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Author’s Note

JARAN NAMES HAVE BEEN transliterated into their Earth equivalencies. For instance, U’rhyinhias (pronounced You-rye-EEN-yas) has been simplified into Yurinya (pronounced You-RHEEN-ya or YOU-rhee). This has proved easier on the eye for those inexperienced in Xenolinguistics, as well as lending a certain flavor to the jaran culture because of this superficial similarity to a well-known archaic Earth language.



“Bodies attract each other with a force that varies directly as the product of their masses and inversely as the square of the distance between them.”

—Isaac Newton



Earth, Nairobi Port

A.L.C. 261 month 5 day 3

Terese Soerensen to Charles Soerensen

Dear Charles,

Please don’t think I’m running away. I really did mean, when I decided to go to Dao Cee system, to visit you on Odys—but I need to be by myself right now, without you trying to give me well-meant advice or telling me that being your heir is just a technicality and that it doesn’t mean that much. Because it’s not true.

Charles, I didn’t tell you that I got engaged six months ago. He insisted that we keep it a secret, and now I know why. Obviously he figured you would see through his “love” for me to his real motives. I made the mistake of telling him that under Chapaliian law a sister loses all right to her brother’s [INSERT: or her father’s] goods and titles upon marriage—that she assumes, totally, her husband’s position. That was one month ago.

One month ago I was still engaged, and I didn’t know that humiliation could help a person do six month’s work in five weeks. I feel sick. I hate myself for being so stupid. And I can’t even tell you his name, because he’s studying Xenodiplomacy at the Sorbonne, and I’m afraid he’ll think I sabotaged his career. He’s one of those men who think women have no honor. Can you understand how I fell in love with him? Because I can’t.

I thought that I had the courage to tell you to your face that I don’t want to be your heir, that I’m sick and tired of people implying that my success at Univerzita Karlova is due to your position and not to my talent, that I’m never seen as myself but only as an extension of you. Can’t I just abdicate being your sister and let you adopt? Or is it only death or marriage that will remove me from your title? Not, of course, that I’m likely to find either situation appealing. God, Charles, I feel like I have no direction, that I can’t trust my own judgment, that I’ve been abandoned in the middle of nowhere. And I hate being melodramatic.

[ERASE DOCUMENT]



Earth, Nairobi Port

A.L.C. 261 .5.3

Terese Soerensen to Charles Soerensen

Dear Charles,

I finished my thesis early (with honors, by the way) and Univerzita Karlova agreed to give me a leave of absence. I’ve let out my flat in Prague and I’m going to visit Dr. Hierakis at the palace in Jeds. I know I don’t have an official clearance for Rhui, but I do have a copy of the preserve regulations, and you know how well I speak Rhuian. I’m going to appropriate a place on the Rhuian cargo shuttle of the next ship headed to the Dao Cee system. I’m thinking of doing my dissertation on one of the Rhuian languages, so I’ll be researching as well. I’m not sure how soon I’ll get to Odys.

Your loving sister,

Tess



Chapter One


	“I wept and I wailed when I saw the unfamiliar land.”

	—EMPEDOCLES OF AGRAGAS



A SPARK FLEW, SPIRALING upward from the massive frame of the new Port Authority building. Its fiery light winked out against the heavy plastic pane that separated the deep pit of the construction bay from the temporary spaceport offices.

Two young women sat on a padded bench by the huge overlook. One, black-skinned and black-haired, watched the work below. The second, looking pale and light-haired mostly in contrast to her companion, studied the words she had just typed into her hand-held computer slate. She frowned.

“What are you writing, Tess?” asked the first, turning back to her friend. Then she grinned. “Sweet Goddess, what language is that in?”

Tess tapped save and clear and the words vanished. “Just practicing.” She shrugged. “That was late American English. It’s only about 300 years old, so you could probably puzzle it out given time. I built in a translation program. Here’s how the same thing would look in classical Latin.” Words appeared again. “Ophiuchi-Sei.” The letters shifted to a fluid script. “And here’s court Chapalii. Formal Chapalii. And colloquial enscribed Chapalii. You’ll notice how the glyphs differ in written form only in the tails and in the angling of the curve—”

“You are nervous, aren’t you? What if the captain refuses you passage?”

“He won’t refuse,” muttered Tess. She brushed her hand across the screen, clearing it. “And steward class Chapalii of course has no enscribed counterpart at all, so I’ve transcribed it into Anglais characters. What do you think, Soje? It’s an act of rebellion, you know, for stewards to write.”

Sojourner lifted her brows questioningly and glanced out at the new port building rising behind them along alien lines. Along Chapalii lines. “Is that why the chameleons think we humans are barbarians? Because we allow everyone to write?”

Tess laughed. “That doesn’t help. No, because our spoken tongue and written tongue are the same, and a standard. Because we’re too egalitarian. Because we’re so young, as a species, as a culture, compared to them.”

“Because our physiological system is so inefficient, compared to theirs?” Sojourner waved toward the building behind them. “Just like our technology is primitive? I hate them.” She glanced around the waiting chamber. The walls, a muted orange in the fading daylight, curved in at the top; their dullness diminished the thirty meters between the ends of the room. The air smelled of heat and spices: cinnamon, cloves, and cardamom. It was an alien room, designed for the taste of Chapalii, not humans. “No. I don’t hate them. They’ve proven neither cruel nor harsh as our masters.”

“Their grip is soft,” said Tess in an undertone.

Sojourner gave her a sharp glance. “But it chafes,” she replied, quieter still. “Tess, are you sure you really want to go see your brother? Jacques isn’t worth this. He was a spoiled, pretty rich kid who wanted to get ahead without working for it. He’s not worth your running away—”

Tess winced. “I’m not running away. I finished my thesis. I’ve got obligations to Charles now.”

“What about your research? I know you don’t want to follow in Charles’s footsteps. Why go now?”

“Soje, leave be.” The force of her comment silenced both of them. “As if I could follow in his footsteps anyway,” Tess murmured finally.

Sojourner lifted up her hands in defeat. “Goddess, you’re stubborn. Go. Be miserable. Just remember I told you so. You’ve always hated Odys. You always say so, and that one time I went there with you, I can’t say as I blame you. Ugly planet.”

“It wasn’t before the Chapalii got through with it,” said Tess so softly that Sojourner did not hear her.

A chime rang through the room. A seam opened out of orange wall to reveal a nondescript man in police blues. His shoulders shrugged in an exaggerated sigh when he saw them.

“Office is closed,” he said, obviously used to saying that phrase frequently. “And it’s off limits to humans at all times, except for the midday hour if you’ve got a dispensation.” He regarded them, measuring. What he saw, Tess could well imagine: two young women, only a single valise between them, dressed without any particular style that might mark them out as rich enough or important enough to rate a dispensation or otherwise be allowed entrance into the private corridors of humanity’s alien masters.

“If you’ll allow me to escort you out,” he said, firmly but kindly.

Sojourner looked at Tess expectantly. Tess felt frozen. Again it came down to this: retreat with meek dignity, as any other human on Earth would have to, or use her brother’s name like a weapon. How she hated that, having a name that meant something in four languages. Having a name that, through no work of her own, had become so identified with humanity’s one great rebellion against the Chapaliian Empire that the name was now synonymous with that rebellion. Charles had come so early to a realization of what he had to do in his life that surely he could never comprehend her struggle. But she had backed herself into a corner and had no choice but to go forward.

“You must leave,” he said, coming briskly toward them.

“My name is Terese Soerensen,” she said, despising herself as she said it. “My companion is Sojourner King Bakundi.”

The second name did not even register. He stopped stock-still. His face changed. “The Soerensen? You’re his sister?” He hesitated. Then, of course, he looked both abashed and eager. “It is an honor. An honor, to meet you.” She extended her hand and he flushed, pleased, and shook it. “I have a cousin. She fought at Sirin Wild, with the last fleet, on the Jerusalem. She was lucky enough to escape the decompression.”

“I’m glad,” said Tess sincerely. “Where is she now?”

He grinned. “She’s a netcaster now. Ferreting information. For the long haul.”

“For the long haul,” echoed Tess fiercely.

Sojourner murmured, “Amandla.”

A hum signaled a new parting of the wall. The guard, startled, spun to look. One of the ubiquitous Chapalii stewards entered the room. Like all the Chapalii serving class, he wore long, thick pants and a heavy tunic belted at his narrow waist. A hint of green colored the pale skin of his face—a sign of disapproval.

“What is this intrusion?” he demanded. He spoke in the clean, clipped Anglais that those few stewards assigned to direct intercourse with humans used. “I insist these offices be cleared.” His gaze skipped from the guard to Sojourner. “Of these females.”

Tess stood up. The Chapalii steward looked at her. Like an indrawn breath, the pause that followed was full of anticipated release.

The green cast to his white skin shaded into blue distress. His thin, alien frame bent in the stiff bow Chapalii accorded only and always to the members of their highest aristocracy.

“Lady Terese,” the steward said in the proper formal Chapalii. “I beg you will forgive my rash entrance and my rasher words.”

Unable to trust her voice for a moment, Tess simply folded her hands together in her human approximation of that arrangement of hands called Imperial Clemency. The steward’s complexion faded from distress to blessed neutrality again, white and even. Sojourner rose to stand next to Tess.

“I am here,” said Tess in strict formal Chapalii, high rank to low, “to advise the captain of the Oshaki that I will board his vessel and depart with it so far as my brother’s fief of Dao Cee.”

He bowed again, obedient. “You would honor me, Lady Terese, if you granted me the privilege of showing you in to see Hao Yakii Tarimin.”

“Await me beyond.” Tess waved toward the still open seam in the wall. The steward bowed to the exact degree proper and retreated. The wall shut behind him.

“God, but it gives me pleasure to see them ordered around for a change,” muttered the guard. Tess flushed, and the man looked uncomfortable, as if he was afraid he had offended her.

“Are they difficult to work for?” asked Sojourner quickly.

“Nay. Not if you do the work you’re hired to do. They’re the best employers I’ve had, really.” He lifted his hands, palms up. “Which is ironic. Say, did you say Sojourner King?”

Sojourner chuckled, and Tess watched, envying her friend’s easy geniality. “Yes. I was named after my great-grandmother, that Captain Sojourner King of the first L.S. Jerusalem.” She intoned the words with relish, able to laugh at her inherited fame in a way Tess had never managed. Then she sobered and turned to Tess. “I guess we part here, Tess. Take this, for luck.” She took an ankh necklace from around her neck and handed it to Tess. “Keep well.”

“Oh, Soje. I’ll miss you.” Tess hugged her, hard and quickly, to get it over with, shook the hand of the guard, picked up her valise, and walked across the room. The wall opened before her, admitting her to forbidden precincts.

“And don’t you dare forget to send me a message from Odys,” Sojourner called after her.

Tess lifted a hand in final farewell as the wall seamed shut, sealing her in to the corridor with the silent, patient steward. He bowed again, took her valise, and turned to lead her through the branching corridors. His lank hair and achromatic clothing lent the monotonous bleached-orange walls color in contrast, or at least to Tess’s sight they did. She did not know what the walls looked like to his vision: like so much else, that was information not granted to humans.

It was hot, so hot that she immediately broke out in a sweat. Her hand clenched the computer slate. She felt like a traitor. Because she had no intention of going to Odys. She was afraid to go there, afraid to tell her own and only sibling that she could not carry on in his place, that she did not want the honor or the responsibility—that she did not know what she wanted, not at all. She did not even have the courage to tell a good friend. And Sojourner had been a good friend to her, these past years.

In the suite reserved for the captain, three Chapalii stood as she entered, bowed in by the steward. He hung back, retraining his hold on her exalted valise, as the wall closed between them. Tess surveyed her audience with dismay. To interview the captain was bad enough. To face three of them…

She refused to give in to this kind of fear. The captain, thank God, was easy to recognize, because he wore the alloy elbow clip that marked his authority as a ship’s master. She drew in her breath, lifted her chin, and inclined her head with the exact degree of condescension that a duke’s heir might grant a mere ship’s captain.

Before the captain could bow, one of the other Chapalii stepped forward. “Who has allowed this interruption?” he demanded in formal Chapalii. “Our business here is private, Hao Yakii.” The Chapalii turned his gaze on Tess, but she knew her ground here; indeed, conduct was so strictly regulated in Chapalii culture that she usually had a limited number of responses. It made life much easier. Knowing he was at fault, she could regard him evenly in return. As he realized that the captain, and, belatedly, the other Chapalii, were bowing deeply to her, his skin hazed from white to blue.

“I am honored,” said the captain, straightening, “to be the recipient of your attention, Lady Terese. May I be given permission to hope that your brother the duke is in good health and that his endeavors are all flourishing and productive?”

“You may.”

The slightest reddish tinge of satisfaction flushed the captain’s face. He bowed in acknowledgment and gestured to his companions, introducing them in the formal, long-winded Chapalii style, not only their names but their house and affiliation and title and station and level of affluence: Cha Ishii Hokokul, younger son of the younger son of a great lord, no longer well off, traveling back to the home world; Hon Echido Keinaba, a fabulously wealthy merchant traveling to Odys to negotiate several deals with the merchants of the esteemed Tai-en Soerensen’s household. Hon Echido bowed a second time, skin white, secure in his quick recognition of the duke’s sister and doubtless hoping that his acumen here would stand him in good stead in the haggling to come. Cha Ishii bowed as well, but it was not nearly as deep a bow as a duke’s heir merited.

Tess acknowledged them and nodded again at the captain. “Hao Yakii. I desire passage on your ship, to the Dao Cee system.”

He did not hesitate. Of course, he could not. “It is yours, Lady Terese. You honor me and my family with your presence.”

Before she could reply, Cha Ishii compounded his first offense by addressing the captain in court Chapalii. “Hao Yakii, this is impossible that a Mushai’s relative should be allowed on this run. You must prevent it.”

Hao Yakii went violet with mortification, whether at Ishii’s effrontery or at some mistake he had just realized. Hon Echido watched, neutral, unreadable, and doubtless unsure whether any human could actually understand the intricacies of court Chapalii.

But Tess’s dismay had evaporated, drawn off by her irritation at Ishii’s assumption that she could not understand him, and by sheer human curiosity at the mention of that name, Mushai. “You refer, I believe,” she said directly to Ishii in court Chapalii, thus indirectly insulting him, “to the Tai-en Mushai. Was he not a duke who rebelled against one of your ancient emperors?”

Ishii blushed violet.

Violet and pink warred in the captain’s face. Approval won. “Lady Terese, it is, as you would call it—” A long pause. “A fable. A legend. Do you not have legends of ages past when your lands ran with precious metals and all people of proper rank had sufficient wealth to maintain their position, and then a traitor who would not adhere to right conduct brought ruin to everyone by his selfish actions?”

Tess almost laughed. How often as a child had she and her classmates been told of that time a mere two centuries ago when a consortium of five solar systems bound by inexplicably close genetic ties and the enthusiasm of newly-discovered interstellar flight had invested their League Concordance as law? A brief golden age, they called it, before the Chapaliian Empire, in its relentless expansion, had absorbed the League within its imperial confines.

“Yes. Yes, we do,” she replied. She felt a fierce exultation in confronting these Chapaliians whom she now outranked, thinking of her brother’s failed rebellion against the Empire, ten years before her birth, because he was not a traitor to his kind, to humankind, but a hero. Even now, when the Chapalii, for reasons only Chapalii understood, had ennobled him. Even now, made a duke—the only human granted any real status within their intricate hierarchy of power, given a solar system as his fief, endowed with fabulous wealth—Charles Soerensen simply bided his time, and the Chapalii seemed not to suspect.

“The honored duke will be pleased to see his heir on Odys,” said Hon Echido.

His colorless words shattered her thoughts, exposing her to her own bitter judgment: that she was afraid, that her life lay in chaos around her, and that even what little her brother asked of her she could not grant. She wanted only to retreat to the quiet, isolated haven of the palace in Jeds and be left alone, with no one expecting anything of her. Suddenly she felt oppressed by these Chapalii watching and measuring her. She felt short and grossly heavy next to the gaunt delicacy that swathes of fabric and flowing robes could not disguise. Ishii’s skin bore a blended shade that she could not recognize nor interpret. Yakii seemed torn between addressing a duke’s heir and Ishii’s demands.

“Lady Terese,” said Hon Echido, either sensitive to these currents or else simply pressing his advantage, as a canny merchant must, “it would be a great compliment to my house if you would allow me to escort you personally to the Oshaki. With Hao Yakii’s permission, of course.” He bowed to her and acknowledged the captain with that arrangement of hands known as Merchant’s Favor.

With mutual consent, the parting went swiftly. Tess left Yakii and Ishii to their debate, and walked to the shuttle with Hon Echido in attendance, the steward carrying her valise five paces behind. There would be time enough to arrange with Hao Yakii that she was going to Rhui, not to Odys. Both planets, being neighbors in the Dao Cee system, were on the Oshaki’s scheduled run.

Hon Echido proved a pleasant and undemanding companion. His concerns were material, his conversation pragmatic, and he seemed determined to treat her as he would any duke’s heir, despite the fact that she was both human and female.

“May we be given to understand, Lady Terese,” he asked as the shuttle lifted away from Earth and out toward the Oshaki’s orbit, “that the more frequent cargo runs to Rhui indicate that the duke will soon be opening that planet up to exploitation as he has the planet Odys?”

“No. Its designation as a natural preserve under the Interdiction Code protects it for at least a century. My brother desires to preserve the native cultures for as long as possible.”

“Lady Terese, certainly the natives are quite primitive. Not equal to the worth to our societies of Rhui’s magnificent natural resources.”

“Ah, Hon Echido, but is it not here that our valuations of worth differ? While to you they are merely a less important part of Rhui’s other natural resources, to us they are cousins.”

Echido stroked his mauve robes. “More than cousins, surely. Are you not, in virtually every particular, identical species?”

If it was meant to be an insult, it was smooth. Tess could not refrain from smiling, but the expression was completely lost on the Chapalii. “Yes, we are both Homo sapiens. That is why you Chapalii cannot be allowed on the planet. However primitive the Rhuian natives might be, some of them are intelligent enough to question those characteristics by which the Chapalii differ from humans.”

“Are they truly so intelligent?” he asked without a trace of irony. “How can you know, Lady Terese?”

“Because I lived on Rhui for three years, in a city called Jeds. That was about ten years ago, when I was a child. My brother allows limited contact between humans in his employ and the natives, for research purposes.”

Echido settled his hands into that arrangement known as Merchant’s Accord. “Certainly the duke is wise to ascertain the extent and disposition of Rhui’s resources before exploiting them. It is a rich planet. My family can only hope that we will be allowed the privilege of bidding on any expedition once the interdict is lifted from the planet.”

“I assure you, Hon Echido, that should it come to that, I will put in a good word for you with my brother.”

He was delighted. It struck Tess that the mauve of his robes and the reddish tint of satisfaction that flushed his skin did not remotely match. God, but she was tired.

Stewards met them at the Oshaki’s lock and vied for the honor of showing her to a suite of rooms suitable for a passenger of her eminence. The original steward kept his grip on her valise. It was a relief to be left alone in the suite. The solitude was palpable. It was also hot.

She developed a routine quickly as the Oshaki left Earth orbit and began its run to Dao Cee and thence to the home worlds. She slept and washed, and ate her meals alone in her rooms. She wanted to wallow in depression. All the anger and frustration and the caustic wound of Jacques’s rejection of her had room to swell up and fill her until she mostly just lay on her bed and stared at the ceiling. She could not manage tears: she wanted them too badly.

But when, one half day out from Rhui, yet another begging invitation from Hao Yakii that she dine at his table came in, she felt guilty. She owed it to Charles. He would expect her to dine, to converse, to glean any slightest bit of information that might be valuable to the cause. And she needed to tell Hao Yakii that she was going to Rhui, not to Odys.

The ship was large, and a steward appeared to escort her to the captain’s dining hall. The dining hall itself was as big as her flat in Prague. Hao Yakii rose at her entrance. Five other Chapalii rose, bowing. She acknowledged, in formal Chapalii, the two she recognized: Cha Ishii Hokokul and Hon Echido Keinaba. The others were introduced: minor lords and merchants. Somehow, Echido managed to sit beside her, and his presence acted as a buffer because he was so good at keeping the conversation on a technical, commonplace level. To her relief, the dinner went smoothly.

She rose finally. Echido begged leave to escort her to her suite. At the door, she paused: She had not told Hao Yakii about her true destination. It was so hard, in front of these strangers. She hesitated, struggling with herself. She could simply send him a message through the comm, but God, she was damned if she’d be that cowardly.

Behind her, in court Chapalii, one of the merchants said to the captain: “Will the Tai-endi be confined to her suite until you leave Rhui orbit?”

The captain flushed green, glancing toward the door. Cha Ishii flushed blue, though he did not look toward her, and a moment later, the merchant flushed violet, mortified.

“Hon Echido,” said Tess in clear, formal Chapalii, “you did not tell me if Keinaba has already opened negotiations with the Tai-en?” A quick glance back as they left showed her that the captain’s flush had faded to white.

Echido was tinged blue along the jawline, a faint line of distress. “We have not, Lady Terese. Unforeseen events have brought us to Dao Cee.” Then, smoothly, he took the subject off on another tangent.

Alone in her suite, Tess sat down on her bed and pondered. Why should the captain confine her to quarters? He could not, in any case. Becoming fluent in the language had not given her, or any human, much insight into the Chapalii mind. That someone of lower rank should presume to prohibit their superior any place whatsoever was inconceivable to the Chapalii. On a Chapalii starship, whose highest official was a captain she outranked, she could go anywhere he could go. To suggest confining her, then—the implications of that were staggering.

They were hiding something. They must be. Something to do with Rhui, or the cargo shuttle. What unforeseen events had Hon Echido been talking about? Perhaps it was a good thing she was here, after all.

She opened her valise and changed into the clothing she had brought, clothing that could pass as native on Rhui: light undergarments, special thermal cloth cut into tunics that layered over trousers, and leather boots. The cut and texture of the clothes felt strange. At least the thermal cloth insulated her from both heat and cold.

A pouch hung from the belt she put on. She filled it: Jedan coins, mostly, a handkerchief, gloves, the old Egyptian ankh necklace given to her by Sojourner, unremarkable odds and ends for hygiene, a volume of philosophic essays from the university in Jeds. Anything else she needed she could get once she arrived at the palace in Jeds.

She laid the computer slate down on a table and reread her letter. The sentence about her dissertation she erased, and in its place she wrote: I have reason to be suspicious of this cargo run. I’ll keep my eyes open. She locked the slate’s memory. A looped message on the screen instructed that the slate be taken to her brother. On impulse, she keyed the cosmetic function and ran a hand over the screen. It darkened to a reflective surface, mirroring her. Light brown hair—some called it auburn. Not slim, though her former fiancé had constantly reminded her that she could be. She only resembled her brother in her deep-set eyes, her high cheekbones, and in a certain grace of form lent by the coordination of parts and an evenly proportioned body. Perhaps it would be best just to go on to Odys. God, though, she did not want to face Charles.

Even as she thought it, the captain’s intercom, which she had left on, chimed to announce that the cargo shuttle would depart in one Chapalii hour. She slapped the reflective screen off, not even wanting to face herself, and left the suite. She was doing her duty to Charles, going to Rhui on this shuttle.

A steward waited outside. She waved him off and headed alone by lifts and passageways down to docking. Her retinal-ident scan gave her access to the entire ship. As she passed, stewards bowed and got out of her way. She cycled through the decontamination threshold and crossed the transom to the feeder that snaked out to the waiting shuttle. In the holding room off to one side, Hao Yakii, elbow clip gleaming, stood speaking with a cluster of Chapalii.

Tess hesitated. No one, not even a steward, blocked the feeder. Doubtless cargo was being transferred into the shuttle farther down. To go over to Hao Yakii demanded that she change her direction, announce her arrival in another room, and inform him of her change of plans in front of an audience. A real investigator would just go on, not asking for permission. She barely slackened her steps as she walked up the feeder and on to the shuttle.

Was she being bold, or simply cowardly? Tears stung her eyes, and she wiped them away impatiently. A bubble lift gave access onto the control bulb, and through its open tube she heard the pilot conversing with some merchant about their cargo. Horses? The lift must be distorting his words. Ahead, an elaborate glyph marked a contained storage hold. She could either ride down in there or confront the pilot now. She had lifted up her hand before she even realized she’d made the decision. The wall seamed away from the entrance to the hold. She took one step in. Stopped, amazed, and then shook herself and slipped inside as the wall closed behind her.

Horses!

She had expected sundry bags of trading goods for the handful of Earth merchants and anthropologists who lived, disguised, among the native populations, or possibly even boxes within boxes of laboratory or communications equipment for the hidden rooms in the palace at Jeds. She had certainly not expected horses.

The animals breathed and shifted around her. Their scent lay heavy and overwhelming in the confined space. A quivering hum stirred the shuttle. The horses moved restlessly, and Tess felt the floor shift, a nauseating distortion, and they were free of the Oshaki. She settled back into a shadowed corner to wait.

The hold’s walls gave off enough light that she could extract the book of essays from the pouch and read aloud to herself, practicing the language which had gone on to give its name to the planet. It was the language spoken in Jeds, where Charles had established a native provenance for himself, and a role, as the prince of that city, through which he could keep track of his interdicted planet.

A loud snort startled her from her book. High vibrations shook through the floor—the landing engines. She had thought the Oshaki to be above the northernmost reaches of the Jedan continent; it had been a remarkably fast trip. The shuttle jerked and shuddered, then stilled. They had landed.

Silence, broken by the nervous shifting of the horses. With a sharp crack, the hull opened. Light poured in. Tess flung one hand up over her eyes to protect them. Didn’t the shuttles land on their off-shore island spaceport at night, to minimize the risk of being seen? Perhaps the routine had changed.

From the outer stalls, horses were herded out. Someone counted down a list in Chapalii: thirty-two, forty-five, fifty-six. Hooves rang on the ramp. Two Chapalii discussed grass and manure in neutral, colorless voices. Finally, their boots sounded dully, fading, on the metal ramp as they left. In the distance, a horse neighed. Someone shouted in Chapalii. Saddles? The word was unfamiliar.

Tess rose, put away the book, and walked to the ramp to look outside. She saw grass, sloping up to the ring of low hills that surrounded this tiny valley. About fifty yards away a clump of broken boulders littered the grass. Around the shuttle to her left she heard the horses, and other sounds—unloading on the primary ramp, the cargo master going over lists with the League agents who channeled the trade between the island and Jeds.

She half slid down the ramp, hopping to the ground. Thick grass cushioned her landing. The air was sharper, fresher, colder than she remembered.

With a burst of movement, horses emerged from behind the shuttle, herded by eleven riders dressed in native clothing. The riders looked strange; in fact, all of this looked a little strange. She did not recall the shuttle valley to be a land with so little variety: the sky such a monotone of deep blue, cloudless, the land a gentle incline to the heights, covered with an unbroken layer of grass and patches of unmelted snow. The riders paused at the crest. A few looked back before the entire group rode out of sight.

The riders were Chapalii. And they were wearing native clothing. Charles would never countenance this. She ran out to see where they were going, to find whomever of Charles’s people was letting this violation of the interdiction take place.

A high hum warned her. She threw herself down on the ground. A gust of heat roiled over her and faded. She rose to her knees, lifting her hand to alert them that she was here. But the shuttle had already taken off. She stared, astounded. The blast of a human ship would have killed her, this close. She watched the sleek smoothness of its upward path, hearing only the wind against her ears, like the faint echo of the lengthening of its arc. They had not had time to unload the entire cargo. There was a last wink of silver and then only the violet-blue of the sky. If she had not known what to look for, she would never have seen it.

This was insane. She dusted herself off, flicked a stem of grass away from her mouth, and walked back to the charred site of the shuttle’s landing. Such a faint scar, to mark its having been here. The breeze cooled her cheeks as she strode along the trail of beaten-down grass left by the horses. Snow patched the shadows, but her clothes adjusted their temperature accordingly. She did not bother to pull on her gloves. After all, she would catch up with the Chapalii soon enough. The island on which Charles’s engineer had disguised his spaceport was tiny; every hill overlooked the sea. Off-world women and men in Charles’s employ lived in the island’s only village. There, Tess could find a galley sailing the rest of the way across the vast bay, to the harbor at Jeds. There was no other way off the island.

By the sun, she guessed that her trail led east. Climbing, she felt invigorated, enjoying the sweet pungency of the air, the untainted crispness of the wind. She came to the crest of the nearest hill quickly, her cheeks warm with the effort.

There was no ocean. There was nothing except grass and snow and broken forest straggling along the march of hills. As she stared out at the unvarying expanse, dwarfed by the huge bowl of the sky and the wide stretch of hills, she knew that she had never seen this place before. This was not an island.

“Oh, my God.” Empty space swallowed her words. Her legs gave out, and she dropped to her knees. The air had a sweet, alien odor. A bug crawled up her thumb. She shook it off, cursing. No wonder the Chapalii had left so quickly. Trespassing—such a flagrant act of contempt for her brother’s authority that they must have some reason to risk a conviction of Imperial censure which would strip them of all rank. But there was nothing on Rhui worth that to a Chapalii.

For a long moment she did not move. What if there was?

Hills hid the Chapalii riders, but they had left a trail. She followed it. At the base of the hill it veered south. Wind brushed through the grass, lifting trampled stalks. Tess fished in her pouch, found the necklace and put it on, and pulled on her gloves. Then she walked.

The trail proved inconstant, but even when it faded, she could always find it fifty meters on. At first she was optimistic.

That evening it was the cold and her thirst that plagued her. But sheltering in a miserable patch of trees, with her cloak wrapped around her head and body, her clothing kept her just barely warm enough to doze. In the morning she melted snow in her bare hands and drank, and melted more, until her hands grew so stiff that she had to put her gloves back on. At least she would not die of thirst. But during the day the trail got worse.

Half the time she walked by instinct, following the curve of the hills, the snow-laden shadows, as if this Chapaliian violation of her brother’s edict left an invisible line that she, the avenging representative, could stalk. They should not be here—had never been here. What if they knew that Charles was biding his time, consolidating his power until he could successfully free humanity from their grip? What if their purpose all along had been to put him in a position within their hierarchy from which they could easily ruin him? And now, stupidly, she had gotten herself lost. He could not adopt a new heir unless she was certified dead. He would not know where to look for her—somewhere near Jeds—of course, the Chapalii would cover up their unauthorized landing. And she was the only one who knew they were here.

That night it was hunger more than the cold. Small plants grew under the grove of scrub trees she sheltered amidst, but she dared not try to eat them. In the darkness, as she stared up at the sky through a gap in the branches, none of the stars seemed familiar. She had known the night sky of Jeds well. It took her a long time to go to sleep.

The third day. It was harder to keep a steady pace. A thin cut on her upper lip stung constantly. She believed she was still following a trail—she had to believe it. In the afternoon, when she stumbled across a small water hole bordered by a ring of trees, she broke the crust of ice with one boot and drank until she was bloated. Then she fell asleep, exhausted.

Jacques was laughing at her. Her faithless lover was laughing. She had taken him once to her folk-dance club, where she went with her friends. He thought dancing silly. “Flying,” he said, “is a man’s sport.” So she said, “I’ll race you on the Everest Loop.” But she beat him, beat the president of the Sorbonne flying club. Bright, popular, magnetic, he was so much that she wasn’t. It had been a terrible mistake to beat him.

Until she found herself in the same class, Diplomacy and Chapalii Culture, and he had honored her with his laughter again. “You speak Chapalii so well,” he said. Withdrawn, uncomfortable with most people, she was flattered when he asked her to be in his study group. Later, somehow, he discovered she was the heir to the admired Soerensen, freedom fighter, duke in the Empire, champion of Earth and the League. That summer he asked her to marry him.

“No,” she said. She woke up, shivering.

Night. Late. Without thinking, her eyes focused on a formation of stars. She recognized the constellation. In Jeds, the Horseman rose high in the sky, sword leading. Here he hugged the hills, and by the angle of his sword she knew she was very far north, a thousand times farther north than she could possibly walk. She knew the map of the Jedan continent. Its northern mass was taken up by vast plains, broad as Siberia. She might as well attempt to walk from Mongolia to Venice. And she did not know whether winter was ending or just coming on. Oh God, she thought, don’t let me be there: I can’t be there.

When she slept again she dreamed that her bones lay, white, laced with the flowering vines of spring, on a golden, infinite hillside.

The rising sun woke her. Her left hand ached, the cloth of her cloak clutched in its fist. Shaking with cold, she pried it open with her other hand, and rose and drank and looked around. There was no trail. No sign that anyone had passed here, nothing, no life at all, except her. But south was surely that way, south to Jeds. She had a duty to Charles. However she had failed him before, she could not fail him now.

Strangely, the walking seemed easier, but she was very light-headed. Her eyesight grew unclear at intervals. When she picked up her feet, they seemed to fall from a great distance before they struck the ground. The sun rose high and cold above her.

Rounding the steep end of a small rise, she saw before her trampled grass, scattered ashes, and one long thin strip of worn leather. She was in the middle of it before she realized it was an abandoned camp. Her knees collapsed under her and she sat. She covered her face with her hands, not knowing whether to laugh or to cry. It was recent, yes, alien and primitive, and there was a trail leading away, a trail she could follow.

She set off immediately. Ran sometimes, thinking she had seen something, stumbling, falling once into a freezing hard layer of snow, walked again, catching her breath and rubbing her cold cheeks with her bare hands. But as midday passed into afternoon, the grass thickened and lengthened, the hills ended abruptly, and the trail disappeared.

She stood silent on the edge of a vast plain. At first she merely stared. Nothing but grass, and grass and sky met in a thin line far in the distance, surrounding her, enclosing her in their vast monotony.

The wind scoured patterns in the greening grass. A single patch of flowers mottled a blazing scarlet through the high stems. A body could lie a hundred years in such space and never be found. In a hundred years her brother would be dead.

Her throat felt constricted. Tears rose, filling her eyes. But this was not the time to cry—think, think. She coughed several times, eyes shut. That, perhaps, was why she did not notice his approach.

A stream of words, incomprehensible, delivered in a steady, commanding voice.

She whirled. A man stood on the slope above her. He had dark hair, cut short, a trim dark beard, and the look of a man hardened by many years of difficult life, yet he had no coarseness. He waited patiently. His shirt was scarlet and full, his trousers black; his high boots were tanned leather and fit closely to his ankle and calf. A long, curving blade hung from his belt. He took one step toward her and asked another question in the same incomprehensible tongue.

She held her ground and replied in Rhuian. “Who may you be, good man?” she asked, remembering formality somehow, perhaps only because it was all that was left her. Here, not even her brother’s name mattered, except as a courtesy. “I am Terese Soerensen. I have nothing in my possession that could harm either you or your people.”

His unreadable expression did not change. He spoke a third time in his strange tongue, motioned to her, and turned to walk up the hill. She hesitated the barest second. Then she followed him.



Chapter Two


	“Speech is the shadow of action.”

	—DEMOCRITUS OF ABDERA



HE WAITED FOR HER just over the crest of the hill, one hand loosely grasping his horse’s reins. Compared to the horses she had traveled downside with, this was a stocky animal, with no beauty whatsoever; its legs were thick, its neck short and powerful. Its thin mane straggled over a dense coat, and its muzzle had a blunt shape that gave it the look of some prehistoric creature. Against its imperfections, the man standing at its head looked faultless: His red shirt was brilliant against the dull grass, his posture utterly assured, his eyes a deep, rich brown, his face—

Too hard. There was too little kindness in his face. Wind stirred Tess’s hair and a bird called in the distance, a raucous cry. The man’s eyes as he examined her in his turn were intelligent. She recalled her conversation with the merchant: intelligent enough to suspect her off-world origins? How could he, when Jeds itself—thousands of miles away but at least still on his planet—was likely a meaningless word to him? When Rhui was interdicted, protected from the knowledge of the space-faring civilizations that surrounded it? Without realizing she was doing it, she shook her head. The movement made her dizzy. Her hunger and thirst flooded in on her, and she stumbled.

She did not even see him move, but his hands were under her elbow, pulling her up. She jerked away from him.

“Damn it,” she said, ashamed of her weakness. “I suppose it was too much to hope that you would speak Rhuian.” He stood very still, watching her. “God-damned native wildlife,” she added in Anglais, just to make herself feel better, but even her tone made no dent in his impassivity. He simply retreated to his horse, returning to her side a moment later with a hard, flat square of bread and a damp leather pouch filled with water.

She ate the bread, but drank only enough water to slake her thirst, and offered the pouch back to him. After he had tied it to his saddle, he mounted and held out one hand for her to swing on behind him. The strength of his pull surprised her; she had to grab at his shoulder to keep from falling over the other side. What he said under his breath did not sound like commendation.

Tess bit at her lip. She put one hand on each side of his waist, the cloth of his shirt fluid and smooth under her hands. Ahead, a wind moved in the grass. He glanced back at her, moved her arms so that they circled his waist entirely, and gave a terse command—even without knowing the language, she could translate the tone of voice. She took in a deep breath and held it, because her instinct was to tears. His legs moved against hers. The horse started forward.

His entire back was in contact with her. She turned her face to one side. Her cheek pressed against the back of his neck. The ends of his dark hair tickled her eye. His back was warm, and under her hands, held open and flat on his middle, she could feel every movement of the hard muscles in his stomach, his slow, controlled breathing. She closed her hands into fists.

They rode down onto the plain. Here, away from the hills, the sky seemed even larger, as if some giant hand had pushed the horizon down to reveal more blue. They seemed so small, the three of them alone in such an expanse, invisible, surely, to any eye looking down from above, yet his sense of purpose and direction gave them significance.

She could not judge time, but soon her thighs began to ache. After an eternity she began to believe that there had indeed been some change in the sun’s position. The grass continued on around them without a break. Snow glittered in occasional patches. The man in front of her neither spoke nor moved appreciably, except for the finest shifts to adjust for the horse.

A flash of brilliance sparked on a far rise, vanished, only to appear again closer: another rider in scarlet and black. This one had a second horse on a lead line, trailing behind him. Quickly, more quickly than Tess expected, the two riders met, slowed, and halted their horses.

The newcomer was a young man with bright blond hair and a cheerful smile. The smile emerged as he met them, fading into astonishment as he looked at Tess. He spoke in a flood of words, to which the dark man replied curtly. Unabashed, the younger man swung down from his horse and came over to stand below Tess. He blushed a little—easy to see on his fair skin—and lifted his arms up to her.

She flushed with embarrassed anger—he was helping her down as if she were a child. But her eyes met his, and there was something in his gaze, something utterly good-natured, that made her smile slightly, at which he blushed a deeper shade of pink and lowered his gaze. At least he was as embarrassed about this as she was. She let herself be helped down. He let go of her instantly, and for a moment she stood next to him under the censorious gaze of the dark man and felt allied with the young blond against a force impatient with both of them. Without a word, the dark man reined his horse around and left them standing there together while he rode back the way he and Tess had come.

She gaped, she was so surprised at this desertion. Beside her, the young man laughed.

“Not worry,” he said in perfectly horrible Rhuian. “Ilya is always angry.”

“I beg your pardon!”

He repeated the words, slower this time, so that she caught them all. “I beg pardon for my tongue,” he added, not looking very sorry about it. “It is not so good.”

“How did you learn Rhuian?” she demanded.

He shrugged. “I study in Jeds.”

She felt herself gaping again: this young native—nondescript except for the merry cast of his face, arrayed as barbarically as any savage, living out on a trackless plain—had studied in Jeds.

Under her stare, he dropped his gaze shyly. “I apologize. Forgive me. I have not given you my name. I am Yurinya Orzhekov.” Long lashes shaded his blue eyes. “But perhaps you will call me Yuri.” He hesitated, as if this request were a liberty.

Tess began to feel dizzy again and, leaning forward, she put her hand on the first thing within reach: his horse.

“Are you well? We go to camp now. Ilya says you were walking many days.”

“Yes, I…” In a moment her head cleared. “I’m Tess. Terese Soerensen, that is. But Tess, that is what my friends call me.”

“Ah,” he said wisely. “Can you mount?”

Under his stare, not intimidating at all, she felt it possible to be truthful. “The last time I rode a horse was, oh, ten years ago.”

“Well, then, I will keep the lead, and you hold on. Can you manage that?”

By this time she had adjusted for his atrocious accent—his vocabulary was decent enough. “Yes,” she replied gratefully, “I think I can manage that.”

He helped her mount, mounted himself, and led the way forward at a sedate walk. After he saw that she could manage that much, he let his horse ease back beside hers. “You are from Jeds”

“Ah…yes.”

“It is a very long way. Many months’ journey.”

“Yes, I suppose it is.” She hesitated to question him further on geography, for fear of revealing the wrong sort of ignorance. Instead, she chose silence.

