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  ONE




  The Road to Release




‘THERE’S ONLY ONE way to see Rhabat for the first time,’ Elisande muttered, ‘and this is emphatically not it.’


‘No?’ Julianne countered, sweet as a nutmeat, hard as the shell around it. ‘What shall we do, ride down with our eyes closed until you say we can open them?’


Elisande just snorted; Jemel said nothing at all, either to the girls or to Marron on his other side.


Marron himself could find nothing to say. Which he knew was not unusual, was indeed what they would expect. What they couldn’t know was that his silence this evening had little to do with the Daughter in his blood, or with his own internal conflicts. He was simply overwhelmed by what he was seeing, as Jemel had meant them all to be, as Elisande was so perversely determined not to be.


It was two days since he’d fetched Hasan to the battle by the well: two days of travel, his friends riding with the Sharai and he walking easily before or behind them, keeping his distance both for the camels’ sake and to avoid the stares and whispers of the tribesmen. The staring and the whispering had gone on regardless, he knew that, though he hid his eyes beneath the hood of a new robe. He knew also that there would be a great deal more of it in days to come, and that he couldn’t avoid it all. For these two days, though, he had clung to what separation he could. He’d led when the trail was obvious, followed when it was doubtful; where they camped last night he’d held himself apart, only Jemel for company.


The party had kept its own distance from the Dead Waters, following the line of the shore but staying always some little way inland, where the sea was just a glimmer of light on their left and the wide and trackless Sands stretched to the horizon on their right to blend at last invisibly with the pale rim of the sky. This was Beni-Rus land and they patrolled regularly, Hasan had said, to know who moved at Rhabat’s back, and also to watch that no evil arose from the Waters. The duty was shared between the tribe’s commanders and he had refused to discount himself, despite his council’s slow assembly and the urgency of the times; and so he had led the squadron out, and so Marron had found him.


Though she seemed to hate to touch her father, Elisande’s magic touch worked as well on Rudel as it had on Marron. He was riding with the others, when he truly ought not to have been breathing any more. The healing had brought no sign of reconciliation between father and daughter, though. If anything it had aggravated the tensions they felt around each other, that they had been forced to come so close.


Around noon today the ground had begun to rise steeply, as the party approached a ridge of high hills, almost mountains. They’d found a path then, a narrow way that wound to and fro across the face of the climb until it disappeared into a cleft in a sheer escarpment that showed rose-red to other eyes than Marron’s, so that he knew the colour was true.


They’d passed from fierce light into black shadow, and then out into light again as the path brought them ever higher. That set the pattern for the afternoon; the hills rose in a series of steps which the path alternately ran over and cut through, always seeking a way that was gentle enough for the camels. Some of the gorges were smooth-walled to a point higher than Marron could reach, as though worn by torrents of water; others seemed freshly torn in the living rock, so sharp and harsh the walls were, though the path under his feet told of the traffic of ages.


At last there had come one easy stretch, out in the open once again, and nothing but sky to be seen beyond, all the great desert behind and below. Marron heard a boy’s shout at his back, and the sounds of a galloping camel. He trotted quickly off the path, to let Jemel pass without panicking his mount.


Jemel rode to the top of the rise, hobbled his camel and walked off to the north, where the slope was cut away in a sharp cliff edge. He beckoned urgently to Marron, and to the girls behind him.


The other Sharai must have seen this before, many times. They stayed by the path, waiting in a tolerant group while their guests were given this first sight of Rhabat.


 


AN EXTRAORDINARY SIGHT it was, though Elisande disparaged it. Marron thought she might be doing that for a purpose, to give herself an excuse to stand a little way back from the drop. There Julianne could stand with her, hand in hand and unexposed to shame, here where courage counted above all.


Certainly the view did not deserve the girl’s scorn. The desert lay spread out below them like a wrinkled sheet of linen, yellow and dun with age. Far to the west was the ridge of mountains that closed off Outremer. To the north, Marron thought that he could just make out a jutting nail on the skyline that might be the Dancers’ Pillar of Lives. By their feet, the cliff dropped sheer to cast its shadow like a mantle of mourning black across the Dead Waters far below. And, here, across more than water: for the cliff was bitten back into a wide bay, and where the sea lapped at the back wall of the bay, it lapped at rock that had been shaped by more than its own tongue’s lapping.


Still daylight up here, with perhaps another hour still to come. Down there it was dusk already, the last of the sunlight gone some time ago, though the sky would still show blue overhead and beyond the mouth of the bay.


Deep shadow couldn’t deceive Marron’s alien eyes. He saw how that back cliff had been worked for perhaps half its height, how natural caves had been widened and new ones cut, how steps had been carved in the cliff face leading down to what was almost a wharf, a man-made pavement of stone to hold the waters back a little from those open caves..


It should have been a wharf, he thought, a quayside; there should have been boats tied up, ships perhaps moored out in the bay. Ropes and barrels and all the noise and chaos of a port, and those caves used for storage, for chandlery, for drinking-dens and worse…


But the Sharai did not drink, of course, or not in dens; and it seemed they did not sail either, or not this sea. There were no boats on the water, not a skiff, not a raft; nor was there any sign of habitation in those caves. No hint of lamplight in the darkest recesses, no whisper of sound beyond the whisper of the water on the stone.


