done if we had taken them for ransom?”

"Killed them," said Ammar ibn Khairan. "Are you shocked, ibn Hassan? Do you fight by courtly
rules of war like the paladins of the old tales? Was Arbastro built with treasure won in bloodtess
adventures?' There was an edgeto histone, for thefirgt time.

He didn't like doing this, Idar thought.He may pretend otherwise, but he didn't like it.

Hisfather seemed satisfied by something. His own manner changed. 1 have been an outlaw most of
my life, with aprice on my head. Y ou know the answer to your own questions." He smiled thinly, his
wolf'sexpression. "I have no objection to taking gold home and recaiving the acclaim for a successful
raid. On the other hand, once | am back in Arbastro, it might please me to embarrass you by letting the
truth be known."

Ammar ibn Khairan smiled, the edge ill there. "It has pleased anumber of people over the years
to embarrass me, oneway or another.” He shook his head sorrowfully. "I had hoped that aloving
father's concern for his sonsin Ragosa might take precedence over the pleasure of distressing us.”

Idar stepped quickly forward, but hisfather, without glancing a him, extended ahand and held him
back. "Y ou would stand before a man whose youngest child is dying as we speak and propose to take
away hisother son?'

"Heisfar from dying. What sort of medica care are you accustomed to?"

|dar whedled around. Beside Abir now, on her knees, was awoman. They had said their doctor
was awoman. A servant was with her, and she had acloth full of implements already opened. Idar

hadn't even seen her walk around them to Abir, so intense was his focus on the two men. She was
unexpectedly young, pretty for aKindath; her manner was crigp and precise, though, amost curt.

Shesad, looking at hisfather, "1 ought to be ableto save hislife, though | am afraid it isgoing to
cost him theleg. 1t will need to be taken off above the wound, the sooner the better. | need the place



and time of hishirth, to seeif it is proper to do surgery now. Do you know these things?'
"1 do," Idar heard himsdf saying. Hisfather was staring at the woman.

"Good. Give them to my assistant, please. | will offer your brother the best care | can here, and |
will be pleased to look after him when he returns with usto Ragosa. With luck and diligence he ought to
be able to move about with sticks before spring.” Her eyeswere extremely blue, and quite level as her
gazerested on Idar's father. "I am a so confident that having his brother as acompanion will speed his
recovery."

Idar watched hisfather'sface. The old warrior's expression moved from relief to fury to agradual
awareness that he had no resources here. Nothing to do in the presence of these people but accede. It
was not arole he had ever played happily in hislife.

He managed another thin, wolf's smile. Turned from the Kindath doctor back to the two men. "Do
help an old man'sfatering grasp of things," he said. "Was this e aborate schemetruly worth asingle
season'sdelay? Y ou must know that King Bermudo will send again to Fibaz in the spring, demanding
parias, amogt certainly adoubled sum.”

"Of course hewill," said ibn Khairan. "But this happens to be an important season and thisgold can
be put to better use than arming Jalona for the coming year." The pearl in hisright ear gleamed. He said,
"When next he comes Fibaz might refuse him tribute.”

"Ah!" said Idar's father then. He pulled abloody hand dowly through his beard, smearing it even
further. "I amilluminated! The spirit of Ashar allowsmesight &t last." He bowed mockingly to both men.
"I am humbled to be even asmall part of so great an undertaking. Of course it is an important season. Of
course you need the gold. Y ou are going after Cartadain the spring.”

"Good for you!" said Ammar ibn Khairan, encouragement in hisvoice and the blue eyes. He smiled.
"Wouldn't you like to come with us?'

A short time later, back in the sunlight of the valey, Jehane bet Ishak prepared to saw off the right
leg of Abir ibn Tarif, asssted by Velaz and the strong hands of Martin and Ludus, and with the aid of a
massive dose, administered by saturated sponge, of her father's strongest soporific.

She had performed amputations before, but never on open ground like this. Shedidn't tell them
that, of course. Ser Rezzoni again:"Let them always believe you do nothing but this procedure, day
after day. "

The wounded man's brother hovered impotently nearby, begging to be of assistance. She was
struggling to find polite words to send him away when Alvar de Pellino materiaized beside the man with
an open flask.

"Will | offend you if | offer wine?" he asked the white-faced bandit. The look of grateful need was
answer enough. Alvar led the man to the far Side of their temporary camp. The father, ibn Hassan, was
conversing there with Rodrigo and Ammar. He betrayed his digtraction by glancing in their direction with
regutarity. Jehane noted that, then put dl such mattersfrom her mind.

Amputationsin thefield did not have a high successrate. On the other hand, most military doctors
had no real ideawhat they were doing. Rodrigo had known that very well. It waswhy she was here. It
was also why she was nervous. She could have asked the moon sisters and the god for an easier first
procedure with this company. For amost anything dse, in truth.

Shelet none of thisshow in her face. She checked her implements again. They were clean, laid out
by Velaz on awhite cloth on the green grass. She had consulted her dmanac and cast the moons: those
of the patient's birth hour were in acceptable harmony with today's. She would only have delayed if
faced with theworst possible reading.

There was wineto pour into the wound and the cauterizing iron waited in the fire, red-hot aready.
The patient was dazed with the drugs Velaz had given him. Not surprisingly: the sponge had been



steeped in crushed poppies, mandragora and hemlock. Shetook hisarm and pinched it, ashard as she
could. He didn't move. Shelooked into his eyes and was satisfied. Two strong men, used to battlefield
surgery, were holding him down. VVelaz—from whom she had no secrets—offered her areassuring
glance, and her heavy saw.

No reason, redly, to delay.
"Hold him," she said, and began to grind through flesh and bone.

Eleven

"Where's Papanow?’

Fernan Belmonte, who had asked the question, was lying in clean straw in the loft above the barn.
Most of him was buried for warmth, only the face and brown, touded hair showing.

Ibero the cleric, who had reluctantly acceded to the twins morning lessons taking place up here
today—itwas warmer in the barn above the cows, he'd had to concede—opened his mouth quickly to
object, but then shut it and looked with apprehension towards where the other boy lay.

Diego was completely invisble under the straw. They could seeit shift with theriseand fall of his
breathing, but that was all.

"Why does it matter?' Hisvoice, when it came, seemed disembodied. A message from the
spirit-world, 1bero thought, then surreptitioudy made the Sgn of the sun disk, chiding himsdf for such
nonsense.

"Doesnt redly,” Fernanreplied. "I'm just curious.” They weretaking abrief rest before switching
courses of study.

"Idle child. Y ou know what Ibero says about curiosity,” Diego said darkly from his cave of straw.
His brother looked around for something to throw. Ibero, used to this, quelled him with aglance.

"Well, ishe allowed to be rude?' Fernan asked in an aggrieved tone. "He's using you as authority
for impolite behavior to hisolder brother. Will you let him? Doesn't that make you a party to hisaction?”

"What'simpolite about it?" Diego queried, muffled and unseen. "Do | have to answer every question
that comesinto hisempty head, Ibero?

Thelittle cleric Sghed. It was becoming increasingly difficult to deal with histwo charges. Not only
were they impatient and frequently reckless, they were dso ferocioudy intelligent.

"I think," he said, prudently dodging both queries, "that this particular exchange suggests that our
rest isover. Shal we turn to the matter of weights and measures?”

Fernan made aghastly, contorted face, pretended he was strangling, and then pulled straw over his
head in unsubtle protest. Ibero reached for and found a buried foot. He twisted, hard. Fernan yelped
and surfaced.

"Weights and measures,” the cleric repeated. "If you won't apply yoursdlf properly up herewell just
have to go down and inform your mother what happens when I'm tolerant of your requests.”

Fernan sat up quickly. Some threats still worked. Some of thetime.
"He's somewhere east of Ragosa," Diego said. "Therésafight of somekind.”

Ibero and Fernan looked quickly at each other. The matter of weights and measureswas, for the
moment, abandoned.

"What doessomewhere mean?' Fernan demanded. His tone was sharp now. "Come on, Diego, do
better than that.”

"Near somecity to theeast. Therésavalley.”

Fernan looked to Ibero for help. The straw on the other side of the cleric shifted and disgorged a
blinking thirteen-year-old. Diego began brushing straw from his hair and neck.



Ibero was ateacher. He couldn't help himself. "Well, he's given us some clues. What's the city east
of Ragosa? Y ou both ought to know."

The brothers |ooked at each other.
"Ronizza?' Fernan hazarded.
"That's south,” Ibero said, shaking hishead. "And on what river isit?"

"TheLarrios. Come on, Ibero, thisisimportant!" Fernan had the capacity to seem older than his
years when military matters were being discussed.

But Ibero was equd to this challenge. "Of courseit's serious. What sort of commander relieson his
cleric to help him with geography? Y our father knows the name and size and the terrain surrounding
every city inthe peninsula”

"It'sFibaz," Diego said suddenly. "Benesath the passto Ferrieres. | don't know the valley, though.
It's north and west of the city.” He paused and |ooked away again. They waited.

"Papakilled someone," Diego sad. "I think the fighting is stopping.”
Ibero swallowed. It was difficult with this child. It was dmost impossibly difficult. He looked closdly
at Diego. The boy seemed cam; alittle distracted, but it was impossible to see from hisface that he was

registering events unimaginably far away. And Ibero had no doubt—not after so many trids—that Diego
was reporting them truly.

Fernan had none of that cam just now. Grey eyes gleaming, he stood up. "I'll bet you anything this
hasto do with Jadlona," he said. "They were sending aparias party, remember?"

"Y our father wouldn't attack other Jadditesfor theinfidels," Ibero said quickly.

"Of course hewould! He's amercenary, he's being paid by Ragosa. The only promise he made was
not to comewith an army into Valedo, remember?’ Fernan looked confidently from Ibero to Diego. His
whole being was &fire now, charged with energy.

And it was |bero's task—as tutor, guardian, spiritua counse for—to somehow control and channel
that force. Helooked at the two boys, one feverish with excitement, the other seeming alittle unfocused,
not atogether present, and he surrendered yet again.

"Y ou are both going to be usdess for the rest of the morning, | can seethat much.” He shook his
head darkly. "Very wdll, you are released.” Fernan whooped: a child again, not acommander-in-waiting.
Diego hastily stood up. Ibero had been known to change his mind.

"One condition,” the cleric added sternly. ™Y ou will spend time with the mapsin the library this
afternoon. Tomorrow morning | am going to have you mark the cities of Al-Rassan for me. Mgjor ones,
smaller ones. This matters. | want you to know them. Y ou are your father'sheirsand his pride.”

"Done," said Fernan. Diego just grinned.

"Then go," said Ibero. And watched them hurtle past him and down the ladder. He smiled in spite
of himsdlf. They were good boys, both of them, and he was akindly person.

He was dso a devout man, and athoughtful one.

He knew—who in VValledo did not, by now?—af the holy war being launched this coming spring
from Batiara, an armada of ships sailing for the eastern homelands of the infidels. He knew of the
presence in Esteren, as aguest of the king and queen, of one of the highest of the clerics of Ferrieres,
come to preach awar of the three kingdoms of Esperana against Al-Rassan. The Reconquest. Wasit
truly to come now, intheir lifetime, after so many hundreds of years?

It was awar every devout man in the peninsulawas duty-bound to support and succor with dl his
being. And how much more did that apply to the clerics of holy Jad?

Sitting donein the straw of the barn loft, listening to the milk cows complaining below him, 1bero

the cleric of Rancho Belmonte began ahard wrestling match within his soul. He had been with thisfamily
most of hislife. Heloved them al with afierce, enduring passion.



Heloved and feared hisgod with al his heart.

He remained up there, thinking, for along time, but when he findly came down the ladder his
expression was cam and histread firm.

He went directly to his own chamber beside the chapel and took parchment and quill and ink and
composed then, carefully, aletter to the High Cleric Geraud de Chervalles at the king's paacein
Egteren, writing in the name of Jad and humbly setting forth certain unusua circumstancesashe
understood them.

"When | deep,” said Abir ibn Tarif, "it fedsasif | fill have my leg. In my dreams| put my hand
down to my knee, and | wake up, becauseit isn't there." He was reporting it, not complaining. He was
not aman who complained.

Jehane, changing the dressing on hiswound, nodded her head. "I told you that might happen. Y ou
fed tingling, pain, asif theleg were dill attached?!

"That isit,” Abir said. Then, stoutly, "The pain is not so greet, mind you."

She smiled a him, and acrossthe infirmary bed at his brother, who was aways present when she
visited. "A lesser man would not say that,” she murmured. Abir looked pleased. Sheliked both of them,
these sons of an outlaw chieftain, hostagesin Ragosafor the winter. They were gentler men than she
might have expected.

Idar, who had devel oped an attachment to her, had been telling stories through the winter of
Arbastro and their father's courage and cunning. Jehane was agood listener, and sometimes heard more
than the tdler intended. Physicians learned to do that.

She had wondered before about the price paid by the sons of great men. Thiswinter, with Idar and
Abir, she addressed the question again. Could such children move out from under that huge shadow into
their own manhood? She thought of Almalik |1 of Cartada, son of the Lion; of the three sons of King
Sancho the Fat of Esperana; indeed, of Rodrigo Belmonte's two young boys.

She consdered whether the same challenge confronted a daughter. She decided it didn't, not in the
same way. She wasn't in competition with her father, she was only trying, as best she could, to be
worthy of histeaching and his example; deserving of the flask she carried as heir to his reputation.

She finished with Abir's dressing. The wound had healed well. She was pleased, and alittle proud.
She thought her father would have approved. She'd written to him soon after their return to Ragosa
There were always some hardy travellerswho could carry messages back and forth through the winter
pass, though not swiftly. Her mother's neat handwriting had conveyed Ishak's reply: This will be too late
to be useful, but in cases when you operate in the field you must watch even more carefully for
the green discharge. Press the skin near the wound and listen for a crackling sound.

She had known about this. Such a sound meant degth, unless she cut again, even higher—and few
men survived that. But Abir ibn Tarif'swound did not turn green and his endurance was strong. His
brother seldom |eft his side and the men of Rodrigo's company seemed to have taken acollective liking
to the sons of ibn Hassan. Abir did not lack for visitors. Once, when Jehane had come to attend upon
him, she caught alingering trace of the scent favored by the women of a certain neighborhood.

She had sniffed the air elaborately and tsked her disapproval. Idar laughed; Abir looked
shamefaced. He was well on the road to recovery by then, however, and secretly Jehane was pleased.
The presence of physical desire, Ser Rezzoni had taught, was one of the clearest sgns of returning good
hedlth after surgery.

She checked the fitting of the new dressing alast time and stepped back. "Has he been practicing?’
she asked Idar.

"Not enough,” the older of the brothersreplied. "Heislazy, | told you." Abir sworein quick protest,
then apol ogized even more quickly.



Thiswasagame, infact. If hewasn't watched carefully, Abir waslikdly to push himself to
exhaudtion in his effortsto learn how to get about with the shoulder sticks Velaz had fashioned for him.

Jehane grinned at both of them. "Tomorrow morning,” she said to her patient. "It looks very good,
though. By the end of next week | expect you can leave this place and go live with your brother.” She
paused amoment, for effect. "It will surely save you money on bribes here, when you have company
after dark."

Idar laughed again. Abir turned red. Jehane gave his shoulder apat and turned to leave.

Rodrigo Belmonte, booted and cloaked, leather hat in one hand, was standing by the fire on the far
Sde of the room. From the expression on his face she knew something had happened. Her heart
thumped.

"What isit?' shesad quickly. "My parents?’

He shook hishead. "No, no. Nothing to do with them, Jehane. But there are tidings you ought to
know."

He crossed towards her. Velaz appeared from behind the screen where he made his salves and
tinctures.

Jehane straightened her shoulders and held hersdlf very ill.

Rodrigo said, "l am presuming in away, but you are, for the moment, still my company physician,
and | wanted you to hear thisfrom me."

Sheblinked.For the moment ?

He said, "Word has just come from the southern coast, one of the last shipsin from the east. It
seems agreat army from severa Jaddite lands has gathered in Batiarathis winter, preparing to sail to
Ammuz and Soriyyain the spring.”

Jehane bit her lip. Very large newsindeed, buit ...

"Thisisaholy army," Rodrigo said. Hisfacewas grim. "Or s0 they call themsalves. It seemsthat
earlier thisautumn severa companies attacked and destroyed Sorenica. They set fire to the city and put
the inhabitants to the sword. All of them, we aretold. Jehane, Velaz, | am so sorry."

Sorenica.

Mild, starry nightsin winter. Spring evenings, years ago. Winein the torchlit garden of her kinfolk.
Howers everywhere, and the breeze from the sea. Sorenica. The most beautiful sanctuary of the god
and hissstersthat Jehane had ever seen. The Kindath High Priest with his sweet, laden voice intoning
theliturgy of the doubled full moons. White and blue candles burning in every niche that night. So many
people gathered; a sense of peace, of calm, of ahome for the Wanderers. A choir singing, then more
music after, in the winding torchlit streets outs de the sanctuary, beneath the round, holy moons.

Sorenica. Bright city on the ocean with its vineyards above. Given to the Kindath long ago for
sarviceto thelords of Batiara. A placeto cal their own in a hostile world.

To the sword.An end of music. Trampled flowers. Children?
"All of them?' sheasked in afaint voice.

"So we have been told,” Rodrigo said. He drew a breath. "What can | say, Jehane? Y ou said you
could not trust the Sons of Jad. | told you that you could. This makesaliar of me."

She could see genuine distress in the wide-set grey eyes. He would have hurried to find her as soon
as he heard the tidings. There would be an emissary from court waiting at her home, or coming here
even now. Mazur would have sent. Shared faith, shared grief. Should it not have been another Kindath
who told her this? She could not answer that. Something seemed to have shut down inside her, closing
around awound.

Sorenica. Where the gardens were Kindath gardens, the blessings Kindath blessings, the wise men
and women filled with the learning and the sorrow of the Wanderers, century upon century.



Tothe sword.

She closed her eyes. Saw agarden in her mind's eye, and could not look at it. Opened her eyes
again. Sheturned to Velaz and saw that he, who had adopted their faith the day her father made him a
free man, had covered his face with both hands and was weeping.

Shesad, carefully, to Rodrigo Belmonte of Vdledo, "I cannot hold you responsible for the doings
of every man or woman of your faith. Thank you for bringing these tidings so speedily. | think I will go
home now."

"May | escort you there?" he asked.

"Velaz will do s0," she said. "Doubtless | shal seeyou at court later in the day. Or tomorrow.” She
didn't redly know what she was saying.

She could read the sorrow in hisface, but she had nothing in her to offer to that. She could not
assuage. Not this moment, not now.

Velaz wiped at his eyes and lowered his hands. He was not aman she had ever seen weep before,
savefor joy, the day she came home from her Sudiesin Batiara

Batiara, where bright Sorenica had been.
Whichever way the wind blows. ...

It wasfire, thistime, not rain that had come. Shelooked around for her cloak. Idar ibn Tarif had
picked it up and was holding it for her. Wordlessly he helped her into it. She turned and walked to the
doorway, past Rodrigo, following Velaz.

At the very last moment, being what she was—her father's daughter, trained to ease pain where she
saw it—she reached out a hand and touched his arm as she went by.

Winter in Cartada was seldom unduly harsh. The city was sheltered from the worst of the winds by
forests to the north and the mountains beyond them. Snow was unheard-of, and mild bright days not at
al unusua. Therewas dso rain of course, churning market squares and aleysto mud, but Aimalik | and
now his son and suceessor had dlocated substantia resources to keeping the city clean and functioning,
and the winter produce market flourished.

The season was an inconvenience, not the serious hardship it could be further north or to the east
whereit seemed to rain dl thetime. Winter flowers flecked the celebrated gardenswith col ers. Fish
thrived in the Guadiara, and boats sill upstream from Tudesca and Silvenes and went back down.

Since Cartada had shaped a kingdom of its own after thefal of the Khalifate, the inns and cook
shops had never suffered a shortage of food, and plenty of wood was brought into the city from the
forestsfor the hearth fires.

There were aso winter entertainments of esoteric variety, as befitted acity and court that claimed
aesthetic aswell asmilitary pre-eminencein Al-Rassan.

The Jaddite taverns were aways crowded in winter, despite the imprecations of the wadjis. At
court, in the taverns, in the better homes, poets and musicians vied for patronage with jugglers, acrobats
and anima trainers, with women who claimed to converse with the dead, Kindath fortune tellerswho
would read one's future in the moons, or with itinerant artisans settled for the season in premises on the
perimeter of the city. Thiswinter the fashion was to have one's portrait donein miniature by an artist
from Seria

There were even some entertaining wadjis to be found in the smaller out-of-the-way temples, or on
street corners on the mild days, pronouncing their warnings of doom and Ashar's wrath with fiery
eloquence.

Many of the higher-born women of Cartada enjoyed attending upon these ragged, wild-eyed
figuresin themorning, to be pleasingly frightened by their prophecies of the fate awaiting Believerswho
strayed from the true path Ashar had decreed for the Star-born children of the sands. The women would



repair from such an outing to one gracious home or another to sip from delicately mulled concoctions of
wine and honey and spice—forbidden, of course, which only added piquancy to the morning's
adventure. They would appraise the latest flamboyant invective much asthey discussed the declamations
of the court poets or the songs of the musicians. Tak by the warming fire would usually turn then to the
officers of the army, many of them quartered in town for the winter—with diverting implications.

It was not at al abad placeto bein the cold season, Cartada.

Thisremained true, the longer-lived and more thoughtful of the courtiers at the palace agreed, even
inthisyear of achange of monarchs.

Almalik | had governed Cartadafor the kndifs of Silvenesfor three years, and then reigned as king
for fifteen. A long timeto hold power in aturbulent peninsula. Y ounger members of the court couldn't
even remember atime when someone else had governed, and of course there neverhad been another
king in proud Cartada

Now there was, and the prevailing view seemed to be that the son was beginning well. Prudent
where he needed to be, in defense and in minimizing disruption to the civil service and court; genereus
where a powerful monarch ought to be generous, with favor shown to artists and those courtiers who
had taken risks for him in the days when his successon was. ... problemeatic, to put the matter discreetly.
Almaik 11 might be young, but he had grown up in aclever, cynica court and seemed to have learned
hislessons. Hed had an exceptiondly subtle tutor, some of the courtiers noted, but that remark was
offered quietly and only among friends.

Nor wasthe new king awegkling, by all early appearances. The twitch above one eye—alegacy of
the Day of the Moat—remained, but it seemed to be no more than an indicator of the king's mood, a
useful clue for acautious courtier. Certainly there were no Sgns of indecisivenessin this monarch.

A number of the more visibly corrupt of the officias had aready been dealt with: men who had
alowed their long association with the last king to ... override their integrity, and had been engagedina
variety of fisca improprieties. Severd wereinvolved in the dyeing monopoly that was the foundation of
Cartada's wedth. In the va tey south of the city thecermas, beetle made its home, feeding on the white
ittixa flower and then producing, dutifully, the crimson dye that Cartada exported to the world. There
were fortunes to be made from supervising that trade, and where great wealth went, as the old saying
ran, the desire for more would follow.

There were some of this sort at every court. It was one of the reasons onecame to court. And there
were, of course, risks.

Those apprehended officials who were not yet castrates had been gelded before execution. Their
bodies were hung from the city walls with dead dogs on either side of them. The cadtrates of the court,
who redlly ought to have known better, were flayed and skinned and then staked out on the cleared
ground beyond the Silvenes Gate. It wastoo cold for thefire ants, but the animals were dways hungry in
winter.

New officiaswere appointed from the gppropriate families. They swore al the proper oaths. Some
poets and singers | eft for different courts, others arrived. It was dl part of the norma course of events.
One could tire of an artist, and a new monarch needed to put the stamp of his own taste on a great many
things

The harem, long dominated by Zabira, the late king's favorite, went through a predictably unsettied
phase as the women maneuvered vicioudy for their opportunity with the young king. The stakes were
extreme. Everyone knew how Zabira had begun, and how very high she'd risen. There were knifings,
and one attempt at poisoning, before the harem-mistresses and the castrates managed to reassert a
measure of control.

One cause of the turmoil was that so little was known about the new king's preferences, though
rumor was alwayswilling to oblige with guesses. Therehad been tales, especialy those coneerning the
disgraced Ammar ibn Khairan of Aljais, the king's former guardian and mentor—but shortly after



Almalik 11's ascension word from certain of the less discreet supervisorsin the harem put the more
scandaous of these storiesto rest.

The women, it was reported, were being kept extremely busy. The young king appeared to have an
entirely conventiona ori entation in matters of love, and an appetite that—by one of the oldest omensfor
the outset of areign in Asharite lands—presaged well for his prowessin other matters.

The auspices were good in agrest many ways. Fezana had been subdued, rather violently it would
aways be remembered. Silvenes was quiescent, as usud: only broken, dispirited men il lingered in and
about the sad ruins of the Al-Fontina. Elviraon the coast had seemed inclined to offer some signs of
unwonted independence when Almalik | died, but these flickerings had been quickly snuffed out by the
new kalid of the army, who made a symboalic journey south with acompany of Muwardisjust before
winter came.

The old kalid was dead, of course. As a much-applauded gesture of courtesy the king had alowed
him to take his own life rather than face public execution. This desth, too, was only normd: it was not
conddered awiseideafor new monarchsto alow generasto continue in power, or evenremain dive. It
was one of theinherent risks that came with accepting aposition of high command inanarmy in
Al-Rassan.

Even the outlaw Tarif ibn Hassan, the terror of merchants on the southern roads and al lawful tax
collectors, seemed to have decided to turn his attentions € sewhere this season. He had eschewed his
chronic, debilitating raids from impregnable Arbasiro into the Cartadan hinterlandsin favor of agenuiney
spectacular action in Ragosan territory to the north.

Tak of that affair continued through the winter as hardy travellers and merchants straggled into the
city with newer versions of the story. It gppeared that ibn Hassan had actually managed to seizethe
fird-everparias tribute from Fibaz to Jaona, daughtering the entire Jaddite party in the process. An
astonishing coup in every respect. Another strand to the forty-year legend.

The embarrassment to Ragosa—asince King Badir had authorized the payment in the first place—
was extreme, and so were the economic and military implications. Some of the more free-gpoken of
those drinking in the taverns of Cartadathat winter offered the view that the Jalonans might evenride
south in numbers come spring, to teach Fibaz alesson. Which meant, to teach Badir of Ragosa alesson.

That was someone else's problem, the drinkers agreed. For once ibn Hassan had caused real
trouble elsawhere. Wouldn't it be niceif the aged jacka obligingly died soon? Wasn't he old enough,
aready? There was good land around Arbastro, where aloya courtier of the new king of Cartada might
one day find himself with, say, asmall castle and a crown-bestowed estate to manage and defend.

Winter was atime for dreaming, among other things.

The new king of Cartada had neither the leisure nor the disposition to sharein such dreams. An
edgy, precise man, very much the son of hisfather—though both would have denied that—Almdik I
knew too much that his citizens did not and his own winter, accordingly, encompassed little of the
optimism of theirs.

Not that thiswas unusud for kings.

He knew his brother was with the Muwardisin the desert, with the blessings and hopes of the
wadjis accompanying him. He knew with certainty what Hazem would be suggesting. He had no way of
knowing how the proposals would be received by Y azir ibn Qarif. The trangtion from a strong king to
his successor was always a dangeroustime.

He made apoint of pausing in hisbusinessto pray each timethe bellsrang during the day. He
summoned the most prominent of the wadjjis of Cartada and listened to their list of complaints. He
lamented with them that hisbeloved father—a Bdliever of course, but a secular man—had let their great
city dip some distance from the Laws of Ashar. He promised to take regular counsd with them. He
ordered a notorious street of Jaddite prostitutes to be cleared immediately and a new temple built there,



with garelens and aresidence for the wadijis.

He sent gifts, substantial ones, to Y azir and his brother in the desert. It was dl he could do, for the
moment.

He aso learned, early in the winter before the flow of news from abroad dowed to atrickle, that a
holy war was being readied in Batiara, with armies from four Jaddite lands massed to sail to Ammuz and
Soriyyain the spring.

That was potentialy the most momentous news of dl, but not hisimmediate problem, and it was
difficult to imagine that after abored, fractious winter together such adisparate force would ever redly
sal. In another way, though, whether they did or didn't embark, the mere assembling of that army
represented the gravest danger imaginable.

He dictated amessage of warning to the Grand Khalif in Soriyya It would not arrive before spring,
of course, and there would be other warnings sent, but it was important to add his voice to the chorus.
They would ask him for soldiers and gold, but it would take time for that request to make itsway back.

Meanwhile it was more important to decipher what the Jaddites in the north of this peninsulamight
be contemplating in the wake of these tidings of war, which they too would have by now. If four Jaddite
armies were massing to sail east, what might the Esperanans be considering, with Asharites so near to
hand and an example of holy war? Would not their holy men be preaching to the kings even now?

Could thethree rulers of Esperana even gather in the same place without one of them killing
another? Almalik |1 doubted it, but he took counsel with his advisors and then sent certain giftsand a
message to King Sanchez of Ruenda.

The giftswere princely; the message took carefully worded note of the fact that Fezana, which
Cartada controlled and which currently paidparias to arrogant Valedo, not Ruenda, was at least as
closeto the latter kingdom, and at least as much potentialy subject to Ruendan protection. He besought,
respectfully, King Sanchez's thoughts on these thorny matters.

There were divisionsto be sown in the north, and it was not especidly hard to sow them among the
successors of Sancho the Fat.

Jalonain the northeast was not, for the moment, of concern to him. They were more likely to cause
difficulty for Ragosa, and that was useful, so long asit didn't amount to more than that. It occurred to
him more than once that he redlly ought to be exchanging counsas with King Badir thiswinter, but he
balked at that. Any interaction with Badir meant dedling, now, with Ammar ibn Khairan, who had fled to
Cartadds principd riva the day after hisexiling.

It had been acowardly thing to do, Almalik had decided. It even bordered on the treasonous. All
Ammar would have had to do was withdraw discreetly somewhere for ayear, write some poems,
maybe make a pilgrimage east, even fight for the Faith in Soriyyathis coming year, in Ashar'sname....
and then Almalik could have welcomed him back, a contrite, chastened courtier who had done a decent
time of penance. It had seemed so obvious.

Instead, ibn Khairan, prickly and contrary as ever, had stolen away with Zabirastraight to Badir
and hiswily Kindath chance tor in dangerous Ragosa. Very dangerous Ragosa, in fact, because
Almalik's sources then informed him, belatedly, that the woman had apparently sent her two sons—his
own hdf-brothers—to Badir during the summer, immediately after the Day of the Moat.

Thatwas news he ought to have had sooner, before hisfather died. He was compelled to make an
example and execute two of his men: it was perilous to be recelving such important tidings so late. Those
two boys represented athrest to histenure on thisthrone almost as great as Hazem in the desert.

Superfluous brothers, the new king of Cartada decided, were best disposed of swiftly. Look at
what had happened among the Jaddites, for example. Ramiro of Valedo, for al hisvaunted prowess,
had only begun to flourish after the abrupt passing of his brother Raimundo. And though there had been
rumors from the moment of that desth, they hadn't impeded Ramiro's steady ascent at al.



A lesson to be learned there. Almalik summoned two men known to him and gave them careful
instructions and explicit promises and sent them east, equipped as spice merchants, to crossthe
mountainsto Ragosawhile the passwas still open to legitimate traders.

He was sobered, and more than allittle shaken, to learn later in the winter that they had both died in
atavern brawl the very evening of their arrival in Badir's city.

Badir was clever, hisfather had always said so. The Kindath chancellor was extremely clever. And
now Ammar was with them, when he ought to have beenhere, or a least waiting qui etly somewhere for
permission to return.

Almalik 11, seeking trangtory solace one windy night in hisfather's harem, which was now hisown,
felt very much adone. He rubbed absently at hisirritating eyelid while an extremely tall ye fow-haired
woman from Karch ministered eagerly to him with scented oils and supple hands, and he considered
certain facts.

Thefirst was that Ammar ibn Khairan was not going to be amenable to aswift return to Cartada,
even with apromise of restored honor and immense power. He knew thiswith certainty. His carefully
thought-out exiling of ibn Khairan on the day of hisfather's demise had begun to seem alessjudicious
course of action than it had at the time.

Angrily, he confronted and accepted the fact that heneeded Ammar. Too many thingswere
happening this winter, too many disparate events needed to be addressed and responded to, and the
men around him were not equal to that. He had need of good counsdl and the only man he trusted to
provide it was the one who had always treated him with the amused condescension of a master towards
apupil. Hewas king of Cartada now; it could not be the same way again, but hehad to get Ammar back.

He arranged the woman on her hands and knees and entered her. She was extraordinarily tall; it
was briefly awkward. Her immediate sounds of rapture were patently exaggerated. They weredl like
that, desperately anxiousto win favor. Even as he moved upon the Karcher woman he found himself
wondering what the delicate, subtle Zabirahad been like, with hisfather in this same bed. The woman
beneath him moaned and gasped asif she were dying. He finished quickly and dismissed her.

Then he lay back aone among the pillows, and began to give careful thought to how to regain the
one man he needed before the threats from so many directions burst into flame like bonfires to consume
him.

Inthe morning, at first paelight, he sent for aspy he had used before. The young king of Cartada
received this man aone, without even his bedchamber davesin the room.

"l want to know," he said, without greeting or preamble, "everything you can discover about the
movements of the lord Ammar ibn Khairan in Fezana on the Day of the Moat."

Ontheir way of amidwinter morning to their booth in the market, Jehane and Velaz were abducted
30 smoothly that no onein the street around them was even aware of what was happening.

It was agrey day; diding clouds, lighter and darker. Wind and some rain. Two men came up to
them; one begged amoment of her attention. Even as he spoke aknife was against her ribs, screened by
his body and fur-lined cloak.

"Y our servant diesif you open your mouth," he said pleasantly. "Y ou dieif he does.” Shelooked
quickly over: Velaz was engaged in identical circumstances by the second man. They appeared, to
anyone casually glancing at them, to be doing no more than converse.

"Thank you, doctor," the man beside her said loudly. "The rooms are just thisway. We are most
grateful.”

She went where he guided her. The knife pricked her skin asthey moved. Veaz had gone white,
she saw. Sheknew it was rage, not fear. There was something about these men, aquality of assurance,
that made her believe they would kill, evenin apublic place.



They cameto adoor, opened it with a heavy key, entered. The second man locked it behind them
with one hand. The other hand held the knife against Velaz. She saw him drop the key into apurse at his
belt.

They werein acourtyard. It was empty. The windows of the house beyond were shuttered. There
was afountain basin full of dead leaves, empty of water. The satuein the center had lost its head and
one arm. The courtyard looked asif it had not been used for along time. She had passed this doorway a
score of mornings. How did a place such as this become the setting for what might be the end of one's
life?

She said, keeping her voice asfirm as she could manage, 'Y ou invite death and you must know it. |
am acourt physcian to King Badir."
"Now that isardief," sad thefirst man. "If you were not, we might have had aproblem.”

He had adry, precise voice. No accent she could identify. He was Asharite, a merchant, or
dressed like one. They both were. Their clothing was expensive. One of them wore afragrant perfume
Their hands and nails were clean. These were no tavern louts, or if they were, someone had been at
painsto concedl the fact. Jehane drew a deep breath; her mouth was dry. She could fed her legs
beginning to tremble. She hoped they could not see that. She said nothing, waiting. Then she noticed
blood on Ve az'stunic, where his own cloak fell away, and her trembling abruptly stopped.

The second man, taller and broader than thefirst, said camly, "We are going to bind and gag your
servant and leave himin this place. His clothing will be removed. No one ever comes here. Look around
if youwish to satisfy yoursdlf of that. No one knowswhere heis. Hewill die of exposureif we do not
return to release him. Do you understand what | am saying to you?"

Jehane stared at him, contempt in her eyes disguising fear. She made no reply. The man looked
briefly amused; she saw the muselesin hisforearm flex, just before the knife moved. Velaz madeasmal,
involuntary sound. Therewas areal wound now, not a cut.

"If he asks aquestion you had best answer it," thefirst man said mildly. "He has an easly affronted
neture.”

"l understand you," Jehane said, through her teeth.

"Excdlent," the bigger man murmured. With a sudden motion he ripped off VVelaz's blue cloak and
dropped it on the ground. "Remove your clothes," he said. "All of them.” Velaz hesitated, looking at
Jehane.

"We have other ways of doing what we are hereto do," the first man said briskly to Veaz, "even if
we haveto kill you both. It will cause us no distressto do so. Bdieve mein this. Take your clothes off,
you disgusting Kindath offd. Do it now." The savage insult was the more chilling for the utterly cam tone
inwhich it was spoken.

Jehane thought then of Sorenica. Of those who had died there at autumn's end: burned,
decapitated, babies cut in half by the sword. There had been more stories after that first messenger, each
one worse than the one before. Did two more deaths matter? Could the god and his Ssters possibly
care?

Velaz began to disrobe. His face was expressionless now. The second man moved afew steps
away to thefar sde of the fountain basin and retrieved a coil of rope and asquare of heavy cloth. It
darted to rain again. It was very cold. Jehane began trying to caculate how long aman could survive,
lying naked and bound here.

"What isit you want of me?' she asked, againgt her will. She was afraid now.

"Patience, doctor.” Her captor's voice was bland; the knife never left her ribs. "L et us ded with
your surety firg."

They did 0. Velaz was not even alowed his undergarments. Utterly naked, looking smal and old in
the damp grey chill, hewas trussed hand and foot. A cloth wastied tightly about his mouth. Then the



bigger man lifted him and dropped him into the fountain basin. Jehane winced. The wet sonewould be
asice on his exposed flesh. Veaz had not said aword, of protest or gpped. He was unable to do so
now. Helay on hisback, helpless; his eyeswere on hers, though, and what she saw till was aburning
anger, not fear.

He was indomitable, he always had been. His courage gave her back her own.

"Oncemore," she said, moving adeliberate step away from the knife. "What isit you want?' The
man did not follow her. He seemed indifferent to her defiance.

Hesaid camly, "It isour understanding that as physician to the court you know where the two sons
of the Lady Zabiraare lodged. This has proven to be difficult information to obtain. Y ou will take usto
that place and gain usadmission. Y ou will remain with usfor atimethere, and then you are free to return
here and release your servant.”

"Y ou expect meto smply walk you into that place?"

The second man had turned away again. From another large satchel he began removing items of
clothing. Two white tunics, two blue robes fringed in white, two small soft blue caps.

Jehane began to understand.

"We are your kindred, dear lady. Physicians of your own faith from Fezana, come to study with
you. We havetoo little knowl edge in the diseases of children, das, and you are widely known for such
expertise. The two boys are past due for aroutine examination. Y ou will take usthere, introduce us as
doctors you know, and bring usinto their presence. That isall.”

"And what will happen?'

The second man smiled from by the fountain; he was donning the white and blue Kindath garments.
"Isthat aquestion you redly want ansvered?'

Which was, of course, an answer.
"No," shesad. "l will notdoit."

"l am sorry to hear that,” the first man said, undisturbed. "Persondly | do not like gelding men, even
when provoked. Nonetheless, you will note that your servant is securely gagged. When we cut off his
organs of sex hewill naturdly try to scream. No onewill hear him.”

Jehane tried to bresthe normaly. Sorenica. They would have done thisin Sorenica. "And if |
scream now?" she asked, moreto gain time than anything else.

Nothing seemed to perturb them. The one by the fountain was fully garbed as a Kindath now, the
first one removed his fur-trimmed robe, preparing to do the same.

Hesad, "Thereisalocked door here and ahigh wall. Y ou will have noted these things. Y ou would
both be dead and we would be out through the house and a back passageway and lost in the city long
before anyone broke through that door to find a castrated man and a dead woman with her intestines
spilling out. Redlly, doctor, | had hoped you would not be foolish about this."

Inwardly then, and quite unfairly, Jehane began to curse al the men she knew herein Ragosa.
Mazur. Ammar. Rodrigo. Alvar and Husari. With so much prowess surrounding her, how had this come
to be?

The answer, of course, was her own ins sted-upon indepeneence, and their willingnessto grant her
that—which iswhat made the cursing unfair. Under the circumstances, she decided, fairness didn't
meatter in the least: one of them,somehow, ought to have been hereto prevent this.

"Why do you want the children?" she asked.

"You redly are better off not asking too many questions, doctor. We are not unwilling to let you
both live after thisis done, but you will appreciate that we are moderately exposed to risk here, and
must not alow you to increase that.”

But even as he spoke Jehane redlized that she knew. She could confront them with that knowledge



but she was thinking clearly enough to know that that might mean her death warrant, and Velaz's, herein
the abandoned courtyard. She kept silent.

It was Almdik 11 in Cartada, she was certain of it. Seeking to destroy the young boys, his brothers,
who werethreats to histhrone by their very existence. Kings and their brothers; an ancient story, retold
in every generation, including hers now.

The two men had completed their disguises. Each of them picked up asmall satchel and took out a
urine flask: emblems of their assumed profession. Velaz had been carrying Jehane'simplements and her
flask. Thelarger of the ns gestured and Jehane, after amoment, picked them up hersdlf.

"l am going to be next to you the whole way," the smaller man said. "Y ou can cry out, of course.

Y ou will die when you do, and o, of course, will your servant here, unrescued. We might also be killed,
but you have no certainty of that, for we are skilled at our trade. | wouldn't advise an attempt at
disruption, doctor. Where are we going?”'

There redlly were no options. Not yet. Not until she was out from this courtyard. She looked back
towards VVelaz, but she couldn't see him now, over the fountain rim. Thewind had picked up and therain
wasfaling harder, danting in cold, Singing drops. There wasn't much time. Bleakly, she named the
house. Then she put up her hood and went out with them.

The residence where the two smdll children of Zabira of Cartadawerelodging, occasionaly inthe
presence of their mother, more often not, was close to the palace quarter. It was an affluent district, and
aquiet one.

Any hopes Jehane might have nourished of being seen by someone who knew her were quickly
abandoned. Her two captors knew Ragosawell—either from previous vists, or from quick study. They
took her by awinding route that bypassed the market and paace squares entirely. They werenotina
hurry now.

They did go past one of the infirmaries where Jehane had patientstoo ill to beleft at home, but the
assassins evidently knew thisaswell: they kept to the far Side of the street and did not break stride. She
remembered, as they went by the door, seeing Rodrigo Belmonte and Ammar ibn Khairan disappear
together one night around the same corner where she now passed with two men who were using her to
kill children.

They walked closdly together, the men Smulating intense conversation on either Sde of her: to al
the world, three Kindath physicians with their implements and flasks, attending upon some patient
wedlthy enough to afford them. In the neighborhood into which they passed, this was not cause for note
or comment. In the wet, cold morning few people were abroad to take notice in any case. Eventhe
wegther seemed to be conspiring againgt her, Jehane thought. She had an appdling image of Veaz,
naked and shivering under the needle-like rain in that empty courtyard.

They came to the house she had hamed.

For thefirgt time Jehane thought specificaly about the chil dren who lived here. She had only seen
them twice, summoned for the treatment of minor ilinesses. She had even thought about refusing, she
remembered. The younger of these two was the cause of her father's darkness and his silence. Thinking
about shak, though, knowing what he would have done, had caused her to attend as requested. The
children were not to be blamed. The children were entitled to her care, to the strict observance of her
Oath of Gdinus.

Which raised aterrible question about what she was doing now. She knocked on the door.

"Ask for the mother," the bigger man muttered quickly. He betrayed, for the first time, atensonin
hisvoice. In acuriousway, that camed Jehane. They were not quite so unruffled as they seemed.
Kindath offal, he had named Velaz. She wanted these men dead.

The door opened. A steward stood in the entrance, awell-lit halway behind him and an inner
courtyard beyond. It was a graeious house. She remembered the steward from before; an innocuous,
earnest man. Hiseyeswidened in surprise.



"Doctor? What isit?'

Jehane took a deep breath. Unseen beneath the cloaks, aknife pressed against her back. "The
Lady Zabira? Sheiswaiting for me?"

"But no, doctor.” The steward looked apologetic and anxious. "Sheisat court thismorning. She left
no word about your vigt."

The smdler of the two men with Jehane offered adry chuckle. "A typica mother! Only when the
little ones are gravely ill do they wait for us. We made an appointment two days ago. Jehane bet 1shak
has been kind enough to alow usto attend upon her visitsto her younger patients. We are studying to
improve our own skillswith the young ones™ Helifted hisflask dightly.

The steward looked uncertainly at Jehane. The knife pressed; she felt the point fret through her
clothing againgt her skin.

"Thisis0," she said, despairing. "Did your mistressleavenoword & al?"

"Not with me, doctor." Hewas still gpologetic. Were he a sterner man, she thought, he would now
close the door upon them and tell them to come back when Zabirawasin residence.

"Wl then," Jehanetried, "if sheleft no—"

"But doctor, | do know you, and | know she trusts you. It must have been an oversight. The boys
are making mischief, I'm afraid, but please comein." The seward smiled ingratiatingly. One of the men
with her gave him akindly glance and aslver coin. Too much money, infact; it ought to have warned a
good servant something was amiss. The steward palmed it and bowed them in. Jehane would have
heppily dissected him.

"Go right upgtairs, doctor,” he murmured to Jehane. "Shal | have hot drinks prepared? It is bitter
thismorning."

"That would be wonderful," the smdller n said, removing his cloak and then, courteoudy,
Jehané's. The knife was nowhere to be seen for amoment but then, asthe steward hastily claimed dll
three outer garments, Jehane felt the blade against her side.

From upstairs the sound of laughing children could now be heard, and the protests of an evidently
overmatched servant. Something fell with areverberating crash. There was amoment of silence, then
renewed high-pitched laughter.

The steward looked anxious again.

"Sedatives may be called for," one of her abductors murmured suavely, and smiled to let the man
seeitwasajest.

They moved to the stairway and started up. The steward watched for a moment then turned away
to give hisordersfor their refreshments.

"They are only children,” Jehane said softly. There was ahammering in her breast and agrowing
fear, colder than anything outside. She was becoming aware that it was not going to be possible for her
todothis.

At the top of the stairs,she thought. Last chance. She prayed there might be someone there.

"Children die all thetime," the man with the knife beside her murmured. "Y ou are a physician, you know this.
One of them ought never to have been born. Y ou know this too. They will not suffer pain.”

They reached the top of the stairs.

Corridorsin two directions, ahead and to the right; the hallways wrapped around the inner
courtyard of the house. She saw elaborate, glass-paned doors opening out to the ambulatory
overlooking the garden. Other doorways led into the rooms. The laughter had ceased now. It was very
quiet. Jehane looked both ways, alittle frantically. Desth was here, in this house, and she was not ready
forit.

No ad, though, no answersto anything. Only one young servant, little more than aboy himsdif,
could be seen, hurriedly sweeping with abroom at the shards of what had evidently been alarge display



urn.

He looked up, saw them. Dropped the broom in dismay.

"Doctorsl Holy Ashar, forgive usl An accident ... the children.” He nervoudly picked up and then
laid aside the broom. He hurried anxioudy forward. "May | assist you? The steward—

"We are here to see the children,” the bigger man with her said. Histone was crisp, but again with
itsinflection of tengon. "Take usto them."

"Of course!" the young servant smiled, eagerly. Why were they al so eager here? Jehane's heart
wasadrum in her breast. She could stand here, walk with them, let this happen, probably live.

She could not do that.

The boy stepped forward, one hand extended. "May | take your satchelsfor you, doctors?!

"No, no, that isfine. Just lead on." The nearer man withdrew hisbag dightly.

It will take them time to find the boys, Jehane thought. There are many rooms. Help might
comein time. Shedrew bregth to scream, knowing it meant her desth.

In that same moment she thought, absurdly, that she recogni zed this servant. But before the memory
could codesce into something more, he had continued his reaching motion, sscumbled dightly, and
bumped into the smal man who was holding the blade againgt her side. The n grunted; a surprised
sound. The boy straightened, withdrawing his right hand, and shoving Jehane hard with his|eft.

Jehane sumbled, faling—and cried out then, at the top of her voice:"Help! They arekillers! Help
ug!"

She dropped to her knees, heard something shatter. She turned back, expecting ablade, her degth,
the soft dark presence of the sisters of the god.

Tardily, she saw the stiletto that had materidized in the boy's hand. The smdler nwasonthe
floor, clutching with both hands at his belly. Jehane saw blood welling between hisringers, and then
much more of it. The bigger man had turned, snarling, balancing his own drawn blade. The boy stepped
back alittle, ready for him.

Jehane screamed again, at the top of her voice.

Someone had aready appeared down the corridor straight ahead. Someone, unbelievably, carrying
abow. The big man saw this, turned swiftly back towardsthe stairway.

The seward was standing there, holding a sword, no longer smiling or innocuous.
The n pivoted again, ducked, and without warning sprang at Jehane. The young servant
shouted with darm, lifting hisblade to intervene.

Before the knives engaged there came a clear sound, anote of music dmogt, and then Jehane saw
an arrow in the assassin'sthroat, and blood. His hands flew upwards, the knife faling away. He clattered
to thefloor. Hisflask shattered on thetiles.

Therewas a dtillness, as after thunder has come and rolled away.

Struggling for self-control, Jehane looked back down the hal. The man with the bow, walking
forward now, was Idar ibn Tarif, whose brother she had saved and then tended. He was smiling in cam
reassurance.

Jehane, gtill on her knees, began to tremble. She looked at the boy beside her. He had sheathed his
knife; she couldn't tell where. Thefirst assassn made a sudden rattling sound in histhroat and did
sideways beside the larger one. She knew that sound. She was a doctor. He had just died.

There was broken glass al around them, and blood staining the sand-colored tiles of thefloor. A
trickle of it ran towards her. Sherose to her feet and stepped aside.

Broken glass.

Jehane turned and looked behind her. Her father's flask lay shattered on the floor. She swallowed
hard. Closed her eyes.



"Areyou dl right, doctor?' It was the boy. He could be no more than fifteen. He had saved her life.
She nodded her head. Opened her eyes again. And then she knew him.

"Ziri?"shesad, increduloudy. "Ziri, from Orvilla?'

"I am honored, doctor," he said, bowing. "I am honored that you remember me."

"What are you doing here?"

She had last seen this boy killing a Jaddite with Alvar de Pellino's sword amid the burning of his
village. Nothing made any senseat all.

"He's been guarding you," said avoice she knew. She looked quickly over. In an open doorway, a
little distance down the hdl, stood Alvar himself, that same sword in his hand.

"Come" hesad. "Seeif you can quiet two impossible children.” He sheathed the sword, walked
forward, took both her hands. His grip was steady and strong.

Asif inatrance, surrounded by these calm, smiling men, Jehane went down the corridor and
entered the indicated room.

The two boys, one seven, the other dmost five years old, as she knew very well, weren't being
particularly loud, infact. Therewas afire burning in the hearth, but the windows above each of thetwo
beds had been shuttered so the room was mostly dark. Candles had been lit opposite the fire and using
thosefor light Ammar ibn Khairan, dressed in black and gold, his earring gleaming pady, was
energeticaly making shadow-figures on the far wall for the boys entertainment. Jehane saw his sword,
unsheethed, on apillow by hisside.

"What do you think?" he said over hisshoulder. "I'm proud of my wolf, actudly.”
"It isamagnificent achievement,” Jehane sad.

The two boys evidently thought so too; they were raptly attentive. The wolf, even as she watched,
stalked and then devoured what was presumably meant to be a chicken.

"I'm not impressed by the fowl," Jehane managed to say.

"It'sapig!" ibn Khairan protested.” Anyone should be able to seethat.”
"May | 9t down?' Jehane said. Her legs seemed to befailing her.

A stool materidized. Idar ibn Tarif smilingly motioned for her to sit.
She did, then sprang to her feet again.

"Velazl We haveto free him!"

"Itisdone," sad Alvar from the doorway. "Ziri told us where the courtyard is. Husari and two
others have gone to release him. Hell be safe by now, Jehane.”

"Itisover," sad Idar gently. "Sit, doctor. You are dl safe now."
Jehane sat. Odd, how the worst reactions seemed to occur after the danger had passed.

"More! "the elder of Zabiras boys cried. The younger one smply sat cross-legged on thefloor,
gtaring at the shadow-figures on the wall, his eyeswide.

"Thereisno more, I'm afraid,” said the lord Ammar ibn Khairan. "Once the wolf eatsthe pig, or the
fowl, whichever, thereisno moreto see"

"Later?' the older child asked, with some deference.

"Later, indeed," said ibn Khairan. "1 will come back. | must practice my pigs, and I'll need your
help. The doctor thought it was a chicken, which isabad sign. But for now, go with the stleward. |
believe he has chocolate for you?

The steward, in the doorway behind Alvar, nodded his head.

"The bad man have gone?' It was the smdler one, speaking for the first time. The one her father
had delivered through hismother's belly.

"The bad man have gone,” said Ammar ibn Khairan gravely. Jehane was aware that she was close



to crying. Shedidn't want to cry. "It isasif they never camelooking at dl," ibn Khairan added gently,
till addressing the smaller child. Helooked over then, to Alvar and the steward by the door, eyebrows
rased ininquiry.

Alvar said, "Nothing out there. Some stains on the floor. A broken urn.”

"Of course. Theurn. I'd forgotten.” 1bn Khairan grinned sudelenly. Jehane knew that grin by now.

"I doubt the owner of thishousewill forget,” Alvar said virtuoudy. "Y ou chose a destructive way of
ggndlingthar arriva."

"l suppose,” said ibn Khairan. "But the owner of this house has some answering to do to the king
for the absence of any proper security here, wouldn't you say?"

Alvar's manner atered. Jehane could see him tracking the thought, and adjusting. She had made
that sort of adjustment hersaf many times, during the campaign to the eest. Ammar ibn Khairan dmost
never did anything randomly.

"Whereis Rodrigo?" she asked suddenly.

"Now weare offended,” Ammar said, the blue gaze returning to her. It was brighter in the room;
Idar had drawn back the shutters. The two boys had left with the stleward. "All these loyal men hastening
to your aid, and you ask only about the one who is obvieudy indifferent to your fate.” He smiled ashe
sadit, though.

"He's on patrol outsdethewadlls" Alvar said loyaly. "And besides, it was Ser Rodrigo who had Ziri
watching you inthefirst place. That's how we knew."

"Inthefirst place? What does that mean?"' Jehane, reaching for something normd, tried to grab hold
of indignation.

"| came here sometime ago,” Ziri said softly. Shewastrying, unsuccessfully, to glare at him. "After |
was certain my sisterswere al right with my aunt, | went to your mother in Fezana and learned where
you had gone. Then | came through the mountains after you." He said it with the utmost smplicity, asif it
wasnothing e dl.

It was, though. He had |eft his home, what was | eft of hisfamily, dl of the world he knew, had
crossed the country alone, and ...

"Y ou went to my ... you what? Why, Ziri?'

"Because of what you did in my village" he said, with the same smplicity.

"But | didn't do anything there.”

"Yes, you did, doctor. Y ou made them alow me to execute the man who killed my mother and my
father." Ziri's eyeswere very dark. "1t would not have happened without you. He would have lived,
ridden back to Jaddite landsto tell that tale as aboast. | would have had to walk there after him, and |
fear | would not have been ableto kill him there.”

Hisexpresson was grave. The story he wastelling her was dmost overwhelming.

"Y ou would have goneto Valedo after him?"

"He killed my parents. And the brother | have never had."

No more than fifteen, Jehane thought. "And you have been following me herein Ragosa?’

"Sincel arrived. | found your place in the market. Y our mother said you would have a booth there.
Then | sought out the Captain, Ser Rodrigo. And he remembered me, and was pleased that | had come.
He gave me aplace to deep, with his company, and instructed me to watch you whenever you were not
at court or with hismen."

“Itold you dl | didn't want to be watched or followed," Jehane protested.

Idar ibn Tarif reached down and squeezed her shoulder. He wasn't much like any outlaw shed
heard abot.

"You did, indeed, tell usthat,” Ammar said, without levity. He was Sitting on one of the small beds



now and was regarding her carefully. The candldight burnished his hair and wasreflected in hiseyes.
"Wedl gpologize, in ameasured degree, for not obeying. Rodrigo felt, and | agreed, that there was
some chance you were at risk, because of your rescue of Husari from the Muwardis among other things.”

"But how could you know | wouldn't recognize Ziri? | should have recognized him."

"We couldn't know that, of course. He was urged to be cautiousin how hefollowed you, and had a
gtory to tell if you did see him. Y our parents approved of this, by theway."

"How would you know that?'

