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But the Lord looks at the heart. ~ 1 Samuel 16:7

Alaina stared into the darkness beyond the glowing coals. Sand whispered, sliding up the dunes with the wind. Doubtless Faisal did not know he treated her as Nara’s kitchen help when he gave her his dish to scour with sand. Around the night fire, she broke her silence. “You were kind to take my message to Seliam.” 

Faisal rested his arms on his knees, his strong hands quiet. “He did not tell the wazir of my presence, which was all I asked. Do not judge Seliam too harshly. Captain to Sirius Abdasir, the wazir of the caliph, he is torn between debt of blood and debt of word—between your sister who held his life and his master who holds his oath—and now you, who hold his friendship.” 

“I? Hold his friendship? I think not.” Traitor.

“The prince’s words are true.” Kentar nodded agreement. Veteran camel driver that he was, his thawb was drawn close against the desert chill. His old gaze was sharp, the wrinkles of his dark face driven deep by many caravan journeys. 

Eyes prickling, Alaina bit her lip. The prince lived up to his name. Faisal Ben Salin, the just judge. Where thanks was due, she would give it. Yet she would not quickly absolve Seliam, once a friend. He deserted them when his master held those she loved captive to his dangerous will. It did not matter whether Sirius Abdasir was the caliph’s wazir, or the caliph himself. A friend did not leave friends in danger. 

The firelight blurred. Alaina pulled her knees up, laid her head down, and stirred the edge of the fire into flame. A Twilket prince must not see her tears. She could be as fierce as Kyrin. 

Soon Tae banked the fire and they bedded down. The exiled healer and warrior was dear to her as a second father, but he could not comfort her heart this time. She was too weary for more words, but in the bottom of the dune-bowl, sleep left her. She could almost hear Kyrin stir restlessly, see her long shadow beyond the eyes of the coals. But her sister closer than blood did not sleep there, and might never return. 

Alaina bit the back of her hand against tears. Kyrin had given her word to Sirius Abdasir that she would fulfill his task, but it was not enough. The wazir had taken Tae as their bond. Alaina’s lip curled. 

She and Kyrin did not trust Sirius to keep Tae from harm in the roiling currents of the caliph’s court in these days of heavy taxes, uneasy slaves, and whispers of rebellion in Baghdad. They snatched Tae from his hands and rode into the desert. After that defiance, Kyrin refused to let her and Tae within Sirius’s reach. Her sister had boarded the wazir’s ship on the Red Sea at Jedda alone, bound for Britannia on the wazir’s errand. 

Now Kyrin searched the hills and forests of Britannia for a life in exchange for theirs. When she found Hamal, the one lost to the wazir, would the wazir lose interest in their heads? Doubtless he fixed their price, when he knew she and Tae fled back to the sands.

For every act there was a price. Alaina squeezed her eyes shut, and her mouth twisted in pain. Why had Tae shown Kyrin the touch of death and not her? They had always trained in the way of the warrior together. From the beginning. 

She heard his voice again in the night silence of the dunes. A stray breeze had brought his words from behind a mountain of sand where he took Kyrin aside. “The touch of death is for none other than your hands. Do you hear me, my daughter? . . . You go into peril. The death touch is for greatest need . . .” The rest of Tae’s words had been swept away. 

Alaina shivered and curled into a ball. She might also need the death touch. Umar led his Hand of salukis and the wazir’s men after them, seeking that very knowledge. And when he learned it—but the wazir must catch them first.

The night chill carved icy holes for the stars, and her breath plumed. She could feel Tae behind her, a hunched blot sitting against the sand ridge, his back to Kentar, who was his eyes and ears among the desert tribes. 

Alaina rolled over. Near the top of the sand-bowl, Faisal kept watch with his stallion. Zahir was a beast clean of limb, with the small Araby head and proud carriage, a veritable dark wind of the desert. Like his master, he belonged to this harsh land. 

She sniffed, not altogether disdainfully. Faisal must keep the peace in the Oasis of Oaths, which stood as witness between Aneza and Twilket, with a swift lance, swifter horses, and a heart as wild as the dark wolf that haunted the mountains in the cool shadows before the dawn. Doubtless when he lifted his lance many Twilket warriors answered his call. 