There was a breach in the face of the cliff, though, a steep-walled gully where once a river might have run if ever there were rivers here, if ever they’d been needed to feed the sea. That would get little enough light at midday; even Marron could make nothing out within its cleft. He imagined shadows growing there like creepers, utterly undisturbed, feeding on the night-dark and blossoming by day, tangling together into dense mats of black that even his eyes couldn’t pick apart.


Nor could he hear anything from the gully, this high up and far away. And yet this was Rhabat. Elisande had said so, and Hasan had promised they would reach it today. It took small intelligence to determine that there must be life below them somewhere, or that it must lie along that gully.


Footfalls from behind, one of the riders walking over. Hasan: Marron knew him by his breathing as much as by his step, as by Jemel’s sudden stiffening beside him.


‘Well, Julianne? This is the back gate into a place of splendour, and I suppose I should apologise for its shabbiness; but I never have, and by your grace I’ll not do so now. God has lent it ornament enough, by laying out the whole world as a doorstep.’


‘It is a very far view,’ Julianne replied gravely, if a little faintly, ‘though not perhaps the whole of the world. I cannot see back all the way to Marasson.’


‘This is all the world that matters,’ Hasan said, ‘at least to me. Perhaps I will persuade you that you need no more. For now, though, we must go down; which I regret means that you must turn your back on distant hopes and ride in shadow for a while. I hope you do not mind enclosed spaces?’


For a moment, Marron thought she was going to laugh aloud. Her mouth did twitch, he thought, behind her veil, before she had control of it; and her voice bubbled a little as she said, ‘No, Hasan, I do not mind enclosed spaces. Not at all. Though if you mean to shut me in a box and lower me on ropes, then—’


‘No, lady. I said you would ride, and you shall. The way is hidden, though, and long, and the roof is low; some find it disturbing.’


‘I think I can promise not to be disturbed by a low roof. I can’t speak for my camel, mind.’


‘Not many can. If she objects, we will blindfold her and I shall lead her down myself. I will not be forsworn in this, Julianne; you will ride into Rhabat as befits you, even if you must come by a tiresome road.’


‘Yes—will you tell us more of this road? I had heard that there was only one way in or out of Rhabat.’


‘Many people have heard that,’ he said, smiling. ‘Just as I have heard that there is only one way in or out of the Roq.’


‘That at least is true, or would seem to be. For the moment. We left that castle as we arrived, through the main gate.’ Not for want of trying another exit, Marron remembered, with a touch of chill. They should have gone through the Tower of the King’s Daughter and into the land of the djinn; the way had been blocked, and all Rudel’s art and understanding had not been enough to open it. Indeed, the man hadn’t even tried. A minute’s thought, and he had turned back. To lead them instead to the stables where he had killed Fra’ Piet, where Marron had killed Aldo and others, so many others.


He remembered little of their time in the Tower, he had been in too much pain; but he did remember a great wall of darkness, barring their path through.


‘Mmm. I cannot say how you will leave Rhabat, Julianne: no doubt in your own way and unannounced, as you have arrived. But when next you come, send me due word and I will meet you before the siq and lead you through, while my people throw palms before your camel’s feet.’


‘I think Sildana would like that,’ she said lightly. ‘For now, though, you say we must go another way. For the second time, will you tell us more?’


‘Better; I will show you. Come back and mount. Sildana is her name? She is a majestic beast; white camels are said to be lucky, though I should say that it is she who has the luck, to carry you.’


‘Would you speak to her, on that? I don’t believe she sees it your way.’


 


THEY MOVED OFF, with Elisande behind. Marron watched them go, then glanced questioningly at Jemel, who had made no move to follow.


‘I will walk down, with you. Someone will lead my camel.’


‘There’s no need, Jemel. Ride with your brothers.’


‘I have no brothers here. I am tribeless now, and they would not acknowledge me. Besides, I am a Dancer, in my fashion,’ and he showed his maimed hand, which Marron ached for.


‘So?’


‘So I ought not to ride.’


‘You’ve been riding all day. You’ve been riding every day since you lost your finger. Haven’t you?’


‘Yes, of course,’ smiling. ‘I am not a Dancer like Morakh; where it is useful or convenient, I will ride. But you heard him,’ Hasan he meant, but would not speak his name, ‘the ceilings are low. Better to walk.’


‘Jemel.’


‘Marron, I am sworn to your service, and should attend you. You are the Ghost Walker, and you will not walk into Rhabat alone.’


 


AND SO HE did not. He and Jemel followed the camels at a distance, over the brow of the hill. Nestled on a shelf just below they found a small temple with a domed roof, hewn crudely as it seemed from the living rock; in the cliff face behind it was a crack, barely wide enough for a laden camel to pass through.


A Sharai in the robes of an imam waited for them there, with a lit torch in his hand. He gave that to Jemel, though it was Marron he was staring at; then he waved them through.


