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  Praise for the Outremer series


“Along the way there are all the adventures a discerning fantasy reader could wish for and Brenchley’s concise, muscular prose makes the story flow, free of genre clichés”


– SFX


“Brenchley’s grasp of his colourful narrative never falters, and his descriptive powers are exemplary.”


- Orbit


“Chaz Brenchley’s striking new epic fantasy series [is] a revelation. The atmosphere is so well described you can almost taste it.”


– Starburst


“Brenchley the horror novelist and Brenchley the fantasist come together in perfect alignment…the kind of dark, painful power rarely seen in the literature of heroic fantasy.”


– Cemetery Dance 


“If you like slow tension and intrigue and well-developed world-building, this is recommended. Brenchley’s prose is crisp and descriptive and his characterizations are nicely done. The last quarter of the book finally cuts loose and the ending left me wanting to see what will happen next”


– Sigma


“Brenchley has created a fascinating alternate-world version of the Crusader kingdom and has set up a bunch of interesting plot strands. The addition of Arabian Nights-style magic is a very clever touch that promises much to come.” – Emerald City


“As with all Brenchley's novels, the prose is beautifully crafted and a joy to read ... I can’t wait to see what happens next.”


– Northern Review


“Compelling reading”


– Locus




  


 Best things come in big packages.


 The start of something this big,


 it has to be for Ian.
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  ONE




  The Heat of Judgement




THE SLAMMING OF the castle’s gates at his back, at his naked back should have been the sound of doom, disaster. It should have been the echo of a lifetime's failure: betrayal of his father, betrayal of his God. He had come to the Sanctuary Land in chase of a dream, a legacy of faith; he had given his life in service to the Ransomers, and they had cast him out. He should have died instead. He should have wished to die.


He did wish to die, perhaps, in some secret inner place he could not look at. Perhaps he only raised his head to see the road that would take him there, the place where he could meet death and be grateful.


He raised his head and saw the road, and saw who stood there waiting; and the booming echo of the slamming gates, the doom and the betrayal were all shadows flung behind him as shadows should be, by the light ahead.


 


SIEUR ANTON HAD brought clothes out with him, tunic and breeches and soft boots, begged or bought from another knight’s squire.


“Sieur, thank you.”


“Don’t,” the knight said. “Not yet. I lied to the court, Marron; you will find my discipline at least as stern as theirs, and no easier. If you can’t practice obedience to me, I will have no use for you; and I won’t keep you simply for your own sake.”


“I can obey you, sieur,” simply, honestly, from the heart, “and I will.”


“We’ll see. Here.” Soft bread and an apple pressed into his hands, the good and the bad, and if this was Sieur Anton’s discipline. Marron wanted more of it, a lifetime’s more. “Eat, and listen. You are my squire, given and sworn. You may sleep with the other squires and the servants, or else in my room as you have before. Either way will cause you trouble, because of whom you serve. That choice I leave to you.”


“Sieur, if I sleep with you—”


“In my room, Marron.”


“Yes, sieur—may I pray with you also, at the hours?”


“I would insist on it. Is that your choice, then?”


“Please, sieur.”


“Good. You will suffer for it, I warn you now; but that cannot be avoided.”


Neither apparently was it going to be explained, but Marron wasn’t worried. He thought squires and servants could teach him nothing now about suffering; he thought life itself had little more to show him.


“One last thing. There is to be a ceremony of sacrament in the stable yard, after the brothers have taken their supper. That will not be easy for you either, but regard it as the first test of your service: you must be there.”


“Sieur, where you go…”


“Hmm. Within limits, I trust. I shall be there, but we cannot stand together. Stay it out, Marron, that is all. It is needful. Now eat. I am not accustomed to repeating myself.”


Nor was he likely accustomed to having his servants speak to him with their mouths full, which was why Marron had been standing with his hands held rigidly at his sides. Only his nose was twitching with an ill discipline, alert as always to any scent of food after a fast, while his mouth ran wet and his words slurred.


“Yes, sieur. No, sieur…” Whatever you like, sieur, so long as Marron could tear and chew and swallow, bite and savour as though the wolf in his stomach were arbiter over his head also, and ruled his manners.