He and Kyrin walked after the same Lord now, rode the same wind. Once they had not. But her sister was gone from his reach, bound to seek Hamal. She returned to her father, a lord in Britannia in his own right, for Kyrin was heir to Cierheld stronghold.

Alaina looked at her hands. They smelled of gritty earth. She was only a peasant, though a sister to Kyrin, closer than blood. 

She closed her eyes. A tear tickled around her ear, headed for the sand below. Her family was gone, killed the day she was enslaved, fallen alongside the baker’s boy she might have handfasted. All gone. 

Now all was taken again. She had been so near to being a scribe to the caliph, the highest ruler in this land. Her delicate, dedicated hand in his court would have won her freedom. Her hand was skilled at many things. The softest silk and cotton thawbs, rose and jasmine scents for her skin and hair would have been hers, with embroidery thread of all hues for every garment she could imagine and put her needle to, which would have gained her the favor of the women of the court. 

She had been so near, so close to a name as a scribe, even a poet of verse. A creator of word and writ who drew all who heard her into a place of vivid thought and sharpened spirit. Alaina choked on a bitter sob. Now she would be surprised to see Alaina Ilen gracing the odd scrap of untanned hide she might rescue from some tentmaker and pen a few words on. She drew a breath and wiped her face. Enough.

Desert Bedouin had little use for writing, and less for a female scribe. She was done with rosewater. But Faisal’s ailing sheyk would need her knowledge of herbs, though many others had that skill. Tae had taught her well in it.

The sand behind her hip was rough and cold and hard. Her exile was just begun. Were only herbs and her needle to be left to her? 

If she could but see Kyrin again and hear the bards raise their clear, thunderous voices around the fires under the oaks of Britannia. Better now if she had gone to scribe for her sister. For if Umar’s Hand caught them, or a warrior betrayed them for coin before Kyrin found Hamal . . . Alaina swallowed. 

Did Cicero hunt or did his paws carry him far over the sand, his loyal hound’s heart yearning for Kyrin? His comforting nose was elsewhere, his moon-shadow form blending with the night. Would Umar’s Hand tear him to shreds also? 

Chilled, Alaina turned over. Dawn was coming in a few bells. Did Kyrin see the same stars spangled across the sky—did a dark and dangerous expanse lean over her? 

§

“Tae!” Alaina bolted upright in her blanket, grasping for her staff, and rolled to her feet. She held the weapon across her chest, blinking. Her nose stung with frost. 

Sharp barks echoed, high and far. Cold first light bared dark hills beyond a far line of dunes. The dry and pungent smell of seared herbage and sand was unbroken. 

The men around her waited, silent and still, listening. Tae held the noses of the two nearest horses, and Faisal restrained his stallion and her mare. The Twilket prince lifted his head in the old gesture. His nostrils flared as a wolf’s, his eyes dark in his lean face. He held a ready lance; his other hand rested an unusual camel stick across his beast’s withers. Alaina gulped, trying to steady her breathing. 

Nothing escaped Tae, exiled hwarang warrior from the East—even if the caliph and his wazir did hunt them across the Araby sands. Tae would have awoken her earlier if danger were close. 

He nudged dry camel dung into the ashy remains of the night fire at his feet. A clear tongue of flame rose. He glanced at her over the smokeless blaze. “Cicero hunts.” The wrinkles of a silent laugh deepened about his almond eyes. No man who saw the white hair about his ear from an old wound, stark against the straight-cropped black, and met his steady gaze would make the mistake that lack of height made him prey. Alaina licked her lips. It was only Cicero who had awoken her. 

She kept her gaze from Faisal. A prince of the Twilkets must not see her night-fears. The saluki barked again, fainter. Beside Tae, young Youbib of the Aneza grinned, a flash of teeth against dark skin under his turban, and Alaina’s tight grip on her staff relaxed. 

Kentar nodded, his wrinkled face creasing within the frame of his white kaffiyeh, and muttered to Youbib, “It is not the Hand. Umar and his pack do not come for us.” 

Alaina clamped her jaw on the laugh she could not stop if she once let it go, and bent to roll up her bed. Her eyes were as gritty as if they had slept bare moments. Her heart yet thundered. 

