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Dashing soldier of fortune Major Valentine Strange, late of the Emperor of Alba’s 21st Regiment of Benhali Lancers, is hired by Brahman Ehimay Warrick to find a legendary diadem reputedly hidden in a lost monastery somewhere deep in the distant, snowy mountains of Hidush. 

To ensure Strange’s success in this quest vital to the future of the politically unstable Hidush, the powerful Holy Orders designate Master Aleister Grimshaw, a powerful young witch with his own history of instability—political and other—to accompany the dashing major.  

But long before Strange and the unwilling Grimshaw reach the tea bushes of the foothills and the lost city of Nagara, they realize there are forces both natural and unnatural at work to stop them from ever achieving their objective. 

Their only chance for success relies on each other and their tentative friendship—as does their only hope for survival.


Dedication

To Jess—and the days of red gazelles.


Strange Fortune

Josh Lanyon


Chapter One

 

 

The bite of spade on stone rang hollowly in the excavation site.

This was followed by an equally ringing silence—and then shouts of dismay. From what Major Valentine Strange, late of the Emperor of Alba’s 21st Regiment of Benhali Lancers, discerned, a nest of baby cobras had been discovered in the bowels of the ancient temple. Just one of any number of unpleasant surprises that had been laid bare as the bones of the old building were picked clean.

It was less than an hour’s ride from the noise and bustle of the capital city of Harappu to the Great Temple and the eerie green silence of the jungle where the ruins of the ancient tombs had lain buried for centuries. Unsettling really, were Strange a fanciful man, to note how fast the jungle moved in to reclaim its own once life had departed.

Sometimes before life had departed.

In the enormous open pit below, Strange could see the excavated walls and courtyards where native laborers, the marl—worker caste—were running around like ants in a downpour. Typical. No discipline. No organization. The only surprise was that the Holy Orders could find anyone at all to work the site. A lot of unsavory legends persisted about these ruins.

Untroubled, Strange continued on his way down the rickety wooden stairway. Sultry early autumn heat shimmered from the torn, wet earth. Behind the veil of humidity, the crooked towers and broken statuary gleamed with the eerie pale blue light that proclaimed this a place of Power. Which, in Strange’s opinion, was good enough reason to steer clear, but he had an appointment here today—and the promise of a job.

Strange needed a job. Rather urgently. His luck at the tables had not been the best lately, nor had he been able to recoup his losses on the polo fields. In any case, he was growing bored again. Bored with civilian life, bored with the rules and rituals of polite Harappun society. He was beginning to reminisce fondly of his good old days in the cavalry. That was always a bad sign.

Insects droned in the heavy air. Something skittered away through the golden ferns on the hillside. Strange glanced its way, but did not slow his brisk progress down the stairway built into the hillside by the excavators though he was glad of his tall riding boots. Many unhealthy things, both natural and magical, lurked in this place. The disinterring had halted during the Inborn Mutiny, but now the temple was the focus of much national interest as the Alban colonial rulers tried to legitimize their century-long reign by allying themselves with conquered Hidush’s mystical past.

After nineteen years spent protecting the frontier border from the menace of outlaws and outcastes—not to mention suppressing manifestations of that same mystical past—Strange found this turn of events starkly amusing, but then he’d been told he had a black sense of humor. He’d killed the man who told him so in a duel, although that had happened a few years later. Nothing to do with the bloke’s boorish sense of humor and everything to do with the honor of their regiment. Or so Strange had believed at the time. He had been much younger then.

He was thirty-six now. He felt a good deal older.

Reaching the bottom of the staircase, he crossed the cracked and missing colored paving stones of an enormous courtyard. He could see that once the interlocking pieces had formed the austere face of the moon, but now one eye and several pieces of mouth were missing, giving the image a half-blind and toothless look. Wild flowers and herbs grew in clumps between the bricks.

Strange spoke briefly to one of the green-eyed Natal guards at the temple door, showing her the indigo-edged card he had received. Her blunt features impassive, she studied the card closely before she handed it back with a nod.

Strange continued down a winding, steep stairway lit by primitive wall torches. The flames cast odd shadows against the irregular stone walls. Beyond the hiss of the torches he caught the whisper of voices from below. Two voices in quiet argument augmented by the weird acoustics of the ancient architecture.

“I tell you, it’s not a matter of being afraid. There is something here.”

“Of course there’s something here! This is a temple. Purya’s own temple. A place of great and awesome power.”

“You’re not listening to me. That chamber has nothing to do with Purya. It’s much older.”

The second voice hissed, “Older than Purya? Beware, Grimshaw. You risk heresy.”

“Oh for the sake of… Why won’t you listen to me? I tell you, something ancient has awakened here. It’s watching us. Learning us.”

“Nonsense.”

At the bottom of the stairway, an arched doorway led into a cavernous chamber. Daylight dappled the floor and leaves drifted gently through the great holes in the ceiling. In the center of the chamber was a huge green marble-edged pool fed by an underground spring. In the center of the pool was a majestic golden statue, the features of which were obscured by moss. Beside the pool stood two men. One was tall and thin and fair in the way of Alban true bloods. The other was the most beautiful man Strange had ever seen.

The beautiful man, who wore the rich blue-purple garb of a priest, beckoned to Strange. “Major Strange, is it not?” He smiled, and for a beat Strange forgot anyone else was in the room. “I’m Brahman Ehimay Warrick. I sent for you.”

