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 Qul ‘a ‘uuzu bi Rabbin Naas,


MalikinNaas,


‘Ilaahin Naas,


Minsharril waswaasil khan Naas,


‘Allazii yuwas wisu fii suduurin Naasi,


 Minal Jinnati wan Naas.


—Al-Qur’aan, 114, Naas, 1 - 6




 HE HAD COME out of the west in the early morning, running now as he had run all night, hard on their trail. Four horses and one afoot, it had been simple—so he said—in these soft lands, even in the dark. He had done what he could to hide or mask that trail, though, against anyone else’s following.


His name was Jemel, he said, the women knew him. He had sworn to guide them safely to Rhabat. Then the Patric horsemen had come and taken them the other way, back to the castle. He’d followed then—and did not say why—and followed again this night when they’d burst the gate and come riding out, a party of four and one. He’d tried to keep up with that one at least, the one on foot, the runner; but that one had outrun the horses, and Jemel could not. So he had followed, at his best pace.


And had found them here in a gully, resting and watering their horses. Dismounted, they faced him as a group, and yet they were not; not even four and one, the runner divided from the riders, though certainly that was true.


There were tensions everywhere. That made it easier.


The old man, the crippled man asked him what he wanted. He said that he was oath-bound to the women, to take them to Rhabat. The bearded man laughed shortly, though he said nothing.


“But if we know the way, they do not need your guidance now.”


“You need my help, perhaps,” he said. “I have disguised your trail for you, which you could not. You would have been caught by now, without me.”


“If we don’t want you,” from the bearded man, “why do you want to come?”


His eyes moved of themselves, inexorably sideways to the one young man of their party, the one who kept his distance from the horses; the one who kept his silence, his head lowered, his eyes hooded and hidden.


Too late to hide them from Jemel. He had seen, he knew.


“Your road lies with mine,” was all he said, as mild as he could make it. And then, when that seemed not to have been enough, “We can be useful to each other. You need another sword, and one who is of the desert; I would be stupid to travel alone, here where your soldiers boil like bees at my back, or there where a man alone can die of a single bee-sting.”


“Enough of this.” The bearded man again, brutally abrupt. “Tell the truth, boy. You want to come because of him, don’t you?” A jerk of his head, towards the silent one. “Because of what he is.”


“He is not yours.”


“Indeed not. I don’t want him, never did. We’re stuck with him now, though—so yes, I think we’ll take him to Rhabat. Why not? It should be interesting, if nothing more. You’ll excuse me if I decline to follow you, though. I suspect I know the way there at least as well as you, and likely better.”


“I think Jemel should come,” one of the women said instantly. Not the one he’d saved from the ’ifrit; the other, the one who spoke his tongue and had shown some signs of decency, half-veiling her face when he appeared, though she’d let that veil slip mind and fingers now. The first simply gazed at him bare-faced, judgemental.


“Oh heavens, girl, so do I think he should come. Why not?” Again, as though it was all a bitter joke. “He’ll make the perfect addition to our party. We’ve already got the escaped prisoner, condemned to death for heresy and tortured till he can barely move, till he must use another’s strength to ride with; we’ve got the runaway baroness who rides to Rhabat because a djinni told her to, and her companion who goes to spite her father.”


“The djinni sent me too,” the girl objected. “And I’d go in any case, to be with Julianne.”


“Of course: the girl who goes for loyalty, obedience and love, and so to spite her father. That father himself, who goes to prevent a war, if he is able; and who takes in his baggage, running at his stirrup, the very weapon which can win that war. Who is a boy from the one side, possessed by a spirit from the other. Whatever he does, he will betray himself. All we need now is another boy, and one who wants that war more than he wants any other thing in life, am I right?”


No, he was not right, he was too late for that. A month ago, yes, certainly; but not now. Now what Jemel wanted most was vengeance. But he said nothing of that, and so the bearded man nodded, sure of his own cynical judgement.


“Join us, Jemel,” he said, “and welcome. We are a party of fools; we can surely make room for a little more folly.”




  




  ONE




  Sand Dancers




AT THIS DISTANCE she thought they looked like dancers, blurred figures who swirled and stamped and left strange trails in the sand. Black silhouettes, hazed by the heat so that they would flicker and jerk, vanish almost for moments too brief to count.


At this distance, she couldn’t see the swords that were the focus and the purpose of all that dancing.


 


WEEKS INTO THEIR journey, this was the first sand that they had come to; and even this, she’d been told, was not the true sand, the drifting dry of the desert ocean, the mul’abarta, what Jemel called simply the Sands: only a wind-blown herald of what awaited them days farther to the south.


“Look at it, Julianne,” Elisande had said, scuffing at the trail with her boot, digging the sand aside to show glassy black lava beneath. “This is a dusting, no more. We could take an oxcart over this, no need for camels. The sand just smooths the ridges here. You wait until you wade in it, until you swim in it, until you think you could sink and sink and never touch bottom.”


Well, she would wait, then; and not be afraid, though she thought her friend wanted her to be. Anywhere you can go, I can go too; and Elisande had been that way already, more than once. There were things ahead to be afraid of, Julianne knew that, and those she would fear when she needed to—but not the journey, no. Only what lay beyond the journey, what had caused them to travel this way.


