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  Prologue




The chapel had been altered since he was first here, last here, since he’d belonged. Fifteen years ago, that was, and hard years they’d been for him: years of exile, for all that he’d been back in his own country and serving his own liege lord. They had stripped him naked and sent him away from this place, had turned their faces from him and closed the gate behind him as he stumbled out. The taste of that shame was fresh and bitter still in his mouth, fresher even than the ever-fresh memory of cold rain against his skin as he’d run weeping down through the dark, down and down, heedless of the height and danger of the road. He’d cut his feet on sharp stones, bruised his shoulder against the wall of rock and felt neither cuts nor bruises, only the wind and the rain and the immeasurable shame. A young man then, he’d thought his life was over, he couldn’t live with this. He had been judged and condemned, and rightly so. If he’d missed a turn, blinded by the night and the rain and his tears, if he’d fallen from the road it would have been the God’s sterner judgement on him; no one would have cared, none in the castle and himself least of all.


Fifteen years. When he was driven out they’d still been building, raising new walls higher than the old; this chapel, like everything in the original fortress, had been left all but untouched for lack of time or men to work on it. He remembered the rough raw plaster where heretical mosaics, Catari blasphemies had been chiselled out by the pious men who first won the Roq and claimed it. The word then was that it did honour to the God, when the very walls of His chapel showed how they had been wrenched free of black religion and consecrated to His service.


The word must be different now. It was called the Knights’ Chapel these days; he supposed the knights had paid, or their families or sponsors. They must have paid handsomely. He knew little of such matters—in Elessi they kept their chapels simple, white walls and dark wood, only the candles’ flames to stand in the eye and remind a man of his God—but the lamps and vessels on the altar here were silver where they were not gold, and he knew the value of that. The walls had been plastered and the plaster painted; everywhere he looked he saw images of the saints and their deaths, or else images of the God’s victory here and throughout the Sanctuary Land. The glory of Ascariel glimmered gold behind the altar. Even the candle-stands were silver, and all the silver was chased.


It was all alien to him and he liked none of it, but he came here none the less. The great hall was too public and too familiar, it held too many memories. Every day since his arrival at the castle he had come, leaving at first his men to their ale and his lady to whatever entertainment she could find or make; he had spent hours on his knees in the darkest corner he could find, relying on cap and shadows to obscure his face from all but the God. There were few to see, in any case. They might call it the Knights’ Chapel, but the knights used it seldom. Brothers came in sometimes, alone or in pairs, for private prayer and meditation or else for confession; their murmuring voices offered little distraction and no one gave him more than a sidelong glance, no one challenged his right to be here.


Only the once had he been singled out, had he been spoken to directly. That had been a challenge, perhaps, though not to his presence: to his faith, rather, and to his betraying soul. His reply had been a confession, but nothing that could soothe or cleanse.


Still, the encounter had gifted him with hope. So he still came to the chapel daily, he still locked himself in private prayer like a man who walked a wilderness alone. In many ways he was alone, more so than he had been these fifteen years; his lady charge was gone, and his troop after her. She’d slipped his guard and run with strange companions, heretics and worse. Her lord husband had led the search for her, with Marshal Fulke of the Ransomers hot at his side; different spurs drive different men with equal fire.


No trace had been found, no tracks, no rumours of their passing. At last the baron had gone back to Elessi, and taken all his men with him; only Blaise he’d left at the Roq, ‘in case she should return, sergeant, in case she should be found. A familiar face to greet her, and sharp eyes to watch her welfare.’


Sharp eyes to watch her straying feet he’d meant, and Blaise had understood him perfectly. Twice now she’d slipped her guards and fled, shaming her husband in the eyes of all; she shouldn’t be allowed a third adventure, but gossip said that the preceptor of the castle had an eye for her beauty, and would make an unreliable custodian. It was wisdom to leave a man of Elessi, to be sure that she could be kept until she was collected.


It was cruelty to name Blaise as that man, to leave him so alone beneath the burning-glass of his own disgrace. The young baron couldn’t know that, though; if his uncle the elder baron knew, he kept his counsel.


Blaise had been offered a private chance of redemption, right here in the chapel; that was all he had to cling to. The conversation was burned into his brain. His faltering confession, the history of his time within the Order, and then:


‘I was stripped naked and sent into exile, Magister. Forbidden the habit, and the service of the God And I, I have lived with that all this time, but I do not think I can bear it any longer.’