“Ah, you are tired. I will not bother you.” He lapsed into a silence of his own, but a rather companionable one, for all that.

She let it go because she was exhausted, still hungry, still dizzy on and off. When at long, long last they topped a low rise and she saw below a perfectly haphazard collection of about four dozen vividly colored tents, she felt only relief, not apprehension. A rider some hundred meters distant hailed them with a shout and a wave, and Yurinya waved back and led Tess down into a swirl of activity.

Their arrival brought a crowd of people to stare, mostly women and children, and soon after a woman whose broad, merry face bespoke a blood relationship to Yuri. She held a child in one arm, balanced on her hip, but when Yuri spoke briefly to her in their language, she handed the child over to another woman and crossed to stand next to Tess. She called out to the crowd, and it quickly dissipated, except, of course, for a score of curious, staring children.

She looked up at Tess and smiled. It was like water in the desert. Tess smiled back.

“I am Sonia Orzhekov,” said the young woman. “I am Yuri’s sister, so he has properly brought you to me.”

“You speak Rhuian.” Tess stared at her, at her blonde hair secured in four braids, her head capped by a fine headpiece of colored beads and leather; she wore a long blue tunic studded with gold trim that ended at her knees, and belled blue trousers beneath that, tucked into soft leather boots. An object shaped like a hand mirror hung from her belt. “I suppose you studied in Jeds, too.”

Sonia laughed. “Here, Yuri.” Her accent was far better than her brother’s, and she spoke with very little hesitation. “We’ll walk the rest of the way.” She lifted up her arms and helped Tess down. “There. Men can never talk to any end, sitting up so high all the time. Yuri, you may go, if you’d like.” Although couched politely, the words were plainly a command. Yuri glanced once at Tess, smiled shyly, and left with the two horses.

“But did you?” Tess persisted. “Study in Jeds, I mean.”

“You are surprised.” Sonia grinned at Tess’s discomfiture. “Is Jeds your home?”

“Yes.” The lie came easier to her, now that she realized it was the best one she had, and not entirely untrue.

“So you do not expect to see such as we studying in the university in Jeds. Well.” Sonia shrugged. The blue in her tunic was not more intense than the fine bright blue of her eyes. “You are right. Jaran do not normally study in Jeds. Only Yuri and I, and Dina now, because Ilya did, and he thought it would be—” Her grin was as much full of mischief as laughter. “—good for us. Poor Yuri. I suppose he was miserable the entire time, though he will never say so much to me, even if I am his sister. And never ever would he say it to Ilya.”

“Who is Ilya, and why was he studying in Jeds?”

“Ilya Bakhtiian? He is my cousin, first, and also the dyan of our tribe’s jahar…You would say in Rhuian, perhaps, the leader of our riders. Why he went to Jeds? You will have to ask him. He’s the one who found you, if Yuri did not say.”

Tess, remembering that dark, aloof, censorious man, and their ride together, flushed a furious red.

Sonia merely laid a soft but entirely reassuring hand on Tess’s arm, guiding her, supporting her. “Come, you’re tired. Eat and sleep first. Then we can talk.”

So Tess did as she was told, and was relieved to be treated both kindly and firmly. Sonia took her to a huge, round tent, gave her warm stew and hot tea to drink, chased four inquisitive children out of the curtained back alcove of the tent, and helped Tess out of her boots and clothing. Then, giving Tess a yellow silk shift to wear, she pointed to a pile of furs and left, returning once with a small bronze oven filled with hot coals. Tess lay down. The furs were soft enough, but they smelled—not bad, precisely, but musky, an exotic, overpowering scent. Outside, children laughed and called in some game. A woman chuckled. Pots chimed against each other in the breeze. More distantly, a man shouted, and animals bleated and cried in soothing unison. A bird’s looping whistle trilled over and over and over again. Tess slept.

Charles Soerensen sat at his desk, staring out at the mud flats of Odys Massif that stretched for endless miles, as far as one could see from this tower and farther yet. While his companion spoke, Soerensen sat perfectly still, engrossed in the scene beyond. But Marco Burckhardt knew that Charles Soerensen listened closely and keenly to everything he had to report.

“…and while I was in Jeds, Dr. Hierakis isolated another of the antigenic enzymes in the native population that has been puzzling her. Which reminds me, this lingering illness that the Prince of Jeds is suffering is either going to have to get better or you’re going to have to kill yourself off and let your sister take over, or some invented son, once she can be fetched back from whichever damned place overseas you supposedly sent her to study. It’s been over two years since you’ve appeared publicly in Jeds, or even been downside at all.”

Charles reached out and with one finger rotated the globe of Earth suspended to the right of his desk a quarter-turn, revealing the Pacific Ocean. “Eighteen months. And in any case, I just inherited twenty years ago. We’ve got a while before we need a new prince down there.”

“If you say so. I think I’ll sail the coast up north from Jeds next. Northeast, that is, up the inland sea.”

A soft click sounded, barely audible, but both men stilled, and Marco turned expectantly toward the tiled wall opposite the huge open balcony that looked out over the tidal flats. A seam opened. A woman dressed in an approximation of Chapalii steward’s garb appeared.

“Visitors,” she said, low, and quickly. “The Oshaki, in from Earth. Hao Yakii Tarimin.”

Charles nodded. He did not stand, but Marco did. The woman backed out of the room. A moment later, Hao Yakii entered and paused on the threshold. Marco gestured for him to enter, and Yakii came forward and with a precise, deep bow, presented himself to Charles.

“Tai Charles,” he said in formal Chapalii. “I am thrice honored to be allowed into your presence, and I beg leave to thank you again for your generosity in letting my ship transport cargo and passengers through your demesne.”

Charles inclined his head the merest degree. He folded his hands together, one atop the other.

Marco echoed the folded hands. “The Tai-en accepts your thanks. Is there any news to report? Have you your manifest for the Rhui cargo?”

Yakii produced a palm-thin slate and offered it to Marco, and bowed again to Charles, retreating a step.

Marco studied it, puzzling out the letters of formal merchanter’s Chapalii. “Laboratory equipment,” he said in Anglais. “The usual kit for the good doctor. Forty boxes of bound paperbooks for dissemination. Silk bolts. Iron ingots. Spices. Some luxuries from home for the personnel. Pretty sparse for a cargo, I must say.” He glanced up. Charles rubbed his chin with his left forefinger. “Nothing missing that I can see,” Marco added in Ophiuchi-Sei, the only human language they were fairly sure the Chapalii had not learned, since its structure and cadences were decidedly and pointedly egalitarian.

Charles returned his gaze to the monotonous gray-green flats and stared, as if he saw something out there Marco did not. Yakii waited with Chapaliian patience for the duke to acknowledge the manifest or dismiss him. Finally, Charles reached out and turned the globe again, and rested his right forefinger lightly in the middle of eastern Europe.

“Is there also a message,” asked Marco in his painstaking but rather rough formal Chapalii, “from the Tai-endi Terese Soerensen?”

Marco saw the faint flush, the quiet creep of blue onto Hao Yakii’s skin before it melted and blended back into white. Whether Charles could detect the color shift in the reflection of the glastic pane he could not be sure.

“I received no message,” said Hao Yakii in a colorless voice, “from the Tai-endi Terese Soerensen to convey to the duke.”

Charles’s eyes narrowed slightly, scarcely noticeable, unless one knew him as well as Marco did.

“You may go, Hao Yakii,” said Marco.

Yakii bowed to the correct degree and retreated out of the room. Charles stood up.

“Get Suzanne,” he said. “I want her to take the next ship back to Earth.”

“Aren’t you overreacting?”

“Tess sends a message by every ship that comes through here via Earth. We agreed on that when she decided to study at Prague.”

“Still, Charles.” Marco walked to the desk and laid his palms flat on the satiny surface. “Wasn’t she in the last throes of writing her thesis? Damned linguists. I’ve studied Chapalii since before she was born, and she still speaks it ten times better than I do.”

Charles had pale blue eyes, deceptively mild eyes except when their full force was turned on an adversary. “When I have every reason to suspect that Chapalii Protocol officers arranged the accident that killed my parents? I don’t think I’m overreacting.”

Marco shrugged. “I’ll go.”

Charles considered. “No. Suzanne can handle this. I’ll have her send a bullet back to us from Earth once she’s there.”

“That’s pretty damned expensive.”

Charles laid a hand on the north pole of the Earth, gently, reverently. “Why the hell do you think I accepted this honor? She’s my only heir, and you know damned well we’re the only toehold humanity’s got to the chameleons’ power structure. Now.” He removed his hand from the globe, and his tone altered, softened, as he sat down again. “Is there anyone else from the Oshaki I am meant to see?”

Marco pushed off the desk and went to the transparent wall. The tide was coming in, a low, steady swell that overtook islands of reeds and swallowed them. On the horizon, the towers of Odys Port winked in the light of the setting sun. “The merchant, Keinaba.”

With a soft click, a door opened in the back wall. The woman came in and walked straight up to the desk.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” she said. “Marco, haven’t I told you that turquoise blue is not your color?”

“You’re welcome to undress me, my love,” said Marco with a grin, “and show me something more appropriate to wear.”

“Fat chance, sweetheart. Here, Charles, this is from the Oshaki.” She dropped a thin slate down on the desktop. “No sooner did the captain hie himself out of here but his steward comes in with this message from the Chapalii merchant. Hao Yakii and house Keinaba’s regrets, but Hon Echido Keinaba has been unavoidably detained and will continue with the Oshaki to Chapal system. I can’t believe that anything in this galaxy would drag a merchant from that house off the chance we offered them to tie in with our trade and our metals foundries.”

Charles steepled his fingers and rested his chin on them. He did not look at the formal Chapalii script inscribed on the slate’s screen. The tide lapped at the wooden docks built below, stirring a rowboat and a gross of lobster cages tied to the pilings. “Let’s not take offense yet,” he said slowly. “Let’s keep channels open with the Keinaba house.” He glanced up, first at Marco and then at the woman. “Suzanne, I need you to go to Earth and find out why Tess didn’t send her usual message. What’s the next ship heading out that way? On second thought, commandeer one. Not the Oshaki, I think.”

Suzanne picked up the slate and keyed in a few quick commands. “Five days would be easy. But if you really want to pull rank, I can leave tomorrow.”

Charles nodded at the flats, shimmering, stilling as the tide settled and the last glow of the sun scattered out across the dull water. “Tomorrow,” he said.

Tess woke abruptly, to silence. She did not know how long she had slept. She sat up. Suddenly she heard two men arguing, fluid, foreign words, and a woman weeping, a constant undercurrent to their angry exchange. The conversation ended abruptly, but the weeping kept on, fading at last as if the woman had walked out of reach of Tess’s hearing. It was utterly, unnaturally quiet.

Tess groped forward and opened the flap that led into the front half of the tent. Light streamed in here, dappling her clothing, which was neatly folded next to a pouch of food and a tin pot of water. Quickly, she dressed, drank, and ate, and then ventured outside.

The sun lay low along the far rise, but she could tell by the quality of light that it was morning. The camp was empty. Tent flaps stirred in the dawn breeze, but not one single figure moved along the trails beaten down in the grass between the tents. Movement caught her eye, up along the rise, and she saw two figures disappear over the height, edged by the glare of the rising sun. She followed them.

The tribe had gathered in the shallow valley on the other side of the rise. They stood in shadow, the sun’s light creeping down toward them, and Tess stopped at the height, staring down, aware that some alien, serious ritual was taking place. To her left, she saw another solitary figure crest the rise into sunlight and then descend again into shadow. She recognized him by his walk, and the dark line of his beard: the man who had found her—Bakhtiian. The air, heavy with dew, felt soft and cold on her cheeks. She watched him descend, for a moment seduced from her other thoughts by the grace of his walk and bearing. Then she winced and went down to the right, where she could see and hear the proceedings but not be part of them.

The tribe stood silently in a rough semicircle. A baby cried and was hushed. One man, fair-haired, middle-aged, dressed in black, stood by himself beyond the crowd. He stared straight ahead—although the sun rose directly into his eyes—and his stance was stiff.

The crowd parted soundlessly to let Bakhtiian through their ranks. His stride was unhurried and smooth. Drops of dew glistened on the tops of his boots and on the hilt of his saber. He halted in front of the single figure.

The silence spread beyond them so that Tess was not aware even of the birds calling or the wind’s slow breath on her cheeks. Bakhtiian spoke. What he said had a rhythmic quality, like a spell or a poem, and it wrapped around Tess like a snake so that when he ceased speaking she pulled her arms close in against her chest. A single voice, unsure and weak in the silence left by his speech, answered him, followed by several more in a set way that made her realize that this was some kind of ceremony.

Bakhtiian addressed the man standing apart. He responded with one word. A second question, another single word. A third; the same word again. He was a pale figure, this man, alone against the blank sky and the endless grass. No one spoke. A high call came from above, and a lone bird swooped low, rose into the wind, and flew toward the sun.

Bakhtiian moved slightly, drawing his saber. A sigh spread through the crowd as though strewn by the wind. The point of the blade rested on the man’s forehead. The world seemed to stop, its only motion the movements of Bakhtiian. Tess could not look away. He looked to the sky and spoke a short invocation to the expanse above. Something awful was about to happen, but it was too late to run away.

In a kind of ghastly slow motion, the more terrible for the effortless beauty of his movement, he drew his saber up to his left shoulder, stepped left, and cut back to the right. Without meaning to, Tess clapped her hands over her eyes. Forced them down, only to see the man, covered with his own blood, collapse into a grotesque heap on the ground. Bakhtiian stepped forward, dropped the saber on the man’s body, and turned away and walked, without a word, back toward the camp.

There was a brief, horrified hush. People moved back to let him through and stared after him, hands hiding the sudden buzz of whispering.

Not even aware of her path, Tess fled—from the camp, the crowd, the dead man. She huddled in a little hollow, unable to weep or retch or rail, unable to do anything but bury her head against her knees and shudder, over and over, her arms clenching her knees so tightly that it felt as if bone was touching bone. How long she stayed like this she did not know.

After a time she began taking deep breaths and letting them out slowly, inhaling the musty sweetness of the grass. She rocked back and forth, relaxing her clenched muscles one by one until at last she could shut away the ghastly picture of the man collapsing, of his blood staining the grass—

She took another breath, let it out. Her neck ached. She lifted her head carefully, as if it were so delicate that the slightest jar would break it, and almost screamed. Bakhtiian stood not twenty paces away, watching her.



Chapter Three


	“If God had not created yellow honey, they would say that figs were far sweeter.”

	—XENOPHANES OF COLOPHON



FAR ABOVE, A BIRD dove toward the earth, a bundle thrown from some high spot to be dashed to pieces against the ground. Abruptly it broke its plummet and jerked upward, wings spread. Tess’s hand was on her throat.

Bakhtiian walked toward her, slowly, each step measured and even. A saber swayed at his hip.

Tess forced herself to lower her hand and, knowing that it is always best to face your fears directly, she stood up—slowly, so as not to startle him—and looked him straight in the eye. He looked away; that fast, like a wild creature bolting; then, deliberately, he returned her gaze. His hesitancy gave her courage, and she found that her heart was no longer beating so erratically.

“I suppose you think us savage,” he said in a low voice.

He spoke such faultless Rhuian, enhanced rather than marred by a melodious accent, that it took her some full, drawn-out moments to even wonder why it ought to matter to him. “My God.” It was the only response that came to hand.

“Sonia says you come from Jeds.” She simply stared at him; when she did not reply, he went on. “I studied there myself, at the university, some fifteen years ago. I was very young.” He paused. “But even then I thought the architecture of the university, set out around such a fine square, was particularly remarkable.” The wind stirred the scarlet silk of his shirt. It reminded her of blood.

“Savage is too kind,” she said hoarsely. Then, realizing that she had just insulted a man who could kill her as easily as he had his previous victim, she cast round desperately for a safer haven. “Anyone who’s been in Jeds knows that the university is unique because its buildings are set in the round.”

His expression, unrevealing, did not change. “I’ve seen men killed in more brutal ways in Jeds. And for less compelling reasons. You’re pale. You shouldn’t be alone.”

“Go away.” She deliberately turned her back on him. Five breaths later, she realized what she had done, and she whirled back. But he was gone.

“Tess.”

She bolted right into Yuri.

“Tess. Don’t be scared of me.”

She could not help herself. She gripped his shirt in her fists and sobbed onto his shoulder. He stood very still. After a bit she stopped crying and stepped a half pace away. She dried her eyes on her hand, feeling like a fool, and looked at him. “Your shirt is all wet.”

“I don’t mind.” He stared at her so earnestly that she looked away. “You are sad.”

“Oh, Yuri, that was awful.”

“It’s true that he got a more merciful death than he deserved. My mother and the other—elders—will be angry with Ilya now, I can tell you that.”

“Good Lord,” she murmured, utterly bewildered. “How could that be called merciful? How was he supposed to die? No, don’t tell me that.” She lapsed into silence.

“Tess, he had to die. He had broken the gods’ law. Otherwise his—crime, is that the word?—would have made the whole tribe suffer.”

“What did he do?”

Yuri looked shamed, and he hesitated, as if he was afraid to confess the magnitude of the man’s wrongdoing. “He shot a whistler.”

“A whistler?”

“It’s a bird.” Wrung from him, the admission seemed both anguished and, to Tess, utterly incongruous.

“A bird.” What kind of people had she fallen in with?

“He shouldn’t have been out hunting with women’s weapons anyway, and he was three times a fool to shoot into a thicket. He should have flushed out the game.” Yuri shrugged. “But it’s done now. The gods must have guided his hand. It was a just execution.”

He spoke so matter-of-factly that Tess was appalled, and not a little frightened. “Yuri. You’ll tell me, won’t you, if I’m about to do something that would offend, that would break your gods’ law?”

Now he looked shocked. “You don’t think we punish children? Or those who act in ignorance? We’re not savages!”

“No, no, of course not. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” But Yuri could not maintain outrage for longer than a moment. He grinned at her consternation. “Well,” said Tess, “I appreciate you coming to find me. Did Bakhtiian send you?”

“Ilya? Why would he send me? No, Sonia did.” Abruptly he blushed. “She thought, if you were upset, that you might want—a man’s comfort.” The constrained tone of his voice left no question as to what Sonia meant by a man’s comfort.

For an instant, unable to look at Yuri, Tess was too embarrassed to speak. But then, glancing up at him, she realized that Yuri was far more embarrassed than she was. Their gazes met. Yuri covered his mouth with his hand, and they both laughed.

When Tess tentatively laid a hand on his arm, they sobered. “I don’t—I don’t need a lover, Yuri. Not right now. But a brother…” Had Charles received her computer slate already? Only to send a message to Jeds and find that she had never arrived? “I could use a brother, right now.”

He smiled, looking both relieved and honestly pleased, and grasped her hand with his. “Then I will be your brother, Tess. I would far rather be your brother, because a woman’s lovers come and go, but her brother she keeps always.” He studied her a moment, serious. “But you’d better wash your face. I’ll take you to the stream.”

They walked back through camp. Yuri led them wide around his family’s cluster of tents, where Tess could see a little gathering: Bakhtiian, standing as if he was on trial in front of a half circle of older women and men. On the far side of camp, they followed a stream past a low rise. The stream slipped down a smooth ladder of rocks and broadened into a pool. Yuri left her at the top of the rise, and Tess picked her way down the slope alone. Sonia, standing with a group of young women, saw her and waved.

“Tess.” She came to greet her. “Perhaps my brother does not interest you.” About twenty young women gathered around. They were not shy at all; they pointed to Tess’s clothing and even touched her brown hair, exclaiming over its color—theirs was either blonde or black, with no shade in between.

Under their scrutiny, Tess was amazed she could keep her composure. “No. No, I like him very much. But I am not looking for a lover.”

“Ah.” Sonia shooed the other women away and immediately began to undress. “Your heart has been broken. I can see it in your face.” She stripped down to a thin white shift. Around them, the other young women, naked now, plunged gasping and laughing into the pool. “A man has treated you badly. Here, let me help you take those off.”

Tess was not entirely sure she wanted to strip naked in what was after all no more than an early spring day, however fine, and swim in a stream that looked bitterly cold, but after the execution, she did not want to refuse. “Yes,” she agreed, to both statements.

“What fine undergarments you wear.” Sonia examined Tess’s underclothes without the least sign of self-consciousness. “Perhaps you can show us how to fashion some. Here, Elena, Marya—” Several of them splashed right out of the pool to exclaim over this new discovery, and when they had tired of that, they bullied Tess into stripping completely and coming back into the water with them.

It was like ice. But the company, and the energy with which they all splashed about, soon made her forget her goose bumps. Only Sonia spoke Rhuian; the others addressed her cheerfully in their own language and she quickly learned names and a few words. About half the women had scars on their left cheeks.

“So you are not married?” Sonia asked. “No? How old are you? Twenty-three? A widow, perhaps?”

“No. I…I was to be married, but…”

“Ah. This is the man who has broken your heart. Well.” Sonia dismissed the betrayer with a blithe wave of one hand, and a retaliatory splash in the direction of the gray-eyed, blonde girl she called Elena. “In Jeds the customs are different. I did not like them. We have many young men here who are polite as well as handsome.”

Tess could not help but laugh. “When I’m ready for a lover, I’ll ask your help in picking one out.”

“I sent you my brother. But perhaps—” She laughed. Her laugh gave color to the air and sparked her eyes and wrinkled up her nose. “When I know you better, Tess, then I can help you choose. But I think it is time you got a husband, for I see that you have no—what is it to say in Rhuian?—none of the Mother’s threads on your belly. As old as you are. I am twenty-four, and I have three children. You must not wait too long. Everyone knows the story of Agrafena’s aunt.”

The story of Agrafena’s aunt was not, it transpired, about anyone living in the tribe, but an old tale. Giggling and shivering, everyone hurried out of the pool, dried off, and dressed. They sat farther up on the slope, the pool dappled by shadows below, an untidy collection of bodies sprawled in the sun with Sonia and Tess at their center. By turns two or three of the young women took clothing to a stretch of flat stones below the pool and beat them clean in the water. As Sonia told the story, it took a fair while to tell, alternately in Rhuian and in khush. It was about a woman who waited so long to have children that when at last she married and wanted them, she was barren—having offended the spirits of earth and water by her stubbornness—and so had to send her niece on a long journey in order to find the holy woman who could restore her to favor.

Poor Agrafena had not yet found the holy woman when a little girl raced down from the direction of the camp and delivered a message to the group. Sonia rose and reached down to help Tess up. “The men are coming.”

Slinging the damp clothes over their shoulders, the women walked in a straggling group back to camp. A path had been beaten down through the coarse grass, winding around the base of the hills, and they followed this. Elena, at the head of the line, whistled suddenly. The whole group quieted. A young man, then another, and another, came around a rise—the men going to the pool. All the girls straightened their shoulders, swaying their hips as the men did when they were wearing their sabers, and when the first of them passed the first young man, the entire group broke into song. The men, all young, stared silently at the ground; many were grinning. One had flushed a desperate, flaming red; another hid his eyes with his hands. Toward the end of the line, a young man with reddish-blond hair looked up as he passed Sonia and Tess, and winked. He had piercingly blue eyes. Sonia gasped, laughing, and looked back at Tess.

“Did you see that? Did you? Trust Kirill!” The last of the men passed them. All the women were laughing now, breaking off their song. “Did you see?” Sonia addressed the whole group. “I want you all to know—” first in khush, then in Rhuian “—I want you all to know. He winked.”

“Who?” called Elena from the front.

“Who do you think?”

A chorus, up and down the line, answered her. “Kirill!”

“You see.” Sonia turned back to Tess again. “He’s terribly forward. He has no shame at all.”

“I’m not sure I understand what happened.”

Sonia swung her wet burden out in front of her and, with a quick turn of the wrist, made it snap in the air. Faint drops of water sprayed. “We sang a man’s song at them, which reminds them of the order of things. If a woman sings a man’s song, it makes fun of men, you see.”

Tess did not see, but she was saved from having to answer by their arrival in camp. Whatever other consequences the execution might have had, it had no effect on the daily round of life: at dawn, the camp had been empty. Now it bustled with activity. A fair-haired young woman, weaving at a loom fastened at one end around her waist and at the other to an awning corner pole, paused in her work and smiled at Tess. At another tent, an elderly woman simply stopped scouring out a pot and stared at Tess. She called a question to Sonia, which the younger woman answered with a few words. The two toddlers at her skirts stared, wide-eyed but unafraid. Three men, standing next to hides pegged out over the ground, glanced up quickly at her and away before she could meet their eyes. Farther out, beyond the tents, children raced in from the fringes of the herds to stare at Tess and were chased back to shepherd again.

Sonia’s tent was not actually Sonia’s tent, but the one belonging to her mother. The smaller tents that Mother Orzhekov had gifted each of her four daughters with lay pitched around the large tent. Tess helped Sonia hang the wet clothes up along the tent-lines to dry and then was given a board and a knife and a slab of meat to cut into strips for stew. Yuri strolled up with a baby on his hip and with a look of relief deposited the child on Sonia’s lap and turned to sit down beside Tess. He looked around rather furtively and, seeing no other young men in sight, drew his knife and helped her cut up the meat. Sonia took the baby away, and Tess and Yuri sat for some time in companionable silence. Occasionally young men passed by, and Yuri would hide his knife under his leg and lean back as if he were relaxing.

“I do appreciate it, Yuri, but you don’t have to help me,” said Tess after the third time he had hidden the knife. “I wouldn’t want you to get into trouble.”

“Oh, I don’t mind. Now that I’m a rider it’s supposed to be beneath my dignity to do anything but practice saber and whatever work Uncle Yakhov needs done with the herds.”

“But you helped Sonia with the baby.”

“Everyone cares for the children. And, of course, a man does what his family asks of him.”

“But I see men working at many things besides those who are out with the herds. Don’t those men fight?”

“Every man can fight, Tess, but not every man rides in jahar. We’re almost done anyway.” Three men appeared suddenly from around the back of the tent, but after one startled glance, Yuri simply returned to slicing meat. One was Bakhtiian. Beside him walked an older, silver-haired man, and two steps behind followed a fair, pretty young man who wore a profusion of necklaces in a multitude of colors that clashed with the garish embroidery decorating the sleeves and yoke of his scarlet shirt. Tassels of gold and silver braid hung from his boot tops. Tess could not help but stare. Except for a brief, piercing glance, Bakhtiian ignored them. The young man copied Bakhtiian. But the older man met Tess’s eyes and inclined his head with a friendly smile before accompanying Bakhtiian on into camp.

“Who was that?” Tess asked.

“Who? Niko? Nikolai Sibirin. He’s the eldest rider in jahar. You’ll like him.”

“Who was the other one?”

“The other one? Oh.” Yuri shrugged dismissively. “Vladimir. He isn’t anybody. He’s an orphan that Ilya took in, because he had a good hand for the saber.”

“He dresses—” She faltered.

“He’d like to be noticed. I suppose women might find him attractive.” By his tone, Tess could tell that if women did, their taste was inexplicable to Yuri. “Sonia said that I should teach you khush, if you’d like.”

“Yes, I would,” Tess replied, realizing that Vladimir was a subject completely uninteresting to Yuri.

“Well, then, let’s start with naming things. Damn.” He hid the knife.

Tess looked up. A young man sauntered toward them, saber swaying at his hips. He had blond hair, shot through with the red-gold of flames, and a light mustache above full lips. For an instant their gazes met. His head tilted to one side and, with the barest grin, he winked at her before looking as quickly away in a move both shy and flirtatious. Tess flushed.

“Trust Kirill,” said Yuri under his breath. He stood up. “What do you want?”

“Really, Yurinya.” Kirill halted before them, not at all abashed by Yuri’s tone. “Don’t you know Mikhal’s waiting for you to relieve him?” With another sidewise glance at Tess, he spun and almost too casually strolled away.

Yuri squinted at the sun. “Not yet, he isn’t,” he muttered. He grinned suddenly, looking down at Tess. “He did that just to get a close look at you.”

“I guess I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Kirill has no shame at all. If any other man were so forward, he would be run out of camp. I don’t know how Kirill gets away with it.”

Tess bit down on her grin, hiding it. “He’s not unhandsome.”

“I suppose not,” Yuri agreed glumly. “And he knows it.” Then his expression lightened. “But Maryeshka Kolenin showed him, though, when he tried to marry her.”

Before Tess could ask for details of this intriguing event, Sonia came around the corner with the baby on one hip and a little girl holding on to her opposite hand. “Yuri! Are you still here? Misha must be waiting for you to relieve him.”

“Not yet,” exclaimed Yuri, completely exasperated now.

“Do you want me to come with you?” Tess asked.

The casual question brought much more of a reaction than she expected. Yuri blushed. “No. You can’t—”

“Yuri.” Sonia set the baby down on the rug and let go of the girl.

Yuri said nothing.

“I can’t what?” Tess asked.

“Ilya said not to tell her—”

“Yuri,” said Sonia. She let out a sigh and dumped the cut meat into a gleaming copper pot. “You might as well say. I never thought it was right not to tell Tess, and you’ve said too much as it is.” She exchanged a glance with Tess and set a woven bag filled with wet tubers down next to the rug, taking the board from Tess. Then she and her daughter turned their backs on Tess and Yuri and with a fresh knife cut up the vegetables, although the little girl peeked back frequently.

“What is it you weren’t supposed to tell me?”

Yuri hesitated, glancing to the right, to the left, at Sonia, and finally back at Tess. “About the khepelli.”

“The khepelli?” Tess felt like all the heat had flooded out of her body into the ground and the air. The late afternoon breeze was chill and damp, presaging rain.

“They say you were on the same ship with them,” Yuri continued, apparently oblivious to her expression. “When Ilya told them you were following us, they were very surprised. They said you must have followed them from the coast. They said that you were a—a spy—is that the right word?”

“You knew I was following your trail? And the Chapalii—khepelli—” The word, in his tongue, sounded strange and dangerous to her ears. “—they knew, too?”

Yuri’s cheeks flushed pink.

Pretending not to listen, Sonia nevertheless said in a low voice, “I call it dishonorable to leave a woman walking so long. How she made it alone from the coast I can’t imagine. She might have died. It’s a disgrace. And I told Ilya so myself.”

Yuri grinned, glancing up from under long lashes at Tess. “She did, by the gods. You should have heard it.”

Tess was too coldly furious to respond to the grin. “And just what do these khepelli say they’re doing here, that I should want to spy on them? And risk my life like that while I’m at it?” Abruptly, before Yuri could answer, she stood up and wiped her hands on her trousers. “No, don’t bother to answer. Just take me to them.”

“I can’t. Ilya would…” He trailed off, unable to express what Ilya would do.

“He wouldn’t—it isn’t—” Tess realized suddenly that she knew nothing at all about this culture, except that they practiced summary execution. “He wouldn’t kill you?”

Yuri sighed. “Killing would probably be a mercy, compared to what he would say to me,” he replied, evidently having already forgotten the horrible act committed in front of his eyes that very morning. “Ah, Tess, you’ve never been on the sharp end of his tongue.”

“Well, then, Sonia, will you take me?”

Without hesitation, Sonia met her gaze. “I can’t, Tess. This is men’s business, not mine. But Yuri, on the other hand, ought to take you. Isn’t that so, Yuri?”

Yuri sheathed his knife, adjusted the position of his saber on his belt, and ran a hand down the black and gold embroidered pattern that decorated the sleeves of his red shirt.

“Yuri.”

“Yes, Sonia. Come on, Tess.” He led Tess off in silence, but as soon as they were away from the camp, out walking up a rise, the grass dragging at their knees and thighs, he was voluble enough. “It isn’t fair, having four sisters, and all of them older than you. Well, three, since Anna died with the baby. But it’s always, Yuri do this and Yuri do that, and what am I to say? They don’t have to face Bakhtiian. He would never dare raise his voice to them, and if he ever did—although I can’t imagine him ever trying to—then Mother would find out, and then Ilya would hear about it.” He looked suddenly pleased with the image brought to him by this hypothetical turn of events. “I’d like to hear that. But then,” and he looked at Tess with an impish smile, “Ilya never makes mistakes, so it will never happen.”

“Yuri, I promise you, if Bakhtiian tries to blame you for bringing me with you, I’ll deal with him.”

Yuri regarded her skeptically but did not reply.

It was a shorter walk than Tess expected to the huddle of tents standing next to a makeshift corral of banked earth, stakes, and ropes. Far enough away from the main camp to give privacy to the foreigners, but close enough, Tess judged, for easy access. She recognized the tall, thin silhouettes of the Chapalii immediately. They wore plain brown tunics and trousers, but as always, the clothing could not disguise their gauntness or their pallor. There were other men as well, men of the tribe, but by and large those men were engaged in riding and currying and otherwise examining—horses.

“Horses.” The word gusted out of her in a sharp breath. She stopped stock-still far enough away from the tents that no Chapalii ought to recognize her. These were nothing like the horses that Bakhtiian and Yuri, and she herself, had ridden. She knew without question, with that instinct carried down over millennia of Earth generations, that these were Earth horses. The horses from the shuttle’s hold.

“They’re very fine, aren’t they?” said Yuri enthusiastically. “They are a breed called—khuhaylan. When Ilya saw the first one, two years back, and the khepelli traders told him that he could have a hundred more just for helping them search for the lost haven of their god, of course he agreed. They’re much stronger than they look. With such horses—” He went pale. “There he is. He’s seen us.”

“Chapalii,” said Tess in Anglais, watching one dark figure detach itself from a cluster of men and start with a determined and menacing stride toward them, “don’t believe in a god. Just in commerce and rank.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Come on, Yuri.” She started for the nearest tent, where a lone Chapalii had stopped to stare at them.

“But Ilya—” He trailed after her, glancing over his shoulder at the approach of his cousin.

“I have business with these Chapalii, Yuri, not with Bakhtiian, who, need I remind you, let me walk for three days without food or water, and then—by God!—then the first time he spoke to me in Rhuian, asked me trick questions to see if I was really from Jeds.”

Yuri murmured something indistinguishable behind her. Tess did not bother to ask him what it was.



Chapter Four


	“Art is ever far better than strength.”

	—MUSAEUS



“I GREET YOU WITH good favor, Cha Ishii Hokokul.” Tess halted in front of the Chapalii, whom she recognized as the one who had protested so vehemently against her presence on the Oshaki. A sickly shade of blue gave color to his face as he stared at her. Belatedly, he remembered to bow. Tess smiled. She was so angry at seeing him here, and at knowing that he had known all along of her plight, that she did not mind watching him squirm.

Eventually he found his voice. “May I be allowed to offer good greetings on my part, Lady Terese,” he said, his voice as expressionless as any well-trained Chapalii’s had to be, but the hint of blue in his cheeks betrayed his consternation.

“You may.” For a moment she let her anger get the better of her, and she lapsed out of Chapalii and into Anglais. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing on an Interdicted planet? Where your species is very specifically prohibited?”

He regarded her blankly. Of course, as a member of the ruling culture, he had no reason to learn her language. “Cha Ishii, I feel sure that you are well aware that you and whatever people are with you are violating the duke’s Interdiction order covering this planet. I think you must also be aware that I can have you stripped of all your wealth for this infraction.”

But his color faded, and he regained his pallor. “You are also in violation of this edict, Lady Terese.”

“I am heir to this system. If I choose to journey through my brother’s demesne, I do not need your permission.”

He flushed violet and then, looking up, went pale again. “But I comprehend, Lady Terese, that we are here now, and to reveal us for what we are to these natives—if indeed they could understand it in any case—would be an even greater violation of your brother’s edict.”

“Tess.” Yuri sounded nervous as he glanced from Tess to Cha Ishii and then behind her. She turned. Bakhtiian came up, looking grim, with Nikolai Sibirin in tow. He stopped equidistant from both Tess and Ishii.

“Evidently you know one another,” he said in Rhuian. He did not sound pleased. His gaze settled for one uncomfortable moment on Yuri, who looked distinctly anxious, and then flicked back to Tess and on to Ishii.

“Why, yes,” said Tess sweetly. “We do. I was hired to act as an interpreter for their party. How unfortunate that we became separated. I am sure Cha Ishii will agree with me.” She added, in court Chapalii, “You will, of course, agree, Cha Ishii. Do you require my efforts to translate for you?”

“I am not unprepared, Lady Terese. I speak some Rhuian.” He twisted to address Bakhtiian in that language. “Certainly it was unfortunate.” Tess was stricken to silence by astonishment at his knowing such a primitive tongue. His command of the language was rough, but serviceable. “I apologize for any inconvenience this oversight may have caused you.”

“No inconvenience at all,” replied Bakhtiian. Tess did not know him well enough to be sure if he meant the remark to be as sarcastic as it sounded to her. “Had you mentioned her before, I might have been able to reunite you sooner.”

“But Ilya,” said Yuri, “you knew someone was following them before we even met them at the lakeshore.”

“Yuri. The horses need water.”

Yuri reddened from neck to brow and mumbled something in khush, glancing back at Tess as he left.

His summary dismissal did not improve Tess’s mood. “I confess myself curious to know why I was left to walk that long when you knew I was following you.” She stared straight at Bakhtiian. “But I now need to speak with Cha Ishii. Alone.”

Something subtle shifted in Bakhtiian’s already severe expression, a narrowing of the eyes, a tenseness in his lips. “Indeed,” he said, scrupulously formal. “You introduced yourself to me before, Terese Soerensen.” He did not stumble, only slowed, over the awkward syllables. “But I have never introduced myself. I am Ilyakoria Bakhtiian.” He gave a polite bow, like those Tess remembered from the court at Jeds, but she felt it was as much mocking as respectful. She returned it, mimicking him exactly. He did not smile. “If you will excuse me.”

Someone, off in the group of men clustered around the corral, laughed, choked it back, and there was a murmur of voices that quieted abruptly as Bakhtiian turned away from Tess and returned to the horses. The older man lingered.

His short, light silvering hair and weathered face and hands offered Tess abundant signs of the natural aging that did not show in his posture. “If I may interrupt a moment,” he said in heavily accented Rhuian. He inclined his head in a brief nod of greeting, not really waiting for their assent. “We have not met. I am Nikolai Sibirin.”

Despite his sober expression, some light in his eyes made her want to smile at him. “I am honored,” she replied, when she saw that his introduction was meant for her. Ishii, as attuned to nuances of hierarchy as all Chapalii must be, stepped back to afford them privacy for their conversation.

Sibirin hesitated, mulling over words. “While I do not, by any means, recommend unquestioning deference to Ilyakoria’s leadership in these matters, I do find it inadvisable to provoke him deliberately.”

Tess recalled the execution in vivid detail. “Yes, I see. Thank you.”

“Well,” said Sibirin apologetically, watching her closely, “perhaps you do and perhaps you don’t. He’s not usually so volatile, but when he is, one steps carefully and rides with a light hand on the reins.” Then, to take the sting out of the words, he smiled. By the lines in his face, she could see that he smiled a great deal.

“I have been known to have a quick temper. And I’m grateful for your people’s hospitality.” He nodded, satisfied, and she could not resist a question. “Did you learn Rhuian in Jeds, too?”

“No, no. Only Ilyakoria and three of his kin have traveled so far. But I have always liked other tongues, and I try to learn as many as I can. Most jaran speak only khush.”

“Then I shall have to learn khush.” Having said it, she felt a sudden consanguinity, not so much that feeling of having known someone before but rather of being certain that she would like him very well, and he, her. He smiled and excused himself, leaving her with Ishii.

Three other Chapalii had appeared from inside their tents. They merely stood at the entrance flaps and watched as Ishii bowed again, acknowledging that her attention had returned to him.

“Well,” said Tess to herself in Anglais. Her initial flood of anger had dissipated with Sibirin’s gentle words and she was better off for it, able now to measure with a cooler heart what she said. “Cha Ishii. You will understand very well that I am shocked and disappointed that you and your party, with the connivance of Hao Yakii and unknown others, have willfully chosen to violate the Interdiction of this planet by the duke. But perhaps your explanation will bring matters into a more positive perspective.” She folded her hands in front of herself in that arrangement, palm to palm, fingers of the right hand concealing the left thumb, known as Imperial Judgment.

A hint of violet colored Ishii’s face, but it was only a suggestion, paling to white. “We are pilgrims, Lady Terese.”

“Chapalii have no God.”

A swell of color flooded their faces. One of the Chapalii back by the tent put his hand on his belt. It was a threatening gesture, although there was no obvious weapon there. Cha Ishii raised a hand, and the other turned and went back into a tent.

“You gain nothing by insulting us, Lady Terese. I compliment you on your impressive and scholarly command of our language, but you cannot comprehend all of our culture. And whatever you may choose to believe about us, we have told these natives that we are a priest and his pious followers. It is a currency that they understand.”

