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Chapter One
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Rayis Sikandar’s daughter, Diti, a slender girl of twelve, waited in the semidarkness, observing everything that took place. Her throat felt dry from whispering the same prayer over and over again throughout the night. During the healing ceremony, no one had ordered her to leave or even taken notice of her at all. She might as well have been an embroidered figure on one of the hangings that decorated their family’s circular tent.

The Beshaki clan’s chief men–Councilors, Wolves, and members of Rayis Sikandar’s family—crowded anxiously together, standing shoulder to shoulder around their leader’s wooden bedstead. 

The Healers had propped the Rayis up with pillows and given him a broth made of herbs and wolf’s blood to drink. After finishing the first prayers, they had brought forward Kurosh, his only living son, Diti’s older half-brother, and shaved his head, leaving a single matted lock of hair at the crown, so that all the boy’s strength would not be sacrificed for the sake of his sick father. 

The Healers had burned Kurosh’s dedicated hair along with costly incense in a charcoal brazier, filling the family’s tent with thick, foul-smelling smoke. Until the sun rose, they sang prayers to Basnu, who was the god of healing among the wandering Tuor clans.

When at last they left and the tent was quiet, save for her father's labored breathing, and empty, save for Kurosh and herself, Diti dared to slip from her place beside the wooden chests and join Kurosh at their father's bedside. She longed to say something to him, but no encouraging words came to her.

Unless the Healers had misread the signs the gods gave them about the span of Rayis Sikandar’s life, Kurosh would soon have to prove he could lead the Beshaki. Ever since Sham, the Rayis’s eldest son, had been killed in a raid on a neighboring clan’s landholding, the family knew that someday Kurosh would bear the title of Rayis.  

Still, Diti knew her half-brother had never expected to take his father's place until he was grown. Leadership of a clan, even one as small as the Beshaki, was a burden far too great for the shoulders of a fifteen-year-old boy, one who already stood with one foot in this world and one in the next. While leadership among the Beshaki usually passed from father to son, it was no sure thing. A false step, a sign of weakness, and Kurosh's life would be worth less than one of his silver earrings. 

Kurosh's head was bowed, his eyes half-closed. Even the vivid yellow tunic he wore could not brighten the smoky gloom within the tent. Both clenched fists rested in his lap, and the leather thong that bound his knotted hair trembled slightly. 

Diti watched him with growing dread. Perhaps he was making a private prayer, or perhaps the spirit that lingered about him was once again trying to overpower him. With Kurosh, who could say? His rigid stillness sent a chill through her own body. Lifting the skirt of her beaded robe clear of her feet, she started toward the tent entrance. She loved her half-brother, but she could not bear to be alone with him when his fits took him. 

Diti had overheard the Healers say that if the strange spirit mastered Kurosh’s own spirit at last, he would be granted a new life in this world before going to the next—but Diti did not wish to see him stolen away.

"Come quickly, Mother!" she cried. "Kurosh needs you."

The tooled leather curtain draped over the tent entrance was snatched aside. Diti's mother, Sami, who had stepped outside to speak further with the departing Healers, hurried back in. She was still a young woman, little more than half her husband’s age, with a full mouth, wide cheekbones accented with delicate blue marks, and thick brown hair in two braids. Though her husband lay near death, Sami had not yet removed the heavy silver jewelry from her nose and ears, nor the lapis-studded collar from about her neck. Since her mother still clung to hope, Diti had resolved that she would, too.

Sami hurried across the tent and dropped to her knees beside Kurosh, placing a silk cushion from the bed between him and its frame lest he injure himself by striking against the wood as he convulsed. He rolled about on his back, arms and legs twitching, staring sightlessly up at the gray light that came through the hole at the top of the tent. In a short time, it would all be over, and he would be restored to his right mind again, though weak and irritable. Knowing this did not make the fits any less terrifying for Diti, however.

"Diti—the smoke!" Sami exclaimed.

