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WHEN I WALKED outside to tend morning chores, it was snowing.

In the South.

In the desert.

I’d been north across the border, so I knew what snow was. In fact, my mind instantly registered what it was. It then instantly registered that this was an utter impossibility. It doesn’t do that here.

Except, snow.

Falling out of the sky. Fat, heavy flakes.

More than a trace upon the ground. Maybe two inches.

And demonstrably cold when one is wearing sandals.

I stood before my door, completely flummoxed. The world was white. Oh, structures still showed dark against the pallor of the morning, but roofs were covered. The east side of Alric’s and Lena’s four-room house, facing me, was snow-furred. And everything of the day was quiet.

Too quiet.

It occurred to me that I was dreaming. But a review of my actions upon climbing out of bed assured me I was not. I mean, how often, in dreams, do you pee?

And then Del stepped into the doorway behind me and she said with shock akin to my own, “It’s snowing!”

So. Not dreaming.

“Ummm,” was all I managed. I turned to face her and managed a question. “It is, isn’t it? I mean, you should know. You grew up in the North where it does this kind of thing all the time.”

Del stepped out into the morning as I moved aside. Her face was turned up to the sky. She squinted and blinked as flakes landed in her eyes, then lowered her startled gaze to me. “This is impossible.”

I nodded vigorously.

And then we heard a call, turned as one, and saw Alric walking toward us from his own house. Like Del, a Northerner, tall and blond, clear-featured. And a sword-singer, as she was.

“It’s snowing!” he exclaimed, nearly upon us.

And so the three of us, having established that it was indeed snowing, stood there together looking out onto the whitened world and into the gray, shedding skies, and discussed reasons and causes. But arrived at no answers.

“Maybe,” I said at last, “it’s simply one of those very, very, very strange, weird, utterly inexplicable, impossible-to-believe things that actually are real. Sometimes they just happen, after all. No reason or explanation. They just—are. You know?”

Snow had gathered upon the crowns of two pale blond heads. Two sets of Northern-blue eyes met one another briefly, exchanged some kind of realization, a message to which I was not privy.

“What?” I asked aggrievedly, feeling left out.

Del and Alric chorused, “Magic.”

Oh, hoolies.
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“YNOW MAGIC?” I asked. “There is such a thing?”

“Si’anasa, in Northern,” Del answered. “Weather-working.”

We sat indoors with flames licking at a pile of cut tree limbs stacked in the beehive-shaped mudbrick fireplace built against one of the walls of our cozy, three-room house. (Del calls it “cozy,” I call it “small.”) We’d started out at the table, but a certain two-year-old girl preferred to stand much too close to the hearth before the snapping, sparking fire, so Del and I had taken up residence on a blanket just in front of the fireplace. A fireplace, which proved highly beneficial as it warmed us in the midst of the snowstorm, and we blocked Sula from the hearth. It also served to dry out her wiry hair, which had become wet while playing exuberantly outdoors in the snow with four of Alric’s five children. Del had changed wet clothes to dry and toweled her own hair, but now heat was handling the duty.

“Weather-working,” I muttered. “What did you say? Si—what?”

“Si’anasa.”

“So it’s a Northern thing?”

“It’s a Northern word,” she clarified. “Do you not have weather-working in the South? Well, no, perhaps not, or surely you would never allow it to become so hoolies-cursed hot.” Del closed a hand on Sula’s small forearm and pulled her back around in front of us. “I had not heard of it being only a ‘Northern thing,’ but I suppose that is possible.” She shrugged. “It’s lesser magic. It doesn’t cause big storms, can’t melt all of the snow merely because one wishes it. One may ask, one may nudge, but it’s erratic. It does no one’s bidding. It’s wild magic.”

Wild magic. Of course. I had yet to see tamed magic. I opened my mouth to say so, but a pounding on the door interrupted. I rose, crossed the room, unlatched the door and pulled it open. Dislodged snow fell down from the roof’s edge, splattered down my front, and landed on my sandaled feet.

Outside stood my adult son, Neesha. His dark hair was wet and straggled nearly to his shoulders. I stepped aside to let him in, but before he could enter Sula shrieked and broke from Del, darting past me, out the door, past Neesha, and into the storm. By now there were five inches on the ground, enough to clog her feet, and she promptly fell down.

Even as, muttering, I stepped outside to retrieve her, Neesha bent and absentmindedly caught an arm, carefully hauled her upright. “I just rode all the way back from Julah in this storm! When I left, everyone in town was standing out in the middle of the streets staring up at the sky.”

Having no orders to hang on to her, Neesha released Sula, who staggered around in circles, arms thrust skyward, snow sticking to hair and clothing. I exited the house, Del exited the house—she, Northern-born, had the presence of mind to actually close the door against more snow incursions—and now three adults stood staring up at the sky, mimicking the folk of Julah, as a small, shrieking girl-child circled all of us unsteadily.

“Has it ever snowed in the South?” Neesha asked, ruffling snow from his head.

“Not to my knowledge,” I replied. “Never since I was born, and I don’t recall ever even hearing of it. And that’s something everyone would tell stories about. So—maybe it is what Del described. Magic.”

Neesha said sharply, “Si’anasa?”

My brows ran up. “You know about that, too?” Well, probably he would. He’d grown up just this side of the border between the North and the South, not with me, and so he knew about snow. He knew far more about the North than he did the South.

“Yes, I’ve heard of it, but . . .” Now he looked at Del more intently. “Do you think that’s what this is?”

Del stopped watching Sula long enough to meet his eyes. “I don’t know. Possibly.”

As I stood there listening, I realized something was off. I did not feel—right. My skin tingled, ached, as if rising on my bones. I’d always been sensitive to magic, long before I knew what it was.

And that’s exactly what this felt like. I was reacting to the weather-working, the si’anasa.

Del noticed my expression. “Are you all right?”

“Fine.” With effort I set my mind on a different topic. “How hard is it snowing in town?”

“Like here.” Neesha turned his hands palm up, as if to catch flakes. “And it’s playing havoc with the festival.”

Festival. Hoolies, I’d forgotten all about it.

Del and I exchanged wide-eyed glances of realization, then looked as one at our daughter. We had promised Sula we’d take her.

Yes, she had heard us. “Fes’val!”

Neesha noted Del’s expression and my own, and grinned wickedly. “You forgot! What kind of parents are you to forget about something like that?”

Sula now staggered around in a circle chanting “fes’val” repeatedly.

“How could you?” Neesha demanded in mock distress.

I glared at him, then looked back at Del. More was on my mind. “Could it be an on-purpose storm? Not just random weather?”

Del frowned. “You mean—a storm someone made?”

“You called it weather-working. Said it’s magic.”

She shook her own snow-dusted head. “Wild magic is just that, Tiger. Wild.”

Sula fell down again. This time she wailed. Del took two paces, bent, pulled her up, brushed snow away, murmuring to her in Northern.

I mulled it over. “Can someone tap wild magic? To make it snow in the South?”

Sula yanked ineffectively to get away from her mother’s grasp. “I don’t know,” Del said, distracted. “Does it matter?”

“It might,” I said grimly. My skin had settled and the ache in it was gone, but moment by moment my concern increased.

Neesha seemed puzzled by my attitude. “Why?”

My son knew little about Skandi, the island where my parents were from—and where Del and I had visited to learn about my kin—or ioSkandi, where mad priest-mages dwelled. He knew nothing about the magic wakened in my bones atop the spires called the Stone Forest. He knew nothing, also, of what I had done to rid myself of the magic, or to reclaim it.

Nor did he know what had happened at Umir’s when the grimoire called the Book of Udre-Natha, was unlocked, opened; when pages were cut free and committed to air and fire. When a portion of that magic, attracted by what once more burned in my bones, sought me, sought with a terrible hunger that ioSkandic magic, and joined it inside a most unholy host.

Me.

He didn’t need to know. I didn’t want him to know. Only Del knew about it, and I intended to keep it that way. I wasn’t certain why I was so adamant about keeping him in the dark, but adamant I was. And so I ignored Neesha’s question and scowled at Del. “So, what happens? Does this weather magic just stop? By itself?”

Del shrugged. “I don’t know much about it. I mean, not every storm is bred of si’anasa. Probably not many. I never paid attention. I remember a few times we had bad storms, strange weather, and my parents always made a joke of it, saying it must be si’anasa. But I was a child . . . I didn’t really think about that kind of thing.”

A child indeed, until raiders came down upon her family’s caravan. Childhood ended that day for her. And innocence.

I shivered, long and hard. And it had nothing whatsoever to do with the weather.

A word. A name. Si’anasa. Wild magic. The same lived in me.

Another shiver ran down my spine. My belly did a slow flip. Two unwelcome guests inside my bones, though neither was corporeal, woke abruptly, like dogs startled from sound sleep.

I hadn’t felt this since my Skandic magic threw open the door inside me to the power I freed from the Book of Udre-Natha. I didn’t want that power, but it had recognized what was in me, and burrowed inside my bones.

I tipped back my head and squinted up at the sky. “And I really hope this is just some kind of bizarre happenstance.”

But I didn’t think it was. Not now. Not being who—and what—I was.

“Fes’val!” Sula shrieked.
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Promises are promises, especially when made to children. Or so Del explained. Prior to Sula I’d had no experience. But I accepted the explanation, hitched the team to the wagon while Del bundled Sula into dry clothing and a small coat—during winter, such as it was, the desert grew cold at night, even if it didn’t snow, and we all had boots and coats—and we set out for town and the festival. By the time we got halfway there, a good three more inches of snow had fallen. It was piling up fast.

Sula sat between us on the wide seat, so it was impossible to discuss matters without her hearing us. Which reduced our conversation to fragments of sentences we hoped the other would understand.

“We might have to,” I said, working the reins.

Del, profile mostly hidden in the coat hood, kept her tone light. “There would be crying.”

“I know that.”

“Possibly something at a much louder, higher pitch.”

“I know that, too. But.”

“But,” she agreed. “Still, it’s dry and powdery. The horses are having no trouble.”

“For now.”

“Then you explain it to her.”

I considered that a moment. A long moment. Then a few more moments. “Well, the horses are having no trouble.”

Del laughed, which was a very good sound indeed.
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Thick flakes, still falling. Del tightened Sula’s hood and coat. It surprised neither of us that a two-year-old child would begin to fuss. And Sula fussed. I wanted to fuss. Probably Del did too. But we were adults, and parents, and knew it was our job to refrain from fussing.

So we fussed inwardly.

Finally Del said, “They won’t hold a festival in this.”

“No.” And I’d begun to worry a little anyway. Del and I had ridden in snow in the North, but I’d certainly never driven a wagon in it. Probably we should have gone horseback, with Sula taking turns sharing a saddle.

Del took on the task neither of us relished. She sighed, patted Sula’s hooded head with a gloved hand. “Sweetling, it’s snowing too hard. We must go home.”

Sula fussed.

“Sweetling, we can try tomorrow.”

Fussing.

I peered through falling snow. “The bluff’s just ahead—I think. We’ll turn there.”

“No!” Yes, Sula’s tone was on the verge of tears.

And then I realized I had the perfect answer for her frustrations. “I know it’s disappointing, very disappointing, but think of the horses. It’s growing harder for Horse and Other Horse to make their way. We should turn back so they’ll be safe.”

It didn’t take her long. “Turn now!”

Del smiled at me from out of her hood and dipped her head in approval.

[image: image]

By the time we topped the bluff, it was almost impossible to see anything beyond a few paces. The world was white. The snow was deep. And while the bluff was very familiar, from drop-off to lean-to, it was only familiar in the ordinary, uneventful daytime. This morning was neither uneventful nor ordinary. And I didn’t relish the idea of driving off the edge of the bluff while turning the horses. I mean, I couldn’t even see the trees along that edge.

I halted the horses to contemplate a plan. And Del, recognizing the quandary, offered a solution. She told Sula and me to stay put and then simply jumped down from the wagon. Her, I could see, brown leather against the white. And I could see also that the snow was nearly to her knees.

Del read my expression. “I’m going to walk behind the wagon to the rock wall. Then I can tell you how far to back up.” Her face, framed in the hood, was pink-cheeked from the cold.

I didn’t like it. Didn’t say so; she knew. She tilted her head and arched her brows, clearly offering me the opportunity to come up with another suggestion. I didn’t have any. She smiled crookedly, shrugged, and waded toward the back of the wagon, using the sideboards to steady herself in deep snow.

Sula wished to join her mother. I explained that at the rate the snow was falling, it might possibly be over her head within a few moments. Sula, having no idea what snow was, didn’t care for that explanation. I grabbed a small, coat-fattened arm before she could reach the edge of the seat. “Stay put.”

Del called, “I’m as far as I can go!”

I could barely see her. Snow was falling faster. I began to fear that if it kept up like this, we’d get stuck.

Sula struggled. “Stay put,” I snapped, mind on how to work reins and horses. Then an idea occurred. “All right. Don’t stay put. Come on, Sula. You can visit your mother after all.” I scooped her up in one arm and climbed down. Though Del is tall, I’m taller still, so the snow wasn’t as deep on me. I waded back to her, thrust Sula at her mother. “Here. I don’t want to have to worry about her while I do this.”

Del, brows knit, nodded, took Sula into her arms. I waded back to the front of the wagon, climbed into the seat, took up the reins. Made the traditional clucking sound, put pressure on the team’s bits, requested that they back up, trusting Del to shout a warning before I could squash her and Sula against the wall of tumbled rocks.

She did. Now there was room to begin the wide turn. The snow was heavy on the ground. Falling harder, to boot. And a wind came up, blowing stinging flakes into my hood. I squinted, concentrating on guiding the horses. Desert-bred, they had no more grasp of snow navigation than I did. “Trust me,” I murmured, hoping such trust wouldn’t be misplaced.

We managed a very careful turn. I knew the edge of the bluff was anywhere from inches to feet away; couldn’t see anything.

“Tiger?”

We faced back the way we’d come. But the road down to the flat was invisible.

I swore, then called, “Stay there, Del! I want to get the wagon down from here first, then I’ll walk back to you. I’ve got rope . . . I’ll tie it to the wagon and myself as a safety line, so we can find our way back in this mess!”

I slapped the reins on the snow-coated backs of the horses. The wagon inched forward.

Thunder. Thunder—in a snow storm?

It cracked again, this time right overhead. The horses spooked. We went off the edge of the bluff.

We being horses, wagon, and me.
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I COULD SEE NOTHING but a vast white world as wagon, team, and I tipped over the edge of the bluff. No up, no down, no inside, no outside. I felt the wagon seat under me, and then it wasn’t. The horses floundered their way down the weather-terraced bluff as the wagon followed, winding their way through brush and trees and paying no attention whatsoever to the conveyance they were pulling. Nor did they pay attention to the man atop the wagon’s seat, trying desperately to slow them.

And then I grabbed the seat and just hung on with two gloved hands. Those hands were used to gripping a sword, of withstanding hard blows against that sword, but they weren’t accustomed to clutching at and holding a jouncing wagon seat as it was dragged down a bluff.

And then it didn’t matter, because I lost my grip and came off the wagon entirely on one of the bouncing crashes. I was still up and down and inside and outside and had no notion of where I was, or where the wagon and horses were.

I did have a notion of where the closest tree was, because I hit it.
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I lay half-buried in snow, on my back, staring up at the sky. Still vast. Still white. And while the heavy snow muted everything, I did hear a prodigious crash of the wagon somewhere down below me, and then it ceased making any noise at all.

I patted my face with a gloved hand, then inspected the glove. No blood. I did not feel the heavy smothering bewilderment of a brain unhinged from the skull. I was perfectly aware of who I was, and where I was, and that the wagon and horses were downslope, and Del and Sula were upslope. I had arrived somewhere in between, and help from above was not forthcoming.

Hoolies, the horses.

I wiggled all four limbs and was relieved to find them attached. None flared abruptly into agony as I moved them, which meant all were intact. Attached and intact was a good thing. So I went about the business of climbing out of the heavy snow, which revealed that while my head and limbs had survived, my chest was less than pleased.

I clung to the tree I’d hit, pulled myself up, staggered against the snow. I realized I could see very little, because it was still snowing. My eyes stung from it even as I squinted. I had been in snow before, accompanying Del to the North, but I’d forgotten that when blown into the eyes, snow felt sharp.

Not far below me I heard a chest-deep equine rumble of discontent that climbed in pitch until a full-fledged whinny broke through the smothering sound of the storm. At least one horse had survived.

Distantly, I heard my name called.

Del up, horse down. Sula up as well. Del could not fight her way down the bluff to look for me, not with a small girl-child in her care. Finding an uninjured horse was imperative. I braced myself against the tree, turned my body, and began attempting to break my way through drifts and layers.

I swore, because it made my chest feel better. At least, it made me think my chest felt better, because it distracted me. I was breathing like a bellows in short order, wincing against the occasional throb of sore chest.

Then I found wagon tracks, which were fast disappearing beneath falling snow, shoved my way through, and finally saw the dark shape of a wagon jammed sideways against a tree. I grabbed the back of it when I reached it, went hand-over-hand along the box until I reached the seat and found Horse standing there, still hitched. The single tree that usually linked the team was shattered, and there was no sign of Other Horse. But Horse was better than no horses at all, providing he was intact.

I pushed forward again, found and hung onto the traces until I made my way to his side. He knew I was there because I announced my arrival, and he bent his head around to greet me. I saw no blood in the snow. As I made my way around him I saw nothing that led me to believe he was hurt. So I hugged his head, patted his neck, gave his shoulder a thwack.

No sign of Other Horse, but there was no bulk of body lying nearby, no blood trail leading away from Horse and the wagon, and no horse standing on three legs while a fourth dangled.

Another call came down from Del. In the storm I couldn’t decipher her words, but the sound was relief enough. I shouted back as loudly as possible, then unlaced my coat to dig through layers of leather. Came up with my knife, and cut Horse free of the wagon. It wasn’t going anywhere, but I needed Horse to.

I turned him uphill. Didn’t bother to mount, or even attempt to mount, not on a steep uphill slope and with my painful chest. Took a hard grip on the reins without restraining his mouth, tongue-clicked and hupped at him, and he began to climb. I went up behind him.
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As Horse and I made it up the last few feet and topped out on the bluff, I found Del waiting there holding Sula on one hip. When she realized the only arrivals consisted of one horse and me on foot, no wagon and no second horse, her eyes widened.

We had learned to shade our language while with our daughter if divulging something might frighten her, make her sad, or result in crying. I stood beside Horse and blew visible breath into the air until I had enough for speaking.

“Other Horse,” I said, “decided to view the countryside.”

“But,” Del said, and left it at that because a question might provide more information than we wanted Sula to hear.

“A lengthy view,” I added, “but no plans for sleeping. I’ll return tomorrow, see if he’s ready to come home.”

That eased her. Del nodded, grappled with Sula as our daughter made it known she wanted me to hold her now. “And the wagon?”

“Uncertain. Needs examination.” I ran a gloved hand down Horse’s face. “We had best head back. The snow is getting heavier. Give me Sula—you can mount and I’ll hand her up so she can ride in front of you. I’ll lead Horse.”

Del’s eyes sharpened. “Are you all right?”

“I am fine.” I waved a hand at her. “Come on, bascha. Hand her over.”

Del did, and Sula attempted to hug my neck through layers of leather. I put her down just long enough to grab Del’s foot and boost her upward, then I grabbed Sula and placed her immediately in front of Del.

Slow going. Cold going. I hung onto Horse for a while, leading him, then fell in behind him to walk in his hoofprints as Del directed him with cut, uneven reins. Horse showed no inclination to do anything other than plod through the snow.

I realized Del had halted Horse when I nearly walked into the back of him. I waded my way around to the side and asked her what she was doing.

“Trading,” she said succinctly. “Time for you to ride with Sula, and I’ll walk.”

I patted her knee. “Stay up, bascha. You’re lighter.”

Del slid off the horse with Sula in her arms. “No.”

I was too sore and tired to argue with her. Del stepped out of the way with Sula, but held the reins. I grabbed a double handful of mane, backed up, then slung myself into the air and used my arms for leverage. There was nothing elegant about it, but it tossed me high enough so I could throw a leg across Horse’s very broad back. Del’s hand on his bridle kept him in place—wagon horses are used to being hitched, not mounted—and I settled myself upright as my chest thought unkind things.

Del handed Sula up, who was exceedingly happy that she now got to ride with her father. I folded the flaps of my coat around her, encircling her with my arms as I attempted to block the snow blowing right at us.

It was as miserable as I’d ever been, short of being stabbed or cut by a sword. Horse plodded through deepening drifts. Del, as I had, took up position at the rear when she tired of breaking fresh trail, and I learned that seriously annoyed me because I couldn’t see her. Del could fall flat on her face and be buried in pounds of snow, and I wouldn’t know.

But Horse was our keystone. And he brought us back to the canyon.

It was Mehmet and his people, the aketni, all my unwanted acolytes who considered me the jhihadi, their messiah, who saw us stagger our way off the road beside the creek. In his deep Desert dialect he shouted for everyone else to assemble, ran hither and yon to marshal his people to aid the jhihadi.

And so we were aided. Del and Sula were practically pulled off of Horse, then guided toward Mehmet’s low-built house, and I was patted, tugged at, and strongly encouraged to follow as Horse was led away.

Inside, Mehmet’s wife took Sula from Del as others began to strip us out of our snow-packed coats. We were handed cups of hot tea as various members of Mehmet’s aketni threw piles of blankets at the floor before the fire.

More tea. Sula fell asleep. Del and I, physically guided to lie down before the fire, stopped protesting and just let them do it. And then we faded. Just—went away.

We were warm. Dry. Sula was cradled between our bodies. The jhihadi decided sleep was the best idea he’d had in a very long time.
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IT WAS THE rudest awakening I have ever experienced. One moment just beginning to become conscious, and the next buried in snow. Again.

I dug my way out, calling for Del and Sula as I scooped snow away with my hands. It was light, soft, and not difficult to fling aside. As she came free I grabbed Del’s hand and pulled her up even as she did the same with Sula.

From the little bedroom we heard Mehmet and his wife crying out, speaking deep Desert. Their half of the house appeared whole, safe from the snow. The front room, and fireplace, were buried beneath heaps.

Sula was crying. Del swept her up, perched the small bottom atop one bent arm while she stroked sleep-tousled hair with her other hand. Mehmet and his wife climbed out of bed and came into the front room, surveying the ruin of their roof. Snow lay everywhere. But nothing new fell, and as we all looked up into the day we realized the sky was blue and the rising sun shone brightly.

“The others,” Mehmet said, and made his way through to the front door. Which couldn’t be opened because it was blocked by snow.

I realized my feet were cold again. I realized, too, that my boots were not on them. Nor was I wearing much else, having stripped off most of my soaking wet clothes. I swore and went back to the pile of snow in front of the hearth where Del and I had slept, dug down with bare hands until I unearthed clothing and boots, which had been left near the fire for drying. Found mine, found Del’s, and made my way back to a place on the floor that was unencumbered by snow. I yanked on boots and clothing, then took Sula so Del, too, could dress. Then I handed our small girl back to her mother and went out through the door Mehmet had dug free.

Everywhere, snow. Thigh-high. The wind had sculpted it into drifts and rills. A cold dawn had brought a crust to it. Beneath the sun, it was blinding white.

Mehmet’s aketni had left their huts and stood outside gaping at the world. I at least had been to the North; I knew what snow was. These folk were from deep in the Punja. To them, no doubt, this was the work of magic.

And so it was. My body told me so. I felt the familiar roll of discontent in my belly, the shudder through my bones. Even a moment of disorientation.

Where am I?

And then I remembered. “Si’anasa,” I muttered. I considered trying to send it away, to make an attempt at taming it by using my own magecraft, but at once realized I might only attract the weather magic all the more.

No other house had lost its roof. When Mehmet called out to his people, explaining what had happened, they all expressed shock and immediately fought through deep snow to join him. In a matter of moments all were inside the house, clearing snow and broken roof away.

In the South, we don’t use plank wood, but the ribs of the tallest of cactus, trunks cut from scrubby trees, trimmed brush. All is roped together, then mudded over with clay and fired bricks. But these were flat roofs, not the peaked roofs of the Northern longhouses, never meant to take the weight of snow at all, let alone the amount that had piled up.

Del came out of the house, following the deep tracks Mehmet and I had left as we exited. Sula was fussing. She wanted down. Del, exasperated, finally set her on her feet in one of the foot-flattened areas left by Mehmet and I as we pushed through heavy, crusted snow. It nearly came up to her head. Sula’s eyes widened, and she demanded to be picked up again by trying to climb her mother.

I bent to scoop her up, winced as it set the bruises to aching and roused a sharp pain in my chest. I lifted her high regardless and settled her on my shoulders against the back of my head. “See the snow?” I asked. “That’s the world your mother was born into. Fortunately she had the great good sense to come south, where it’s warm. Dry. And it doesn’t snow.” Del’s brows shot up, and I promptly amended the statement. “Well, usually it doesn’t snow.”

“We need to go home,” Del said. “Neesha’s there, Alric and Lena and the children. And Darrion and Eddrith, unless they are in town. We need to see how they have fared.”

I nodded. “And if our roof has collapsed?” But Mehmet’s aketni would soon set this place to rights, and likely ours. “We’ll take our horse for you and Sula, and Mehmet will loan me one of his.” I looked toward the field of deep snow to the west of us. “It will be slow going.”

Del’s reply was crisp. “Then we should get started.”
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The creek cut through the canyon, dark and rushing and not the least intimidated by the snowfield. The morning was crisp, brisk, and otherwise chilly, enough that my nose and cheeks felt it, but the sun nonetheless convinced me it was warmer than it actually was. Visible breath shot out of the horses’ nostrils in twin gusts as they labored to break paths in snow to their knees. Sula was once again wrapped up in coat, small boots, plus blankets donated by someone of the aketni. Atop Horse, she was a huddle of cloth in front of Del, which displayed undulations from time to time suggestive of Sula trying to thrust arms out from under the blankets. I winced as Mehmet’s horse tripped and jarred me.

“You’re hurt,” Del observed.

“Well . . . coming off a wagon in mid-fall will do that. Or rather, landing after coming off a wagon in mid-fall will do that.”

“Broken bones?”

“Bruises.”

“I’ll look when we get home.”

“I think we’ll be too busy for that when we get home. Like, digging out the house. Checking on the horses and goats. Seeing if Neesha and the others have survived.”

“Goats are more important than Neesha?” When she saw my blank look, she said, “You mentioned goats before him.”

“Goat legs are shorter than Neesha’s, and thus at greater risk in deep snow.”

She did not appear to think much of that explanation.

At the mouth of our smaller, much narrower canyon, an offshoot from the big one, we paused to let the horses blow. They were far more equipped to handle deep snow than we were, but breaking trail was taxing nonetheless. They were no more accustomed to it than we were. Well, than I was; probably Del had lots of experience.

“How do you live in this?” I asked. “All of—this.” I gestured with a sweep of one arm.

Del looked at me, puzzled. “You were there. We went to Staal-Ysta, remember? In winter.”

I most definitely remembered. The Place of Swords, where sword-singers—the Northern version of sword-dancers—learned their craft. Made, and slaked in blood their swords. Staal-Ysta was the birthplace of my own blade, Samiel. But the memories of the North, of Staal-Ysta, were not shaped by an awareness of snow, but by the belief I had killed Del.

“We use sledges,” Del said. “Sleighs. Dogsleds. The snow is packed down into pathways. But yes, if we go off-trail the challenges are greater.”

“But summer is different.”

Del’s smile was wide. “Oh, indeed. Summer is beautiful.”

Implied was that, in the South, summer was not beautiful. I scowled, feeling defensive. But for all that, she had the right of it. Spring in the South was beautiful, when vegetation turned a rich green and wildflowers appeared, but spring was of short duration. Then came summer, and all the browns once again took dominance, from pale beige to deep amber and sienna, cinnamon, and the dusty red-orange of sandstone. I suppose it had its own glory.

“Well,” I said finally, “You don’t have to shovel heat.”

Del laughed as I prodded the horse into motion again, following a rocky, shallow tributary of the big canyon’s stream. She fell in behind me as Sula asked what was funny. In Northern, Del told her. And since the magic in me allowed me an understanding of all tongues, I knew what she told her. But I forbore to object. Other battles were more important. Besides, my chest hurt.
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The steep, tall sides of the narrow canyon were snow-cloaked in a series of uneven, shallow terraces and piles of stone jutting out from the walls. Where the sun touched, snowmelt ran down rock, darkening it in streaks. Before long, I thought, small streamlets and miniature waterfalls would pour down cracks and crevices.

By the time we reached our little settlement, which consisted of Alric’s and Lena’s house, our house, and a few small cells built against the end of the canyon, inhabited by sword-dancing students, the snow was just beginning to melt. Alric had his five girls out to help him shovel snow from the dooryard, if that’s what you could call the efforts of very young girls, and Neesha was working on ours. He had already cleared and packed down a fair amount of space. He saw us approaching, and waved.

Once we arrived, he leaned on his shovel and said, “The livestock is safe, though the goats are complaining. Did you leave the wagon in town?” And then he realized only one of the horses was ours. His tone sharpened. “What happened?”

“The wagon took a detour. It’s now at the bottom of the bluff.” I dismounted, dropped the reins to ground-tie the horse and went around the rump to take Sula from Del.

“Gods!” Neesha said in shock. “Are you all right? Is Sula?”

“Sula and Del were not aboard at the time.” Since the dooryard was clear and packed, I put my daughter down.

“But you were.”

“I was.”

Neesha frowned. “You are not all right.”

“Close enough.”

His attention shifted from me. “What about the sorrel?—which one is he?”

“Other Horse. Don’t know.” As I gathered the halter rope from Del, I began to lead Mehmet’s horse and Horse around behind the house, where the corral stood. Detached was a stout wooden paddock where the stud lived, since he was not generous about sharing space. “I’m hoping he turns up here.”

“I’ll go out,” Neesha offered, following me. “I’ll bring him back.” Automatically he slid the pole gate aside, then untacked saddle and blanket from Mehmet’s horse before leading him into the corral, where he stripped off the bridle. Del’s white gelding snorted prodigiously and trotted around with head and tail stuck in the air, then deigned to snuffle at the visitor’s nose. They exchanged huffing breaths through wide-stretched nostrils, ears like spears.

I turned Horse into the corral as well, and watched as Del’s gelding determined that Horse was allowed, since he lived there.

I made my way over to the stud’s paddock, walking in the trail Neesha had made on his trip out here earlier. “It’s hard going,” I told him, “if you really intend to go. We got through, but it wasn’t easy. It took most of the night, and we made it only as far as Mehmet’s—where, by the way, his roof collapsed on us.”

He was aghast. “The roof?”

“The roof. But everyone’s all right.” I watched as the stud pulled hay from the bundle Neesha had dropped into the paddock. He did not appear to notice me, but his ears said otherwise. I leaned against the wooden rails. “Now, how about here? You said the livestock is all right?”

“Well, we did lose the chickens. But, as I said, the goats are fine, and the horses, as you see.”

“The storehouse?”

Neesha’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

“Go look,” I suggested, and my son went off to do so. Hastily. Or as hastily as he could through thigh-high snow, since he had not broken a trail in that direction.

I remained at the paddock, thinking. The stud decided it was time he came to inspect me, which he did, lipping at my hand where it rested on the top rail. I patted his nose absently.

Something was in the air. It wasn’t odor, it wasn’t heat, it wasn’t cold. It was a feeling. A suspicion. And it verged on comprehension, then tipped into identification.

What I sensed was a wrongness. A prickling awareness of wrongness that set the hairs on the back of my neck rising. It wasn’t just a sense of magic. It was of hostility.

Neesha came back, planting feet in holes he’d already made. His face was grim. “The roof caved in.”

I drew in a breath to sigh, then wished I hadn’t. “Of course it did. We didn’t build it for thrice-cursed snow.” I began to walk by him, heading for the storehouse we shared with Alric and Lena.

Neesha said, with great resignation, “I’ll fetch the shovel.”

I smiled crookedly, with irony, remembering what I’d said to Del.

You don’t have to shovel heat.

But irony faded. My neck prickled again. A faint metallic taste filled my mouth. And a chill ran down my spine.

I felt the urge to say “Come and get me” in challenge.

But it already had.
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DEL PUT SULA down for a nap and threatened to take one herself. With the two students I had in addition to Neesha—Darrion and Eddrith, whom we’d acquired up north in Istamir six weeks before—now working on the storehouse, Neesha and I headed out to see if we could locate the sorrel and the wagon. Without repairs the wagon wasn’t going anywhere, but I still wanted to know where it was. I also told Del I wished to see what had happened in Julah, specifically to the cantina, since we had a financial interest in it, and that Neesha and I would probably spend the night there whether we found Other Horse or not.

The stud, always opinionated, was not particularly fond of shoving his way through snow. But it continued to melt quickly. Very shortly it would become slop. The day felt chill, but with the sun burning overhead it seemed warmer. In fact, it was rather comfortable compared to a normal Southron summer.

Neesha rode behind me rather than abreast, so we could embed a passable trail until the snow was gone. We both wore coats over burnouses, but I had the feeling we’d shed them relatively soon. Boots, however, would remain firmly on our feet. My toes still felt a little tender from their chilling.

Under the sun, snow sparkled. Cactus, brush, and trees were furred with it, and boulders wore rounded white caps, though melt was running down the sides and through cracks and crevices. The sky was impossibly blue, blindingly bright, and cloudless. Wind-whipped flakes, thunder, and fog were blessedly absent.

As we neared the bluff, Neesha raised his voice over the breathy sound of blowing horses. “What was the thunder like?”

It seemed a foolish question. “Like thunder.” I shrugged. “No different than what we hear during rainstorms.”

“It doesn’t thunder during snowstorms.”

“Actually, Del says it does sometimes. In the North. But not very often. Almost never.”

Neesha, who had grown up near the border and was accustomed to Northern customs as well as Northern weather, said “Hunh” in a tone akin to disbelief.

“Very rarely,” I clarified. “In fact, she’s never heard it herself. But she remembers childhood tales. Said it would be called ‘thundersnow’ in Southron.”

He still sounded dubious. “I didn’t hear anything like thunder in Julah, or on the way back. Or while you were gone. Snow just fell out of the sky. I mean, I’ve seen snow around the horse farm now and again, and in Istamir, but not much. And it was always quiet. No thunder.”

“Lucky for you,” I muttered, recalling the violence of the wagon team’s reaction.

“I still don’t understand it,” Neesha continued. “Here?”

I didn’t answer. I turned the stud off the road before it rose toward the bluff, and searched for tracks. I’d never be able to tell from memory or visual marker where the team, wagon, and I had ended up after the tumble down the bluff—wind and snow would have taken care of immediate signs—but if Other Horse was anywhere nearby, we should be able to see hoofprints left since sunup.

Or possibly a horse buried by snow, frozen, if he’d hurt himself so seriously he couldn’t walk, or rise.

“Del said si’anasa,” Neesha continued, voice still raised so it reached me, “but I always thought that was a story. I mean, yes, I’ve heard of it, as I said . . . but who can really work the weather with magic?”

Well, someone could. His casual dismissal of someone working weather annoyed me. Possibly because I had managed to work magic myself, more often than I cared to count. There were times when the memory of doing so woke me in the middle of the night. Dreams of the intact and massive stone chimney, and whirlwinds of sand and light. Dreams of loosing unwanted power into my sword, freeing it, and bargaining for the magic long after the stone chimney fell, when I needed it back to save Del, and Sula. And dreams of ioSkandi, atop the towering spires.

Neesha laughed. “But then, Mehmet thinks you’re a messiah, so I guess anything is possible.”

I raised my voice so he could hear me, just to be sure. “Mehmet is . . . fanciful.”

“He told me once you turned the sand to grass.”

I’d done far more than that over the last few years. But once again I felt a great reluctance to tell my son. “Don’t believe everything you hear. And now”—I turned halfway in the saddle, gesturing back at him—“why don’t you go off that way and see if you can find any tracks. He can’t have gone far.”

Neesha was amenable. “You know Sula will be broken-hearted if we can’t bring Other Horse back home.”

“I’m aware of that.” For some reason, annoyance was increasing. And an odd urgency about . . . something. Something indefinable. Curtly, I said, “Just go, Neesha.”

Frowning, he looked at me sharply. Opened his mouth to say something more—undoubtedly commenting on my mood—but clamped it shut and rode off.

Hoolies. My skin itched.

Just like it used to when magic was involved.

Before I knew magic was in me.
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Other Horse was found. Other Horse was fine. Sula would be very happy. He’d managed to snag his lead-rope on brush and had given up trying to go anywhere. Neesha was already off his own mount and examining Other Horse when I arrived after his shout, and I was relieved when he said the legs appeared sound, which was established for certain when Neesha led him out to check his movement. My son was smiling.

For all that he swore his passion was for sword-dancing, clearly his other passion was for horses. Well, I supposed he’d claim a third passion if asked very directly, as he and women got along quite well. Many women, was my understanding, with whom he got along very well. I never thought longingly of the old days before Del, but I did recall them. Fondly.

Into Julah we rode, Neesha leading Other Horse. Once Del and I had acquired a two-third’s interest in Fouad’s cantina, we’d hired workmen to build a small shelter behind the cantina so we need not pay to stable our mounts in a livery. That was where we headed. Other Horse, and our own mounts, could rest sheltered with food and water.

Snow cloaked Julah all along the main road. It fell off the edges of roofs into the street. Passing horses, carts, wagons, and people had packed down portions. Shop owners were engaged in shoveling and sweeping snow away from their doorways. Women and men picked their ways carefully through snow piles, attempting to remain as dry as possible without success. Children ran everywhere, smashing snow together into clumps and hurling it at one another, as well as at the occasional unlucky passerby. Dogs leaped through drifts, dug in it, and rolled in joyous abandon. Some buried heads into the snow and pushed it along, coming up with white-crusted faces, tongues hanging low.

Every awning along the main street had collapsed into ragged piles of shredded canvas and wooden supports. Here and there I saw flimsy temporary market stalls, also collapsed. People picked through the mess, trying to rescue wares. The children and dogs might be happy, but adults were not. I saw grim faces everywhere, and worry. Even, now and then, I noted fear.

Desert-bred folk have no understanding of snow. And certainly not why it should abruptly arrive in a land that did not, ever, experience it. There is no word for snow in Southron.

Neesha and I discovered that the cantina mimicked every other building that once boasted awnings. It no longer had any. Part-owner Fouad stood out front with a shovel in his hand, surveying his efforts. He had cleared the door and an area around it so people might enter without the encumbrance of piled snow.

With sad dark eyes he looked up at us, noted the horses. He waved a hand in an absent gesture. “The horse shelter fell down.”

Oh. “Well, then we’ll tie up here for the moment.” I dismounted, hitched the stud to one of several vertical posts. “Is everything inside all right? Say, the roof?”

“The roof is whole,” Fouad said morosely, “but some of the shutters blew open. Some of the shutters blew off. Wind knocked tables and stools over and broke candle-cups.”

I winced. As part-owner, I had come to understand the complexities and costs of running a cantina. You didn’t just make money. You spent it. Awnings gone, shutters missing, the horse shelter collapsed, candle-cups shattered—it was going to be an expensive storm.

“The girls are cleaning up inside,” Fouad told us. “But no custom so far. No one at all.”

Probably everyone was too busy digging out and cleaning up. “Well, then, Neesha and I will be the first customers.”

Neesha, who’d dismounted but still held onto both his mount and Other Horse, nodded enthusiastically. “I’ll even order food.”

That prompted a baleful glare from Fouad. “But you two never pay for anything.”

Well, it was true, since Del and I were part owners. But Neesha was not. I looked pointedly at my son.

After a pause he said hastily, “I’ll pay!”

Fouad grunted. Then he leaned the shovel against the wall and stalked into the cantina. Neesha said he would take the horses to the livery at the end of the street—coming back for the stud shortly, he told me, since it’s not wise to lead three horses when one is the stud—and led them off. I followed Fouad.
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As always, the wine-girls were most happy to see me. They were a friendly sort anyway, as part of their trade, but they liked me personally as well. No longer did any of them attempt to lure me to bed, however, since they knew Del would kill me first and then, likely, them—which wasn’t true, of course. Or so I wished to believe. But none was averse to bestowing a kiss upon my cheek now and then or to demanding a hug. This always bemused me to some extent, because once I was treated as desirable prey; now, I was their employer. Now, I was old enough to be their father and was treated as such, not forgiven for being my age because I was a customer.

As a father-figure, non-customer, and employer, I inspected their work. They had righted all the tables and stools, pushed them back into place, opened what shutters were whole, and piled together on one table the detritus of broken clay candle-cups, cracked candles, bits and pieces of shutters. This was the South, not the North, and what was built, was built for a harsh, hot clime, though not a violent one. We don’t build boardwalks because it doesn’t snow—hah!—nor does it rain enough to turn dirt streets into quagmires. Mudbrick walls were built very thick to repel the heat, but window shutters were only security against some rain, and some chill, and some wind. The cantina was missing more of them than remained whole.

Gloomily, reflecting that it was not as much fun being part owner of a cantina as I had originally hoped—I’d spent many a year in cantinas and liked them greatly for reasons of liquor, food, and girls—because with it came responsibilities. No wonder Fouad wore a morose expression whenever he saw me. I wasn’t good at the responsibility portion of ownership, but I nonetheless took one-third of the earnings.

Resolving to be more adult about these sorts of things, I gathered up the remains of shutters, carried them out back, and dumped them into the heap of what had been the horse shelter. Later, I decided. I’d deal with it all later. For now I needed fortifications for the energy I’d expended the night before.

Aqivi.

When I went back into the cantina, I discovered my son was present and surrounded. The girls were always far more happy to see him than to see me. Fouad, standing behind the plank bar, exchanged a wry smile with me as the girls herded Neesha to a table, divested him of coat, neatened his burnous, urged him down upon a stool, and asked what they could get for him. Drink? Food? Music? Company? What did he desire? They would surely provide it!

My son, seeing me watching, grinned broadly, laughing out of cider-colored eyes fringed in dark lashes.

Had I been so obnoxious at his age?

But Neesha didn’t command all attention for much longer, because the customers whose absence Fouad had lamented began to arrive. It was midday and possibly everyone, at approximately the same time, had gotten depressed about and tired of cleaning up nature’s unexpected temper tantrum. Because men arrived, asking for food and drink, and before long the wine-girls were serving wine, ale, and spirits along with stew, bread, fruit, and cheese, and lovely, inviting smiles.

Perhaps it would not take so long to make back the storm expenses after all.

I told Fouad I’d go see about having new shutters made and buy fresh candles and candle-cups for the tables, like a good proprietor. And I planned, once back home, to inform Del she was shirking her duties as part owner by leaving Fouad and I to deal with everything, when a third of the responsibilities were hers.

Of course, I knew how she’d reply. She would explain that I was welcome to take over more of a two-year-old’s care there in the canyon so she could attend to her responsibilities here in Julah. Where there was no two-year-old.

I could not possibly win. I adored the little squirt, but being sole parent for days on end was not something I actually wanted to contemplate. It would interfere with teaching young men how to sword-dance and add nothing at all to the luster of my legend.
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THE FIRST CARPENTER I visited merely shook his head. Too much custom already, he explained. Orders placed that morning would take him weeks to fulfill. He gave me the name of another man, and off I went.

Two more carpenters, and the same answer. Apparently everyone in Julah, well before Neesha and I arrived, had raced to local carpenters to place orders. Awning supports, shutters, lean-tos, market stalls, on and on. It was daunting.

Alric and I, with help from Mehmet’s aketni, had built our houses in the canyon. I wasn’t totally helpless when it came to constructing things, though I was much less deft than Alric. I took instruction well. But I thought I could probably cobble together makeshift shutters from the collapsed horse shelter to hold us over until the rush of orders died down. And it might be wiser from a cost consideration. We’d just have to use the livery again for stabling.

Candles and clay candle-cups were easier to find. I ordered up replacements, put the expense on account, and arranged to have everything delivered. I reflected, as I marked a chit, that my life truly had become a chain of boring daily routines and responsibilities. It had been two years since Del and I—well, and Neesha, before I knew who he was—had arrived in the canyon and made it our home and established it also as Beit al’Shahar, a sword-dancing school. We had a house, livestock, students. We had a small child. At Neesha’s behest, a couple of months before we had left Sula with Alric and Lena to ride out, as once we did regularly. And though I missed our daughter, it had been very easy to fall back into the habits of a sword-dancer whose only concern was to find work—which we had found in protecting a caravan against bandits as we accompanied it across the Punja, heading north. But we also found danger. And I, magic.

Home for six weeks since then. That’s all. A brief return to the habits formed over years. I was a settled man. And a man who should probably hire himself a wagon to buy supplies to replace those lost in the collapse of the storehouse roof. Sula’s Other Horse could haul a small wagon on his own. And I remembered that I’d have to piece together the traces I’d cut to free the team from the broken singletree.

“Tiger! Sandtiger!”

I had been stalking back toward the cantina, thinking all my gloomy thoughts of si’anasa storms, damage, and what needed to be done, making my way along foot-packed snow down the main street. Now I stopped and turned, and found a man hastening toward me. I registered clothing first: brilliant blue robe belted in stamped leather and polished copper stitching, green burnous underneath, and a blue-and-green turban studded with a large yellow stone set in copper bezel. Mahmood. All Southroner, middle-aged, dark of eye and hair, tanned and creased by years of travel across the deserts.

He came up to me in an ungainly manner, slipping in packed snow. The hem of burnous and robe were soaked several inches from the bottom, and climbing. That would not set well with Mahmood, who treasured fine clothes. He was a nomadic merchant trader who specialized in fine cloth and spices, and he hated to be dirty. Or dressed in less than the very best.

“A little the worse for wear,” I observed lightly, grinning. “Down for the festival?”

“I was.” He was slightly out of breath. “I must hire you. Will you come?”

“What about the festival?”

He gestured broadly with both hands. “Here? Now? I think not! I would do best to pack up and head north again. There are other towns. Perhaps Istamir, though it’s early in the season.” He seemed anxious. “Will you hire on? You know I pay well. You, and Del, and your son. As before.”

Interesting. And more interesting. “Let’s go for food and drink.” I indicated the cantina down the road. “Didn’t you have outriders on the way here?”

“But only to here,” Mahmood explained. “I anticipated hiring anew at the end of festival. Now the other merchants have hired those available. Everyone wants to leave come morning. And—there is more. A complication. But I remembered this is your home. I decided to ask after you—and here you are!”

He slipped and slid as we walked. Mahmood wore stamped leather slippers, not boots. They were soaked. Ruined. And packed snow, under the noonday sun, was quickly turning to slop. My own steps were not as firm as before, even booted.

“In here.” I gestured him to precede me through the cantina doorway. Odors of spiced stew bubbling over fire, ale, wine, and spirits met us as we entered. A faint drift of scent worn by the girls. Tables were full. Custom was good. And there was no place for us to sit. I briefly considered taking Mahmood back to the room Del and I shared when we came into town, but decided against it. Besides, it wasn’t necessary.

“Mahmood!” Neesha abruptly unwound himself from girl, table, and stool, beckoning us over. Ah. A place to sit after all. I gave a sign to Fouad behind the bar, who would send out something to eat and drink.

After he finished rolling his eyes.

Mahmood greeted Neesha effusively. He briefly admired the wine-girl, then turned a somewhat pleading look to me. I raised a brow at Neesha, who understood. Business. With kindness, he disentangled himself from the wine-girl and sat down again even as Mahmood and I took up the other two stools. Despite the thriving fireplace, the common room, lacking shutters, was chilly. Now and then a gust of wind through unshuttered windows set candle flame to dancing.

Mahmood arranged himself neatly on his stool, tidied his robes, and looked at both of us a moment before launching into his request for aid. Glittering rings weighted fingers as he folded his hands on the table. Apparently he recalled nothing of my warning about showing too much of his wealth.

“He wants to hire us,” I told Neesha. “You, me, and Del.”

Neesha was surprised. “As sword-dancers? Or outriders?”

“As outriders,” Mahmood clarified. “Again. For protection. I had expected to sell all my merchandise here at the festival, but of course that is finished. All free coin is going to repairs. I must travel north across the Punja again, up to Istamir. Empty wagons can be enticing to bandits, but these are laden.” The lines of his face deepened as he frowned. “Zayid is dead.”

It was an odd statement that was unconnected, as far as I could tell, to anything else we’d said. Neesha and I exchanged puzzled glances. I remembered a wild ride through Istamir, and the beheading of a certain red-haired bandit. “Yes,” I agreed. “He’s dead. I killed him.”

“And most of his men,” Mahmood acknowledged matter-of-factly. “But there is now a new threat. A new bandit leader. Come down from the North.”

It wasn’t often that such a thing happened, and I asked for specifics. Mahmood might have misspoken. “Northerner, or Borderer?”

“Northerner,” Mahmood replied with excess clarity. “Do you think I don’t know the difference?”

Well, he probably did. I placated him a bit. “If you’ve seen him, then of course you’d know—”

“No. I have not. But there are stories.”

Ah. Stories. Such did not necessarily equal truth. “I’m not certain—”

“It is true,” Mahmood insisted, cutting me off with the slap of one hand against the table. “Not Southron borjuni. Northern bandits. Worse than Zayid ever thought of being.”

Not the wisest thing he might have said. I felt as well as saw my son stiffen, saw the anger kindle.

“Zayid was bad enough,” Neesha declared, whose sister was kidnapped, mother raped, and stepfather nearly killed by Zayid and his men. “Quite bad enough.”