"l promised your father | would write him. Remember? | try to keep my promises.”

It seemed to have been quite thoroughly worked out. She looked at Ziri. "Where did you learn to
useaknifelikethat?'

He looked both pleased and abashed. "I have been with the Captain's men, doctor. They have
been teaching me. Ser Rodrigo himself gave me my blade. The lord ibn Khairan showed me how to
conced it ingde my deeve and draw it down."

Jehanelooked back & Ammar. "And Vedaz? What if he had known him, evenif | didn't?'

"Veaz did know him, Jehane." Ibn Khairan's voice was gentle; rather like the tonein which hed
spoken to the younger boy. "He spotted Ziri some time ago and went to Rodrigo. An understanding was
achieved. Velaz shared our view that Ziri was awise precaution. And so hewas, my dear. It was Ziri
who was on top of thewall of that courtyard this morning and heard the men from Cartadatell you their
purpose. He found Alvar, who found me. We had time to be here before you."

"| fedl likeachild," Jehane said. She heard Alvar'swordless protest behind her.

"Not that," said ibn Khairan, rising from the bed. "Never that, Jehane. But just as you may haveto
carefor us, if arrow or blade or illness comes, so we must, surely, offer our careto you? If only to set
thingsin balance, as your Kindath moons baance the sun and stars."”

Shelooked up a him. "Don't be such apoet,” she said tartly. "I'm not distracted by images. | am
going to think about this, and then let you al know exactly how | fedl. Especialy Rodrigo,” she added.
"He was the one who promised | would beleft lone.”

"l was afraid you would remember that,” said someone entering from the corridor.

Rodrigo Belmonte, till in boots and winter cloak, with his sword on and the whip in his belt, strode
into the room. He had, incongruously, a cup of chocolate in each hand.

He offered one to Jehane. "Drink. | had to promise thiswas for you and no one else. The older one
downgtairsis greedy and wanted it dl.”

"And what about me?* Ibn Khairan complained. "1 did damage to my wrists and fingers making
wolves and pigsfor them."

Rodrigo laughed. Hetook asip from the other cup. "Wadll, if you must know the truth, this onewas
for you asareward, but | didn't actually promise, and the chocolate isgood and | was cold. Y ou've
been ingde and warm for awhile." He lowered the cup and smiled.

"Y ou've chocolate on your moustache,” Jehane said. "And you are supposed to be outside the
walls. Defending the city. Much good you are to anyone, arriving now."

"Exactly," Ammar said with avigorous nod of his head. "Give me my chocolate.”
Rodrigo did so. Helooked at Jehane.

"Martin fetched me. We weren't far away. Jehane, you'll have to choose between being angry with
mefor having you guarded, or for not being here to defend you myself.”

"Why?" she snapped. "Why can't | be angry for both?
"Exactly,” sald Ammar again, sipping the chocolate. His tone was so smugly pleased it dmaost made

her laugh. He does nothing by chance, she reminded hersdlf, struggling for self-possession. Ziri and |dar
were grinning, and o, reluctantly, was Alvar.



Jehane, looking around her, came to accept, findly, that it was over. They had saved her lifeand
Veaz's, and thelives of the two children. She was being, perhaps, just the least bit ungrateful.

"l am sorry about the broken promise,” Rodrigo said soberly. "I didn't want to argue with you back
then, and Ziri'sarrival seemed a stroke of fortune. Y ou know he came through the pass aone?’

"So | gather." Shewas being ungrateful. "What will be done about those two men?* she asked.
"Who were they?"

"Two that | know of, asit happens.” It was Ammar. "Almalik used them severd times. It seemshis
son remembered that. They were the best ns he had."

"Will this cause ascandd ?'

Ammar shook his head and looked at Rodrigo. "I don't think it hasto. | think thereis a better way
to ded with this™"

"No one knows they came so close but the servants here," Rodrigo said thoughtfully. "They can be
trusted, | think."

Ammar nodded. "That ismy thought. | believe | heard,” he said carefully, "that two merchants from
Cartadawere unfortupately murdered in atavern quarrel shortly after they arrived here. | think the
appropriate Guild ought to send apologies and condolencesto Cartada. Let Almdik believe they were
discerned the moment they came. Let him fed that much more anxious.”

"Y ou know theman," Rodrigo said.

"l do," ibn Khairan agreed. "Not aswell as| once thought, but well enough.”

"What will he do next?' Jehane asked suddenly.

Ammar ibn Khairan looked at her. His expression was very sober now. He had laid down the cup
of chocolate. "'l believe," he said, "he will attempt to win me back."

Therewasabrief illness.

"Will he succeed?' Rodrigo was as blunt as ever.

Ammar shrugged. "I'm amercenary now, remember? Just asyou are. What would your answer be?
If King Ramiro summoned you tomorrow would you abandon your contract here and go home?'

Another slence. "I don't know," said Rodrigo Belmonte at length. " Though my wife would stab me
if she heard me say that."

"Then | suppose! am in abetter circumstance than you, because if | give the same answer, no
womanislikely to kill me." 1bn Khairan smiled.

"Dont," said Jehane, "be quite so sure.”

They dl looked at her uncertainly, until she smiled.

"Thank you, by theway," shesaid, to dl of them.

Tweve

Towardsthe end of winter, when the first wildflowers were gppearing in the meadows, but while
snow dill lay thick in the higher plateaus and the mountain passes, the three kings of Esperana gathered
near Carcasiain Valledo to hunt ek and boar in the oak woods where the smells were of rebirth and the
burgeoning of spring could be felt dong the blood.

Though even the best of the ancient Straight roads were little more than muddy impedimentsto
travel, their queens were with them and substantia retinues from their courts, for hunting—rpleasurable as
it might be—was merely apretext for this meeting.

It had been Geraud de Chervalles, the formidable cleric from Ferriereswho, together with
colleagues wintering at Eschalou and Orvedo, had prevailed upon three men who hated and feared each
other to come together early in the year to hold afternoon converse after chasesin field and wood.



A greater hunt was near to hand, the clerics had declared in the court of each king; one that
redounded both to the glory of Jad and the vastly increased wedlth and fame and power of each of the
three lands that had been carved from what was left of Esperana.

The glory of Jad was, of course, an entirely good thing. Everyone agreed on that. Wedth and
power, and certainly fame, were prospects worth ajourney. Whether these things were also worth the
associated company remained, asyet, to be seen.

Two days had passed since the Ruendans, last to arrive, had joined the others within Carcasias
walls. No untoward incidents had yet transpired—little of note ether, though King Bermudo of Jalona
had proven himself till the equa of his nephews on horseback and with a boar spear. Of the queens, the
accolades had goneto red-haired Ines of Valedo, daughter of the hunting-mad king of Ferrieres, clearly
the best rider of the women there—and better than most of the courtiers.

For aman known to be clever and ambitious, her husband appeared preoccupied and inattentive
much of thetime, even during the afternoon and evening discussions of policy and war. Hel€ft it to his
congtable to raise questions and objections.

For his part, Bermudo of Jalona hunted with fury in the mornings and spoke during the meetings of
vengeance againg the cities of Ragosa and Fibaz, which had defaulted on hisfirst-everparias clam. He
accepted condolences on the death of afavored courtier, the young Count Nino di Carrera, ambushed
by outlawsin avalley in Al-Rassan. No one was quite clear how aparty of one hundred trained and
well-mounted Horsemen could have been daughtered by amere outlaw band, but no one was unkind or
impolitic enough to raise that question directly. Queen Fruda, till a handsome woman, was seen to
grow misty-eyed at the mention of the dain young gdlant.

King Sanchez of Ruendadrank steadily from aflask at his sadelle horn, or abrimming cup at the
afternoon meetings or the banquet hal. The wine had little evident effect on him, but nei ther did he hunt
with notable success. Hisarrows of amorning were surprisingly erratic, though his horsemanship
remained impeccable. Say what you liked about the hot-headed king of Ruenda, but he could ride.

Thethree High Clericsfrom Ferrieres, schooled in dealing with roydty, and beginning to
comprehend—if beatedly—the depths of distrust they had to contend with here, carried the diseusson
for thekings.

The two brothers never even looked at each other, and they regarded their uncle with evident
contempt. All, however, appeared to have taken due note of the implications of the army now
assembled in Batiara, ready to sail with thefirst fair winds. They wouldn't be here had they not given
thought to that.

There was amovement abroad in the world, and the men in this room were privileged to be reigning
a such atime, Geraud of Ferrieres declaimed ringingly on the first afternoon. The carrion dogs of Ashar
in Al-Rassan, he said, were ready to be swept back across the straits. The whole peninsulawasthere to
be retaken. If only they would act together the great kings of Vdledo and Ruendaand Jalonamight ride
their gdlionsinto the southern sea by summer's end, in the glorious name of Jad.

"How would you divideit?' King Bermudo asked bluntly. Ramiro of Valledo laughed doud at that,
hisfirst Sgn of animation al day. Sanchez drank and scowled.

Geraud of Ferrieres, who had been ready for this question, and had spent time with maps over the
winter, made a suggestion. None of the kings bothered to reply. They al rose instead, witheut gpology—
moving in unison for thefirg time—and walked quickly from the room. Sanchez carried hisflask with
him. The clerics, left behind, looked &t each other.

On the third day they flew falcons and hawks at small birds and rabbitsin the wet grassfor the
delight of the ladies of each court. Queen Ines carried asmall eagle, caught and trained in the mountains
near Jalona, and loosed it to triumphant effect.

Y ounger than Fruela, undeniably more accomplished than Bearte of Ruenda, the queen of Valledo,



her red hair bound up in agolden net, her eyes flashing and her color high in the cool air, rode between
her husband and the High Cleric from her homeland and was very much the focus of all men's eyesthat
day.

Which made it the more disturbing, afterwards, that no one was able to identify with certainty the
source of the arrow that struck her shortly after the dogs had flushed aboar at the edge of the forest. It
seemed obvious, however, that the arrow was elther aterrible accident, having been intended for the
boar beyond her—or that it had been aimed at one of the two men beside her. Therewas, it was
generaly agreed, no evident reason for anyone to desire the death of the queen of Valledo.

It did not appesar at first to be adeadly wound, for she was struck only on the arm, but—despite
the standard treatment of a thick mud-coating, followed by bleedings, both congruent and transverse—
Ines of Valedo, clutching asun disk, took amarked turn for the worse, feverish and in grest pain,
before the sun went down that day.

It was at this point that the chancellor of Valledo was seen entering the royal quarters of the castle,
driding past the grim-faced guards, escorting alean man of |outish appearance.

She had never been injured in such afashion in her life. She had no ideahow it was supposed to
fed.

It felt asif shewere dying. Her arm had swollen to twice its normal size—she could see that, even
through the coating of mud. When they bled her—working through a screen for decency—that, too, had
hurt, almost unbearably. There had been aquarrel between the two physicians from Esteren and her
own longtime doctor from Ferrieres. Her own had won: they had given her nothing for pain. Peire
d'Alorrewas of the view that soporifics dulled the body's ahility to fight injury caused by sharp edges.
He had lectured on the subject in al the universities.

Her head was on fire. Even the dightest movement of her arm wasintolerable. Shewas dimly
conscious that Ramiro had hardly |eft her side; that he was holding her good hand, gripping it steedily,
and had been doing so since she had been brought here, withdrawing only when the doctors compelled
him to, for the bleeding. The odd thing was, she could see him holding her hand, but she couldn't redlly
fed histouch.

Shewas dying. That seemed clear to her, if not yet to them. She had caused asun disk to be
brought for her. She wastrying to pray, but it was difficult.

In ahaze of pain she understood that someone new had entered the room. Count Gonzalez, and
another man. Another doctor. Hisfeatures—along, ugly face—swam into view, very close. He
apologized to her and the king, and then laid a hand directly upon her forehead. He took her good hand
from Ramiro and pinched the back of it. He asked her if shefelt that. Ines shook her head. The new
doctor scowled.

Peire d'Alorre, behind him, said something cutting. He was prone to sardonic remarks, especially
about the Esperanans. A habit he had never shakenin al hisyears here.

The new man, whose hands were gentle, if hisface was not, said, "Do we have the arrow that was
removed? Has anyone thought to examineit?' His voice rasped like a saw.

Ineswas aware of asilence. Her vision was not good, just then, but she saw the three court
physicians exchange glances.

"Itisover here" said Gonza ez de Rada. He gpproached the bed, swimming into view, holding the
arrow gingerly near the feathers. The doctor took it. He brought the head up to hisface and sniffed. He
grimaced. He had an awful face, actualy, and alarge boil on his neck. He came back to the queen and,
again apologizing, he shifted the covers at the bottom of the bed and took one of her feet.

"Do you fed my touch?" he asked. Again, she shook her head.

He looked angry. "Forgive me, my lord king, if I am blunt. It may be | have spent too long in the
tagralandsfor courtly company. But these three men have come near to killing the queen. It may betoo



late, and | will haveto lay handsand, | fear, more than hands upon her, but | will try if you dlow me."
"Thereispoison?’ she heard Ramiro ask.
"Yes, my lordking."
"What can you do?'

"With your permission, my lord, | must clean this.... disgusting coating from her arm to prevent more
of the substance from entering thewound. Then | will have to administer acompound | will prepare. It
will be ... difficult for the queen, my lord. Extremely unpleasant. It is a substance that may make her very
ill asit combats the poison in her. We must hope it does so. | know of no other course. Do you wish me
to proceed? Do you wish to remain here?"

Ramiro did, both things. Peire dAlorre ventured an acerbic, unwise objection. He was
unceremonioudy ushered by Gonzalez de Radato afar corner of the room, along with the other two doc
tors. Ramiro, following part of the way, said something to them that Ines could not hear. They were
extremely quiet after that.

The king came back and sat once more beside the bed holding her good hand in both of his. She
still couldn't fedl histouch. The new doctor's coarse features appeared close to hers again. He explained
what he was about to do, and apol ogized beforehand. When he spoke softly, his voice was not actualy
unpleasant. His breath was sweetly scented with some herb.

Whet followed was worse than childbirth had been. She did scream, as he carefully but thoroughly
cleaned the mud from her wounded arm. At some point the god mercifully granted her oblivion.

They revived her, though. They had to. She was made to drink something. What ensued was even
worse. The queen, racked with spasmsin the belly and swesting with fever, found that she could not
even bear the muted light of the candlesin the room. All sounds hurt her head amazingly. Shelost track
of time, where she was, who was there. She heard her own voice a one point, speaking wildly, begeing
for release. She couldn't even pray, or hold properly to her disk.

When she swam back towards awareness, the doctor insgsted that she drink more of the same
substance, and she sank back into fever and the pain.

It went on for an unimaginably long time.

Eventually it ended. She had no ideawhen. She seemed to be still dive, however. Shelay onthe
swest-soaked pillows of the bed. The doctor gently cooled her face and forehead with damp towels,
murmuring encouragement. He asked for clean linens; these were brought and, while the men turned
away, Iness ladies-in-waiting changed her garments and the bedding. When they had finished the doctor
came back and very gently anointed and then bandaged Iness arm. His movements were steedy and pre
eise. The king watched intently.

When the doctor from the forts was done, he ordered the room cleared of al but one of the queen's
ladies. He spoke now with the authority of aman who had assumed command of astuation. More
diffidently, he then asked permission to speek in private with the king. Ineswatched them withdraw to an
adjacent room. She closed her eyes and dept.

"Will shelive?' King Ramiro was blunt. He spoke as soon as the door was closed behind them.

The doctor was equaly direct. "1 will not know until later tonight, my lord king." He pushed ahand
through his untidy, straw-colored hair. " The poison ought to have been countered immediately.”

"Why did you suspect it?"

"The degree of swelling, my lord, and the absence of any fed ing in her feet and hands. A smple

arrow wound ought not to have caused such responses. | have seen enough of those, Jad knows. And
then| smelled it on the arrow.”

"How did you know to do what you did?"



Therewas ahesitation, for thefirst time. "My lord, Since being assigned the great honor of serving in
thetagraforts, | have used the ... proximity to Al-Rassan to obtain the writings from some of their
physicians. | have made a course of study, my lord.”

"The Asharite doctors know more than we?'

"About most things, my lord. And ... the Kindath know even more, in many matters. In this
instance, | was schooled by certain writings of aKindath physician, aman of Fezana, my lord.”

"Y ou can read the Kindath script?'

"l have taught mysdlf, my lord."

"And thistext told you how to identify and dedl with this poison? What to administer?’

"And how to makeit. Yes, my lord." Another hesitation. "There is one thing more, my lord king.
The reason | wished to spesk with you adone. About the ... source of thisevil thing."

"Tdlme"

The doctor from the tagraforts did so. He was asked an extremely precise question and answered
it. He then received hisking's permission to return to the queen. Ramiro of Valedo remained donein
that adjoining room for sometime, however, deding with arising fury and coming, quite swiftly after long
indecison, to aclear resolution.

In such afashion, very often, had the course and destiny of nations both lesser and greater than
Valledo been shaped and devised.

The doctor gave Ines his compound one more time. He explained that the body expelled it more
swiftly than the poison it fought. Painful asit was, the substance was the only thing that might save her.
The queen nodded her understanding, and drank.

Again she swam towards oblivion, but it wasn't quite so bad thistime. She dways knew where she
was.

In the middle of the night her fever broke. The king was dozing in an armchair by the bed, the
lady-in-waiting on apallet by thefire. The doctor, undegping, was attending upon her. When she
opened her eyes his harsh features seemed beautiful to her. He reached for her good hand and pinched it.

"Yes," the queen said. The doctor smiled.

When King Ramiro woke it was to see hiswife gazing at him by the light of severd candles. Her
eyeswere clear. They looked at each other for along time.

"l had asun disk, a one point,” she said findly, apaewhisper, "but what | aso remember, when |
remember anything, isyou besde me.”

Ramiro moved to kned beside the bed. He looked a question acrossit at the physician, whose
fatigue was now evident.

"1 believe we have passed through this," the man said. Thelong, unfortunate face was creased by a
amile

Ramiro said, huskily, "Y our career ismade, doctor. | do not even know your name, but your lifeis

made by this. | was not ready to let her go." Helooked back at his queen, hiswife, and repeated softly,
"| was not ready."

Then the king of Valedo wept. His queen lifted her good hand, hesitated a moment, and then
lowered it to stroke his hair.

Earlier that same night, as King Ramiro lingered by the bedside of his queen, harsh words had been
exchanged a dinner by the men of the Valledan court with those who served King Sanchez of Ruenda.
Accusations, savage and explicit, were levelled. Swords were drawn in the castle hdll.

Seventeen men died in the fighting there. Only the courageous intervention of the three clericsfrom



Ferrieres, striding unarmed and bare-headed into the midst of abloody meleg, their sun disks held high,
prevented worse.

It was remembered, afterwards, that the party from Jalona had dined by themsalvesthat evening,
conspicuoudy absent from the scene of the effray, asif anticipating something. Wholesde daughter
among the courtiers of the other two kings could only be of benefit to King Bermudo, it was agreed
sourly. Some of the Valedans offered darker thoughts, but there was nothing to substantiate these.

In the morning Bermudo of Jalonaand his queen sent aherad to King Ramiro with aforma
leavetaking and their prayersfor the surviva of the queen—word was, she had not yet passed to the
god. Then they rode towards the rising sun with al their company.

Theking and queen and surviving courtiers of Ruenda had areedy |eft—in the middle of the night,
after thefighting inthe hdl. Steding guiltily away like horse thieves, some of Ramiro's courtiers said,
though the more pragmatic noted that they had been on Valedan ground here and in redl peril of their
lives. It was a so pointed out, by some of the most level-headed, that hunting accidents were afact of
life, and that Queen Ineswasfar from the firgt to be wounded in this fashion.

A mgjority, however, among the courtiers of Valedo were ready to pursue the Ruendan party west
along the Duric's banks as soon as the word was given—but the constable gave no such order, and the
king was dtill closeted with his queen and her new physician.

Those who attended upon them reported that the queen appeared much improved—that shewas
likely to survive. There was, however, anew report that poison had been used on the arrow.

All things considered, King Ramiro's ensuing behavior—it was three days before he showed his
face outside the queen's bedehamber or the adjoining room, which he used as atemporary counsel
chamber—was viewed as erratic and even unmanly. It was clearly timeto order a pursuit of the
Ruendan party before they reached the nearest of their own forts. Notwithstanding the presence of the
clerics, there was enough, surdly, to suggest that Ruendan fingers had drawn that bow, and holy Jad
knew that revenge needed little excuse in Esperana.

Among other things, it had cometo light by then—no one was certain how—that King Sanchez had
had the audacity to draft aletter asserting authority over and demanding tribute from Fezana. That letter
had not, apparently, been sent yet—winter had barely ended, after al—but rumor of the demand was
rifein Carcasiain the days following the Ruendan departure. The city of Fezanapaidparias to Vdledo
and every person in the castle knew the implications of a counter-demand.

It was ds0 pointed out by observant men that King Sanchez himself—known to be one of the finest
archersin the three kingeoms—had been conspicuoudy errant with his own arrows for the two days
before the morning of falconry. Could that unwonted incompetence have been ascreen? A ddiberate
contrivance, in the event someone did trace alethal arrow back to him?

Had the arrow been meant for his brother? Had those days of poor shooting produced alast
aberrant flight when atrue one had finally been intended? It would not, the most cynical found themselves
thinking, necessarily have been thefirgt time one of the sons of Sancho the Fat had dain another. No one
voiced that particular thought, however.

The untimely death of Raimundo, the eldest son, was not something that could yet be forgotten. It
was remembered that among agrimly sllent gathering of courtiersthat day long ago, the hard questions
raised by young Rodrigo Belmonte, Raimundo's constable, had been specific, shocking.

Ser Rodrigo wasfar away now, exiled among the infidels. His well-born wife and young sons hed,
infact, been invited to be among the Valedan company here, but Miranda Belmonte d'Alveda had
declined, pleading distance and responghilitiesin the absence of her lord. De Chervalles, the cleric from
Ferrieres, had expressed some disappointment at this newswhen it came. Hewas said to be a
connoisseur of women and Ser Rodrigo's wife was a celebrated beauty.

Jad done knew what the Captain would have said and done today had he been here. He might
havetold the king thisinjury to the queen was the god's punishment for Ramiro's own evildoing years



ago. Or he might as eadily have pursued the king of Ruenda—alone, if necessary—and brought his head
back in asack. Rodrigo Belmonte had never been an easy man to anticipate.

Neither was Ramiro of Valledo, mind you.

When the king finally emerged from his meetingswith Geraud de Chervales and Count Gonzaez
and anumber of hismilitary captains anticipation ran wild in Carcasia. Findly, they might be going after
the Ruendan scum. The provocation was there: even the clerics could be made to see that. It was past
timefor Valedo to movewest.

No commands came.

Ramiro appeared from those meetings with a sternly resolute expression. So did the men with
whom he had been speaking. No one said aword, though, asto what had transpired. It was noted that
de Chervalles, the cleric, shocked and sobered as he might be by what had happened, did not ook
censorious.

King Ramiro seemed subtly changed, with anew manner that unsettled his courtiers. He gppeared
to be reaching inward for strength or resolution. Perhaps he was nurturing the desire for bloodshed,
someone suggested. Men could understand that. Spring was the time for war in any case, and war was
where abrave man found histruest sense of life.

Still no one was certain what was afoot. The king showed no signs of leaving Carcasiafor Esteren.
Messengerswent out in al directions. A single herald was sent west along the river towards Ruenda.
Only aherad. No army. Men cursed in the taverns of Carcasia. No one knew what message he carried.
Another small party set out east. One of them told afriend they were bound for the ranching lands where
the horses of VValledo were bred. No one knew what to make of that either.

Through the ensuing days and then weeks, the king remained inscrutable. He hunted most mornings,
though in adistracted fashion. He spent agreat ded of time with the queen, asif her passage near to
death had drawn the two of them closer. The constable was a busy man, and he too offered no hint, by
word or expression, of what was happening. Only the High Cleric from Ferrieres could be seen to be
smiling when he thought he was unobserved, asif something held thought lost had been unexpectedly
found.

Then, asthe spring ripened and flowers bloomed in the meadews and the forest clearings, the
Horsemen of Vdledo began torideinto Carcasia.

They were thefinest ridersin the world, on the finest horses, and they came armed and equipped
for war. As more and more of them appeared, it dowly became apparent, to even the dullest courtier in
Carcasia, what was taking place.

Anair of disbelief mingled with atrembling excitement began to pervade the city and castle asthe
soldiers continued to gather, company after company. Men and women who had been markedly lax in
their observancesfor sometime, if not dl their lives, began to be seen a the servicesin Carcasias
ancient chapdl, built in those long-ago days when Esperana had ruled dl of the peninsula, not just the
northlands.

At those services, frequently led by the High Cleric from Ferrieres, theking of Valedo and, after
shewas dlowed to leave her rooms, his queen were present, morning and evening, knedl ing Sde by sde
in prayer, sun disks of the god clasped in their hands.

Over aspan of centuries, the golden, fabuloudy wedthy khdifs of Al-Rassan had led their armies
thundering north, irresistible as the seq, to raid and endave the Jaddites cowering at the hard fringes of a
land that had once been their own. Y ear after year after year, back beyond the memories of men.

Thelast, weak puppet khdif in Silvenes had been dain, though, nearly sixteen years ago. There
were no khdifsany more.



It wastimeto Sart rolling back the tide the other way, in Jad's fierce, bright, holy name.

Eliane bet Dand, wife to a physician and mother of one, was not unused to strangers speaking to
her in the Street. She was known in the city, and her husband and daughter had both had a great many
patients over the years here in Fezana. Some might wish to express gratitude, others to seek a speedy or
aless expensive access to the doctor. Eliane had learned to deal briskly with both sorts.

The woman who stopped her on acool market morning in the early spring of that year fell into
neither category. In fact, Eliane was later to reflect, this marked thefirst timein her life sheld ever been
accosted by a progtitute of either sex.

"My lady," the woman said, without stepping from the shaded side of the lane, and speaking much
more politely than was customary for an Asharite addressing aKindath, "might | have amoment only of
your time?"

Eliane had been too surprised to do more than nod and fol kow the woman—adgirl, truly, sheredlized
—further back into the shadows. A small dleyway ran off thelane. Eliane had comethisway twicea
week for much of her life and had never noticed it. There was asmell of decay here, and she saw what
she hoped were small cats moving quickly about further dong the dley. She wrinkled her nose.

"l hopethisisn't where you do business,” she said in her crispest tones.

"Used to be, up above," the girl said carelesdy, "before they moved us outside thewalls. Sorry
about the smell. | won't keep you long.”

"I'm sure,” Eliane said. "How may | hep you?'

"You cant. Y our daughter has, though, most of us, oneway or another. That'swhy I'm here.”

Elianeliked thingsto be as clear as possible. " Jehane, my daughter, hastreated you medicdly, is
that what you are saying?'

"That'sit. And she's been good to us, too. Almost afriend, if that doesn't shameyou.” She said it
with ayouthful defiance that touched Eliane unexpectedly.

"It doesn't shame me," she said. " Jehane has good judgment in whom she befriends.”

That surprised the girl. As Eliane's eyes adjusted further to the darkness here, she saw that the
woman with whom she spoke was thin-boned and small, no more than fifteen or sixteen yearsold, and
that she was wrapped only in atorn shawl over afaded green knee-length tunic. Not nearly enough for a
day this cold and windy. She dmost said something about that, but kept silent.

"l wanted to tell you, theréstrouble coming,” the girl said abruptly. "For the Kindath, | mean."

Elianefdt something icy dideinto her. "What doesthat mean?' she said, involuntarily looking over
her shoulder, back where the sunlight was, where people were moving, and might be listening.

"We're hearing things, outsde. From the men that come. There's been sheets posted on wals. A
nasty poem. A ... what do they call it ... an dlegation. About the Kindath and the Day of the Moat.
Nunaya thinks something's being planned. That the governor may be under orders.”

"WhoisNunaya?"' Eliane redized that she had begun to shiver.

"Our leader. Outside the walls. She'solder. Knowsalot." The girl hesitated. "She'safriend of
Jehane's. She sold her mules when Jehane | ft.”

"Y ou know about that?'

"l took her to Nunayamyself that night. We wouldn't have let Jehane down.” Defiance again, anote
of pride.

"Thank you, then. I'm sure you wouldn't have let her down. | told you, she knew where to choose
her friends”

"She was dways good to me," the girl said, with ashrug, trying to seem indifferent. "Don't see
what's so wrong with caling the moons sigters, anyhow, mysdf.”



Eliane had to be careful not to smile, despite the fear in her. Fifteen years old. " Some disagree with
you, unfortunately,” wasal shesad.

"I know that," the girl replied. " Jehanesdl right?'
"| think 0." Eliane hesitated. " She'sin Ragosa, working there.”

The girl nodded, satisfied. "I'll tell Nunaya. Anyhow, that'sal | wanted to say. Nunaya says you
should be careful. Think about leaving. She says people here are nervous again because of thisclam by
that other king in the north ... from Ruensa?’

"Ruenda,”" Eliane said. "About theparias ? Why should that affect the Kindath?"

"Now you're asking the wrong person, aren't you?' The girl shrugged again. "'l hear things, but |
don't know much. Nunaya thinks there's something funny about it, that's all."

Eliane stood in slence for amoment, looking at the girl. That shawl realy wasn't at dl warm enough
for thistime of year. Impulsively, surprisng hersdf again, shetook off her own blue cloak and draped it
over thegirl. "'l have another,” she said. "Will this be stolen from you?'

The girl's eyes had widened. She fingered the warm, woven cloak. "Not unless someone wants to
wake up dead,” she said.

"Good. Thank you for thewarning." Eliane turned to go.

"My lady."

She stopped and |ooked back.

"Do you know the toy-maker's shop, at the end of the Street of Seven Windings?'
"l have seenit.”

"Just past it, by the city wall, theré's alinden tree. There's bushes behind it, dong thewall. Theresa
way out there. It'sasmal gate, and locked, but the key ishanging from anail on the tree, on the back
Sde, about my height." Sheindicated with her hand. "If you ever need to get out that's one way that will
bring youto us"

Eliane was sllent again, then she nodded her head.

"] am glad my daughter has such friends,”" she said, and went back into the sunlight, which did not
warm her now, without her cloak.

She decided to forgo the market this morning, though it normaly gave her pleasure. One of the
servants could go. She was cold. She turned back towards the Kindath Quarter and the house that had
been her homefor thirty years.

Think about leaving. Just likethat.

The Wanderers. They were dways thinking about leaving. Moving like the moons against the fixed
and gleaming stars. But brighter, Ishak had liked to say. Brighter than the stars and gentler than the sun.
And he and she had had their home here in Fezanafor so long now.

She decided to say nothing to him about this.

The very next day a Jaddite leather worker approached her as she walked out in the morning to
buy anew cloak—her old one was ditinctly frayed, it turned out.

The man had been waiting just outside the guarded gates to the Quarter. He came up as soon as
she turned the corner. He was respectful, and evidently afraid. He wasted little time, which was fine with
Eliane. His message was the same as that of the girl the day before. He, too, had been a patient of
Jehane's—or hisyoung son had been. Eliane gathered that 1shak's absinthe dilution, offered for a
nomina fee, had broken a dangerous fever the summer before. The man was grateful, had not forgotten.
And told her it might be wise for them to leave Fezana for atime, before the spring was much further
advanced. Men were talking in the taverns, he said, about matters that did not bode well.

Therewas anger, he said. And the morefiery of the street corner wadjis were not being kept under



control the way they usudly were. She asked him directly if hewasleaving with hisfamily, if the same
dangers applied to the Jaddites. He said he had decided to convert, after ressting for many years. At the
first branching of streets he walked away from her without looking back. She never learned hisname.

She bought herself acloak from asmdl, reliable shop in the Weavers Lane, someone she had done
businesswith for adozen years or more. It might have been her imagination, but the merehant seemed
cool, dmost brusque with her.

Perhaps businesswas smply bad, shetried to tell hersdf. Certainly Fezana had endured grief and
then real hardship this past year, with dmost dl of those who were centrd to thelife of the city dead in
the moat last summer.

But to drive the Kindath away because of that?

It made no sense. The taxes paid by the unbdlievers—Kindath and Jaddite, both—went along way
towards supporting the wadjis and the temples, fortifying the walls and supplying theparias Fezana sent
north to Valedo. Surely the new young king in Cartada understood that, or his advisors did? Surely they
were aware of the economic impact if the Kindath Quarter of Fezanawas emptied by amigration to
some other city?

Or by something worse than that.

Thistime shetold Ishak about the warnings. She thought she knew exactly what he would say, in
the mangled sounds she had learned to understand since last summer.

He surprised her, though. After dl these years he could till surprise her. It wasthetidings from
Sorenica, he explained, laboring to be clear. Something to be read in that: anew mood in theworld, a
swinging again, like apendulum. Changeintheair, inthewinds.

Thetwo of them, with their household, began quietly preparing to leave for Ragosa, and Jehane.

They weren't quite fast enough, however.

* * *

Their daughter, in the same week her mother received these warnings of danger—which wasthe
sameweek Inesof Valedo nearly died—was, with more anticipation than she liked to admit, preparing
for Carniva in Ragosa.

Alvar de Pdllino, off-duty and walking up to meet her on a crowded street corner one morning, with
Husari beside him and trailed by the watchful figure of young Ziri, privately decided that Jehane had
never looked more beautiful. Husari, to whom he had impulsively confided hisfedings about her one
night, had warned him that springtime did this sort of thing to young men.

Alvar didn't think it was the season. Much had changed in hislife since the summer before, and
changes were gtill taking place, but what he had felt for Jehane before the end of that first night by the
campfire north of Fezana had not atered, and was not about to. He was quietly certain of that. He was
aware that there was something strange about such certainty, but it was there.

Physician to acourt and amilitary company, Jehane bet 1shak was surrounded by brilliant and
accomplished men. Alvar could ded with that. He had few expectations of any kind. So long ashewas
ableto play arole, to be nearby, he would be content, he told himsdlf.

Most of the time that was true. There were nights when it wasn't, and he'd had to admit—though
not to pragmeatic Husari—that the return of the spring flowers and the gentling of the evening breezes off
the lake had made those nights more frequent. Men were Singing in the streets now at night under the
windows of women they desired. Alvar would lie awake listening to the music asit spoke of longing. He
was aware at such times of how far he had come from afarm in the northlands of Valedo. Hewas aso
aware—how could he not be?—that he would be going back north one day, when the Captain's exile
ended.

Hetried not to dwell upon thét.



They came up to Jehane and greeted her, each in hisfashion: Husari with agrin and Alvar with his
rapidly improving Asharite court bow. HEd been practicing, for anusement.

"In the name of the moons, look at the two of you!" Jehane exclaimed. "Y ou look asif you're
aready in costume. What would your poor mothers say?"

The two men regarded each other complacently. Alvar was dressed in awide-deeved linen
overshirt, ivory-colored, loosely belted at the waist, over hose of adightly darker shade and Asharite
city dippers, worked with gold thread. He wore a soft cloth cap, crimson-colored, bought in the market
the week before. He rather liked the cap.

Husari ibn Musa, silk merchant of Fezana, wore aplain brown Jaddite soldier's shirt under astained
and well-worn |leather vest. There were knives tucked into hiswide belt on both sides. Hishorseman's
trousers were tucked into high black boots. On his head he wore, as aways, abrown, wide-brimmed
legther hat.

"My sadly departed mother would have been diverted, | hope," Husari said. "She had a gift of
laughter, may Ashar guard her spirit.”

"Minewould be appalled,” Alvar said in hismost hdpful voice. Husari laughed.

Jehane struggled not to. "What wouldany rationa person say, looking at you two?' she wondered
aoud. Ziri had drifted gpart from them; he did his guarding from a distance.

"I think," Husari murmured, " such a person—if we could find one in Ragosa this week—might say
we two represent the best this peninsula hasto offer. Brave Alvar and my poor sdf, aswe stand humbly
before you, are proof that men of different worlds can blend and mingle those worlds. That we can take
the very finest things from each, to make anew whole, shining and imperishable.”

"I'm not actudly surethat vest of yoursisthe very finest Valledo hasto offer,” Alvar saidwith a
frown, "but well let that pass.”

"And I'm not sure | wanted a serious answer to my question,” Jehane said. Blue eyes narrowed
thoughtfully, shelooked closdy at Husari.

Hegrinned again. "Did | give you one? Oh, dear. | wastrying my pedant's manner. |'ve been asked
to give alecture on the ethics of trade at the university thissummer. I'min training. | haveto givelong,
sweeping answerstoeverything.”

"Not thismorning,” Jehane said, "or well never do what we haveto do." She began walking; the
men fell into step on either sde of her.

"| thought it was agood answer," Alvar said quietly.

They both glanced at him. Therewasalittle Slence.

"Sodidl," said Jehane, finaly. "But we shouldn't be encouraginghim.”

"Encouragement,” Husari said grandly, striding along in hisblack boots, "never mattersto thetrue
scholar, filled with zeal and vigor in his pursuit of truth and knowledge, his solitary quest, on roads apart
from the pathstrod by lesser men.”

"Seewhat | mean," Jehane said.

"Let'stry,” said Alvar, "to find him a better vest."

They turned a corner, into astreet they'd been told to look for, and then al three of them stopped in
their tracks. Even Husari, who had seen many citiesin histime.

Ragosawas aways vibrant, ways colorful. When the sun shone and the sky and the lake were
blue asaKindath cloak the city could dmost be said to gleam in the light: marble and ivory and the
mosai cs and engravings of arch and doorway. Even so, nothing in haf ayear had prepared Alvar for this.
Along the length of the narrow, twisting laneway temporary stals had been hagtily thrown together,

scores of them, thair tables laden with masks of animas and birds, real and fabulous, in ariot of colors
and forms.



Jehane laughed in delight. Husari shook his head, grinning. On the other side of the laneway, young
Ziri'smouth hung open; Alvar fdt like doing the same thing.

He saw awolf's head, agtallion, asaffron-bright sunbird, an extraordinarily convincing, appdling
fire ant mask—and these were dl on the first table of the lane.

A woman approached them, walking the other way, beauti fully dressed and adorned. A dave
behind her carried an exquiste cregtion: aleather and fur mask of amountain cat's heed, the collar
encrusted with gems. There was aloop on the collar for aleash; the woman was carrying the leash,
Alvar saw: it looked like besten and worked gold. That ensemble must have cost afortune. It must have
taken half ayear to make. The woman dowed as she came up to the three of them, then she smiled at
Alvar, mesting his eyes as shewent by. Alvar turned to watch her go. Ibn Musalaughed doud, Jehane
raised her eyebrows.

"Remember that mask, my friend!" Husari chortled. "Remember it for tomorrow!" Alvar hoped he
wasnt blushing.

They had met on this mild, fragrant morning to buy disguises of their own for the night when torches
would burn until dawn in the streets of Ragosa. A night when the city would wel come the spring—and
celebrate the birth day of King Badir—with music and dancing and wine, and in other ways notably
distant from the ascetic gtrictures of Ashar. And from the teachings of the clerics of Jad, and the high
priests of the Kindath, too, for that matter.

Notwithstanding the clearly voiced opinions of their spiritua leaders, people cameto Ragosafrom a
long way off, sometimestravelling for weeks from Ferrieres or Batiara—though therewas still snow in
the passes east—to join the Carniva. The return of spring was dways worth celebrating, and King
Badir, who had reigned since the Khdifate fell, was aman widely honored, and even loved, whatever
the wadjis might say about him and his Kindath chancellor.

They grolled through the thronged lane, twisting and turning to force a passage. Alvar kept ahand
onthewallet at hisbelt. A place such asthis was Paradise on earth for a cut-purse. At thefirst
mask-maker's stall at which they stopped, Alvar picked up an eagl€'s visage, in homage to the Captain.
He donned it and the craftsman, nodding vigorous approva, held up aseeing glass. Alvar didn't
recognize himself. Helooked like an eagle. He looked dangerous.

"Excdlent,” Jehane pronounced. "Buy it."

Alvar winced, behind the mask, at the quoted price, but Husari did the bargaining for him, and the
cost came down by haf. Husari, amused and witty this morning, led them onward, elbowing through the
crowd, and alittle further along he pounced with a cry upon a spectacular rendition of a peacock's head
and plumage. He put it on, not without difficulty. People had to press backwards to make room. The
mask was magnificent, overwheming.

"No one," said Jehane, stepping back to get a better look at him, "will be able to get anywhere
closetoyou."

"I might!" awoman cried from the cluster of onlookers. There wasaroar of ribad laughter. Husari
carefully sketched a bow to the woman.

"Thereare ways around such dilemmas, Jehane," Husari said, his voice resonating oddly from
behind the close-fitting headpiece and spectacular feathers. " Given what | know about this particular
fedtival."

Alvar had heard the storiestoo. The barracks and taverns and the towers of the night watch had
been full of them for weeks. Jehane tried, unsuccessfully, to look disapproving. It was hard to
disapprove of Husari, Alvar thought. The silk merchant seemed to be one of those men whom everyone
liked. He was d so a man who had entirely changed hislifethis past year.

Once portly and sedentary, and far from young, ibn Musawas now fully accepted in Rodrigo's
company. Hewas one of those with whom the Captain took counsdl, and gruff old Lain Nunez—Jaddite
to thetips of hisfingers, for dl his profane impieties—had adopted him asahighly unlikely brother.



With the assistance of the artisan, Husari removed the mask. His hair was disordered and hisface
flushed when he emerged.

"How much, my friend?" he asked. "It isan dmost passable contrivance.”

The artisan, eyeing him closaly, quoted a price. Ibn Musalet out ashriek, as of aman grievoudy
wounded.

"I think," Jehane said, "that this particular negotiation is going to take sometime. Perhaps Ziri and |
will proceed alone from here, with your indulgence? If I'm going to be disguised it does seem pointless
for everyone to know what I'm wearing."

"We aren'teveryone,” Husari protested, turning from the opening savos of the bargaining session.

"And you know our masks dready,” Alvar added.

"l do, don't 17" Jehane's smileflashed. "That's useful. If | need ether of you during the Carniva I'll
know to look inthe aviary."

"Don't be complacent," Husari said, wagging afinger. "Alvar may wel bein amountain cat'slair.”

"Hewouldn't do that,” Jehane said.

Husari laughed. Jehane, after abrief hesitation, and aglance at Alvar, turned and walked on.
Clutching his eagle visage, Alvar watched her go until she and Ziri were swallowed by the crowd.

Husari, after anegotiating exercise so animated it drew another cluster of people around them for

the entertainment, bought the peacock mask at a sum that represented most of ayear'sincomefor a
professiond soldier. The artisan agreed to deliver it later, when the crowds had thinned.

"l believel need adrink," ibn Musadeclared. "Holy Ashar forgive usal our sinsin thisworld.”

Alvar, for whom it wasn't asin, decided he wanted one too, though it was early in the day for him.
They had severd flagons, in the event, before leaving the tavern.

"Mountain cats" Husari said musingly at one point, "are said to be ferociousin their coupling.”
"Donttell methingslikethat!" Alvar groaned.

Husari ibn Musa—slk merchant, soldier, Asharite, friend—Ilaughed and ordered another flask of
the good red wine.

Walking aone through the crowd past the mask-makers stdls, Jehane told herself sternly that the
deception was minor and that sheld every right to her privacy. She didntt like dissembling, however, and
she cared for both men very much. Sheld even surprised hersdf with atwinge of what was unmistakably
jedlousy when that long-legged Asharite cregture with the mountain cat mask had smiled a Alvar ina
way that |eft little room for ambiguity.

Stll, it really wasn't any of Alvar's business or Husari'sthat she aready had amask for the Carniva,
courtesy of the chancel tor of Ragosa. She was wearied and irritated by the constant speculation thet
surrounded their relationship. The more so sincethe arriva of the dluring figure of Zabiraof Cartadahad
rendered Mazur's pursuit of Jehane dmost entirely rituaized.

It was inconsistent to be as bothered by hislargely abandoned attempts at conquest as she had
been by his earlier assumption that her surrender was merely amatter of time, but Jehane was acutely
conscious that this was exactly how shefdit.

She sghed. She could imagine what Ser Rezzoni in Batiarawould have said about al of this.
Something about the essentid nature of womankind. The god and his sisters knew, they'd argued about
that often enough during her yearsin Batiara. Sheld written him since learning the news of Sorenica. No
reply, asyet. He was there most of the time, but not aways. He often took hisfamily north with him,
while helectured at some of the other universities. He might be dead, though. Shetried very hard to
avoid thinking about that.

Looking around, she spotted Ziri moving through the crowd a short distance away. For atime after



she and Veaz had been abducted in the attempt on the life of the two children, Jehane had had to stave
off aflicker of anxiety every time she went into the streets. She had cometo realize, quickly enough, that
Ziri wasalways nearby; her lithe shadow, learning—far too young—how to hide knives on his person
and use them to deadly effect. He had killed aman to save her life.

They'd summoned her to the barracks one night to attend to Ziri. Hed appeared deathly ill when
shefirg saw him: white-faced, vomiting convulsively. It had only been wine, though. Rodrigo's men had
taken him to atavern for thefirst time. She'd chided them angrily for that, and they'd dlowed her to do
0, but in truth, Jehane knew they wereinitiating him into alife that offered so much more than the one he
would have had in Orvilla. Would it be a better fate, a happier one? How could a mortal answer that?

Y ou touched peopl€eslives, glancingly, and those lives changed forever. That was ahard thing to
ded with sometimes.

Ziri would redlize soon enough, if he hadn't dready, that she wasn't really buying amask this
morning. That didn't matter. He would be torn apart between stalions before he said aword to aliving
soul that might betray anything he knew about her.

Jehane was learning to accept that people besides her mother and father might love her, and do
certain things because of that. Another hard lesson, oddly enough. She had not been beautiful or
particularly endearing as a child; contrary and provocative were closer to truth. Such people didn't
discover young how to dedl with being loved, she thought. They didn't get enough practice.

She dowed to admire some of the handiwork on display. It was remarkable how even the most
unlikely masks—a badger, aboar, awhiskered grey mouse's head made of softest |eather—were
crafted in such afashion asto be sensuous and attractive. How could the head of aboar be sensuous?
She wasn't sure, but she wasn't an artisan, elther. The masks would be even more dluring, she redized,
tomorrow night under torchlight and the risen moons, with wine running in the sireets and lanes of the

city, mingling anonymity with desire.

Mazur hed invited her to dine with him the evening before, for thefirs timein along while, and at
the end of the meal had presented her, courteous and assured as ever, with a gift.

Sheld opened the offered box. Even the container was beautiful: ivory and sandawood, with a
slver lock and key. Insde, lying on crimson silk, had been the mask of awhite owl.

It was the doctor's owl, Jehane knew, sacred to the white moon and the pursuit of knowledge, a
pae light flying down thelong paths of the dark. Galinus, father of al physicians, had had an owl carved
at the head of his staff. Not many people knew about that. Mazur, evidently, was one who did.

It was agenerous, thoughtful gift, from aman who had never been less than generous or thoughtful
with her,

Shelooked a him. He smiled. The problem with Mazur ben Avren, she had decided in that
moment, was that he alwaysknew he was being perceptive; that when he offered a gift it wasthe precise
gift that ought to be offered. There was no uncertainty in him, no waiting to seeif gpprova might come.

"Thank you," she said. "It isbeautiful. | will be honored to wear it."

"It should become you," he said gravely, reclining at ease on the couch opposite hers, aglass of
winein one hand. They were adone; the servants had been dismissed when the med was done.

"Tdl me" Jehane added, closing the box and turning the ddl icate key initslock, "what have you
chosen for the Lady Zabira? If the question is not over-bold?' Contrary, provocative. Why should one
be expected to change? And it was aways a pleasure—such arare pleasure—to cause thisman to blink
and hesitate, if only for amoment. Almost childish, she knew, but surely not everything childlikewasa
bad thing?

"It would be ungracious of meto reved her disguise, would it not? Just asit would be wrong for me
to tell her what | have offered you."



Hedid have away of making you fed foolish.

Her response to that, though, was much the same asit had been dl her life. "I suppose,” she said
lightly. "How many of uswill you have persondly disguised for Carniva, so no one but you knowswho
weare?'

He hesitated again, but not from discomfiture thistime. "Two, Jehane. Y ou and Zabira" Thepde
winein hisglass caught the candlelight. He smiled ruefully. "1 am not so young as | once was, you know."

He was not above duplicity in this sort of thing, but she had a sense he was speaking the truth here.
Shewastouched, and alittle guilty.

"I'm sorry,” she said.

He shrugged. "Don't be. Five years ago, even two years ago, | would have deserved that." He
smiled again. "Though | must say, no other woman would have asked the question.”

"My mother would be horrified to hear you say that.”

He shook his head dightly. "1 think you malign her. | think she would be pleased her daughter wasa
meatch for any man."

"I'm hardly that, Mazur. I'm just prickly. It getsin the way, sometimes.”
"l know," he said, making aface. "That | do know."

She smiled, and stood up then. "It islate for aworking doctor,” shedd said. "May | thank you again,
and teakemy leave?'

Hed risen aswell, il graceful, save for the hip that sometimes troubled himin rain. Not nearly so
old and infirm as he might want, for the moment, to suggest. There was always a purpose to what Mazur
sad. Ammar ibn Khairan—who was, of course, exactly the same in this—had warned her about that.

Sometimes one didn't want to track through al the layers of meaning or implication. Sometimes one
wanted to smplydo a certain thing. Jehane walked towards Mazur and kissed him softly upon the mouth
for thefirgt time.

And that surprised him, sherealized. He didn't even lift hisarmsto hold her. Sheld done the same
thing to ibn Khairan once, in Fezana. She was aterrible woman.

"Thank you," she'd said to the chancellor of Ragosa, witherawing. "Thank you for my mask.”

Waking home, with an escort, she redlized that she'd forgotten to ask whathe would be wearing at
Canivd.

Amid the morning sunlight and the crowds, thinking about that evening, Jehane discovered thet she
had reached the end of the long street of stdls. She turned left, towards the lake, where it was quieter.
Knowing that Ziri wasfollowing unobtrusively behind her, she strolled, without red purpose or
degtination.

She could go back to the infirmary. She had three patients there. There was awoman near her
delivery time who could be looked in on a her home. None of them needed her particularly this
morning, however, and it was pleasant to be abroad in springtime without immediate responsibilities.

It occurred to her then that what she redlly lacked here in Ragosa was awoman to befriend. She
was surrounded by so many accomplished, even brilliant men, but what she missed just now was the
chance to go outside the walls on this bright morning filled with birdsong to sit beside atumbledown hut
with Nunaya and some of the other street women, drinking something cool and laughing at their ribald,
caudtic stories. Sometimes you needed to be able to laugh at men and their world, Jehane thought.

She had spent—what was it, much of ayear?—being serious and professional in aman'sworld.
Seeping in atent in winter in the midst of amilitary company. They had respected her for that, had
accepted her skills, trusted her judgment, and some of them even loved her, Jehane knew. But there
were no other women with whom she could smply laugh, or shake her head in shared bemusement a



thefollies of soldiersand diplomats. Or perhaps even confide certain night-time struggles, when shelay
awakein bed listening to stringed music played for other women from the dark streets below.

For dl its pleasures and satisfactions there had been unexpected stresses to thislife away from
home, beyond the ones that might have been predicted. Perhaps, thought Jehane, it wasn't such abad
thing that this notorious Carniva was coming, when no one but Mazur ben Avren would know for
certain who shewas. An edge of excitement came with that thought, and, inevitably, some anxiety.

It would have been nice to have Nunayato talk to today. Nunaya understood more about men than
anyone Jehane knew.

Unaware that she was doing so, she gave her characteristic smdl shrug and waked on. She wasn't
good at meandering. Shewalked too briskly, asif there was a pressing engagement awaiting her and she
waslatefor it.

She was twenty-eight years old, and nearing the moments that would mark her life forever.

Firgt, though, passing dong a quieter laneway, she glanced into an open doorway and saw someone
she knew. She hesitated, and then, in part because she hadn't spoken privately with him since learning
the tidings of Sorenica, Jehane walked in to where Rodrigo Belmonte stood aone, his back to the
doorway, fingering samples of parchment in ascribe's shop.

He was concentrating on what he was doing and didn't see her enter. The shopkeeper did, and
came out from around his counter to greet her. Jehane motioned him to silence. The man amiled
knowingly, winked and withdrew to his stool.

Why, Jehane wondered, did all men have that same smile? She was irked by the shopkeeper's
assumption and so her words when she spoke were cooler than she'd meant them to be.

"And what will you usethisfor?' she asked. "Ransom demands?’
Rodrigo was another difficult man to surprise. He glanced back and smiled. "Héello, Jehane. Isn't this
beautiful ? Look. Gazelle skin parchment, and sheepskin. And have you seen thepaper this splendid man

has?' The scribe beamed. Rodrigo took two steps towards another bin and lifted, carefully, acreamy
scroll of flax paper.

"He haslinen, aswell. Come see. And some of it dyed. Here's crimson. That would do for ransom
notes" He grinned. There was unfeigned pleasurein hisvoice.

"More money for Cartada," Jehane said. "The dye comes from the valley south of them.”

"l know that,” said Rodrigo. "But | can't begrudgeit to them, if they make something so beautiful
withit."

"Would the esteemed Captain wish to purchase some of the linen, then?" the merchant asked, risng
from hisgtoal.

"The Captain cannat, das, indulge himsdf in anything so extravagant,” Rodrigo said. "Evenfor
ransom notes. I'll take the parchment. Ten sheets, someink, half adozen good quills.”

"Will you wish to avail yoursdlf of my own services?' the man asked. "'l have samples of my writing
for youtoview."

"Thank you, no. I'm sureit isimpeccable, judging from the taste you display in your materias. But |
enjoy writing letterswhen | have the leisure, and people claim they can decipher my hand." He smiled.

His spoken Asharic, Jehane thought, had aways been exce tent. He might have been anative,

though unlike Alvar and some of the other northerners, Rodrigo had maintained his style of dress. He il
carried hiswhip in hisbelt, even when he walked out, as now, without asword.

"Arethey redly for ransom notes?' she asked.

"Toyour father,” he murmured. "I'vetired of having a phys eian who's even sharper with methan
Lanis What will he give mefor you?'



"Lan?'

"Your father."

"Not much, | fear. He dso thinks I'm too sharp.”

Rodrigo took asilver coin from his purse and paid the man. He waited for his purchases and
accepted his change, countingit.

Jehane walked out with him. She saw him assessthe street, ingtinctively, and note the presence of

Ziri inadoorway hafway down. It must be odd, she thought suddenly, to have aview of the world that
made such appraisals routine.

"Why," he asked, beginning to walk east, "do you think you are so astringent towards those who
genuindy likeyou?'

She hadn't expected to be immediately in this sort of conversation, though it jibed with where her
thoughts had been going before.

She gave her quick shrug. "A way of coping. You dl drink together, brawl, train, swear a each
other. I have only my tongue, and amanner with it, sometimes.”

"Fair enough. Are you having trouble coping, Jehane?

"Not at dl," shesad quickly.

"No, redly. You're amember of my company. Thisisacaptain's question, doctor. Would you like
sometime off duty? Therewill belittle chance once the season changes for good, | should warn you."

Jehane bit back aquick retort. Itwas afair question. "'I'm happiest working," shesaid at length. "I
wouldn't know what to do with time away. It wouldn't be safe to go home, | don't think."

"Fezana? No it wouldn't,” he said. "Not this spring.”

She picked up on theintonation. "It is coming soon, you think? Will Badir redly send thearmy
wes?'

They turned a corner, walking north now. The crowds were thinning out, nearing midday. The lake
was ahead of them and the curved arms of the walls, reaching out over the water. Jehane could seethe
masts of fishing boats.

Rodrigo said, "l think anumber of armieswill be moving soon. | believe ourswill be one of them."”

"You are being careful,” she said.

He glanced at her. Grinned suddenly benegath the thick moustache. "'I'm always careful with you,
Jehane."

Sheleft aslence, not responding. He went on, "If | knew more for certain I'd tdll you. Lainisquite
surethis rumored gethering of al three northern kingswill lead to one army coming down. | doubt it,
myself, but that doesn't mean there won't be three Jaddite kingsriding, each with hisown little holy war."
Histonewasdry.

"And where," she asked, stopping by a bench outside alarge warehouse, "would that leave Rodrigo
Bdmonte of Valedo?' It was atrait of hers: when uncertain she tended to be most direct. To cut
through, like asurgeon.