He heard the knight laughing, and didn’t mind that now. Neither was he anxious about what might come this evening, despite Sieur Anton’s warnings. He was brother no more; the Order had no direct authority over him now, only through the authority it had over his master—what authority Sieur Anton had elected to give it—and it was always careful in its dealings with the knights. What harm could be done him, if he stood through another rite? A ceremony of sacrament: that might mean anything. His own profession had been a sacrament; so was confession, and a dying man’s last prayer before a priest, and any number of little rituals between. It was kind in Sieur Anton to be concerned, but not necessary.


 


SO HE THOUGHT, young and hungry as he was, young and forgetful. Until he stood in the yard among the other squires—who were already nudging and whispering, giving him dishonest words of welcome then crushing back to make an uncomfortable space for him to stand in—while Sieur Anton was drawn up among the knights, each of them shining in their white in the torchlight. One man in every ten held a torch, masters and knights and brothers drawn up in their ranks; so many shadows flickered and danced across his eyes it was hard to see anything clearly, but still Marron could see more than he liked or wanted.


The Order stood in its order around that mound of wood, the squires and other servants squeezed in where they could; the preceptor stepped forward from the line of masters and raised his hand for silence. Every eye was on him, and not Marron alone was holding his breath to hear.


“The night gone,” the preceptor said, his voice harsh and carrying, “treachery near handed this fortress to the enemy. Only the God’s grace protected us.” And me, Marron thought rebelliously, but did not breathe. “Those who betrayed us were our own vassals, kept by our kindness, their lives within our gift. Which lives are now forfeit by our law, and may the God have mercy upon them, for we shall not.”


That was all. The preceptor gestured and stepped back; a brother with an axe took his place in the light, breaking open the kegs that stood arrayed. He set the axe aside and lifted each keg one by one, pouring viscous oil over the heap of wood and tossing the empty kegs onto the pile.


It was the preceptor himself who took a torch and hurled it, setting the oiled wood ablaze.


Two burly brothers came out of the stables, through the only clear path in that crowded yard, dragging a small figure in white between them. One of the Sharai lads, Marron saw, his hands bound behind him.


“No…”


It came out as little more than a groan, inaudible in the sudden murmur of many voices. Marron drew breath to cry aloud, to push forward and shriek against this savagery; and was suddenly seized from behind, lost his breath in a startled gasp and twisted around to see Rudel standing there.


“Don’t be a fool,” the jongleur hissed in his ear. “You can’t stop this. Watch, and remember…”


 


MARRON FOUGHT THE man’s grip for a moment, uselessly, and then subsided. Rudel was right, he would only make more trouble for himself and perhaps for Sieur Anton too, and to no effect. Nothing he could do to stop the Sharai boy being picked up and swung between the two brothers, too numbed it seemed even to struggle; nothing to prevent his being thrown through the air and into the roaring flames.


Marron sobbed, but that too was lost, this time in the howling as the boy writhed and burned. The brothers went back to the stables, came out with another boy.


 


MUSTAR WAS THE fourth. Marron’s eyes were not too dazzled by tears and firelight, his mind not too dazed to know his friend. Again he tried to twist free, and again Rudel held him still; and all he could do then was stiffen and stare, bear witness and swear a silent revenge.


At least Mustar struggled and cursed, before he was fed to the fire. Then he screamed, agony and despair, and that long dying cry seared itself into Marron’s skull. Remember, Rudel had said, quite needlessly; this could never be forgotten, nor forgiven.


 


THERE WERE PERHAPS a dozen boys brought out from the stables, a dozen survivors of the night, though Marron had stopped counting before the boys stopped dying. Some might have been quite innocent; there had been fewer surely on the wall with ropes.


When the last of them was still, when only the flames were moving, the Ransomers were dismissed, by the preceptor’s word. They filed back through the narrow way into the castle; Marron barely noticed that the jostling throng around him had dispersed also, until Rudel shook him gently back into himself.


“Remember that, lad, but don’t dwell on it. This is a cruel country.” These things happen, he was saying, as though they must, as though they always would. He sounded like Sieur Anton. Perhaps all men sounded that way after some years in this cursed-cruel country; perhaps he would himself. “Now, will you speak with me? Privately?”


Secretly, he meant; they were private already. Marron thought that he didn’t want to hear any more secrets, he held too many as it was. He wanted to be new, reborn, he wanted to start again, Sieur Anton’s squire and nothing more. “Sir, I ought to…” What ought he to do? He didn’t know. Seek out the knight, he supposed, or else run to his quarters and find work there, sweep or tidy, polish Josette and see if Dard’s edge were true yet after last night’s exercise.