 


THEY WERE TRAVELLING with a caravan for cloak, for safety, certainly not for speed. Should my father need speed, Julianne thought, if his cloak, his safety lie in our speed to reach him, then I have no father. She wasn’t sure about Elisande’s oxcarts, there had been cruel ruts in the lava-bed before they reached the sand, that wheels must have balked at; but their horses had picked their way across that, and certainly they could have ridden hard across this ground, this demi-desert. Other parties had done just that, indeed, sweeping by the laden camel train with cries and cracking whips.


But Rudel was master of their own small party, even Elisande had had to accept that; and when they’d met this caravan of northern tribespeople at a well on the margin of the lava plain, he had paid over silver and jewels from their small stock of wealth for the right to travel at its tail, to share its food and fires.


“News blows on the wind,” he’d said, when Elisande—inevitably, Elisande—had challenged him, “and all the winds blow southerly from here. You know that, daughter. We have need of haste, perhaps—but our need for secrecy outweighs it. What we carry with us we must hide, for as long as we can.”


And his gaze had fallen inexorably, inevitably, on Marron where that boy sat at a little distance from their fire, from themselves; and even Elisande had had no further argument to offer.


 


AFTER SOME DAYS with the caravan, Julianne thought that it had perhaps not been the wisest decision he might have made. To be sure, the rest of them could hide to some extent within the milling crowd at every halt, they could conceal their own origins beneath rough woollen clothes bartered from their new companions; but the quality of their horseflesh could not be disguised, nor emphatically could Marron’s strangeness.


A boy who held himself apart, a boy who walked while his friends had fine beasts to ride; more, a boy who could not come close to any animal in the train without that animal backing or shying or bellowing its terror…


No, such a boy would stand out in any company. The greater the number, the more was he isolated against it. It might after all have been wiser to have travelled fast and few, to risk the rumour flying ahead of them, a party of riders well-mounted, and one boy who runs beside and never falters.


They’d have needed a mount for Jemel, of course, better than the scruffy pony he rode now, but there were other beasts among the caravan they might have bought for him. Perhaps they should have spent their money thus, and gone ahead.


 


BUT THE DECISION had been taken, well or ill. Too late to revoke it now. Their immediate goal, the oasis of Bar’ath Tazore, lay only one further day’s journey down the trail. There they would part company with the caravan, and strike on alone. They’d leave behind the questioning glances of even these uncurious folk, the murmurs that neither Rudel nor Jemel could understand; with luck, they just might avoid all company else, and outride the rumour.


She didn’t expect such luck, but she could hope. There was nothing else indeed that she could do.


For now, while men and women and beasts rested under the sun’s height, she sat and shaded her eyes against the glare and watched two shadows, two stick figures dance and spin.


Marron, and Jemel. Two boys, and neither seemed to feel any need of rest. Jemel was scornful of this midday lethargy, promising them hotter days by far before they reached Rhabat; while Marron—


Marron, she thought, was ice-cold in his spirit now, and no external warmth could touch him; or else his blood was fire, and there was nothing any sun or fire could do to heat it further. Wherever the truth lay, he was inexhaustible.


And so the two boys fenced while others dozed. Properly they were men, she supposed, young men who had loved and killed and carried the weight of that with them always; but it was their youth she saw, in Jemel’s anger and Marron’s silent pain. She was younger by a year or so and had never had a brother, but sometimes she felt like elder sister to them both.


Sometimes not. As now, watching them at swordplay and flinching even at this distance from the ferocity of it: play perhaps, but no game as she understood the word. Games should not be deadly.


 


THE SAND LAY thicker away from the age-worn trail, rising in billows that looked soft and were not. Hard-packed by time and their own weight, baked like mud by the occasional rains and the sun that came after, they made good ground to fence on, seemingly. Not so good for sitting, hot enough to scorch where her hand fell; she shifted uncomfortably, and yearned for shade.


And had it for a moment, as a shadow fell across her. She glanced up, and saw Elisande.


“Julianne. What are you doing?”


“Resting.”


“You don’t look very restful.”


Julianne sighed, as her friend settled beside her. “Well, no. I was watching them,” with a jerk of her head. “They don’t exactly inspire ease in my mind. I worry about them both.”


Elisande’s face twisted in sympathy. “We all do. I keep telling myself that it’s good that they’re together, that they find some comfort in each other; but I don’t know…”


“No.” The opposite might be true. Julianne couldn’t tell, any more than Elisande. Jemel was a bitter companion, and she thought that it was not truly comfort that he found with Marron. Awe and fear she was certain of, and more there must be to make the one boy dog the other so determinedly, but when she was honest with herself she thought that neither found much comfort in it.


“Are they trying to kill each other out there?” Elisande murmured, after a few moments’ pause to watch.


Julianne chuckled, dry-mouthed from more than heat. “Not them,” she said. “Jemel would never do anything to harm the Ghost Walker, even if he was able; and Marron—well. Marron wants never to kill anything, ever again.” Too many bodies in that boy’s past, she thought; more than she’d seen herself, she thought, though he wouldn’t speak about it. Nor willingly about anything, any more. Perhaps that was why he accepted Jemel’s company where he shunned theirs: he was spending time with the one member of the party he could barely exchange six words with. Perhaps.