They’d gone barely a dozen paces inside before the dim daylight was cut off, with a soft thud as though a door had closed at their back.


Marron paused, and glanced behind him. The torchlight showed only bare rock closing the passage, with no sign of a doorway. Neither any sign of the Sharai. He must be the keeper of the temple, as well as of Rhabat’s secret gateway.


The tunnel they stood in was wider than its entrance had been, though not by much. The ceiling was low indeed, and more roughly cut even than the walls. The camel-party had already disappeared around a bend ahead, but the sounds of its passage came back clearly; Marron heard Julianne’s soft curse, and guessed that she had just learned to stoop in the saddle.


The tunnel sloped steeply downward and turned constantly as it fell within the massive escarpment, like a long and coiling hair caught within a crystal. Jemel held the torch at Marron’s side, and said nothing; Marron looked about him, and found nothing to say. Walls, ceiling, floor all the same, endlessly curving, and themselves endlessly pacing with a steady, unchanging rhythm: it felt almost as though they were motionless, walking in place while the tunnel wound itself up around them.


The only relief was the girls’ conversation ahead, rising to meet them.


‘Elisande, how long have the Sharai been here? It must have taken decades to cut such a passage; and if what I have heard of Rhabat is true, this would have been the least of their work.’


‘Nothing you have heard could come near the truth of Rhabat, sweet—but the Sharai did not make the least little fragment of it. The Sharai do not build. They found it, stole it, were given it.’


‘Well, which?’


‘All three.’


‘I hope you’re going to explain that.’


‘No one knows truly who made it. The Sharai discovered it, centuries ago; but it wasn’t empty at the time, there were people living here, occupying a little of its immensity. They might have been descendants of the original builders; some of the stories claim as much. The Sharai drove them out, and took possession.’


‘As we were meant to,’ Hasan’s voice cut in abruptly. ‘It was a gift from God, provided at a crucial time. Our tribes are disputatious, Julianne; we needed a place that belonged to none and would be accessible to all, where our leaders could meet in peace and speak to all our peoples with one voice. Rhabat is a symbol, and more. Elisande says that the Sharai do not build, and that is true; but I mean to build a nation of the Sharai, and Rhabat will be the focus of it.’


‘You see?’ Elisande again, cheerfully, almost laughing. ‘I said, all three’


 


AT LENGTH, THEY heard the party ahead stop to light fresh torches. Jemel glanced uncertainly up at his own, where the flame was guttering and weakening, He said, ‘I could run ahead and fetch another, bring it back.’


‘No need,’ Marron said. ‘So long as there’s an ember’s glow to that, I can see well enough for the pair of us. Take my sleeve, if you think you’ll lose me.’


Jemel snorted, as though there were no chance of his losing Marron, even in the uttermost dark; but he took a grip on the offered sleeve regardless.


Their light faded quickly, and even the embers died before that long march was over. But Marron could see faint reflections on the walls, feel the movement of the air around him, thought he could hear its touch on the enclosing rock. He thought he could find his way down with his eyes closed, and never stray from the centre of the passage.


He told Jemel to discard the dead torch and walk with one hand brushing the wall, if he were unnerved by the dark. His friend laughed harshly and said that there were stories to frighten children, that might also frighten men of other tribes, of any tribe; the Sharai were not used to night without stars, and did not like it even in legend. But he, Jemel, would not be made afraid by a simple lack of light.


His other hand, though, the one that had taken a tuck of Marron’s sleeve: already that hand had slipped down to fold itself around Marron’s fingers. The skin was cold, and the hand was slick with sweat. Marron allowed himself a smile that Jemel would never see, and gripped tightly.


 


THAT WEARY WALK went on and on, but had to end at last. The first sign of its ending was when the quality of the light changed, that faintest hint that Marron’s eyes had been following so long. It seemed to lose colour, to become not brighter but more grey than yellow against the rose-red walls.


Then he heard the girls’ voices again, which had fallen silent some time since, oppressed by all the weight of rock above and the dreary monotony of their turning path.


Julianne said, ‘Is that…?’


‘I think it is,’ Elisande replied. ‘I’ll race you to it.’


‘Do not,’ Hasan said swiftly. ‘That is the end of this road; but where it comes out is no place for foolishness, and you have another road to ride before your beasts can rest.’


Julianne groaned slightly, but offered no protest. To Elisande, it seemed, this was not news.


Neither to Jemel: he knew exactly where they were, and what they were coming to.


Marron murmured, ‘Do all the Sharai know of this way, and where it leads?’


‘Not all. Few, very few, I think, beyond those few who live here. The tribes seldom come to Rhabat; and when they do, only their leaders venture far within its walls. It is said in the Sands that there is only the one way, in or out, that the Dead Waters guard where the mountains don’t. Most believe that; why would they not? I know I did, until I came. We were privileged, we who rode against the Roq; we gathered here for the blessing of an imam, and it was weeks before that man arrived. Weeks to wait, and a legend to explore—we went everywhere, Jazra and I. Of course we did, how not?