He put a booted foot on the stone bench and set down his package. He gestured and she sat.
Therewas aplane tree for shade. It was warmer now, with the sun high. She caught aglimpse of Ziri
perched on afountain rim, playing with hisknife, looking for al the world like an apprentice off duty for
an hour, or dawdling on the way back from an errand.

Rodrigo said, "1 have no easier answer to that than | did in the winter. Remember, ibn Khairan
asked methe samething?'

She did remember: the morning she had nearly died, with two small boyswho'd committed no sin
other than to be the haf-brothers of aking.

"Would the money you are earning here truly come before loydty to Valedo?!



"Put that way, no. Thereare other waysto puit it, Jehane."
“Tdl me"

He looked at her, the grey eyescam. Very little ruffled him. It dmost made you want to try. But
this man, she thought sudelenly, spoke to her exactly asto atrusted officer. No condescension, no
complacency. Well, dmost none. She wasn't sure he teased Lain Nunez in the same way.

"Should loyaty to my own ideaof honor outweigh aduty to my wife and the future of my sons."
There was a breeze now, nearer the water. Jehane said, "Will you explain that?"

"Lain and Martin are both afraid we might missarea chance, being exiled this particular year.
They've been urging meto petition Ramiro to allow meto return and then bresk my contract hereif he
does. I've chosen not to do so. There are some things | won't do.”

"Which? Bresk a contract or petition for return?"

He smiled. "Both, actualy. The second more than thefirgt. | could return my sdlary, | certainly
haven't spent it. But Jehane, think about this. The larger point. If VValedo moves south through thetagra
and bes eges Fezana, what men do you think Ramiro will give land to, should he succeed?' He looked at
her. "Do you see?'

Being quick, and her father's daughter, she did. "Y ou could be riding around Ragosa chasing
bandits for a salary when there are kingdoms to be won."

"Not quite kingdoms, perhaps, but something substantia, certainly. Much more than asdary,
however generous. So, you tell me, doctor? Do | owe my two boys a chance to be the heirs of, say, the
king's governor of Fezana? Or of atract of newly conguered land between there and Carcasia, with
permission to build a castle?!

"| can't answer that. | don't know your boys."

"Doesn't matter. They are boys. The question is, what should amanstrive for, Jehane? Honorably?'
Hiseyesweredirect and even alittle intimidating now. Ser Rezzoni used to have alook like that
sometimes. She tended to forget, until reminded, as now, that Rodrigo was ateacher, besides being one
of the most feared fighting men in the peninsula

"I sill can't answer," shesaid.

He shook his head, impatient for thefirst time. "Do you think | go to war and kill, order
surrendering foesto be dain, women burned dive—I havedone that, Jehane—out of some
sample-minded battle-lust?"

"Youtdl me"

Shefdt alittle cold now, in the shade. Thiswas not what she'd expected from amorning walk
through the city.

"Thereis pleasure in warfare, yes." He was measuring hiswords. "I would never deny that. For
good or ill, | fedd most divein the presence of degth. | need danger, comradeship, pride of mastery. The
chance to win honor, glory, even fortune—all of which matter in thisworld, if not in Jad's Paradise of
Souls. But it takes me away from those | love and leaves them exposed to danger in my absence. And
surely, surdly, if we are not smply animalsthat live to fight, there must be areason for bloodshed.”

"And the reason is? For you?'

"Power, Jehane. A bastion. A way to be as secure as this uncertain world alows, with achanceto
build something for my sonsto hold on to after | die.”

"And you dl want this? Thisiswhet drivesyou?'

He thought about it. "I would never speak for dl men. For some the sweet excitement is enough.
The blood. Some do kill for the love of it. Y ou met some of that sort a Orvilla. But I'd wager ... I'd

wager that if you asked Ammar ibn Khairan hewould tell you heisherein this city because he hopesto
govern Cartadafor King Badir before summer'send.”



Jehane stood up abruptly. She resumed walking, thinking hard now. Rodrigo collected his small
package and caught up, faling into stride beside her. They waked in slence past al the warehouses until
they cameto the end of along pier and stood above the blue water. The fishing boats were being
decorated for Carniva. There were lanterns and bannersin the riggings and on the masts. The sunwas
overhead now; few people were about in the middle of the day.

"Y ou can't both win those things, can you?' shesaid findly. "Y ou and Ammar. Or not for long.
Ramiro can't conquer Fezanaand hold it if Badir takes Cartadaand holdsit.”

"Theycould, | suppose. But no, | don't think both thingswill happen. And certainly not if | stay
here”

He was not avain man, but he knew his own worth. Shelooked up at him. He was gazing out at
the water.

"Y ou do have a problem, don't you?'

"Asl toldyou," he said quietly. "There will be armies moving soon, and | don't know what will be
theresult. Also, you may have forgotten, but there is another set of players.”

"No, | havent," said Jehane. "'l never forget about them." Out on the lake one late boat was turning
now, white sails bright in the sun, heading back to harbor with the morning's catch. "Will the Muwardis
alow your people to begin conquering in Al-Rassan?’

"Re-conquering, we say. But no, | doubt they will," said Rodrigo Belmonte.

"Will they cometoo, then? Thissummer?"

"Possibly. If the northern kings do.”

They watched the gulls swoop and dart above the water. White clouds, swift as birds, raced by
overhead.

Jehane |ooked at the man she was with.

"This summer ends something then, doesnt it?"

"We could say that every year each season ends something."”
"We could say that. Areyou going to?"

He shook hishead. "No. | have felt for some time we are nearing a change. | don't know what it
will be. But it iscoming, | think." He paused. "Of course, | have been wrong about such things."

"Often?'
Hegrinned. "Not very, Jehane."
"Thank you for your honesty."

He continued to look at her. The direct gaze. "Pure sdlf-protection, doctor. | dare not dissemble
with you. Y ou may haveto bleed me one day. Or cut off aleg.”

Sheredized that she didn't like thinking about that.
"Have you amask for the Carniva?' she asked, inconsequentidly.

He smiled again, crookedly. "Actudly, | do. Ludus and Martin, who liketo think they are amusing,
bought me something el aborate. Perhaps I'll wear it, to humor them, and walk about early for awhile,
but I don't think I'll stay out."

"Why not? What will you do? Sit in ablanket by the fire?'
He lifted the small parcel he carried. "Write letters. Home." He hesitated. "To my wife."
"Ah," said Jehane. " Stern duty summons. Even during Carnivd?"

Rodrigo colored dightly, for the first time she could ever remember, and looked away. The last
fishing boat wasin now. The sailorswere unloading their caich.

"Not duty,” he said.
And Jehane redlized then, bel atedly, something important about him.



Hewaked her home. Sheinvited himinfor amidday medl, but he declined, gracioudy. She ate
aone, fish and fruit, prepared by the cook Velaz had hired for them.

Thoughtfully, she went to look in on her patientslater in the day, and thoughtfully she came home at
twilight to bathe and dress for the banquet at the paace.

Mazur had sent jewelry for her, another generous act. It was anotorioudy e egant occasion, she
had |learned, the king's banquet on the eve of Carniva. Husari had presented her with her gown, crimson
dyed, edged in black. He had flatly refused payment—one argument she had logt, resoundingly. She
looked &t the gown in her room. It was exquisite. She had never worn anything likeit in her life.

The Kindath were supposed to wear blue and white only, and without ostentation. It had been
made clear, however, that for tonight—and most certainly for tomorrow—such rules were suspended in
King Badir's Ragosa. She began to dress.

Thinking about Husari, she remembered his speech of the morning. The pompous, lofty style of a
mock-scholar. He had been jesting, he said.

But he hadn't been, or not entirely.

At certain moments, Jehane thought, in the presence of men like Husari ibn Musaor young Alvar,
or Rodrigo Bmonte, it was actualy possble to imagine afuture for this peninsulathat |eft room for
hope. Men and women could change, could cross boundaries, give and take, each from the other ...
given enough time, enough good will, inteligence.

There was aworld for the making in Esperana, in Al-Rassan, one world made of the two—or
perhaps, if one were to dream, made of three. Sun, stars and the moons.

Then you remembered Orvilla, the Day of the Moat. Y ou looked into the eyes of the Muwardis, or
paused on a street corrner and heard awadji demanding desth for the foul Kindath soreerer ben Avren,
who drank the blood of Asharite infantstorn from their mothers arms.

Even the sun goes down, my lady.
Rodrigo had said that.

She had never known aman like him. Or no, that was not quite so. One other, met on the same
terrible day last summer. They were like abright golden coin, those two, two sdes, different imageson
each, onevalue,

Wasthat true? Or did it justsound true, like the words of one of those pedagogues Husari mocked,
al symmetry, no substance?

She didn't know the answer to that. She missed Nunaya and the women outside the walls of
Fezana. She missed her own room at home. She missed her mother.

She missed her father very much. He would have liked to have seen her looking as she did now,
she knew. He would never see her again, never see anything again. The man who had donethat to him
was dead. Ammar ibn Khairan had killed him, and then written hislament. Jehane had been near to
tears, hearing that elegy, in the palace where they were dining again tonight, in aroom with a stream
running throughit.

It was very hard, how many thingsin life you never discovered the answersto, no matter how much
you tried.

Jehane stood before her seldom-used looking glass and put on Mazur's jewelry. She stayed there,
looking at hersdlf, for along time.

Eventudly, she heard music gpproaching outside, and then aknocking at the door downgtairs. She
heard Veaz going to answer. Mazur had sent an escort for her; strings and wind instruments, it sounded
like. She had made him fed guilty last night, it seemed. She ought to be amused by that. She remained
moationkess another moment, staring at her imageinthe glass.

Shedidn't look like adoctor serving with amilitary company. Shelooked like awoman—not
young with the extreme freshness of youth, but not so old, either, with quite good cheekbones and blue



eyes accentuated now by paint and Mazur'slapislazuli at ears and throat. A court lady, about to join a
glittering company at a palace banquet.
Looking at the figurein the glass, Jehane offered her smadl shrug. That, at least, she recognized.
The mask, her redl disguise, lay on the table beside the glass. That wasfor tomorrow. Tonight, in

the palace of King Badir, however atered she might seem, everyone would still know she was Jehane.
Whatever that meant.

Thirteen
"Were you pleased?"’ the king of Ragosaasked his chancellor, breaking a companionable silence.
Mazur ben Avren glanced up from the cushions where hereclined. "1 ought to be asking you that,"
he said.

Badir smiled in hisdeep, low chair. "l am easily pleased,” he murmured. "1 enjoyed the food and the
company. The music was splendid tonight, especidly the reeds. Y our new musician from Ronizzaisa
discovery. Arewe paying himwe 7'

"Extremdy well, I'm sorry to say. There have been other offersfor hisservices.”

Theking spped from hisglass, held it to the nearest candle flame and looked, thoughtfully. The
sweet winewas pae: as garlight, the white moon, anorthern girl. Hetried briefly but failed to think of a
fresher image. It was very late. "What did you think of the versestonight?

The verses were an issue, asit happened.

The chancellor took histime before answering. They were done again, in the king's chambers. It

occurred to ben Avren to wonder how many times over the yearsthe two of them had sat likethisat the
end of anight.

Badir's second wife had died sx winters ago, giving birth to histhird son. The king had never
remarried. He had heirs, and no single overriding politica interest had emerged to dictate an obvieus
union. It was useful at timesfor a secure monarch to be unattached: overtures came, and negotiations
could be spun out along while. Rulersin three countries had reason to believe their daughter might one
day be queen of wedthy Ragosain Al-Rassan.

"What didyou think of the verses, my lord?"

It was unlike the chancellor to deflect a question back. Badir raised one eyebrow. "Are you being
careful, old friend? With me?’

Mazur shook hishead. "Not careful. Uncertain, actudly. | may be... prejudiced by my own
agpirationsin therealm of poetry.”

"That givesme most of an answer.”

Mazur smiled. "l know."

The king leaned back and put hisfeet up on hisfavorite stool. He balanced hiswine on the wide
arm of the chair.

"What do | think? | think most of the poemswere indifferent. The usua run of images. | dso think,"
he added, "that our friend ibn Khairan betrayed a conflict in his verse—either ddiberately, or something
he would rather have kept hidden."

The chancellor nodded dowly. "That seemsexact. Y ou will think | am flattering, | fear.” King
Badir's glance was keen. He waited. Mazur sipped from hiswine. "lbn Khairan's too honest a poet, my
lord. He might dissemble in speech and act, but not easly inverse”

"What do we do about it?'

Mazur gestured gracefully. "Thereis nothing to do. We wait and see what he decides.”
"Ought weto try to influence that decison? If we know what our own desires are?”
Mazur shook his head. ""He knows what he can have from you, my lord."



"Does he?' Badir'stone sharpened. "I don't. What isit he can have from me?

The chancellor laid his glass down and sat up straighter. They had been drinking al night—during
the banquet, and now aone. Ben Avren was weary but clear-headed. "It is, as ever, yoursto decide, my
lord, but it ismy view that he can have whatever it is he wants, should he choose to remain with us."

A slence. It was an extraordinary thing to have said. Both men knew it.
"l need him so much, Mazur?'

"Not if we chooseto stay aswe are, my lord. But if you wish to have more, then yes, you need him
that much.”

Another reflective dtillness

"l do, of course, wish to have more," said King Badir of Ragosa.

"l know."

"Can my sons dedl with awider realm when I'm gone, Mazur? Are they capable of such?’

"With help, | think s0."

"Will they not have you, my friend, as| have?'

"Solong as| am able. We are much the same age, as you know, my lord. That," said the chancellor
of Ragosa, "isactudly the point of what | am saying.”

Badir looked at him. He held up hisalmost empty glass. Mazur rose smoothly and went to the
sideboard. He took the decanter and poured for the king and then, at agesture, for himsdf. He replaced
the decanter and returned to his cushions, subsiding among them.

"It was anextremely short poem,” said the king of Ragosa.

"It was."

"Almog ... perfunctory.”

"Almogt. Not quite." The chancdlor was silent amoment. "I think he was giving you acompliment
of anunusud kind, my lord."

"Ah. How 07"

"Helet yousee that heis struggling. He did not hide the fact behind some bland, e aborate homage.”

Theking'sturn to be silent again. "Let me understand you," he said a length. There was atrace of
irritation in his voice now, arare thing. Hewastired. "Ammar ibn Khairan, asked to offer aversefor my
birth day, recitesaquick little piece about there dways being water from a pool or winein my cup. That
isal. Six lines. And my chancellor, my poet, saysthisisto be construed as acompliment?’

Mazur looked undisturbed. "Because he could so easily have done more, my lord, or at the least,
have clamed hisingpiration was inadequate to the magnitude of the occasion. He istoo experienced not
to have done so, had he felt the dightest need to play a courtier's game. Which means he wanted you—
and me, | suppose—to understand that heis being and will be honest with us”

"And that isacompliment?’

"From aman such asthis, | believeit is. Heis saying he believes we are thoughtful enough to read
that messagein hissix lines, and wait for him."

"Andwewill wait for him, Mazur?"

"Itismy counsd, my lord."

The king stood up then, and so the chancellor did the same. Badir strode, in jewelled dipperson
the carpet and the marble floor, to awindow. He turned the latch and pushed open both panes of
beautifully etched glass. He stood overlooking a courtyard with amond and lemon trees and afountain.
Torches had been lft burning below to light the play of water.

From beyond the palace the streets of the city were quiet. They would not be tomorrow night. In
the distance, faintly, could be heard the sound of a stringed instrument, and then avoice, yearning. The



blue moon was overhead, shining through the open window and upon the splashing fountain and the
grass. Stars glittered around the moon and through the branches of thetall trees.

"Youthink agreat ded of thisman,” King Badir said findly, looking out & the night.

"What | think," said his chancellor, "if you will alow meto pursue a poet's conceit and imagine men
asbodiesin the heavens, isthat we have the two most brilliant cometsin the Sky herein Ragosathis

oring.”
Badir turned back to look at him. After amoment, he smiled.
"And wherewould you put yoursdlf, old friend, in such a glittering firmament?'
And now the chancellor, too, smiled.
"That iseasy, intruth. | am amoon at your Sde, my good lord.”

The king thought about that. He shook his head. "Inexact, Mazur. Moons wander. Y our people are
named for that. But you have not. Y ou have been steadfast.”

"Thank you, my lord."

Theking crossed hisarms, fill musing. "A moon isaso brighter than cometsin the dark,” he said.
"Though baing familtar, perhapsit occasions less note.”

Mazur inclined his head but said nothing.

"Will you be going abroad tomorrow night?*

Mazur smiled. "1 dwaysdo, my lord. For alittletime. Carniva isuseful, to walk about unknown,
and gauge the mood of the city.”

"And it issoldy duty that takes you out, my friend? Y ou find no pleasurein the night?'

"l would never say that, my lord."

The two men shared the smilethistime.

After amoment, Badir asked, bemusedly, "Why plain water from a pool, though, Mazur. In his
verse. Why not just arich red wine.'

And this, too, his chancellor explained to him.

A littlelater, Mazur ben Avren took leave of hisking. When, at length, he reached his own quarters
in the palace, the Lady Zabirawas waiting.

She had been very much present at the banquet, of course, and had al the questions of someone
who understood roya courts very well and wished to risein this one. She aso displayed, gracefully, a
continuing desire to minister to whatever needs the chanedlor of Ragosamight have—in afashion that
might surpass anyone who had come before her.

Asit happened, she had been doing just that through the winter, to his pleasure and surprise. He
had thought he was too old for such athing to happen.

Later that night, when he was drifting towards the shores of deep, feding her youthful nakedness
againgt hisbody, soft asacat, warm as a pleasant dream, Mazur heard her ask one last question. "Did
the king understand what ibn Khairan meant in his poem tonight? About the water a the drinking place?’

Shewas clever too, thislady from Cartada, sharp as acutting edge. He would do well to remember
that. He was getting old; must not allow it to render him vulnerable. He had seen that happen to other
men.

"He understands it now," he murmured, eyes closed.

He heard her laugh then, softly. Her laughter seemed to ease him wonderfully, a caressing sound.
One of her hands did across his chest. Sheturned hersdlf alittle, to fit more closdy to him.

Shesad, "l waswatching Ammar tonight. | have known him for many years. | believe heis
troubled by something beyond ... divided loydty. | don't think he understandsit himsdlf yet. If | amright,



it would be amusing, intruth.”

He opened his eyes and looked at her, waiting. And then she told him something he would never
have even contemplated. Women, Mazur ben Avren had long thought, had an entirely dif ferent way of
seeing the world. It was one of the reasons he enjoyed their company so much.

Soon after that she fell adeep. The chancdlor of Ragosalay awake for along time, however,
considering what she had said, turning it over and over in hismind, asastonein the hand, or the different
possible endingsfor averse,

For the bright lord of Ragosa,
Long-tenured on his dais,
Much-loved, and deservedly,

May there always be in times to come
Cool water from the moonlit pool
And wine in the drinking glass.

He could perhaps have said,al one by the pool, Ammar ibn Khairan reflected, but that would have
had aflavor of sycophancy, however subtle, and he wasn't ready—so soon after the eegy for Almalik—
to give so much to Badir of Ragosain averse. Almogt, but not quite. That was the problem.

It waslions, of course, who were aone when they came down to the water to drink.

He wondered if the king had been offended by his brevity, which would be a pity. The banquet
tables had bardly settled themsalves to silence when ibn Khairan, given pride of place, first recitd, had
aready finished speaking his brief verse. The lines were as Smple as he could make them, more a
wdl-wishing than an homage. Savefor the hint ... the moonlit waters. If Badir understood. He wondered.

| an too old, Ammar ibn Khairan said to himsdlf, justifying, to abuse my craft.
Any of your crafts?

The inner voice dways had the hard questions. He was a sol dier and adiplomat aswell as a poet.
Thosewerethered crafts of hisliving herein Ragosa, asthey had been in Cartada. The poetry? Was
for when thewinds of theworld died down.

What ought a man honorably to do? To aspire towards? Wasit the stillness of that pool —dreamed
of, and written about—where only the one beast dared stalk from the dark treesto drink in the
moonlight and under the stars?

That dtillness, that single image, was the touchstone of versefor him. A place out of the wind, for
once, where the noise of the world and dl the brilliant color—the noise and color he till loved! —might
recede and a deceptively smple art be conjured forth.

Standing, as he had stood one night before—the night he'd first come here—by the waters of Lake
Serrana, ibn Khairan understood that he was till along way from that dark pool. Water and water. The
dream of the Asharites. The water that nourished the body and the waters the soul craved. If | am not
careful, hetold himsdlf, I'll end up being good for nothing but mumbled, cryptic teachings under some
archin Soriyya. I'll let my beard and hair grow, walk barefoot in atorn robe, let my studentsbring me
bread and water for sustenance.

Water the body needed, waters the soul desired.

Therewerelanternsin therigging of al the fishing boats, he saw by the blue moonlight. They were
not yet alight. That would come tomorrow. Carniva. Masks. Music and wine. Pleasures of torchlight. A
brilliance until dawn.

Sometimes the darkness needed to be pushed back.

Beloved Al-Rassan, the thought came to him in that moment, sharp and unexpected as a blade from
beneath afriend's cloak,shall | live to shape your elegy aswell?

In that innermogt, jewel-like garden of the Al-Fontinathose long years ago the last blind khalif of
Silvenes had greeted him as awelcome visitor, before the blade—from benegth a friend's closk—head



ended him.

Ammar ibn Khairan drew abreath and shook his head. It might have been useful to have afriend
here tonight, but that had never been the way he'd ordered hislife, and it would be aweaknessto dwell
upon it now. Almalik was dead, which was a part, alarge part, of the present difficulties,

It had been decided two nights ago—though not yet made generdly known—that in two weeks
time, when the white moon wasfull, the mercenary army of Ragosawould set out for Cartada, to wrest
that city from aparricide. They would march and ride in the name of asmdll boy, Zabiras elder son,
who had besought the shel ter and support of King Badir and the intercession of the holy stars.

Ibn Khairan stood motionless for another moment, then turned away from the water and the boats
to walk back. Thelast time he had been here by the lake late at night Jehane bet 1shak had been waiting
by the warehouses and they had met Rodrigo Belmonte at the infirmary and he and Belmonte had | ft
her there, laughing, and gone off to get unexpectedly drunk together. The night of the day he had arrived,
the day they had fought side by side.

Something too close there, deeply unsettling.

Jehane had looked remarkably beautiful in the banquet room tonight, he thought, inconsequentidly.
His steps echoed on the planks of the wharf. He came to the first warehouses and continued on. The
Streets were empty. He was quite done.

Sheld been gowned in crimson silk, extravagantly, with only lapisjewedry and awhite shawl as
gestures towards the Kindath clothing laws. It would have been Husari who provided that dressfor her,
Ammar thought, and ben Avren, probably, the jewels.

Her hair adorned with gems, and the lapis a ears and throat adding brilliance to her eyes, the
doctor had caused a palpable stir when she entered the banquet room, though she'd been afixture here,
pragmeatic and unpretentious, from the day she arrived. Sometimes, he thought, people reached a point
where they wanted to say something different about themselves.

He had teased her this evening, about trying to catch the king's glance. Alleged she was harboring
aspirationsto be thefirst Kindath queen in Al-Rassan. If they start wagering on me again, shed
answered dryly—aquick as ever—do let me know: | wouldn't mind making alittle money thistime.

He'd looked for her later, after the medl, after the music and al the verses, including his own, but
she had dready gone. So had Rodrigo Belmonte, it now occurred to him. Anidle thought, wispy asa
blown cloud across the moon, drifted into hismind.

The two of them, he redized, walking towards the center of the city, were the only peoplein
Ragosawith whom he might have wanted to speak just now. Such an odd conjunction. Jaddite soldier,
Kindath woman and physician.

Then he corrected himsdlf. There was athird, actualy. One more. He doubted the chancellor of
Ragosawas aone, however, and greatly doubted he would be disposed to discuss nuances of poetry
just then, so late at night, with Zabirain his bed, accomplished and dluring.

He was both right and wrong, as it happened. He went home aone, in any event, to the house and
garden he had leased at the edge of the palace quarter with asmall part of the great wedlth he had
earned in the service of thelast king of Cartada.

In the horse-breeding lands of Valedo the next day—the morning of the Carnival of Ragosa, in fact
—they camefor Diego Belmonte at the ranch of hisfamily where he had lived dl hisshort life.

His mother was away at the time, riding the eastern perimeter of Rancho Belmonte, supervising the
spring roundup of new foas. This absence on the part of the lady of the estate had not been planned by
those who arrived at the ranch house, but they regarded it, nonetheless, as ahighly fortuitous
circumstance. The lady was known to be headstrong and even violent. She had killed aman here not
long ago. Put an arrow through him, in fact. Nor was it assumed by those who arrived that day charged



with aparticular and délicate mission that Miranda Belmonte d’Alveda would regard them and their task
with favor.

Mothers were chancy, at best.

There had not, in fact, been any great press of volunteersin Carcasiafor this task, when word came
from the castle that one of the sons of Ser Rodrigo Belmonte was to be brought west to join the army as
it assembled just north of thetagra lands.

This absence of enthusiasm was accentuated when it became clear that the request for the presence
of the young fellow came not from the king directly, but from the Ferrieres cleric Geraud de Chervalles.
It was de Chervalles who wanted the boy, for some reason. A messy business, the soldiers agreed,
getting tangled in the affairs of foreign clerics. Still, the king had endorsed the request and orders were
orders. A company of ten men had been mustered to ride east along the muddy roads to Rancho
Bemonte and bring back the lad.

Many of them, it emerged in campfire discussions along the way, had had their own first taste of
warfare—againgt the Asharites or the pigs from Jalona or Ruenda—at fourteen or fifteen years of age.
The boy was said to be dmost fourteen now, and as Rodrigo Belmonte's son ... well, Jad knew, heought
to be ableto fight. No one knew why the army of Valedo needed a boy, but no one put that question
openly.

They came to Rancho Belmonte, riding benegth the banner of the kings of VValledo, and were met in
acleared space before the wooden compound walls by severd household officias, asmall, nervous
cleric and two boys, one of whom they were thereto claim.

Thelady of the household—who would, in fact, have cheerfully killed the lot of them had she been
present to learn of their misson—was elsewhere on the estate, the cleric informed them. The leader of
the troop showed him the king's sedl and his command. The cleric—Ibero was his name—tore open the
sedl, read the | etter then surprised them by handing it over to the two boys, who read it together.

They were utterly identical, Ser Rodrigo's two sons. A few of the horsemen had aready made the
sign of Jad, discreetly. Magic and witchcraft were said to attend upon such mirrored twins.

"But of course," said one of the boys, looking up as he finished reading. It was evident that they
could read. "If the king believesmy ... gift may be of use, if he wishes meto come, | am honored to do
0."

The captain of the company didn't know anything about a gift. He didn't much care; he was smply
relieved to find things going smoothly.

"And |," said the other brother quickly. "Where Diego goes, | dso go."

Thiswas not expected, but it didn't seem to pose agreat problem, and the captain agreed. If the
king didn't want this other brother in Carcasia, for whatever reason, he could send him back. With
someone e se. Thetwo boys glanced at each other and flashed identica smiles before dashing off to get
ready. Some of the soldiers glanced at each other with ironic expressons. Y oungsters, everywhere,
looked forward to war.

Theywere very young, and not especidly prepossessing ether. Slightly built, if anything. Still, it was
not asoldier's place to dwell upon orders, and thesewer e the sons of Rodrigo Belmonte. Theriders
were offered refreshments, which they accepted, and a night'slodging, which they courteoudy declined.
It would be imprudent, their captain decided, to push the luck that had caused the lady of Rancho
Belmonte to be absent this day. They took a cold lunch, fed and watered the horses, and provisoned
themsdves

Ten men, escorting two boys and asquire of little more than the boys age, rode west from the
ranch house towards mid-afternoon of that same day, passing to the south of a copse of trees, and
crossing the stream at a place Rodrigo's sons suggested. The ranch dogs followed them that far and then
went loping back.



Ibero di Vaguez had lived an uneventful, even asedate life, given the turbulent timesinto which he
had been born. He was fifty-two years old. Raised in what was now Jaona, he had come west to
Egteren to study with the clerics there when quite young. Thirteen yearsold, in fact.

He was agood acolyte, attentive and disciplined. In his early twenties, he had been sent aspart of a
holy mission bearing relics of Queen Vascato the High Clericsin Ferrieres and had lingered there, with
permission, for two years, spending most of histimein the magnificent libraries of the great sanctuaries
there.

Upon hisreturn to Esperana he had been assigned—and had cheerfully accepted—the short-term
position of cleric to the Belmontes, amoderately important ranching family in the breeding lands of the
southeast. The possihilities for advancement were certainly greater in Esteren or one of the larger
sanctuaries, but 1bero was not an ambitious man and he had never had much appetite for courts or the
equally faction-riven retreets of Jad.

He was aquiet man, somewhat old before hisyears, but not without a sense of humor or an
awareness of how the stern preeepts of the god had, at times, to be measured against an awareness of
human frailty and passons. The short-term position had turned, as sometimes happened without one's
noticing, into a permanent one. He had been with the Belmontes now for twenty-eight years, sncethe
Captain himsdlf had been aboy. They had built a chapel and alibrary for him, and then expanded both.
He had taught young Rodrigo his letters, and then hiswife, and later hissons.

It had been agood, gentle life. Pleasures came from the books he was able to obtain with the sums
alocated him; from his herb garden; from correspondentsin many places. He had taught himsdf alittle
of medicine, and had areputation for extracting teeth efficiently. Excitement—not inconsiderable—
arrived home at intervalswith the Captain and his company. Ibero would listen in the dining hall to the
tales of warfare and intrigue they brought with them. Held formed an unlikely friendship with gruff old
Lain Nunez, whose profanity masked agenerous spirit, in thelittle cleric's view.

For Ibero di Vaquez the stories he heard were enough turbutence for him, and more than close
enough to red conflict. He liked the seasond rhythms of existence here, the measured routine of the days
and years.

Hisfirg intervention on the wider stage of the world, seven years ago, had been abrief, respectful
essay on adoctrina clash between the clerics of Ferrieres and Batiara on the meaning of solar eclipses.
That clash, and the battle for precedence it represented, was still unresolved. 1bero's contribution
appeared to have been ignored, so far as he could tell.

His second intervention had been to write aletter, in the late autumn of last year, to the holy person
of Geraud de Chervalles, High Cleric of Ferrieres, dwelling in Esteren.

A company of men had arrived this morning in response to that. They had come and had gone, with
the boys. And now Ibero, late that same afternoon, stood with his head bowed and trembling hands
clasped before him, learning that he, too, wasto quit this house. Leave chapd, library, garden, home.
After dmodt thirty years.

He was weeping. He had never been spoken to, in al hislife, in the tones with which he was being
addressed by Miranda Belmonte in her smal stting room, as the sun went down.

"Understand me perfectly,” she was saying, pacing before thefire, her face bloodless, unheeded
tears sparkling on her cheeks. "Thiswas atraitor's betraya of our family. The betrayal of a confidence
we had reposed in you, regarding Diego. | will not kill you, or order your death. | have known you, and
loved you, for too long." Her voice caught. She stopped her pacing.

"Rodrigo might," she said. "He might find you, wherever you go, and kill you for this."

"Hewill not do thet," thelittle cleric whispered. It was diffieult to speak. It was dso hard for him,
now, to imagine what he had expected her response might be, back in the autumn, when he wrote that
|etter to Esteren.



She glared a him. He found it impossible to sustain her glance. It wasn't the fury, it wasthe tears.

"No," Miranda Belmonte said, "no, you're right, he won't. He loves you much too dearly. He will
smply tell you, or write to you, how you have wounded him."

Which would break |bero's heart. He knew it would.

Hetried, again, to explain. "Dearest lady, thisisatime of holiness, of men riding beneath the god's
banner. They will be taking ship in Batiarafor the east soon. Thereis hope they may be riding south
here, in the name of Jed. In our time, my lady. The Reconquest may begin!”

"And it could begin and continuewithout my children!” She had clenched her fists at her Sdeslike
aman, but he saw that her lipswere trembling. "Diego'sisaspecid gift, afrightening one. Something we
have kept to oursaves dl hislife. Y ou know—you know, Ibero! —that clerics haveburned such people.
What have you done to him!"

He swallowed hard. He said, "The high lord Geraud de Chervallesis an enlightened man. Theking
of Vdledoisthesame. Itismy belief that Diego and Fernan will be welcomed with honor into the army.
Thet if Diegoisableto hepinthisholy cause he will win renown in hisown name, not smply hisfather's.

"And be named asorcerer al hislife?' Miranda swiped at the tears on her face. "Had you thought of
that, Ibero? Had you? What price renown, then? His own, or hisfather's?"

Ibero swallowed again. "1t will be aholy war, my lady. If he aidsin the cause of Jad—"

"Oh, Ibero, you innocent fool! | could kill you, | swear | could! It isnot aholy war. If it happens,
thiswill be aValedan campaign to take Fezana and expand south into thetagra. Thet isdl. King
Ramiro has been thinking about thisfor years. Y our preeious High Cleric smply showed up & theright
timeto put aglossonit. Ibero, thisis no Reconquest by aunited Esperana. Thereis no Esperanaany
more! Thisisjust Valedo expanding. Ramiro isaslikely to turn west and besiege his brother in Orvedo
as anything e se before autumn comes. What does your holy god say to that?"

She was blaspheming, now, and her soul wasin his care, but he feared to chide her. It was also
possible that she was right about much of this. He was an innocent man, he would never have denied
that, but even 0 ...

"Kings may err, Miranda, my lady. So may humble clerics. | dowhat | do, dways, in the name of
Jad and hishaly light."

She sat down, abruptly, asif thelast of her strength had given out. She looked asif she had been
physicdly injured, he saw, and there seemed to be alost place in her eyes. She had been done, without
Ser Rodrigo, for along time. His heart ached.

Labelled a sorcerer all hislife.

It might be true. He had thought only of the triumph, the glory Diego might accrue should he help
the king in battlewith his gift of sight.

Miranda said, her voice low now, uninflected. Y ou were here at Rancho Belmonte to serve Jad
and thisfamily. For al these years there has been no conflict in that. Here, for once, it seemsthere was.
Y ou made achoice. You chose, asyou say, the god and hislight over the needs and the trust of the
Belmonte. Y ou are entitled to do so. Perhaps you are required to do so. | don't know. | only know that
you cannot make such a choice and remain here. Y ou will be gonein the morning. | will not seeyou.
Goodbye, Ibero. Leave me now. | wish to cry aone, for my sons."

Hetried, heartsick, to think of something to say. He could not. She would not even look at him. He
left the room. He went to his own chambers. He sat in his bedroom for atime, desolate, lost, and then
went next door to the chapel. He knelt and prayed, without finding any comfort.

In the morning he packed a very few belongings. In the kitchen, when he went there to say farewell,
they gave him food and wineto begin hisjourney. They asked for his blessng, which he gave, making
the sign of the god's disk over them. They were weeping; so was he. Rain wasfaling when he went
back out; the good, much-needed rain of spring.



Outside the stables there was a horse saddled for him. By the lady's orders, he was given to
understand. She wastrue to her word, however. She did not come out to see him ride away in therain.

His heart hammering theway it had in battle, Alvar watched as the greyiguana spider approached
him dowly. Theigwarrawas poisonous, sometimesfatally so. The son of one of the farm workers had
died of abite. Hetried to move, but could not. The spider came up and kissed him on thelips.

Alvar, twisting, managed to free hisarmsin the press of people and put them around the spider. He
kissed her back as best he could from behind his eagle mask. He was improving, he thought. He had
learned agreat ded since sundown.

The spider stepped back. Some people seemed to have aknack of finding space to maneuver in
the crowd. That trick, Alvar hadn't learned yet.

"Nice. Find melater, eagle," said theiguana. She reached downwards and gave him aquick
sgueeze on his private parts. Alvar hoped the others hadn't seen.

Not much chance of that.

A hard, bony elbow was driven into hisribs as the spider drifted away. "What 1'd give," cackled
Lain Nunez, "to be young and broad-shouldered again! Did she hurt you, child?"

"What do you mean again?' roared Martin, on Alvar's other side. He was afox for the Carnivd; it
suited him. ™Y ou were never built like Alvar, except in your dreamg!”

"l assume," said Lain, with dignity, "that you are speaking of his shoulders, and not e sawhere?”
There was araucous whoop of laughter in response to that. Not that the noise level could possibly
get much higher, Alvar thought. Just ahead of them—hehad to walk ahead of them, given his spectacular

mask—Husari ibn Musa carefully turned around and gave Lain agesture of encouragement. The
normally dour old warrior waved back jauntily. He was ared and green rooster.

They had been drinking since the first stars had come out. There was food everywhere and the
smells of cooking: chestnuts roasting, grilled lamb, small-boned fish from the lake, cheeses, sauisages,
spring melons. And every tavern, thronged to bursting, had opened its doors and was selling wine and
ale from booths on the street. Ragosa had been transformed.

Alvar had dready been kissed by more women than held ever touched in hislife. Half adozen of
them had urged him to find them later. The night was becoming ablur dready. He wastrying to Stay
dert, though. He was|ooking for Jehane, however she might be disguised, and, though he certainly
wouldn't tell thisto the others, for acertain jungle cat mask. He was sure held recegnizeit, even by
torchlight and in the press, there was the golden leash, for one thing.

Jehane was beginning, just alittle, to regret that shed ingsted on anonymity and on walking the
dreetsaonetonight.

It was fascinating, certainly, and there was an undeniable excitement to being masked and unknown
amid acrowd of smHarly unrecognizable people. She didn't redly like drinking so much, though, and
couldn't daim to bethrilled by the number of men—and one or two women—who had aready used the
license of Carnival to put their arms around her and claim akiss. No one had redlly abused the privilege
—it was early yet, and the crowds were dense—but Jehane, responding as best she could in the spirit of
the night, wouldn't have said it was apleasure, either.

Her own fault, if so, shetold hersdaf. Her own choice, not to be walking about with Rodrigo's men,
safely escorted through the chaos of the streets. Out for awhile, and then home like agood girl, to bed
done.

Her own choice, indeed. No one knew her, unless someone recognized her walk or tilt of head in
theflickering of torches. Martin might, she thought, or Ludus: they were good at such things. She hadn't
spotted any of the soldiersyet. Sheld know Husari at adistance, of course. There would only be one



peacock like that in Ragosatonight.

She was approached and enveloped by abrown bear. She submitted, good-humoredly, to the
bone-crushing hug and asmack on thelips.

"Comewith me!" the bear invited. "l like owlg"
"l don't think s0," Jehane said, gasping for breath. "It'stoo early in along night for broken ribs."

The bear laughed, patted her on the head with gloved hand, and lumbered on. Jehane looked
around, wondering if Ziri was somewherein the crowd swirling past beneath the wavering torches. He
didn't know her mask, though, and she had exited her house through the back door into the dark.

She couldn't have said why it was so important to her to be alone tonight. Or no, she probably
could haveif she demanded an honest answer of herself. She wasn't about to do that. Carnival wasn't a
time for inward searching, Jehane decided. It was anight for doing the things one only dreamed about all
therest of the year. Shelooked around. A grey she-wolf and a horse were improbably entwined not far
avay.

A dtag, seven-tined, emerged out of the tumult in front of her. He was holding aleather flask. He
offered it to Jehane with adight bow. A deeper inclination of hishead might haveimpaled her.

"Thank you," Jehane said palitely, holding out ahand for thewine.

"A kiss?' The voice was muffled, soft.

"Fair enough,” said Ishak ben Y onannon's daughter. It was Carnival. She stepped forward, kissed
him lightly, accepted the flask, and drank.

There seemed to be something familiar about this man, but Jehane didn't pursue the thought: there
had been something familiar about haf the men who'd kissed her tonight. Masks and imagination and too
much winedid that to you.

The stag moved on without spesking again. Jehane watched him go, then realized held | eft her the
flask. She called after him but he didn't turn. She shrugged, looked at the flask, drank again. Thiswine
was good, and scarcely watered, if at dll.

"l am going to haveto gart being careful," she said doud.

"Tonight?' said abrown rabbit, laughing beside her. "How absurd. Come with usingtead. We're
going down to the boats." There were four of them, dl rabbits, three women and aman with hisarm
around two of them.

It seemed areasonable thing to do. Asreasonable as anything else. And better, after all, than
wandering done. She shared the leather flask with them on the way to the lake.

Behind the mask, which aone made tonight possible, eyes watched from the shadows of arecessed
doorway as astag was briefly kissed by awhite owl and then stalked gracefully away, leaving aflask of
wine behind.

The owl hesitated vigbly, drank again from the flask, and then went off in another direction with a
quartet of rabbits.

The rabbitsdidn't matter at al. The stag and the owl were known. The watching one—disguised,
on awhim, as alioness—Ieft the shelter of the doorway and followed the stag.

There were surviving pagan legends, in countries now worshipping either Jad or the stars of Ashar,
about aman changed into a stag. In those lands conquered by the followers of the sun god, the man had
been so transmuted for having abandoned a battlefield for awoman's arms. In the eest—in Ammuz and

Soriyya, before Ashar had changed the world with his vis ons—the ancient tale was of a hunter who
had spied upon a goddess bathing in aforest pool and was atered on the spot.

In each tale, the stag—once aman—was fair game for the hunting dogs and was torn gpart in the
heart of adark wood for hissin, hisone unforgivable sin.



In the years since Ragosas Carniva had begun anumber of tralitions had emerged. License, of
course, was one—and to be expected. Art, its frequent bedfellow, was another.

There was atavern—Ozra's—between the palace and the River Gate to the south. Here, under the
benevolent eye of thelongtime proprietor, the poets and musicians of Ragosa—and those who, masked,
wished to be numbered among them, if only for anight—would gather to offer anonymous verse and
song to each other and to those who paused in their torchlit careen to listen at the door.

Carnival was quieter in Ozras, though not the lessinteresting for that. The masks led people to
perform in ways they might never have ventured, exposed as themselves. Some of the most celebrated
artigs of the city had, over the years, come to this unassuming tavern on Carniva night to gauge the
response their work might elicit with the aura of fame and fashion removed.

They had not dways been pleased with the results. Tonight's was a difficult, sophisticated audience
and they, too, were masked.

Amusing things happened, sometimes. It was still remembered how, a decade ago, one of the
wadjis had taken the performer's stool, disguised as a crow, and chanted a savage lampoon against
Mazur ben Avren. An attempt, clearly, to take their campaign againgt the Kindath chancellor to a
different levd.

Thewadji had had a good voice, and even played hisinstrument passably well, but he'd refused the
customary performer's glass of wine far too awkwardly, and he had aso neglected to remove the
traditional sandals of the wadjjis, modeled on those Ashar had worn in the desert. From the moment hed
sat down everyonein the tavern knew exactly what he was, and the diversion the knowledge offered
had quite removed the sting from the lampoon.

The next year three crows appeared in Ozras, and each of them wore wadjjis sandals. They drank
in unison, however, and then performed together and there was nothing devout about that performance.
The satire, thistime, was directed at the wadjis—to great and remembered success.

Ragosawas acity that valued cleverness.

It also respected the rituds of this night, though, and the performer now taking his place on the stoal
between the four canelesin their tal black holders was granted polite attention. He was effectively
disguised: the full-face mask of agreyhound above nondescript clothing that reveded nothing. No one
knew who he was. That was, of course, the point.

He settled himself, without an instrument, and |ooked around the crowded room. Ozradi Cozari,
once of Eschaou in Jalona, but long since at home herein Al-Rassan, watched from behind his bar as
the man on the stool appeared to notice someene. The greyhound hesitated, then inclined hishead ina
gregting. Ozrafollowed the glance. Thefigure so saluted, standing by the doorway, had come in some
time ago, remaining near the entranceway. He must have had to duck his head to enter, because of the
branching tines of hishorns. Beneath the exquisite stag mask that hid his eyes and the upper part of his
face, he appeared to smilein return.

Ozraturned back to the greyhound between the candles, and listened. Asit happened, he knew
who thiswas. The poet began without title or preamble.

Shall we linger in Ragosa amid spring flowers,
Between the white diamond of the lake

And the blue necklace of the river

Siding away south to the sea,

As pearls run through a woman's fingers?
Shall we linger to sing the praises of this city?
And shall we not remember as we do
Slvenesin the time of lions?

In the fountains of the Al-Fontina, it is told,
Twenty thousand loaves of bread fed the fish
Each and every day.

In Slvenes of the khalifs,

In the fountains of the Al-Fontina.



Therewasadir in the tavern. Thiswas something unexpected, in structure and in tone. The poet,
whoever he was, paused and sipped from the glass at his elbow. He looked around again, waiting for
dillness, then resumed.

Shall we linger here amid this fragile beauty,
Admiring the fall of light on ivory?

Shall we ask ourselves

What will become of Al-Rassan,

Beloved of Ashar and the stars?

What has become of Slvenes?

Wher e are the centers of wisdom and the teachers?
Where are the dancing girls with slender ankles,
And where the music beneath the almond trees?
Where is the palace whence the khalifs of all-fame
Thundered forth with armies?

What wild beasts wander now at will

Between the ruined pillars?

Wolves are seen by white moonlight there.

Another gtir, quickly suppressed, for the poet had not paused thistime.

Ask in stern-walled Cartada for news of Slvenes,
but ask here in Ragosa about Al-Rassan.

Ask of ourselves, between river and lake,

if wewill suffer the stars to be blotted out.

Ask of the river, ask of the lake,

ask of the wine that flows tonight

between the torches and the stars.

The poet ended. He rose without ceremony and stepped down from the dais. He could not avoid
the applause, however, the sound of genuine appreciation, nor the speculative glances that followed him
to the bar.

Ozra, following tradition here aswell, offered him aglass of hisbest whitewine. He usudly madea
quip at thistime, but could think of nothing to say.

Ask of the wine that flows tonight.

Ozradi Cozari was seldom moved by what was read or sung in histavern, but there was something
about what he had just heard. The man in the greyhound disguise lifted the glass and saluted him briefly,
before drinking. It was with no great surprise that Ozra noticed, just then, that the stag had come in from
the doorway and was standing beside them.

The greyhound turned and looked at him. They were of aheight, the two men, though the horns of
the stag made him seem tdler.

Very softly, so that Ozradi Cazari was dmost certain he was the only other man to hear, the
seven-lined stag said, " 'Beloved of Ashar?' ™

The poet laughed, quietly. "Ah, well. What would you have me do?*
Ozradidn't understand, but he hadn't expected to.

The other man said, "Exactly what you did do, | suppose.” His eyeswere completely hidden behind
hismask. He said, "It was very fine. Dark thoughtsfor a Carnival."

"I know." The greyhound hesitated. "Thereisadarker sdeto Carnivas, in my experience.”
"In mine, aswel."

"Areweto have averse from you?'

" think not. | am humbled by what | have just heard."

The greyhound inclined hishead. "Y ou are far too generous. Are you enjoying the night?'
"A pleasant beginning. | gather it has only begun.”

"For some."



"Not you? Will you not come wandering? With me?

Ancther hegtation. "Thank you, no. | will drink alittle more of Ozra's good wine and listen to the
verses and the music awhile before bed.”

" Are we expecting any crowstonight?"

The greyhound laughed again. "Y ou heard about that? We never expect anything at Carnivd, and
S0 hope never to be disagppointed and never greatly surprised.”

The stag lifted its head. "We differ there, at least. | am dways, endlesdy, hoping to be surprised.”
“Thenl wishitfor you."

They exchanged aglance, then the stag turned away and found a passage to the doorway and out
into the street. A black bull had taken the dais now, holding asmal harp.

" think," said the greyhound, "I will have ancther glass, Ozra, if you will."

"Yes, my lord,” said Ozra, before he could stop himsdlf. Hed said it softly though, and didn't think
anyone had heard.

As he poured the wine he saw thefirst of the women gpproaching the poet where he stood at the
bar. Thisaways happened, too, at Carnival.

"Might wetalk amoment in private?" asked the lioness softly. The greyhound turned to look at her.
So did Ozra. It was not awoman'svoice.

"Private speech is difficult to arrange tonight,” the poet said.

"I'm certain you can manageit. | have someinformation for you."

"Indeed?'

"1 will want something in return.”

"Imagine my astonishment.”

The greyhound sipped from hiswine, eyeing the newcomer carefully. The lioness laughed, a deep,
disconcerting sound beneath the mask.

Ozrafdt aflicker of unease. From the tone of this, this man masked as awoman knew exactly who
the poet was, which posed more than ameasure of danger.

"Y ou do not trust yourself with me?”’

"If I knew who you were, | might. Why have you worn amask to change your sex?"

Only the briefest hegitation. "It amused me. Thereis no beast morefierce, in the legends, in defense
of her young.”

The greyhound carefully laid down hisglass.

"l s2e" hesaid findly. "You arevery bold. | must say, | am surprised, after all." He looked at Ozra.
"Isthere aroom upstairs?'

"Usemine," said theinnkeeper. He reached beneath the counter and handed acrossakey. The
greyhound and the lioness moved together across the room and up the gtairs. A number of eyes watched
them go, asthe black bull on the dais finished tuning hisinstrument and began to play.

"How did you find me?' Mazur ben Avren asked, removing the greyhound mask in the small
bedchamber.

The other man struggled with his own mask amoment, then pulled it off. "I wasled to you,” he said.
"I had a choice of two peopleto follow, and made the right choice. The stag brought me here.”

"Y ou knew him?"

" tend to know men by how they move as much as how they look. Yes, | knew him,” said Tarif ibn
Hassan, scratching at his chin where the full white beard had been shaved away. He amiled.

So, too, after amoment, did the chancellor of Ragosa.



"l had not ever thought to meet you," he said. ™Y ou know thereisaprice on your life here?!
"Of coursel do. | am offended by it: Cartada has offered more."

"Cartada has suffered more."

"l suppose. Shal | rectify that?'

"Shdl | let you leavethe city?'

"How would you stop meif | killed you now?"

The chancellor appeared to be considering that. After amoment, he moved to asmall table and
picked up abesaker of wine sitting there. There were glasses, aswell. He gestured with thewine.

"Asyou will perhaps have redlized, | have an arrangement here with the innkeeper. We are private,
but not entirely aone. I hope you will not require me to demondtrate.”

The outlaw |ooked around then and noted the inner door gar and another door to the balcony. "l
see," hesaid. "'l ought to have expected this.”

"l suppose 0. | do have responsbilities, and cannot be entirely reckless, even tonight.”

Ibn Hassan accepted the glass the chancellor offered. "If | wanted to kill you | could still doiit. If
you wanted to take me, you could have done so by now."

"Y ou mentioned tidings. And aprice. | am curious.”

"The price you ought to know." 1bn Hassan |ooked pointedly over at his discarded mask.
"Ah," said the chancdlor. "Of course. Y our sons?"

"My sons. | find I missthemin my old age.”

"l can understand that. Good sons are agrest comfort. They are fine men, we enjoy having them
with us”

"They aremissed in Arbagiro.”
"The sad fortunes of war," said ben Avren calmly. "What isit you haveto tdl me?"
Tarif ibn Hassan drank deeply and held out hisglass. The chancellor refilled it.

"The Muwardis have been building boats dl winter. In the new shipyards at Abeneven. Hazemibn
Almdik is till with them. He haslost ahand. | don't know how, or why."

Mazur'sturnto drink, thoughtfully. "That isal?"

"Hardly. | try to offer fair coinage when | make arequest. Almalik 11 of Cartada has been seeding rumors about
the Kindath of Fezana. | do not know to what purpose. There is growing tension there, however."

The chancellor set down the besker of wine. "How do you know this?*

Tarif shrugged. "1 know agood dedl of what happensin lands controlled by Cartada. They havea
large price on my life, remember?

Mazur looked a him along moment. "Almadik isanxious," he sad findly. "Hefeds exposed. But he
isclever and unpredictable. | will admit | have no great certainty about what hewill do."

"Nor I," the outlaw chieftain agreed. "Doesit matter? If it comesto armies?’

"Perhaps not. Have you anything more? Brighter coinage?”

"l have given good weight dready, | think. But one more thing. Not brighter, though. The Jaddite
amy in Baiara Itissailing for Soriyyaafter dl. | never thought it would. | thought they would feed on
each other over the winter and fal apart.”

"Sodidl. Itisnot so?
"Itisnot 0."
Therewasasdlence.

It was the outlaw, thistime, who refilled both glasses. "I heard your verse," he said. "It seemed to
me, listening, that you had aknowledge of these things dready.”



Ben Avren looked at him. "No. An gpprehension, perhaps. My people have acustom, a
superdtition redly. We voice our fears as atalisman: by bringing them into the open, we hope to make
them untrue”

"Tdismans" sad Tarif ibn Hassan, "don't usudly work."

"I know," said the chancellor. His voice turned brisk. "Y ou have given, as promised, good weight.
Intruth, it hardly mattersif you reved the tale of the Emin haNazar now. | can't readily imagine you
would, in any case. The offer made to you there ill stands: do you want to be part of the army that
takes Cartada?"

"That triesto take Cartada.”
"With your ad, | have great hopesthat wewould."

The old chieftain stroked the stubble of hischin. "1 fear | will have little enough choice. Both my
sonswant to do thisthing, and | have not the strength to overrule them together.”

"That | do not believe," Mazur smiled. "But if you wish to put it in thisway, it is no matter to me.
Meet us north of Lonza. | will send herddsto you to arrange the exact timing, but we ride from here at
thewhitefull moon.”

"So soon?"

"Even more urgently now, with what you have told me. If other armies are setting forth, we had best
befirg inthefidd, don't you think?"

"Areyou covered at your back? In Fibaz?'

"That'swhere | spent the money the world thinks you stole from theparias party.”

"Wals?'

"And soldiers. Two thousand from Karch and Waleska.™

"And they will beloyd againgt Jaddites?'

"If | pay them, | believe they will be."

"What about Belmonte? Is Ser Rodrigo with you?"

Mazur looked thoughtful again. "Heis, for now. If Ramiro of Valedo takesthefield, | will not say |
amsureof him."

"A dangerous man."

"Most useful men are dangerous.” The chancdlor's smilewaswry. "Including beardless outlaws
who want their sons back. | will send for them. Right now, in fact. It might be safest if you left tonight.”

"| thought the same. | took the precaution of finding them before | looked for you. They are waiting
for meoutsdethewadls.

Mazur looked startled for the first time. He set down hisglass. Y ou have them aready? Then why
w7

"l wanted to meet you," the bandit chieftain said. His smile was grim. "After so many years. | dso
have adidikefor breaking my sworn word, though that might surprise you. They were granted their lives
by ibn Khairan and Belmonte on our oath to accept their being hostages. Abir's life was given back to
him by their physcian.”

"My physician," said the chancellor quickly.

Tarif raised hiseyebrows. "Asyou please. In any case, | would have been unhappy to smply stedl
them away. It might have confirmed your worst thoughts of me."

"And insteed?"

Ibn Hassan laughed. "I have probably confirmed your worst thoughts of me."

"Pretty much,” said the chancellor of Ragosa. After amoment, though, he extended his hand. 1bn
Hassan took it. "'l am pleased to have spoken with you," Mazur said. "Neither of usisyoung. It might



not have happened.”

“I'm not planning on making an end soon," said ibn Hassan. "Perhaps next year I'll offer averse
here, a Carniva."

"That," said ben Avren, ahand at his own beard, "might be areveation.”

He sat alone for sometime after the chieftain from Arbastro had donned his mask and left. He had
no intention of telling anyene, but the news about the army sailing east struck him as dmaost unimaginably
bad.

And rumors being spread about his Kindath brethren in Fezana—that wasterrifying. He had literdly
no ideawhat Almdik Il of Cartada had in mind, but it was clear that the man felt frightened and alone
and was lashing out. Frightened men were the hardest of dl to read, sometimes.

Ibn Hassan had asked about Rodrigo Belmonte, but not about the other one. The other one was
just asmuch at issue, and in away, he mattered even more.

"l wish," muttered Mazur ben Avren testily, "that | redlywere a sorcerer, whatever that is.”

Hefdt tired suddenly, and his hip was bothering him again. It seemed to him that there ought to be
ordersto give to the bowmen on the balcony or the guards in the adjacent room, but there weren'.

It was Carniva. He could hear the noise from the street. 1t overwhelmed the harp music from
below. The night was growing louder, wilder. Shouts and laughter. The sharp, high whirring of those
noise-makers he hated. He wondered, suddenly, where the stag had gone.

Then he remembered what Zabira had told him, in bed the night before.

Fourteen
Infact, it wasthe cat that found Alvar, late in thewild night, well after the blue moon had risen and
was shining down, awandering presence among the sars.