“Even so,” Elisande said. “There can be accidents at practice, even with bated blades, which those are not. Marron knows that.” That’s how he got to be the Ghost Walker. “Someone should stop them—” 


And she stood up to be that someone, but Julianne gripped her sleeve and tugged her down again.


“Leave them. Marron wouldn’t allow an accident. Supposedly, Jemel’s teaching him to use a scimitar—but it’s Jemel who’s taking lessons. Marron’s the master, even where he doesn’t know the weapon. He’s faster, stronger, a lot more careful.”


“You call that care?”


“Sit and watch. You’ll see.”


Even from this distance, even with the tricks played by heat and light against her eyes, she’d seen; and so did Elisande, with a little unnatural patience.


“All right. He won’t hurt Jemel, and he won’t let Jemel hurt him. But someone should stop them anyway. I don’t know about Marron’s body any more, since he took the Daughter into him—but Jemel can’t ride all day on a mouthful of water and an hour’s fight at noon.”


“Yes, he can. He’s a boy. You let them be, Elisande. If you try to call a halt, they’ll fight another hour just to show you.”


Elisande snorted. “I’m not picking him up, mind, if he falls off that pony. And he will, sooner or later. He doesn’t eat enough to feed a snake.”


Neither did Marron, but that was a different matter. “Jemel’s still grieving for the death of his friend.”


“Hating, more like. And I’m the one that killed him.”


“No. It was d’Escrivey that killed him.” They’d established that cautiously, obliquely, largely by dint of encouraging Jemel to spit his anger at the fire night after night.


“My knife that gave him space to do it, though. It’s my burden, Julianne, let me carry it.”


“So long as you don’t try to share it with Jemel.”


“I won’t,” though silence was clearly costing her; how much, only Elisande could know. “Jemel’s teaching Marron to speak Catari too, did you know?”


“No.” It wasn’t a mutual and enforced silence that drew the two boys together, then. “That’s good, though.”


“It is. And it reminds me, I’m supposed to be teaching you. Tell me what you see, Julianne.”


I see trouble, and danger, and uncertainty—but she couldn’t say any of that in Catari yet, and the lessons did at least help to pass the time. Even when the heat lay like a smothering blanket across her head, fuzzing her mind into stupidity. She took a breath—and even the air was hot, parching her throat and her lungs, doing her no good at all—and fumbled for words she could barely pronounce or understand, a language she couldn’t think in.


And found shelter in that, a relief from constant anxiety. When she couldn’t think, she couldn’t worry either.


 


THEY TALKED ALSO as they rode, side by side and a little lag of the caravan proper, not to breathe its dust or the smell of it; but they talked only in Catari. Elisande insisted on that. Slow talk, then, and slipping soon into a weary silence. It was possible almost to sleep ahorseback under so much weight of sun, to slide into a half-doze and touch the borders of dream before jerking back and staring wildly for a moment, before realising or remembering what and who and where she was and so slouching in the saddle again and slowly, slowly losing grip.


 


WHEN THEY CAME to where they would camp that night, she thought for a short while that they were a day ahead of themselves, that they had come to Bar’ath Tazore already.


What else? This was her abiding picture of an oasis, from a thousand childhood stories: stars pricking through the sky above as darkness swept across it, just at the moment when the trail dropped into an unexpected valley, glimpses of green before the last light fled. And then the glimmer of fires below, to match the glimmers overhead; and a song sung from two dozen tribal throats to announce them to the watchers at those fires, to say they were peaceful folk and no bandits come to steal and slay; and cries of welcome from left and right as the path brought them down to the valley bottom, and then the shimmer of dark water ahead, a pool knee-deep to beasts and men both, and what could this be but an oasis?


Elisande laughed at her. “Oh, Julianne, this is a happenstance, no more. This is lava country, remember? The ground cannot drink the rain, and it must go somewhere; so it floods any dip or hollow it can find. Here is more than a dip, it goes deep and it takes a lot of water. And the water lingers in the shadow of the cleft, where the sun can’t bake it dry in a day. What’s left now seems like a treasure to you, but it’s little to what was here before, and every mouthful your horse drinks reduces it further. In a fortnight, there’ll be nothing; and what’s green here will die back till the next rain come, and those who camp here will feed their camels on the husks and then look for somewhere else. No, my love, this is no oasis. Wait till tomorrow.”


And so she would, though she was glad enough of this tonight: water to drink and to wash in, despite the animals who had waded and perhaps wallowed in it first, bathing dust and dung from their pads and hooves and hides. Perhaps adding a little water of their own, before they were done. She didn’t care. It tasted better and far better than a warm and stale drink from a dubious goatskin.


This night as every night, the six of them sat around their own fire, though it was made up of dung cakes from the caravan’s store. This night as every night. a woman brought them food. Her headdress was sewn with silver rings and her arms clashed with bangles; she kept her face so low that Julianne was never sure if it were the same woman every night, or if the duty were shared around.