‘You must. When you endanger a brother, you betray the Order. There can be no remission.’


‘No, Magister. I know. But…’


‘But that is not to say that you cannot serve the God, or the Order. Many men do, who do not wear the habit.’


‘I am no knight, Magister.’


‘No, but we have other servants yet. The time is coming, when we will need more fighting men than are sworn to us; I dislike to accept mercenaries, but when I must I will. Will you fight with us, brother, when that time comes?’


‘Not for money, Magister!’


‘Well, you may do what you will with the pay. I cannot put you in a habit, but I can put a sword in your hand and give you a place in the line, if you will take it.’


‘Yes, Magister. I will take it. And thank you.’


‘I am not finished yet. That time will come, but it is not yet here. Will you serve me and the God in the meantime? Without a habit and without pay, without honour or recognition, in secrecy and obedience even when you hate what it is that I ask you to do?’


‘What will that be, Magister?’


‘It may be this, it may be that. I cannot say. I do not explain myself, but I want private servants, sworn to me in silence. Will you be one among them?’


‘Magister, I will.’


‘Good. Listen for my voice, then, and obey when you hear it. The time will come. Serve the Lady Julianne, and serve her well, until I call you; then serve me better.’


And so he had waited out his time, enduring day by day, hour by hour, moment by terrible moment. He had exercised his body and his horse in order to be ready whenever that call should come, regardless of the pain it cost him to ride or sweat among the brothers, where he was no brother now. Otherwise he had held himself apart, as a guest ought. He attended the noon service whenever he could bear to, praying in the gallery with other strangers; he fetched his meals from the kitchen and ate in solitude, in his own rough quarters; and every day he came back to this small chapel, to spend hours on his knees before the God and to hope, almost to pray for another visit, another conversation with the one man who could save him.


Almost, he had given up hoping. Almost he thought he had been forgotten or dismissed, that the chance once offered had been withdrawn again. But he did devoutly believe in second chances, his faith required it; the God’s sign glowed before his eyes, a path that turned and turned and came back always to the centre.


And so did he come back always to the chapel, even on his darkest days, at his most despairing; and so at last he was rewarded.


On his knees in the shadows and the silence, his belly clamped around its perennial hunger—he lived like a guest but ate like a brother penitent, bread and porridge and no meat, no midday meal, no satisfaction—and his mind clamped around its perennial sense of loss, he heard the whisper of a robe that brushed the floor. He tried piously, hopelessly to pretend that this was not what he had been listening for, that his thoughts had been entirely on the God and not at all on his surroundings. Failing in that, he waited only for the bitter disappointment that must surely follow, that he had grown quite accustomed to over the weeks of his waiting, when the newcomer proved to be of interest surely to the God but none to him.


The soft sounds came closer, till he could hear the footsteps beneath the robe, till he could hear even the man’s quiet breathing. He held his own breath, still not quite daring to hope; the man knelt beside him, and murmured a brief prayer in the old tongue.


Then, at last, Blaise lifted his eyes to look. And saw in the lamps’ glow what he had dreaded not to see, even now: the robes of a master, the balding head above defiantly uncovered before the altar of the God, the thin pale face turned towards him.


‘Magister…’


‘Sergeant. Are you still willing to do as you said, to serve me?’


‘Yes, Magister. Of course.’


‘Good. I have a mission for you.’


‘Magister, I have been ordered to remain in the castle here, against the Lady Julianne’s recovery…’


‘She will not be recovered now; or not to this place. She is long gone from here. You are right, though, you must defy your lord’s command to obey me. Will you do that?’


It required barely a moment’s thought. ‘I will.’


‘Listen, then. There is disease abroad in the Kingdom, a plague that no medicine will cure; I believe that it is a curse from Surayon, the Folded Land. There is also a man who follows this plague from town to town. He heals, he says by the touch of a saint’s hand; he says he is no saint himself. He also preaches, and he is gathering an army of the poor and dispossessed about him.’


‘To what end, Magister?’


‘I do not know; but he preaches against Surayon, as all true believers must. I want my man among his people, Blaise. I want to hear everything he says, to see everything he does. His army is nothing, a peasant rabble, a joke; but he may be a weapon I can use.’




  




  ONE




  A Shadow Behind the Eyes




The flood had not reached this high. Neither had the men of the house come up here since, to tramp wet mud from dirty feet across the gritty floor. The only signs to be read had been left, must have been left by those she hunted: her enemy, her friend.