He had separated from the others some time before. Lain had been dragged off, protesting
unconvincingly, by acluster of fidld mice. Their giggling gave them away: they were the girlswho served
a thetablesin the favorite tavern of Rodrigo's men. Bristling old Lain had been the object of their teasing
—and warnings about hisfate tonight—for sometime.

Ludus, endlesdy curious, had lingered at a street corner to watch awolf swalowing fire—trying to
decipher thetrick of it—and had never caught up with the rest of them. Alvar wasn't sure where and
when he had lost Martin or how the peacock regaiathat flamboyantly disguised a certain silk merchant
had somehow managed to disappesar. It was very late. Hed had more to drink than was good for any
man.

He hadn't seen Jehane anywhere. Hed thought earlier that he might know her by her walk, but as
the night continued and the streets grew more frenzied it even became difficult at timesto tell if someone
passing in the dark was a man or awoman. He reminded himself that she knew his mask; that if he kept
moving she might find him in the crowd to offer agreeting, share laughter.

A kiss, perhaps, in thisdtered, wavering night. Although that was a dangerous channd for his
thoughts.

There was too much license surrounding him, too charged and wanton amood in the streets of
Ragosanow. Alvar found himsalf dmost aching with desire, and with something more complex than that.

Alone and far from homein aforeign land at night, amidst animals and birds and fabul ous crestures
that had never been, passing food stalls and wine sellers and musicians playing by the orange and amber
light of candles and torches beneath the blue moon and the stars of spring, Alvar wandered the streets, a
leather flask at one hip, and longed for comfort, for asharing of what this difficult, mutable world offered
to men and women.

Hefound something very different.



A leash, to be precise.

It was dipped over his eagle mask and around his neck as he stood watching dancersin asquare
not far from the barracks. The dancers had their hands dl over each other, and the women were being
lifted and siwvung about in away he had never seen before. He tried to imagine himsdlf joining in, then
dismissed the thought. Not a soldier's son from afarm in the north of Valedo.

It wasin that moment that the |eash was dropped over him from behind and tightened about his
throat. Alvar turned quickly. A passing torch was briefly too close; he couldn't see for amoment, and
then he could.

"I will have to decide how offended | am," said the deek jungle cat he had seen in the street the
morning before. "Y ou were to have found me, Valedan. Ingtead ... "

She wore the necklace that had come with her mask and much other jewelry. Not agreat ded of
clothing, however, asif to compensate. What she was wearing clung to the lines of her body. The voice
benesth the mask was remarkably near to afdine purr.

"l waslooking!" Alvar sammered, then flushed beneath hisown disguise.

"Good," she murmured. "That earns you some redress. Not al, mind you. | ought not to have had
to be the huntress tonight."

"How did you know me?" he asked, struggling for self-possession.

He heard her laugh. "A man of your build wearing Asharite dippers? Not hard, my northern
soldier.” She paused, tugged alittle on the golden leash. Y ouare mine now, you understand? For
whatever | choosetonight.”

Alvar discovered that his mouth had gone dry. He didn't answer. He didn't redlly haveto. He saw
her amile, beneath the mask. She began walking and he followed her, wherever she wastaking him.

In oneway, it was not far at al: just around the corner, a house fronting on the same wide square as
their barracks, near the palace. They passed through an imposing double doorway, crossed atorchlit
courtyard and climbed aflight of stairs. It was an €legantly appointed house. Servants, dressed in black,
masked as smdll forest creatures, watched them pass, in sllence.

In another sense, though, what ensued when they came to the room where she led him—uwithits
bal cony over the square, and its enormous fireplace, and the wide, canopied bed—marked one of the
longest journeys of Alvar'slife.

Jehane was aone again. She had left the four brown rabbits by the water, alittle reluctantly,
because they were amusing, but she wasn't inclined to become too much apart of their visbly growing
intimacy, and at one point she had smply dipped off the fishing boat where they had been, and moved
quietly back to the pier and into the crowd.

She dill had the wine flask the stag had |ft her, but she'd stopped drinking. She felt clear-headed
now, amost unsettlingly so. She was discovering, as she moved through the late-night Streets, that
Carnival, for dl itsdisguises, was adifficult night in which to hide from the self after all.

At one point she caught aglimpse of Husari in his spectacutar mask. The silk merchant was
dancing, part of agroup of figures. Infact, he wasin the center of aring, turning in neat-footed
movements while the laughing crowd agpplauded him. Jehane paused ashort distance away, smiling
behind her owl face, long enough to see awoman masked as a vixen step from the circle to come up to
the peacock and loop her arms around his neck, careful of the festhers. They began moving together,
gracefully.

Jehane watched for another moment and then moved on.

It might have seemed asif her wandering was amless, carrying her with the swirling movements of
the crowd past entertainments and food vendors, to pause outside tavern windows listening to the music
floating out, or to Sit for atime on the stone bench outside one of the larger homes and watch the people



flowing past like ariver in the night.

It wasn't s, however. Her movements were not, in the end, random. Honest with herself, tonight
and mogt nights, Jehane knew where her steps were drawing her, however dowly, by whatever
meandering paths through the city. She couldn't claim to be happy, or easy in her soul abouit this, but her
heartbeat grew steadily quicker, and the doctor in her could diagnose that, at least, without difficulty.

Sherose from alast bench, turned a corner and walked down a street of handsome mansions near
the paace. Passing eegant, formal facades, she saw the door of one house closing behind aman and a
woman. She caught aglimpse of aleash. That stirred amemory, but then it drifted away.

And so it wasthat she found herself stlanding outside avery large building. There were torches set
aongthewal at intervals but very little ornament and the windows above were dl dark savefor one,
and she knew that room.

Jehane stood againgt arough stone wall across the street, oblivious now to the people passing by
her in the square, and gazed up at the highest level of that building, towards the solitary light.

Someone was awake and alone, very late a night.

Someone was writing, on newly bought parchment. Not ransom demands; |etters home. Jehane
looked up past the smoke of the passing torches and those fixed in the walls, and struggled to accept
and make sense of what lay within her heart. Overhead, shining aong the street and down upon al the
peoplein the square, the blue moon bathed the night inits glow. The diver of the white moon had just
risen. She had seen it by the water. She could not see it here. In the teachings of the Kindath, the white
moon meant clarity; the blue one was mystery; secrets of the soul, complexities of need.

A smdl man, amusingly disguised beneath ablond wig and the thick yellow beard of aKarcher,
staggered past her, carrying along-legged woman in the velled guise of aMuwardi from the desert. "Put
me down!" the woman cried, unconvincingly, and laughed. They continued aong the street, lit by torches
and the moon, and turned the corner out of sight.

There would be aguard by the door of the barracks. Someone who had drawn one of the short
straws and been posted, complaining, on duty for a part of tonight. Whoever it was, hewould let her
pass. They al knew her. She could identify herself and be alowed to enter. And then go up the first
circling flight of stairs and then the second one, and then down adark halway to knock on that |ast door
behind which a candle burned.

Hisvoicewould call out, not a al darmed. She would say her name. There would be asilence. He
would rise from his desk, from hisletter home, and cross to open the door. Looking up into hisgrey
eyes, shewould step into hisroom and remove her mask, findly, and find, by the steedy light of that
candle ... what?

Sanctuary? Shelter? A place to hide from the heart's truth of tonight and dl nights?

Standing aonein the street, Jehane shook her head allittle and then, quite unconscioudy, gave the
small shrug those who knew her best could always recognize.

She squared her shoulders and drew adeep bregath. It was Carniva in Ragosa. A timefor hiding
from others, perhaps, but not from the self. It wasimportant to have come here, she understood. To
have stood gazing up at that window and pictured hersdf ascending awinding Sair towardsthe manin
that room. Important to acknowledge certain truths, however diffieult. And then, having done so, it was
asimportant to turn away and move on. Truly wandering now. Alonein the frenzy of the night streets,
searching again—but, moretruly, waiting to be found.

If, indeed, it was to happen. If, somewhere between moon and torchlight and dark, thiswould be.

As she stepped away from the stone wall and turned her back on that room with its pale glow of
light far above, another figure aso moved, detaching from shadow, following her.

And athird figure followed that one, unnoticed in the loud streets of Ragosa, as this dance, one
among so many in the whirling night and the sad, sweet world, moved towards its beginning and its end.



She was outside the paace, watching two jugglerstoss whed s of flame back and forth, when the
voice from behind spoke to her.

"l believe you have my wine flask." Thetoneswere low, muffled by amask; even now, she wasn't
entirely certain.

She turned. It was not the stag.

A lion stood before her, golden-maned, imperid. Jehane blinked and took a step backwards,
bumping into someone. She had been reaching to her hip for the leather flask, now shelet it fal again.

"You aredeceived,” shesaid. "l do have someone'sflask, but it was a stag who left it with me.”

"l have been astag,” thelion said, in oracular tones. The voice changed, "1 can assureyou | will
never beoneagan.”

Something in theinflection. Not to be mistaken. She knew, findly. And the hard, quick hammering
wasin her pulse.

"And why isthat?" she asked, struggling to keep her voice steady. She was grateful for darkness,
for fitful, passing light, for her own mask.

"Playsdl havoc in doorways," said thelion. "And | ended up collecting ridiculous things on the
horns, just walking. A hat. A flask. A torch once. Almost set mysdlf onfire"

Shelaughed, in spite of hersdlf.

The voice changed again. "It islate now, Jehane," said this man who seemed to have found her in
the night after al. "It may even betoo late, but shall wewak together awhile, you and 17"

"How did you know me?"' she asked, not answering the question, nor asking the harder one held
invited. Not yet. Not quite yet. Her heart wasloud. She fdt it asadrumbest in the dark.

"l think," sald Ammar ibn Khairan of Aljais, very dowly, "that | should know you in apitch black
room. | think | would know you anywhere near me in theworld." He paused. "Is that answer enough,
Jehane? Or too much of one? Will you say?'

She heard, for thefirst time ever, uncertainty in hisvoice. And that, more than any other thing, was
what made her tremble.

She asked, "Why might it be too late? The blue moon is il high. The night hasadistanceto run.”

He shook hishead. Left aslence. She heard laughter and applause behind her. Thejugglers had
done something new.

Ibn Khairan said, "My dear, | have been other thingsin my time, besdesastag a Carnival.”

She understood. For al the wit and edge and irony, there was this grace to him, aways, an
alowancefor her own intelligence. She said, honestly, "I know this, of course. It isapart of why I'm
afrad."

"That iswhat | meant," hesaid amply.

All the staries. Through the years ayoung girl hearing, againg her will, gossip by the wdll in Fezana,
or at the shallow place by the river where the women washed their clothes. And then, awoman hersdlf,

home from studies abroad, hearing the same stories again. New names, new variations, the same man.
Ibn Khairan of Aljais. Of Cartada.

Jehane looked a the man in the lion mask and felt something lodge, hard and painful, in the place
where her heart was drumming.

He had killed the last khalif of Al-Rassan.

Behind the mask, in the flickering passage of torches al around where they were, she could just

glimpse hiseyes. They would be blueif he removed the disguise, if they siood in brighter light. She
became aware that he was waiting for her to speak.

"Ought | to be afraid?’ she asked, findly.



And he said, gravely, "No morethan |, Jehane, in this."

Which was what she had needed to hear. Exactly what she needed, and Jehane, still wondering, still
incredulous, took hishand in hers, saying, "Let uswalk."

"Wherewould you liketo go?" he asked, carefully, adjusting his stride to her pace.

"Where we can be done," she said steadily, her grip firm, coming home at last to where her heart
had been waiting Snce asummer's day in Fezana. "Where we can set asde owl and lion, gpt asthey
might be, and be what we are.”

"Hawed aswe might be?' he asked.

"How otherwise?' shereplied, discovering with surprise that her heartbeat had dowed the moment
she had taken his hand. Something occurred to her, unexpectedly. She hesitated, and then, being what
shewas, asked, "Were you with me earlier, when | stopped outside the barracks?"

Hedidn't answer for amoment. At length he said, "Cleverest of women, you do your father and
mother proud with every word you speak. Yes, | wasthere. | had already decided | could not approach
you tonight before you made that choice on your own.”

She shook her head, and gripped his hand moretightly. A thread of fear; she might so easily have
gone up those gtairs. "It wasn't the choice you may have thought it. It was amatter of hiding, or not.”

"l know," he said. "Forgive me, my dear, but | know that.”

His own honesty, risking her ruffled pride. But she did forgive him this, because the hiding had
ended now, on anight of masks, and it was al right that he understood this. He had approached. He had
found her.

They cameto the house he leased. It was nearer the palace than the quarters she shared with Velaz.
He opened the door to the street with his own key: the steward and servants had been dismissed for the
night to their pleasures. They went inside.

On the street behind them, afigure watched them enter. He had been following Jehane, and he
knew who the lion was. He hesitated, then decided it was dl right to leave her now. He considered
staying out for awhilelonger but decided against that. He wastired, and wasn't a al sure how he felt
about the dleged delights of Carnival.

Ziri went back to the barracks, spoke briefly with the man on duty in the doorway, then went into
the dormitory and to bed. He was adeep dmost immediately, one in the large room. All the others
were dill inthe dreets.

In Ammar ibn Khairan's house, the servants had |eft two torches burning to light the entrance hall,
and there were candles in the wall sconces. Before going up the stairs they removed their masks and set
them aside and Jehane saw his eyes by the burning of those lights. Thistime it was he who stepped
towards her and thistime, when they kissed, it was not the same—not at dl the same—asit had beenin
her father's room, by the open window the summer before.

And so she discovered that her heartbeat, which had steadied and dowed while they walked,
wasn't quite so steady any longer, and the trembling had returned.

They went up the stairs, and they kissed again, dowly, outside his bedroom door, where aspill of
candldight showed in aline dong the floor. She felt his hands around her, strong and sure, drawing her
close. Desire was within her, an ache of need, deep and wide and strong as ariver rising in the dark.

His mouth moved from hers, and went to one ear. Softly he whispered,” There is someone in my
room. The candles would not have been left burning there."

Her heart thudded once, and seemed actually to stop for amoment before starting to beat again.

They had been slent ascending the stairs, and now here. Anyone in the bedroom would have heard
the front door open, though, and known Ammar was in the house, aone or accomparnied. She asked the



question with her eyes only. His mouth came back to her ear. "They want me to know they're here. |
have no idea. To be safe, go dong to the next room. There's abalcony, shared with mine. Listen there.
Becareful.”

She nodded. "And you," she murmured, no more than abreeth. "I want you hedlthy, after.”
Shefdt his soundlesslaughter.

Afterwards, she would remember that: how utterly unafraid he had been. Diverted, intrigued,
challenged, perhaps. But not at al frightened, or even disconcerted. She wondered what woman he had
thought might be waiting. Or what man.

She went adong the corridor. Opened the next door, silently passed within into adark bedchamber.
Just before she closed the door behind her, she heard Ammar cdl out, raising hisvoice, "Who is here?
Why areyou in my house?'

And then she heard the reply.

The door to the street would have been easy enough to unlock, and with the servants gone and
candles hepfully burning it must have been no trick to find his bedroom.

Ibn Khairan, dl his senses il oriented towards the fed and scent of the woman who had just
dipped down the corridor, called out to the intruder, his mind struggling to sort through posshilities. Too
many. Tonight and al nights there were too many people who might be waiting for himin hisroom.

Even so, even with twenty years of experience in such mysteries, he was not, in fact, prepared.

The door swung open, amost as soon as he called out. A man stood there, unmasked, in the spill of
candldight from the room.

"Finally," said King Almdik 11 of Cartada, smiling. "I had begun to fear ajourney wasted."

It took an extreme effort, al his celebrated poise, but ibn Khairan managed areturn smile, and then
abow. "Good evening, 'Mdik. My lord king. Thisisasurprise. A long journey, it must have been.”

"Almost two weeks, Ammar. The roadswere not good &t all.”

"Were you extremely uncomfortable?' Polite questions. Buying time for thoughtsto begin to
organizethemselves. If Almdik of Cartada was taken in Ragosa, the balance of power in Al-Rassan
would change, at a stroke.

"Tolerably." The young man who had been his protege for three years smiled again. "Y ou never
alowed meto grow soft, and | haven't been king long enough for that to change." He paused, and
Ammar saw, in that hesitation, that the king wasn't quite as composed as he might want to appear. "You
understand that | could only do thistonight.”

"1 wouldn't have thought you could do it at dl,” ibn Khairan said frankly. "Thisisarather extreme
risk, Mdik."

He found himself offering thanksto dl possible deities that Jehane was out of sight, and praying she
could keep quiet enough. Almalik could not possibly afford to be reported here, which meant that
anyone who saw him wasin mortal danger. Ibn Khairan deferred, for amoment, the question of where
thisleft him.

Hesad, "I'd bestjoinyouinsde."

The king of Cartada stepped back and Ammar walked into his own room. He registered the two
Muwardiswaliting there. Therewas an air of unredlity to dl of this. Hewas il trying to absorb the
agtonishing fact that Almalik had come here. But then, suddenly, as he turned to face the king, he
grasped what this had to be about and di sorientation spun away, to be replaced by something dmost as
unsettling.

"No one but you," said the king of Cartada quietly, "cadls me'Mdik any more."

"Forgive me. Old habits. I'll stop, of course. Magnificence."



"| didn't say it offended me."

"No, but even if it doesn't ... youare the king of Cartada.”

"l am, aren't 17" Almaik murmured. He sank down into the northern-style armchair by the bed; a
young man, not particularly graceful, but tall and well-made. "And, can you believeit, thefirst act of my
reign, very nearly, wasto exile the man | most needed.”

Which madeit dl quite explicit.

He had not changed in this, ibn Khairan noted. A capacity for directness was something Almalik
had aways had, even asaboy. Ammar had never resolved within himself whether it marked a strength,
or atactic of the week: forcing stronger friendsto ded with his declared vulnerabilities. His eyelid was
moving, but that was something one hardly noticed after awhile.

"Y ou hadn't even been crowned,” ibn Khairan said softly.

Heredly wasn't prepared for this conversation. Not tonight. He had been readying himsdf, inan
entirdy different way, for something e se. Had stood watching in the street, holding his bresth like aboy,
while Jehane bet 1shak had gazed upwards at a high, candldlit window, and he had only begun to
breathe normally again when she gave the shrug he knew and moved on, a stillness seeming to wrap
itsdlf about her amid the tumult of the night.

He had never thought it might require courage to agpproach awoman.

"l an surprised to find you done" Almdik said, alittletoo lightly.

"Y ou shouldn't be," ibn Khairan murmured, being careful now. "Tonight's encounterslack acertain
.. refinement, wouldn't you say?"

"I wouldn't know, Ammar. It seemed lively enough. We spent some time looking for you, and then |
redlized it was hopeless. It was easier to buy the location of your house and wait.”

"Did you redly come to Ragosa expecting to find mein the Streets at Carniva ?'

"| came here because | could see no other way to speak with you quickly enough. | had only hope,
and need, when we set out. There is no company of men with me, by the way. These two, and half a
dozen othersfor safety on the road. No one ese. | have cometo say certain things. And to ask you to
come back to me."

Ibn Khairan was silent. He had been waiting for this, and latterly, had been afraid of it. He had been
the guardian and mentor of this man, the named heir to Cartada's throne. Had put a great dedl of effort
into making of Almalik ibn Almaik aman worthy of power. He did not like admitting failure. He wasn't
even certain hehad faled. Thiswas going to beferocioudy difficult.

He crossed to the sdeboard, deliberately brushing past one of the Muwardis. The man did not
move, or even spare aglance. They hated him; dl of them did. Hiswhole life was a sustained assault
upon their grim piety. It was asentiment he returned:their way of life—single-minded faith,
sngle-minded hatred—affronted dl his senghilities, his perception of whét life ought to be.

"Will you take aglass of wine?" he asked the king of Cartada, ddliberately provoking the
Muwardis. Unworthy, perhaps, but he couldn't help this.

Almdik shrugged, nodded his head. 1bn Khairan poured for both of them and carried the glasses
over. They saluted each other, top of glass touching bottom, then bottom to top.

"It took couragefor you to do this” Ammar said. It was right that he acknowledge this.

Almalik shook his head, looking up at him from the chair. In the candidlight it could be seen how
young he still was. And slanding more closely now, ibn Khairan could see the marks of strain.

"It took only an awarenessthat if you do not return | do not know what | will do. And | understand
you very well, Ammar, in some things. What was| to do? Write you pleading letters? Y ou would not
have come. Y ou know you would not.”

"Surely the king of Cartadais surrounded by men of wisdom and experience?’



"Now you arejesting. Do not."

Quick anger flared, surprisng him. Before it could be suppressed, ibn Khairan snapped, "1t was
you who exiled me. Be so good asto remember that, ' Malik."

A raw wound: the pupil turning upon the teacher in the moment of shared ascendancy. An old story,
intruth, but he had never thought it would happen to him. First the father, and then the son.

"l do remember it," Almaik said quietly. "l made amistake, Ammar."

Wesakness or strength, it had aways been hard to tell. Thistrait might even be, at different times, a
sgn of both. The father had never, in twenty years together, admitted to an error.

"Not dl mistakes can be undone." He was dling, waiting for something to make this clearer for
him. Behind, beneath al these wordslay a decision that had to be made.

Almaik stood up. "I know that, of course. | am herein the hope that thiswas not one such. What is
it you want, Ammar? What must | say?'

Ibn Khairan looked at him amoment before answering. "What isit | want? To writein peace, |
could answer, but that would be dissembling, wouldn't it? To live my life with a measure of honor—and
be seen by the world to be doing so. That would be true enough and that, incidentally, iswhy | had to
kill your fether."

“Iknow that. | know it better than anyone." The king hesitated. "Ammar, | believe the Jaddites will
be coming south this summer. My brother iswith Yazir ibn Qarif in the desert, ftill. We have learned
they are building ships. In Abeneven. And | don't know what King Badir intends.”

"So you tried to kill the boys?'

Almdik blinked. It was an unfair thrust, but he was a clever man, very much hisfather's son. He
said, "Those two men weren't killed in atavern brawl, then? | wondered about thet.” The king shrugged.
"Am | thefird ruler in Al-Rassan to try to strengthen himsalf by dedling with sblings? Were you not my
teacher of history, Ammar?'

Ibn Khairan smiled. "Did | criticize?"

Almdik flushed suddenly. "But you stopped them. Y ou saved the boys. Zabiras sons.”

"Othersdid. | wasasmdl part of it. | am exiled here, AImalik, remember? | have signed a contract
in Ragosa, and have been honoring it."

"With my enemies!" A young man'svoice now, the control dipping, aboy'swords.
Ibn Khairan felt something twist within him like a soft blade. He knew this part of the man. Of the

king. Hesaid, "1t seemswe live in aworld where boundaries are shifting dl thetime. Thismakesit more
difficult for aman to dowhat isright.”

"Ammar, no. Your placeisin Cartada. Y ou havealways served Cartada, striven for it." He
hestated, then set down hisglassand said, "Y ou killed akhdif for my father, can you not at least come
homefor me?’

It seemed that with understanding there so often came sadness. This one was measuring himself,
dill, againgt adead man, just as he had when hisfather lived. He would probably do thisal hislife,
whether long or short. Testing. Comparing alotments of love. Demanding to be cared for as much, and
more.

It occurred to ibn Khairan, for the first time, to wonder how the young king had reacted to the
lament Ammar had written for hisfather.Where lesser beasts now gather ... Hedso redized, in that
same moment, that Zabira had been right: '‘Mdik would not have suffered the concubine who had loved
hisfather tolive.

"l don't know," he said, answering the question. "1 do not know where my placeis now."

Somewhere ingde him though, even as he spoke those words, avoice was saying: Thisisalie,
though once it might have been true. There is something new. The world can change, so can you.



The world has changed. And in hismind, amazingly, he could hear her name, asif in the sound of bells.
There was amomentary wonder that no one elsein the room seemed to notice this.

Hewent on, straining to concentrate. "May | take it that thisvisgit isintended to convey arescinding
of my exileand aninvitation to return to my position?’

He made hiswords deliberately formal, to pull them back from the raw place where the king's
question had taken them.Can you not come home for me ?

The young king opened his mouth and closed it. Therewas hurt in hiseyes. He said, siffly, "You
may tekeit assuch.”

"What position, precisey?’

Ancther hestation. Almalik had not been prepared for anegotiating sesson. That was fine. Ammar
had not been prepared for any of this.

"Chancellor of Cartada. Of course.”

Ibn Khairan nodded. "And your formally declared successor, pending marriage and legitimate
heirs?' The thought—monstrous thought! —had only cometo him in this moment.

One of the Muwardis shifted by the fireplace. 1bn Khairan turned and looked a him. The man's
eyeslocked on histhistime, black with hatred. Ammar smiled affably and drank dowly from hisglass
without looking away.

Almdik |1 of Cartada said, softly, "Isthisyour condition, Ammar? Isit wise?'

Of courseit wasn't wise. It was sheerest folly.

"l doubt it," ibn Khairan said carelesdy. "L eave that in reserve. Have you begun negotiationsfor a
mariage?’

"Some overtures have been made to us, yes." Almalik's tone was awkward.

"Y ou had best accept one of them soon. Killing children isless useful than begetting them. What
have you done about Valedo?!

Theking picked up hisglass again and drained it before answering. "1 am receiving useless advice,
Ammar. They agonize, they wring their hands. They advise doubling theparias, then ddayingit, then
refusing it! | took some measures of my own to stir up Ruenda and we have a man there, do you
remember him?"

"Centuro d/Arrosa. Y our father bought him years ago. What of him?"

"l instructed him to do whatever he had to do to cause amorta breach between Ruendaand
Valedo. You know they were dl to be meeting this spring. They may have done so by now."

Thoughtfully, ibn Khairan said, "King Ramiro doesn't need his brother's aid to menace you.”

"No, but what if heisinduced to ride against Ruenda, instead of againgt me?* Almalik's expression
wasthat of a schoolboy who thinks he has passed atest.

"What have you done?"
King Almaik smiled. "Isit my loya chancellor who asks?'

After amoment, ibn Khairan returned the smile. "Fair enough. What about Fezana itsdlf, then?
Defenses?!

"As best we can. Food storage for half ayear. Some of the walls repaired, though money isan
issue, asyou will know. The additiona soldiersin the new wing of the castle. | have dlowed the wadjjis
to gtir up anger againg the Kindath."

Ammar felt acoldness asif awind had come into the room. A woman was hearing this, out on the
ba cony.

"Why that?' he asked, very quietly.

Almalik shrugged. "My father used to do the same thing. The wadjis need to be kept happy. They



inspire the people. In asiege that will matter. And if they do push some of the Kindath out, or kill afew,
adegewill be easer to withstand. That seems obviousto me.”

Ibn Khairan said nothing. The king of Cartadalooked at him, a close, suspicious glance. "It has
been reported to me that you spent time on the Day of the M oat with aKindath physician. A woman.
Was there areason?'

It seemed that answersto the hardest questions life offered might come in unexpected ways. In the
strangest fashion, that cold, narrowed gaze came as arelief to ibn Khairan. A reminder of what had
aways kept him from truly loving the boy who had become this man, despite anumber of reasonsfor
doing so.

"Y ou had my movements traced?"

Theking of Cartadawas unfazed. "Y ou were the one who taught methat al information helped. |
wanted you back. | was searching for waysto achieveit.”

"And spying out my activities ssemed agood method of enlisting my willing aid?’

"Aid," sad the king of Cartada, "can come for many reasons and in many guises. | could have kept
thisa secret from you, Ammar. | have not. | am herein Ragosa, trusting you. Now your turn: was there
areason, Ammar?"

Ibn Khairan snorted. "Did | want to bed her, you mean? Come on, ‘Malik. | went to find that
doctor because she was the physician of someone invited to the ceremony. A man who said he wastoo
ill to come. | had no ideawho shewas until later. She was, incidentdly, Ishak ben Y onannon's daughter.
You'll know that by now. Does it mean anything to you?'

Almaik nodded. "My father's physician. | remember him. They blinded him when Zabiraslast child
was born.”

"And cut out histongue.”
The king shrugged again. "We have to keep the wadjis happy, don't we? Or if not happy, at least
not preaching againgt usin the streets. They wanted the Kindath doctor to die. My father surprised me

then, | remember.” Almalik gestured suddenly with both hands. "Ammar, | have no wegpons against you
here. | don'twant awegpon. | want you as my sword. What must | do?’

This had gone on too long, ibn Khairan redlized. It was painful, and there was greater danger the
longer it lasted. He carried no blade either, save the usua one taped to hisleft arm. However cam
Almalik seemed, he was a man who could be pushed to rashness, and the Muwardi tribesmen would
dance under the desert starsif they learned that Ammar ibn Khairan of Aljais had died.

Hesad, "Let methink on this, 'Mdik. | have acontract that ends at the beginning of autumn. Honor
may be served by then.”

"By autumn?Y ou swvear it?1 will have you—"
"l sad, let methink. Thatisal | will say."
"And what should | do in the meantime?"

Ibn Khairan's mouth quirked with amusement. He couldn't help it. He was a man who found many
thingsinlifeinexpressibly ironic. "Y ou want meto tell you how to govern Cartada? Here and now? In
thisroom, during Carniva?"

After amoment, Almalik laughed, and shook his head. ™Y ou would not believe how badly | am
served, Ammar.”

"Then find better men! They exigt. All over Al-Rassan. Put your laborsinto that.”

"Andinto what e s?'

Ibn Khairan hesitated. Old habits died very hard. ™Y ou are probably right: Fezanaisin danger.

Whether the Jaddite army in Batiara sailsthis spring or not, there is a changed mood in the north. And if
you lose Fezana, | do not think you can hold your dais. Thewadjiswill not dlow it.”



"Or the Muwardis" said AImaik, with aglance at the guardsin the room. The veiled ones remained
impassive. "l have dready done one further thing about this. Tonight, actudly, herein Ragosa. Y ou will
approve.”

Odd, odd and sometimes frightening, how alifetime'singtincts could put the soldier in one on such
ingtantaneous dert.

"Approve of what?' he asked, keeping hisvoice cam.

Later, hewould redize that he had somehow known, though, even before the king of Cartada
answered him.

"Asl told you, six others came with me. I've had them find and kill the Valedan mercenary
Belmonte. Heistoo dangerous to be permitted to go back to King Ramiro from hisown exile. It seems
he never left hisroom tonight; they know where heis, and thereis only one guard at the street door."
Almalik of Cartadasmiled. "It isauseful blow, Amman | hurt Badir and Ramiro both, very badly, by
taking this man away fromthem.”

And me, Ammar ibn Khairan was thinking then, but did not say.And me. Very badly.

They had defeated five men together, in adisplay last autumn. Rodrigo would have been done
tonight, however, and not expecting an assault. There were people costumed as Muwardis al over the
city. Six dlent killers, onefrustrated guard at the street door. He could picture how it would have been.
It would be over by now.

Even so, there were things one did, movements shaped witheut actua thought. The drive towards
action asablocking of pain. Even asthe king of Cartada finished spesking, ibn Khairan had spun back
to the door of hisroom, and was pulling it open. As he did so, in the same smooth movement, he
ducked down low, so the blade thrown at his back embedded itself instead in the dark wood of the
door.

Then he was out, running down the corridor, taking the stairs three and then four at atime, knowing
that if Almalik had told him about thisit was much too late aready, but running, running.

Evenin his haste, he remembered to do one thing before hurtling out the door and back into the
drest.

"Fool!" Jehane heard the king of Cartada shout. "What were you doing with that knife? | want him
with us, you worm!™

"Hewill not be."
The other man, the Muwardi, had a desert accent and a voice deep as an old grave. She could see
none of them. Just out of sight on the double balcony, Jehane felt agrief heavy asasmith'sanvil pulling

on her heart. She clenched her fidts, nails biting into palms. She could do nothing. She had to wait for
them to leave. She wanted to scream.

"Hewill come back," she heard the young king rasp. "Heis upset about the Vdledan, a
comrade-at-arms. | thought he might be, but ibn Khairan is not a man who makes decisions based on
such things. He would have been thefirst totell me to plan a siroke such asthis”

"Hewill not bewith you," the other man said again, blunt, quiet, sure.
Therewas a short slence.

"Kill thisman," said Almdik 11 of Cartadacamly. "Thisisacommand. Y ou were under orders not
to harm ibn Khairan. These orders were violated with that blade. Execute him. Now."

Jehane caught her bresth. Then, more quickly than she could have imagined, she heard agrunting
sound. Someonefell.

"Good," she heard the king of Cartada say, after amoment. "At least some of you areloyal. Leave
his body. | want Ammar to know | had him killed." Jehane heard footsteps. The king's voice came from



farther away. "Come. It istimeto leave Ragosa. | have donewhat | could. We can do nothing but wait
on Ammar now."

"You can kill him," the second Muwardi said in asoft, uninflected tone. "If he refuses you, why
should he be permitted to live?'

The king of Cartada made no reply.
A moment later, Jehane heard them going out, and then down the sairs.

She waited until she heard the front door open and close again, and then she raced to follow—
through the second bedroom, and out into the corridor. She spared one quick glance into Ammar's
chamber. Therewas aman lying on thefloor.

The doctor in her compdlled a pause; for too many yearsthis had been an ingtinct. Sherushed in,
knelt beside him, felt for a heartbeat. He was, of course, dead. No blade remained, but the wound was
in histhroat. The Muwardis knew how to kill.

Rodrigo would have been at his desk. Writing aletter home. Expecting carousing friends, if any
knock had come.

Jehane scrambled to her feet and sped down the stairsinto the entranceway. She looked for her
mask on the small table. It was not there. She froze.

Then she understood. Ammar had taken it: that the Cartadans not see an owl mask and surmise the
presence of awoman here. For al she knew, King Almaik might even have understood the symbal of
the owl as physician: he had been Ammar's pupil, hadn't he?

Which wasapart of the grief that now lay like a stone at the center of aspinning night. She pushed
open the door and ran out, unmasked now, into the roiling street. She began forcing her way through the
crowd towards the barracks. Someone groped for her, playfully. Jehane twisted avay and kept moving.
It was difficult, people were everywhere, amid torches and smoke. It took her along time to get through.

Afterwards, sheredlized that it was the slence that had warned her.

When she came back into the square before the barracks, she saw that the huge crowd had grown
unnaturally still and had forced itself back towards the perimeter of the square, away from a place where
someone lay on the ground.

By the torches and the one moon, she sasw Ammar standing there, unmasked, ashen-faced, with a
number of other men she knew extremely well. She pushed her way through the murmuring onlookers
and knelt besi de the wounded man on the cobblestones. It only took one glance. It wastoo late for a
doctor's art here. Heartsick, too shocked to speak, she began, helplesdy, to weep.

"Jehane," whispered the dying man. His eyes had opened and were locked on hers. "Jehane ... | ...
sovey.."

She put her fingers gently to hislips. Then laid her hand againgt his cheek. There wasaMuwardi
knife embedded in his chest, and a hideous, pouring sword wound deep in his collarbone, and that was
what was going to kill him.

A moment later, it did. She watched him reach for alast, inadequate breath and then close his eyes,
asif inweariness. Thiswas one of the ways men died. She had seen it o many times. Her fingers were
gtill againgt his cheek when he went away from dl of them, to whatever lay in wait beyond the dark.

"My dear," she said, brokenly. "Oh, my dear."

Wasit dwayslike this? That one thought of al the things one so much wanted to say, endlesdy too
late?

Above her the circle of soldiers parted. Someone passed between them and sank to hiskneeson
the other side of the body, heedless of the dark blood soaking the cobblestones. He was breathing
quickly, asif held been running. Jehane didn't look up, but then she saw him reach forward and take the
dead man by the hand.



"May there be light waiting for you," she heard him say, very softly. "More and gentler light than any
of uscan dream or imagHe"

She did look up then, through her tears.

"Oh, Jehane," said Rodrigo Belmonte. "1 am so sorry. This should never have happened. He saved
my life"

At some point, with dl the unmixed wine he had drunk, and the heady smell of incense burningin
the room, and the many-col ered candles everywhere, and the useful pillows on bed and woven carpet,
and the extraordinary ways it seemed that a dender golden leash could be used, Alvar lost track of time
and place.

He moved with this unknown woman, and upon her, and at times beneath her urgency. They had
removed their masks when they entered the house. It didn't matter: she was still a hunting cat tonight,
whatever she was by daylight in the customary round of the year. He had raking scratches down his
body, asif to proveit. With some dismay he redized that she did, too. He couldn't remember doing that.
Then, alittle later, he realized he was doing it again. They were standing, coupled, bending forward
againg the bed then.

"l don't even know your name," he gasped, later, on the carpet before thefire.
"And why should that matter tonight, in any possbleway?" she had replied.

Her fingers were long, the painted nails sharp. She was wondroudy skilled with her hands, among
other things. She had green eyes and awide mouth. He gathered, through various signs, that he was
giving pleasure aswdl astaking it.

Some time afterwards she chose to blow out dl the candles and leash him in aparticularly intimate
fashion. They went out together, naked, with the marks of their lovemaking on both of them, to stand on
the dark bal cony one level above the teeming square.

She leaned againgt the wai st-high balustrade and guided him into her from behind. Alvar was dmost
convinced by then that something had been put into hiswine. He ought to have been exhausted by this
point.

The night breeze was cool. His skin felt feverish, unnaturally sensitive. He could see past her, look
down upon the crowd. Music and cries and laughter came up from below and it was asif they were
hovering here, their movements dmost apart of the dancing, weaving throng in the street. He had never
imagined that lovemaking in such an exposed fashion could be so exhilarating. It was, though. He would
bealiar to deny it. He might want to deny many things tomorrow, Alvar thought suddenly, but hewas
not capable of doing so just now.

"Only think," she whispered, tilting her head far back to whisper to him. "If any of them wereto
look up ... what they would see.”

Heféelt her tug alittle on theleash. He had put it about her, earlier. It was on him again. Very much
s0. His hands, which had been gripping the baustrade beside her, came up and encircled her small
breasts. A man was playing afive-stringed lute directly below them. A ring of dancing figures surrounded
him. In the center of the ring a peacock was dancing. The peacock was Husari ibn Musa.

"What do you think?" Alvar heard, tongue at his ear again, the long neck arched backwards. So
much like acat. " Shdl we bring atorch out here and carry on?"

He thought of Husari looking up, and winced. But he didn't think he was going to be able to deny
this woman anything tonight. And he knew, without yet having tested the limits of it, that she would
refuse him nothing he might ask of her between now and dawn. He didn't know which thought excited or
frigntened him more. What he did know, findly understanding, was that this was the dark, dangerous
truth at the heart of the Carniva. For thisone night, dl the rules of the circling year were changed.

He drew along breath before answering her. He looked up from the crowd below them to the night



sky: only the one moon, blue among the gars.
Still within her, moving steadily in their merging rhythms, Alvar looked down again, away from the
digant lightsin the sky to the nearer oneslit by mortal men and women to chase away the dark.

Across the square, between torches set into thewall of the barracks, he saw Rodrigo Belmonte
fdling.

He had indeed been sitting at the writing desk, parchment before him, ink and quills, aglass of dark
wine at one elbow, trying to think of what more there was to say—of tidings, counsals, apprehensons,
need.

He was not the sort of man who could write to hiswife about how much helonged to have her in
this room with him. How he would unbind her hair, strand by strand, and dip his arms about her and
draw her near, after so long. Allow hishandsto travel, and then, his own clothing gone, how they might

He could not write these things. He could think them, however, akind of punishment. He could sit
adonea night in ahigh room and listen to the sounds of revery drifting up through the open window and
he could picture Mirandain hismind, and imagine her here now, and fed weak with hisdesire.

He had made a promise years before, and had renewed it over and again—to her, but moreto
himsdlf. He was not the kind of man who broke promises. He defined himsdlf, in large part, by that. A
man found his honor, Rodrigo Belmonte thought—and his salf-respect, and certainly pride—on many
different kinds of battlefields. He was on one, or hovering above one, tonight in Ragosa. He didn't write
that to Miranda, ether.

He picked up aquill again and dipped it into the black ink and prepared to resume: something for
the boys, he thought, to take his mind from these unsettling channels.

The boys. Love there, too, sword-sharp; fear and pride aswell. AImaost men now. Too soon.
Riding with him? Would that be best? He thought of the old outlaw Tarif ibn Hassan, in that echoing
valey. A cunning, ferocious giant of aman. He had thought about him often since that day in the Emin
haNazar. Two sons there, aswell. Kept beside him. Both of them fine men, capable and decent, though
the one had lost hisleg now, which was amisfortune. Alive though, thanksto Jehane. No longer young,
either of them. And neither, it could be seen, would ever bresk free of the father'swide shadeinto his
own defining sunlight, to cast his own shadow. Not even after Tarif died. It could be seen.

Would he do that to Fernan and Diego?

He became aware that he had been holding the pen for along time over the smooth pale
parchment. Writing nothing. Chasing thoughts. Theink had dried. Helaid the quill down again.

There came aknocking at his door.

L ater, tracking events backwards, he would redlize what had put him—uvery dightly—on the dert.

He had not heard footsteps. Any of his own company come calling—as many of them had
promised, or threatened, to do—would have warned him by their noisy progression up the stairsand
aong the corridor. The Muwardis were too schooled to silence. The stillness of the desert, at night under
dars.

Even so, it was only apartid warning, because hehad been expecting some of the men to come up
tonight, with more wine, and stories from the streets. Hed even been wondering, feding alittle sorry for
himself, what was taking them so long.

So he called out an easy greeting, and pushed his chair back, risng to let themiin.
And the door burst open.
He had no wegpon to hand: his sword and the rancher's whip lay across the room, by the bed



where he aways | eft them. Moving by sheerest ingtinct, triggered by that half-doubt at the back of his
mind, he twisted desperately away from the first flung dagger. Hefdt it graze hisarm. Inthe same
wrenching motion he seized and hurled the candle from the desk into the face of thefirst man into the
room.

There were two more behind that one, he had time to see. The sword was hopeless; he would
never get toiit.

He heard acry of pain, but he had already turned. Hurtling straight over the desk, expecting aknife
in his back any moment, Rodrigo Belmonte went out the open window.

The third-floor window. Much too far above the ground for aman to survive afall to the street.
He had no intention of faling.

Lain had taught him atrick years and years ago. Whenever he spent anight in aroom well above
the ground, whether in castle or palace or barracks hdl, Rodrigo would hammer a spikeinto the wall
outside hiswindow and tie alength of ropeto that spike. A way out. He dways wanted away out. It
had saved hislife twice. Once herein Al-Rassan, with Raimundo in the time of exile, once on the Jdonan
campagn.

He gripped the window |edge as he went through, and used that grip to turn his body to where he
knew the rope to be. Helet go of the ledge and reached for it.

The rope wasn't there.

Rodrigo fell, knees scrgping dong the wal. Even as he plummeted, fighting ablind panic, he redized
that they must have scouted the location of hisroom earlier, while he was out, dining with the company.
Someone with extremely good eyesight, and equally good with a bow, had shot and severed the coiled
rope.

Figuring this out did nothing whatsoever to bresk hisfall.

Something ese did: the fact that Lain Nunez—uwith the privileges of age and rank—had taken the
corner room directly below him, and had done the same thing outside his own chamber.

They hadn't bothered to shoot the lower rope. Hurtling down between moon and torches, Rodrigo
reached out as he saw Lain'swindow rush up towards him and he clutched for—and found—the rope
tied to aspike outsideiit.

It tore through his hands, shredding his palms. But it held, and he held on at the bottom, though his
shoulders were dmost pulled from their sockets. He ended up swinging back and forth between two
torches on the barracks wall, one flight above the crowded square. No one seemed even to have
noticed.

Or, no one not actudly watching for him from below.

Rodrigo took aknifein the left arm, flung up from the street. No chance to quietly maneuver into a
first-floor room. Helet go, jerking the Muwardi dagger out as hefell. He landed hard, rolling immediately
—and so went under the sword sweeping at him.

He rolled again on the cobblestones and then was up and spinning. A veiled Muwardi appeared
before him, sword up. Rodrigo feinted left and then cut back the other way. The descending blade
missed him, striking sparks on the stones. Rodrigo pivoted, swinging hisknife at the back of the
Muwardi's head. It sank into his neck. The man grunted and toppled over. Rodrigo grappled for the
sword.

He ought to have died in that moment.

For dl his celebrated prowess, his valor and experience, he ought to have died and left the world of
men to meet hisgod behind the sun.

He was armed with only aknife, wounded adready, and witheut armor. The assassinsin the square
had been hand-picked from among the desert warriorsin Cartadafor the task of killing him.



Hewould have died in Ragosathat night, had someonein that square not looked up to seehim
fdling dong thewadl, and known him, and reacted to the Sght of an upward-flung dagger in the night.

The third Muwardi, rushing up as Belmonte reached for that life-preserving sword, had his wegpon
out and dashing to kill.

His blade was intercepted and deflected by awooden stave. The Muwardi swore, righted himsalf
and received ahard blow on the shin from the staff. He whedled, ignoring pain asawarrior had to and,
raising the sword high, towards the holy stars, brought it sweeping downwards against the accursed
interloper.

The man before him, dert and balanced, moved to parry this. The stave came up, crosswise, in
precisdly theright fashion. It waslight wood, though, only part of aCarniva costume, and the
descending Muwardi sword was real as death. The blade sheared through the st&ff asif it wasn't there
and bit deep into the intruder's collarbone in the same moment that another dagger, flung by the third of
the ns, sank into the man's breast.

The nearer Muwardi grunted with satisfaction, ripped his sword roughly free, and died.

Rodrigo Belmonte, with that moment's respite granted—one of those moments that defined, with
precision, the narrow space between living and lying dead on stone—had aMuwardi blade in his hand
and ablack ragein his heart.

He drove the sword straight into the chest of the Muwardi, tore it out, and turned to confront the
third man. Who did not run, or visibly quail, though there was reason now to do both. They were brave
men, however. Whatever else there wasto say about them, the warriors of the sands were as
courageous in battle as any men who walked the earth. They had been promised Paradiseif they died
with awegpon in hand.

The two swords met with agrinding and then a quick, clattering sound. A woman suddenly
screamed, and then aman did the same. The crowd around them began frantically spilling away from this
abrupt, lethd violence,

It didn't last long. The Muwardi had been chosen for his kill in causing other mento die, but he
was facing Rodrigo Belmonte of Valedo on even termsin acleared space, and Belmonte had not been
bested in single combat since he crossed out of boyhood.

Another clanging of meta, as Belmonte drove hard for the other man's knees. The Muwardi
parried, retreated. Rodrigo feinted on the backhand, high, moving forward with along stride. Then he
dropped swiftly, unexpectedly, to one knee and dashed his sword into the Muwardi's thigh. The man
cried out, staggered Sideways, and died asthe sword bit a second time, cleanly in histhroat.

Rodrigo turned, without pausing. He saw what he had expected to see: three more of them—the
oneswho had burgt into his room—racing out the door of the barracks, fanning apart. He knew that
whichever of his men had drawn the short straw for thiswatch was dead in that doorway. He didn't
know who it had been.

The desths of his men enraged him beyond any words.

He went forward to meet these three done, to dake rage with retribution, grief with hard and
deadly movement. Hedid know who had died, behind him in the square, saving hislife. Rage, agreat
grief. Hemoved to face the assassins.

Others were there before him.

An entirely naked man, with something trailing dong the ground from hiswast, had seized the
sword of one of the fallen Muwardis. He was dready engaging thefirst of the new ones. From the other
sde, the spectacle of a peacock wielding a shepherd's crook presented itself. Even as Rodrigo ran
forward he saw the peacock bring that crook down from behind upon the head of one of the Muwardis.
The desert warrior crumpled like a child's soft toy. The peacock scarcely hesitated: he brought the staff
savagely down again on the fallen man's skull.



The naked man—and now Rodrigo redized it was Alvar de Pdllino, and that the trailing object was
not, in fact, tied to hiswa s—faced his Muwardi, crashing straight into him, screaming at thetop of his
voice as he drove the man back. He began deal ing and receiving swordstrokes, heedless of his naked
vulnerability. Rodrigo, sprinting past them towards the last man, gave Alvar'sfoe aquick dash to the
back of the calf. Thiswas battle, not courtly display. The man made a high-pitched sound, fell, and Alvar
killed him with astroke.

The last man was Rodrigo's.

Agan hewas brave, no hint of surrender or flight. Again he was skilled with hissword, defiant in his
aggression, seeing the man he had come here to kill stlanding alone before him. None of these things
extended histenure on life under the blue moon or the torches or the stars he worshipped. Belmonte was
enraged, and hisfury was aways cold and controlling in battle. The sixth Muwardi fell to aheavy,
driving, backhand stroke to his collarbone—very much, in fact, like the blow that had killed the man with
the staff.

It was over. As so many such battles had ended through the years—seemingly as swiftly asit had
begun. He had an extreme facility for combat such asthis. It defined him, this skill, in the eyes of the
world in which helived. In which he dill lived, though he should have died tonight.

Rodrigo turned, breathing rapidly, and looked towards Alvar and the peacock, who turned out,
improbably, to be Husari. 1bn Musa had torn off his mask and stood, white-faced, over the body of the
man held just clubbed to degth. Firgt killing. A new thing for him.

Alvar, in the stillness after combat, seemed to become aware of his condition—and his soleitem of
golden adornment. In any other circumstance at dl Rodrigo would have laughed in delight.

Therewas no laughter in him. In any of them. A number of the other men of the company were
hurrying up. One of them, without comment, threw Alvar hisown cloak. Alvar wrapped himsdf init and
untied theleash.

"Youaedl rignt?'

It was Martin, speaking to Rodrigo, eyeing him closdly.

Belmonte nodded. "Nothing to spesak of "

He said no more, walking past them al, six dead Muwardis and the men of his company and the
milling, frightened peoplein the square.

He came to where Lain Nunez crouched beside the smdl figure that lay breathing shalowly on the
gtones, hislife seeping away from the degp wound in histhroat. Lain had folded his cloak asapillow for
the falen man. Ludus had seized atorch and was holding it above them. Someone e se brought up
another light.

Rodrigo took one glance, and then had to close his eyes for amoment. He had seen this many
times; it ought to have become easier by now. It never had. Not with people you knew. He knelt on the
blood-soaked stones and gently dipped off the token eye-mask the little man had worn as aconcession
to therites of Ragosa's Carnival.

"Vdaz," hesad.

And found he couldn't say anything more. Thiswas not—it was so profoundly not—the proper
ending for such aman asthis. He ought not to be dying here, with aknifein his chest and this hideous,
pouring wound. Thewrongness of it was gppalling.

"They ... dead?" The dying man's eyes were open; fierce, clear, fighting pain.

"All of them. Y ou saved my life. What words can | say to you?'

Velaz swallowed, tried to spesk again, then had to wait as a hard high wave of pain crashed over
him.

"Care... her," hewhispered. "Please?’



Rodrigo felt sorrow threaten to overwhelm him. This oldest, endless sorrow of mankind, and new
every sngletime. Of course thiswould be what Veaz of Fezana needed to ask before he died. How did
the world in which they lived cause such things as this to happen? Why hadn't Lain, or Ludus, Martin ...
any of adozen soldiers ... been nearest when Rodrigo fell to the ground among enemies? Any one of so
many men who would have been bitterly mourned, but whose desth in this fashion could have been seen
as something embedded—a known and courted risk—in thelife they had chosen?

"Wewill take care of her," he said quietly. "On my oath. She will be cherished, asyou cherished
her."

Velaz nodded his head, satisfied. Even that small movement caused a pumping of blood in his
terrible wound.

He closed hiseyes again. Therewas no color in hisface a dl. He said, eyes till closed, "Can ...
find?'
And this, too, Rodrigo understood. "I will. I'll find her for you."

He rose then, and strode away, blood soaking his clothes, moving swiftly, purposefully, to try to do
athing that was, in fact, beyond him or any man that night: to find asingle, masked woman inthe
careening dark of Carnival.

Which iswhy hewas not in the square, but hammering at the door of her house and then doubling
back through the streets, shouting her name at the top of hisvoicein aworld of noise and laughter, when
firss Ammar and then Jehane hersdf came running up, fearing to find Rodrigo dead, only to discover it
was Vdaz lying on the stones under torches held by silent soldiers.

Jehane had never redlized how much affection had been won from acompany of Valedan soldiers
by thelittle man who had served her father and then hersdf al these years. It ought not, perhaps, to have
been such asurprise. Military men recognized competence and inner strength and loydty, and VVelaz had
embodied these things.

Alvar, in particular, was taking this death very badly, dmaost blaming himsdf for it. It gppeared that
he had been the second man to arrive when Rodrigo was attacked. Jehane didn't know where he'd
come from, but she gathered he'd been with awoman not far away.

Her thinking wasn't redly very clear. The night was nearly done. The thin crescent of the white
moon was overhead now, but there aready appeared to be ahint of grey through the open windows
facing east. They werein the barracks, the dining room on the ground floor. The streets seemed quieter
now, but that may have been an illusion, behind these walls. Jehane wanted to tell Alvar there was
nothing ingppropriate about having been with awoman at Carnival, but she couldn't seem to be able to
manage any words yet.

Someone—Husari, she thought—had brought her a cup of something warm. She gripped it in both
hands, shivering. Someone else had draped a cloak over her. Another cloak lay over Velaz, on one of
the tables not far away. A third covered the soldier who had died in the doorway when the Muwardis
burst in. The door had been unlocked. 1t seemed he had been watching the dancing in the square.

She had been crying, off and on, for along time. She felt numb, hollow, light-headed. Very cold,
even benegth the cloak. In her mind shetried to begin aletter to her mother and father ... and then
stopped. The process of forming those necessary words threatened to make her weep again.

He had been apart of theworld al her life; if not at the very center, then never far away. He had
not ever, as best she knew, done aviolent or ahurtful thing to any man or woman until tonight when he
had attacked aMuwardi warrior and saved Rodrigo'slife.

That made her remember, much too late, something else. She looked over and saw that Rodrigo's
wounds were being cleaned and dressed by Lain Nunez.l ought to be doing that, a part of her said
inwardly, but she couldn't have. She could not have doneit tonight.



Sheredized that Ammar had come up and was crouched on his hedsbeside her. She aso redlized,
belatedly, that it was his cloak she waswearing. He looked at her searchingly, then took her hand, not
speaking. How to comprehend that this same night they had kissed? And he had said certain things that
opened up new horizonsin the world.

Then the king of Cartada.
Then Vdaz on the cobblestones.

She had not told anyone about Almalik. A man sheloved was here—she could use that word now
in her mind, admit it to hersdf—and that part of this night's dark spinning was histo tell, or to preservein
Slence.

She had heard enough from the bal cony to understand alittle of what lay between Ammar and the
young, frightened king of Cartada. The king who had nonethel ess been cal culating enough to send killers
from the desert after Rodrigo Belmonte. He had aso ordered the execution of the warrior who'd thrown
ablade at Ammar. There was something complex and hurtful here.

She could not seek her vengeance for Ve az by setting these men on the track of the Cartadan king.
It was Rodrigo he had tried to kill, and mercenary soldiers, passing back and forth across thetagra
lands and the boundaries of Jad and Ashar, lived lives that made thet likely, even probable.

Velaz had not. Velaz ben 1shak—he had taken her father's name when he adopted the Kindath faith
—had lived alife that ought to have ended in akind and cared-for old age. Not on atablein abarracks
hal with that sword wound in his neck.

It occurred to Jehane then—in the dreamy way thoughts were coming—that she, too, had decisions
to makein the daysthat lay ahead. The divided loyaties were not only Ammar's or Rodrigo's. Shewas
physician to aband of Valledan mercenaries and to the court of Ragosa. She was aso acitizen of
Fezana, in Cartadan lands. Her home was there and her family. It was her own king, in fact, who was
riding away from these walls tonight, with one companion only on adangerous journey home. The man
he had ordered killed was a Valedan, a Jaddite enemy, the Scourge of Al-Rassan.

A man who might, through hisvaor and his company's, achieve the conquest of her own city if he
wereto rgoin King Ramiro and the assault upon Fezana became aredity. The Jaddites of Esperanahad
burned the Kindath, or endaved them. The idand tomb of Queen Vascaremained a place of holiest pil -
grimage.

Ammar was holding her hand. Husari came back. His eyeswere red-rimmed. Shelifted her free
hand and he took it in his. Good men dl around her in thisroom; decent, caring men. But the most
decent, the most caring, the one who had loved her from the day she was born, was dead on atable
under asoldier's cloak.