Tonight, it seemed, they were feasting: a plate of boiled meat and greens, and a basket of flat breads. Rudel reached for a fleshy rib, bit and chewed, chewed and swallowed; spat gristle into the flames and said, “Ah, well. All things are comparative. At least it’s better than preserved eggs.”


Jemel frowned. “This is good food.”


“Then why don’t you eat it?” Elisande demanded. Receiving nothing but a shrug in response, she scowled momentously and went on, “And you, Marron. Here.”


She folded two breads around generous portions of meat and vegetable and thrust them into the boys’ hands, didn’t serve herself until she’d seen both begin to eat.


Julianne hid a smile behind sudden activity, picking out what tender pieces she could find for the elderly Redmond. His broken hands were healing now, but were too badly damaged to manage such work without pain.


He thanked her kindly; she helped herself and then settled down beside him to eat, finding him far the most restful of her companions.


The meat was stringy; there was sand in the greens, and more in the bread. She worked her way through it till her jaw ached with chewing and her lips were raw from the grit. It was hard to be grateful, hard to remember that they had eaten less and worse already, or that there would likely be shorter commons still in the journey to come. Sometimes, though—when she tried—she could still find some pleasure in this adventure, in discovering the pampered and privileged daughter of the King’s Shadow fallen so far from grace.


No, not fallen. Jumped, rather. Jumped and run deliberately from her secure and comfortable existence, for the sake of a djinni’s word against her father’s life.


She was also of course the Baroness Julianne von und zu Karlheim these days. She should be Countess of Elessi in days to come, and had run also from someone who offered more than security or comfort—but there was no pleasure in that particular memory. She jerked her eyes away from the fire, where they could so easily have seen his face form in the flames.


And looked instead at the ground before the fire, and saw instead how the air seemed to flicker with more than the flicker of the firelight. She narrowed her gaze and bent a little closer, and saw a black line drawn above the sand: thicker than a hair, finer than a wire, snagging her eye like a hook. It was there, and then it was not there; for a moment she thought djinni…


But then there was another, and then there were two at once and she lost them both by trying to watch them both; and there had only ever been one djinni, and it had never played games with her this way. It had come, had done and said what it meant to do and say, and then it had gone again.


So no, not the djinni, but—“What are those things, do you see them?”


Surprisingly Redmond laughed, though there was a harsh and knowing ring to it that she liked not at all. “The insects? The Sharai call them sand dancers. Try to catch one.”


She made a cup of her hand, and grabbed; and opened her closed hand to find it empty. And tried again, and failed again; and tried to snare one between her two clapping hands, and still failed.


“You could sit all night,” Redmond said, stilling her with a touch on her shoulder, “and still come up with nothing. The Sharai say that they slip between two worlds, this and another, which is why they call them sand dancers. One reason why.”


“I don’t understand,” she said.


“No. Be grateful.”


She swallowed her irritation and said, “Well, I will try. Since you ask it. But what is the other reason?”


“They are killers,” Redmond said. “If you set a beetle on the sand there, they would destroy it. If you set a nest of ants there, they would destroy them all.”


 


THE DAY’S HEAT dissipated quickly; after an hour of darkness, they found themselves shifting closer to the fire. Except for Marron, of course, who apparently felt neither cold nor heat; and except for Jemel also, who felt or at least said that the nights were as warm as the days were cool. If he had another reason for keeping a touch of distance—as for example that he hated so much the place and the people they had come from, it was an effort to him not to hate them also, and he would not risk his knife too close to their throats—then he did not say so. Neither if he had rather a reason for staying quite close to Marron.


Julianne felt that she had reasons in plenty for staying as far as possible from Marron, and yet she couldn’t do it. As a Ransomer boy he had charmed her with his naivety, and a little with his blushful beauty too. As a creature out of nightmare, slaying and slaying with a flicker of his eyes or a gesture of his bleeding arm, he had terrified her. She tried deliberately to remember that terror sometimes, to use his red eyes and his inexhaustible, inhuman energy as a reminder that he was not what he used to be. She wished that she could react to him as her palfrey Merissa did or any animal else, bucking and screaming; but it seemed that she could not. She still looked at him and saw the boy that he had been, in many ways the boy that he still was, only dreadfully burdened now.


And she was not even Sharai, she hadn’t grown up eyeing the night’s shadows for any hint of the Ghost Walker, while a hundred stories thundered in her head. No blame to Jemel if he’d chosen to run the other way that night or the morning following, if he’d kept all the distance he could between himself and Marron; but he was Sharai, and so he had not.


Also, of course, he’d not seen that skein of red that killed, that was the Ghost Walker’s wicked will. All he’d seen of Marron was the eyes and the energy and the flesh that contained them, the silence and withdrawal. She thought that probably what he saw was also mostly boy. And boys will cling together, she thought, against girls or against authority, against the world itself.


 


WHEN THE FLAMES died to a glimmer among white ashes and the cold pressed in at their backs as the day lay heavy on their bones, they wrapped themselves in blankets and lay down two by two around the circle of the fire: the older men Rudel and Redmond, the girls Julianne and Elisande, the boys Marron and Jemel.