“Pilgrims engage in pilgrimages. Where are you going on an unmapped, primitive planet?”

“The duke has satellite maps.”

“Geological maps, not geographical.”

“May I remind you again, Lady Terese, that if you endeavor to expose us to these natives, you will be forced to utterly overturn the duke’s Interdiction and meddle irreparably with their cultural development. We have merely asked for guidance and protection, offering horses as coinage, leaving no other trace of ourselves or our culture but our brief presence here. They believe us to be from an empire over the sea. It is a sufficient fiction to leave them unsuspecting. Any other, and you risk obliterating all the protections the duke has put in place.”

Instead of replying, she found herself listening. It was a quiet land; the noises of the horses and the hushed voices of the men tending them, a soft scraping sound coming from inside one of the Chapalii tents, and the high whistle of a bird, that was all—no background noise at all, except the whisper of the breeze through the tall grass. Ishii had her, of course, had the right of it. She could not compound their transgression with a worse one of her own. Perhaps they could manage an entire journey and scarcely mark the cultures through which they traveled. It was possible.

“As well, Lady Terese,” he added softly, and presumptuously, hearing some kind of submission—or admission—in her silence, “I am aware, as you must be, that the duke has had a handful of men traveling and mapping this world for the last twenty years, for what you call anthropological reasons, and certainly for future resource exploitation, when such times come, as they undoubtedly will. One cannot sit forever on such wealth as this planet holds.”

Faced with her brother’s flouting of his own rules, she could scarcely claim to be righteous—after all, she had come to Rhui, and to this pass, with no one’s permission but her own. “Very well, Cha Ishii. There is some justice in your claims, although you will understand that I must report this infraction. Nevertheless, since I will be journeying with you, if you and your party behave appropriately, I will ask that the penalties be softened.”

“You are most gracious, Lady Terese.” He inclined his head to signal his obedience. She could read neither his tone nor his skin to give her a clue as to what he was thinking now. “If I may ask your indulgence, I have ablutions to perform.”

“You may.” She watched him bow and back away into the tent, followed by the two remaining Chapalii, and then she turned and walked back toward camp. His quick acquiescence made her uneasy, but what could he do now that she was here? Kill her? She dismissed the idea as quickly as it occurred—it was simply too alien and revolutionary an idea to the chapalii psyche as she knew it. Hierarchy was too ingrained for one of lower rank to consider doing harm to any person above him. She had only to wait and watch, listen and be patient. Eventually they would betray their true purpose for being here.

At the top of the rise she paused to look back, at the round, tall white tents of the Chapalii and then at the men examining the horses. She could not be sure any of them was Yuri. One man detached himself from the group. By his walk and his dark hair and by the single-minded purpose of his stride, she guessed it was Bakhtiian—coming to talk to her. She started forward as fast as she could at a walk, not wanting to seem to run. She had no desire whatsoever to talk with Bakhtiian, not yet. She had a story to get straight, facts to invent. More than anything, she had to absorb the Chapalii’s presence here and what this meant to herself and to her brother. If Charles were here, he would know what to do. But Charles wasn’t here. It was up to her. And I’m not the right person to be his heir. She wanted to glance back to see how close Bakhtiian was but she refused to let him know that she knew he was following her. Why can’t Charles see that? I don’t want this work.

Then what do you want? It was a mocking question, thought at herself, but the answer appeared unexpectedly, although it was the answer to a different question. Tess saw Sonia, walking at the edge of camp with a boy, midway in age between the babe-in-arms and the older girl, in reluctant tow. She saw Tess and halted, smiled, and then, looking past Tess, smiled broadly.

“Tess.” As soon as Tess was close enough, Sonia took the boy’s dirty hand and pressed it into Tess’s.

The boy, who had been wailing insincerely a moment before, snapped his mouth shut and gazed up in awe at Tess with eyes as blue as the summer sky. “You’re tall,” he said. “You’re as tall as my papa.”

Sonia chuckled. “Vania, your manners. Tess, is that Ilya I see? He looks quite angry.” She seemed quite cheerful. Tess did not have the nerve to turn around enough to see the contrast between Sonia’s fair, blonde prettiness and her cousin’s harsh, dark features.

“I don’t suppose you can hide me? I don’t want to talk to him right now.”

Sonia’s eyes widened in surprise. “Then don’t talk to him. But here, you just stay quiet.” Tess took a step back, turning, as Bakhtiian came up to them.

“I would like—” he began without preamble, ignoring Sonia.

“Well, Ilya, what is it you would like?” The curtness in Sonia’s tone shocked Tess. Yuri had practically slunk away from Bakhtiian’s anger.

Bakhtiian himself ceased speaking for three whole breaths together. “I beg your pardon, Sonia,” he said in a softer tone. “Cousin, perhaps you would allow me to speak with your companion, Terese Soerensen?”

“Well, Ilya, really, now that Mama has taken her in, you must approach Mama with that request, I think. Although Mama is out with the younger Kolenin girls today, since there was a herd of grazel seen by the scouts, so she’ll be gone until dark. But there will be supper in any case. Mama may be back by then.”

It was not difficult, Tess reflected, to see that Bakhtiian was seething with fury, having had something he wanted denied him. She tried very hard not to smile. Sonia was being very earnest, but a mocking and almost scolding tone still crept through.

“As you say, Sonia.” He gave a brusque bow. “Excuse me.” He left.

“But, Sonia,” said Tess when she realized she was still breathing, “he just ordered Yuri to do what he wanted him to do.”

“Yuri is a man. He cannot be so free with you.”

“Are there people I should not talk with? Or approach? I hope you will be honest with me, Sonia. I would not want to—offend—anyone.”

Sonia looked puzzled a moment, but then her expression cleared. “Of course, even while I speak Rhuian I forget you are of Jeds. Though Vania is right. You are taller than any woman of the tribes. You must remember that here, with us, because you are a woman you may speak with whomever you please. Now, kriye,” she said to her son, who had watched the proceedings with unblinking interest, “you will behave yourself with Tess.” He nodded and gripped his grimy hand more tightly around Tess’s fingers. “I wish he were always so well-behaved, but I am afraid that he takes after his uncle. But come, you will meet my sisters, and then this evening Mama will receive you into the family. Katerina and Stassia made welcome cakes just for the occasion.”

She led Tess away into the haven of women’s company, a haven that was comprehensive in providing both companionship and work. Sonia’s mother arrived with a pair of adolescent identical twin girls with bronze-gold hair. The girls struggled along in her wake, each with a slender antelope slung over her shoulders and a bow and quiver of arrows strapped onto her belt. Mother Orzhekov was a small, thin woman of vast energy, whose features were easily as stern as her nephew’s. She welcomed Tess with sober grace and invested her into the family, all without a particle of discomfiture at their lack of any common language. But by the end of the evening, Tess had learned perhaps fifty words of khush and could thank the matriarch in her own tongue, a feat which pleased the entire family immensely: Mother Orzhekov, her three grown daughters and their husbands and ten children, her dead daughter’s husband and two children, and her son, Yuri, two great-nephews, three grand-nieces and a half dozen assorted other family members.

Once accepted into the Orzhekov tent, Tess discovered quickly enough that her place in the tribe itself was established and unshakable. There was plenty of work for the women, but never too much because it was shared. If the men treated her with distant interest and an intense reserve, the women shamelessly enjoyed her company and monopolized her time. The children, of course, were always underfoot. Tess never had to be alone and never asked to be. However solitary she had lived at Univerzita Karlova in Prague, she had imposed it on herself because of her brother’s name and reputation. But what was the Chapaliian Empire to these people? They did not even know it existed. The Prince of Jeds was just a name; that Bakhtiian, Yuri, and Sonia had been to Jeds mattered little to anyone else, except as a curiosity. She felt free.

Seven days after her arrival she felt confident enough with her khush to venture out alone at dusk. She first took the short side trip to survey the Chapalii tents. The Chapalii stayed inside, mostly, and she did not yet want to attempt to bully her way into their most intimate territory—after seven days with the jaran, she had come to have a great respect for the sanctity of tent and family. But the corral with the Earth horses was close enough to serve as a good observation post, and it gave her a legitimate destination. The man on watch was Sonia’s husband Mikhal. He acknowledged her with a shy nod and strolled away, leaving her.

Tess leaned against the high side of one of the pair of wagons that formed the barrier and stared over it at the animals. She found it easy to pick out the Earth horses from the handful of native animals. What was the khush word for horse? Tarpan, that was it. The Kuhaylan Arabians were beautiful creatures by any measure, small, certainly, with delicate heads, huge eyes, and small, mobile ears, but there was strength in their line, in the elegant arch of their tails, and intelligence in their broad foreheads. No wonder these riders desired such stock.

The sun sank below the horizon and one bright star appeared in the darkening sky: the planet Odys. Charles was there, deeply involved in his work, ignorant of this trespass. She alone could warn him that Chapalii had invaded Rhui, yet there was so very much space between them. Surely he had gotten her letter, and had put in a message to Dr. Hierakis at the palace in Jeds—put in a message, only to discover that she had not arrived in Jeds. Her disappearance would simply be another burden laid on him.

The horses were quiet, but their movements spoke. They swished their tails. One stamped. Another snapped at a fly. Dappling the hillside beyond the corral, the mass of goatlike herd animals that provided milk and wool and meat for the tribe blanketed the grass. Something scuffed the ground behind her. She whirled.

“I beg your pardon,” said Bakhtiian. He did not look very sorry. The wind stirred his hair and rustled the folds of his shirt, more gray than red in the half light.

“You didn’t waste any time,” she replied, emboldened by seven days among forthright women. “This is the first time I’ve been alone.”

“Indeed.”

“Was there something you wanted to know?” Seeing his expression, she could not restrain a smile. “No, I don’t mean that as facetiously as it sounds. They are beautiful animals, aren’t they?”

“Yes, they are,” he said fervently, distracted by this comment. He leaned against the wagon an arm’s length away from her and gazed with rapt intensity at the horses. “See the stallion—the gray—there. He alone is priceless. The black stallion is picketed out—” He gestured with a turn of his head. “And mares—thirty-six here, another hundred at journey’s end. It is not so long to travel, to receive such a prize.”

“How long a journey is it?”

He smiled, not at her. When he turned to look at her, the smile faded. “Your employers have not kept you very well informed, I see. It seems of a piece with so negligently leaving you behind at the port. And being surprised that you had followed them so far.”

“Ah, well,” said Tess in khush, using a phrase she had learned from Yuri, “the wind has a careless heart.”

“You learn quickly.”

“I like languages. What will you use these horses for?” It was a casual question, thrown out to distract him, so she was not prepared for the sudden change in his expression.

“To make war.” He did not smile. “Now. You are no interpreter. Why are you here?”

She considered refusing to answer, but he was a dangerous man. It was better to choose her words carefully. “I am here to travel with the priest and his party.”

“I do not think that they want you to travel with them.”

“But I will travel with them nevertheless. Do you intend to make me leave the tribe?”

“I have never had any such intention. I don’t have time, now, to get you back to the port from which you can sail to Jeds. You will be safe with the tribe until we return.”

The implication of this reply took a moment to sink in. The breeze shifted, bringing the rich, musty scent of horses directly to her. “Until who returns?”

“Ah. You thought the khepelli party was to be escorted by the entire tribe. But it is many months’ journey to the shrine of Morava, where these holy men hope to find enlightenment. My jahar, my riders, will be their sole escort. We can move faster, and if there is trouble—Well, then, we are better able to deal with it. You, of course, will stay with the women.”

As if that settled the entire thing, he nodded and excused himself. He faded into the darkness, but she heard him exchange words with Mikhal a moment later, and then there was silence. She pushed away from the corral and walked slowly over to stare from a safe distance at the Chapalii tents. Two were dark, but one had a light on inside, a steady glow that she recognized as artificial. What other technology had they brought with them? She had not even brought an emergency transmitter, knowing she could rely on Dr. Hierakis once she reached Jeds.

She stood awhile, as the night air cooled around her, chilling her neck, and watched, until the light flicked out with unnatural suddenness. An animal chittered in the grass. Above, a brilliant spray of stars littered the night sky. She felt scared, suddenly, standing alone in unknown surroundings, caught out on a trackless plain, a solitary and untried force against whatever convoluted plans the Chapalii had made, were making even now, against her brother. The breeze tickled her cheeks. She sighed and walked back to camp, to the bright sanctuary of Sonia and her family.



Chapter Five


	“Harmony consists of opposing tension.”

	—HERACLEITUS OF EPHESUS



TESS FOLLOWED YURI OUT of the corral the next morning and walked with him behind the herd of horses as they were driven down to water at a pool. There was a skirmish, biting, a kick, and then the horses at the fore settled down to drink. Watchful young men patrolled the fringe of the herd, mounted on sturdy tarpans.

“It looks like they’re fighting over precedence,” Tess said, “but I suppose that’s just me wanting to make them like people. Or Chapalii,” she added to herself in Anglais.

Yuri glanced at her. “You don’t know much about horses, do you?”

“They have four legs, two ears, and a tail. That about covers it. Surely these aren’t all the horses your tribe owns?”

“Of course not. We keep the herd out on the grass. But we’ll keep the khuhaylans in close so that they can get to know us and trust us.” He called a greeting to an adolescent boy who rode by, and then turned and started back to camp.

“Yuri,” said Tess as she walked beside him, “can you teach me to ride?”

“Why?”

“Because I’m coming with you, when you leave.”

Now he lifted his head to stare at her. “But Tess, women don’t ride. I mean, not that women can’t ride horses, of course. They often ride out to hunt, but they never ride with the jahar.”

“I have to get to Jeds. I have to travel with the pilgrims.”

He examined her. Unlike the other young men, he was not shy with her, because of his status as her adopted brother. His expression was always a mirror of his thoughts, and right now he was troubled and thinking hard. “Are you a spy, as the priest Ishii says you are?” he asked finally.

“No, I’m not.”

“I believe you, Tess, but you must tell Ilya something convincing in order to get him to change his mind about letting you go with the jahar. It’s a very serious matter, riding. Ilya has enemies.”

“If Cha Ishii requests that I accompany you, then surely Ilya must agree.”

“I don’t think the priest Ishii wants you to go.”

“He doesn’t, but he will do as I say.”

“I think Ilya will be very curious to know why the priest will do as you say, Tess. You are alone, you have no saber, no horse, no tent, no family. Why should the priest obey you when he does not want to?”

Over the last seven days, Tess had developed a story, of sorts, to satisfy the women’s interest in her past. Now seemed the appropriate time to spin it further. “You know my brother is a merchant, Yuri. But I haven’t said—he has trade agreements, treaties, with the khepellis, and has recently suspected that they are not adhering to these treaties. So he sent me to their empire, their lands, to discover—well, I followed this party, I came over the seas with them, on the same ship. According to these treaties, they ought not to be here, and—and I need to know what they are looking for.”

Yuri rubbed his lower lip with one finger. “I never liked Jeds,” he said at last. “I never understood it. This is not Jeds, and this is not the land where the khepellis come from. So how can you have a treaty that says which of you may travel here?”

The question took Tess aback for a moment, but her training in Chapalii culture—more mercantile even than Earth’s—saved her. “Trade rights. Who gets to trade where.”

The answer evidently satisfied Yuri. “Well, I suppose Mama can spare you from the work for some time each day. If she agrees, then I will teach you.”

“And Bakhtiian?”

“If my mother gives you permission, then there is no reason for him to object. Why should he anyway? You’ll need to know how to ride whether you travel with the tribe or the jahar.”

“How many days will I have?”

“To learn? Until Eva Kolenin’s baby comes, I think. Ten days, perhaps, or twelve. But I warn you, Tess, no matter how well you can ride, you will have a hard time convincing Ilya.”

“Bakhtiian won’t have a choice. I’m going, Yuri.”

Yuri simply shook his head and refrained from comment.

Mother Orzhekov proved amenable, as long as Tess did her share of the work. It had not taken Tess many days to discover that there was leisure as well as work in this culture, and that a handful of women washing clothes were as likely to pause for an hour to gossip or play with the children as to work straight through and hurry on to another task. No one hurried except Bakhtiian, who was commonly said to have breathed too much southern air than was good for him when he had left, seventeen years ago, an impetuous, serious child of sixteen, and returned from Jeds five years later, just as serious and not one whit less impetuous. That journey had made him hasty and reckless, although Mother Orzhekov could be heard to mutter that Ilyakoria had always been hasty and reckless. But even she treated him with a respect that no thirty-three-year-old man, that not even Nikolai Sibirin, twenty years his senior and a healer as well, came close to receiving. He was a visionary—he was their visionary. Bakhtiian had great plans, and the tribe would follow him, even to the ends of the earth. The name he had earned on that trip—bakh-tiian, he-who-has-traveled-far—was as much a mystical as a physical appellation, and it now superseded his own deceased mother’s name of Orzhekov, which by birth he ought to be called.

And when Eva Kolenin went into labor and all the men were chased out of camp until the babe was safely born, for fear their presence might attract malignant spirits, Bakhtiian went only as far as his own small tent, set somewhat in back of the cluster that marked his aunt’s family.

Sent to get water from the stream, Tess and Sonia and Elena, the handsome gray-eyed girl who was still somehow unmarried, walked through the camp. Tent awnings flapped over empty ground cloths; men’s work, a shirt half-embroidered, a knife getting a new hilt, a saddle half made, lay abandoned, left in neat piles. The low trembling of drums accompanied their walk. A lulling chant rose and fell in time with the rhythm. A group of children ran by, giggling. They hushed suddenly, overborne by a swell in the chanting, and escaped in a rush out into the high grass. Alone at this end of camp, Bakhtiian sat in front of his tent, stitching at a pair of boots. He glanced up as the three women passed. Elena smiled at him, but his impassive eyes swept across them without pausing before he went back to his work. Elena frowned. Tess looked back and saw that he had, for a moment, looked after them.

“Why may he stay in camp?” she asked, slowly, in khush.

“You’ve the ending wrong,” said Sonia, correcting her. Her baby, Kolia, was asleep in a sling on her back. “This way.” She repeated it twice, and then went on. “Bakhtiian has his own tent, so there is no one to make him leave.”

Elena glanced back, and when she spoke, she measured her words carefully so that Tess could understand most of them. “They say that in some tribes, by the settled lands, the men own the tents. Do you suppose that is true? I would not want to live in such a tribe.”

“But not every woman has a tent,” said Tess.

“No.” said Sonia. “A woman who is marked for marriage is gifted a tent by her mother or her aunt.”

“Marked for marriage?”

Sonia lifted one hand to brush at the diagonal scar that ran from her cheekbone to her jawline. “When a man chooses to marry you, he marks you.”

“He marks you—with what?”

Sonia and Elena looked at each other. Elena had no scar. “With his saber,” said Sonia, as if it ought to be obvious.

Tess was appalled. She could not imagine Sonia allowing a man to mutilate her like that. But she was not about to say so. “And—ah—is that the only way to be married? To be—marked?”

“Yes,” said Elena.

“No.” Sonia shrugged. Grass dragged against the hems of their bright tunics. “There is another. ‘The long road to the setting sun, the binding of the four arches.’ But that is a path held by the gods. Few people wish—or dare—to ride it.”

Elena sniffed. “Better marked than bound.”

“I see,” said Tess, not understanding at all. She hesitated. “Does it hurt?”

Sonia smiled. “Yes. At first. But it is not a very deep cut. Bearing a child hurts far more. The small pain prepares you for the larger one.”

They reached the stream and began to fill the large leather pouches with cold water. “I’m not sure I would choose to marry, if I had to get such a scar,” said Tess carefully.

Elena turned sullen abruptly, hands caught in the rushing water. “What choice does a woman have in marriage?”

“Elena,” said Sonia. “Everyone knows Vladimir prefers you to all the other girls. Mikhal said that Vladi refused Lila’s and Marya’s advances, all because he’s trying to work up enough courage to mark you.”

“A kinless orphan! What woman would want that kind of husband?” Elena leaned forward, her hands in fists, her pale eyes fixed on Sonia. “I won’t let him get close enough to mark me. He’s fine as a lover, but I won’t have him as a husband.” Tears filled her eyes, and she jumped up and ran off.

Sonia deftly extracted from the rushing stream the two half-full pouches that Elena had dropped. “She’s always wished that Ilya would mark her, but it’s a vain hope, I fear.”

“Do you really have no choice in marriage?”

“In the choosing? No. You must see, Tess, that men have no power over us at all when we’re unmarried, but a man who is married can command his wife in certain things, or has at least some power over her that he has over no other woman.”

“Then why do you marry?”

The sun shone full on Sonia’s face and fair hair, casting a glow on her cheeks. “Sometimes a man has that look in his eye that is hard to resist. You have forgotten, Tess, because I think your heart still aches.”

Tess was silent. The wind blew tiny ripples across a shallow backwater.

“It is no shame,” said Sonia softly. “We have all hurt for a man who did not love us.”

“I tried so hard.”

“Perhaps that is why you failed.”

Tess put her hands full into the stream. The cold water dragged at her fingers. “Jacques wanted something he thought I had, that I could give him—power and wealth. Something he was too lazy to earn for himself. When he found out I couldn’t give it to him, he left. He never loved me at all. I was such a fool.” She pulled her hands out of the water. They were already so chilled it was difficult to bend them, but she forced them slowly into fists.

“When you have a full and eager heart in you, you must not go to the man whose heart is empty and weak.”

“I don’t know if I can judge anymore.” Tess sat silent for a long moment, watching the light move from ripple to ripple on the stream. “I’m afraid to try.”

“Fear is a poor teacher. But now you have friends. We will help you. It would be best, I think, if you did not approach any of the married men to begin with. One must be discreet, especially in the camp. It is terribly impolite, especially in front of the wife, to flaunt such a thing. But no matter. We have many fine unmarried men to choose from. Vladimir—no, too vain. Kirill—too forward. Yuri—”

Tess laughed. It seemed very natural to speak of affairs so intensely personal, here, with Sonia, in the warming spring sun, the drums a quiet drone in the distance. “Yuri is my brother.”

“Yes. A brother is of far greater value than a husband or a lover. They are much easier to order around. Come, we ought to go back.” She rose and, grasping Tess’s hand, helped her to her feet. They distributed the extra pouches around their shoulders and walked back to camp. Kolia slept on. A striped tent flap, untied, fluttered in the breeze, one bright end snapping up and down. Pots dangled from side ropes, striking a high tinny accompaniment to the resonant pulse of the women’s voices beyond. When they passed Bakhtiian this time, he did not even look up. He had one hand tucked inside the boot, the needle pulling in and out in an even stitch. Sonia’s daughter Katerina crouched beside him, intently watching him work.

“Why did he go to Jeds?” Tess asked. “Why would he even have thought of it? Had you ever heard of Jeds before? Had any other jaran ever gone?”

“No, Ilya was the first. I suppose he heard of it when he was a boy. Jaran often trade at ports along the coast. Even so far east as we are now, Jeds is known at every port. I don’t know why he went. He was only sixteen. Mama once said there was something to do with his sister, that when she married, he was very angry, but Ilya has always looked farther than others do. I remember when he came back. He told us that if the jaran were one people, and not many tribes, then we would never have to fear the khaja, the settled people, who build their stone tents farther out each year on the plains that the gods meant for our home.”

“Are there many tribes?”

“There are a thousand tribes, and a thousand thousand families. We are as plentiful as the birds, and as swift as our horses, and as strong—as strong as a woman avenging her child. So Ilya began to weave a great tapestry, and the Elders of many tribes offered to be the warp in his loom, and the dyans of many jahars offered themselves and their riders as the weft. So the pattern grew. He made enemies. And—oh, it was seven years ago, now—those enemies rode into camp one night when he was away and killed his sister and his mother and father and his sister’s five-year-old son.”

They had reached the far end of camp and just as they handed the water over to Sonia’s mother, the chanting stopped abruptly, pierced by the high wail of a baby. Immediately, singing broke out. A girl ran off to find the father. Kolia snuffled and yawned and opened his eyes.

Sonia set him on the rug under the eye of his grandmother and tugged Tess away. “We’ll go start supper. The men will be hungry.”

“But then what happened?” Tess glanced back at the tent where the birth had taken place. The infant cried in bursts. Suddenly there was silence, and the midwife stuck her head outside the tent and called: “He’s already suckling.” Women crowded in to greet the mother.

“What happened? Oh, with Ilya? He went on. What else could he do? But he has never loved anyone since, except—” Her lips tugged in an involuntary grimace. “Well, he cannot care too deeply now, for fear he may lose more. But he listens to no one. He’s made all the jaran his, almost, and when he gets the rest of these khuhaylan horses from across the sea, he’ll breed them and then lead the jaran against the khaja, and the name of our people will be on the lips of every person in every land there is, because those lands will be ours. Oh, good. Stassia found dhal roots. Katerina, you little imp, what have you done to your shift?” She gathered her daughter into her arms and gave her a kiss, apparently oblivious to the incongruity of Bakhtiian’s great plan for conquest set hard against her sister’s plans for supper.

The next morning, Yuri met her for the riding lesson. He was flushed as he jogged up to her. He did not wait to catch his breath before addressing her.

“Tess. We leave day after tomorrow. Ilya would have liked to leave tomorrow, I think, but he could not deny Konstans the celebration for his first child.”

Tess’s breathing constricted with excitement and apprehension. “But is it too soon? Can I ride well enough?”

He shrugged. “You could travel with the tribe this year. They’ll be riding southwest, behind us. Perhaps you could find another tribe going east or north, who could take you to a port this spring. Or wait for us. We won’t be gone over a year.”

“A year? How far are you going?”

“To the shrine of Morava. And then on to the western sea where the khepelli will sail back to their own lands.”

The western sea? Tess dug in her memory, seeing the huge inland sea whose northeastern reaches bordered the southern edge of the vast bulk of the northern continent—these plains. And southward, far south on a bay protected by a minor archipelago, lay Jeds. “No, Yuri, I have to go with you. If the khepelli can sail out from the western ports, then I can as easily sail south to Jeds from there. I’ll go speak with Ishii now, and then talk to Bakhtiian. There’s no point in waiting.”

“Tess.” He laid a staying hand on her arm. “At least wait until morning. There’s no point in spoiling the dance. Ilya gets in a foul mood when things don’t go as he wants them to. Men are riding in from another tribe. A scout brought the word. You won’t get a chance to speak with Ilya today in any case.”

Tess acquiesced and went to help the women prepare for the dance. Any celebration was a great occasion. The arrival of a dozen men from another tribe could only add to the excitement. Indeed, most of the tribe had gathered at one end of the camp to greet the visitors. Tess found a spot next to Elena and Sonia and watched as the ten men rode in, dismounted at a prudent distance, and were escorted into the bounds of the camp itself by Niko Sibirin and another older rider. There, they waited for Bakhtiian to arrive.

The men of Bakhtiian’s jahar filtered over in twos and threes to engage in that easy, informal flow of talk carried on between acquaintances who have the same complaint in life. Boys peered at them from behind tents; little girls clustered in packs and stared. The old women ignored them; the married women looked at them from the corners of their eyes; and Marya Kolenin, who wore bracelets around her ankles to show how many lovers she had and who had once kicked a man as hard as she could in the groin to stop him putting the mark of betrothal on her, went right up to them and pulled the eldest’s silver-flecked beard. Everyone laughed, including the visitors.

“There he comes,” breathed Elena, distracted from this interplay.

Bakhtiian was walking down the rise toward them, the sun bright on his face, his scarlet shirt catching points of light. He had a way of walking that drew the eye to him, that made his surroundings seem merely a stage for himself. He had a great deal of grace, but for the first time Tess realized that not all of it was unconscious. He was purposefully making an entrance. She laughed.

He glanced at her and then away.

Elena elbowed her. “Why are you laughing?”

“I remembered a thing said by an ancient poet of my people,” said Tess, “that my brother used to say to me, about the name of vanity being man.”

Elena put her hand on her necklaces. “What made you think of that?”

Sonia saved Tess from having to reply. “Come, Tess. They will go on all day with men’s talk, which is far more boring to listen to than to watch. We’ll go clear a dance circle, and then I think you ought to wear one of my tunics, just for tonight, to please Mama.”

It took most of the day to collect enough fuel for as great a fire as the celebration warranted, and the rest of the day for each woman to dress out her one fine tunic with elaborate braids and headpieces and gold and jade earrings. They polished their hand mirrors and traced their eyes with dark kohl. Even the men brought out their best embroidered shirts and fastened tufted and beaded epaulets to their shoulders. Sonia put on six fine necklaces on each arm, and, a thick copper bracelet incised with a spiral pattern, and she wove green ribbons through the two chains that strung her mirror onto her belt.

Food was shared out at every tent. The entire holiday atmosphere was intensified by the brief appearance of the young mother and infant, escorted by the proud father once through camp. Then the musicians settled down by the dance circle, the fire was lit, and the music began.

Nikolai Sibirin, as the eldest rider in jahar, led out his wife. Other married couples joined in, and the unmarried women solicited the unattached men. Light illuminated bits of body and face, changing as the dancers turned. The first ring of watchers was shadowed. Beyond, all was darkness. Tess watched until Yuri came up to her.

“Really,” he whispered, “the women are supposed to ask, but since we’re kin of a sort perhaps you’ll dance with me.”

“Yuri, I don’t know any of your dances.”

“Well,” he said, much struck by this, “that’s true.”

“You go on. I’m happy just to watch.”

He left. Tess faded back into the farthest ring of light. The drums were heavy, a strong, rhythmic pulse, the lutes a thick texture through the middle with the pipes shrilling a high, exuberant melody harmonized in fifths and octaves over the rest. Though she enjoyed watching, she found herself longing to dance, but she did not have quite enough courage to put herself forward. The steps they danced were not so different from patterns she already knew, and she grew so interested in analyzing them, even in trying a few surreptitiously, that Cha Ishii’s sudden appearance at her side took her entirely by surprise.

“Lady Terese.” He bowed. She started. In the darkness, he had her completely at a disadvantage because she could not see the fine shades of color on his skin. “If I may speak?”

“Cha Ishii.” To regain her composure, she took a moment to give permission. “You may. I am surprised to see you here.”

“It is indeed a primitive display. But I will be brief. We leave day after tomorrow. I wish you to know that once we return to space, we will see to it that the duke is made aware of your presence out here. To that end, I can supply you with a ring-shaped beacon of human manufacture that we will activate once we have returned to the Oshaki.”

Thereby, Tess thought, leaving it to be your word against mine that you were ever here in the first place. She shook her head. “No, Cha Ishii, that will not be necessary.”

“But you have no such technology with you. Our instruments showed—” He broke off, and Tess wished dearly that she could see what emotion he was feeling now.

“What instruments do you mean?”

“Those aboard the Oshaki, of course. A slip of the tongue, Lady Terese. Forgive me for disturbing you with my hasty temper.”

“Of course. There is no need, Cha Ishii, for a beacon because I am coming with you.”

The music stopped. After laughter and applause, the lutes began a slow melody accompanied by a sinuous line dance.

“It is too dangerous a journey, Lady Terese. I strongly advise against it.”

“With you to look out for my interests, Cha Ishii, I have absolutely no doubt that I will arrive safely, with you, in Jeds.”

The implication of that comment left him without a reply for a long moment as the dance shuffled on behind them. “I cannot allow this,” he said at last.

“Do you have something to hide? Surely not, Cha Ishii.”

“We have nothing to hide.”

“Then you can have no objection to my coming.”

“Bakhtiian will not let you go.”

“You are paying him. If you request that I go with you, then he cannot refuse.”

He pressed his hand together, palms touching, to convey his disapproval of this scheme. His voice remained expressionless. “Lady Terese, I must strongly object—”

She set her hands, fist to palm, in that arrangement known as Imperial Command. “Cha Ishii, I am the heir to this dukedom. You cannot object.”

He lowered his hands. “I obey,” he said finally, bowing to the precise degree due her rank. “If you wish, I will inform Bakhtiian of my decision now.”

“Now?” She looked to her left, around the circle made by those of the tribe who weren’t dancing, and saw Bakhtiian standing nearby, watching them. She sucked in a big breath, blew it out through full cheeks. “Very well. We may as well settle it now.”

Ishii bowed again and walked over to Bakhtiian. They conferred together. Standing next to Bakhtiian, Ishii looked angular and stiff; Bakhtiian had tilted his head at such an angle that he did not appear to be looking up.

“Tess! Are you sure you don’t want to dance? This next one is very easy, really—” Yuri stopped beside her and followed the direction of her gaze. “What’s that all about?”

“Ishii is asking that I come along.”

“Oh,” said Yuri, sounding apprehensive as Ishii took his leave of Bakhtiian and disappeared into the gloom. Tess grinned at Yuri, but a moment later Bakhtiian walked across and halted beside them. He looked as if he was quite angry but trying very very hard to pretend that he was not.

“Terese Soerensen. When we first met some days past I formed the impression that you had no experience riding horses. You cannot travel with us if you cannot ride.”

Tess found that she had enough malice in her soul to enjoy a slow smile at his expense. “But I can ride. Surely Mother Orzhekov told you that Yuri has been giving me lessons. I’m no master of the art, but I can stay on a horse well enough to travel with your jahar, I believe.”

“She can, Ilya,” said Yuri impulsively. “She’s very quick.”

Ilya glanced, quick as lightning, at Yuri. “Then I congratulate you,” he said to Tess, “although I won’t presume to guess how you persuaded the priest to request that you come with us. I don’t think you made a friend by doing it.”

“Do you mean yourself?”

“I was speaking of the priest,” he said impassively. “I have never found it advisable to offend those who are under the special protection of the gods.”

“On that count I have no fears.”

A high voice broke into their circle. Little Katerina ran up to Bakhtiian, laughing, wanting to tell him something. He crouched beside her, whispered in her ear, and she looked wide-eyed up at Tess and ran away again. The music wound to a close and there was much laughter and a round of singing as the musicians broke off to rest.

“We shall see.” Bakhtiian stood up. “It is against my instinct and all my better judgment, but this is the priest’s choice, not mine.” A single gold necklace shone at his throat, winking in the inconstant firelight as he turned to regard Yuri. “Yurinya. You will see that Terese Soerensen takes proper care of her horse, that she eats, is warm, and is always ready to ride. Do you understand?” It sounded more like a threat than a request.

“Yes, Ilya. Of course, Ilya.”

“Terese Soerensen, until such time as we arrive at a port and can put you on a ship, you will abide by my decisions and my orders. You don’t know this land. I do. You will ride with me and at other times will stay with Yurinya. If for some reason you can’t ride with me, you’ll ride with Nikolai Sibirin. Do you understand?”

“Yes. I know I’m inexperienced, but I’ll learn.”

“You’ll have to. Yuri, come with me. Excuse us.” He took Yuri by the wrist, as if he was a child, and dragged him away so fast that Yuri stumbled over his own feet and could only manage a brief, despairing glance at Tess before he vanished with Ilya into the darkness of the camp.

Tess had a sudden premonition that Yuri was in for a bad time. She circled the crowd, seeking Sonia, and found her talking easily with one of the men who had ridden in that day. Sonia had laid a hand on the man’s arm as casually as if he were her husband, and their heads were close enough together as they spoke that it gave them an intimate appearance. When Tess hesitated, unsure whether to interrupt, Sonia glanced up, saw her, and excused herself immediately.

“What is it?”

Tess told her.

“Ah. You were right to come to me. Ilya will be furious at being outmaneuvered. You wait here.”

“No, I ought to come with you.”

“As you wish, but stay in the shadows. It will be better for Yuri if Ilya does not know you fetched me.”

Tess followed Sonia into camp. Tents surrounded them, cutting off the distant glow of the great fire. There was no sound, no movement, except for the wailing of a child that faltered and stilled. Tess had to move slowly, hands out to either side, fingers occasionally brushing the coarse fabric of a tent wall. Sonia had lost her, but as the music started up again behind, she heard voices ahead, a quiet counterpoint to the distant melody of celebration. She stumbled over a guy-rope and froze, stopped by the voices coming from right around the edge of the tent.

“You deliberately used my aunt’s authority to undercut mine.” Bakhtiian’s tone was so cutting that Tess instantly regretted ever asking Yuri for help. “Of course I would not object, since I did not suspect what you and she were planning.”

“I didn’t think—”

“Obviously you didn’t think, Yuri. Women don’t ride with the jahar. Her inexperience will slow us down and could be dangerous.”

“But that’s why I gave her the lessons.”

“If she couldn’t ride, there would be no question of her traveling with us, would there?”

“But you just said yourself that—”

“Have you ever bothered to ask yourself why she is here? Or wonder why the priest says she is a spy—”

“You don’t really believe—”

“Had I finished speaking?”

The pause that followed was both heavy and uncomfortable. Into it, the distant music metamorphosed from a slow, pacing number into a frantic tune.

“Well, Ilya,” said Sonia, walking into their silence with all the aplomb of an angry and protective older sister. When Sonia spoke, clear and carrying, Tess abruptly realized that they were all speaking in Rhuian, a family quarrel that no one else could understand. “Have you finished bullying Yuri how? Or shall I leave until you are done?”

“This is men’s business, Sonia.”

“Is it, indeed? When two men meet in the dark to discuss a woman, I call that women’s business. Yuri, you may go.”

“I haven’t given him permission—”

“Ilya. Must I speak to Mama about your manners?”

“Go on, Yuri,” he said curtly.

Tess, standing frozen behind the dark wall of a tent, did not see in which direction Yuri fled.

“You have made your point, Sonia,” said Bakhtiian coldly. “Have I your permission to leave?”

“Certainly, Ilyakoria. But I am curious as to why you were so insistent that Nadine and I travel the long path to Jeds, alone, need I add, where we might have encountered any danger, and in lands where you know very well how they treat women. We cannot even be sure we will ever see Dina again.”

“Knowing Dina, we will undoubtedly receive an envoy from the Prince of Jeds himself requesting that we remove her before she destroys the entire city.”

Sonia chuckled, despite herself. “That is very probably true. Don’t distract me. What I mean to say is, if you risked us, then whatever excuse you give Yuri about Tess not going because she is a woman is the most ridiculous nonsense I have ever heard.”

“Do you suppose she can use a saber?”

“I suppose she can learn, well enough to defend herself, at least. I do not expect her to become such a paragon of saber fighting as Vladimir, or yourself, dear cousin. And I will give her my own bow and arrows, since a woman can use them to protect herself without any shame. What is your real reason?”

“I don’t trust her. There are great things in front of us, in front of our massed armies, if we can get so far. I must rid myself of those last few riders who don’t understand that we must unite, that the old ways no longer protect us. And I need those horses. What if she acts to harm the priest, to disrupt this journey, to ruin all the work I’ve done so far?”

“Why should she care? She is a merchant’s sister, traveling home to Jeds. She says herself that it was a foolish impulse that led her to follow the priest off the ship, that she only meant to protect her brother’s trading rights.”

“Do you believe this story?”

“I trust Tess.”

He did not reply immediately. “She lied to us once. She is not their interpreter. She’s still lying, Sonia.”

“How can you know?”

“I feel it in my gut.”

“And you’re never wrong.” Sonia’s voice came cold and flat and sarcastic. “Never you. Never Bakhtiian. You never listen to anyone else.”

“I would listen to others if they had anything worthwhile to say.”

“If you’d listened to others, Natalia and Timofey and your parents would still be alive.”

The tension was so palpable that Tess felt it as loudly as any words. Bakhtiian made a sound, like the beginning of speech, and then fell silent, as if he were so furious that he could not even talk. She took a step back, suddenly sure that her presence here would do Sonia no good if it were discovered.

“Come out,” said Bakhtiian, as if her thoughts alone had alerted him.

“Ilya—” Sonia began, protesting.

“Whom are you protecting?” he snapped.

Tess knew that however much she did not want to walk around the tent and see either of them, in such a mood, she could not leave Sonia to end this conversation alone.

So she joined them. Sonia stood, hands drawn up into fists on either side of her waist, pale, facing Bakhtiian. He had heard the scuff on the grass and he turned; instantaneously took a step back away from Tess, surprised to see her. He froze, as though touched by some stilling hand.

“Excuse me,” she said, and heard the betraying quaver in her voice. “I was looking for Sonia.”

His gaze had the cutting edge of a knife. Tess tensed, knowing for that instant that he was about to say something so vicious that it could never be forgiven. Sonia moved, stepping toward Tess as if she meant to shield her.

Bakhtiian caught his breath and whirled and strode away into the darkness.

Distant voices rose to accompany some melody. Tess put her hands to her face. Against her cold palms, her cheeks felt flushed and hot. Sonia came over to her and grasped her wrists. A moment later, they were laughing and crying all at once.

“Gods,” said Sonia at last, letting go of Tess. “It’s no wonder that there are men out riding just to kill him.”