‘Look,’ she said to Sherett, who held a lamp above and behind Elisande, where she crouched low on stone. ‘A bare footmark here, the touch of a robe against the opposite wall there; neither one has had the time to dry. He brought her this way, and not so long ago.’


‘We are all of us barefoot,’ the older woman said mildly enough, ‘our feet and robes are wet. A restless man, a thinking man—a hungry man perhaps, looking to see what food might have been stored here and forgotten?’


‘There is none—and after that feast, who could be hungry? Besides, this is not mud.’ She had it on her finger now, a little of the dark damp stain she’d found and followed from mark to scattered mark. She sniffed it, nodded, held her hand high. ‘Taste.’


Sherett did that, touching tongue to fingertip. ‘Blood,’ she said. ‘Julianne’s?’


Elisande managed a smile, slightly, as perhaps she had been meant to. ‘Even I don’t know the girl that well. She can’t be dead,’ she can’t be, ‘or why would he carry her body away? He left the guards he killed. This is their blood, I think, he must be marked with it.’ And you can taste their bodies if you want to, to compare. Not I.


‘He might have left her somewhere else. There is no sign that she is with him.’


‘He carries her, across one shoulder. Why else would the one side of his robe brush the floor, the other not? Her weight drags at him.’ She was a big girl, Julianne. By Elisande’s standards, at least, she was big: little shorter, little lighter than Morakh who had taken her. He was all desert, that one, all bone and leather and no water in him. one and leather and black spite to match his black robe. Elisande would like to find a black thread to prove it, but he must be the abductor. The men who’d watched at Julianne’s door had second mouths for throats; their bodies had been wrapped before Elisande had seen them, but she’d heard the talk and seen the broad stains on the passage floor. Morakh had killed others that way, swift and silent. Besides, who but a Dancer could face two alert companions and surprise them both, get behind each in turn?


She’d been with Sherett when the news reached the women’s quarters, a message sent from Hasan, come quickly, no more than that. No more had been needed. Leaving goblets of jereth heretically unfinished, they’d gathered up their skirts and run through the crusting mud on the valley floor to the house of the Beni Rus. There they’d found a mill of men in the hallway, furious and aimless, weapons drawn and voices raised. In the Sands, Elisande had thought as she squeezed her way through in the larger woman’s wake, they’d have been more cautious; they would not have wasted their anger so. All that water, and a hopeless fight survived: relief and wet feet had made them slippery of discipline. She’d have thought them wedding-night drunk, except that the Sharai did not drink alcohol.


There had been more order on the upper floor, but still no direction. Even Hasan had been pacing, to and fro across his carpets. Julianne’s bride-gifts had been scattered from their tray; of Julianne herself, no trace remained.


Sherett had been quick, sensible, controlled. Only her eyes had given her away, and those briefly, before she fixed them on her husband and called him sharply to himself.


‘Hasan. What has happened here—a thief?’


‘She has not run away. Not this time. Two men are dead, the Dancer’s work.’


‘I saw. If you don’t calm those headhot fools below, they’ll forget the Dancer and blame the Saren or the Kauram, anyone they can see. Then there’ll be war here in Rhabat, and that will consume us all. You go down, go now. Organise the men, search the valley, look for camel tracks beyond. Pointless, I think, but do it, put them to work. Send messages abroad, if any mount of ours survived the flood: your wife is stolen from you, no Dancer should be trusted. Anything, but keep them from fighting the tribes.’


He’d looked as though he wanted to fight the tribes himself, all of them at once and by himself; but even this outrage, even the loss of Julianne hadn’t been able to take his eye for long from his greater goal. A tribal war would destroy any hope of the war he sought, perhaps for another generation or longer, his chance lost. He’d nodded, turned, stridden away.


While Elisande cast about for more tracks, Sherett fingered the scattered jewellery, stooped to retrieve a piece or two, said, ‘These must be counted and checked, to see if Morakh has stolen aught else but our sister. Not now, though. Let the men search below; they will make a lot of noise, and find nothing. You and I, we will search above.’


Elisande had forgotten that there was aught but solid rock overhead, thinking of Hasan’s chamber as the height of the house. There were no windows higher than his, but of course there were corridors that climbed higher yet. Those led to storerooms that were little used, ultimately to a great cistern where rainwater from the occasional storms could be collected against a future need. A complex web of channels cut through the rock, to draw it down from the plateau above. She knew that, she should have remembered. Only yesterday she’d fetched water herself from the cistern in the women’s quarters. Why was she, why was everybody being so slow?