Somewhere within her grieving soul Jehane experienced atremor then, an apprehension of painto
come. Theworld of Esperana, of Al-Rassan, seemed to her to be rushing headlong towards something
vast and terrible, and the deaths of Velaz and of Rodrigo's man at the barracks door, and even of seven
desert warriorstonight—all these were merely prelude to much worse to come.

Shelooked around the large room and by the light of the torches saw men she liked and admired,
and some she loved, and she wondered—in the strange, hollowed-out mood she had passed into—how
many of them would live to see the next Ragosa Carnival.

Or if there would be another one ayear from now.

Rodrigo came over, shirtless, anedt, efficient bandage covering his most serious wound. His upper
body and arms were hard and muscled, laced with scars. One more now, when this healed. She would
have alook &t it later in the day. Work was sometimes the only barrier there was between life and the
emptiness beyond.

His expression was strange. She hadn't seen him look thisway since ... since the night shed met him
and they had watched a hamlet burn north of Fezana. There was that same anger now, and akind of



hurt that didn't sort easily with his profession. Or perhaps that wasn't true: perhaps Rodrigo was good at
what he did because he knew the price exacted by the deeds of soldiers at war?

Odd, how her mind was drifting. Questions for which there were no answers. Much like death. The
emptiness. The phys eian'simplacable adversary. A sword wound deep into the collarbone. There was
no answer for that.

She said, clearing her throat, "Did he cleanit ... before he put the dressing on?"
Bemonte nodded. "With awhole flask of wine. Didn't you hear me?”

She shook her head. "It looks like a proper dressing.”

"Lan'sbeen doing thisfor years."

"I know."

Therewasalittle slence. He kndlt in front of her, beside Ammar. "Hislast wordsto me were to ask
that we take care of you. Jehane, | swore that we would."

She it her lip. Said, "I thought I'd been hired to take care of all of you."

"It goes both ways, my dear." That was Husari. Ammar said nothing, only watched. Hisringers
were cool, holding hers.

Rodrigo looked at him, registering the linked hands, and said, "Muwardi assassins suggests
Cartada." He stood up.

"l would think so," Ammar said. "In fact, | know it was. There was an emissary who found me, as
well. A different kind of misson.”

Rodrigo nodded dowly. "He wants you back?'

"He does™

"We assumed that, didn't we?"

"| think Almalik wanted to make certain | knew it."

"What wasthe offer?'

"All the things one might expect." The tonewas cool.

Rodrigo registered that, too. "My gpologies. | ought not to have asked."

"Perhaps. But you did. Ask the next question?' Ammar released her hand. He roseto hisfest.

The two men gazed at each other, grey eyes and blue. Rodrigo nodded his head, asif accepting a
chdlenge. "Very wdl. What did you tdl them?”

"That | didn't know my answer, whether | would return or not."

"l see. Wasthat true?!

"Atthetime"

A dlence. "Not solong ago, if it wastonight."

"It was. Some things have intervened.”

"l see. And what would you answer if the same question were asked of you now?"

A amdl, deiberate hesitation. "That | am well content with the company inwhich | find mysdif.”
There was a nuance there, Jehane redlized. A moment later she saw that Rodrigo had also caught it.

He gestured around the room. "We are that company?*

Ibn Khairan inclined hishead. "A part of it." Thetwo men were of aheight; the Valedan was
broader across the shoulders and chest.

III %II

"And you?' Ammar asked, and now Jehane understood why he had permitted—even invited—the
questions. "Where will the men of Rodrigo Belmonte be serving this summer?"

"We ride againgt Cartada soon. With the army of Ragosa.”



"And if King Ramiro should also beriding? Against Fezanas wals? What then, O Scourge of
Al-Rassan? Will welose you? Will we liveto fear the sght of your banner again?'

Some of the company had come over and were listening. It was quiet in the room and there was,
indeed, light coming in from the east. Sunrise soon.

Rodrigo was sllent along while. Then, "I, too, am well content with where | find mysdf.”

"But?

The anger in Bemonte's eyeswas gone. The other thing was dlill there. "But if the armies of
Esperana come through the tagralands, | think | must go to them.”

Jehane let out her breath. She hadn't been aware that she'd been holdingit.
"Of courseyou mugt,” Ammar said. "Y ou havelived your lifefor this"
Rodrigo looked away for the first time and then back. "What do you want meto say?"

Ammar'stone was suddenly hard, merciless, "Oh, well ... how about,'Die, Asharite dogs! Kindath
snmine!" Something of that sort?!

There was a sound from the soldiers. Rodrigo winced and shook his head. "Not from me, Ammar.
Not from those who ride with me."

"And from thosewho will ride dl around you?"

Rodrigo shook hishead again, dmost doggedly. "Again, what can | say to you? They will be much
asthe Muwardis are, | suppose. Driven by hatred and holiness." He made a curious gesture, both hands
opening and then closing again. "Y ou tell me. What shall good men do in such awar, Ammar?"

Ammar's answer came, as Jehane had feared and known it would: "Kill each other, until something
endsintheworld."

Alvar and Husari took her home as the sun was rising over the strewn and empty streets. They dl
needed deep very badly. Alvar took hisold room on the ground level, the one held used when she and
he and Velaz had first come through the passto Ragosa.

Husari took Velaz's bed beside the chamber where Jehane saw her patients.

She bade them good night, though the night was done. She went up the tairsto her room. She
opened the window and stood there watching the eastern sky grow brighter beyond the roofs of houses.

It was going to be a beautiful morning. The dawn wind brought the scent of dmond treesfrom the
garden acrossthe way. It was quiet now. The streets were empty. Velaz would not see this morning
come.

Shetried, again, to think how she could tell thisto her mother and father, and again backed avay
from that. She thought of something else: it would be necessary to arrange for burid, aKindath service,
Avren would help. Perhaps she would ask him to do this? Find someone to chant the ancient words of
theliturgy:

One sun for the god.

Two moons for his beloved sisters.

Uncountable stars to shine in the night.

Oh, man and woman, born to a dark path,

only look up and the lights shall guide you home.

She cried again, the tears spilling down her cheeks, fdling on the windowslll.

After atime she wiped her face with the backs of her hands and lay down on the bed, not bothering
to undress, though there was blood on her clothing. The tears had stopped. An emptiness, pushing
outwards from her heart, took their place. Shelay there but could not deep.

A littlelater she heard the sound from outside. She had been waiting for that sound.



Ammar swung up and onto the window ledge. He stayed there, motionless, regarding her along
while

"Will you forgiveme?' he asked findly. "I needed to come.”

"1 would not have forgiven you, ever, had you not,” she said. "Hold me."

He jumped down to the floor and crossed the room. He lay on the bed beside her and shelaid her
head on his chest. She could fedl his heartbeat. She closed her eyes. His hand came up and touched her
hair.

"Oh, my love," hesad softly. "Jehane

She began, again, to cry.

This passed as well, though not soon. When she had been quiet for atime he spoke again. "We can
lielikethis aslong asyoulike. Itisdl right.”

But there was an emptinessin her, and it needed not to be empty any more.

"No we can't,” she said, and lifted her head and kissed him. Salt. Her own tears. She brought her
hands up and laced them in hishair and kissed him again.

Much later, with both of them unclothed, she lay wrapped in hisarms under the bedcovers and fell
into desperately needed deep.

He did not. He was much too aware of what was to come—Iater this same day. He had to leave
Ragosa, before nightfal. He would urge that she remain here. She would refuse. He even knew who
would ing st upon coming with them. There was adarkness|ooming in the west, like ahigh-piled
thundercloud. Above Fezana. Where they had met.

Helay awake, holding her in hisarms, and became aware of agreat irony—observing how the
newly risen sun poured in through the eastern window and fell upon them both, asif someene or
something wished to cloak them in ablessng made entirely of light.

Part V—Even the Sun Goes Down
Fifteen

The governor of Fezanawas awatchful and a cautious man. If he occasionaly remembered that the
lamented King Almdlik I, the Lion of Cartada, had begun his own ascent to glory from the posi tion of
governing that city for the khdifs of Silvenes, he more often reminded himsdlf of his extreme good
fortune in having been the only important city governor to survive thetrangtion from father tosonin
Cartada.

When unsettled by dreams of loftier position he had learned to dlow himsdf an evening of
distraction: aquantity of Jaddite wine, dancers, encounters—watching or participating—involving daves
of both sexesin varying combinations. He had discovered that the release afforded by such activities
served to quell the disturbances of inappropriate dreamsfor atime.

In truth, it wasn't merdly good fortune that had ensured his continuance in Fezana. During the last
years of thereign of the elder AImdik, the governor had taken pains, quietly, to establish cordia
relations with the son. Though the tension between the king and the prince was evident, the governor of
Fezana nonethetess judged that the young man was likely to survive and succeed hisfather. His
reasoning was Smplein the extreme: the dternatives were untenable, and the prince had Ammar ibn
Khairan for hisguardian.

The governor of Fezanahad been bornin Aljais.

He had known ibn Khairan from the poet's boyhood in that city. Concerning anumber of the tales
emerging from that reckless, not-too-distant time he had afirst-hand awareness. It was hisown
considered judgment that any prince being counsdlled by the man that boy had become was someone a



prudent administrator would do well to cultivate.

He had been proved right, of course, though greetly unnerved when the young king had promptly
sent ibn Khairan into exile. When he learned that the exiled courtier wasin Ragosa he conveyed, by
indirect means, his good wishesto him there. At the same time, he continued to serve the younger
Almaik with the diligence he had gpplied to the father'sinterests. One remained in office—and wesdlthy,
and dive—by such competence as much as by luck or scenting shiftsin thewind. He stole very little,
and with discretion.

He was a so careful not to make assumptions. So when the unexpected, indeed startling, parias
demand from Ruenda arrived by roya herdd early in the spring, the governor sent it on to Cartada
without commen.

He might form conjectures as to how this demand had emerged, and even admire the subtl ety that
had produced it, but it was not his place, unlessinvited by hisking, to offer opinions about any of this.

His tasks were more pragmatic. Hefortified and rebuilt Fezana's walls and defenses as best he
could, given adispirited populace. Having spent years dealing with adangeroudy rebe Hous city, the
governor judged he could cope with enervated depression for atime. The additional Muwardisin the
new wing of the castle were not especidly good at wall-building—desert warriors could hardly be
expected to be—but they were being well paid and he had no compunctions about putting them to work.

He was aware of the religious broadsides being posted about the city that winter, as he was avare
of most thingsin hiscity. He judged that the wadjis of Cartadawere being allowed some leeway by the
new king as a conciliatory gesture, and that this was spreading to the other cities of the kingdom. He had
the prostitutes harassed alittle more than usud. A few Jaddite taverns were closed. The governor quietly
augmented his own stock of wine from the confiscations that accompanied this. Such actionswere
normal, though the times were not.

The Kindath were recaiving rather more vituperation than was customary. Thisdidn't particularly
distress him. He didn't like the Kindath. They seemed dwaysto have an air—even the women—of
knowing things he didn't. Secrets of the world. The future mapped in their wandering moons. Thismade
him nervous. If the wadjis chose to preach against the Wanderers more ferocioudy than in the recent
pas, it was apparently with the king's gpproval or acceptance and the governor was certainly not about
to intervene.

He had graver concernsthat year.

Fezanawasn' fortifying itswalls or adding Muwardisto the garrison smply to keep soldiers busy.
Therewas amood in the north this season that augured ill for the future, whether mapped in the Kindath
moons or not.

Even so, the governor, being deeply cautious by nature, couldn't quite believe that Ramiro of
Valledo would be foolish enough to come and make war here, laying asiege so far from hisown lands.
Valledo was being paidparias from Fezanatwice ayear. Why would any rational man risk lifeand his
kingdom's stability to conquer acity that was dready filling his cofferswith gold? Among other things, a
Vadledan army coming down through thetagra lands meant extreme vulnerability back home—to Jdona
or Ruenda.

On the other hand, the governor had heard along with everyene e setidings of that Jaddite army
assembling in Batiara, dueto sail east this spring for Ammuz and Soriyya.

That sort of thing could set avery bad example, the governor of Fezanathought.

Spring came. The Tavares rose and subsided without undue flooding. In the temples Ashar and the
holy stars of the god wereritually thanked for that. Fields made rich by the river weretilled and sown.
Howers bloomed in the gardens of Fezana and outside the walls. There were melons and cherriesin the
market and on histable. The governor wasfond of melon.

Word came down through the tagralands of a gathering of the three Jaddite kingsin Carcasa.



Thiswas not agood thing, by any measure. He relayed the information to Cartada. Almost
immediately afterwards, further tidings came that the gathering had ended in violence, after an attempt on
thelife of either the king or queen or perhaps the constable of Valledo.

Information from the north was seldom clear, sometimesit was dmost useless. Thiswasno
exception. The governor didn't know who, if anyone, had been injured or killed, or who was behind it.
He passed thisword dong aswell, however, for what it was worth.

He received swift messages back from Cartada: continue work on the walls, store up food and
drink. Keep the wadjis happy and the Muwardis in good order. Post watchmen near the tagralands. Be
endlesdy vigilant, in the name of Ashar and the kingdom.

None of thiswas reassuring. He did al of these things competently in an increasingly nervouscity.
The governor discovered that he wasn't enjoying his melon in the morning as much as he was wont to
do. His stomach seemed to be vexing him.

Then the child died in the tannery.

And that very day came word that the VValledan army had been seen. South of thetagralands, in
Al-Rassan, bannersflying.

Anamy. A very large army, coming swiftly. For thefirst timein hundreds of years the Horsemen of
Jad wereriding towards his city. It wasfally, the governor thought agitatedly. Sheerest folly! What was
King Ramiro doing?

And what could a prudent, diligent civil servant do when the kings of the world went mad?

Or when his own people did, that same day?

Sometimes eventsin far-distant places spesk with asingle voice of a changed mood, aturning of
the world towards darkness or light. It was remembered long years afterwards that the Kindath
massacres in Sorenica and Fezana occurred within half ayear of each other. One was achieved by
Jaddite soldiers wild with boredom, the other by Asharite citizensin afrenzy of fear. The effectswere
not dissmilar.

In Fezanait began with achild'sfever. The daughter of atanner, oneibn Shapur, contracted an
illnessthat spring. The poorer laborers lived nearest to theriver and in the flooding season sickness was
common, especialy among children and the aged.

The child's parents, unable or unwilling to pay for the services of aphysician, utilized instead the
ancient remedy of placing her on apdlet in the tannery itself. The noxious fumes were thought to drive
away the evil presence of illness. It was a hed ing that had been in usefor centuries.

It so happened that day that a Kindath merchant, ben Mores by name, was at the tannery buying
hides for export to the east by way of Salos then down the coast and through the straits.

While expertly appraising the finished and unfinished lesthersin the yard he heard the crying child.
Informed of what was being done, the Kindath merchant loudly and profanely began dandering the
parents of the girl and proceeded to stride into the tannery and lay hands upon the child—which wasfor
bidden. Ignoring protests, he carried her out from the healing place and into the chill of the spring air.

He was continuing to shout imprecations when ibn Shapur, observing his small daughter being
dishonored and abducted by one of the Kindath—knowing that thisevil people used children's blood in
their foul rites, ran up and struck the merchant on the head from behind with atanner's hook, killing him
ingtantly. It was common agreement afterwards that ibn Shapur had never been considered aviolent man.

The child fdll to the ground, crying piteoudly. Her father picked her up, accepted the grim
congratulations of his fellows, and carried her back into the tannery. For the rest of the day the Kindath
merchant's body was left whereit had falen in the yard. Flies gathered upon him in the sun. Dogs came
over and licked at his blood.

The child died, just before sunset.

The Kindath's touch had cursed her, the lesther workers agreed, lingering after work, angrily



discussing the matter in the yard. She had been surely on the mend before that. Children died when
Kindath laid hands upon them, it was afact. A wadji arrived in the yard; no one later remembered who
had summoned him. When informed of what had trangpired the pious man threw up hishandsin horror.

Someone pointed out at about that point, echoing averse widely posted and recited earlier in the
year, that none of the Kindath had died in the Day of the Moat—not one. Only good Asharites. They
areapoison in our midst, this same man cried. They kill our children and our leaders, both.

The body of the dain merchant was dragged from the place where it had been lying. It was
mutilated and abused. The wadiji, watching, made no remonstration. Someone had the idea of decap-
itating the dead man and throwing his corpse into the moat. The head was cut off. The crowd of tanners
|eft their yard, carrying the body, and began proceeding towards the gate nearest the moat.

While crossing the city the leather workers—quite anumber of them by then—came across two
Kindath women buying shawlsin Weavers Lanelatein the day. It was the man who had recited the
posted poem who struck one of them across the face. The other woman had the temerity to strike himin
return.

An unbdiever, awoman, laying hands upon one of Ashar's Star-born? It was not to be endured.

Both women were bludgeoned to degath in front of the shop where their purchases were still being
wrapped. The weaver quietly put the two shawls back under the counter and pocketed the money that
had been tendered. She then closed up shop for the day. A very large crowd had now assembled. After
the briefest hesitation, the two women had their heads cut off. No one could later remember clearly who
had actudly wielded the blades.

The angry crowd, growing larger dl the time, began streaming towards the Gate of the Moat with
three headless, bleeding Kindath bodies.

On the way there they met another, even larger, gathering. This crowd wasin the market square,
amog filling it. It was not amarket day.

They had just heard tidings from the north. Jaddites had been seen. They were aimost upon them.
Anamy from Vdledo, coming to sack and burn Fezana.

Without any person ever voicing the specific suggestion—as best anyone could recall afterwards—
the two crowds merged into one, and drew othersto their mass, and they turned, together, in the hour
before sunset and the rising of the white moon, towards the gates of the Kindath Quarter.

The governor of Fezanareceived advice of some sort of uprising among the tanners, and violence
done, a dmost the same moment that the long-feared word of Horsemen thundering south, aready
down through thetagra, aso reached him. Hewould have greatly preferred that these tidings remain his
aonefor atime, but this proved impossible. A third messenger reported, immediately on the heds of the
first two, that there was amob gathered in the marketplace and that they had already heard the news
from the north.

The governor thus had a number of decisionsto make in rapid succession. He sent two separate
messengersimmediately for Cartada and another to Lonza. It had been agreed that part of the Lonza
garrison would be diverted northwards to the dopes of the Tavares Range if asege actualy began at
Fezana—they could partly forestall Jaddite raids south of the river. Food for abesieging army, or the
absence of it, was often the key to asiege.

The governor also sent an aide running for certain documents that had long since been prepared for
him. More than three years ago, in fact, AlImalik | of Cartada, who had been agovernor before hewasa
monarch (the thought was an enduring distraction), had recorded with his generals and advisors some
plansto be followed in the event of asiege of Fezana. Consulting these written ingtructions, which had
not been superseded, the goverrnor noted with trepidation the boldest element of them. He hesttated for
atime, then elected to trust to the wisdom of the dead king. Orders were given to the most senior
Muwardi in the room. The man's veiled face reveded nothing, of course. Heleft immediately, to
assemble the men required.



All of this, and other associated commands, took some little while. As a consequence, by thetime
another messenger arrived to report that an extremey large number of people were now heading
towards the Kindath Gates carrying torches, the governor was lagging uncharacteristicaly behind the
sweep of eventsin hiscity. The torches spurred him to action, though. It was not yet dark; torcheswere
not needed for light. What was the good of defending againgt the Valedansif they burned down their
own city? Ashar and the stars knew he had no love for the Kindath, but if that Quarter wasfired, the
whole city could go up. Wooden walls knew nothing of the boundaries of faith. The governor ordered
the mob dispersed.

It was the proper thing to do, and it could possibly have even been achieved, had the order come
edlier.

Alvar never forgot that evening and night aslong as he lived.

Hewould wake in terror from adream that he was in Fezanaagain a sunset watching the mob
gpproach. That memory marked him and stayed with him as nothing in hislife ever had and only one
moment after—a so at sunset—was ever to do.

They had arrived that afternoon, crowding in ahead of the Jaddite dust cloud with afrightened
swarm of people from the countryside. The five of them had raced dl the way west from Ragosa across
the hills and meadows of springtime. They had |eft the day after Carnival, immediatdly after burying
Velaz with Kindath rites and the dain soldier in a Jaddite ceremony.

No time to mourn. 1bn Khairan had made that clear based on what he had learned, and Jehane,
wild with fear for her parents, could not have lingered. They were out of Ragosa by mid-afternoon:
Alvar, Husari, Jehane, ibn Khairan—and Rodrigo Belmonte. All of them exhausted after the night just
pag, al aware that in the mood of this spring something monstrous could happen.

They made the ten days journey in six, riding into the darkness, arriving late one afternoonto a
place where they could see the walls of Fezana. They had dready seen the dust cloud that wasthe army
of Valedo.

It was Rodrigo who spotted it. He had pointed, and then exchanged along glance with ibn Khairan
that Alvar could not interpret. Jehane bit her lip, gazing north. Husari said something under his breeth that
might have been aprayer.

For Alvar, despite weariness and anxiety, the sight of acloud of dust stirred up by the Horsemen of
Vadledoin Al-Rassan stirred him deeply. Then helooked again at Jehane and Husari and back to ibn
Khairan, and confusion arose once more. How did it happen that something one had desired al oneslife
became cause for doubt and apprehension?

"They aremoving very fagt," ibn Khairan had sad, findly.

"Too fagt," Rodrigo murmured. "They will outstrip some of thefleeing villagers. | don't understand.
Theywant as many mouthsin the city as possble.”

"Unlessthisisn't to beasege"

"What else can it be? Heisn't about to storm those walls."

Ibn Khairan looked northwards again from their vantage point, high on ahill east of the city.
"Perhaps just the vanguard isflying," he said. "For some reason.”

"That wouldn't make sense either,” Rodrigo had replied, his brow furrowed. He sounded edgy to
Alvar, not exultant at all.

"Doesit matter?' Jehane asked sharply. "Come on!”

She had ridden at a soldier's pace dl the way. Indeed, there were times when Rodrigo or ibn
Khairan had had to restrain her, lest they ruin the horses with their speed.

Her relationship with ibn Khairan had changed since Carnival. They tried not to show it too plainly
on theride, but it was there to be seen, in the man as much asin the woman. Alvar was making an effort



not to let thisdigtract him. Hewas only partly successful in that. It seemed that life could throw confusion
and pain a you from many directions.

They came down from that height to cross the moat and enter the city. Alvar for thefirst time,
Jehane and Husari coming home, ibn Khairan returning to where Almalik | had tried to destroy his
reputation and curb his power.

And Rodrigo?

Alvar understood that the Captain was with them, disguised as an Asharite—his moustache shaved
off, hair and skin darkened—because he had sworn an oath to Ve az ben Ishak to defend the woman
who was here with them. He was not aman who forswore his oaths.

Jehane's parents were to be delivered from Fezana and a warning given to the other Kindath. That
was the immediate task. After, they would have to turn again to sorting out loyalties and the next steps.
They weredl, asbest Alvar understood, il to join the army of Ragosa somewhere west of Lonza, on
the way to Cartada.

The dust cloud north of them had probably dtered that.

With Jadditesinvading Al-Rassan, did Ragosa gtill make war on Cartada? Asharite againgt Asharite
with the Horsemen down through thetagra! And did the most renowned leader of Jaddite soldiersin the
peninsulafight for Ragosa at such atime?

Alvar, one of those Jaddite soldiers, had no idea. On the ride west he had sensed an emerging
distance between ibn Khairan and Ser Rodrigo. Not acoldness, certainly not opposition. It was more
like ... amarshdling of defenses. Each man fortifying himself againgt what might be coming.

Husari, normally voluble and perceptive, wasno help at dl intrying to sort this out. He kept hisown
counsd dl theway here.

He had killed hisfirst man in the square a Carnival. Jehane, in one of her few exchangeswith Alvar
on theride, said she thought that might be the trouble. Husari had been amerchant not awarrior. A
gentle man, alazy, soft one, even. He had dain aMuwardi assassin that night, though, smashing his skull
with ablow, spilling brains and blood on the cobblestones.

That could shake aman, Alvar thought. Not al were made for asoldier'slife and what came withit.

Truth to tel—though he told no one this—Alvar wasn't certain any moreif he was made for that
life, either. That wasfrightening. If he wasn't this, what was he? But it appeared that a soldier needed to
be able to seethingsin extremely smpleterms and Alvar had cometo redlize that he wasn't especidly
good at that.

On the fourth morning he had broached this much, diffidently, with the Captain. Rodrigo had ridden
in sllence along time before answering. Birds had been singing; the spring day was bright.

"Y ou may betoo intelligent to be agood soldier,” Rodrigo had said, finaly.

Which wasn't redlly what Alvar wanted to hear. It sounded like argection. "What about you?' he
demanded. "Y ou have been, dl your life."

Rodrigo hesitated again, choosing hiswords. "'l grew up in adifferent age, Alvar, though it was only
alittle before yours. When the khdifs ruled in Al-Rassan welived in fear of our livesin the north. We
were raided once, sometimestwice, ayear. Every year. Even after the raids began to stop, we children
were frightened into bed at night with warnings about the infidels coming to take us away if wewere
bad. We dreamed of miracles, reversals. Of coming back."

"SodidI!"

"But how you can, don't you see? It isn't adream any more. The world has changed. When you can
do what you dreamed about, sometimesit isn't ... assmple any more.” Rodrigo looked at Alvar. "I don't
know if that makes any senseat dl.”

"| don't @ther,” Alvar said glumly.



The Captain's mouth quirked at that, and Alvar redized he hadn't been very respectful.

"Sorry," he said quickly. He remembered—it seemed an unbelievably long time ago—the day
Rodrigo had knocked him from his horse just outside Esteren for such impertinence.

Rodrigo only shook his head now. The world had changed. "Try this, if it helps" he said. "How
easy do you find it to think of the three people were riding with asinfidds, vilein their waysand
|oathsome to the god?’

Alvar blinked. "But wealways knew there was honor in Al-Rassan.”

Rodrigo shook his head. "No. Be honest. Think about this. Some of usdid, Alvar. The clerics deny
it tothisday. | have afed ing your mother would. Think of VascasIde. The very ideaof holy war denies
it: Asharites and Kindath are an attack upon Jad. Their existence wounds our god. That'swhat we've dl
been taught for centuries. No room for acknowledging honor, let done grandeur in an enemy. Notina
war driven by such beliefs. That's what I'm trying—Dbadly—to say. It's one thing to make war for your
country, your family, even in pursuit of glory. It'sanother to believe that the people you fight are
embodiments of evil and must be destroyed for that. | want this peninsulaback. | want Esperana great
again, but | will not pretend that if we smash Al-Rassan and dl it has built we are doing the will of any
god | know."

It was so difficult. Amazingly difficult. Alvar rode without spesking for along while. "Do you think
King Ramiro fedsthat way?"

"l have no idea how King Ramiro feds.”

The answer came too quickly. Thewrong question to have asked, Alvar redized. It ended the
conversation. And none of the others seemed inclined to talk.

He kegpt thinking about it, however. He had timeto think as they passed west through springtime.
Nothing emerged clearly.

What had happened to the sunlit world one dreamed of as a child: when al one wanted was a part
inthe glory of which Rodrigo had spoken—an honorable role in the battling of lions and ashare of pride.

The battling of lions.A child'sdreaming. How did that fit in with what Valedan men had donein
Orvillalast summer? Or with VVelaz ben I shak—as good aman as Alvar had ever known—dead on the
stones of Ragosa? Or, indeed, with what they them' selves had done to a Jalonan party in avaley
northwest of Fibaz? Was there glory there? Was there any way to say there was?

He till wore his cooal, loose garb of Al-Rassan. Husari had not removed hisleather Valedan hat or
vest or leggings. Alvar wasn't sure why, but that meant something to him. Perhapsin the absence of redl
answers men needed their emblems more?

Or perhaps hedid spend too much time on thoughts such as these ever to be a proper soldier. It
was alittle reassuring to see the Captain struggling aswell. But that didn't resolve anything.

On ahilltop east of Fezanain Al-Rassan, watching adust cloud stirred up by the horses of his
countrymen, in the moments before the five of them rode down towards the city, Alvar de Pellino
decided that glory—thefierce, bright purity of it—was hopelesdy hard to come by, in fact.

And then, that same evening, hefound it after al and asigning of hisfuture asif branded inthe
burning sky.

Ammar took control when they approached the Gate of the M oat. Jehane had seen it before, on
the campaign near Fibaz, how he and Rodrigo seemed to have an effortless interchange of authority as
Stuations dtered. Thiswas, she had cometo redize, one of the sorrows she was carrying: whatever
bond had evolved, whatever unspoken awareness they shared across two worlds—it was going to be
severed now.

A Jaddite army in Al-Rassan made certain of that. The two of them were aware of it. Nothing had
been said on the hill, watching the dust, but it was known. They were here to take her parents avay



from danger, and after that ... ? After that, whatever it was that had begun that autumn day in Ragosain
asymbolic battle beneath the ramparts would come to an end.

She wanted to talk with Ammar. Sheneeded to talk with him; about this, and so many other things.
About love, and whether something could truly begin in atime of degths, with endings dl around in the
world they had known.

Not on thisride, though. They had spoken with glances and the briefest exchanges. Whatever was
to be resolved, whatever diminished or expanded possibilities the future might encompassin the mingled
sgnsof their stars and moons, would have to be considered afterwards. If time and the world allowed.

She had no doubts of him. It was astonishing in away, but she/d had none at al from those first
momentsin the street at Carniva. Sometimes the heart's arrow found its way to certainty despite the
cautionings of acareful nature.

He was what he was and she knew something about that. He had done what he had done, and the
goriesran the length of the peninsula.

And he had said he loved her and she bdieved him, and there was no need for fear. Not of him. Of
the world, perhaps;, of darkness, blood, fire; but not of this man who was, it seemed, amazingly, the
destination of her soul.

They entered Fezanain the midst of amilling, terrified mass of people from the countryside fleeing
the advance of the Jaddite army. Wagons and pushcarts clogged the road into the city and the bridge
before the wall, blocking the gates. They were enmeshed among crying children, barking dogs, mules,
chickens, shouting men and women; Jehane saw al the signs of agenerd panic.

Ammar looked over a Rodrigo. "We may bejust intime. There could be violence here tonight.” He
sad it quietly. Jehane felt fear, like the pounding of adrum inside her.

"Let'sgetingde" Bedmonte said.

Ammar hesitated. "Rodrigo, you may betrgpped in acity your army isbeseging.”

"My army isin Ragosa, preparing to set out for Cartada, remember?' Rodrigo's voice was grim.
"I'll dedl with changesasthey arise"

The other man hesitated again, asif about to add something, but merely nodded his head. " Cloak
yourself, then. You'll be dain on the spot if they know you for aValedan." Helooked over at Alvar and

then, improbably, flashed the grin they al knew. "Y ou, on the other hand, look more like anative than |
do."

Alvar returned the smile. "Worry about Husari," he said in effortless Asharic. "Hell get usdl killed
with hishat." He looked over at Jehane and smiled. "Well get them out.”

She managed to nod her head. It was extraordinary what the passage of lessthan ayear had done
to him. Or perhaps not so: there had been stedl and amind in Alvar de Pellino from the beginning and he
had spent much of this year in the company of two of the most exceptiona men in their world. He was
on theway, Jehane thought suddenly, to becoming something out of the ordinary himself.

Husari and Ammar led them, urging their horses steadily through the crowd. Stumbling out of their
path, men swore at them, but not loudly. They were armed and mounted, and that was enough. They
forced away through.

There were guards at the gate but they were overwhelmed by the clamor and chaos. No one took
note of them, no one stayed their course. Late in the afternoon of the day the VValledans arrived. Jehane
came back into the city where she had been born and raised.

They reached the Kindath Quarter just ahead of the mob bearing weapons and brands of fire.

Since Ishak had begun to talk again, Eliane had discovered that her husband's hearing was
extremely good. It was he who first heard the sounds from outside the Quarter and drew her attention to
them. She could understand him amost perfectly now: the mangled words, because they were his, were



to her aswater in adry place.

She put down the letter she had been reading him—Rezzoni ben Corli had written from Pedrino
where he was living now with hisfamily. He had sent news of Batiarain the aftermath of the massacrein
Sorenica

Shewasto remember, later, that thiswas what she had been reading when Ishak said he heard a
noise outsde. Crossng to the window, Eliane opened it and stood listening. An angry sound, acrowd in
the distant streets.

The window of 1shak’s study overlooked a common courtyard shared by adozen of the larger
homesin the Quarter. Looking down, Eliane saw anumber of people below, talking nervoudy,
gedticulating. Someone ran into the courtyard: her friend Nasreh bet Rivek's younger son.

"They are coming!" he shouted. "They've killed Meziraben Mores! They are coming for uswith
fird"
Someone screamed from awindow across the way. Eliane closed her eyes, clutching the ledge. She

was briefly afraid shewould fal. She had been warned of this, explicitly. They had been making plansto
leave, hard asit was to abandon ahome at their age. It seemed they had waited too long.

There was a scraping sound as Ishak rose from his chair behind her. Eliane opened her eyes and
looked out, drawing aragged breath. Faces appeared at windows, people ran into the courtyard. The
sun was westering, the cobblestones diced by adiagond line of shadow. Frightened men and women
crossed in and out of the light. Someone appeared carrying a spear—Nasreh's older son. Frenzied
movement in aonce-quiet place, a babble of sound. The huge noise was nearer now. Wasthis, then,
how the world ended?

Ishak spoke her name. She started to turn back to him, but in that moment, blinking in disbelief, she
redlized that one of the people running into the courtyard below was her daughter.
Jehane had known the guards at the iron gates to the Quarter. They let her enter with the men

accompanying her. They had heard and seen the mob gathering by the market square. The Kindath
guards were armed—againg regulations—and composed.

No signsof panic that Alvar could see. They knew what was coming. They knew about the
Jaddites too.

Jehane hegitated just ingde the gates. Alvar saw her look a Ammar ibn Khairan. And in that
moment—not before, in fact—hefinaly understood something. He felt aquick, hard pain, much likea
blade, then it was gone. A different feding lingered, nearer to sorrow.

He had never redly imagined she might befor him.

"Ser Rodrigo, you take her in," ibn Khairan said quickly. ™Y ou're fill adanger if you are seen.
Husari and Alvar and | will help out at this gate. We may be able to do something. We can gain you
time, if nothing dse”

If nothing else. Alvar knew what that meant.

Jehanesad, "Ammar, it isn't just my parents any more.”

"I know that. Well do al we can. Go get them. | know the house. Be downgtairs. If we can, welll
be with you." He turned to Rodrigo. "If you hear we've broken, get them out.” He paused, blue eyeson
grey inthelight of late afternoon. "I charge you with this™ he said.

Bdmonte said nothing. Only nodded.

Jehane and the Captain left them. No time for more words, of farewell or otherwise. It didn't seem
asif theworld was alowing any space for such things. The noise from the streets was louder now. Alvar
felt fear touch him then, aquick finger beneath the skin. He had never dedlt with amob, he had never
even seen one.

"They have aready killed three of us" one of the Kindath guards said grimly.



The gatesto the Kindath Quarter were recessed into a narrow laneway. The crowd would be
channelled and backed up here when they arrived. That would have been deliberate, Alvar redized. The
Kindath had experience with these things. A terrible truth. It occurred to him that Queen Vasca, whom
his mother worshipped as holy, would have been urging on the people that were coming now.

Eyes on the open space before the gates, Alvar lifted the round shield from his back, looped his|eft
arm through the strap’ and drew his sword. Ammar ibn Khairan did the same. Husari touched his
wespon, then let it go.

"Give meamoment, first," he said, hiswords were quiet, scarcely audible over the rising volume of
sound from beyond. Husari stepped out from behind the gates into the open space.

Seeing him do so, Alvar inginctively did the same—in the precise moment Ammar ibn Khairan aso
moved forward and out.

"Lock your gates," ibn Khairan said over his shoulder.

The guards didn't need ingtructions. Alvar heard the clang of meta behind him, and akey turning.
He looked back and up: four more Kindath guards stood on a platform above and behind the double
gates. They had bows to hand, nocked with arrows. All weapons were forbidden to the Kindath in
Al-Rassan. He didn't think these men were greatly concerned with such laws a this moment.

He stood with Husari and Ammar ibn Khairan, exposed and aonein the narrow lane. The gates
were |ocked behind them; there was nowhere to run. 1bn Khairan glanced at Husari and then at Alvar.
"This" hesad lightly, "may not be the most intel Hgent thing we have ever done

Therumble became aroar and then the mob was there.

Thefirst things Alvar registered, sickeningly, were the three severed heads on spears. The noise
was huge, awall of sound that did not seem entirely human. The howling, screaming press of people
spilled around the corner into the space before the gates, and then, seeing three men standing there, the
vanguard drew to a skidding halt, pushing back hard against those behind them.

There were half ahundred torches. Alvar saw swords and pikes, wooden cudgels, knives. Faces
were contorted, filled with hatred, but what Alvar sensed was fear more than rage. His gaze kept
returning to those severed, dripping heads. Terror or anger: it didn't much matter, did it? This crowd had
aready killed. After thefirst desths otherswould come easily.

In that moment Husari ibn Musa stepped forward, moving from the shadow of the gatesinto the last
of the afternoon sunkight. He lifted both hands, showing them empty. He till wore his Jaddite hat,
recklesdy.

Therewas agradua spilling backwards of silence. They were going to let him spesk, it seemed.
Then Alvar caught aglint of sunkight on amoving blade. He moved, without conscious thought.

Hisshidd, thrust in front of Husari, blocked the flung knife, a butcher's heavy blade. It fell witha
clatter to the stones. There was blood on that knife, Alvar saw. He heard aflurry of shouts, and then
dillnessagain.

"Areyou acompletefool, Mutafaibn Bashir?' Husari's voice was sharp, clear, mocking, it filled the
space before the gates. "It'sibn Abazi, right beside you, that your wife's degping with, not me!”

In the shocked gtillnessthat followed this, someone actudly laughed. A thin, nervous sound, but it
was laughter.

"Who are you?"' another voice cried. "Why do you stand before the gates of those who kill
children?'

"Whoam 17" Husari exclaimed, spreading hisarmswide. "1 am insulted and offended. Among other
things, you owe me money, ibn Dinaz. Howdare you pretend not to know me!™

Another pause, another subtle shifting of mood. Alvar could see those near the front relaying rapid
explanations backwards. Most of the huge crowd was sill around the corner, out of sight of this.

"It'sHusari!" someone exclaimed. "It's Husari ibn Musal"



Husari promptly swept off the leather hat and offered an eaberate bow. "And abolt of good cloth
goesto you tomorrow morning, ibn Zhani. Am | so changed that even my friends do not know me? Not
to mention my debtors?’

Hewas, of course. He was very greatly changed. He was dso, Alvar redlized, buying them as much
time ashe could. Next to Alvar, Ammar ibn Khairan murmured out of the side of his mouth, " Sword
down, look easy. If he holds them long enough the governor will have troops here. He can't afford afire
tonight.”

Alvar obeyed, trying to find a bal ance between watchfulness and the appearance of calm. It was
hard to feign ease with those bobbing, severed heads on pikesin front of him. Two of them were women.

"Husari!" someone cried. "Have you heard? The Jaddites are coming!"

"So they are," ibn Musa agreed soberly. "Our wals have hed against worsein their time. But in
Ashar's holy name, are we madmen, to riot in our own city when an enemy appears?”

"The Kindath arein league with them!™ someone shouted thickly. It was the man who'd thrown the
knife. There was aquick rumble of agreement.

Husari laughed then. "Ibn Bashir, count the blessings of your birth stars that a butcher needs no
more brains than the mesat he carves. The Kindath fear the Jaddites more than we do! They are davesin
the north! Herethey live fredly, and pay half our taxesfor us,and buy your stringy mest, even with your
fat thumb on the scalel" Alvar saw someone smile at that.

"None of them died on the Day of the Moat!" Another voice, harsh asthe butcher's. Alvar felt a
movement beside him, then redlized he was standing aone.

"And what," said Ammar ibn Khairan, stepping forward into the sunlight, "would have been the
point of that?" He made a production of sheathing his magnificent sword, giving them timeto look at him.

He was known. Immediately. Alvar could seeit happen. He saw shock, confusion, fear again, a
measure of awe. Whispers ran backwards like water down ahill.

Ibn Khairan looked out over the crowd in the laneway, taking histime. "Thelast king of Cartada
wished to diminate the leading citizens of thiscity last year asamessageto dl of you. Which man here
would name aKindath as one such? A leading citizen? One of the Kindath?1tis," said Ammar ibn
Kharan, "an amusing thought.”

"Y ou were exiled!" one brave person shouted. "It was proelamed last summer!™

"And revoked thisspring,” Husari said calmly. "The man beside me—I see you know him—has
been sent by King Almalik 1 to take charge of our defense againgt the rabble from the north.”

Someone cheered, then more people did. There was a pereeptible brightening of countenances,
another shift of mood. Alvar drew abresth.

"Why ishehere then, why not with the governor?'
"With that stuffed pork chop?' ibn Khairan said indignantly.

Another ripple of laughter. The governor would not be well-liked; governors seldom were. Ammar
shook hishead. " Spare me, please! I'd far rather be with ibn Bashir'swife, if you want to know the truth.
But if I'm charged with your defense, | can hardly let the city befired, can1?'

"Oh! Oh! My heart! I'mhere, my lard! I'mright here!™

A woman's hands could be seen waving vigoroudy, part of theway up the lane. Ibn Bashir, the
butcher, turned to look, hisface reddening. General laughter now.

"Y ou do know," Ammar said gravely, as the amusement subsided, "that the Muwardis are coming
here even aswe speak. They have ordersto quell any disturbance. I'm afraid my control over themis
not perfect yet. | have just arrived. | do not want anyene killed here this afternoon. It might spoil my
pleasurein what | have planned for tonight.” He grinned dyly.

"Here, my lord! Why wait for tonight?" A different woman thistime. And suddenly there were



more than a dozen waving hands and imploring femal e voi ces through the crowd.

Ibn Khairan threw his head back and laughed doud. "I am honored,” he said, "and exhausted by
the very thought.” A ripple of amusement again, afurther softening of mood. The westering sun left most
of thelanein shadow now.

Ibn Khairan's tone changed. "Good people, go to your homes before the veiled ones come. Put out
your torches. We must not do the Jaddites work for them. Our walls are strong, the king of Cartada has
sent me to you and others are coming even now. We have food and water in plenty and the Valledans
arefar from their homesin aland they do not know. We need only fear wesknessin ourselves, or fally.
This gathering has been folly. It istime to go home. See, the sun is setting, the prayer bellswill be ringing
soon. Itisagood evening for prayer, my friends, an evening to be as pure as we can be, in the sght of
Ashar and benesth his stars when they appear.”

The beautiful voice had become lyric, cadenced, soothing. He was a poet, Alvar remembered.
Jehane had told him once that ibn Khairan still thought of himsdlf as such, over and above anything dse.

The crowd in the laneway seemed to have been lulled. Alvar saw one of the men holding a spear
with a severed head look up at what he carried, and he saw repugnance and dismay crossthe man's
features. These were frightened people, not evil ones. Leaderless and under assault, they had turned to
the nearest, most accessible targets to purge their own terror. It seemed that the presence of astrong
clear voice before them had blunted the edge of that.

It ought to have.

It might indeed have done so, but Ammar ibn Khairan had only been seen and heard by the leading
edge of that mob and the Kindath Quarter of Fezana had been designed to keep the Kindath in at night,
not to protect them in any rea way.

It was not particularly hard to penetrate through means other than the gates of the entrance. A few
makeshift ladders, broken windowsin the outer houses and someone angry and determined enough
could beright in among the treacherous, child-killing—

"Frd"

Thewild shout came from one of the guards on the platform behind them. Alvar wheded, saw
black smoke. Heard achild cry from inside the Quarter, and then the screaming began. Fire wasthe
purest terror. Fire destroyed cities.

He dung his shield on his back, took three quick, running steps towards the gates, and |egped. One
of the guards reached down ahand, gripped Alvar'swrist, and pulled him up. Ammar was right beside
him, and Husari too, more agile than he had ever been in hislife.

Ibn Khairan turned back to the suddenly agitated crowd in the lane. "Toyour homes!" he shouted,
hard authority in hisvoice now. "I will order the Muwardisto kill any man or woman who entersthis
Quarter.We cannot have the city burn! "

It was burning, though, and people would aready be dying in the Kindath Quarter. Alvar didn't wait
to see what happened in front of the gates. He jumped down from the platform, out of the last sunlight of
the day. He stumbled and fell on the cobblestones, rose up and drew his sword.

How do you put out fires when attackers, crazed with hatred and fear, are spilling into your streets
and killing you? One of those questions, Alvar thought, sprinting towards the smoke and the screaming,
for which there were no answers: only the swirling images of nightmare.

The Kindath were streaming towards a part of the Quarter where the twin domes of the sanctuary
could be seen. All the twisting, narrow streets seemed to lead that way. The fires had started in the
houses nearest the streets beyond the gate. The Asharites had penetrated through outer windows and
torched the homes through which they passed.

Even asheran, cutting against the flow of running people, Alvar saw an Asharite with asickle chop
at thelegs of arunning boy. The wickedly honed blade sheared through the child'slegs asif they were



saks of grain. The boy went down in blood, screaming. Alvar veered over, not breaking stride and,
shouting incoherently, brought his sword down with dl his strength, killing the man who had done that
thing.

Half a dozen Asharites stopped dead in their tracks just ahead of him. He must look like awild
man, Alvar redlized; their faces registered gaping apprehension. It was one thing to pursue unarmed
children; another to be confronted by a man wielding asword, with that look in his eyes.

"Areyoudlmad!" It was Husari, running up, screaming at hisfelow citizens. "Fezanaisonfire! Get
water! Now! Wewill destroy our own city!"

"Wewill destroy the Kindath!" someone shouted back." Then wewill ded with flames. It isthe holy
work of Ashar we do!"

"Itisthework of evil!" Husari screamed, hisface distorted with pain and grief. And then Alvar saw
him step forward and thrust his sword into the belly of the man he addressed. Ingtinctively, Alvar
advanced, covering Husari with hisshield. The Asharitesin front of them retreated.

"Go!" screamed Husari, hisvoiceraw. "Or if you stay, get water,now! We give our city to the
Horsemenif thisgoeson!™

Alvar looked back over his shoulder. Kindath men and women were running past; some of the men
had turned to make a stand where the tangle of streets reached a square. It was hard to make sense of
the chaosin the half-light and the black, blowing smoke.

Even as he watched another house went up in ared sheet of flame. There was screaming
everywhere. He had a sudden, gppalling memory of Orvillalast summer. Thiswasworse. Thiswasa
city, with housesamost dl of wood, and if one part of it caught the whole of Fezanamight burn. They
had to get out.

He had lost sight of ibn Khairan, and had no ideawhere Jehane and her family home might be.
Husari would know. He seized hisfriend's shoulder. "Comeon!" he shouted over the crashing and the
screams. "Have to find Jehane!”

Husari turned, stumbling over the body of the man he'd killed. He seemed dazed, aghast; he carried
hissword asif he didn't even know whét it was any more. There were flames at the head of thislane
now. Already. Alvar, gripping Husari by the arm, turned back. His eyes were stinging from the smoke.

In adoorway across the street he saw a girl with awooden staff facing apair of men armed with
knives. A smdl boy clutched at the girl's legs from behind. He was crying desperately. The house was on
fire above them. The men with kniveswere laughing.

It was the laughter that took Alvar past his own breaking point. Before he was aware of forming the
thought, he had released Husari and was running.

Too many peoplein between. A thronged, roiling street. Only adozen strides, but they were too
far. The girl stood, smoke billowing around her, defending her burning home and her small brother
againgt two men with blades.

No one el se seemed to have seen them; there was too much panic al around. The nearer of the two
men feinted with his blade, then drew it back to thrust asthe girl overreacted badly.

"No!" Alvar screamed, from the middie of the Street, battering a path across atide of fleeing

people. "No!"

Then he saw, in the shadows and flame, the man's knife hand snap backwards uncontrollably. The
Asharite cried out, dropped his blade.

And thewhip that had caught him immediately coiled and lashed out again, catching the second man
acrossthethroat, opening ared gash. Alvar looked up and saw Rodrigo at awineow above, leaning out
with hiswhip. Alvar didn't bresk stride. He came up to those two men and chopped them down like ani
mals, aragein his heart.

He stood there, fighting for control, and looked at the girl. She eyed him in terror. Was shetwelve,



thirteen?

"Where are your parents?' he gasped, trying to master hisvoice.

"They aredead,” shereplied, her voice flattened out. "Upgtairs. Men camein with torchesand a
spear.” Her eyeswere too wide, opening on aworld given over to horror. No tears.

She ought to be crying, Alvar thought. He looked up again. Rodrigo was shouting something, and
gesturing to the next doorway: he couldn't hear the words. The child behind the girl was no more than
four yearsold. Hewas crying in harsh, convulsive bursts, scarcely able to draw breath.

"Come with me," Alvar snapped, hisvoice sharp with urgency. He bent down abruptly and picked
up thelittle boy and then pushed the girl out of the doorway with ahand on her back. A burly figure
came rushing up to them, an axe raised. Still holding the small child, Alvar twisted away from ablow,
pivoted, and thrust his reddened blade into the man's chest.

Therewas a huge, roaring sound behind him. He looked up. The girl's house was dight now, flames
inal the upper windows. The whole of the Kindath Quarter was on fire. He carried the terified child
and guided the girl towards the doorway Rodrigo had indicated from above.

He gasped with relief when he got there. Jehane stood in the doorway with two people who had to
be her parents. Rodrigo came hurtling down the stairs.

"Wheré's Ammar?' Jehane asked quickly. He couldn't ever remember seeing her look so frightened.

"Don't know. Think he's holding the gate with the guards.”

"Husari'sright over there," Rodrigo said. Alvar looked back. Ibn Musawas wielding his blade
agan, fighting adow retreat in the Street, | etting the running Kindath stream past him towards the square.

"We haveto get out. It'sal going up,” Alvar gasped. Hewas till carrying thelittle boy. He handed
the child over to the nearest person, who happened to be Jehane's mother. "Is there away out?’

"Thereis," Jehane said. "We have along way to go to get there, though, and—oh, thank the god
and the moons!"

Ammar ibn Khairan, bleeding from a gash in one arm, came running up. "The Muwardis are here," he snapped.
"Thiswill end soon, but we have to be gone before they round everyone up!”

Alvar, aday ago, haf aday, would have been unable to coneeive of how tidings of the arriva of the
velled ones could ever have brought him relief.

"Jehane, which way?" It was Rodrigo. "Past the sanctuary?"

"No. The other way! Therésaplaceinthewadl, but it's on the far side of the Quarter.” She pointed
past where Asharites were till streaming in pursuit of her kindred. Even as helooked, Alvar saw a
running woman clubbed down from behind. The man who had felled her stopped running and began
beating her where she lay. Alvar took a step towards them, but felt Rodrigo's hand grip hisarm.

"We cannot save them dl. We must do what we can. What we cameto do.” The Captain's eyes
were blesk.

"Let'sgo,” sad Ammar ibn Khairan.

"Thesetwo comewith us," Alvar said flatly, gesturing to the children.

"Of coursethey do," said Eliane bet Dand. "Can you get usthrough?'

"Yeswe can," said Alvar, speaking beforeibn Khairan, before the Captain. "No oneis going to
stop us." Helooked at the two leaders. "I go firgt, with your permisson.”

They glanced at each other. He saw something in both faces: akind of acknowledgment. Y ou
lead," said ibn Khairan. " Jehane guides. Let'sgo.”

Alvar stepped from the doorway in the direction Jehane had indicated. They had to go straight into
the stream of the attack ers—those who would destroy people, smdl children, with sickles and axes and

cudgds. With utter savagery. The Asharites were terrified themsdves, hetried to remind himsdf. There
were invaders gpproaching their walls.



It didn't matter.

Nuances were not for this evening. At the descent of twilight in the burning Kindath Quarter of
Fezanain Al-Rassan, Alvar de Pdllino went forward with a shield and a sword and an undivided heart,
and he could not be stopped.

Banishing ambiguities, everything but the need to be swift and deadly and sure, heled their smdll
party into the path of the advancing mob and he carved away with his blade for the othersto follow.

He became aware that Husari was with them now, that the merchant had shesthed his blade and
was guiding the blind physician who was Jehane's father. When they reached the head of the street,
Alvar fdt the presence of Rodrigo at his side in the stinging smoke and the heat. He knew, without
looking back, that ibn Khairan would be guarding their rear.

They dedlt with a sudden swirl of assailantsin the open space. Alvar blocked ablow, chopped his
sword at someone's knees. Turned and cut back the other way, even as the first man wasfaling. He had
never moved so quickly inhislife.

Therewas avast, cracking sound; an entire building collapsed across the way in ashower of sparks
and arush of flame. They fdlt the heat asawave.

"That way!" Jehane cried.

Alvar saw where she pointed. Led them, dashing with his blade. Went through thick smoke and the
heet of thefires, past the running figures of Kindath and their pursuers, forging a path against the flow.

Jehane signalled again and then again, and one moretime, and findly they cameto aplace at the
other end of the Quarter, a dead-end laneway leading only to the outer walls.

Alvar looked back. No one was following through the smoke. There was blood in hiseyes. He
didn't think it was hisown. He swiped at it with hisforearm.

Rodrigo was beside him, breathing quickly but calm as ever. The Captain gave him asearching
glance. "Bravely done," he said quietly. "I could have done no better. Thisistruth, not flattery.”

"Nor I," said ibn Khairan, coming up to them. "I knew you were asoldier. | never knew how much
of one. Forgive methat.”

"I'm not," said Alvar, but herasped it under his breath, and he didn't think they heard. With the
fever gone, the whiterage, it was gradudly coming to him how many terrified people he had just sent to
their god. He looked at his sword. It was clotted with blood.

It was quieter here. In the distance they could hear new sounds, achangein the noise. The
Muwardis had come. They would care nothing for the butchered Kindath but would be ruthlessin
suppressing the violence. And the fires would have to be contained or Fezanawould be at the mercy of
the Jaddites outside.

But I'm a Jaddite, Alvar thought. He knelt and began wiping his dippery blade on aclump of
weeds by thewall. Thisis good for us.

It didn't feel that way. He stood up and sheathed his weapon. He looked at the others. The little boy was quiet
now, clutching the neck of Jehane's mother. She had carried him all the way here. His sister stood close by, her face
white, eyes still wide, still without tears. Jehane's father was stone-faced and silent, a hand on Husari's shoulder.

It was Husari who was weeping.

Alvar fdt hisheart twist for hisfriend. Thiswas Husari's city, he would have known so many of
these maddened people, he had probably killed men he had known dl hislife. Alvar opened his mouth
and then closed it. There was nothing he could think of to say. There were places into which words
could not go. Not the words he knew.

Jehane was on her knees, scrabbling at astonein thewadll. It cameloose. Shereached in ahand,
swore as ascorpion scurried away, and pulled out akey. She stood up.

"Over here," she gasped. She ran ashort distance along thewall to aclump of raspberry bushes.
Ducking in behind them, she dropped to her knees again, inserted the key and pulled, hard.



A small, low section of the sonewall swung outwards. The hinging mechanism wasingenious; they
had no timeto admireit.

"Isthis" said Eliane, "one of the ways out your friends taught you?'

Jehane glanced up at her mother. "How do you know about them?”

Elian€'s expression was bitter. "They warned me. We were too dow to move.”
"Then we must not be now," said Ammar ibn Khairan. "Come."

"Il go," Alvar said. "Wait for my signd." Who knew what lay outsde in the darkness? Whatever it
was, Alvar was going to be first to meet it.

"Theres another key insde," Jehane said. "'Y ou need to use it to push the outer piece open.”

He dipped behind the hushes and then wriggled into a hollowed-out space in the thick stone city
wall. In the close blackness he found the second key by touch and then the keyhole. He inserted, turned,
pushed. The outer wall piece swung away and Alvar crawled through. He felt grass, stood up and
looked around, blade quickly to hand again.

Only twilight, damp earth by theriver, the first stars and arising white moon. The water rippled just
ahead, reflecting the pae moonlight.

"Comeon," he said, mouth to the hollow space in the stone.

The others came through then, one by one. He helped them dip out and then stand outside the wall
between stone and dark water. Rodrigo, last through, dropped the key back inside and pushed the
opening shuit.

They crossed the water immediatdly, those who could swim helping the others. Theriver wasvery
cold thisearly in theyear. They climbed up on the far bank in the dark. Alvar collgpsed among the high
grass and the reeds, sucking in deep breaths of the clean air. Hisface stung; it felt raw and burnt.