The girl snatched up the handle of the small ornamental brazier and held it beside Kurosh so Sami could fan the smoke of the Healers’ incense over her unconscious stepson. Two breaths later, or perhaps three, the invisible force that so often claimed him released its hold. His body grew limp and his dark eyes cleared. He gazed around him dazedly, as if he had indeed returned from wandering in a strange country.

Diti rose. She replaced the brazier on its stand on the far side of her father’s large bed and busied herself about the tent, straightening a crooked hanging, returning a stray dish to the wooden goods chest. The beaded fringes at the bottom of her robe whispered against her bare feet. 

Kurosh rose to his knees and wiped spittle from the corners of his mouth with the sleeve of his saffron-colored tunic. He loathed being made much of because of his fits; the only time he had ever deliberately struck Diti was when she had wept to see him helpless, cradled in their father's arms. 

Now he pushed his stepmother’s supporting hand off his shoulder. "Give me a drink of kumis." His voice was hoarse, and sounded too loud in the oppressive silence. "I must go speak to our herdsmen before this day grows any older."

Diti crossed the tent and brought down the jug of fermented milk that was fastened to one of the poles. She removed Kurosh's silver cup from its hook, filled it, and gave it to him with a smile that he did not return.

"There is no hurry to gather the cattle," Sami said. "We will not break camp until—"

Kurosh waved her to be silent. "I want to choose the sacrifice that will go with him to the next world." He nodded toward the bed where his father lay. “Rayis Sikandar will have no half-wild bulls or spent cows, but black oxen from among the finest that pull our wagons.”

"He may live," Sami whispered. She crossed the tent, stooped over the motionless form and drew the striped woolen blanket up to her husband’s chin. His pale, sunken cheeks already resembled those of a corpse. As he tried to speak to her, his heavy eyes opened, but the words died on his lips in a faint puff of breath.

"Don't deceive yourself." Kurosh looked up at his stepmother, and for a moment his face and Sami's shared the same expression of quiet dread. "My father will not rise from his bed again."

"Choose the sacrifice wisely, then, Kurosh." Sami bit her lower lip."The Council will be watching you."

“They always are,” Kurosh retorted. "Do you think I am still a child? I know our Wolves and Councilors have been whispering about me, saying they will not accept a Rayis who cannot lead them into battle.” He stood carefully, stretching out his hands to steady himself. “Perhaps it would be better for us all if I follow my father into the next world rather than be the cause of strife in our clan when he is gone."

“Do not say such things!” Sami cried.

“Why should I not speak the truth?”

She sighed. “You are young, and still keep every piece of your heart within your own chest.”

Kurosh ignored her and bent over his father. He did not embrace him; he had not done so since he was a small boy, but he took the sick man’s limp hand and held it for a moment against his heart. 

"Our herd has been keeping close to the river these past three days.” Kurosh spoke in a lighter tone as he turned away. "They are drifting west, almost to the border of the Roshandar grazing grounds. It is only an hour or two’s ride, according to the herdsman who brought me a report yesterday."

"I did not know they had strayed so far as that." Sami pushed her heavy braids back over her shoulders. "Send Mohit, or one of the other Wolves, so he may choose the sacrifice in your stead."

"I must honor my father."

Sami looked at him with compassion. "So you shall—but it would be cruel to compel you to ride for half a day, not to mention choosing the oxen and bringing them in alone."

His eyes narrowed. "Is that so, Sami? Should I order a wagon prepared, so I can trundle along like a sick child to fetch them? Would you make me a laughingstock for the Roshandar herdsman as well as ours?”

She stretched her hands to him. "Kurosh, my dear..."

“Put your mind at ease. Our herdsman will assist me when I reach them.” He turned on his heel and snatched his fur-lined cap with the eagle feathers at the peak from where it hung on the pole nearest the tent entrance. Pulling it firmly down to his ears, he donned a vest of soft lambskin with the wool on the inside. He touched the ornamental dagger he kept tucked into his silk sash to ensure it was still in its place, and without another word, left the tent. As the leather curtain fell into place behind him, Sami whispered a prayer of protection to Rama, the god of battles.