All of those drains were wide and high enough to accommodate a man, if barely. They must be, necessarily, or how else were they cut? Elisande had squirmed through a few in her time, following giggling friends. And Morakh was a small man, no spare flesh on his body. He could likely contrive to make his way through to the air. How he would do so cumbered with an unconscious girl, Elisande couldn’t guess, but there was certainly no other escape up here, no other point in the climb. Their quarry had left few marks, but marks there were, enough to make a trail. It did lead past the storerooms to the far end of the passage, to the cistern. The air was cool and damp; Sherett’s lamplight showed her a low roof above a dark, still pool. The water looked deep, and chilly. She suppressed a shiver as she gazed about. The cistern was encompassed by a narrow walkway; to left and right, it was overhung by spouts carved from the rock of the walls. Above each spout was black emptiness, where the light could not penetrate. An agile man could haul himself up, a strong man no doubt could boost a girl so high; a thin man could insinuate himself into either of those channels. Could he drag a girl behind him, on a rope, say, knotted about his waist, her wrists? Well, perhaps.


Where a thin man and a tall girl could go, so could a skinny short girl. She thought about that, and shivered again. Looked lower, to see if she could find that trail again, and found her eye caught by the water.


And laughed, a little shrilly perhaps, and said, ‘Esren.’


A shimmer in the lamplight, an intricate coil of air as fine as her friend’s hair plaited; the djinni was there at her word. ‘Lisan.’


‘I think you will know where Julianne has been taken.’ It was a quick-learned habit, almost second nature now not to ask questions.


‘You are right.’


‘Go after her, and fetch her back. If you had to slay the Sand Dancer to achieve it, I would not much mind that.’


‘Neither would I; but I may not do it.’


That was a surprise, but don’t ask why not! ‘Well, so long as you restore my friend to me, that one can die later.’ At her dagger’s point, for preference.


‘I meant that I may not do what you require. The daughter of the King’s Shadow must seek help from otherwhere.’


Elisande gaped. Her mouth moved soundlessly for a moment; no need for Sherett’s urgent hand on her arm, she had no questions to ask. Then, slowly finding words, finding an almost-anger to drive them, she said, ‘Spirit, you swore to obey me—’


‘I swore to come when you called me and to act at your command. That is not necessarily to say that I would obey the letter of your command.’


Was it not? Well, perhaps not; but the difference was as fine as a single one of Julianne’s hairs, and should have been as easy to snap except that Elisande had a question now, why will you not obey me in this, as you have whatever I asked before? and it burned so brightly in her head, so hotly on her tongue that she could think of no way not to ask it.


And then had no need to ask, because the djinni offered her an answer regardless. ‘Lisan, close your eyes.’


Startled, she did so; and heard its thin voice again, ‘Tell me what you see.’


‘Nothing. A darkness.’


‘Show it to me.’


‘I cannot!’ Her eyes snapped open again, glaring.


‘No. It is neither day nor night, it has no existence outside your own mind; and yet you see it, it is there. Similarly, I cannot walk in the place where the Sand Dancer has taken the Shadow’s daughter. He took her from here to the plateau above, but now they are not quite in this world, nor yet in the land of the djinn.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘You have seen how the Sand Dancers can move when they choose, unseen from one place to another’


‘Yes.’ They flicked in and out of view, they were here and then they were there without seeming to cross the ground between; but, ‘Only short distances, though, only moments of time,’ only just long enough to pass from one man to another and be behind each of them in turn, convenient to cut their throats.


‘Yes. The effort costs them, and if they linger, they grow uncertain of finding their way back to the world. This one is half-mad, though, and knows he will be hunted. He has risked much to seize the Shadow’s daughter; he is risking more to keep her.’


It was the risk to Julianne that concerned Elisande. She said, ‘I still don’t understand where they are, that you cannot reach them.’


‘You know of four directions in your world, north and south, west and east. Conceive of a fifth that has no name, that stands an equal distance from each…’


That made sense to her, suddenly. ‘I know of this; it is how we have Folded my land, out of reach of our neighbours. But the djinn can visit us in Surayon, when they choose to.’


‘Indeed. Surayon exists where it always has, within its borders, and we can find it there. The border, though, where the shift is active—neither human nor spirit can find that. The Dancer Folds the land as he goes, and he walks within the crease. As long as he does so, he is beyond me.’