‘A child of the city showed us this, though he took us only a little way up. If the children know, then so must everyone who lives here, or who stays for any time. But it is a secret, it’s hidden, that much is clear. I would not have spoken of it, outside the city.’


 


THE LIGHT GREW slowly, dimly: better than walking suddenly into hard sun, Marron thought, for Jemel’s eyes that had been bathed in darkness for so long. His own he thought could take any change, from black to furnace-bright, and not blink now.


The light grew, the path turned—and stopped turning, stopped altogether at a simple square doorway that must have had the party ahead ducking low indeed. If this road had been meant for camels and their riders, then those who built it must have smiled as they worked.


No priest to watch over this door. One of the mounted Sharai did that duty here. Marron wondered how much of an imam he was, the man above, and how much of a guardian; Hasan had wanted a different man to bless his adventure.


Jemel slid his hand free—a moment too late, perhaps—and walked out into the open. Marron followed, stepping wide to avoid the restless camel. He breathed deeply to rid his lungs of the dry musty feel of the tunnel, and almost choked as they filled instead with warm wet sour air. He tasted salt bitterness on his tongue and wanted to spit, barely restrained the impulse; and so forgot to look behind him until it was too late, until he’d heard again the quiet, firm sound of a door being closed. He glanced back anyway, and saw only the Sharai on his camel sidling sideways along a wall of what seemed virgin rock, that held no sign of any entrance.


Pointless to stare, or to go closer and search. Jemel knew the secret, and so did the children here. Marron could learn it, if he were here long enough. He’d have liked to know now, to have the opportunity to slip away quietly and alone if ever he needed to, but he’d missed his chance. Instead he turned again and looked about him, and saw immediately why the air was so rank here.


He was standing on that broad flat area of pavement they’d seen from above, between the cliff face with its workings, its natural and man-made caves and steps, and the sea. The water lapped the rock only ten or a dozen paces from him. In this enclosed bay, it tainted the atmosphere as it had not in the open Sands. There he had smelled the salt and the stagnation of it; here its nature was tangible, and there was more to it than simple sterility. There was a foulness that caught at his throat, a threat inherent, as though something utterly evil dwelt there and permeated all its breadth and depth. He understood now why the Sharai watched it so closely, why they were so reluctant to approach it too nearly. Why these caves were empty, uninhabited, unused; why there were no boats, although this surely must have been meant once as a quayside. There were steps along the rim of the ledge, leading down into the water; they were deeply, darkly stained, as though that evil he could sense had saturated the pale rock they were cut from and was rising higher yet, seeking slowly to invade the land.


Even now the Sharai and their camels both were visibly uneasy, restless, casting sidelong glances at the water. Hasan was less nervous or else more in control of himself, as befitted his rank and reputation. He was sweating, though, Marron could see and smell it on him, and there was an urgency in more than his words as he said, ‘We should move on, quickly, before we lose the light here. We have no more torches.’


The sun was setting invisibly, behind the cliffs; far out beyond the bay, the waters were tinged with red to mark it. Where they stood was deep in shadow, must be all but dark already to those with merely mortal eyes. Hasan waited, though, for Julianne to sign that she was ready, before he led the party off.


Their route lay along the gully that Marron had noted from on high. There it would be dark indeed, and the riders must trust to their knowledge and their camels’ better sight. Even the girls seemed to prefer that, though, to the water’s edge. Marron heard Elisande’s voice, straining to be cheerful, ‘Not far now, Julianne, and just wait till you see…’


Jemel still chose to walk at Marron’s side. He too was full of promise, for the wonders to come. He said, ‘This is not what they meant, perhaps, but the imams have always taught that the Sharai must walk in darkness for a while, for a little way, before they can come to light and joy. The Dancers say the same—we Dancers do—though we surely do not mean Rhabat.’


‘Jemel,’ Marron said carefully, ‘you are not a Dancer.’


‘Why not?’ He was laughing suddenly, light-headed, bouncing on his feet as they entered the cleft and the dark of it folded itself around them. ‘I have placed a stone on the Pillar, and made my oath to serve you. I have given my finger for you, in witness. How am I not a Dancer?’


You are not like Morakh, who would kill me if he could, but that was not an answer. ‘I do not want your service. Only your friendship.’


‘You will have to endure both. I would kill for you, Marron. I will kill, for you.’


Which was the closest he had ever, likely the closest he ever would come to saying that he had more reasons than one for that public oath he had sworn, against the life of Sieur Anton. His hand said the rest, coming back to seek Marron’s again and touching fingers to wrist, then knuckles to knuckles in a gesture that was both cryptic and immediate.


Marron renewed his own private oath, that he would not permit Jemel to harm Sieur Anton, nor the knight the Sharai. Jemel thought that Marron would bring the two men together eventually, face to face; Marron meant never to do that, never to risk the chance. If it meant losing the one as he had lost the other, if it meant that he must run from both, so be it. Again he regretted the loss of knowledge, that hidden gateway by the water; but drew comfort from what was certain, that Sieur Anton was a month’s travel, a whole desert’s width from Jemel’s eager sword. The chance of war, what they both sought so keenly might yet act against him; but for now, both were safe from each other. He could only live each day, each night as it came.