Except that Marron slept as little as he ate, and Jemel also. Julianne was accustomed now to seeing them still sitting silhouetted against the stars as she closed her eyes; she knew they would be up and about before her in the morning. She hoped tonight that all their long nights were full of talking, that the excuse of language lessons would teach them both to share their troubles—except that then she thought of what each might have to say to the other when they could talk as equals, and rather wished they would not.


Something else to which Julianne had become accustomed: Elisande’s being wakeful and watchful also, restless at her side. Wakeful for many reasons, Julianne thought, but watchful only over Marron.


Between them all, they made it precious hard for a girl to get any sleep herself.


 


BUT SLEEP SHE did, and wake she did, and watched them all through their morning rituals.


Jemel—who had kept to his Sharai dress and Sharai habits also—would walk some distance away and kneel, and pray towards the rising sun: alone, he said, because the tribespeople they travelled with were untrue in their words, following bastard rites. Elisande said that it was Sharai pride, that he thought himself superior. Julianne thought it another expression of his anger.


Marron made a great point of saying no prayers at all. No longer a brother of the Ransomers, no longer squire to a religious master and not at all certain what he had become, he would sit apart and do nothing until Elisande took him bread, and stood over him until he had eaten it.


Rudel had discarded his jongleur’s garb for the anonymity of the simple clothes the others wore, but he still practised his juggling for half an hour every morning.


Redmond had been too much hurt in his hands and his feet to do anything active. He would sit over the fire, warming his bones for the day ahead, he said. His eyes watched them all, though, and his wise tongue soothed any quarrels that might be building.


Elisande saw to everyone’s breakfast, though Marron was her special charge and her father Rudel her hardest, seemingly. Those were the two most likely to stretch Redmond’s peacemaking.


Which left Julianne to see to the horses, a duty she took on willingly, and more than ever so this morning. They were all of them friends by now and Merissa had always been special, a wilful and occasionally difficult companion but a confidante too when they were both young in Marasson, sometimes closer in Julianne’s affections than any of her circle. She had a building ache in her heart, as each day’s journey brought them that much nearer to a certain parting. There was nothing she could do to prevent it; they could not take horses into the true desert, nor keep them alive if they tried to. Soon it would have to be another’s hands that brought bridle and saddle, hopefully sweets and petting. Julianne had known too many hard separations in recent weeks; she wasn’t sure that she could tolerate another.


She wasn’t sure either that it was truly the loss of Merissa that grieved her so, but she was determined to think it. Otherwise she might still be crying herself to sleep every night over a pair of green-grey eyes, blond hair and a devastating smile.


So this one time more—and trying not to torment herself with the thought that it might be the last time—she fetched all the horses from where they foraged fresh greenstuff by the water’s edge. She stroked their soft noses and pulled their ears, and promised them more and better eating that evening. She spent longer with Merissa, murmuring secrets that only the palfrey could hear and would not spread around. Then she burdened them one by one with saddle and harness, glanced around for her human companions and called softly to say their mounts were ready. The caravan was on the move already, filing up the shadowed path into the early sun’s light above. Julianne would have preferred another hour’s rest and then a fast gallop to catch up, but Rudel was firm about that, they must do nothing to attract attention.


No more than they could help, at least. Nothing, she thought, would keep the quiet tribespeople from gossiping at journey’s end. Their best hope would be hardly to pause at Bar’ath Tazore, to trade their horses for camels tonight or tomorrow and be away before the rumour spread.


 


AND SO ANOTHER day of weary riding at a walker’s pace, weary for herself and Merissa both: the horse was as restless as she was, sidling and jerking and tossing her head. As keen for speed too, Julianne thought, and a cool wind running. That they’d never find on this baking plain; when the breeze came it brought only more heat with it. Marasson summers were worse, though, not so purely hot perhaps but stickier and far more draining, and they’d both enjoyed the freedom of a gallop then.


This trailing of the caravan was nothing but dull, sucking at reserves of patience. As the sun rose higher, so conversation flagged. She covered her head with a fold of cloth to shade her eyes from the pale sky’s glare, and focused her gaze between Merissa’s ears. Marron was a shimmering dot away to the side, as ever. Jemel rode as close to him as he dared, which was not close at all; Rudel and Redmond rode ahead, Elisande at her side. Julianne worried about them all, in turn: Marron for the burden he carried or else the creature he had become, the thing that infested his blood had made the two indistinguishable; Jemel for his grief and loss and anger, which could not be allayed; Redmond for his physical weakness, the cruelties worked against him by the Ransomers’ questioners; Rudel and Elisande for the gulf between them that she still did not understand, that they would not talk about, that should not so divide father and daughter.


Betweentimes she worried about her own father, whom she was travelling so far to find and to rescue, according to the djinni’s word, though she did not know how. It had refused to tell her; sometimes, often, she doubted herself and her ability.


And when she was worrying about none of them, when she occasionally found space to think about her future, that too was nothing but worry and grief, a loss as great as Jemel’s. Or greater, she dared to think sometimes, because it was her own choice that had caused it. She had deliberately fled the man she’d married, the one young man she would happily have given herself to for the rest of her days; she thought he would never take her back now.


And yet—despite boredom and discomfort and the ache in her bones, despite anxiety and sorrow and the ache in her heart—yet she was happy. Happier than she had been before, she thought, perhaps.