Mahmood realized he had misstepped, if not exactly how. He drew in a deep breath to begin again, when Fouad arrived at the table bearing a platter in one hand, a pitcher and mugs in another. He shoved the platter to the center of the table, then set down the pitcher and pushed mugs at each of us. Was off again before I could ask him why he was scowling. It wasn’t unusual for him to deliver food and drink when the girls were busy. Coin was rolling in. Why was he annoyed?

Then it occurred to me that perhaps he had expected me, as part owner, to go fetch everything myself. It is what proprietors did, much of the time.

Sighing inwardly, I poured ale for Mahmood, myself, then handed the pitcher to Neesha. “Go on, Mahmood. A Northern bandit. That you’ve only, so far, heard about.”

“All of them Northerners,” Mahmood expanded. “In the borderlands. Raiding, robbing, killing.”

Which was exactly what Zayid had done. But—worse?

“A sword-singer,” Mahmood said.

It took me by such surprise that I nearly gaped at him. “Sword-singers don’t raid and rob and kill! They dance. Just like I do.”

“And I,” Neesha added, though somewhat inaccurately, as he had not yet started hunting jobs. Soon, probably.

“That is what they say,” Mahmood declared stubbornly. “This is why I need the Sandtiger.”

“A sword-singer.” I remained highly skeptical. Sword-singers were the Northern equivalent of Southron sword-dancers, and I knew what kind of rigorous training sword-singers underwent. Del was one. Sword-singers didn’t go bad, any more than trained sword-dancers did.

Well, unless you count me, the man who foreswore all his oaths and turned his back on the honor codes of Alimat. I guess it was fair to say he had gone bad.

And here he sat now, listening to a Southroner telling him a Northern sword-singer had apparently done something very similar.

Mahmood opened his mouth to answer, obviously offended by my skepticism and likely planning to tell me so. But before he could say anything, we heard screaming outside in the street. Terrified, horrified screaming, from multiple mouths.

Silence in the cantina for an instant. And then everyone inside jumped up as one, knocking over chairs, stools, and tables, and rushed outdoors into a midday very different from the dawn.

Many, shocked, began to pray. I did not. I was every bit as shocked, but I didn’t pray. I swore.

The sky had turned an odd, eerie greenish-black. To the north, from a distance, a massive whirling rose from ground to sky. I had seen similar in the desert, small versions we called dust-demons, swirling across sand and dust, raising both into that funnel shape. But this one was massive. It was a rope of—something—dancing and skipping, a monstrous serpent grown out of blackened clouds that roiled against the light. It hung in the sky, pale against the green, light against the dark.

And I realized that the itching in my flesh had begun again, a visceral reaction to magic. A grue ran down my spine. Next to me, Neesha, too, was swearing. It was shock. Disbelief. But he felt no magic in it, only threat as anyone might. He was my son, but had never been annealed. Never been tempered.

From all over Julah, people spilled out of buildings into the streets, utterly stunned, transfixed by what they saw. Standing in the midst of snow, they stared upon a rope of cloud twisting upon and into itself, winding down from the heavens. And it began to grow. Began to become potent.

“Run!” I shouted. “Take cover!”

“What is that?” Neesha asked, but not of me. Of everything. Of everyone. Hoping for an answer that made some kind of sense, an explanation in the midst of impossibility.

“Dust-demon,” I said, “but massive.”

I shouted again. Gestured broadly. Some people did as I suggested and ran back into buildings. Others remained in the street.

Neesha said, “But—they aren’t like that. Like this.”

No. They were not. Grimly, I said, “And in the South it doesn’t snow.”

The spinning rope tying earth and sky together began to expand. At the top, where it depended from the clouds, it broadened, darkened, fed down the rope. Where it touched the ground, earth exploded.

We needed to run also, Neesha, Mahmood, and I. But I couldn’t. I just—couldn’t.

I tasted it in my mouth. I felt it in my bones. Unfettered power.

The wind of it came, with an unceasing roar. It reached out for us.

Once upon a time, I had cleaved a simoom. Cut through the wall of sand to form a pocket of air, something we could breathe. But I had used a sword, albeit a magicked sword, where I had none now. My sword was a sword, albeit Northern-bred. I was the magic. And this was not a simoom, a sandstorm that swallowed the desert, burying human and animal. This was a single entity, a visible violence, a surging, angry power spinning upon itself.

This one wouldn’t bury. This one would swallow.

Every fiber of my body wanted to withstand it. Wanted to battle it, to forcibly turn it away. For the first time since I had fled Umir’s palace, full of magic old and new, I wanted to raise power. Wanted to wield it.

If I did—

And I knew, knew in my gut, in my soul and bones, that whatever I raised and attempted to wield would be stolen from me. Would be used. Would feed on the power, and use mine to strengthen its own.

It wants me. Wants what I have. What I am.

“What?” Neesha asked, and I realized I’d spoken aloud. “What do you mean?”

I had told him nothing of ioSkandic magic and the mages who went mad, of what had happened when I cut apart the bindings of the Book of Udre-Natha. Oh, he was familiar with the book. I had once traded it for him to win him free of abduction. But he didn’t truly comprehend what it was. Umir had wanted it for his collection of oddities, of the treasures of the world. But neither did he grasp what it was. Only mages did.

It danced, the darkening rope of wind. It destroyed.

Fallen awnings began to be lifted, began to blow away. What shutters remained on the cantina were snatched off the walls. Debris tumbled and swirled.

Still people stood in the street, transfixed. I shouted at them once again to take shelter.

I wasn’t afraid for myself. I felt—competent. Confident. It wanted what I was, and would not harm me.

Day was darkening. A rumble rose up into a deep-voiced, howling wail, a frightening yowl of sound. Wind grew fiercer.

Malevolence incarnate. And coming straight at us.

With it came the rain.
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SHELTER DIDN’T MATTER so much anymore. Getting out of its path did. “Run!” I shouted, as loudly as I could. “Just run!”

I turned where I stood, saw Fouad, saw the wine-girls, all the cantina customers in the middle of the street. Dark Southron faces were gray with shock and terror. All stood rooted.

Rain soaked us. Wind slapped wet hair against us, snatched at sodden clothing. On any other day, dust, dirt would be lifted. Today, snow was.

Why were they standing there? This time I roared it. “Run!”

“I’ll get the horses,” Neesha said tensely, but I caught his arm before he could go.

“Get the people!” I said sharply, then released him and took two strides to the nearest of the wine-girls, Zanaya. “Go. Go.” I took her shoulders, spun her around, pushed. “All of you. Run!”

She broke. She ran. The others went with her.

Wind rose, and its wailing. I raised my voice over the sound, bellowing. “Fouad! Move!”

He appeared incapable of it as rain sheeted against him. “The cantina—”

I swore at him, grabbed fistfuls of his sopping clothing, shoved hard. “It won’t stand if that thing comes through! Get away from here!” I sucked in a fresh breath. “Fouad, go!”

Neesha, too, was shouting. At everyone. He understood now. If that twisting column of wind and rain and magic took a path through town, no building would withstand it.

Everywhere, people fell, slipping in snow. Men picked up women, women picked up children, others crawled to their feet, lurched up, staggered, off balance in the snow slop beneath their feet. A spray of wind-gusted snow blew through the street, was beaten down at once by rain. Bright awnings, once tumbled by wind, now weighted by water, collapsed into sodden cloth puddles against the snow.

Screaming continued. Shrill, terrified screaming, wrapped around with cries and shouts and weeping and prayers and curses. But people were at last running in a predictable direction: away from the massive snake-twist of funnel and the monstrous cloud behind it.

Mahmood hitched up his robes and attempted to run as well, but could not in slippers wholly inappropriate for snow, for slop. Neesha saw it even as I did. He took one of Mahmood’s arms, I the other, and we hauled him along with us as we ran as hard as we could.

Blown snow stung our eyes to tears, chilled our ears and cheeks. Soaked hair slashed our faces. Mahmood’s turban was gone, graying hair exposed. I heard him praying, chanting breathlessly to whatever deity he worshipped; he’d never said who, or what, it was.

I slipped, went to one knee, let go of Mahmood’s arm to avoid dragging him down, surged up again and grabbed it back. Neesha and I had shed our coats in the cantina, each of us clad now in leather dhoti and nubby silk burnous. Fabric was soaked, adhering stickily to skin. With my free hand I yanked up as much of the burnous as I could, clearing legs, and ran on, Mahmood stretched between us. I noted absently he’d lost both slippers.

Before, beside, and behind us others also ran. We were a panicked, terrified human river pouring through the streets with a wall of black cloud behind us. The roar of its voice was deafening. No more could I hear human speech. No one now had breath for words in the effort to escape.

I wasn’t certain we could.

Something flat slammed into my back and knocked me sprawling into a heap, face down in the snow. I rolled over onto a hip and elbow, looked back as I gathered myself to rise. Realized parts of Julah were in the air. In fact, a part of Julah had struck me.

Speechless, I stared at what was coming.

Oh, hoolies.

But speech I found after all. Before, I had yelled for all to run. Now I shouted: “Down!”

Neesha threw one quick look over his shoulder, saw what I saw. He pushed Mahmood flat, then flung himself into snow.

“Cover your heads!” I bellowed.

The world blew apart around us.
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I have never worshipped the gods. I wasn’t entirely certain any actually existed. Once, I had found it amusing that so many professed themselves devoted to this god or to that, for this notion or another. But I came to realize that I had dedicated myself to the honor of sword-dancing, of raising my natural gifts to what my shodo, at long last, acknowledged was a prodigious brilliance. I lived my life according to honor codes and oaths sworn at Alimat. And one day I asked myself if my own vows were any different than those sworn by people who believed in a god, or in gods, the way I believed in my talent. The way I trusted my ability.

I still put no faith in, well, faith, and remained unconvinced that gods existed, but I’d arrived at the point where I no longer scoffed at those who worshipped incorporeal beings. I remained skeptical. I mean, I was considered a god of sorts, or a god’s messenger, or a prophet, or whatever anyone wished to call it. Mehmet and his people called me jhihadi, a man capable of turning the sand to grass. They had put their faith in the jhihadi, and had decided I was him. Or it.

So I lay there in the midst of a wind-scoured street now stripped of snow, with arms crossed over my skull, ears shielded by forearms, eyes tightly shut, teeth gritted. I didn’t precisely pray for deliverance, but I certainly hoped for it.

Eventually the gut-deep roar of the storm subsided. Wind departed, replaced by an eerie silence, an absence of sound so profound that it felt unreal. It could not be otherwise than unreal. Never was there no noise of any kind.

Neesha’s voice. “Tiger?”

Ah. I was not deaf after all, with hearing blown utterly out of my head. I grunted. It was enough for the moment. Neesha knew I lived, I knew he did.

That left Mahmood.

Debris littered my body. As I pushed myself slowly onto a hip and elbow I saw Mahmood still face down between us, arms still clasped tightly over his head.

“Mahmood?”

Nothing.

Neesha and I together, “Mahmood—?”

He stirred. Unwrapped his head. Turned his face toward me without lifting it from the ground more than was necessary for the barest movement. “Is it gone?”

“It’s gone.” In fact, the skies were completely normal again. Bright, cloudless blue.

“Are we alive?”

I nodded, brushing debris from my body. “We appear to be.”

I sat up all the way, began picking debris out of wet hair. My back felt scoured. Then I realized that at some point I had been stripped of burnous and now wore only leather dhoti. For which I was very grateful, not wishing to be naked in the midst of a public street, storm or no storm.

Alive.

Neesha. Mahmood. Me.

Hoolies, maybe there are gods.

“Are you whole?” I asked of son and of friend.

Neesha was upright. He grimaced, exploring the back of his neck beneath wet hair. One sleeve of his burnous had survived and was piled around the wrist. He shook it off. The expression on his face went from vague puzzlement to the full comprehension of what had happened to the rest of his burnous.

He was alive. He was whole.

And I, his father, the same.

Across Mahmood’s still prone body, our eyes met. No words were required. He knew. I knew. Brief smiles acknowledged realization and relief.

But the moment passed. I slapped Mahmood across a shoulder blade, somewhat annoyed to discover that he had retained more clothing than I. But then, he’d begun with more layers.

“Up. See if all four limbs remain attached.”

And that was all I spared him. Because there were others.

Fouad. Wine-girls. Many others as well, but these were the first I thought of beyond Neesha, beyond Mahmood.

Bodies littered the street. Some moved. Some did not.

I lurched to my feet, aware that what caked my boots now was mud, not snow. I saw no snow, except for the body-shaped clump I left behind as I rose, preserved by my weight against the ground.

Fouad.

I took five long, swift strides, knelt beside him. Touched his back. “Fouad?” Beneath my hand, muscle flinched. Relief jolted through me. “Fouad. It’s gone. It’s gone. It’s over.”

His voice was muffled by arms still clenched over his head. “Are you sure?”

I smiled. “I am. Get up. We have to find the girls.”

That stung him into motion. He sat up, gritted out an obscenity as some portion of him complained, but he got to his feet all of a piece. He had retained his burnous, likely because it was belted with a thick, flat woven band, but the skirts of it were shredded.

“Girls,” he murmured, and began walking away from me, looking for the familiar faces, familiar clothing.

I did the same. Two girls I found were alive. One was not.

Saroya. Something had struck her across the back of her head, leaving a deep gash in the midst of black hair. I turned her over. Dark eyes were open, but blanked by death. Harima, not far, saw my expression, cried out, and crawled over. Beyond her, Korit merely sat stunned, tears falling, body trembling. Her clothing was in shreds.

Harima sat with dead Saroya. I went to Korit, knelt again, began examining limbs beneath tattered clothing. No blood that I could see. Nothing that suggested broken bones. She was in shock, but not, as far as I could tell, injured. Not physically.

“She felt nothing,” I told Korit of Saroya, certain of that. The gash had been too large, too deep.

Korit’s eyes focused on mine. I saw the stiffening of her body. I had not pleased her. She found no relief in my words. I heard rejection in her tone. “But she died afraid.”

That, I could not assuage. Likely it was true.

Beyond me, beyond Korit, I saw Fouad kneeling, supporting a sobbing Zanaya. She didn’t cry from pain. It was shock, and horror, and a terrible grief.

In the street, those who could rise, did. I heard weeping, calls for help, cries of pain, prayers of thanksgiving, prayers that were pleas. And always the same question:

Why?

I stood. Looked back. Saw in utter disbelief that the cantina still stood. That buildings on either side, and across the street, looked somewhat battered but whole.

Yet farther down the street, perhaps six buildings away, nothing at all stood. Half of Julah was ravaged.

I saw movement between the cantina and its neighboring building, separated by a narrow alley. Recognized Neesha and three horses. One sorrel. One bay. One dun.

He didn’t smile, my son. There was nothing, this day, to smile over, weighed against losses. But I saw the relief in his posture as he walked into the street. Felt it in myself. I took a deep breath and went to them.

Sula’s Other Horse. Neesha’s gelding. And the stud, who did not protest being led with the others. He was beginning, I decided, in his stubborn insistence on survival, to rival my own legend.

But there was no time to greet him, to examine. They were whole. We tied them, Neesha and I, to the posts before the cantina, and turned our minds to Julah’s human survivors.
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THE RIDE BACK home was muddy. Hooves made sucking sounds as the horses walked on. Neesha, riding behind as he led Other Horse, and I said very little as we rode. We’d seen the same, done the same, spoken the same words of empty apology to survivors who’d lost everything, feeling helpless among the hopeless.

Neesha had shared a bed often with young, happy Saroya, now dead. Of that, I knew, he would not speak. He was learning, my cheerful son, that sometimes words could not explain what lived in a man’s heart.

We’d spent the night at the cantina, but only after all of the remainder of the day and evening had been filled by such chores as gathering bodies, helping the injured, digging people out from under debris, doing whatever we could wherever we could. Near dawn, when finally we had the time and inclination to sleep, neither of us could. The bed in the doubled room Del and I shared when we stayed over was filled with a mother and two small children, exhausted by the grief of finding a husband and father dead. Fouad had surrendered his own room and bed as well to another survivor, instead rolling up in a blanket upon the floor behind the bar.

Neesha, with time to think, did so, body propped up in one of the deep window casements, now shutterless, as he slowly drank spirits, eyes blank within deep hollows. Me, I paced. Until just after dawn, when my son and I mounted our horses, led a wagon horse, and turned them westward, toward home.

Canyons, with towering walls, tend to stay cooler somewhat longer than open spaces. And so, as we made our way through the first, larger canyon, where Mehmet and his little tribe lived, we traded mud for snow. But much of it had melted, runoff flowing to the creek.

Mehmet and his aketni had been industrious. His little house appeared to have a roof again, though perhaps not quite completed. I raised an arm in answer to Mehmet’s wave, but we did not stop. Just made our way along the track, rendered invisible by drifts of snow, to the mouth of the narrow canyon that crooked right, hidden behind a towering vertical outcrop of jutting stone. Here, the creek ran robustly, cutting through snow. Rushing water was noisy. High overhead, eagles spiraled against a pristine sky of brilliant blue.

I was surprised to find Del in the area where we had set up multiple dancing circles, each hosting a different footing. Dirt. Gravel. Sand. Grass. Cinders. Pebbles. With her were Darrion and Eddrith, apparently done working on the collapsed storehouse. Both young men, one Northern fair, the other a Borderer, stood within a circle, training swords in hand, listening intently to something she was saying.

I reined in, swung a leg over, and dismounted, offering rein to Neesha. “Will you put him up for me? I need to speak with Del.”

I didn’t wait for an answer, just walked down to the circle. As I approached I heard Del saying something about holding footing in snow, and I realized she’d taken the opportunity to use the wholly unexpected weather to teach. Northern-born Darrion likely had trained in snow; Eddrith, a Borderer, would not be as familiar with such footing. But neither would be as familiar with it as Delilah, taught on the island called Staal-Ysta.

Del broke off as I approached. She knew at once something was amiss. She glanced briefly at her students, made a gesture indicating lesson was ended, and walked with me toward our mudbrick house, boot soles squishing in slush.

She said, without being asked, “Sula’s with Lena and the children.”

I nodded.

Del glanced at me sidelong as we walked. “It is bad, is it not?”

I told her it was. I told her what it was. The tale lasted us all the way to the house, into the house, and we settled at the slightly wobbly table in the middle of what served as a front room between our bedroom, Sula’s smaller nook, and the hearth beside the tiny kitchen. Del, who set upon the table two cups and a jar of juice, listened without asking questions, until I told her what Mahmood had said.

“Sword-singer as bandit!” Tension altered her posture as she sat at the table. “But Tiger—no. It must be a mistake.”

“Mahmood seemed certain.”

“But it’s a story. You said so. He said so.”

I drew in a breath, released it. Realized I was tired. “In general, stories are the embroideries of a kernel, maybe just the merest portion of a kernel of truth.”

Del shook her head. “I can’t believe it. I know what it is to be a sword-singer, what’s required to become one. While not all complete the training for one reason or another, no one leaves to become a bandit! A murderer!”

And I saw in her eyes the flicker of memory, of a tall, fair-haired Northern man who had become a bandit, become a murderer. Ajani, whose band had killed all in her family save Del and her brother, the man who set her on the journey to become a sword-singer and a woman very nearly consumed by obsession.

But Ajani had never been a sword-singer.

I drew in another unsteady breath, released it, saying a portion of what had kept me awake. “I never intended to reject my oaths.”

She renounced that outright. “But you did it to save me! And you never became a murderer!”

I offered nothing.

“Oathbreaker,” she said, thinking of someone other than I, even though it suited.

“It must be possible. Even in the North.”

Del retreated inside herself. This was a woman who broke no oaths, only made them. Kept them. Never had we spoken of the codes I had broken, until now.

I would do it again. And she knew it. I knew, also, that she would, given the same choice.

“There’s more,” I said. “It’s magic. It’s power. It’s something that’s questing—”

“Questing?” she asked sharply.

“It’s not natural, bascha. It’s not simply an oddity. It’s someone, or something.” I knew it sounded unbelievable, but then we’d both witnessed unbelievable things. “It’s alive, and it’s sentient, and it’s aware. It’s actively searching. And I think it knows me, now.”

“‘It,’” she echoed.

“Him. Her. It. I don’t know, bascha. It’s a feeling, not knowledge. No certainty in it, except that now all is in motion.” I took a breath. “You mentioned wild magic.”

She nodded.

“You said si’anasa. Weather-working.”

Del frowned, uncertain of my direction.

“Wild horses can be broken. Wild dogs can be tamed. What if wild magic can be controlled?”

“But if so, it isn’t wild . . .” She saw then what I meant. “Hoolies, Tiger.”

Her use of the Southron word did not, this time, amuse me, knowing my habit had become hers. I nodded. “I can’t tell you why, or how I know. I just know. It—whatever it is, human or otherwise—wants what I have. It wants what I gained on ioSkandi, what I gained from the Book of Udre-Natha there at Umir’s. It’s caught a scent. It’s tracking me. Tracking my magic.”

She frowned at the table. It wasn’t doubt, what I saw in her face. It was a wide-ranging inner quest for comprehension of something that seemed incomprehensible.

“Snow,” I said. “And this horrible, twisting, vertical rope of a sentient storm that sliced through Julah.” I saw again Saroya’s bruised face and the shroud wrapping her body. “What comes next, bascha? Rain? Fire? Flood?”

But she was fixed on something else. “You believe you’re attracting it.”

“I do.”

She nodded once. “So, you wish to hunt.”

“I do.”

She studied me, eyes locked briefly on mine, then examined the set of my features, my posture. “Have you a direction?”

“North.”

“What is your thinking?”

“To escort Mahmood. He wants to go northward, to Istamir. I don’t know where this thing is, this person, this mage—just that it lies in that direction. For all I know it could be a day’s ride from here, two days—”

“Or weeks.”

I nodded. “Or weeks. But I think, when I’m close, I’ll know.”

Del rose. “I will speak to Alric and Lena about keeping Sula.”

“Bascha, wait—” I stood as well. “No, Del . . . I didn’t mean you should go, just that—”

She cut me off with a gesture. Her tone was crisp. “If you are attracting si’anasa, it will come here.”

Where Sula was.

“Of course you must leave,” she said. “What else could you do, under such circumstances as these?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but she overrode me.

“And what else could I do, save accompany you?”

Four words only, and a world encompassed by them. I said, “We have a child.”

Her eyes were very steady. “I have sworn my own private oaths regarding those in my life. But also to Staal-Ysta. To Northern honor. To my teachers, and to all of those before them. A Northern sword-singer is killing people. Either we shall find him first, and I will kill him; or we shall find first whatever wants you badly enough to wield the weather against us, and you will kill it.”
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While in our initial building frenzy upon settling the canyon, Alric, Neesha, and I—with aid from Del and from Mehmet’s people—had also built four small cells against a canyon cliff for anticipated students. These were small mudbrick huts, little more than four walls, room only for a sleeping pallet, modest possessions, and a small fire during winter. Usually individual fires were foregone and took the shape of a large pile of tinder and boughs in one main ring outside the four dwellings. But for now, thanks to si’anasa and snow, no communal fire was possible. Too wet. So it was to Neesha’s cell I went, expecting, and finding, Darrion and Eddrith as well. And a fire after all, in the midst of them.

Young, vital men in dhotis, burnouses, coats, and boots. It remained difficult to grasp that it was summer in the South, when people usually wore as little as possible for modesty and comfort. Sword-dancers, dressing for as much freedom of movement as possible without complete nudity, wore brief leather dhotis, loincloths that made us presentable but did not impede. Burnouses over sword harnesses, usually, and sandals, all of which came off before stepping into the circle. Nothing but manhood was hidden in the circle, when sword-dancers met. Easy for all to see cuts, scrapes, wounds gained during the current dance. And scars from the former.

Darrion, born in Istamir near the border, came south to prove himself. Tall, broad, white-blond, blue-eyed. Could be kin to Del in appearance. Eddrith, Borderer like Neesha; like Neesha, too, in tanned but not Southron-dark skin, in brown but not Southron-black hair. He was born just south of the border. But unlike Neesha, he did not grow up on a horse farm, child of the first woman I slept with as a newly freed slave.

A lifetime prior to this one.

I did not simply pull aside the curtain and duck in, I asked for entry. Given it by my son, I entered, resolving that perhaps it was time we built wooden doors for the cells instead of relying only on oilcoth.

Firelight reflected in faces, in eyes. Three young men sitting against walls, seeking warmth and company. Neesha had pulled bodies from debris, had bandaged punctures and wounds, had held sobbing wives, clasped shoulders of weeping husbands. He had even lifted a lifeless child from beneath a fallen wall. I’d seen it, as tears ran down his face. He was not, this day, the same young man he’d been the day before.

To Darrion and Eddrith, I would say nothing of the weather-working, the power I felt, its questing. To my son, yes; but not now. Not before the others. But to the three, there was something to say of other goals. And I said it. Explained about Mahmood and his small caravan, wanting us for outriders.

I said, “Sword-dancing is not always about the circle. That’s what we train for, it’s what we’re meant for, but what becomes of us between dances? We hire on for employment other than meeting a man in the circle.”

Eddrith flashed me a grin, white teeth in tanned skin. “But one must acquit oneself well even then, or not be hired for dances.”

He had indeed been hired for a dance. In fact, he’d been hired to challenge my son, who had slept, all unaware, with a married woman, whose husband had been less than pleased. They had danced, Eddrith and Neesha, and Neesha had lost. Nonetheless, Neesha accepted it when both Darrion and Eddrith had come south to what I had named Beit al’Shahar, the Southron version of the North’s Place of Swords, to train with Delilah and the Sandtiger. There was not, so far as I could tell, any resentment on the part of my son that he had lost, nor any triumph on the part of the victor.

“Guarding a caravan can be boring duty,” I admitted. “A long ride, possibly doing nothing more than sitting a horse, eating, drinking, and sleeping. With little to break the tedium.”

“Or,” Darrion said, “there may be much to break the tedium. As with dead Zayid and his men.”

“Which is why caravans hire us,” I agreed. Being a sword-dancer was not always about dancing. Sometimes it was about killing. “Three wagons only, and a long way north across the Punja and the borderlands. And a man, a borjuni, who may be nothing more than story: a Northern sword-singer who has forsaken oaths.”

Eddrith, legs crooked up, forearms resting against knees, bent his head. Dark hair fell forward to shield his expression. “I wished to go to Staal-Ysta. To learn there and make a blooding blade.”

“But?”

He shook hair back and met my eyes. “I’m not good enough.”

I gave him the truth. “I doubt that.”

Eddrith frowned. “There are schools other than Staal-Ysta, in the North. But that is where all wish to go. Of course.”

Of course. As all in the South wished to go to Alimat, when my shodo was alive.

To Darrion, I said, “Since we’ll go into Istamir, your grandmother will be pleased to see you.”

He grimaced. “She won’t thank you for bringing me home so soon. Grandmother’s expectations of me are . . . high.”

Tamar’s expectations of everyone were high. I had run afoul of her in Istamir, at her inn, attempting to conduct myself according to her requirements in order to keep a roof over my head and a bed beneath my body. Del, she admired. Approved of. Me, she neither approved of nor admired.

“There are lessons to be learned along the road,” I said, “if you wish to make the journey.”

Darrion and Eddrith grinned, exchanged glances, agreed. They would go. For now, they would head to bed, as they assumed an early start.

I watched them duck out, tall men both, though Eddrith was the shorter, the darker. Now I looked at my son. He did not grin, because he had witnessed the power of the storm. “Your choice,” I told him.

In the dying of the fire, he was less me than a Southroner in coloring, reflecting his mother. Ale-brown eyes. Hair darker. But the features all were Skandic, born of Akritara of the Eleven Families. He knew little of that heritage, only that he bore the keraka, the birthmark that proved his ancestry as it proved mine. Certainly he knew nothing of ioSkandi, and the mages. He was, as far as I could tell, utterly free even of dormant magic and magery.

Were I certain of such beings, I would thank the gods for that.

Neesha met my eyes. “There is no choice at all. And you know it.”

It wasn’t regret. Wasn’t resentment. Merely acceptance.

And an intense willingness that matched my own, after what we had done in Julah, burying children.
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MAHMOOD WAS ASTOUNDED. Mahmood had no words. He had hoped Del, Neesha, and I would hire on to help him north across the desert, as we had done before. He had certainly not hoped for Eddrith and Darrion as well. Five sword-dancers.

I could see him counting payment in his head.

“Could be the difference between us getting you there safely, or not,” I pointed out. “But if it helps, pay us the price of four.”

Mahmood cast me a baleful glance. Four was still two more than he’d planned on paying. But I knew he’d do it.

Late morning. Del and I sat with Mahmood at a table in the cantina, with Darrion, Eddrith, and Neesha ranged behind us, which probably looked pretty impressive. Three tall young men, quite fit, in harness with swords riding high on left shoulders. And all of them attractive, with good, strong faces. It was no wonder everyone else in the cantina had stopped talking to watch. Even the three remaining wine-girls, at work again, seemed transfixed.

Now assured that the expense was within his means, Mahmood was clearly content with the idea that so many trained sword-dancers would accompany his wagons. It elevated his status. He broke out into an effusive description of his plans for where we’d go, how many days we’d spend going there, how many days we’d spend once we got there, and how many days we’d then spend moving on to the next place. He became so carried away that eventually Darrion and Eddrith, bored, drifted off to another table, followed not long afterward by an equally bored Neesha. Which left only Del and me listening to Mahmood until he finally ran out of words.

Well, except for three more. “So, you see?”

“We see,” I agreed gravely.

He looked from me, to Del, and back again. “Do you see?”

“We see,” Del confirmed.

“This is best.” Mahmood nodded vigorously. “Indeed, best. We shall safely cross the desert now.”

Del and I exchanged a bland glance. I saw no sense in alerting Mahmood to my concern that bad weather might accompany us, or that its begetting likely was in magic, or that it might actually be my presence attracting it. Or any number of other issues associated with our journey. There was such a thing as being prepared; quite another to place the thought of trouble into an employer’s head, even as he so clearly relished the idea that he now commanded five sword-dancers.

Well, commanded was probably too strong a word. But he could think of it that way if it made him feel better.

“So,” Mahmood said, “I have acquired supplies. The wagons are hitched and ready.”

“We know,” I agreed. “We brought stores from home, and they’ve been loaded. However, we must arrive at an agreement. An additional agreement—and no, before you panic, it has nothing to do with coin.” I gestured. “Well, all right, it sort of does.”

He stared at me in trepidation.

“We’ve spent three days doing what we could here to help the surviving folk,” I said, “not to mention we’ve buried a fair number of those who did not. But much was destroyed.”

Mahmood’s tone was wary as it rose into a question. “Yes—?”

Del’s turn. “Cloth and spices won’t do anything to help Julah rebuild. But you could bring needful things down from the border, from the North, once we reach Istamir.”

“Needful things?”

I grinned at him. “The kind of things that wouldn’t appeal to you. Not beautiful things. Useful things.”

“Others trade in useful things.” He made it an insult, as expected. “I offer what others can’t. Fine spices, costly cloth—”

“Which people will happily buy when they don’t need useful things.” It wasn’t an insult when I said it. “Half the town is gone, Mahmood. The sooner Julah is rebuilt and people have roofs over their heads, plates in the kitchen, and mugs in the cabinet—”

“—the sooner they’ll buy spices for their otherwise unpalatable food.” Mahmood nodded glumly. “Yes. I see. But—”

I broke in decisively. “But—we can leave by midday. Today.”

“Mahmood,” Del said smoothly, “think of the profit you’ll make in Istamir when you arrive with your fine cloth and spices. Think, too, of how grateful Julah folk will be when you return with useful things. Does it matter what they buy from you? Coin is coin.”

His objections were losing strength, reduced now to limp protest. “But I don’t usually come this far south again until next year.”

Del and I merely waited.

Mahmood did find one last testy response nonetheless. “Provided you can get us to Istamir. Provided there is a market for my goods there. Provided I can find useful things people will want to buy when I return to Julah out of season.”

“Five sword-dancers for the price of four?” I reminded him.

For the moment, it mollified. Slightly. Mahmood pressed hands against the table and rose. “Midday.”

As he left, Del murmured a question. “You’re certain?”

“North,” I said. “That’s all I sense: ‘north.’ Not even necessarily the North. Just the direction.” And before she could say anything, I added, “Yes, I do know my directions. It’s not south, east, or west.”

“And no answer as to why.”

I smiled. Trust my bascha to phrase a question without making it a question. “No answer. No summons. No invitation. Not even a suggestion. Just a need to go north—that is, if I’m to follow the magic.” I paused. “And you want to go north anyway, you said, to track down this renegade sword-singer.”

She was unsettled as she shifted somewhat on her stool, unhappy expression giving way to pensiveness. “But it’s already come to the desert. It’s not staying north.”

“One thing at a time,” I responded. “We will find the Northern bastard, bascha. Before, or after I dispose of this weather-working.”
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Del and I helped ourselves to the caldron of stew Fouad always had hanging over the kitchen fire, dishing out substantial portions. I opted for ale; she, as usual, elected to drink water. A sidelong glance in my direction suggested she preferred I pass on the ale as well, at midday, but my cheerful smile convinced her that wasn’t happening. Looking resigned, she preceded me to the table and settled onto a stool as she placed bowl, spoon, and mug before her spot. I did the same. But before I even got the mug to my mouth, her expression caught my attention.

I forbore to say Uh-oh. I murmured, “Behind me?”

She nodded.

“Sword-dancer?”

A second nod.

Hoolies, not now. I wanted to eat before we left. I had dozens of things on my mind, such as meeting Mahmood on time, of remaining receptive to this sense of magic, this trace of direction. It wasn’t much, the sense; just a whiff of—something. Something that tickled the fine hairs on my body.

“Sandtiger,” a male voice said.

Maybe he just wanted to meet me. Maybe he just wanted to become a student. Maybe he just wanted to buy me a drink.

“I call challenge.”

Maybe he just wanted to kill me.

The cantina fell silent. I set down the mug, pivoted slowly on my butt so my back was against the table. Remained seated, which of course gave him the advantage in height. But I had no plan to stand up.

Young. Around Neesha’s age so, say, twenty-five, twenty-six. Southron, therefore dark of hair, of eye, of skin. Already he’d shed his burnous, now in only dhoti, sandals, lots of bare skin. And a harness hosting a sword.

I scratched idly at sandtiger scars, pale lines in a thin scruff of beard. While they certainly added to the legend, they also made it impossible for me to hide my identity. But then, in the circle, I never wished to. A legend for being the best in the South comes in handy.

Then I said, “Nope,” and spun back on my stool, reaching for the ale mug.

The cantina remained silent. Everyone waited. No one had any idea what would come of this.

Me, either.

“But—” he said, and that told me all I needed to know.

Without turning around, I waved a hand in a brief gesture of dismissal. “I’m eating. Go away.”

“I’ve challenged you.”

Which he had no need of doing. I was outlawed. He didn’t owe me any challenge. Nor any warning at all. Which meant he might be new enough not to realize I was outlawed. It had been several years, now.

“And I’m eating. You may take that as a no.”

I had many years before learned how to read Del’s expressions, even when she maintained a certain impassivity others couldn’t decipher. It was clear to me that she was amused in the faintest twitch of her mouth, the spark in her eye. Her face was alert, but relaxed; she anticipated no trouble. And as I heard the quiet sound of cloth shifting, of stools being carefully pushed back, of bodies once again arraying themselves, Del very nearly smiled.

“He said he’s eating.” Neesha’s raised voice from another table. But it was clear he addressed the sword-dancer. “Go away.”

I began spooning stew into my mouth, so that it wasn’t a falsehood.

“Then later,” the stranger said, and I heard a mixture of frustration, impatience, and, oddly, a trace of relief in his tone.

Footsteps: the scrape of sandals on packed dirt floor. Neesha snickered, said something to Darrion and Eddrith, who laughed. Voices rose again in the cantina, all of them, naturally, discussing what had just occurred.

I swallowed, washed down a chunk of meat with ale, and turned just enough to catch my son’s eye at the table beside us. “Do you know him?”

Neesha blinked. “No.”

“Oh. Well, I thought maybe you did.”

He was totally baffled. “Why?”

I gifted him with a flash of teeth. “Because he sounded just like you, the first time you challenged me to dance.”

“What?”

“Determined but worried. Confident but worried. Ready but worried.”

“I wasn’t worried!”

Sometimes all it takes is a look.

“Maybe a little,” my son amended.

I turned back to my stew and ale, grinned at Del. She met it with a brief flash of her own, then banished it behind her mug.
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MID-AFTERNOON, TWO HOURS-PLUS on the road. It was bright, but a comfortable temperature, with brilliant, cloudless blue skies. Had Neesha and I not witnessed the storm, we’d have claimed it impossible in the midst of ideal weather.

Del and I rode side-by-side in front of Mahmood’s little caravan. Neesha, Darrion, and Eddrith rode more or less three abreast at the back end. From time to time gales of laughter made their way forward.

Del muttered something. I glanced at her. “What?”

“Men,” she said.

I waited, but nothing more was forthcoming. “Men?” I prodded. “Would this summing up include me specifically, or men in general?”

“Men,” she repeated. “Them. Back there.” She waved a hand indicating the environs at the end of the caravan. “They are, no doubt, discussing women.”

Uh-oh. “Possibly they are,” I responded warily. “It’s not an unpopular topic, with men. Women, I mean. I mean, men discussing women.” I tried to untangle myself. “Don’t women discuss men?”

Del didn’t answer right away.

“Don’t they?” I asked innocently, then grinned. “Hah! I know they do. You do. Women, I mean. I don’t know if you do—do you?”

She eyed me askance.

“You forget,” I said, “we own part of a cantina. We employ wine-girls. They discuss men. I’ve heard them discussing men.”

“I imagine they do,” Del agreed sourly, “being as how a part of their business is serving themselves to men as well as wine and ale.”

We’d had that discussion once, before the girls themselves told Del it was their choice. With which she couldn’t argue, being a woman who made her own choices. “Of course they compare men, bascha. Naturally. Wouldn’t you, in their place? So you can find out which customer might be more preferable?”

Del emitted a noise that sounded suspiciously like a disparaging grunt. “And are those three young men back there comparing women so they can find out which wine-girl might be more preferable?”

Perhaps she meant to score a point, or to make me protest. I just said, “Probably.”

She frowned at me; I was not behaving in the anticipated defensive manner. “And you?”

“If you mean have I ever discussed women, yes. If you mean have I ever discussed women the way those three are likely discussing women—or will discuss women, if not at this moment—yes. If you mean do I discuss you, no. At least, not in that way.” Her gaze was chill. “Not in that way,” I repeated, altering the emphasis. “Do I ever talk about you at all? Of course I do. People ask about you. ‘How is Del?’ they ask. ‘Has she killed any students lately?’ Or ‘Has she lopped off any heads recently?’ You know. The kind of questions men ask about any woman.”

“Six weeks ago,” Del said.

I had no idea what she was talking about. “Six weeks ago—what?”

“I lopped off a head. Six weeks ago.”

Ah. Yes. So she had. That memory had not been in my mind, but was probably why it came out of my mouth. “I’m not sure they’d believe it,” I observed finally.

“Who?”

“Anyone in town. If I told them you lopped off a head. If anyone asked, which they wouldn’t . . . and I was merely attempting to make a point by using that example, while you ignored me making it.”

“Would they believe a woman couldn’t?”

“Lop off a head?” I shrugged. “I don’t know. I doubt it’s something that would occur to any man, actually, head-lopping not being in anyone’s ordinary line of work.”

“For a woman?”

“For anyone!” I said aggrievedly. “No one goes around lopping off heads!”

Del shrugged. “I did it. You did it a few days before I did. We are both experienced head-loppers.”

How in hoolies had we gotten onto this topic? “Well, both men deserved it!”

“Yes,” she agreed.

And so they had. Zayid, a bandit leader who, with his men, had killed numerous caravanfolk, followed by nearly beating in the skull of Neesha’s stepfather, raping his mother, kidnapping and raping his sister. Oh yes, Zayid deserved it.

As for Del’s victim . . . well, Umir the Ruthless was ruthless no more. He was neither bandit nor rapist, but enemy he had been, an eccentric collector who saw no impediment to acquiring those things he wished to acquire, material or human, nor had any concern with methods employed. He had on several occasions acquired Del and me. Six weeks before he’d also acquired Sula.

Zayid. Umir. Both now lacking heads. And the world was better for it.

“At any rate,” I continued, “it is indeed likely that they are discussing women.”

“Or exploits.”

I held my tongue.

“Not bed exploits,” she said. “Life exploits. Out in the world.”

“Adventures.”

“Exploits. Adventures and exploits are not the same.” She paused. “In my mind.”

“They’re not?”

“No. People have adventures. Exploits are what people do. Deeds. What they accomplish during the adventures.”

I had never considered the difference. So I applied the terms to myself. “I’ve experienced adventures. I’ve done deeds.”

“So you have. And so have I.”

“So have we,” I clarified. “We. Us. Together.”

“Yes. We have experienced adventures on which—or in which—we have done deeds.”

“Well, Neesha’s experienced adventures and done deeds. Probably Eddrith has; I don’t know that much about him. But I’m not sure Darrion qualifies on either count. He’s only just beginning training.”

Del disagreed. “Istamir counts. He aided us in getting Neesha’s sister Rashida back, and in chasing off Zayid’s men.”

I granted her—and him—that. “All right, one adventure. But I’m not sure about deeds.”

“I think we should ask,” Del said. “I will ask. Over dinner.” When I stared at her in perplexion, preparing to ask her why any of this mattered, she added, “Better than discussing women.”

I didn’t exactly agree—it’s enjoyable discussing women—but I did not contest her statement. Or soon enough we’d be discussing me, and not in a good way.
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Within a copse of scrub trees, as the sun went down, Mahmood parked his wagons for the night. His men tended the horses as we tended ours; that task completed, Mahmood’s drivers built their own small cookfire somewhat apart from ours. Mahmood joined them. I didn’t know if it was because we were the hired help, or that he felt we might wish to be among our own.

We were not yet on the crystal sands of the Punja. The desert here was rocky, strewn with pebbles and larger stones. Vegetation yet grew, including webby grasses that served as decent fodder for the horses. Water was in plenty, thanks to full kegs roped to the sideboards of Mahmood’s wagons. Twilight was dying fast, and the moon rose upon the deepening indigo-hued horizon. Several of the brightest stars were already visible.

A brace of sandconeys cooked on a rustic spit, fried tubers spiced with wild onions, and buttery pan bread filled our bellies, chased down with ale. Now we all of us stretched back against upended saddles for headrests, lying upon bedding blankets beside the fire. I smiled fatuously up at the darkening sky and stars, linked fingers across my ribs, and closed my eyes.

“So tell me,” Del said to our party, “what deeds have you done? What adventures have you experienced?”

My eyes snapped open. I’d thought she’d forgotten about her resolution.

She continued. “Eddrith, shall we begin with you?”

I hitched myself up on an elbow and braced my jaw against a propped arm. I’d seen the brightness in her eyes, heard the merest trace of amusement in her tone. Given young men to tease, she did it very well.

Eddrith, across the fire, was clearly surprised. “Adventures?”

“And deeds,” Del clarified. “We know so little. A trained sword-dancer, and you defeated Neesha—surely you have defeated others. Well? Tell us. What are you famous for?”

“Famous?” Now he sat upright, dying cookfire flames illuminating his face. “I’m not certain I’m famous for anything. Infamous, maybe.”

“For a deed?”

His grin was sudden, open, and attractive. “Oh, yes.”

“Then tell us.”

“All right.” And he promptly launched into a lengthy, raucous, bawdy tale of an evening for which he’d made assignations with two ladies, both married, who knew nothing about one another, and whose husbands knew nothing about Eddrith, and how he ran into supreme difficulty when both husbands, independently of one another, came home early, and he found himself escaping in the nude twice, diving out windows. On the second occasion he’d donned the only clothing he could find, a gown belonging to a fortunately obese woman who had washed and put it out to dry. It was only at the house of a third woman upon whom he’d practiced his charms that he was able to replace the woman’s gown with the robes of a man not her husband. And so she learned he’d bedded others, and he learned she had, and he determined it was best to simply depart the town before sunrise, before three women, three husbands, and some man unnamed should learn his whereabouts.

It was quite funny as he told it, with many embellished flourishes, and all of us were laughing loudly before he even finished his tale.

Well, except Del. But her eyes remained bright.

Men. Talking about women.

I restrained additional laughter, but retained a wide grin. The story was funny, and I also found it funny that Del’s intent had been completely thwarted.

Well, Eddrith certainly had done deeds, and it had been an adventure, but not exactly what she’d anticipated.

Or so I thought. Until she turned a telling look on me and slowly arched brows, as if to confirm that she was correct in believing men had little else on their minds than talking about bedding women.

Oh, hoolies.

Darrion, the youngest and least experienced—well, in a circle, at least; I had no idea about his experience with women, though I doubted it was extensive—began with, “There was the time—” only to be cut off by Del as she rose, pressing herself up from bedding.

“I’m going to pee,” she announced pointedly, and stalked off to find a suitable bush.

I emitted a single blurted laugh, dropped flat against my bedding and, smiling broadly, gleefully told Darrion to continue his tale. Which he proceeded to do.

Sometimes a man must be a man.

Even if the woman doesn’t approve.

[image: image]

Mahmood and his drivers retired to their wagons for the night. Neesha, Eddrith, and Darrion rolled up in blankets. A bit later Del and I quietly rose, grabbed blankets, and stole off to the far side of the copse, where we swiftly moved the worst of the rocks out of the way and piled blankets on top of one another. Then, with no discussion about adventures, exploits, or deeds, Del and I lay down and piled ourselves on top of one another, taking turns about who was on the bottom so we’d both be equally stone-bruised come morning.

We took our privacy where we could find it. At home, even with Sula in her little sleeping alcove, she was still free to clamber out of bed and pay us visits at what we’d consider inopportune times. She wasn’t old enough to ask us what we were doing in our small bedroom, divided from the rest of the house only by curtain, not door, but she was capable of sleepily demanding to join us in bed. Sometimes she went back to her own little bed when told to, but usually she didn’t. So, with her in between us, sleep was what we did.

I had once suggested that we could consider fastening a net across the alcove opening to keep Sula in, but Del had not been receptive. She had, in fact, been somewhat unkind in her response. Nets were for poultry.

This time, with the only child nearby a twenty-six-year-old male who likely availed himself of bedding activities more often than we did nowadays, we did not sleep. At least, not immediately. And then when we did sleep, it didn’t last long.

Rain. Lightning. Thunder.

Not all at once. First came a flash of light so brilliant as to sear through eyelids and shock us awake, followed by a deafening crack of thunder immediately over our heads. Then the skies simply opened up and poured an ocean upon us.

Del isn’t one for swearing, but she’s certainly capable, and she knows plenty of bad words. In two languages, no less. And she employed them. We both of us sprang up, grabbed blankets, scraped through scrubby trees and brush and headed for the nearest wagon.

Mahmood transported fine cloth and spices. It would not do for us, soaked as we were, to get into his wagon and risk damaging his goods. It was not ever expected that outriders and guides would do such a thing, anyway. Going under a wagon, yes. That was allowed.

Del dove under first. I bent, shoved my blankets at her. “Here. I’ll get the gear.”

Saddle. Saddle pouches. Saddle blankets. Various and sundry other supplies. In dhoti and nothing else other than very wet skin, I splashed barefooted back through running water to the drowned fire, where three young men were gathering up their own belongings before hastening to other wagons. We were all soaked, skin running with rain, hair stuck to heads and necks.

In a flash of lightning, Neesha saw me. Above dying thunder, he shouted, “I retied the stud’s halter rope to a stronger branch and hobbled him!”

I shouted my thanks, ducked down to retrieve my saddle and Del’s. Lightning formed a chain across black skies, and I saw the bulk of the stud in mid-copse, some distance from the other horses. He was an intact stallion, not a gelding, and tended to make his opinions more profound. His rump swung from side to side as he shifted, testing front hobbles. Nearby Del’s white gelding was tied, more visible than the others when lightning flashed.

I hooked saddles under both arms, grabbed pouches, splashed back to Mahmood’s wagon. I shoved Del’s gear under, where she took it, then crawled under with mine. The wagons were tall, but neither of us could sit upright. Instead we hunched, untying rolled bundles at the back of our saddles.

Coats. Which I had insisted on bringing because, after all, we’d already faced snow and a whirlwind, and I wasn’t taking chances.

As Del unrolled her coat, she raised her voice over the storm. “Swords and harnesses are looped to the axle!” Therefore protected from rain, and also kept out of the mud. “How are the horses?”

I told her, shrugging into heavy sleeves. The rain wasn’t truly cold, like snow or a winter storm, but it was chilly nonetheless.

Del and I spread out oilcloth sheets, rolled saddles and everything else into them, and set the big bundles against two high spoke wheels. It had been very odd packing for bad weather, but we’d done it nonetheless. I’d recommended the same to Neesha, Eddrith, and Darrion, but had no idea if they’d followed my suggestions. If not, everything they owned—and themselves—would be drenched come morning.

Del and I spread one last oilcloth sheet on the ground, scooched up against one of the big wheels, arms hooked through one another’s elbows, coated and hooded, shoulders pressed close.

The hiss of rain was very loud. After a moment, Del raised her voice. “Can’t you make this stop?”

“Me?”

“You have magic. Make it stop!”

Lightning. Thunder. I waited for the rumbling to die out. “I have pieces of magic—and I don’t know if any of it can control the weather!”