But there was no strength in his legs to carry him, no strength in his will to defy Rudel. It was so much easier simply to stand here where the heat of the fire tightened the skin on his brow, where the smell of charred meat was all that was left him of Mustar, one last reminder like a whisper from his spirit, this they did to me…


Standing meant listening: the jongleur assumed a consent he had not given. But listening was easy too, words were fugitive, he wouldn’t have to remember them.


“Marron, you have been in the penitents’ cells, yes? Today and yesterday?”


“Yes.” Answering questions wasn’t hard, he could do that and still think of Mustar, still watch for faces in the flames. All magic was light, it seemed, so all light should be magic. There should be signs, he wanted signs to show one young soul gone to paradise, if the Sharai knew the way to any such.


“You remember when we went down the steps that day and turned back, when we heard a man screaming?”


And went out and down the hill instead, and saw the missing stones and the bead at the man’s throat, and so from there to here and so Mustar burned. “Yes.”


“Do you know, did you learn where they are keeping that man? While you were down there?”


Broken hands and blood, all his bones showing, they have been kind to him. “Yes.”


“Tell me where. Tell me all you can: where they hold him, how they treat him, how often he is—”


Seen? Visited? Treated? Marron could tell him a lot, perhaps, more than the man expected; but, “Tell me why,” he said instead.


“Because I want to help him, get him out.” A great confession but no great surprise, not now.


“That’s heresy.”


“Treason, I think; but yes, it’s a capital offence,” and they were talking about it in the light of an execution-pyre, and each turned his head towards the flames, as if to feel again the heat against the eye, the almost-pain of it this far away. “For both of us if you help me, if we are taken. Will you?”


The screaming of him, and the hands; Marron’s thoughts were blurred, it was hard to remember that there was a difference, Jonson in the cell and Mustar in the fire. Both had screamed, both had had hands. The rope that bound Mustar’s had burned through more quickly than his flesh; Marron had seen him stretch his arms out in the flames, and his hands were burning claws clutching at the light, and always would be.


Marron meant to say yes already, he thought he must; simply listening made him guilty, so why not? So much for being newborn or innocent, starting afresh; Sieur Anton would condemn him before the court himself, if ever he found out. Secrets and lies already, oaths as good as broken—I can obey you, sieur, and I will, but not in this—and him not two hours old yet in his new service.


First, though, “Tell me why,” he demanded again. “Why risk so much, what is that man”—Jonson, but that surely was not his name, and Marron should have had no chance to hear it in any case—“what is he to you?”


Rudel smiled, spread his hands. “I am from Surayon,” he said, “and so is he.”




  




  TWO




  Where She is Sent




THE GIRLS SAW the light and heard the screams, but they’d known what was coming long since, after a day’s hard labour among the wounded.


Blaise brought their breakfast that morning, and seasoned it with news of armed parties riding out to scour the country. He was grim and bitter, his mouth twisting on the words, a fighting man forbidden to fight last night and unable even to ride this morning, held back by duty. Julianne felt accused and didn’t resent it, unfair though it was. She knew that sense of being wasted, of being seen as useless. Too well she knew it already, and would she thought learn many finer nuances in her life to come.


Not today, though. She’d been determined on that. As soon as they’d eaten, she and Elisande made their way to the infirmary dressed in her plainest gowns, those she could most easily sacrifice. Master Infirmarer was in no position to turn the girls away, with so many injured men on his hands. There were always more wounded in a night battle, a wicked disproportion; more yet could be expected, brought back from Master Ricard’s expedition; and the Order’s strictures allowed that caring for the sick and injured was fit work for women, acceptable even to a Ransomer in time of need. The girls were guests, to be sure, and should not work—but they were needed. Two competent pairs of hands down below freed two men to stand guard above, lest the Sharai come again.


So yes, Julianne and Elisande were permitted to help, if not made exactly welcome. The worst of the wounded had been given what crude treatment was possible last night, in a hurry and by lamplight; lesser injuries had received a quick binding and short shrift else. Now by day was the time for care and skill and patient examination, and while Master Infirmarer and his brethren occupied themselves so, Julianne and Elisande could go from cot to cot with water for wounded men to drink and more to ease the unwrapping of last night’s bandages, to wash away the caked blood beneath. No one cared or even noticed when they pushed their awkward veils aside, except for those few who refused their aid altogether, who turned their stiff heads on stiff necks and refused even to look upon them, far less suffer themselves to be touched by female hands.