In the past, in Marasson, happiness had always been contingent: she was happy but her father was in Outremer, as he almost always was; she was happy but she was afraid of falling and dared not climb; she was happy but she was to be married to an unknown lordling in a far-distant province.


Now all that was turned around. Her father was in Rhabat, in the hands of the Sharai, in danger—but she was happy. She was afraid of many things now, and afraid for many people for many different reasons—but she was happy. She was married to her lordling, and she had fallen desperately, dangerously in love with her husband, and had fled him for her father’s sake for whom her love was far more complex and far less all-engulfing—and still, bizarrely, treacherously almost, she was happy.


She pulled her mettlesome mount into line again, for the hundredth time already today, and tried to understand herself. It might be the freedom, she supposed, that she so relished: to ride untrammelled—better yet, unveiled; these people did not cloak their women’s faces—under wide skies, to sleep in a blanket beneath the stars with no other guard than her own and her companions’ watchfulness. To make her own decisions, or at least to have an equal voice among the company. Perhaps. Or it might be the prospect of action, the chance to do what she felt to be right or necessary, to be more than a quiet voice sequestered in her lord’s ear. She was afraid of making mistakes, afraid of failure, but still it might be better to try and fail than not to have the opportunity to try.


Perhaps.


Or perhaps it was simply to be riding into doubt and mystery with these particular few, these dubious and mysterious folk her friends. If friends they were. One at least she was sure of, Elisande who rode beside her and held far fewer secrets now. The others still kept more of their own counsel than they shared with her. That was fair, though; so did she. It was only Elisande to whom she whispered the truths of her heart, and not all even to her. Some she held back, though the other girl had seen enough surely to guess at those also.


 


THE SUN CLIMBED to its highest and moved on, as they moved on beneath it. For the first time in many days, the caravan did not pause to rest despite the heat. There was no place, the endless plain offered no hope of shade nor water beyond what they carried in bags slung below the bellies of their beasts; even so, Julianne thought there was another reason today. Even these trading tribes must grow tired of the road, must press on with added urgency when their goal came close, eager to arrive even an hour earlier than they might.


 


DESPITE THAT, SHE did not recognise the signs when they first appeared, she was only confused. The sky was green, and she thought that meant a storm. She thought it had to. In Marasson, when the sky was porridge-yellow and porridge-thick, even the animals sought shelter against the coming deluge.


None of that heaviness here: the sky ahead was green but glimmering with it, like a fine translucent glaze on a good pot. It couldn’t be rain, surely. She had heard that it rained even in the true desert, but not from such a sky. There were other kinds of storm, though; she had heard that also. A dust storm, a sandstorm might somehow look like this from a distance, if a rainstorm looked like porridge.


Green, and glimmering like water as they rode through heat that made the air dance above the sand; and Elisande at her side but not so much watching the road ahead or the sky above it, much more watching her and smiling, smiling in anticipation.


At last the egg broke, she cracked it, and all but choked on her sudden rush of understanding.


“That’s it, isn’t it? That’s the oasis doing that.”


“Bar’ath Tazore,” Elisande confirmed, grinning. “Pastures of the Sky, they call it; but any oasis can seem so from a distance. The Sharai say that it’s the generosity of their god, to guide them to water and good grazing.”


“Do they?”


“Well, that’s what they tell their children. Maybe it’s what most of them believe. If you can read the mind of a Sharai, then you explain it to me, I spoke to a man once who said the mirage was all to do with light and reflection and the heat, but I didn’t understand him either.”


“You didn’t understand him. Right.”


“Well, I can draw his diagrams for you, then you can explain that too. He was Sharai himself. Now watch, you’re going to enjoy this.”


 


DID SHE ENJOY it? She wasn’t sure, that didn’t seem quite the word. Elisande enjoyed it, no doubt of that—but Elisande again was watching her more than she watched the road or the sky.


She could hardly have seen that moment when for Julianne the air rippled and closed like a curtain, hiding the long stretch of the caravan ahead and blurring even the near figures of Rudel and Redmond to a single shifting silhouette. Even Elisande, though, even without looking, could hardly have missed that moment when the masking air shivered to a mirror. Briefly Julianne found herself staring at a smudged, wild image of herself, that hung perhaps an arm’s length above the road, though it seemed to have a road of its own to ride on.


Whatever Merissa saw, with those large and wide-set eyes that could take in half the horizon at a glance, it must have been something other than herself. The horse snorted as though there really were some barrier drawn across the sand, something more real than the nonsense Julianne’s eyes reported; but she didn’t shy or startle, as she would have if she’d thought there were a sky-horse coming down to meet her, nose to nose.


She walked steadily forward and met that horse, nose to nose. Only when they touched did the image jar and vanish, like a reflection in water shattered by a stone.


And the curtain lifted, the air cleared, Julianne could see for miles ahead—and for miles ahead all she could see was green. The sky was sere blue again, as it should have been all day; but where there had been yellow-white sand and the odd black lava outcrop all around them all day and nothing else to fix the eyes on, nor the mind, now there were trees and simple houses and more trees. There was pasture and cultivated land, and trees; and there were people moving among the houses, people and animals flowing this way and that through narrow alleys and wide avenues, and all the avenues were lined with trees.