Elisande still found it hard to credit, she’d grown so used to djinni omniscience. Djinni honesty, though, was an article of faith; Esren would not, could not lie. So she gave one more glance to the darkness of the narrow rain-channels, and felt a shudder of relief that she need not claw her way through those in pursuit of her friend. Then she thought suddenly of Julianne’s being trapped within a worse darkness, sucked helpless into the space behind her eyes. Dizzy and confused perhaps, terrified certainly…


‘Esren, wherever they are now, they must be heading somewhere, Morakh must have an ambition in this world. However mad he is, he must come back to what is solid,’ he must bring Julianne back, ‘and you can surely see where he will touch ground again.’


‘Perhaps; though I have been long detached from the spirit-weft, and my vision is uncertain.’


‘If we get closer, you may see more clearly. They went to the plateau, you said. Take me there, Esren. Quickly, before the men get so far.’


She felt herself swept up and almost closed her eyes again, against the expected swirl of dark as Esren opened some strange pathway to the stars. Except that she was afraid of that particular darkness now behind her lids, and so she held them wide; and so she saw the rush of Sherett’s lamp and the racing shadows of the passage beyond as she was carried back, all the way back to Hasan’s chamber. She saw a blur of startled bearded faces, his men, the man himself.


No time to speak to him, to any. She was carried out of the open window, into the night and up, high above the narrow valley. Briefly she did have time to think how Julianne would have hated this hellride, and yet to yearn hopelessly to have that girl beside her, and to wonder what use a djinni was if it could not bring her the miracle she sought. Then the broad stretch of the plateau lay below her, blacklit by a blaze of stars.


Before the men get so far, she’d said, because this was her hunt, her own; even Hasan had less claim than her. She’d been too slow, though, despite her urgency. One man stood alone, a shadow on the bare rock. Her mind caught hold of the word, a Shadow indeed, and she whispered, ‘Esren, set me down. With him.’


It was strange, how she seemed constantly to forget about Julianne’s father, constantly to discount one of the most powerful men in Outremer and so constantly to be surprised by him. Or else it was not so strange, because he was such a self-effacing man in many ways, he seemed almost to discount himself until he was needed or felt an urge to intervene; and then again it was perhaps not strange at all, because a girl could get into the habit of discounting fathers altogether. It was a hard thing to remember that some mattered, and to their daughters too.


She set bare foot to chill rock and stood beside the King’s Shadow with her djinni at her shoulder, a golden glitter in the dark. At least she knew how he had come here ahead of her, long ahead of all the rumpus; with his title came his power, or some of it. Like the Dancers, he could cover distances in a single step; unlike the Dancers—or so it seemed, or why else would Morakh have wriggled his way through narrow channels to reach this height?—he could step through air or rock or whatever stood in his way. Sometimes, she thought, he stepped through his daughter; in him, she could not quite contrive to resent it.


Sometimes, as now, he seemed to step out of his title and power and all, to be a man again. Usually, she thought, to be a father.


‘Coren? Can you tell which way they are going? Esren can’t.’


‘Can it not?’ A question, but aimed at her even in his distraction; he was not a man to be careless, at such a time or anywhen. Even so there was a note of surprise, almost disbelief in his voice, and his eyes did seek the djinni for a moment.


‘It says not. It says they walk in the crease where the world Folds, which is like the dark behind your eyes, nowhere at all. It says it cannot find them.’


‘Well. I wasn’t aware that the djinn had such poetic tongues.’


‘The djinn do not have tongues at all,’ Esren said, ‘unless they choose to do so. Like human poets, though, they sometimes seek to describe what is, in words that their listeners can understand.’


Elisande felt that she hadn’t understood one word in three, but that wasn’t important now, though Coren seemed to feel that it was. She called him back to what truly mattered, repeating her question impatiently. ‘Do you know where they have gone?’


‘West,’ he said certainly, turning to face towards the Dead Waters. ‘That much I can feel, though Djinni Tachur is right, they have touched this land only fleetingly.’


‘Can you follow them? And take me with you, if Esren cannot?’


‘I can follow, but not I think as fast as they are moving. Definitely not, if I have to carry you. It’s been a long night, Elisande, and I will not risk your life.’ As Morakh is risking Julianne’s were the words he did not add, because he did not need to.