As the hours passed, Elisande particularly was not content simply to ferry water and prepare the injured brothers for other men’s ministrations. She doctored minor wounds herself, applying salves and bandages, teaching Julianne to do the same. To her obvious frustration, she was forbidden to assist with the surgery, which took place in an inner room that was all lamplight and shadows, knives and hot irons and screaming. Elisande had tried first to bully and then to squirm her way in, calling that she had knowledge that might benefit them all, surgeons and patients alike; but that door was closed firmly against her.


When the noon bell sounded, even work in the infirmary slowed, and the less grievously injured knelt beside their cots, to whisper prayers in echo of the master’s lead. Elisande gestured with her head, Julianne nodded; the two of them slipped outside and just walked for a while in the still shadowed air of the courts before going back to their chamber to shed their filthy clothes, wash the blood and stink from their skins and offer their exhaustion some rest.


Elisande slept for an hour, Julianne not at all, only lying staring at the patterns of shadow on the ceiling, seeing pictures of the night gone by and the morning that had followed. Battle and death, an army defiant or else simply philosophical in defeat, a hundred separate hurts in the men she had helped and no joy even for the healthy. She had not thought it would be like that.


There were no survivors from the invading Sharai, not one. She had asked, once, only to be certain: were wounded prisoners taken elsewhere, some more secure place of treatment? The man she’d asked had laughed at her, and she’d read the truth in his laughter, in what he would not say. There were no prisoners, wounded or otherwise. A knife to the throat, perhaps, as she’d speculated on the wall, or a club to the skull to save blunting good steel: war without quarter. They called themselves the Ransomers, but it was the land they came to ransom, with their lives if necessary. They offered no ransom to the Sharai.


When Elisande woke, they dressed and ate quickly and then went back to the infirmary, taking a brief detour just to look into the north ward, just to satisfy a curiosity barely spoken between them. All the bodies were gone, and brothers were swabbing blood from the flagstones. An hour’s sunlight to dry them and there would be no trace remaining of all last night’s death and terror. Elisande had murmured something under her breath, a last benediction for the Sharai fallen who would have no other rites said over them, and then both girls turned and went their way.


 


THE WOUNDED HAD overflowed the infirmary, filling two dormitories besides. The girls fetched food and water to them, changed dressings, spent a good deal of time only sitting by one cot or another, speaking to the men who lay there or simply listening while they rambled and drifted in and out of consciousness. More than once Julianne found herself holding a young man’s hand, playing sister or mother as best she could as his injuries overcame him, as he slipped slowly into death. She’d have washed and prepared their bodies also, she had no fear of the dead; but that she was not allowed to do. The brothers had their own rituals, it seemed, which were private and not for female understanding.


Julianne also had her own private needs. Eventually she took herself off, alone, and good fortune or some higher power brought her shortly to the door of a small chapel. Like the great hall, this too had a gallery. She climbed the steps and knelt in the shadows above, not meaning to pray, only to be quiet for a while.


Her eyes were distracted, though, by unexpected colour and gleam. Lamps and candles burned in the chapel below, showing how the walls were painted; everywhere she looked were images of the saints and their deaths, images too of the God’s victory here and throughout the Sanctuary Land. The glory of Ascariel glimmered gold behind the altar, and the vessels that stood there were certainly silver where they were not gold.


Looking and looking, she’d seen at last that she was not after all alone. A man had been kneeling all this time close beside a pillar, as far within its shadow as he could come. She was doubly glad now that she’d come up into the gallery.


She wasn’t able to see him at all clearly, but even so: there was something about him, his bare head and the way he held himself, his dark clothes that were none the less not the habit of a brother. She was fairly certain she could put a name to him.


A second man came into the chapel: again bareheaded, this time in a habit but again not a brother. Him she was certain of.


He knelt beside the other man and touched his wrist, bringing a gasp, a jerk of the head, almost a shrinking away.


“Do you know me, child?”


“Yes, Magister Fulke.” Only a whisper, but Julianne heard it perfectly. There could be no secrets spoken before the God.


“Good. But you need not call me so; that title is reserved for the Order.”


“Please, though? If I may…?”


“Well, but you must answer me a question, then. Why did you forsake us? Brother?”


“I did not, Magister. I was, I was cast out.”


“No, tell me true. Why did you forsake us?”


Blaise began to weep, then. Marshal Fulke waited, patient as the God Himself; it was Julianne who moved, to rise and slip away. There could be no secrets spoken before the God, but this history was not meant for her to hear, and she would not spy.