“Holiness,” Strange said, shaking hands.

Warrick was shorter than himself. He had the creamy complexion and the wide, tawny gaze of a half-blood. His hair was dark as a raven’s wing. Taken individually, the parts of him were nothing distinctive, and yet the sum was extraordinary.

“I’m delighted you’ve come.”

“I was intrigued by your invitation,” Strange admitted. “It’s not often I find my services required by the Holy Orders.” Although if anyone could afford to pay for them, it was certainly the church.

As though reading his mind, the priest chuckled. His ears and hands were adorned by the sapphires and gold of his station, and though he was quite young—several years younger than Strange—he had the assurance of a church elder. He turned. “And this is Master Aleister Grimshaw.”

Master. A witch then. Strange was not fond of witches. In fact, he probably disliked witches more than magicians, which was saying something. At least you knew where you stood with the paid practitioners of magic. Not that witches didn’t have their uses, though they were mostly scholars and academics these days. The Church certainly put them to good use—native-borns anyway. Not quite so much demand for the true bloods since the Inborn Mutiny when the witches of Alban descent had joined with the insurgents.

“Major Strange,” Grimshaw murmured, offering a perfunctory hand. His lashes veiled his eyes. His eyebrows were dark and delicately winged. He had a bony, intelligent face, neither attractive nor unattractive. His skin was honey-colored and his hair was ash blond. He was probably about the age of Brahman Warrick. A small gold earring pierced his left earlobe, indicating the witch strain was on the maternal side.

“Master Grimshaw,” Strange said, and the younger man flicked him a quick uncertain look at something he heard—or didn’t hear—in Strange’s tone. His eyes were gray, not the expected blue of the true blood.

“Have we met?” Grimshaw asked warily.

“Not to my knowledge.”

Braham Warrick said, “You’ll soon know each other very well indeed. That is—if you’ll hear me out?”

Strange suddenly realized something that had been vaguely bothering him since he had entered the excavation pit. There were no monkeys. Despite the leafy bowers provided by the towering trees lining the excavation site, Strange had not heard the chatter of a single monkey since his arrival.

Odd. Very odd indeed.

“That’s why I’m here, Holiness,” Strange replied.

Grimshaw said nothing—although he looked as though he wished to.

“You won’t mind my speaking as we walk,” the priest said. “Much of the excavation of the temple is my responsibility. I’d like to show you something.” He rested a light hand on Strange’s sleeve, and then turned, leading the way from the main chamber.

Grimshaw followed behind, and Strange found himself oddly aware of that tall, silent presence as Brahman Warrick paused to light a brass lantern.

“I’ve heard that you’re a man who gets things done, Major Strange. That you have experience and discretion as well as courage—and that you know the Benhali Mountains as much as any Alban can know them.” He didn’t wait for an answer. “You’ve heard of the Diadem of Purya?”

“I can’t say that I have.” Strange thought, but was not sure, that the witch gave a little snort from behind them.

Brahman Warrick was unfazed. “Long ago, when the world was threatened by fire and demons, Our Lady Purya went into battle and defeated the monsters and destroyers, and from the dying flames and the gouged-out eyes of demons, she forged a diadem to be worn by her successor the next time the world was in great peril.”

News to Strange, but he was not much interested in the Hidush deities. In fact, he didn’t put much stock in any deity, although like most colonial soldiers he wore the likeness of Brigantia on a small silver medallion. After a century of occupation Purya had been largely amalgamated with the Alban goddess. Strange had heard rumors of a movement to bring back the old faith, but there were always such rumors in a land of religious fanatics.

He drawled, “One does like to face such things appropriately kitted out.”

Brahman Warrick laughed, but there was an edge in his voice as he replied, “That was something else I’d heard about you. That you take few things seriously and lack reverence.”

As a matter of fact Strange took a number of things seriously. These included, but were not restricted to, the meticulous care of his weapons, the health and welfare of his polo ponies, and gambling debts. He also put high value on fine brandy and a cheroot after an evening meal shared with good friends—of which he had many. All of whom would have earnestly advised him against getting involved in anything to do with the church.

“I’m not much for old legends,” Strange stated. He could see where Warrick was headed. In these days of civil unrest, the church—or rather the emperor—needed some symbol of unity and Power, which was why they were revisiting the abandoned excavation at Gomar.

“But, Major Strange, one man’s legend is another man’s crusade.” Warrick sounded unexpectedly cheerful. The witch made no comment.

They were halfway down a long winding stairway. The smell of damp and incense made Strange’s nostrils twitch in distaste. Something dashed between his boots, and he nearly stumbled, reaching out to the slimy wall. He saw a white rat racing down the steps ahead. It vanished into the murky darkness below. The shadows from Warrick’s lantern swung across the glistening walls, briefly illuminating the enigmatic moons and shooting stars carved into the stones.

“You seem to have made remarkable progress on the excavation of late. I remember when the only sign of this temple was the tip of the tallest tower poking through the earth that buried it.”

“We’ve made progress,” the priest agreed. “Not as much as we would wish, but then so much of our work was undone during the late uprising—”

Strange could feel the stark silence emanating from Grimshaw like a field of energy. Grimshaw…yes. He remembered that name now. One of the oldest true-blood families. Reformers and do-gooders who had sided with the Inborn rebels—and faced the same fate. This would be the son and grandson of the two revolutionaries—too young to have taken part in the Mutiny. His dam must have been well-connected indeed, since he was not only practicing The Craft—he was employed by the Holy Orders.