‘Well, you go, then,’ enough of this standing around, ‘and Esren and I will follow you, as best we can. Or,’ another thought, suddenly, ‘Julianne said that the King could place you anywhere,’ like a chess-piece, she had said. ‘Can you not ask him… ?’


‘The King could lift me up and put me exactly where they will next touch to earth,’ Coren confirmed wearily. ‘But this is not his Kingdom; and no, I cannot ask him. He acts as he pleases. My daughter’s health and welfare are perhaps not his priority. Let us see what there is to be seen, from the rim of the plateau.’


The King’s Shadow stepped into a hazy golden light, and was gone. Elisande half-moved to go after him, but checked herself as the light dwindled. Instead she called to Esren, and rode the wind to the high escarpment where she and Julianne had stood the previous day to watch how the djinni sucked up the waters of the sea.


Quickly though they’d come, Julianne’s father was once again there before them, standing on the extreme edge of the cliff.


Perhaps he’d heard the rush of their coming, perhaps it was the sound of her tight breathing that alerted him. Whichever, he spoke without turning his head, without shifting his gaze from the dark glimmer of the still-restless water far below.


‘Djinni Tachur, I cannot be certain, but it is my impression that they came to this place, that they stood exactly here. I would be interested to know whether you can divine the truth of that, more clearly than I.’


‘It is so. If I have lost the ability to foretell what may be to come, I can yet see what has been. The man and the girl were here, and they climbed down.’


‘No,’ Elisande blurted instantly, ‘she could not, she is terrified of heights.’


Even as she said it, though, she remembered Julianne’s glazed wonder at herself just hours earlier, her stunned murmur, Elisande, I climbed a mountain, and how the proof of that had been embedded in her hands: cracked and broken nails, skinned palms…


‘What she could do once, she can do again,’ her father said, as though he could read Elisande’s thoughts without even looking at her face. Perhaps he could. ‘If the djinni says she climbed, I think we must believe it. They are in any case not here, and he could not have carried her. Shall we go down?’


He went, without waiting for a reply. Again the night shone with the light of his leaving; again Elisande followed by her djinni’s grace, gliding down almost within arms-reach of the cliff. She found some measure of consolation in the thought that Julianne would have had to climb only some of the way. From perhaps halfway there were steps that had been carved into the rock centuries before, to give access to the caves that pitted its face.


But still, the image of her tall friend stumbling down at Morakh’s heels, bent one way or another to his will—no, there was small consolation in that.


Less still when she thought where they must have been headed, where they must have gone after they reached the long-redundant quayside where she stood now, where Julianne’s father had once again arrived before her.


Again he was looking out over the water, seemed almost to be listening to the surge and the swell of it. How long would it take, she wondered, to calm a sea after it had been ripped from its bed and let run back? Less time, she thought, than it would take to calm Coren de Rance, who had had his daughter ripped from him and did not yet have her back.


This time he did at least turn his head to acknowledge her, seeming entirely calm as he said, ‘There are no boats on the Dead Waters.’


‘No.’ For how much longer, she couldn’t say. The djinni Esren had destroyed all traffic on the waters, all fish within; but the djinni Esren was with her now. Perhaps if Hasan and the other tribal leaders fetched living fish, fetched wood for hulls, perhaps some new life could come to what was dead. But the waters were foul still, she doubted anything except a malignant djinni could survive them long. And the Sharai were not made for boats, would stay she thought a long time frightened by so much water; and Rhabat was ruined, almost, and its people would be leaving with the tribes.


‘There is no trail from here that I can sense, only that call to westward; but I do not believe that even a Sand Dancer can dance across water, any more than he could dance down a cliff.’


You had no trouble, coming down that cliff without climbing. Could you not have passed something on to your daughter, more than stubbornness and guile? ‘They must have gone the other way, up the tunnel.’


Julianne’s father was the soul of patience, or so Elisande had thought him. Tonight, it seemed he lacked the patience to pace even the shortish distance past the gully’s mouth to the farther end of the quay. He walked in light and took only a moment or two to do it, to be not here now but there, where she could see the fading glimmer of his arrival.


Elisande balked at turning to Esren for so little service. She ran instead; and if she seemed lighter on her feet than she expected, if each leaping step seemed to lift her higher and carry her farther—well, no doubt anxiety and strangeness and urgency could explain that.


It was only the rank and salt-soaked air that had her gasping a little, as she reached his side. She thought he’d already opened the hidden door to the climbing tunnel, but he denied it: ‘No, I found it so. Proof positive, I think, that they came this way, even if they didn’t climb with mortal feet. Sand Dancers trace their steps in strange country, but they still need an earthly path to follow.’