The wind that struck Kurosh as soon as he came into the sunshine eased the burning in his eyes and throat, but he still felt lightheaded. His legs quivered like blades of grass. For a few moments, he stood beside his family's tent, looking up at the red and white Beshaki standards that snapped in the brisk wind above him, gathering strength for his task.

His fingers went once again to the handle of his dagger, then to the silver torque about his neck, tracing the familiar warm grooves in it. Soon, he would wear the heavier, more costly one that now lay under his dying father's pillow. If only Rayis Sikandar could bequeath his shrewdness and fortitude to me as well, he thought. That would be of far more value than all the silver in the royal tent.

Kurosh had watched his father sever a man's head from his body with a single sword stroke. He had heard the Rayis order the burning of a rival clan's caravan and the slaughter of their livestock. He had been waiting at the outskirts of the camp when his father returned from the disastrous raid in which Sham fell. 

Kurosh himself had never ridden on a raid or even swung a sword in battle. When he was Rayis–if the clan let him claim the title–he feared he would be mocked behind his back, secretly overruled by his own Councilors, and, sooner or later, buried with nothing but the clothing on his back to accompany him to the next world. He dared tell no one of his fears for the future, not even Diti, though he felt certain she would have listened with sympathy rather than despising his weakness.

Once the two had been playmates, riding their horses across the plain and confiding secrets to each other. Now that she was twelve, and a woman, with her bride price set, she kept to the family tent with her mother most days, and seemed to care less for the affairs of his life and the world outside. He could not remember the last time they had spoken more than a few words to each other, even at their father's sickbed.

"He must not die," Kurosh murmured to the wind that shook the tall grass. "He must not die. I am not ready..."
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A steady wind tugged at the black standards that marked the boundaries of the Roshandar cattle camp. It stood within a small circle of scythed grass in a rolling green sea that stretched to the line of the Tuor Fen hills in the west. As far as the eye could see, the expanse of the plain was broken only by a few clumps of beech trees which stood along the banks of the Enda River.

The slender poles from which the standards fluttered each bore a small cross made of carved wood tied on with leather thongs. Beside the cluster of wagons and the single round tent at the center of the camp, a dozen or so shaggy horses grazed, moving here and there as their tethers allowed, occasionally lifting their heads to sniff the air for the scent of wolves.

Oday, the adopted heir of Rayis Manas, squatted by the campfire, staring into the flames. The rising sun shone full on him, but the wind made Oday pull his green quilted coat closer around his body. He was about eighteen years old, with a round, cheerful face. The jagged Wolf Tooth pattern of the Roshandar clan was tattooed twice across his forehead. 

Niko, a short, powerfully-built man in middle life, with the shaved head and worn leather clothes of a bondservant, emerged from Oday’s tent carrying a small jar of salt and a cloth bag.

Oday waved him over. "Come here and sit, Niko, so I may tell you about my dream.”

Of all the people Oday had come to know since Rais Manas took him from the monastery orphanage, Niko was one of the few who did not look at him askance for his strange beliefs. Instead, Niko seemed to enjoy his company. Because of this, the winter before, Oday had requested that Niko be promoted from his position as herdsman to be his personal attendant. The Rayis had agreed. 

Rayis Manas cared little for his adopted son, save to ensure that Oday’s appearance and conduct reflected well upon himself, yet he had no reason to begrudge the young man small favors.

Niko came and stooped over the thickening porridge to stir it. Oday did not speak immediately, but continued to crouch, mesmerized by the flames. He pushed another cake of dried dung into the fire beneath the bubbling pot.

"What manner of dream was it?” Niko asked. “You seem troubled."

"Yes, I am troubled, for I think–no, I am sure." Oday broke off, rose and began to pace around the fire. The soles of his soft leather shoes made almost no noise on the cut grass. "I have received a message from the Almighty." 