They had reached the bottom level now. Wet and mud lay on the floor, and the smell of burned-out torches and forgotten sepulchers permeated the air. A dead snake lay a few feet from the staircase.

“This way,” Brahman Warrick told them, squelching ahead.

Strange glanced back at Grimshaw who held his gaze without expression.

A short hallway led to a small room with an alcove at the far end. Once the walls had been painted, but only ghostly streaks remained beneath the mold and damp. There were shelves for books and scrolls, but the shelves were empty. In the alcove stood a battered statue. The youth depicted in marble must have been beautiful, but at some point he’d fallen on his chiseled face and smashed his nose and pouty mouth. He still looked amazingly confident for all that. In one hand he held a sword, in the other, a small red glass globe. His breastplate was emblazoned with a cobra.

“Behold the goddess Purya,” Brahman Warrick said. “She’s not merely an old legend, you see.”

Goddess?

Strange approached the statue. It was a beautiful piece of workmanship that could make cold marble look warm and lithe and supple. Impressive. Not that the existence of the statue of a minor deity and proof the deity had been worshipped indicated the deity had actually lived; priests had trouble with those kinds of distinctions. This individual had likely been a young sorcerer of some kind—with excellent press.

“Look at her face,” the priest ordered.

Her face? Mildly, Strange said, “Rather a…robust bit of a thing, isn’t she?” Leave it to a priest to get it wrong, but this happened to be one of Strange’s fields of expertise—if he did say so himself.

“Indeed.” Warrick’s tone was quelling, understanding perfectly.

Well, if it made him happy to believe this lissome youth was his goddess, it was nothing to Strange, was it? As though reading his thoughts, the priest said with unexpected archness, “I suppose people often see what they wish to in the beauty of others.”

Strange was vaguely entertained by the implication that “people” were something Warrick had only viewed at a safe distance. He was less amused—and he did not think he imagined it—by the suggestion that he would wish a goddess into a god. Not that the love of men carried the same stigma for colonials that it did for native-born, but it had been many a year since he’d given in to the temptation of “soldiers’ affections”.

He said neutrally, “I’ve not stayed alive this long by seeing only what I wished to see.”

“Perhaps not. Turn your gaze then to this and tell me what you see.”

Strange followed the graceful gesture, and his gaze narrowed.

There was a smooth, slightly indented band around the statue’s curly marble crown—just about the width of a diadem? He threw a look at Brahman Warrick who was watching him with a suggestion of smug knowingness.

“So you see,” Warrick said. “What we wish you to retrieve is Purya’s own diadem. And we will pay you two hundred thousand rupees to do it.”

Two hundred thousand…!

After the first astonished flash of understanding, he felt a dizzy rush of shocked jubilation. Two…hundred…thousand…

Had he misheard? But no. Warrick was standing there, smiling, looking pleased with himself, looking intent and…eager.

Half his problems solved in one instant. Just like that…his difficulties halved as though by the fall of an axe.

He was very careful not to give himself away.

“And you’ll pay me that whether I succeed or not?”

The witch made a sound. Not a laugh exactly. Not a cough. Something in between. Surprisingly cynical for such a small sound.

The priest’s face changed. The pretty mouth turned down. Strange regretted having to disappoint such a beautiful young man. “We’ll advance you half, certainly, if you agree to go. But it’s a great deal of money and we’re paying for results. That’s why we’re hiring you. You’re a man who gets results.”

Oh yes. He was a man who got results. That was one thing that had not changed.

Still, he had to try his hand. He needed the money too badly not to make the attempt. For all he knew, his…creditors might not let him leave this city without more on account.

And the truth was, as much as he needed the money—and he needed it desperately—the sheer mad adventure of it appealed. Appealed strongly. Reminded him of the old days. The good old days.

Coolly, Strange tipped his head to the side, studying the statue. “I don’t deny the idea intrigues me. But if I’m to spend how many months of my life searching for this trinket—”

“Oh! But that’s just it.” Warrick brightened at this promising sign that they might reach a compromise. “We know exactly where the diadem is. It’s in a monastery somewhere in the Benhali Mountains. For years we’ve heard rumors of it. Now we know that the stories must be true.”

“Why must they be true?”

Warrick blinked. “Er…it’s difficult to explain. However, in case it is a trick, Master Grimshaw will go with you. He’s an expert in such antiquities.”

“I’ll what?” Master Grimshaw came suddenly to life.

“You’ll travel with Major Strange into the Benhali Mountains,” Warrick stated. The gazes of the two younger men locked and held. It was the witch who looked away first. His profile was stonier than the statue’s as he stared at nothing.

Warrick threw Grimshaw an exasperated look, and then turned the full battery of his smile onto Strange. “We have it on good authority that the monks there are willing to sell the diadem. What we mostly need here is someone to negotiate for us and bring the relic safely back through the mountains. From everything we’ve discovered there is no man in Harappu better equipped for such a challenge than you, Major Strange. Will you take on this quest for us?”

“If you pay me the two hundred thousand rupees upfront, yes.” As the priest opened his mouth, Strange continued dispassionately, “I know the White Mountains well. Too well to discount the difficulty of the task you ask. There are no guarantees, and if I don’t come back, I should still like to know my debts have been honorably discharged.”