Which you do not, so why can you not hunt them quicker than they can flee? No point in posing the question, he was as elusive as the djinn, and as dangerous to owe a debt. Besides, it didn’t matter why. It was the case, and nothing else counted. If it had not been the case, he would have been hot in his daughter’s pursuit by now. His every move betrayed him, as did his stillness between one movement and the next.


She gazed blindly into the absolute black of the tunnel’s opening, and spoke hesitantly. ‘There was an ‘ifrit, Marron said, guarding the farther end…’


‘I do not think it will have kept its watch.’


‘And if you are wrong? Esren cannot kill it, face to face.’ That was the wrong way to say it, the djinni had no face, but the words were true regardless. Spirit could not touch spirit and survive; it had needed the water’s force to wreak its fierce will in the valley.


‘If I am wrong, then I will meet it. Face to face. I have slain an ‘ifrit before this. But if I am wrong, if it lingered past the flood, then it seems likely to me that it stayed to meet Morakh and my daughter. By arrangement, or otherwise. Like the djinn, the ‘ifrit have some sense of what will come.’


Like most of the djinn, perhaps. Not like Esren, or not much. That one was stunted still, after its long imprisonment; stunted again, perhaps, by its sworn service to Elisande. She turned her head to find it, meaning to discover whether it knew if the ‘ifrit waited for them or not. Before she could sort the words out in her head, though, the King’s Shadow had made them redundant.


His misty light, his brisk step into it, his sudden absence, gone before the light was gone: she pictured its hurrying to catch him as he strode doggedly in the space between worlds, and then hurrying to slip ahead, to be ready to receive him, to light his path when he stepped back onto the height above.


No easy walk through light for her, to rise from sea to peak. Rather a blind and sickening rush, turning and turning until her stomach rebelled. It had been a long slow ride down this tunnel that brought them into Rhabat, their way lit by guttering, failing torches. Now Esren dragged her in the opposite direction at terrible speed. Her desperate eyes sought something, anything to fix on in the utter dark, and found only the thin golden rod that was the djinni at her shoulder. But that too was spinning, spinning against the twist of the tunnel in a way that jerked her eyes out of rhythm with her belly. She closed her eyes, swallowing a thin and sour saliva as it trickled into her mouth. It was like being drunk, she thought, when the walls of the chamber would spin around her; she could survive that without disgracing herself.


Usually, she could survive that…


Just in time, something solid kicked cruelly at her bare feet, and kicked again. Her startled eyes sprung open and she saw rock, solid rock plunging beneath her. No, it was she who was plunging, staggering, falling towards it—except that she felt the djinni’s strength grip her body and hold her upright until she could catch a tentative balance.


At least she didn’t feel sick any longer, only giddy and furious. She drew herself up cautiously, tried to outglare the djinni and said hissingly, ‘Esren, when I asked you to take me up, I meant straight up through the air, as you had brought me down.’


‘Indeed. I wanted to try the tunnel.’


Was this what it had meant, that it would act at her command but not necessarily in obedience? She foresaw a lifetime of such journeys, its will set against hers; and gritted her teeth, and said, ‘We will discuss later the terms of your oath to me. In the meantime, enough of folly. Tell me where Coren is.’


‘The King’s Shadow is yonder, at the cliff s edge beyond the temple. You should go carefully, you are not yet steady on your feet.’


That was humiliatingly true. She stepped forward with exaggerated care, past the simple temple that guarded the tunnel’s mouth, past a crumpled heap of clothing that she thought might hide the body of the imam who had served as watchman before the ‘ifrit came—and no, there was no ‘ifrit now, unless Coren had killed it or driven it off—and so came to where Julianne’s father was again an unshifting statue, a silhouette against the glory of the stars.


Keeping a sensible, almost a Julianne-distance back from the drop, she asked softly, ‘What do you see?’


‘Pestilence, and war,’ he said gravely. ‘I do not see my daughter.’


‘No.’ Even those brilliant stars couldn’t hope to give light enough for mortal eyes to find her, even from so high a vantage-point. ‘We need Marron,’ she went on, giving voice to a hopeless yearning, ‘his sight might find some mark of her.’


‘Not even his, I fear. And Marron is in the land of the djinn, with Jemel. Leave them there, Elisande.’