As the changing wind drove smoke toward him, he stepped clear of it and brushed away the speckling of ash that settled on the embroidered sleeves of his coat.

"You should expect dark dreams.” Niko shook his head. “You forbade us to purify this ground before we set up our camp." 

Had one of the clan’s Healers accompanied the small band of herdsman, Oday would have had no choice but to allow the purification ceremony to take place, for none but the Rayis himself could overrule their word. However, it was only a cattle-camp, to be used for a few days at most, and, despite his own misgivings, Niko had seen to it that the herdsmen obeyed their young master’s order. 

"No, this cattle camp belongs to my God now—the Almighty God.” Oday waved his arm to indicate the tents, the herd of horses, and the makeshift pens that stood ready to receive that spring’s calves. “I marked it for Him. You yourself helped me fasten His crosses to the standards, Niko!”

"Did you hear the wolves singing last night?” Niko asked. “They were much closer to us than they should be so late in the spring."

It was not merely the danger to the newborn calves that made Niko uneasy, but the fact that the ground they had pitched their tents upon was almost certainly haunted. While Niko conceded that Oday’s god might have great power in the distant town of Odila, from whence Oday had come, a foreign god could hardly be expected to guide the cattle, or hold back the wolves, or drive fear from the hearts of the Tuor clans, as their own gods did.

“Has a single night passed since we began following the herds that we have not heard them?” Oday said. “They are wild creatures, going to and fro as they wish. It signifies nothing."

“They were too close last night.” Niko unhooked the pot of porridge from the chain that suspended it over the fire and placed it upon a flat stone nearby. Opening the bag he had brought from the tent, he drew out a carved wooden bowl and a bone spoon. He scooped the thickened porridge into the bowl and sprinkled it with salt.

“Sit down and eat. We have a long day’s work ahead of us.” Niko took the bowl in both hands and with a slight inclination of his head, held it out to Oday, who made no move to accept it.

“I understand so little of the ways of the Almighty,” Oday said in a low voice. “Why should He have given me such a dream?” He removed his fur-lined hat and turned it over in his hands, touching the small silver cross sewn inside it. Glass beads sparkled in his hair, which was matted into locks after the custom of Wolves, the Tuor warriors who devoted themselves to the defense of their clans and to the god of battles. 

When Rayis Manas chose Oday to be his heir, he had commanded that he be made a Wolf along with the other young men of his age. Unwilling to disappoint Rayis Manas, who had brought him from poverty and placed him in a position of privilege and honor, Oday had obeyed, though he had no wish to train with the sword and bow, let alone ride into battle.  On the appointed day, Oday’s wolf teeth were drawn and he ceased to cut or comb his hair, to signify his dedication.  

He had refused to have Rama’s sign marked upon his arms, however, and instead, during the last winter season, which they had spent sheltered in the Rayis's settlement, had persuaded the most skilled among the Healers to ink crosses into both his wrists above the horsebreaker and archer signs he had received the previous year.

“Can it be that the Almighty God would make me a Healer?” Oday replaced his hat on his head and turned questioning eyes to his servant. “He has given me a healing dream.”

"Ah, that is why you got up and went stumbling about in the dark last night." Niko’s mouth twitched at the corners. "I had to guide you back to your mat."

Oday did not smile back. "I thought that healers always received their dreams in after lengthy purification and fasting. I have been a man for three years now, and have received no special purification save the immersion in water that every servant of the Almighty receives.” His restless feet continued to carry him around the fire.

Oday was fourteen when Rayis Manas adopted him, and until that time, since he had been an orphan from early childhood, he had lived under the guardianship of a Greek missionary priest in the coastal city of Odila.  

“If only I could speak to Father Lysandros about this, or any one of the Greek priests in Odila!”

“Odila is far away, but it is less than a day’s ride back to Rayis Manas’s settlement. Perhaps one of our Healers could tell you–”

Oday flung out his hands in an impatient gesture. “After all this time, do you still not understand I belong to the Almighty? Why should I take counsel from the servants of other gods?”