Warrick’s gold-brown eyes met his own. He seemed to be weighing unpleasant alternatives. His gaze shifted to the tense, mute figure of the witch.

“Very well,” he conceded at last. “You shall have the money upfront. And if you fail—well, you must not fail, Major Strange.”

It was all Strange could do to preserve an appropriately grave expression. He asked blandly, “When do I leave?”


Chapter Two

 

 

Fool that he was, Aleister rushed into speech the minute the sound of Major Strange’s boot heels died away.

“What are you doing? I can’t leave now.”

And Ehimay—now (and forever more) Brahman Warrick to Master Grimshaw—gave him that long, equable stare and then the faintly distasteful smile that never failed to raise the hair on the back of Aleister’s neck.

“Walk with me, Master Grimshaw,” he ordered gently, and they left the inner chamber of the earlier shrine—the shrine the Holy Orders erroneously insisted was part of Purya’s much later temple—to walk in the ruined courtyard where no one might overhear.

“I had hoped that by lightening your workload we might avoid this conversation.” Warrick sighed. “I suppose that was unrealistic. You’ve never been particularly…”

Tactful? Cooperative? Smart? Probably all three in Ehimay’s view. And perhaps he was right for Aleister couldn’t help replying, “We both know why you want to send me off on this fool’s errand.”

“We both certainly know why you imagine I want to send you away,” Warrick said with asperity.

“You can’t honestly believe that…that rogue is going to manage to find, let alone deliver, a priceless mystical artifact into your hands.”

“He doesn’t have to find it. He merely has to deliver it. And he’s a rather charming rogue, don’t you think? I thought that might appeal to you given your…appetites.”

They were both silent as a miniature dust devil spun and bounced across the broken stones of the courtyard like a top and dissipated in the hot, humid air.

“You had a taste for it once yourself, as I recall,” Aleister replied a little bitterly.

Warrick’s tawny gaze met his own levelly. “But I outgrew it, as one should.”

“And entered the priesthood.”

It still hurt sometimes, remembering. Silly, really. Ehimay had always known what he wanted and had been straightforward about it.

“Yes,” Warrick said. “I joined the Holy Orders, and it is the wish of the Holy Orders that you accompany Major Strange on this quest.”

“Why? You could send anyone on such an endeavor. Why send me unless you’re deliberately—”

“Of course it’s deliberate!” Warrick snapped into Aleister’s astonished silence. More calmly, even kindly, he said, “The Bishop is concerned that we’ve demanded too much of you—and for too long. He fears—and I concur—that the balance of your mind has once more been affected.”

Aleister stiffened. “That’s nonsense!”

“It’s not nonsense. I suppose it’s not even surprising given the unfortunate circumstances of the first dig here. But if you could only hear yourself, Aleister. Babbling of ancient mysteries and hostile spirits.” For a trice the old warmth, the old caring, was back in his voice, in his eyes. It undermined Aleister’s anger.

“I never said—”

“If you’d only consent to place yourself once more under the care of our church healers. They could help you now as they did before.”

“I’d have to be mad to agree to go through that again.”

“Oh, Ali!” Warrick sighed. “That’s what I thought you’d say. Well, we can’t force you. So for your own sake we’re sending you away from this place.”

“And what of my duties?”

“Master Scrivener will assume your duties.”

“Scrivener? You must be joking. That queachy, lugsome, mutton-headed penpusher?”

Warrick’s face turned a lovely rose color. “That’ll do, Master Grimshaw. Believe it or not, the Holy Orders employ any number of capable practitioners of The Craft besides yourself. Master Scrivener is a highly respected master witch with training equal to if not surpassing your own…”

And so it went. Had Aleister paused long enough to consider, he could have predicted the outcome of his conversation with Brahman Warrick. Too impatient, that was his problem, according to his old preceptor. Too keen. But postponing such a discussion would have made no difference. It was now clear to him that from the moment he had been foolish enough to argue with Warrick about the identity of the statue in the original shrine, a lengthy trip out of the city had been in his immediate future.

Pointless to continue debating his case, though he did for longer than was strictly wise. Perhaps because it was the only attention he got from Warrick these days, and there was still a part of him that missed— Well, no point to such thoughts. It was a relief at last to escape back to his duties, to lose himself once more in the dissection of Hidush’s far-off past—and a greater relief when the day’s work was finished and he could evade the eyes that watched and judged.

It was nearly sundown when Aleister reached the relative solitude of his bungalow in the oldest part of the Alban cantonment at Harappu. Most of the surrounding mansions in this antiquated section of the settlement were derelict or destroyed, but this was a comfortable old place, a sprawling white villa, well-concealed within the lush garden of the walled compound. Petals like blue snow were scattered across the tiled pitched roof from the flowering jacaranda high above.

When he was a small child, his family had wintered here every year. He remembered playing pachisi on the polished wooden floors, moving stick puppets against the white-washed walls, and waking in the sunny room where the doves nested outside his latticed window. He remembered the parties, music and laughter ringing from the high ceilings, the jewels and shiny satins and furs of Harappun society sparkling in the mellow candlelight. He remembered listening to his father and grandfather on the verandah, smoking their pipes and speaking sedition late into the night.