This night came in a hurry, in a cloud of stars like a banner flung across the narrow strip of sky above the gorge. He glanced up and laughed at them, snatched for Jemel’s hand and held it tight. If his friend must walk in darkness for a while, at least Marron could be his guide, though Jemel knew better than he what waited for them on the farther side.


 


WHAT WAITED WAS more and greater than he had imagined, almost greater than he would have believed possible, though he had seen extraordinary things.


It began quietly, unexpectedly, with trees and water: gentle water, fresh and clear and still as a glass, reflecting the night and the blaze of stars overhead. The gorge had widened abruptly, as though to make room for this long, narrow pool and its attendant trees, tall palms whose giant fronds drooped over the water’s margin like hands stretching down for some touch of its purity.


There was a clear path now, more worn by use than laid out by design, though the imprint of the camels’ pads suggested that it was little used these days. Marron could see barefoot tracks but few of them, and those small, to suggest that it was bold children mostly who came this far, this close to danger.


The path led between the trees and the water, to the pool’s end. There the walls of the gully closed in briefly, before they opened like a tremendous gateway onto a broad valley. Here again there was water, wide and shallow, studded with boulders; to one side the land was terraced and farmed, all the way back to the luring shadow of a tremendous scarp.


Marron spared that barely a look, only to assure himself that the wonder of this place was not reflected both sides of the water. On its nearer bank, the pool pressed hard against the cliffs that hid this valley from the world around; there was a ledge of rock wide enough perhaps for five to walk abreast, no more, before the wall rose sheer.


This wall was no cliff face, though—or no longer. As down at the abandoned waterfront, the rock had been worked by industrious hands, so long ago that even here, protected against sandstorms and rarely seeing rain, that work was so weathered that it seemed almost natural. But what had been done at the waterfront had been simple, practical; what had been done here was grandiose, extravagant, exultant almost.


See what we can do, Marron thought briefly, we can rival the gods.


Then his cynicism was overwhelmed, crushed by the brutal scale of what he was looking at. For a while he stopped thinking at all, he only stood and gaped.


From base to high crest, this entire wall of rock had been carved and hollowed into the semblance of a city. It might almost have been the work of a god indeed, the original that human buildings merely mocked. Unless this had been meant itself to mock those who built with common stuff, stone and brick and wood. There were separate faces here, divided by deep recesses, as though it were a street of separate houses; each had its arches, windows, pediments and pillars, all manner of decoration and ornament.


There were lights, too: great torches and braziers burned beside open doorways, lamplight showed in many of the windows.


There were people, too. Shadows moving in the lit windows, men on guard beside the braziers; men bringing more torches now, and boys running to the camels’ heads, waiting while their riders dismounted and then leading the beasts away through an ornate archway. Lights there, too, and beyond it, but Marron didn’t need light to tell him that the city’s stables lay that way. His nose picked out the odours of stall and manger and dung-heap, his ears the sounds of restive animals.


He felt a pang for other stable-lads, one he could name and had called friend, dead now in pain and terror; but shook it off with an effort in response to Jemel’s gentle nudge.


‘You should hide your eyes, perhaps…?’


Perhaps he should. His coming would be common knowledge soon enough, but the news should reach the tribal leaders first. He flung up his hood and lowered his head, then let Jemel draw him forward to join the rest of their party.


Elisande appeared quickly at his other side, slipping her arm through his. He might have been surprised that she’d left Julianne at such a time, at the fulfilment of her promise; he’d have expected her to be basking in it. But he stole a glimpse ahead and saw the other girl walking with Hasan, the Sharai’s head almost on a level with hers while his arm gestured high and wide, pointing out this decoration or that.


‘Isn’t it wonderful?’ Elisande breathed, for all the world as if he were not second-best. ‘I spent the best part of a year here, and thought I was living in a dream the whole time. Wait till daylight, when you can see it properly, all the colours…’


Marron could see colours enough already, a red stain to everything, like an omen of blood to come. He didn’t want to taint her enthusiasm, though, or Jemel‘s. He tried again to dispel that sense of sorrow for what had gone, of foreboding for what was yet to be; and failed, and held instead to silence, hoping that they would think only that he was awestruck. As he was, only that his awe had turned inward, now that they were here at last. He knew himself to be crucial, potentially a pivot to the world; he felt himself to be weak, impotent almost, merely a weapon for someone else’s use. Even these two, gripping either arm—they would tug him this way and that, each trying to draw or persuade or force him in opposite directions. And he would inevitably go one way or the other, he would have to; and whichever way he turned there would be war and death. War would come in any case, with or without him, but he had the power to make it so much worse. And he had no power for peace, that he could see. Even his friends contended for him; they would wrestle over his bones, he thought, and over his memory when his bones were dust.