“Can you try?”

We were shouting at one another to be heard over the rain. “I don’t know!”

“It would be convenient if you could make this stop!”

Convenient. Well, yes. But . . .“I don’t think it’s a good idea!”

“Why not?”

“Because if I’m attracting bad weather, I could make it worse!”

After a moment of contemplation, Del swore. We snugged ourselves more closely and prepared to wait out the remains of a thoroughly nasty night.

Following a particularly loud explosion of thunder, I waited for it to die down and put my hooded head very close to the opening in her hood.

“We’re not going to sleep,” I said. “We may as well talk about something.”

“About what?”

“I was thinking—women.”

Del whacked me on top of my head.
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THE RAIN DID not stop until just before dawn. Though we’d put down oilcloth, water no longer soaked up by the ground nonetheless ran under the wagon and across the cloth the latter half of the night. Fabric immediately under our rear ends had remained mostly dry because, knowing better, we had not moved at all, and we tucked coat hems under our rumps, but wavelets had run up against us so portions of us were soaked regardless.

No sleep. Cold and stiff. As the sun rose up into a sky now empty of clouds, Del and I crawled out from under Mahmood’s wagon. While regaining a measure of magic had restored missing fingers, erased many sword cut scars, and made me feel years younger overall, it had not, and did not, prevent me from experiencing new fatigue, stiffness, pain, or other assorted cuts, scars, and illnesses. Once, and once only, I was renewed; anything that happened after that day at Umir’s when I had tried to destroy the Book of Udre-Natha was mine to suffer.

And so I suffered now, attempting to loosen a stiff neck, crack my back, shake out chilled muscles after shedding my coat. Del, also coatless, was doing the same. She was much younger than I, but nonetheless took her share of batterings.

From the next wagon over, three young men exited their hidey-hole beneath the floorboards. Both tall, Neesha and Eddrith were slower to stand, stiff as old men. Darrion was shorter and obviously less storm-crippled. All, however, were coatless and damp. Mud clung to their feet up to the ankles, smeared the backs of their legs. Dhotis were soaked and highly uncomfortable because of chafing their nether portions. With it raining all night, their hair had not dried completely and straggled damply onto shoulders.

I grinned. “Didn’t bring coats, huh?”

Neesha shot me a scowl. “It’s the desert.”

“And the other day it snowed in the desert.”

He wasn’t going to win this battle and knew it. Disgruntled, he bent, reached under the wagon and pulled his belongings out from under it. Blankets were damp but not soaked, so he spread them across mud and placed tack, pouches, and other tidbits upon them. He dug through a pouch, pulled out a cloth and fresh dhoti, and squelched off to find a tree, behind which he could clean up and change with some measure of modesty, although it wouldn’t have fazed Del if he’d dropped the wet dhoti in front of her. But apparently it would faze him.

Darrion and Eddrith performed precisely the same tasks, disappearing in different directions. Then Neesha suddenly reappeared, yanking dhoti up over lean hips, but still muddy. And urgent. “The stud’s gone!”

“Gone? I thought you hobbled him.”

Neesha strode toward me, shaking his head. Clearly, he was worried. With him, it was always horses. “The rope stretched in the rain. Looks like he shook the hobbles off, broke his halter rope.”

I expelled several foul words and slip-slid through the mud to where we’d tied the horses. Four remained right where they’d been put, but indeed, a few trees away, a length of broken halter rope hung from a branch. Neesha’s careful knot hadn’t come undone, but had proved useless against a weakened rope and a determined stud horse.

I muttered several more foul words as the others joined me. “Spread out,” I said tersely. “Look for tracks. Let’s at least find out what direction he went in.”

If we could. The rain might well have washed hoofprints away, if he’d departed in the midst of the storm. But the sun was up, the ground was drying, and at some point fresh tracks would become visible.

“We can’t all go,” Del said. “We can’t leave the caravan undefended.”

She was right. We had not hired on to desert Mahmood because a horse had gone missing. I sighed. “Darrion, Eddrith—you stay here. The stud knows the rest of us better anyway.”
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We walked, the three of us, in different directions. From horseback it would be more difficult to find the suggestion of hoofprints that were mostly, or partially, washed away, so walking was best. In sandals—Del and I had forgotten boots, if not our coats—we all three just gritted our teeth and headed out.

Likely the stud had run awhile. He was not given to spooking, but in the midst of terrible lighting, thunder, and a downpour, I could see him being frightened enough to leave the territory. I’m not sure why he would do so while the other mounts didn’t, as horses are herd animals, but panic can cause all kinds of reactions in any animal, human or otherwise. He was stronger than the others. They may have tried to break loose, but he had succeeded.

In our long association, I had lost him several times. Most recently on a wild ride from Umir’s palace to our canyon. I had nearly run him to death in the attempt to reclaim my magic so I could open the Book of Udre-Natha for Umir, who held both Del and Sula. Eventually I left him with the rest of my water poured into an oilcloth-lined hollow. I had hoped for the best, that he would recover and make his way to safety, knowing nonetheless he might die or disappear into the desert. To my great relief, the best happened; he’d been found, rescued, and recovered well in six weeks.

And here we were again, though this time he’d left me, rather than me leaving him.

Revenge?

Nah. Horses don’t think like that.

Well . . . except maybe the stud.

And I wanted him back.
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I had not gone far when I heard a shout. My name, Del’s voice. She yelled for help, and fear was in it.

The stud? Broken leg? Dead? Dying?

I ran. I slid, tripped, slipped, fell to a knee once, staggered up, kept on running. I heard Neesha shout for me, and a note in his voice chilled me to the bone. Something was wrong.

No. Neesha was frightened.

I skidded around brush, found them. No stud. Del was flat on her back, limbs awry. Pale hair turning brown in mud spread against the ground. Neesha knelt beside her. As I reached her, as I knelt, I saw her lips were bluish; eyes staring, dilated; and she trembled. Her entire body trembled terribly.

“Snakebite,” Neesha said tersely, gesturing nearby. “I killed it. But it got her.”

“T-Tiger . . . oh gods . . .” She forced the words through chattering teeth. “—freezing . . .”

“Blanket,” I ordered Neesha. “Ask Mahmood. He’ll have dry ones.”

Neesha sprang up, ran. I knelt down beside her, noting her left arm was swelling alarmingly, turning dark. I saw discolored streaks running up toward her shoulder.

Oh, gods . . . gods, gods.

“Bascha. Bascha, it will be all right.” I closed her hand in mine, saw how even the fingers were turning blue, swelling. “Hold on. This will hurt.”

I had my meat knife. I hacked a ragged strip of leather from my dhoti, tied it tightly above the puncture wounds. Then I cut across the swollen flesh, through the punctures. Blood welled sluggishly. I bent down low, closed my mouth over the wound, and began to suck and spit.

Del twitched, moaned a little. Beneath my mouth, the trembling increased. Lids fluttered. She was fading.

“—don’t let me go—”

I sucked, spat. “Never.”

“—stay—”

Sucked again, spat again. “I promise.”

Her head rolled against the mud. “—gods . . . Sula . . .”

Neesha crashed through brush, practically fell to his knees. He spread a blanket over her quickly, placed a folded one beneath her head. He knew better than to question me; I was busy, and he’d know the answer shortly. Instead, he sat beside her head and stroked her brow, murmuring encouragement to her.

To me, he said, “I told the others to wait at the wagons. Tiger—” He dropped his voice, though she would hear regardless. “She’s ice cold!”

I didn’t answer. The blood in my mouth carried foul-tasting venom, and I salivated heavily as I sucked and spat. The words all ran together in my head, unspoken words, the prayers, the begging, the demanding.

Del began to shudder. Then she convulsed.

I shouted something. I heard it, didn’t understand it. I closed both hands over the punctures, the knife cut. Angry streaks now ran up into her neck. She tried, but couldn’t speak.

“—gods—” Neesha blurted, realizing what was coming, and horrified because of it.

No, I said.

No. Death would not come.

I went inside myself. I dug deep, demanding; seeking, calling, commanding. Sluggishly, then swiftly, I felt a response, as I had before. A spark. It kindled, grew, flared, shed flame. It ran up my spine, so very hot, buzzing in my bones. Then down through both arms, through the wrists, into my hands. Bone and veins were a path, hollow, opening wide.

It was not visible, the magic. There was no flash of light, no sound, no sign, no darkening of the day. Nothing told in tales. It was a silent, private power, power from inside. It leached out of my body and into Del’s flesh.

I hung onto her arm, sealed my fingers to her flesh. I fed her on my magic.

Now Neesha spoke to me. Now he asked. I made no answer.

Bascha. You’re not going anywhere. Sula needs you. I need you.

And then it was done. The streaks retreated from her flesh, darkness diminished, then departed. I took my hands away, holding my breath, blurred vision clearing, and saw the knife cut, the fang punctures healing before my eyes.

No more shudders. No more trembling. No more blue lips. She sighed deeply, opened her eyes. Stared deeply into mine. And smiled. It was weak, but a smile. Her eyes were bright with tears.

Once before, I’d healed her. In Umir’s palace. She’d lost an unborn child, lost much blood. She had been tended by a wizard, a wizard with no power other than the simple arts of healing; it was I who restored her. And now, I’d done so again.

Neesha’s voice was uneven. “What did you do?”

I didn’t answer, just gazed upon Del, who had come so close, so terribly, horribly close.

His tone now was shocked, but demanding. “What did you do?”

I was exhausted. I slid off my knees sideways onto one hip and buttock, sat down awkwardly next to Del. I wanted to lie down, to sleep, to pass out, to go away where I could be nothing and no one, for a hundred days. All my strength bled away.

“What?” Neesha shouted, and this time I heard fear.

I smiled at my son. It was crooked. Brief. I had no strength to hold it. “I’m kind of a mage.”
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NEESHA STILL KNELT at Del’s head, but his attention was firmly fixed on me. “You’re what?”

“Mage.” I muttered it because I was exhausted. And embarrassed.

“Mage,” he echoed. “Mage? A mage mage?” When I nodded, his manner and tone was completely, utterly, incredulous. “You’re a mage?”

I wondered how many times he intended to ask me that. “I am.”

Del said, “He is.”

Neesha stared down at her. Then he stared at me. He challenged with a commanding wave of his hand. “Do magic!”

I smiled wearily. “I just did.”

He stared wide-eyed at Del again. He’d seen the signs of approaching death. Blue lips, streaks of poison running up her swelling arm into her neck, the dilated eyes, the horrible trembling slipping into convulsions. He’d known life was departing.

Now he looked back at me. “Mage.”

I said, “Can we change the subject? Or at least come up with another word?”

He was almost belligerent. “I’ve never seen you do any magic!”

“I just did.” I was about to collapse. “It’s complicated. I’ll explain another time. For now, let’s get Del back to the wagons.” And me. Then memory unfolded. “Neesha—can you look for the stud? I need to eat. I have to eat. And sleep. Or I’ll be no good to anyone.”

Del sat up. For a moment she seemed to be taking stock of her body, how it felt to still be in the world. She inspected her arm. Two tiny, purplish puncture scars remained. In all other ways, she was perfectly normal. And very much alive.

She rose. Stood over Neesha, who remained on his knees. “Tiger is ill,” she said with immense clarity. And when he opened his mouth to question her, she said pointedly, “He is ill, Neesha. It’s the best explanation. What Tiger is, what he can do, is best left for us to know. No one else.”

From her, he looked to me. I saw his mind working, though I couldn’t predict his thoughts. After a moment, he nodded once. Pressed himself to his feet.

“Can you walk?” he asked Del.

“I can,” she replied. “Tiger, maybe not. But he’s ill, after all, so we can aid him.” Her expression was fierce. “Do you understand?”

“Ill,” Neesha agreed in resignation. He reached down to me, offered a hand, an arm, his youth and strength.

For the first time in my life, I allowed my son to pull me up from the ground, to see a weakness not earned in the circle. He was nearly as tall as I. Our eyes met.

His jaw was tight. “I will ask again.”

I sighed. “I know.”
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I was so fatigued and shaky that it required no acting to convince the others I was ill. And in a way, I was. While I had lent Del strength at Umir’s, she’d been mostly recovered. But this, this calling her back from the verge of death . . . I had poured power into her, but also a portion of myself.

From my time in ioSkandi among the mad mages in the Stone Forest, where they leaped from stone spires to test their magic, I was aware that if one who had magic didn’t use magic, it weakened. But it also stole something of those in whose bones power lived. Longevity. A normal lifespan. Ten years only, a man was given. But back home, back in the canyon, in the fallen stone chimney and tumbled boulders, I had taken Samiel, my Northern-made jivatma, and put the magic into it.

And then I had broken the blade.

It was Umir and his threat to Del and to Sula, captives in his palace, that forced me to heal the sword, that made me take the magic back into myself. I carried Samiel again, a sword now free of my Skandic magic, hosting only what I’d made of it when I blooded it, had brought it to life.

Ten years only left me? I no longer knew. As well as what I hosted from ioSkandi, I had parts of a grimoire inside me now. Opposing power? Companion power? I couldn’t say. I didn’t know. It had been only six weeks since two powerful magics had merged in me. For all I knew, I had only ten days to live.

We’d established that Neesha had not told Mahmood that the blankets were for Del. He’d simply asked for them. Easy enough for Mahmood to assume they’d been for me.

The merchant stared at me in great concern when Neesha and Del brought me back. I walked on my own, but they remained very close to me, stationed on either side.

“Don’t worry,” I said as we came up to the wagon. “I’m not dying.”

“It’s just a fever,” Del said quickly. “It comes upon him now and then. It does not infect others.”

I smiled briefly. “Something I picked up in Skandi.” Which was absolutely true.

Mahmood bobbed his head. “Let us put you in the wagon. Rest on my pallet. We’ll go on when you’ve recovered.”

Kind words, a casually certain tone, but I saw in his eyes a flicker of regret. This meant delay, and merchants in caravans do not much tolerate delay. But even if he knew my affliction wasn’t illness, I’d still have to rest. I could not go on today.

Besides, I didn’t have a horse. I could ride with Mahmood on his wagon, but, well . . . I wanted my horse.

With help, I climbed up into Mahmood’s wagon, collapsed into Mahmood’s bed, and fell asleep, or passed out, immediately.
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A series of vivid, strange dreams, one after another until they overlapped, one become another, and another, and I could make no sense of any. Words floated, strings of words, glowing in the air; and sparks and flame and burning. Conflagration.

Voices in my head, muffled, nearly muted, in myriad languages. I, who could now understand all, understood none. It was sound shaped like words, but indecipherable.

I saw bones upon the sand, bones from under the sand, now freed and calling to me, beckoning me; and a wind from the west, carrying with it a cloud-wall of crystal, the pale, glassy, deadly sands of the Punja.

And I heard the scream of an angry cat, a dying sandtiger, spear through his mouth and pinning the back of his throat, breaking through flesh and bone. Felt the slash across my face. The burning of the venom. And the dreams wrought of it.

Out of it, a name. The slave now free.

Sandtiger.
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I awoke with a start so profound my limbs jerked with it. Even the head upon my neck. I knew at once where I was, what had happened, and what I had done.

Saved Del’s life.

I would give up all the years remaining to me to save her, or Sula, or Neesha. It would be no sacrifice to defend against those deaths.

Alone in Mahmood’s wagon, I offered a pact. Take me. Not any of them. Not before time. Let them grow old. I can die young.

Well, all right, I’m not exactly young any more, but neither am I old.

Depending on the day.

I raised myself up onto an elbow, braced myself against it. Definitely felt old. But equally alive. Whatever I’d spent of myself had either returned, or I’d adapted to its loss with no awareness of it.

I sat up. Took a breath, then crawled to the back of the wagon. Someone, likely Mahmood, had snugged the canopy closed. I fumbled, finally loosed the cords and stretched the opening wide.

Daylight most definitely.

From below me, “You’re awake!” was followed by Del leaping up from the ground, skull nearly colliding with my jaw. She stepped back hastily, then gently put an open hand against my chin.

“—sorry. How do you feel?”

I squinted into the day. “Better than I might.”

“Let me undo the tailgate.” She made quick work of removing drop-pins from metal loops nailed to the wood. “Are you all right?”

She glanced briefly over a shoulder, slapped a hand against my forehead, and raised her voice. “Your fever’s broken!”

Ah yes. Fever. “So it has,” I agreed, as Mahmood appeared. Very quietly to Del, I said urgently, “I’m spent, bascha. I need food. Now.”

She turned hastily to Mahmood before he could ask any questions. “Have we food left from breakfast?”

He bobbed his head. “Of course. I set some back for him. I’ll bring it.”

Del watched him walk away, then turned back to me. “I set some aside as well. Can you eat two meals?”

“Three,” I said tersely, and worked my way onto the tailgate, sat with my legs dangling. “Did we happen to bring any aqivi? I don’t remember.”

Del was aghast. “For breakfast?”

“Medicinal purposes.”

“For breakfast?”

“And maybe for lunch and dinner,” I snapped, then wished I hadn’t. “Bascha, I’m sorry . . . I just need the kick in the gut. That’s all. I don’t intend to guzzle it. Hoolies, probably I’ll need only a couple of swallows.”

She eyed me closely. I think she was on the verge of refusing, then turned so abruptly in her departure that her braid swung out and whacked me painfully across the nose.

Mahmood was back with a pewter plate of flatbread, olive oil, a slice of hard, smelly cheese, and a baked tuber as I felt carefully at my nose. He also had a mug of effang tea, which I routinely refused to drink unless circumstances demanded. I figured these circumstances did, so I sipped at it slowly, thinking about aqivi. But then I began eating, and what I drank no longer mattered. Like a fire, fuel was required were I to burn.

I was halfway through breakfast when Del arrived with a bota. Under her fierce gaze, I swallowed two squirts, then handed it back. As I gulped the second Neesha came up. His smile was odd.

Hope and worry commingled. “Tell me you found the stud.”

My son grinned. “He found us. He wandered in around dawn.”

I thumped down mug and plate and shoved myself off the dropped tailgate. “Where?”

Neesha started to answer, but I didn’t wait. I just walked swiftly through the campsite, into the copse, to the tree where Neesha had tied him before.

There he was, no worse for wear, tied with a new rope and contentedly munching grain from a waxed canvas bucket set upon the ground. He flicked an ear back as I approached, acknowledging my presence, but did not leave off eating his breakfast to greet me.

I told him in no uncertain terms what I thought of his escape, how unappreciated it was, how I was a fool for keeping him intact when a gelding would be more tractable, and that if he did this again I’d sell him to a tribe who dined on horseflesh.

He was not impressed. He’d heard it before.

I smoothed a hand down his dun-colored neck. “Don’t do this to me, old son. You’ll give me gray hair.” I then recalled that Del said I actually already had a few strands. “More gray hair,” I amended.

He pulled his head from the cloth bucket. Lip and chin working, he turned his eyes, stared at me, then snorted prodigiously. And damply.

I brushed ineffectively at my bare chest, then tried to flick away bits of sticky grain.

Aqivi. An additional swallow or two in the wake of such equine disrespect. Del would understand.
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Del did not understand, and I didn’t get my aqivi. Just a damp cloth with which to clean myself up.

So I ate a second breakfast. And half of a third.
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DEL AND I rode at the back of the little caravan. Neesha, Eddrith, and Darrion rode together at the front. After what I’d been through the day before, I was content to more or less simply balance atop the stud, allowing reflexes to guide my body as opposed to actively riding. And the stud, who’d undergone his own unhappy experience in the terrible thunderstorm, was content to pace Del’s gelding, moving on in his steady, comfortable walk. It nearly lulled me to sleep. Caravan duty is one of incredible boredom—if one is lucky.

But even as I rode, relaxed, swaying in the saddle as hips loosened further, I became aware of Del glancing at me sidelong so often that I found it annoying. “What?” I asked finally, scowling.

She frowned back. “What?”

“You keep staring at me!”

Her expression was transparently innocent; she was offended by my tone. “I’m just looking to see if you are recovered.”

She was sincere and probably unaware of just how often she appraised me. And how precisely she weighed my well-being. Attempting to mollify, I said, “I slept like the dead, ate nearly three breakfasts, and have my missing horse back. I’m fine.”

She remained unconvinced, which annoyed me further. “You’re sure?”

“Yes, Del, I’m sure—”

And then I wasn’t.

Something plucked at me. Something tapped me on the shoulder. Something whacked me upside the head. Nothing from the outside. Nothing tactile. But from the inside, where no one could see. Even I couldn’t see. I could only feel.

“Hoolies,” I muttered, reining in sharply.

Del, slowing, turned her white gelding sideways, pausing him to look at me. She was alert but did not ask; she waited, and knew I would tell her when I could.

I said something even more succinct, and unsheathed. Del followed suit with her own sword, though clearly she sensed nothing of what I was sensing. She merely knew to echo me.

With neither demand nor fear, merely quiet acknowledgment, she asked, “What is it?”

I itched. I ached. “I don’t know. I don’t know. Something . . .” I shook my head, trying to suppress a shudder along my limbs, a grue down my spine. “It’s out there. And it’s coming.”

Hoolies, I felt sick to my stomach. The way I used to feel, before I even knew what I was. Before Skandi, and ioSkandi; before the thrice-cursed grimoire. But in those days, I was unawakened. I had not been made, had not been tempered. I was hollow, empty of magic save for the dormancy of it within me. Much had occurred since those days. Much had changed. I had.

All the hairs stood up on my body, from scalp to ankles. A chill encased my flesh.

We were at the edge of the Punja. Behind us lay the scrub trees, grasses, brush. Before us stretched the crystal sands. “Something,” I repeated, but was no more able to explain now than before.

“Magic,” Del said.

“Yes, but more than that—ah, hoolies—” I kicked the stud into a sudden lunging run, catching up to the last wagon in five strides. I kept going toward the front until I could swing the stud sideways in front of everyone. It set Neesha’s horse to jerking sideways. “Turn around!” I shouted, reining hard. “Mahmood, turn around!”

The merchant, riding the lead wagon, was astonished as he reined in his team. It was not quickly done, with two horses hitched and hauling a wagon. “Turn around?”

The stud, set into a gallop and then abruptly halted, was most displeased. With head ducked, tail whipping, he bowed his back, stomped, and threatened to unseat me. He would not stand, and I had no time to battle him for it. I merely remained astride, controlling as I could, but not with any ease.

“Sandstorm,” I said curtly. “If we go back the way we came, we can find some cover. There’s none in the Punja.”

Mahmood had stopped his wagon, but hadn’t yet turned it. He stared northward at the sands lying quiescent before us. The day was blue, bright, clear, temperate, lacking even so much as a breeze.

He was clearly torn. “But Sandtiger . . . I wish not to disagree, but there’s nothing upon the horizon.” Usually one can see a faint smudge against the sky as precursor to simoom before it fills the horizon, but, like Mahmood, I saw no sign. “The day is merely a day.”

I knew he wished not to lose more time. I’d cost him too much already, with my so-called illness.

But I was afire, and driven, and had no patience, no diplomacy. “Just do it,” I ordered curtly, returning sword to sheath. “You’re paying me to protect the caravan. Turn around now and go back. Look for cover.” I flung out my arm, indicating he was to go southward. “It’s coming from the north. Set up your wagons and horses so, behind trees and brush. Now, Mahmood! Don’t ask why—just do what I say!”

Neesha and the others were completely stunned, staring at me as if I’d lost my mind. Never had Darrion or Eddrith heard me so clipped, so curt, so arrogant in my certainty.

Del rode up beside me. “Do so,” she instructed Mahmood, but also instructed the students, including my son. “Question him later, if you must. He will answer. But for now—believe what he says.”

Neesha glanced at her sharply, then turned an equally hard look on me. I could see him debating asking for an explanation, and I saw him come to the conclusion that his suspicion was correct. If I was a mage, it was magic I sensed. Magic I therefore used, to know such a thing as a storm on the rise when no such thing was apparent.

“Now!” I repeated, and at last Mahmood acquiesced, though his expression was mutinous verging on anger.

Darrion began, “I don’t understa—”

“Never mind,” Del said sharply, cutting him off. “Trust what he says. Tiger has weather sense.”

It was the first time any of them had heard such. I knew, too, that nothing I’d done in the six weeks since our return led them to believe I claimed any such ability. While Neesha kept a grim, bitter expression, Darrion and Eddrith frowned in confusion.

“Or stay behind,” I snapped, losing all patience, “but you were hired to protect the caravan. Protect it! We need cover!”

It was enough, for the moment. Back we went, following the rutted road traveled only moments before. At the first copse of low, spreading trees, in a scattering of brush, I said it would do. Time now, I told them, to tend the wagons against simoom, to make provision for the horses.

We grouped the wagons in a semi-circle on the south side of the trees. The teams we tied to the wagons inside the semi-circle, so they’d have a buffer of wagons and trees between them and the storm. Oiled canvas canopies were tied down more securely, wheels chocked in place with hatchet-shaped wooden wedges.

Leading the stud, I walked out into the road away from trees and brush. I stared northward. From here, at this lower level, we could not see the Punja. Just a horizon bereft of trees. An expanse of clear skies.

Del joined me on my left even as the stud stood at my right. He snuffled at the ground, mobile lips searching, scraping, but there was little to graze amid the ruts carved by wagon wheels, dirt turned to powder by the churning of hooves.

Then he lifted his head. Stiffened. Like me, he stared northward. His ears stabbed forward.

Del laced fingers into mine.

I gripped her hand. “It’s coming.”

And so it was.

The merest wisp of wind. Barely a breeze. It gently ruffled our hair, stirred the stud’s mane. He bobbed his head, snorted, then stood very still again, nostrils flaring as he took in the scent, ears forward once more. A sharp exhalation rattled loudly in his nose.

A smudge upon the horizon.

Breeze transmuted itself to wind. One hand linked with Del’s, I turned the stud and led him back to the wagons. There, Mahmood, his drivers, and Neesha, Darrion, and Eddrith, stood waiting in the semi-circle of horses, of conveyances, and trees, and watched me come. Watched Del walk at my side.

It blew up in an instant. The first gust hit. The first crack of canvas blown hard against curved canopy ribs heralded what would soon become an onslaught. Our hair blew crazily, and the horses, as one, swung to put their butts toward the north, guarding their faces against the wind and the terrible flying sand.

Time to guard our own.

I tied off the stud with infinite care, knowing it might not be enough. I could lose him again. “Wagons,” I said. “All of us.”

Mahmood made no demurral. He traveled the Punja frequently. He knew what a simoom could do to a body. During such storms hirelings were allowed inside, if space permitted. And in this, it did.

Burnouses now were blown hard against us, taut folds snapping. I watched as, one by one, all save Del took cover in the wagons. I delayed a moment, set a hand against the stud’s face, bent close and placed my brow against his. “Stay here,” I ordered. “This time, stay here.”

Wind lifted dust and dirt and flung it at our faces, a scouring promised. Del and I spat grit as we climbed up into Mahmood’s high-wheeled wagon. The merchant was hastily setting into greater safety the chests full of muslin-covered rolls of fabric, bags of costly spices.

First, a blizzard. Followed by massive whirlwind. Flooding rains. Now a deadly sandstorm.

Del read my expression. Nodded briefly.

It was magic I would use after all. Enough to find the source of the si’anasa, the weather-working. Enough that I could destroy it.
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INSIDE MAHMOOD’S WAGON, I settled my spine against a sideboard, drew up my knees, rested forearms upon them. Let my hands dangle. Allowed my head to drop. Closed my eyes.

In the rising wail of the storm, I heard Mahmood ask a question. Heard Del say something about an explanation later. And I knew there would have to be one. But how to explain—? To Neesha, yes; it would be the story of half of his ancestry and thus much easier. But to others?

The Sandtiger, it seemed, was more than merely sword-dancer.

Now Mahmood held his tongue. I gave myself over to senses. Went inside myself, made that inner self be very, very quiet. I heard the wind’s voice, felt the violence, the madness of sheer anger, of undirected rage.

The day was darkened. Sand swallowed sun, a great wall of thick, pale sand and white dust. It was powder and pebbles and chips, sharp-edged crystal, missiles no larger than the end of a needle. And grit. Scouring, terrible grit. In the Punja, in simoom, wind was a weapon. Blown hard enough, long enough, sand would erode flesh from bones.

In ioSandi, atop the spire, I had been tutored. Magery had been crafted. But I had escaped the Stone Forest and now walked the world as someone unfinished. I knew what I knew, but not how to wield, not how to control. And I had rid myself of magic in the fallen stone chimney near our canyon that had been, briefly, my personal spire, where I had poured power into my Northern jivatma, my blooding-blade, and broken it. Banished magic from my body.

Six weeks ago, I had summoned it back. Now, again, it lived within me. But now it was more. I was more. I had cut apart the Book of Udre-Natha, intending to destroy it, but magic attracts magic . . . and in Umir’s palace, I’d been the only magic present.

The book, with all its spells, its dangerous and deadly secrets cut loose from bindings both leather and arcane, recognized in me something it needed. Or wanted. Or required. Now I was more than a mage of ioSkandi. I held in myself many of the spells, the dangerous and deadly secrets, of magic unknown to the South. To the North.

And someone, some thing, wanted all of it. All of me.

Now I was a book, with pages made of viscera, covers bound in flesh, and words written in blood that ran through living veins.
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It was not dark where I went, not black, not blank, as one expects from tales. It was white, it was light, it was blinding bright.

I saw no one. Saw nothing.

But knew everything indescribable. Not even for Del, to Del, could I explain it. Could I paint the picture with words, conjuring color, summoning senses.

Upon the spires of ioSkandi, where mad mages dwelled, I had been annealed. For a time, I lost myself. For a time I was other than I had made myself, when I had killed the sandtiger and freed myself from slavery. I had surrendered magic, but never myself. Nor would I now.

A man, daily, sheds hair, strand by strand. Sheds skin, in tiny amounts. But he never sheds his very self, unless it’s wrenched away. Unless it’s stolen, or destroyed by death.

A bright blinding everythingness.

“I am the Sandtiger,” I said. “What I am, I made myself.”

But that was not true. Not wholly true. I was who I am because of what I’d done, what I had accomplished, what I had shaped in mind and body—but not because of what I am. Not before my birth. Southron-born, I was nonetheless wholly Skandic, and of the blood of mages, of the mad priests who infested even the highest of the elect. I was born of the elite, of the Eleven Families of Skandi. My grandmother, in the household of Akritara, was the metri, the one who ruled the family, though few kin were left. Apparently it mattered.

And none of it had anything to do with a storm.

Anger. It rose sluggishly, then on a rush. The natural world was . . . well, natural. The sun rose. It set. Wind blew. Rain fell. Days were hot, cold. The weather was what it was. Weather was capricious. One cursed it. But one could not control it.

Or—?

Si’anasa, Del called it. Weather-working. Weather magic.

A thing not of the South, but of the North.

Where I was wanted.
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The simoom had been conjured. It wasn’t natural, and I knew it at once. Before, in the snowstorm, in the whirlwind, I had merely reacted, had merely sought survival. I sensed the magic now, the magecraft at the heart of the storm. What I needed to do was follow it, if possible; become a hound upon the scent, hunting vermin. Something wanted me; now I wanted it.

It was a risk. But when, in my life, had I ever drawn breath without risk attached?

I gave myself over to the storm, let my mind open to it despite the fact my body was housed within a wagon. I honed awareness until I felt each individual particle, each crystal, each weightless trace of dust. It came from the North, blew down from the heights, gathered Southron soil, and now Punja crystals.

I parted the curtain of sand. Walked free of it, walked through it. One step after another, until, within my mind, I stood in the midst of the Punja, the deadly heart of the South.

I said to the storm, though I meant my words to travel farther: What do you want?

For a moment the world stilled. Some small thing, some unfelt thing, quested around me.

Hunger.

Need.

Demand.

All of those, I sensed.

It wasn’t a mage. It was the result of magecraft.

It was power itself.

Fire did not require a man to set it. Lightning could do it as easily. A tree, struck, burned; and as it burned it fed upon the wood, and so long as there was other fuel, it spread. It didn’t stop unless a person poured water upon it, or smothered it in earth, or rain fell, or if it reached a space where there was no further fuel. Even much of the South, lacking the thick forests of the North, could go down beneath the assault of fire.

This power, this magic, was fire. Something—or someone—had kindled it, and now it blazed into conflagration. It jumped from tree to tree, ran along grassy ground, fed upon the fuel.

It was hunger, and need, and demand. Until it was halted, until someone poured water upon it, or smothered it with earth, or rain fell from the sky, or all fuel was consumed, it would continue to feed.

It wanted me because I was fuel.

It wanted all the fuel in the world.

Summoned by weather-working, by si’anasa, it burned unchecked now. Si’anasa was merely the fire, set by a mage, but something had gone wrong. The mage was possibly dead, consumed by the flames. Weather-working was its pathway, its expression, not its soul. It was far more. But—I couldn’t touch it. Couldn’t quite find it.

I was being summoned. I was being herded. And if I failed to answer the summons, refused to be herded, lives would be lost.

Ah, hoolies. Eternal threat, eternal promise, eternal weapon: Do this, or people die.

I summoned my will and yelled into the storm: I’m just a sword-dancer.

No, it said. More.

And then it flung me back through the rush of wind, away from the flying sand, hurled me into my skin again, into the body in the wagon.

I must have made a sound, must have moved, because Del’s hands came down on my shoulders. “Tiger?” Then she placed the hands on either side of my face, cradled it. “Tiger.”

I opened my eyes. Saw hers gazing back at me, the waiting within them. Del was not one to outwardly express worry very often, because she knew how to wait. Knew I would tell her when I was able. Worry profited no one.

But of course we all of us do it anyway.

Mahmood was gone. I heard his voice outside the wagon, speaking to his drivers. “I’m fine,” I told her. “The simoom’s dead.”

She removed her hands, sat back on her heels. “Did you do that?”

“No. Well, maybe a little. Mostly I think it’s satisfied that I understand it now. Well, a piece of it.”

“It?”

I made an empty gesture. “I don’t know what it is, bascha. I just know that it’s out there, and it’s hungry, and it wants me and everyone else who can work a little magic. It wants everything that’s magic. But—I think there’s more, too.” I shook my head, scrubbed a hand through my hair. “I don’t know. It’s still out of reach. Maybe when we’re closer . . .”

“‘Closer’?”

“We keep moving,” I said. “I can feel it. I’m a dog on a very long rope—but on a rope, I am.” I rubbed my brow, trying to ease a building headache. “The problem is, it doesn’t understand itself. Not really. It just wants. Needs. And me?—well, I haven’t the faintest idea what I am, either. And what in hoolies is going to happen when this thing—this power—and I finally meet up?”

Her eyes were steady. “Must you meet?”

I heaved a noisy sigh. “I think so. Because if we don’t, things might get very much worse.”

“For you?”

For everyone, I thought. But I couldn’t say that yet. Maybe never.

I looked into her face, thought of all we’d been through. Thought back years when I’d been hired by a young Northern woman to guide her across the Punja and into the depths of the South.

I smiled, reached out, closed her braid inside one hand. Remembered when the impulse to do such a thing would have resulted, most likely, in a knife against my gut. “I think what I’ll do is view this as a sword-dance. It, and me.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m the Sandtiger, bascha, and I win all my dances.”
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NEAR SUNSET, THE simoom was no more than memory, though it was a very tactile memory. Pale sand was heaped around wagon wheels, caught in folds of canvas, furred axle grease, humped in drifts across the earth.

The horses, none of whom escaped ropes and knots in the midst of the storm, had been liberally coated with Punja sand and were now nearly identical in color, until they spread and planted legs and shook hard, loosing clouds of grit and dust into the air. We tended them with care, wiping eyes free of dust and tears, cleaning nostrils, brushing dusty coats. The stud snorted damply all over me, then rubbed his prodigiously hard head up and down my ribs, nearly knocking me on my butt. It was as I poked him off me with a well-placed stiffened thumb that Neesha came up, waited at my right shoulder.

I knew what he wanted. I knew, too, that he wasn’t about to let me dictate whether I did or did not answer his questions. And I saw no sense in hiding anything. Not now.

“Let’s go for a walk,” I said.

The westering sun hung low. The faintest trace of dust remained in the air, painting the skies a brilliance of reds, oranges, violets. We walked out of the hardpan earth studded with trees and vegetation and onto the verge of crystal sands, stood with the sun at our backs.

“Mage,” Neesha said.

“I thought we established that.”

“I was confirming.”

I nodded.

“Is it in me?” he asked. “Magic?”

A simple question, for which I had no simple answer. “I don’t know.”

He was very still as he considered what I’d said. “Well. I guess that’s fair, if uninformative.”

Tension seeped into my muscles. In that moment, I knew. Understood why I had never wanted Neesha to know about the magic in me, why I kept it from him. Because I was afraid. I was afraid.

He was half Skandic. The powers, the magecraft awakened in me, could well be in him. Dormant, as mine had been. But present. And waiting.

I wanted my son free of it. I wanted him untouched by such burdens as limited years. And so I never raised the topic, for fear his curiosity could lead him into danger.

Now I answered him honestly. “Neesha, I don’t know if you have magic. It’s possible. You are my son. You even bear the keraka, that mark that proves you’re one of Skandi’s Eleven Families, and thus the great-grandson of the metri. Which may mean that yes, it’s in you, too.” I ran fingers through my hair, touching my scalp where I knew my own mark lay. Neesha’s was on a hip. “It’s equally possible there’s nothing of it in you at all. Half of you is Southron.”

I longed for something more to say, something that settled matters, that told Neesha that he was, well, boring. Just a young man with innate talent and a natural physicality who might one day establish his own reputation as a sword-dancer.

Neesha’s tone managed to bundle up all manner of emotions: bafflement, shock, disbelief, something that might possibly verge on horror. “You brought her back from death.”

I sighed, closed my eyes a moment, then dug the front of my sandal into sand and dumped some aside. “That’s . . . new.” I’d healed her once, but healing is different from resurrection.

His voice bounced to a higher tone. “‘New’? What do you mean, ‘new’?”

I looked into my son’s eyes. For just a moment he wasn’t my son, but a young man I didn’t know very well. Because I hadn’t been present when he was born or brought up. One day he simply walked into my life, already grown, and a childless man suddenly had his own flesh and blood standing before him. As he stood before me now.

“It would take too long to tell you all of it,” I said, shaking my head. “What I do know was told me by madmen. By mages whom I did not, and do not, trust. I went to Skandi to find out who I was, not to find out that I’m a mage. Not to be made a mage. It was always in me but dormant. For all I know it would have remained dormant had I never gone to Skandi. But I did go, and . . . well, things happened. And I came home different.” I shrugged. “There appears to be magic everywhere. North, South, Skandi . . . doesn’t matter. I spent most of my life denying it, and I was wrong. It’s true that most people go their whole lives without encountering magic, and not many have the ability to tap into it, to actually become mages. It certainly was never part of my plan! And I actually got rid of it for a while—”

“Got rid of it!” He was astonished. “How did you do that?”

I laughed. “Magic.”

He tried to work that out. “You used magic to get rid of magic?”

“That about sums it up. I put it into my sword, and I broke it.”

Neesha’s eyes narrowed. “The sword you carry now. The sword that’s intact.”

“That came later.” I scrubbed a hand through my hair. “I needed the power back. I made the sword whole so I could take back the magic and open the Book of Udre-Natha for Umir, to save Del and Sula. But I had no idea that when I cut the book apart, when that thrice-cursed wizard of Umir’s started taking it into himself, that part of it would come find me.”

“The book is in you?”

I made a gesture of denial. “Not the actual book, no. But a lot of the knowledge. The spellwork, magecraft . . . it was freed from the book, and it found me, got into me, and somehow it’s all bound up with the magic the mages awakened in Skandi.”

His expression remained intense. “If you don’t want it, can’t you put it back in the sword? Break it again?”

I knew the answer without knowing how I knew. “Probably that would kill me.”

It startled him. “What?”

“I don’t know that it would. But—I think so. I once considered trying exactly that, but something in me suggested doing so would be very, very dangerous. It’s not the same magic, Neesha. It’s all bound together now, Skandic magery and whatever this is, this power from the book. I’m some kind of . . . mongrel mage. I don’t know what I can do or can’t do. I just—try things. If I have to. If I think it’s worth doing.”

“Like resurrecting Del.”

I smiled crookedly. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t try to save her. Hoolies, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do. One way or another.”

Neesha was silent a long moment, examining me with an intense, assessing stare. Finally he asked, “This kind of mongrel magic . . . how does someone survive it? Survive the immensity of it?”

“Maybe he doesn’t,” I said; and did not tell him that before, in Skandi, I’d been given only ten years before the magic burned me up and I died. “Or maybe he lives forever.”

Neesha’s grin quirked in a quick sideways twitch. “You just want to make sure your legend remains intact.”

“If it was a legend about being a sword-dancer, that would be fine,” I noted. “But living forever might actually become a bigger tale than whatever I’ve accomplished in the circle.”

Neesha looked thoughtful a moment, then shook his head. “When I decided to find you, I had no idea what I was getting myself into.”

I eyed him, frowning. “And what did you expect?”

He shrugged. “To learn from you. In the circle, I mean. But also to see what kind of man you are.”

“And?” I prompted. “What kind of man am I?”

My son grinned. “A legend.”

I scowled at him, then turned on my heel and tromped off toward the wagons.

Neesha shouted after me, “And I’m still learning about him!”
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As all turned in for the night, Del and I once again put distance between ourselves and the others. But this time we didn’t engage in physical pleasure. This time we lay down on blankets and wrapped ourselves around one another, limbs entwined, just to hold on. Just to keep us bound, and warded against private fears.

Stars lighted pathways overhead. When I was a young slave-boy among the Salset, I spent most nights outside, lying on a foul-smelling goatskin. There I counted the stars because it was freedom to do so—though their numbers were too vast to reach an ending of them—or charted tracks and roads among them. This star led to this one, that one to the next. Waypoints of a brutal life I counted as normal. From infancy I’d never been anything to the Salset except a slave. When there is little to know of oneself, when one is raised among such customs, you just accept what you are.

And then if you’re lucky, you stop accepting. You make your own freedom.

Del’s head rested on my shoulder, the lean length of her burrowed against my side. She claimed no residual aftereffects from the snakebite; claimed she felt perfectly well. But something was not well. Sometimes it isn’t physical distress, but a thing of the spirit.

“I want to make a pact,” she said.

“A pact?”

“That when you do such things, when you save my life, you don’t spend yourself wastefully. You don’t pour all of yourself out onto the ground, where wind might scoop you up and carry you away.” She placed a spread hand tight against my ribs, flesh to flesh. “I want you here, Tiger. I want you with me. I want you whole. I want not to lose you.”

“Del—”

“And I’m weak,” she said, “because now I’m weeping.” She wiped fingers across her cheeks sharply. “I want not to weep. I want never to weep.”

“Ah, bascha—weeping’s not a terrible thing. All do it. Even men.”

“Men?”

“We just don’t admit it.” I smiled wryly up into the stars overhead. “Even to ourselves.”

Del pondered that, then turned more tightly into my side. “Don’t spend all your magic. Don’t waste yourself. Make a pact with me, that you’ll live. That you’ll always survive.”

Waypoints overhead, and unknown pathways. “Then . . . by the stars above. By the stars above, I make a pact with you that I’ll always survive.”

It was enough for her. And as she passed from waking into sleep, I let the first tear, and then another, find the creases in my cheek.
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AT DAWN, AS I creaked my way to my feet—using magecraft always takes a toll—Mahmood came. Del lingered next to me a moment, looked from Mahmood’s expression to me, then bundled up two blankets into her arms and walked off toward the horses.

Probably she wondered, as I did, how much, if any, Mahmood had seen of the resurrection. How much magic.

But there was nothing to see. No lights, no smoke, no arcane rituals. I’d just gone inside myself, found what I needed, and sent it deep into Del’s body.

Neesha had witnessed it. Now I decided to let Mahmood tell me if he’d witnessed it as well. He’d hired me for my sword, after all, not magecraft.

He was a wealthy merchant who dressed in fine clothing to prove the quality of his goods and his success, but on this road he had mostly put away rich cloth and jewels. He still wore a turban, but the colors were muted, the fabric plainer. One ring glinted on his finger, red stone and gold bezel. His age fell somewhere between fifty and sixty.

In the South nearly everyone was shorter than I, and often by a fairly sizable amount. It was one of the first things strangers noticed about me, along with the sandtiger scars on my face. Mahmood wasn’t a large man anyway, and he was accustomed to cocking his head upward to talk with me.

He did so now, using a lifted chin as an advance guard. I shifted my feet into a somewhat wider stance, eased my shoulders into relaxation. He saw it and recognized my movements for what they were. A reminder of who I was. Sometimes, it’s a tool.

His chin came down, and the resolution in his eyes faded. Our jobs after all were safe.

“We have lost time,” he said.

“Everyone loses time in the Punja.”

“We’re not at the Punja yet.” He gestured at the pale sands stretching before us. “Not yet.”

I took a step forward. My legs are long, and only one step was needed to plant a foot atop sand and thus prove we were in the Punja. “Everyone loses time here.”

Mahmood sighed. There was neither fear in his eyes, nor certainty that he was about to send us all on our way. He knew replacing us would entail turning around and going back to Julah, which would cost additional time, and even then no guarantee he would find other competent men to replace us.

Right now, Mahmood was rich in sword-dancers. Only a fool would turn away such bounty.

“Can we make up time?” he asked. A quick gesture indicated he recognized it was unlikely in the Punja. “If all goes well. If there are no other—sicknesses.”

Having all go well and no other sicknesses were fine goals, and two I shared. “My fever’s gone,” I assured him. “Other calamities may overtake us—it’s the Punja, after all—but my sickness has passed. And if it’s possible, if the gods permit, I’ll find us a way to save a little time.”

But he knew as well as I did that when simooms blew through the desert, especially in the Punja, it was possible to lose waterholes, even oases. It’s why Mahmood carried kegs of fresh water, but refilling them along the way was vital. The wagon horses needed water the most, but so did our horses. So did we and Mahmood’s men.

Short of drowning, in the South you could never have too much water.

“Mahmood?”

“Yes?”

“We’re wasting time talking about saving time.”

He hadn’t looked at it that way. “Yes. Of course. Yes, we are.” He bobbed his head. “We’ll go now.”
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As it turned out, we didn’t go now, as Mahmood had stated. My horse had other ideas.

He rolled an eye at me as I approached, white showing all around. Snorted, stomped. Whipped his tail. He was saddled—either Del or Neesha had readied him for me—and I reached to untie him from the scrubby tree.

But as I did so, the stud let me know in no uncertain terms that he wanted nothing to do with me.

“Not now,” I muttered. “Not now.” I reached again, and he snapped at me.

Dog bites are one thing. Even human bites. Both hurt. But the bite from a horse, particularly a stallion who wants you to understand the severity of his opinion, can do terrible damage. You do what you can to stop the horse before its teeth make contact.

He slung that big old head right at me, and I didn’t have time to do anything but stagger sideways out of the path, jerking my arm aside. His legs never stopped moving, hooves never stopped digging into soil. Head went up, ears went back and pinned themselves. He was aquiver with tension, and his dark eye rolled again in its cradle of white.

Darrion and Eddrith were taken aback by the stud’s actions. Neesha, raised on a horse farm, frowned as he watched, as he assessed the stud from atop his own horse. Del, nearby with her white gelding, asked what was going on.

Hoolies if I knew!

The stud had not made contact, but from instinct I jerked my arm away, imagining what could have come of a bite. Then I forcibly relaxed myself, let tension bleed away.

“Look, old son,” I said lightly, “I appreciate your opinion, but it’s time to get ourselves on the road.”

I continued talking quietly, attempting to put him at ease. It usually works with horses and women. But he stomped and snorted, sidled his rump back and forth.

This was not a horse feeling his oats. This was not an angry horse. This horse was—

“Afraid,” Neesha said in wonder. “He’s afraid of you.”

I glanced back over my shoulder. Mahmood was atop his wagon, staring. His lips were pressed together.

I needed to get on my horse. I needed to ride it out of him.

And then he sank back against the rope, jerked his head, and yanked himself free of the tree.

He spun to escape, but Neesha blocked the stud’s way with his horse. My son reached out swiftly, caught rein and rope. The stud knew him. Nothing about Neesha would set him off. He and I had a sometimes contentious relationship, but never anything like this.

“I’ve got him,” Neesha said tightly. “Wait.”

I waited. Neesha led the stud away. I could hear the lilting sing-song of his voice as he held a one-sided conversation, letting his horse walk out easily with the stud at his side.

Hands on hips, I stared after them. Then glanced up at Del as she said my name. I drew in a very deep breath. “I don’t know, bascha.”

She was troubled. “This is different. He is a difficult horse, yes, but this is different.”

The only thing different about our current lives was me.

Afraid, Neesha had said. I had never seen that horse afraid. Horses do spook from time to time, occasionally at nothing at all, but the stud always came right back, as if wanting to speedily shake off his momentary reaction before I could call him names.

Mahmood’s voice. “Time, Sandtiger. We are losing—”

I thrust up the flat of my hand to stop more words. I couldn’t help scowling at the man, which really was intended for the stud rather than Mahmood. But he was human, and closer. And he spoke actual words.

I saw Neesha had turned around and was bringing the stud back. I stepped close to Del, stripped off burnous, slipped out of harness and sword, and gave all to her. Now I wore only dhoti, as I did in sword-dances, but I did not shed my sandals.

My son had the stud on his left side. He came up, nodded briefly at me. He held the stud by halter rope. The reins he had criss-crossed over my horse’s neck and fastened lightly to the left saddle swell. We were in accord.