He became aware of something. Slowly heroseto hisfeet again. Rodrigo had walked afew steps
from the rest of them and was staring out into the darkness. His sword was drawn.

"Who's there?"' the Captain called.
There was slence. Ammar ibn Khairan aso stood up.

Then there came an answer from the dark: "A friend. Someoneis here to bid you welcome, Ser
Rodrigo." The speaker had a degp, cam voice.

But it wasn't the tone, it was the language spoken that caused Alvar to step forward beside
Rodrigo, his heart hammering again.

He was close enough to hear the Captain draw breath.
"Light atorch, then," Rodrigo said. "Darkness offers no true welcome.™
They heard acommand. Flint was struck. Light blazed.

"Wecome back, truly," said the very tal, bearded man illuminated by that torch. Alvar had seen him
twicein hislife. Heforgot to breathe.

"My lord," said Rodrigo, after amoment. "Thisis unexpected.”

King Ramiro of Vadledo, surrounded by acompany of men, smiled hispleasure. "' had hoped it
might be. It israrethat any of us are able to surprise you.”

"How come you to be here?' Rodrigo said. His voice was controlled, but Alvar was near enough to
know there was effort involved in that. He heard ibn Khairan come quietly up beside them.

King Ramiro's smile degpened. He gestured, and someone stepped from the group of men behind
him.

"Hello, Papa," said ayoung boy, coming to stand beside the king.

Rodrigo sucked in his breath, his control gone. " Fernan?In Jad's name, what—"

"It was Diego," the boy said, alittle too brightly. He wore light armor and a sword. "He knew



where you were, thismorning, and told uswhere to wait tonight.” Rodrigo was slent. "He sometimes
knows where you are, remember?' The boy's voice betrayed uncertainty. "Are you not pleased to see

me, Papa?'

"Oh, Jad," Alvar heard the Captain say. And then, to the king of Valedo, "What have you done?
Why aremy sonswith thisarmy?”

"Therewill betimeto explain,” said Ramiro camly. "Thisisnot the place. Will you come with us?
We can offer dry clothing and food."

"And those | am with?' Rodrigo's tone wasice-cold.

"They are my guestsif you speak for them, whoever they may be. Come now, greet your son, Ser
Rodrigo. He has been dreaming of thismoment.”

Rodrigo opened his mouth quickly, then closed it. Sowly he sheathed his blade.

"Cometo me" he said to the boy, and with an involuntary sound, Fernan Belmonte ran forward and
was gathered fiercely in hisfather's embrace. Alvar saw the Captain close his eyes as he gripped his son.

"Y our mother," said Rodrigo, when hefindly stepped back, "isgoing to kill dl of usfor this, you
redize. Starting with me."

"Mother's with the queen, Papa. We haven't seen her yet but there was a message she came south
and joined Queen Ineswith the rest of the army following us. Wetried to cut you off before you reached
the city. That's why we came so fast. Why are you here, Papa? What happened to your moustache?'

"I had friendsin danger. | cameto get them out. Whereis Diego?'

"They aretaking great care of him," Fernan said. "He's angry about it. They wouldn't let him come
here. They made him stay with the food train, in some village by theriver west."

"Ashar, no! Not there!"

All hisdays Alvar would remember those words and the expression on Ammar ibn Khairan'sface,
crying them. Rodrigo whedled on him.

"What isit? Tel me™"

"Ambush!" snapped the other man, dready moving. "The Muwardis. Almdik planned it, years ago.
Pray to your god and ride!"

Rodrigo was aready running towards the horses.

And so, moments later, for the second timein lessthan ayear, Alvar de Pellino—wet and burnt and
cold, pushing past exhaustion and half adozen small wounds—found himsdlf gd koping flat-out through
darkness over the plain north of Fezanatowards ahamlet named Orvilla.

Ammar ibn Khairan was beside him, againg dl alegiances, and the king of Valedo wason his
other sde with Jehane and her parents and Husart and two children and a party of fifty of theking's
guard streaming behind them in the coal, clear night.

Ahead of them all, whipping his mount like amadman under the stars and the white moon, was a
father racing time and the turning heavensto his child.

Sixteen

Until the very moment, under the stars and the white moon in Al-Rassan of the infidels, when the
veiled ones gppeared out of the darkening plain, Ibero the cleric had succeeded in persuading himsdf
that the hand of Jad was upon his shoulder after al, guiding him.

He had shaped his plan on that first morning, riding west from Rancho Bemonteintherain. It was
possible—he'd been forced to admit it—that Miranda had been right. That in furthering the demands of
holy faith Ibero had done wrong by the family he so dearly loved. If that were so, he had vowed on that
grey, cold morning he would do al he could to ensure that the wrong was contained and redressed.



Miranda Belmonte might have turned him away, driven him from hishome, but he would not turn his
back on her or her family.

He had fdlen in with acompany of soldiers from the ranch country, heading towards Carcasiain
response to the king's summons: the same summons that had claimed the two boys. He went with the
soldiers. Thiswas aholy war, in name at least, and clerics were not unwelcomeif they could keep up on
theride. Ibero knew how to handle ahorse. Y ears with the Belmonte had made certain of that.

He found Fernan and Diego among the king's party seven days|ater in the plain south of Carcasia,
amid the tents and banners of awar camp. Rodrigo's sons were being treated with evident respect,
athough the scrutiny afforded Diego by those who knew why he was here made | bero uncomfortable.
Againg hiswill, he was reminded of Mirandas words. those with the far-sight, or whatever name was
givenit,had been burned in the past. In the not-so-distant past. This, 1bero told himsdlf again, wasa
more enlightened age.

The boys weren't entirely pleased to see him, but 1bero had astresk of stubbornnessin his nature
and he made it clear to al concerned, including the eegant High Cleric from Ferrieres, that where the
sons of Rodrigo Belmonte went, Ibero aso would go. He didn't tell the boys he had been driven from
the ranch by their mother; perhaps he ought to have, but he couldn't manage to do it. That meant his
presence with them involved adeception, but he trusted the god to forgive him for that. He meant well.
He had aways meant well.

Fernan and Diego had obvioudy been up to mischief on the way here and since arriving. They were
high-spirited and too clever for their own good sometimes. It was judged useful to have their tutor about
for discipline. There was atae doing the rounds of the camp about the rock-laden saddlebags of one of
the soldierswho had brought them here. It was quite afunny story, but Ibero was practised at not
encouraging his charges with visble amusement.

Soon afterwards they rode south through the no-man's-land with the army of reconquest; with the
vanguard, in fact, for Diego and Fernan were kept close to the king himsdlf.

Ibero had never seen hisking before. Ramiro of Valedo was a handsome, impressive man.
Worthy, thelittle cleric thought humbly, to be the instrument of Esperana's reconquest. If the god
alowed. He was acutely aware that al the men in thisarmy were a part of something momentous. The
king kept speaking of alimited campaign, atactica capture of Fezana, but even Ibero the cleric knew
that once Valedo wasin Al-Rassan the shape and tenor of their age would have changed forever.

The lean, eegant constable, Count Gonzalez de Rada, hovered unsettlingly closeto the boysdl the
way south. Ibero knew that Ser Rodrigo and this man had no love for each other, but he al'so
remembered that de Rada had sworn to guard Belmonte's family when Rodrigo had been exiled. 1bero
hoped—and prayed, each morning and when the sun went down—that the sardonic constabl€'s
proximity was a manifestation of that vow and nothing dse.

South of the two small tagraforts the king's vanguard began to open adistance from the rest of the
army, with outriders ga koping back and forth to keep communications flowing.

Thiswas how Ibero learned that Miranda Belmonte d'Alveda had aso become a part of their army,
joining the entourage of Queen Ines, who had chosen to come with her husband into the lands of the
infidels. When hetold the boys they seemed unsurprised. |bero was disconcerted by that until he
remembered the obvious.

Diego's gift was difficult to deal with at times. He would have known before the messengers came,
Ibero redlized. A little reluctantly, he admonished Diego.

"Y ou ought to betelling the rest of usif you ... see anything. It might be important. That iswhy we
are here, after dl.”

Diego's expression had been comicdl. "My mother 7' he asked. "Ibero, my mother'sarrival is
important to the war?"

Put that way, he did have a point. Fernan, predictably, had a different perspective entirely.



"lan't thiswonderful," he had exclamed indignantly. "Our first campaign and everyone from home
comestrotting dong. Who e se should we expect? The cook, our nurses from childhood? Thisis
ridiculous! Areyou here to make sure we keep warm at night?"

Diego had laughed. 1bero was too uneasy about the tidings of Miranda to be amused or chastising.
Fernan's words were disrespectful, but Ibero could understand how ayoung man on hisfirst campaign
might fed ... crowded by histutor'sarriva, and now his mother's.

Nothing for it. If the boys felt unhappy or the soldiers teased them they would have to dedl with that
themsdves. The truth was, theywer e too young to be here, and would not have come had Diego not
been what hewas. And had not Ibero sent a certain letter to Esteren.

He sent another letter—aforma message to Miranda by one of the outriders. He reported his own
presence and the good health and respectful treatment of the two boys. No word came back.

They did hear, indirectly, that the queen was entirely recovered from her unfortunate accident and
that she had great faith in her new physician, adoctor from one of the tagraforts.

The story was that he had saved Queen Inesslife at the very brink of death. Diego, in particular,
was fascinated by the tale and ferreted out all the details he could from those who had been at that
mesting of the three kings. Fernan was more interested in upcoming events. He managed to atach
himsdlf to the king's entourage, staying close to Count Gonzalez, in fact. It was Fernan who explained to
the other two why they were leaving the Asharite farms and hamlets untouched as they rode.

They had passed a number of them since leaving the tagralands. The villagers and farmers had fled
into the hillswith most of their belongings, but it had dways been cusomary, in the wars of Ashar and
Jad, tofirethe houses and fields.

Thingsweredifferent thistime.

Despite avisble disagreement emanating from Geraud de Chervales, King Ramiro wasingstent on
the point. Thiswas not araid, Fernan reported the king as saying. They were coming south to take
Fezanaand to stay. And if they did that, they would need Asharites to resettle these villages and
farmhouses, to pay taxes and till thefields. Time and steady governance would bring Jad back into
Al-Rassan, the king had declared, not burnings and destruction. Ibero wasn't entirely sure how that
meshed with holy doctrine, but he kept silent in the presence of his betters.

Fernan would spend the time after twilight prayers, before dark and bed, drawing mapsfor his
brother and the cleric, explaining what might happen when they reached Fezana, and after. Ibero noted,
alittlewryly, that he was entirely conversant now with the location—and the proper spelling—of dl the
major citiesand riversin Al-Rassan.

Four more days passed. The pring weather remained mild; they made steady progress, drumming
hooves and the dust of an army moving over the grasdands of Al-Rassan.

Then Diego announced, shortly before they broke camp one morning, that he had seen hisfather
riding west.

The king and the constable and the tall cleric from Ferrieres had asked all sorts of questions he
couldn't answer.

Once, such questions had made Diego fed inadequate, asif he wasletting the questioners down by
not being ableto reply. He didn't like disappointing people. Later, though, the queries—even from his
parents—had begun to irritate him, betraying, asthey did, such afalure to understand the limits of his
capability. Diego had made himself practice being patient at such times. The fact was, people didn't
understand hislimits; they couldn't possi bly, because they didn't understand how he did what he did.

Not that Diego redly understood his own gift; whereit came from, why he had it, what it meant. He
knew some things, of course. He knew that what he could do marked him as different from others. He
knew—from his mother long ago—that there was some undefined danger associated with being different



inthisway, and that he was not to tell others about what he could do.

All that, of course, had changed now. Horsemen had come from the king of VValledo and taken him
to war. Fernan, naturaly, had come too. Fernan was the one who really wanted to go to war, but when
they had reached the encampment by Carcasiaswallsit had become clear—during afirg intimideting
meeting with the king himsdlf and the cleric from over the mountains—that Diego was the one they
wanted. He'd had to explain, shyly, what it was he could do.

Not so much, really. He could see their disgppointment. At times over the years, he had wondered
about al the secrecy and anxiety. It wasn't acomplicated gift: he could sometimestell where hisfamily
was, even when they were far away. Hisfather, his mother, his brother, though Fernan was never far
from him, and his mother very seldom was.

Als0, he could sometimes sense danger coming for any of the three of them. Asto that, it had
amost dways been hisfather. Hisfather's life involved quite alot of danger.

Fernan wanted to be exactly like their father. He dreamed of it, practiced for it, had rushed through
his childhood hungry for aman's wegpons, and war.

Fernan was stronger and quicker, though they had been born identica. There were times when
Diego thought their father preferred Fernan, but there were other times when he thought otherwise. He
loved hisfather without reservation. Other people found Rodrigo intimidating, he knew. Diego thought
that was funny. Fernan didn't; Fernan considered it useful. They differed in such small things.

It didn't much matter, really. Nothing was ever going to separate the sons of Rodrigo Belmonte;
they had redlized that, definitively, when they were very young.

Fernan was enjoying dmost everything about the campaign they had joined. Diego thought it was an
interesting place to be, certainly better than another summer on the ranch, but he had arecurrence of his
old fedings of anxiety when it gppeared that he was disappointing those who had brought him hereto
help. At that first meeting he had answered the sharp questions from the High Cleric as best he could,
and afew from the constable and the king, too. He liked the king most, though he supposed it wasn't
redly his placetolike the king or not.

In any case, he couldn't be much help to them and he did his best to make that clear. Some days
ago he had sensed his mother's arriva among the main body of the army, haf aday behind them. He had
told Fernan, of course. He'd considered telling the king and the cleric from Ferrieres just to have some-
thing to offer them, but thinking about his mother led him to keep quiet. Her movements, surely, weren't a
part of thiscampaign. It felt like akind of betrayal to talk about her, and so he didn't. Besides, he knew
why she had come. Fernan did, too. It made Fernan prickly and angry; Diego just felt sad. They prob-
ably ought to have waited for her to come home that day before riding off. Hed been thinking guiltily
about that Sncethey |eft.

He knew she would not have let them join this army had she been at the ranch when the soldiers
arrived. Fernan had scoffed at that suggestion when Diego mentioned it, pointing out that their mother,
forceful as she might be, was hardly likely to have defied adirect summons from the king.

Diego wasn't so sure about that. He found that he missed his mother. She was gentler with him than
with most people. He knew Fernan missed her too, but his brother would deny thet if Diego spoke of it,
s0 he didn't. They talked about their father, instead. It was dl right, the way Fernan saw the world, to
misstheir father.

Then one morning Diego woke with an image of Rodrigo in hismind. It was blurred, because his
father was riding very fast, and the landscape changed too quickly for Diego to get aclear picture. But
he was coming towards them from the east, and he wasn't far away.

Diego lay under hisblanket for alittle while, eyes closed, concentrating. He heard Fernan wake up
beside him, and start to say something. Then Fernan was quiet. He could usualy tell when Diego was
reaching out, or reaching in. It was hard to know the right wordsfor this.

The landscape refused to become clearer. He saw that hisfather waswith only afew people, not a



large company, and there seemed to be ariver beyond him—uwhich would make sensg, if Diego
remembered the maps correctly. Rodrigo would be riding along the Tavares. He seemed to be agitated
about something, but Diego had no sense of immediate danger. Hetried casting hismind alittle avay
from hisfather, to seeif he could place him more exactly. He saw theriver, grasdands, hills.

Then, vividly, animage of acity anditswalls. Thathad to be Fezana.
Hisfather was going into Fezana.

Diego opened his eyes. Fernan was there, watching him. Without speaking, his brother offered him
an orange, dready diced. Diego bit intoiit.

"Why," he asked softly, "would Papa be going into Fezana?'
Fernan's brow knitted. "No idea," he said at length. "1she? Areyou going to tell the king?”
"Guess 0. That'swhy were here, isn't it?"

Fernan didn't like thinking of it that way, Diego knew, but it wasthe truth. They told Ibero firgt.
Then Diego and hisbrother and their tutor went to find King Ramiro.

A remarkably short time after that conversation they were racing, with the king and the constable
and one hundred of Valledo's best Horsemen towards Fezana, afull day'sfast ride away.

"Thisisvery important,” the king had said to Diego. "Y ou have now justified your being here. We
thank you."

"Pgpaisnt introuble, ishe?' Fernan had asked sharply. He was no longer shy in this company. "He
isnt exiled fromhere, ishe? Only Valedo."

King Ramiro had paused then, and looked at both boys. His expression had softened. "Is that what
you have been fearing? Y our father isn't in trouble at al. Not from me. | have to catch him before he gets
to Fezana. | have no ideawhy he's going there, but | want to stop him and end hisexile. | need him
badly on this campaign. | can't afford to have my best captain trapped inside the city I'm about to
besege, can 17?7

Fernan had nodded gravely, asif held been thinking a ong these same lines. Perhaps he had. Diego,
different in nature and response, had looked quickly a Count Gonzalez when the king named Rodrigo
his best captain. He had been able to read nothing in the constable's features, though.

They rode so rapidly through the morning and into midday, that they actualy caught and passed
severd groups of farmers and villagers heading for Fezana, fleeing their approach. People began
screaming as the Horsemen raced by, but it wasn't until noontime that the king ordered a party of
Ashariteskilled. Their firg killingsin thiswar.

It wasimportant, Diego was given to understand. The people streaming into Fezana, and those
aready waiting there, had to fear them terribly—to be made to doubt the wisdom of resistance. Walled
cities as well-defended as Fezana couldn't be stormed, they had to be besieged, and the morae of those
inddewascritiea tothat. A certain number of people had to die so that word of killings might run ahead
into the city.

Neither he nor Fernan was part of the contingent that peeled away from their ranks and began
cutting a swath through the cluster of familiesthe king had indicated. Diego, for his own part, was
entirely happy not to be involved. He saw Fernan looking back over his shoulder asthey rode, watching
the daughter.

Diego didn't look at all, after hisfirst glance. He thought his brother was secretly relieved, aswell,
not to be part of that group. He didn't say this, of course. But Fernan's play-battles had aways been
againg the veilled Muwardis, where despite being hideoudy outhnumbered, the lords Fernan and Diego
Bemonte with their gallant riders had managed to prevail, breaking through the ranks of the
desert-spawned to rescue their captive father and the king and earn great praise.

Chopping down farmers and small children on adusty road was something el se entirely. Theking's
party galoped on, outrunning the screaming. The soldiers who had been detailed to the task caught up



with them alittle later. Geraud de Chervalles, looking excited and happy, blessed them and their
weapons. |n aringing voice Diego thought was too loud, he called what they had done a proud moment
inthe higtory of Esperana.

The king ordered arest after that and men dipped down from their mounts to take water and food.
The sunwas high, but it was ill early in the year and not too hot. Diego walked alittle way gpart, found
some bushes for shade, sat down on the ground and closed his eyes, looking for hisfather. It was his
task. It waswhy they were here. There was nothing private or persond about his gift any more. He
would have to think more about that, |ater.

He found Rodrigo quickly thistime and redlized something immediatdly. He could seethe city inthe
same image as hisfather. There was something ese, too, an aura Diego recognized from many times
before.

He stood up, briefly dizzy, which sometimes happened. He went to find the king. Fernan saw him
going and roseto follow. Diego waited for his brother and they walked over together. King Ramiro was
gitting on asaddle blanket eating food from hislap, like asol dier, and drinking from aleather wine flask.
He handed the flask and his platter to a servant when he saw Diego coming. He stood up.

"What isit, lad?"
"When will we reach Fezana, my lord?'
"Sunset. A little before, if we go very fast. Why?!

"My father isdready there. On ahill just east of thewadlls. | don't think we can reach him. And |
think ... | believe he'sin danger now, after he getsinsde.”

King Ramiro looked a him thoughtfully.
"Bemore precise, in Jad'sname!” It wasthe cleric from Ferrieres.

"Hewould beif he could, de Chervdles. Y ou must seethat.” Theking didn't gppear to much like
the High Cleric. He turned back to Diego. "Y ou can anticipate danger aswell as seeit happening?'

"For my father, yes, but not dways, my lord."

"You gill have no ideawhy heisgoing into Fezana?'
Diego shook hishead.

"Heisnot with hiscompany? A smal party, you say?'
Diego nodded.

Therewas anervous cough. They dl turned to Ibero. Diego hadn't heard him come up.
Sdf-consciousin the extreme, the smdl cleric said, I may be ableto offer athought on this, my lord.”

"Do s0." Geraud de Chervalles spoke before the king. Ramiro directed aglance at him but said
nothing.

Ibero said, "In hisletters home, Ser Rodrigo did say that his company had retained the services of a
physician. A woman. A Kindath from Fezana. Jehane bet 1shak, | believe. Perhaps.... 7'

Theking was briskly nodding his head. " That would make sense. Rodrigo knew we might be
coming. Hewould be guided by loydlty if sheispart of hiscompany. Would thiswoman till have family
in Fezana?'

"1 would not know, my lord."

"l do." It was Fernan, speaking with assurance. "He wrote my mother about that. Her father wasa
physician aswdl, and il livesin Fezana."

Theking quickly held up ahand. "Ishak of Fezana? Isthat the father? The one blinded by Almalik?'
Fernan blinked. "I don't know anything about—"

"It must be! That's the man whose trestise the queen's doctor read! That ishow he saved her lifel”
King Ramiro's eyes gleamed. "By Jad, | seeit now. | know what is happening. Ser Rodrigoisgoing in,



but hell be coming out with them any way he can. He needstime before we arrive.”

"Youwill tell usyour thinking, | hope, my lord?* Geraud de Chervalles wore an expression poised
between pique and curiosity.

"As much asyou need to know," the king of Valedo said agreeably. The cleric reddened. The king,
appearing not to notice, turned to Gonzalez de Rada. "Congtable, thisiswhat | want done, and | want it
done swiftly ... "

King Ramiro seemed to be extremely good at giving orders, so far as Diego could judge. A king
must spend most of histime telling people what he wanted them to do, he supposed. A number of men
were seen riding back to the main body of the army soon afterwards. He and Fernan remained with the
king'sguard.

They dowed their pace, however. And shortly before day's end, at a place to which one of the
outridersled them—agtand of trees within sight of the river and the city walls, but not too close to them
—they stopped, taking shelter at the edge of the trees.

King Ramiro, riding glovesin one hand, waked over, unexpectedly aone, to where Diego and
Fernan and 1bero were watering their horses. He gestured, and Diego quickly handed his horsesreinsto
his brother and followed. Fernan made asif to cometoo, but the king held up afinger and shook his
head and Diego watched his brother stop, crestfallen.

It wasthe firg time he had been done with the king. Kings weren't done very often, he thought.

They waked through the stand of trees—beech and oak, afew cypresseslike sentries at the edge
of the wood. There were small white flowers everywhere, like a carpet on the forest floor. Diego
wondered how they grew in such profusion in the dark, cool shade. They cameto a place near the
eastern end of the woods and here the king stopped. He turned to look south and Diego did the same.

Inthelight of the setting sun they could see the gleam of the Tavares River. Beyond it was Fezana.
River and city had been nothing more than names on amap for Diego once, tests from their tutor: " Name
the cities owing allegiance at this time to the king of Cartada. Name that king. Now write those
names, and spell them correctly.”

Tavares. Fezana. Almdik. Not just names any more. He wasin Al-Rassan, land of terror and
legend. Here with the army of Valledo, come to conquer. Toreconquer, for al of this had once been
their own, when Esperanawas a name of power in the world, long ago.

Truth to tell, looking out at those massive sone wallsthe color of honey in the danting light, Diego
Bdmonte found himsdlf wonelering how even thisking and this army dared imagine taking such acity.
Nothing in his experience—he had only seen Esteren once, and then Carcasia—could compare with this
splendor. Even as he stood looking south, hisimage of Valedo grew smdler.

Rising behind the walls Diego could see domes gleaming in the last of the light. Places of worship,
he knew. Shrinesto bdliefsthe clerics of Jad named foul and evil.

They looked beautiful, though, to Diego.

Asif reading histhoughts or following his gaze, the king said softly, "The two nearer domes—the
blue and white—are those of the Kindath sanctuary. The sllver onesthat shine, the larger ones, arethe
temples of Ashar. At sundown, soon, we ought to be able to hear the bellsfor prayer, even from here. |
remember loving that sound.”

The king had spent ayear exiled in Al-Rassan, Diego knew. Just as, earlier, Raimundo and Diego's
own father had been exiled by King Sancho the Fat to the cities of the infidels. That episode was part of
their family history, tangled up with why Rodrigo wasn't constable of Valedo any more.

Diego, fedling he was expected to say something, murmured, "My father ought to know this city
well enough. He's been here before.”

"1 know that, Diego. Do you think you'l be ableto tell me when heis coming out, and where?
Therewill have to be away out through the walls. The gateswill be locked by now."



Diego looked up at hisking. "I'll try."

"We need somewarning. | want to be there, wherever he comes out. Will you know where he's
going? Which part of the city?'

"Sometimes| can do that. Not dways." Diego felt guilty again. "I'm sorry, my lord. | dont ... | can't
tell very well what I'll see. Sometimes there's nothing. I'm afraid I'm not very—"

A hand came down on his shoulder. "Y ou have dready been ahep and if Jad finds us both worthy
you will be again. Bdievethis. | am not saying wordsto ease you."

"But how, my lord?' Diego knew he probably shouldn't ask this but he had been wondering about it
sinceleaving home.

The king looked down a him for amoment. "It isn't complex, if you understand war.” His brow
furrowed as he reached for words. "Diego, think of it thisway: you know men cannot see very well in
the dark of night. Think of war asall taking place in darkness. During battle or before battle, acaptain, a
king, knows only what is hgppening next to him, and not even that much very clearly. But if | haveyou
with me and | have your father commanding awing of my army—and by Jad | hope | will soon—then
you can tell me something of what is happening wherehe is. Anything you give meis morethan | would
otherwise have had. Diego, you can be my beam of light, like agift from the god, to see by in darkness.”

Therewasadtirring of the wind; leavesrustied. Diego, looked up at hisking, swallowing hard. It
was odd, but in that moment he felt both larger and smaller than he was. He looked away, abashed. But
his gaze fell once more upon the mighty walls and gleaming domes of Fezana and there was no comfort
there.

He closed hiseyes. The familiar soinning came. He reached out ahand and braced himsdf againgt a
tree.

Then he was with hisfather, and aware of something esein the same moment. In adtiliness at the
edge of awood Diego Belmonte reached out, trying to serve his country and his king, and he found
himsdlf enmeshed in Fezanas dtreets. He felt danger surrounding hisfather likearing of fire.

It wasfire, heredized.

Heart pounding, eyes still closed, concentrating as hard as he could, he said, "There are torches and
alarge crowd. People running. Houses are burning, my lord. Thereisan old man with my father."

"Ishe blind?' the king asked quickly.

"l cannot tell that. Everything isburning.”
"You'reright! | see smoke now. In Jad's name, what are they doing there? Where is your father
going?"

"My lord, | cannat, | ... wait."

Diego struggled to orient himself. He never saw actud faceswith this sight, only presences, auras,
an awareness of people, with hisfather—or mother, or brother—at the center. He sensed tall houses,

walls, afountain. A press of running figures. Then two domes, blue and white.Behind hisfather. East. He
opened his eyes, fought the dizzi ness, looking south. He pointed.

"They are going towards a place in the walls on this Side of the city. There must be away out, as
you sad. Thereisfighting. Why istherefighting, my lord?"

Helooked anxioudy up at the king. Ramiro's expresson was grim.

"l don't know. | can only guess. If your father iswith ben Y onannon and heisfighting, then it may
be the Asharites are attacking the Kindath in the city. Why, | cannot tell. But it worksto our gain:if
Rodrigo gets out."

Which offered no comfort.

"Come!" theking said. "Y ou have helped me again. Y ou are my beam of light, Diego Belmonte,
truly.”



Even ashe said this, the sun went down. Twilight descended, swift and beautiful, over the plain
north of Fezana. To thewest, alast glow of red suffused the sky. The gleaming of the domeswas gone.
Diego, looking south asthey ran back towards the others, saw smokerising from the city.

He was not allowed to go seeif hisfather was able to get out and greet himif hedid.

The king let Fernan come with him but Diego was forbidden. It was judged that there was too much
danger near thewalls, with only the fifty men the king took with him, quietly stedling up to theriver and
moat in darkness,

Diego was outraged. He was the reason the king knew where Rodrigo was going, he was theonly
reason Ramiro was able to do this, and he was being denied the chance to join them. There were, it
emerged, disadvantages to being useful to the king of Valedo.

Fernan was dated, but sympathetic enough to try to conced it. Diego wasn't fooled. He watched
his brother leave with the king's party and he turned, grim and silent, to go with the other half of the
vanguard troop. Ibero was with him, of course, and—to Diego's surprise—Count Gonzalez de Rada

It was possible, he mused, riding west dong theriver, that the constable had no desire to meet
Rodrigo in this unexpected way. It was aso possible that the constable was taking his oath to guard
Rodrigo's family very serioudy. Fernan was with the king, so Gonzalez would stay with Diego. He
looked thoughtfully towards the constable but it was dmost dark by then and they were riding without
torches.

They didn't havefar to go. They saw campfires. The white moon wasrising behind them asthey
came up to the hamlet where the food wagons had begun assembling during the afternoon. Thiswas,
Diego was given to understand, the obvious place to locate the stores and suppliesfor asiege. That had
been decided upon along time ago by those who knew the terrain here.

Diego and the others entered the tiny village—it had aready been abandoned by the Asharites. The
hamlet lay dongsde theriver. Therewas awater mill. Almost al of the houseslooked new, which was
unexpected. The smell of cooking cameto Diego. He discovered in that moment that he was ravenous.
Thiswas an absurd time to be thinking of food. On the other hand, he told himself, what else was there
to do now, besideswait?

He dismounted between Ibero and the constable. Men came running to take their horses. Diego
turned back and looked east, towards the low moon. Fernan would be & the river and the walls by
now, waiting to surprise their father. It wasn't, Diego decided, fair at dl.

He looked around. This hamlet had aname, of course—Fernan had marked it on one of his maps—
but Diego had forgotten it. He half-expected |bero to demand that he give the name. He was prepared
to be extremdy sarcadtic if this happened.

They weren't far from Fezanain this cluster of huts and houses, but at night under sarsthe city
would normally have been lost to sight. It wasn't now. Diego saw ared glow to the east and he knew
Fezanawas burning. Hisfather wasin there.

He put aside his anger with that thought and forgetting about hunger closed hiseyes.

He touched Rodrigo's presence, was aware of him by the city walls but till insde. Just acrossthe
river hefound Fernan. With relief, he redized that he had no sense of immediate danger. No fighting near
ether of them. On impulse Diego reached out north and found his mother—closer than he had expected.

Hetook comfort in knowing where she was. That they were dl safe, for the moment. It even
seemed they might be together soon, here with the king'sarmy in Al-Rassan. That would be good. That
would be wonderful, in fact. Diego opened his eyes, letting his mind come back to the hamlet and,
reassured, he let himsdlf think about food again.

In that moment he heard alow, hard drumming sound and the first scream, cut off. Then he saw the
Muwardis.



It was, in the end, as might have been expected. Not that this mattered to the desert-born. If
anything, it was a vexation: when war wastoo easy therewaslessglory init.

Aziz ibn Dabir of the Zuhrite tribe, assigned to serve in Fezana by the king of Cartada—to whom
he had originally been posted by hisown lord, Y azir ibn Qarif, ruler of &l the desert—had taken one
hundred of his men west from the city earlier that day. They had stayed on the south bank of the Tavares
and then crossed at afording place where the river curved and dowed.

At twilight they offered the sunset prayers and then, moving with extreme care, had doubled back
west towards the hamlet of Orvilla

It had been considered, years ago, by the last king of Cartada and his advisors, that if the accursed
sun-worshippers ever dared to venture south with designs upon Fezana, they would be very likely to
choose Orvillaas abase for their supplies during asiege.

It was the obvious place and because of that the plan of Almdik I, Aziz had to concede, wasa
shrewd one. Thiswas true notwithstanding that it had been devised by wine-drinkersin Al-Rassan, and
not by tribesmen purein the will of Ashar.

Stll, it was the warriors of the Mgjriti who had been asked to perform the attack. Of course,
thought Aziz. Who among the womanish men left in Fezana could have implemented this?

During their silent loop back to the east, Aziz had moved ahead of the company with histwo best
outriders. Leaving their horses out of sght, they had crawled through the grassto overlook Orvilla

It was exactly as had been foreseen.

The Jaddites, stupid in their predictability, had indeed sent their wagons here. Whichever of ther
women had come south would amost certainly be arriving in Orvillatomorrow. Securein the notion that
the people of the countryside had fled into the city, they hadn't bothered to detail more than a
rudimentary force to guard those setting up camp.

Aziz heard careless laughter, saw tents being readied, smelled mest aready cooking on thefires. He
caught snatches of conversation in the sihilant accents of Esperana. He didn't understand what was being
said. It didn't matter. What mattered was that his tribesmen were going to achieve adaughter here. One
that ought to shake the invading northernersto their godless souls. Aziz had ideas asto how to heighten
that effect. It was a shame that the women weren't here yet: that would have made things perfect. Aziz
had not had awoman for sometime.

Unconscioudy he stroked the head of the hammer looped at his belt—his own favorite weapon. It
had been hisfather's before him, on the legendary firgt ride of the Zuhrites out of the farthest west. It
would one day belong to hisown eldest son, if Ashar's starsalowed it to be so.

Ashar seemed to be with him in that moment. Just as Aziz was about to dip down from his vantage
point and order the attack, something aerted him to danger. He held out awarning hand to histwo
companions and placed an ear to the ground. Hoofbeats. The other two, doing the same, looked at Aziz
in the darkness.

They waited. A few moments later acompany of soldiersrode up on the proud stalions of Valedo.
Aziz coveted those horses dmost as much as he wanted to sever the heads and sexua organs of the men
who rode them. It was dark of course, but there werefiresin Orvillaand Aziz was blessed with good
night vison. He made out fifty riders, not more. They could deal with that, in fact hewanted to dedl with
them. Thiswas now an attack in which glory could be found.

Timing mattered. They had been orderedto engage and then swiftly withdraw—not risk being
trapped outsde the city. He saw the new Horsemen enter Orvilla, riding through agate in the low fence
rebuilt snce the fire of last summer. He bent his head towards one of his men and whispered his orders.
Nothing very complex. There was no need for complications here.

"These men will be hungry now, and vulnerable. Get back to the others. Tell them we attack now,
in Ashar'sname.”



The god's stars were steady above them. The new Jaddites were dismounting, even as he watched.
Their horseswere being led away by servants. These men would be fighters, Aziz knew, but on foot?
Againgt one hundred of the best-trained Muwardisin Al-Rassan?

A moment later Aziz heard the sound of hooves. He stood up and looked back. He saw the curved
line of histribesmen approaching. One man came sweeping up to him, thereinsof Azizshorsein one
hand. Aziz swung up onto the saddle cloth while the horses were till moving. He pulled his hammer free
of hisbdlt.

He heard a scream from one of the cookfires. The sound broke off sharply. Someone had shot an
arrow. There were other cries, the desperate sounds of men caught utterly by surprise.

They reached the low fence and hurdled it. Aziz lifted his own voice then, crying Ashar'snamein
triumph beneath the watching, holy stars.

They did, in the darkness of night, what they had come out from Fezanato do. They killed, and
more than that. A message wasto be given here, and the northerners were not to be permitted to avoid
that message.

There was some resistance, which offered akind of pleasure. The fifty men who had come were
soldiers, but they were outnumbered and on foot, and the Muwardis knew exactly what they were doing.

Aziz had dreedy identified the leader of the soldiers and chosen him for his own, as acaptain of the
tribes had to do if he wanted to keep his honor and rank. He raced up to the man, whedling his hammer
in anticipation—but then had to rock wildly in the saddle to avoid aleaping sword blow from the
northerner.

The man was no longer young, but he was quick, and had very nearly been deadly. Aziz, going
past, turning his horse, saw the tribesman behind him fall to a second dash of the same sword. The
Jaddite commander, adark, tall man, shoved the tribesman from the saddle and swung hims=if up on the
horse in the same motion. The two |leaders faced each other. Aziz smiled. Thiswaslife, thiswaswhat a
mean lived for.

The Vdledan screamed something suddenly, and brandished his sword high. It was too flamboyant,
hewastoo far away. A distraction.

Aziz turned, ingtinctively, and saw the boy with a blade coming towards him from behind. If his
horse had been stabbed Aziz might have been in peril, but the boy disdained such tactics, swinging
upwards for the Muwardi's ribs. Aziz blocked the blow and then—something he had done a hundred
times, at least—brought his hammer across and down, through the feeble parrying of that sword. He
smashed the boy's skull, felt it break like the shell of an egg.

"Diego!" the Valedan leader cried.

Aziz laughed doud. The dark Valedan drove his seized mount forward and chopped at the neck of
AziZshorse. The sword bit deep. The anima screamed, rearing wildly onits hind legs. Aziz fought to
keep his sedt, felt himsdf diding, and saw the northerner'slong sword coming.

Had Aziz ibn Dabir been alesser man he would have died then. He was aMuwardi though, of the
Zuhrites, hand-picked to come to Al-Rassan. He hurled his body from the saddle, away from the
sweeping blade, and hit the ground on the far sde of hishorse.

He came up with hisleft shoulder hurting but his hammer reedy. It wasn't necessary. Aziz saw that
the Vdledan had been dispatched from behind by two of the tribesmen. One sword had gonein so far it
had come out through the man's breast where he lay on the ground.

Awarethat he had lost more than dignity in this encounter, Aziz strode over and seized the sword
from the second tribesman. Enraged, he severed the dead man's head with ablow. He spoke a
command, bregthing hard. One of his men legped from his horse and pulled down the lower clothing of
the dead man. Aziz, not troubling to be neat about it, castrated the Valedan. Then he seized the dead
boy, flipped him on hisbelly, and dragged the headless, emasculated captain on top of him, asif they



had been lovers butchered in congress.

It was dl amatter of sending amessage. Making the Jaddites brutally aware of what they faced if
they remained in the lands of Ashar so far from their pasturesin the north.

Aziz looked up. An outrider was racing towards them from the eastern edge of the hamlet.
"More of them!" he shouted. "Riding from Fezana."

"How many?"
"Fifty. Maybemore."

Aziz scowled. He badly wanted to stay and defeat these men aswell, especialy since hisown
disgrace, but surprise was gone now, and the new Valledans would be mounted and ready. His orders
had been clear, and he understood them too well to disebey, whatever pride might desire.

He ordered the withdrawa . Dead Valedans were strewn through the camp. The food and the
supply wagons were burning. They rode out to the north and crossed the river by the narrow bridge.
The last men chopped it down, just to be sure.

They raced back to Fezanawithout incident, were known and admitted at the southern gate. Aziz
made his report to the governor. Then he and his men wereimmediately detailed to join othersinfighting
thefiresthat had begun in their absence. It appeared that someone had chosen a poor moment to
perform an entirely proper act: deding with the Kindath of the city.

It was mid-morning before Aziz ibn Dabir fell, exhausted, into bed. His shoulder had begun to hurt
quite badly during the |abors of the long night. He dozed fitfully, despite hisfatigue, knowing that word
would be travelling south across Al-Rassan and then the straits to the desert al too soon.

Word of how Aziz ibn Dabir had been on the very brink of defeat in combat with asingle Valedan
and had only been saved by the intercession of men he led. Aziz was painfully aware that the extent of
his own contribution to the ambush a Orvilla had been to kill achild and then mutilate aman others had
dainfor him—uwhich, among the tribes, was woman'swork. Y azir might tolerate this, in a captain of
experience, but hisbrother Ghalib, who commanded the armies of the Mgriti for him, waslesslikdy to
do so.

And Aziz happened to be one of those who knew the origins of the extremely unusud thong Ghalib
ibn Qarif wore about his neck.

He could not remember feding so pure aterror in dl hislife. His heart was pounding uncontrollably
as heraced over the plain; he thought he might actualy lose control of himsdlf, fal off the horse, be
trampled to death by those who followed in hiswake.

That might be, thought Rodrigo Belmonte, ablessing, the way shooting ahorse or a hunting dog
with abroken leg was agift of mercy.

Hewas a horse or adog like that.

He was afather trying to outrun the arc of timeto his son. Terror wasin him, defined him, made his
mind ablank of dread.

Nothing likethis, ever before. Fear, yes. No honest soldier could truly say he had never known
fear. Courage lay in fighting past thet, through it, rising above it to do what one had to do. He had faced
his own death many times, and feared it, and dedlt with that fear. He had never felt what he was
experiencing now, in thisnight of Al-Rassan, hurtling towards Orvillafor the second timeinlessthana
yedr.

And with that thought, Rodrigo saw the fires burning ahead of him and knew—asoldier, atrained
soldier—that he wastoo late.

He heard a sound in the night. A name, his own voice crying, over and over, the one name. His
child's. It was dark. It was dark under the stars, and there were fires ahead.



The Muwardis—it would have been Muwardi warriors, of course—had |ft by the time he came
racing up to the low stockade and legped it and flung himsdf from his horse amid burning wagons and
tents and dain, mutilated men he knew.

Hefound Ibero first. He had no comprehension of how the man had cometo be here. Thelittle
clericlay inapool of hisown blood, black in thelight of the fires. His hands and feet had been cut off.
They lay alittle distance from hisbody, pieces of achild'storn doll.

Rodrigo smelled burning flesh. Some of their people had been thrown on the cooking fires. He
stumbled towards the central green, remembering it from the summer before. Hope gone now, but with
no defensesin him againg this, he saw the severed head of Gonzalez de Rada and, besideit, the body of
the congtable, leggingstorn off, sorawled obscendy atop the small, face-down figure of aboy.

Rodrigo heard himself make asound again.

A wordless plea. For mercy, for kindness, for time to run backwards and et him be here soon
enough. Intimeto save hischild, or diewith Diego if nothing €l se were alowed.

Sounds, sights, the smdll of flesh burning faded away into adistance. He walked over to the two
bodieslying there,

Asinadream, hismovementsimpossibly dow, he knelt down and rolled Gonzalez de Radas body
off the prone figure of his son. He saw then—dreamlike, unbdieving—what else had been doneto the
constable of Vdledo.

Then, gently, gently, asin adream, he turned Diego over on the blood-soaked ground and saw the
blow that had broken his head. He began to weep then, rocking back and forth, for the child in hisarms
who had gone away.

He heard, as from adistance, others coming up now. Horses. Footsteps. Running, then walking.
They stopped. Somehow athought came to him. Not looking up, unable to look up, he said, to whoever
was near, "Fernan. Stop Fernan. Don't let him seethis™”

"It isme, Papa. Oh, Papa, ishedead ?'

Helooked up then. He forced himsdlf. He had aliving child. Twin to this one. Bonded souls.
Different al their lives, but one birth, one face. Together, aways, against what the world had brought
them. Noot any more. Fernan would be fedling a nakedness now, Rodrigo thought, an icy wind blowing
right through him in the place where his brother had been.

By thelight of burning wagons he saw Fernan'sface. And Rodrigo Belmonte knew, in that moment,
that the boy would never entirely move past thisimage of seeing hisdead brother in hisfather'sarms. It
would shape him and define hislife to come and there was nothing Rodrigo could do to ater that.

He had to stop weeping, though. He had to try.

Ammar ibn Khairan was here, just behind Fernan. His had been the warning, immediate but too
late. He, too, would have seen daughterslike thisin histime. Killings and desecrations meant to convey
amessage, awarning. Rodrigo remembered, sudelenly, the Day of the Moat and what ibn Khairan had
doneto the king of Cartadain the aftermath of that. Killing. An answer, of akind.

He redlized that he was closeto losing dl control. "Ammar, please take him away," he whispered.
"He ought not to be seeing this. Go with this man, Fernan.Please.”

"Ishe dead?' Fernan asked again, ignoring or unable to register the mute, terrible evidence of the
shattered and bleeding skull.

"Come, Fernan," said ibn Khairan gently, apoet'svoice. "Let uswak over to theriver and St a
moment. Perhaps we can each pray, after our own fashion. Will you do that with me?"

In the distant, muffled place to which he seemed to have come, Rodrigo watched his son walk
away with Ammar ibn Khairan of Aljais. An Asharite. An enemy. Guard him, he wanted to say to
Ammar, but there was no need now, and it wastoo late. The damage had been done.

Helooked down again at the child he was holding. Diego. Little one. Poets everywhere wrote



about hearts bresking for love. He wondered if they redlly knew. Hefdt, absurdly, asif therewas an
actua crack running straight down through his own heart and that crack would never be mended, never
become hedled and whole. The world had entered in and broken him past repair.

Therewas an army here, with the king. An army in Al-Rassan. He wondered, vaguely, how much
killing he was about to undertake, in an effort—hopel ess before it ever began—to avenge and assuage
thismoment. Thissmdl, limp figurein hisarms. Diego.

Hewondered if anything would ever reach through to him again.

"Oh, dear Jad," he heard someone say sharply. Ramiro, the king of Valledo. "Oh, not this, in the name of what is
holy!"

Rodrigo looked over. Something in the king's voice.

New torches, more riders approaching. From the north. Not the king's party that had met them by
the river and the walls. The other direction. VValledan banners, lit by flames.

They came nearer and stopped. He saw the queen of Valedo, Ines.
He saw hiswife dismount to stand there, looking straight towards him, motionless. Without defense.

He had no ideawhy Miranda was here. Why any of them were here. He had to move, though, to
try to spare her asmall part of this, at least. If he could.

Gently, gently, helaid Diego down again on the cold ground and rose, sumbling, blood soaking his
clothing, and went towards Miranda between the fires and dain men.

He rubbed at his eyes, hisface. His hands seemed to belong to someone else. There were words
needed now, but he didn't have them. It was a dream. He would never wake from this.

"Pleasetdl meheisonly hurt," hiswife said very quietly. "Rodrigo, please say heisonly hurt.”

He opened his mouth and closed it. He shook his head.

Miranda screamed then. The name. Only the name. The same as he had done. It went into him the
way a spear enters.

He reached out to take her in hisarms. She went past him, running, to where Diego lay. There were
other people around him now, Rodrigo saw, turning. Jehane had come up. She was knedl ing besde his

son. Another man from the queen's party, someone he didn't recogni ze, was on the other sde. Miranda
stopped beside them.

"Oh, please?' shesad, inasmal voice he had never heard before. "Please?’
She kndlt beside Jehane and gathered Diego's hands between her own.

He saw Fernan coming back from the river with ibn Khairan. He would have heard his mother
scream. Fernan was crying now, hisface distorted. A wind, blowing right through him.

Only thismorning, riding towards Fezana, Rodrigo Belmonte would have said, if asked, that the
world was ahard place but an interesting one, and he would have named himsalf aman blessed beyond
hisworth by the god, with love and companionship and tasks worthy of aman.

He'd had two sons this morning, though.

He came back to where Diego lay. Someone—the king, it appeared—had placed his own cloak
over the mutilated body of Gonzalez de Rada nearby. Fernan was standing behind his mother. He was
not asking for comfort, Rodrigo saw. He was keeping very ill, weeping, with ahand on Miranda's
shoulder, looking down at his brother. He was thirteen years old.

Jehane finished what she was doing. She looked up a Rodrigo. "Heisn't dead but I'm afraid he's
dying." Her face waswhite. Her clothing was till wet from theriver, he saw. It wasdl so dreamlike.
"Rodrigo, I'm so sorry. The blow has broken his head, here. Thereistoo much pressure. He will not
wake up. It will not belong." Shelooked &t the other woman beside her, the child'shandsin hers. "Heis
... heisnot in pain now, my lady."

He'd had adream once in Ragosa, such astrange one, of the two of them—Miranda and Jehane—



standing at sunset somewhere. Not speaking, no clear details, only standing together at the end of aday.

It was dark here, however, and they were knegling on the ground. Miranda said nothing at al,
made no movement, eyes on her child. Then she did move, freeing one of her hands and laying it, so
softly, against the broken place on Diego's head.

Jehane looked up at him again, and Rodrigo saw the sorrow in her eyes, and therage. The
physician'srage a what they could not defest, the things that claimed human lives too soon, leaving doc-
tors helpless. She looked across Diego's body at the other man.

"You are adoctor?' she asked.
He nodded. "To the queen, formerly with thearmy.”

"l will aid you here, then," she said quietly. "There may be otherswho need our services. Surely
they are not all dead. There may be some we can save.”

"Y ou would do this?' the man asked. "For a Jaddite army?"

A spasm of impatience crossed Jehane'sface. "Asto that,” shesaid, "1 am physician to the
company of Rodrigo Belmonte. After tonight, | have no idea, but for the moment | am yoursto com-

"May | hold him?' Miranda, whispering, to Jehane. Asif no one ese had spoken.
Rodrigo took another step forward, helplesdy.

"You candonohamtohimat al, my lady." Jehane's voice was as gentle as he had ever heard it.
"Of course you may hold him." She hesitated, then repested, "Heisnot in pain.”

Shemadeasif torise,

"Jehane, wait." Another voice, from behind them. A woman's voice. Rodrigo turned, very dowly.
"Y our father wishesto examinethe boy,” said Eliane bet Dandl.

In Al-Rassan, in Esperana, Ferrieres, Karch, Batiara—even, intime, in the far-off eastern
homelands of the Asharites—what happened that night in aburning hamlet near Fezana became legend,
told so often among physicians, courts, military companies, in universities, taverns, places of worship,
that it became imbued with the aura of magic and the supernatural.

It was not, of course, supernatura. What 1shak ben 'Y onannon did—blind under the white moon
and gtars and the torches brought for those who assisted him—was as precise and carefully worked out
aswhat he had donefive years before in Cartada, ddivering thelast child of Almalik |, and it was as
wondrous as that.

Indeed, it was more than that had been. Sightless, unable to communicate except through hiswife
who understood every mangled syllable he spoke, handling a surgeon's blades and implements for the
firgt time since his blinding, working by touch and memory and ingtinct, ben Y onannon did something
even Galinus had only hinted might possibly be done.

He carved an opening in the skull of Diego Belmonte, around the place where the Muwardi blow
had broken the boy's head, and he drew forth the shattered bone that had been driven down into what
was shockingly exposed benegath the peded-back scalp and the opened skull. Theintruded fragment of
bone that would have killed Rodrigo"s son before the blue moon joined the white one in the sky.

Trepanning, it was called in the text of Galinus. Jehane knew that, and so, it appeared, did Bernart
d'Inigo, the Jaddite physician assisting them. And they both knew, aswell, that it had never been done.

She would have never even tried, Jehane was aware, al through what happened. Never have
thought to try, or dreamed it was possible. With awe, fighting back the desireto cry dl thetime, she
watched her father's sure, steady hands probe and define the wound, circumscribeit, then wield the
small saw and chisdl with which he cut aholein Diego Bemonte's heed.

He gave them instructions when he needed to; her mother, standing above them, under atorch held



by the king of Valedo himsdlf, trandated hiswords. Jehane or Bernart moved, as ordered, to offer a
blade, a saw, aclamp, to sponge away the heavily flowing blood where Ishak had peded back the skin
of the boy's scalp. Diego was being held in asitting position, that the blood might drain away and not
into the wound.

It was hisfather who was holding him.

Rodrigo's eyes were closed most of the time, concentrating on keeping utterly till, which Ishak,
through Eliane, had said was imperative. Perhaps he was praying. Jehane didn't know. She did know,
moved beyond words, that Diego never budged. Rodrigo held his child rock-steady, without shifting his
position once through the whole of that impossible, blind surgery on the plain.

Jehane had agtrangeilluson at one point: that Rodrigo could have sat likethiswith hischild in his
armsforever if need be. That he might almost want to do that. A stone, astatue, afather doing the one
thing left for him to do, and alowed.

The shattered bone of the skull came out in one ugly, jagged piece. Ishak had Jehane probe the
open wound to be sure he had it dl. She found two smal fragments and removed them with pineers
d'Inigo handed her. Then she and the Vdledan doctor sutured the flaps of skin and bandaged the wound
and when that was done they remained, on their knees, on either sde of the boy.

They laid Diego down then, Rodrigo moving to stand slently above him beside Miranda. The
brother—Fernan—was behind his mother. To Jehane's eyes he had an obvious need for something to
make him deep. She doubted he would accept it.

The white moon was directly overhead by then, the blue climbing in the eastern sky. Thefireshad
been put out. Other doctors had come, summoned from the body of the army north of them. They were
dedling with the survivors. There didn't gppear to be very many of those.

A great deal of time seemed to have passed, Jehane realized. Ishak, guided by Eliane and Ammar,
had moved alittle apart, to a camp stool provided for him.

Jehane and the Jaddite doctor, d'Inigo, looked at each other across the body of the boy. D'Inigo
had an unfortunate face but kind eyes, Jehane thought. He had been camly competent dl through what
had just been done. She hadn't expected that of aValedan physician.

He cleared histhroat, struggling with fatigue and emation.

"Whatever ... " he began, and then stopped. He swallowed. "Whatever happensto me, whatever
elsel do, thiswill ways be the proudest moment of my life asadoctor. To have been asmal part of
this. With your father, who ismy ... who | respect so much. In hiswritings, and ... " He stopped,
overcome.

Jehane discovered that she was overwhemingly tired. Her father must be exhausted. It hadn't
shown. If she wasn't careful she would begin remembering what had happened in Fezana, before dl this,
and that wouldn't do. Not yet. She had to stay in control.

She sad, "He may not survive. Y ou know that.”

D'Inigo shook his head. "Hewill. Hewill survive! That isthe wonder of it. Y ou saw what was done
aswdl asl. The bone came out! It wasflawless.

"And we have no ideawhether anyone can live through an opening up of their skull like that.”

"Gdinussad—"

"Gainus never did it! It was sacrilege to him. To the Asharites, the Kindath. To dl of us. Y ou know
that!" She hadn't meant to raise her voice. People looked over at them.

Jehane gazed back down at the unconscious boy. He was lying now on apallet and pillow, covered
in blankets. He was utterly white, from the loss of so much blood. That was one of the dangers now.
One of them. Jehanelaid her fingers againgt histhroat. The pulse was steadly, if too fast. But even as she
did thisand studied Diego's face, Jehane redlized that she, too, was certain he would live. It was
unprofessiond, hopelesdy emotiond.



It was an absolute conviction.

She looked up, a Rodrigo, and the wife he loved, the mother of this child, and she nodded her
head. "He isdoing well. Aswell aswe could hope," she said. Then she rose and went to where her
father and mother were. Ammar was with them, which was good. It was very good.

Jehane knelt at Ishak's feet and laid her head in hislap, the way she used to when shewas achild,
and shefdt her father's hands—his strong, cam, steady hands—come to rest upon her head.

After atime she stood up—because shewas nat, in truth, alittle girl any more, dwelling in her
parents house—and she turned to the man she loved among al othersin the world and Ammar opened
hisarmsfor her and shelet him draw away alittle of what had happened to her peoplein the city that
night, with histouch.

Seventeen

After holding asteady torch over Diego Belmonte in the dark of that night, Alvar de Pellino
watched Jehane's father walk wearily with hiswife to the edge of the village and then sumble done
through the eastern gate out into the grass. There he knelt down and, rocking dowly back and forth on
his knees, began to pray.

It was Husari, coming to stand with Alvar, stained with blood and ash and sweat—as Alvar knew
himsdf to be—who murmured, softly, "Thiswill be the Kindath lament. Under both moons. For the
dead.”

"In Fezana?'

"Of course. But if | know thisman heisoffering apart of it for Veaz."

Alvar winced. He looked back out at the shape of the man on hiskneesin darkness. He had,
shamefully, forgotten about Vdaz. Jehane's parents would only have heard those tidings tonight.
Watching the old physician rocking dowly back and forth, Alvar felt an unexpected renewd, quiet and
sure, of what he had begun to redlize on the ride west: he was not going to be asoldier, after dl.

He could kill, well enough it seemed, lacking neither in courage nor cam nor skill, but he had no
heart for the butchery of war. He could not name it asthe Sngers did: apageantry, a contest, aglorious
field whereon men could search out and find their honor.

He had no ideawhat the alternatives were or might be, but he knew that thiswasn't the night to sort
through that. He heard a sound from behind and turned. Rodrigo waked up to them.

"Alvar, I'd be grateful if you'd comewith me." Histone was grave; there was a bone-weariness at
the bottom of it. Diego was still unconscious, Jehane had said he would probably be so al night and into
themorning. "I think 1 want awitnessfor what happens next. Areyou al right?