 


THE ONE AMONG his companions whom he still thought would welcome such a sight, Marron dead and a danger taken from the world, Rudel should have been walking alone—rejected by his daughter, abandoned by Julianne and discounted by Jemel. Typically, though, he wouldn’t allow them to put him in that position. Instead he’d made himself one among Hasan’s tribesmen, laughing raucously with them, telling jokes in a Catari that matched their own for idiom and accent. Well, if his daughter had spent time here, so no doubt had he, though doubtless not the same time. Rudel had shown no signs of building bridges to the Sharai on the journey here, indeed he’d held himself quiet and apart, much like Marron, though for different reasons. He had his recovering wound to excuse himself for that, though; and now he was using all his jongleur’s skills to win himself a welcome. That it was a lesson to Elisande was certain; Marron hoped it would prove to be more. Rudel had skills that Marron lacked, and for sure he had reasons to use them: a land and a people that he loved, an inheritance, a family, a position in the world. All of which Marron also lacked.


 


THAT ROWDY GROUP that Rudel was so much a part of moved on along this spectacular frontage, passing the guards at some doorways with ribald jests, others in ostentatious silence. Hasan followed with Julianne, and so perforce did Marron with his two companions. He noticed that Hasan had quiet words for all the guards, and more perhaps for those whom his fellow tribesmen had ignored.


Hasan drew Julianne to a halt, though, before one particular doorway that was not only guarded but screened with an intricate lattice of wood, as were the windows above. Elisande pulled a face, and sighed loudly.


‘Women’s quarters,’ she said. ‘It’s the only drawback to this place: we’re supposed to know our place, and keep to it. I was young enough to get away with a lot before, but probably not now. Especially keeping company with a married woman…’


That was aimed at Julianne, and sharper perhaps than it was meant. She flinched, at any rate; and glanced at Hasan, and said, ‘Well, if we must, we must.’


‘I regret that you must,’ he said. ‘There are compensations, though.’


‘Oh? How would you know? Prince?’


He smiled. ‘I am not without women in my life, lady. I have told you that; and they tell me that there are indeed compensations. You will be well cared for.’


‘To be sure,’ Elisande grumbled, though without a great deal of heart to it. ‘We will be fed and groomed, and cosseted even better than the camels are, though not perhaps the horses.’


‘Are there horses?’ Julianne demanded, so eagerly that even Elisande had to laugh at her.


‘There are indeed, sweet—and yes, I’m sure that you may ride them. With a suitable escort, of course.’


‘Of course.’ Again, she looked to Hasan; he bowed.


‘It would be a pleasure, lady. Tomorrow?’


‘If you may. If you are at liberty, I would like that exceedingly. I have learned to love Sildana, but a camel is still a camel; a horse is…’ Words seemed to fail her.


‘A horse?’ Hasan suggested.


‘Exactly so. There is a difference.’


‘Indeed there is. Hooves, a mane, no hump…’


‘And a temperament, rather than a temper. Prince, you’re mocking me, but I can endure it, if I am promised two things. No, three.’


‘And they are—?’


‘A ride with you in the morning, early, for which I already have your word; a meeting with my father tonight, if he can be found; and a bath. Immediately. Please?’


‘The first I am sworn to, as you say. The second—well, I would never like to speak for the movements or choices of the King’s Shadow, but I will move the stars in their courses to discover him, if I can. The third, though? That is beyond my powers. I dare not cross this threshold; and if I did, my orders would be so much wasted air. I have no authority among the women.’


‘Julianne, he’s teasing you. There will be a bath, I promise.’


‘Oh, bless you. I haven’t felt clean since we left Bar’ath Tazore.’


‘Sweet, you haven’t been clean since we left Bar’ath Tazore. But the Sultan’s hammam is a bowl of cold water and no tent for shelter, next to the baths of Rhabat. Come on, if you’re so urgent. Can’t you smell the steam?’


Marron could. There was warmth and fragrance waiting in the shadows beyond the screen, aromatics and unguents and oils. Food, too, a great deal of food, and cooling drinks. It was the bath he envied, though. His own skin was parched and roughened by too many days of sand and wind. He could smell himself and the others of his party, more strongly even than the sweet and spicy remedies that awaited the girls.


A shadow moved behind the screen, a woman appeared, robed and veiled as the girls were. She beckoned, and as they went to her Hasan called after them, ‘Tell Sherett that I send you to her with a strict command from her lord, that she take particular care of you.’


‘Prince,’ Julianne returned smartly, ‘I thought that you had no authority among the women?’


‘Lady, I do not. She will snort at it, and bring you thorns to scrub your backs.’


 


STILL LAUGHING TO himself, Hasan beckoned the others on. He brought them past one doorway, past another and to a third, where the fat pillars that held up an elaborate pediment were only half-cut from the rock behind, and that had been left natural and rough. Unless it had been deliberately roughened, an artifice of stonework.


‘You read the message, Rudel?’ Hasan said, suddenly sober. ‘Unfinished, but yet strong.’


‘I have read it before, Hasan. Believe me, I never doubted it.’