Tess brushed a wisp of grass from her lips. It was true enough what Bakhtiian had said, that she was lying. But how much could she tell them? How much would be right? How much would be fair? How much could they even believe? She did not know. “Poor Yuri,” she said, to say something. “It’s just as well I’m going, Sonia. He needs someone to protect him.”

“That’s right.” Sonia leaned forward and kissed Tess on the cheek. “But Tess, however hard it may be, try not to lose your temper with Ilya. It’s easy enough to do, but gods, it makes you say the most awful things.”

“It is true, Sonia? What you said about his family?”

“I don’t know. Other people warned him that there had been threats, but he never would listen. But I shouldn’t have said it to him. Harsh words won’t bring them back.” The high, brisk sound of claps underlaid by muffled stamping reached them, sharp in the clear air, followed by cheers, encouragement to some solo dancer. “Listen to us! This is supposed to be a celebration. We’ll wash our faces and run back. The men are showing off. We don’t want to miss that.” She grabbed Tess’s hand, and they went together.

In the morning, Yuri waylaid her as soon as she woke. He looked anxious.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“We have to choose you a horse. I think the little bay. You’ll need a saber, a knife…Did I say clothing? A blanket!” He broke off when Tess laughed at his expression. “I would never have believed that Bakhtiian would agree to take you, but you weren’t afraid, and so you got what you were reaching for. We call that korokh, one who reaches for the wind. They are few and always brave. The gods favor them.”

“I’ll need it.” And she wondered, suddenly, finally, what she had gotten herself into.

“There’s Sonia. She’ll help us.”

By judicious application to various members of their family, Sonia and Yuri acquired all the articles that they thought Tess would need on the journey. It did not come to much, since it all had to be carried, but to Tess it seemed like riches: a saber, a knife, an extra set of clothing down to gloves and belt, a thick blanket and light sleeping mat, a bone comb carved in arborescent detail, a lump of soap, and beaded leather strips to braid in her hair as it grew out. Stassia gave her two bracelets, and her youngest son, barely five, insisted that she take his stamped leather flask. After all this, Sonia led her aside to where her mother sat weaving.

“You will be the only woman,” said Mother Orzhekov. Her strong hands did not falter, feeding out thread, pulling the shuttle across. “You must have your own tent. Sonia, you know the one. And her mirror. No woman ought to be without a mirror.” She dismissed them before Tess could thank her.

“You must thank her,” said Sonia as they left, “by behaving in a manner that will make her proud. Words are only words, after all. It is easy enough for me to call you sister, but by the gift of this tent and the mirror, she has made you her daughter in truth.”

“She has honored me.” Tess wiped a tear from one cheek. The tent and hand mirror she received had belonged to Anna, the sister who had died in childbirth. The tent was beautifully woven, the pattern of stripes, gold, orange, and green as befitted a young woman. On the tent flap a spiral of interlocking, thin-limbed beasts curled infinitely around themselves, and this same spiral of beasts was carved into the wooden handle and back of the mirror. “My parents died when I was ten years old. My brother is the only family I have left.”

“Now you have us as well,” said Sonia.

They walked on for a time in silence, companionable, going nowhere. Tess stroked her mirror where it now hung from her belt, the grooved handle and the embossed leather case with its cloisonne clasps that protected the mirror’s face. Horses whinnied beyond. Wind sounded faintly in the sparse trees.

Two women and a child knelt at a long, flat loom. Stassia’s husband Pavel worked, sweating, at his forge. An ancient withered woman tenderly dabbed steaming water spiced with the sweet scent of herbs from a copper pot onto a rash of red sores that blistered a child’s back. A girl sang, pounding out meal. Two old men chattered together while they worked at embroidery. A young man sat holding a mass of wool for a girl Tess knew to be unmarried. He smiled as he looked at the ground, up at her as she spun the wool out on her spindle, and down again.

“I’ll see a whole land,” Tess said. “More than I’ve seen in my entire life.” A life spent within buildings, parks, cities—here it would be all sky, huge, unknown; dangerous, yes, but also new. “I want you to have something, Sonia, to remember me by.” She reached into her pouch and drew out the little book of essays from the University in Jeds. “It’s all I have, really. And at least you can read them.”

Sonia’s eyes widened. She reached out and touched the tiny leather volume with reverence. “A book. A real book.” Taking it, she held it to her chest. “Oh, Tess.” And then, without more thought than that, she hugged her.

“Mama! Mama!” Sonia’s little Ivan ran up to them. Sonia released Tess, tucked the book carefully into her belt, and squatted beside him. He put a crude carved figure into her hands. A horse. She smiled, cheeks dimpling, her eyes mirroring his innocent joy, his spontaneous, unreserved expression of love. She looked up, drawing Tess down, laughing together, sharing it with her. Ivan quickly grew tired of their praise and ran away to show his father.

“Wasn’t it awful?” said Sonia as they rose. “But so wonderful.”

Tess put a hand to one eye and found tears. “I’m sorry to be leaving you, Sonia.”

Sonia took both Tess’s hands in hers. “You’ll come back to us.”

Tess smiled. “Can you see the future?”

“No,” said Sonia, “but I can see something else, and that will bring you back.”



Chapter Six


	“It is better to deliberate before action than to repent afterwards.”

	—DEMOCRITUS OF ABDERA



THEY STARTED AUSPICIOUSLY ENOUGH. Tess readied her pack the night before. Indeed, sleep eluded her until the stars had wheeled halfway around the Wagon’s Axle, late, late into the night. But in the morning, Sonia brought her yoghurt and bread and Yuri saddled her horse as well as his own, so she made her good-byes without much trepidation and followed close behind Yuri as the jahar, escorting the Chapalii, rode out of camp. Women waved, wiping away tears. A pack of children raced after them, clustering on the top of a rise from which they watched as their fathers and brothers and uncles and cousins disappeared onto the vast emptiness of the plains.

At first Tess concentrated simply on riding, on staying on the bay mare and finding some accommodation with this animal. She knew that it ought to be possible to ride as one with the horse, who was amiable enough though strong, but she lacked some trick or understanding of the art. After a time, the duration of which she could not guess, she risked looking beyond her hands and Yuri’s back at the group around her. The jahar rode in a V-formation, like birds flocking, with the remounts and pack ponies herded in a clump at the broad base of the V. Besides Yuri and Cha Ishii, Tess recognized Niko Sibirin and a few of the younger men: Sonia’s husband Mikhal, Konstans, father of the new baby, and Kirill. Kirill was watching her. For an instant their eyes met. His head tilted to one side, his lips parting, and he smiled at her. Tess looked away. Yuri muttered a word under his breath that Tess did not know.

“Yurinya.” Bakhtiian rode smoothly past Tess, so at one with his mount that they seemed almost one creature. “You will ride scout with Fedya.”

Yuri flushed at his cousin’s curt tone of voice, but he nodded his head obediently. “But Ilya, who will Tess ride with?”

Something smug in Bakhtiian’s expression made Tess instantly suspicious. “She will ride with me.”

“But you always ride rear scout. Tess can’t keep up with—” Yuri faltered, blushed from his chin to the tips of his ears, and with a despairing glance at Tess, reined his horse abruptly away from them and rode off. Bakhtiian watched him depart without any expression at all.

Tess drew in a deep breath. Can’t keep up with you, he had been about to say. Suddenly she knew what Bakhtiian was about.

“We are not so far from camp yet,” said Bakhtiian, “that I cannot have one of my riders escort you back to the tribe, if you wish.”

Tess met his gaze squarely and had the satisfaction of seeing him look away. “You won’t be rid of me so easily,” she replied. Her mare took a rough patch of ground, hard, and Tess clutched at the high front of the saddle to keep her seat.

Bakhtiian did not exactly smile, but he looked satisfied. “Follow me.” He reined his horse toward the back of the group. Tess followed awkwardly, and she felt rather than saw that many in the group watched her go, though whether with sympathy or malice she could not be sure. Cha Ishii’s white face flashed past, and she had the momentary pleasure of seeing that the Chapalii’s seat was no steadier than her own. Then, as they separated from the last wings of the V, she had no luxury for any thought but staying on her horse.

Bakhtiian did not wait for her. The entire day blurred before her as she tried to catch up with him. He always rode just ahead, changing direction and speed capriciously, stopping abruptly to stare at the ground or at the horizon, but always, before she reached him, riding on.

By the time they reunited with the main group at dusk, she hurt everywhere. Everywhere, intensely, and her inner thighs and knees felt rubbed raw. She was too exhausted to dismount, so she simply remained slumped in the saddle. She wanted nothing more than to cry, but she was damned if she would.

Bakhtiian had already dismounted. He paused beside her as he led his horse toward the others. “She needs to be unsaddled and brushed down.” Then he was gone.

Beyond, in the inconstant glare of the fire, she saw the four conical tents of the Chapalii, already set up, but no other tents. Dark figures stood in clusters around the fire, warming themselves. She sat alone beyond its warmth. At least the mare was content to stand for now.

“Tess.” Out of the darkness Yuri appeared. “Here is food. Something to drink.”

“I’m not hungry,” she said, and was surprised to hear how dry and cracked her voice sounded.

“No, Tess. You must eat. I’ll take care of your horse.” He set down his bundle and reached up to pull her off. She could not resist him, but God, it hurt to move. He gave her a hunk of flat bread and a pouch of yoghurt, and she drank from her own waterskin. He led the mare away.

Tess collapsed. She almost cried out as her muscles cramped agonizingly. In the distance, angry words were exchanged, but they faded away. After a time Yuri returned with her bedroll and half carried her out where she could have some privacy, and left her. She rolled up in her blanket and slept.

Very few people knew it, but Charles Soerensen spent most of his time in the spartan office that looked out over the mud flats of Odys Massif. To the right, concealed behind the flat-screen wall that projected two-dees on its surface or holos out into the room, lay a small bedroom and washroom, equally spartan. In the central tower of the great palace lay the official ducal state suite: sleeping chamber, efficiency, sitting room, receiving room, and the border room whose high, rib-vaulted aisles gave onto the arcade that led to the female tower, untenanted and unused. If a visitor of sufficient importance came to Odys, Charles used the state suite. Otherwise, he lived in his office.

Marco found Charles sitting at his desk. Its lights were up, projecting first flat text, then numbers, then graphs, then virtual representations in three dimensions over the smooth surface of the desk. Charles sat straight in his chair. Now and then he keyed in commands on his keypad. Now and then he spoke a word or two and the holo changed or dissipated to flat text and numbers again.

Marco stood by the door and watched. It was the same program. It was always the same program.

The fledgling League, composed of the planets colonized by the human populations of Earth and their human cousins of Ophiuchi-Sei-ah-nai, explores slowly outward and meets the alien Chapalii. The benign but powerful Chapalii gift this young race with many technological presents: increased youth and vigor to the full span of 120 human years; their own, impossible brand of interstellar spaceflight; other trivial or incredible miracles. But soon enough, Chapalii gifts turn to outright co-option, and the Chapaliian Empire absorbs the entire League into its massive bureaucracy. What choice does the League have but to accept absorption and the rule of the emperor? The Empire outweighs them in size (vastly), in technological expertise (vastly), and in sheer, inhuman patience and attention to detail.

Their grip is soft. But it chafes. A young man named Charles Soerensen, only child of a lab technician and a teacher, studies revolution. He puts a revolt together, slowly, secretly, and when the time is right, humanity rises up to cast off the yoke of the oppressor.

The rebellion fails. Very few humans are punished: only those who broke Chapalii laws and taboos already in place. The Chapalii do not seem overly concerned; they seem more paternalistic, as if at an adolescent’s wild behavior before she grows older and returns to the fold. For the ringleader: well, Earth mourns, Ophiuchi-Sei-ah-nai mourns, the colonized worlds mourn, expecting his execution.

But the Chapalii do not think as humans think. They are alien, and because their form is humanlike, though their skin changes color, it is easy to forget that. They ennoble Charles Soerensen. They raise him to their highest noble class, short of their princes and emperor. They make him Tai-en, a duke, and grant him a fief: two systems, the one known to humans as Tau Ceti, which has long since been colonized and is a rich source of mineral wealth, and Delta Pavonis, only recently “discovered,” mapped, and marked by the League’s Exploratory Survey. Dao Cee, the Chapalii call this fief, for Chapalii reasons, inexplicable to humans.

Marco walked farther into the room. He had the skill of entering and exiting silently, a skill honed in travels on the surface of Rhui, visiting queendoms and kingdoms and other more primitive lands where a false step meant death in a barbaric and doubtlessly excruciatingly painful manner. On Odys, where he knew quite well where he stood, he was bored and restless.

“What did I do wrong?” Charles asked the air, not of Marco so much as of the demon that drove him. “What weakness didn’t we exploit? The entire rebellion was planned, timed, and executed perfectly. What have they hidden from us?”

“Everything?” Marco sat on one corner of the desk, one booted leg dangling down, one braced on the floor, as he studied the graph floating in the air at his eye level. “We don’t even know how long this empire of theirs has been around. Five hundred years? Ten thousand? One hundred thousand? Nothing in their language reveals it, or at least, nothing in their language that I can comprehend. We haven’t any access to their histories, if they even write histories.”

“Is an empire capable of being stable for so long?”

Marco laughed. “A human empire? I don’t think so. But after forty years under their rule, I’d believe anything about them. They value stability and order over everything else. That’s my observation, for what it’s worth. You did well against them.”

“Not well enough.” Soerensen tapped another command into the keypad, and the graph twisted and melted and reformed as a miniature star chart. Blue pinpricks of light marked the systems known by the League to be colonized, exploited, or ruled by the Chapalii Empire. It was a considerable expanse, enhanced by the newly won human systems. One light blinked red, out past Sirius, a system mapped and marked by the League Exploratory Survey but not yet reported to the Chapalii. A little victory, worth not more than the knowledge that for a short time humanity could conceal information from its masters.

“We need more knowledge. Once Tess is done with her thesis, I’ll send her to Chapal. They’ll have to let her go there. Only the emperor could forbid it. With her linguistic skills, she should be able to gain solid data that we haven’t had access to before.”

“But she’s female.”

“She’s my heir. Legitimized by the emperor. He probably thought it was an amusingly eccentric quirk in his token human duke. So they can’t sequester her.”

“Charles.” Marco hesitated. Not because he was afraid of Soerensen’s power, of his temper, of losing his friendship by speaking his mind, but because he knew how useless it was to attempt to steer Charles in any direction but the one he had already decided to go.

“Charles. The few times I’ve spoken with her, I didn’t get the impression Tess wanted to use her language skills in such a way. I’m not sure she’s ready to be involved in building the next—” But here, by unspoken consent, he halted.

The star chart vanished, and the stars outside bathed the bleak mud flats in their pale light. The bright tails of flitterbugs wove aimless patterns among the tules.

“It doesn’t matter what Tess wants.” Charles said it matter-of-factly, without rancor, without exasperation, in that same level voice he always used, quiet and commanding. “Through no fault of her own, she was conceived because my parents wanted a child who was theirs alone. Except, of course, they no longer could have a child who was anything but my sibling.”

“Poor thing. And so much younger than you, too.”

“Nevertheless, it doesn’t matter what Tess wants. She is my heir, and as such, she has a duty to me. And more important, a duty to humanity. We will not remain slaves.” He flipped the holo back on and started the program again, searching for flaws, for the hidden key that would make the next rebellion succeed.

“Nevertheless,” muttered Marco, knowing very well that Charles would not hear him. “Poor thing.”

Yuri shook Tess awake. She ached all over. She brushed grass from her face and sneezed. Pain woke and shot like fire through her arms. It was chilly, and cold damp seeped through and stiffened her muscles. The sun nosed at the horizon. Light spread out along the grass tips, gilding their green shoots golden. Tess shivered and yawned.

“Hurry, Tess. I saddled a horse, and here is some bread—”

Behind, a figure loomed, Bakhtiian on his horse. In the distance, Tess heard men talking and horses snorting and blowing. She struggled to her feet. Her legs and thighs were in spasms. She leaned to bend, to roll up her blanket, and could not, simply could not. The pain brought tears to her eyes. Yuri knelt and rolled up the blanket, handing it to her.

“Yurinya,” said Bakhtiian, “Fedya has already left. You were to be with him.”

Yuri touched Tess on the arm and palmed a stick of dried meat into her hand. He handed her the reins of a horse, one of the stocky tarpans, then mounted and rode away.

“This isn’t my bay.” Tess regarded the restless tarpan with suspicion.

“You can’t ride the same horse day after day,” said Bakhtiian, “unless you want to ruin it. I’m leaving now.”

She did not reply. Tying the bedroll on to the back of the saddle hurt. Her back was sore, her shoulders ached. Biting her lip, she lifted her left foot to the stirrup. Tears streamed down her face. Beyond, Bakhtiian had paused to watch her. She swore under her breath and pushed off. Every muscle screamed. But she refused to give up now. Grimly, she rode after Bakhtiian.

This day passed much the same as the one before. But at dusk, when they arrived in camp, Yuri brought her food and Mikhal cared for her horse. Niko gave her a salve for her chafed skin. In the morning the bay mare was already saddled. That night, Kirill took the horse when she rode in, and the next night, Konstans shyly brought her yoghurt and cheese and fresh, sweet roots to eat. The fifth morning she saddled her bay mare with Yuri’s help. Though she was still sore everywhere, it was an ache and not outright pain.

On the sixth day she managed to ride beside Bakhtiian, not behind him, for most of the day. Yuri and Mikhal and Kirill and Konstans met her when she rode in, and a few new faces, young men she barely knew by name, joined the group as well. The Chapalii remained in their tents. She had not spoken to Cha Ishii in days. What Bakhtiian thought of her partisans she could not tell; in six days she had exchanged perhaps ten sentences with him, and his overwhelming attitude seemed to her to be one of annoyance that she had gotten so far. On the eighth night she unsaddled and brushed down her horse by herself and had enough energy left to ask Yuri for a lesson in khush.

But on the tenth morning, setting out with the sun on their left, she found herself examining the grass, the tiny nuggets of grain piled one atop the other, the leaves as broad as a finger touched with green, the reed-thin stalks golden, and glimpses of earth, as brown as Bakhtiian’s eyes, in worn patches. She no longer felt that riding was merely a battle between her muscles and the horse. The grass barely touched her boots. When she had been walking, starved and thirsty, it had dragged constantly at her calves and thighs. She laughed aloud at the sheer joy of it and felt a shift of tension between her and the bay, the mare in that instant responding to her as if they had come to know one another. She leaned down to kiss its silky neck, its clean scent faint in her nostrils, thought through all the words of khush Yuri had taught her and christened the horse—her witnesses the sun and the wind and the unending grass—myshla, which in that tongue meant “freed of the earth.”

To her surprise, at midday they circled in to take the break with the main group. She was happy to stand for a bit, stretching out her muscles. When Bakhtiian dismounted next to her, she turned from checking Myshla’s hooves to look at him. Behind them, the horses, alone or in pairs, had scattered across the grass, their riders in small groups between them like the bright centers of flowers.

Bakhtiian watched her sidelong for an uncomfortable moment, but then, with decision, he looked at her directly. “The spirit has found you.” He lifted a hand to trace a brief figure in the air. A wind touched her face, as if echoing his gesture.

“Is that meant to be a compliment?” she asked, a little sarcastically, and regretted it instantly. He turned and with that breathtaking sweep of grace mounted and cantered away to speak to Niko Sibirin.

Later, when the call came to ride, in khush, she understood it, mounting before it was repeated in Rhuian for the Chapalii. She fell in beside Bakhtiian.

“You learn our tongue,” he said in khush.

“Only a small portion,” she replied in the same. “Only a gentle breeze yet.” She smiled, loving language and the way in which each language grew out of its environment.

“You learn,” said Bakhtiian.

That afternoon when they paused just below the top of a rise and Bakhtiian simply sat, staring at the expanse of grass and sky that surrounded them, Tess grew impatient with his silence.

“What do you see?”

He looked at her. “What do you see?”

Tess laughed, unable not to in acknowledgment of her own ignorance. “I see grass, and more grass, a few low rises but mostly flat land, and a very blue, almost purple-blue sky. And the sun.”

“What about the clouds, there?”

“There at the edge of the horizon? Yes, those, too.”

“Clouds can mean rain.”

She refused to take his bait. “I suppose they can, if you know what kind of clouds bring rain, and how fast the wind is traveling, and in what direction. I don’t know those things.”

His lips tugged upward slightly, but he did not smile. “A jahar, about twelve men, passed this way two days ago. They camped down below us. Do you see how the grass hasn’t yet risen to its full height there? A piece of leather was left behind. No fire. They’re riding for speed or secrecy.”

Tess stared down, but she could not see any of these signs. Except—perhaps—she could see the slight depression in the tall grass, grass that, in a rough semicircle, was not quite as high as the surrounding stems.

“There,” he continued, “you see that khoen.”

“Khoen?”

“The rocks at the top of the rise.”

She looked again, and there, now that she was looking, she saw a pile of rocks half hidden by the grass. Such a structure could not be natural, three flat rocks arranged in a triangle, with six smaller stones, chipped into rough shapes, placed in a cross pattern in the center. “What is it?”

“The passing jaran build these, to mark their way for themselves and to record their passing for others. This one—” He hesitated. Tess waited. His mouth turned down, giving him a severe, stubborn expression. “We’d better return to the jahar.”

“Why?”

For an instant she thought he meant to chastise her for questioning his orders, but he was merely leaning forward to stare at the sky where a flock of birds wheeled and drove, chattering, for the sun. His lips moved. She knew enough khush to recognize that he was counting under his breath. “There is a dyan called Doroskayev,” he said aloud, settling back into his saddle and starting forward. “He wants to prevent me from uniting the jaran. This was his jahar, or part of his jahar, that rode this way. That means we are near each other. I had hoped to avoid anyone so far north this early in the year.”

Tess urged Myshla after him. “If you meet him, what will happen?”

“We will fight, his riders and mine.”

He said it matter-of-factly. Tess felt as if a stone had dropped into her stomach. They would fight—and where would she be? Lord, and what would Cha Ishii do, faced with such a battle? “I’ve been a fool,” she muttered under her breath.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I just wondered,” she said quickly. “You said before that you’d gotten these horses to make war. Is this the war you meant?”

“Not at all. Doroskayev, and a few other men, are simply obstacles in my path.” The flock of birds, still screaming, swept back over them, low, their tiny shadows dotting the earth. His eyes followed them again, and he smiled to himself. “My war is against all the khaja. All the settled people. I mean to sweep them off the plains forever. And once they are driven off the plains, once all the khaja lands bordering the plains are subject to us, then we need fear the khaja no more.”

“Do you fear them now?”

“My people fear them.” He glanced at her. “But I do not. I have been to Jeds, and I have seen that even the best and the wisest of the khaja are no different than us. What they have, we can have as well.”

That night no fire was built, and double guards were posted. Tess and Yuri watched the Chapalii putting up their tents, and caught the tail end of an exchange in which Bakhtiian attempted to convince Ishii that speed and stealth necessitated no tents at all. The tents went up, but when Bakhtiian left, Tess thought he looked more thoughtful than annoyed. She strolled over and greeted Ishii in formal Chapalii. Yuri tagged at her heels.

Ishii bowed. “Your endurance is commendable, Lady Terese.”

“I welcome your compliments, Cha Ishii. But I am surprised that you set your tents under such circumstances.”

He bowed again. “We cannot sleep in this open air, Lady Terese. Surely you appreciate the physiological differences that demand we maintain some period of rest in atmospheres altered to suit our metabolism.”

“Within those tents?” Tess asked, suddenly acutely curious to go inside one. The four tents looked common enough—a heavy cotton or canvas, something unremarkable to the natives—but what had the Chapalii built into them?

It was too dark to see what color his skin flushed, though she thought it changed slightly. His voice continued imperturbably. “We have mechanisms, Lady Terese.”

“What if this other party attacks? Are you not concerned for your life and the lives of your party, Cha Ishii?”

“I am not concerned, Lady Terese. If I may be excused?”

She nodded. He beat a strategic retreat into the nearest tent. One Chapalii stood outside the second tent, watching her attentively. He was clearly not of the steward class; their deference to her was so complete as to render them almost invisible. Then, bowing directly to her—a slightly arrogant breach of manners, since she had not formally recognized him—he, too, turned and vanished into his tent.

“Why do they bow to you?” Yuri asked. “I never saw people bow except in Jeds, when what they called—what is that word?—the nobility went past.”

“I think that Bakhtiian would like to be bowed to.”

Yuri grinned. “I’ll just bet he would.” Then, either distracted from his question or letting it go, he changed the subject. “We should start teaching you to use that saber. Just in case. Kirill will help. He’s a good teacher, though he doesn’t act it. And Mikhal and Konstans and Nikita and Fedya. I suppose we ought to ask Vladimir to join, too.” He took her over to where the youngest men in the jahar had gathered, and they showed her how to hold and balance her saber, and how to take simple backward and forward cuts.

In the morning, Niko Sibirin rode out to scout with Bakhtiian and Tess. For a while, he and Bakhtiian spoke rapidly together in khush. Tess caught the name Doroskayev many times, and other words and phrases in bits and pieces, but not enough to string together into understanding. Then Bakhtiian rode off by himself, leaving Tess with Niko.

“How are you getting on?” Sibirin asked in Rhuian.

“I’m still here.”

“Yes. I’m glad to see it. I’ve seen others fail this test.”

“Does he do this to every new rider?”

Niko chuckled. The lines on his face softened when he smiled, gentling the sharpness of his eyes. “Oh, no, my dear. Only those he does not trust yet for one reason or another. Poor Vladi had enough trouble from the young men when Ilyakoria took him in to foster so that he took it doubly hard when he was run into the ground his first ride out. I suppose he thought that Bakhtiian taking him in assured him a place. It did not.”

“He must have passed the test.”

“Well enough.” He glanced to his right. A moment later Bakhtiian appeared around the low swell of a rise. Here the plains still rose and fell like waves, slopes that hid the near ground but revealed what was in the distance.

“Nothing,” said Bakhtiian in Rhuian, sounding disgusted. “So you studied at the University in Jeds?”

The sudden question took Tess by surprise. “Why, ah, no, I never did. I was too young, and then my brother sent me overseas to study. He wanted me to learn languages that would benefit him in his trading. So he couldn’t be cheated, or sold bad goods.” It was close enough. Charles had never possessed a knack for the Chapalii language. That his sister proved adept at languages had been an unlooked-for advantage to his plans. All the more reason that her loss would hurt him badly. Where was Charles now? Did he think she was lost? Kidnapped? Dead? She pressed her lips together, feeling ashamed that she had brought this problem upon Charles, with everything else he had to worry about. Sibirin and Bakhtiian were watching her, Sibirin with interest, Bakhtiian with—? She could not be sure.

“Still, perhaps you came across the works of Iban Khaldun?” Bakhtiian concealed his thoughts with these innocuous words. “The great historian? His works came to Jeds from overseas.”

Tess choked back an exclamation. It turned into a cough. “Yes,” she said cautiously. “I’ve heard of him. Didn’t he write about cycles of conquest and civilization?”

To her surprise, Bakhtiian launched into an explication of Iban Khaldun’s work leavened by frequent questions to her and to Niko—for it quickly became apparent that Niko had somehow or other also been introduced to these writings—about their opinions and arguments. They talked in this vein until midday, when they joined up with the jahar. For the first time, Bakhtiian ordered both Tess and Yuri to ride with the main group.

“Is he protecting me?” Tess asked as Bakhtiian left again with Niko, back out to scout.

“Not really. You’re a—a burden, Tess. If he’s caught in the open with you, and Doroskayev and his riders appear, he’ll have to defend you rather than get away.” He sighed. “It will be easier when you’ve learned khush.”

“What? For me to scout?”

“No, for me to talk with you. I don’t speak Rhuian well.”

“You speak it well enough. Although your pronunciation isn’t very good.”

“Tess, you speak khush better already after six hands of days than I did Rhuian after a year in Jeds. And Ilya and Sonia had taught me some ahead of time. Ilya still makes me speak it when he wants to talk to us so that others can’t understand what we’re saying. It’s the only reason I remember any, except now, of course, because I speak it with you.”

“Why is Doroskayev trying to find us?”

“To kill Ilya.” Yuri grinned. “Can you blame him?”

“And if he kills Ilya?”

“Then all the tribes go back to warring among themselves like they did when Ilya was a child. And the khaja move farther out onto the plains each spring. You see, in the long ago days, before the rhan—the tribes—had horses, the khaja took tribute from us. Then a girl was taken from the tribes as a portion of the tribute, but with the help of He-Who-Runs-With-The-Wind, she stole horses from the khaja and gave them to her people, and He took her to His Mother’s Tent in exchange and granted us freedom. That is why we are jaran, the people of the wind.”

“So the jaran are one people?”

“One people, many tribes, if that is what you mean. Josef Raevsky, there, the older rider, came from a different tribe to ride with Ilya.”

“But he is also jaran.”

“Yes. Look, Tess, whistlers.” He pointed up. A dark patch of birds skittered and flew far above them. “That is an auspicious sign, to see them this far north so early in the year.” He began to count. Tess could scarcely see them except as a blot against the deep blue bowl of the sky, much less discern any individual birds.

“How much do you travel? Each year?”

Yuri shrugged as if he did not understand her question. “We always travel. North in the spring, south in the fall.”

“Isn’t it hard, moving so much?”

He laughed. “But I love to ride, just as—as fire loves to burn. I love to see the mountains in the winter, the sea and the northern hills in the summer. Would you live forever in one place, never seeing another?”

Tess laughed, echoing him. “No, I wouldn’t.” She glanced around and caught Kirill, who was riding point, looking back at her. He waved. To her left, Vladimir stared sullenly forward, looking at no one. His necklaces jostled as he rode, slapping his chest, and the tassels on his boots swayed with the movement of his horse. None of the other men wore such finery, not now, at any rate.

To her right, the Chapalii rode in their stiff, stubborn fashion. Cha Ishii’s gaze seemed fixed on his horse, but one of the other Chapalii looked across at Tess. She was sure this was the same one who had bowed to her before. What did he want of her? What did he know? She met his gaze, and he inclined his head, as much of a bow as he could manage on horseback. She did not acknowledge him.



Chapter Seven


	“If you seek something wise, reflect during the night.”

	—EPICHARMUS OF SYRACUSE



AT THE LATE AFTERNOON when they halted for the night, Fedya rode in from scouting with an antelopelike creature sprawled across the neck of his horse. He had shot it, and now took a good deal of teasing from the other men because of his prowess with a woman’s weapon. Bakhtiian let the young men build a fire and agreed that those who wished to could pitch their tents as well. Tess and Yuri put up her tent and then returned to the fire. They watched while Nikita and Konstans disemboweled and skinned the dead animal, peeling the pelt whole from the pink flesh. The scent of bowels and blood flooded the air and blended with the must of grass. Pavel took the fat away to feed the horses. Tess left when they cracked open the skull. Yuri followed her, and a moment later, Kirill joined them.

“Tess. If Doroskayev’s riders are coming, we’d better teach you some more about saber.” Kirill grinned at her. What little diffidence he possessed had vanished after they had left the tribe. Tess sighed. Kirill lifted a hand to his chest, mocking her sigh. “The saber will keep you alive. You can’t enjoy lovers if you’re dead.”

“Kirill!” Yuri exclaimed.

Tess flushed, and was glad of the opportune appearance of Fedya. “We’re practicing over by the horses,” Fedya said, as if answering a question. “Konstans and Mitenka are waiting.”

“Thank you, Fedya,” said Tess, and he smiled at her, as if knowing full well that she was thanking him for his intervention not the invitation. His smile had a wraithlike quality, shadowed by some unknown sorrow.

They were camped in a spring-fed hollow in the low hills through which they rode. They came now into sight of the scatter of tents pitched outside a grove of scrub trees and beyond that the huddle of horses. Bakhtiian stood talking to Konstans and Mitenka. He looked up as the others arrived and moved to intercept Tess. Kirill paused deliberately as Bakhtiian approached them, but Yuri nudged him from behind and Fedya brushed his elbow and led him on over to Konstans.

“I was wondering,” said Bakhtiian to Tess when the others were out of earshot, “about something you said today, when we were discussing the view held by the Gallio school that words can give no true account of the past.”

“Bakhtiian, could we discuss this after dark?”

“Of course. ‘The day for action; the night for contemplation.’” He nodded to her and left.

“The Gallio school?” Yuri asked. “It must be something he learned at Jeds. I thought you scouted.”

“Niko was with us. We talked about history.”

“History?”

“Niko is very knowledgeable.”

“Niko reads books when he can get them. Ilya and Sonia brought books back with them from Jeds. Well, I did, too, but only because they wrote me a list.”

“Ah. That explains Niko. He and I agreed, but Bakhtiian didn’t.” She chuckled. “We almost got into an argument.”

“Who won?”

“Yuri, no one wins that kind of argument.”

Yuri rubbed one hand over his eyes. Smoke and the sweet scent of meat cooking carried to them on the breeze. “I never understood what they taught at University. Hah!” He whirled, saber out and up before he had completely turned to meet Konstans’ charge. The two sabers met and sounded, a crisp ring. Tess drew her saber.

Laughing, Kirill walked over to her. “That’s right. Don’t retreat. But you’re too close to Yuri.” He put one hand lightly on her hip and gently pushed her two steps over. And grinned, near enough that she could see how very very blue his eyes were.

“Thank you,” she said dryly, and shifted so that his hand slipped off her hip.

“This much room,” he continued, unrepentant. “And cover—Fedya! Now if Fedya was to come in from this direction, you’d have to cover two angles.” Fedya, coming in from that direction, showed her how to parry a side-sweep. Beyond him, outside the ring formed by their little group, a lonely figure adorned with elaborate embroidered sleeves and draped with ornate necklaces watched the practice but did not join in.

When the light faded, they went back to the fire. Dusk made shadows of the tents. The fire outlined groups of sitting and standing men. Sibirin waved to Tess, and she sat down beside him and rested her arms on her bent knees. Yuri brought her meat hot from the fire. She savored it, licking the juice from her fingers when she was done.

“Sibirin, I believe that you promised today to tell me something of your youth, what life was like when you were a boy.”

“Do you expect a man of my years to remember that far back?”

“Yes, Sibirin, I do.”

“Come now, girl. If I’m going to reveal my youth to you, you had better call me by my youthful name.”

“Did you have a different name when you were young? Or did they speak a different language then, if it was so long ago?”

He laughed, revealing deep lines at the corners of his eyes. “No. I’m not so old that I recall the time before we had horses. But you call the young men by their given names. If I tell you of the times when I was that age, then you must call me Niko.”

“So if I was to tell you of how it might be for me when I’m older, could you call me Tess?”

“Most things are possible if one decides they are.”

“Please, no more philosophy. Tell me a story of adventure.”

The smell of burning leather hung in the air and, above it, the faint, sweet odor of flowers. “Shall I tell you how I won my wife? She was niece of the etsana and sister to the dyan of another tribe. In those days the jaran were divided.”

“Yes. Before—”

“May I join you?” Bakhtiian stood before them, lit by the glow of the fire behind him. Somewhere, a horse whickered.

“Niko is telling me how he won his wife. Now, Bakhtiian, we’ll see if his words give a true account of the past.”

“But neither you nor I can judge that. We weren’t there.”

Niko laughed. “Has the argument moved to a new discipline?”

“It was not an argument, Niko. It was a discussion.” Bakhtiian settled into the usual seat of the jaran men: one leg bent and flat on the ground, the other perpendicular to the first and also bent, so that the arm could rest on the knee. He smiled at Sibirin. His smile was a rare thing, like the moon on a cloudy night. Tess had seen that he favored Niko alone with it with any regularity, but even with Niko he smiled infrequently. The smile faded slowly and Bakhtiian glanced at Tess. She looked quickly away.

Niko smiled. “Yes, Juli was willful. By the gods, she still is. She was the youngest child in her family, which accounts for it.”

Across the fire Mikhal picked out a tune on his lute. Bakhtiian laid a hand on Niko’s arm. “Fedya is singing.”

Fedya’s high, sweet voice rose with the melody. The song matched his looks: sorrowing, mournful, arcane. No one spoke while he sang. After he finished, the lute kept up with cheerful tunes, and talk resumed.

“Fedya always seems so sad,” said Tess in a quiet voice.

“His wife died of a fever, two years ago—as did Kirill’s—but Fedya still mourns.” Niko glanced at Bakhtiian, who gazed, unmoving, toward Fedya.

“So he hasn’t married again? Kirill has, hasn’t he?”

“Not exactly. He tried to mark Maryeshka Kolenin.”

Tess giggled. “Was he the one she—?”

“Yes,” said Niko quickly. “But I expect Kirill will mark her next spring. She’ll want children soon. But Fedya, no. Women aren’t interested in a man who is sad.”

“Why not?” Tess glanced to where Fedya sat with the younger men, part of the group but not of the conversation. His air of sadness made him somehow more attractive to her, just as, she thought, she trusted Yuri because he had been shy at first.

“There’s no profit in being sad. Life is hard enough. Why lessen its joys by dwelling on its sorrows?”

“The jaran fight against everything,” said Bakhtiian, surprising Tess because she had not thought he was listening. “Against each other, against the khaja, against the land, and their final fight is against death. Battle against death, but if the black wind blows up inside and one can no longer fight, then die honorably. Honor alone is worth winning. That alone denies death Her final victory.”

“I wouldn’t want my entire life to rest solely on the way I died,” said Tess.

“How else can you measure it?” Bakhtiian stared into the fire, his face illuminated by its light. “A man’s life has no sum until he is dead. He must make what he can while he lives, and he must live every moment as if he were to die the next.”

“But isn’t it in how you live that you measure your life?” Tess said. “By doing everything as well as it can be done? By striving to find—to find excellence? Then life derives its own worth apart from death. Then you can transcend the routine of existence by living superbly.”

Niko stroked his silvering beard and shook his head. “Both of you ride the same path. Seeking honor is no different from striving for excellence. You are looking for something you can never quite find.” He held out his hands to catch the warmth of the fire. “What would you say if I told you that of all things given to us, love alone is worth having?”

“That makes you dependent on others,” said Tess.

“Each of us must struggle alone,” said Bakhtiian.

Niko drew his hands back. “Should all people live as hermits, then?”

“Niko, don’t misunderstand me,” said Bakhtiian. “Affection for others is a part of life, just as riding and breathing are a part of life.”

“But no greater or lesser than these? That is cold, Ilyakoria.”

“It’s too inconstant.” Tess wrapped her arms around her bent knees and gazed into the fire. “Duty is constant, not love.”

“I did not claim that love is constant, or free of pain,” said Niko with a smile. “That is the risk you take.”

“I no longer gamble,” said Bakhtiian, almost inaudibly.

“If you believe that, Ilya, then you do not know yourself. You need only look at what you’ve done. Do you gamble, Tess?”

“It depends on the game.”

“All games are the same.”

“No, they’re not.”

“Hmph.” Sibirin rubbed a knee with one palm. Across the fire, Kirill and Mikhal and Fedya stood and left. “I was twenty when I met Juli. There was a gathering of tribes that year, but as usual, instead of binding ourselves together, the tribes only sought new feuds.”

Bakhtiian looked up sharply. “I ended that. What a waste. It was an affront to the gods who gave us freedom.”

“Well, I can’t disagree with that. Juli was seventeen. She had more bracelets on her ankles than any other girl in all the tribes, and she made sure everyone knew it. She was vain.”

“Then why did you marry her?” Tess asked.

“She was a beautiful girl.”

“She is a beautiful woman,” said Bakhtiian.

Niko brushed a strand of grass from one boot, but he smiled. “There was a dance. Of course, I was simply one face out of many, but she was, perhaps, bored with the lovers she had and she saw me: a new face, a face, I flatter myself, not altogether unappealing.”

Tess laughed. “I expect you were quite handsome, Niko.”

“Be careful, young woman. I’ll think you’re making up to me.”

“I could never be so presumptuous. And anyway, I like your wife.”

“What does that have to do with it?” asked Bakhtiian.

“Oh, why, nothing.” The heat of the fire scalded her face. “In my country, a man and a woman who marry, marry with the understanding that they’ll be for each other—that they will never—that they’ll remain faithful—”

“Faithful? What is that?”

“That they will never lie with anyone else.”

Niko and Bakhtiian exchanged glances. “How barbaric,” said Niko.

Tess flushed and looked down at her feet.

Niko coughed. “Yes. The dance. Juli came up to me, and we danced, and she took me aside. She assumed that I would become her lover. Who could refuse her? It angered me to be just one more man counted on her bracelets. Well, I was almost as proud as Ilya in those days.” Bakhtiian frowned, studying the fire. “Of course I wanted her. I had to choose, to walk away or to go with her, and I became so infuriated because each moment I desired her more and each moment I felt more humiliated that I drew my saber—without thinking—and marked her. We were both so surprised that at first we just stared. Then she beat me.”