The youngest son of one of Alba’s thirty-four noble houses, Aleister’s great grandfather had thrown his lot in with two other cronies and founded the Hidush Trading Company. The Grimshaws and Alba had prospered greatly, but by the second generation the Grimshaws were getting a name as reformers and zealots. And by the third generation…

Perhaps it was the cost of losing two sons in the White Spice Wars. That was what the shocked colonists had whispered when the truth came out about the role old Archimedes Grimshaw had played in the Inborn Mutiny. Many true-blood witches had supported the mutiny, the Grimshaws were not the first or only people of Power to openly question the morality of how the Hidush Trading company and others deliberately undermined the authority of the native nobility for monetary gain—nor to protest the brutality of the White Spice Wars, fought mainly by hapless Hidushi conscripts to fill the coffers of Alban landowners. But the Grimshaws had been an institution, one of the three founding families. That their political and social ideals should have led them beyond revisionism to outright revolution shocked and horrified both nations. Well, one and a half, for the weapons of Power used in the White Spice Wars had left the island of Alba a razed and dying land. What had once been the most alien of an empire’s outposts, Hidush, became the new capital of Alba, melding the two countries and cultures forever. Now any threat to Alban supremacy was met with the harshest of responses.

Aleister’s father and grandfather had died for their ideals.

Knowing they had no home to return to, the Albans who remained in Hidush seized lands and conscripted soldiers as never before in a bid to consolidate power. Yet even now whispers of another Mutiny circulated through the teahouses of Harappu.

Aleister closed his ears to it and devoted his attention to the artifacts and antiquities of the ancient Hidush past. He found comfort in measuring, weighing and cataloging these cool, beautiful relics of a violent and magical history.

As the son of a convicted—and executed—mutineer he was not allowed to own property, so, technically the secluded bungalow belonged to his mother, Lady Styrling. Over a decade earlier she had retreated, with the ladies of her coven, to establish a cloister in the peaceful south, and to all intents and purposes, the villa and garden had become Aleister’s. He was happy here. Happy, he believed, as he would be anywhere. It was quiet and private, and these were the main things he required now days.

Arriving home on that airless and muggy evening, he let his elderly manservant divest him of jacket, breeches and boots, and help him into his silk robe. He did not need, nor want, this help as a matter of fact, but to decline Jishu’s services would have been the equivalent of striking the old man to the ground, so Aleister gritted his jaw and graciously put up with twenty minutes of assistance for something that should have taken two.

When Jishu had finished his daily regimen of complaining about Priti, the other remaining ancient family retainer, Aleister made his escape to the garden where he settled on his yoga mat and attempted to meditate himself into a state of serenity.

The balance of your mind has once more been affected…

He forced the unpleasant encounter with Warrick from his mind, closed his ears to the memory of the cruel, foolish words—surely spoken as a diversion? Warrick didn’t truly believe he was slipping? Granted, he was not a man of much imagination. It seemed to be true of a lot of those who chose the church in these troubled times, but then the church was a very different thing even from when Aleister and Warrick had been boys.

Anyway…silly to be rattled. He wasn’t… He was all right.

Aleister closed his eyes to the memory of Warrick—and then to the unexpected, intrusive thought of the swaggering, handsome Major Strange. Where had that come from? He focused inward, rejecting all earthly aspects of his being.

He relinquished control of his thinking, active self to the inward—

There. The cool white silence. He was without form. Without thought. He simply was.

The chimes swayed in the breeze, a single low tone humming through the garden, reverberating off the black echo stones and dissipating into the cool night air.

He became aware of other sounds: the lap of water, the rustle of leaves, the dull batting of the death’s-head moths against the window screens—sounds from within the bungalow too. The chink of china and crystal (the rituals must still be preserved), the amiable bickering of Priti and Jishu. He noticed the spicy scent of dinner cooking in the kitchen. His stomach growled.

Aleister opened his eyes, his meditation broken.

Briefly, his eyes were dazzled by the cozy gleam of lamps from behind screens, and then the shadows of the garden took solid form once again. Black velvet elephant leaves flapped in a gentle breeze that tasted queerly, abruptly, of faraway snow…

Although he continued to practice faithfully, Aleister was not particularly good at meditation. Too restless, too keen again, unfortunately. The meditation was supposed to balance that, of course, and if there was ever an evening for the calming influence of meditation, it was tonight.

Journey to the Benhali Mountains? He? But better not to worry about the future—let alone brood on the conversation that had taken place after Major Strange’s departure. It was difficult though. The mere memory of the impatient pity in Warrick’s eyes heated his face with angry humiliation. His own bloody fault. He should have waited. Should have bided his time. He knew Ehimay. Knew that had not been the time to push him, but he had been rattled by the news that he was to be sent off to the edge of civilization with that soldier of fortune—sent on a fetch-and-carry mission that any still-damp-with-wolfsbane-oil initiate could carry out.

And Strange…Aleister knew the type. Well, had encountered it before. Men who resisted the evidence of their eyes, believed magic was something that belonged to the superstitions of the past—or believed, like the church, that it should be strictly regulated and controlled. A stubborn, ignorant, violent man, no doubt. And Aleister would have to travel weeks into the wilderness with such a companion?

Ehimay had been right about one thing, though. Still, better not to think of that.