‘You are a wise man. And my guest, for tonight at least. As are you all,’ and he turned to face Marron and Jemel, throwing his arms wide. ‘This is our house, the house of my tribe, when we are here; and you are welcome to it. I must apologise, that we do not pamper ourselves as the women do; we keep desert customs, and live simply. But what we have is yours to share. Come in and wash, and eat.’


Rudel bowed, and led the way inside. Marron moved to follow, but checked himself when Jemel paused.


‘Will you welcome a tribeless man?’ his friend asked stiffly.


‘Of course—if that man will accept my welcome.’ There was a moment where they simply gazed at each other, where Marron could not read the expression of either one. Then Hasan added in a softer voice, ‘Such a thing could happen to any of us, Jemel. As other things can happen: the death of a friend, a strong man’s arm to keep you from dying at his side. Enter. I cannot give you peace, but the peace of my roof I can; I know you will not violate that. Besides, how could I refuse hospitality to the chosen companion of the Ghost Walker? You do me honour.’


Oh, it was complex, the look on Jemel’s face as he nodded and stepped forward. Marron went with him, wondering more simply whether there had ever been a choice, and if so, whether it had been he who had made it.


 


A BATH WOULD have been welcome, but a ewer of cool water in a warm room was plenty enough for Marron. It was what he’d been accustomed to, life-long. Even the Ransomers’ cold plunges had seemed a luxury.


He stripped and splashed, dunked his whole head in the ewer and came up gasping, pushed away Jemel’s fussing over the savage scar on his shoulder—and was startled to be pushed back in his turn.


The shock of a wet head seemed to have numbed his earlier depression, if not washed it away entirely. He reacted forcefully, wrestling the spare, lithe Sharai back into a corner. It was hard to use only his own strength, and not the Daughter’s; but he made the effort, straining against his squirming friend and laughing with him, until Rudel’s voice called them sternly to order.


‘Boys, this again is neither the time nor the place for horseplay. If you don’t understand that, be still, and listen to those who do.’


Jemel pulled a face, and straightened slowly. The arm that had been tight around Marron’s throat relaxed, but stayed hanging loosely around his shoulders; when he made to move away, it tightened just a little, just enough to hold him.


Marron turned to face Rudel, who was washing himself briskly; the older man went on, ‘There is a council of grave importance met here; this you know. It could mean full war between our peoples, Jemel, yours and mine.’ His eyes and voice and meaning all slid over Marron, awarding him no place, no loyalty. ‘It likely will, though I will do my utmost to prevent it. Hasan knows why I am come; that is important to the council, and they will send for me soon, if only to welcome me here. They can do no less, when he of all men has already given me guest-rights. It was a lucky chance that had you finding him, Marron; other captains might have been less accommodating. However, Hasan will also have told the council of you. That is more important yet. They might simply have tolerated my presence here, allowed me my say and ignored it. They cannot do that with you. They will want to see you, immediately by my guess; which means that you must be ready. Calm, and controlled—Sharai elders give no respect to wild youth. You are a changeling, your very existence defies their prophets; they will want to ask you where you stand in this conflict, and you must have an answer prepared.’


‘I stand with my friends,’ Marron said simply.


‘That is good—but not good enough. You have friends in both camps, and—’


What more he would have said was interrupted, as Hasan came into the room. He had washed elsewhere, there was still water in his beard; he had also changed into clean robes, and he carried three more across his arm.


‘We can offer you no softness,’ he said, ‘but comfort at least lies in our gift. Comfort against the skin,’ and his eyes barely touched on Marron, on his two visible wounds, the one well healed and the other never to be let heal, ‘and comfort within it too. If you are ready, will you come to meat?’


Jemel seemed to startle for an instant; Rudel ignored him, somehow assuming a dignity that belied his nakedness. ‘Our thanks, Hasan. We are quite ready, and will be with you immediately.’


He took the robes, and distributed them; as soon as Hasan was gone, he added, ‘I told you, Jemel—the situation here overrides all common custom. Hurrying a guest is nothing; be grateful that the council is granting us time to eat. Though that is a double-edged gift. They will be using the time to debate between themselves, which we cannot. Come, dress yourselves; and remember that you will be the focus of all eyes tonight, Marron. You wear their clothes, you carry their prophecy in your blood, but you are not one of them. They will be confused, and tense. Jemel will not mind it, if I say that the Sharai are a hotheaded people, and quick to take offence. Some will find you an offence however you act, but do your best. Above all, eat, even if you have no appetite for it. To refuse, or just to make a pretence at eating, would insult Hasan and all his tribe. That we cannot afford.’


Marron might have taken offence himself, at being addressed as though he were a child. He decided it was too much trouble. Instead, he simply made a point of allowing Jemel to act the servant for once: to help him into a robe and tie it properly, to ensure that he wore sword and knife as he ought, even to push his fingers through Marron‘s wet and tangled hair in an effort to persuade it into some semblance of neatness. They had been given no time to shave, but among these people beards were commonplace, a sign of manhood; the soft stubble on his chin would be if anything a point in his favour, albeit a small one.


Jemel himself took a little extra time over his own robe, cutting off those small knots and tassles that bespoke Hasan’s tribe. ‘It is a compliment for you, for both of you, to wear their dress; from me, it would be an insult.’