Tess gasped, half in laughter, her fingers touching her lips. “She did what?”

“She beat me. Gave me two black eyes, cut my upper lip, and almost broke my arm.”

“You can’t mean it. She can’t have been stronger than you?”

“You don’t think I would raise my hand against a woman, do you?” He looked affronted, but at her shamefaced expression, he settled down. “But the mark can never be removed from a woman’s face. Ten days later they set the bans over us. She could have broken it then.”

“Yes.” It was very still, with only the light of stars above, the low rustle of the horses beyond, and the thin, hard lines of grass beneath her. “Once the bans are set, you can’t break certain rules for nine days, and if you do, the marriage isn’t binding.”

“And you may never see that person again,” added Niko. “We don’t enter into marriage lightly in the jaran. But Juli was too proud to be known as a girl who had broken the bans.”

“So that is how you won her.”

“Oh, no, child. That is how I married her. Winning her was an altogether different thing, and that took several years.”

“Bakhtiian!” A rider called from the edge of the firelight.

Bakhtiian stood. “Excuse me.” He vanished into the night.

“Won her love, you mean?” Tess asked. “That took several years?”

“Winning the love of a stubborn, proud woman, or man, can be as hard as winning fame or living superbly, and it is far more rewarding.”

Tess looked away from him into the fire, but the fire only showed her Jacques’s arrogant, handsome face as he told her that their engagement was ended. “Is it? Then you’re only living your life for someone else.”

“So young to be so bitter. My child, one can have both.”

“Is that possible?”

“Most things are possible, if one decides they are.”

She rose. “I think I’ll go to bed.” Yuri was gone, so she strolled over to her tent, but the thought of crawling inside that closed space bothered her. She stared up. There were no clouds, and the moon had set. Stars burned above. Where Charles and her duty lived. The camp was silent. No light at all shone from the Chapalii tents. Somewhere an animal called and was answered. Tess stood still, breathing. The air smelled of grass and soil, and a breeze stirred her hair. Hills, low and dim, rose on all sides.

She walked past the trees and up the near slope, disturbing a few insects. At the crest, she pressed down the knee-high grass and sat, staring up at the brilliant, familiar patterns above. She traced constellations, cluttered with fainter stars never seen from Earth’s bright skies, and then picked out the constellations Yuri had taught her: the Wagon’s Axle, the Horseman, the Tent.

A slight noise interrupted the murmur of night sounds. Tess looked around. Nothing. Several insects chirruped, braving the silence. A sound, and the insects stopped again. She moved away from camp, crawling on her hands and knees back over the crest toward a cluster of rocks below. The sharp ends of grass poked into her palms and knees. Another noise. Breaking for the rocks, she ran right into him.

He grabbed her and pulled her down behind the rocks, one hand over her mouth, the other pinning her arms to her stomach. “Damn it. What are you doing out here?”

All her breath came out in a quick sigh. It was Bakhtiian.

“Well?” His hand fell from her mouth.

“Looking at the stars. ‘The night for contemplation.’”

He said nothing, finally releasing her and rising to his knees. “Stay here. Don’t move or speak until I tell you. Do you understand?”

“Yes. What’s wrong?”

He was already gone.

After a time, she began to think she was alone on the slope, but she did not move. How little she knew of these wild, alien plains. How blithely she assumed that she was safe here, fearing the Chapalii more than the barbarian lands themselves. She cupped her hands over her mouth and nose to muffle the sound of her breathing, feeling scared and foolish all at once: Like the maenads I’ve drunk the wine, and how I have to accept the madness.

Chill settled into her flesh. Her sheathed saber pressed awkwardly against her thigh. A cold wind blew down from the higher lands, the ayakhov, the wind of the deep night. She shuddered, froze.

Someone approached.

A shadow appeared, pausing by the rocks. It must be Bakhtiian. She hardly dared look up, as if the white of her eyes would give her away. The shadow moved. It was not Bakhtiian. It was too graceless, too thick. Tall but not lean, and all the tall riders in Bakhtiian’s jahar were, like Bakhtiian, slender. He had said his enemies were following them. What an idiot she had been, not to appreciate what that meant.

She held her breath, her nose pressed against the cloth of her glove. Feet scraped on the pebbled dirt between the rocks, hesitant steps, careful of the ground. A boot struck her leg. Her heart pounded wildly, but she did not move.

“What?” This in khush.

She barely had time to draw her knife and begin to roll before his full weight pinned her to the ground. The knife spun away, lost. He pressed a hand down hard over her mouth. The point of his saber pricked her calf. With his free hand he briefly explored her chest. She swore and tried to kick him.

“By the gods,” he whispered. “Has Bakhtiian come to this? A woman!”

Tess’s fingers, reaching, brushed the hilt of her knife. He relaxed, staring down at her in the dim light. She took a deep breath, held it.

Exhaled. She heaved her left hip up, and at the same moment bit his arm. He started back. Her fingers closed on her knife, and as he shoved her back down, she thrust. The blade bit into his shoulder. With a curse, he wrenched the knife from her hand, twisting her wrist until she gasped at the pain.

He called her a name, but she did not understand the word, only the intent. His weight on her stomach seemed enormous. She could barely see his face, could not make out his features except for some obstruction, a darkness at one eye. “But don’t worry about your good name,” he said contemptuously. “Having had Bakhtiian will just make you twice as popular.”

He jumped up and ran off, holding his shoulder, making no attempt to conceal himself. Tess was halfway to her feet, hand on her saber, before she remembered Bakhtiian’s warning. She swore and dropped back down to the ground. Lord, did she really think she could use a saber against one of these men? She shook with adrenaline.

After a time the trembling stopped. She was unharmed. She lifted her head to look around. A shape fled against the landscape, catching her eye. Two hunched figures ran up the far slope to disappear over the crest. Three forms detached themselves from the hill, just below the far crest, and ran down. From a trench in the dip, five figures rose to intercept them. A flash of metal, so brief that she was not sure she had seen it, and the sight of struggling, the more eerie for its quiet: a pained grunt, the thud of a weight hitting the ground, the thin, distinct tone of sabers touching now and now and—a pause—now.

Eight forms moved, but three were constrained and one limped. Silence descended for a time, overruled once by the sound of running feet and again by an assembly of sabers talking all at once, out of her sight, seeming sentient in the way their conversation varied, first fast, then slow, then a flurry and, last, a silence when the conversation ended. A quick staccato of words penetrated the stillness, then suddenly cut off.

Nothing stirred. Her back prickled as if several thousand insects crawled up and down it. She forced herself to breathe slowly, in and out, in and out. Don’t think about it. Don’t be scared. There was only the hushed wind and the mute stars and the coarse dust harsh against her skin.

She felt him there before she saw him, flat on his stomach where he slid in beside her. She gasped. Her hands clutched pebbles.

“Oh, God.” She shut her eyes and opened her hands. “You scared me.”

“By the gods. You stabbed him. You can sit up if you want to. We captured them all.”

“What did they want?”

“To kill me, of course.” Bakhtiian’s voice was calm.

She remembered, suddenly, violently, the man in his own tribe whom he had executed. “Are you going to kill them?” she asked, in a whisper, and she felt sick with apprehensive horror as she said it.

“Not this time. They’ll serve my cause better alive. For now. We’ll tie them up and leave them here.” He was still lying on his stomach. “Except Doroskayev.” He chuckled. “He’s the one you stabbed.”

“That’s a funny name. ‘Scar-sight’?”

“He got a bad wound some years ago to his right eye. Never forgave me for it.” Bakhtiian laughed. “A pretty piece of work with your knife. Yuri got it back for you.”

“I’m not hurt,” said Tess stiffly.

“Of course not. No jaran man would harm a woman. What a thought. I know they do in Jeds.”

“Oh, no. In Jeds, jaran men don’t hurt women either.”

Bakhtiian laughed again. Tess had never seen him so jolly. It made her nervous. There was a moment’s silence before he jumped to his feet. “By the gods, I’m tired.”

“Was anyone hurt, of ours?”

“Ours?” She could not see his face but felt his grin. “Ours, indeed.” He put out a hand and, when she took it, pulled her to her feet. She dropped his hand and brushed off her clothing. “Josef Raevsky got a wound in the thigh, but it isn’t serious. Kirill got a cut across the arm. By the gods, why are we standing here, woman?”

He set off for camp, Tess walking beside him.

“Bakhtiian.” They reached the crest and started down into the little camp, where a number of men lay tied up near the campfire, Bakhtiian’s riders clustered around them. Gazing down at the prisoners, Bakhtiian had the grin of a satisfied and well-fed predator. He looked at her. “What does this mean?” She said the name Doroskayev had called her.

He stopped quite short, and finally made a slight, coughing sound. “Forgive me. No man will ever explain that to you.”

“My God.” She smiled. “Then I’ll have to ask Sonia.”

“No woman ought to know that word,” said Bakhtiian sternly, “but if one does, then doubtless that one is Sonia.” They both laughed.

Descending to the camp, he guided her directly to her tent, avoiding the captives. “It will be better if those men never know you are with us. My riders will say nothing.”

“But Doroskayev saw me.”

“One does not always believe what Doroskayev says. And perhaps you now understand why you must always wear your saber, and keep it by your side when you sleep. Now, if you will excuse me.” He gave her a curt bow, but the gesture was not entirely mocking.

She watched him fade into the night, and then knelt to enter her tent. A closed, private refuge seemed suddenly desirable, and safe. A foot scuffed the grass. She jumped back and whirled. A Chapalii stood behind her, not five paces from her. He bowed, formal.

“Cha Ishii,” she began, and then realized abruptly that this was not Ishii at all.

“Lady Terese. I beg your pardon for this rash intrusion. Perhaps you will condescend to allow me to introduce myself.”

She stared for a moment, amazed by his audacity. By his inflections, he ranked as a merchant’s offspring, of that class one step below the nobility. Why had he come with Cha Ishii’s expedition? The last dregs of fear and adrenaline from the skirmish melted away, seared into oblivion by her need to know what Ishii was doing here, and what it meant to her brother. “You may.” She set her hands together, palm over palm, in that arrangement known as Imperial Patience.

He bowed, acknowledging her generosity. “I am Hon Garii Takokan. I beg your indulgence.” She waited, curious. “I was distraught to discover that these savages with whom we ride were to engage in violence this very night, but far more was I distressed to know that you, Lady Terese, perforce must face such dangers unarmed.”

“You are well spoken, for a merchant’s son, Hon Garii.”

“I have studied to improve myself, Lady Terese,” he answered, slipping in two inflections that skirted the bounds of impropriety, hinting that he had, perhaps, some connection with noble blood in him. “If I may be allowed to say as much.”

“You may.”

“Therefore.” He stopped short, glancing furtively behind and to each side. “If you will condescend to permit me to present you with this gift.”

Tess considered. Giving gifts in the Chapalii culture was a gesture loaded with implied obligations and serious consequences. But her curiosity got the better of her, so she held out her hand to receive it.

He handed her a knife, bowed, and slipped quickly away, not even waiting for her thanks. She held it up. And stared.

This was not a knife. Certainly, it looked like a knife; it had a hilt and a blade. But twin points of light peeped from the crosshilts, and when she held the blade, it felt warm to her touch. This was something more, far more. That this was Chapalii-manufactured, a Chapalii weapon made to look like a native thing, she did not doubt for an instant. Like the tents. It took no great leap of imagination to guess that this was some kind of energy gun. No wonder Ishii was not concerned about these savages’ petty little wars. With such a weapon, one person standing alone could obliterate Bakhtiian’s jahar before they got close enough to put her in danger.

“But I wonder,” she said to herself, tucking the knife into her belt and crawling into the sanctity of her tent, “I wonder if Ishii knows that Garii has given this to me.” It disturbed her very much to suspect that he did not.



Chapter Eight


	“Thou shalt inquire into everything.”

	—PARMENIDES OF ELEA



TWO DAYS LATER THEY deposited Doroskayev in the middle of a stretch of featureless flat lands, the hills a dark billow to the northeast. Tess and Bakhtiian tracked him that afternoon as he walked back toward his comrades, who had been trussed and tied and left by the water hole to wait in sullen expectation for their release. Finally, Bakhtiian reined in his horse on a rise. Tess stared down at the solitary figure, whose face was indeed disfigured by an ugly scar over his right eye. It seemed a short enough time ago that she had stumbled, alone and scared and determined, through grass that scraped constantly at her legs. Now it merely brushed the soles of her boots. They turned their horses southwest and caught up with the jahar by evening.

It might have been dull, this riding day after day, week after week, across a land as routine as their daily tasks, but it was spring, and spring was a joy, and the life itself was new, like a language that needed learning. Tess could never resist the lure of an unknown tongue. The sky lifted far above. The land slipped by beneath horses’ hooves. It rained once or twice, but it was no more than an inconvenience. Huge herds of antelopelike animals passed them, heading north in a frenzy of bawling and mewling, and on many days Fedya brought in a fresh kill. The other riders foraged for modhal, a tuber they mashed and shared equally between men and horses, and nekhal, a reedy grass whose shoots were edible. They mixed these with mare’s milk and with the hard bread and dried meat brought from the tribe. The Chapalii ate sparingly of this diet, and if they ate anything else in their tents at night, Tess was none the wiser.

So it was that when, one afternoon as Tess and Bakhtiian scouted the wake of a passing herd, they saw five women riding southward with their day’s catch, Bakhtiian hailed the hunters and spoke with them while Tess hung back and watched.

“I know this tribe,” he said when he returned. “We’ll stop a few days with them.”

They returned immediately to the jahar. At the first good campsite, a small lake ringed with scrubby trees and a profusion of flowering bushes, Bakhtiian called a halt for the night.

“Why don’t we just go on today if this tribe is so close?” Tess asked Yuri as they walked to the lake’s edge. She batted away a swarm of insects, ducked her head as they returned, and retreated from the reedy shore.

Yuri laughed at her and strolled on. It had become the jahar witticism to call them dhal and khal, the twins, because they spent so much time together. Tess liked it because she saw in it an acceptance of her place in the jahar: she was one of them, not one of the pilgrims.

“There are courtesies,” Yuri explained when she caught up with him, “when one tribe comes upon another. Some people might not observe them, but Bakhtiian is very traditional. Now they have warning to know we are coming.” He grinned. “And Vladimir can polish his stones so his necklaces can gleam brighter and impress the young women.”

“Poor Vladimir.”

Yuri looked at her consideringly. “Have you ever really spoken with Vladimir?”

“No. I think he avoids me. But then, you and Kirill and the others scarcely make him welcome.”

“A horse ridden too hard,” said Yuri in khush, “is a horse ruined.” He added, in Rhuian, “If Vladimir is not welcome, look to him, not to us. We’d better teach you to dance, Tess. There’s sure to be a dance in Bakhtiian’s honor. It would look odd if we kept you to ourselves. Though how much we can teach you in one afternoon…”

“I’ve danced before,” said Tess, but the image that came to her, thinking of her folk dancing club at the university, was unwelcome: that night, when Jacques—so cowardly that he had to choose a public place, where pride constrained her from reacting with real emotion—had told her their engagement was over, broken, while they were dancing the last waltz of the evening.

“Are you all right?” Yuri touched her on the arm.

“No, I’m fine. Just hungry. Fedya didn’t bring in a kill today, did he? He shouldn’t be the only one who hunts. I want to practice archery while it’s light. We can dance with a fire. I’m going to get good enough with the bow to do some hunting.”

Yuri laughed at her vehemence. “You’ll ruin my good name. Very well. But you have to get Sonia’s bow. Meet me over there.”

The minutes she spent fetching the bow and arrows gave her time to regain her composure. Damn Jacques, anyway; he wasn’t worth agonizing over. But her anger carried over into her first course, and she shot poorly. Yuri sighed, fetched the arrows and readjusted the four ribbons tied for the target at varying heights around the tree trunk.

“You did better than that with Sonia,” he chided.

While he shot, Tess watched the water birds as they paddled aimlessly back and forth on the pond and with no warning upended and dove under the surface, vanishing, without even a ripple, for so long that one’s breath stopped until they suddenly resurfaced in a flurry of wings and water somewhere else. Submerged—that was the word that haunted her. She had been submerged in Charles’s life since the day she was born. She had never been herself, but always his sister, his heir, doing his work.

“Three out of five,” said Yuri proudly. “Let’s see you match that.” Returning with the arrows, he handed the bow to her. She aimed and hit.

“There. Is Doroskayev the only dyan riding against Bakhtiian?”

“He’s one of the few left. Roskhel is dead now. Veselov—Ilya won him over. Zukhov, Boradin, Makhov. They’re all dead, too. Boradin and Makhov died in the battle at the khayan-sarmiia. Ilya shouldn’t have won that battle because they outnumbered him, but he did. Doroskayev only hates Ilya because he hates Ilya, if you see what I mean. But his tribe is small. There is one dyan left, Dmitri Mikhailov, who commands a jahar large enough and dangerous enough to threaten us. But we haven’t seen him for two summers. I think he’s given up.”

Tess nocked another arrow and drew. “What about the tribal Elders? The women?”

“War is men’s business.”

“Meaning women are left to clean up.” She shot, missing the tree entirely.

“It’s your concentration.” Yuri rested one hand on the back of his neck. She drew again, steadying herself. “Ilya could never have united the jaran without the approval of the Elders. After all, his own mother was the first Elder he had to convince, and if he could convince her, he could convince anyone.” Tess shot and hit. “Do you know,” Yuri added, “when a person stands so still, you see them best. Like your eyes. I never knew eyes could be the color of gorad leaves. Such a green.”

Her fourth and fifth arrows hit true. Yuri shot and hit five times along the length of the tree. “You’re better at this than you think,” she said when he returned with the arrows.

“For a man. It comes of having four sisters. But I always liked archery better than saber.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Yuri!” Kirill called to them from the shore of the lake. He strode over and stopped to stare at the younger man. “You’re not actually practicing that, are you?”

Yuri hastily handed the bow to Tess, who turned to face Kirill with one hand on her hip. “If you practiced, we might eat fresh meat more often.”

Kirill had a careless air about him that belied his authority among the younger men. “It isn’t a man’s weapon, but it’s true, on such a long trip, we would eat better. I know.” He smiled. “We’ll have a contest.”

“I don’t like this,” muttered Yuri.

But the young riders took quickly to the idea: ten shots each. Mikhal immediately took the lead, with seven mid-hits, but this was blamed on his willingness when courting Sonia to go hunting with her.

Eventually Bakhtiian came up. Tess, finishing, found herself with five mid-hits, third behind Mikhal and Yuri. “Do you want a turn?” she asked Bakhtiian, made bold by her success.

“Gods, contest with the rest of us, and with a woman’s weapon?” asked Kirill.

Bakhtiian’s face shuttered as he looked past Tess at Kirill. Birds landed on the lake, wings skittering. Kirill returned Bakhtiian’s scrutiny with an even gaze. No one spoke.

“Very well.” Bakhtiian accepted the bow from Tess. “I would never disparage a woman’s prowess in archery, especially not if she had bow in hand. Not unless I had a very long head start.”

Everyone laughed except Kirill, who turned and left. Tess felt tension that she had not known was there leave her throat. Bakhtiian stood perfectly still, entirely concentrated. The dark waves of his hair matched his intense eyes and severe expression. With his arm drawn back, the curve of the bow framing him, he could have been the god of the hunt, caught forever in the instant before death. All ten shots hit between the middle ribbons.

Kirill returned, and he brought Fedya with him. Fedya was neither for nor against joining the contest. Kirill insisted.

“You don’t have to,” said Tess.

Fedya shrugged. “I don’t have the energy to refuse.” He was one of the shorter riders, stocky without stoutness, with long blond hair caught back in a single braid. Alone among the men he wore a second braid, a horse-tail pinned into his hair. He also habitually wore an expression that suggested that he knew the one, awful secret of man’s doom but was kind enough to hide it from everyone else. “I don’t mind. After all, I’m the only one here who can outshoot Bakhtiian.” The look he gave Kirill was ironic. But he also hit ten mid-shots.

It was growing dark. Tasha, at the fire, called to them that the food was ready. Tess did not follow the others, and Yuri sat with her, finding pebbles to toss into the pond.

“I like it here,” Tess said finally, watching the birds dive.

Yuri glanced at her but did not reply. The shifting greens and yellows of leaves stirred in the twilight breeze. Several birds flapped their wings, spraying water, and then settled.

“Fedya’s as good as some of the women. I thought men never practiced archery.”

“Fedya doesn’t need to practice. He sings to the bow, and it responds.”

“He looks as if he knows the wrongs of the world.”

“Fedya was touched by the gods as a child. What he knows, he’ll never tell.”

They rose and walked slowly toward the fire. This close, the breeze brought the spicy scent of Tasha’s vegetable stew to her. Stars bloomed one by one in the darkening sky. “Do you mean to say…” Tess hesitated, then began again in a lower voice. “That Fedya never boasts, or—”

“If you mean, does he talk about his lovers, no, he doesn’t. For all anyone knows, he hasn’t gone off with a woman since his wife died. If you made up to him, no one would ever find out through him.”

Tess halted, flushing. “You go so fast from start to finish.”

“Tess.” Yuri laid a hand on her shoulder. The ring of firelight faded into darkness a few meters in front of them, framing the men around the fire. “You’re having a hard time of it because of things inside you, and here you are, alone with twenty-seven men. I don’t count the pilgrims, you understand. It isn’t healthy.”

There was a silence.

“Forgive me.” Yuri removed his hand. “I didn’t mean to offend. As your brother I thought—”

Tess began to laugh. “Healthy!”

“Well, I don’t see what’s so funny. It’s true.”

“Oh, Yuri. I’m not laughing at you.”

“You’ll see I’m right.” He headed toward the fire.

“It’s when you’re being smug,” replied Tess, following him, “that I can really see the family resemblance between you and Bakhtiian.”

“I beg your pardon!”

Tess grinned. “Now, didn’t you say you would teach me some of your dances?”

“There.” Yuri pointed. The morning sun shone down on the spread of tents laid in neat lines beyond the edge of a narrow river. “I remember this tribe. Sakhalin is etsana here, and her sister’s son the dyan of their jahar. I was only a boy when we met with them last, but they are friends of our tribe. Bakhtiian says we will stay four nights with them.”

At the jahar’s appearance on the rise, two men and two women detached themselves from the camp and walked up to them. Bakhtiian and Niko dismounted and strode forward to meet them halfway. After what seemed to Tess a long, drawn-out conversation punctuated with elaborate gesturing, Bakhtiian returned, leaving Niko to walk back into camp with them.

Now Bakhtiian spoke with Ishii, and Tess noted with interest that Ishii’s face bore a green cast—he was displeased. But when Bakhtiian nodded and retreated from his side, Ishii sent his horse forward, down to the camp. The other Chapalii followed. Tess found Hon Garii easily enough. He rode beside another Chapalii, just behind Ishii, and behind them, the other eight rode in a mob that shifted precedence daily. In the clear light of early morning, she could discern on each of these eight the faint tattoo on the jaw beneath the right earlobe that marked these Chapalii as stewards. Born to serve, certainly, but not the lowest class by any means. Stewards alone served the nobility and had, in their turn, servants as well. That stewards made up the rest of the party, that they did work normally left to lesser castes, simply proved to Tess the importance of this expedition. Now that she had settled in with the riding, it was time to investigate, slowly, circumspectly. She had time.

She laid a hand on the knife thrust between her trousers and her belt. As if the gesture had caught his eye, Ishii glanced back at her, and she removed her hand guiltily. But he looked away again, directing his people down and to one side of the tribe’s camp.

“We will stay four nights,” Bakhtiian was saying to the jahar. “You will comport yourselves in a respectful and modest manner.” He looked at Kirill as he said this. Kirill returned his gaze blandly. With Vladimir riding just behind him, Bakhtiian led the jahar down into camp.

As Tess dismounted, an elderly woman with a baby in a sling at her hip walked up to her. “Ah, my dear girl, I am Elizaveta Sakhalin. You are Terese Soerensen. Is that it?” She spoke khush slowly so that Tess could follow her words.

“Tess, if you will.” Tess felt comfortable with her at once.

“Yes, you will want to be with women again. My daughter—here, Konstantina!”

A young blonde woman with an unattractive face but sharp and friendly eyes came over. “But, Mama,” she said forthrightly, “Tsara and I and the others are to go out to hunt today. There is that great—” The word was lost on Tess. “—just beyond the ford.”

“Konstantina. A guest! Your manners.”

“But perhaps, Mother Sakhalin,” Tess began hastily, using the only honorific she knew for a tribal etsana, and seeing immediately that Sakhalin and her daughter approved of it. “If your daughter does not—will not mind—I hunt, go hunting, with her.”

Konstantina brightened. “Yes, Mama. You are good with the bow?”

Tess smiled. “No. Not at all. So I am tired of no fresh meat. Traveling with men.”

Enlightenment blossomed on both women’s faces. “Of course. Such a long journey and no herds. You will go with Konstantina. She will teach you. Then you can hunt for the jahar.”

Konstantina hustled Tess off as quickly as if she feared that her mother would change her mind, given a moment to reconsider. And into the company of women Tess was welcomed without reservation. She strode along, finding it difficult to keep up with their pace, and was given a lecture on the behavior of herds, animals, and shooting that she understood perhaps half of. The actual hunt proved more instructive. A huge herd of bovine grazing beasts milled along the river’s edge. Tess crouched, and watched, and stalked, and waited, and was even allowed to shoot a few times, although none of her shots brought down any game. Of the seven women with her, six brought down kills, and three of those brought down two. Konstantina allowed her to drag in one of her kills, and with the slender, musty-smelling calf draped across her shoulders, Tess trudged the long walk back to camp and was grateful to collapse in the shade of Mother Sakhalin’s great tent.

“Tomorrow,” said Konstantina, crouching beside her while they watched her brothers skin the kills, “we will have a dance. So.” She grinned slyly. Next to her, her cousin, Tsara, a pretty, dark-haired girl, dimpled and whispered into Konstantina’s ear. “Tsara wishes to know which of these riders is the best lover.”

Tess blushed. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know! Surely—how long have you traveled with them?”

“Six hands of days, now.” Seeing that Konstantina regarded her suspiciously out of those piercing blue eyes, Tess felt constrained to add, “In my land, it is different between men and women.”

“Of course. You are a foreigner. I had almost forgotten.”

Tsara sighed. “But so many of them are good-looking. And they are only here four nights. How will I choose?”

Studying Tsara, whose cheek was clear of the scar of marriage, Tess reflected that such a pretty girl would have no trouble attracting lovers. “Well, Kirill,” said Tess, and flushed, wondering why he had come first to her mind.

“Aha,” said Konstantina, watching Tess’s face. “A good recommendation, I think.”

“Mikhal is quiet and still in love with his wife. Yuri is sweet.”

“He is Bakhtiian’s cousin, is he not?”

“Yes, and Fedya—”

“The Singer? But who wants a sad man?”

“He sings very sweetly,” said Tess defensively. “He has a beautiful voice.”

“And what,” asked Tsara, “about the one with the necklaces? He is very pretty.”

“He’s an orphan.” Then, seeing their faces, she was sorry she had said it.

Konstantina waved one hand dismissively. “An orphan. What about the others?”

“What about Bakhtiian?” Tsara asked in a low voice.

Bakhtiian. Tess’s vocabulary failed her utterly. What about Bakhtiian?

But Konstantina, either oblivious to Tess’s sudden silence, or sympathetic to it, shook her head decisively. “Tsara, men like Bakhtiian are not for girls like us. You see who comes out of Nadezhda Martov’s tent in the morning.”

“Oh.” Tsara’s eyes went very round.

“Who is Nadezhda Martov?” Tess asked, feeling a little disgruntled.

“She is the finest weaver in all the tribes,” said Konstantina proudly. “She is my mother’s cousin’s cousin’s daughter, though she’s rather older than you or I. You’ll see.”

But Tess, going back to her own tent that night, where Yuri had pitched it for her back behind the Sakhalin tents, saw Bakhtiian sitting beside Niko and some of the men from the tribe around a distant fire, talking intently. Later, dozing, she heard him speaking with Vladimir, and she peeked outside to see him crawl, alone, into his own tent.

She spent the next day with Konstantina and Tsara and some of the other Sakhalin cousins, preparing a flat ground for dancing. Children raced around, some helping, some playing. Tess let Tsara fit a sling to her and carried around an amiable infant until it got hungry. In the afternoon, the young women lent her women’s clothing, insisting that no woman ought to attend a dance dressed as she was. They braided her hair properly, and Tsara lent her one of her beaded headpieces to cap her hair and drew kohl around her eyes to highlight them. Tess felt terribly embarrassed, walking at dusk to where the bonfire had just been lit, with the accustomed weight of her mirror, free of its case this night, but without her saber. But the riders of Bakhtiian’s jahar had well and truly blended into the mass of riders from this tribe, and she did not have to face their scrutiny up close. Ensconced among the women, Tess found it easy to take refuge in their confidence.

The music, as it began, sounded familiar and exciting. Tess recognized a dance Yuri had taught her, but as the women around her filtered away, seeking partners, she did not have the courage to go seek one of her own. She stood in the shadows and watched until Yuri came up to her.

“Well.” Yuri examined her. Tess blushed. “Sonia would approve.” He left it at that. “Would you like to dance?”

“Yes!”

Yuri caught her up, pulling her around, and her feet moved into the pulse of their own accord. Faces, muted in the firelight, flashed past. She loved dancing perhaps more than anything except for flying, was good at it, and this firelit stage, a hall enclosed by dark, with sound echoing in the air, voices singing with pipes, bodies, skirted tunics, brushing past her, the fine taste of grass and dust on her tongue, all heightened her senses so that the steps seemed as natural as breathing.

After two dances, Konstantina took Yuri away from her. Tess wandered to stand near the musicians, looking for a familiar face, but it seemed to her that all the men she knew were out dancing. She rubbed her hands together, feeling a little stupid. Vladimir came up to her. He smiled, looking straight at her.

“Oh, hello, Vladimir,” she said, feeling even more stupid. If she had exchanged twenty words with him on this journey, she would have been surprised.

He laid a hand on his necklaces, stones that winked and gleamed in the firelight. He wore bracelets on each wrist, rings on four fingers, and his eyes were unusually dark, startling against the blondness of his hair. “Neither you nor I have partners.”

Tess lowered her gaze. She knew this dance all too well; it reminded her of Jacques. “No,” she replied faintly.

He put out his hand, palm up.

Flushing, she put her hand on his and let him lead her out to the circle. He was her height, slim-waisted, and he danced gracefully enough that he easily covered the mistakes she made. He did not speak much, either. She danced with him again and again. Then, catching sight of Bakhtiian to one side, he excused himself hurriedly and walked away.

Left alone, she put her hands, warm from him, on her cold cheeks. A drum pounded out a slow, elegant rhythm, and Tsara ran up to lead her out into a line dance for women. Pipes serenaded them as they swept through the measures, the bright bells on their trousers and the brilliant headpieces of gold flashing against the firelight. But they abandoned her ruthlessly when it came time to dance with the men again—not, Tess thought, out of any selfishness, but simply because they seemed to think she could fend for herself. If only she had their confidence.

And Vladimir came up and asked her to dance again. They stood in the farthest ring of light after the dance ended, sleeves touching, the hem of her long tunic brushing the tasseled tops of his boots, and she felt in charity with Vladi for keeping her company. Glancing at him, she caught him looking at her speculatively. She flushed again, and cursed herself silently for flushing. I’m terrible at this, she thought. I ought to just—He watched her steadily, and he smiled, as if he was aware of the way her thoughts were tending. I ought to just get it over with. God knows, he’s pretty enough.

He laid his hand on her arm, light but intimate.

“Why aren’t any of the other women dancing with you?” she asked.

His hand tightened on her sleeve. “Someone said something. Kirill. I’d wager. He never has liked me.”

“Vladimir,” she began, suddenly guilty, knowing it was herself who had spoiled his chances, and somehow they had taken a step back, out of the last ring of light, and now they stood in shadow.

“Tess!” It was Yuri. Vladimir whirled and vanished into the darkness.

“What is it?” Tess asked a little peevishly, as Yuri halted next to her.

He didn’t answer for a moment, looking past her into the dark where Vladimir had disappeared. The music ended. “The next dance. The one I taught you that you liked so much. Come on.” He took her hand, hesitated. “It isn’t so bad for me to dance with you because everyone knows that by giving you my sister’s tent my mother sealed us brother and sister by every claim but blood. It’s all right for a brother to ask his sister to dance.”

“Are you trying to tell me something?” Oh, God, she’d done something wrong. As always, with men; as always.

“We’d better hurry. They’re forming up.” He dragged her into the circle and placed her so that her back was to the fire and he faced her. “Now don’t forget: step, behind, step, behind, step, then turn, and you’ve got the quick step-hop. And don’t forget to switch partners. But when the hold is called, you’re to stay with that partner until you’ve missed a step. That’s the contest. But don’t worry. No one will be watching you anyway.”

The drums began, a slow, straight beat in four. Tess did not worry. Identical sets, the music starting slow and getting faster and faster, and the switch of partners; if they wanted to make this a contest—where those who made mistakes dropped out and the last pair without mistakes won—she was happy just to dance it, because she loved its complexity. No man, faced with this foreigner when the drummer called “hold,” would expect her to dance without error.

The pipes came in with the melody. She danced the set twice with Yuri and on a double clap and turn moved right to a new partner. Spins and high steps, stamps that sounded hollow and muffled on the ground, a strong arm pulling her around, laughter across the fire. A man whistled. She loved it. She had that sense of dancing that anticipates the rhythm and so is exact, the ability to duplicate the melody in the steps. She danced, spun to a new partner, danced, moved.

The high melody, faster now, pierced through the thick sound of feet, of breath expelled and drawn in, of the snap of fire and the slap of clothing. The lutes took up a counter-melody and the drums added an off beat. The women’s long tunics swelled out on the turns, sinking back in, swirling around legs. Tess stamped and twirled and came to Niko. He grinned, breathing hard from exertion, and swung her around. As the dance went faster, it became somehow easier for her as she lost her self-consciousness in her absorption in the music. Low drums came in, the high ones pounding out patterns above, matching the pipes. She danced, kick-hop, slide step away, clap and return, moved to the next partner, danced, stamped, and whirled into the arms of Bakhtiian.

“Hold!” yelled the drummer: hold to this partner. The contest had begun.

Bakhtiian glared at her, but pulled her in, and they pivoted. Where she pulled out, she felt an exact counterweight against her. His hand on her lower back signaled her steps, and when he had to turn her so fast that she got dizzy, his other arm steadied her, strong at her waist, until she got her balance back. By the end of the first set, they understood each other. By the end of the second, they could no longer tell if the music was speeding up.

Tess laughed. Step-behind and five stamps, five stamps. She felt as if her soul were flowing out through her limbs, her fingers and her toes, her eyes and her lips. His face seemed luminous, as though sparks of fire had caught it and then spread down to burn in flashes on his shirt; he was not smiling. He spun, and she spun—the drummer called out, “To end!”—and she and Bakhtiian pivoted ten times and came to a perfect halt, stock-still and panting and exactly placed in the circle.

Except there was no circle. They had won.

“Oh, God,” said Tess in Anglais.

“You’re a good dancer,” said Bakhtiian, releasing her and bowing as they did at the court in Jeds. His hair seemed thicker, fluffed into a luxuriant disarray by the activity, touched with moisture on the ends. For an instant she had the urge to touch it. He straightened.

Yuri stood beyond, laughing. Beside him, Kirill had his arms crossed on his chest, grinning. Tsara stood next to him with one hand draped possessively over his arm. Konstantina clapped and cheered, egging on those around her. Niko and Mother Sakhalin stood together, smiling. Vladimir stood off to one side, alone, and he looked furious.

“Thank you,” Tess said. Words deserted her. She stared blankly at him, and he averted his eyes. “Ah, yes,” she went on, stumbling, mortified. “You understand.”

“Understand what?”

“Dancing.” She felt as if she were about to dive into a deep pool of murky water; something lay in the depths, and she did not know what it was. “Some people move their feet while there is music, some move their feet with the music.”

He smiled, swiftly, like the sight of a wild animal in flight: a moment’s brilliant grace and an unfulfilled suggestion of beauty. “What you found in riding, you already knew in dancing.”

Tess could think of nothing to say and was beginning to feel stupid again when Yuri came up.

“Tess, I had no idea you could dance so well. Everyone knows that Ilya can dance like the grass, but he never does. I don’t know why.”

“Yuri,” said Bakhtiian.

“I think that was a warning,” said Tess to Yuri.

“Excuse me,” said Bakhtiian curtly, and left them.

Yuri took Tess’s elbow and guided her past couples forming for the next dance, past the ring of watchers, some of whom congratulated her in low voices, to the shadowy edge of the firelight. His lips were pressed together into a thin line, and his shoulders trembled with suppressed laughter. Behind them, the lutes began a slow melody, accompanied by the shuffle and drag of feet.

“No one…no one ever says things like that to Bakhtiian.”

“Why not? It was a warning. I remember when he told you to go look after the horses. I’d never seen anything so rude.”

“Oh, Tess. The look—on his face when you said it.” He bit at his hand to stop himself from giggling.

“I didn’t see it.”

“Oh, oh.” Tears sparkled on his cheeks. He was still laughing, one hand pressed to his abdomen. “Oh, Tess, make me stop laughing. My stomach hurts.”

Tess began to wipe at her eyes, recalled the kohl, and stopped. “Listen, Yuri. I need your advice. About Vladimir.

Yuri stopped laughing.

“I’ve done something wrong, haven’t I?” she whispered. From the fire came a swell of laughter.

“No.” He reached for her. She avoided his hand. “Vladimir’s behavior—as if anyone could blame you—”

“Oh, Lord.” She broke past him and ran away, skirting the clusters of tents, until she found her own, pitched in solitary splendor at the very edge of camp. She flung herself down, crawled inside, and covered her face with her hands.

Once again, she had made a fool of herself with a man. She never knew what to do. She always did it wrong. She snuffled into her palms but could not force tears. Voices, angry voices, interrupted her, and she froze, scarcely breathing.

“By the gods,” said Bakhtiian. He sounded furious beyond measure. “If I ever see such an exhibition as that again, Vladimir, then you will leave my jahar. Perhaps Elena Sobelov might keep you as her lover, a kinless man without even a dyan to call loyalty to, but her brothers will kill you if you ever try to mark her.”

“I didn’t do anything wrong.” Vladimir’s voice was sullen.

Tess squirmed forward and peered out the front flap of her tent. She could see neither of them.

“Not even Kirill would flaunt himself like that in front of a woman. Not even Kirill, by the gods, would put himself forward so, without any shame at all, and as a guest in this tribe. I expect my riders to behave as men, not as khaja savages.”

Out a little farther, and she could see them, standing by the glow of the fire around which Bakhtiian and Niko had spoken with men from this tribe the night before. Bakhtiian stood stiff and straight, anger in every line of his body. Before him, bowed down by his bitterly harsh words, Vladimir stood hunched, cowed. Tess felt sorry for him suddenly, the recipient of Bakhtiian’s ill humor.

“She’s just a khaja bitch,” said Vladimir petulantly. “She doesn’t matter.”

Bakhtiian slapped him. Vladimir gasped. Tess flinched.

“Never speak of women that way.” Bakhtiian’s voice was low but his words burned with intensity. “Have you no shame? To throw yourself at her, there at the dance? What do you think Sakhalin must think of me, of our jahar? That we are so immodest that we make advances to women?”

A muffled noise had started that Tess could not immediately identify. The shadowy figure that was Vladimir lifted a hand to his face. He was crying.

“None of the women, none of them…came up to me…”He faltered. “She is khaja. I thought it wouldn’t matter.”

“Oh, gods, Vladi,” said Bakhtiian awkwardly, his voice softening. “Go to bed.”

Vladimir turned and fled into the safe arms of the night. Bakhtiian sighed ostentatiously and kicked at the fire, scattering its coals. The last flames highlighted his fine-boned face.

“Ah, Bakhtiian.” The woman’s voice was low and pleasant. She strode into the fire’s glow with confidence. “I was looking for you, Ilyakoria.”

He glanced up at her and looked down again. “Nadezhda. We have had so little time to talk since I arrived.”

“To talk?” She turned to rest a hand on his sleeve. She was older, a handsome woman dressed in long skirts and belled trousers washed gray by the night. “Talk is not precisely what I had in mind.”

He shifted so that his arm brushed hers, but still he did not look at her. “You flatter me.” She laughed, low and throaty, and lifted a hand to touch his face.

His diffidence astonished Tess and she felt suddenly like a voyeur, spying on a scene not meant for her eyes and ears. She shimmied backward into the tent, covered her ears with her hands, and curled up in her blankets. Eventually, she even went to sleep.