He tried very hard not to think of that. Though sometimes the hunger to touch and be touched became too much for him. For such reasons were the whorehouses of Harappu built.

Aleister rolled onto his heels, rose from his cross-legged position on the mat and went to the triangular pool in the center of the garden. Starlight shone on the still water, and white and silver stones sparkled beneath. He knelt beside the pool, scooped a hand in and anointed his forehead, lips and the place over his heart.

Leaning over the pool, he gazed into the shimmering depths and pictured the one he wished to see. A large, lean man with the unconsciously graceful carriage of a cavalry officer. Curly black hair, bright blue eyes and a dimple in what appeared to be a very stubborn chin indeed.

“Valentine Strange,” he murmured. Perhaps Aleister was not much good at meditation, but he was very good at other things—scrying being one of them.

As he gazed, an image began to surface as though floating up from the silvery bottom.

A room. A sumptuous room filled with fine old Alban furniture. Carved chests, claret brocade-covered chairs and golden globe lamps… One of the old palaces near the river, he thought. The windows were covered by finely carved sandalwood screens, and there were several painted portraits of Hidushi nobles. A tiger skin lay across the back of a long brocade sofa. Major Strange sat on the sofa kissing a beautiful woman with dark, coiled hair.

“Master Aleister?”

Aleister’s eyes gradually refocused on the wrinkled face of Priti. He blinked at her. The light from the bungalow behind her seemed blazingly bright.

He made an effort. “What?”

“Will the master sup now?”

Will the… Slowly his brain caught up with his hearing.

Oddsblood, how many times had he asked her—told her—she must not interrupt him? But it was useless scolding Priti. Not that he would dare. She had been his childhood nurse—the day before yesterday, as far as she was concerned.

“Later,” he said. “Soon.”

“Now.” Priti spoke softly. Stubborn as an old goat, she was. “You’ve been out here stargazing all the evening. The food was cold hours ago.”

He answered, equally soft—and even more stubborn, “Then the food will have to be reheated, will it not? In the meantime, I’ll work.” As she opened her mouth, he added coaxingly, “I’ll be in shortly, ayah.”

Her expression yielded, seemingly against her will, and she returned to the bungalow.

Aleister looked down at the pool once more, but the waters had gone dark.

 

 

The lamplighters were busy with lantern and ladder when Major Strange climbed out of the rickshaw in front of the Golden Ram. A hot gust of wind sent the streetlights guttering and flaring, casting shapeshifting shadows across the pavement as Strange went into the gambling house.

Inside, a nubile young woman in a black cheongsam took his hat and lightweight coat and smiled a demure welcome. And well she might. Strange had lost a packet between these four walls.

“Is he in?”

“To you, always, Major.”

He went swiftly up the staircase ignoring the gaming rooms with their faro and mahjong tables. Beneath the scent of tobacco and incense was a hint of white spice, although its use was illegal within the city limits.

Upstairs a very young girl was coaxing a very drunk grenadier into one of the reserved bedchambers. The grenadier giggled even more loudly than the whore, but perhaps that was not so odd.

A short, stalwart bald man stood outside Lamb’s office. When he spotted Strange, he straightened abruptly, loosening his shoulders.

Strange laughed. “He’ll want to see me. I’ve brought his money.”

“Lucky for you,” growled the bodyguard, and Strange laughed again.

The man thumped on the door behind him and a raspy voice called, “Come!”

Strange opened the door and stepped into a room furnished in a style which would do any whoremaster and gamer proud. Everything that could have been gilded, encrusted with semiprecious stones or upholstered with exotic animal skins had been. Military weapons and sporting prints hung on the wall, though Lamb had never served and did not play games.

There was an old legend that at the dawn of time, outcastes had interbred with man-sized lizards. What might have happened to these lizards was anyone’s guess, but Lamb seemed living proof there was no boundary to the bad taste and foolishness of some females.

“Major Strange. I wondered when you might deign to pay my humble abode a visit.”

Strange dropped his money belt on the desk.

“Rah!” Brightening, Lamb reached for the belt, unzipping it and emptying its contents. He looked up, pencil-thin brows drawing together. “But where is the rest of it?” His yellow gaze fixed suspiciously on Strange’s face. “A hundred thousand rupees is hardly more than half of what you owe, Major Strange.”

“I have other debts and other debtors,” Strange replied.

Lamb swallowed his smile. “Lady Isabella Hyde.” He had a way of hissing his S’s that was most unappealing.

“That’s right.” Strange wasn’t pleased at Lamb’s knowledge of his private affairs, but he wasn’t surprised either. Such news had a way of spreading.

“That’s wrong,” Lamb snarled, and Strange narrowed his eyes. “What do I care of your debts to someone else? I only care what you owe me, and this is a debt of honor long outstanding.”

The debt was, in fact, two weeks old. It was unquestionably an embarrassment. The fact that Strange was convinced the dealing boxes at Lamb’s faro tables were rigged was beside the point. He had suspected so before he ever sat down in one of Sittappan Lamb’s gaming rooms. Suspicion hadn’t kept him from wagering heavily, though. He was, after all, a gambler.

“I’ll get you your money. Keep your shirt on.”

“How? How will you get me my money? You gave my money to Lady Hyde. You could have cleared the debt to me, but you chose to pay your light o’ love first.”