She slipped soft-footed down the stairs, and went back to her work among the wounded. It was only later that it occurred to her to wonder quite why Marshal Fulke had so deliberately sought out her sergeant, what he might have offered the man in exchange for his story, or what further service he might demand.


 


INEVITABLY, SPENDING SO much time among the injured and their attendants, both girls heard all the news of the day: how, following the scouts, a small army—half the garrison—had ridden out to surprise the enemy; how it had been the captured stable lads who let down ropes from the wall to give the raiders entry; how the surviving boys had been put to cruel question since.


How they had spoken of a new leader among the Sharai, a man who sought to unite all the tribes against Outremer. Hasan, they said, was his name.


How they were condemned, out of their own mouths convicted; how they were all to be put to death that night, as justice and the law demanded.


 


ABOUT MARRON NO brother spoke at all. Nor would speak when they asked, except the one who cleared his throat and spat wetly onto the flags of the floor, rasped, “Treacher,” and turned his head the other way. Marron was a worry, but not a great one. They’d seen him last night, free and fighting and then walking from the ward with d’Escrivey, very much like a squire at his master’s side. That surely meant that he’d been reprieved, that he would be forgiven his act of rebellion in the village. Even the strictures of the Rule hadn’t stopped the brothers gossiping about that; the girls had had the story from Blaise, who’d had it from a dozen different men in a dozen forms but little different one from another.


Julianne was sure, at least, that Marron was reprieved. Or at least tried to seem so, to herself as to her friend. Elisande grunted, “So where is he, then? I want to look at his arm,” and asked again, and again had no answer.


At close of day, in that little time of shadows after the sun had sunk below the castle wall but not yet to the horizons of the guards above, Elisande took Julianne by the elbow and tugged her discreetly out of the infirmary.


“What is it?”


“Before they start that bell ringing, and no one listens to us. Come on. Put your veil straight, and look demure.”


Through the castle to the kitchens; and from there down a narrow turning stair into darkness, into the hard bowels of the rock, one hand feeling for Elisande and the other for the wall when she could see neither, only a hand’s span from her nose… Julianne knew what this place was, no need to ask. And before they reached bottom she knew why Elisande had brought her here, and why she’d brought also a scrip filled with linen and ointments.


They came from darkness into light: a small chamber, an oil-lamp, two brothers on guard by another doorway. Not armed except with staves, but alert; and very surprised to see two women on the stair and firm of purpose.


“We have come to tend to Fra’ Marron,” Elisande said, brandishing her scrip. “We understand he was hurt in the fighting last night; his arm will need dressing, at least.”


All so convincing, so likely, so legitimate; and all so wasted, because both guards shook their heads together, and one said, “He is not here.” Short of snatching up the lamp and pushing their way past to check every cell in that dark passage behind the men, there was little the girls could do but nod and climb the stairs again. Elisande did try a little more, one more time with the single simple question, “Can you tell me where he is?” and received no more satisfaction than at any time this day. The man shook his head again, just as the great bell thrummed its first calling strokes through the stone above their heads; he shook it once more, emphatically, touched a finger to his lips and turned towards his brother. The two of them knelt, casting their hoods over their heads but facing each other so that, almost knocking heads as they bowed, they entirely blocked the way through to the passage they guarded. No chance to slip by them; Elisande’s eyes spoke her frustration. Even so she lingered a little, squinting in what light there was, peering down the passage as though she thought she could see through dark and rock and all to find whom she sought there.


As they returned to their chamber Julianne spoke her conviction again, that the boy was well or well enough. “Not in the infirmary and not in the cells, that brother wouldn’t have lied to us, he wouldn’t demean himself so. Marron’s not badly hurt, then, and he’s not badly in trouble.”


And others were, which was why Marron was a worry but not a great one. Others were death-doomed, irretrievable: their names not known and their faces hardly glimpsed and not remembered—only stable boys, after all, and she’d seen so many through the years; why should she have made an effort with these, how could she have known?—but their trial a great weight on her regardless, and on Elisande also, a crushing weight they’d carried all the day and could not put down now.


 


AND SO THE day and the dusk that followed. Blaise brought their evening meal himself—no spare hands to serve them, he said, that jongleur Rudel even scrounging a meal with Blaise’s men, and he’d never known such a thing happen in the Order, that guests should go unattended—and delivered a fierce scold for seasoning, once he learned why their gowns were smeared so with dust and wetter, deeper stains.