Oh, she would, she would. Desperate for something, anything to justify their coming here, to wash the bitterness of utter defeat from her mouth, she said, ‘Esren, you may be able to see more clearly from this height, to find some echo in the spirit-weft…’


‘The weft does not echo, Elisande,’ any more than its voice could echo, so cold and unbreathed as it was, ‘and I am still untuned to its touch. There is perhaps something, though. There is perhaps a castle, and an army. To the west.’


Oh, not the Roq, she thought in desolation, let us not have to return to the Roq again. But Roq de Rançon lay a long way farther north than west. ‘There are no castles in the Sands, and no armies.’ None bar Hasan’s army of the tribes, at least, that he meant to lead against her own land, unless Julianne could stop him. ‘She cannot be in a castle.’


‘No. But she may be, in time to come. I can see no more clearly than that.’


‘To the west lies Outremer, beyond the Sands,’ Coren said heavily. ‘There are many castles there, and more armies than a man could count. Come, this is pointless. We will not find her by staring into the dark, nor by chasing vainly through the desert. We should go back. I need my bed, and you yours, Elisande. For what little is left of the night, at least.’


He didn’t move, though, not yet; which gave her time enough to say, ‘Take me with you, Coren,’ and to say it as though he were her only concern, as though she thought he should not go alone. She doubted if she had fooled either one of them, the man or the djinni, but he nodded graciously and took her arm and led her into his golden gleam of light. It afforded her a safe and easy passage back to the valley, and there were times when a girl simply didn’t need the challenge of an unruly servant, the threat of another wild ride.






  




  TWO




  A World, a Man Unransomed




Anton d’Escrivey stood on the height of the wall at Roq de Rançon, and knew himself possessed; and could not truly have said which of two spirits it was that possessed him, nor which of those two was good, which evil. He knew what his Church would say, he believed that he knew what his God would say, and in this at least they would speak with one voice. Put him to confession, though, or put him to the question, dig for the deepest truth in himself and he could not be certain what his own voice would answer.


He stood in the last of the daylight, when it was dark already on the plain below. He saw the glimmer of torches on the road, a late patrol riding in; he had some interest in their report and might have gone down to meet them if there had been time. He could hear the news later, though. For now, his eye reached farther out, looking perhaps for some other light, some hint of life among the distant hills.


He saw nothing, only purpling shadows on their peaks and unbroken black beneath. Every day for weeks he had stood here, and seen the same. It was wasted labour to climb so high, wasted time to wait for what would not be there; all of this he knew. The preceptor had opened the King’s Eye more than once at his urging, and each time to no avail. No, there was no sign of the escaped heretic, nor of the baron’s runaway wife, nor of his own treacherous squire. They had vanished in the chaos of that dreadful night: vanished by magical means for sure, long before they could have ridden beyond the reach of the King’s Eye. That gift of sight could show little beyond the borders of the Kingdom, but it should not have failed so soon. Some evil working must have blinded it, something of Surayon. If that wicked land could hide itself so utterly that none could find it, though its borders were known and had been charted, then no doubt its sorcerers could cast a blanket of darkness over such a party of small souls, so dark that even the King’s pure light could not find it out…


So they said, at least, in the halls and the guardhouses; and so Anton believed, because he must. As he believed because he must believe that all in that small party were long gone from this land, seeking the safety of hidden Surayon or some greater safety farther off.


And yet still he came up here high, each evening; and still he watched for some touch of light that might perhaps be a fire, might just possibly be a sign of one soul returning. Returning partway at least, too frightened to come closer but loath to leave entirely, held as Anton himself was held, to the betrayal of all vows true or false, betraying new companions just as he had betrayed the old.


Hopeless watch, but the knight kept it none the less; and did not turn until the great bell called the garrison to prayer, just as the sun fell from sight and that sea of shadow below swept up to engulf him.


He might have said his prayers there on the castle wall, with Marron’s whisper in his head for company. To silence that distracting voice, he might have moved a little along the wall to join the guards who must watch and pray together. He might have gone back to his own chamber and prayed alone, as he used to do.


But times change, and men must change with them; old habits must be cast off, when men dress for war.


Anton took the stairs rapidly and then strode through the wards and passages of the Roq until he met the tail of his confrères, a slow procession winding into the great hall, torchbearers before and behind.


He joined that procession, as he seldom had before this month but now did every night. He paced in steady step with his brethren and left his head uncovered, as some half of them did routinely now, a badge of extra oaths that they had sworn.
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