"Of course,” Alvar said quickly. "But what is.... 7"

"Theking has asked to spesk with me.”

Alvar swalowed. "And you want meto ... "

"l do. I need one of my men." Rodrigo flashed the faint ghost of asmile. "Unlessyou have aneed to
urinate?'

Memory, vivid asashaft of light.

He walked over with Rodrigo to where the king stood, conferring with outriders. Ramiro saw them
gpproaching, raised his eyebrows briefly a Alvar.

"Y ou wish athird man with us?" he asked.

"If you do not object, my lord. Do you know Pellino de Damon's son? One of my most trusted
men.” Therewas—Alvar heard it—an edge to Rodrigo's voice now.

"l do not," said hisking, "but if you value him so highly, | hope to know him well in daysto come.”
Alvar bowed. "Thank you, my lord." He was conscious that he must look afearsome sight. Likea



fighting men.
Ramiro dismissed the outriders and the three of them walked towards the northern fence of the
hamlet and then, as Alvar opened a gate, out onto the plain.

A wind was blowing. They carried no torches. The fireswere behind them and had mostly died.
The moons and the stars shone above the wide land al around them. It was too dark for Alvar to read
the expressions of the other two men. He kept silent. A withess. To what, he knew not.

"l am pleased you are back. Y ou will have questions. Ask me," said Ramiro of Valedo. "Then | will
tell you some other things you do not know."

Rodrigo said coldly, "Very wdl. Start with my sons. How came they here? Y ou may not be glad of
my presence for long, my lord king, depending on the answers.”

"Y our cleric wrote aletter to Geraud de Chervalles, aHigh Cleric from Ferrieres, wintering with us
on hispilgrimageto Vascas Ide. He was preaching aholy war, along with hisfellowsin Eschaou and
Orvedo. Y ou know the army in Batiara has sailed?!

"l do. What sort of |etter?"

"Explaining about your son's gift. Suggesting it might be of aid to usin awar againgt the infidels"
"Ibero did that?"

"1 will show you the letter, Ser Rodrigo. Wasit abetrayal ?"

"It was"

Theking said, "He has been punished.”

"Not by me."

"Doesit matter? He was aholy man. Jad will judge him.”

Therewasasdlence.

"Goon. Theletter arrived in Esteren?”

"And de Chervalles asked my permission to send for the boy. This was after what had happened at
Carcasia. Y ou heard about that?"

Rodrigo nodded. "A little."
Theking said, "In the wake of those events, | ordered the army to assemble and | sent men to fetch

your son. His brother ingsted on coming. Y our lady wife followed, joining the queen. Am 1, aso, to be
punished, Ser Rodrigo?'

Thetone of both men was cold, precise. In the darkness, in that keen wind, Alvar had a sense that
he was listening to the first notes of an exchange that had been waiting to happen for along time.

"l don't know yet," said Rodrigo Belmonteflatly. Alvar blinked. The Captain was speaking to his
anointed monarch. "What happened at Carcasia? Y ou had best tell me about that.”

"l intended to. Almalik Il used apy at the court of my brother of Ruendato try to kill the queen.
His purpose was subtle and nearly succeeded. If the queen had died and | blamed Sanchez it would
have shattered any aliance and sent usto war against each other. | nearly rode against Ruenda. | would
have, had shedied.”

"BlJt?'

"The physician, d1nigo—who asssted with your boy tonight—was able to save the queen where
her own doctors could not. He redlized, from the nature of the wound, that there had been poison on the
arrow, and provided the remedy."

"We owe him agreat ded, then," said Rodrigo.

"Wedo. He said helearned of that poison from the writings of a certain Kindath physicianin
Fezana"

Another sllence. Alvar saw a gar fal across the sky in thewest. A birth, adeath. One or the other,



in thefolk tales a home. Hewasfar from home.

"l see. | had intended to ask you," said Rodrigo, "whatever € se happens, to |ook to the well-being
of Ser Ishak and hisfamily."

"Y ou need not ask," said the king. "It is done. For the queen's sake, and your son's. Whatever else
happens.”

Alvar saw Rodrigo incline his head in the moonlight. A cloud drifted across the face of the white
moon, deepening the darkness.

"D'Inigo aso told me something else," the king said quietly. "He said the poison used was one
known only in Al-Rassan. The Ruendans would have had no ready accessto it, or knowledge of it."

"l see." Rodrigo's tone changed. ™Y ou wrote to your brother of Ruenda?’

"l did. I told him what we had learned. He had fled the meeting, fearing we might attack them. Asl
said, | nearly did, Ser Rodrigo. If the queen had died ... "

"l believe | can understand that, my lord."

" Sanchez wrote back. They had unmasked the Cartadan spy and found arrows in his home with the
same poison. My brother was grateful.”

"Of course. Insofar ashe can be." Thetonewasdry.

"It went far enough. He agreed to come south a the sametimel did. Heisriding for Sdos even

Thiswas news. Alvar could see Rodrigo absorbing it.
"And Jdofia?" he asked softly. ™Y our uncle?!

"Isdriving towards Ragosa and Fibaz. It is happening. The clerics havetheir holy war, after dl, Ser
Rodrigo."

Rodrigo shook his head. "Three wars of conquest, it would seem to me."

"Of course." Theking'sturn to sound wry. "But the clergy ride with us, and so far as| trust my
uncle and brother not to turn back and attack Valedo, it is because of them.”

"And because of them my son was brought here?"
"He was summoned because in my anger | dlowed an offered weapon to be brought to me.”
"Heisachild, not awegpon, my lord.”

"Heisboth, Ser Rodrigo. With respect. And our country isa war. How old were you when you
first rodein my father'sarmy beside Ramundo?'

No answer. Wind inthetall grass.

"That ismy tale. Am | till to be punished?' King Ramiro asked softly. "I hope not so. | need you,
Ser Rodrigo. Valedo has no constable tonight, no war leader, and we stand in Al-Rassan.”

Alvar sucked in his breath sharply. Neither of the other men so much as glanced a him. He might
not even have been herein the darkness with them.

"Y ou mentioned the name," said Rodrigo, his voice suddenly no more than awhisper, "of your late
brother.”

Alvar shivered suddenly. He was very tired, and the night breeze was growing colder, and he had
begun to fed the places where he'd been wounded, but none of these were the reason.

"l dwaysthought,” said King Ramiro, "that we would have to arrive here eventually, you and I."

He stopped, and after amoment Alvar redized that the king waslooking at him, evauating. It was
for this, Alvar understood, that the Captain had wanted him here.

Theking spoke again, findly, in avery different tone. "Y ou genuindy loved him, didn't you?1 could
not ... | could never understand why everyone loved Raimundo so much. Even our father. Obvioudly.
Even he was seduced by my brother. He gave him Valedo. Tell me, Ser Rodrigo, answer a question for



me thistime: do you truly think Raimundo would have been a better king, had helived, than | have
been?’

"Doesn't matter,” Rodrigo said, in that same tiff, difficult whisper.

“[tdoes matter. Answer me.”

Silence. Wind, and swift clouds overhead. Alvar heard an animal cry out far off on the plain. He
looked at the Captain in the moonlight.He is afraid, he thought.

Rodrigo said, "'l can't answer that question. He died too young. We can't know what he would have
grown into. | know what you want me to say. That he had more charm than strength. That he was sdfish
and reckless and even cruel. Hewas. All of thesethings, at times. But, as Jad will judge my lifewhen |
make my end, | have only known one other man, ever, who came even close to making ... the act of
living through days and nights so full of richness and delight. Y ou have been afar-sighted and astrong
king, my lord. | grant you that freely. But | did love your brother, yes. We were young—exiled together
and then hometogether in triumph—and | have dways believed hewaskilled.”

"Hewas," sad King Ramiro.

Alvar swallowed, hard.

Rodrigo brought one hand up, involuntarily, and touched his forehead. He stayed thus a moment,
then lowered hisarm. "And who was it who killed him?" His voice actualy cracked on the question.

"Garciade Rada." Theking'swordswereflat, uninflected. "Y ou dways thought so, didn't you?'

Alvar had another memory then, torchlit. This same hamlet. Rodrigo's whip lashing out, catching
Garcia de Rada on the face, ripping his cheek open. Lain Nunez struggling to control the Captain's black
rage. The cold, ferocious words spoken—accusation of aking's murder.

He heard Rodrigo dowly release his breath. He couldn't make out his features clearly but he saw
the Captain cross hisarms on hisbreast, asif holding tightly to something there.

"Garciawas—Wwhat?—seventeen, eighteen that year?' Rodrigo said. "He acted on his brother's
orders?'

Ramiro hesitated. "'l am speaking truth, Ser Rodrigo, believeit. The answer is, | do not know. Even
tonight, with Gonzalez dead, | do not know for certain. My thought has aways been, hedid not. |
believe Count Gonzalez innocent of my brother's blood.”

"l do not share your belief, | fear. Would an eighteen-year-old have killed hisking, unprompted?’

"l don't know," said King Ramiro again. He paused. "Should | point out that Gonzalez de Rada
died terribly tonight because he would not leave Diego's sde from the time your boysjoined thisarmy?*

Rodrigo was unmoved. "He swore an oath to me last year. He valued his family honor."

"Then would he have murdered hisking?'

"He vaued many other things, my lord. Power and wealth among them. He, too, was younger then.
He might have done so, yes. | thought you could tell me."

"l have given you my belief.”

"Y ou have. Which leaves uswith only the last question, doesn't it? Y ou know what it is, my lord.”

Alvar knew it aswdl, by now.The last question. What followed the last question? He wished he
were somewhere dse.

Theking said, quietly, "1 had no love for Raimundo. Or Sanchez, for that matter. Nor they for me.
It was no secret, Jad knows. Our father chose a certain way to raise histhree sons. But | knew | could
do more for Valedo, and perhaps al of Eperanaone day, than either of my brothers ever could. I knew
it. In my own time of exile herein Al-Rassan, when men came south to speak with me, | will not deny
that | voiced anger that Valedo was probably going to be given to Raimundo when our father died.
Which iswhat happened, of course.”

Theking stopped. Alvar heard the animd call out again, far off in darkness. King Ramiro said, "It is



... very possible ... that someone listening to mein atavern or wine shop here might have concluded that
were Raimundo to die ... unexpectedly, | would not be displeased.”

Clouds did from the white moon. Alvar saw the king look at Rodrigo in the doubled moonlight. "I
would not have been displeasad. | was not, in the event. | will not lie about this. But before Jad, and on
thelife of my queen, and by whatever else you would wish meto swear, | did not command his murder,
nor do | know how it was achieved.”

"“Then how," Rodrigo asked, implacable, "'do you know it was Garcia?"
"Hetold me. He wanted to tell me more. | stopped him."

Rodrigo's handswerefigts at hissides. "And that isall you did? Stop him from telling you? Shall |
believe this? No punishment, no exposure? For the killing of aking?Y ou made his brother constable of
Vadledo. You let Garcialive as he chose, doing what he wished al these years, until he nearly killed my
wife and my boys?

"l did," said Ramiro quietly. "1 let him live hislife. Gonzalez de Rada became congtable because he
was worthy of the post—do not deny that—and because you would not serve me after Ralmundo died.”

" After he was murdered!”

The king made a small movement of hands and shoulders. "After he was murdered. Garciawas
never given rank, status, office, power ... none of thesethings. Y ou might consider that a moment, given
what he could have expected from hisbirth. | thought of having him killed, frankly, because he was arisk
and an embarrassment, and because | |oathed the man. But | was ... aware that Ralmundo had been
killed by him because he thought | would approve and because he had ... enough reason to think <o. |
would not kill aman for that. Yes, | let him live. | kept the secret. | dlowed Gonzalez to serve me and
Valledo. Honorably. Y ou had been my brother's man. | would not beg you for aid or gpprova, Ser
Rodrigo, a my ascension, or after. | will not do so now. | think you were one of those blind to what
Raimundo redlly was, and that your youth excused this, then.”

Alvar heard the king's voice change. "It isno excuse now. Not any more. We are no longer young,
Rodrigo Belmonte, and al these events are done with, in the past. Though | will not beg, | will ask. What
| havetold you tonight istruth. It isal truth. Will you be my constable? Will you command thisarmy for
e

Rodrigo Belmonte had aquality, Alvar had long ago observed, of being ableto hold himsdf utterly,
disconcertingly still. Hewaslike that now, for what seemed avery long time.

"l don't think," he murmured findly, "that the past is ever redlly done with us." But then, in afirmer
voice he asked, "Command the army to achieve what end, my lord king?"

"Totake Fezana. And Cartada. And Silvenes. Lonza. Aljais. Elvira. Everything | can.” The answer
was decisve.

Alvar discovered that he was shivering again.

"And then?'

"And then," said King Ramiro, as bluntly as before, "I intend to occupy my uncle's kingdom of
Jaona. And then my brother's Ruenda. Asyou said, thiscampaign isaholy war in name aone. | want
Esperanaback, Ser Rodrigo, and not only the land my father ruled under the khaifs sufferance. | wantall
of thispeninsula. Before | die, | intend to ride my horse into the seas to south and west and north, and
up into the mountains to look down upon Ferrieres—and know that al the lands through which | rode
were Esperana.”

"And then?' An odd quegtion, inaway.

"And then," said King Ramiro, more softly, aimost amused, "I will probably rest. And try to make a
bel ated peace with Jad for al my transgressions beneath hislight.”

Alvar de Pdlino, having struggled through along year and aterrible day and night towards anew
awareness of himsdlf, redlized that he wasthrilled by this—beyond words or clear thought. His skin was



tingling, the hairs on the nape of his neck stlanding up.

It was the sheer grandeur of the vision. Lost and conquered Esperana made whole again, one
Jaddite kingdom in al the wide peninsula, with VValedo and its Horsemen at the heart of it. Alvar longed
to be apart of this, to seeit cometo be, to ride his own horseinto those oceans and up that mountain
with hisking. Y et, even as his heart heard this call to glory, he was aware of daughter embedded in the
sweep of the king's dream, or swooping above it like the carrion birds that followed the battlefields of
men.

WIll | ever,hethought, with aknifing of despair,be at peace between these things?

He heard Rodrigo Belmonte say then, very camly, ™Y ou might have told me about Garciaalong
time ago, my lord. | think | should have believed you. | do beieve you now. | am your man, Sinceyou
want me."

And he knelt before the king and held up his hands together, palms touching. Ramiro looked down
upon him, ungpesking for amoment.

"Y ou would not have bdieved," he said. "Y ou would aways have doubted. We needed to grow
older, you and |, for meto say thisand you to hear it. | wonder if your young soldier can possibly
understand that."

Alvar flushed in the darkness, then heard the Captain say, "Y ou might be surprised, my lord. He's
more than asoldier, though | will tell you later what he did in Fezanathisevening. If | am to be your
constable | have my first request: | would ask that Alvar de Pellino be named my herald, to bear
Valledo's staff and carry our words to the Star-born.”

"Itisan honor," theking said. "Heis very young. It isalso adangerous post inthiswar.” He
motioned towards the hamlet behind them. "The Asharites may not observe the laws of herdds and their
codes.”

Rodrigo shook hishead. "They will. That much | know. They value their own honor as much aswe
do ours. Even the Muwardis. In away,especially the Muwardis. And Alvar will acquit himsdlf."

Ramiro looked at Alvar, that gppraising glance in the moonhight. ™Y ou wish thisfor yoursdf?' he
asked. "Thereisless glory than might be found in battle by a courageous young man.”

Alvar knelt beside Rodrigo Belmonte and lifted hisjoined pams. "I wish for this," he replied,
discovering as he spoke that he did; that it wasexactly what he wanted. "1, too, am your sworn man if
you will haveme, my lord."

Theking placed his hands around those of Rodrigo, and then he touched Alvar'sthe same way. He
sad, "Let usgo forward from this place and begin to reclaim our lost land.”

Helooked asif hewould say more, but did not. They rose then, and began walking back to Orvilla
But Alvar, unable to stop the thought from coming—even now—found himself saying, inwardly,And
whose land will be broken and lost in that claiming?

He knew the answer. It wasn't areal question. In the newest royd herald of Valledo, pride and
bone-cold apprehension came together and warred for dominion.

Then, nearing the hamlet, he saw Jehane. She was standing by the northern gate waiting for them
with Ammar ibn Khairan beside her. And looking a her small, straight-backed figurein the mingled light
of themoons, Alvar felt love come back, too, bittersweet among the weapons and shed blood, tonight
and yet to come.

She saw them both kned: Rodrigo first, and then Alvar.

Beside her, Ammar said softly, "Heis being made constable now.” And then, as shelooked quickly
up a him, "It isbest for both of them, Rodrigo and the king. He ought to have been, dl these years.”

Shetook hishand. Smoke drifted behind them, though the fires were mostly out. Husari was with
her parents and the two children they had saved from the Kindath Quarter. The queen of Valledo had
come to them. She had said that Ishak and hisfamily were her guests and would be, for so long asthey



desired. She had been gracious and well-spoken, but it was evident—to Jehane, at |least—that Queen
Ines had never met or taked with aKindath before and didn't quite know how to dedl with that.

That shouldn't have bothered her, perhaps, but tonight it did. She had almost wanted to ask I1nes of
Valedoif there were any plump babies around, to cook for a proper Kindath breakfast, but too many
children had died that evening, and Jehane had nothing |eft in her for theforce of real anger. Shewas
very tired.

It was Bernart d'Inigo, the doctor from thetagra forts, who had readied this welcome for them, she
understood. It seemed he had saved the life of the queen using knowledge gained from reading Ishak's
writings. He had taught himself Asharic and Kindath years ago, he confided to Jehane. Thelanky,
sad-faced man was agood physician, there was no denying it.

Why shouldn't he be?Jehane had thought.If he's bothered to learn from us....

Not afair thought, really, but tonight she wasn't putting much stress on trying to be fair. D'Inigo had
volunteered to take the first watch beside Rodrigo's son. Diego's mother and brother were with him as
well. Jehane wasn't needed. Valedan doctors were tending to the handful of people who had survived
the assault. Only a handful; the rest were dead, butchered hideoudly.

They come from the desert, Jehane remembered, seeing the chopped-up bodies, smelling charred
human flesh. Her father's words, from so long ago.1f you would under stand the Star-born of Ashar .

"Who are my enemies?’ Jehane had said then, doud, looking around the hamlet.

There must have been something in her voice; ahint of vanishing control. Ammar, without speaking,
had placed an arm about her shoulders and guided her away. They had waked around the perimeter of
Orvillabut Jehane, unable to be eased, had found hersdlf both looking back at dying firesand
remembering them.

Who are my enemies?The citizens of Fezana? The Muwardis here? The soldiers of a Jaddite holy
army who had run wild through Sorenica? The Valedans who burned this hamlet last summer? She
wanted to weep, but was afraid to let hersdlf.

Ammar had agash on one arm, which she examined by torchhght; it wasn't serious. Hed told her
that, but she'd needed to look. She led him down to the river and cleaned the cut and bandaged it. A
thing to do. On her knees, she dipped a cloth in the cold water and washed her face, looking down at
the rippling lines of moonlight in the Tavares. She took adeep breeth of the night air.

They had walked again, following the perimeter fence to the north. And there they saw King
Ramiro with Rodrigo and Alvar out among the grasses, the dark, wide emptiness beyond them. At one
point, watching, Jehane saw Rodrigo cross hisarmstightly over hisbreast. It was very late. A wind was
blowing inthe night.

Whichever way the wind blows.

Then they saw Rodrigo and Alvar knedl before the king and thenrise.

"Who are my enemies?’ Jehane asked, a length.

"Mine, | hope" said Ammar.

"And yours are?'

"WEell know more of that soon enough, my love. Watch and listen. | will likely be made ahandsome
offer soon."

Histone had a coolness now, but that was as much a defense as anything else, she knew. More
than anyone in the world, perbhaps, she had a sense of what had come, however improbably, to bind
Ammar ibn Khairan and Rodrigo Belmonte, each to the other.

Therewas an anticipation of partingsin her now, Jehane real ized: endings had come upon them
tonight. As much as anything e se, that was what made her want to weep.

They waited. The three men came over the dark grass and approached them by the gate. She saw



that Alvar, too, was wounded. There was blood on his shoulder. Without speaking she went over to him
and began carefully tearing at hisloose shirt to expose the gash below. Helooked at her and then away,
gtanding quietly as she examined the cuit.

"Ammar. | was hoping to find you," Rodrigo said quietly. "Have you amoment to speek?' He
spoke in Esperanan.

"With you, dways," ibn Khairan said gravely, in the same tongue.

"Theking of Valedo has done me the honor of asking meto be his constable.”

Jehane looked over a him. Ammar inclined his head. "Heis equally honored if you have accepted.”

"Il have"

Ammar smiled thinly. "Badir of Ragosawill be distressed.”

"l imagine so. | proposeto give him, unfortunately, even greater cause for regret.”

"How s0?'

It waslike adance, Jehane thought, thisformality screening things so much deeper than words

could go. She stood by young Alvar, listening, and stopped even pretending to examine his shoulder. It
wastoo dark here, in any case.

"l believe | have sufficient authority to make you aproposa on behdf of the king of Valedo."

He was right, Jehane thought. How had Ammar known, so surely? No answer to that, except to
remember who and what he was. What they both were. In the wind from the north she could fed
something swiftly approaching itsend.

Ammar said, "I am dwaysinterested in proposals. And yours have ever been intriguing.”

Rodrigo hesitated, choosing words. "Aswe stand here, King Sanchez of Ruendaisriding for Salos
downriver, and the army of Jalofiais gpproaching Ragosa.”

"Ah! Jdofiarides! Queen Fruedacomesto avenge her dead captain?”'

King Ramiro's mouth quirked sdeways & that.

"Something of the sort," Rodrigo said, unamiling. "There have been a great many dead captains over
theyears"

"Alas, itistrue. "War feeds like a wild dog upon the hearts of brave men.'"
"l know that," said the king of Valedo suddenly. "That was written by ibn Khairan of Aljais.”

Ammar turned to him and Jehane knew he was surprised, however he might try to conced it. "At
your service, my lord. Theline scans better in Asharic.”

The king'sturn to betray astonishment. He looked sharply at Rodrigo and then back to Ammar. "l
had not ...you are ... ?' Heturned to Rodrigo again, eyebrows arched.

Camly, Rodrigo said, "We were exiled at the sametimelast year in Ragosa. We have been
companions since. He came here, despite a death sentence in Cartadan lands, to bring Ishak ben
Y onannon and hiswife out of Fezana. Jehane bet |shak who stands here is physician to my company.
Ibn Khairan would have been killed by the Muwardis had they known he wasin the city.”

"| daresay thereisno love shared there," King Ramiro murmured. He was atdl, handsome man.
He had a'so recognized aline from apoem by Ammar. "Isthere any shared here?' he asked.

"| am attempting to find out,” Rodrigo said. "Ammar, we have dways thought thet if thisarmy and
the other two moved south, Y azir ibn Q'arif would probably be in the peninsula by summer'send or next
goring. Al-Rassan, asit has been, iscoming to an end.”

"Sorrowfully, | bdievethat," Jehane heard the man sheloved say quietly. "Tel me, who will
remember the gardens of the Al-Fontinain timeto come? Or theivoriesin the holy places of Ragosa?’

"l cannot answer that," Rodrigo replied. "Perhaps you will help usall remember, | do not know. |
have more immediate coneerns. The king has ingtructed me that thisisto be aValedan campaign of



conquest, not aholy war, though there are clerics with us and it might appear otherwise.”

"Oh, good!" Ammar said, too brightly. "Does that mean only those who resist you are nailed to
wood or burned aive while the clerics Sng paeansto Jad?"

"Something of the sort,” Rodrigo said levelly.

"Almaik of Cartadaisadead man,” King Ramiro interjected quietly, "for what hetried to do to the
queen. And the Muwardis, when we find them, will be offered no kindness by me. Not after tonight. But
my heart isnot set on daughter, either for its own sake or to make the clerics happy.”

"Ah," ssid Ammar in hismost sardonic voice, "agentle conguest. Horsemen of Jad waving to happy
Asharite farmers asthey trot by. And to keep your brave soldiers content—what? Chop up afew
Kindath on the way? No one will missthem, will they?'

Rodrigo refused to riseto the bait. "Thisiswarfare, Ammar. Neither of usare children. It istill
Ashar and Jad and there will be ugliness. After severd hundred years and with that other army sailing for
Soriyyathere will be worse than ugliness.”

"What, | wonder, isworse than ugliness?'

"Y ou do not redlly mean that,” Rodrigo said. "l have part of an answer, though. Worse, iswhen
what little space there is for men to move back and forth between worlds disappears because the worlds
arelost to hatred. That may happen to usyet." He hesitated. "1t probably will, Ammar. | have no more
illusonsthan you do. Therewill be no happy farmerswhere thisarmy passes. We will conquer if we
can, and do what we must do, and then we will try to govern here, asthe khalifs and the city-kings have
governed the Jaddites and Kindath among you."

"How ... pragmatic of you,” Ammar said, with an icy smile. He was angry, Jehane saw, and not
trying to hideit.

Rodrigo saw it too. He said, "Are wethe proper targets for your fedings right now?"

"Y ou are adequate, failing something better.”

"What would you have me do?' Rodrigo cried suddenly. In the silence that followed, Jehane had a
sense, as once beforein Ragosa, that for these two men, staring fixedly at each other now, no one else
wasintheworld, just for amoment.

The moment came, and was briefly held, and then it passed. Jehane felt asif she could amost seeit
happen: something receding from the two of them, faster than any horses could run, into the dark.

"What would | have you do?' Ammar's voice had softened. He spoke Asharic now. "What you
cannot do, | suppose. Go home. Breed horses, raise your sons, love your wife." He turned to the king of
Valledo. "Make your country—all of Esperanaif you can uniteit—into aland that understands more
than only war and righteous piety. Allow spacein your livesfor more than battle chantsto inspire
soldiers. Teach your peopleto ... understand a garden, the reason for afountain, music.”

Thewind blew past them. 1bn Khairan shook his head. "Forgive me. | am being extremely foolish. |
amtired and | know you are aswell. These tidings you bring are not unexpected, but they do mark the
death of something | have ... held dear.”

"I know this." Rodrigo's voice was rock-steady. "1 would like you to help keep some part of
Al-Rassan dive. | said | had aproposd. If the king does not disagree, | would offer you certain offices
in Al-Rassan and ultimately the rank of congtable of Vdledo, shared with mysdlf.”

Jehane heard Alvar de Pdllino gasp and saw the king make an abrupt, uncontrolled movement.
Rodrigo had just proposed to cut hisown position in haf and giveit to an Asharite.

Ammar laughed softly. He looked at the king and then back to Rodrigo. ™Y oudo enjoy surprising
people, don't you? | thought that was my vice."

Again, Rodrigo did not smile. "It seems simple enough to me. We haven't nearly enough people to take and
settle Al-Rassan. We need the Star-born—and the Kindath—to stay here, farm the land, conduct their business, pay
taxes ... perhaps one day become Jaddites in the same way our people have turned to Ashar here over the centuries. If



this campaign succeeds, we will be avery few people in alarge land. To keep the sons and daughters of Ashar calm
and well-governed we need men of their own faith. A great many of them eventually, but at the moment thereis only
one man | trust to wield so much power and strive towards this balancing and you are that man. Will you help govern
Al-Rassan for us? So much of it as we control ?*

Ammar turned to the king again. "He is  oquent when he choosesto be, ishe not? Does he
persuade you?' The cutting edge of irony wasin hisvoice again. "Doesit soundsimple enough to you?'

The horses were running away in the night. Jehane could dmost see them, so vivid wastheimage
for her—manes ifting with their speed under the moons and the racing clouds.

"He has surprised me," said King Ramiro carefully. "Though not more than | am surprised to
discover you in my camp. But yes, Ser Rodrigo spesks smple truthsand | can hear those aswell asany
man, | hope. Speaking for mysdlf, | aso prefer apaace or achape with some grace to one that merely
keeps out wind and rain. | am not unaware of what Al-Rassan has been. | have read your verses, and
that of other poets here. There are those among us who might be hoping for bonfires of flesh aswe
move south. | would prefer to disappoint their expectations.”

"And your brother? And your uncle?'

King Ramiro's mouth twitched again. "1 would prefer,” he murmured, "to disappoint their
expectationsaswdll."

Ammar laughed aoud. Again Rodrigo did not smile. Absolutely sdf-contained, he was waiting for
his answer, Jehane understood. And hewanted this. She thought she understood that too. His son had
nearly died tonight. Might yet die. Rodrigo Belmonte did not want to endure another loss now.

Ammar'slaughter stopped. Unexpectedly he looked over at her. She held his gaze, but it was
difficult to read expressonsin the moonlight. He turned back to Rodrigo.

"l cant," he said, with finality. In Jehane's mind the horses were gone now, out of sight.

"It will bethe Muwardis," Rodrigo said quickly. "Y ou know it, Ammar! Ragosa cannot even hold
againg Jaonawith haf itsarmy mercenaries from Jaddite lands. When High Clerics gppear outside the
walls and spesk of holy war—

"l know thid"

"And Fezanafdlsto us. Y ou know that, too! Before summer'send.”

"l know thiscity," King Ramiro interposed quietly. "l wasin exile herein my youth. | observed
certain things. Unlessthe defenses are greetly dtered, | believe | can take Fezana, even with its new
garrison.”

"Itispossble”

Rodrigo continued, with anote of desperation. "And then Y azir and Ghalib come acrossthe draits
to meet us. Al-Rassanistheirs, or it isours, Ammar. By my god and yours, you must see that! Cartada,

Ragosa, your memory of Silvenes ... theycannot be saved. Even you cannot dance that dance between
fires. And surely, Ammar, surely you know—"

"l havetotry."

What?'

"Rodrigo, | haveto try. To dancethat dance."

Rodrigo stopped, breathing hard, like a horse reined up too harshly.

"Y our faith means so much to you?' King Ramiro's voice was thoughtful. "I had heard taes
otherwise. It means so much that you would serve the velled ones of the desert, knowing their ways and
what they will bring to your land?"

"My faith? | would put it differently, my lord. | would say, my history. Not just Al-Rassan, but
Ammuz, Soriyya... Ashar in the desert of the homelands under stars. Our sages, our singers, the khalifs
of the eastern world." Ammar shrugged his shoulders. "The Muwardis? They are apart of that. Every
people hasits zedots. They come, and change, and come again in anew guise. Forgive me for saying



this, but if aking of Vadledo can be asreflective asyou, my lord—a descendant of Queen Vasca of
blessad name! —shall | be the one to deny the possibility of like grace descending upon avelled son of
the sands? Perhaps among the seductive fountains, the flowing rivers of Al-Rassan ... 7'

"Y ou would rather be with them." Jehane heard the bitternessin Rodrigo's voice.

Ammar looked a him. "As companions? Friends? Am | mad? Rodrigo, do | look mad?' He shook
his head. "But the Muwardis, what are they? Exactly the same as Queen Vascawas, as most of the
people of your north till are today. Righteous, convinced, unforgiving. Terrified of anything beyond their
understanding of the world. Thetribes are uncivilized? | think so. But | confess| find little of valueinthe
cities of Esperana either. The desert isahard place, harder even than your northlandsin winter. Ashar
knows, | have no bonding of spirit with the veiled ones, but | share even less with those who make
pilgrimage on their kneesto VascasIde Would I rather bewith thetribesmen? Again, put it alittle differ
ently, and then leaveit, Rodrigo, as my last words, lest we quarrel before we part. | suppose | would
rather, if Al-Rassan isto belogt, herd camelsin the Mgriti than be a shepherd in Esperana.”

"No! That cannot be alast word, Ammar!" Rodrigo shook his head vehemently. "How do | let you
ride to them? Do you know what they will do to you?"

Ammar smiled again, wryly thistime. "What will they do? Take away my ink and paper? For a
gart, | will amogt certainly be named kalid of dl Cartadasarmiesby Almalik 1. 1 expect Ghdibibn
Qarif and | will one day have a disagreement over who leads our conjoined forces, and | will politely
defer to him. | am rdiably informed he wears a neck thong made of the foreskins of those who do not
defer to him." Helet the smile fade. "After that, | truly do not know. It may cometo came herding, after
al. Leaveit, Rodrigo, please." He paused. "There is aquestion about Jehane, however."

"No thereisn't.”

She had actually been expecting this and she was ready when it came. The four men turned to her.
"Ammar, if | can have some assurance that my parents are safe with Rodrigo and the king, then I'm
afraid you must let me come with you—or I'll kill you before you leave this camp.”

She saw Rodrigo Belmonte smile then for thefirgt time that night, the remembered look softening his
face. "Ah. You've met my wife, then?' hesaid.

Jehaneturned to him. "I have. The lady Mirandais as graeious and as beautiful as| was told—hy
others—she would be. Would shelet you leave her behind in such a circumstance as this, Ser Rodrigo?’

Ammar said quickly, "It is not the—

"It isthe same. Enough so asto make no difference,” Jehane snapped. She was afraid weariness
would make her cry again, and she didn't want that &t all.

"Well now," said the king of Valledo, "I do regret having to add my voice to what seems a matter of
the heart, but | need to be told why | ought to alow the self-proclaimed future kalid of my enemiesto
depart.”

Jehane swallowed abruptly. Her heart thudded. She hadn't even thought of this.

"Youmust let him leave," Rodrigo said quietly.

King Ramiro looked sharply at him, and Jehane saw histemper, now being kept in check. What he
hed just said terrified her.

In truth, given thewar that had begun, she could see no reason why he ought to let them go. Ammar
had had his chance, his astonishing offer, and now ...

"Imust?" said Ramiro of Valedo. "I am never happy with the word, Ser Rodrigo.”

"My lord, forgive me," said Rodrigo camly, "but I have—wehave—one hundred and fifty menin
the army of Ragosa. Trapped there. When word comesthat you arein Al-Rassan and | am with you,
and that the king of Jalonahas come south aswell, | believe Badir of Ragosawill receive counsd that he
should eliminate my company before they are deployed againg him.”

Ammar's expression had grown sober. ™Y ou believe Mazur would propose this?!



Rodrigo said, "Ben Avren, or one of the others. Remember? Last autumn? Badir vaued you at your
named price—equd, in yourself, to me and al my company. By that measure, he doesalesser thingin
destroying them than we would in killing you."

"Y ou are playing with words. That isn't atrue measure, Rodrigo.”

"What is? In wartime? They arein mortal danger. | must try to ded with that. Y ou are my best—at
the moment my only way. The price of your freedom isthis: you ensure, upon your oath and your honor,
that my men are dlowed to leave that army and come here."

"Andif | cannot?'

It was the king who answered. His anger had passed. "Y ou agree to return, on your oath and
honor, and submit to my judgment. True measure, or not, if King Badir accepted such avauefor your
service, sowill 1."

It was monstrous, Jehane thought, monstrous, and somehow inevitable, asif the careless banter
about mercenary wages that bright, autumn day in Ragosa had led straight to this moment on adark
plain. She heard sounds from the camp behind them, and the wind blowing.

"Itisagreed,” said Ammar quietly.
"Y ou can freethemand come back," Rodrigo added quickly. He was not aman who surrendered
eadly, if & dl, Jehanered tzed. And he would not stand on pride. Therewasapleain hisvoice.

Ammar, she saw, heard it too. Hehad to hear it. Again the two men looked at each other, but by
now the horseswere long gone, far gpart in atoo wide, too dark night. It was over.

Ammar said softly, "We refused to fight each other that day in Ragosa.”
"l remember.”

"It was an entertainment they proposed. It isadifferent place now, theworld," said ibn Khairan,
unwontedly awkward. "I ... deeply regret to say this. Morethan | can tell you. Rodrigo, | could wish ... ™
He thought for amoment, then spread his hands and fell slent.

"You haveachoice," Rodrigo said. "Y ou are making achoice tonight. Y ou have had an offer from

us

Ammar shook his head, and when he spoke, for the first time there was something desperate in his
voice, too. "Notreally achoice” hesaid. "Not in this. | cannot turn my back on this land, now that it has
cometo such hitter grief. Don't you understand? Rodrigo, you of al men mustsurely understand.” They
heard his smdl, known, sef-mocking laugh. "'I'm the man who killed the last khdif of Al-Rassan.”

And hearing those words, Rodrigo Belmonte bowed his neck, asif to accept the descent of a
sword. Jehane saw Ammear lift ahand, asif he would touch the other man, but then he let hishand fall.

Besde her, sheredized that Alvar de Pellino was weeping. She would remember that after, and
lovehimfor it.

Her parents were adeep, and the two children aswell, in tents provided by the queen. Jehane
looked in on them briefly, and then went, as promised, to relieve Bernart d'Inigo beside their patient. She
ought to have been deeping, during thistime but it was not, evidently, to be anight for deep. Not for her.

She was used to this. Doctors often had to deal with nights of vigil beside those who depended
upon them to fight back the coming of fina darkness. In another way, though, this night was unlike any
she had known. It marked an ending, in areal sense, to everything shehad ever known.

Bernart dInigo smiled tiredly at her as she walked up. He held afinger to hislips. Jehane saw that
Fernan had fallen adegp on the ground beside his brother. So, too, on a pillow, covered by asmal
blanket, had his mother.

"Get somerest," Jehane whispered to the Jaddite doctor. "I'll do what's|eft of the night.” D'Inigo
nodded and rose. He stumbled alittle as he went. They were dl bone-weary.



She looked down at Diego. He lay on his back, head propped on folded blankets. The doctor in
her began to assert control again. She knelt and took hiswrist, and was immediately encouraged. His
pulse was stronger and it had dowed.

She looked up and gestured. A soldier not far away came nearer with atorch. "Hold it close," she
whispered.

Shelifted the boy's closed eyelids and watched how the eyes contracted in the light: equally, and
both were centered. Again, good. He was extremely pale, but that was to be expected. There was no
fever. The dressing was secure.

He was doing wonderfully well. Despite everything €l se that had happened, Jehane could not
suppress another shiver of pride and disbelief. Thisboy, by al rights, by everything known, ought to be
dead.

He would have been, if Jehane had been his physician. If Bernart d'Inigo had; ifany doctor she
could name had been. Hewas dive, his pulse was firm and his breathing steady, because |shak ben
Y onannon was till—after five yearsin darkness—the most courageous and the most gifted surgeon
aive. Who, after tonight, would deny it? Who would dare?

Jehane shook her head. False pride. Did such things matter so much, now? They didn't, and yet
they did. In the presence of war, on the brink of so many deaths to come, Ishak had reclaimed alife that
waslost. No physician—and certainly not his daughter—could beimmune to the sense of asmdll,
precious victory won back from the dark.

She nodded and the soldier withdrew with historch. Jehane settled back beside the unconscious
boy. She had ordered Ammar to snatch some rest before morning; she might be ableto let hersdlf doze,
after dl.

"Heisdl right?"
It was the mother. Rodrigo's wife. Jehane, looking across a her in the darkness, thought of al the

elaborately bloodthirsty stories he had told of her. And now here was asmadll, very beautiful women
lying on the cold ground beside her child, spesking with fear in her voice.

"Heisdoing well. He might wake in the morning. He needsto deep now."

Her eyes were adjusting to the dark again. She could make out the other woman alittle more
clearly, onthefar sde of Diego.

"D'Inigo told me ... that no one has ever done this surgery.”

"Thatistrue

"Y our father ... he was blinded for saving someone'slife?"

"Mother and infant. In childbirth. He touched an Asharite woman to do s0.”

Miranda Belmonte shook her head. "How isit that we do these things to each other?!

"l have no answer for that, my lady.”

Therewasaslence.

"Rodrigo mentioned you many times," Miranda said softly. "In hisletters. He had nothing but praise
for you. HisKindath phys eian.” Jehane thought she saw the ghost of asmile. "'l wasjedous.”

Jehane shook her head. "No one loved as much as you are should ever bejea ous."

"l know that, actudly," said MirandaBemonte. "It isthe greet gift of my life. If Diego lives, because
of your father, that will be two such gifts. It istoo much. | am not worthy. It makes me afraid.”

Therewasalonger slence. A moment later Jehane redlized that the other woman had drifted to
degpagan.

She sat beside the deeping boy, leaning against aheavy sack of dried goods someone kind had

placed nearby. She thought of deaths and births, sight and blindness, moons and sun and stars. Ashar
and Jad at war, rain faling on the Kindath as they wandered the world. She thought of love and of one



day bearing a child of her own.

She heard footsteps approaching and knew who it was. She had been certain, in fact, somewhere
deep within hersdf, that thislast conversation lay waiting in the night.

"How ishe?" asked Rodrigo quietly, crouching beside her. He was looking down at his son. His
facewasin darkness.

"Aswell aswe can hope. | told your wife he may wake in the morning.”
“I'll want to be here."

"Of course.”

Rodrigo stood up. "Wak with me?"

She had known. How had she known? How did the heart see what it did?

"Not far from him," she murmured, but rose and they walked alittle apart, past the soldier with the
torch. They stopped by theriver, near asmall hut Jehane remembered. One of the few that hadn't
burned last year. Garcia de Rada's cousin had killed awoman here, and an unborn child. Her life
seemed to have cireled back to this place. She had met Rodrigo that night and Ammar that day. Both of
them.

It was very quiet. They listened to theriver. Rodrigo said, Y ou know your parents are safe with us.
Thisis... the best possible place for them right now.”

"l believethat."
"Jehane. Itis... probably the best placefor you, aswell."

She had known he would say that. She shook her head. " Safest, perhaps. Not best." She left the
deeper words unsaid, but with Rodrigo they didn't have to be spoken.

Another slence. The moons had siwvung west, and the dow stars. The river murmured below.
"I've asked Husari to stay with me. He has agreed. | told the king asmdll lie tonight."”
"l guessed. Y ou don't redly think Lain and Martin will be unable to get the company out, do you?"

"Not redly. And Husari, in hisway, may be as good a governor—in Fezana, or elsewhere—as
Ammar would have been.”

"Will hedoit?'

"l believe s0. He will not serve the Muwardis. And he, at least, trusts me, if Ammar does not.”

She heard the bitterness. "It isn't aquestion of trust. Y ou know that."

"l suppose.” Helooked at her. "1 wanted to be sure he could leave, if heinssted, so | made up that
story about my company trapped in Ragosa.”

"l know that, Rodrigo.”

"l didn't want himto go."

"l know that, too."

"l don't wantyou to go, Jehane. Thereisno placein Al-Rassan for you, for either of you, when the
Muwardis come."

"WEelIl haveto try to make aplace” she said.
Stillness. Hewaswaiting, sheredized, and so she did say it, after dl. "I will not leave him, Rodrigo.”
She heard him release his bresth.

In the darkness by the river's steady, murmurous flow, Jehane said, looking down &t the water, not
at the man beside her, "1 was under your window at Carnival. | sood there along time, looking at your
light." She swallowed. "I dmost came up to you."

She sensed him turning towards her. She kept her gaze fixed upon theriver.,
"Why didn't you?' Hisvoice had dtered.



"Because of what you told me that afternoon.”

"l was buying paper, | remember. What did | tell you, Jehane?

Shedid look at him then. It was dark, but she knew those features by heart now. They had ridden
from this hamlet the summer before on the one horse. So littletime ago, redly.

"Y ou told me how much you loved your wife."

"l see" hesaid.

Jehane looked away. She needed to look away. They had come to a place too hard for held
glances. She said softly, to theriver, to the dark, "Isit wrong, or impossible, for awoman to love two
men?'

After what seemed to her avery long time, Rodrigo Belmonte said, "No more so than for aman.”

Jehane closed her eyes.

"Thank you," she said. And then, after another moment, holding astightly as she could to the thing
suspended there, "Goodbye."

With her words the moment passed, the world moved on again: time, the flowing river, the moons.
And the delicate thing that had been in the air between them—uwhatever it might have been named—fl,
asit seemed to Jehane, softly to rest in the grass by the water.

"Goodbye," he said. "Be dways blessed, on dl the paths of your life. My dear.” And then he said
her name.

They did not touch. They walked back beside each other to the place where Diego and Fernan and
Miranda Belmonte lay adeep and, after standing along moment gazing down upon hisfamily, Rodrigo
Belmonte went towards the king's tent where the strategies of war were being devised.

She watched him go. She saw him lift the tent flap, to be it briefly by the lanternsfrom insde, then
disappear within asthe tent closed after him.

Goodbye. Goodbye. Goodbye.

Jehane saw Diego's eyes open in the greyness before sunrise.

He wasweak, and in considerable pain, but he recognized hisfather and mother, and managed the
beginnings of agmile. It was Fernan who knelt beside him, though, gripping both his hands. Bernart
d'Inigo stood behind them dl, grinning ferocioudy, then Ishak came out to see his patient, to take his
pulse and fed the shape of the wound.

They had no need of her. Jehane used the moment to walk alittle apart with her mother and tell her
what she was about to do, and why. It did not greatly surprise her to discover that Eliane and Ishak had
dready learned mogt of thisfrom Amman

It appeared he had been waiting outside their tent when they woke. She had amemory of him
knedling before 1shak the summer before. The two of them had known each other along time, sheld
redlized that day, and Ammar ibn Khairan was not aman to ride away with their daughter without a
word of hisown spoken.

She wondered what had been said. What did surprise her was to encounter no protest. Her mother
had never been hesitant with objections. Y et now Jehane was about to ride off through aland at war,
with an Asharite, towards a future only the moons knew—and her mother was accepting that.

It was, Jehane thought, another measure of how much had changed.

Mother and daughter embraced. Neither wept, but Jehane did do so when her father held her in his
arms just before she mounted the horse provided for her.

Shelooked a Alvar de Pdllino standing silently nearby, hisheart in his eyes, asever. Shelooked at
Husari. At Rodrigo.

Shelooked at Ammar ibn Khairan beside her on his mount and nodded her head and they rode



away together. East towards Fezana and then past it, well north of the river, watching the plumes of
smoke dill cailing up from the city into the brightening sky.

She looked back only once, but Orvillawas dready out of sight and she had stopped crying by

then. She had set out on this same path a summer ago, riding with Alvar and Veaz. She had only one
man with her now, but he was worth a hundred and fifty, by one measure,

He wasworth infinitely more than that, by the mesasuring of her heart.

She moved her horse nearer to his, and held out a hand and he removed his glove and laced his
fingersthrough hers. They rode through much of the morning like that as the clouds ahead of them dowly
lifted and grey became blue towards the sun.

At one point, bresking the long slence, she said, comicdly, " A camel herder in the Majriti ?* And
was rewarded to hear his swift laughter fill the wide spaces around them.

Later, in adifferent voice, she asked him, "What did you say to my father? Did you ask his
blessng?'

He shook his head. "Too much to ask. | told them | loved you, and then | asked their forgiveness.”

Sherodein slence, dedling with this. Finaly, very quietly, she said, "How much time are we going
to be alowed?

And gravely hereplied, "I truly don't know, love. | will dodl | canto give usenough.”

"It will never be enough, Ammar. Understand that. | will dways need moretime.”

Their lovemaking each night, after they made camp, had an urgency Jehane had never known.

After ten days of riding they intercepted the army of Ragosa heading towards Cartada, and time, in
Al-Rassan the Beloved, began to run, swift as horses, towards its end.

Eighteen

In areaction to the protracted siege of hiscity, King Badir of Ragosa had ordered the
northern-style wooden chairs removed from his private chambersin the palace. They had been replaced
by additiona pillows. The king had just lowered himsa f—with some care for hiswine glass—into anest
of cushions by thefire.

Mazur ben Avren, his chancellor, did the same, not bothering to hide awince of pain. Personaly, he
regarded the king's abjuring of northern furnishings as an entirely unnecessary gesture. Descending to the
floor to recline seemed amore difficult exercise every time he did it.

Badir, watching him, looked amused. "Y oure younger than | am, my friend. Y ou've let yoursdlf
grow soft. How does that happen during asiege?'

Mazur grimaced as he searched for an easier position. "A touch ... of something in my hip, my lord.
It will eesewhen therainslet up.”

"Therainsare useful. They must be miserable out therein their tents.”
"l do hope s0," said ben Avren with fervor. There had been rumors of sicknessin the Jalonan camp.

Helifted ahand and the nearest servant hastily brought him a glass of wine. From ben Avren's point
of view, it was an extremerrelief that his monarch'srgection of things northern had not extended to the
better Jaddite wines. He saluted the king, still trying to find a comfortable position. Both men were silent
foratime.

It was autumn and the eastern rains had arrived early. Ragosa had been under Sege since early
summer. It had not fallen, nor had the walls been breached. Under the prevailing circumstances thiswas
remarkable.

Fezana had been taken by the Valedan army in the middle of summer, and recent tidings had come

by carrier pigeon that the king of Ruenda had broken through the walls of Salos at the mouth of the
Tavaresand had put all the adult maes to the sword. Women and infants had been burned, in the name



of Jad, but the city itself had not been torched: King Sanchez of Ruendawas evidently proposing to
winter there. A bad sign, and Badir and his chancellor knew it.

The Vdledan army, more bold, had dready pushed southeast over the hillstowards Lonza.
Rodrigo Belmonte, once acaptain in Badir's own army, did not seem inclined to rest content with only
the one mgjor city taken before winter. The Valedans were said to be meeting with resistance in the hill
country, but details, for obvious reasons, were hard to come by in besieged Ragosa.

Given these developments to the west and given the fact that they'd had to release dmost half their
own army or risk an interpd uprisng—many of the Jaddite mercenaries had promptly joined the
Jalonans outsi de the walls—Ragosa's holding out was an achievement. A measure, as much as anything
else, of the chancellor's prudent marshaling of food reserves and supplies, and the affection and
confidence the people of the city vested in their king.

There were, however, limits. To food, to supplies. To support for a beleaguered monarch and his
advisor. HisKindath advisor.

If they could last until winter they might survive. Or if Y azir came. There had been no word from the
Mariti. They were waiting. Everyonein Al-Rassan was waiting that autumn—Jaddite, Asharite,
Kindath. If the tribes came north across the straits everything in the peninsulawould change.

Everything had already changed though, and both men knew it. The city they had built together—a
smaller, quieter repository of some of the same graces Silvenes had embodied under the khalifs—was
dready finished, its brief flowering done. However thisinvasion ended, King Badir's city of music and
ivory waslogs.

The Jadonans or the Muwardis. One way lay aterrible burning, and the other way ... ?

It was very late. Rain wasfaling outsde, asteady sound on the windows and the leaves. The two
men were dtill in the habit of taking thislast glass together; the depth and endurance of friendship marked
asmuchinther slence asin thewords.

"There was areport this morning they are building small boats now," Badir said. He Spped from his
wine

"l heard the samething." Mazur shrugged. "They won't get in through the lake. They could never
make craft large enough to carry sufficient men. We would annihilate them from the harbor towers.”

"They might stop our fishing boats from going out."

The segewasfailing in part because the small craft of Ragosa had been able to go out upon the
lake, using care, covered by archers from the harbor walls as they came back in.

"I'd like to see Jaddites try to blockade this harbor in the autumn winds. | have svimmerswho
could sink any boat they send out there. I'm hoping they try."

"Swimmers? In autumn?'Y ou would send someone out with an auger?”

Mazur drank from hisglass. "They would fal over themsalves volunteering, my lord. We have acity
disnclinedtoyield, | am pleased to say.”

It helped that surrender wasn't redlly a possibility. They'd killed the king of Jalonaand one of the
High Clerics from Ferrieres even before the Siege had begun.

That had been ibn Khairan's doing; hislast act in Ragosan employ, just before he | eft them for
Cartada.

He'd taken adozen of the best men in the city and dipped out one moonless night in two small
boats, heading east and north along the lake. The Jaonans, enthusiastically burning villages and farms as
they came south around Lake Serrana, were too complacent, and it cost them.

Ibn Khairan and his men surprised araiding party, which had been their intention. It was purest luck
—he had always been said to be alucky man—that the Jalonan party of thirty riders had included King
Bermudo and the cleric.



At twilight on aspring evening ibn Khairan's men had come upon them at afishing village. They'd
waited down the beach, hidelen by the boats. They'd had to watch villagers burned dive, and hear them
scream asthey were nailed to wooden beams. When the wine flasks had emerged among the raiding
party the mood became wild and the northerners had turned to the women and young girls.

Thirteen men from Ragosa, acting in cold rage and with speeific intent, had come up from the beach
in the darkness. They were outnumbered but it didn't matter. Ibn Khairan moved through that burning
villagelike adark stregk of lightning, hismen said after, killing where he went.

They dew dl thirty menin that raiding party.

The king of Jaonahad been cut down by one of the Ragosans before hisidentity was known. They
had wanted to throw him onto the nearest of the fires, but ibn Khairan, swearing like afisherman when
he saw who it was, made them carry King Bermudo's body back to the city. He would have been far
more useful dive, but there were il thingsthat could be done.

The cleric from Ferrieres was nailed to one of the wooden beams he had been instrumental in
having raised. All of Esperanawas coming south, it had by then become evident, and the Ferrieres
clericswere gridently invoking aholy war. It was not atime for ransoms or the courtesies normally
offered pious men.

There had been abrief flickering of hope in Ragosathat the shocking disappearance of their king
might lead the enemy to withdraw. It was not to be.

Queen Fruda, who had inssted on accompanying the invading army, took control of the Jalonan
forceswith her eldest son, Benedo. By the time that army reached the walls of Ragosa, agreat many
farmers and fisherfolk had been captured on sweeps through the countryside. These had not been killed.
Instead, the besieging army set about mutilating them, one by one, within sight of the city, a sunrise and
sundown while the Jaddites prayed to their golden god of light.

After four days of this, it was King Badir who made the deci sion to show the body of King
Bermudo from the city walls. It wasindicated by aherald that the corpse would be desecrated if the
torturing continued outside. Queen Fruela, afire with holy zed, appeared inclined to continue nonethel ess
but her young son, the new king of Jalona, prevailed in this matter. The prisoners outside the wallswere
al killed the next morning, without ceremony. The body of King Bermudo was burned in Ragosa. The
Jaddites, watching the smoke of that pyre rise up, took solace in knowing that since he had died in the
midgt of awar againgt theinfides, his soul was dready dwelling with the god in light.

Asaconsequence of al this, it was understood from the beginning of the sege of Ragosathat a
negotiated surrender was not an option. No onein the city was going to be permitted to liveif it fdl. Ina
way that made things smpler for thoseinsdethewalls. It removed an otherwise distracting possibility.

It had, in fact, been ibn Khairan who foretold this. "If it comesto an ending,” he had said to Mazur
ben Avren on the spring morning he rode back west with Jehane bet Ishak, "try, any way you can, to
surrender to Valedo."

Unexpected words, and both the king and his chancellor saw them as such, but they became rather
more explicable after the very different occupations of Fezanaand Salos later that summer.

Unfortunately, there seemed no obvious way to negotiate such a surrender, and ibn Khairan himsalf
—thekalid of Cartadas armies now—was engaged in making life as miserable as he could for the
Valledans asthey approached Lonza. If King Ramiro had begun thisinvasion in atolerant cast of mind,
he might well be abandoning that attitude by now, under the deadly, morae-sapping raids of Cartadas
brilliant commander, and with autumn and the rains coming on.

King Badir's servant built up the fire again and then deftly refilled the glasses of both men. They
could il hear therain outside. A companionable silence descended.

The chancdlor fet histhoughts drifting. He found himself taking note of the trgppings of this, the
king's mogst private room. He looked, asif for thefirst time, at the fireplace with its mantel carvedina
pattern of grapes and leaves. He gazed at the wineitself, and the beautifully worked goblets, at the white



candlesin their gold sconces, the tapestries from Elvira, the carved ivory figures on sideboard and
mantel piece. He smdlled the incense imported from Soriyya, burning in a copper dish, observed the
etched windows over the garden, the gilt-edged mirror on the opposite wall, the intricately woven
carpets ...

Inaway, Mazur ben Avren thought, all these delicate things were bulwarks, the innermost defenses
of civilized man againg therain and dark, and ignorance.

The Jaddites outside the wals did not understand that. Neither, to an even greater degree, did the
veiled ones from the desert—the longed-for saviors of everyone's prayers.

It wastoo bitter atruth even for irony. These thingsin Badir's room—these measures of having
found the space to strive for and va ue beauty in the world—were seen by those to north and south as
the markers of corruption, decadence, frivolity. Impiety. Dangerous earthly distractions from a properly
humble, cringing appeasement of ablazing god of the sun, or afar, cold deity behind the stars.

"Thelady Zabira," he said, shifting position to ease hiship, "has offered to present hersdf asagift to
the young king of Jdona."

Badir looked up. He had been gazing into thefire.