Elisande bore it snarling, Julianne with an unnatural patience—at least so Elisande said afterwards, when they were alone, that her patience was unnatural; she managed a half-smile and a nod, “Yes, it was taught me”—and at last he’d gone. To be with his men, he said, and left unspoken the reason why. Young men, some of them: were they fretful, cold with the thought of the thing to come, Julianne wondered, as she was herself but would not say so, or not at least to him? Or did they want to watch? Young men could be savage; and they were Elessan, all of them. A hard people, hard to themselves and harder yet to others. The Sharai were their enemy and the God’s also, branded so bone-deep, soul-deep. There would be little mercy in their hearts in the face of Sharai treachery.


Blaise might even want to watch himself, she thought. Having missed the opportunity to fight. That tirade he’d unleashed on Elisande and herself had sounded more resentful than anything else. He was a warrior trained and ready, there’d been a battle, he’d had no part to play in it; and his own clear charge he’d clearly failed at, to keep Julianne safe and safely distant from the fighting. Blood-letting cooled a fevered body; for a fevered spirit, someone else’s blood might be enough.


 


SO THEY’D KNOWN it was coming, that glow of light reflected from the walls, fierce red on dull; and foolishly, stupidly, she’d thought she could simply turn her back to the screened windows and wait, see nothing and pretend that nothing was all she knew.


She hadn’t thought about the screaming. Certainly she hadn’t expected the cruelty of how it was made, a chain of single links: how one boy had died before the next was burned, and each one’s screaming was the story of a life from bright sudden consciousness to exhausted end, and each brief silence after was the loss of life.


Some man must have made that decision, one at a time: the preceptor himself, most likely. For the cold satisfaction of his men, or else for the added suffering of the boys who must wait; or else for both. She tried to think of it as an affirmation, each boy declaring his death to the sky or to his god and not one being lost in another’s agony; she tried and failed, it was too much to ask of her. She only suffered, sobbed with each separate scream and each sudden silence, and her only victory was that she had not screamed herself. Unless that was her father’s victory, and not hers at all.


 


AT LAST, AT long last there was no more screaming, and the stretching silence was washed over by a hissing whisper. When she’d wiped her wet face and sore eyes—on her veil, of course, and what else was it for, of what use was it if not for that?—and looked around, she saw Elisande standing silhouetted against the dim red shadows at the window.


Saying that prayer again, she guessed, the khalat, speaking the boys’ souls to whatever paradise awaited them, if any. If there were any world beyond this, somewhere less cruel, if that were not just a lie fed to the ignorant and unlucky to keep them subservient to their masters’ unkind law. She doubted it herself; but in the end she did what little she could, she walked across to stand beside her friend and offer her own unspeaking respect to the ritual, in hopes that it might mean something at least to Elisande, though it came too late to help herself and was far too small, far too late to help the dead.


Standing so, with folded hands and not a movement in her except her gulping throat and gasping breath, determinedly not closing her eyes to the fading light of the fire outside, she thought at first that it was only her blurred sight that made the light dance in the pattern of the screens across the window.


Then that it was a sudden flare from one of the lamps, shifting all the shadows to flickering confusion.


Then that it was an insect’s wings battering the air too fast to see, and the body of it invisible in the intricacies of dark and light that pierced and shaped the screen.


She thought so, or hoped so in defiance of what she thought, what she expected from the first quick hint of strange, the catch of nothing at her eye. It was only when blur and dance and flicker stretched to a shimmering worm a finger’s length and longer, a finger’s width and narrowing like a taper, like an over-fine image of a finger; only when she saw how it drew spangles of light together to weave itself a body; only then did Julianne take breath and clamp her throat hard around a thin steel wire of a voice that she barely recognised as her own. “Djinni Khaldor. This is—an unexpected visitation,” she said, though she wasn’t even sure that it was true. After the tensions and terrors of last night and the long weariness that had been today, after the monstrousness of the fire that guttered still in a courtyard too close, out of sight but not out of hearing, she felt too exhausted to be surprised by anything.


True for Elisande it was, though, so much at least. That girl gasped and jerked her head around, needed a moment of blinking to find the hover-and-spin aglitter, the thread of distortion of light and air that was the djinni this night; and then needed a moment more to stiffen herself to the task before she stepped deliberately between it and Julianne.


“Had I been expected,” the djinni said, and its voice was as large and as quiet as before, seemingly quite unaffected by the form it chose to take, “you would have waited in vain.”