I took a step toward the stud. His head went up and he rattled noisy breath through large nostrils. I flicked a glance at Neesha, then took two running strides at the stud, caught hold of his saddle, and swung myself up. Feet found stirrups. I snatched at reins. Just as the stud began to dance aside, Neesha leaned toward us, slung the halter lead-rope over the dun-colored neck. I grabbed that up, too.

Rope and reins were mine. It didn’t mean I couldn’t come off, but it did mean currently I held the power of leverage.

Well, as much as a human can, even a large man. Because horses are much larger.

Neesha withdrew from the immediate area. So did Del. As the stud blew up into frenzy, I caught a quick glimpse of her face. She was tense in the saddle atop her white horse, stiff, eyes gone big. We had been together long enough for her to play witness to the stud’s many moods, and certainly to occasional temper tantrums, but her expression told me this did not look the same.

My body told me it didn’t feel the same, either.

When breaking a horse to saddle, to ride, eventually one must climb aboard and allow the horse to get a feel for the weight of a human body, the motions meant to move, to turn, to halt a horse. Some protest mildly and settle into the life of a mount. Others choose otherwise.

Most of the time, the stud chose otherwise. Usually it was little more than a spine lifted, a curve in the spine, subtle objection. He did try to bite now and then, which a well-placed fist stopped. Not through punching him, but letting his nose collide with my fist. Or the flat of palm and fingers popping him across a nostril. None of these actions harmed a horse. These actions warned a horse. Instructed him to mind his manners. Because a horse can break a man’s bones. A horse can kill a man.

Occasionally the stud suggested he was the one who made the decisions. They don’t have to talk; you just know. But on the whole he was a biddable horse, willing to do the things I asked. And he would let no one else ride him.

This time . . . well, this time my horse was afraid and dedicated to ridding himself of that fear. Which appeared to be me.
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THE STUD PITCHED a fit. It was violent, painful, dangerous. I was aware of Del and Neesha bringing their own horses somewhat closer, sides angled toward the stud and me. It was a way of containing him, of keeping him in a smaller area as I tried to ride him into surrender.

Horses generally drop their heads low in the midst of bucking, and they don’t see what’s around them. So he bounced off Neesha’s horse, and Del’s, a few times.

Del and my son hooked their legs forward when angling their horses for an intentional collision so that the stud would hit the horse, not the human leg between himself and the other horse. Unfortunately I didn’t have the liberty to do the same, since I needed my entire body to keep myself in the saddle. Legs and heels clamped behind the stud’s front legs, one hand locked into mane, while the other clutched reins and halter rope.

We crashed through shrubbery, beat down scrubby grass, scraped against trees as he tried to brush me off. He resorted to rearing and staggering on his hind legs, which called for a quick adjustment of my body weight and reins. But he was slowing. He was likely exhausted.

Neesha and Del eased their mounts closer to him, and he gave it up. He stood there, body heaving, pale foam splashed against sweating skin and dripping from his mouth.

I began speaking to him. Just nonsensical crooning with the goal of settling him. I sat quietly in the saddle, let the reins and rope go somewhat slack. I put no pressure on him.

Del asked, “Are you well?”

I said, “Ask me when I’m down.”

I knew both the stud and I were scratched and brush-whipped. Possibly we even bore wounds from broken branches poking into us. Both of us would suffer from the stud’s fit.

From atop my quieting horse I ran a forearm across my brow to wipe rolling sweat away. The motion didn’t do much but smear it, since my arm was nearly as sweaty. Foam from the stud had splattered across my chest. Dust, sweat, foam . . . we were a mess.

I crooned to him again, then pressed heels against him. Clicked my tongue at him. He took a step, then another, and a third. I sensed no intent to bolt or once again pitch a fit. I lifted a leg over his broad, muscled rump, carefully eased my way down with the aid of the stirrup, finally placed feet on the ground. I patted him on the shoulder, spoke quietly to him, began to lead him away. We would circle a while so he could begin to cool down. Water would come a little later.

“Are you well?” Del asked again.

I’d said wait till I was down, and now I was down. “Fine.”

She knew me very well. “Are you?”

“Will be.”

Neesha said, “How in hoolies did you manage that?”

“Manage what?”

“Staying aboard. He should have had you off.”

I continued leading the stud in a circle that put both my son and Del into the middle. “Magic.”

Neesha’s voice ran up to a higher register. “Really?”

I grinned. “No, not really. I think it was out of fear for what he might do if I came off. I was highly motivated to stay on.”

“You are scraped,” Del announced.

Since all I wore was a dhoti, it was easy to see brush welts and other assorted wounds on chest, sides, arms and legs, none of which would kill me. I expected a few bruises would bloom, and my age would escalate from early forties to ninety-two. At least for a few days.

The stud had settled out of tension into weariness. I stopped walking, let him halt on his own at the end of the lead-rope. We stared at one another. Finally he dropped his head, began to forage in grass.

“Sandtiger!” Mahmood again. “May we go now? We must go.”

I had promised no more sicknesses. I hadn’t considered my horse would become an issue. “Tell you what,” I said. “How about you and the young men go on, while Del and I stay here with my horse for a bit. He needs water, more time to settle. I don’t want to hold you back.”

“I can stay,” Neesha blurted. Of course. Born horseman.

“You go on with the other two,” I told him. “Three sword-dancers will be enough to run off all but the most determined bandits. We’ll catch up.”

We all had botas full of water on our horses, but Mahmood slung down three more, and a canvas bucket. His mouth remained pressed into a thin line.

“Listen,” I said, “you came to me to hire Del and me. These three were extra. Be grateful for them. Del and I will catch up when you stop for the night.” Because I wasn’t going to rush my horse across the Punja on the heels of his panic.

I looked at my son, who still appeared annoyed by my arbitrary decision to send him on with the others. He was the horse expert among us, but he hadn’t known the stud as long as I had.

They went on, as I wanted them to. It left Del and I, and two horses. I tended the stud, providing swallows of water in small amounts. As I did that, Del tied off her own horse, then unsaddled the stud and took off his saddle pouches. A huge wet area the exact shape of blankets and pouches lay close against his back, sealed to skin by sweat. Del had my burnous, and she used it to scrub down the stud where he had sweated the most. Thin, white lines of salt outlined the saddle blanket. She wet down the burnous, cleaned the dust, caked sweat, and salt from the worst areas.

Likely the burnous was ruined, but I had another in my pouches, though riding mostly bare-skinned across the distance it took for us to catch up to Mahmood’s little caravan wasn’t a bother. The high heat of a Southron summer had not yet set in.

Del wiped down the stud’s face as I doled out the water. “Before I knew you—has he ever reacted that way?”

“No.”

“Then why today?”

I hitched a shoulder in a half-shrug, rolling my bottom lip between my teeth. “Got a burr up his butt, I guess.”

“That was no burr,” Del said. “Neesha was right. The stud was afraid. Afraid of you. He wanted nothing more than to run away.”

“Well, he’s calm now.” I slipped a hand beneath the wide jaw to scratch between the two deep blades of bone and muscles of his lower jaw. Eyelids dropped halfway, and he stretched out his neck so I’d have better access. “I think he’ll do.”

“Magic,” Del said. “He sensed it in you.”

I dropped the empty bucket, raised a sloshing bota and poured the rest of the water down my own throat and over my head. “Seems likely. But I’ve got no time to waste on thinking about that now. We need to get going, catch up to Mahmood. Since we’ve left our daughter at home, we’d better make that desertion worth it.”

In the sunlight, scrubbed partially dry by Del’s ministrations with my burnous, the hair on the stud’s back was stiffening into peaks. The underside of my blanket was still wet, though drying; but I decided to flip it and settle it dry-side down against his back. It wasn’t good for the saddle, but the stud’s back was more important. I could clean the underside of the saddle when we camped for the night.

Blanket, saddle, pouches . . . the stud accepted all of them. When it came to me, I was allowed to fasten the lead-rope to the saddle. And as I collected the reins and carefully hoisted myself up, he made no objection. Nor did he object when I settled my weight into the saddle.

“Promising,” Del said, as she mounted her own horse.

The stud needed a good rest. I promised it to him when we stopped for the night.

“You are filthy,” Del remarked. “You’ll clean yourself up tonight.”

Implicit in her tone was the suggestion that I would not be permitted to lie close beside her if I didn’t rid myself of dust, dried granules of sweat—the stud’s and my own—and the reek of an active man.

“Just take my other burnous and wipe me down,” I suggested. “It worked for the stud.”

Del narrowed her eyes at me. I just smiled back cheerfully.

But that smile faded as I looked beyond her toward the Punja. Coming out of the horizon was a man, was someone who looked familiar. Not because I knew him—I didn’t—but because of what he was.

Burnous, sword-hilt peeking above his left shoulder. Men such as this I noticed. Men such as this, these days, usually wanted to kill me.

It wasn’t just sword-dancers who’d trained at Alimat, as I had. Alimat’s shodo was dead, and enough time had passed that young men now trained elsewhere. In a way that was worse. I’d broken my sacred vows and thus was damned to death, but it was in my shodo’s name.

He’d been an honorable man. I no longer was.

I watched the stranger come. Del saw my fixation and turned in the saddle. The braided rope of Northern-pale hair shifted against her spine as she twisted to look. As he did, as I did, she wore harness and sword. We’d been riding together for a few years now—me, the big scarred sword-dancer and the fair-haired female sword-singer. No one trained at any legitimate school didn’t know who we were.

He came up, as I expected. Looked straight at me as he rode in. Dark-haired, dark-eyed, deep-tanned Southroner astride a bay horse. The only bright color about him was the blue of his burnous.

Closer, I didn’t know him any better than when I first saw him at a greater distance. He was relaxed in the saddle as he reined in, smiling faintly.

Part of me hoped he’d just ride on by. That may have been his original intent, but not when he got a look at us. We were worth stopping for.

“Sandtiger,” he said. “I was bound for Julah. News of your school has spread.”

So, this wasn’t entirely happenstance. “Looking for a few new moves?” I asked lightly.

His smile widened. “They say one can find you in Julah. Or one may ask directions to find you. But you have saved me the trouble of asking anything.”

Sometimes unexpected and odd thoughts pop up in my head. I looked at the sword-dancer, and as I waited for his challenge what I thought of was not how this might be managed, but of how to match and overcome his skill in the dance, and how likely it was I’d have to kill him, since this wasn’t to be a proper dance.

It was that Mahmood really wanted me to stop losing time.

I nodded. “Let’s get this done, then.” I swung down from the saddle, stripped off harness and sandals, collected my sword and walked out into the clearest area I could find.

His grin was wide, showing off very white teeth. Early thirties, I judged. Old enough to be skilled, young enough to outmove a man who had crashed through trees while riding a powerful, panicked stud horse to a standstill.

I lifted my sword and rested the flat of my blade against the top of my right shoulder. “You’re the one making the challenge. Go on ahead.”

And he looked straight at Del and made the challenge to her.
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NO. NO NO no.

I opened my mouth to say it with vehemence, and then to say even more than that, to disabuse him of such an idea, to dismiss the challenge outright, but Del stared down at me from astride her white horse. To anyone else her expression was blank. But in her eyes, oh, in her eyes was every warning, every rebuke of anything I might say against the challenge.

Del was not made to turn her back on the circle. Del had annealed herself, had tempered herself, in the blood she shared with her lost brother, all those years ago. In the flames of a swordsmith’s lighting, and following Northern custom among sword-singers, she made herself a sword. Boreal, a named blade, a blooding-blade.

Oh, no, bascha.

But I dared not say it.

Years ago, I’d have said it anyway. But no longer. She had taught me too much of a woman’s competence in anything she took on, in anything she needed to accomplish, were she to dedicate herself to it. Northern customs differ from Southron, but she had followed the forms, made the vows, remade her flesh and bone into a sword as much as the one she wore strapped to her back.

Del had fought beside me many times outside of the circle, dealing death, spilling blood, occasionally her own. But in the midst of battle, there is enough distraction that you can’t fix your attention on someone other than yourself. No matter how much you care. No matter how afraid. I saw snatches of her fighting, heard her song in the circle. I knew what she could do.

I could not rob her of her honor.

She lifted a long leg across the front of the saddle, shook her left foot free of the stirrup, and slid down the side of her horse to land lightly on both feet, knees slightly bent. All the while she looked steadily at me, daring me to say a word. When I didn’t, a brief acknowledging twitch of her lips softened her expression slightly.

Del slipped her harness, took off the pale yellow burnous, sandals. Set all neatly beside a bush, and unsheathed her sword. As I had, she walked into the space that offered decent footing.

She wore a brown sleeveless leather tunic that reached to mid-thigh, blue embroidery along the edges. Around her neck hung a string of ruddy-colored beads formed in the blood of a tree’s heart. A tall woman, long of limb. No softness lived in Delilah. She was as much a warrior as she was a woman.

In the South, women do not dance in the circle. Their responsibilities lie in the home. Del’s arrival in the South, a sky-eyed, fair-haired Northern beauty who refused a woman’s role, had resulted in two reactions from men.

Some found her utterly alien. Too tall, too blonde, too pale. And then there was that sword.

Most just wanted to haul her off to bed.

Now it was the stranger’s turn to dismount, to tie his horse, to rid himself of harness, burnous, sandals. Bared, his body showed its share of scars. A full-born Southroner, his skin was darker than mine. Black hair was tied back, and oiled.

I didn’t know what he wanted with Del. Or why he wanted whatever it is he wanted. I was the oath-breaker, the dishonored. But he had made his challenge to her, and Del, I knew, would accept it.

I drew a breath. My sword was in my hand. I walked out to them, used it to carefully draw the circle, which would be lost within the dance in short order, but it was ritual, and they would know where it was in their heads. I stepped away. I waited for him to complete the ritual.

He looked straight at Del. “My name is Jalal,” he said, “and you are the Sandtiger’s woman. They say you can dance, but I think it likely they give you too much credit. Perhaps it is borrowed from him.” He flicked his eyes at me. “And if so, then you are as dishonorable as he is.”

This time I did not seal my mouth, though I was careful in what I said. It was Del’s dance, and I owed her respect. “She is Northern-born,” I said. “Customs differ there.”

Now he was amused, treating me like a child. “But she rides with you. She bears your children. She teaches at your school. By joining you, she has surrendered whatever Northern honor she once had.” Jalal’s smile was gone. “And therefore this will be a death-dance.”

I couldn’t help myself; immediately, I stepped in front of him. My breath gusted against his face. I could nearly count his eyelashes. But before I could spit out my first word, Del spoke quietly.

“Accepted,” she said.

I stepped away from Jalal, turned to face her. I hadn’t meant to insert myself. I didn’t want to interfere. She’d earned the right to accept or refuse dances. But a death-dance?

It’s different, when you do something for yourself. When you put your life at risk. Sword-dancing existed not for to-the-death duels, ordinarily. They were ritualized combat intended to settle disagreements between tanzeers, the desert princes. Victory on one side or the other settled matters.

Death-dances did happen. But not often. I was subject to death challenges now because of all those broken oaths, but no one had ever challenged Del.

I was back to no no no inside my head.

Delilah was very good. But I had nearly killed her in a forced dance in the North. No stubborn denial had burned in me, a selfish certainty that she would survive. In fact, it was the opposite. I was certain she would die.

I’d left her wounded and bleeding badly in the circle, with my own blood running down my flesh. The Northern sword-singers dragged me back before I could go to her. I never saw her as I healed. The emptiness, as I rode away, was terrible. Grief, coming later, nearly broke me.

This time, I wouldn’t be the one wielding the sword. I would be the one who watched.

Jalal didn’t look at Del as she took her place just outside the circle. He watched me. And I realized that while his intent was to defeat me, he had worked out that the worst damage he could deal me wasn’t death in the circle, but to kill the Sandtiger’s woman.

The spark in his eyes told me he knew very well that if he killed Del and thus won the dance, I’d immediately take him on. He counted on it. With Del’s body lying sprawled in the sand, the Sandtiger would be too angry, too grief-stricken, to fight wisely, regardless of his skills, his legendary gifts.

And Jalal, whoever he was, wherever he was from, would take the lives of the dishonored Sandtiger and his Northern woman, and establish himself as the greatest sword-dancer in the South.

Del walked into the circle, placed her sword in the center and returned to her place. The Southroner did the same, then positioned himself at the edge of the circle directly across from Del.

It was for me to say. For me to speak the word.

Have faith, I told myself. Have faith in the mother of your child.

I owed it to her.

Jalal’s gaze was on me. He did not look at Del. And I realized then that he did not consider this a dance against the Northern woman, but precursor to the one against me.

This, I could win. Hoolies, this Del could win.
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IT WAS ABRUPT: Del dove into the circle, scooped up her sword just enough ahead of Jalal to draw blood from his left arm and leap out of range.

It was brutal: As a death-dance, there was no beauty to it, no elegance in it. Neither honored the other.

And it was excruciating: I thought I might vomit as I watched. I had set the tip of my sword into the verge of the Punja and rested my hand upon the pommel, keeping the weapon upright. Now my hand trembled upon the hilt. I felt unable to breathe, felt locked within my body.

Gods, if you’re out there, up there, down there, let my bascha live.

The clangor was loud, dominating the day. Blades met, chimed, scraped. Legs and arms bled, though none of the wounds was serious. The braided rope of pale hair whipped as Del spun. Sweat glistened across Jalal’s darker brow, the salt of it edging into his eyes. He stepped away, swiped a forearm across his brow, but he took little time in the doing of it. Del found no opening in the pause and was forced back yet again. But she stopped him. Again and again, she stopped him. Defense doesn’t win, but it can keep you from dying.

I swore to myself. Felt a knotting in my belly, a quiver of actual fear. Just because you are good, even if you are a master, no certainty exists that you can’t die.

End it, bascha.

She was dusted with pale Punja crystals from the merest verge, the meeting of white with the brown of a duneless expanse. Blood ran in rivulets down both arms, one worse than the other. A thigh bled. Her face was rapt, eyes huge, and blue, and white, as she opened them widely to see as much as was possible even at the edges of vision.

Every muscle in my body tensed. The impulse to leap to her aid was nearly powerful enough to trigger a physical response whether I wanted it to or not, an encroachment of the circle. I could do it. I had surrendered all honor. This was a private death-dance, not a ritualized, hired engagement. I could step across the line now eaten up by footprints, lost to dust and sand. I could enter the circle and kill Jalal. No one need know. And he would not survive to carry tales of the meeting.

But Del would know.

My choice was two-fold: save Del’s life, or destroy the rigid honor to which she held herself.

Del would know.

On Staal-Ysta, the Place of Swords, Northern honor, Northern vows, were just as binding as those in the South. And Del had broken her oaths even as I had. She was denied Staal-Ysta, where her first-born daughter lived, until she won her way across winter water by killing the man stationed upon the shore, denying her passage.

The leaders of Staal-Ysta, called the voca, did allow her on the island. But they did not bring out her daughter. She remained as ignorant of the girl now as she did when she had ridden South, leaving the girl behind. There was no room for an infant in her heart when she was bound on revenge of family, on the obsession to find her stolen brother. She had made her choices.

Made the sacrifices of a mother not to be a mother.

Jalal, also, was furred by white sand, brown earth, painted ruddy by the slide of blood against Southron flesh. Nicks. Slices. Punctures. Nothing that would kill him. But he breathed hard now, chest lifting and falling heavily.

I wanted to roar at them both. At him, to die; at her to step out of the circle. And yet I knew that would not stop the dance, would not halt Jalal. And so I said nothing to either, but inside my heart I shouted out because the fear was not for me, but for her. And it hurt far more than anticipated. I was choking on it, breath locked up in my chest.

If she dies . . . if she dies . . . 

I shook my head.

Have faith. Have faith.

The killing of Jalal would not be enough. The maiming of Jalal might not be enough.

Beyond the circle, beyond the man, the woman, dedicated to dealing death to the other, I saw a scrim of white clouds coalesce, dip down from blue skies beneath a bright sun. White replaced itself with bilious green and black and purple. Clouds roiled upon themselves, stretched out eager arms to engulf all that spread above us.

Wind blew against me. The heat of the day died. Across the sky ran scallops of blinding light, and with the light came noise. A rumble rose, built and built, and then the skies broke open. Thunder rode the lightning.

The storm came upon us, grabbing up fistfuls of the Punja. Flying sand blinded eyes, scoured flesh, threatened to choke us if we opened our mouths. I could see nothing of the circle, nothing of Del and Jalal. Thunder cracked across the heavens, and rain poured down.

My vision cleared. I saw Del then, standing beneath blackened skies. In her hand she held her Northern blade. Rain washed her free of sand, sluiced away the blood. She didn’t flinch from the thunder. She stood beneath the maelstrom, then looked across the circle.

Don’t, bascha. Don’t give him the opening!

And then I saw why she could. Why she did.

Jalal, no longer a threat, lay sprawled upon the sand. But Del hadn’t killed him. No sword had taken his life.

Lightning had done that. It burned away his face, blew apart his flesh.

Del looked at me. She did not approach. Her eyes, in the gloom, were nearly incandescent with an emotion I’d never seen meant for me.

Anger. And worse. Del was furious.

“Did you do this?” she shouted. She stabbed an arm into the air. “Did you do this?”

Astonished, I stared at her. Above us the sky boiled, began to gather itself. Thunder rumbled to nothing. Lightning flared, died. As the storm withdrew, taking with it the green and purple and black, it left behind itself blue skies.

“How could you do this?” Del asked, and I heard the pain in her voice, a quiver of deep hurt. “Could you not let me have this one thing?”

“Bascha, I didn’t—”

“This was mine,” she said, barely above a whisper. “This was mine, this dance. The man was mine.”

My own anger sparked. “I can’t call down a storm.”

Blood once again slipped down arms and legs. This time no storm was present to wash her clean of it.

“You’re bleeding.” I was thankful she bore no deep wounds. “Let me help you.”

Del stood very tall. It was barely visible, but she shook her head. “You promised me, Tiger. You promised me so often that you would let no one kill me. You brought me back from death only yesterday. So this should not surprise me. Now you call down a storm, and the lightning, to kill my oppon—”

“Del.” I spread my arms away from my sides. “Del, I didn’t do it! I’ll swear by anything you wish, I’ll swear on anything you wish, in Southron, Northern, Borderer, even Skandic. This was not my doing.”

An outthrust hand indicated the ruined body. Jalal was more than dead. “But it killed only him! I was but paces away, and you not much farther. I could have died, too, and you could have died . . . but it killed only him.”

I shook my head, let my arms fall. “I don’t know why. I don’t know how.”

The anger in her was dying. “You said it was seeking you, the wild magic. You said that power called to power because of what was in you. Could you have wished him to die? Wished him into death?”

“I did wish him to die,” I answered honestly. “Of course I wished him to die! But I wanted you to do the killing.”

She looked for something in my eyes, in my expression. Anger was gone in hers, but not emotion. It was doubt. She didn’t know whether to believe me.

Take a knife to me, bascha.

Finally, she said, “You called, and it came. In your heart you wished for it. Maybe unknowing. It must be, Tiger. That was no natural storm. But it came to you like a shepherd’s dog answers to the whistle, proud to do the work.”

My own anger was rising. “If that’s true . . . if it’s true that somehow my wish summoned this magic, it means we must find it even more quickly. Otherwise maybe it’s me who should be lying there faceless, all my body burned.”

Del didn’t understand. Her eyes widened and her mouth moved, but the words didn’t come immediately. “That’s not— I didn’t mean that.”

I shrugged. “If this wild magic wants me, if it is somehow attracted because of the power in me, then one answer is to kill it.”

“Tiger—”

“And another is to kill me.”
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THE BATTLE BETWEEN us was done for the moment, but I didn’t believe the war concluded. Del’s mood was too distant, brows knotted, lower lip chewed. She answered questions when I asked, and asked her own, but clearly she was distracted.

When it came time to bury Jalal’s remains, I saw her stiffen again. Her body lacked its customary grace. I picked up the canvas bucket Mahmood had left with us. We had no spade with which to dig. A bucket was better than nothing.

“In the sand,” I said. “It’s softer, easier to dig in.”

In the past we had left bodies where they’d fallen, generally because we needed to depart immediately. But Jalal had made it clear he was seeking me, and it was highly likely he’d told someone. Probably several someones. Sword-dancers told tales often enough in cantinas to claim various virtues, and when spirits are added tongues loosen even further. For all I knew, when Jalal did not return to wherever he came from, other sword-dancers might decide to track him to Julah, to ask about me.

Or, well, Del. Maybe. I didn’t know if she’d always been his target, or if he thought of it on the ride down.

Del reminded me that his body was unrecognizable. I said he was to us but possibly not to companions. He was mostly faceless and his body was charred in some areas, but not entirely. I said it was better to take no chances.

And so we used his burnous as a shroud, half-carried, half-dragged him away from our tracks, dug a long hollow in the sand, placed his body, sword, and knife in it. I dumped bucket after bucket of sandy dirt over him.

In the endless dunes, he wouldn’t remain buried. Dust storms would sweep away what I poured over him, but by then the sun and heat would dry him and flying sand would flay him, and eventually, if he were found, the Punja would be blamed.

“Now we tend you,” I told her.

Del was a better patient than I. She agreed without protesting that she was fine when she wasn’t.

We carried medicaments and bandages with us always, the makings for sewing up wounds. I pulled clean cloth, a small stoppered clay jar from the saddle pouches, and made her sit down on a blanket. Carefully I washed blood and powdered sand away, examined the wounds, then smeared all in ointment and wrapped them, tied knots in the cloth to hold bandages in place. She twisted her mouth as I tended some of the cuts, but did not complain.

Jalal had cut her in several places on arms and legs, but they were not deep enough for stitching, and he never got in close enough to injure her torso. But wearing only her tunic, Del’s array of bandages was obvious. So I helped her into her harness, into her burnous, settled the sword within its sheath. The wounds would stiffen and affect her movement, but no one would assume she’d been injured in the circle.

That left Jalal’s horse. If a man is no longer recognizable, his horse always is by the people who know him. Ordinarily we’d have taken him to Mahmood’s little caravan and he could be sold at market later, but we were going north, and Jalal had ridden south, so it would be foolish to keep the mount with us in case any of his friends came this way.

“We’ll turn him loose,” I said. “Water him well, then let him go south. We’re not that far from Julah. He’ll find people.” Del’s expression was pensive. “We can’t send him into the Punja, bascha. Water is too scarce.”

She knew, and she nodded. I went to the horse to unsaddle him—we’d keep Jalal’s water, his food, and anything else that might be of use but nothing identifiable—and the animal flung its head up into the air, backed away hard enough to yank its halter-rope free of the tree, spun on bunched haunches and headed north at a run.

North away from water, and toward Jalal’s drinking companions, whoever, and wherever, they might be.

I shook my head, set my mind on packing away bandages and ointment. Del’s horse and the stud were saddled and ready to go, had been since before Jalal’s arrival. I tried to dismiss that Jalal’s horse had reacted as I stepped close, mimicking the stud’s behavior a few hours before. But the stud no longer objected to my presence, and Del’s horse never had.

Del mounted her gelding, but with less efficiency than usual. Her jaw was tight. What she needed, when we reached Mahmood’s caravan, was spirits, possibly aqivi, as I’d brought a bota. Enough to loosen her limbs, to allow her to relax. But Del only rarely drank other than water or tea, and I doubted she’d change her habit tonight.

Astride her horse, she watched as I mounted mine. I waited to see if the stud might decide to pitch a fit again, but he did not. Del assessed his behavior, then looked at me.

“You healed me,” she said. “You used your magic, and the stud was afraid of you. After the storm, Jalal’s horse was afraid of you.”

At least for the moment she didn’t accuse me of calling down the storm. “What are you suggesting? That both horses recognized something in me? Magecraft, or whatever else you can call it?” I gathered reins, turned my horse toward the Punja. “You’ll notice that the stud doesn’t seem to think I had anything to do with the storm.”

“Perhaps you smell,” Del said.

“What?”

“Perhaps you smell.”

I scowled at her. “I do bathe, you know.”

She appeared disinclined to consider her words an insult. “Another might be wise.”

As Del angled her white gelding northward, I lifted an arm, sniffed briefly at my armpit. All I smelled was me, not magic. Perhaps a little more of me than was preferred, but I had stunk plenty of times without the stud protesting it.
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The Punja is a vast ocean of white sand. Much of the time the tall flagsticks placed to mark various tracks, to mark waterholes and oases, remained in place. But when the simooms blew through, building choking walls of sand, flagsticks were plucked from the earth and carried away. Then travelers waited till nighttime to view the stars for directions, or to depend on daytime shadows to work out a way through.

I knew the Punja well. The Salset who had enslaved me as a child were a desert tribe, so in childhood I learned the routes, and once freed I made my way to Alimat, a place of stone and sand deep in the desert, where water bubbled up from the depths of the earth. Once I was released to make my way as a sword-dancer hiring out his services, I came to know even more of the white sands.

In fact, I knew the Punja so well that one day a young Northern woman walked into a cantina and hired me to guide her deep into the South on a journey to Julah to find her abducted brother.

She found my manner lacking in respect.

Probably it was. I just wanted to take her to bed.

Del glanced at me, then looked more closely, brows drawing together. “What are you thinking?”

I adopted a serious expression. “That I knew the instant I saw you come into that cantina that you were a highly competent swordswoman due every respect.”

“You did not.”

“I did not.”

She looked at me askance. “All you wanted to do was take me to bed.”

“Yes I did.”

“And you thought I’d crawl into your bed that first night.”

“I thought it might take two nights.”

Del glowered over that. In great disparagement she murmured, “Two nights.”

“It’s not exactly a bad thing, you know, that men find you attractive enough to want you in their bed.”

“It’s not so much that they want me there,” Del said, “but how they go about informing me they want that.”

“You are glorious, bascha.”

Del stared at me, uncertain of my meaning.

“And the glory of a beautiful woman does make most men forget their manners,” I pointed out. “Most men stop thinking altogether when they see you.”

She shrugged a little, uncomfortable.

“Before we met,” I said, “did no one tell you that?”

Another shrug. “In Staal-Ysta, they knew of my mission. No man spoke rudely to me, no man suggested I climb under his covers. And I was young when I began training. Too young for men.”

Too young for the Northern borjuni, bandits who took her innocence with no bed, no covers at all.

But now? “Well, as women go you are eminently beddable. In fact, once I take my bath, such as it might be, I think I will open my covers and invite you—”

And I stopped short. I scrambled hastily out of the saddle, stumbled two steps away and, still clutching the stud’s lead-rope, I bent over to vomit everything in my belly.
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I FELT MYSELF FALLING forward and down. Managed to aim myself away from my leavings and went onto a knee, belly heaving. Vaguely I heard Del saying my name, felt a tug at the lead-rope I held. I gave it up to her, as no one wants to empty his belly while hanging onto a horse. But in the Punja you don’t let go.

More came up, and out. I spat, muttered an array of elaborate curses, ended up on two knees while bracing myself against stiffened arms.

A bota landed beside me, slung from close by. I realized Del was off her horse and held the reins to two as she waited for me to stop donating my guts to the desert. I twisted, sat down on my butt, took up the bota and squirted water down my throat. Then I waited.

My belly did a slow roll, but it kept the water down. I drank a little more, spat again, wiped the back of my hand across my mouth.

Probably Del now expected two baths out of me.

She waited beneath the sun. I was reminded that she would need to smear alla plant on bare skin before the sun turned it too red. Fortunately she wore a full burnous. Fortunately my darker skin meant I didn’t need the same, which was just as well because one burnous was ruined and the other was kept back until I was clean so it wouldn’t be ruined.

I sat with knees cocked up, arms looped loosely around them. I squinted up at Del. “Not because of spirits, bascha.”

Del nodded, looking concerned. “Magic.”

Very likely. Before I traveled to the Stone Forest of ioSkandi and discovered what was in me, nausea followed me here and there. But I didn’t spew. The vomiting began after ioSkandi had remade me into a mage.

“Si’anasa,” Del said firmly. “Someone is working the weather with power from north across the border. I only know tales of it, this wild magic, but it must be. Snow, whirlwind, thunderous rain, and some kind of directed lightning. This is not natural. This is wrong.”

The whole subject annoyed me. “I have no Northerner in me. Hoolies, I have no Southroner in me. How does a Northern-born magic, this si’anasa, find me?”

“Six weeks ago you opened the Book of Udre-Natha.”

And took some of it inside me.

Prior to that, the power of ioSkandi resided in my sword. And then I took the power back. The magic born of the spires in Skandi co-habited with a portion of the book inside me. Apparently they were not friends.

“You used magic to heal me,” Del said. “You used it to raise a storm—”

“No,” I said sharply. “No, Delilah. I did no such thing. Yes, I have said I would do anything to save you, to save Sula, and I did that at Umir’s when I opened the book and let some of the magic come inside me. But I did not do it while you were in the circle. I wanted to, I won’t deny that, but the storm was of someone else’s doing.”

She was so deeply concerned. I saw it wasn’t that she refused to believe me, but actual fear that something in me was beyond my control. “Not by accident? By wishing too hard?”

“Del, all I wished for was for you to survive. Being specific enough to call down a storm was no part of it.”

Her face slowly cleared. Maybe now she believed me.

“Bascha, outside of the circle, it’s two of us together to defeat the enemy. Inside the circle, it’s your dance to win.” I paused. “But I’m not sorry the magic killed Jalal. I’ll never be sorry for that.”

Del nodded. “But it makes you ill, the wild magic.”

“Magic has always given me a chancy belly.” I pushed myself upward and stood, brushing sand from my dhoti. “I suspect it will continue to do the same. The mage working the weather wants what I have. The trick is going to be to find him before his magic can get into me, or my magic can get into him.”
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Mahmood stopped earlier than perhaps he wanted to, and so as we turned off the track and rode up, the sun had not yet set. His drivers made a small cookfire as did my three students, using wood brought from trees near Julah. This wood would not last—we’d be forced to resort to dried dung—but for now it scented the air. A pot hung from the small metal tripod rising from the fire and I smelled spiced beans, salted pork, bread baking on a flat stone. Tomorrow I’d send Darrion and Eddrith out to take sandconeys. The meat tended to be dry because water was scarce even for desert-bred animals, but it would do well enough.

It was Neesha who noticed that Del moved stiffly once she dismounted, that now and then she winced. She led her white gelding away even as I followed with the stud. After a moment Neesha came along. He waited until we had tied our horses to the last wagon and were in the midst of untacking. Then he threw a look across his shoulders to make certain no one was near, and turned back with the question in his mouth.

“Did he have a sorrel horse?”

I pulled saddle pouches from the stud’s back. “Did who have a sorrel horse?”

“The sword-dancer.”

I spread out blankets. The only sword-dancer Neesha could mean was Jalal, because Jalal’s horse was indeed a sorrel. But how would my son know?

“He stopped here,” Neesha said, answering my question. “And the horse he was riding came back, but he wasn’t on it.” He hooked a thumb over one shoulder. “He’s over there, the horse. Came in lathered, wanting water. I recognized him because it hadn’t been long since the sword-dancer stopped, but I didn’t take him for a poor rider, to come off his horse.” He watched Del as she went about tending her gelding. “I’m not blind, Tiger. What happened?”

“He came hunting me,” I said. “He was bound for Julah, hoped to find his way to me. But when he did come upon us, saw it was both of us, it wasn’t me he challenged.”

Neesha snapped his head around to look at Del again. She stood in silence with both hands on her hips, waiting to judge whatever he might say. He knew it, too, and took care with his words. “His horse came in without him, and both of you are here. So, Del won. But how did he lose his horse?”

“After he died,” Del said, “and after we buried him, his horse reacted to Tiger as the stud did earlier. We meant to send him on toward Julah, but he tore loose and ran into the Punja.”

Neesha frowned. “How did he die?”

“Badly,” Del said.

“No, I meant what caused his death.” Then his eyes widened. “It was a death-dance?”

Jalal likely hadn’t told anyone he intended a death-dance, in case he didn’t win. That would come later, after I was dead.

“He died,” Del said, “but neither of us killed him. The sky took him.”

Neesha, blinking in baffled surprise, waited until she had walked away before asking me what in the hoolies had happened. “The sky took him?”

I sighed, scratched at my sandy scalp. “In a manner of speaking. There was this storm . . . and lightning . . . and it came down from the clouds and struck him.”

Neesha’s face cleared. “I have heard of that.”

My eyebrows ran up. “Lightning striking someone?”

“Border storms,” he said off-handedly. “Not often, but lightning has killed people before.” He smiled when he saw my confusion. “Yes, lightning can come straight down from the storm and strike things. It can even set fire to trees, buildings. Have you never heard of it?”

“For most of my life,” I said testily, “I’d never heard of snow.”

Neesha laughed, then glanced over his shoulder again, lowering his voice. “If it was you he wanted, why did he challenge Del?”

“He wanted me to watch her die before he killed me.”

It shocked him. Then he spat aside, damning Jalal’s name. “Is she all right?”

“Nicks and slices,” I said. “Probably bruises tomorrow. Definitely sore. But he couldn’t get through her defense.”

Neesha’s smile returned. “You’re proud of her.”

“Be careful,” I warned him. “She might take that as meaning I didn’t expect her to do so well.”

“You’re proud of her.”

I smiled back. “Men who think women shouldn’t dance, or can’t dance, have never seen the beauty that is Delilah. With a sword. In the circle.”

“Ah,” Neesha said.

I shrugged. “Hoolies, not so many years ago I believed a woman shouldn’t, and couldn’t.”

“And then you saw Delilah with a sword. In the circle.”

Well. Yes.
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Without shrubbery or trees, or even piles of rocks, privacy in the Punja didn’t exist unless you walked some distance away from one another. Even the horses weren’t separated, because we tied them to wagons instead of trees, or staked them out.

So Del and I went out a little way across the sand beneath the risen moon with an armful of blankets, and spread them. We lay down side-by-side and held our silence for a while, letting the stars speak. We didn’t know their language, but it’s not necessary to.

Finally, I said, “I’m proud of you.”

“Proud of me? Did you expect me to lose?” Yet she didn’t sound annoyed. She sounded tired.

“You won, bascha. I saw Jalal’s body as we buried him. Much of him was burned, yes, but the killing stroke went right across his belly. He may have been dead before the lightning came.”

She was silent a moment. “This is what you live with. Every day.”

“What do I live with every day?”

“That men want to kill you.”

I held my silence. Today, she understood it for herself.

“It wasn’t meant to be this way, Tiger. It isn’t what you trained for. Yet now you live knowing any sword-dancer you see may wish to kill you. Everything is a death-dance.”

I rolled onto a hip to face her, hitched myself up on a bent elbow. I stroked a strand of hair away from her face. “Have you ever seen lightning strike a person?”

“Not until today.”

“But you knew it could happen.”

“Yes. Mostly it strikes things other than people, such as trees, but yes.”

“In the North,” I said. “And apparently along the Border.”

Del’s voice was very quiet. “And where the Sandtiger is.”
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AT DAWN THE next morning, Del confided she felt as old as I was. I said I wished there were times that I felt as young as she was. I didn’t mention, though, that it was getting harder to remember when I had felt as young as she was. Or if I ever had.

I ate the morning meal carefully, wary of protests from my belly. But it all went down and stayed down. I saddled the stud even as Neesha foolishly tempted the wrath of Del by stepping in to ready her mount. But she said nothing, just stood aside and let him do it.

I waited until he was finished and walking away. “I could have done that, bascha. I would have done that, if I thought you wouldn’t bite my head off.”

“He wants to feel useful.”

“I want to feel useful. But only if it means you don’t bite my head off.”

Del gave me a long look. “I don’t bite heads off.” She mounted her gelding, winced a little, and as she settled her burnous she added, “I lop them off, remember? Or so you tell the citizens of Julah.”

“Only some of them.” I climbed aboard the stud, who offered no objections whatsoever to my presence upon his back. But it reminded me of the objections of Jalal’s horse, which now traveled with us. Mahmood said he’d sell him in Istamir.

I had no answer for why the stud and Jalal’s sorrel had reacted so strongly. Because some animals were more sensitive than others, it was possible that the stud sensed the power within me, since I had relied on magic to save Del. But the storm that spawned deadly lightning was not my doing.

I aimed the stud northward, falling in beside Del at the head of the small caravan, while Neesha rode behind. Darrion and Eddrith, following my suggestion that they hunt game, went off to find something for the cookpot.
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Not much farther on, the marker sticks disappeared. A sandstorm had blown through, carrying many away. Mahmood had taken this route many times, and I certainly had, so we felt no concern that we might become lost. The sun told its story through shadows.

And then I remembered that Darrion and Eddrith were not from the South and were unfamiliar with the Punja. They had not yet come back from hunting. I thought a moment, then turned the stud and rode back to Neesha.

“You know them better than I,” I told him. “Without markers, how likely are they to find their way back?”

I could see as he opened his mouth that his instinct was to say something like they were grown men and of course could find their way back. But he closed it, looked out across the endless sands. Miles with no markers.

“Maybe I should go after them,” he said. “I doubt they went far, but we can’t be certain. They are from Istamir. Towns don’t train people for the Punja.”

“Can you find your way back?”

Neesha shot me a quelling look. “I wasn’t raised in a town.” He gathered reins to turn his horse. “May I assume you and Del will be safe here without me?”

I pointed into the desert and my son, grinning, rode away.

When I rode back to Del she asked a question merely with raised eyebrows. I told her Neesha was going out to look for Darrion and Eddrith. Mahmood heard me and immediately called me to the lead wagon. I went.

“You’ve sent them away?” he asked, expression troubled. “Now it is only you and Delilah.”

“Originally you wanted to hire only me and Delilah,” I reminded him, “and considering they went hunting something for the cookpot—something for everyone’s cookpot, that is—perhaps you might be more agreeable about it.”

Mahmood thought it over. “But I’m paying for five sword-dancers, even if I first wanted to hire only you and Delilah.”

“You’re paying for four sword-dancers. The fifth is a bonus.”

“To stay with my wagons.”

I sighed. “With five of us, there’s no need for all of us to stay with the wagons all of the time if fresh meat is needed. That’s what having five of us means. So, either you trust Del and I to adequately protect your little caravan, or you don’t. And if you don’t, you’ll spend the entire journey fretting over this.” Mahmood would probably fret if he had twenty sword-dancers looking after his wagons, but then again, he’d have to pay them, and that would make him fret even more. “I’ll go to the rear,” I told him. “Del rides in front. Both ends are thus protected.”

Which is exactly what I believed, as I rode back and dropped in about three wagon lengths behind the last.

And then Del called my name, and the wagons began to slow rather abruptly, and I rode back up front.

In the middle of the track, on horseback, sat two young men. One was ruddy-haired, blue-eyed—possibly a Borderer—the other clearly a Southroner.

Both wore the apparel of sword-dancers.

That didn’t mean they were.

They looked at Del and me briefly, then their attention turned to Mahmood on the lead wagon. As they began to ease their horses closer, Del and I split apart just enough to block their individual advances upon the wagon.

The ruddy-haired man lifted both hands to show them empty save for reins, then looked past me and spoke to Mahmood. “I am Bastien, and my companion is Areef. I see you have two sword-dancers,” he said. “Would you have need of more? We’ve heard tales of a Northern sword-singer come down to raid caravans and kill everyone. You might do well to have more than two.”

Mahmood was shaking his head before the young man was finished. “I already have five.”

“Five?” Bastien glanced at his Southron companion, Areef, then back at the wagons with eyebrows raised high, as if to suggest Mahmood was lying.

“Five,” I said lightly, not volunteering where the others were. “But it was worth the asking. Plenty of caravans might need your services.”

The Borderer nodded, shrugged. “No one is hiring us for dances so we thought to ask. Safe journey, then.”

They broke apart, surrendering the track to us with room to spare. Mahmood gestured to his driver, and the lead wagon rattled and jangled its way into motion. Del and I, as one, rode apart, then turned to face the little caravan as it came onward between us, letting the two young men see they were watched. Bastien lifted a hand in farewell before he and Areef continued south.

It was not unusual for sword-dancers to ask after employment. Many of us who were known didn’t have to ask, as the work came to us, but younger, newer sword-dancers did not always have that option. What I wondered about was why they had ridden this far south to ask after employment, when this Northern sword-singer-turned-bandit was riding near the border. There should be work aplenty farther north. And if a Northern sword-singer was raiding south of the border, who was to say Bastien and Areef weren’t actually with him? It would be fine protective coloration for those scouting the caravan routes. People trusted sword-dancers because they knew of the honor codes and oaths.

Del and I watched them ride on. Then I suggested she return to the front and tell Mahmood to halt again. He wouldn’t understand and undoubtedly would complain, but putting our backs to two strangers who appeared to be sword-dancers was nothing Del and I were comfortable with, nor could we let Mahmood’s caravan trundle on with our attention divided front and rear. This was when I wished we had our full complement of sword-dancers again. Del and I were enough, but more is better.

In very short order, Mahmood brought himself to the back of the wagon, raising dust as he thumped his feet down, and let me know in no uncertain terms that he was unhappy. Were we going, he asked, or coming?

Me, I just watched as the two young sword-dancers, who had been going, decided to come back. They stopped, talked briefly, pointed to us, then turned their horses toward us. Del did not fall in beside me, but stopped her horse a few strides away so there was room for swordwork, if necessary.

As they rode up and reined in, their affability was gone, replaced with an intensity that spoke of something other than the desire to raid a caravan. This time it was the Southroner, Areef, who spoke. “You have his horse.” He gestured toward the last wagon. “That is Jalal’s horse!”

So, they were not riding with, or for, the Northern raider. But as Jalal’s friends, they were no less a threat.

Jalal’s sorrel was bare of all tack save for a halter, and the lead-rope was tied to the back of the wagon. Both young men stared at him a moment, then turned glares on me. Glares that died away into speculation as they looked closely at Del, looked back at me, and speculation became acknowledgment.

“Sandtiger,” the Borderer said.

“And his woman,” added the Southroner.

I had the feeling I’d be hearing from Del on the and his woman statement in short order.

“He said he wanted to dance with you,” Bastien said sharply. “He felt it would test his skill. He was the best of us. He was certain he could defeat you.”

Defeat was different from death. Nothing in their eyes or expressions suggested they knew it was to be a death-dance.

“Why do you have his horse?” asked Areef, with dawning apprehension.

They needed the truth, and I would not shirk it. “He’s dead,” I said, “because he insisted on a death-dance. He died in the circle. We buried his blades with him. But if you would like to take his horse and tack, you’re free to do so.”

Both were silent a long moment. Long-time companions, such as Del and me, can communicate without words. They were in accord.

“I challenge you,” ruddy-haired Bastien said tightly, grief shining in blue eyes. “Do you hear? I challenge you to a dance.”

Areef put in, “To a death-dance. You have no honor, oath-breaker, and you’ve killed our friend.”

“He didn’t,” Del said.

They looked at her blankly, focused solely on me.

“The Sandtiger’s woman, who is herself a sword-singer, killed your companion.” Her eyes were steady and unflinching as she looked directly at Areef. “So, Tiger will dance with Bastien first, and then you and I will meet in the circle.”

Areef was a Southroner. He could not conceive of a woman trained to dance, and his answer to her was to grin widely. “Pray to your Northern gods, then, woman. But I think I’ll wound you first, then enjoy you, before I take your life.”

Del held his gaze for a long moment, then, to my surprise, smiled at him. It was a broad smile, and her eyes were bright.

Areef lost his amusement. Now he was angry, which I felt was precisely Del’s intention. She generally doesn’t smile at opponents. But Areef was a Southroner, and she had taken his measure.

Sometimes the dance is won outside of the circle.

Mahmood, I knew, was going to complain about losing time again. But I kicked my sandaled feet free of stirrups, dropped to the ground, began to unbuckle my harness.

“Come on then, Bastien. Let’s get this done.” To Mahmood, as I watched the young man’s face, I said, “Don’t worry. This won’t take us long.”
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AS I STRIPPED out of my harness and sandals, I couldn’t help but wonder if the aftereffects of Del’s dance with Jalal would slow her in this one. But I thought Areef’s words had perhaps stirred in her a cold determination that would see her through anything, certainly enough to make sore muscles and sword slices go unnoticed.

And I realized, too, that I perhaps had a measure of control over the dance with Areef even though I wouldn’t go against him. If I kept Bastien in the circle, kept teasing him, frustrating him, Areef would see how good I was. And if I killed Bastien, Areef might withdraw his challenge entirely so he could put distance between us and him.

I didn’t want Del dancing. Not the day after a death-dance and her nearness to the lightning that killed Jalal. But I couldn’t speak of it here and now and leave her with any honor.

So I wouldn’t speak of it at all. I’d simply kill Bastien.

But first I would give him the chance to withdraw.

It was murder to kill in the circle unless one of the dancers was dishonorable, as I was. Any sword-dancer at any time could challenge me to a death-dance. As for challenging Del, Jalal intended to kill her not because of broken oaths, but to damage me. Southron-born, he likely hadn’t considered her a worthy opponent anyway. Areef intended to kill her because she killed his companion, and if she were foolish enough to step into the circle against a man, she deserved to die.

I was on the ground. Areef was still mounted. I smiled up at him. “She’s going to cut open your belly and pull out your guts.” I let the smile turn into a grin. “After she castrates you.”

“And then,” Del said, “the Sandtiger’s woman will lop off your head.”

Ah. Back to head-lopping again.

“Get down,” I told Areef. “Get down and draw the circle. Your friend is going to die in it; let it be your circle.”