That was true. Partly because Strange owed Isabella less and could completely clear the debt to her with something left over to share out amongst his other creditors. Partly because he had plans for Isabella which necessitated him appearing to be a better matrimonial prospect than he currently was.

In the meantime…his fist shot out and bunched in Lamb’s silk shirtfront, dragging the other man halfway across his marble-top desk.

“Mind your tongue when you’re speaking of a lady in my presence, Lamb. That lady in particular.”

Lamb’s long red tongue licked nervously at his pale mouth. “My apologies, Major. No disrespect to the lady was intended.”

Strange let him go, and Lamb fell back into his chair. His hand went to his collar and adjusted it. He uttered hoarsely, “Very well. How will you get me the rest of the money you owe?”

“Leave me to worry about how. As for when…three days.”

Another gamble but if push came to shove, Strange could shove harder than most.

“But it is my worry too, Major. I cannot be perceived to allow debts to go unpaid.” Lamb tapped a long fingernail against his tooth and said finally, guilelessly, “However…were you to sign over your polo ponies as a marker I could extend your credit.”

Yellow eyes met blue.

Lamb said creamily, “I should hate to be forced to make an example of such an excellent customer.”

“You could always try.”

Lamb scowled. Then his face cleared. Strange liked that expression less than the first. “Perhaps, as you’ve proven yourself a good investment, you might convince Lady Hyde to advance you back the necessary sum?”

Strange eyed the gamester levelly. Tempting though it was to shove his pointy teeth down his throat, it wasn’t even a temporary solution. True, in less than a week he would be out of the city and unreachable, but eventually he would have to return and he preferred that it not be to Dun territory.

And…Isabella was rather fond of him. And very wealthy.

He didn’t like the idea. Only a cad borrowed the ready from a woman, but…she’d insisted the last time. After all, he was headed out on a dangerous mission traveling into the wilds of the Benhali Mountains. She might never see him again. Women tended to be sentimental about that sort of thing—and Strange would prefer not to spend the upcoming week of preparation watching over his shoulder for Lamb’s thugs.

Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to drop a few hints her way.

Lamb was watching him closely, a bit warily. He blinked as Strange’s mouth slowly widened into a smile.


Chapter Three

 

 

Strange did his best to keep preparations for his expedition quiet. He hired only three marl-caste bearers, a couple of pack ponies and brought his favorite horse, Balestra, instead of the caravan of men and supplies and arms that Brahman Warrick would have been happy to finance. That kind of expedition would have attracted attention—and most of it from the wrong quarters. If they made good time—and were lucky—they’d be in and out of the Benhali Mountains and back to civilization before most of Harappun society knew they’d left.

But they had been followed from Harappu. Strange had been sure of it, though the pursuit was mostly invisible in the jungle that surrounded the city. Soldier’s instinct—or maybe merely a talent for trouble. Once their party had left the jungles for the poppy-covered plains, their pursuers were easy to spot—a chain of horsemen following at a cautious distance.

The question was, who was following them? Isabella had come up to snuff like the grand girl she was, and Strange had been able to appease Lamb. Not that he was overjoyed to find himself in debt to Isabella again, but perhaps matters were moving to resolve themselves in that direction in any case. After all, a man had to settle down eventually, didn’t he? And he could do far worse than the lovely Lady Hyde. Very nice set up she had there in that palace by the river, and she was about as easy to rub along with as any female he’d known.

Of course he had other creditors, though it was hard to picture his tailor sending cutthroats after him.

Strange was still making his mind up what to do about the horsemen shadowing them when he called the midday halt. When he did, Master Grimshaw stalked out to the edge of their camp, scooped up a handful of sand, groused words no one could understand, and hurled the sand into the furnace of still air they sat sweltering in.

The sand blew along propelled by…well, that was the mystery…and as the grains flew they picked up other grains and velocity until a wall of sand descended on the watching riders. The chain broke and the horsemen scattered in the dusty maelstrom.

In the wake of the sandstorm Strange scanned the scrubby desert hills and crevices for the riders with his spyglass but saw no sign of them.

Grimshaw joined him on the hillock, bony khaki-clad shoulder brushing his own. “They’re still out there.”

“You think so?”

“Yes. And so do you.”

Strange compressed the sliding lens protector on the telescope, avoiding looking directly at the other man. Magic made him uncomfortable. Not a logical reaction, but there it was. Where he came from only primitives used magic.

Anyway, there was a note in Grimshaw’s voice Strange didn’t care for. He turned to fix him with a grim stare. Grimshaw eyed him right back with that pale, unblinking gaze. He was right, of course. Strange did think the riders were still out there. But did Grimshaw know that because of something he read in Strange’s face or because of a more arcane reason?

“I’m not expecting trouble.”

Grimshaw’s mouth twitched into a sly smile. “You’re always expecting trouble, Major Strange.”

Well, he wasn’t entirely wrong there. So long as the trouble wasn’t of Master Grimshaw’s devising.

The day passed and the next. They made good time. Occasionally they passed a pilgrim—once they passed a gypsy with a trained yellow bear on a lead. The scarred and shaggy bear elicited the first sincere reaction from Master Grimshaw that Strange had yet seen. The witch reined up and let loose a stream of native invective that had the gypsy shaking in his yak boots and pleading for mercy while the bear rose on its hind legs, swaying and seeming to dance with claws outstretched.

Grimshaw raised an impatient hand.