Julianne chanced a glance behind, fearful of magic. At her back she saw the endless desert of the day, a vista of sand and occasional rock blurring too soon with the heat.


Here there was no blurring, and the heat was less too, she thought, though as yet they were only on the margin of Bar’ath Tazore and still a long way from any shade.


“Elisande? What happened there? Is there some kind of protection, that hides this place from those who mean it harm?” Some kind of priestly magic, she meant—though if there were, it should have hesitated long before it let them through. She thought that this little party carried harm very much within its shadow.


“No, none,” Elisande said with a chuckle. “It’s the mirage, love, that’s all. The hand of God, or the hand of mystery that some men think they’ve solved. Unless it’s desert magic, like the djinni. I don’t know. It’s desert charm, to me—and you’re seeing some of it even before we reach the desert proper. That was the mirage, and this, Julianne, is an oasis. Forget that puddle where we camped last night.”


Julianne had forgotten it already, as she gulped at cool beauty with sore dry eyes, drinking and drinking.


 


THE OASIS LAY in a broad shallow bowl below them, though she hadn’t realised they’d been climbing a ridge to reach it. That might explain something of how it had been hidden till now, though not all. Certainly it explained how she could see so much of it at a glance, even the great pool at its heart like a gleaming jewel set in a cloth of green. The trees were date palms and there had to be thousands of them, to make such a canopy. On the far side of the water, she could see the roofs of one grand building rising up through their cover; she’d like a closer look at that, though she doubted that she’d have the chance.


The caravan they’d followed so far was moving on already, but Rudel held his mount rock-steady, breaking that easy link. A sudden flight of birds drew Julianne’s attention, the first she’d seen for weeks; they burst from the treetops, wheeled screaming above her head and then dived away and out of sight. She turned her head to find Marron, standing off to one side as he always was. Rudel was right in his stillness, he didn’t need to speak; they couldn’t risk taking that deadly boy into the busy traffic below.


 


BETWEEN THE DESERT and the trees, around the rim of the bowl was a broad band of rock and gravel that made for easy riding. Rudel led them that way with a gesture, as though he meant to circle the oasis and strike straight out into the desert again. Not possible if they meant to go farther, but at least he wanted that option, Julianne thought, if things should go badly here: a quick escape through the heat-curtain and away to rethink, retreat or reroute. They could go back to the wild country, or else they could go west and find their way into Outremer again. Skirt Elessi—please?—but come to Tallis or Less Arvon and so sneak south, perhaps even as far as fabled Surayon, accursed Surayon which was home to Rudel and to Elisande


Not that things would go badly here, of course. Why should they? Travellers seeking to change horses for camels could hardly be unknown at this oasis; they ought to be its lifeblood. Any border trading post subsists on what passes through, and the rich trade here must be from Outremer to Rhabat and back again. She had heard that Rhabat had links with tribes and peoples far farther to the east, strange empires with stranger goods to bargain with; she knew that silks and ivory came that way to the courts of Outremer and Marasson.


So there ought to be no cause for Rudel’s caution, but she applauded it anyway. After so long mewed up in the castle at the Roq, desperately trying to get away and being balked at every turn, she favoured open spaces and no walls. Redmond at least, she thought, must feel the same.


 


WHOEVER LIVED IN the palace whose roofs she’d seen, whoever ruled Bar’ath Tazore favoured palm-tree walls to his territory. His people worked the land within the circle of trees, irrigating the soil with a complex system of dykes that must somehow draw its water up from the central pool.


Long ago, Julianne thought, when the lava of the plain had been boiling rock, it must have flowed all around this bowl and found no way inside. Its cooling had killed all the surrounding land but left this living, fertile but isolated, a tiny kingdom only waiting for its king.


Eventually they came to a spot where the trees seemed sick, their great leaves brown and drooping. The mud walls of the dykes beyond were broken, the channels dry; nothing grew in the land around.


There was a simple hut between the dykes, one of many that they’d passed. The others had all been occupied, people busy among their crops or tending goats or preparing a meal in the doorway of their home, all of them pausing to watch the riders through the shadows of the trees. Here, though, the hut door was cast down and they could see black shadows within, no signs of life.


Rudel called back, “Wait,” and guided his horse between the trees. He rode to the hut and called again, “Hullo in there!”


When there was no answer, he dismounted and walked inside.


After a moment he reappeared in the doorway, beckoning.


 


THE HUT WAS as abandoned as the land it served. It seemed strange to Julianne, as to the others; where viable ground was so sparse and precious, even death or disgrace should simply have opened the way for another family to claim it.


But the hut was here, and unclaimed. “We’ll use this,” Rudel said flatly. “There’s no forage for the horses, but we’ve grain enough for tonight. Water we can fetch. The girls can sleep in the hut while we men stand guard outside, in turns. Marron must stay here, and Redmond too; the market will be too far for you to walk, old friend. The rest of us, though—if the girls will veil themselves, we can all go down and taste the life here, listen to the gossip and hope not to find ourselves the theme of it.”


“I will stay with Marron,” Jemel said, predictably.