Umar’s Hand would not be merciful. She shivered. Brought down by saluki teeth and claws, then beaten with sticks, sewn in a raw hide—wounded, left in the sun to the delight of ants, wasps, and dung beetles—unable to move while they crawled and bit and gnawed . . . the wazir’s swift blade through the neck might be a gift. She would give Cicero a bit of her meat at the night fire for not being Umar’s Hand—his pack of salukis and the wazir’s men—who hunted them. She shifted her rolled blanket under her arm and lifted her eyes to the sky. Where was Truthseeker? They must leave. 

§

Faisal lifted his head and gave a piercing whistle. Kentar jerked his blade a fraction from his sheath in reflex—then slid it home with a pointed glare. Faisal shrugged, grinned, and lifted his arm toward the brightening blue sky. There was an answering scream. 

Truthseeker thumped onto his wrist, driving his arm toward earth. He kept her up with an effort, biting back a grimace. He had not been able to teach her to land as if alighting at her eyrie. His arm was no rabbit. 

Truthseeker cocked her head and uttered a softer cry. Faisal stroked the falcon’s head and down her back. She arched her neck, straightening with a ruffle of feathers and a proud wag of her tail. “Ahh my wise one, tell me, does Cicero chase a rabbit or a reem?” 

She shifted taloned feet toward his shoulder and bobbed her head, her piercing amber gaze on Alaina. Alaina stared back, wide-eyed as the reem, the gazelle. She clutched her blanket, her knuckles white. Faisal’s brow wrinkled as he tilted his head toward the falcon. 

“It is only Kyrin’s Truthseeker. She is a queen among the noble ones, swift and deadly. Since the peace, she has come into her own, a true shaheen. Here”—he held out the peregrine—“you hunt with her this day.” 

Alaina stepped back, pulling her blanket close, biting her lip. Red-gold hair peeped from her rumpled kaffiyeh, slipping to one side. She had been Tae’s wife in name, along with Kyrin, though Tae treated them as daughters, despite their master’s command. Then the wazir had executed Ali for treason, and they were free of him. Faisal knew Tae had honored the Master of the Stars in the matter of marriage and watched for an opportunity to return to his treasured wife, Huen, in the Land of the Morning Calm. 

Faisal shrugged. “As you will it.” There was enough fear in the world. He would not add to it. A peregrine could tear a man’s eyes from him as he ran. 

Alaina might well be cautious of Truthseeker. One did need a strong arm, and the falcon’s talons were sharp. She would rest on Zahir’s saddle while they ate and broke camp. He sighed. He knew fear—beyond the Hand that trailed them. 

Truthseeker spread her wings again and settled. Her soft cream breast was dotted with black, her feathers gleamed steel blue and grey, barred with black. The teardrop markings about her eyes made her a wise queen, one who knew the hearts of men. She had no conspiracy of tongues or hidden blades about her. Faisal’s lips crept back from his teeth as he stroked her. The falcon did not hunt any creature’s blood except to eat. 

Would that she could instruct his grandfather’s first warrior, Hafiz. Could reveal to him that his prince thirsted for the freedom of sand and rock and wind, the peace of mountain shade at midday, the laughter of children about their games, and the voices of women gathered about the night fires with jars of water from the spring of the Oasis of Oaths. That Faisal Ben Salin, prince of the Twilkets, thirsted for nothing greater than the pounding blood of the hunt, to race after black-horned reem beside his Twilket brothers, to hone the edge of watchfulness needed to guard caravans on their perilous way across the sands. 

Faisal’s mouth tightened. Far better to face swords and lances than tongues drawn behind tent curtains and words cast at his back. Weapons could be turned aside. The Araby sands did not taunt him as Hafiz’s tongue so often did.

Which of them would be sheyk when his grandfather passed? That was the question that pricked his heart. He would that he could give his place to Hafiz—that was the sorrow of it. 

The oath of the Light of Blood, or the Nur-ed-Dam, the blood fued between Aneza and Twilket, was ended, paid for by the ceded Oasis of Oaths. Tae brought about the end of that war. Youbib of the Aneza rode with them as surety of it. 

Faisal smiled crookedly. Thus, Hafiz’s ongoing oath of blood against Tae and Alaina and Kyrin was twice unlawful. Hafiz yearned for many things. 