Shaking his head over the strange whims of the young man he had come to care for, Niko set Oday’s bowl of porridge on the stone beside the steaming pot. "All the Tuor—save you—worship any god whose favor they require, and my own people do the same. If this god you choose to pray to is indeed almighty, why does he not make everyone serve him?"

Oday stopped pacing and stood still, while the wind lifted the skirts of his green coat. "I do not know.” 

“No matter,” said Niko peaceably. “Tell me your dream.”

Oday settled himself upon the grass again and began. “Last night a Wolf from the Beshaki clan that raided us at the beginning of last winter came to me here, at this very cattle camp. I knew his clan by the tattoos on his face. He was alone, unarmed—and he was weeping."

Niko’s heavy shoulders, which were bare save for the sheepskin vest he wore, rose and fell with a deep sigh. "So the dead care nothing for your crosses. I may be a mud-headed Sev, but I could have told you they would not."

"He was no ghost!” Oday cried. “I saw him as clearly as I see you, Niko. He fell to his knees before me, and—"

At that moment, the two other servants who had remained at the camp to set up the calf pens and tend the horses came over to join them for food. After bowing to Oday, they sat down cross-legged beside the porridge pot, scooping out the porridge with the scraps of dry bread they took from the leather pouches hung at their waists.

A tall, grizzled wolfhound came loping up to join the group around the campfire. The dog threw itself down beside Oday, resting its muzzle on his thigh. He scratched it absent-mindedly behind the ears.

"The wolf songs are giving our master bad dreams." Niko said to the other men. The levity in his tone sent a flush up Oday's neck to meet his windburned cheeks. "Perhaps they should sing more softly."

"Enough!" Oday cried. "I do not wish to speak of it any more now."

Squinting against the smoke, Niko gazed at him with fond concern. Nearly four years had passed since Rayis Manas had traveled to Odila and returned with a wide-eyed orphan boy, whom he introduced to the household as his kinsman and heir. Oday had changed a great deal in the intervening years, but the strange teachings of the Greek priests of Odila still seemed to fill his mind as much as they had at first. Oday had often tried to persuade Niko to learn one of his Greek prayers, but Niko had always laughed at him, saying he knew his fair share of rhymes and incantations already.

At last, after muttering a brief prayer to purify his food, Oday took up his own bowl of porridge and ate. 

As the other servants rose, wiping sticky fingers on their woolen tunics, Niko leaned toward Oday and struck him lightly on the shoulder. "Leave your dreams in the dark where they belong, and let us ride out to catch up with the herd. Turning them back toward our cattle camp will be no easy task, since they have been moving quickly along the river, for fear of the wolves." Niko glanced aside to ensure the other men had moved far enough away that they would not hear and whispered, "What did the Beshaki Wolf  of your dream want with you?"

"He begged me to employ the healing power my God had given me," said Oday.

“For himself, or for another?”

“I do not know.” Oday pressed one hand to his forehead, as if he could thus contain his muddled thoughts. “I woke up then, and found myself lying on my mat in the tent, and I was cold.”
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Though it would certainly be easier to bring a herdsman or two along with him, Kurosh had resolved to honor his father on his own. It was no great thing, he told himself, only a short ride to find the Beshaki herd then a little longer to select two oxen to pull his father’s burial wagon and a few young bulls to provide the funeral feast. Certainly he could accomplish such a task without the aid of servants. Though on some days Kurosh suffered several fits between one sunrise and the next, on others he might only have one. The sooner he set off, the more likely he was to succeed–or so he hoped.

As he came around the side of the tent nearest to where the horses were tethered, he realized two men were already there. They had saddles and other gear slung over their shoulders, clearly ready for a long ride. Lest they see him and ask too many questions, Kurosh crouched beside the dung baskets stacked behind the royal tent, until the men finished preparing their horses, mounted, and rode off, laughing together over some jest.
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