Light shimmered through the crystal panes that roofed and walled the Tai-en’s reception hall. Rainbows painted the air in delicate patterns, shifting as the sun peaked and began its slow fall toward evening.

Marco sat on a living bench, grown from polished ralewood, growing still, shaded by vines. He watched as Charles Soerensen moved through the crowd. Worked the crowd, really; Marco had always liked that use of the word. Each new cluster of Chapalii bowed to the same precise degree at Charles’s presence. The humans shook his hand, except for the Ophiuchi-Sei, who met him with a palm set against his palm, their traditional greeting. A handful of individuals from alien species under Chapalii rule also graced the reception, but Charles was always armed with interpreters of some kind, and he had the innate ability to never insult anyone unknowingly. Marco studied the crowd, measuring its tone, measuring individuals and family affiliations among the mass of Chapalii honored enough to receive this invitation, enjoying the consternation in the Chapalii ranks at the carousing of a score of human miners in from the edge of the system on holiday, marveling for the hundredth time over how the Chapalii architect responsible for this chamber had managed to coordinate the intricate pattern of the mosaic floor with the shifting rainbows decorating the loft of air above.

At the far end of the hall, under the twin barrel vaults that led out into the stone garden, Suzanne appeared.

Marco did not jump to his feet. He never did anything hastily or blindly, except for that one time in the frozen wastelands far to the south of Jeds, when he had run for his life with a spear through his shoulder, an arrow through his neck, and his dead guide left behind in a spreading pool of blood.

Suzanne did not move from the entrance. She merely stood to one side, shadowed by a pillar, and waited. After a few minutes, Marco rose and strolled aimlessly through the crowd, making his spiral way toward Charles. When he at last touched the sleeve of Charles’s shirt, he noted that Suzanne had vanished from the hall. Charles shook the hand of a ship’s master, exchanged a few easy words with her mate, and followed Marco out through the narrow side corridor that led to the efficiency and thence through a nondescript door to a hall that circled back and led out onto a secluded corner of the stone garden.

Suzanne waited there, standing under the shade of a granite arch cut into a lacework of stone above. A Chapalii waited with her. Seeing Charles, he bowed to the precise degree.

“Charles,” said Suzanne, “this is Hon Echido Keinaba. He has come to Odys on behalf of his family to negotiate shipping and mineral rights. I hope you will be able to find time to discuss this matter in detail with him tomorrow.” Then she repeated her speech in halting formal Chapalii, for Keinaba.

Charles nodded.

Keinaba bowed, his skin flushed red with satisfaction. “Tai Charles,” he said, speaking slowly, more as if he were choosing his words carefully than making sure the duke could understand him, “I am overwhelmed by your generosity to me and to Keinaba in this matter. I was most gratified to meet and converse with your esteemed heir the Tai-endi Terese on the shuttle from Earth up to the Oshaki, and I can only hope that her influence has helped bring your favor onto our family.” He bowed again, hands in that arrangement known as Merchant’s Bounty.

Charles did not move or show any emotion on his face. He simply nodded again.

“Perhaps, Hon Echido,” said Suzanne, “you would like to see the reception hall.”

“It is my fervent desire,” replied Echido. He bowed again and retreated.

“Where the hell did he come from?” asked Charles. “When did you get back?”

“One hour past, on the same ship as Echido. I rather like him, as much as I like any of them. Charles, Tess has vanished.”

“Explain.”

“The reason I came back in person instead of sending a bullet is that it only took me one day to establish without any doubt in my own mind that Tess finished her thesis, left Prague, and boarded the Oshaki with the intent to come to Odys. I have a holo interview with her friend Sojourner, with a security police officer from Nairobi Port, with a Port Authority steward, and a confirmed retinal print from the boarding access tunnel on Lagrange Wheel.”

“And?”

Suzanne shrugged. She slipped her hand into an inner pocket on her tunic and handed a thick, palm-sized disk to Charles. “My feeling? Sojourner had the distinct impression Tess didn’t want to come to Odys, but that she was running from an unhappy love affair.”

“Lord,” said Marco.

“Don’t kid yourself, Burckhardt. She evidently thought the boy was in love with her, but he was in love with her position and what she was and dumped her when he found out about the inheritance laws.”

“Do you mean to say,” Charles asked quietly, “that Tess was planning on getting married?”

“Looks like it.”

Charles’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “She didn’t tell me. And then?”

“No other ports of call, according to Echido, except Rhui and Odys. I picked him up on Earth. He did not in fact go back to Chapal, despite what that message said. He debarked from the Oshaki at Hydri and went back to Earth to get a ship back here. But he was very clear that he had met less. He said they talked about Rhui and the interdiction and Rhui’s rich resources.”

Charles considered the pattern of subtly shaded stones set in linked chevrons between twisting statues carved from black rock. “Suzanne, you will follow the trail of the Oshaki, as far as Chapal, if need be. Marco, to Jeds.”

Suzanne nodded. “I’ve already made arrangements for the Lumiere to run a shipment of musical instruments to Paladia Major. We can leave in two hours.”

Charles held out the disk. “This is a full report?”

“Of course.”

“Then go.” Suzanne said nothing more, but simply left, walking briskly on the path. Pebbles whispered under her shoes.

Marco coughed into his fist. “Charles, what if she doesn’t want to be found? What if she needs some time alone, to be away from you, from—from everything? You ride her pretty damned hard.”

“She would have sent me a message.” Charles turned the disk in his hand over, and over again. “In any case, she and I haven’t the luxury of time away. It’s hard, but that’s where it stands. Tess must be found. Do you really suppose that I trust the Chapalii in a matter like this? The captain of the Oshaki lied to me. He knew she was on his ship. Even if he colluded with her, if her intent was to hide on Rhui, still…still…she’s leverage over me, and they know it.”

“They made you a duke.”

“And we still don’t understand how their damned alien minds work. Start in Jeds, Marco. You or Suzanne will find her.”

Marco watched Soerensen walk away, back to his duties at the reception which he would perform without the slightest visible sign that he had just discovered that his only sibling, his heir, had disappeared. Charles was about as yielding as the stone in this garden. Sun dappled the path where it wound underneath the granite arch, cut by the lacy filigree into twisting and subtly chaotic patterns that blended with the shapes of the pebbles. Perhaps the stone was more flexible. If Tess was missing by some machination of the Chapalii, there would be hell to pay, although Marco could not for the moment imagine what Charles could actually do about it. Chapalii did not harm their superiors, and very few Chapalii outranked Tess. She would be in no physical danger, at least, however small a consolation that was. And if Tess had run, and was hiding, and he found her and brought her back where she did not want to be: well, that might be worse.

Cloth brushed her back, and Tess started awake and lay still, cursing herself for her dreams. Jacques again, damn him. She felt flushed all along her skin, up and down her body, and she sighed, resigned, recalling the dream more clearly now. Jacques’s presence had not been the important element in this dream; what they were doing together was.

Outside, bells jingled softly, muffled by distance, and one of the herd beasts lowed, sounding more like a cow than the goat it resembled. A bird trilled once, twice, and then ceased. It must be nearly dawn. Yuri had taught her that trillers heralded dawn, whistlers noon, and hooters dusk.

“This isn’t his tent,” said a man, his voice pitched so low that Tess would not have heard him if he hadn’t been standing a hand’s breadth away from her, separated from her only by the cloth of her tent. “This is a woman’s pattern.”

A foot dragged along the fabric, pushing the wall in ever so slightly. Grass rustled, the barest sound, as he crept away. A word exhaled, farther away, so she heard the breath but not the meaning. She reached to pull her tent flap aside to look out.

“Stahar linaya!”

The force of the words—Battle! Night! Treachery!—ringing out in—in Fedya’s voice?—sent her forward without thinking, responding to his piercing cry for help. She tumbled out of her tent and ran right into a body crouched outside. The figure stumbled forward, reaching for his saber. She caught a flash of white face as she reached for her own saber, only to recall that she was in women’s clothing. The man took off running.

A confusion of figures clustered around Bakhtiian’s solitary tent. A man screamed in rage. Suddenly, sabers winked pale in the hazy predawn dimness.

Two men—Vladimir and Fedya—faced off against three, their shapes shifting in a delicate dance around Bakhtiian’s tent.

“Get back, Tess!” A hand pressed her back against her tent, and she looked up to see Kirill beside her. He clutched a blanket around his waist with one hand. His torso was utterly naked, and for a wildly improbable moment, she simply stared, at his arms, at the pale down of fine hair on his chest—

“—your saber!” he hissed urgently.

She swallowed hard and reached back into her tent and pulled out her saber. He grabbed it from her one-handed, slipping the blade free with a deft twist, and ran forward into the fight. “Vladi! Disarm him now! Fedya, to me. Yuri, Konstans, to their backs.”

With a blur of strokes, Vladimir disarmed one man and then without pausing flung himself on the other and wrestled him to the ground. Faced with Fedya and Kirill, and the appearance of several other men in various stages of undress, the third man threw down his saber. Yuri darted forward and picked up the three sabers. He wore only trousers and no boots. A man cried out in pain, and then Bakhtiian appeared at the same moment as the first swell of light, the disk of the sun cresting the horizon, flooded the scene with dawn’s pale light. He was, of course, impeccably dressed, shirt tucked in, trousers straight, saber held with light command in his right hand—but he was barefoot.

“Vladi,” he said in a calm voice that carried easily in the hush of the moment, “let him up.”

Vladi sat atop the second man, knife pressed against the edge of the man’s eye. Blood welled and trickled down the man’s cheek, and he whimpered in fear. Some of the older riders had taken over, holding the other two men captive. Now many of the tribe filtered in to form a rough circle around this altercation. Vladi sat back reluctantly and withdrew his knife. The man did not move from the ground, but he lifted a hand to cover his eye.

“What is this?” Elizaveta Sakhalin and her nephew arrived. “What men have breached the peace of this tribe?”

Niko and Josef yanked the man from the ground and hustled him over to stand by his compatriots. In the light, the raiders looked a sorry bunch, ill-fed, sallow, and peevish.

“I don’t recognize them,” said Bakhtiian.

One man lifted his head and spat in Bakhtiian’s direction. “I’m only sorry we didn’t kill you.”

“You will be sorrier when we are done with you,” said Elizaveta Sakhalin, favoring the three captives with a withering stare.

“This is men’s business,” the bold one snapped.

“Conducted within our tents? I think not. Yaroslav.” She nodded to her nephew. “You will confine them until the Elders have discussed their fate.”

“There,” said Konstantina, startling Tess by coming up quietly beside her. “You see, Tsara.” She angled her neck to include her cousin, who had trailed after her, both hands holding a blanket demurely around herself. “I was right. There is Nadezhda Martov.”

Tess was distracted from watching the captives being led away by the sight of Martov arriving some steps behind Bakhtiian, decently dressed in a shift and skirt. Bakhtiian glanced back at her, aware of her presence, and then moved forward to speak with Niko and Fedya and Vladimir.

“And get some clothes on,” he said to the other men.

Konstantina chuckled. “You see. All the women have arrived to take a look.”

Glancing around, Tess realized that a disproportionate number of the younger women of the tribe had arrived. A few whistled as Kirill came back over to her tent. His eyes were lowered in a becoming fashion, but there was no doubting the slight sauntering display in his walk.

“You, too, Kirill,” said Bakhtiian. “Fedya, was it you caught the intruders? I thought as much. And you did well, Vladi.”

“Thank you,” said Kirill as he returned Tess’s saber. Tsara laid a hand on his arm and led him away, looking smug.

“What will happen to the captives?” Tess asked Konstantina, who still hovered at her elbow. Sakhalin and her nephew reappeared to consult with Bakhtiian.

“Oh, I should think that we’ll leave them for the birds. Ah, there he is. If you’ll excuse me.” Konstantina strode away straight toward Yuri, Tess noted with interest, as he retreated hastily from the fray.

“No,” Bakhtiian was saying, “I take full responsibility for this act. Had I not been here, this would never have happened. I do not want to bring further trouble for your tribe, Mother Sakhalin. We will leave today.”

Sakhalin considered and spoke with her nephew, and then they all walked off together. Vladimir trailed in their wake. Only Fedya remained, standing quite still, head tilted slightly, as if he was trying to hear or taste something on the wind. He turned slowly and walked off, toward Tess at first, and then veering away toward the edge of camp, tracking some unseen path.

“It is a beautiful tent.” Tess looked round to see Nadezhda Martov standing four paces away from her.

“It is,” agreed Tess cautiously. “It was gifted me by Mother Orzhekov. It used to be her daughter’s.”

“Then you are, by her decree, Ilyakoria Bakhtiian’s cousin,” said the woman pleasantly. “Mother Orzhekov is a renowned weaver. Her niece wove the finest patterns I have ever seen.”

“Her niece?”

“Bakhtiian’s elder sister. I knew her before she died.”

“Ah,” said Tess, not knowing what else to say.

“You are from—a long ways away?”

“I am from a—city—a place of many stone tents—Jeds…”

“Yes, I have heard of it. Ilyakoria speaks of it.”

For an instant, Tess had an uncomfortably vivid image of just when he spoke of such things to Nadezhda Martov. She suppressed it and smiled instead.

“Those are borrowed clothes, are they not?” asked Martov. When Tess nodded, she nodded in return. “Come. Though you must ride in men’s clothing, I think you will benefit from having women’s clothing of your own, as well. And with your coloring—” A gleam of challenge lit her eyes. “I know just what will suit you.”

They did not leave until midday. Bakhtiian gave them one of his khuhaylan mares, and most of the tarpans were exchanged for fresh mounts. Tess was forced to consult with Yuri on how to add her burgeoning possessions to her saddle roll: a fine suit of women’s clothing gathered by Martov from women throughout the tribe. Tsara gave Tess a fine silver bracelet. Yuri managed to fit the roll of clothing on to one of the ten horses now burdened with the generous provisions given to the jahar by the women of the tribe.

“So, Yuri,” asked Tess as they rode out of the tribe, “how did you find Konstantina Sakhalin?”

Yuri blushed crimson.

“Poor Kirill. He’s sorry to be going.” Kirill was half turned in his saddle, gazing back at the cluster of women who had gathered to bid them heartfelt farewells. “Are you?”

Yuri set his lips and refused to be drawn.

“Soerensen.” Bakhtiian pulled in beside them. He did not glance back at the tribe. “We’ll be riding forward scout.”

Tess laughed.

“Why are you laughing?” he asked suspiciously.

“I don’t know,” she said truthfully, but she whistled as she urged Myshla forward to ride out with him.



Chapter Nine


	“The eyes are more exact witnesses than the ears.”

	—HERACLEITUS OF EPHESUS



THE SWEEP OF GRASS, the clear air, the high sun; these were her day. Summer surprised them. Now the plain flowered a second time, the stalks of the flowering plants hidden, engulfed in the grass, only the petals showing like brilliant spots of emerald and turquoise, ruby and amethyst. Occasionally it rained. Herds of khey, deerlike animals that proved more placid than the migrating antelopes, provided meat.

One day, when they stopped early to take advantage of a good campsite, Tess convinced Fedya to take her hunting and was rewarded with her first kill, though she made Fedya cut its throat once she had brought it down. Together they brought back her kill and the one Fedya brought down, and so great a fuss was made over her that Tess finally escaped all the attention by going to pitch her tent with Yuri, an act no man but a brother would ever suggest overseeing.

“Fedya is almost as good a hunter as the women,” Tess said as she rolled out her tent. “Is that why he rides scout so often? Even Bakhtiian doesn’t ride scout every day.”

Yuri shrugged. “He likes to be alone. And he has sharp eyes.”

“Yes.” Tess paused in her work to gaze at the distant fire and the figures gathered around it. “He’s so melancholy, but not sorry for himself. And he’s kind.”

Yuri smiled but said nothing.

Bakhtiian now spoke very little Rhuian with her as they rode scout, using khush almost exclusively. But when they talked about Jeds and the disciplines studied at the University there, he lapsed back into Rhuian. Tess began to appreciate the breadth of his learning: conversant with all the things a jaran man must know, he had also taken full advantage of his three years at the University in Jeds. Gallio and Oleana, Narronias and the great legalist, Sister Casiara of Jedina Cloister, these Tess knew because she had read their works on Earth in order to keep her Rhuian fresh. But Bakhtiian’s knowledge took surprising turns at times.

“Aristotle!”

“Well, you pronounce it rather differently. Surely you’ve read his works on natural history?”

“I suppose you’ve read Plato, too?”

“Pla—? Oh, yes, Playtok. But I never found his arguments convincing. I find his dialogue form too self-conscious.”

“Ah,” said Tess wisely, beginning to wonder what her brother had been up to these past ten years since she had last set foot on Rhui. But then, she had been too young those three years she had spent in Jeds with Charles and Dr. Hierakis, too shocked by the death of her parents, to be aware of what they might have been doing in the midst of the burgeoning renaissance of the city.

“But perhaps…” He hesitated, and then, decisively, he reached into his saddlebag and withdrew a leather-bound volume and opened it. “Perhaps you can help me understand this.” He read aloud. “‘Every body perseveres in its state of rest, or of uniform motion in a right line, unless it is compelled to change that state—’”

“Let me see that,” she demanded, and he handed the book to her without a word. “My God. This is Newton’s Principia.”

“So you have heard of him.”

“Ah, yes, I have. I suppose you have a volume of Descartes back there as well.”

“Dhaykhart? No, I have not heard of this philosopher.”

“Thank God. Where did you get this?” She gave the book back to him, and he tucked it neatly back into his pouch.

“I have a—a friend in Jeds. We arranged, before I left, that this friend would send books to a certain port and a certain inn proprietor. Every other year or so, we journey near that port—this year, we will put the khepelli to ship there—and then I collect the books.”

“Oh. I wondered how you and Niko got books. But where did that book come from, the Newton?”

He shrugged, mystified by the intent of her question. “One of the printing houses in Jeds. I have only had it one year. My friend writes that this Newton lives overseas, but Jedan traders have brought in many new philosophic volumes to the University in recent years.”

“Overseas,” muttered Tess. “Of course.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“No, I was merely surprised because I studied overseas near…where this man lives—”

“Have you met him?”

“Ah, no, no, but I was simply surprised because his works were so swiftly translated and sent to Jeds.”

“Perhaps your brother was the one responsible,” said Bakhtiian, watching her far too closely. “Soerensen…the name is familiar, but I can’t place it. He must trade extensively to have chosen to send his only sister so far away to study.”

“Perhaps he was,” said Tess, not liking the measuring way in which Bakhtiian examined her. It was easy enough to forget that the Chapalii had accused her of spying, and that Bakhtiian had told Sonia he thought Tess was lying about herself, about her merchant brother and her reasons for being here, about how much else, she could not guess. “But,” she added a little sharply, “he is not the only man to have sent his relatives a great distance to go to a university.”

And Bakhtiian remembered that he was, after all, speaking with a woman, and he looked away from her to scan the level plain and the arching sky.

“Look,” said Tess suddenly, “look there! A khoen.”

“You are learning to use your eyes.” They brought their horses up next to it, a small mound layered with an elaborate arrangement of rocks, mostly hidden in the grass. He stared down. His shoulders tensed and his lips thinned. “Damn them,” he said softly, followed by a word Tess did not know. He twisted his reins twice around one fist, unsheathed his knife, looked at it, sheathed it again. Tess waited. He untwisted the reins and his horse put its head down to graze. “So.” He squinted briefly at the horizon. “The last three dyans are combining forces against me. Now that I’m on a long journey with a small jahar, they think this time they can kill me because they know that once I have those horses, it will be too late. You chose a poor time to accompany us.”

“Who’s combining? Isn’t Doroskayev’s group behind us? Yuri says you still don’t know which dyan those men call loyalty to, the ones who tried to kill you in Sakhalin’s tribe. And how can you read all that from these rocks?”

“Why are women always so damnably curious?” asked Bakhtiian. He smiled.

“Because men keep everything from them, of course.”

He laughed. “Very well. I relent. I’ll show you.” He glanced around before dismounting to explain the intricacies of this language of stone and stick and earth. When they were riding again, he said, “The jaran have no language that is set down, unlike Rhuian. Our poetry and songs live in all our memories. Only the stone mounds have meaning.”

“No written language at all?”

“Some priests carve in stone, but few know the secret of that tongue.”

“Do you?”

“I cannot say.”

“Then you do.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not.”

“Why are men always so damnably evasive?” asked Tess. She smiled.

“Because of women,” said Bakhtiian.

For some reason, this produced a silence. A bird called loudly overhead. Tess gazed up at the sky. It had a slate color, a tinge of gray, as if one storm cloud had been ripped to pieces and mixed in with the blue. In Jeds it had the blue of turquoise, but in Jeds the other colors had not seemed so bright. A torn wisp of cloud clung to the horizon.

“Why did your brother send you overseas?” he asked.

She turned, astonished and irritated, to stare directly at him. “You don’t trust me.”

His lips tightened, and he reined his horse away from her so abruptly that it shied under the hard rein. He turned it downslope and let it have its head, Tess trailing behind.

She retreated immediately to the company of the young men that evening, and sat at the fire watching Mikhal and Fedya across from her as they sang a riddle song to an appreciative audience.

“Yuri, I’m hungry,” she said peevishly, still annoyed and troubled by her afternoon’s conversation. “Why can’t we eat?”

Yuri sat with his arms curled around his one upright knee, staring morosely into the fire. “Didn’t Ilya tell you? Tomorrow we come to zhapolaya, the sacred hill. We have many laws that we must follow at a holy place.”

“Including starving? Have the khepelli been out of their tents at all since you set up camp?”

“How should I know? Do you think I care?”

“Well at least you’re hungry, too.” Yuri made a face at her, but it was a half-hearted attempt. “What is this zhapolaya?”

“The stone that crowns the sacred hill. Something the gods left us.”

“How nice of Bakhtiian to tell me,” Tess muttered.

“What?”

“Is this one of the sacred places the khepelli want to see?”

“Yes. I think so.”

“Wait. Are you saying that they knew it was here?”

“But everyone who knows this land knows of it. Why shouldn’t they?”

Of course they would have asked Bakhtiian to direct them to holy sites. Something the gods had left. Could it be the relic of some star-faring civilization? But this planet had been discovered by the League Exploratory Survey, annexed at the same time the League had been annexed by the Chapalii Empire, and then deeded to her brother when the emperor had honored him with the dukedom. Perhaps some ancient Rhuian empire had laid tracks across this trackless plain and then vanished. Perhaps. It was the easiest explanation.

Tess followed the shifting red of flame up and across and found that her gaze had drawn and met Fedya’s where he sat next to Mikhal. He smiled in return and looked away, the smile lingering on his face as if he had forgotten it. Tess ran her knuckles over her lips thoughtfully, focusing on the darkness beyond so that her knuckles separated into two exact duplicates, one solid, one shadow. She rose, bidding Yuri good night, and wandered out toward the Chapalii tents.

But what if Yuri had meant his comment literally—what if the Chapalii had known exactly where they wanted to go and had chosen this way, riding cross-country, to get there as unobtrusively as possible?

The four tents stood isolated beyond the fire and the casual clutter of the jahar. Three stood dark against the night sky. In the second, the tent of Hon Garii and his companion, Hon Rakii Makokan, another son of a merchant house, a low gleam of steady light filtered from the tent. But shouldn’t a light inside canvas reveal silhouettes? This one did not. She shook her head, impatient with herself. What could she do, alone on this journey, except keep an eye on them for Charles? Spy on them. She ought to at least use the correct word. Someone coughed nearby. She turned to see a figure standing about twenty paces from her, a tall, slender form traced dimly against the spread of stars. She knew that it was Bakhtiian. Watching her. Watching her spy.

“Damn him.” She stalked off to bed.

In the morning, she felt nauseated with hunger. Bakhtiian’s pace as they scouted only emphasized the hollow jolting, and now and then, when he wasn’t looking, she would put her hand over her mouth. To her unspeakable relief, they reached the sacred hill in the early afternoon.

The hills they had seen on the horizon the day before now rose abruptly out of the plain as if the earth had frozen in the act of bubbling. The grass here, more brown than gold, grew sparsely enough that soil showed through in patches. The zhapolaya was distinguishable from its companions only by the standing stone at its peak, a dark rectangle whose angularity and solid mass looked unnatural against the fluid hills. A standing stone—some kind of marker, perhaps, like the milestones the Romans had used.

“There is a hollow for a camp,” said Bakhtiian, and they found it out of sight of the sacred hill. These were weak-soiled, low hills, crumbled in spots from the winter rains. Several dry watercourses ran through the hollow, but there were no clouds, no danger of a washout.

“No storms. Not yet.” Bakhtiian laughed. Some tone in his laugh caught at her, made her shiver all the way down her spine, made her warm. The jahar rode in and she watched them, acutely aware of the lines of their bodies, their movements as they dismounted and walked and stretched and glanced—one or two—at her, quickly and then away. She turned away to hide her blush, and she knew: the long drought had caught up with her at last. Some tone in his laugh: remembered pleasure, or anticipation. She dismounted, glad to unsaddle the horse.

She took as long as she could caring for Myshla, checked her hooves twice over, brushed her until her coat gleamed, talked to her. The Chapalii retired early to their tents. The jaran men settled down around the fire, their tents a close wall behind them. Tess walked over reluctantly and sat down beside Yuri, aware of their glances, their bodies, their presence. Niko scattered herbs over the flames, and a sweet, strangely harsh scent drifted out to them.

“What is that?” Tess asked, not sure that she liked the powerful tang.

“Ulyan,” whispered Yuri. “All the men carry some.” He shifted so that she could see a tiny pouch snuggled up against the hilt of his saber, looped to his belt.

“Why?”

“To greet the gods. A man who dies in battle, or a woman in childbirth, is welcomed to the gods’ lands, and we burn ulyan with him on his pyre, so the gods’ messengers will come to carry away his spirit. Jahar riders and pregnant women always keep a pouch of ulyan with them.”

“I can’t stand the scent. It’s so strong. I’m going to take a walk.”

Yuri patted her hand. “It also covers the smell.”

Tess left, walking aimlessly out into the gathering darkness, the hollow lost behind her, the sacred hill hidden behind the hill to her right. She touched her belt in four places, a little ritual: saber, knife, mirror, and Chapalii knife. Covered the smell, he had said. Of burning flesh? With any luck at all, I’ll never find out.

The moon, large and bright and not yet half full, rose like a cautious animal over the horizon and began its leisurely circuit of the sky. Stars appeared here and there.

Beneath her feet the ground sloped upward. Tess followed it, letting other forces dictate her movements. She came upon him unexpectedly, sitting on a rock embedded in an overhanging lip of hill. The view was of nothing, except the formless shape of hills. He was, perhaps, watching the moon.

“Hello, Fedya.”

“He is happy tonight,” he answered, by way of greeting. He did not look at her.

“Do you mean the moon?” She sat beside him, cross-legged, her hands on her knees.

“Of course.” He looked at her fleetingly.

“Do you call the moon a man, a male, in the jaran?”

“What a strange question. Yes.”

“In my land, we call her a maiden or, sometimes, an old woman.”

“But the moon is not nearly as bright as the sun.” Fedya considered the moon, tilting his head to one side. He had a soft profile, blurred by his mustache and thick lashes, and by the clean, round line of his jaw.

“Then what is the sun?”

“A woman.” He looked at her, puzzled. “Of course.”

She looked down. It smelled of soil here rather than grass, a heavy scent unstirred by wind. “There is so much that is different.”

“Between a man and a woman, do you mean?”

“Yes.”

Fedya shook his head. “There is nothing different.”

“You haven’t been in my land.”

“What is a land but people? Your ways may be different, but people are the same.”

“I don’t know. I don’t know if I believe you.”

“How can you not believe me?” he asked, fixing her with a stare so intimate that she felt her face warm with a flush.

“Fedya, will you—do you want to—” She almost laughed, but it came out a half-strangled, tiny sound. “I don’t know what to say, how to ask.”

“You already have.” He put his hand on her shoulder and drew it down, slow and caressing, down along her sleeve to her wrist. She had to hold her breath to stop from sighing, and she was suddenly aware of every inch of skin, tingling, aching. “Tess.” His voice was gentle. “I must tell you this first. I can only think of my wife, or of what comfort there is in lying with a woman.”

“But it’s only—comfort I want. I can’t—not men who want more—” Her hand lifted to touch her own lips, lowered. “—than I can give them. Than I have. I’m not explaining myself.”

“But you are.” His hand lay steady on hers. He looked up at the moon. “The soul is cold and alone when darkness comes. It needs comfort. But the other things, possession, passion, love—ah, they bring hurt.”

“Betrayal. Betraying the confidence you give, between a man and a woman.”

“Betrayal,” Fedya echoed. Her hand warmed now where his touched it. “Perhaps I felt she betrayed me when she died, like the sun, always deserting the moon to the darkness.” The light of the moon shadowed his eyes.

“No confidences,” said Tess. “Only comfort.”

He lifted one hand to cup her face. “Below this rock it is dry.”

He was gentle, and quiet, and he knew how to laugh when it was appropriate. He fell asleep afterward, half in her arms, and Tess saw that when he slept he looked much younger, almost as if he were a child again. The roughness of his cloak tickled her skin, but pleasantly, softly, as if it meant to remind her that contentment was all very well, but there was work still to be done. They lay in darkness, the moon far gone on his nightly path.

Something that had been kicking in her had calmed; another alarm now took its place. Work to be done. She slipped on her clothing and wrapped him in his cloak, carefully tucking the cloth around his feet. He did not wake. It was chilly. She reached the crest of the hill, yawning.

A light lit the sacred hill opposite. Shadowy forms, thin and awkward in their movements, clustered around the standing stone, limned by the glow. Tess dropped to her knees and waited and watched.

For a long time they simply stood there, as if they were examining the megalith. She surveyed the ground all around, but she could detect no other watchers. Just as she decided to make a careful circuit, to be sure that no one, especially not Bakhtiian, was also observing this scene, the light cut off.

She scuttled down the hill, keeping low, and at the base of the zhapolaya crouched and stared up. A rectangle of oblivion, drowning out the stars, marked the standing stone. She knew her eyes had adjusted, but she could see no one, no forms, no shapes, nothing but the stone, above her. The Chapalii could not have moved so fast and disappeared so utterly. On the dark face of the stone, a red light winked and vanished. She ducked, expecting laser fire, but none came. The light winked and vanished again, and she waited, and it winked and vanished yet again. A signal.

She crept up the hill. No one shouted. Nothing moved. The light blinked on and off, on and off, beckoning her.

A beacon. The thought struck her forcibly as she reached the top and cautiously stood next to the stone. The megalith dwarfed her, standing three times her width and twice her height. Just above her eye level, embedded within the stone, gleamed the blood-red point. She placed her hand on the stone, next to it, and felt the roughened texture of rock on her skin. But the rock was warm, and the barest pulse throbbed through it, blending with the beat of her heart. She slid her hand across its surface until she covered over the tiny depression within which the point of light lay winking.

The stone gave off an exhalation, like an old woman’s tired sigh. Warm air brushed her face. She felt dizzy, disoriented, until she realized that the rock face was pulling away from her, opening. The ground moved, and she stared down into the earth, down a flight of stairs that led—

That led wherever the Chapalii had gone. A ghostly blue light emanated up from the depths.

Tess put a foot on the first step. A hand closed on her shoulder from behind, and she froze. A thin, hard hand, preternaturally strong, and with it, the scent of cinnamon, distinctive and strong. She knew it was a Chapalii before she even attempted to turn.

From below, drifting on the warm draft that rode up the stairs, she heard the low double chime of “signal received,” Chapalii standard, and then a voice.

“Progress received. Continue observation of Soerensen. Proceed with caution. Do not act rashly.”

A shadow obscured the light from below. “Wa-sen. You were ordered to eliminate intruders.” The voice was harsh but inflected as merchant to steward.

“Honorable. I beg to ask pardon, but—”

“Who is this?” The Chapalii halted three steps below Tess and stared.

“Who is this?” asked Tess, coldly formal.

“I beg a thousand pardons, Lady Terese. A thousand, thousand pardons. Your welfare alone precipitated my arrival. I beg you to allow me to escort you away before—”

“Garii? What is this commotion?”

Under his breath, Garii cursed.

“Move aside,” said the third Chapalii, who could only be Ishii. Tess laid a hand over her Chapalii knife and backed up, forcing the steward behind her to back up as well, until all four of them stood in the chill air of midnight. The stone closed behind them as soon as they were free of the threshold.

“My God. This is a transmitting station. How did this get here?”

No one replied. The steward kept his hand on her shoulder. His sweet-smelling breath tickled her cheek. In the distance, a bird shrieked, and a rodent’s squeal arced and cut off.

“Lady Terese,” said Ishii. “I solicit your permission to speak.”

“I want an explanation. When did you build this? Why is it here?”

“I regret that I am not at liberty to speak further on this matter, Lady Terese.”

“You are not at liberty? I command you, Cha Ishii.”

“I regret, Lady Terese, that I am commanded by a higher authority than your own on this matter.”

“If that is so, then why did this higher authority not request permission of the duke to travel on this planet?”

“I submit, Lady Terese, that such permission would have been denied.”

“If that is so, Cha Ishii, then why did this higher authority not command permission to travel?”

Another Chapalii appeared out of the dark. They surrounded her on all sides now. The hand gripping her shoulder relaxed and released her, but even standing without restraint, she knew they had her trapped.

“I regret, Lady Terese,” replied Ishii, his tone so well-modulated that she could detect no emotion in it at all, “that I am unable to unravel the thinking of those who station outranks my own. I beg you to leave now, and to believe that both your suspicion and your fear of us remain unfounded, and to recall that your own actions brought you to this pass, not any act of ours. Perhaps you will permit Hon Garii to escort you back to the camp.”

What could she do? Charge past them down the stairs? What if this confrontation had already attracted notice? Rhui’s interdiction was already breached. To draw the jahar’s attention now was to compromise the interdiction even further, and in a more fundamental way. And what had Garii said, “to eliminate intruders?” What if Fedya came looking for her? If Yuri was on watch?

“I will go, Ishii.” She dropped the honorific to let him know she was displeased. Lord, what choice did she have? His face was a pale shadow in front of her, the standing stone a huge blot behind him. All four Chapalii bore knives at their belts. Behind Ishii, the red light blinked on, and off, and on, and off—and did not come on again.

“Transmission has ceased,” said a faint, disembodied voice that emanated from the stone itself.

“Hon Garii.” Tess inclined her head, acknowledging him. The stewards retreated, and Ishii clasped his hands in front of himself in that arrangement known as Lord’s Obedience.

She let Garii escort her to the base of the hill. “I will go alone,” she said, not wanting to be seen with any Chapalii.

“Lady Terese.” Garii hesitated. “I beg of you to let me offer you my thanks. Cha Ishii—” Hearing his hesitation, again, Tess wondered what color his face was, what emotion his level voice hid. “You concealed the knife.”

“I did.”

“My gratitude is yours, Lady Terese, if you will accept it. More than that—”

“Garii.” From above, Ishii’s voice called, carrying on the breeze.

“I accept,” said Tess. Garii bowed and backed away up the hill. “I accept,” Tess murmured, and wondered what it was she had accepted. “You speak the language well enough,” she said to herself in Anglais, “but you don’t understand a damned thing about their culture, not really.”

A blue glow cast a faint nimbus of light around the stone, and then, like mist, dissipated into the cold darkness. Tess shivered. Would they really kill to protect their secrets? The knife felt warm against her fingers, storing energy within. The night was utterly still.

She skirted the hill, walked halfway around it, looking up, before she turned her steps back to camp. Darkness curled in around her, and she felt suddenly alone, isolated, lost beyond finding. It had stood before her, an illegal transmitter station built by the Chapalii on a planet on which they were prohibited from setting foot, a planet deeded to the human they could never trust. Some conspiracy against Charles—that must be their purpose here. But to what end? What did they hope to accomplish? And she had failed to investigate this transmitter, been caught at it like the merest amateur.

Why couldn’t Charles understand? Why couldn’t he adopt a new heir, someone suited to the task? The Chapalii recognized adoption; it was legal, it was binding. She would never shirk her duty. But surely there was some other way for her to serve the cause. Why couldn’t he see how unsuited she was? What if she was forced to take over from him? She would destroy everything he had accomplished so far.

Around the curve of the next hill, with the megalith hidden behind her, the distant glint of the campfire drew her eye. Her feet caught on some imperfection of ground, and she stumbled.

The watcher rose from where he had been crouched, an abrupt shadow blocking her path. Startled, rising, she lost her balance again and caught herself on one hand and one knee on the ground, frozen, staring up, unable to catch her breath.

“We are going to have a talk,” said Bakhtiian.



Chapter Ten


	“The eagle has black bones.”

	—DEMOCRITUS OF ABDERA



A CLOUD, TRAILING UP from the horizon, hid the moon. She could not see his face, only the shadowed opacity of his form and a slash of darkness swinging out from his hip—his saber. Behind him, remote shapes moved by the far gleam of campfire. Tess sat down so precipitously that he almost dived for her, checking his movement just in time to make him seem high-strung and timorous.

“What do you want?” she demanded, too angry at herself, at the Chapalii, at him for startling her, for following her, to care how her words sounded now. Leave diplomacy to Charles.

He sank down beside her. “I don’t understand you,” he said, more conversational than accusing. “How can you claim that you are not a spy, and then be caught by the khepelli in the act of spying on them?”

The absurdity of the situation struck her suddenly, sitting here, brushed by the soft night breeze, being cross-examined by the light of the stars and the moon. She chuckled. He said nothing. “Oh, all right,” she said, tired of trying to play this game. “I was spying on them, but I’m not a spy.”

“I fail to see how you can make that distinction.”

“Intent. I really did get lost. I really was on my way to Jeds. I really was surprised to find the khepelli with you.”

“You were surprised that khepelli trade on these coasts, that we knew their name. I have reason to believe that you didn’t even know how far it was to Jeds, or how to get there, and I must admit that your real ignorance inclined me to believe your professed ignorance.”

“Thank you. May I go now?”

He shifted, slightly, but he did not rise. “You know very well that because you are a woman, you may go any time you like. But as leader of this jahar, I will simply find another time and another place to continue this conversation. I have men who are beholden to me, and whom I have put in danger because of their loyalty to myself and my plans. If you are a danger to the jaran, then I promise you that I will find out.”

“What danger could I be?”

“If your brother is a merchant powerful enough to be making treaties with the khepelli over lands so distant from his home and theirs, then I want to know what he intends.”

“What about what they intend? The khepelli?”

The clouds, drifting, let moonlight filter out into the night again. Bakhtiian had a slight smile on his face, but Tess did not find the expression reassuring.

“Be assured that I keep my eye on the khepelli as well. When this expedition was first offered me, I did not take it, because I had not yet peace enough within the jaran to risk such a long journey.”

“What do you mean, when the expedition was first offered you?”

“Five years past, it was offered.”

“Five years past! How long have the khepelli been trading on that coast?”

“You don’t know?”

“I—” She stopped and clamped her mouth shut, realizing that to say anything now would be to risk too much. The wind, shifting, brought the faint, bittersweet perfume of ulyan.

“Cousin, you know too much about some things, and too little about others. I find that puzzling.”

Tess wanted nothing more than to end this whole conversation now, because she knew that she was losing whatever skirmish was being fought here. But to go now was to acknowledge the rout. She would never do that. “Bakhtiian, you ought not to talk about people whose educations have been unusual.”

He laughed. “You’re trying to distract me. It’s a good technique. Very well, I’ll change the subject. I’ve heard stories that the khepelli control great powers, especially those like Ishii, who are priests. Do you believe they do?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Is it true?”

He had trapped her, and Tess cursed herself inwardly for letting him use language against her, of all people, who had been studying language all her life. But not studying war. And she knew she had no choice but to lie outright.

“Ah,” said Bakhtiian, for whom her silence had been answer enough. “The dawn.” He tilted his head, as if this new angle might allow him to understand her. “There are other stories, about a people who lived here long, long ago, who were driven away by war or by sickness or by drought, and fled under the hills, never to be seen again. Zayinu, the ancient ones. Why do the khepelli bow to you?”

Her heart skipped a beat. She swallowed her exclamation. He was a master at this game; she was far outmatched. “I must go.” She stood hastily, choosing rout over surrender.

But he had stood. Before she could move away, he closed one hand around her right wrist and held her, not too tightly but firmly. “Oh, no,” he said, the more powerful for his softness. “I will know this.”

“Damn you. My brother is the Prince of Jeds.”

Bakhtiian swore softly. “The Prince of Jeds. By the gods, I have seen him. You do not look alike. Why should I believe you?”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” she snapped, “because it is true.”

“I rather think it is.” He let her go. “Forgive me, I do not mean this as an insult, but you are not very skilled at dissembling.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“You can’t deceive me.”