Alaina looked away from his stare, her blanket under her arm. Faisal blinked. He yearned for peace, for time in which to build up his people, but she must think his wits thick as honey. Face heating, he handed the mare’s rein to her, and she led the beast aside. Fastening her blanket behind its saddle, she murmured in its twitching ear, her voice clear and beautiful.

Faisal nudged Truthseeker off his arm and onto Zahir’s pommel. The stallion sighed and stamped a dark hoof as the prince slid his lance into its carrying thongs and stroked the horse’s warm neck. Faisal raised his face to the sky and the heat creeping over the rim of the world. The sands held sun and shadow, gaunt death and stark beauty. In the desert of his birth one had water or one did not. 

He met Tae’s brown gaze. “It will be good for my Twilket brothers to see you, a warrior at my back. It will be good for them to know sheyk Gershem Ben Salin of the Twilkets may yet live. If you cure the weariness sucking the life from my grandfather—our people might outlast Hafiz, the wazir, and the caliph’s taxes together.” 

Tae nodded, strong and sure. 

But more was needed than lance and wit against their enemies. Faisal touched the haft of his dagger. His brothers needed him to lead them through the path of blood ahead. 

The open spaces called to him—the quiet and the far hunt, but blood could not be avoided—and his own rose in answer. If the desert was to have peace and not be overrun by caliph officials demanding coin, camels, and more precious things, they must fight. If it took blood to keep men such as Tae and his brothers from the caliph and the wazir’s Hand, so be it. 

Truthseeker preened. Faisal reached inside his saddlebag for a small hood and bell. Deftly, he covered her head and sharp beak and looped the bell about her foot. It tinkled. Cicero would come soon, following Alaina’s scent as they rode. His nose was uncommonly keen. As keen as the wazir’s Hand. 

Alaina glanced at him, and Faisal stared back, grim. It was time to eat and ride. They would need their strength. He nodded to Kentar, who dug into the packs on Tae’s beast. Kentar stirred something into the pot Tae had rigged over the crackling fire, as Tae dropped in a dusting of dark powder. 

Faisal hoped it was not more of the fiery red pepper and soured vegetables. Boiled meat or dried dates would be a feast, but what Tae called “kimchi” would burn a hole in any man’s belly. He grimaced. Though he supposed what it did not burn, it strengthened for their flight. 

Tae studied his creation in the pot as impassively as he did his enemies, the satisfied lines around his mouth belying his round face. There was more to his wise, implacable will than kimchi. His hair held a heavier peppering of white over the black of two seasons ago, when he held sheyk Gershem of the Twilkets under his blade and lived to speak of it.

Faisal dug his fingers into the warm bowl of food Tae handed him and sniffed. Rice and dates, with a hint of cinnamon. 

“Is it good, desert prince?” Tae laughed at him. 

Faisal shrugged and took a pointed taste. And smiled. He ate swiftly.

Alaina bit her lip and looked away. Did she laugh also? Clad in the manner of the desert in his brothers’ robe-like thawb and flowing kaffiyeh to hide her bright hair and womanly form, she joined Tae and the others on the far side of the fire, dipping into her bowl hastily with slender fingers. Her garb was as stiff as his with the sweat of five sunrises of riding. 

She rubbed her dirty face, looking as weary as he. Cicero had taken a reward from her hand at the fire delicately, his head and jaws silver-grey, the rest of his form touched with shadow. His ears and whipcord body quivered as he gulped the meat and lifted his almond gaze to her face. His tail waved to and fro and he gave a short whine and touched his nose to her fingers. Then in a few long-legged bounds he was gone. If only they could escape so easily. The warm bowl threatened to break in Faisal’s tightening fingers. 

Umar had picked up their trail on the far side of the mountains, and now Tae’s gaze never seemed to rest. He watched the hills and the mountains that rose in a vague chain behind them on their left, and turned often toward the great sands that spread eastward in dunes higher than any wind-tower. The way ahead was long and rocky. Kentar watched their trail behind, a long range of granite peaks disappearing toward the south. The cinnamon soured in Faisal’s nose. He, a wolf of the desert, fled before a hyena.