"She believes she might be able to kill him," ben Avren added, by way of explanation.

King Badir shook his head. "No point. A brave offer, but that young man meanslittie to hisarmy.
What is he, sixteen? And his mother would have Zabiratorn apart before she came anywhere near the

boy.”

"My thought aswell, my lord. | thanked her and declined, on your behalf.” He smiled. "I told her
she could present hersdlf to you, instead, but that | needed her more with winter coming.”

Theking returned the amile, briefly.

"Dowe makeit to thewinter?' he asked.

Ben Avren sipped hiswine before answering. He had been hoping thiswould not be asked. "I
would rather we didn't have to, to be honest. It will be anear thing. We need an army from the desert to
at least land in Al-Rassan, to put the Jalonans on warning that they are at risk of being trapped outside
wallsand shdter. They might withdraw then.”

"They should have taken Fibaz before besieging us.”

"Of course they should have. Give thanksto Ashar and I'll offer alibation to the moons.”

Theking didn't smilethistime. "And if the Muwardis don't land?’

Ben Avren shrugged. "What can | say, my lord? No city isever safe from betraya. Especidly as
supplies begin to dwindle. And youdo have aprincipa advisor who isone of the hated, evil Kindath. If
the Jalonans ever offer ameasure of clemency ... "

"“They will nat."

"But if they did? If we then had something to offer back to them, in partid redress of their king's
death ... 7'

Badir scowled. "We have been through this. Do not vex me again. | will not accept your
resignation, your departure, your sacrifice ... none of these things. What am | clinging to, so desperately,
that | would dlow mysdf to lose you?!

"Life? Thelives of your people?’

Badir shook hishead. "I am too old to clutch like that. If the veiled ones come, my people may
aurvive ... ater afashion. This city—aswe built it—will not.”

He gestured around the room. "We made thistogether, my friend. If it goes, one way or another, |
will make an end drinking my wine with you. Do not spesk of thisagain. | regard the subject asa....
betrayd."

Ben Avren'sexpresson was grave. "It isnot that, my lord.”



"It is. We find away out together, or we do not. Are you not proud of what we have achieved, we
two?Isit not adenia of our very livesto spesk asyou are speaking now? | will not cling to some
miserable form of existence at the price of al we have been.”

His chancellor said nothing. The king, after apause, said, "Mazur, are there not some thingswe
have made here, some things we have done, that are worthy to have been in Silvenes, even in the golden
age?’

And Mazur ben Avren, with rare emotion in the deep voice, replied, " There has been aking here, a
the least, my lord, more than worthy to have been akhalif in the Al-Fontinain those most shining days.”

Another dlence. King Badir said, at length, very softly, "Then speak no more, old friend, of my
losng you. | cannot.”

Ben Avreninclined hishead. "1 will spesk of it nomore," hesaid. "My lord."

They finished their wine. The chancellor rose, with some difficulty, and bade hisking good night. He
went down the long palace corridors, his dippers slent on the marble floors, walking under torches and
past tapedtries, listening to therain.

Zabirawas adeep. She had left one candle burning on atable with aflask of wine and another of
water, and aglassfor him, dready filled. He smiled, looking down upon her—as beautiful in deep asshe
was awake.

The northerners, he thought, the desert tribes: how could they even comprehend a place and time—
aworld—that had proeuced awoman such as this? She would be a symbol of corruption for them both.
They would kill her or degrade her, he knew. They would have no ideawhat €l se to do with Zabira of
Cartada or the music that she made, moving in the world.

He sat down with asigh in the carved, deep-cushioned wooden chair hed commissioned from a
Jaddite craftsman in the city. He drank a glass of wine, and then, eventudly, another, not really deepy,
deep in thought.

Noreal regrets, hetold himsdf. And redized it wastrue.

Before he undressed for bed he went to the inner window and opened it and looked out, breathing
the night air. The rain had stopped. Water dripped from the leaves of the treesto the garden below.

A long way to the south and west another man was awake that same night, benegth avery different
sky.

Past the peaks of the Serrana; past Lonza, huddled and afraid behind itswalls, waiting for the
Valedansto come; past Ronizza whose lacework was known through al the world; past arrogant
Cartadain the valley of its power where the red dye was made; past Aljais and the canas of Elvira, and
Silvenes where ghogts and ghostly music were said il to drift among the ruins, past, even, Tudescaat
the mouth of the Guadiara, where ships put out to seawith the wealth of Al-Rassan and brought eastern
treasures home.

Pest all of these and beyond the waters of the straits, outside the walls of Abirab at the northern tip
of the Mariti sands, Y azir ibn Q'arif, lord of the tribes of the desert, Sword of Ashar in the We<,
breathed the salt air from the seaand, sitting alone on an outspread cloak, looked up at a clear sky
strewn with the stars of hisgod.

The Zuhrites had been taught by the sage who had come to them that there were as many starsas
there were sands in the desert. Twenty years ago, new to belief, Y azir used to try to comprehend what
that meant. He would run grains of sand through his hand while gazing at the heavens.

He was beyond such testing now. Understanding of the god was only for one such as Ashar,
worthy of the gift of vison. What could asmplewarrior do but bow his head and worship before such
unimaginable vastness?

Stars of the heavenslike the sands of the desert? What could any man do but humble himsalf and



serve, praying by day and night for mercy and grace, understanding that he was only a part—Ilessthan a
graininthedrifting sands—of the larger, unheard purpose of the god.

How could men grow swollen with pride, nourish delusions of their worth or the worth of the frail,
vain thingsthey made, if they truly believed in Ashar and the stars? Thet, Y azir ibn Q'arif thought, was a
question hewould like to ask the kings of Al-Rassan.

Thenight was mild, though Y azir could sense ahint of winter to come in the wind from the sea. Not
long now. Two moons were riding among the stars, the blue one waxing and the white one awaning
crescent in the west beyond the last of the land.

Looking at the moons, he was thinking about the Kindath, asit happened.

He had only met one of themin dl hislife, abarefoot wanderer in abelted robe who had come
ashore years ago at atrading station on the coast east of Abeneven. The man had asked to meet the
leader of the tribes and had been brought, eventudly, to Y azir.

The Kindath had not been aman as most men were; he was not even typical of his own people. He
had said asmuch to Y azir at their first meeting on the sands. Hardened by years of travel, his skin burnt
dark and westhered by wind and sun, he reminded Y azir of no one so much asibn Rashid, the wadji
who had come to the Zuhriteslong ago—heretica as such athought might have been. He had the same
long, untended white beard, the same clear eyesthat seemed to ook at something behind or beyond
what other men saw.

He was journeying through many lands, the Kindath said, writing of histravels, recording the
glorious places of creation, speaking with men of dl faiths and beliefs. Not to preach or cgole asthe
wadjis did, but to deepen his own sense of wonder at the splendor of the world. He laughed often, that
Kindath traveler, frequently at himself, telling tales of his own ignorance and hel plessnessin countries of
which Y azir had not even known the names.

He spoke, during his sojourn with Y azir's people, of the world as having been made by more than
one god, and as only one dwelling place among many for the children of creation. Thiswas heresy
beyond comprehension. Y azir remembered wondering if even tohear it condemned him to the darkness
far from Paradise when he died.

It appeared that there was a sect of the Kindath, an ancient tribe, that taught of these other worlds
scattered among the stars, far beyond the moons that wandered the night.

Ashar's starry visions had been right, the traveller confided to Y azir, but so were the wiser prophets
of Jad, and so, in truth, were the Kindath sages who had seen goddessesin the moons. All these
teachings reveded a part—but only a part—aof the mydery.

There were other deities, other worlds. There was one god above all, ruler of stars and sun and
moons, of al theworlds. No man knew the name of thismogt high lord. Only in the world that had been
madefirst, the world dl others—induding their own—nhad followed into Time was that name known and
spoken.

Only there did the Supreme One dlow knowledge of himsdlf, and there the gods did him homage.

They had broken bread together for severa mornings and nights, and spoken of many things. Then
the Kindath traveller had begged leave to go donefrom Y azir's camp that he might travel the vast and
mighty Mariti desert and worship the splenelor thereof.

Ghalib, who had been listening to some of what had been said over the past days, had asked
Y azir's permission—unusud, for him—to follow and kill the man because of hisimpieties. Y azir, torn by
the burden of a host towards a guest and the spiritua duties of aleader to his people, had given his
consent, reluctantly. One more transgression for which Ashar would have to grant forgivenesswhen
Y azir'stime came to be judged.

That strange man had been the only one of the Kindath held ever met.

Two days ago aletter had come, delivered by atribesman crossing back to the desert from



Tudesca. It had been carried before that by messengers across most of Al-Rassan. It had begun asa
notetied to apigeon'sleg, carried out from besieged Ragosa.

It was from the sorcerer himsalf, Mazur ben Avren.

After it had been read to him, three times, by ascribe, Y azir had walked from his tent and mounted
acamd and ridden into the desert alone to think.

Hewas ill thinking, tonight under the stars. He had a deci sion to make—one that might shapethe
destiny of his people—and no moretimefor delay. To delay further wasto decide.

Ghalib wasready to crossto Al-Rassan, Y azir knew that. Ghalib wanted to go where there was
aready war, to test himsdlf and histribesmen. To dig, if it cameto that, with ared sword in his hand,
battling in Ashar's name. The surest path to Paradise.

The Kindath traveller, years ago, hadn't named that first world where the one true god reigned.
He'd said the name was another mystery. Y azir wished held never heard thetale. It refused to leave him,
gill.

Ragosa will not hold out until winter, as matters now stand, Mazur ben Avren had written. But
if you so much as land at Tudesca, and come no further this autumn than Aljais or Cartada, the
Jalarans here will be greatly afraid and our people will take heart. | believe we can endure if this
happens, and in spring we may turn them back.

Ghalib had said the same thing. He wanted to land before winter, to let the Jaddites fear their
presence and push forward no further. Y azir had been inclined to wait—for more ships, more men, and
mogt of al, for tidings from Soriyya, towards which a Jaddite army was sailing even now.

What did a pious man do when he was asked, desperatdly, for ad in two different fields of holy
war?

It has come to me as a thought, Mazur ben Avren's|etter went on, thatone reason you hesitate
to relieve us fromthis peril is my own presence in Ragosa. King Badir isa good man and a wise
king, beloved of his people. If it will ease the burden of decision that lies upon you, know that |
am ready to leave this city should you send word.

Leavethe city? One did not leave besieged cities. Unless....

I will walk into the Jaddite camp so soon as word comes from you that you have elected to cross to Al-Rassan
and cleanse it of those who must be driven back lest this land be lost to Ashar and the Sar-born.

It was aKindath saying this, offering this.

Y azir imagined hisreply being carried north and esst, onerider after another, city to city, and thena
carrier bird loosed from hills near Ragosa. He imagined that bird landing in the city, his scribe-crafted
note carried to the sorcerer. Yazir pictured him reading it.

Strange, strangest thing of al: he never doubted for amoment that the man would do what he said.

The king will not take happily to my presuming to send this letter, and | beg your own forgiveness for my
impertinence. Should you agree with my unworthy thoughts, O Sword of Ashar, leader of all the tribes, send only
the words "It shall be as has been written," and | alone will under stand and offer thanks to you and act as | have
said. May whatever sins Ragosa holds in Ashar's sight and your own be deemed to rest upon my head as | walk out.
My own people in this city honor their Asharite king and know their proper place. If there has been arrogance and
presumption it has been my own, and | am prepared to make atonement.

The crescent of the white moon lay almost upon the sea. Y azir watched as it dipped down and out
of dght. Theinnumerable stars were everywhere in the sky and the innumerable sands were about him.

He heard afootfal, and knew it.

"Y ou asked me to come at white moonsat,” his brother said softly, crouching on his haunches
beside Y azir's spread cloak. "Do we cross? Do we wait? Do we sall for the homelands?’

Y azir drew abreath. There were deaths and deaths to come. Man was born into thisworld to die.
Best doit in the service of Ashar, essaying those things that could truly be done.

"Soriyyaistoo far," hesaid. "I do not think either of us are destined to see the homelands, my



brother.”

Ghdib said nothing, waiting.

"1 would be happier in spring," Y azir said.

His brother's teeth showed in the darkness. "Y ou are never happy,” Ghalib said.

Y azir looked away. It wastrue, of late. Hehad been happy once, as a young man, without any
great cares, in the Zuhrite lands south of where they were tonight. Before hisfeet had been placed ona
path of righteousness carved in blood.

"Wewill crossthe graits,” he said. "Beginning tomorrow. We will not allow the Sons of Jad to burn
any more of the Star-born, or take any more cities, however far our people may have strayed from
Ashar's path. We will lead them back. It comesto methat if the city-kings lose Al-Rassan to the
Jaddites, we are the oneswho will be answerable before the god.”

Ghalibroseto hisfeet. "l am pleased,” he said.

Y azir saw that his brother's eyes were gleaming, like those of acat. "And the Kindath sorcerer?!
Ghdib added. "The letter that came?’

"Gotomy scribe” Yazir said. "Wake him. Have him write areply and have it carried acrossthe
water—tonight, before the rest of us depart.”

"Wheat reply, brother?'

Y azir looked up a him. "It shall be as has been written."”

"Thatisdl?"

"Thatisdl."

Ghalib turned and walked back to his camel. He made it knedl and then he mounted up and rode.

Y azir remained where he was. So many stars, so many, many sands, the blue moon high in the clear
night.

He could still see his message crossing the gtraits, men riding, abird flying. A hidden opening in the
walls of Ragosa, perhapsin the grey hour before dawn. A man waking out, aone, towardsthe
watchfires of hisenemies.

Sowly, he nodded his head, picturing al thisin the eye of hismind. It was Ashar'swill, Ashar's law:
no Kindath was to hold sway over the Star-born. It had been written. And that sorcerer in Ragosa
would not be thefirgt, nor would he be the last man—~brave or otherwise—to die in the days of blood to
come.

The autumn seas were mild and generous the next morning and the next as the children of the
desert, velled before the wonder of the god's cregtion, knelt in holy prayer and then sailed on an
unfamiliar eement to the redeeming of Al-Rassan.

A littlelessthan ayear later two women stood, late on awindy summer's day on ahilltop near the
sad ruins of Slvenes, in the moments before the ending of the world they both had known.

White clouds hurried overhead and laced the western horizon where the sun was low. Banners
sngpping and blowing, two armies lay beneath them north of the swift and gleaming Guadiara

The forces of Ashar and Jad had finally come together after asummer and autumn and then a spring
of sege and skirmish, bracketing aharsh winter with its enforced inactivity. A grest many people had
died that winter, of hunger and cold and the ill nesses that followed on the heels of hardship and war. It
had snowed as far south as Lonza and Ronizza, and Ardeno in the west.

All three cities were Jaddite now.

Rodrigo Belmonte, commanding the joined armies of Ruendaand Valedo and Jaona, had taken
them this spring. At Ardeno—first of thethreeto fal—he'd led the western part of the Esperanan army
himsdf in afirs engagement with the tribesmen, and he had killed Ghaib ibn Q'arif.



No man had so much as wounded Ghalib in combat since he'd ridden east beside his brother more
than twenty years ago. Men had lost count of the times he had championed the Zuhritesand Ashar's
visons againgt the best man of another tribein theritual combat before a battle began. There had been
no such rituas at Ardeno. Rodrigo Belmonte had singled him out, though, on the difficult Sde-dipping
ground east of the city, and he had broken Ghdib's hedm and shield with ablow, and thrown him from
his horse, and then, leaping down, had gashed his thigh to the bone and amost severed one arm before
killing him with a swordstroke down through neck and collarbone.

No onein either army had ever seen aman fight like that.

It was understood that Ser Rodrigo's son had very nearly died in aMuwardi ambush the summer
before. It was pointed out that Ardeno marked thefirst time the new constable of Valedo had been able
to confront an army of the veiled ones on open ground.

Leaving the citizens of Ardeno, for the moment, to their fate, the Muwardis had retrested south,
though in good order and doing damage to those who pursued too rashly.

They had falen back towards Silvenes, where Y azir and the bulk of his forces—both those of
Al-Rassan, and newly arriving tribesmen—were assembling.
Rodrigo Belmonte had |eft the king of Ruendawith the western army to pin down the Asharites

there. With only his own band of one hundred and fifty men he had raced east towards Lonzaand King
Ramiro.

Thewallsof that small city were breached fifteen days after he arrived. Further east, Ronizzaon the
River Larrios, under siege from Jalonan forces that had bypassed still-unconquered Ragosa, surrendered
immediately when word of thefdl of Lonzacame.

Ronizzas gates were not opened, however, until Ser Rodrigo's own herald arrived with a company
of Valledansto accept their surrender. There had been lessons learned from the occupations of Fezana
and Saosthe year before.

The northern armies |l eft agarrison and agovernor in each city. A number of people were executed
to promote order but, for the moment, the trangitions were calm. There were no burnings. King Ramiro
and his congtable had firm control of the northern forces now. The armies of JAlonaand Valledo joined
ranks and doubled back west to merge with the Ruendans north of Silvenes.

What was |eft of the Ruendans, that is.

The strong army on its high ground that Belmonte had left behind had been chopped to piecesby a
besten foe.

Y azir ibn Qarif—visbly shaken by his brother's death, wearing agrey vel of mourning now—had
wasted no timein naming the new leader of the Asharite forcesin Al-Rassan. It was not a popular
choice among the tribesmen, but Y azir had had awinter and spring to learn the way of thingsin this
peninsula—who knew how to lead, who could be trusted, who needed to be watched—and he did not
hesitate once the rites for his brother were done.

Ammar ibn Khairan, the newly named kaid, had regrouped the Muwardis, linked to them afresh
contingent of soldiersfrom Cartada, and surprised the Ruendans with a two-pronged attack from south
and eadt. Thetiming, on difficult ground, had had to be flawless, and it was. He had chased the
northerners al the way back into Ardefio.

The Muwardis, grieving for Ghdib, had been impossible to control in that pursuit. Prisoners weren't
being taken anywherein thiswar, but the captured Ruendans were savagely abused before and after
they werekilled. When the surviving northernerswere safely within thewalls of Ardefio, they promptly
began nailing men and women to wood and burning them, by way of response.

Rodrigo Belmonte came back west. The Asharites withdrew towards Silvenes again and
reinforcements came to them from Cartada and Tudesca and up from Elviraon the coast.



Five hundred men aso arrived from the fortress of Arbastro—Iled by Tarif ibn Hassan himsdlf. The
outlaw and his sons had stopped at Cartadato receive formal pardons from the new king. Almaik 11,
the parricide, had been executed by Y azir—one of hisfirst actions upon arriving the autumn before. His
brother Hazem, called One-hand, had been installed in Cartada.

The Ruendan army, what was |eft of it, emerged from Ardefio again and moved cautioudy south,
joining the rest of the Esperansan forces near Silvenes.

Silvenes. It seemed that here the seasons of war wereto cometo an end. Either Yazir and hisarmy
of rescue, herein response to the importunities of fleeing kings and panic-stricken wadjis, would bring
Ashar back intriumph to thisland, or ... or the Khaifate's fal a generation ago would be as nothing
compared to what came now. The necklace of Al-Rassan had been broken then, the pearls scattering.
Now they could belost.

Heradds met on the ground between two armies.

Yazir ibn Qaif, weighing possibilities, accustomed to swift decisons, ingtructed his herald to make
aproposal. The representative of King Ramiro, aman clearly too young for histask—he was
white-faced with what he heard—carried that message back to Ramiro and his congtable.

A short time later, grim and precise, the same young herald rode back and met his counterpart
again, bearing areply.

It was as had been expected.

There had been, in truth, no way to refuse. Not in honor, not in pride, not before a battle such as
this one wasto be. The weight of centuries had come down.

Waking in the morning before Ammar, Jehanelay quietly, looking a him, trying to comprehend how
time and the gods had brought them to this. From outside the tent, she heard the sounds of men
beginning to tir in the camp; thefird prayers of the morning would soon begin.

Her last dream before waking had been of Mazur. Prince of the Kindath. Dead now, haf ayear
ago. Shewas dill unable to stop hersdf from picturing him emerging from the wals of Ragosaand
walking to the Jaddite camp. Where did men find it in themsaves to do such things?

The Muwardis had landed in Al-Rassan that same season. Later, in winter, they had learned how
those two crossings—ben Avren through the wallsto his desth and Y azir ibn Q'arif acrossthe straits—
were linked to each other. Lines of movement, so far gpart, joined at their source. Mazur'slast gift to his
king and Ragosa.

There had been terrible stories of what Queen Fruela had ordered done to the grey-haired Kindath
chancellor after he had walked, unarmed, into her camp. Jehane knew that the worst of them would be
true. She dso knew, bitter and grieving, that the Muwardis would have done much the same, had they
been the ones outside Ragosais walls.

Who are my enemies?

How did one rise above hatred at these times?

Ammar dept Hill. It amazed her that he could. She was tempted to trace his features with a hand—
eyes, mouth, ears, the straight nose—Ilike a blind woman, to memorize him. She shook her head, pushing
the thought away. His breathing was quiet and dow. One arm lay across his chest, oddly childlike.

He could dietoday. If he did not, Rodrigo would.

It had cometo this. Were mortas only playthings for the gods they worshipped, to be tormented in
their dying?

It had been agreed between the heralds of Ashar and Jad that leaders of each army would fight
before battle, to invoke the will and the power of their gods. One of the oldest rituals of men at war.

Had they somehow guessed that this day might come, the two of them? Had that been the terrible



foreknowing that lay beneath the last words they had spoken in the darkness of Orvilla? Or even eaxlier:
in Ragosa, staring at each other that first morning in the brightness of the king's garden with the stream
running through it? They had refused to fight each other. There, they could refuse. There, they could fight
Sdeby sde.

Jehane made herself apromise at that moment, watching her lover deep, hearing the camp coming
awake outsde: shewould do al she could not to weep. Tears were an easy refuge. What wasto
happen today demanded more of her.

Ammar's eyes opened without warning, vivid and blue, the same color as her own. He looked at
her. She watched him settle into an awareness of the day, what morning it was.

Hesaid, first words, "Jehane, if | fal, you must go with Alvar. He can take you to your parents.
There will be nowhere dse, my love."

She nodded her head, not speaking. She didn't trust herself to speak. She leaned across and kissed
him on thelips. Then shelaid her head down on his chest, listening to the beating of his heart. When they
spoke afterwards, outside, it was about inconsequential things. The absurd pretense that the world was a
norma placethat day.

There will be nowhere else, my love.

Alternately hot and cold as the setting sun dipped behind and then out from the swift cloudsin the
west, Jehane sood on awindy height beside Miranda Belmonte d'Alveda, looking down on aplain
between armies.

Alvar de Pdllino, aherald of Valedo, garbed in white and gold, was with them as escort to
Miranda. So was Husari—granted leave by King Ramiro to accompany his herald.

Husari was the governor of Fezananow, serving Valedo. Jehane did not begrudge him that. He
had chosen Ramiro over the Muwardis, making his choice of evilsin atime that forced such choices
upon dl of them. Ziri had decided otherwise, it seemed. He had not left Ragosa with Rodrigo's men.
Jehane understood. He would not fight under the banners of the god whaose followers had killed his
parents. She had no ideawhat had happened to him. Y ou lost peoplein war.

She looked down. The armies below were roughly baanced. The ground was even. Neither leader
would have been here with hisforces had it been otherwise.

The temporarily united Jaddite troops could not remain in the field another winter, and the tribesmen
had no disposition for awar of sSiege and attrition so far from their sands. Tomorrow would see a battle
on open ground. A rare thing. There might even be adecisive result, or this could go on and on. Slow,
bitter years of fire and sword, disease and hunger and cold, in the breaking of aworld.

But before tomorrow could come, with itsarmiesin that plain beneath banners of blue-and-gold or
slver-on-black, there had first to be this evening's sunset. Jehane reminded herself that she had vowed
not to weep.

Ceremonial battles between Ashar and Jad took place at dawn or at day's end, in the balancing
moments between sun and stars. There was one moon in the eastern sky—thewhite one, nearly full. It
was, Jehane thought bitterly, irrelevant to the dua ity so harmoniously shaped and decreed.

A handful of soldiersfrom each army were on opposite sides of the dope below them. She knew
the Jaddites. Rodrigo's men: Lain, Martin, Ludus. They were not redlly needed as guards, for Alvar was
on the hill and the traditions of heralds were being honored in this campaign.

Men were like that, Jehane thought, unable to check the bitternessfrom risng again. Thiswas
warfare as savage as could be imagined, but the soldiers—even the Muwardis—would defer to the
herdd's banner and staff.

And they would watch now like boys—enraptured, overawed by the ancient symbolism—what
was to happen on the plain between armies. A chdlenge of gods! Each faith with its great champion, its
holy lion of the battlefield! Poets would write verses and songs, chant them at feasts or in tavernsor in



the dark under desert stars.

"Will there ever be atimewhen it isnot a curse to be born awoman?' Miranda had spoken without
turning her head. "When we can do more," she added, staring down at the plain, "than stand by and be
extremely brave and watch them die?’

Jehane said nothing. She could think of no answer that was adequate. She would not, before today,
have called her own womanhood a burden, aware that she'd been luckier than most—in her family,
friends, in her profession. Shedidn't fed very fortunate today. Today she thought she could agree with
Miranda Belmonte. Standing on thiswindy height, it was easy to agree.

There came anew sound below them. Both armies reacting to something. Loud cries, abanging of
swordson shieds.

From opposite directions, north and south, two men were riding towards each other acrossthe
ground west of Silvenes.

No one escorted either man, so no one knew what it was that Rodrigo Belmonte and Ammar ibn
Khairan said to each other when they stopped their horses alittle distance gpart, done in the world.

Each man dismounted, however, after amoment, and each turned his horse and sent it cantering
back the way he had come across the grass. Then they faced each other again and Jehane could see
Ammar say onelast thing, and Rodrigo reply. Then they lowered their helms.

On that watching height at day's windy end, she saw each of them take around shield from where it
hung upon his back and then each of them drew his sword.

There would be an eagle on Rodrigo's hem; Ammar's had a pattern of vine leaves. These were
things she knew but could not see: she wastoo far away on this hill and the sun waswrong, behind the
two men, and low. They were dmost silhouettes againgt the light, standing aone. Even the horses had
finished running away from them.

Isit wrong to love two men, she had asked the summer before, in darkness by theriver.

Without taking her eyes from the plain below, Miranda crossed her arms over her breast asiif
holding tightly to something there. Jehane had seen Rodrigo use that same gesture, exactly, inthe
moonlight of Orvillaayear ago. She wondered, if she and Ammar were granted enough time, would
they, too, come to share gestures like that? And would they ever make a child to be loved as much as
the woman beside her and the man below |loved their sons?

There will never be enough time, she had said to Ammar.

L ooking towards the sun, she saw Rodrigo feint and then swing his blade, hard, back the other way
and she watched Ammar parry that blow with amovement of his own sword, smooth as Husari's silk, as
aline of verse, asagood wine tasted at the end of day. He turned the parry, seamlesdy, into adriving
thrugt, low, and Rodrigo—fast as adream of a hunting cat—jpushed down his shield and blocked it.

The two men stepped back. They stood looking at each other from beneath their helms, motionless.
It had begun. Jehane closed her eyes.

A heavy sound arose from the armies. hungry, needing, enthralled.

Opening her eyes again, Jehane saw that Husari had come to stand beside her. Hewas crying,
without concealment or pretense.

Shelooked a him, and then away, without speaking. She was afraid to attempt to say anything.
She had made a promise to hersdlf. Had sworn she would not weep. Until it was over. Until time had
run away from them like those horses on the plain.

They were amatch. Both of them had dways known it. In away, the desperate exigencies required
to stay dive now were agood thing: they made it harder for the heart to intervene and cripple with its
SOIrow.



There were reasonsfor saying dive. There was awoman on a hilltop east of them. There waslove.
He blocked alow thrust, bardly, cut forwardwith the motion—adifficult thing—and was parried,
elegantly. Never aswordsman like this before. Never amatch. Could it be called a dance? Should they
embrace? Were they not?

Onelet the body rule here, fagter than thought; movements not even imagined, ablurring engaged
by the same when blades met. The mind floating just above, out of the way except when it noticed
something. A weakness, afatering.

No faltering here at red sunset. He hadn't thought there would be.
On that hilltop to the east therewas love.

Once, during their campaign for Ragosa, when they'd lured the old bandit ibn Hassan into
ambushing theparias party for them, Jehane had joined the company by the fire one night, and had
offered aKindath song.

Who knows love?

Who says he knows love?

What islove, tell me.

"1 know love,"

Says the littlest one.

"Loveislike atall oak tree."

"Why islove atall oak tree? Little one tell me."
"Loveisatree

For the shelter it gives

In sunshine or in storm."

He stumbled unexpectedly as an atack pushed him back; swore as he felt himsdlf faling. Too
careless, distracted. He hadseen that rock, had thought of usngiit.

Twisting desperately, he released his shild—behind him, the grip upwards—and blocked hisfall
with hisfreed left arm, palm braced hard on the grass, sword sweeping into position to take the other
man's descending blade and turn it away.

Helet himsdf roll with the weight of that blow to the necessary place, reclaimed the shield and was
up again—all in the same smooth motion. In time to blunt the swift second stroke. Dropped to aknee
then and dashed across, faster than he should have been able to. Almost got through with that one;
amogt buried his sword. Didn't. They were amatch. Both of them had known. From first meeting in
Ragosa. That garden with the tame stream.

Who knows love?

Who says he knows love?

What islove, tell me.

"I know love," Saysthelittlest one. "Loveislike a flower."
"Why islove a flower? Little one tell me."

"Loveisa flower

For the sweetnessiit gives

Beforeit dies away."

It would have been pleasant, the thought came to him, to be able to lay down their weapons on the
darkening grass. To wak away from this place, from what they were being made to do, past the ruins,
along theriver and into the woods beyond. To find aforest pool, wash their wounds and drink from the
cool water and then St beneath the trees, out of the wind, silent as the summer night came down.

Not inthislife.
He thought, then, of something he could do with his shield.

It would have been so much better had she been able to hate the man trying to kill Rodrigo. It was
this man, though, who had given the warning that saved Diego's life. He hadn't had to do that. He was
Asharite. He was now the commander of their army, the kalid.

But she had never, ever heard Rodrigo speak of another man—not even Raimundo, who had died



50 long ago—the way hed talked about Ammar ibn Khairan during the long, waiting winter just past.
The way the man sat ahorse, handled a blade, abow, devised strategies, jested, spoke of history,
geography, the properties of good wine. Even the way he wrote poetry.

"Poetry?" Miranda could remember saying to thislast, in the voice she reserved for her most
withering sarcaam.

Rodrigo had aliking for verse, an ear for what he heard. She did not, and he knew it. He used to
torment her with snatches of lyricsin bed. Sheld cover her head with pillows.

"Areyou in love with thisman?' sheld asked her husband once in Fezanathat winter—more than
haf jedous, if truth were told.

"l suppose| am, inaway," Rodrigo had replied after amoment. "lsn't it odd?"

It wasnt, redly, Mirandathought, on that hill by Silvenes. The low sun was making it difficult to see
the two of them now. There were moments when she found it impossible to tell them gpart. She would
have thought shed know Rodrigo beside any man on earth, but he wasin armor now, and far away, a
moving shadow againgt red light, and the two men would come together, circle and turn, very close,
before disengaging. It was easy to confuse them in these movements leading to adesth.

She wasn't ready to lose him. To be done.

It was the wind that was bringing tearsto her eyes. She wiped at them with the back of a hand,
glancing sidelong at the other woman. Jehane bet 1shak stood dry-eyed, white-faced, never moving her
gaze from what was happening below. Miranda thought suddenly: We have had our years. | know
what itis| will lose. She hasn't even had time to gather memories against the dark.

Which was the harder loss to bear? Were there measurements for such things? Did it matter?
"Oh, love," she whispered doud. And then, to hersdf, aprayer, " Do not |eave me now."
In that moment she saw one of them throw his shield.

She would never have thought there could be beauty in something so purely terrifying, but she ought
to have known, remembering what they could do. Both of them.

She had seen them fight—that challenge in Ragosa, the Emin halNazar, the Kindath Quarter in
Fezana. She ought to have expected this.

Most of the time, eyes narrowed against the sun, Jehane could tell them agpart. Not always, though,
asthey overlapped and merged and broke apart. Theywere silhouettes now, no more than that, against
thelast red disk of light.

She suddenly remembered, asif the thought had somehow been given to her, acold night during
that campaign in the east for Mazur and King Badir. She'd heard the company singing by one of the
campfires, to the sound of Martin's guitar. She had come out from her tent, half adeep, wrappedina
cloak. They had made a place for her near the fire. Eventually she had sung atune her mother used to
sng to her in childhood, as Eliane's own mother had sung it for her. It was such an old song.

Both men had been watching her from acrossthe fire that night, Jehane remembered. A strange
memory now, but it had come. She remembered the night, thefire, the song.

"Loveisa flower
For the sweetnessiit gives
Beforeit dies away."

The sun, red asaflame, dropped below the western bank of clouds, underlighting them, hanging on
the rim of the world. The two men were shadow-figures againgt it. They circled, came together, circled.
She could truly not distinguish them now, the movements were so much the same.

One of them threw hisshield.

Hurled it flat like adiscus, wrong-handed, straight at the other's knees. The other man legped to
evade, dmogt did, was hit, fell awkwardly. Jehane caught her breath. Thefirst one drove straight



forward, hard, and they were locked again, entangled.
"Rodrigo," said Miranda suddenly.

The man without a shield was above the other, who had fought to his knees. The one on the ground blocked the
descent of a sword, was thrown back. Hurled himself completely over and away on the grass, letting fall hisown
shield to do it. They engaged, without defenses now, blades whipping and parrying. One body, almost. A creature of
myth, some lost, fabulous beast of long ago. They pushed apart. Two figures again, against the sun's disk.

Jehane's hands were up before her mouth. One of the two men threw himself against the other
again. Half the sun was gone now, at the end of the world. She could see the shields where they had
fdlen.

Someone hammered downwards, was blocked. He broke free, feinted athrust, dashed across.
And was not parried. Not thistime.

Thelong blade sank in. They could seeit from on the hill. Jehane began to cry. The wounded man
pulled free and back, somehow deflected another driving blow. Then he twisted sudéenly, onearm held
tight againgt hisribs. Jehane saw him take aquick step to the sde and grip his sword in both hands. It
was upon them.

Who knows love?
Who says he knows love?
What islove, tell me.

Anold song. A child'ssong.

And S0, at thelast, from far away, againgt the red and failing light, she saw agood man raise his
sword and she saw agood man fall.

There came avast roaring sound from the armies. But though she was aware of thisit seemed
aready distant to Jehane, and moving away, asif a silence was descending to cover the world.

The man who yet stood upright on the plain turned towards the hill where the women were. Helet
fal hisown blade onto the dark, trampled grass. Holding apalm again to hiswounded side, he made a
gesture—asmall, helpless movement—with hisfree hand.

Then he turned away from them to the man lying on the ground and he sank to his knees beside him
asthe sun went down.

Soon after that the clouds began rolling in from the west, blanketing the sky.
No sun, no moon, no stars over Al-Rassan.

Epilogue

The rapid resettlement of the Kindath community of Sorenicain Batiarawas something that could
be regarded in anumber of different ways. Burned to the ground nearly twenty years before, on the eve
of the disastrous Jaddite campaign againgt the Asharite homelandsin the east, Sorenica had been rebuilt
and wasthriving again.

Some viewed this as a sad demonstration of the Kindaths desperate desire for roots and a home—
any kind of home, however precarious. Others saw the speedy restoration of adevastated city as
emblematic of endurance in the face of hardshipsthat would have destroyed a people with alesser
heritage to sustain them.

The Kindath physician Alvar ben Pdllino, who had been one of thefirst to settle herein hisyouth—
he had completed his studies a the newly re-established university—had a different perspective from
most, and amore pragmatic view.

Men and women of dl faiths struggled to find ways to shape alife for themselves and their children.
When opportunities emerged they were grasped. Sorenicas reviva was Smply such an opportunity
being saized.

In the aftermath of their army's destruction twenty years ago, the Jaddite princes of severd
kingdoms had been informed by their spiritua advisors that the god had not been pleased by the brutal



attack on Sorenica before the fleet sailed. The Kindath had not been the real targets of that holy war, the
clerics solemnly decreed, conveniently forgetting their own role in the massacre. Sorenicas destruction,
they decided, had represented afailure of piety, a deviation from proper awareness of the holy mission
that lay ahead.

Jad had sent his punishments. sorm winds a sea, Sickness, murder among princes, desthsin battle
infar-off, inhospitable lands.

Those leaders and their followerswho finaly came home two long years later had wearily agreed to
make atonement for the Sorenicamassacre. The Kindath had been invited back, royal monieswere
alocated for the rebuilding of their sanctuaries, markets, houses, the university, the harbor, warehouses,
city walls. Taxeswere remitted for al who agreed to settle there in those first years. The highest lords of
Batiara—many of them the sons of men who had died in the Asharite homelands—put their seelsto a
long, clerkly document drawn up to attest to the assured safety of Sorenicaand itsinhabitants.

One did not have tobelieve such things, Alvar ben Pdllino thought, striding quickly past the gtdls of
the market towards the harbor, to have decided that in an uncertain, violent world, Sorenica offered no
more risks than anywhere else and afew benefits not otherwise available.

In his case, more than afew benefits, in that long-ago year when they'd escaped the savagery that
was consuming Esperana and Al-Rassan, tearing the peninsula apart the way wild beasts shred a carcass.

Ben Pdllino was well-known and well-loved in Sorenica. Hasten as he might, his progress towards
the harbor was dow. Every few steps he was forced to stop and exchange pleasantries with someone or
another. A surprising number of men and women wished him the moons blessng on hisfortieth birth
day. The Kindath, with their charts of birth, paid more attention to such days than his own people had: a
smd| adjustment among larger ones.

It was his daughters, Alvar gradudly understood, who had been busily informing everyone. Ruefully
smiling, he acknowledged al the good wishes, agreeing with cheerful suggestionsthat his youth was now
behind him.

Hed had ahighly dramatic lifein hisearly years and people knew something of that. Hed been a
Horseman and even aroyad heradd in Valedo, before coming away from that peninsula, adopting the
Kindath faith and beginning histraining in medieine.

He was much sought after and trusted as a physician: cam, learned, reassuring. A steady hand and
eyein surgery. His services had once been in demand among the mercenary armies of Batiarabut he had
never gone with the soldiers, ever. A season's summonsto a princely court he would accept—to ddliver
children, attend to gout, couch cataracts—but never a position with an army in the field. Had he wanted
to tread or ride a battlefield, ben Pellino said camly to all who asked, he would till be aHorsemanin
the army of Ramiro the Great of Esperana.

He was a doctor, he said, and his labor was preserving and easing life. Hewould nat, given a
choice, fredy venture into desth's own domain of war.

Hiswife did so, however. Also aphysician—an even better one in the view of some, since she'd
been trained from childhood by her cel ebrated father—she was not averse to acampaign or two among
the armies. One saw injuries and aillmentsin the field that could only serve to broaden and degpen a
doctor's knowl edge. Her father had done the samething in hisday.

Alvar, disengaging from yet another well-wisher, made amental note to chastise his daughters when
he returned home. They'd no business proclaiming his advancing yearsto the whole community! He didn't
look forty; everyone said as much. He wash't ready to be venerable and sage; unlessit helpedin
disciplining two girls hovering precarioudy on the brink of womanhood. In the case of his daughters
Alvar rather doubted anything would gregtly help.

On the other hand, they were the ones who had decided to have a celebration today, and who'd
been busy al week preparing it. They'd ordered the cook out of the kitchen. They had been making the
confections themselves. Hiswife, more sympathetic to his desire to passthe day quietly, had tried to



deter them—to no avail. When the two girls acted in tandem, theidea of deterrence was naive.

Knowing he was expected home by now for the celebration, Alvar hurried long the dip where
shipsfrom al over the world were loading or off-loading cargoes. He looked for and found the one with
an Esperanan flag: yellow sun on apae bluefied, Queen Vascas crown aboveit.

A boy from the docks had run amessage to their trestment rooms. A letter was waiting for them,
entrusted to the captain. Alvar had finished with his patientsfirst and had come to col fect it.

He didn't recognize the captain who granted him permission to board the ship. They exchanged
pleasantries.

He did know the writing and the sedl, and he took a deep breath when he accepted the salt-stained
packet from the man. It was addressed to him and Jehane both, so after offering histhanks and asilver
coin and striding back down to the wooden planks of the wharf, Alvar opened it. Normaly he let Jehane
read their mail from Esperanafirgt, but today was his birth day, after dl, and he dlowed himsdf this
much luxury. He wasimmediately sorry.

My dear Jehane, my dear Alvar,he read,may the god and his sisters guard and preserve you
and all your loved ones. We are well, though events, as you will have heard from others by now,
have been turbulent this summer ...

Alvar stopped reading, his heart thudding. They hadn't heard anything from others. He turned back
to the ship. He called out. The captain turned at therail to look down at him.

"What's happened in the peninsula?* Alvar shouted up. He spoke in Esperanan. Heads turned
towards him.

"Y ou don't know?" the captain cried.
"Y ourethefirst Esperanan ship hereinamonth.”

"Then | can betaeteler!" the captain said, visibly pleased. He brought his two hands together
above his eyes, making the sign of the god's disk. "Bemonte took Cartada and Aljais this summer, and
then Tudesca surrendered to him! Ramiro the Gresat has ridden his black horseinto the sea a the mouth
of the Guadiara. Jad has reconquered Al-Rassan! The peninsulabdongsto Esperanaagain!™

There was a babble of noise dong the harbor. The newswould be al over Sorenica by thetime
Alvar got homeif hedidn't hurry.

He began moving quickly, dmost running, bardly pausing to throw athank you over his shoulder.
He didn't want this news to come from the sireet. There were those at his house today who would need
awarning, some shdlter fromthis.

He needed that himsdf, in truth.

Even as he hurried back through the market, Alvar was remembering along-ago night north of
Fezana, when King Ramiro had told him and Ser Rodrigo of hisfirm intent to ride into the seas
surrounding Al-Rassan and claim all the lands that touched them for his own.

He'd done it now. Ramiro the Great. Nearly twenty years after, but hed doneit. He was king of
Esperana. Of Valledo, Ruenda, Jaofia. Of Al-Rassan, though that name would be gone now. From this
summer forward, that name was aword for poets and historians.

Clutching the letter, Alvar broke into arun. People looked a him curioudy, but there were other
running figuresin the street now, carrying the sametidings. He cut dong alaneway and past their
treatment rooms. Closed. Everyone would be at his house by now. For the party. His happy celebration.

Alvar was aware that he would need to weep before this day was done. He wouldn't be the only
one.

The outer doors of the house were open. He walked in. No one to be seen. They would al bein
the courtyard, waiting for him. He paused before the looking glass, startled by hisreflection. A
brown-haired man, unfashionably bearded, beginning to grey. White-faced, just now. So much so that
were he his own patient, Alvar would have ordered immediate rest. Hed had ablow. An extreme one.



He heard sounds from the kitchen and turned that way. In the doorway he stopped. Hiswife was
there, still dressed for work, checking on the small cakes and piesthe girls had been making. Even now,
even with what had just happened to him, Alvar offered his prayer of thanksgiving to the god and the
moons that he had been vouchsafed this gift of love, so unexpectedly, so profoundly undeserved.

He cleared histhroat. She turned to look at him.

"Yourelate" shesad lightly. "Dina, your darling little girl, has been threstening to—" She stopped.
"What hashappened?"”

How did one say this?

"Al-Rassan hasfdlen." He heard himself speaking the words asin a place that echoed, like the
vdley of the Emin haNazar. "This summer. All of the peninsulais Jaddite now."

Hiswife leaned back, her hands behind her, againgt the table by the hearth. Then, pushing herself
forward, she took three steps across the stone floor and wrapped her arms around him, her head against
his ched.

"Oh, my love," shesaid. "Oh, Alvar, thismust be so hard for you. What can | say?"

"|s everyone here?'

"Almost. Oh, my dear," said Marisa bet Rezzoni, hiswife, his colleague and Jehane's, daughter of
his teacher, mother of his children, light of his days and nights. "Oh, Alvar, how are you going to tell
them?'

"Tdl them what?" Jehane asked, coming into the kitchen. "What isit? One of the children?'

"No. No, not that," Alvar said, and fdll slent.

He looked at the first woman he had ever loved. He knew he would love her and in more than a
way of speaking until he died. She was Hill, with silver in her hair and a softening to her features now, the
same astonishing, courageous woman with whom he had ridden across the Serrana Range to King
Badir's Ragosaal those years ago.

Another known footfdl in the halway outsde. "Werein here" Alvar said, lifting hisvoice. "Inthe
kitchen." Inaway it was better likethis.

Ammar, hardly using his stick today, paused in the doorway and then came to stand beside hiswife.
Helooked at Jehane, at Marisa, a Alvar. Helaid ahand on Jehane's shoulder and said, in his beautiful
voice, "Alvar has had the sametidings | have. Heistrying to think of how to shelter us. Me, mostly, |
suppose.”

"You, mostly," Alvar agreed quietly. "Ammar, I'm so sorry."

"Pleasdl” Jehanesad. "What isit?"

Her husband released her and she turned to look at him. "I was going to wait until Alvar's
celebration was done, but thereisno point now. A ship from Esperanaisin, my love. Fernan Belmonte
took Cartada, and my own Aljais of the nightingales this summer. Tudesca opened her gatesimmediately
after. They werethe last, those three.”

Alvar saw that hiswife, who aone of the four of them had never even been in that beloved,
tormented peninsula, was weeping. Marisa could fed for the pain she saw, could dmost take it into
hersdf. It wasapart of her physician's gift, and it frightened him sometimes.

Jehane had gone white, much as he himsdlf had appeared in the looking glass. Shedid not cry. She
said, after amoment, "It was going to happen. There was no oneto turn the tide back, and Fernan ... "

"Appearsto have become something close to what hisfather was," Ammar finished for her. "It was
going to happen, yes." He smiled, the smile they had al come to know and need over the years herein
Sorenica. "Have | not been trying to write a history and an elegy for Al-Rassan dl thistime? Would it
not have been acrue jest upon me, if—"

"Don't!" Jehane said, and stepping forward, put her arms around her husband. Ammar stopped. He



closed hiseyes.

Alvar swallowed, near to weeping, for reasons too complex for words. The Star-born were not his
people. He was Jaddite born, Kindath by choice—even before held met and wooed Ser Rezzoni's
youngest daughter. He had made that decision, aong with aresolve to pursue adoctor'slife, by thetime
he |eft Esteren, escorting Ishak ben Y onannon and hiswifeto their daughter on behdf of the king and
queen of Valedo.

Jehane had dready been in Sorenica, having come with ibn Khairan when the Muwardi tribesmenin
Al-Rassan threatened revolt if Ammar continued to lead their armies. Y azir ibn Qarif had been urged to
execute him—aman, the wadjis cried, who had dain akhalif. A man more offensvein Ashar's sight than
even the Jaddites were.

Y azir had yielded to the first pressure but resisted the second, surprisingly. He had exiled ibn
Khairan but alowed him hislife. Partly for what he had achieved askalid, but mostly for one evening's
single combat asthe named, holy, sword arm of Ashar.

Had he not defeated the man no one could defesat? Had he not granted them victory by Silvenes
when he killed Rodrigo Belmonte, the Scourge of Al-Rassan?

And more: had he not—above dl e se—thereby taken blood revenge for Ghaib? Y azir ibn Q'arif,
who had travelled the sands for the past twenty yearswith hisbrother at his side, would not destroy the
man who had done that for him. Ibn Khairan had been permitted to leave, with his Kindath concubine.

"Weve aletter from Miranda," Alvar said, clearing histhroat.

Jehane looked at ibn Khairan and, reassured by what she saw, let him go. "Y ou'veread it?' she
asked Alvar.

"| started. Go ahead.” He handed her the envelope.

Jehane took it, unfolded the paper and began reading. Alvar walked to a sideboard and poured himself a glass of
wine. He glanced at Marisawho shook her head, and at Ammar who nodeled. He poured for the other man, his dearest
friend in the world, and carried it over, unmixed.

Jehanewas reading aloud. ... turbulent this summer. Fernan and the king have taken the last
three cities of Al-Rassan. | don't know the details, | never ask, but in two of them the slaughter
was bad, it seems. | know this can bring you no joy, not even Alvar, and | know it will be a great
grief for Ammar. Does he believe | bear himno ill-will, even now? Will he accept that | have an
under standing of his sorrow, and that Rodrigo would have understood it as well?

| do not think Fernan does, though Diego might. I'm not sure. | don't see them very much any
more, of course. Diego and his wife have had a boy by Jad's grace, my first grandson, and the
mother iswell. He is named Rodrigo, but you would know that. Diego has been honored by the
king with a new title, created for him: he isthefirst chancellor of united Esperana. The people
are saying that Fernan will win our wars and Diego will guide usin peace. | am proud of them
both, of course, though could wish, as a mother, for more kindnessin Fernan. | suppose we all
know where he lost his gentleness, but | may be the only one who remembers when he had it.

| sound old, don't I? | have a grandchild. | am old. Most of the time | don't think I've changed so much, but |
probably have. You wouldn't recognize the king, by the way—he's grown enormously fat, like his father.

They moved Rodrigo's bones this spring, before the summer campaign began. | didn't want
him to leave the ranch, but both boys and the king thought he ought to be honored in Esteren and
| didn't have the heart to fight themall. | used to be better at fighting. | did insist on one thing,
and Diego and King Ramiro, to my surprise, agreed. The words above him are from the ones
Ammar sent me so long ago.

I thought I would be the only one who felt that was proper but | wasn't. | went there for the
ceremony. Esteren is greatly changed, of course—Alvar, you wouldn't know it at all. Rodrigo lies
now in a bay to one side of the god disk in the royal chapel. There's a statue, in marble, done by
one of Ramiro's new sculptors. It isn't really Rodrigo, of course—the man never knew him. They
gave him his father's eagle helm and the whip and a sword. He looks terribly stern. They carved



Ammar's words at the base of the statue. In Esperanan, I'm afraid, but the king did the
translation himself, so | suppose that counts for something, doesn't it?

Hedid it likethis:

Know, all who see these lines,

That this man, by his appetite for honor,
By his steadfastness,

By hislove for his country,

By his courage,

Was one of the miracles of the god.

Jehane stopped reading, struggling visibly. At times Alvar thought she would do better if shelet
hersdf cry. Marisa had said the same thing, more than once. Jehane had wept when her father died, and
when her third child—her daughter—was dtillborn, but Alvar couldn't remember any other times, not
snceatwilit hill by Slvenes.

Even now she controlled hersdlf, laid the | etter asde and said, in athin voice, "Perhaps| ought to
finishthis efter the celebration?”

Asif toreinforce that, agirl'simpatient voice was heard call ing from the courtyard: “Will you come
on! Wered| waiting!"

"Let'sgo," Alvar sad, dlowing himsdlf to take charge. "Dinaslikely to assault meif | make her wait
any longer.”

They went out to the courtyard. His friends were there—aquite afew of them. Eliane bet Dand,
Jehane's mother, had come to honor him and he saluted her first of al. His daughters skittered about like
apair of long-legged colts putting everyone in their proper places before they bolted for the kitchen,
diggling.

"You aredl," said Marisa, as soon as they were out of earshot, "on your oaths not to mention that
the cakes are burnt.”

Therewaslaughter. Alvar looked for ibn Khairan. He had taken achair in one corner of the garden
where he could stretch out hisleg.

Dinaand Razel came back, more decoroudly, bearing their enterprise on silver trays. No one said a
word about the cakes. Alvar, who thought his daughters embodied dl the graces of both moons, thought
they were delicious and said 0. Marisa made sure hiswine glasswas awaysfull.

He was toasted several times, made afew wry jestsin the speech they demanded: about being
ready to settle by the fire now but not being able to afford to do so until his burdens had been properly
married off. The girlsmade facesa him.

Ammar, from his corner, declared that he and Eliane were in no way ready to surrendertheir places
by thefire. Alvar would have to wait histurn.

The afternoon passed. When hisfriends rose to go, Alvar was touched and allittle surprised by the
warmth with which they embraced him. It fill came as asource of wonder to him that he was aman with
nearly grown daughters and aloving wife and that so many people seemed to regard him with affection.
In his own mind, much of thetime, he was still the same person, barely come to manhood, who had
ridden from Carcada, stirrups comicaly high, with Rodrigo Belmonte one morning long ago.

He seemed to have had agreat dedl to drink, much more than usua. Marisa's doing. Shed
evidently decided it would be good for him today. He remembered kissing Eliane goodbye, holding her
gently as she reached up and patted his cheek. That, too, had been a source of wonder, years ago,
when he had realized that she approved of him. Helooked around. The girls were gone, and Jehane and
Ammar'stwins. Somewhere upgtairs, causing mischief dmost certainly. They would probably hear a
scream in due course.

It was quiet in the courtyard now, and alittle cold. Marisahad brought out a shawl for herself and
onefor Jehane who had taken her mother home and returned. Jehane was lighting candles. Alvar made
asif toriseand help, but she motioned him back to his chair.



He sat back dutifully, but then, as astrong impulse overtook him, stood up and made hisway,
carrying his glass and the flask, to the seat besde Ammar. 1bn Khairan was nuraing the last of hiswing;
Alvar filled hisglass

"Faregently inthegod, old friend,” Ammear said to him, smiling gravely. "My love and good wishes,
today and dl days."

Alvar nodded his head. "Will you do something for me?* he asked. "1 know thisisacelebration. It
has been. But the girls are upstairs with your boys, we needn't worry about disappointing them.”

"A good thing,” Ammar said, with agtraight face.

Alvar snorted. Everyone teased him on the subject of his daughters. "But truthfully, the day will be
wrong for meif we pretend nothing has happened, or changed. | can't pretend. Ammar, you've
improvised for kings and khdifs, will you honor my birth day by doing so for me? Or isit too much to
ak?'

Ammar's expression had changed. He set down hiswine. "The honor will bemine" he said quietly.
"Have you atheme?'

"Y ou know the theme."

The two women had come nearer, and now they sat down next to each other, wrapped in their
shawls, on astone bench.

Therewas aslence. They watched ibn Khairan, and waited. From upstairs the sound of their
childrens laughter carried down to the garden through an open window.

Ammar sad:

Ask Fezana what has become of Fibaz,

And whereis Ardefio, or where Lonza?
Where is Ragosa, the seat of great learning,
How many wise men remain there?

Whereis Cartada, city of towers,

Inthered valley of its power?

Or Seria where the silk was spun?

Where are Tudesca, Elvira, Aljais,

And where, in thistwilight, is Slvenes?

The streams, the perfect gardens,

The many arched courtyards of the Al'Fontina?
The wells and the fountains weep far sorrow,
As alover does when dawn comes

To take him away from his desire.

They mourn for the passing of lions,

For the ending of Al-Rassan the Beloved,
Which isgone.

The measured, beautiful voicefell slent. Alvar looked up at the sky. Thefirst sarswere out. The
white moon would be rising soon above Sorenica. Would it shine on that peninsulawest of them?

Timelay upon him like aweight. Rodrigo's two sons were grown men. They were constable and
chancellor of Esperana. Serving King Ramiro the Great. And Rodrigo lay in Esteren, under a statue,
under stone.

Alver filled hisglass again, and set it down untouched, alibation, on the bench beside him. He stood
up, extending ahand to Ammar, whose leg had never been the same since that other twilight by Silvenes.

"Come," hesaid. "Itisdark and cold. | think we al need light, and the children.”

He saw Jehane set her own glass down, as he had done, on the table near her. Marisaled themiin.
She spoke a quiet word with the servants. They dined that evening, together, in abright room with two
firesamid the laughter of their sonsand daughters. It was very late when Ammar and Jehane and their
children took their leave and walked the short distance to their own home.

Alvar listened to Marisaand the nurse settling two overly stimulated young women. He went up to
say good night to his daughters and then he and hiswife went dong the corridor to their own room and



closed the door and drew the curtains againgt the night. Outside, white moonlight shone down upon the
courtyard where the day's cel ébration had taken place. It fell upon the water and the small, quick fishin
the water. It Slvered the olive and fig trees, the tall cypress by the ivy-covered wall and the late-season
shrubs. And it cast its pale light upon the three glasses of wine that had each been |eft ddliberately
behind, brim-full, on astone table, a stone bench, on the rim of the fountain there.
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