I heard Mahmood say something. His tone was a mixture of astonishment and horror. Well, this is what he had hired. Let him see it. Admittedly he hadn’t hired us to involve ourselves in a death-dance, or even a dance at all. We were with his caravan to drive off borjuni. All borjuni cared about was raiding, stealing, killing, not settling things in a circle.

But he had hired the Sandtiger.

“Get down.” I said it with a snap this time, saw Areef twitch. Color darkened his face.

He dismounted, thrust the reins at Mahmood, who took them in sheer surprise. Areef unsheathed, walked away several paces, then set the tip of his blade into the sand.

To Bastien, I gave the same order. “Get down.”

As Areef drew the circle, Bastien dismounted, gave over his horse’s reins to Mahmood, who now looked affronted. The ruddy-haired Borderer took off sandals, harness, burnous. He slid his sword free of sheath, then looked at me. He remained angry that a man he counted a close friend had been killed, but his temper had cooled just enough that he realized this would be a dance like no other he had encountered.

A man with no honor was not required to rely on honor in the circle. I had put a kernel of doubt into his mind. Whatever he’d thought of the Sandtiger, whatever he had accused me of while in his cups among other sword-dancers, it wasn’t Bastien who had come looking for me with Jalal. He hadn’t come at all.

Areef had said Jalal was the best of them. Jalal had displayed skill and training in the dance against Del, but he had not broken her guard. If the best of them was dead, surely they realized their chances were poor.

Defeat is safer than death. Defeat injures pride. Death snuffs it out along with life. They were young, they were male, they would never back down from a sword-dance, because it wasn’t what sword-dancers did. If training for years under a good shodo did nothing else, it prepared us. It sharpened us.

And honor. Honor sharpened us, honed us, as did all the oaths we took.

As Areef drew the circle, Del easily dropped off her gelding. Mahmood’s drivers, against his wishes, had pegged out the wagon horses and now gathered to watch. Del thrust her reins into the hands of a driver, and he took them.

She unsheathed, set the point of her blade into the small of Areef’s back. From the twitch in his face, she was using true pressure. “Put your sword aside. Toss it aside. You’ll have it after.”

He hesitated, body stiff, then slowly tossed the sword aside. Del nodded at a driver to pick it up

“Sit,” she said, blade tip still resting against his spine. “Sit down, all the way down, and watch what it is to dance against the Sandtiger.”

I placed my sword into the center of the circle, stepped back out. Bastien did the same. We waited.

Del prodded Areef with the sword point. “Say it.”

His eyes were very dark and very angry. “Dance.”
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I knew how to fight outside of the codes. Bastien expected me to fight outside of the codes. So I didn’t.

As we leaped across the curving line Areef had drawn, Bastien hesitated very slightly. Probably he thought I might ignore the swords altogether and launch myself directly at him, thereby dropping him long enough to grab a sword and kill him, but I just scooped up my sword, rolled aside and onto my feet. As Bastien snatched his out of the sand, I slammed the flat of my blade down against his sword with a metallic crack and knocked it back into the sand.

I had him then. He dove for his sword, but he was unweaponed in that moment and all I had to do was stab deeply, or bring my blade swinging across to relieve him of head or arm.

He came up and staggered backward, wild-eyed, dusted with sand. I waited for him at the edge of the circle across from him. Saw him tighten his mouth, saw the renewed spark of anger in his eyes.

“Come ahead,” I told him. “You’re burning daylight.”

Areef, kneeling outside the circle, called to Bastien to take me down. Much easier for Areef to recommend such a thing when he wasn’t facing me, and I saw Bastien slant his companion a quick, annoyed glance.

He delayed. I didn’t. I swarmed forward, engaged his blade with mine. As always the seduction of swords filled me with a sense of elation, of something akin to exultation. This was what I was born for. A slave for seventeen years, but no more. I was as much a weapon myself as my sword.

I presented him with openings. He believed he found them, made them, didn’t realize I let him come close. The scrape and the screech, the clang and shriek of blades as they met, slid away, filled the day with song.

I drove him back and back. I drove him out of the circle. I knocked the sword out of his hand, then stepped away and invited him back in.

He reclaimed his fallen sword and accepted my invitation, and I beat the blade out of his hands again.

He breathed in gusts. Sand caked his sweaty flesh, clumped in his hair. The muscles and tendons of his forearms twitched and trembled, not from fear, but from overuse.

I felt the slap of the necklace of sandtiger claws against my chest when I lunged, leaped, swung my blade against his. I, too, sweated, and sand dusted me, but no part of me trembled, and he saw it.

Areef called something to him again. Fool that Bastien was, he allowed it to distract him. I was across the circle again, threaded my sword through a lax guard, and drew a slice from one side of his belly to the other.

It wasn’t a death blow. He bled, but it was shallow, exactly as I intended. Bastien staggered back, one hand pressed against the slice. The color washed out of his face. “You come!” he shouted at Areef. “You come in and fight him!”

“Let go of that slice,” I told him. “It’s a trickle, nothing more. Wipe the blood from your palm, and put both hands back on your weapon. You challenged me, boy. Now see it through.”

He did exactly as I told him, but his teeth were bared in a rictus of exhaustion, and ragged breath whistled through them. He stepped back, back again, closed both hands on the grip. He was done and he knew it. He was done, and he knew I knew it.

He believed I would kill him, because he fully intended to kill me when he made it not a sword-dance but a death-dance. And since he knew he was dead, he put everything into a final plunging charge across the circle, no longer visible beneath the marks of bare feet.

I raised my sword high. He thought it would be quick. He believed it would be one slash, with his head parted from his shoulders.

I swung hard. I slammed my blade onto his and drove it out of his hands. As he fell to his knees, I teased his throat with the tip of my sword. “Up.”

Chest heaving, he stared up at me. In the aftermath of aborted death, he shook from head to toe.

I tapped the hollow in the bone below his throat, drew another trickle. “Up.”

He staggered as he rose, caught his balance with a planted leg, stared at me with blue eyes wide.

“Can you die now?” I asked.

“Take him!” Areef shouted. “It’s worth the death!”

Bastien foolishly forgot about me and turned to scream at his friend. I slammed the pommel of my sword into the back of his neck and dropped him to the sand.

I waited until Areef looked up from unconscious Bastien to meet my eyes. I wanted him watching. Wanted him listening.

I lifted my sword, rested the flat of the blade casually against the top of my shoulder. I grinned at Del. “Your turn, bascha.”
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AREEF, KNEELING, LIFTED hands in midair to show he meant no harm, although mostly it showed his vulnerability. He stared hard at Bastien, sprawled senseless in the circle, then looked up at me with a face gone stark and gray.

I realized then that we had drawn an audience in addition to Mahmood and his drivers. Neesha had returned with Darrion and Eddrith at some point during the travesty of a dance, and all three sat astride their horses in an array of differing expressions. Neesha was relaxed in the saddle. Darrion and Eddrith were not, and seemed taken aback.

I gave them a brief, cheerful salute with my free hand. Darrion and Eddrith stared, then exchanged glances I couldn’t read.

Del, who still stood behind Areef with the sword tip lingering close to his spine, politely asked if I would do her the honor of removing the refuse from the circle.

Grinning, I grounded and planted my sword, took up Bastien’s and did the same, then hooked him under both armpits and dragged him aside.

Del prodded Areef with her blade. “Freshen the circle. We begin again. This time Tiger will call the dance.”

Areef climbed to his feet. His eyes lifted from Bastien’s slack body to meet mine. His expression was taut, and underscored with emotions I recognized. Reluctance. Fear. The knowledge that he had trapped himself.

I made it casual, conversational. “She nearly killed me once.” Areef’s brows twitched briefly in puzzlement. “Yes. She—” I gestured at Del “—nearly killed me.”

Beyond Areef, Eddrith and Darrion still seemed somewhat perplexed as they watched. Neesha’s smile was slight, but crooked. He knew exactly what I was doing.

So did Del. But Areef didn’t. He was now in conflict. He had watched me defeat his friend with elaborate ease, he didn’t respect Del, and yet I’d just admitted she had nearly killed me.

“Freshen the circle,” I told him, all lightness gone from my tone.

He was allowed to take up his sword, and stepped forward to once again draw a circle in the sand. Halfway through, he stopped abruptly, threw the sword aside. Swallowed heavily several times. Then drew himself up and announced he would not fight a woman. To do so would dishonor him.

Del walked right up to him, teased him with a small circling of her blade tip immediately in front of his eyes. “You may do this armed, or no. Which will you have? Surely you will show courage in front of your friend.” She lifted her head, then her chin, to suggest he look where she indicated.

He did. He saw Bastien slowly sitting up, holding the back of his neck and head. The ruddy-haired Borderer had not quite stitched his wits back together, but he did look at Areef with some measure of sense in his expression.

Areef closed his eyes a long moment, then opened them. “I yield.”

I stared him down. “She killed Jalal.” Well, possibly the lightning had, but I wasn’t going to bring that up.

His dark face twitched, then settled into implacability. “I yield.”

I nodded. “Put your friend on his horse, then you mount yours and go from here. But you’ll leave your swords. You’ll leave your harnesses. No true sword-dancer ever yields in a death-dance he himself has called. He wins, and he lives. He loses, and he dies. Those are the only choices.” I paused. “You are not sword-dancers. You are merely children in costume.”
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Nothing was said of the sword-dance or of Bastien and Areef until they were gone. Del and I collected their harnesses and swords, wrapped them in cloth, then bundled them behind our saddles. We wouldn’t keep them; the swords we’d sell to a smith in Istamir. The harnesses could be cut apart for repairing leather goods at need, and buckles were always worth a little coin.

In the meantime, Darrion and Eddrith delivered a couple of field-dressed sandconeys to Mahmood’s men for meal preparation and kept the others for us. They disappeared to water their horses.

Mahmood came to me. I expected complaints about losing more time, but instead he stood there in travel-stained clothing, his expression grave, and said he had no words.

I did not mention I found that impossible, as he always had words. Instead, I said, “I didn’t realize words were required. What do you not have words about?”

“That—that—” He stopped. Began again. “What we saw.”

“Me in the circle?”

He nodded, still reticent to speak.

“That was a lesson,” I explained. “That’s what I do now: I train young men how to dance. Then they go out into the world and hire out their services.”

Mahmood knew all about that and waved my latter comment away. “I didn’t know you killed.”

I frowned at him. “You know I kill. In fact, you hired me to kill if raiders try to steal your wagons or harm your men.”

“No. No. I mean, I didn’t know sword-dancers kill in the circle. Isn’t it a perversion?”

“Sword-dancers almost never kill in the circle, Mahmood. Wounds may turn deadly, yes, and men die, but that isn’t the goal and it isn’t what we were trained to do. But on rare occasions a sword-dancer may call for a death-dance. It’s not actually a perversion.”

“But you didn’t kill him.”

I knit my brows. “Did you want me to kill him?”

Mahmood looked shocked and this time waved both hands. “No! No! I merely meant that he called a death-dance, and you let him go!”

I shrugged. “I beat the hoolies out of him. It was enough. I don’t generally kill boys just because they are ignorant.”

“But he could have killed you!”

I smiled at him. “No.”

“You are so certain of your skills?”

“I have fought men who were very good, Mahmood. True masters. Any of them might have killed me had I been a little less good, but this boy, this Bastien, could not. Besides—” I shrugged, “—the only one who truly has come very close to killing me was Del. That wasn’t a lie.”

Mahmood turned his head and found Del as she spoke to Neesha. She wore the yellow burnous and the Northern blade poked pommel and grip above her shoulder. The long pale braid hung almost to her waist. Tall, limber, powerful Delilah.

He looked back at me, sought something in my eyes. Then he said, “Both of you are very dangerous people.”

Neesha walked up even as Mahmood abruptly took himself elsewhere. “You have thoroughly impressed Darrion and Eddrith.”

Hands on hips, I watched Mahmood go. “How much did you see?”

“A fair amount. Enough that they realized the man they thought they knew is very much otherwise.”

I frowned. “Otherwise?”

“Just what Mahmood said: dangerous.”

I shook my head. “They knew that already. They’ve seen me dance. They’ve sparred with me. They’ve seen me spar with you.”

“Never like that. You destroyed that sword-dancer as much with words as you did with your sword.”

I leaned in close, lowered my voice and spoke with excessive clarity. “That was the point.”

“But they didn’t understand that. They hadn’t seen it. And the Southroner was afraid of Del. He was terrified she’d kill him, or you would. They hadn’t seen that, either.”

I nodded. “That also was the point. You win however you may, Neesha, so long as you keep to the codes. You know that, and they should. If speaking brings an advantage, you use that advantage. Besides—” I grinned, then slapped him heartily on the shoulder, “—I’m just a friendly man.”
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Mahmood ordered us onward, and onward we went, three tall wagons carrying costly merchandise attended once again by five sword-dancers. But we hadn’t gotten far when I began to feel queasy.

Del and I rode in the back, with the younger men up front. I swore beneath my breath, pressed a hand against my belly. Del, beside me, glanced over and took my measure.

Her eyebrows rose and her tone lilted of surprise. “Again?”

Oh, yes, again. I halted the stud, waved at her to continue on, climbed down out of the saddle, then bent over and heaved.

Dangerous, I was. So markedly dangerous, as I surrendered the midday meal to the sand. I grabbed a bota off the saddle, squirted water into my mouth and spat. Squirted and spat again. I couldn’t control a shudder that ran from head to toe and rattled all my bones.

Del had gone on, but the caravan wasn’t particularly far ahead. She rode twisted in the saddle, hand upon her gelding’s white rump, to stare back at me. She did me the great favor of not calling out to ask if I was all right, which would have alerted the others. I lifted an arm to wave at her, but stopped in mid-motion.

The skies to the north, the boundless horizon beyond us, were filling with darkening clouds.

The storm came upon us swiftly. Blue skies went gray, then dark, then darker yet, as clouds boiled in the caldron of the heavens. Chancy belly forgotten, I swung up into the stud’s saddle and urged him into a gallop. I went past Del to Mahmood riding in the lead wagon beside his driver.

He saw me arrive in a rising mist of pale powder, the stud’s hooves digging divots in sand as I halted him. Mahmood saw my expression. He looked north as the storm blew toward us, and in alarm asked, “Again?”

“Turn the wagons,” I said. “Shield the horses. Everyone into, or under, the wagons.”

Neesha and the others had turned to me as I arrived. Del came up from the back. Her eyes were on the storm as she pointed. “Dust demon!”

It scudded and skipped across the ground, lifting pale sand into an undulant column. It danced, moving hither and yon, sucking itself up into the air, then dropping down.

“Another!” Del shouted, pointing. “Gods, they are spawning like fish!”

This was not mimicry of the big whirlwind that had destroyed half of Julah. These were smaller, built of dust and sand. The Punja hosted such things now and then, but not so many as this in one area.

“Turn the wagons!” I shouted, since none had yet done it, and reached over to grab the rope halter on one of the lead-wagon horses. With sandaled feet guiding the stud—heel tap, heel tap—to move sideways against the draft horse, and a clicking of tongue within my mouth, I urged the horse into a big swinging turn, and the other gave way to him. I let go as the driver took over for me, working the reins. Neesha was doing the same at the second wagon, and Del rode with the third.

A chain of tall dust demons skittered across the sand, began to line up one after another. I saw no randomness to their movements, but a steady, unflagging approach like a stream of ants undeterred by any blockade.

The storm was dry. Clouds overhead, swallowing the sky, were impotent. A scourge of sand, of multiplying whirlwinds, came directly at us.

Mahmood’s wagon and team had made the turn. I stayed where I was. “No,” I muttered.

Darrion and Eddrith, knowing so little of the Punja, also stayed out front, not far from me. As the dust demons approached we heard the noise of each, a seething, hissing of sand crystals sliding against one another.

“Go to the wagons!” I shouted at the two town-bred young men. Both reined their horses around, then galloped south, joining the stopped caravan. I heard Neesha and Del giving them orders but paid little heed.

Tens of them, the dust demons. Twenties. Perhaps hundreds forming, coming right to us. White Punja columns merged one with another, with another and another, until a low wall of sand rose, broke over, splashed against the ground only to be sucked upward again.

“No,” I repeated, with much greater emphasis.

I glanced over my shoulder, stuck up a spread-fingered hand I hoped Del would interpret as instruction to stay there, then turned the stud and rode northward into the storm.
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LIKE ENEMY SWORD-DANCERS, whirlwinds gathered around me. Columns thrice my height and not much broader than my shoulders wound upward, snatching up sand and dust.

The stud, who had been remarkably calm prior to riding into the storm, now let me know with much stomping of hooves, tossing of head, and pealing squeals just how vastly uncalm he now was. I halted him, let him stand, but he was trembling and beginning to sweat.

The dust demons closed on us, encircled us, clearly denying passage in any direction. I leaned slightly forward, placed a hand over the stud’s heavy crest of neck, and told him all would be well.

The sickness had passed; my body had settled into itself. Instead, I now felt a subtle pulling, as if I were a dog on a leash. I was to go this way. I was to go with the dust demons. I was to separate myself from everyone at the caravan and make my way across the Punja on my own. No one else was needed. Only the Sandtiger, the possessor of dual magics.

My flesh prickled as, inside me, something stirred. Something leached out of my bones and flooded muscle, set my skin on fire. And words, glowing letters, began to fall out of my mouth as I panted for breath. Singleton letters mostly, but also chains of them. They departed me, got caught in the whirlwinds, and spun away.

The magic of ioSkandi and the Book of Udre-Natha were not comfortable companions. Even as I bent over the front of the saddle, steadying myself with a hand gripping the stud’s mane, I felt the war beneath my skin.

Power needs a vessel. Otherwise it’s wild magic, just as Del described, loose and undisciplined. So power was placed inside various containers, including spell-wrapped boxes; locked grimoires; stoppered, sealed bottles; and people. But the magic of the mages of the spires of ioSkandi left little room inside me for any other magic.

Part of the book lived in me, too, and it wanted more room. It wanted dominance. It swiped at ioSkandi’s power with unsheathed claws, while the fires of my annealing atop the tallest tower in the Stone Forest became a conflagration.

I lifted a hand, looked at the top of it. Carried within the confines of raised pathways where the blood ran beneath the skin, I saw the color of fire. I saw tongues of flame roiling just under the flesh. I fisted my hand, but the motion altered nothing. Tributaries of fire ran throughout my body. Yet when I touched my skin, when I felt at the veins with my fingertips, the blood burned cold.

I bent forward in the saddle, awkwardly slipped both stirrups. Carried one leg across the stud’s rump, then let myself slide down as I clung to saddle and stirrups. Descent with bare skin against a horse in full tack was uncomfortable.

Once my feet were on the ground, I moved to the stud’s head. He had hunched the way horses do to ward themselves against bad weather, head lowered and eyes closed. Ordinarily he’d put his butt to the wind, but the sand was spinning in all directions around us.

“Hey, old son.” I ran a hand down his face. “You’ll be fine. You’ll be fine. Just stay with me.”

I could not allow myself to lose him. In the midst of flying sand I could easily lose my way back to the caravan, which was a death sentence in the Punja, but the stud would find the horses. So I did something I was sure Neesha would verbally flay me for—and rightfully so, because it was infinitely foolish—but these were dire circumstances, and it was the only answer I could come up with that would keep the stud with me.

I took the lead-rope and knotted it into my harness.

I patted the stud on his shoulder, took several steps forward until the rope was nearly taut. Stopped when a gout of pain ran through my abdomen. I doubled myself over folded arms pressed against my gut.

I didn’t feel sick. I wasn’t going to spew. I just hurt like hoolies.

I tried to breathe through it. I tried to suppress the wild magic with magic of my own. But the twinned powers of ioSkandi and the book inside the vessel—me—would not work in concert. They were too angry with one another to recognize the common enemy that threatened all of us now.

If I went on, if I answered the summoning in the wind, I felt certain I’d end up dead. Whoever was doing the weather-working wanted the magic in me, and attempts to get it out of me would likely kill the vessel.

And if I walked away? If I told Mahmood I couldn’t finish the job and went home again to the canyon I called Beit al’Shahar, would I escape the weather-working?—or would I bring additional catastrophes upon Julah as well as the canyon?

Sometimes you walk into the war, counting the purpose worth it. Maybe you’ll stop it. Maybe you’ll die and never know the ending of it.

But I needed to better learn what the si’anasa was, and who wielded it, so that I could find a way to stop it.

I walked back to the stud, gathered loops of lead-rope in my left hand while my right hand on the halter led him forward.

Before us, dust demons parted to let us through.
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We didn’t go far. I wanted to go no further than I had to, to learn the answer. And I did: the farther north I went, step by step, the stronger the pull. It nagged at me. Burrowed inside my body. Lit up the architecture of my bones.

The message was clear: go where the wind wanted, and I would be free of nausea and pain. The nausea had passed—for now—but the pain would increase if I tried to turn around.

I stopped walking. Waited. One of the spinning columns skipped its way toward me. It pulled itself down from the sky and bent toward me in a bizarre kind of bow.

As invitations from weather-working mages go, it was polite. Unfortunately the stud took that as reason enough to depart. He backed up and started to turn, and I dropped the loops of rope so my fingers wouldn’t be caught in twists and popped off my hand. But I did grab hold of the rope once free of the loops, planted feet, braced legs, and hung on. If I could stop him, could hold him, the stud would surrender at some point.

But as he spun and lunged southward toward the caravan, the taut jerk on the rope translated itself into the knot tied on my leather harness. We buckled harnesses snug against the torso because unsheathing in a hurry couldn’t be accomplished with any dexterity if the harness was loose.

Buckles bit into my skin. The front portion of the harness was pulled away from my chest while the leather hugging my back dug into sides, spine, and back ribs. It was pulled against me so hard that I felt like I might be quartered and served for dinner.

I called to the stud over and over. But the dust demons sang a noisy song and he was determined to go south. A determined horse can outpull a man any day, even one as tall and strong as me. The end result was the stud yanked me off my feet. I went down hard onto belly, chest, and elbows, banged my chin against the ground.

I locked hands around the tight-drawn rope and clung to it as I was dragged behind the stud. Gouts of sand dug up by his hooves were flung directly into my face. I had to shut my eyes to keep them from being scoured out of my skull.

I kept yelling at the stud, and he began to slow. I attempted a hand-over-hand route up the rope while still being dragged, but the stud abruptly made another lunging charge southward and I lost my grip entirely as the rope burned through my hands.

The buckles on the straps binding sheath and sword to my torso gave, then popped free, and I was left behind. The stud took with him my harness. And also my sword.
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In the midst of the wind, I lay face down in the sand. I just breathed for a while, in no rush to leap to my feet. The earth-bound, belly-down ride through the Punja had left me with cramped fingers, sore hands and elbows, rope-burned hands, stretched and painful shoulders. My chin hurt, too.

Because I wore no burnous, it was bare skin that made contact with the ground, though the leather dhoti had been vigilant in protecting the parts of me I really didn’t want damaged. Fortunately I still wore it. But my naked flesh everywhere else paid the price. Even my sandals were gone.

I hitched myself up on sore elbows, spat sand out of my mouth, then worked my way into a seated position facing north, where clustered dust demons waited.

I knew it at once. They had allowed the stud to go. They had fenced us both in initially, but now they had my attention and let him go, possibly so he wouldn’t provide a distraction. Or because the mage who directed the wild magic had no use for horses. Apparently I was meant to walk my way into whatever lair the weather-worker desired me to go. I hoped it was close.

I pushed to my feet, wincing against abrasions, dropped my chin tightly in an attempt to evaluate my chest. I couldn’t see much because of the angle, but the sand had scrubbed residual blood away. My skin was wet with the clear seepage that occasionally accompanies badly scraped flesh. My knees looked flayed.

By now the stud should be back at the caravan. I wondered if my sword and sheath had completed the journey. I wondered if I could go that way myself. To test the matter I turned around and started to walk south, following the stud’s flight.

The whirlwinds said no.

The whirlwinds said north.

The whirlwinds herded me like a dog moving stock.

I was shoved away from the caravan. Away from friends and family.

Del wouldn’t be frightened when the stud returned without me. Del would be furious.

The mage wanted me. The mage didn’t realize Delilah would come, too.
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I STOPPED SHORT, BECAUSE it was time to do so. Because I had an inkling now of what was happening, what was wanted of me, and who wanted it.

I was being guided toward the big oasis that played host to all travelers as a place to fill water botas and kegs, to stay overnight or even for a few days. A large palm tree grove offered shade, an above-ground cistern surrounded by mortared stone rim, runoff troughs for livestock, and adjoining pool-like area for people gave us water in plenty. No one passed up stopping at the oasis. Certainly Mahmood planned on it, and Del and I had visited more than once.

But why was I being singled out to go on my own? Why not allow me to accompany the caravan to the very same place?

Well, on my own I was much easier to control. Del and Neesha would not be present to keep me from answering the summons, a summons I was actually willing to answer—if Del and Neesha accompanied me. I have walked into battles on my own, but this was different. This was magic. I would not go alone. I was alone on ioSkandi when the priest-mages took me. So if this weather-working mage wanted me so badly, he’d have to accept my terms.

Or just not know about them.

Dust demons danced around me. They sucked sand and sent it flying, spinning, twisting. The abrasions all over the front side of my body now were coated in crusted dust and sand, stuck there by drying fluid. No sandals, no burnous, no harness and sword. Save for the dhoti, I was bare from head to toe. The dhoti was leather and I had no blade of any kind, since my meat-knife was hooked to my harness, so I couldn’t cut fabric to wear across the lower half of my face.

So I stopped, and I stood, and refused to go farther. The whirlwinds spun around me. I closed my eyes against the grit, pressed my lips together. I couldn’t very well walk the rest of the way to the oasis. Losing the stud put me in jeopardy of not only being unable to follow this summons, but of not surviving long enough to reach the oasis.

It was foolish of the mage to let the stud go. Not only did his absence make it nearly impossible for me to reach the oasis, but he carried a warning to the caravan. Yet the whirlwinds had parted, and the stud went through.

And maybe the weather-worker wasn’t foolish at all, and I was making assumptions based on utter ignorance.

I stuck my hands on hips, legs spread. The dust demons slowed, stopped spinning, just hung in the air. I waited, but the whirlwinds did nothing. Eventually I spat into my hands, used the moisture to gently wipe away the grit near my eyes. Then I scowled northward.

“You may want me,” I said, “but I have other plans. First, I’m not walking anywhere anymore. I’m going to stay right here and wait for my people to catch up. You can try to force me—pain is often a good motivator—but life experience has taught me that it’s possible to live with pain. Even nausea. Because if there’s nothing left in your belly, nausea doesn’t matter.”

Well, it did. Dry heaves were not a highlight of my day. But they weren’t fatal.

“Besides,” I continued, “I’m selfish. I’m not giving you any of my magic. I’m keeping it all for myself.”

The dust demons remained perfectly still, stretching from ground to skies. I could see striations in each, the winding diagonal stripes of grit, dust, and sand.

The response came as a temper tantrum. The sand beneath my feet rose up in a massive column of sand, nearly upending me, and began to spin within inches of my body as I fought to remain upright. Around me the dust demons danced. Inside of them I was trapped in my own personal whirlwind. I clamped a hand over closed eyes. Felt the buffeting of sand and wind they blew around me.

It was difficult to breathe. I did so shallowly, using a slightly parted mouth, shielded by my other hand, when my nostrils became too caked for air to get through. Sand was scraping across abrasions, unsealing the layer of crusted fluid. Pinpricks of blood rose to the surface, mingled with the weeping of my skin.

I was stubborn enough to attempt to outlast the temper tantrum, but wise enough to know the dust demons would strip away all the layers of my skin if I tried. I had two choices. Give way and let myself be guided, or do what a sword-dancer does when he has no sword.

When he has magic in his bones if no sword in his hands.

I lowered myself carefully and knelt upon the sand. I bent, plunged rigid fingers down and down into Punja crystals. I drew in a deep breath, then dug deeply into myself.

I remembered the chants of the mages atop the spires of ioSkandi. I remembered the letters, the sentences, the recipes and lists for spellwork cut through the spine and wrenched out of the Book of Udre-Natha. All lived inside me now.

I took what I could tap, and hurled it into the wind.
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Voices. Hands.

“Turn him,” a woman said. Ah. Delilah.

I was freed from sand and turned onto my back. The sun burned red behind my sealed eyelids; I tried to drop my arm across my face to block it, but missed. I heard exclamations and curses. Felt water. Blessed water, running across my chest.

“Sit up,” she said. “Tiger—can you sit up?”

With great effort I hitched myself up on my elbows. It wasn’t sitting up exactly, but the best I could do.

“Clean his eyes,” a man—my son—said. “They’re crusted closed.”

“First, let him drink. Here. Tiger. A bota. Can you hold it?”

Probably not. I tipped my head back a little, opened my mouth, and she squirted water into it. I drank only a little. A little was a beginning. Drinking too much meant it would all come back up.

“Tiger, lie down again. I’m going to clean your face. Don’t open your eyes yet. Neesha—perhaps start wetting down the rest of him.”

As she took a sopping piece of cloth and placed it across my eyes, squeezing it down so the water ran into the hollows beneath my brows, and used another to clean the sand free of nostrils, my son asked if he could just use a keg rather than botas. Permission was given. After a moment someone came up and poured water all over me, chest to feet. It soaked into the sand and wet parts of the back half of me along with the front.

Del lifted the cloth from my eyes, changed it out for another. Once again she piled soaked fabric over my eyes, and squeezed. She wiped carefully. I finally reached up, moved her hand aside, and began to wipe more heavily. Slowly my lashes came unstuck. Water ran into my open eyes and flooded my vision, but it also washed away remaining grit.

Faces. Bodies. Del. Neesha. Darrion and Eddrith. Mahmood. All looked worried, though I had an idea that Mahmood’s concern wasn’t about me so much as about losing time. Again.

Neesha had the water keg. He lifted it and splashed what remained of the contents over my chest. I sucked in a breath, then let it out in a long hiss expelled between my teeth. The water washed away sand crusted over all the abrasions, but displaced crystals scraped their way across my open flesh and set my skin afire.

I sat up on my own and waved for the bota. Del gave it to me, and I filled my mouth, then swallowed the water. I nodded, handed the bota back.

“He can’t ride,” Del said. “Mahmood, you must make space for him in your wagon.”

His expression was briefly mutinous, then cleared. He left the gathering around me.

“Why can’t I ride?” I felt a clench of worry in my belly. “Did the stud not come back?”

“He came back,” Neesha assured me. “He was dragging your sword and sheath, but most of the harness was missing.”

“You’re halfway to sandsick,” Del said.

Neesha’s turn again. “And you look like the front of you has been flayed, while the back side is sunburned. Riding is not recommended.”

I gestured again for more water, swallowed a few squirts. “Well, bascha, looks like I’ve gotten that bath you wanted for me.”

Del nodded. “But you might have done it with less drama.”
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MAHMOOD INEXPLICABLY DECIDED we should just remain where we were for the night, rather than pushing on to the oasis. It was a kindness for me, but I’d never really seen that in him before. So instead of lying in the wagon, I settled on blankets placed by our cookfire, leaned against the saddle behind my back. Del kept insisting I eat more so I wouldn’t remain depleted from using magic, and even allowed me a very little aqivi.

Mahmood reclined over by his wagon upon a journey bed, plucking food prepared by the drivers from a round hardwood platter. As he chewed he kept an eye on me, brows knit. I had promised him no more sickness, yet here I was again definitely the worse for wear. He and the others had seen me ride into the whirlwinds, but nothing more until they found me sprawled belly-down in the aftermath, half of me covered by sand drifts. No one in their right mind rode into a cluster of dust demons, and yet I had. I hadn’t actually come out again on my own, but certainly I survived.

I sent a broad, cheerful smile his way, and it did what I thought it might: made him look away quickly and not allow his vision to drift back to me.

Neesha brought my sheathed sword, knelt down to place it beside me. And also to ask all the questions brimming in his eyes. He certainly knew more about my situation than Mahmood, but no details.

“Wait for Del,” I said, and he nodded, settled onto his rump, captured my mug of aqivi and drank the rest of it. When she returned with refilled botas, I held back until she sat down as well. And I told them what had happened.

Del’s expression was very serious. “So, no notion of who this is, this weather-worker.”

Neesha stepped in before I could answer. “And he’s tapping the wild magic at will?”

“Tapping so that he may gather more,” I said. “He’s laying snares. He’s flushing us out, and he’s herding us.”

Neesha was surprised. “‘Us?’”

“I’m sure that if there are others, he wants them, too,” I told them. “That is, if there are others. He’s seeking anyone with magic, but who knows how many there are? For all we know, I may be the only one.”

Del’s brows were knit. “You do know who this is.”

I nodded. “I did what I could to destroy the Book of Udre-Natha at Umir’s, but you’ll recall we were in something of a hurry to get the hoolies away from there, to get Sula home. I wasn’t able to destroy all of it, and I suspect he has it now, what’s left of it.”

“But Umir’s dead,” she said. “I took his head.”

“Not Umir. Wahzir. Umir’s tame mage-healer. He called himself an ‘empty man’ because he’d lost his magic. Much of the book is in me, but Wahzir has what we left behind.”

“Enough to work the weather?” Neesha asked.

I shrugged. “He’s no longer an empty man, I suspect. And what he got from the book may have been significantly more power than he had before he lost his.”

Neesha’s expression was grave. “And he knows what you are?”

“He knows what I am. And what I have.” I tapped my chest. “The rest of the book is in here, and so is what I learned, what the priest-mages woke in me, in ioSkandi. He wants everything inside me.”

“You defeated him,” Del said. “Today he tried to take you with the whirlwinds, and you defeated him.”

I nodded. “But I also showed him how much power I have. He’s had a taste. A man who knows the flavor of the meat may want to eat it all, next time.”
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The stud had survived the experience among the dust demons with no ill effects. I wished I could say the same of me, but that was futile. And while Mahmood gave us a little extra time in the morning for me to sort myself out with aid from Del and Neesha—alla ointment for the sunburn on my back, and also for the stiff skin of my front, where shallow scabs began to form—he still wanted to push on. And he still shot puzzled looks at me.

The oasis was a half-day’s journey, with wagons. We could go farther, but getting in early to the oasis was never a bad thing. It wasn’t my place to suggest how long we camped at the oasis, especially as Mahmood was clearly concerned about time.

Del made me put on my second burnous, one of blue fabric with white squiggles all over it. Protection, she said, for my poor skin. And it was pretty poor come the morning, stiff and cracking on my chest as I moved. Then she dug up Jalal’s empty harness from one of the saddle pouches and presented me with it.

“We’ll have a new one made in Istamir,” she said, “but for now—this.”

I opened my mouth to argue against Istamir, because I’d prefer a Southron-made harness—I was a Southron-trained sword-dancer—but it reminded me all over again that I hadn’t a drop of Southron blood in me. Born of the South, but not bred of it. In that regard I was all Skandic. So I shut my mouth and was grateful I actually had a harness.

Jalal had been shorter and slighter than me. But I had leather, buckles, and a knife, and my own sheath and sword. A few new holes punched with a knife tip, buckles moved to different positions on the straps, sheath and knife attached, and I had a sword-dancer’s gear. I put it on over the burnous instead of under to protect my skin against stiff straps and brass buckles. I wasn’t entirely pleased by how the sword and sheath fit against me on Jalal’s harness, but it would do.

As he had for Del after the snakebite, Neesha saddled the stud for me. Being useful again. I waited as he worked. Once done, he didn’t hand the reins and lead-rope back to me immediately.

“They are reconsidering being your students,” he said. “Eddrith and Darrion.”

It surprised me. “Why? Yes, they need significantly more instruction, but they have the talent.”

“They saw you,” Neesha said.

“They see me most days,” I pointed out. “It’s called training.”

“They saw you destroy two men. Bastien with a sword, and Areef with words.”

I nodded slowly. “And they have lost all respect for me.”

Neesha shook his head vehemently. “No! It increased. And they feel they can never live up to your skills.”

“Most can’t,” I said bluntly, because it was true, “but it doesn’t stop any of them from being sword-dancers.”

My son lifted his shoulders briefly in a shrug. “I told them so. That not many—not any—are as good as the Sandtiger. I explained I’ll be even better one day, but they didn’t believe me.”

“Neither do I,” I said in a dry tone.

Neesha grinned at me. “I’m working on trying to destroy a man with words.”

“Trust me, you’ve got years to go before you can do that, too.” I put my hand out, and he set the reins and rope into it. “Are they leaving?”

He moved out of the way. “Istamir. They’ll finish the job for Mahmood first. And I won’t tell them I’ve spoken to you. It’s for them to do.”

“I assume they understand that staying with me would make them better.”

Neesha turned his hands palms-up and shrugged.

I gave it up; no sense in trying to sort out the business of two young men, who often behaved irrationally. I’d had a passing acquaintance with irrationality when I was a young man.

Time to go. I sucked in a breath—this was going to hurt—stuck a foot into the stirrup and climbed up into the saddle, wincing as I settled into it. “Don’t even consider it,” I warned the stud tightly.

He swung a lowered head around and considered sampling the bare foot in the stirrup but didn’t go through with it when Neesha reached out and thumped a big rib.

I caught Mahmood’s eye as I turned the stud. Sighing, I raised my voice and told everyone it was time to go on. Neesha, Darrion, and Eddrith fell in behind the last wagon, while Del and I took point.
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By the time we reached the oasis, the sun was setting and so was I. Mahmood had a favorite place he always bedded down horses and wagons near the northern edge, and I let him lead the way through the sprawling oasis. I winced while dismounting. All the shallow scabs broke open again but brought very little blood or fluid.

Del saw my expression and we shared wry smiles; her nicks and slices from the sword-dance with Jalal were still healing even as my abrasions were just beginning the process.

“We are a pair,” she murmured as we turned our horses and began to walk them back through to the big cistern to water them and fill botas.

Music everywhere as the sun slid down into twilight. Voices chanting and singing, the stringed oud, a ney flute, and tabla drums swelled and faded as we walked the length of the oasis. The odors of spiced mutton, shakshuka, kuboos bread, sweet dates set off a rumble in my belly. Many folk had hung colorful fabric from trees and wagons for shade. Southron was the primary language, but I heard a mix of other tongues as well.

Both Del’s gelding and the stud smelled water and were snorting and blowing, trying to rush us. The cistern pools and troughs always ran full, and always were crowded. In the evenings, when all travelers stopped for the night, it took a measure of physical willpower to maintain the peace among horses as all pushed in for water.

We had been here six weeks before, Del and I, when Umir’s men had taken us both, then put us in shackles for the ride east across the Punja to Umir’s desert palace. Sula was taken from Alric and Lena’s to ensure my cooperation in opening the Book of Udre-Natha. Because Umir knew I would do no such thing to save myself from physical violence. But to save Del, who had lost a baby and was ill because of it, and Sula? I’d do anything.

As I stood with the stud, I looked up at the palm trees, heavy with date bunches, towering against a desert sky just now darkening enough for the brightest stars to show. Yes, I would have done, and would do, anything for them both. Just as I had for Neesha, when I’d given Umir the book in exchange for my son. But Umir didn’t know then that I’d locked it. And in the long run it had simply delayed Umir’s access to the contents, because eventually I gave him what he wanted.

Del’s gelding sucked noisily at water. “I miss Sula,” Del said quietly, thoughts clearly taking the same route as my own.

“I know, bascha. So do I. But there’s no one to take her from us now, or from Alric. We killed all of Umir’s men, and Umir.”

“But not Umir’s mage,” she said bitterly. “I should have. I should have.”

I could argue with her, but didn’t. There were times no words would convince her of anything, so I chose our battles carefully. “Here, you take the botas—I’ll hold the horses.”

I took the reins to Del’s horse and backed both out as I slung my botas to her. She would fill from a different part of the cistern. No one wanted to fill botas and kegs from the horse troughs.

As sometimes happened at the oasis, a breeze kicked up. It lifted dust and grit, blew it through the encampment. Then the wind increased, and it began to blow sand.

From head to toe, something lit up my bones from within.
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I WAS ON FIRE. Once again I saw rivers of flame flowing just beneath my skin, carving pathways along hands and arms. I bent slightly as my belly burned and spat out every swear word I could think of. As I did so, I coughed up words and letters, in script and printed.

On the heels of the wind came rain. Came thunder. Lightning. And a peculiar howling not of beasts, but of the storm itself.

Was it Wahzir? Was he hurling curses at me? Gods knew I was hurling them at him.

I still held two horses, and the storm made them restive. I eased them as best I could while my belly tied itself in knots. All around me others took tighter hold on their mounts at the troughs, most led them away, hoping to find shelter for them and return later to the cistern.

Lights flashed at the backs of my eyes. Color in the world bled away until what I saw was made up only of blacks and whites.

I felt—different.

I felt suspended, hooked through my shoulders and winched up into the air. It wasn’t anything like when I jumped from the spire in ioSkandi. This was something piercing the layers of my skin, sliding in beneath collar bones.

I stared into the rain, waiting for it to wash away the blood.

No. There was no blood. I blinked hard. The rain made it difficult to see. Lightning blinded me.

Del spun away from the cistern, hurriedly hooking bota strings over her shoulders. She saw my state and came to me swiftly but didn’t immediately take the reins from my hand. Instead, she closed her fingers over my wrist.

“Tiger. Tiger.”

She was free of Wahzir, having no magic herself. She stood strong beneath the rain, water drenching her face, her braid, and with her eyes steady on mine she told me to take from her what I needed.

I didn’t even know if that were possible. But the pain in my belly was dying, and the light beneath my skin waned. Colors came back, and the letters were gone. I shook my head, and as the rain poured down and lightning stitched the skies, we heard the shouts and cries of others hastening to save their belongings, to gather up small children.

Our eyes met, as she tightened her hold on my wrist. She shook it to capture all of my attention. Between the rumble and cracks of thunder, she lifted her voice. “We must go tomorrow. We must go to Wahzir and end this.”

I was earthbound again. I was myself again, without hooks, without blood. I was the enemy Wahzir couldn’t accurately assess. He believed he knew me. He believed he knew all of me.

He knew the Book of Udre-Natha.

He didn’t know I was born of the Eleven Families of Skandi, or that Skandic magic quickened in my bones the day I was born.

Del and I hastened to get our horses back to safety. Across the oasis, lanterns, torches, and cookfires were drowned by rain. Shelters had been shredded or blown away. Date palms had been stripped of their fruit.

Once at Mahmood’s camp we hastily tied the stud and Del’s gelding to the wagon farthest from the other horses, pulled the saddle pouches free, then practically flung ourselves under one of the wagons. The rain fell so hard and fast that even the sand beneath was wet. We unpacked the oiled canvas but instead of spreading it to sit on, we dragged it around our shoulders as a ward against rain blown hard on a slant.

Del leaned close against me, seeking warmth but also to keep her words from anyone else. “Have you a plan?”

“For Wahzir?” I shook my head. “It depends on how much of the book he’s been able to read, how much he’s taken into himself. I may not be able to tell that until I’m standing in the same room.”

“And you will attack him with your magics?”

I’d never attacked anyone with magic alone or merged. I fought with a sword. I had used magic to heal, and I’d managed to halt Wahzir’s dust demons with it, but I’d never gone against a man with it.

Umir’s former mage-healer wasn’t empty anymore. He might insist I do.
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Come sunrise, I pulled Neesha away from the others and told him Del and I had to leave. “But I need you and the others to stay with Mahmood, to see him and his wagons safely to Istamir.”

Neesha tried to read me, and failed. “Where are you going?”

“To Umir’s palace. We left behind a man who is now causing us trouble.”

My son raised his brows. “The dust demons?”

“That, and other weather-related problems.”

Neesha put it together. “You think all the bad weather is because of him?”

“I see no other explanation. I think they were a summons. He couldn’t send men to take me, because he saw what Del and I did to Umir and his men. So he sent storms, because he knew eventually I’d come.” I looked over my shoulder at Del speaking with Darrion and Eddrith, keeping them away from Neesha and me. Beyond them, Mahmood sat on the seat of his high wagon, breaking his fast with fastidious care. “I need you to oversee this,” I told my son. “You are wiser than they, and more skilled. They are followers, still, though able. And Mahmood is more likely to trust my son to protect the caravan than two young men who are strangers to him.”

Neesha dug absently in wet sand with one foot, scraping a hollow, then refilling it as he thought over what I’d asked of him. Finally he looked up and met my eyes. “And what if I have magic in me, too? I’m Skandic.”

“Half.”

“I have the mark. The keraka.”

“That doesn’t make you a mage, just kin to the Eleven Families.”

Neesha’s eyes had taken on a stubborn glint. “But I might have magic in me.”

Which was exactly what I feared. But I refused to let him see it. I raised my brows. “Do you want to be a mage? Or are you just intrigued because I am?”

“If I have power, you could use it against this man.”

“That wasn’t an answer.”

Neesha looked away from me for a moment, then back. Del said she saw me in him, but I couldn’t. Rich brown eyes in place of green, darker hair. Maybe in our skin color we were alike, deeply tanned but not naturally dark as Southroners. Tall, well-made, handsome. He wore a blood-red burnous over his harness, and sandals.

“I don’t know if I want it,” he admitted, “but if I had it, I could help.”

“Getting Mahmood safely to Istamir is helping me. I agree that caravan duty is tedious, but it pays good coin. We don’t always dance, Neesha. And when raiders come after a caravan, we are very much needed. Would you trust Mahmood to defend himself, let alone his goods?”

Neesha shook his head, mouth twisted into wry acceptance. “Mahmood would be dead immediately.”

“So keep him from that. Now, come with me. It’s time to let him know about—”

But Neesha caught my arm and swung me back. “Where will we meet? When you and Del are done with Umir’s man?”

“We’ll catch up,” I told him. “We’ll be unencumbered by wagons and can easily catch up before you get to Istamir. But if we are delayed for some reason, go to Darrion’s grandmother. Tamar. She runs an inn.” I clapped him on the arm. “Time to go, Neesha.”

My son nodded and followed, but was not happy.
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Darrion and Eddrith were startled when I announced the change of plans. Mahmood scowled at me, until I reminded him that he no longer had to pay Del and me.

He perked up. “At all?”

“Well, you should still pay us for getting you this far—” I began, but Del interrupted.

“No,” she said. “Our part of the job is not finished, so of course nothing is owed Tiger and me. But full payment to Neesha and the others, of course.”

I shot her a disgruntled look, which she ignored.

“You’ll still have three sword-dancers,” Neesha pointed out. “I am the Sandtiger’s son and a third-level sword-dancer, while these two are his students. You could do no better.”

It didn’t exactly placate Mahmood. “I could do better if the Sandtiger and Delilah remained. That’s how I could do better.” He glowered at me. “Did you know you would decide this when I hired you?”

I shook my head. “Before last night’s storm, when Del and I went to water our horses, I learned from someone else of a man with whom I have unfinished business.”

“Umir,” Del said quietly. “His man.”

“Umir the Ruthless is dead,” Mahmood said testily. “You can’t have business with a dead man.”

“His man,” Del clarified. “Tiger owes him a death.”

Well, I wouldn’t have been quite so blunt about it, but it certainly explained matters.

Mahmood looked at her, looked at my son, Darrion, and Eddrith, and finally at me again. He waved his hand in a sweeping motion. “Go. Go. See your man. Settle the matter.”

“We’ll meet in Istamir if not before,” I said. “We’ll guide you back across the Punja so you can take new cargo to Julah, necessities to help them rebuild.”

Mahmood had forgotten that part of the agreement. He nodded glumly, then waved his hands again. “All of you, do what needs to be done. We must get back on the road.”

Del and I headed east into the brightening day, picking our way through storm-downed date bunches as people hastened to gather the fruit. Others had spread soaked shade cloth to dry in the rising sun. I smelled dung fires, and some were chopping fallen dead palm fronds to use on cookfires.

Neesha gave us a wave of an arm in farewell, then began saddling up to break camp with Mahmood even as Darrion and Eddrith did. Del, falling in beside me as we passed out of the oasis into white sands, said Neesha would do well. That he had been well-started by his mother and father. And then she caught herself with a glance of apology, because we both knew she was not referring to me, but to Harith. Neesha had been raised by a very different man, a man who had taken on a woman with a baby sired outside of marriage. A Southroner would not have done it. But Borderers, as Harith was, were less stringent in beliefs.

Neesha had always referred to Harith as his father when he first joined me for training. Now it seemed to be evenly split between Harith and me. In the South, Neesha—or Nayyib, as his mother named him—gained some recognition as my son, as he would not if he said his father owned a horse farm. In the South you were a desert prince, a tanzeer; a merchant of some kind, wealthy or considerably less so; a sword-dancer. Or others who simply didn’t matter.

I’d been a slave for the first seventeen years of my life. It’s what made me so determined to become the best sword-dancer the shodo of Alimat had ever trained. And why I managed it.

“He is a good legacy,” Del said. “Neesha is. He brings honor to your name.”

But not among sword-dancers. Neesha was still unknown in the South. And once sword-dancers learned he was my son, he likely would be invited into many circles because others wanted to prove he lacked honor, too.

His reputation would be as the son of a dishonored man, until he proved himself other than my son, and worthy.

“We need to work him harder,” I said grimly. “He must train harder.”

Del made a scoffing noise in her throat. “You’ve hardly been soft on him.”

“But not hard enough. Not if he wants to walk the same sands I have.”

Her expression suggested she wanted to say more. She did not. We’d both learned of one another that sometimes saying nothing would allow us to say a more effective something later on.
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“TIGER. TIGER. TIGER!”