Tae cleaned the cooking things and put them on his horse. Alaina crouched beside his empty place, cleaning her bowl. She lifted her heart-shaped face, and her green gaze caught on Faisal, as startled as a rabbit gone down to drink, frozen beside a wadi pool. Her lashes fluttered down, and her cheeks colored. Her hair held the same flame.

Faisal swallowed his last date, dipped his bowl full of sand, scoured it, and dumped it into the fire. It snuffed out. He was fallen in Alaina’s esteem for her sister’s sake, over their old quarrel. Apprenticed in the way of the warrior and the healer, Alaina doubtless knew poisons. She was not one he wished to give more reason to fear or dislike him—more reason than a scorned sister. He kicked sand into the fire pit with sudden force. 

Caliphs, wazirs, and Umar’s Hand, they were full of vaporous dreams of power from breathing incense and eating too much rich meat. They made trouble for all who saw the majesty of the desert, who wished to trade and live in it by their wits, as men.

He sighed, and eyed Alaina sidelong. If Kyrin were here he would see a blaze kindle in her dark eyes, see her mouth firm into a line, her small-boned, strong form rise up across the fire pit, as determined as he. But she was not here. His mouth softened.

Did Alaina regret leaving Ali’s gardens, the bathing pool of the women’s courts, the flowers and fruit, the comforts of rosewater? She had gained sand and heat in their place—riding sores—the talk and sweat and food of men. She fled from swift danger into an uncertain future. Sandy spots dashed across her nose, slightly burned and peeling, for all it was near winter. 

Faisal smiled faintly. The sun was ever fierce. As fierce as she. He’d seen her wield the staff now tied to her horse, the heavy wood as light as grass in her hands, sissing through the air. 

Alaina blinked and turned away. A tear ran down and trembled on the end of her nose, ready to fall. 

He suddenly wished he could take her for a fast gallop on Zahir. He would show her the beauty of the reem running over the sands, the dunes flowering in glory after a rain, and wipe away that tear. He would make her smile. Might the skin around her green eyes crinkle, might her mouth resemble the gentle curve of a moon across water? She had lost many things. She would not lose her life to Umar’s Hand of salukis. 

He would do what he could. Faisal stood and held out his bowl. She might come to name him something other than jackal. When one could not escape an unpleasant thought, the best thing was a task to lose oneself in. 

Alaina dragged her arm across her eyes, shot him a glare that could burn wood to cinder, reached to grab the bowl out of his hand, and stalked toward the pack camel. He stared after her with a frown. Prickly she was, but they must ride. Would they see the sun to its rest? He did not know. But they would show Umar and his Hand how the hunted could run. 
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You have made my heart beat faster with a single glance. ~ Song of S 4:9

Umar lifted his head. They had gone, disappeared into the vastness of sand and stone. A cloudburst had spattered the earth, wiping out tracks and scent in a wash of running rivulets. On either side and behind him the sand lay unchanged. Ahead, the swath of green springing up after the rain stretched out of sight into the mountainous dunes. 

The three men of the tents behind him had given him welcome for the night as desert law required. His salukis he left in the sands with his men and their tents. It was better his hosts thought him alone.

The elder spoke with his two sons in their cursed northern tongue, their heads together. They turned to him. The old one opened his mouth, several teeth missing. 

“Servant of the most blessed, it is said the prince of the Twilkets is a very wolf of the sands.” He gestured widely. “He is here, and there, and then gone. If Allah wills it, he may pasture his animals afar, since the rain makes the camel thorn and grass fat.”

Umar said nothing. Patience brought fruit. If the old man’s servant—who had left before the light with a few goats—went to warn the Twilket prince, he would know. He looked about him, sniffing the green smell. The wazir’s enemies would not escape. None evaded his Hand.

The Kathirib tribe would enjoy these tents and animals. And he would rise to his rightful place as first guard to his master, the wazir, who rested in his new house in the Oman mountains. The rain-brightened sands brought the scent of sweet flowers.

Umar’s breath came hard a moment. Ali Ben Aidon had never named him of his blood. In the end it was well he had not, for he did not meet the sword beside his father. 

Umar’s grip whitened on his dagger hilt. If Tae Chisun had trod light as a gazelle among the city merchants and desert tribesmen and had not spoken in the wrong ears of unjust taxes, Ali might yet rule his house. Yet Allah decreed otherwise.