The gypsy, still crying about his livelihood, reluctantly freed the bewildered animal. For a fraught few seconds Strange thought he’d have to shoot the damn bear and beggar both, but Grimshaw murmured words in the witch tongue—Parlance, they called it—and the bear lumbered away through the poppies. They left the gypsy wailing in the bronze dust.

It was a perplexing situation. Strange had never worked directly for the Holy Orders before. Technically, the command of this expedition was his. But somehow the witch fell outside his bailiwick. Strange was in charge of all practical matters and Grimshaw of all spiritual, but the decision as to what was practical and what was spiritual was apparently Master Grimshaw’s and included the welfare of itinerant dancing bears. Fortunately for Master Grimshaw’s own health and welfare, he showed scant interest in interfering in any matters, practical or spiritual. His sole concern seemed to be getting back to Harappu as soon as possible. This should have endeared him to Strange, but something about the younger man continued to play on his nerves.

Maybe it was the things he had learned before they left the city. Strange liked to know who he was traveling with, and he’d done some checking on Master Grimshaw in the days spent putting their expedition together. Difficult, unpredictable, that was the consensus. Not that there was a lot of information available. Grimshaw had been twelve years old at the time of the Inborn Mutiny. He’d had to witness the executions of his father and grandfather for treason. Tough luck. Strange had been nineteen, and in his considered opinion, he’d seen many, many more terrible things in those eleven months of uprising than two relatively clean executions—and all of it thanks to people like Grimshaw’s sire and grandsire.

Shortly after the incident with the bear, Strange decided it might benefit him to learn more of his peculiar companion. As ever, he took the direct approach. “The day we met at the temple ruins you had the wind up about something. What was it?”

At first he thought Grimshaw hadn’t heard him. He continued to stare out between his horse’s ears. Then he asked colorlessly, “What did you overhear?”

“That you think there’s something not right about the ruins.”

“I do believe that, yes.” Grimshaw looked at him then. There seemed a hint of defiance in his gaze.

“Such as?”

He saw Grimshaw consider and discard possible answers. “You saw it yourself. That was no statue of Purya Brahman Warrick showed us.”

“Could have been,” Strange said indifferently. “Art’s a funny thing.”

Grimshaw snorted.

“And that’s it? You think Brahman Warrick has his icons wrong?”

Grimshaw slanted him a look and said nothing.

“And they—the priests—don’t believe you?”

“I don’t know if he—they—believe me or not.” His mouth curled. “Since you’ve asked, I suspect one reason I was given this assignment was to remove me from the excavation site.”

“Why’s that? Troublemaker, are you?” Strange brushed aside a large red bloodfly that had landed on Balestra’s neck. The black tossed his head, chewing his bit.

Grimshaw offered only an austere profile. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know if you’re a troublemaker, or you don’t know why your employers might want to get you out of the way?”

Grimshaw cast him a look of dislike.

“You told Warrick something old was waking and watching. What was that about?”

Grimshaw gave a curt shake of his head.

Strange could see why Master Sticks and Stones’ employers had lost patience with him. “Normal thing for temples and shrines, isn’t it? Places of Power. Wouldn’t be unexpected to find some sort of…spirit awake and keeping an eye on things, would it? Gratifying, in fact.” He was deliberately goading, and Grimshaw fell right into it.

“You’ve no notion what you’re talking about. The thing in the temple…the spirit as you call it…it isn’t a benevolent guardian.”

Beneath the irritation was something else. Something that surprised Strange, made him uneasy, though he didn’t comment. But Grimshaw must have seen the recognition in his face. He stated, “Yes, I am afraid. It wasn’t only watching us, it was studying us—all of us. Learning us. It knows my name.”

This was why Strange preferred to work without the help of witches and magicians. He said politely, “I expect it heard someone address you.”

Grimshaw stared at him in disbelief. He bit out, “Unfortunately, I’m unable to find the matter as amusing as you, Major Strange.” Digging his heels into his horse’s flanks, he cantered a few yards ahead of the train of men and ponies.

In truth, Strange had not been joking. But it seemed there was more to this naming business than he’d realized.

 

 

Grimshaw had forgotten how it was out here on the plains. How hot it was—even when it was raining—and how the wind blew. He hated the wind. Hated the voice he heard whispering and whistling within the steady, constant sough. It reminded him of the things it was safer not to remember. Maybe that was the reason he felt as he did. Uneasy. As though he were being watched again.

Though he was being watched, true enough.

The marl watched him. The handsome, dismissive Major Strange watched him. And the riders who had followed their small caravan from the city watched him. The latter had been easily dealt with. A handful of sand and a few words in Parlance. Any neophyte magician could manage that much. And surely there would be no call for The Craft. No call for the skill and training—and tools—of a witch. Lucky thing, for he was rusty on all three scores. Lucky that he need only let the brave major lead him to this monastery in the mountains, take a look at this trinket supposedly belonging to a newly reinstated, government-approved goddess, and pronounce it genuine.

Goddess.

Warrick must think he was stupid as well as mad. Interesting, though. Even Strange had caught it. Not quite as foolish as he looked, this soldier of fortune. Not that he looked stupid, precisely, just far too handsome to be of much practical value. Aleister was surprised—but no. Not really. The major needed money, that had been obvious enough from the way he’d jumped at this fool’s errand. And clearly he was not above bending a few rules to lay hands on it.
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