I roused atop my horse, looked at the woman who accompanied me, whom I did not know. Around her ice-pale hair a faint nimbus of light appeared, emphasizing the fine architecture of her face, the planes and contours of fair skin but lightly tanned.

“Tiger,” she said again. She seemed faintly baffled, but definitely concerned.

I wiped a hand over my face, trying to knit awareness back together. I felt as if I’d been asleep for a hundred years.

“I’ve been talking to you,” she said. “Did you hear anything of it?”

I frowned and looked back at her. Not a stranger: Delilah. Del. The nimbus had faded, but a wash of morning sunrise burnished hair and features. “No. No, I didn’t. I was . . .” I didn’t know how to explain it. “. . . I was inside my head.”

Her concern did not wane. “Do you know where we are? What purpose we have?”

I squinted up at the morning sun. Color still limned the skies, now apricot, orange, and gold. “We’re going to Umir’s to find Wahzir and kill him.”

That seemed to settle her somewhat. “Where were you inside your head?”

“I don’t know.” I couldn’t remember. “But it doesn’t matter.” I looked around. White sands in all directions. No marker sticks anywhere. Nothing to show us the way. I looked sunward again, sorting out the four directions. But something else took precedence.

Before my eyes a yellowed parchment tube rose up to fill my vision. The red ribbon holding it closed unwrapped itself. Unrolled, the page showed elaborate handwriting, but also inkblots from an unsteady hand. All the lines were tidy save the last one, which slanted downward to the lower right corner. Round, jagged lines, clarity and crispness lost. I could barely read it.

But read it I could.

The ink turned red. The ink bled off the page. All the lines and letters dripped, splattering into my hands. I lifted my left hand to examine the ink-turned-blood.

“Tiger. Tiger.”

“Umir’s palace,” I said, before she could ask. “A man there needs release.”

“Release?”

“He should leap from the spire.”

“There is no spire,” she said evenly, controlling her tone. “Tiger, we’re not in Skandi, and you’re not in the Stone Forest. We’re in the South, in the Punja. No spires, no priest-mages, no rituals. No metri, telling her grandson he is not worthy because her daughter, his mother, married the wrong man.”

“I leaped,” I said. “I fell.”

“And lived.”

So I had.

She stared into my face, evaluating the me of this morning against the me of yesterday. “It’s Wahzir, isn’t it? His magic, calling out to yours.”

Another page rose before my eyes. No blood-colored ink, no runnels of it dripping off the edge. It was a recipe, a list of ingredients for spellwork. All of the letters, the words, so neatly printed, caught fire and burned themselves before anything could be read. The page flaked away into ash.

I tried to explain. “He wants the book. He wants the pages, the words, that live inside me.” The white sand undulated before me, building dunes, flowing away. “But he doesn’t know—he doesn’t know what else lives in me. What else I am.”

“Then use it,” she said. “Don’t let him lead you like this.”

I felt distant. Drifting. Untethered. “I have to.” I looked into her sky-colored eyes. “I have to let him believe he’s stronger. I must let him draw me in. If I resist now, this close to him, he’ll know what else I am and be prepared for it.”

She lost control of her tone. The cool clarity of it shattered into disbelief. “Tiger, you can’t just ride up to his front door and let him take you!”

I found it obvious. “You asked if I had a plan.”

Anger runs hot in her, but also swiftly. It blew up like a Punja sandstorm. “This is your plan? This is your plan? Are you so much a fool, or so desperate, that it corrupts your brain? Don’t do this. This plan invites him to take you before you can do anything to stop him. Don’t do this, Tiger.” Her eyes were coldly fierce. “Tell me you won’t. Vow it.”

She was angry, but also frustrated because she didn’t see as I did what could be done, and why. “I need him to take me,” I told her. “In order for me to take him, he must first take me.”

Tears welled in her eyes. She dashed them away. “But how do you know you can do it? What makes you certain?”

I smiled at my bascha. “It’s called a leap of faith. I took one from a spire at ioSkandi. It’s time to take another.”
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As we neared Umir’s palace, Del tried again. “He’ll never trust you,” she warned. “He won’t trust it, Tiger. He’ll know. He’ll know.”

“He doesn’t know anything.” I tapped my head. “He’s here, bascha.”

She was aghast. “He’s in your head?”

“Only a little. A tendril. He’s tasting me.”

Del reined in so abruptly her horse’s mouth gaped briefly before she gave the rein back. The stud went on three more steps, then I turned him to look back at her. She shook her head vehemently. She wasn’t angry anymore. Now she appealed out of growing apprehension. “Don’t do this. Don’t do this. Not like this. We must find another way.”

Something bled into my eyes. The world altered itself from color to black and white. When I looked at Del, there was no nimbus. I saw a shadow upon her. Blonde hair melted into white. The contours of her face deepened. It wasn’t that she looked old, but that she was etched.

Del wasn’t real. Del was an image of woman who had been etched onto a slab of brass. The detail was exquisite. She was line art etched into metal, but so cleverly done, with so many shadows and highlights, that she verged on real.

Yet she was only brass.

“Tiger!”

I rode back to her, put the stud so close to her mount that all I had to do to touch her was put out my hand. And so I did. I put out my hand to touch her, to touch the sheet of brass. Fingertips found her cheek. Traced the elegance in her features.

“Tiger!”

Even her voice was made of metal.

The sun was very bright. It soaked into brass and turned all of her to gold.

“Tiger? What are you doing? Tiger, stop!”

I traced a finger across her forehead. Etched an intricate design. Even as she caught hold of my wrist in both of her hands, flesh curled away from her brow, leaving gold in its wake.

Her hands now pressed her forehead. “What have you done? What have you done to me?”

“You were incomplete,” I said. “I finished you.”
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Umir’s palace was painted white, and it rose out of equally white sands. Walls curved around it, a gilded dome sat atop it. We were not close enough to enter, but I knew what would meet us. Within the ornate gates were gardens, citrus trees, and fountains spouting water into the air in a rich man’s statement that coin didn’t matter and neither did the wasteful use of water.

Del swore to me, when I told her, when I explained that she was made of brass and gold, that she was no such thing. That she was flesh, blood, and bone. She wasn’t an etching, she claimed, touching her forehead where I’d drawn the knotted filigree design. She was muscle and viscera. No man had set instruments to brass and drawn a woman there, etched a flat rendering so in such detail that she almost, almost, looked real. She was real, she claimed.

I shook my head.

After a while she turned her face away. She wept in silence, in as much privacy as she could find, riding next to me.

Finally, when the tears had dried, she asked me what would happen if I couldn’t come back.

Come back?

“If he takes so much from you that you can’t find your way,” she explained. “If all the magic is lost, what’s left?”

I quoted Wahzir. “An empty man.”

“And what becomes of an empty man?”

I shrugged. I knew what had become of Wahzir as an empty man: worthlessness. I didn’t know what would become of me.

The sun climbed behind her, leaching her of detail. “For all those years, the magic lay dormant in you. You were ignorant of its presence. But it was in you, Tiger. All along, it was in you. Dormancy is not the same as empty. Wahzir may have been an empty man, but you never were. Nor will you be now. But I think it would be better if you feasted upon it, feasted on all of the magic Wahzir has. And find the book again, what he has of it. Destroy what’s left. Let no one else be tempted. Let no one else use it.”

“It’s in me,” I said. “It’s wrapped my bones in parchment, bound me by words coded in bloodied ink.”

She did not back down in the face of my certainty. “You poured all of your magic into a sword, Tiger. And then you took it back again. Now is the time that you use it—and then put it away for good. Unwrap the parchment from your bones, and burn the bloodied words.”
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I said nothing more to her until we drew close to the gates. Her face was drawn, the etching of her fading. As the sun began to fall toward the horizon, the sky divided itself into bands of blue and purple, orange and crimson, brassy yellow and brilliant gold. It painted her afire, set alight the gold I’d drawn into her brow.

I halted the stud. Leaned forward, steadied myself against his neck. I could not help the gasps issuing from my mouth. I heard her say my name. I heard her ask a question. And for the first time in hours, I knew who I was, where I was, and who she was.

I pressed the heel of my hand against my brow. Ground it into flesh. Pain pulsed there. I needed to ask her a question. When I could put the words in the right order, I did so. “What will you do?”

Del looked at me sharply. Her eyes narrowed as she weighed the man she saw now against the man she’d ridden beside when he was lost in his own head. Then her expression cleared. “It’s you.”

I nodded, sat up straight in the saddle again. “What will you do?”

She said, “I have a plan.”

“What plan?”

“Mine. I won’t put it in your head, Tiger, where Wahzir might find it. Just trust me to know what I’m doing. Trust me that I’ll do what must be done.”

I put my hand toward her face, and she flinched away. It hurt, but I understood. I let my arm drop. “I’ll take it away,” I promised. “What I drew on your brow. I don’t know why I did it, but I’ll take it away.”

She nodded, but it was merely motion. There was no belief in it. And I deserved that.

“I know you’re flesh and blood,” I told her. “I know you’re muscle and viscera. I know you’re all of the parts required to make a living woman.”

She wasn’t angry, but she also wasn’t convinced. “You didn’t know before. Why do you know now?”

I smiled. “Because you gave me a child.”
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THE IRON GATE leading into Umir’s—well, Wahzir’s now—courtyard lay open. We pulled up in front of it. Del looked at me with no little concern as she tried to read my expression.

The untethered sensation was seeping into me again. “I’m going in,” I told her. “What are you going to do?”

“Go in,” she said.

I raised my brows. “Is that your plan? To go inside with me and try to talk him out of stealing my magic?”

“No.”

“Del—”

“No. But I will ride into the courtyard with you.”

Except that she didn’t, because she rode right in before I set the stud to motion again. Inside, surrounded by white walls, a wealth of palms, silver-leafed olive trees, colorful flowers, green shrubbery and a brightly tiled fountain, we halted our horses. Del slipped down from her saddle.

“Is this wise?” I asked her.

“Wisdom no longer matters in this,” she replied. “You have thrown it out of the house.”

I frowned over that, until I sorted out what she meant. “Out the window.”

“The window and the house.” The fountain was surrounded by wide, plastered brick painted white with a brightly tiled rim. She boosted herself up to sit upon the ledge, gave her horse enough rein to reach the water. Hooves scraped against pavement as the stud went to water on his own, with no objection from his rider.

I was still in the saddle and gazed down at her. “Just—here? Your plan is to sit here?”

She gazed right back in pointed silence.

I nodded. “That’s right, you can’t tell me . . .”

But I let it go, because Del no longer paid any attention to me. She looked toward the tiered white steps that led into the arched doorway of the palace. Naturally I turned to look as well, though I was certain of what I would see.

The Wahzir I’d met when he was only a healer was a slight man, thin and dry of skin, as if he were aged. Not so this Wahzir. The top of his brown head was bald, but clean gray hair flourished around it. Strong facial bones were no longer so pronounced, nor was the skin thin and dry. He apparently was better fed now that he was the man in charge of the palace. His nose was still prominent, his eyes still a rare mix of green and brown, and he still wore a perfectly pleasant expression.

He had never been unkind. Initially he had been very kind, in fact, and Del, though quite ill, had benefited. But once the book became his goal, and once he learned I could read it, desperation replaced kindness.

When we first met, he’d worn a modest robe of good quality. What he wore now was no longer modest, but was silk woven of many-colored threads. Mahmood could tell me everything about it, no doubt, but I arrived at the conclusion that Wahzir had raided the late Umir’s clothing trunks.

A spark in his eyes spoke of a new confidence. Of consequence. Of a new—or restored—power. He wasn’t an empty man anymore. He was complete, even if the book wasn’t.

He looked from me to Del. “Ah. The Sandtiger’s woman. Much healthier now, I see.” He made a courteous gesture of invitation. “Will you come in?”

Del never played with words or innuendo. And she never showed even false courtesy to someone she didn’t trust. “No,” she said. “I stay here. You’re Tiger’s man to kill, not mine. I’ll wait here while he does it.”

Wahzir’s smile did not waver. “He may try, certainly. Any brave man in his sandals would. But I promise you, there is no need for hostilities. I mean neither of you harm, any more than I did the first time you visited. I just want what he has, which he can give freely. His life is his to keep. I survived perfectly well without my magic, just as he will. So there’s really no need to kill me. Nor for me to kill him. And as for you, well, you can’t enter without an invitation.”

Del stared back at him. Nothing lived in her eyes except a promise of the hostilities Wahzir didn’t believe were necessary. He saw it. He read it. He knew.

“Then you’ll go first,” he said.

With no one close but me, Del was nonetheless yanked off the fountain ledge and dumped into the water face down.

Swearing, I leaped off the stud and scrambled over the broad fountain rim, splashing down into thigh-high water. She was moving, but sprawled in the water. I reached down, grabbed—and then I wasn’t there anymore.

I wasn’t anywhere anymore.

I was just—gone.
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“Here. Drink. I promise it’s merely tea.”

A cup was at the edge of my mouth. I had no interest in drinking it, tea or otherwise. But when I tried to lift my hands to push the cup away, I discovered my wrists and forearms were tied down with strong cord.

“I’m expected to drink when my arms are tied down?”

“Watch me drink first from the same cup.”

I did no such thing. For one, I couldn’t see clearly enough to watch anyone do anything, let alone drink tea. My vision was filled with too many colors to count.

Wahzir had somehow spirited me from the courtyard into a room. I couldn’t see the chair I’d been placed into, but my hands told me it was made of heavy wood. My ankles, too, were tied to it.

I tried to speak, to ask the only question that mattered. I squinted in the direction of the voice. Could see no face, no mouth moving. Just runnels of color.

“I promise you, your woman is very well. She can’t enter—I have warded all the windows, all the doors—but the last time I looked into the courtyard, she was sitting on the fountain rim again. Damp, but drying. As might come as no surprise, she has unsheathed her weapon. The sword rests across her thighs or her lap, dependent upon the posture she chooses.”

I blinked several times, trying to clear my eyes. I recognized Wahzir’s voice now, but still couldn’t see him. All the colors collided and roiled in my field of vision.

“She is very dangerous,” Wahzir said. “I didn’t realize just how dangerous until she took Umir’s head. So I don’t discount her because she is a woman. I may be a Southroner, but I am not a fool. I’ve seen what I have seen. She is deadly. I understand why she would appeal to a man like you. You are both of you ruthless. You are both of you sharper than others, like blades. And you, of course, have read the book.”

My throat unblocked. “Del,” I said. That only.

Still unable to see, I flinched as Wahzir placed a fingertip against my brow. Inside my head the world opened wide. I saw the courtyard as if I stood on the entry steps, as Wahzir had. I saw two horses grazing amid the vegetation. I saw Del atop the fountain rim, legs folded crosswise. She had undone her braid to let it dry in the sun, a cloak of white-blond hair hanging long to her waist. The blade rested across her lap. One hand cupped over it lightly. The other was loosely curled around the grip. She stared at the warded door. She waited.

“I swear to you,” Wahzir said, “Mage to mage, that all you must do is allow me to have what you read. What you know of the book. I swear it. I vow it. You saw me, before. I wasn’t cruel. I did what I could to keep her alive, after she lost that infant and bled so badly. You know this. I raised no weapon against either of you. I was an empty man, but I lived.”

What he said was true. All of it was true.

But he wasn’t empty anymore, and he had created his own version of the Northern si’anasa. He had killed with his weather-working. I’d seen the bodies in Julah.

Slowly the colors bled away from my eyes. I saw a room filled with low wooden divans and colorful cushions, curtains just as bright, tiles of elaborate designs lining the edges of arched windows, and sunlight sparked off items Umir had likely spent years acquiring and much coin. Umir collected things.

Wahzir collected power. He now held much of the Book of Udre-Natha, enough to provide him with power, but he didn’t have all of it. And it wasn’t inside him. He had read his portion, he had memorized it, but that was not the same as having it alive inside.

“There’s a city called Haziz,” I said. “Port city, far south, where ships come in and ships go out. I met a man there. We were drinking, of course.” I dismissed that with a wave of a hand. “He told me a story of a place where priests live, only priests, high atop spires of stone. He said they sought to create magic, and when at last they felt they had it, they gave themselves to the gods. Some became mages as well as priests. But only if they survived.” I lifted a shoulder in a casual shrug. “Just a tale over spirits, and nothing to believe, but he told it well.”

I had his attention, as intended. His eyes were avid. “The priests had to survive? Survive what?”

“This man said they went mad. That with the power came madness. They tested the magic and the strength of their faith with a leap from the spires.” I put out my hand and gestured for the tea. When handed the cup, I drank all of the contents. “But of course that’s impossible. The man thought he found a gullible soul who was drunk enough to believe what he heard. But if it’s true, there is a lesson to be taken from it.”

“A lesson,” Wahzir echoed.

“Too much magic drives a man mad.” I handed the cup back. “You’re no longer empty, Wahzir. You don’t need more magic.”

For the first time I saw a hint of the desperation he’d shown before. “The book is incomplete. It must be whole. It must be finished. It must be as it was.” He reached out, placed one hand on my wrist. “I’m not mad. I won’t be mad.”

I smiled at him. “Of course you will, Wahzir. Because that’s what magic does. It corrupts. It kills. It leaches sanity. If you could see what lies within my head, you’d understand. Every day, the book steals a little more of me. You may have lost your magecraft before and became an empty man, but it wasn’t power from the Book of Udre-Natha. If I succeed in giving it to you, if you succeed in taking it from me, I’ll be more than empty. I will burst, Wahzir. I will be most messily dead.”

Wahzir weighed my words, my tone, my expression, my eyes. He knew I wasn’t lying. I hadn’t even lied about ioSkandi, just left out an important—and highly personal—portion of the story.

Then he said, “I don’t care.”

He sat back in his chair, eyes alight, and I knew we stood together on the precipice of something much larger than any dance.
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I DRANK THE TEA because I knew it was drugged. Wahzir’s offer to drink from the same cup first meant nothing. He was a healer as well as a mage with vast knowledge of herbcraft; he would have taken something ahead of time so the drugged tea would not affect him.

As for me, I, too, was a mage. I was not versed in herbcraft and might be vulnerable because of it, but my goal here was not to avoid Wahzir’s attempts to take the missing pages from me and thus the rest of the power. It was to let him take the missing pages from me.

I didn’t want the Book of Udre-Natha as a whole or in part. I didn’t want the portion that lived in me, the blood-inked parchment pages wrapped around my bones. I didn’t want to know a single line of text, a single recipe, a single word. But I could not allow him to make the book whole again.

Yet neither could I hand him the missing knowledge on a golden platter. So I drank his drugged tea, knowing it would open avenues inside me that he would walk down. Wahzir had spent days meddling with my mind. He had legitimate power. Let him open the door and walk into the hall inside my head. Let him find the pages and unwind them from my bones.

And then I would ward all the windows, ward all the doors, as he had warded his stolen palace against Del, and keep him imprisoned inside my head until I could find a way to kill him with what I’d learned atop ioSkandi’s spires.

Because magic had corrupted Wahzir, despite his pleasantries, and he was halfway to insanity. What we did now might provide him with the other portion of the book, but it had to be risked. It was far too dangerous to let him loose upon the world.

Except he didn’t open the door and walk inside. He stood outside the entrance, courteous in his posture. He did not gesture, he did not speak. He did not change in appearance or expression.

But his power tore the double doors from the hinges of the hall inside my head, grabbed me off my feet, and slammed me hard against the brick floor.

[image: image]

I lay on my back. Liquid trickled slowly from my ears, from my nose. Blood, most likely. Then it was confirmed as it bathed my upper lip, crawled into my mouth, slid down against the back of my throat.

My spine felt shattered. Limbs refused to move.

Wahzir was not present, to gloat or otherwise. Perhaps he remained outside still, framed in the doorless entrance. He had never been present at any of the storms, or in the snow. He tapped wild magic, because the book had taught him how. Wild magic, from what Del had said, was everywhere, though some places were a wellspring. But what she knew was of the North. This was Southron power.

My vision came and went. I saw pinpricks, like stars. The hall inside my head, I realized, was truly a hall: a Northern longhouse, wooden with its high peaked roof and carven, painted beams and trusses.

From above, I saw myself then, thrown down before the long firepit. I saw myself rise, felt myself rise as I slipped inside the body, and I stood before a young woman with sky-colored eyes and white-blond hair, wrapped in a fine leather robe with feathers at the shoulders, weighted by beads and pinned by gold. Her boots, too, were beaded and feathered. She wore harness and sword. She carried another harness and sword. The latter she tossed at me from the other side of the firepit.

“Death-dance,” Del said.

The long single braid swung against her spine as she turned and walked from the hall. I followed, because I had to.

It was a Northern circle, marked by earth-planted torches standing under a white-faced moon. No others were present; this was to be private. That much pleased me.

She unsheathed, placed her sword in the center of the circle. Then she stepped outside of the torches and stripped herself of leather robe and harness, pulled off the boots and set them aside. An eyeblink later she was barefoot and wore a familiar sleeveless leather tunic that reached to mid-thigh.

My burnous was gone. My sandals. The harness was not mine, nor was the sword; they were borrowed goods. I wore only a dhoti, as usual in the South. It wasn’t usual in the North. The climate was cooler above the border and people wore more clothing.

But she was barefoot, too.

Of Northern women, Wahzir knew only Del. He knew her in a fitted, soft leather tunic, not the woven wool of the North. He knew her barefoot or sandaled, not booted. He borrowed the hall from my head, the hall in my head, because he’d never been to the North to see how they built, how they lived. While most Southron sword-dances took place in daylight, some were held at night. Torches were common for dances under the moon.

Wahzir was borrowing a little, but also making things up. His power could not tell him certain truths, could not construct reality from nothingness. The Book of Udre-Natha, though so old no one could say with confidence who had written it—man or men—or where it had been written, did not contain anything about the North, or Wahzir would be better at building it.

Wahzir couldn’t make, couldn’t control what he didn’t know.

Del was not Del as she waited outside the circle. His experience of her was primarily of illness. He had seen her expression as she killed Umir, and in the courtyard when she was coldly angry, but that was all. No person is made of only one expression. This Del was.

I did not go into the circle to place my sword. I smiled at the woman who was and wasn’t Del. “Do better,” I said.

And I was snatched off my feet, flung through the air, came down hard yet again.

This time I landed on sand.
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Once again I lay sprawled on my back. Hard-packed sand was, well, hard, but Punja sand was relatively loose. Hard-blowing simooms lifted sand and grit easily; with hardpack, it would be wind unburdened by sand. So I lay there grateful for being in the Punja with its softer sand, unless I had no water and no way of finding any.

Wahzir had left me in the Punja before, after the dust demons tried unsuccessfully to herd me. He knew without water I’d die, but he left me anyway. Perhaps he’d expected to remove the book from me there, if he couldn’t get me to Umir’s palace, because without water I’d be too weak to fight him. But it was the book that kept him from managing it, because it had wrapped itself around the bones throughout my body, and my mind didn’t feel like unwrapping it to present it to Wahzir.

No blood this time, in ears or nose. I hitched myself up on one elbow, looked across miles of white crystal sands. Wahzir had thrown a deadly whirlwind, windstorms, rainstorms, and dust demons at me. He’d made me vomit copiously. But none of those unpleasantries had convinced me to give him the missing pages.

Del, he seemed to think, would. Because here she came again, approaching on horseback out of the blinding horizon. Sky-eyes, moon-white hair. Pale horse, pale rider.

I climbed to my feet, brushed sand from skin and dhoti. No burnous, no sandals. No torches. But a circle waited in the sand. It was to be a Southron dance, and that Wahzir knew.

She reined in her horse a few paces from the circle. She gazed down at me without expression, because he’d seen that, too. She wore harness and sword. In front of her, balanced across saddle and thighs with one hand holding it steady, was a sheathed sword wrapped in harness straps.

That interested me. In Wahzir’s false North, I’d been given a borrowed sword. In his equally false South, another borrowed sword. And it would be handed to me by a borrowed Del.

I stepped up to the circle. She got down from her horse, unsheathed, walked to the center and placed her naked weapon there. She tossed me the borrowed sword in its borrowed harness, then walked out of the circle to remove her sandals.

I had nothing to remove. Wahzir had stripped me already of everything save dhoti.

She turned. I’d told him to do better, and he had. Del was Del. Dangerous and deadly, as Wahzir had described her. As he had described us both.

Had he created this Del from my memories, instead of her from his, and placed her in the Northern circle surrounded by torches, I would have gone down beneath her sword, and he could have taken the pages he so desperately wanted. But Wahzir didn’t know that. He had relied on his memories. Mine recalled clearly the sword-dance on Staal-Ysta when Del and I nearly killed one another.

And I believed she’d died there, that I’d killed her, until, once healed, she tracked me through the snows to prove she had survived.

This time, in this circle, I had to die. I had to let her win so that Wahzir could.

“Dance,” I said, and we dove for our swords.
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Wahzir had some inkling of what I was, in a circle. Tales were carried of the Sandtiger. Dances were described in detail. Umir had once set me against a series of sword-dancers in a high-walled circular courtyard attached to his palace. That one wasn’t paved. Pale Punja sand, the white of his painted palace, provided our footing. Wahzir hadn’t been present, but of course Umir had, and possibly a couple of the men Del and I had killed the last time we’d been Umir’s guests.

The former empty man, a mage stripped of power, knew about Beit al’Shahar, knew that I hosted a training school. Anyone familiar with the story of the Sandtiger and his Northern woman, who claimed to be a sword-singer, knew we sparred, knew we demonstrated moves against one another. Wahzir knew I knew what Del was capable of.

This time he didn’t need to present a dance built on faulty memories, on possibilities. He was inside my head.

Do better, I’d told him.

This time he knew what had happened in the dance on Staal-Ysta, because I had been in the torch-ringed circle beneath a white-faced moon.

Deadly. Dangerous. Mostly she was Del. Occasionally she was not. But as we danced, as memories surfaced of moves, of the clangor of blooding-blades, of the expression in her eyes and the tautness of her face, I remembered, too, her desperate need not to kill me.

And she hadn’t. She’d carved a deep chunk of skin and muscle off my side and hip, but she hadn’t killed me.

I remembered the pain. I remembered the blood. I remembered her leaping forward because she knew it could be a killing stroke—and she got in the way of my own sword stroke.

Wahzir knew it all because I knew it all.

I tried to change the memory, tried to alter her stroke, and mine. But I could alter neither. Wahzir controlled the dance.

Del came at me and carved me open. I spitted her on my blade.

She went down. And she died.

I dropped my borrowed sword. “No!” I shouted. “It wasn’t like that!”

Dead-eyed Del bled into sand.

“It wasn’t like that!”

Wahzir plunged a hand deep inside me and ripped away the pages.
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THIS AWAKENING WAS different. I roused slumped sideways in Umir’s high-backed, heavy chair, not thrown down on the floor of a Northern longhouse, not sprawled upon the pallor of Punja sands.

The pain in my head was indescribable. I encased my skull in trembling spread-fingered hands and attempted to stop it from shattering and falling shard by shard into my lap. I kept my eyes closed because I was concerned they might collapse out of their sockets if I actually tried to see.

I moaned, because I couldn’t speak. I had no words.

But curses, I had, inside my head. Curses in plenty.

I hitched one elbow against the left arm of the chair, pushed up carefully. And stopped. Because movement kindled yet another bout of nausea. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes and tried to think of anything else other than emptying my belly.

And I did think of something else. I thought of my hands, forearms, and ankles tied to the chair, and now they were not. So I risked opening my eyes.

A crack, no more. I saw colors again, a bewildering array of colors, until I realized it wasn’t my eyes playing tricks or Wahzir’s magic, but Umir’s room with its divans and colorful cushions, brilliant draperies, tiled mirrors upon the walls, a hinged book encased in gem-crusted leather.

A hinged book encased in gem-crusted leather that was in the hands of Wahzir, seated in a chair facing me. His eyes were incandescent with pleasure. No. Exultation.

It shaped his tone as well. “It is finished. It is complete. It is whole. And so am I.”

I tried to sit upright again and this time I succeeded. I lowered my hands because continuing to clutch at my skull wasn’t very impressive. But I hadn’t quite mastered my eyes. I squinted at Wahzir.

“You are alive,” he declared, in case I hadn’t noticed.

I swallowed twice, because my mouth was dry. “We’ve been here the whole time?”

Wahzir smiled. “The whole time. I’ve never done this before, of course, but I suspect the effects are part of the power. Or, rather, of losing the power.” His brows rose. He resembled nothing so much as a curious student. Or an herbalist who wanted to know how successful the poison was. “How are you feeling?”

I wore only my dhoti, so my torso was bare. I pressed my fingers against the deep, knurled scar left by Del’s blade. The scar removed when I survived the leap from the spire.

The scar remained absent but my fingers remembered it, and beneath the skin, deep inside, I felt—empty. Empty of the book.

“Yes,” Wahzir said.

I told him the truth. “I never wanted it. What use does a sword-dancer have for magic? The only power I want is what I can do with a sword.”

“That, you have,” Wahzir said. “You’re empty of magic, but not of yourself. I swore that. I vowed it. I’m not a cruel man. You are what you’ve always been.”

Wahzir didn’t know what I’d always been. For him, it required a book. For me, it required birth.

I bent forward. Clasped my head again in both hands. Considered what the moment needed. I unwarded the doors, the windows.

A repeat of a gut-deep moan that wasn’t entirely false drew Wahzir’s attention as I closed my eyes, and when I opened them again Del stood behind his chair. Her left hand was wrapped tightly into his hair as her own hung loose to her waist. Her other hand held the edge of her sword against his throat.

Wahzir made no movement, used no magic, because I allowed neither.

“Shall I lop it off?” she asked.

“No lopping.” My head really did throb. Maybe Del should lop mine off. I looked at Wahzir. His face was mottled red. “You’ll burst your brain if you keep trying.” I stood, though it took effort, reached down, pulled the book from his hands. “The answer, because I know you want to ask the question, is that I could unlock the wards because I read the entire book before I tried to destroy it. You haven’t had time.”

The mottled red of effort died, replaced with pallor. “But you’re empty. You’re empty.”

“I never was,” I told him. “I just ignored it for most of my life. And once I understood, I refused it. But in Skandi I was force-fed power, and priesthood, and I was annealed to it, and when I needed to use the magic, I did. Because Umir taught me that some vows must be broken, even those known only to yourself, if the need is great.” I leaned down close. “He took Del. He took my daughter. And I would leap from a thousand spires to save their lives.”

Wahzir’s mouth worked a moment. “I removed them from you. The pages. The magic.”

“You did,” I agreed, “and I’m actually grateful for that. It’s enough to drive you insane with two competing magics living in your bones.”

“Two?” His eyes moved quickly in their sockets as he tried to puzzle it out. Then he realized what I’d said. “You—leaped? From a spire? Then the story was true?”

I dropped the book to my empty chair. I bent again to Wahzir, seated in another. Bent low, bent close, and wrapped my hands around his skull. I glanced up briefly at Del, who lifted her sword and took a step away. I rested my forehead against Wahzir’s. To him, I whispered, “Let’s go see. Let’s go see if it’s true.”
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Meteiera, the Stone Forest, where towers of rock aspired to the sun. Where mad mages, mad priests, leaped to prove their worth. IoSkandi, the place no family of Akritara, the premier city of Skandi, wanted a brother to go, a father, to lose them to the gods. Io: mad.

We stood atop the spire, Wahzir and I, and beneath my hand I felt him trembling. The height was terrifying, the modest size of the tower’s top more so. He tried to sink down, to kneel, to flatten himself so he would not see the edges. So he wouldn’t accidentally slip.

I held his upper arm and didn’t let him sink or kneel or flatten. I did allow him to close his eyes, because I knew that increased a man’s fear. I had experience with it.

He learned that lesson quickly. When he opened his eyes again to see nothing but sky around us, he moaned. He trembled so hard I thought his bones might rattle.

“How—” Even his voice shook. “How are we here?”

“How did you make me believe I was in the North, facing Del in a circle? How did you make me believe I was in the South, killing Del in a circle?”

“Then—it’s not real? Only a making of the magic?”

I smiled. “Step off and see.”

Wahzir did not step off. “I told you that you wouldn’t die. I told you that you would live. You didn’t die, and you do live, just as I said it. Just as I vowed it.”

A breeze slewed up over the edge of the stone, rose high enough to tease at the hem of Wahzir’s robe. He wavered in place, shored up by my grip on his arm. He emitted a rising moan of terror.

“Look,” I said, “an eagle!”

Wahzir looked not because I made him, but because everyone looks when told such a thing.

The eagle flew below us, as if we stood atop a tower too high even for wings.

“Gods, gods,” he moaned. “Oh gods, I have pissed myself.”

“Huh,” I said. “Umir would be upset. It’s likely one of his costliest robes. All those colors, the sheen of gold. Yes, he would be angry.”

Wahzir sagged. “Please, please, please. What can I promise you?”

“For what?”

“For making a way down.” He realized by my expression that the sentence required an amendment. “For making a safe way down!”

“There’s nothing you can promise me.”

“There is! There must be!” He straightened, took the weight off my grip. “Everyone wants something.”

I shook my head. “I have everything I want. A sword, a woman, two children.” I paused, remembering. “And one-third of a cantina.”

Wahzir turned slightly toward me. I took my hand from his arm, and he didn’t notice. He stood without trembling, and a light came into his eyes. “There’s more. More for you to want, more for you to have.”

I shook my head again.

Wahzir actually smiled. “A restoration of your honor. Those oaths you broke, made whole. You’ll be what you were before you repudiated the codes of Alimat. Before you became an outcast. Before you became a man with a name sword-dancers curse.” Wahzir watched me closely. “They spit, you know, when your name is mentioned.”

Maybe I was a little empty, because his words dug a hole in my heart. “You killed people.” People I knew.

“So have you.” His expression was amused. “It was the only way you would come, if people died for you.”

“How?” I asked. “How would you do it, this restoration of my honor?”

“The book is whole,” he said. “It will show me the way.”

The breeze stiffened. The eagle circled below. I considered it. I had to. “When would you do it?”

Wahzir knew he’d bought back his life. “When I am safely down.”

I stared across the vastness of the skies. Wind lifted my hair. Finally I nodded. “We’ll go down the way we came up.”

He sounded tentative again. “How did we come up?”

I grinned at him. “Did you think it was magic? No. Stairs.” As he stared at me, I gestured. “There. Look for yourself.” When he eyed me in suspicion I took myself to the far side of the spire, hands lifted to placate. I wasn’t grinning anymore. “You were right, Wahzir. I do want my honor back. It would make me whole. Vow to me you can do it.”

He said, “I vow it.”

I watched as he lowered himself to his knees, as he crawled slowly toward the edge. When he reached it, he flattened himself belly-down and peered over the edge. And he laughed. “Stairs!”

I shrugged. “The priests come up here. This was where I came.”

He twisted his head to look back at me. His tone was dry. “To leap? Or to climb down the stairs?” He didn’t stand up, but he pushed himself into a sitting position, leaned over just enough to find the rope. He placed both feet very carefully on the top step, then slowly rose. He wavered a moment as the wind buffeted, then turned himself to the spire and locked both hands around the rope.

One step, sideways. Another. Another. A fifth. A tenth. By the twelfth I walked across the top and looked upon his progress. He remained stiff, afraid, but he was steadily going to ground.

“Wahzir,” I said.

He barely glanced up at me, so intent upon his movements.

“I have all the honor I need. And they can spit upon my name until they have no saliva left.”

Now he stared up at me, no longer moving. His mouth slackened in shock.

I bent down and spoke very quietly, to make him listen. “There was no North. There was no South. And there is no stairway.”

Umir’s borrowed finery rippled, then flapped in the wind as Wahzir fell. The noise he made sounded more like an eagle than it did a man.
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I opened my eyes. Stood up from the chair in Umir’s colorful, elaborate room. Del stood beside Wahzir’s empty chair. She stared at the body sprawled across bright-woven tribal rugs. Wahzir’s mouth was stretched back in a frozen rictus of terror. Empty eyes stared.

“He just died,” she said in disbelief. “Your eyes were closed—he just fell out of the chair and died.”

“He didn’t fall,” I said. “He leaped.”

Del narrowed her eyes at me.

I shrugged. “In a manner of speaking.”

Now she knit her brows. “Where were you? Where did you go in your head? Where did he go, in your head or his, that he would fall? Because surely he didn’t leap.”

“Up with the eagles,” I told her, “and closer to the sun.”

After a long moment she gave up. But I knew better. She’d come back to it again.

“An eagle,” I clarified. “There was only one.”

Del sheathed her sword and walked out of the room. I scooped up the book and followed, because I had to.

That was Delilah’s particular power.
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OUTSIDE IN UMIR’S courtyard—it would always be Umir’s palace, not Wahzir’s—I discovered Del had tied the horses to a couple of trees. She said she’d also filled our botas, which left me with nothing to do except deal with the most dangerous grimoire known to man and mage.

Del seemed a little worried. “You’ll destroy it?”

“Of course I’ll destroy it. I tried to once before, remember?” I boosted myself up onto the bright-tiled fountain ledge, swung my legs around and dropped down into the massive basin. From the high, tiled centerpiece, guided by golden tubes, water spouted and fed lower basins. The rush of water sounded like a rainstorm. “Which, of course, ended up infecting me with a mix of magic from various unknown, ancient sources, and made me sick as hoolies.”

Del still stood upon courtyard pavers, hair and clothing dried from her earlier unplanned dunking. She was braiding her hair back into a single plait. “How will you do it?”

I opened the book and began to tear parchment pages out of it. Each page I made very certain was dunked, too, until the ink blurred and the words were soaked off. Until the way to the magic was drowned.

Del climbed up on to the wide rim, dropped down into the fountain, and held out her hands. As I ripped each page from the spine I handed it to her, and Del made sure all were soaked until they left behind only pale, gluey strings. No words. No print. No curving, elegant script, no spells and incantations, no recipes, lists, or curses.

No Book of Udre-Natha.

No Umir. No Wahzir. No one left at all in a fantastical palace with desperately wanted water spent for a rich man’s fancy.

When every page was destroyed, it left the leather of the book. I set it down on the rim of the fountain and, still standing in water, began to pry up the gemstones with my knife.

Del watched uncertainly. “Might they be spelled, too? Part of the magic?”

“No. They’d picked up traces, but I cured them of that.”

“With magic.”

“Magic to fight magic, as I did with Wahzir.” I held ten gemstones in my palm: beryl, carbuncle, diamond, emerald, gold, jasper, onyx, sapphire, sardius, and topaz. Tossed them up gently, caught them in a glassy clatter. “For the time being I’ll use what’s in me, if it’s necessary. After we guide Mahmood back to Julah, I’ll have a talk with the gods and see if this reluctant priest-mage is allowed to turn his back on his magic.”

“You did it before,” she reminded me.

I nodded, troubled. “But I used it sparingly then. Over the last six weeks, I steeped myself in it. I hosted some of the book. I can feel it, Del, what was born in ioSkandi. It’s not dormant anymore. It’s roused. And I just don’t know if it will let me kill it.”
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The thick leather cover of the book, absent its magic and jewels, was too hard to cut up and too soggy to burn. I tucked it into one of my saddle pouches for burning when it was dry, then untied the stud and led him out into the courtyard. Del did the same with her gelding.

But before we mounted, I told her there was one thing I needed to do. She had to close her eyes.

Del doesn’t automatically close her eyes when I ask it, because on several occasions it heralded a game, a jest.

This time it didn’t. I reached out fingertips, touched her brow, traced the gleaming design I’d drawn into her skin. And erased it. “You’re free of it,” I told her.

Del opened her eyes. Naturally she pressed fingertips against her forehead. She felt only flesh, clean, unblemished skin. Del nodded, and I did, and that was the end of it.

With both of us in the saddle again, I moved the stud very close to her horse and leaned across. Del watched me close the distance, was startled when I reached out and caught the new braid in one hand. I thrust the stem of a rich yellow flower through the leather cord that tied the end of her braid.

“Better than jewels,” I said, letting my smile broaden.

Del’s brows rose high. Rarely did I do anything normal people would describe as romantic. Neither of us knew how to be romantic, truly, but now and then we tried.

She leaned close, grabbed a handful of hair at the back of my neck, and pulled me to her. She had no flower to present. But I preferred the kiss anyway.

The stud preferred neither and decided he wanted to depart. I let him go, since we intended to anyway. As we rode through the open ironwork gates, Del asked if we should close them.

I shook my head. “Let anyone who wants this place—and can keep it—have it. It’s brought neither of us luck.”

Del contemplated that as we rode abreast into the westering sun. “We could change the luck.”

“What?”

“It would make a wonderful school for sword-dancers. When Wahzir locked me out, I prowled. I found the walled circle.”

I looked at her sharply. “Is that what you’d want? To leave the canyon and set up here?”

“The canyon is beautiful,” Del said. “Water in plenty, good grass and soil. It’s the only part of the South that reminds me of the North.” She paused. “A little.”

I didn’t understand it. “Then why would you want to set up in the middle of the Punja? It’s hot, it’s dry, and sandstorms, in season, are frequent.”

“Water is abundant at the palace. Vegetation grows. There are enough rooms to host a dozen students. Two dozen.”

“I only have two,” I reminded her. “Well, two-and-a-half, if you count Neesha.”

“He’s only worth a half?”

“He’s my son, not an independent student.” I waved that distraction away. “Del, I’ll never draw many students. Alimat is gone, but many of us who trained there remember the oaths, the honor. And anyone of consequence knows I broke the first and lost the latter.”

“They’ll continue to challenge you, then.”

“Of course they will. That is, the ones who really care. The ones who actually knew me at Alimat. I was not popular. I was a slave—former slave. I’d never even lifted a sword, only sticks that served as swords in my imagination. And I was taller, bigger, faster—better than all of them. The others who’ll come, the younger men, don’t really care about lost honor in a man they know only from stories. What they want from me is my death so they can then spend the rest of their days known as the man who defeated in a death-dance the South’s greatest sword-dancer. Then the stories will be about them.”

Del thought that over. “You haven’t killed every man who’s challenged you to a death-dance.”

“Well, no. It depends on the challenger. Some of them—”

“—are ripe for training with the South’s greatest sword-dancer. Tiger, when you win the dance you could make the loser swear to be your student for a year.”

That idea was so astonishing I couldn’t come up with a reply.

“And then one day, when enough of them have become reflections of their shodo, they’ll speak only of the honor of being your student.”

“I have no honor, bascha. You know this. You were there when I broke those oaths.” She was why I had broken those oaths.

She slanted me a glance that bordered on disappointment. “Don’t be foolish, Tiger. Make your own honor.”

I halted the stud. She halted the gelding. “This is what you want? To live at Umir’s palace?”

With gravity, she said, “I don’t know.”

I stared at her in disbelief. Then I stuck both arms into the air, palms up, and asked in total silence with only a broad but eloquent gesture what in hoolies she really wanted. Because I had no idea.

Del sighed. “Ward the doors and windows, as you did before. And close the gates. That will give us time to consider all sides of the matter.”

I didn’t think we needed to consider any sides of the matter, but agreement would, for now, keep the peace. I turned the stud east again with the western sun behind us.

“Race you,” I challenged, and jammed my bare heels into the stud’s sides.

Del set her horse after mine, but first she shouted Northern insults at me.

I pretended I didn’t hear them.
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WITH UMIR’S PALACE once again behind us—doors and windows warded, the tall gates locked—and a horse race won, Del and I rode into the oasis as the crescent of the sun slid below the blade of the horizon. The dying light, in its going, painted everything mellow brass instead of gleaming gold.

The oasis had dried out on the heels of Wahzir’s massive rainstorm. Colorful shade cloths flapped in a fitful twilight breeze. As always, laughter and music filled the air along with cookfires and spiced meat. We went directly to the big cistern, to the troughs, and let the horses drink as we uncorked botas and squeezed water down our throats.

I stopped swallowing, recorked with a smack of the heel of my hand against the stopper. “Might as well go to where Mahmood usually sets up, provided there’s room.” Because no one owned any pocket of the oasis, but travelers had their favorites. Most tended to cluster near the cistern, while others gathered at palms. “We’ll head out tomorrow at a good clip and try to catch up with the wagons.”

We rode the main pathway single-file, the stud in the lead because he always insisted on it. So when a man came out to stop us, it was my horse he stepped in front of, arms up and waving, which caused the stud to jerk his head and me to swear.

The man was a Southroner, slight and not tall, not young. He wore a heavy black mustache and an indigo burnous, sandals, round black cap decorated by bright blue beads. “Sandtiger?” He bore no harness and sword and seemed disinclined to issue a challenge. What he sounded was anxious. “Sandtiger and his woman?”

I nodded as Del moved out from behind the stud and brought her gelding up beside us. One of these days I was pretty sure she’d carve out a man’s liver if he yet again referred to her as my woman.

This man waved both arms toward the far end of the oasis in sweeping gestures. “Go,” he said. “Go! Your son, your son—go!”

No one galloped through the oasis. It was not only rude, but dangerous. But a fast trot could serve, and that’s the pace I asked for. Del let me go ahead and fell in behind again.

We found one of Mahmood’s wagons with the top hoops and canvas all burned off. Only the bottom half, the wagon box, remained, and some of it was charred. Sitting against one of the wheels, with matting under and behind him, a bloody cloth tied around his head, was my son.

I jumped off the stud, tossed a rein at Del, took four long paces and knelt down on one knee. “Neesha?” He sagged against the wheel. Blood crept slowly from under the crude dressing. His color was mostly gone and his eyes were closed. I put a hand on his shoulder. “Neesha.”

His eyes cracked open. Even as I saw the remains of it on his burnous, I smelled vomit. He closed his eyes again, then managed to open one, and eventually the other.

I heard Del moving around. She was off her horse and leading him and the stud behind the remains of the wagon. I was focused on my son. “Do you want water?”

His lips were dry. He licked them, said no. “I’d only throw it up. I can’t keep anything on my belly. Zaki—the tribesman—tried.” One hand lifted to the side of his head. “Horse,” he said. “Kicked.”

I winced in sympathy. I knew exactly what that felt like. “What happened to the wagon? Where’s Mahmood?”

Neesha’s eyes were eloquent as he shook his head. Words were not required.

Ah, no. No, not Mahmood.

Del rounded the end of the wagon, stepped over the wooden tongue. She held our medicaments bag. I saw how stark was her expression. “Darrion and Eddrith . . . they—their bodies are in the wagon.”

Bodies.

When I could move again out of shocked stillness, I lunged to my feet.

Bodies.

The tailgate was dropped. Two bodies inside were wrapped in the finest of Mahmood’s cloth. But she’d peeled back the face coverings so I could see them for myself.

Del made a vague gesture to indicate direction. “The wagon horse—just the one—is tied over there. Neesha’s, there. He has a cut on his shoulder, but it will heal cleanly.”

One horse, of Mahmood’s six. One wagon, of Mahmood’s three. Two dead bodies, and my living son.

I dropped cloth over their bloodied faces again, hiding damaged features. One fair-haired, one dark. Both young, strong, vital.

And my son, who wasn’t dead.

I went back to him, knelt again. I didn’t ask him anything. I let him tell me.

“Northerner,” he said, tone pinched by pain. “He called himself Kettil, wore a harness and sword. He claimed himself a sword-singer, trained on Staal-Ysta—and then he and his men attacked.” He swallowed heavily, barely conscious. “But when they discovered the only goods Mahmood carried was cloth and spices, they set fire to everything.”

I waited again, said nothing. He knew what I wanted to hear.

Neesha lightly touched the blood-stiffened cloth around his head. It, too, had once been a length of Mahmood’s finest. “In the confusion, in the fighting, I came off my horse. And then he kicked me, and I guess Kettil thought I was dead. Head wounds . . . I looked like I was dead.” He closed his eyes again. “But Darrion and Eddrith were. And Mahmood.”

Del’s voiced sounded odd. “Kettil. A Northern-born sword-singer.”

It was obvious she knew him, or knew of him. But she made me ask it. “Who is he, bascha?”

“Who is he now, or who was he then?” She indicated Neesha, pointed then at the wagon containing the bodies of friends. “This is what he is now, and he’ll die for it. I’ll kill him myself.”

“Who was he then?”

The moon leached color from her, left her knitted of firelight and shadow. “My father’s brother’s son.”

I’d expected no such thing as family. I’d assumed he was a former bedmate on Staal-Ysta, maybe a girl’s first love, not her cousin. I was prepared for jealousy, and instead what I felt was shock. “You said all of your family was killed. That Ajani killed everyone but you and your brother.”

“He did. Kettil wasn’t with us. My father had cast him out.” Del knelt beside Neesha, set down the bag containing medicines, put gentle hands on the dressing and began to remove it. My son hissed as cloth stuck to dried blood. She spoke quietly to ease him, nothing of much consequence, then glanced up at me and asked for water. “We’ll clean it, Neesha, make sure no sickness in it has started.”

But Neesha ignored her as he stared up at me. “They killed everyone, then ran the horses still hitched to burning wagons into the desert. The only bodies we could bring back were Darrion and Eddrith, because they weren’t in the wagons. They were on horseback, like me.”

I didn’t ask because it was important to know; it wasn’t. But it mattered to Neesha. “What became of their horses?”

“Taken. Mine got loose, but found his way back.”

Del’s expression was curiously blank as she lifted away the dressing. She seemed oddly absent. I held out the bota, said her name; she roused, took it, thanked me, but set it down.