A thin, mirthless smile tugged Umar’s wide lips. Tae and his daughters who followed him were unbelieving Nasrany. One had gone. The other two would not outwit Allah’s hand again. Umar snorted. 

He would bring them to the wazir and extract their secret for his master’s use. None knew if Tae had given his daughters knowledge of the touch of death. It might be kinder if he had not. Umar’s mouth twisted, and he rubbed the scar across his hand. 

Afterwards, Sirius would see his fitness for the place of overseer and reward him. Who knew his old master’s household as well as he, who knew which to bind, to bend them all to his master’s will?

But there was one who did not bend. Jachin followed Tae even now, though it had brought him to chains. Chains. Tae Chisun might not let him extract the death touch without breaking him. If Tae willed it so, it would be done. For the most honorable, the most blessed of Allah. And Alaina, who loved the voice of Araby poets, would not hear them recite to a timbrel again. He had often tossed her staff to her when she fought before Ali’s guests with her sister—the one who scarred him. Umar straightened his hand until a thin ridge of red-white flesh tightened to pain between his thumb and fingers. 

Treacherous Nasrany, both of them. After her sister, Alaina had wormed her way into the household with the grace of a dancer and words of deceit, claiming to love all. They had chosen their path, set themselves to thwart him. And he had not seen it. For he let pass the matter of his hand when Kyrin helped Shema. He smiled bitterly. Shema—worthy to rule all Araby—though she lived in Ali’s house. Her beauty was that of a gazelle’s fawn, dark and lustrous. She might have lived to see him with favor . . . but that was past, and she was gone. Umar licked blood from his bitten lip.

He had chained Jachin in the courtyard to show his exalted new master the strength of his protection. Then Sirius Abdasir ordered Tae bound to keep the Nasrany women to their oath on his errand. Umar rubbed his forehead, looking over his shoulder at the desert tribesmen, who watched him. He set his jaw. 

None of them understood. Even his mother did not. Alaina had poisoned the breast that nursed him. For Nara spat in his face when he held Jachin’s chain in the courtyard that day. Then she ran within her kitchen and refused to see his face if he did not loose Jachin. Jachin, whose heart had ever followed Tae. 

At last the Nasrany ran like dogs into the sands. Kyrin had sailed deceitfully on his master’s ship. Where, he did not know. But she left two within his reach. Treacherous, all of them.

Umar turned to his host. The old man stepped back. 

Umar smiled, satisfied. Opportunity had never looked on him—until Allah set his fate in his hands and bade him choose. That morning in the courtyard with Ali’s severed head, he chose faithfulness. He released to their fate those who followed the path of faithlessness and the way of Djinn. He had no father. Now his master’s enemies were his. Umar’s mouth thinned.

Out in the sands a saluki raised its savage voice, and others of his Hand joined the chorus. They were strong, not as their weak brethren among the ignorant tribesmen. They desired blood, above loyalty. Well schooled, they were deadly beautiful as they streamed over a dune and into shadow. 

Something akin rose in Umar. “As Allah wills it.”
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My tongue is the pen of a ready writer. ~ Psalms 45:1

Faisal’s tents, a sun’s journey beyond the Oasis of Oaths, where the mountains turned drier and smaller, was everything Alaina had hoped his camp would not be. The black tents of his people were too far from the Oasis where the Aneza stayed to ride and see Mey’s friendly face, and it was certainly too far for a meal and a return before the setting sun. She would have liked to walk through the Oasis of Oaths again, to dabble her toes in the wadi spring that fed it, maybe swim in the clear pool. She wanted to feel again the moments of freedom when she was with Kyrin—and together they had been strong against those who opposed them. 

Alaina shook her head, smiling faintly. She must record it before her memory grew dim. But no. She spent every moment in a stifling tent, watching old blade-tongued Gershem regain his strength. 

“Boy!”

She bit the inside of her lip. She did not even have a moment to read the Master of the Star’s Book before the sun rose. Mouth tightening, she turned. 

The sheyk’s wrinkled neck reminded her of a proud, naked buzzard’s, his obsidian eyes bright. Against the weariness and lack of appetite that had shriveled him to pale skin and bone he yet fought, silent except to bark for things he needed. His throaty voice rasped her nerves.
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