“Can anyone deceive you, Bakhtiian?”

He smiled softly. “I can’t know that, can I?” In the distance, the campfire was doused suddenly, its broad glow shrinking to a few separate points of red.

“May I go now?” she asked sarcastically.

“Cousin, you don’t need to ask my permission. Now, if you will excuse me.” He gave her a curt, mocking bow and strode out into the darkness in the direction of the zhapolaya. For a vicious moment, Tess hoped one of the Chapalii would kill him as an intruder, but Bakhtiian would never be so clumsy as to let himself be seen, much less caught.

Unlike me. She emptied her lungs in a long sigh. A cool wind sprang up, and she shivered and rubbed at her eyes. God, she was tired. How could the Chapalii have built a transmitter in the middle of this wilderness? Been trading here for at least five years, unnoticed, unseen? Yet on a primitive planet much could go undetected from what limited surveillance Charles could use, by his own regulations. Undoubtedly the unscheduled and illegal shuttle landing that had left her stranded had also been shielded from satellite surveillance. But if Charles was disseminating Newton and Aristotle, why should he shrink from breaking other regulations, as long as no one else knew about it? What if he knew the Chapalii were here, and was playing his own game with them in turn? What if Bakhtiian discovered too much?

“Lord, Tess,” she muttered to herself, “there’s nothing you can do about it now. Go to bed.”

On a windswept island in the archipelago that lies off the coast from Jeds, a technician sat at her console and monitored a conversation. She was deft. Filter here, delay there, a tweak in the right place, and no one could overhear, not even the Chapalii. Especially not the Chapalii. Luckily, those conversing had agreed with her to dispense with holo. She was not sure she could cover a holo transmission. Over such a vast distance, from a back room in the palace in Jeds to the wide chamber that Charles Soerensen used as his office on Odys, the technician had advised that a simple voice transmission, analog, with its delays and its static, might be so primitive that the Chapalii would not notice it at all. She watched three screens simultaneously, tweaked the volume, and let the conversation flow past her.

“No,” a woman was saying—that was Dr. Hierakis, “Tess is not here. I received no message. Nothing. The scheduled shuttle came as usual, though not all the equipment I expected arrived on that flight.”

They waited long minutes; then the reply: “Anything else?” That was Soerensen.

From the same pickup as the doctor came Marco Burckhardt’s voice. “There was one discrepancy. Karima?”

The technician clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, activating her voice pickup. With her left hand, she pulled up a new screen, data, and a graph. “I ran back every slightest bit of tape from the Oshaki’s visit, from the moment it came into orbit until it left again. We do have a trace of the cargo shuttle leaving the Oshaki, and the record of its landing on the island. Considerably more time elapsed from leaving the ship until landing than was necessary for the distance traveled, and there were no atmospheric conditions to warrant the delay.”

A long delay. “Any ideas?”

“No trace.” Karima stared at the data from the shuttle’s flight. “As well as I could trace the flight pattern, it conformed to the default route, although given where it detached from the Oshaki, one could model any number of north-continent landing points given their usual flight patterns.”

“And they are so damned efficient,” said Dr. Hierakis. “Always the shortest line between two points. It’s the national religion, I think. It must have been deliberate.”

Delay. “Karima, any indications of unauthorized landing? Has the station picked up any planetside communications?”

“None. Off here.” She clicked off her pickup and concentrated on scrambling.

“Which doesn’t say a hell of a lot,” said Marco.

“Thank you, Karima. I’ll want a model of the most likely interim landing points if the shuttle did indeed make an unauthorized landing. It’s true, we’ve suspected Chapalii incursions in the past but never been able to prove anything. Damned chameleons. Marco, you were talking before about taking ship northward, up the north coast and into the inland sea.”

“Yes. I haven’t explored that way yet.”

“Make an itinerary that can overlap with points on Karima’s model. Then hold tight. I’ll be back to you. Cara, wasn’t it the Keinaba trading consortium that the medical establishment first worked with on the aging breakthrough?”

“Yes, in fact, it was. Why do you mention that?”

Marco made some noise, but not speech.

“I’ve got a cat and mouse up here. Echido is clearly acting as emissary for his family, but he’s being very circumspect. They want something, something very delicate.”

“Not just transport rights to Tau?” Marco asked.

“Something much deeper. Something linked all the way back to Chapal, and possibly to the emperor himself.”

“Do you want me to come back?” asked Marco.

“Not yet. Echido speaks Anglais.”

Marco whistled.

Dr. Hierakis said, “Damned right they want something badly if he’s bothered to learn human talk.”

Even Karima paused for an instant in her scrambling, astounded by the thought of a Chapalii not of the serving ranks speaking Anglais.

“Keep searching. No further transmissions until I get word from Suzanne. Soerensen off.”

Karima spread a burst of static over the Odys line and shut it down. “What do you think, Marco?” asked Dr. Hierakis, and then Karima shut down the Jeds line as well and went back to the trace of the cargo shuttle, running the pattern again and again.

Crawling out of her tent in the morning, Tess was first distracted by the smell of food cooking, and then by the acute fear that everyone knew about her and Fedya. But she heard no whispered comments. Fedya passed her as she saddled her remount, but he merely smiled quickly and went on. Beyond, the short grass on the sacred hill shone white under the early sun. The standing stone hulked black against the pale blue of the morning sky. If Bakhtiian had seen anything after leaving her the night before, he showed no sign of it now, eating his stew with relish and chatting and laughing with Niko and Josef and Tasha. The Chapalii stewards rolled up and folded their tents under Rakii’s supervision. Ishii reclined on the ground while Garii wrote laboriously with a stylus to Ishii’s dictation. She was too far away to hear what they were saying, and this morning she could not summon up the stubbornness to break in on their business.

“Good morning, Tess.” Yuri led his saddled horse up to her. “Have you eaten already?”

“Yuri.” She folded her arms, considering him, as she recalled what Bakhtiian had said the night before. Yuri raised his eyebrows questioningly. “Have you ever repeated things I’ve said to you to Bakhtiian?”

Yuri flushed, but he did not look away from her. “The welfare of the jaran must be my first consideration. Surely you understand that.”

“But if you told him things I said in confidence, things I might otherwise not have said—”

“Gods! You don’t think I’ve repeated anything…intimate that you said to me? Violated a sister’s confidence!” He looked disgusted. “You’d think that of me?”

She laughed, and Yuri laughed with her. His flush faded. “I’m sorry. That was stupid of me. Of course you didn’t.”

“It’s good to be stupid now and again. It isn’t healthy to be right all the time. That’s why I worry about Ilya.”

“Easy enough. We’ll have a contest to see who can catch him out first.”

“What will be the prize?”

“Satisfaction, Yuri. Pure satisfaction.”

“Tess! You’re wicked!”

“No, merely practical. He sets himself too high, our Bakhtiian.” And then, because she had been thinking about it all morning, because she didn’t want anyone to know but had to tell someone, she hesitated. “There’s something else. A secret.” She crouched down. Following her lead, he knelt beside her, so close their sleeves and thighs brushed. The horses grazed placidly behind them. He put his hand to her knee. “About Fedya.” Her voice slipped to a murmur.

“Tess! You didn’t. You did! Hah!”

“Shh! Yuri!”

He lifted one hand to yank playfully at her braid. “By the gods, we’ll make you jaran yet. Sonia said we would.”

“Did she? When was this?”

An approaching horse interrupted them. “We are leaving,” said Bakhtiian, far above them, his face and hair framed by the sky. Tess and Yuri stood hastily, brushing off their clothing. They exchanged furtive looks, stifled giggles, and Tess went with Bakhtiian.

Much later, they paused to water the horses.

“They had a light,” said Bakhtiian. “Neither a torch or a candle. Can you explain this?”

“No,” said Tess truthfully, meeting his gaze.

“I think they were worshiping the stone, or its god. I couldn’t make out their rituals. It was too dark.” An animal rustled through the grass. “I wouldn’t care to be a god confined in a rock. Do you know if that is what they worship?”

“I don’t know. But I do know that people worship many strange things in many strange ways. There is a people in my land—”

“In Jeds?”

“No, in the land overseas where I studied. They worship their god by abstaining from all earthly pleasures.”

“All of them?” Bakhtiian looked like a boy being told a tale he did not believe but could not disbelieve. “Wouldn’t they starve, or die of thirst?”

Tess looked away to hide her smile. “They eat and drink enough to stay alive, of course.”

“Of course. Undoubtedly.” He looked at her, eyes widening. Tess grinned. “You don’t mean to say they don’t—By the gods, what insanity.”

“No.” She blinked, straight-faced. “They are filled with the passion of God’s divinity.”

“But how tedious.” They both laughed and, quite suddenly, he blushed and looked away from her. They rode on, but later he demanded that she explain how such a religion could exist after one generation.

Two days and four days and six and eight, and then, to vary it, she counted in threes: three days and six days and nine and twelve. It grew warmer and windy. The Chapalii remained polite, and she left them alone, for the moment. They set up their tents every night and packed them up at dawn, all as they had done before, but now the stewards occasionally unbent so far as to gamble with the riders: they taught each other a few simple games and played for ridiculous stakes—beads, needles, necklaces, trinkets. Tess could not see that one or the other ever had the advantage. However technologically superior the Chapalii might be, in these gambling games wit and luck were all that counted. Niko learned how to say ‘good morning’ and ‘good evening’ and ‘the weather is fine today’ in formal Chapalii, but when Garii requested that he be allowed to give Sibirin further lessons, Ishii refused, just as he refused when Garii asked to be allowed to scout with Bakhtiian and Tess.

And all the Chapalii came to listen when, for ten evenings running, Fedya sang for them the long epic tale of the first dyan Yuri Sakhalin and his feud with the demons of the hills and his love for the sun’s daughter.

Tess now spoke khush with little hesitation. To relieve the monotony, Kirill pretended to be in love with her, which made everyone laugh; even the Chapalii could appreciate the humor of frustrated passion. Tess marveled that no one suspected her and Fedya. Yuri said simply, “Why should they look? Who would care, anyway?”

Bakhtiian told her more ancient stories: the coming of the people to the plains; the birth of the moon and the sun and the clouds and the wind. How mother sun and father wind gave birth to daughter earth and brother sky, to sister tent and son river. How aunt cloud and uncle moon gave birth to cousin grass and cousin rain. And they discussed Newton’s universal theory of gravitation.

Tess wondered what Charles thought he was doing. She remembered his last visit to Earth, five years ago—and wasn’t it five years ago that Bakhtiian claimed to have first met the Chapalii? She had been eighteen, Charles fifty-eight, looking no older than Bakhtiian did now. She took him to her favorite outdoor cafe; it was summer in Prague, hot, but he drank coffee so she did as well, though she had never liked its bitter taste, though she wanted something cool. He sat across from her at the little cafe table, well-groomed, neatly dressed. She tended toward a diffident, sloppy casualness, and she sat warily, nervous, wondering if anyone would recognize them, dreading that always. Charles simply held his cup and mused, looking supremely relaxed. Though she was his only sister, though her first memory was of him taking her for a flitter ride, still she could never read past his surface, know his thoughts, tell his fears or his doubts, if indeed he had any. He spoke that day of his work in the Delta Pavonis system, of his efforts to keep Rhui preserved.

“I’ve seen records of too many civilizations ruined because a stronger, more forceful civilization swept in and destroyed them. Sometimes inadvertently. Sometimes on purpose. It’s easy enough for us to say that the Rhuian natives are primitive, that it is our duty to raise them up to our level. But without respect for what they are, we will destroy them. That’s the Chapaliian way, the paternalistic way they treat all of their client states. Like us.” His voice was calm and serious, never intense or passionate, but always forceful. “When the Chapalii modernized Odys, they completely wiped out the old indigenous culture. Accidentally, of course. A by-product of civilization. All of the indigenes died.”

“Aren’t there some onasiu left?” she asked, eager to show off her knowledge.

“In arcologies. That doesn’t count.”

“No. No, of course not.” She flushed and took a sip of the now lukewarm coffee to cover it.

“I won’t let that happen to Rhui. Odys can remain my proper ducal capital, as the Office of Protocol once reminded me was necessary to a duke—” His grin was ironic. “—of my station.” His sand-colored beard, trimmed almost to a point at the chin, emphasized the hollows of his cheeks. “How can I complain?”

“You’re still alive,” Tess said, because she knew he liked her sardonic sense of humor.

He laughed. “Yes, and in such a beautiful, modern, expensive place. But I wonder what Odysian mythology was like. They had no moon. Imagine that. Sun for god, and only the light of the stars at night.” If one looked, this close, when he sat this still and in the glaring light of the summer sun, one could see faint lines at the corners of his gray-blue eyes. “How I wonder.”

Then, of course, a journalist had found them, and they had been forced to retreat from such a public stage. Or had that been the time the proprietor had hidden them in the kitchens and, when the media had been sent away on a false trail, ensconced them merrily at his tables once again? “Whatever I can do for the next rebellion, for the long haul,” the proprietor had said, and he was only half joking.

“But however much I loved the learning there,” Bakhtiian was saying, “I never thought to stay there.”

“To stay—in Jeds?” Tess stammered, caught out by her thoughts, unsure of what Bakhtiian had been saying before, of where this conversation had come from and where it was leading. They rode slowly, following the curve of the hills.

“There was too much to be done on the plains.”

“With the jaran?”

“A people poor in reputation, unknown. How strange that I never knew that until I went so far away, and the people whom I met on my travels did not know who I was or from whence I came. Not a soul knew of the jaran.” Watching him as he stared raptly out at the far horizon, at the sweep of grass and the soft curve of the land, Tess realized that however much Bakhtiian was like Charles in being a leader, he was utterly unlike him. Where Charles concealed his strength and his power, working quietly and in tiny steps, Bakhtiian radiated his. Where Charles masked his feelings so completely that no one, not even his sister, could read him, Bakhtiian projected all of his; even when you could not tell what he was thinking, you knew it was because he wanted you not to be able to tell what he was thinking.

“But they will know,” Bakhtiian said at last, slowly, imbuing each word with potency. “Soon we will be spoken of even in Jeds.” He glanced at her, gauging her reaction. “We are only now coming into our time of greatness.”

“Measured against—?” It came out before she thought, but of course he did not—could not—understand her meaning: that measured against the vast reach of the Chapalii Empire, against the slow progress of Charles’s plans, his campaign was trivial.

“How does one measure the good against the bad? My sister and her child died because of me. My parents died because of me. I know well enough that more of my people will die.”

Tess gazed at the horizon of green grass and blue sky, so like Earth and yet so unlike, a subtle shifting of color and shade. She felt abashed. Of course his campaign was not trivial, not to him. Not to the people who would die.

“But still you persist,” she said at last, thinking of Charles.

“Still.”

They rode on in silence.

That night at campfire Fedya persuaded Bakhtiian to sing. He was slightly embarrassed but not ill at ease. He sang without accompaniment. He had a clear baritone and he sang a man’s song: days of riding, little rest, the hope of a woman’s smile. He knew what suited his voice and kept to it. When he finished, he grinned and began another song. The men chuckled. This was a maiden’s song, and a man of the jaran who sang a maiden’s song did it to mock women, maidens in particular. He sang it well. Men laughed, wiping at their eyes. Tess hid her grin, glad she sat in the shadow.

“This is the night for the quiet ones to sing,” said Yuri, looking at her.

“Yuri, you don’t think I’m going to—”

“Of course, you must sing for us.”

“Good Lord.” Tess frowned at Yuri. “You’ll be sorry for this.” She stood up. “This is the only song in khush that Yuri has taught me,” she lied. It was a man’s song, about none of the women wanting to go off with him. She sang it straight-faced, managing to finish that way despite the laughter that erupted all around the fire.

“By the gods,” said Yuri proudly, “you sang that well. You should sing more often.”

“You should teach me suitable songs.” She sat down.

Niko came over to them and crouched, still chuckling. “You are undoubtedly gifted, child. But I’m surprised at Yuri.”

“At me?”

“At you, Yurinya. To teach a woman such a song—” He clucked disapprovingly. “Such indelicacy in a youth shocks me.”

“But, Niko, I have four sisters.”

“That is true,” replied Niko sagely. “We cannot fight the gods, or women.” He and Yuri sighed together.

“Of course,” said Tess. “Blame it on the women.” She glanced up to find Bakhtiian standing behind Niko. He caught Tess’s eye, and he smiled. If it had not been so dark, she would have sworn he winked. “I suppose next you’ll be saying that Sonia taught you that song and encouraged you to teach it to me.”

“But she did,” Yuri said guilelessly.

Tess laughed, and Yuri, who could never help but laugh with her, covered his face with his hands.

Niko contrived to look offended for a moment. “You see, I am vindicated.”

Smiling, Bakhtiian crouched down between Niko and Tess. “I would be honored, Cousin, if you would agree to teach me some of the songs you know, from Jeds and other lands.”

Tess caught in her breath, but she smiled at him. “Only if you will teach me jaran songs.”

For an instant, she thought he drew back slightly, but then he shrugged and relaxed. “That could be arranged.”

“I meant, of course,” she added hastily, “only songs that it is appropriate for a man to teach a woman.”

All four laughed, Yuri lowering his hands and cuffing Tess on the neck.

“Now, Tess,” said a voice above them, “you don’t suppose that Bakhtiian would ever do anything inappropriate, do you?”

All four looked up, startled. Kirill had surely chosen that direction to approach them from because the fire, behind him, made a halo about his form. The glow lit red highlights in the thick waves of his fair hair, shone through the angles of his elbows where they stood away from his body, and outlined his stance, easy, a little arrogant. He had his head cocked to the right and he smiled down at her. Nature had, unfortunately, endowed him with a smile as sweet as a girl’s, one much at variance with the impudence in his eyes and his demeanor.

Bakhtiian stood up. He was no longer smiling.

“Hello, Kirill,” said Tess, because no one else was saying anything.

“I thought you were supposed to be on watch,” said Yuri.

“Well, Yuri, you must have been mistaken.”

The big fire sparked, flaming until a rider stamped it down to coals. “As I remember—” Bakhtiian folded his arms on his chest.

“Fedya!” called Niko.

Fedya wandered over. His glance went first to Bakhtiian before skipping briefly back to Kirill. He gave them all his quick, unpretentious smile as a greeting. “Tess,” he said in a quiet voice, “I admired your singing.”

“Thank you, Fedya.”

“I admired your singing, too,” said Kirill. “As well as the rest of you.”

Tess flushed.

“Kirill.” The lowness of Bakhtiian’s voice made it more threatening. Yuri scrambled hastily to his feet.

“But it’s true.” Kirill spread his palms upward in front of himself with such an expression of innocence in the face of false accusation that Tess could not help but giggle. Niko coughed.

“The men in my jahar have manners, Kirill.”

“Are you saying I don’t, Bakhtiian?”

Bakhtiian’s left hand moved to his saber hilt. Kirill’s right hand brushed the sheath of his knife. Tess, caught in the middle, pushed herself back.

“You know, Ilya,” said Niko quickly, “Fedya escaped without having to sing tonight.”

For a moment, all movement stopped. Bakhtiian’s gaze moved to Niko. Some look Tess could not interpret passed between the two men.

“That is true, Niko.” Bakhtiian settled back on his heels, his left hand dropping to hang by his thigh, and he transferred his gaze smoothly to Fedya. “You promised me once to teach me some more of your songs.”

Kirill was playing with the embroidery on one of his sleeves, his fingers pale in the dim light.

“Did I?” Fedya asked. “I’m not sure I agreed to give them up so easily.” His audacity amazed Tess.

“Well, I don’t intend to start pleading,” said Bakhtiian.

Fedya smiled. “My lute is over by the small fire. We could go now.”

“Yes. If you will excuse us.” Bakhtiian nodded briefly at Tess, and he and Fedya left together. Tess sat forward with a long sigh, brushing off her palms.

Yuri rounded on Kirill. “You don’t have any manners.”

“Aren’t you a little young to lecture me, Yuri?”

Yuri stiffened.

“I am not too young to lecture you,” said Niko. “You provoke him deliberately.”

“What of it?”

“Kirill, I will not bother to answer that question. But I will say that your conduct is not always well considered.”

Kirill shrugged. “We’re well away from the sacred hill. I have nothing to fear here.”

“What does that have to do with it?” Tess asked, annoyed because there was some long-standing enmity here that she did not understand. Kirill and Bakhtiian were only five years apart in age, yet Kirill was clearly included with the youngest men of the jahar.

“On holy ground,” said Niko, “the slightest misstep or misconduct, even accidental, may bring the wrath of the gods upon you. Even the khaja know this to be true. It is desecration.”

“The priests scared me enough when I was little. I’m not going near such places,” Kirill said, and he grinned when Niko chuckled. “Yes, I know, and you’d advise me not to, for my own safety.”

“But what would happen?” asked Tess.

“It would be sacrilege,” said Niko.

Tess did not reply. The big fire burned down to coals, a dull red speckled with black.

“Kirill! Ho!” Konstans strolled up. “Think to escape from your watch, do you? Nikita sent me. You’re to relieve him.”

Kirill gave Tess a long-suffering look as if in apology and left.

“I thought so,” muttered Yuri.

“Niko.” Tess lifted her hands to blow on them and then lowered them to her lap. “It isn’t only misconduct at a holy place, is it?”

His hair seemed cast of starlight, a finer light than the coarse red of flames. “Sacrilege away from holy places is limited to those few actions that are repulsive to the gods and which flout without shame their few direct prohibitions. But at a holy place, many things we do gladly in normal life are offensive to the gods.”

“At all holy places?”

“Not all. Only those the gods have left quiet. The shrine of Morava, for instance, is not quiet at all, and priests live there.”

“What do you mean by quiet?”

“Left to the birds and the animals.”

“The birds. Niko, what happened to the three men who tried to kill Bakhtiian at Sakhalin’s tribe?”

“They were left for the birds.”

“Ah.” Tess decided she didn’t really want to know. “So some things, like the man in your tribe who killed a bird, those things are always sacrilege?”

Niko considered her. “That shocks you.” He nodded. “We have a story, Tess, of a hawk that warned the first tribe of jaran, who were camped against the mountains, of an avalanche, and saved them, and so saved the people.”

“That’s in the tale Fedya sang about the first dyan.”

“Yes. Because of that hawk, all birds, who fly above and can therefore see farther, are sacred to the gods.”

“Do you believe that story?”

“My child.” Someone stirred the fire, covering most of the coals, killing their light. “If the people did not believe in one way, then there would be no jaran.”

Tess could find nothing to say to that. The three of them sat in silence for a time. Tess finally rose and excused herself.

Her path led her near a small fire removed from the rest of the camp. She paused in the dark beyond it. Fedya and Bakhtiian sat there together, the light on their faces, Fedya bent over his lute. As she stood silently, watching, she heard Fedya sing a line and Bakhtiian sing it back to him. And she wondered, for there was something in this music not quite like the usual songs the jaran sang by the fire at night or with their tasks during the day. And she wondered at Bakhtiian, for his bearing as he sat beside Fedya gave to the younger man the status of an elder; she had seen Bakhtiian command the respectful attention of women and men twice his age. She stood for a long time, listening to the two voices, one a high, sweet tenor, one rich and full, but she did not approach them. It was late when she went to bed.



Chapter Eleven


	“Also, in certain caves, water drips down.”

	—XENOPHANES OF COLOPHON



TWELVE DAYS LATER THEY reached another holy place, the site of a crumbling temple called zhastoynaya. Tess and Bakhtiian reached it first.

“It’s beautiful,” said Tess.

The temple lay at the base of an escarpment. The cliffs had crumbled away here and there to obliterate much of the back half of the ruins. Behind them lay a river, shallow, sluggish, and muddy, which they had forded to reach the temple grounds. The water somehow signaled the limit of the plain, separating that mortal place from this retreat of the gods, which seemed greener, richer, quieter than the lands humans haunted. A spring bubbled from the ground in the center of the ruins and coursed down, a fluid line shot through with sunlight, to stream silver into the river and then, a meter out, mingle and lose itself in the brown waters.

They let the horses stand and wandered up through the temple. In this land where a tent was the largest shelter, the ruins—no more than three fallen buildings—seemed enormous. Most of the central columns still stood like two lines of soldiers at attention, fluted, wider at the base and top and chipped all along their length, worn away by the wind and the rain. There was no roof. Two buildings flanked the first, one a low line of stone, the other an outline of waist-high walls and stone lintels without doors.

Bakhtiian led her up to the spring and knelt beside it. The water gushed up from an invisible source, filled a stone basin to the rim, and sluiced down between parallel columns half in and half out of a stone trough that had been sunk into the ground to guide it down to the river.

“It is said that a person who drinks from this spring will gain courage and wit and the respect of those worth being respected by.” He looked up at her. “Will you drink?”

She gazed at the spring: clear water, without a doubt cold and satisfying. “Who says that?”

“It is an old legend, left here by the gods.”

“Then I will drink.”

“Drink your fill.”

The water was so cold it made her gasp; it took only a little to satisfy her. “Don’t you drink, Bakhtiian?”

“Drinking once gives you the favor of the gods. Drinking twice…only a greedy man drinks twice.”

They wandered down the avenue of columns and, at Tess’s insistence, explored a bit more. He drew the line at climbing the cliff, so Tess climbed one of the taller walls—chest-height—and sat on it, letting her heels drum the stone as she gazed out beyond the river, watching for the arrival of the jahar. Bakhtiian leaned against the wall beside her. He took out his knife and his hands played with it absently as he, too, studied the distant swell of golden plain. A wind bent the grass tips down, sending fluid patterns of light across the land. Tess would have known this place was a temple even without being told. The touch of the gods lay on it, deep, heavy, eternal. A few birds whistled above. Insects droned dreamlike in the grass. The sun beat warmly on her face, and she sighed and closed her eyes.

And thought of the Chapalii.

“Does this temple belong to one of your gods?” she asked.

The knife lay still in his hands. “The jaran have no temples. Our gods are as restless as we are, although there is One you can petition in the dark, in the night, if you are in desperate need. But the gods have touched this place, so we honor it.”

“You don’t know who it was built for? Who built it?”

“Does it matter? Winds blow from all directions.”

“What if it’s important what direction it blows from?”

The corners of his lips twitched up. “Ah, yes. Will it be a cold wind or a warm one? Fierce or gentle?” He lapsed into Rhuian. “One that will guide a ship into port or break it on the rocks? That, of course, would be a Jedan analogy. No. I don’t know who built this place. Perhaps the khepelli do.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Tess muttered under her breath. But this place was so old, ruined—and the transmitting station was functional. She could not link the two.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I just—I would have thought that the jaran would be more—more jealous of their own gods.”

He considered this a moment. “But they aren’t jealous of us. When I was in Jeds, I read of a land across the seas where they worship five underground pools and think their Lady resides within. At the zhapolaya, the khepelli worshiped the stone as if their god lived there. And you spoke of a people who abstain from pleasure and fill themselves instead with their god’s passion. They are all gods. That they are different, and so many, does not lessen them. I would never presume to say that my particular gods are worthy of a temple, and not any others.”

The wind moved in her hair. “And yet you killed a man for your gods. Are other gods as worthy?”

“I remember. But I have learned that the world is a delicate thing, and the gods—all gods—are as one with it, are the keepers of that balance. And since the world is within me as well as outside of me, if the balance is disturbed and not righted then I am also left in discord, and if I do nothing to correct this imbalance, then we, the world and I, shall never return to harmony. And if this is true for me alone, how much more true it is for an entire people.”

“But Yuri said that—” she hesitated—“that you gave him a merciful death, compared to what—what he was meant to receive.”

Bakhtiian looked away from her, his expression shuttered. “I am not a savage,” he said almost inaudibly.

Tess fell silent. The wind brought to her a sharp, rich fragrance, like vanilla. “It’s true,” she said finally, “that the world forces us to make bitter choices. I suppose that makes it hard to search for the truth, especially if we believe that truth can only be found along the path that is familiar to us.”

He tossed his knife up. It caught the sunlight and flashed. For that instant, as he watched the knife reach its peak and begin to fall again, his face opened somehow, giving her a glimpse of the boy, twenty years ago, who had played with such dangerous toys with the same unself-conscious joy and absorption with which a child plays with building blocks. Then the knife fell, and he caught it.

“God, isn’t that dangerous?”

He laughed. “Of course.” He sheathed the knife. “How can any one of us claim to know which paths the gods walk? How can we hope to walk on their path at all? Except for philosophers like Newton, of course.”

“Newton walked many strange paths. I have to suppose that all paths have gods of one kind or another. But I think we are responsible for finding our own way.”

“We must do what we can with what we have?”

Tess pushed herself to the edge of the wall and jumped down. Bakhtiian put out a hand to steady her landing, a momentary touch, no more. “Is that what you believe?”

“What I believe?” Leaning back against the wall, he folded his arms over his belt. Wind caught a strand of his hair and blew it up away from his forehead. “I don’t know where the sun and the moon came from, how the grass and the hills came to be. I suppose they came by themselves. But I believe that there is truth to be found, and I’m not always certain that it is only to be found in the gods. Or in what we call the gods.”

“You’ve been reading too much philosophy.”

He smiled. “Is philosophy dangerous?”

“Very dangerous.”

“What do you believe, then?”

“I believe that there is truth to be found inside every person, but that very few people find it because it is dark inside, and deeply hidden, and the trees grow thickly.”

“But you forget, there are always springs one can drink from.” He looked toward the plains. “Ah, there are our fellow mortals.”

“Come to bask in the fragrance of immortality, however fleeting?”

“Bask in the fragrance? I think you mean bask in the warmth.”

They walked down to the grazing horses to wait for the approaching riders. The jahar splashed over the ford and halted beside them. Most of the riders wandered aimlessly around the ruins, curious. A few drank at the spring. Ishii and Garii and Rakii made the most cursory of inspections before returning to their horses.

Ishii came up to Bakhtiian. “We have seen what we need here. We can go on.”

If this surprised Bakhtiian, he concealed it very well. The entire company set off westward, Tess and Bakhtiian waiting till the rest had gone.

“So it is a temple. I knew it.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The khepelli asked to see the zhapolaya, didn’t they? Did they ask to see this place as well?”

He blinked. “I am beginning to think the prince has curious concerns. What do you mean?”

“Oh, hell,” she said under her breath, but she had no one else to ask and she needed to know. “Specifically, by name.”

“Ah,” said Bakhtiian, meaning by that breath of a comment nothing Tess could fathom. “Yes, they did. Why do you ask?”

She grinned. “I’m searching for the truth.”

He smiled. “Have it your way. For now. I’m patient, and our journey is a long one.” He reined his horse out, over the ford.

Tess lingered a moment, staring up at the cliffs. The touch of the gods. She was glad that this place had nothing to do with the Chapalii, that it did indeed have gods, that it existed for itself alone. And she was relieved that the Chapalii didn’t know everything there was to know about Rhui, that they had believed these ruins might be of interest to them. In which case, did that mean they had known that the transmitter was a transmitter, or not? Neither prospect was reassuring. She sighed and followed Bakhtiian.

They rode southwest through low hills. In the early afternoon the ground broke under them, the uniformity of the plain disturbed as abruptly as a pebble breaks the still surface of a pond. At first, steep hillocks and low sheer slopes radiated out, and then the earth itself fell away on either side, a few rivulets descending past curves, lost to her sight. Coming around the last of the little hills, they pulled up.

Tess saw the lake first, a pale jewel at the center, before her gaze fanned out to the huge basin that cradled this circle of blue. It was an ancient crater; nothing else could form such a distinctive shape, could be so unnaturally round. Or could account for the strange hills, flung out like debris from some massive impact. A meteor, surely—and then Myshla shied away from the bright wink of sunlight, glancing off a smooth surface embedded in the ground. Bakhtiian, ahead of her, had not noticed.

Tess pulled up Myshla and stared down. Dirt had eroded away from a plate of metal. It gleamed, uncorroded. A shock of grass obscured most of the plate. In days, Tess thought, the entire patch would be grown over. She dismounted and tried to pry it out, but it was too thick. Where the grass ended, the plate disappeared back under earth. She drew her knife and dug down, working quickly. A third of a meter down there was still no break. This was not the artifact of a primitive culture. Bakhtiian called back to her, and she mounted and urged Myshla forward to catch up with him.

Staring around at the steep slope of the crater, down to the flat-bottomed basin below, she wondered how big a ship, crashing or purposefully blown up, would make such a mark in its leave-taking.

At the same time, she realized that it was not the deepness of the crater but the pall of smoke over the land below that gave the bottom an indistinct tinge. She saw neatly laid out fields, some still green. Others looked strangely altered, as if they had been trampled.

It was the town that was on fire, flames licking up from some of the houses huddled inside the earth wall that from this height seemed pitifully insignificant. In another quarter, a whole street lay blackened, smoking like cold breath on an icy afternoon. Figures ran and labored under the sun. A broken line extended out to the lake, a tenuous string to the water.

“Curse them,” said Bakhtiian. “Come on.” He turned his horse to ride along the edge of the crater.

“We’re not going down there, are we? I didn’t know there were settlements out here. What do you think happened?”

“I don’t know.” His voice, like his shoulders, was as taut as a strung bow. “But see, there are vultures.”

She saw the birds, circling near a few squat trees. Below, none of the hurried figures took any notice of the pair far above them.

“I’m sorry,” said Bakhtiian suddenly, “that you have to see this.”

They weren’t trees. They were posts, driven into the ground. Six posts stood in a semicircle just above the well-trodden path, marked by a solitary seventh post, that led down into the valley. The birds cried out raucously and flapped away as Tess and Bakhtiian approached. The stench hit, fetid, overwhelming.

Three jaran men, clad in red shirts and black trousers, had been tied to the posts. All three were dead, and while one, perhaps, had died naturally of his wounds, the manner of execution of the other two was quite obvious.

“They may have been my enemies,” said Bakhtiian quietly, “but I can only hope that they were dead when that was done to them.”

A bird, emboldened by their stillness, settled onto the slumped head of the farthest body.

“Go away!” Tess kicked Myshla forward. The bird squawked and fluttered away. She found herself on top of the scattered and half-eaten entrails that littered the ground in front of the men. Insects swarmed over the remains. Jerking Myshla hard to the left, she pulled away, gagging, to halt in front of the solitary post that marked the descent of the trail.

“Look here,” she said quickly, desperate to stop her gagging, to not have to look behind her and see the burnt-out, bloody eye sockets, the gaping abdomens—“There’s writing posted here, but I can’t read—here at the bottom it’s a bit like Rhuian. I think that’s a ‘b’ there and some vowel, I think an ‘o’ maybe, and I’m sure that’s a ‘c’ but it would be a hard ‘c’ if it was related to the northern dialect that the sailors in Jeds spoke and then that must be—my God! It’s your name.” She put one hand over her mouth.

“It was the obvious choice,” said Bakhtiian, so close behind her that her startled gasp almost made her retch. “Don’t be too proud to be sick if you have to,” he added, more gently.

“Not as long as I don’t have to touch them. Can you read what it says?”

“A little. Evidently a jahar attacked and set fire to this settlement. I suppose their goal was to blame the attack on me, and thus make the khaja hatred for me greater than it already is. My enemies have done this before.”

“Do you know who they are?”

“Oh, yes. They’re Doroskayev’s men. You never saw them.”

“No,” she said faintly.

“We’d better go.” He reined his horse around. “Look. They’ve seen us.”

“Bakhtiian!” In her outrage, turning Myshla after him, her gaze flashed past the three strung-up bodies to follow his back. “Aren’t you even going to bury them?”

He kept riding. “Bury them? You’d condemn them to burial for raiding a village?”

She came up beside him as they rounded the curve of a steep hillock, the crater and the site of execution shut out by the slope. “Condemn? I don’t understand.”

“Let’s get away from here.” He urged his horse to a canter. Emerging onto the plain, rolling here toward a range of low hills, they slowed the horses to a walk.

“Forgive me if I was hasty,” he said after a silence. “Burial is the worst thing that could happen to the jaran. But perhaps in other places that isn’t—” he shuddered—“true.”

“It isn’t. Why is it so bad?”

He turned his head to stare at her, amazed. “To be trapped beneath the earth, forever separated from the sky, never again to live where the wind can touch you? That is only for the sacrilegious.”

“Is it better to be torn to pieces by the animals?”

“But they are the gods’ creatures, scattering our bodies back to the wind. And the wind gathers us up and pours our spirit into the womb of a woman ripe for conception, and the world receives us back again.”

Tess was silent, staring out at the wide stretch of plain, that sudden sink of land lost behind them like a dream. Around them the grass seemed empty of any life but the wind’s. “But I thought you burned the dead.”

“That privilege is only given to those who die in battle, men in honorable war, women in childbirth. The fire releases you from all bonds to the earth, and the gods, alerted to your coming by the bitter herb ulyan, welcome you to the heavens. And your spirit is free forever from this world.”

“And everyone else…”

Bakhtiian said nothing for a moment. “It is also an honorable death. Many choose it.”

“How can you choose to be left lying on the ground?”

“Old people, ill ones, those who can no longer keep up, often stay behind of their own choosing, knowing that their time has come.”

“You abandon them?” She had such a horrible vision of sitting alone among the grass and insects, figures growing smaller, gone, finally, the sun silent above, that for one wild instant she thought all this the dream and herself still far north, lost forever in grass.

“We move, always. We cannot wait.” His eyes, his whole expression, seemed remote, staring at something she could not see. “That is how I intend to die, when the time comes, not seeking to prolong it.”

“You have no intention of dying in battle?”

“None at all.”

“But you carry ulyan.”

Now his gaze focused on her, but it made her feel quite isolated. “But I don’t. I want to come back.”

They rode the rest of the way in silence. The three men, hung out like leavings for the birds, and the half-buried plate of metal ran like loops through her mind, first one, then the other, then the first again, until she wished she could simply stop thinking. Bakhtiian planning war against the khaja; his enemies trying to start that war early to disrupt his plans. Or simply trying, one way or the other, to get him killed? Or simply enamored of killing—how was she to know? The moon was up when, having been challenged by three separate sentries, she and Bakhtiian trotted over a low hill and down into the scatter of tents.

Niko jogged up to them immediately and took the reins of Ilya’s horse. “So many sentries?” Bakhtiian asked.

“Tasha spotted a scout this morning and held on, but the fellow veered east. Josef got a glimpse of him this afternoon, but he slanted off again. Josef thinks he’s solo.”

Bakhtiian nodded as he bent to check his mount’s left foreleg. “See here. It’s swollen and hot.” Niko frowned with concern and examined the stallion’s leg while Ilya watched. “Let’s see if we can lure this scout in tonight and capture him. I wonder if Mikhailov has at last picked up our trail or even joined up with Doroskayev? Gods, I can’t believe Mikhailov would stoop so low.”

“Couldn’t it be one of Doroskayev’s men?” Niko asked.

Bakhtiian smiled slightly and, glancing up at Tess, moved decisively to hold Myshla’s bridle so that she, too, could dismount. “But we have news,” he said as Tess swung down, “that will put things in quite a different light. Assemble the riders. Single sentry should be sufficient for now.” Niko nodded and went off.

“Do I have to hear this?” Tess asked.

“No. Yuri will have put up your tent.” He led the black away.

Finding herself alone in the gloom, Tess allowed the tears to come, but the force of them overwhelmed her and she shut her eyes, leaning against the comforting bulk of Myshla. The image of the three mutilated bodies flared so vividly in her mind that she gasped.

“Tess?” She put out her hand and grasped substance, an arm, the silken sleeve of a shirt, ridged with embroidery.

“Fedya.” She opened her eyes.

“It will only be a short assembly.”

“Yes.” Her fingers slipped down his arm to grasp his hand. “Afterward.”

“Past the horses is a spring and past that a copse.” He squeezed her hand, so gentle a pressure that the feeling it left vanished as quickly as he did, gone after Bakhtiian.

She unsaddled Myshla, checked her hooves doubly carefully, groomed her and hobbled her and set her out with the other horses under Pavel’s care. Pavel nodded at her but he was busy plastering a cold compress of herbs on the foreleg of Bakhtiian’s black, the fine khuhaylan stallion that no one wanted to lose to lameness. The saddle was an easier burden than her thoughts as Tess walked through camp, past the assembly to the very edge of the tents, where Yuri had pitched hers.

As she knelt to dump the saddle on the ground, she saw four Chapalii walk out over a low rise into the darkness. Making a quick tour back through camp, she realized there were no Chapalii anywhere, unless the rest were all in their tents. Surely they could not intend to trek all the way back to the crater by night? A ship, blowing up…What if it had been a Chapalii ship? But that was impossible. Whatever impact had made that crater had occurred millennia ago. Had there been an alien empire before the Chapalii? A greater one than theirs? A hundred possibilities presented themselves. She circled around toward the spring, passing Nikita on sentry duty, and then she was alone again.