“No. Please, Jemel, we may need you. There will be Sharai among the traders; they will deal fairly with you, but not with me in this garb,” with a gesture at the discreet plainstuff that he wore, “and I had rather not declare my true name here.”


“I will stay with Marron.” The same words again, but this time it was Elisande who spoke them. She was perhaps simply being convenient, helping the young Sharai to choose her father’s way; more likely, Julianne thought, she preferred not to walk with her father.


Jemel hesitated, before nodding reluctantly.


 


IT WAS A party of three, then, that left the hut and the horses and their friends, to find out the heart of Bar’ath Tazore. There were signs of a path, sun-cracked mud with a dusting of blown sand, running beside the dry watercourse; that led them shortly to another line of palms, and beyond it a sudden change, almost a different world. Here the air was full of birdsong and goat-cries, the smells of moisture and rich soil; the irrigation channels ran with clean water; either side of the path green-leaved crops crowded close, greedy for that narrow extra space.


This land too had its hut, well-kept and busy. Children stood gaping by the wall. A man rose from among the crops, muddy to the knees before his robe fell down to cover them. He had mud on his hands too, and held them self-consciously at his sides as he strode forward.


“What are you seeking, strangers?” He spoke in Catari, of course, but he spoke it slowly, out of courtesy, and Julianne was only a beat behind his words in understanding.


“The best way forward,” Rudel said mildly. “I regret walking on your land, but we are newly arrived here, and do not know where we are free to go and where not.”


“The land is the Sultan’s,” the reply was brisk and corrective, “and not my own. All land here is the Sultan’s. Walk where you will. But the resting-place for travellers is on the farther side of the oasis.”


“Is it? Ah. I did not know.” It seemed likely to Julianne that he was lying, she thought he must have been here before; but he did it wonderfully well, so that even she found it hard not to believe him.


“There you will be made welcome. Take the stone way past the pool, anyone will show you.”


“We have come a long way, and our beasts are tired. We’ve settled them now; I think we’ll not move on again today. Unless the Sultan would object to our staying where we are…?”


“The Sultan provides water and a roof for all travellers,” in the proper place, he was saying, where they can be watched. Julianne understood him very well. The Sultan would indeed object to their camping where they were, if he heard about it; and she was reasonably sure that he would, that a child would be running the news to the palace any minute now. “Where else have you found, to halt?”


“Why, just here, through the trees,” Rudel told him, with an expansive wave. “There was a hut that seemed abandoned, to give shade and shelter to our womenfolk; and space enough for men and horses, if you wouldn’t mind our fetching in a little of your water…?”


But the man was backing off suddenly, taking hurried little steps that crushed his plants in their tidy rows. When he was five or six paces distant, he lifted his hands in a gesture of denial. “Keep away! Keep away from me and mine…!”


“Well, if you wish it. Though we will still need water. What is the matter, have we profaned holy ground?”


“Diseased ground, infected ground! Touch nothing and no one, you are corrupt…!”


He turned and hustled his watching family within the safety of their hut, leaving the door only a crack ajar so that wary eyes could follow what strangers did.


“Well. If we’re corrupt, I suspect the Sultan would not welcome us in his caravanserai. Which is just as well, I think. We could neither leave Marron nor take him into company.”


“But if that land truly harbours disease… Jemel? What do you think?”


“I saw no sign of it. Nothing grows, but nothing has water. Even the palms are thirsty.”


“Mmm. We’ll ask questions, around the marketplace. Let no one speak of empty huts, until we know more. There must be some reason why it was abandoned, the land and the trees left to die. No one wastes good land, where it lies so scant.”


 


THEY HAD TO cross another man’s fields before they found a wider path, a wagon-road in a shaded aisle. That led in turn to a broad paved way which ran straight as the spoke of a wheel, between fields and houses and directly to the pool that was the jewel of Bar’ath Tazore.


The nearer they approached the water, the more traffic they met and mixed with. No one asked questions of them now, no one seemed to look at them twice. Certainly there were more interesting people for the old men squatting in doorways or the children playing in the narrow alleys to look at. There were men in rich dress on horseback or camelback, cursing and cracking whips to clear a way through the throng; there were servants in simple tunics, running errands or carrying sacks or dripping waterskins. There were black men in gorgeous robes, reminding Julianne of the slaves who’d borne her in the palanquin from Tallis, though these were surely free. There were men who might be slave or free who carried similar litters here, which perhaps hid girls like herself behind their concealing curtains. Other women walked as she did, some in swathes of black with only their eyes showing, some in gossamer veils and silks that clung like a shadowy second skin to the body beneath, teasing and revealing.


Some of the riders were Sharai in tribal robes, whose dark gaze found Jemel and then dismissed him, either for his own tribal allegiance or his companions, or both. He stiffened each time that happened, and his hand twitched towards his scimitar’s hilt. Each time, though, he fixed his eyes blindly ahead and strode on.


Once, passing a large house with an inner court, Julianne glanced in through the open gateway and stiffened momentarily herself, before hurrying on. She gripped Rudel’s sleeve and whispered, “You may think me mad, but I swear I saw Ransomers in there, Knights Ransomers.” Tall young men with light hair and sun-bronzed skins, at least, wearing white robes with black cloaks thrown over, and what else could they be…?
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