Rudel didn’t dispute that. Indeed, his patient waiting seemed to applaud Jemel’s caution, if caution it were. Marron thought that actually, it was pride. He might be Saren no longer, but he would still not appear by choice in the insignia of any other tribe.


He was ready, though, as swiftly as he might be. Rudel gathered them together with his eyes, nodded once with a wary satisfaction that was yet a reminder and a warning, repeated it unnecessarily in words, ‘Be very careful tonight, in words and manners; more than your own lives hang on this,’ and led them out.


 


THE OUTER WALLS were bare rock that bore the illusion of a palace. Inside, it was plain that the Sharai at least did not deal in illusion. The rooms were high and square, the doorways arched and graceful, but the occupants truly did inhabit them as though they were deep in the Sands, and in their tents.


There was no decoration on the walls, only rough patches and signs of breakage to show where there might have been once, before the imams came to purify the place. Marron and his companions walked barefoot as their hosts did, on sandy stone; they followed a lad with a lamp across a broad hall and up a turning flight of stairs, into a long room with windows looking out across the valley.


In the centre of the room the floor at least was covered, in layers of patterned rugs. There sat Hasan, the men of his patrol and perhaps a dozen more; they were grouped in a circle around bowls of boiled meat and platters of bread, but none of them was eating. Jemel sucked air through his teeth, as though to say that things were not done such a way among the Saren, that no guest should be made to feel his hosts were waiting for him.


Space was made for them, to Hasan’s either side. The place of honour, on his right, he might perhaps have meant for Marron by his smile, but Rudel took it. Hasan’s face didn’t twitch; Rudel was the elder, after all, and should ordinarily take precedence. A hand beckoned Marron to the left instead. As he settled himself on soft wool over hard rock, Jemel slid in between him and the next tribesman, another kind of padding altogether: even more kindly meant, just as unnecessary. Marron could have sat on stone all day and all night, and never felt a moment’s cramp; he could have sat all day and all night next that man and never had a word of speech from him, desert manners and a guest’s welcome notwithstanding. Hasan was still the only one of these who’d broken his silence with Marron, or Marron‘s with him. Deliberate isolation had played a part in that, but only one part; the tribesmen were equally complicit. Marron supposed that in his days as a Ransomer, he might have felt as tongue-tied or simply as wary in the presence of a Church Father, or perhaps of a saint. It was hard to picture himself as either one, but the comparison came close: a saint reborn, perhaps, might be closer yet. A Patric saint in a Catari body, now that was almost exact, except that no saint he’d ever heard of had had anything like the powers that he possessed.


Hasan made an open-handed gesture, politely to his right and then to his left; Rudel reached for a piece of meat, and Marron copied him.


They might keep desert customs in this house, but it was no stringy desert goat that they were served. It was mutton, pink and tender and flavoured with the salty herbs the sheep had fed on. The bread was soft and fresh, the water that was passed around had a pleasant mineral tang to it; for a wonder, eating was no effort. Even Jemel stopped watching him, after a minute or two.


 


CHEWED BONES WERE flung onto a platter that had held bread; the meat-bowl emptied quickly, and was not refilled. Even Hasan seemed a little embarrassed about that, breaking off his easy talk of life in Rhabat and life in the Sands to dip crusts into the juices that remained and pass them to his guests, right and left and farther left. Jemel hesitated only a moment, before he took his portion.


Rudel was first to sit back, to wipe his fingers and beard on a linen napkin that Hasan handed to him; then he gave that across to Marron, a clear signal, not to be declined. The meal was over, and Marron could almost regret it for its own sake, let alone his dread of what would follow.


Jemel took the napkin from him, cleaned hands and mouth and passed it on around the circle. Hasan used it last, tossed it into the empty bowl and stood up.


‘If you will come,’ he said, again to all three of them, ‘there are sheikhs and elders here who would be glad to meet with you. This haste is not of my choosing, believe me, but…’


‘The time dictates its own urgency,’ Rudel replied. ‘If there were never any other lesson to be learned in the Sands, they would teach us that. And I too am impatient to speak with your council.’


‘Ah, Rudel, you are too late to deflect my disgrace; I will not blame my guests for my own discourtesy. But thank you for the attempt. This way, then. They are waiting in the Chamber of Audience.’


 


OUT INTO THE night again, and along to another guarded doorway. That brought them directly into a vast hall, lit only at its farther end, where perhaps two dozen men were sitting on a carpeted divan.


This place was well named, Marron thought. It wasn’t only his unnaturally sharp ears that caught the murmur of those men’s voices as they entered, to judge by the way Jemel stiffened suddenly, the way he stalked at Marron’s side. Rudel was too well schooled to show any reaction, but Marron thought that he too was listening intently to the muttered words that reached them. Something about the intricate way the chamber’s roof was carved meant that the slightest whisper was channelled and amplified, to reach even the furthest corner of that tremendous space. He reminded himself to speak no secrets here, and only wished that he need not speak at all.
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