“It’s a family matter,” she said abruptly. “This thing of casting people out. It’s an-elisua, a culling of the bad from the good. And when a man, or a boy, has been cast out, and he continues to do terrible things, then he must die. But it’s family who kills him. Only family.” She closed one hand on Neesha’s shoulder, reached up her other hand to me and laced fingers tightly into mine. Fire, stars, moon. Their light was kind to her, yet hid nothing of her cold determination. “You are my family. We’ll do it together, as it should be done. A Northern rite for a Northern outcast, who once was my kin.”
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When Neesha began to slump sideways, I guided him down against the mat, set the stud’s folded saddle blanket beneath his head. The wound Del had cleaned and treated was of the skin, not the bone, and high on the side of his head near his brow.

We had no light save what the stars and moon shared with us. Del, kneeling beside Neesha’s head, asked if I could check the wagon for lanterns, so she could see to stitch the wound. Waiting until morning would bring better light, but the deep cut needed closing as soon as possible to avoid sickness in it. We’d both of us seen people die of wound fever.

Caravan wagons carried goods on the inside, and most journey supplies in water kegs and boxes attached to the exterior. But the wagon had been set afire and little survived. I found no lanterns on the outside. Two I found under the high seat’s storage box that had escaped most of the fire. I shook each to hear the slosh of oil, but both were empty, or mostly so. Then I dug out flint and steel.

I paused at the dropped tailgate again. Darrion. Eddrith. They’d been in my care. They’d died in my care.

And Mahmood, who’d hired us to prevent exactly what had happened.

I went on around the wagon to arrange the lanterns and discovered the man of the large mustache and beaded cap waiting there. Behind him stood two women, swathed in fabric. They carried platters. I smelled spices and meat, the sting of peppers.

“Zaki,” he said diffidently. “And my women. We have food for you, and a cushion for the mat. It was a poor thing I brought earlier, the mat, but I was afraid to disturb his head. And food was too much for him.” He saw the lanterns in my hands and nodded. “I will bring more, and oil.” He turned to one of the women with him and spoke rapidly in a dialect I had not heard for twenty years.

He was a deep desert tribesman, probably in his sixties. I imagine Del offended him in dress, in coloring, in a freedom desertfolk did not permit their women, but he was a polite man among those of other customs, even immodest ones.

The woman quickly set the platter down by the wagon, then hastened off for lanterns and oil. I placed my two lanterns on the mat to let Del determine the best arrangement. I turned back to the man and the remaining woman—wife, sister, mother, daughter?—and she hastily presented me with the second platter.

The man was not pleased. As he lectured her vehemently I picked out a few of the words I remembered, realized he was annoyed she’d given me a platter when I was not to be treated as a servant, and she immediately took the platter back again and went closer to the wagon to place it on the mat.

Likely a daughter, then. A mother, a wife, would already know the tribal intricacies of gifting to strangers. “Zaki?” I asked, to be sure of his name. He nodded, much of his mouth hidden behind a very proud mustache. “You knew my son?”

He shook his head. “No. No. After, yes. We came upon the wagon, the dead men, and the one who lived. We brought them here, and he told me then. Nayyib, he said, Neesha—and his father was the Sandtiger. He described you, described the woman, and asked me to send you to him when you returned. That you would return.” He shrugged. “We did what little we could. If the gods ask for more, we will see to it.”

The second woman returned with two lanterns, and a beaker of oil. Both women then went to the mat, to Del, to give her lanterns and oil, then stepped back into the shadows behind their man.

I thanked Zaki. Invited him to share in the meal his women had cooked and brought. He brushed off the suggestion with a practiced flourish of hands.

I nodded, found the dialect of his people. “Then as the sun ascends.”

That, he agreed to. And he approved of my words, even if my accent was poor. Then he gathered his women in a flurry and all three went away into a darkness weakened by cookfires, lanterns, and torches.

I knelt down next to Del as she threaded the needle. It sparked in lantern light. A highly valuable tool, the silver needle. Women used them. Tribesmen bartered with them to win wives.

I wondered what had become of Mahmood’s silver needles. Probably lost beneath the sands.

As Mahmood probably was.

I settled beside my wounded son as Del stitched his head closed. He twitched against the needle, moaned and mumbled. I sat near his feet so as not to impede Del. As he murmured nonsense, I put out my hand and closed it over his bare ankle.

And I wondered, as I did so, whether a priest-mage of ioSkandi could resurrect two men who had been a whole day dead.
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DEL AND I spread our bedrolls on either side of Neesha, so we would know if he were sick to his stomach or needed something. The oasis was quieting except for the occasional crying baby, the squeals of horses annoyed with one another, a smattering of barks. Someone at the far end of the oasis played the mizmar, with its characteristic high-pitched whine. It rode the air to us.

We had tied our horses to the wheels on the far side of the wagon, fed them, watered them, fed and watered the lone wagon horse as well. In lantern light we carefully inspected the horse for burns, cuts, or other injuries. He seemed whole. There was a story in it, I knew, why he was without his partner, why he had been found with a half-burned wagon. Neesha was the only one who could tell us, if he were conscious and remembered; or perhaps Zaki, who found the wagon, found the dead, and only my son alive.

“Blow out the lanterns, save one,” I told her at the back of the wagon. “Leave the one lighted. Set it under the wagon.”

We knew one another well enough to understand when questions were welcome, and when they must wait. Del blew out her two lanterns, set them away from the wagon. She blew one of mine out, set it aside as well. Then placed the last one, still alight, under the wagon. It left us with muted illumination, but not complete darkness. I could see a burnished glow painting her cheekbones. I wanted enough light that I could see by, but nothing that would draw any kind of attention, even casual.

I shoved a hand through my hair, scratched at the back of my neck. “When I healed you at Umir’s place after you lost the baby . . . you were yourself again immediately when you roused. Yes?”

She frowned. “Yes.”

“And in the desert, when the snake bit you and I brought you back—you were yourself immediately.”

Del nodded. “I was, but you weren’t. It takes much out of you.”

“But it didn’t out of you.”

“No. No, I felt well. Why are you asking this?”

I sighed, scratched briefly at the sandtiger claw scars on my cheek. “I want to try something.”

“And it calls for near darkness?”

“If I succeed, yes.” I glanced into the wagon, at the shrouded bodies.

Then Del realized what I intended. She reached out and grabbed my wrist. “Tiger, no! You can’t!” She didn’t raise her voice, but she didn’t need to; the shocked vibrancy in her tone was enough. “Two? Can you raise two? Can you survive raising two? You don’t have the book in you anymore!”

“Skandic magic might be enough. It’s what let me read the book in the first place.”

“But you don’t know that! It could very well kill you!”

I nodded. “That’s why I need you with me. If I go too deep, if I start to lose myself, I need you to bring me back.”

Del sounded desperate. “And if I don’t know how to do that?”

With irony, I said, “Bascha, as forceful as you can be, I think you could wake the dead.” And then I realized what I’d said, where I said it, and I closed my eyes a moment. “That—that wasn’t what I meant.”

The pitch of her voice remained low, but not her concern. “And if you can do this? Tiger—that man, Zaki, knows they’re dead! He put their bodies in the wagon, wrapped them in cloth. What would he say to see them alive again? How many people has he told the tale to, that he and his family came upon dead men, wrapped them in what serves as shrouds, and brought them here? You saw Neesha’s reaction after you raised me from the snake bite—and he’s your son!”

I put up a belaying finger. “You’re forgetting something, bascha. Not only am I a sword-dancer, but I’m also the jhihadi, remember? Mehmet and his people have always called me messiah. So Zaki might accept it.”

Del clamped hands over her head, turned and took four steps away from me, then swung back and lowered her hands. She wanted to shout, but whispered. “This is madness.”

“Well, to be honest, I don’t intend for them to rise up and walk around the oasis saying hello to everyone,” I said dryly. “That’s why I asked if you felt like yourself again immediately after. Because if Eddrith and Darrion come back from the other side, I’d just like to leave here in the dead of night as silently as we can, so no one sees, no one knows, and we don’t have to tell anyone anything.”

Del pressed fingers flat against her mouth for several long moments as if to seal words away, then removed them. “This is madness.”

But I had a reason for it. “I told Tamar I’d look after her grandson, when Darrion asked to join me. I would like to deliver him to her alive, rather than his body.”

She was silent a long moment. “If you fail, you can’t expect to take their bodies back to Istamir. It’s too far for that, even tightly wrapped. We’ll need to burn them, then carry their ashes back.”

I agreed with that much. “If I fail, then yes. We can arrange for funeral rites here, borrow oil from others. All will give. We’ll build a pyre out of what remains of the wagon.”

Del seemed relieved that I was speaking sense at last. “It will be a sad homecoming for Darrion, for his grandmother. But Tamar is one of the strongest women I know. She will bear it.”

“She shouldn’t have to.”

“People die, Tiger! Young. Old. A woman milling grain, a man milking a cow. It need not always be violence. That he was a young man at his death is a grief, yes, but people die.”

It was bitter in my mouth. “He didn’t come to me to die. He came to me to dance.”

Del’s hands went to her hips. She bent her neck downward and stared at the ground, dug one-footed with some violence a hole in the sand. Then, as the sides fell in to fill the hole, she smoothed it, tamped it down with equal violence.

When she drew her knife and lifted her head, I felt a moment’s trepidation. Moonlight slipped down the blade. “Do what you will,” she said.

I indicated the knife. “Are you planning to use that on me?”

“The swiftest way to bring you back is to offer you a physical threat. A knife against your eye should do it.”

I found that vision alarming. “My eye?”

“Men are far more concerned about the threat of a knife to the eyes than a blade against their throat.”

That was not the reassurance I expected, but it was all Del. “I can’t tell you what to expect,” I said.

Her expression was grim. “Because you don’t know any more than I do.”
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Merchant caravan wagons are large. There was room for two shrouded bodies and also two live ones, though Del and I sat crosslegged. I had turned the bodies so their heads were closer to the front of the wagon.

The oiled canvas top had been burned. Iron hoops were naked. There was no privacy in the wagon other than the high sides of the wagon box, and portions of those were damaged.

“If this works,” I said, “we’ll have to make certain they don’t sit up immediately. And if they don’t know they’ve been dead, we can’t tell them. Not now. Later, yes. But they must remain lying in the wagon until we’re away from here.” Del nodded, but her expression was tense. I put out a hand to touch one of hers. “I know. I know, bascha. But I have to try.”

Light from the lantern below crept up through loosened floorboard planks. Elsewhere lanterns glowed, but most now had been extinguished for sleeping. I turned back the cloth covering Darrion’s face.

Death doesn’t resemble sleep. Not when the life has been gone more than a day. No one would mistake him as a man who would wake come morning.

He had sustained a deep sword cut high across the face. I didn’t know if it was the killing wound, but even washed for wrapping it was a significant cut. It left me to wonder that if they awakened, would all the wounds of their bodies remain to mark them? Or would the magic somehow heal them? Del’s snake bite had healed itself.

I put one hand across his brow. Felt dead flesh. And then I closed my eyes and called up the magic. Called up the power that kept me alive in ioSkandi when I leaped from the spire.

Down. Down. Down to an elsewhere. I called again what I’d summoned in healing Del.

I’d never believed in magic. I’d never believed in gods. Neither had answered when, as a boy so often beaten, I cried at night for release. There was none. Release came years later, when I found it myself by killing the sandtiger. By custom, the Salset had no choice but to free me because I had saved others from being killed. At seventeen I went out into the world, slept with a girl not much older than I who was able to show me the way of a man and a woman, and who later gave me a son.

I still didn’t believe in gods, mostly, but I knew to believe in magic.

I sought the magic in me. I am a mage. I am a priest. I learned what I learned in the Stone Forest. I stood atop the spire, and when I leaped from it I did not die. Let me use the magic now. Let me use it to buy back this boy from death.

I felt it well up. It welled up, and it filled me, and it waited.

Let me heal this boy.

Something passed between us, Darrion and I. I touched, and tapped a very different kind of power. Nothing of the book remained in me, but its removal left room for ioSkandi’s power to grow. To fill in parts of me that had always been private.

Behind closed eyes, I sensed only a maelstrom.

And then abruptly I was torn away from my body, as had happened with Wahzir. In my mind, as I opened my eyes, I saw around me the stone spires. I stood upon the highest. Below me, eagles flew.

“Tiger.”

I was tested then. I was tested now.

“Tiger.”

If this is what it took to bring the boy back, it was worth any risk.

“Tiger.” I felt the fine prick of a knife bite the flesh beneath one eye. “Tiger, come back!”

But this time when I leaped, I was not saved.
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I FELT LIGHT ON my face, and heat. But nothing could induce me to open my eyes. Once again the ache in my head was excruciating.

“What happened?”

Neesha’s voice. He was worth opening my eyes for. But the lids didn’t answer.

Del told him to eat something. That he’d had nothing the night before. So, this was morning, well after dawn. I’d lost the night.

“What happened to his eye?”

Del was explicit. “Under his eye. And he knew I would do it if necessary. It was agreed.”

Well, not exactly agreed. I hadn’t thought she’d really do it.

Then again, I didn’t know what kind of shape I was in when she felt it necessary.

“It was agreed that you’d stab him under the eye?”

“I didn’t stab him. I placed the tip most carefully, and pressed. Lightly.”

“He’s got a cut.”

“He moved. Here. Eat something, Neesha. Zaki’s women deserve the honor of your appetite.”

“It’s not honor if it comes right back up again.”

“Have some. Have a little. Three bites. Have something. It’s an insult, otherwise.”

“Three bites,” Neesha agreed. He didn’t sound quite himself, as if it took him a little longer to link the words together. Considering he’d been kicked in the head by a horse, it was not unexpected. “So, Zaki’s gathering others to prepare the pyre for burning?”

“They’ll come for the wagon soon. And his women will prepare the bodies.”

Bodies. Two. Darrion remained dead. I’d never gotten as far as trying it with Eddrith.

Neesha swore. I heard something that sounded like a swallowed laugh but was mostly suppressed grief. “Darrion believed because Kettil was a sword-singer, he’d settle it with a dance. That the winner would take the goods. Mahmood objected and both Eddrith and I told him that wasn’t wise, and Kettil just laughed. I unsheathed and so did Eddrith because we knew what was coming, but Darrion was still empty-handed when Kettil struck him down. And then when they found the goods were merely spices and cloth, Kettil’s men started killing everyone and set fire to the wagons.” His words were distorted, and I realized he was chewing. “I think we accounted for two, maybe three,” Neesha said, “and we wounded others, but then Eddrith was killed. I came off my horse as they closed in—I don’t know if I fell, or if I was pulled down.”

Del said, “You did everything you could.”

“And if you and Tiger had been with us?”

“We might be dead, too.”

Neesha sounded worried. “Is he going to wake up?”

“He will when he can.”

When he can. If I could.

“He shouldn’t have tried it,” Neesha said, and I heard desperation. “Dead is dead. We should have burned the bodies yesterday. Then he wouldn’t have tried.”

“Your father is a stubborn man, Neesha. His heart is in grief. He feels responsible.”

“People die.” He sounded bitter. “It might have been me yesterday.”

“And it might have been Tiger last night, dying because of the risk. But wouldn’t you try to bring him back, if you had the means?”

Bitterness increased. “You mean if I had the magic. And the answer is yes. But it doesn’t stop me from resenting him for making such a choice. For taking such a risk. I am free to feel what I feel.”

Del’s voice softened. “Lie down, Neesha. Rest. Let me watch over you both.”

I heard movement, heard a small catch of his breath as he settled himself.

A moment later I felt Del’s hand on my forehead. “You spent too much of yourself,” she said softly, smoothing my hair. “You always do. Be more sparing of it. You’re not a god, you’re not a messiah. You’re just a sword-dancer.”

Just. Just?

And then I remembered my words to Wahzir. That I had never wanted magic. I just wanted to be a sword-dancer.

Whatever lived in the Stone Forest, whatever madness infected men among the spires, had showed me magic has limits. That I was not to raise the dead.

I had fallen. I had broken. I had not been saved.

But the damage was in my head, not in bone and blood.

“Rest,” she said. “I must move the horses so men may take the wagon for the pyre, and the bodies for the women.”

No, not bodies: Darrion and Eddrith.
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I roused to the aftermath of a funeral pyre. Because so much fat and oil had been used to soak the broken up wagon wood as well as the bodies—in a large oasis such as this, a substantial number of people contributed for the rites—the burning was done by sunset. Del told me two clay jars had been given for the ashes. Then she went away and tucked both jars somewhere in our saddle pouches.

Neesha, who had improved enough to be on his feet, if with great care in movement, said nothing at all about the rites. I didn’t know if he had attended. The three had grown close as they navigated the training under Del and me, and it was rare they did not go into Julah as a threesome to spend time in the cantina. It might have been easier if he had lost his friends to dances.

I tried to get up once, and Del came over and told me it wasn’t allowed. So I asked if it was allowed that I piss behind a tree, or did she want me to do it here on the matting and cushions.

She was unimpressed by my threat and said she’d borrow a pot from Zaki’s women so I could stay where I was. But under the tone, behind the eyes, was relief that I was fully conscious again, though mixed with concern. She’d tried to wake me several times and couldn’t.

I hitched myself up on an elbow, scrubbed a hand across my face, then began to rise. Del instantly slipped under an arm to shore up one side of me—she’s tall enough to do it—and I was grateful for the help. I was far weaker than expected, much more so than I’d been after resurrecting Del from the snakebite.

So she guided me to a thick-boled palm, made sure I had a hand on it to steady myself, then stepped away and showed me her back. It amused me when her sense of modesty prevailed. I wasn’t to watch her, she wasn’t to watch me. We might see one another, but we weren’t to watch, was the way she put it. Shrubbery aided on journeys, but in the Punja you got used to no shielding at all, except when you reached an oasis.

Modesty or no, I was grateful for the tree because I needed propping up.

Del guided me back to the borrowed matting and cushions, and helped me sit down. In my head I counted over belongings, as we all did on journeys.

Three riding horses, a wagon horse. Neesha had nothing at all of journey supplies or personal items; he said Kettil’s men had managed to cut off his saddle pouches. He had harness, sword, knife; bridle, saddle, and blanket.

And his life.

So little to deliver of Darrion and Eddrith to Istamir. No horses, no tack; no harnesses and swords. Merely ash, in borrowed jars.

Zaki yet again sent his women with food. Neesha hadn’t eaten much, and I hadn’t eaten anything, but I made myself swallow a little before Del could remind me to honor the women with my appetite.

“Tomorrow,” I said, “we leave for Istamir.” I raised a hand against Del’s burgeoning opposition and Neesha’s surprise. “And before anyone says it’s too soon for Neesha and me, it isn’t. For one, we have no wagons to slow us. We can ride steadily. Short day, long day . . . we’ll make our own time so Neesha and I don’t fall off our horses.” I shot a glance at him and saw the twist in his mouth. “But we need to go. We need to. I couldn’t do anything for them. The magic wouldn’t allow. The least I can do is deliver them to their families.” I looked at Del. “And then we’ll go to Staal-Ysta.”

Her head came up. Her body stilled.

“Why Staal-Ysta?” Neesha asked.

“Because they trained Kettil,” Del answered. “They know much of him there. It would be useful to know what they know, if we are to find and kill him.”
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Neither Neesha nor I was fit enough for a long day in the saddle, but we both refused to be the first to ask for a rest. So it became Del who was the arbiter of such things, and Del who teased us. But she did it without heat, and she did it in Northern—the Uplander dialect I recognized—and she meant none of it. Calling us names was her way of hiding concern and frustration, and she included herself. Either we were fools for insisting we ride when we really shouldn’t, or she was the fool for allowing it.

When the Punja is featureless, merely miles of white sand, passing hours are told by the sun, as are directions. But a body learns instinct in order to survive in such a place, and Neesha knew when we reached where the attack had occurred.

It was obvious. No wind had come through. What Mahmood had packed in jars and tins was scattered loosely across the sand. Spices other than salt bore color different from the Punja, and not all had been lost to a ruffle of breeze, or been sifted out by travelers on the road who recognized the worth of the spillage. Wagon tracks, hoofprints, led in multiple directions.

So little sign left of Mahmood and his trade. All cloth was gone, set afire; and horses, wagons, dead men, driven away into the desert.

Neesha halted his horse. “Kettil’s men must have taken everything, even the swords and harnesses from Darrion and Eddrith. There’s nothing left of them here, or of Mahmood and his drivers.” His face was stark. “They could have sold the wagon horses, too. No need to drive them away, hitched to dead men and burning wagons.”

I unhooked one of my botas, unstoppered it. Drank from it. Then held it out to Neesha, who first shook his head until I insisted. He didn’t want to look at me, to let me see the tears. Then, as he swallowed, he coughed in response to the burn. He’d assumed it was water. I held the bota out to Del, who took it, squirted aqivi into her mouth and swallowed without reaction.

Lastly, I squeezed liquor out onto the sand for those lost. The pungent odor rose, then died on the breeze. I restoppered the bota, hooked it back to my saddle.

I looked at Del. The expanse of the desert spread behind her. “How is it a sword-singer, a man held in honor, can become this,” I asked. “I know Ajani was a terrible man, but he was a raider, not a man who was once a sword-singer from Staal-Ysta who made his own named blade.”

The hood of Del’s purple burnous lay on her shoulders. The single pale braid snaked down from her right shoulder. “I was the last of my father’s children, and late-born. Kettil was older. When he was cast out—my father was head of all in my family, including Kettil’s father, and could do so—Kettil had already begun training on Staal-Ysta. I was young enough not to fully understand, I only knew that Kettil had gone to the island to become a sword-singer, and then he did something and my father cast him out. The voca on Staal-Ysta dismissed him. But I was only fourteen—I wasn’t told why. He would have left with his skills, but no blooding-blade, no jivatma that he could sing to life. The voca would have taken it.” She looked at Neesha. “It’s very different in the North, the training. It’s sword-singing, not sword-dancing, though of course it is a dance. And there are men who keep the customs, the rules. The voca.”

I had my own vivid memories of Staal-Ysta’s voca. Del and I had nearly killed one another because of them.

Neesha nodded. “So he did something so terrible that both his family and these voca cut him off. And he left. Yet you don’t know what it is he did. You went to Staal-Ysta after your family was killed by this Ajani. And they never told you?”

Del shook her head. “Cause is not spoken of. He was no longer of our family. He was no longer of Staal-Ysta. That was enough.”

I chewed my bottom lip, thinking it over. “A man who loses everything, including his own name and place among his family, would very likely not find it difficult to live with having killed a merchant, set fire to his wagon, and then sent the horses deep into the desert while hitched to that burning wagon.”

“Where did he go, afterward?” Neesha asked. He looked at me. “South? He wasn’t in the borderlands; at least, not near Istamir. We’d have heard on the horse farm. The rumors about him have only started now.”

I shook my head. “I’d have heard something, if he’d come to the South. Cantina tales, at least.” I shifted in my saddle, cast a glance at Del. “Have you any idea?”

“No,” she said curtly, and I heard the Del of our early days. “I killed my an-kaidin to quench my blade and acquire his skills. The voca dismissed me from Staal-Ysta. I was hunting my kidnapped brother. I had no thoughts, no questions, of what had become of Kettil.”

Neesha opened his mouth to ask her another question but clearly thought better of it. He nodded and fell in behind Del as she rode north.

North, to Staal-Ysta.

Behind us, the memories of men who had families, had names, were dispersed upon the breeze along with spice and liquor.

.




[image: ]

WE LEFT THE Punja behind, rode into the borderlands. Sand gave way to thin grass, then thick. The white of the Punja, the brown of the desert, was replaced first by pale green, then by rich, deep green. I’d been in the borderlands before, been to Istamir, and once again I found it astonishing that color flourished naturally. In the South, colors were woven into cloth, or traded for. Only rarely did they come out of the ground. Trees spread wide crowns, grew into groves. The foothills of mountain flanks rose around us. It was neither winter nor summer, but spring. Wildflowers were as numerous as stars, scattered in great swathes.

As Neesha called out that riders approached, I was struck by a sudden flash of familiarity. I felt odd, and oddly distant, jumbled inside my head. I looked at Del. I looked at Neesha. I looked at the riders.

The men came on, riding at a lope. Robes flapped in the wind of their passage, and suddenly I snapped back into myself. I felt like I’d experienced this before because I had experienced this before. Istamir was apparently still sending out riders to escort strangers into the city, or at least to warn the city if borjuni approached.

Last time this had happened, we’d delivered Mahmood to Istamir to sell his goods at Marketday. Now it was three of us only, and no goods, no wagons. Just a heavy wagon horse being ponied by Neesha, led on his halter-rope.

We pulled up as the four men arrived. This certainly seemed a repeat of what had happened before, but we didn’t assume they were friendly. The three of us unsheathed, balanced blades across the saddle swells.

Four men: two in their twenties, I guessed, another in his thirties, and one I judged older, perhaps past my age, with silver threading his hair. Borderers all, with mixed coloring in hair, eyes, and skin. They swiftly evaluated our mounts, our tack, took note of our bared swords. They’d seen us unsheathe. They knew beneath the burnouses we each wore full harness.

“I am Torric,” announced the eldest of them. “What business in Istamir?”

Another rider moved his horse close to Torric, leaned and spoke quietly. When they looked at us again, they focused on Del, then examined me more closely yet. Neesha they mostly ignored.

In the South, there are no women sword-dancers. There are no blonde women, or women who wear a short tunic beneath a burnous. In the borderlands and north of them, a Northern woman with blue eyes and white-blond hair would not be unusual.

But very few of them were sword-singers who rode with a man as easily identifiable as the Sandtiger. They knew who she was.

But the question didn’t change. “What business in Istamir?”

Neesha was openly annoyed. “Bearing home the dead,” he said, “if that is allowed. Two men of Istamir. You might even have known them. Their names were Darrion and Eddrith. Killed by raiders. By a man named Kettil.”

That certainly sharpened their attention. All four exchanged glances, murmured among one another.

“We gave them rites,” Neesha told them, anger increasing. “If you wish to see their ashes, you need only look into the saddle pouches.”

Del and I glanced at one another. One or both of us would be having a conversation with Neesha later. Not because what he said was wrong, or how he said it. But because anger can lead to violence. Possibly that was what he wanted, but better he focus on Kettil than on men who may have been friends of Darrion and Eddrith.

Finally Torric spoke again. “Tamar will be grieved to hear the tale. Come ahead. We’ll escort you to give them honor, not because we fear you.”
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We entered Istamir with two men in front, one on either side. Torric, in gray-green robe split for riding and a wide leather belt, asked me, “Have you seen Kettil?”

I shook my head. “No.”

He tilted his head in Del’s direction. “She bears a great resemblance.”

“Cousins,” I said. Then, using Del’s words in Uplander, “Her father’s brother’s son. Who was cast out of the family, dismissed from Staal-Ysta. She does not consider him kin, and she is not coming to Istamir in order to aid him in any way.”

Torric seemed to understand that even his subtle implication was an insult. He made a gesture of acknowledgment and appeasement.

“Darrion and Eddrith were my students,” I told him. “Here, you would say I was an-kaidin. They were close to my son, who is very angry, as you saw, and they were trained by Del as well as me. We come to bring them home, yes—but we also have every intention of finding and killing Kettil.”

After a moment Torric nodded. “You would do us all a service. People are afraid to leave the city, and they distrust strangers. Kettil has shown himself, has been described by survivors, and I think—Del?—will be viewed with some alarm.”

I gritted my teeth. I understood why Istamir’s people felt the way they did, but it was hard to forgive it when Kettil’s cousin was no fonder of him—and happened to share my bed. “We’re not staying. Tonight, yes, if we can find lodging, but then we’ll go on to Staal-Ysta.”

I was exhausted, and I knew Neesha’s head was aching. But we couldn’t stay beyond the night. Not if we wanted to ride with Del so focused on an enemy.
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Torric and his three companions remained close in front of us, and then close beside us as we entered Istamir. I’d forgotten the impact the city made on a Southroner used to the desert and mudbrick dwellings. Istamir was stone-built from quarries. Gray, mostly, but also a pale golden stone veined with a pewter color. Many of the dwellings had private walled courtyards, similar to Umir’s but considerably smaller. Trees grew throughout, some with flowering vines that climbed into the branches. The main streets were stone-paved.

Eventually our four guides pulled up in front of the inn I knew as Tamar’s, and a wash of guilt and regret came on stronger than expected. Neesha was still angry. Del simply gave all of us a long look. I couldn’t read what conclusion she reached, but her expression wasn’t Neesha’s anger, wasn’t my regret and guilt, wasn’t the cold expression she sometimes wore when facing difficult matters.

“You’re men,” she said quietly, without accusation, and climbed down from her horse to untie her saddle pouches.

Neesha and I looked blankly at one another, and Torric and his companions did the same.

Del pulled off her saddle pouches, draped them across one shoulder. “Men do this badly.”

We remained unenlightened.

Del looked up at Neesha, then me. “Because men don’t understand how to grieve.” She lowered her eyes to my saddle pouches. “Tiger, bring yours. She probably knows Eddrith’s family.”

I closed my eyes a moment. Del wasn’t insulting us because we were men. Del was telling the truth.

Neesha carried no ashes. He simply got down from his horse and tied his halter-rope to the post. Tied the wagon horse’s rope to the post. His face was rigid. He climbed up to the porch and waited. Del joined him there after tying off her gelding.

Torric said a farewell, then he and the others backed their horses a few steps, turned and rode away, hooves clopping on cobblestones. It left only me on horseback. I didn’t want to dismount. Because then I would have to face Tamar.

Neesha and Del waited, saying nothing. And then Tamar came out of the inn, and I stayed right where I was in the saddle because I had no idea of what to do next.

Tamar was an older woman with hair going white from silver. Her skin was heavily creased at her blue eyes and over her top lip. If she’d ever had any beauty it departed many years ago. Her posture was erect, shoulders thin with the bone of them showing under her gray belted gown. She wore a dark blue apron over her skirts. Joint-illness twisted her fingers.

She recognized us but gave us warning nonetheless. “You’ll remember how it was.” It was peremptory, establishing control at once. Perhaps it was needed for an aging women dealing with most lodgers who had no respect for things belonging to others. “Men are to wash their feet.” She gestured to the bench. “Pot of water, towel. I serve no spirits here, so you’ll have to go out to a tavern for drink. You’ll remember that, too. Now, how many nights?”

“Tonight,” Del said, “if we may.”

Tamar nodded once. “You may if you have the coin.” She looked at me still astride the stud, looked at Del’s gelding, Neesha’s horse, the wagon horse. “They’ll have to go to the livery. No room for them here.”

She was counting, I realized. She counted us, she counted our mounts. We had said nothing at all of Darrion. Not that he might come later. That he was in a tavern. Was stabling his horse. Darrion was not here, and we offered no explanation.

She waited longer, and still we offered no explanation. She lifted her head and looked directly at me. “You will come inside, and you will tell me how. Do you understand? You will tell me how. And I will have the why, if there is one.”

Neesha, so close to her, didn’t speak very loudly. “I was there. I can tell you more than—”

“He will.” Tamar still looked directly at me. “He will tell it.” Then she turned and walked into the inn.

Del understood. Neesha did not. “Why won’t she let me explain? It’s not that I want to, but I was there.”

Del said, “He was in Tiger’s care.”

“Tiger wasn’t even present—”

I cut him off. “It doesn’t matter.” I dismounted, pulled off my saddle pouches and hooked them over a forearm. “Neesha, it’s not that she thinks you can’t tell her what happened, it’s that she wants me to. He was in my care.”

“He wasn’t a child!”

“Neesha.” Del put a hand on his arm. “Tamar sent her grandson to Tiger. And he died. She wants to punish Tiger for it, but she also wants to punish herself.”

Neesha shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

“Be glad of it.” Del set aside her saddle pouches, stripped out of her sandals, sat down on the bench and began to wash her feet.
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I told Tamar as best I could. She didn’t speak. She asked no questions. She sat rigidly in her chair with her hands folded on the table, and stared at two clay jars as I explained how her grandson’s ashes had come to be in one of them.

When I finished, she finally looked at Neesha. “Could you have done something more for him?”

Neesha did not avoid her eyes. “Kettil struck too quickly.”

Tamar nodded once. “And Darrion’s sword was not in his hands.”

Neesha shook his head. “Because he expected a sword-singer to behave honorably and accept a dance to settle matters. It could have been Eddrith in his place, believing the same. It could have been me.”

Tamar looked at me. “Is this what you taught him? To assume the best in another sword-dancer?”

Del spoke for the first time. “There was no ‘best’ in Kettil. Only the worst. I don’t count it a failing in Tiger that Darrion believed Kettil was an honorable man. Because Darrion was an honorable man. It was you who made him so. It was Tiger who expected no less of him, because he was your grandson.”

Her mouth was pressed thin and flat. “He was my only grandchild. My only living kin. I promised him this inn when I was dead, but he wanted so badly to be a sword-dancer. He trained. He believed himself good, and I believed him. But then you came here”—she looked levelly at me—“and he no longer trusted his skills. I thought if he was to be what he wanted so badly, he should learn from the best. And then one day, he would have the inn.” She looked at the clay jar. “Now there is no one.”

None of us knew the right words, and so we said nothing.

Tamar rose then. Her chair scraped against the wood of the floor. She went to a cabinet and took down a bottle and five cups, set all on the table and resumed her seat.

“You,” she told Neesha.

Uncertain, he hesitated.

Tamar gestured at the bottle. “Have you no ears? Pour.”

Neesha gathered up the bottle, unstoppered it, and the tang of strong spirits rose from the bottle’s neck. He poured a measure into each of the five cups, then restoppered the bottle and set it aside.

Tamar picked up her cup. “I have spirits in this house for one reason only. It should mean something, when a man drinks here. It should be for a life. For a memory.” She briefly touched the clay jar containing her grandson’s ashes. Then she drank down her measure of spirits without flinching at the burn.

We three did the same. And when Tamar looked at me, waiting, I took up the fifth cup and said Darrion’s name, and Eddrith’s, and poured the contents out.

“The last time was for my youngest child,” Tamar said. “Darrion’s father.” She rose, picked up Darrion’s jar, then Eddrith’s. “Drink it all. Drink it in their names.”

And she walked away from us all, taking students, and friends, with her.
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In the morning, we didn’t see Tamar. I dug into my saddle pouches to find the small bag of soft leather, poured out the ten gemstones I’d pried from the cover of the Book of Udre-Natha, rolled each across my palm. I settled on sardonyx, and placed the red and white stone into Tamar’s cup.

Neesha saw me do it. He nodded. Then told me with lowered voice that he’d arranged with the livery-keeper to sell the wagon horse and give the coin to Tamar.

Perhaps it was the coward’s way, to avoid a presentation to her. But we both knew she’d take nothing from us.

Del listened to Neesha, watched me drop the stone into the cup. She said nothing at all, but her mouth was soft. I remembered her suggestion the day before that men were bad at conveying grief to others.

Maybe this was grief. Maybe it was guilt. Maybe it was both.

Maybe it was all we had and all we could do, when words weren’t enough.
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INTO THE UPLANDS we rode, headed for Staal-Ysta, and eventually stopped high atop a bluff of thick, springy turf and tumbled blue-gray stone. Below us spread the lake, and in the center of it an island. Heavily treed, it was difficult to perceive details of habitation, save the rise of smoke in the air and the clangor of hammer on steel. At the far shore stood a boat house identical to the one nearest us. Farther east of us, though lost within the trees, a more populated island support settlement hugged the shore. But our business wasn’t there.

Neesha’s horse-kicked head was much improved, though I could tell it throbbed from time to time. Light sometimes bothered him. But there were no complaints, and he never asked to halt for a rest. My own exhaustion was receding and the ache in my bones with it.

The sight below us stirred Neesha’s emotions, as I expected. As it had stirred mine the first time. He was struck by the sharp beauty of the area, though in this brighter season the harshness was softened. He was from the borderlands and knew the foothills and mountain flanks, but he had never, he’d told us, come over the stony pass to look upon Staal-Ysta.

Del told him to dismount even as she dropped off her horse, that we would walk from here because it was too steep to ride and the rocks near the path were sometimes unstable. The horses, she said, should be staked for now; later they would be gathered and looked after.

Neesha did as she suggested and, scrambling last behind me through a rock field with a horse close on his heels, took note of the almost regimented swellings in overgrown turf, the barrows and passage graves; and also conical piles of rocks, the dolmens, and large flat stones set upright at the end of a barrow or laid across the top, to mark the grave.

Del raised her voice. “Staal-Kithra, Place of Spirits. Where sword-singers are buried.”

Neesha’s focus sharpened as he looked again at the markers. The stone was weathered, and carvings faded on many. The day was cool, pleasant, a comfortable spring day. Gone were the gray days of winter, the lowering skies. Here the heavens were blue, and small, bright-faced flowers pushed their way up through the turf. I recalled our first visit, when winter swallowed lake and land.

Neesha was no stranger to tales of Del’s Staal-Ysta any more than he was to tales of my Alimat. He knew you had to be accepted to live on the island dedicated to sword-making, metal arts, and sword-singing and training—or be kin to one who had been. I’d learned that only two in Del’s family had ever been accepted: Kettil, and herself.

Despite their obvious skills and training, both had lost the right to live on the island. In desperation Del had killed her an-kaidin in the circle to quench her jivatma as she set out to find her brother, while Kettil had done something so significant that he was cast out from his kin as well as Staal-Ysta.

That left Kalle, Del’s daughter, as the only surviving kin permitted to live on the island, and that was because Del had given her up to a member of the voca. Whether Kalle would be a sword-singer was unknown; she was too young yet to choose. Ten, I thought. Eleven? Del was fifteen when she’d gone to Staal-Ysta following the murder of her family, near twenty when she came south and hired me as a guide. We’d had several years together before Sula came along, and Sula was two verging on three.

I’d need to count over the years to sort it out. But age aside, Kalle was a fatherless child of rape gotten on a child herself. And Del, now, would see her daughter for only the third time since her birth.

Down from the bluff and beyond the barrows and dolmens of Staal-Kithra, the land flattened and ran out to the shallows. Waterfowl paddled near the shore, fish broke the surface. The boathouse and small dock perched over lapping waves. A bright-painted blue boat, moored to the dock, was adorned with yellow designs I didn’t recognize. The oars were striped red.

With an outstretched hand, Del signaled us to wait some distance from the shore. A man came out of the boathouse and walked up the rise, cord-wrapped beaded braids swinging against a leather-belted russet tunic of lightweight wool worn long to high boots. Leather bracers wrapped his forearms, and a sword rode his shoulder. He was blond, blue-eyed, very fair of skin.

Standing so close to Del, I ventured my question quietly before the young man reached us. “Are any of you plain?”

Del shot me a mystified look. Neesha’s eyebrows rose.

“Well, look at him. Look at you, bascha. Look at Alric. I’ve met other Northerners, too. You’re all annoyingly attractive.”

Del blinked, then smiled crookedly as a spark leaped in her eye. “We cull the plain ones.”

And then the young man arrived before us, tall, broad, handsome, and vital as the sun. In a matter of one sweeping glance, he assessed us. Three with swords and harnesses, Southron burnouses and sandals. There was only one answer. He didn’t waste his breath on the question, though he did look back at Del.

He spoke in Uplander. I’d learned it; Neesha, living close to Istamir, a Northern city, knew it as well. “I am Sten. It’s my honor to ask why sword-dancers—and a sword-singer—have come to Staal-Ysta.”

Del wasted no time. “Delilah. Sandtiger. Nayyib, called Neesha. A matter of an-elisua. I must speak to the voca.”

His chin came up and he reassessed her. While I didn’t recognize him from our former visits to the island, it was obvious to me that he recognized Del, and it wasn’t because of her singular Northern beauty.

Sten acknowledged her words with a slight nod of his head. “In whose name?”

“Torsten,” she answered, “my father. You would have been young when he and his kin were killed along the border by the raider Ajani, but you will have heard the tales. Two survivors: my brother Jamail, and myself. Jamail was taken away and sold to slavers. I was—” The pause was brief, but telling. “I was believed dead, and left behind.”

The faintest twitch of his brows gave away his sharpened interest. “It is your brother, then, that you wish to be called to answer for dishonor?”

I knew her; she wanted badly to tell him off for suggesting Jamail was anything but honorable. “No. My father’s brother’s son. He was cast out of the family, dismissed from Staal-Ysta. But his heart is black with rot. It’s time to cut it out.”

I wondered uneasily if she meant that literally.

Sten’s expression changed to one of surprise. “Kettil.”

“I’ll petition the voca,” she said, “and if they approve of the dance, I’ll stand against him in the circle. It’s my right, as his kin.”

That was very familiar language, and somewhat reassuring. No cutting out of black, rotten hearts. Just a dance to the death.

Except of course it meant she’d be at risk. I was at risk every time I accepted a death-dance, as happened too often lately, but the distance between putting myself in the circle and watching Del in the circle was incomprehensible.

Sten inclined his head, made a gesture toward the lake, and started down toward the boat. Del told Neesha to picket his horse, that young people from the settlement would come to fetch our mounts. He wasn’t certain about that until he saw me pulling picket rope and stake from my saddle pouch.

I smiled at him. “As a child, did you lead your father’s horses from one place or another? See that they were fed?”

“Of course!” Then he saw my point. Out came his stake and picket rope. But he looked infinitely relieved when he saw the young people from the settlement approaching. By my guess, all over twelve. “Wouldn’t they do better if the horses were stabled here?”

I shrugged. “Suggest it.”

“Oh, do,” Del agreed. “It’s never been thought of before.”

Neesha wisely closed his mouth on any further questioning of Staal-Ysta’s customs.

As we took our turns getting into the boat, I leaned close as he sat down. “Everything here concerns training and discipline. Even the smallest task concerns honor, in young and old. Including dishonor.”

Sten rowed us across the lake to the island. As he was tying up so we could climb onto the dock, a man came down across the shoreline. They spoke, then the man turned and walked back to the trees, disappearing into the shadows.

Once we three stood on the dock, Sten got into the boat to row it back to the other side. But he looked at Del a long moment. “They’ll approve, the voca. You know that. He would be better dead. But it must be kin, and there was no one to ask for an-elisua. He was free to do as he wishes.” He glanced briefly at me, at Neesha, then back to Del. “May you win your dance, an-ishtoya.”
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By the time we made our way along the paths cut through the trees and entered the sprawling clearing in the center of the settlement where circles were drawn, I was certain Sten’s messenger had informed the voca exactly who was here. And possibly everyone else, as the area was ringed by mostly men, but a few women as well, armed with blades.

It reminded me most unpleasantly of years before. Del and I in the circle at the voca’s insistence, with neither of us walking out of it. We’d both nearly died. It reminded me, too, of Wahzir’s magic putting me here again, ringed by torches beneath a white-faced moon.

But it was afternoon, not night. The moon was only a crescent high in the sky. No lighted torches ringed the circle. This was not Wahzir’s doing. This was not the voca—or certain members of the voca—attempting to have both of us killed to suit private purposes.

But I realized almost immediately that the gathering of Staal-Ysta’s sword-singers had not been called because we were here. The gathering had nothing whatsoever to do with us. Everyone, all the onlookers surrounding the circle with swords strapped to their backs, was present for a sword-dance.

The song of it filled the air. The blades, certainly, with all the music of the steel, but also two voices. One male. One female. I reminded myself that for all the similarities between Northern and Southron sword-dancing, sword-singers sang.

They sang magic into their blades. They took power from the song.

As we came up from the trees, our arrival was noticed. Elbows tapped ribs as heads tipped in our direction. Del and I were quietly mentioned to others. And though the sword-dance continued, the human circle surrounding the dance parted for us.

It wasn’t precisely a welcome, but it wasn’t repudiation. I saw nothing of hostility, and more than a little curiosity. And while there were a few headshakes when Neesha was noticed, it was because no one knew his name, not that they found him lacking.

I assumed Del would instruct us on what was expected of us, as visitors. The only time I had attended a gathering of all sword-singers on the island was when I was participant, not onlooker. But Del didn’t tell us anything. As the dance continued, as song filled the air, she walked through the break in those gathered until she reached the front row. There she stopped, set her feet slightly apart, and folded her arms across her chest as she watched very closely the dancers in the circle.

Neesha and I looked at one another. He turned up his palms to ask what we should do. I shrugged. So with neither of us knowing whether we would break some terribly stringent rule, we made our way through the parted audience and edged in next to Del, one on either side.

One woman, one man. It was sparring, but hard sparring, clearly meaning more than simple practice, or it wouldn’t have drawn such a large audience. Some form of test, I thought. Perhaps a rank was at stake, and only one would qualify.

The woman’s back was to us. As she and the man slowly changed positions and her face came into view, I stopped thinking about the sword-dance. I stopped thinking about much at all.

Del read something in our postures. She looked at Neesha, looked at me, looked again at the sword-singers. Then she asked, “Is he annoyingly attractive?”

And Neesha said, on a throttled hoot of laughter, “Who’s looking at him?”

Del measured our expressions with a little more care. “Is she annoyingly attractive?”

We said as one, “No!”

Well. There was nothing annoying about it.

Someone outside the circle called for the dance to end and wagers to be paid out. The two inside the circle lowered their blades, grinning at one another. Voices rose, coin was exchanged. Belt-purses were emptied, belt-purses were filled. I saw broad grins, heard laughter, saw wry smiles for bets lost.

The two in the circle clasped forearms in high good spirits, exchanged compliments and insults. The young woman, hair pulled back into a single braid, dressed in a brief woolen tunic dyed black, wore bracelets on both wrists, and a twice-wrapped string of blue beads around her neck. Color stood high in her face, so pure in the harmony of the bones. She glanced up, clearly searching for someone in the crowd, and then her eyes stopped moving. Her brows twitched, rose, and a slow smile blossomed. Then she rested the flat of the blade against her right shoulder and, with a bright glint in her eye, flashed the kind of smile every man alive knew how to read.

Del stuck a rigid thumb between my ribs. “She’s too young for you.”

Well, no. Not considering the age gap between Del and me. But I poked her back. “She’s not looking at me.”

No, she was not. She was looking at the other male in our party. And Neesha was most definitely looking back.

“They grow up,” Del said mournfully. “They grow up and leave the longhouse. And all we can do is watch them go.”

I snickered. “You’re not much older than he is.”

Then two sword-singers came up and engaged us in a conversation that had nothing at all to do with sons leaving longhouses, and probably everything to do with Del being annoyingly attractive.
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I SPENT HOURS IN conversation with various older sword-singers and Staal-Ysta students. I lost track of Del, and Neesha had disappeared, though with the latter I had a good idea of the cause if not his whereabouts. I was handed cups of ale, and occasionally amnit, which was a Northern spirit similar to Southron aqivi. By the time the sun touched the treetops—no horizon was visible in a thick forest—I was talked out. Torches were placed throughout the clearing. I had turned down numerous invitations to spar. The older men had questions about Southron technique, while the younger ones asked me about various tales they’d heard of my exploits.

Our visit to the island was all very different this time. The edged courtesy of the voca and students the first time around, coupled with hostility and distrust in some cases, gave way now to acceptance, to simple interest. The day of the sparring between the young woman and a man seemingly around her age had transformed itself into an outdoor celebration. Boar and deer meat was hung on spits over fires, sliced for platters; bread was piled high on the tables brought out from the longhouses; big jars of ale and spirits, plus drinking horns and cups. Many folk sat down on benches to eat and talk, while others wandered from person to person. Even young children found their way into the gathering, which reminded me of Sula at home with Alric and Lena once again looking after her while Del and I took ourselves elsewhere.

When Del reappeared, she was accompanied by a man I judged in his fifties. He was pleasant of feature, somberly dressed in lightweight brown wool robe split in the back for riding, and despite the kinder temperature of spring, wore his dark blond hair braided in fur and leather wraps. He saw me waiting, raised a cup in greeting, then said something in quiet tones to Del and departed. She came up to me, and I recognized the expression. She had donned her bland face that gave away nothing, unless you knew her very well.

I knew her very well. “What is it, bascha?”

“The voca.” She picked at the cord tying her braid together. “One has died, another is traveling. No one will formally hear my request for an-elisua until the one returns from his journey, and the other is replaced.”

“So, business simply stops?”

“Business that can be put off, yes.” She was clearly unhappy and as clearly anxious to do something about it. “Arne was more recently named to the voca and understands that I wish this to be done quickly. But he said the best they can do for now is summon Kettil, with no assurances that he’ll come. He’s not required to if the voca can’t formally meet. He’s not required to come at all.”

That seemed an ineffective way of punishing a man. “And if he doesn’t come?”

“Then the person calling for an-elisua is given permission to hunt him down.”

Well, that seemed effective. And deserved. “Hunt him down and kill him, I’m assuming.”

She nodded. “Here, it would be a sword-dance in the circle, with many witnesses. But if am forced to hunt him, and I find him, he may simply ignore the challenge to a death-dance. He could kill me at any time, in any fashion, outside the bonds of an-elisua.”

“Del—” I broke it off, scrubbed at my face. “You do see that this is all very one-sided. All Kettil has to do is not come, and if you find him, not accept the challenge.”

Del scowled at me from under knit brows. “How many men do you know, if challenged by a woman in front of companions or, in Kettil’s place, in front of men who ride with him, would turn his back on her and ride away? Especially a man like Kettil.”

I pursed my lips and nodded. “I see your point.”

“Men here remember that Kettil trained on Staal-Ysta, Tiger. Many knew him, some well. Arne said it’s very unlikely Kettil would refuse to engage, particularly as it’s a kin-challenge. He has no love for his kin.”

I was still unconvinced, and Del realized it.