“And to our loss, I am sure,” Elisande said, though she sounded as though she meant that not one jot. Careful, Julianne thought, Julianne’s fingers said against her friend’s wrist, just the lightest touch for such a solemn message; don’t let your anger confuse your words. You know these creatures, how subtle they are, and Julianne was still a nervous pupil, clumsy and uncertain. Even so there was something she must say, something she had to learn, though she wouldn’t batter at the djinni with questions as her soul was crying to.


“Not so, but there would have been no purpose to my coming. You would have known already what I sought.”


“Even so. People like to be asked, sometimes,” and now suddenly Elisande had the voice exactly, as she had used it before: respectful but not subservient, determined to speak and treat as an equal without harbouring any delusions that equal she was. “Neither could we have gifted you that thing you seek, had you not come here to collect it.”


“It lies not in your gift, Lisan of the Dead Waters; neither is it a thing to be collected, except that there is a debt.”


That meant it spoke to Julianne—impossible to tell with no face turning between them, no clues of body for even her highly trained eyes to read, and oh, how she resented its immunity—and it wished some service from her. Again, neither aspect of that was a surprise.


The only possible surprise lay in the answer that she gave; and again, perhaps, the only one surprised was Elisande.


“A debt unacknowledged,” Julianne said slowly, “is no debt at all.”


Now it was the turn of Elisande’s fingers to speak to Julianne’s, careful, careful! You don’t know these creatures, how powerful they are, even as the djinni replied.


“That is true. Similarly, though, a debt acquired in ignorance is still a debt. It may be forgiven, but not ignored. And those who choose to trespass into a society they do not understand should not seek to deny the consequences of their choice.”


Julianne nodded, bowed almost, the point confessed; then she turned her face deliberately towards the dying light beyond the windows and said, “I was wondering just now whether the Sharai were right in their beliefs, in the god they worship and their prospects of paradise hereafter. It occurs to me that though nothing mortal-bound can know, the djinn might have that knowledge.”


“Daughter of the Shadow, the djinn are mortal also. Of a kind. Time will not touch us, but still we can be slain. And no, we do not know the gods, neither the truths behind their promises. All faith is hope, no more; I can offer you nothing else.”


Not true, it had offered her kindness, and she valued that. Now there was a debt she did acknowledge; this must be what she had wanted, she thought, to have her own reason for saying yes. Why she should have wanted to, except for some curious sense of honour that the djinni itself seemed to recognise and respond to, she couldn’t say. At any rate, she felt relief far more than anxiety as she said, “Tell me what you want, spirit, and I will do it if I can.”


Elisande choked, spun around, laid the palm of her hand across Julianne’s mouth too late “No! Djinni, she did not mean—Julianne, you can’t…”


Julianne reached up, took her friend’s hand in both of hers and held it calmly, almost patted it. “Yes,” she affirmed. “I did mean it, and I will do it. A blind promise, I know, to a creature of guile and subtlety; none the less, I make it willingly. There is a debt.” Now.


“Go where you are sent, Julianne de Rance, and marry where you must.”


That at least, at last was unexpected. She bit down hard on any question, steadied her mind and said, “Well, I will; but—”


“I have not yet said where I will send you.” It waited then, for a long, slow beat that echoed unbearably in Julianne’s mind; and it was laughing as it went on, “Go to the Sharai, daughter of the Shadow.”


More than unexpected, this was startling. Questions teemed on her tongue, and were swallowed with difficulty. There had to be a way to ask without asking; she was too muddled to find it, but Elisande not, it seemed. Elisande said, “That was the duty you laid on me, at our last meeting.”


“It was.”


“There must be a reason,” enunciated oh so carefully, not to have it sound as if she were asking, “why the djinn would see Julianne and me both among the Sharai.”


“There are many reasons, Lisan, and two that I will tell you. Human children take the care of their friends upon themselves; if I send Julianne into lands and among a people that she does not know, it seems to me likely that you will travel with her. She calls me subtle; I do not know if this be subtlety, but you have not gone alone.”


“I do not wish to go to the Sharai.”


“No, but I wish it, and others will be glad if you do. You can tell the imams at Rhabat that the khalat was properly said for the dead in their time of dying.”


“It was said. That is enough.”


“For their god, perhaps, if god there be. For the comfort of their families and the satisfaction of their priests, not so. It should be known. Also, Julianne will find her father there.”