“It’s rare an-elisua is called. In this case, there is no question that he should be summoned. Arne told me the voca have long wanted an opportunity to do so. But there was no kin to call for it. No one to meet him in the circle.”

I wanted to point out that leaving it up to kin, with the possibility that none may remain alive in order to call for an an-elisua, made it a simple matter for the transgressor to avoid any penalty. Hoolies, the transgressor could arrange to kill the kinfolk and make the entire issue of an-elisua moot.

“So, bascha, you are here now to call for it, and the voca can have you do the work for them.”

Del’s tone turned bitter. “And it may be for nothing.”

“After all that, now you say it may be for nothing?” I shook my head. “How can it be for nothing? You said this is what you want, to bring Kettil here and make him answer for what he’s done. He killed Mahmood, Darrion, and Eddrith, and did whatever it is he did to get himself cast out by your father and expelled from Staal-Ysta. You’re the bravest and most honorable woman I know. This isn’t cowardice. Why would you change your mind?”

“Kalle.”

I frowned, completely confused. “What has Kalle to do with it?”

Del looked me dead in the eyes. “If I am killed by a man worthy of being killed himself, as even the voca believe, Kalle will be expelled from Staal-Ysta.”

I nearly gaped. “Why? She has nothing to do with it.”

“If Kettil wins, the dishonor transfers to my kin. My name will be erased, but I’ll be dead and won’t suffer for it. But Kalle? Well, she’ll be expelled—or she’ll have to call an-elisua and face Kettil herself.”

“She’s a child!”

Del made a belaying gesture. “It wouldn’t be now. It would wait until she was eighteen. Time enough for Kettil to be killed elsewhere, were the gods generous. But Tiger, this is her home! She is a child, as you said. I can’t let her lose everything!”

“This an-elisua is ridiculously complicated.” I scratched at the back of my head. “So, what can be done?”

Del shrugged a little. “I can decide to do nothing at all. Not appeal to the voca. I can let Kettil continue doing whatever he likes. But he killed Mahmood, Darrion, and Eddrith, and all of Mahmood’s drivers, just as you said, and he’s killing other innocents simply because they dare to cross the Punja. And he will continue doing so. Tiger—he raped five young women and murdered them. That’s why my father cast him out, and why he was expelled from Staal-Ysta when it was learned what he’d done. If anyone deserves to die, it’s Kettil.”

“Five women,” I echoed blankly. “He raped and murdered five of them?” I couldn’t really think of any crime more deserving of death than that.

“My kin never told me,” Del said. “You don’t speak of such things when kin are cast out, and Staal-Ysta keeps its secrets, too. But Arne told me what Kettil did. He felt I should know. Kettil has been gone for several years. No one on Staal-Ysta knew where he was, or where I’ve been. Now he’s within reach, and I am, and they want him dead.”

“They said nothing to you about Kettil when we were here before.” Or she just didn’t tell me, which I felt was unlikely. She’d already said Neesha and I were her family. She’d have told us what Kettil had done, had she known.

Del shook her head. “I’ve told you—you don’t speak of such things with those who are not kin. And I was dishonored, remember? Aside from the fact I didn’t know what he’d done, Arne says the voca hoped someone else had killed him. But they didn’t, and now he’s bringing dishonor to Staal-Ysta, because that’s what outsiders know of him: that he’s a sword-singer trained here. It’s a poor reflection on the voca, the students, and the history of Staal-Ysta.” She pushed a loose strand of hair out of her face. “If I call for an-elisua and I kill him in the circle, all is well. If I lose—and die—Kalle is expelled from her home.”

“This is heartless, bascha!”

“Yes,” she said. “And that’s what you called me in that first year when I needed to be so in order to accomplish my goal. I’m not so heartless any more. So tell me how I risk Kalle’s home, and her happiness.”

I could think of no effective way that didn’t end in disaster for Del. I suggested the only avenue that occurred to me. “Ask Kalle. You’ve said Northern children grow up faster than Southron ones, especially those raised on Staal-Ysta. You were fifteen when you came here to learn what it is to be a sword-singer, be prepared to hunt your brother and kill Ajani.”

Del was clearly thinking about my words. “She’s eleven.”

“Old enough to know what family honor is. You did, I’m betting. But there’s another answer. You don’t call for an-elisua, so Kalle isn’t at risk; and you hunt him down and kill him outside of the circle—does he deserve the honor of a clean sword-dance?—in any fashion you can. Without calling for an-elisua, you can’t be punished for killing him outside of these codes. Don’t tell the voca your intent. Don’t make it about kinship and honor. Let it be about a man who deserves to die by any means possible, because he does. And the voca might bless you for it. Privately, perhaps, but bless you for it nonetheless.”

Del turned to me, smoothed the fit of my burnous. “I told Sten why I was here. Arne knows why I am here, which means most of the voca know why I’m here.”

I closed both hands over her shoulders. “Change your mind,” I said. “Women do that, I hear.”

As a distraction, it worked. Perhaps the wry levity wasn’t all that appropriate, but Del had learned to recognize when I meant the words, and when I used them as a tool.

Inside the circle, and out.

“You can come back,” I told her, “after. No need to return as the woman who killed Kettil, but just a woman.”

“Just a woman.”

“Well, I’m just a sword-dancer.”

Del nodded. “I need to see Kalle. I can’t leave without seeing my daughter. But Hana—Arne says Hana has refused. Kalle is her daughter, after all. I gave her up to Hana and Telek not long after she was born. But Telek has died, and she’s afraid of losing Kalle. It would kill Hana if Kalle was expelled, and certainly so if I tried to take her with me.”

Telek, and Hana. Kalle’s adopted parents, but Telek was something more. In view of his part in manipulating Del and I into a dance that nearly ended in her death and mine—which was the whole point—I wasn’t exactly sorry to hear he was gone. But this wasn’t about him. “Turn around,” I told her.

After a moment’s hesitation, she did. There was Neesha with the young female sword-singer, strolling across the big clearing. And with the sword-singer was a girl whose beauty was young, but would kindle one day. I didn’t know which part of her was Ajani, but I definitely recognized Del in her.

Neesha smiled at Del as they joined us, his eyes very bright. “Saskia said it was her father’s suggestion to borrow Kalle from Hana. That Hana would let her accompany Saskia, and we’d just happen to stumble upon you.”

“My father is Arne, of the voca,” the young woman—Saskia—said, in an intriguing husky voice. “He didn’t want to hurt Hana, but he also wanted Del to see her daughter. So. This borrowing of her.” She smiled as she placed a hand on Kalle’s head and combed back her loose blonde hair. “You don’t mind, do you?” The young girl’s blue eyes were not those of a child. She examined Del not with curiosity, but with clear assessment. “Kalle, you know the truth of Delilah,” Saskia said. “My father would never lie. Hana loves you deeply. She is your mother. But it would do a guest of Staal-Ysta a kindness to spend a little time with her. Del can’t lay claim to you. The voca would never uphold it.”

I was more than a little surprised that Saskia would be so blunt about such things in front of the girl. I considered saying something, until I saw Del’s expression. It was a quiet yearning for the company of a child she didn’t know, and very badly wished to. That, I decided, was more important than addressing the appropriateness of Saskia’s words, for now.

Kalle lifted her chin. “I’ll come.”

Kalle wasn’t young enough for Del to reach out and take her hand. The girl was tall for her age—though I realized perhaps not, being Northern-bred—and mature for her years. It was visible in her eyes.

Del didn’t try to win her with a smile. She nodded, thanked her, and began to walk. Kalle shot a look at Saskia, then fell in beside Del.

It left me with Neesha and Saskia, two healthy, active, attractive young people who showed every indication of being unable to keep their hands from one another. He reached for her, she reached for him. The attraction between them was palpable.

Oh, hoolies. Del and I had just settled that we were supposed to leave.

Then Saskia said, “I want to come with you.”
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I BLINKED BACK AT Saskia. “You want—what?”

“To come with you. When you go.”

I shot a look at Neesha, who was smiling with excessive satisfaction. “You have powers I was not aware of,” I suggested dryly.

He actually blushed. “She wants to become your student.”

I looked back at her, baffled. “Why? You’re a student of Staal-Ysta, which, these days, offers decidedly more honor than training with me.”

She hooked a thumb at Neesha. “He’s your student.”

“He’s my son.”

Saskia’s bright features took on a more solemn cast. “I know your story, Sandtiger. They do tell tales of you here. You came to Staal-Ysta and you made a jivatma. No other Southroner has ever done that. They wanted you to be a kaidin here.”

“They wanted to kill me here,” I pointed out. “And Del.”

“You survived,” she countered. “You danced, you nearly killed one another, but you survived and joined together again as swordmates. Lifemates. I can learn much from you both. But Del was a student of Staal-Ysta, as I am—and I want someone who brings different skills into the circle. I want to be taught, and I want to be challenged.”

I looked from her to Neesha, and back. “My son is grown. He sleeps with whomever he chooses. But that in itself could prove awkward. There’s a certain volatility in pairings, and it can interfere—”

She spoke quickly. “I’d stay even if I found another man.”

Well, this was awkward. I looked at Neesha.

He tossed it off mostly as a joke. “It won’t come to that, of course.”

“You can’t know that,” I pointed out. “Neesha—things might end badly.”

“And how long have you and Del been together? You sleep together, you spar together. You even have a child together.”

I wanted to grind my teeth. “But it took time. We weren’t bedmates for nearly a year after we met.”

“Well,” Neesha said carelessly, “you were older than I.”

And therefore slower? Less—able? I scowled at my son.

Saskia laughed at us both, blue eyes bright. Her hand was yet again on Neesha, smoothing down the skin of his arm. “Who can say what will happen? I make no promises about my bedmates, but I do promise to be a diligent student. And would it be so bad to teach the daughter of a member of the voca? You might need the connection sometime. Delilah might need it sometime.” She shrugged, tone dismissive. “I don’t care. Such things bore me. I just want to learn.”

I wanted to say her beauty didn’t matter. That such a thing couldn’t convince me of anything; that I cared about the student, not appearance. But I wasn’t in a good position to make that claim.

I’d seen her in the circle hours before. She was very good.

She was also very beautiful.

Saskia knew the answer before I gave it. Her smile burst free. “I’ll be the best student you’ve ever had.”

Neesha jabbed a gentle elbow into her ribs. “Well, there’s me.”

Saskia kissed him. “Depending on the day.”

Oh hoolies. I wasn’t certain I’d survive the two of them.
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Del’s reaction was akin to mine. “She wants—what?”

“To come with us.”

“To kill Kettil?”

“Um, we didn’t discuss that.” Del and I hadn’t discussed that, other than it needed doing and how to avoid an-elisua. “She wants to be a student.”

“Or she wants to bed Neesha.”

“She’s already done that.”

“Or she wants to keep bedding Neesha.”

“I suspect that goes without saying. But she could do that without being my student.”

Kalle had gone home. Del and I were being hosted in a community longhouse. Neesha was being hosted wherever Saskia was. Beneath the blankets we entangled ourselves for warmth as well as a reaffirmation that the bond was solid. Swordmate, bedmate, lifemate, just as Saskia had said.

Del had been subdued after Saskia escorted Kalle back to Hana. I could have asked what had gone on between Del and her oldest daughter—almost ten years between Kalle and Sula—but some things were best left alone until she brought them up herself. Kalle was connected to a much different time in Del’s life, a time when everything she’d known—everyone she’d known—was torn from her by a brutal Northerner who found it easier to raid for coin than to work for it. Her life was much different now with me, with Sula, and I wondered if a settled life made her long for Kalle to come and live under our roof, to be a sister to Sula.

Well, Del would tell me. In the meantime, she seemed undisturbed by Saskia’s plea to become my student. “It makes sense,” she said. “She’s a student of the sword, of the forms. Why not learn Northern and Southron styles? I did. You did.”

“Then you’re all right with it?”

“Of course. She’s a paying student, unlike Neesha.”

Unspoken was the reminder that Darrion and Eddrith had also been paying students. “I just wasn’t sure about you,” I said, settling a bit closer.

“Because she’s beautiful?”

I didn’t say anything for a moment, sorting through possible replies. “Well, she is.”

“We’re not blind, Tiger. It may be men who stir the blood in most of us, but we acknowledge beauty in other women. And who wouldn’t, with Saskia? She is glorious.” She paused a moment. “I never asked anyone. Do men notice attractiveness in other men?”

“Of course we do. Look at Neesha. Not many women would ignore that smile, and we—men, I mean—are aware of it.”

“Or his eyes,” Del said, “and any number of other things I won’t enumerate. They are a very good pairing, he and Saskia. If they were dogs, the litter would be beautiful.”

The preposterousness of that silenced me for several long moments, and then I broke into a sustained round of laughter. “Dogs. Dogs! Gods, bascha!”

Del’s tone was very serious. “Pick of the litter could be exquisite.”

Which set me off again.
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Most had drunk late into the night. I had drunk late into the night. Morning, therefore, was not welcome, and my greeting was unkind. But longhouse by longhouse residents emerged.

Trestle tables were cleared away, as was leftover meat and other food. Benches were carried off. Main fires were extinguished. The ground was raked. And while the clearing still smelled of leftover cooked meat, it had been transformed into a cluster of schooling rings once again. Men took their swords into it, while others stood back and talked to one another over morning ale.

I heard the sound of metal on metal, the rhythmic doleful chime of a blacksmith, a swordsmith, beating steel into shape. It reminded me of Kem the swordsmith, of making my own Northern blade. I had quenched it. Named it. Sung a terribly off-key song. Later, I had poured power into it. Broken it. Then made it whole again.

Wild magic, Kem had said, could be tapped at will, and controlled if the sword were taught the way. If it were shown how to be jivatma, named blade, blooded blade. The quenching was all important. At the first kill, the sword was quenched. It gathered to itself the skills of the killed.

Del had killed her swordmaster, her shodo. It wasn’t murder; she invited him into a proper circle for a proper dance. But she did, in the end, kill him, as she intended. In him she quenched her sword and gained his skills to augment her own.

It had cost her Staal-Ysta. Her honor. Her daughter.

She counted it worth the doing, so she could find and rescue the brother missing for five years. But in the end it gained her nothing. Jamail, ruined in mind, was no longer slave but a prophet of the brutal Vashni tribe, and had refused Del’s offer to take him away.

Had she discovered her brother had died during those five years of captivity, she would have grieved deeply, would have blamed herself for being too slow to find him. But she discovered instead a brother who repudiated her and all she’d sacrificed.

By killing her an-kaidin she’d killed an honorable man in her brother’s name, in the name of murdered kin. And Northern kinship, I’d learned, took precedence over everything.

Otherwise, the voca would have sent sword-singers to kill Kettil years ago.

Now they had Del to do it for them.
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Saskia caught me as I turned away from the circles to seek out Del. Unlike most of us, she showed no effects of the late night and a considerable amount of spirits. And what was likely an active night in bed.

Del and I had simply slept. Maybe I was getting old.

Saskia wore a rich blue lightweight wool tunic over trews, wide leather belt beaded in gold, and soft leather boots. The color of her clothing made her eyes bluer yet. She had tied the rope of her braid with a blue-dyed leather thong. The harness she wore, and the sheath, was also dyed blue. The grip on her sword, riding above her shoulder, was wrapped in black.

Saskia and Neesha . . . pick of the litter would be exquisite.

I couldn’t help it. Del had implanted the vision in my head.

Saskia’s expression was open, but serious. “I won’t make an assumption. I know better.”

I ran through potential topics in my head. “Assumption about what?”

“You haven’t said yes.”

Oh. Oh.

“Is it Delilah? Does she not want me to come?”

“Why would Del not want you to come?”

Saskia apparently found that question indicative of blindness. Her tone was blunt. “Women don’t always like me.”

No, but men did. Which was why, I’d learned, some women didn’t like other women. “That’s not why Del might say no. So, where’s Neesha? You’re not joined at the hip?”

She grinned and went on. “Neesha is with my father.”

“You’ve known him less than a day,” I said mildly. “Isn’t it a little early for that?”

Her laughter was genuine and unfettered. Men looked over. “It’s not about that,” she said, “and my father has given up trying to put order to my life. He trusts me to choose my bedmates wisely.” She waved a hand. “No, it’s about something else. Something he doesn’t want me to know. He says it has to do with kinship and isn’t my concern. He told me to find something else to do while he discussed matters with Neesha. I want to know what kinship matters he’d discuss with a man he’s known less than a day.”

I smiled at her blandly. “And I’m supposed to tell you?”

She brightened. “Would you?”

“No.”

“Do you know?”

“Probably.” More than probably. I could think of only one kinship topic he’d address with Neesha.

Saskia searched my expression. “You’re not going to tell me.”

“No.”

She nodded. “Well, then, I’ll follow my father’s wishes and find something to do.” She reached out and clamped a hand over my wrist, pulled me two steps before I recovered my surprise and stopped. She was a tall, strong girl, but I was taller and stronger. She tugged on my arm. “Come, Tiger. Come into the circle. Show me what you can do.”

Others gathered as they realized what was in the offing. Hands hovered at belt-purses. Expressions grew avid.

I gifted Saskia with a flash of my teeth. “Half the winnings for me. And no argument.”

She attempted innocence. She failed. “Neesha said to expect that. Now come. Come into the circle. Let them remember a live dance instead of those in stories.”

Half of all the wagers placed would be a goodly sum. When I acquiesced, Saskia smiled brilliantly and began to unbuckle her harness. I’d gotten as far as shedding sandals and burnous, and then Del, with Neesha close behind her, pushed through the gathering throng. She came directly to me and said no. Nothing more. Just an uncompromising denial. I was astonished that she’d do such a thing before others. That she’d do such a thing at all. So was Saskia. The gathered men, expecting hard sparring and wagers, began to talk among themselves.

Neesha caught my eye. His headshake was subtle.

Del said, “It’s Kettil.”
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SO LITTLE TO pack. Del gathered up her saddle pouches in the guest lodge and slung them over her shoulder. I’d taken longer because there were sandals and a burnous to put on. I followed her outside.

Saskia and Neesha were waiting. Del just shook her head, began to stride by them. Neesha asked her to wait.

Del swung around. The contours of her face were sharp as ice. “Go or stay. Your choice. This is mine to do.”

He nodded, glanced at Saskia. I knew what was coming. I also knew what the answer would be. “Saskia would like to accompany us. She would like to train with Tiger.”

“This isn’t about training anymore, Nayyib.” Oh, the bascha was not pleased. “It has to do with kinship responsibilities. There is no place for her. Another time.”

“Kettil,” Saskia said. “I agree, it’s not about training now. I know what he’s done.”

Del often hid her anger. She didn’t now. “Has your father told everyone? This is supposed to be private! This is something for kin.”

Saskia shook her head. She was respectful to Del, but also quietly determined. “Everyone knows about Kettil. Everyone knows what he did to those women. Everyone would like to kill him for it. But only you can.”

“Arne knows where he is,” Neesha said. “He anticipated Del would petition for an-elisua. He sent men out to learn where he is, so a summons could be made as soon as approval was granted. Many volunteered. They know the matter can be resolved at last. His adult kin is here.”

I remembered Del’s words. If she lost the dance, Kalle would be expelled for her mother’s dishonor. Kettil would be free of any challenge from Staal-Ysta for the balance of his life. And Del would be dead.

Del looked at Arne’s daughter. “There will be no an-elisua asked. I’ll kill him outside of Staal-Ysta’s circle. Go, or stay.”

Saskia was astonished. “But you’re kin! You have to call an-elisua, so you’ll keep your honor!”

Del looked at Neesha. “Arne told you where Kettil is.”

My son was clearly unhappy, but also embarrassed. “I misspoke. Arne doesn’t know where he is. He knows where he’ll go.”

I swore. I swore viciously, because I knew, too.

Neesha’s expression was bleak. “They tell stories of Kettil, but they tell stories of Tiger, too. Some know where the Sandtiger lives. Where he keeps his family. Where he’s most vulnerable. And Kettil knows Del is there. The only one who can call for an-elisua.”

Del lost her color. “No,” she said. “No!”

She went swiftly into the shadows of the forest, moving west away from the sun, and I behind her. Neesha. Also Saskia. No more secrets, now. Del didn’t care any longer what Arne’s daughter knew of kinship matters.
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We stopped in Istamir for provisions, which Saskia bought because she had coin enough and all we had were gemstones. No time to bargain with a gemsmith, and no wish to have word spread that we had gemstones. We filled our saddle pouches with food fit for a journey as well as grain for the horses. Saskia weighted her gray horse down with new-bought saddle pouches, additional botas, waxed canvas buckets. I warned her that woolen clothing, even that considered lightweight in the North, would be too warm for the Punja.

Saskia seemed untroubled. “I can cut off the sleeves, take off the trews, cut my tunic shorter.” When I raised my brows in mild surprise, she added, “This is about Kettil, not about whether my clothing remains intact.”

Well. So it was. But what struck me was that her words could be coming out of Del’s mouth.

Neesha smiled, and proceeded to bestow upon me a look that said he wasn’t a fool, to pick a woman who’d cry over torn or divested clothing.

Del was brusque. She dug into a pouch, pulled out a red burnous, tossed it at Saskia. “We have no time to pick you up off the sand if the sun sickens you.”

I winced. Harsh, but true. And Saskia accepted that truth. Nodding, she stuffed Del’s spare burnous into her pouches.

As we headed down out of the foothills into the borderlands proper, I put the stud next to Saskia’s gray. “We can’t run them,” I said. “Much too hot. It’s not high summer, but the Punja is unkind. There is no mercy. We’ll go as swiftly as we can, but not as swiftly as we’d prefer. You would do well to follow our lead. The desert can be dangerous.”

She nodded understanding. “Do you mean to catch up to Kettil?”

“We can’t catch up when we don’t know where he is. It would save us time if he should put himself in our way,” I told her, “but no. We’re going home. Our daughter is there. Kettil may not know exactly where we live. It will take him time.” I smiled at her, but my tone contained no humor. “And the South is not hospitable to unknown Northerners.”
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We rode southward relatively hard, then slowed as we reached the white sands. Saskia, at Del’s urging, had changed from blue wool into crimson burnous. Neesha pointedly suggested I turn away as she did so. She said nothing of needing rest. She followed Neesha’s recommendations about water and the desert, which I found amusing—Neesha had not been in the South long enough to be an expert—until Del slowed her horse and tossed Saskia another bota. “Drink more than you think you want. Don’t wait until you’re thirsty. Drink before thirst sets in.” Del smiled crookedly. “I learned the hard way.”

Saskia carefully looked from a fellow blond, blue-eyed Northerner to me, who was deep-tanned darker even than Neesha. I nodded. “She learned that from me, but yes.”

Del ignored me altogether. “Saskia. If you think you’re about to fall off your horse onto your head, say something.”

Neesha was offended. “I think I’d notice if that were imminent.”

Del just stared at him.

“I would!”

I ignored them both. “It’s not weakness, Saskia. The Punja is hard on everyone.”

She nodded. “But it might be enjoyable if Neesha picked me up.”

Neesha looked most cheerful. “Yes.”

After a moment of telling silence, Del and I just turned our horses southward and rode on.
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As we came in sight of the big oasis with its towering palms, Neesha fell silent, and I assumed memory had asserted itself: Mahmood. Darrion. Eddrith. Drivers and wagons and horses.

And I, well, I also remembered Wahzir.

We took the horses to water, filled the botas. Saskia, riding through the oasis for the very first time, was clearly astonished by what she saw. Certainly she knew trees, but the thick forests of Staal-Ysta, the spreading crowns on the trees in Istamir, not the high spires of palms weighted with dates. And while I knew she visited Istamir’s Marketday, when merchants and travelers filled the field and alleys, she knew nothing of the desert, nothing of its tribesmen, especially nothing of its women or customs. She stared. Southroners stared right back. One female Northern sword-singer was enough to startle them. Two? That was something of a tale.

Music, as always, rode the air. She smelled spices I assumed her palate didn’t know, heard languages she didn’t speak. And as the westering sun set, Saskia saw the richness of desert skies, painted in colors glorious enough to take her breath away.

No Zaki and his women to feed us this time. We ate hard journey bread, dried fruit, gnawed meat tough and salty. Neesha, who sat on the sand shoulder to shoulder with Saskia, unstoppered the aqivi bota and handed it to her.

She smelled it, closed one eye, drank, then clamped a hand over her mouth. She slapped the bota hard against Neesha’s shoulder to return it.

“She has taste,” Del approved.

Saskia took her hand away from her mouth. “This doesn’t!”

I gestured for Neesha to hand the bota over, took a deep swallow. But Del’s expression had changed. “We need to ask,” Del said. “We need to walk through the oasis and ask people if they have seen, or heard, anything of Kettil, so we may learn his direction.” She shrugged. “Rumor is rumor, but if the same ones are told by many, that is news.”

Neesha stoppered the bota, rose, extended a hand and pulled Saskia to her feet. “We’ll take the far end, by the cistern.”

I pulled Del up. Together we went from camp to camp, drinking spirits when pressed to it—even Del, who knew better than to be rude—and asked about Kettil. About the Northerner, fair of hair, blue of eyes, similar to me in stature, who wore a sword on his back and led a pack of dishonorable men. Who might have killed merchants for their caravans, or even families.

Everyone had stories. He was north, he was south, he was east, he was west. None of the rumors settled on a specific direction.

Del and I went back to our little camp, watered the horses again. When Neesha and Saskia eventually returned, her expression was disconsolate. She shook her head as she saw us look at her, and dropped down to sit against her upturned saddle.

“How?” she asked. “How can a man do that? To abuse women so!”

Neesha sat down close to her, neatened her braid, stroked a hand over the crown of her head as if to soothe her. It would make no difference at all, but gave him something to do when he had no idea what to do.

Del trailed fingers through the sand, looking only at the shallow pathways she drew. “I think with some—it’s because they can. With others, it’s because they must.”

I’m not certain the rest of us understood that. But then only Del, of all of us, had been repeatedly raped.

Saskia said, “My father told me a little. Of what happened to you, with Ajani. We can be strong, we women. We can be strong enough to defend honor. And to punish those who break it so badly.”

Del was the only Northern woman I knew well. Now, listening to Saskia, seeing her expressions, I could not help but weigh Northern women against Southron. Could not help but recall how the women of deep desert tribes were trained not to have any free will, but to serve the men.

I knew that because I’d seen it among the Salset. And I knew that because I had been a slave without any free will, meant only to serve the tribe.

“So, we go on?” Saskia asked Del. “To where you live—to reach it before he does.”

“He raids,” I said. “He’ll want to kill Del, yes, because Kalle’s too young to matter even if she is kin, but he likes stealing. He wants what others have. He won’t pass up a caravan. He may not pass up Julah. Which gives us time to reach home, and to be ready for him. Because there are people in Julah to warn us, and there is Mehmet and his aketni to keep watch in the canyon.” We had set up plans for signaling, for defense, after Sula had been taken from Alric and Lena. “He’ll have to kill me, he’ll have to kill Neesha, he’ll have to kill Alric before he can reach Del.”

“He’s mine,” Del said sharply. “Kettil’s mine.”

“Bascha, you said you wouldn’t call for an-elisua. That you’d kill him outside of Staal-Ysta’s circle.”

Del was puzzled. “Yes.”

“Then it doesn’t matter which of us kills him,” I told her. “What matters is that he dies.”

“But what about his men?” Saskia asked. “Won’t they be a threat? Won’t you be outnumbered?”

“He’ll come alone.”

“Why, when he has men?”

Del said, “Because as much as Kettil is mine to kill, I’m his. He won’t let anyone steal that from him. He is of Staal-Ysta, regardless of being expelled. He’ll want to kill the only adult kin who can call an-elisua.”

Neesha rubbed Saskia’s back as she looked to Del, to me. She nodded a little, put her hand on one of his thighs. “I think . . . I think I would try him. It would be worth trying a man like that.” Her eyes lifted to mine. “But I have to be better.”

I nodded. “Then you will be.”
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Later, much later, while Del and Saskia slept, Neesha tapped me on the shoulder. Tapped again when all I did was open my eyes. He gestured at me, making it clear he wanted me to accompany him, away from the little campsite. Once I was up and moving, we walked out into the desert.

He stopped, far enough away that we could speak openly, but only if we kept our voices low. “I don’t want her in this,” Neesha said. “This is not her fight.”

I was not surprised he raised this topic. “I know that.”

“Then tell her she can’t.”

“No.”

“Tell her she’s not good enough.”

“She may be. We all saw her in the circle on Staal-Ysta.”

“That was sparring. She’s never killed a man, Tiger. She’s never gone against a man who wants to kill her.”

“But she will eventually,” I pointed out, “unless she stays on Staal-Ysta and never goes off the island. Where all she does is spar. And that is not Saskia.”

He found that offensive. “You don’t know her. I barely do.”

“I will not tell her not to fight.”

He was angry now, working to keep his voice down. “And Del? You have never told her not to dance? Not to risk herself?” I had hoped he wouldn’t ask me that. His smile was bitter. “See? Depends on the woman, I guess.”

“I gave Saskia an answer, Neesha.”

“What answer?”

“That she will be better. And if you had looked past her beauty to see her skill, in the circle, when we arrived on Staal-Ysta, then you would know how good she already is.” I cupped his shoulder briefly with one of my palms. “We’ll do it together. We’ll make her good enough to go against Kettil or his men, if Del doesn’t kill him first.”

As I turned to walk away, Neesha reached out to grab my arm. “What level? What level is she?”

“I can’t judge that based on what I saw. I’d need to dance against her. Watch her spar with you, with Del. But Neesha, keep this in mind.” I waited until he looked at me under Southron moonlight. “We don’t know how good, or how bad, Kettil is. Del doesn’t know, I don’t know, you don’t know.”

He didn’t understand. “Does that matter? He was trained on Staal-Ysta.”

“Ask Saskia,” I suggested.

“He was expelled years ago. How would she know how good he was?”

“Because she said she has to be better than she is.”

Neesha, thank the gods, understood that much. “The day after we get back, then, we’ll begin. The very next day.”

I figured it was highly unlikely we’d find the time the very next day, since Sula might have her own ideas, but if it appeased him for now I was satisfied. And if he wanted to be angry, he could be angry later.

After I got a full night’s sleep.
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HOMECOMING WAS SWEET, but somewhat noisy and significantly dramatic. Sula, playing outside in dirt now free of snow and mud, shrieked when we rode up before Alric’s mudbrick house, but was restrained from running out into our tangle of horses by Alric himself, who’d had plenty of practice with his passel of girls. He did not let go of her hand. Sula was outraged to discover that she was not yet large enough, or strong enough, to pull her hand out of his.

Clearly she considered biting, but Del and I both shouted “NO!” at the top of our lungs.

Alric’s answer was to hang her by one arm. Not long. But long enough for Sula to realize that she couldn’t actively go anywhere if her feet didn’t touch the ground.

Del hurled herself off her gelding, threw the reins at me, strode over to Sula while filling the air with furious Uplander. Alric just laughed as he handed over our daughter.

“You do not bite.” Del grabbed a small hand and began to march Sula toward our house. “You do not bite!”

Sula cried, of course. First she shrieked in outrage, and then she cried. The noise followed them into the house once Del opened the door, and things improved mightily when Del closed the door.

Saskia was taken aback. Neesha said cheerfully, “She bit me once.”

I was outraged. “When?”

He shrugged. “I don’t recall. She rethought the idea when I bit her back.”

“You did what?” Del would kill him. I would kill him.

“I put her fingers in my mouth, closed my teeth very very lightly, really no pressure at all, and told her my teeth were much bigger than hers. She never did it again.” He saw the look on my face. “I had a little sister, Tiger! I have experience in these things!”

I waved my hand toward the small stone cells built into the canyon wall. “Go there. Show off your place to Saskia. I’m sure she’ll be impressed. And don’t come back until tomorrow morning.”

He sounded rather wistful. “Why not until morning? I thought we could have dinner together. All four of us. Well, all five, if Sula can be persuaded to bite food, not fingers.”

“We had dinner together last night, and the night before, and the night before that, and I’m not counting any more nights. I don’t want you to come back until morning because Del and I have a bed.” I dismounted, sorted out the reins to the stud and the gelding. “And I’m not talking about sleeping.”

That was enough to shut my son up. It was also enough to make Saskia burst into laughter. As I walked away leading two horses, the canyon laughed back.
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Del and I made good use of the bed. Afterward, we lay upon our backs side by side, arms entwined.

“He may not come,” I said into the darkness, keeping my voice low as Sula slept in her alcove. “He may not care.”

“Both are possible.”

“I understand about kinship and an-elisua and the voca. But is there anything you can do to make it acceptable for them to hunt him down? I say it again: What matters is that he dies.”

She said nothing at all at first. When she spoke again, it was not about her wishes for how Kettil died. “We must speak with Fouad,” she said. “He can pass the word to others, send someone to warn us if a party of men led by a Northerner comes into Julah. Besides, I doubt Kettil is polite. He’s a stranger, and he’ll make no friends. But you are popular, Tiger. You are Julah’s personal sword-dancer. The people will make certain we know when Kettil arrives.”

He did not know precisely where Del and I lived. And even if he did, he would nonetheless go to Julah first for a number of reasons, not the least of which was to recover from a hard ride across the desert sands. Del was right. He’d make no friends, and messengers would be sent to the canyon to warn us.

As I lay beside my bascha, I remembered Neesha’s words about his desire to keep Saskia out of the fight. And I remembered the dance with Jalal, when perhaps my need for Del’s survival had commanded the lightning to strike him down.
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At breakfast the next morning, Del announced Sula wanted to ’pologize to Alric. Since I’d never heard my daughter use that word before, I was fairly certain her mother had taught her about it. So Del said she would walk Sula to our neighbors.

“Leave her there,” Neesha suggested. Del found that a little odd, as did I, until Neesha added, “We’re going to spar. Saskia said she wants to be better, so we’ll make her better. All three of us.”

“I didn’t mean it had to be this morning,” Saskia protested. “I mean—” she dropped her voice, “—they have a bed, Neesha.”

Del looked puzzled. I just grinned.

He was staring at me meaningfully. “Soon,” he said. “There may be little time. We need to see what she’s capable of.”

I wanted to remind him we’d just gotten back. I was fairly certain Del wanted to remind him we’d just gotten back. But he was right. Saskia didn’t know how we would fight, and we didn’t know how she would. It was necessary to learn Saskia’s forms, and for her to learn ours.

Del rose, lifted Sula and hooked her over a hip. Said she’d be back shortly and, more significantly, mentioned she’d have a little talk with Alric about this and that, which let Neesha and I know that Alric would be fully informed about Kettil, and Alric would see to it Mehmet was.

As she departed the house with Sula, I scooted my stool back, took harness and sword off the wall-pegs where I kept it so Sula couldn’t reach it. Neesha was wearing his, Saskia hers. He was barefoot, clad only in a dhoti. I followed suit. Saskia had taken a knife to her blue wool tunic. Now sleeveless, now cut to mid-thigh, belt and harness worn over it.

Unwise, because her arms and legs would sunburn, but better than an enveloping burnous in the middle of a sword-dance.

That reminded me that my own harness was gone, torn to pieces in the Punja. What I had was Jalal’s, which didn’t really fit. When it was safe to do so, I’d need to go into Julah and speak with a cobbler, or piece one together myself until I could have a proper one made.

Neesha led the way down to the sparring circles. They offered all types of footing, from sand to turf to webby desert grass. Saskia reminded Neesha that he’d said he would look at her horse, who seemed to be a little sore-footed today. She’d brought him to the sparring circles specifically for that. Neesha said the horse could wait, and offered the gray a couple of modest slaps on the rump as he walked by. The fact that Neesha was ignoring the needs of a horse told me just how worried he was about Saskia.

He was student, not teacher. Third-level, highly promising, but while he knew his own moves well, his own techniques, he hadn’t yet learned how to truly evaluate another sword-dancer. It was one thing to see talent in another, as Neesha certainly could, and another to see the nuances of great skill. It took a discerning eye. It took setting aside the awareness of one’s own talent. He wasn’t there yet. He rated everyone against himself.

On Staal-Ysta, it hadn’t taken long to see that Saskia was good. But she could be better. At least my son knew that much. What he didn’t know, and undoubtedly wouldn’t like hearing from me, was that in his present state she would be his greatest weakness. And he couldn’t afford that when Kettil came.

She could die. She could. So could he.

“Which footing?” Saskia asked.

“Sand,” I told her. “What you know the least.”

She nodded once, acknowledging. “Sparring sword? Or steel?”

“Steel. It’s what Kettil will have.”

Saskia hesitated just a moment, then nodded once again. “Am I to watch first, to see what I am to learn?”

“No. I want you in the circle. I want to see how long it takes me to knock that blade from your hand.”

That annoyed my son. “Tiger, I think—”

I cut him off sharply. “I don’t want to hear what you think, Neesha. I want you to stand outside the circle and watch. Evaluate. Look for her weaknesses. Understand the techniques she can use to overcome those weaknesses.”

He started to speak again, but this time Saskia stopped his protest, though she did it less aggressively. She told him she needed it this way. “This is Kettil,” she said. Then she amended it. “This is the Sandtiger.”

It wasn’t a dance. We didn’t place our swords in the middle of the circle. I didn’t ask Neesha to call the dance. I took a stance in the circle, gestured for Saskia to come on, and she did.

She was tentative, as expected. She was sometimes slow, as expected. She missed openings that I gave her, missed blocks of her own. I could have killed her ten times over.

I was absolutely certain her teachers, the various kaidin, were superb. But the student was suddenly aware that I was a kaidin, too, though called a shodo in the South, and I knew how to teach students. I knew how to spar with a woman.

A woman who was herself a former student of Staal-Ysta. Because of Del, Saskia’s training, Saskia’s techniques, would not be strange to me. She would have no advantage.

I saw it in her face, the realization that no advantage existed. She had counted on an advantage. “None with Kettil, either,” I pointed out, as she circled with sword at the ready. “The only one here who isn’t familiar with the techniques of Staal-Ysta is my son.”

A wash of color ran through her face. “I’m not fighting him.”

“You’re not fighting me, either,” I said. “Not yet.”

She shut her teeth on that, and came at me.

The steel-song is glorious. It fills the air like no other music, wakens the sun. The instrument is fine indeed, a subtle shift in tonal quality wholly dependent on where two blades meet. At the tip. Near the tang. Somewhere in the center. The chime of steel abruptly muted as one blade slips down the other. Sometimes the metal cries.

I called for a break. Saskia and I shared a bota. She grinned, nodded, caught Neesha’s eye. “Yes, I see it now, what you said. Much quicker on his feet than I expected.” Then she gestured at me. “Shall we go again? I must learn.”

I waved her into the circle, and we began again. This time she was crisper. She missed no openings, was quicker with her blocks. But she was tiring.

She stumbled, skipped back from me. Paused, breathing hard. Smeared sweat across her brow rather than freeing herself of it because her arm was wet, too.

“Oh gods,” she blurted, in her husky voice as she broke into a smile on gusts of breath. “This is beautiful! It makes me want to sing with joy, sing for my sword.”

I grinned at her, understanding that joy. “Why not? Probably your voice is better than mine.”

She was knee-bent, springy, on the balls of her feet with her legs spread. And she sang. She sang a song of glory in the name of her sword.

“Tiger!” Del was back from Alric’s. From the corner of my eye I saw her break into a run. “Tiger, no—she means to quench!”

Saskia had a Northern sword forged on Staal-Ysta, but it was not yet a jivatma. Unblooded, unnamed, unawakened. But all that would end if she sheathed it in me.

Her eyes burned. “Am I good?” she asked. “Kettil says I’m good. Good with a sword, good in bed—”

“No!” Neesha shouted.

She was good. She was very good. In the midst of sparring that now was a fight, her techniques altered. She took me to the edge. She carved a slice of flesh from my side even as I leaped aside, as I crashed my blade into hers.

Saskia was singing. It was only a thread of sound, and broken by harsh breathing, but it was a sword-song.

I heard Del shout at Neesha to give her his sword if he couldn’t do it. And I remembered that hers was in the house.

Do what, bascha?

Ah. Kill Saskia before Saskia killed me and took into her newborn jivatma every skill I had, everything I knew about defeating, and killing, other people.

And all of the magic.

Blood ran down my side, down my hip. It reached my thigh. I was breathing hard, but not so hard that I couldn’t withstand her assault. And I saw when Saskia realized it. Saw the knowledge wash color across her face, then drain away, leaving pallor behind. She was indeed very good, but I was better.

Saskia broke off her song, tried to catch her breath. Cast a quick glance around the circle. Skipped sideways through the sand, marked where I was, lifted her weapon for a final try. She knew I’d kill her. She knew Del would kill her with Neesha’s sword. She knew she was done.

Saskia spun. She plunged her blade into my son.

Del shouted something. All I could do was roar “NoNoNo—” as I leaped across the circle.

I heard steel-song again. The bang and clangor of blades. Blind to it, I fell to my knees, threw my sword aside, put my hands on Neesha’s chest with its terrible wound.

He was gone. He was gone. My son’s eyes were open, and he was gone.

I lifted his head. It lolled in my hands.

Not Neesha. No. He wasn’t gone.

He was.

“Bring him back!” Del shouted. “Tiger, bring him back!”

I remembered I could do that. I remembered how.

Down down down.

Answer me. Answer me. Answer me.

I leaped from the spire in Darrion’s name, and I was not saved.

Answer me!

In the circle, swords rang.

Del had Neesha’s sword. It wasn’t a jivatma. Just a Southron sword-dancer’s blade, unblooded, unquenched, unkeyed, unnamed. It gave her no advantage as she had with her own Boreal. But it could still kill.

Down. Down. Down.

I heard Saskia cry out in fury. I heard Del swear ferociously. And then I heard hooves.

Saskia had tied her horse by the circle.

Answer me! I cried. Answer me!

Del fell to her knees beside my son. “Bring him back,” she said. “Oh Tiger, please—”

Bascha, I’m trying.

Del placed her hands over mine. She had no magic in her. She had nothing to offer that might help me resurrect him. But it was something, it was something.

My bascha was crying as hard as I’d ever heard her.

“It will kill him,” she whispered. “It will kill my poor Tiger. Don’t do this to him.”

My son was gone. He was gone.

Please come. Please answer. You gave me my bascha. Please give me my son.

And then I sat bolt upright and grabbed Del’s hands. “Saskia’s sword,” I said. “Did she take it with her?”

“No,” Del answered. “I knocked it from her hands.”

“Where is it? Del, where is it? Gods, bascha, where is her sword?”

“Wait—” Del, on her knees, stretched and reached the sword. As she turned back I lifted it from her.

“She quenched,” I said urgently. “She quenched in Neesha.”

Del, realizing what I meant to do, was astonished. “But he’s not in there. Jivatmas don’t hold a heart, a brain, a soul. Only the memories of skills. I quenched in my an-kaidin—I didn’t consume the man. I consumed his skills to augment my own.”

I closed both hands around the blade, held it upright. I closed my eyes, set my brow against the crosspiece. Poured everything of myself, everything of my magic, into the blade.

When that was done, I very carefully inserted the sword tip into the terrible opening in my son’s chest.

“Tiger!”

I followed the pathway cut through his body. I threaded the blade through ribs, through viscera. The tip, freed of flesh, settled into bloodied sand.

Give him back. Give him BACK.

Then I told Neesha to take whatever he needed.
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NEESHA SOUNDED WORRIED. “Is he going to wake up?”

Del. “He will when he can.”

When he can. If I could.

“He shouldn’t have tried it,” Neesha said, and I heard desperation. “Dead is dead. I was dead. He shouldn’t have done this to himself.”

“Your father is a stubborn man, Neesha. His heart was in grief. He felt responsible.”

“People die.”

Wait. This had happened. This had happened already. I had lived through this.

I snapped my eyes open.

Neesha’s smile started small and kindled into a broad, delighted grin.

He sat at my bedside. Del did also, on the other side. A warm weight lay against my chest. Sula.

“No biting,” I murmured.

Del’s laughter was silent so as not to wake the sleeping child, and a beautiful thing it was to see my bascha so happy.

But, Neesha. Neesha.

“Do you remember?” I asked. “Did you know?”

“I remember a terrible pain,” he answered, ducking none of it. “I remember a light, blinding bright, but I think it was the sun, except I was cold. Cold all over, except for my chest.” He wore no harness, only a dhoti. I saw his hand brush the wound. The healed wound. “And then there was heat, and I woke up, and you were lying flat on your belly. There was sand all over your face. Del was talking very fast in Uplander, but a lot of the words I didn’t understand.”

“Dialects,” I said; my voice was rough. “There are many dialects in the North, and she can swear in all of them.”

Del smiled sweetly. “So I can. I can swear in Southron, too. Tiger taught me.”

“But we don’t anymore,” I said. “Swear. We have a child.”

“Who bites,” my son observed. “Swearing is less painful.” But some of the humor in his eyes faded. “What do you remember?”

“The wind,” I said. “I wasn’t hot, I wasn’t cold. It was only the wind. And an eagle in the sky.”

“We have four now,” Del said. “Eagles, I mean, in the canyon. The parents, and two young, learning how to ride the skies.”

I went back inside myself a moment, back into my head. When I came out again, I said I needed to get up. Needed to walk outside. Needed to see the world.

Both wanted to refuse me that freedom. I saw it in their eyes. I even understood it. But I didn’t care. “I’m going.”

Effort was required to absent myself from the bed, but I managed. I managed to settle Sula without waking her up. And I managed to walk outside without using Del and my son as crutches.

I saw no sense in avoiding it. “Is there any news?”

They did me the honor of answering directly. “No,” Del said. “Neesha went to Julah for word. No Northern strangers matching Kettil’s description have been sighted, and you know they wouldn’t be missed. But they know you’re alive. They know I am. Saskia probably thinks Neesha’s dead—”

“I was.”

“—and knows we’ll want revenge. Whatever Kettil knows is what she tells him. She lost her jivatma. But we can’t know if she told him she quenched. He would know what it meant if she lost a named blade. She may have told him only that she lost a sword.”

“Does it matter that much?” Neesha asked.

“It’s wild magic,” I told him. “They sing to wake it. It’s not what I have in me. It’s a sacred thing. It’s why Staal-Ysta matters so much.”

Neesha looked at Del. “Could your jivatma have extinguished Saskia’s?”

“Very likely,” she answered. “Be grateful I didn’t have it. It was Saskia’s sword, quenched in you, that helped bring you back.”

“Saskia knows two things she didn’t know before,” I said. “She knows I can beat her, because I did. She knows Del can beat her, because she did. She knows she’s not ready, and possibly that Kettil isn’t.”

“So we have time,” Neesha said.

“You have time.”

“Me?”

“You need to be better.”

Neesha opened his mouth to protest, then shut it sharply. I saw something in his eyes I’d never seen before. Shame. Embarrassment. “So,” he said, “all of it was to get to the Sandtiger. For her sword.”

We could have said no, tried to make him feel better. We didn’t. He would learn from this.

Neesha stared up at the sky. “Well, I certainly need to become a better judge of women.”

I patted his head. “Every man alive has been fooled by a woman.”

I expected an argument from Del. Instead she agreed. She saw our mutual male surprise. “Because sometimes it’s so easy,” she told us. “And sometimes it’s just amusing.”

We looked at one another, then stared at her in silence.

Del smiled. “You see?”

“Gah,” Neesha said. “I’m going into town. I’m going to fill my lap with wine-girls who don’t try to fool men. They just try to please us.”

Del and I looked at one another, then looked away immediately so we wouldn’t hurt his feelings by bursting into laughter.

Neesha just glowered at us, then set a path for the little corral behind the house.

Del stepped in beside me when I stretched out an inviting arm. I curled it around her as we stared up at two young eagles learning to ride the skies.

“Did you leap?” she asked.

“I leaped.”

“Did the magic catch you?”

“I think the eagle did.”

After a contemplative moment, she leaned into me. “Do you know what I wish?”

“What do you wish, bascha?”

“That they’d stop calling me ‘the Sandtiger’s woman’—”

“I knew that was coming.”

“—and started calling you ‘Delilah’s man.’”
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THIS YEAR—OCTOBER, TO be precise—marks the 40th anniversary since my agent sold my first novel, a fantasy called Shapechangers, Volume One in the Chronicles of the Cheysuli, to DAW. I still remember very clearly opening the telegram informing me of the sale in 1982, while in London, England on a foreign studies program. (No e-mail in those days!) This occurred two days after my birthday, and I believed it was a Happy Birthday telegram. What a wonderful shock!

Many years have tumbled under the bridge since then, and many novels. And while I work hard on each and every book I write, I must admit that the Tiger and Del books are my favorites. Tiger popped into my head one night as I was working on the second Cheysuli novel, and I had to tell him to wait his turn.

As I set forth on this eighth adventure for Tiger and Del, I read some early reviews of Sword-Dancer on Amazon to remind me of the early days. While the subtext of Sword-Dancer back then was to raise the consciousness of Tiger regarding the competency of women, primarily I wanted readers to enjoy the story while Del quietly explained to Tiger that women could be as good at their jobs as men, even in sword-dancing. And I was particularly pleased when a 14-year-old boy wrote to tell me Sword-Dancer inspired him to change the way he viewed girls.

That was 1986. Times have changed a great deal, and so have I. Tiger has changed a great deal. But he remains a tremendous viewpoint character, and I have no plans to leave his story, or Del’s, behind.

Forty years, and four different fantasy series. I am pleased to say I still have tales to tell, be they in established series or new, fantasy or historical. I hope you will accompany me on those journeys.

I may be contacted through my website at jennifer-roberson.net, Facebook, or email at booksartdogs@gmail.com.
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