Her father? Elisande’s nails dug deep into her wrist; she gasped, wrenched her hand free and said, “I did, I did not know my father was there.”


“He is, and he will be; and he will be in grave danger. You can save him, though it might be better if you did not.”


“Djinni…” This was too much for her; what it said made too much sense and no sense, it left her reeling. “I wish that you would tell me, straightly, what it is that you would have me do.”


“I have told you that, three times now. Once more I will say it, but not here.”


“At least tell me how to find them, then, where my road should take me.” That was a plea, desperate as it began, almost shouted; but she let it die, thinking that a demand for information was a question in all but name, and the djinni might treat it so, might assume another debt as fair exchange.


All it said, though, was, “Lisan can tell you that. She can show you, she is your road if she will be so. For now, fare well.”


This time no thunderclap, no sparks. It dwindled only as it had grown, to a petty agitation of air and light, to an absence. She wondered briefly what a djinni’s body was, how it was made or how many ways it could make itself, what more it could be. Only briefly, though.


My father…


She turned to Elisande and said, “Will you come?”


“I do not want to.”


“You said that.”


“I am not free, Julianne.”


“No more am I,” she said. Duties weighed her down, promises conflicted; she had sworn obedience to her father, but for her father’s sake she would break that oath, and any. “I am going. Alone, if I must.”


“You cannot. You said yourself, you do not know the road; nor do you know the customs of the people, nor how to travel in the desert. You would die, long before you saw Rhabat.”


“Even so. If my father is in peril…”


“We are all in peril.” Elisande’s fists were clenched, and her face also; Julianne could not read her thoughts. But, “Well,” she said at last, “I must betray someone, it seems. Many people, perhaps, and disaster may come of it. But I cannot let you go alone. Besides, I might be less welcome here once you were gone. Doubly so, once for my own sake and once because of you. I do not want to find myself in one of those cells they are so fond of. So yes, if you must go, I will show you the way of it.”


Julianne kissed her then, once for love and twice more formally, on each cheek, another promise sealed and this one not to break.


How they should leave—how to escape might be a better way of putting it—was another question, and she was out of the practice of asking questions tonight. Morning would be soon enough. Then she would have other questions too, she would try once again to learn just why Elisande had come here, and why she was so reluctant to move on. Two questions with one answer, most likely, a purpose not achieved; but what that purpose was, Julianne determined that she would learn. Tomorrow.


For now, she took herself to bed. Elisande aped her, undressing silently, putting out the lamps, lying down in the dark; but Julianne lay a long time with her eyes wide open, staring at things she could not see, the vaulted ceiling not truly one of them; and she didn’t ask but she suspected that Elisande aped her in that also.


 


BOTH GIRLS SLEPT through the bell next morning, slept through the hour of service and could have slept later still. Julianne could have spent half the day in bed. Her conscience touched her with a sharp question, though—was she resting, or hiding?—and the answer had her up in short order.


She nudged Elisande out of bed also, sweetly smiling to rub the salt of her virtue in deeper; but they were both soon glad that she had. Julianne fetched in the cooling ewer of water that waited on the landing, left by a brother before the bell; they washed and dressed, and almost immediately heard footsteps on the stairs outside, a cough, a finger scratching at the curtain.


“Come.”


Blaise it was who came, which Julianne knew already. His tread was unmistakable, heavy-booted against the soft shuffle of the brothers’ sandals. This was the second morning running he’d come with a tray in his hands, bearing their breakfast; the second morning she’d seen him blushing, fighting to keep his eyes unfocused as if he trespassed somewhere sanctified, entering his lady’s chamber before ever she’d deigned to leave it. And he nearly did catch us in our beds, she thought, and what would he have done then, if I’d called him in? Died of shame, most like…


“Blaise, good morning. Are you our servant once again?”


“My lady, I took this from the brother who was bringing it. I have a message for you. His grace the preceptor would welcome a visit this morning, if you are at leisure.”


“As he knows perfectly well how much I am at leisure, I take it that’s a summons. Can you tell me why?”


“No, my lady,” he said stolidly, meaning, she thought, that he knew perfectly well and would not tell.


Because he’d been ordered not to, or because it was not his place to do so; either one would fit.


“Did he mean immediately?” she asked, with a hint of the plaintive in her throat and her eyes on the breakfast tray. She was hungry, after a weary day and a wakeful night. Diplomacy said to hurry, but…


“Immediately you have breakfasted, I think, my lady.’
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