She found the Chapalii past the copse, hidden by a rise. They had gathered in a tight clump in the declivity made by the joining of two rises. On her hands and knees, pausing just behind the crest, she could make out all eleven figures, shadowed by the moon. A tiny blue-white light gleamed softly from within their ranks. The night lay still around her. No breeze stirred the air. Voices drifted up to her, phrases broken by pauses and replies.

“…identified two previous…unsure whether the duke…Keinaba…constant surveillance…insufficient evidence to believe…”

A communication. They were communicating—with whom? A Chapalii ship? But none stayed in orbit around Rhui. How far could they transmit? How far did this conspiracy reach? She pulled the little knife Garii had given her from her belt, and hunkered down even more to conceal herself from them as she stared at it. White lights speckled the hilt. She hadn’t a clue how to operate it, and either Garii had purposefully left her ignorant or he had simply not thought he needed to tell her. Tess stuck it back in her belt and lifted herself up carefully to watch again. The scene had not changed.

Wind moved the grass above them. Startled, Tess looked in that direction. In the instant before she really saw, she realized that a man was creeping down on them, was halfway down the hill opposite. Light-haired? Had Nikita followed her? But this man was stocky. My God! She stood up. Fedya must have come after her.

At that same moment one of the Chapalii said something, a slight cry. As if in sudden panic, another of the aliens whirled and crouched. Light streaked out soundlessly toward the man on the hill. He seemed to leap backward, half-rising. The thin line of light cut out through the night again, and the man fell, tumbling down the slope to land at the feet of the aliens. Tess cried out and ran down to him.

Ishii’s voice. “Do not shoot her, you imbeciles.”

She stopped short, facing four knives. Red beads of light shone sharply at their hilts. Armed. Lethal.

“Let me go to him.” Her voice broke on the edge of a sob.

“Let her go,” said Ishii. A path formed for her.

She stumbled past them, collapsing on her knees beside the body. The second shot had opened up his abdomen, a cleaner cut than those endured by Doroskayev’s men, half cauterized by heat. Blood seeped onto the grass. “Oh, God, Fedya,” she cried, reaching out to touch his shoulder.

Her touch jostled his head, and it rolled, back, staring at her, one eye strangely shut. One eye scarred shut. It was not Fedya at all, but Doroskayev. She jerked her hands back. The Chapalii clustered around her.

Ishii stood above her, seeming almost to touch the sky. “How fortunate that it is not one of Bakhtiian’s men. For a moment I feared that my man’s rashness would be irreparable, but now I see he may have done Bakhtiian a service.” Tess stood up slowly, still shaking. “Excuse my impertinence in speaking without your leave, Lady Terese, but I saw that this situation needed a male’s firmness. Please allow me to assure you again that we have never wished to do you any harm. You have only to say the word, and the suspicions that have grown between us shall be laid to rest.” He clasped his hands in that arrangement known as Lord’s Supplication.

Tess stared at him. She shook. She did not dare look down at the body. She had not the slightest idea what to do with her hands. Ishii could have let his men kill her, could have buried her, and who would have known? Standing alone among them, their only witness the moon and the stars, she could not imagine any human set against her in such a delicate dance showing such forbearance. She outranked him; she was heir to a Chapalii dukedom; she was sacrosanct. Ishii gazed back at her. The moon washed his face so pale it seemed almost translucent. Like the plains beyond, the Chapalii mind had many aspects that seemed unchanging to an alien. Lost in that careful game of diplomacy and treachery that Charles and the Chapalii played with each other; lost on these uncharted plains of Rhui; the two circumstances of her life seemed very similar right now.

“Truce,” she said.

“You honor us, Lady Terese.” He bowed, and the others echoed the bow as befitted their stations. Straightening, he turned to his men. “Cut away the sod carefully. We must inter him so that there is no trace. Perhaps, Lady Terese, you will indulge us by identifying this man. He was, I think, one of Bakhtiian’s enemies?”

“Yes.”

Emboldened by her passivity, Ishii went on. “Perhaps you will permit me to allow Hon Garii to escort you back to camp? You need not stay for the interment. I understand very well that females have heightened sensibilities.”

They moved away from her, preparing a grave. Trapped beneath the earth. Had Doroskayev deserved such a fate? She walked past them, stumbling slightly in the darkness. Garii followed her, unasked. At the base of the hill, she stopped. He stopped behind her. Without turning around she put her hand on her knife.

“How do I use this?” she whispered.

He did not reply immediately. When she tilted her hand to see him, she saw that he had glanced back to where dark figures worked just beyond the crest of the rise.

“If I may be permitted to speak, I have attuned it to human use, Lady Terese,” he said at last. “The heat of your thumb, pressed over the third and second lights, causes the beam to activate. Forgive me. A thousand thousand pardons be granted me that I did not realize you needed instruction in this gift.”

“You are pardoned,” she said automatically.

“I am yours, Tai-endi,” he said, the formal response, and he bowed, as liegeman to his liege.

“Go,” she said hastily, abruptly afraid that she had acknowledged something far deeper than she realized. “Ishii will be watching.”

“As you command.” He retreated back up the hill.

I am yours. Lord, Tess, you’ve gotten yourself into it now. The wording had been precise and formal: the bond of servant to master, not any slight thing bound by a wage or a common goal, but true fealty. Surely Garii was already bonded to Ishii’s family, and such bonds lasted until death, and beyond death into the next generations.

Light flashed, a brief, searing pulse, and she started and hurried away toward the copse and the spring. Bodies on grass. They should leave him to rot. She would have been left out there, months ago, walking on the plains. A body could lie a hundred years in such space—

By the spring, someone waited for her, sitting on a low rock. She broke into a jog, remembering how she thought they had killed him.

“Fedya,” she said. Stopped. It was Bakhtiian. A blanket and his cloak lay, folded neatly, on the rock beside him.

“Did you catch a glimpse of our mysterious escort?” he said with a slight smile, but his tone was serious and his eyes met hers. One of his hands rested casually on his blanket. “But if he eluded Josef, he could elude anyone.”

For a long moment she could not speak. “I’m sorry,” she said finally. “I just had to be alone. I’m modest.”

“All good women are.”

“And good men?”

“Even more so,” he answered, not a trace of humor in his voice. There was a pause. “We’re extending our sentry ring tonight,” he said at last. “If you feel crowded in your tent, it would be safe, tonight, for you to sleep outside of camp.”

“I know.”

Blanket and cloak tucked under one arm, he stood up so that they faced one another on a level. “I understand that you have sustained a shock.”

“Oh, hell,” said Tess under her breath, putting one hand to her face to stop the sudden flow of tears. Bakhtiian took one step toward her. Footsteps rustled in the grass.

“Tess?” He came up beside her, bedroll in one hand, cloak slung over his shoulders. “Ilya!” Now he was startled.

There was a very long silence.

“Excuse me,” said Bakhtiian abruptly, and he left.

“Tess.” Fedya reached up and gently drew her hand down from her face. “In the morning, it will not seem so terrible.”

And in the morning, it did not.

In the morning, Niko rode out with her and Bakhtiian. They circled back but found nothing, from which both men concluded that the trailing scout had veered off. Around noon, coming back to the copse and spring they had left that morning, they spotted the jahar away to their left where, Tess thought, they surely should not be. The range of hills dwindled away in front to the familiar flatness of plain. The three of them dismounted and crouched on the height, the horses downslope behind them.

Tess saw their jahar out on the plain. But the riders still in the hills—another jahar. Closing quickly, too quickly, with their position.

“Niko,” said Bakhtiian crisply. “Get our jahar to cover. I’ll delay them. We’re not ready for a battle, not yet.” But Niko did not answer, was already on his horse and riding.

“How long until they reach the spring?” Tess asked.

“Not long enough, although they may stop to water the horses. That can’t be Doroskayev. They can’t know we’re so close, or they’d not be pacing themselves…Why are you still here?” He stared at her as if he had just seen her. “Follow Niko.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Decoy them back the way they’ve come.”

“But once they see you, they’ll know your jahar is near. How many will bother to follow a lone man?”

“If that man is Ilyakoria Bakhtiian, quite a few.”

She glanced to where his remount stood, a stocky tarpan. “They’ll catch you.”

“I’ll ride Myshla. They won’t catch us. Now, woman. Go.”

Tess jumped up and ran back to the horses, grabbed the tarpan’s reins, and mounted Myshla, kicking the mare even before her seat was stable.

“Damn it,” Bakhtiian yelled, rising. “Get back here!”

“I suggest you get down in that copse and hide. And hurry.”

He took two stiff steps toward her. “Damn you, Soerensen. This doesn’t concern you. I said—”

“You’re wrong. I need to get to Jeds, urgently. If you stay there, they’ll run you down.” She reined Myshla farther away. “You’d better go. We haven’t got much time. Trust me.”

She turned Myshla and cantered down the slope to the copse, the remounts trailing behind. How to throw them off the scent, how? She tethered the two horses securely to a tree and pulled off the distinctive jahar saddles, obscuring them with the saddlebags. She ripped open her saddlebags, cursing under her breath; everything was jaran, everything. Why hadn’t she even brought a change of clothing from the ship?

“Oh, God, Tess, you’re in for it now.” What was it she had once said about maenads and madness? Sometimes you had to choose all or nothing. And sometimes your weakness became your strength. All at once she knew what to do.

She strewed all her belongings about, piling them into disarray so that their provenance might be concealed. She took her blanket and ran back into the nearest screen of trees and awkwardly—for who knew where Bakhtiian was now—took off her tunic and trousers and wrapped herself in her cloak. It was difficult enough to go out there clad in her underclothes, underneath the cloak, but she had to trust what she knew of jaran culture. The white blouse Nadezhda Martov had given her was generic enough, seen from a distance, so she drenched it in the spring and dampened her Earth-made tunic and trousers and retreated to the edge of the trees, hanging the clothing over bushes to dry. She unlaced her boots and left them by the clothes, but not before stuffing her bracelets inside them; hid the saber and knife under the saddles, but kept the Chapalii knife with her, and finally rolled out her bedroll at the edge of the screen of trees and sat down on it. Nervously she fingered her necklace, the pewter ankh from Sojourner.

The branches of one lopsided tree scraped incessantly against the trunk of another. On the other side of the water hole, the low rock Bakhtiian had sat on last night lay naked and dark in the midday sun. There was no sign of him. She prayed that he had taken refuge deep in the farthest screen of trees. She touched the hilt of the knife and withdrew her hand. Her palms were slick with sweat.

Then came the sound of hooves, pounding along the earth.

There were at least forty of them, scarlet shirts with low collars and banded cuffs, black trousers cut fuller than those of Bakhtiian’s men but clearly jaran. They pulled up, undeniably amazed. She leapt to her feet with a cry of surprise, managing to almost let her cloak fall without actually revealing anything.

By the looks on their faces when the cloak slipped, she knew she would succeed.



Chapter Twelve


	“Of pleasures, those that come most rarely give the greatest enjoyment.”

	—DEMOCRITUS OF ABDERA



“WHY HAVE YOU COME back?” she cried in Rhuian. She clutched her cloak with both hands, pinning it closed at her chest. “You said you were going to the great temple of the goddess. You cannot have gotten there and back so soon.”

A good three dozen or more men stared at her, and she suddenly doubted herself. She was utterly vulnerable to them except for the Chapalii knife belted over her underclothes, a weapon she had never used and was not certain she could use. How could she be sure Garii was the least bit trustworthy? Wind pulled up one corner of her cloak, revealing a glimpse of knee. As if it were a signal, the men’s gazes flicked away one by one, and most of them colored as they looked at anything but her. Her hands gripped the cloth more tightly and she forced herself to breathe slowly. It had to work, it could still work, and yet it all rested on this: manners, custom.

A hurried consultation began among the leading rank of riders. She used its cover to look them over as surreptitiously as possible: like all jaran, most of these riders were light-haired and fair-complexioned with a sprinkling of darker ones throughout, but she recognized none of them, only the characteristic scarlet shirts boasting embroidered sleeves and collars and black trousers and boots that proclaimed these to be jahar riders.

Finally three of the men dismounted and walked slowly toward her. They kept their eyes averted. The grass made a low whispering sound as they passed through it. The first, a man of Bakhtiian’s age, tall and very fair and unusually handsome even for a man of the jaran, glanced at her frequently but did not meet her gaze. The other two men were older. The man on the right had a sullen, angry expression, and he regarded her with the most direct gaze, suspicious of her. He looked like the kind of man who is suspicious of all people. The third man, in the middle, was the oldest, his fair hair silvering, his shoulders bowed, his expression that of a man harassed beyond all bearing. When the other two halted a decent two body-lengths from her, he came forward another three steps and stopped.

“Do you speak khush?” he asked.

Tess shrank back a step, feigning confusion.

“What is a woman doing out here on her own?” said the sullen man. “Do you think she’s from that khaja town? She may recognize us.”

The middle-aged man hunched his shoulders even more, frowning. “She may recognize you, Leotich. My men had nothing to do with that idiotic raid. Could you understand what she said, Vasil?” This to the blond.

An auspicious time to break in. “Who are you?” Tess asked in Rhuian. “You are not the men I talked to before.”

Vasil tilted his head, thinking hard. “Something about men. But she speaks too quickly.”

“But it is this—Rhu-an?”

“I think so.”

Tess shrank further into her cloak and spoke very slowly and with precise enunciation. “Can you understand me?”

Vasil smiled suddenly. It lit his face like fire, and Tess caught herself staring at him even as he looked right at her, and he flushed and shifted his gaze. His eyes were a vivid, fiery blue. “I speak,” he said hesitantly. “Little.”

“Only a little?” She emphasized the disappointment in her tone, and then wondered if she was overdoing it. “The other man spoke Rhuian very well.”

“Man?” Unconsciously, Vasil leaned toward her. Necklaces swung forward from his chest. “Other man? He speak?”

“Yes. He spoke like a native but he wore much the same clothes as you do. Is he one of you? Is he here with you?”

“I’m sure of it, Dmitri.” Vasil looked triumphant. “A man who spoke with her in Rhuian. It has to be Bakhtiian.” Leotich glared at her obliquely, lips tight.

“What else did she say?”

“I don’t know.”

Tess lowered her eyes, not wanting to seem too interested in a conversation she ought not to understand. She resisted the urge to glance at her belongings, at the copse behind, wondering if it all concealed her true purpose as well as she hoped. Wondering if it concealed Bakhtiian.

“I’ll try again,” said Vasil to Dmitri. He coughed, hesitated again. “Man,” he said. “Other man.” He sighed, frowned, concentrated, and then when she glanced up at him, he gave up and pointed to his scarlet shirt. “Is?”

“Yes, yes.” Tess let her hold on her cloak slacken slightly. “Such clothes, red shirt, black trousers.” She let one arm emerge to point at their clothing and then did risk a half turn to look behind her, where her traveling clothes—obviously foreign—lay drying on the bushes. The white-barked trees beyond stood stark, barely clothed with scant green in the sunlight. When she looked back, all three men were looking not at her, or her clothes, but at each other.

“It has to have been Ilya,” said Vasil in a fierce undertone, almost exultant. “It has to.”

“Don’t get too excited,” said Leotich to Vasil.

Vasil’s head jerked back, one hand brushing his knife hilt. “Don’t tempt me,” he muttered.

“Vasil!” Standing between them, Dmitri lifted his chin, and that gesture alone convinced Tess that he was the man to be reckoned with. “Find out which direction.”

Vasil returned his attention to the ground on Tess’ left. “Other men. Where?”

“Other men! Yes, there were many others, and they were going, like me, to the great temple, but they would not take me with them.”

“Many? Temple? Temple!” He grasped Dmitri by one arm. “Many of them, going to the old temple near the town.”

“But Doroskayev said they were behind us.” Leotich’s frown made his eyes pinch together with suspicion. “How could they have gotten ahead of us? Why would they turn back?”

“Gods, man,” said Dmitri. “Who knows why Bakhtiian does what he does? He may have gone past the temple and then gone back. He’s a far more religious man than you are.”

Leotich snorted in disgust.

“And since I obviously must remind you, he is escorting a party of khaja pilgrims. There is a reason to return to the temple. Perhaps he was forced to avoid it in the first place because of Doroskayev’s idiocy.”

Leotich’s pale eyes focused on the other man, and he kicked at the grass, tearing a thin scar in the ground. “Doroskayev is the only one with any kind of plan. Whatever you may think of his raids, he always leaves Bakhtiian’s name. Even if Bakhtiian eludes us, someday he’ll come too close to khaja lands and they’ll kill him for us, for revenge.”

“Doroskayev is a fool.” Dmitri’s voice, sharp as the winter wind, froze them all. “He has played into Bakhtiian’s hands, and I, by the gods, intend to tell him so when we meet up with his jahar. Bakhtiian says the khaja are a threat. Doroskayev will stir up a war and then they will be a threat. Don’t you see? Now Bakhtiian can justify his work. Fool and idiot twice over.”

Leotich’s frown had turned into a scowl. “Doroskayev said Bakhtiian had a woman with him. How do we know she isn’t some trick of Bakhtiian’s, left here to throw us off the scent?”

Vasil flushed with anger. “You’re no better than a khaja pig, Leotich. Bakhtiian would never put a woman in such danger.”

“You’d know, wouldn’t you,” snarled Leotich.

Vasil put his hand on his saber. Leotich grinned, almost feral.

“Stop quarreling!” Dmitri’s voice cracked over them. Tess huddled backward, cringing away from their angry voices, not entirely pretending fear. “Doroskayev!” His disgust for his ally was all too evident in his tone. “Since when do we believe everything Doroskayev says? None of his men saw a woman. Whatever else you may think, Leotich, I’ve studied Bakhtiian for years. I know him as I know my own brother, as only one enemy can know another. Bakhtiian would never devise such a ploy as this. Gods, Vasil, see if you can make the woman understand we mean her no harm.”

“Why would a woman be out here alone?” Leotich put in, uncowed by Dmitri’s speech.

“Vasil?”

Vasil sighed, facing Tess again. “Temple,” he said slowly, as if he knew that his pronunciation was terrible. “Men—temple. You—see?”

Tess untwisted one hand from her cloak, realizing that this was at last the real test: knowing nothing about khaja culture, she had to hope they knew even less. “I go to the temple.” She pulled out her ankh necklace, holding it by the chain and displaying it to them as if it ought to mean something to them. Then, dropping it, she crossed herself, because it was the most pious gesture she could think of. More by accident than design, her cloak slipped again to reveal one pale thigh. With an exclamation, she yanked it tightly around her. The three men looked away.

“She’s going to the temple,” said Vasil in a low voice to Dmitri. He looked sidewise toward Tess. “You go? Temple?”

“Yes. Yes.”

“Men? Men go?”

“Men go to temple. Men go. To temple. To temple.”

“I take it,” said Dmitri dryly, “that they were going to the temple.”

“Think straight, Mikhailov,” snarled Leotich, jerking his head to one side. “It doesn’t add up. How did they get ahead of us? How do we know it’s the same group? And what about her? Why is she here?”

“You saw her necklace, the sign she made.” Vasil took one step toward Leotich. The top of his saber pushed down the grass beside him. “She must be a pilgrim.”

“Bakhtiian has pilgrims with him. She could be one of them.”

“Why are you talking for so long?” asked Tess in a high, hurried voice that she did not have to feign. “Why don’t you leave me and go on your way? Is it not penance enough that I must travel this barbaric land alone? Must I be threatened with savages as well?”

“You’re frightening her,” said Vasil.

“Frightening her!” Leotich took one aggressive step toward Tess. “Greater things are at stake here, Veselov. Doroskayev said—”

“I’m beginning to suspect you’re a fool, too.” Dmitri reached out and took hold of Leotich’s sleeve with enough pressure that the man had no choice but to step back. “Karol Arkhanov saw those pilgrims. Eleven, he said, tall and very pale, all men. His word is good enough for me.”

“My clothes are there,” Tess broke in, desperate now for them to leave. Vasil, glancing at her, blushed and looked away when her gaze met his. “And here I am, surrounded by men.” She took out her necklace again. “I am a pilgrim, a holy woman. What do you mean to do?”

“Come on,” said Vasil. “We’ve frightened her enough. Let’s go.”

“I don’t believe it,” said Leotich. “I want to see what she’s got on underneath that cloak.” He put his hand on his knife and strode forward before the other men could react. Tess jerked back, twisting free of his grasping hand, and an involuntary cry escaped her. She stumbled back and fell to her knees.

Dmitri grabbed Leotich and yanked him up short. Vasil had his knife out, but he sheathed it again. Behind, the men in the jahar murmured, a swell of disbelief that faded as Leotich stood stiff and angry in Dmitri’s grasp.

“Gods, man,” said Dmitri. “You’ll get a reputation no man could live down.”

Tess sank down into the most abject huddle she could make, kneeling, and fumbled inside her cloak for the knife, palming it.

“No.” Leotich wrenched free of Dmitri. “Maybe Doroskayev was mistaken. Maybe Bakhtiian didn’t have a woman with his jahar. But let’s ask Vasil. After all, he knows better than anyone else whether Bakhtiian would have any use for a woman.”

Vasil backhanded him, hard. Leotich lunged at Vasil, but the younger man caught his blow on an arm and slugged him. Dmitri stepped between them and grappled for their arms. The scuffle neared Tess, and she scuttled backward, hand clutching her knife beneath her cloak.

The movement brought them all up short, as if it had suddenly reminded them of her presence. Dmitri now had both of Leotich’s wrists in his hands. “Sometimes I don’t know what I brought you for.” His voice was tight with contempt.

Leotich glared at him, pulling back. “We could at least split up. One to check out her story, the other to go on.”

Dmitri let him go with a snort of disgust. “Splitting up is the stupidest thing a jahar can do. We’ll catch him. Now get back to your horse.” However nondescript a man he might appear, he had command. Leotich sulked away. “So.” He let his gaze come to rest on Vasil, and Tess could not interpret the expression with which he viewed the younger man. Vasil met his gaze without shame, but it was obvious that the younger man was still angry. “So, Vasil,” Dmitri continued, “I believe it was agreed that you might ride with my jahar if you kept your grievances to yourself.”

“It will not happen again.”

“Well, then, can you make her understand that we mean her no harm?”

Vasil glanced at Tess and lowered his eyes, a lock of pale hair falling carelessly across his cheek. Tess wondered, quite at random, what it would be like to push that lock of hair aside, what he, the sum of his particular pleasing parts, would be like as a lover. Lord, she was beginning to think like a jaran woman! He took one tentative step toward her.

“Go away! Go away!” she cried, shrinking back.

Vasil shrugged and looked at Dmitri.

“So be it. At least we can track Bakhtiian now. Come on.” Dmitri turned away and walked back to the jahar. Vasil hesitated. He removed a necklace from around his neck and, crouching, laid it on the ground as slowly as if she were a wild animal.

“For you,” he said in Rhuian. He mounted and they all left, riding back the way they had come, northeast, back toward the temple.

Her heart beat as hard as if she had been running all this time instead of talking. When they disappeared from view, she sank back on her heels. All of her breath gusted out. Her hand still gripped the knife. After a bit, she uncurled her fingers and sheathed it. They would never meet with Doroskayev, and suddenly she felt glad that the Chapalii had killed him. She moved forward and picked up the necklace, draping it across her palm, amberlike stones strung on bronze links. It lay cool and smooth in her hand. Rare. She smiled. A gift from a renegade.

“Although,” she said aloud, “I suppose that depends on your point of view.”

Then she realized that she was still half-naked, and that Bakhtiian was hidden somewhere behind her. She got up hastily and went back to her clothing. It was dry enough. She felt like an idiot, shielding herself with a tree trunk, wrestling her trousers and tunic on under her cloak, but at last she was dressed and could venture out without embarrassment. The grass by the water hole, where she knelt to drink, was brilliantly green, short and slippery and cool to the touch. Last night, she thought, smiling, it had seemed warm. The shifting leaves made patterns of light on her arms. She washed her face, put on her jewelry, and laced on her boots. She hesitated. What if they returned? She glanced across the copse of trees but she saw no sign of Bakhtiian. Surely he’d chosen to be as cautious as she had. Adjusting her tunic and her weapons, she hiked to the top of the rise.

The sun beat warmly on her face. At the top, she surveyed the plains around her. There, in the distance, riding northeast, was the enemy jahar. Out on the flat beyond she saw no sign at all of Bakhtiian’s jahar. She seated herself on an outcropping of rock and waited, watching, until the enemy jahar vanished entirely from her sight. Then she walked down again.

Halfway down, she spied movement. Bakhtiian appeared, leading out the two horses. He saddled Myshla, and she reached him as he finished the last cinch and turned to saddle his own horse.

He looked up as she approached, pausing with one hand on the saddle. “By the gods, that was Dmitri Mikhailov’s jahar.”

“You should be furious,” said Tess, trying to sound contrite when she really felt like grinning. “I took a great chance.”

“There are no chances.” He favored her again with that unreadable look. “You succeed or you fail. Battles are not won by men who refuse to take risks.” It was quiet. Only the rustle of an animal in the undergrowth disturbed the sighing of the wind through the leaves. He returned to cinching up the saddle, the tarpan patient under his hands.

“Do you know, Bakhtiian, they were all good men.”

He glanced at her. “How do you mean?”

“They were all modest.” Now she grinned. She simply could not resist the urge.

His head tilted to one side and one eye narrowed, giving him a quizzical look. “Do you mean you—” He straightened, putting his hands on his hips. “The cloak, the clothes, a female alone. You did it all on purpose. You meant all along to embarrass them.” He burst out laughing, full laughter, without restraint and yet not uncontrolled. Tess suddenly felt extremely flattered. He stopped laughing and favored her with a smile. “Gods, you’re a dangerous woman. Using our own customs against us.”

“No more dangerous than you, Bakhtiian.”

“Perhaps.” He finished with his horse while she packed up her saddlebags and tied her belongings on to Myshla. “So they’re going back to the temple.”

“How did you know?”

“I deduced it.” He grinned. “Penance, indeed. I was also close enough to hear.”

“I never saw you!”

He blinked, guileless. “You weren’t supposed to. Do I really speak Rhuian like a native?”

“You have an accent,” she admitted, “but you speak Rhuian very, very well.”

“Thank you,” he said, and she thought the comment sincere. “We should go.” But he paused with one hand on the saddle. “Vasil left something for you.”

“Do you know them all? All the men who are riding against you?”

“Not all of them. Just the important ones, the ones whose grudge against me is so deep that they will not give it up unless they are dead.” He waited.

She took off the necklace and handed it to him. He looked almost discomposed as he took it from her.

“This is precious.” He turned the stones over in his hands, slipped them through his fingers as if their touch communicated some message to him. “Very rare. The stone comes from a princedom south of Jeds, and it is crafted by a master jewel-smith in the Tradesmen’s Quarter.”

“In Jeds? How would a jahar rider get a necklace from Jeds?”

But Bakhtiian’s face had shuttered, and he gave her back the necklace without a word and mounted his horse. “We must go.” He rode off without waiting for her, and she hastened to follow. They paused at the crest to gaze north and south, but there was no sign of men or horses, only the smooth, golden flow of grass spreading out on all sides. Tess gazed, watching ripples of wind stir the blanketing gold, and she felt—happy. Somehow, somewhere, she had developed an affection for this peculiarly same yet diverse land. Some movement of Bakhtiian’s made her glance at him. He was watching her. When she met his gaze, he did not look away, but stranger still, he seemed, for an instant, shy.

“Will you call me Ilya?” His hands lay still on his horse’s neck. His voice sounded as studied and calm as ever. She might have hallucinated that glimpse of shyness.

“If you will call me Tess.”

“Perhaps—” He hesitated again, slowly put out a hand. “Clasp friends?”

“I’m not sure I understand.”

“It is a mark of friendship. I give my honor into your hands, and you may call on it if you are in need. And your honor into my hands, the same. But it is not a gift to be lightly given or lightly used.”

“No,” she breathed, staring at him. Here, now, he was asking her to be not only his friend but his equal. “Of course.” Her voice shook slightly. “Of course I will clasp friends with you. Ilya.” She took his hand in hers.

“I am honored. Tess.”

By evening, when they caught up with the others, she felt so pleased with herself that she engaged Cha Ishii in the meaningless, polite, but deviously complex formalities of Chapalii dinner conversation just to test her adroitness. When she tired of that, she collected her blankets and sat out alone, just breathing in the cool air and watching the moon. Behind she could hear the riders laughing, pausing, and laughing again as Bakhtiian told the story of her encounter, no doubt embellishing it with a great deal of exaggeration. After a bit they quieted, and she guessed that a serious council was taking place.

Sometime later Fedya found her. “Tess.” He chuckled. “You’re a marvel.” She could see only the pale oval of his face in the moonlight as he settled down to sit beside her. The night bled all color from his shirt. “To fool Mikhailov. That is the marvel.”

“Fedya, how well does Bakhtiian know these men?”

He shrugged. “Mikhailov has been riding against Ilya for years.”

“What will they do next?”

He shrugged again, but it was a fatalistic gesture this time. “They’ll find out you sent them wrong. We have to prepare.”

An insect ran up her hand. She started, shuddering, and shook it off. “Prepare for what?” But even as she said it, she knew what he would reply. If Bakhtiian respected Mikhailov so much, then any battle against him would not fall out as easily as that night skirmish against Doroskayev and his men had. People died in real battles.

“They outnumber us, but we know where they are. We’ll choose the ground and ambush them.” Perhaps Fedya felt her shiver, though they were not touching. He put his hand on hers, a comforting gesture, but his skin felt cold. “Don’t worry,” he said softly. “You’ll be safe. I promise it.”

“Safe,” she murmured, and she kissed him, wanting more comfort than that.



Chapter Thirteen


	“Courage minimizes difficulties.”

	—DEMOCRITUS OF ABDERA



THEY RODE FOR SIX DAYS, until they came to a range of rugged hills that severed the flat monotony of the plains like a knife. Here they halted, setting up the jahar’s tents at the mouth of a canyon and the Chapalii tents what Tess judged to be about a kilometer away in a sheltered hollow. For two nights the riders slept in their tents. On the third, they slept in the scrub. Late on the afternoon of the fourth day, Fedya asked Tess if she would like to go hunting, and Tess, feeling nervous and jumpy, and knowing full well that she had seen no game in these hills, understood the invitation to be a smoke screen for his real intentions. She strapped on her quiver and rode out with him.

Their trail soon led to a rocky overhang close by, but well-hidden from, the Chapalii camp. Bushes and vines screened off the entrance from the casual eye. He pushed them aside and, ducking under the overhanging lip, she went in. Light filtered through the leaves, dappling the bed of moss and grass he had laid for them on the earth. The gesture was so touching and so intimate that she felt embarrassed suddenly, afraid that her feelings for him—tenderness and liking crossed with simple desire—might prove inadequate for his toward her. What if he loved her? She halted on her knees beside the little bed, hands buried in soft moss, knowing that she could never really love him, not as more than a friend and bedmate, not with her entire being. She was not sure anymore if she could love anyone in that way, the way she had thought she had loved Jacques.

Fedya stood just behind her. He laid a hand tenderly on her shoulder. “I made you a song, Anya,” he said softly, and then he chuckled, because he had just called her by his wife’s name. “Forgive me, Tess. I have not made a song since she died.”

Tess caught her breath, relieved and touched at the same time. “I am honored, Fedya,” she said, equally softly, and she felt a sudden warmth toward him, unrelated to their friendship, to their lovemaking, because that inadvertent slip made the truth so evident that she could not believe she had not seen it until now: she had never loved Jacques, just as he had never loved her. She had been infatuated with him, certainly, but love—Fedya had loved his wife. She did not feel diminished because he loved Anya still, though his Anya was dead and he stood here with a different woman. “I hope you will sing it for me.”

“For what other reason would I make it, if not to sing it for you?” He knelt across from her, head slightly bowed by the slope of the overhang, and he sang. It was a song about the legendary dyan Yuri Sakhalin who, wounded unto death, had come to beg healing from the daughter of the sun.

Tess stretched out and leaned on her elbows, cushioned by the moss and his blanket, and watched him, transfixed. Singing, he was entirely with her and yet entirely away from her, so that she could really look at him, at his face, his shock of pale hair and the curve of his mouth, the elaborate design of birds embroidered into the sleeves and collar of his shirt, the fine spiraling patterns worked into his leather belt, his saber, lying parallel to his legs where he sat. In a more luxurious land he would have tended to plumpness, but this land had made him lean and tough, hardened with the riding. Yet his voice was sweet, as fragile as a budding flower. And when he finished, silence lay on him as naturally as song had.

“It’s beautiful, Fedya,” she said, a little in awe. “Thank you.” She kissed him.

“Remember it. Remember this place.”

Tess let her face slide in against his neck. His hair brushed her eyes. “He’s chosen this place for the ambush,” she said, because for four days no one, not even Yuri, had spoken a word to her about fighting.

He slipped his hand down to her back, holding her against him. “The plains are wide, but when men travel on a set path, they are very small, indeed.” His fingers found her waist and explored it to the clasp of her belt.

“Too small to run?” His hair smelled of grass. “Too small to avoid—your pursuer?”

“Tess,” he said. “There are better things to think of, this night, than war and death.”

She woke with a start. Someone in her dream had been calling her name insistently, unable to reach her.

“Tess. Tess.” The voice was wrong. That voice and her name did not belong together in waking life. Therefore, she was still asleep. But as she opened her eyes, she knew the voice for Bakhtiian’s. She reached out her hand—

Fedya was gone.

“Tess.”

Light infiltrated their bower. It had been dark when she had fallen asleep. Her clothes lay in a heap at her feet, so tangled that she had to pull them apart and set them in a neat row before she could put them on. Her hands shook. She tried to tuck in her shirt with one hand and comb her hair with the other, gave it up, and tucked her trousers into her boots instead. Crawling on her hands and knees to the entrance, pushing through leaves, untangling a vine from her hair, she stood up just outside. His back was to her.

“Ilya?” Morning sun shone brightly in her eyes. She had to squint, and still she could not make him out clearly. He turned. She saw, with a shock, the streak of blood down his face, and then, like a rush of sick trembling, she realized that it was not his blood at all but someone else’s. “The blood,” she gasped.

His hand lifted and explored his cheek. He looked surprised, as if he had not noticed it before. “I must have been too close when I killed him,” he said conversationally. His body was tense with controlled energy: nervousness or perhaps exhilaration. She shuddered. What had he said?

“Killed who?” Her hand rose to touch, on her own face, the area the blood covered on his.

“I don’t know,” he said cheerfully. “He was about to gut Niko. By the gods, woman, I couldn’t let a man do that to my oldest friend.” He sat down abruptly and his expression changed so completely that it frightened her. “Listen, Tess. I have to tell you something.”

The world was silent, waiting on his words. They were too far from the jahar camp, even from the Chapalii camp, to hear—anything—and there was not even wind to rustle the grass. The sun simply shone, painfully bright as it crested the hills. “What happened? Damn it. Tell me.”

“No one told—He didn’t—Oh, gods.” He ripped up a handful of grass and wiped the blood from his cheek. Pale streaks remained, striping his skin.

Tess knew what had happened. She hadn’t even said good night to Yuri yesterday afternoon; she’d been in such a hurry to go off with Fedya—She couldn’t even picture where she’d left him, last seen him. She sank down onto her knees.

“Who was killed?” she whispered. She almost reached out to touch him.

He looked away, troubled.

“Ilya,” she said, his name strange on her lips.

“Fedya.”

Tess merely stared at him, caught between relief and disbelief. She had been with Fedya only a few hours past; he was simply gone away for a bit. But Yuri—All her breath sighed out of her and she slumped forward, catching herself on her hands.

“Yuri is alive? Where is he? I want to see him.” Fright made her childish. She was horrified that she had slept while blood was shed.

“You can’t see him.”

“Why not? Why not! He’s dead. Just tell me he’s dead!”

“Don’t go hysterical on me.” His voice shook and he leaned toward her, one hand jerking out as if to steady her.

She drew back. “I never faint. Where is Yuri?”

“I sent him with Niko to help the khepelli break their camp and move out. We must travel as far from here as possible today.”

“Let me go to him.”

“Yes. But after you come with me.”

She simply sat, unable to absorb the tone of his voice—implacable or entreating, she could not tell. He frowned, angry or impatient, and took hold of her arm and pulled her to her feet. A kind of haze descended on her. She let him lead her, as if he were afraid she would bolt given the chance, and they walked and walked, grass dragging at their boots. He talked as they went, his voice a level monotone.

“Seven of our riders were injured, but all will live. Eight of the horses, but we’ll have to kill three of them, may the gods grant them peace. Six of Mikhailov’s men I know we killed, and at least twelve were hurt, perhaps more. It isn’t that we’re such better fighters, even though they outnumbered us. We had the advantage. I chose the ground carefully and we ambushed them, forced them to split into two groups. Vasil…The one who gave you the necklace fought well. He got away unhurt.”

He led her down to a place she never had any clear idea of, only glimpses: three men building a fire, the bittersweet smell of ulyan sifting into the air; a bird hovering high above, wings unfolded in some updraft; a dead horse being flayed and its flesh cut into strips for provisions; and beyond it—

“Who was killed?” She would have run, but Bakhtiian held her arm and she knew, anyway, who had been killed. In a way, she had known even before he told her. Bakhtiian waited until they were close to the body before he let her go.

She took one step, and a second, and then stopped. Fedya. A blanket lay over him, stained reddish-brown at the chest. He could have been asleep; there was nothing but peace in his face. He looked young, relaxed, unguarded. She moved to kneel by him and glanced up.

They were all turning away, averting their faces, offering her privacy for her grief as the only consolation they could give. Everyone had known, everyone. Yuri had lied to her when he said that no one knew. He had lied to spare her, perhaps to spare Fedya, though surely Fedya had had no illusions about the secrecy of their affair. Lord, had she really thought such a thing could be kept secret?

She stared at his quiet face, and she reached out to touch, briefly, his slack body. She smelled blood and grass, that was all. She should have stayed with the tribe, should have stayed on Earth. And she was afraid because as she gazed at the dead man she felt no grief for him, torn so abruptly and horribly from life, only affection for what he had given her, as if her living, her memory of him, made up for his death. Why had he sung her that beautiful song last night of all nights? How could she have slept through the battle, fought so close, paid for so dearly? How could she not have known and acted to prevent it? Surely there was something she could have done.

“He knew he was going to die,” she said aloud, trying to absolve herself, but all the riders had moved away. She shuddered, drawing her hands in to her chest.

“There are some who seek release from the burdens of earth.” It was Bakhtiian’s voice, not too close, but low and gentle.

She stood and turned to him. The tears in her eyes blurred his form. “He was protecting me, wasn’t he?” she demanded, suddenly furious. “He took me out there to make sure I stayed away from the battle.” As if, if he had not, he might still be alive. She walked away from all of them, found her way to the shaded, empty overhang, and wept.

The sun, bright and silent, viewed the earth from her high seat and found nothing there worth mentioning, not even the stretch of ground where so short a time ago two bands had met and struggled and come to a temporary decision. Now the field of battle lay empty, yet from such a height it looked the same whether peopled by fifty or one.

Or two. These two were dark and fair, night and day, maturity and youth. They lay without moving on the slope, watching their horses, watching the vacant plain, watching the last flames of the pyre.

“Ilya?” Vladimir sat up. “Will it storm soon?”

Bakhtiian did not move. “Yes.”

“Down from the mountains.” Something lit in the eyes of the younger man. “When will we reach the mountains?”

“You should be able to work that out for yourself. Forty days.”

Vladimir took a breath, hesitated. “When we get back to our tribe, would you object if—if I marked Elena?”

“Why should I object, Vladi?”

“Why should—?” Vladimir swung his head around so fast that his hair caught for an instant in his eyes. “Don’t be coy, damn you. It’s common knowledge that she makes up to you every chance she gets.”

“Is it?”

“You’re laughing at me.” He jumped up and began to pace. “You always laugh at me when I talk about this. I know very well you’ve got no eye for her, but so much is said and—and it’s true I’ve nothing to bring her, being an orphan—and I never know what she thinks, and the gods know I want your approval.” He stopped in front of Bakhtiian.

“Vladi, it isn’t my approval you need. You’d best discuss this with my aunt. Or Niko’s wife, perhaps.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“I know what you meant. If you worry a bit more about what people are saying or thinking about you, then you’ll be almost as unsure of yourself as I was at your age. In this matter, my opinion isn’t important.”

“It is to me…” Vladimir’s comment trailed off into silence. He sat down.

“Vladi, who do you suppose built that temple?” Ilya picked a blade of grass and chewed at it halfheartedly, gazing out over the plain, half watching, half waiting.

“I don’t know. The gods did.”

“I don’t think the gods build in that manner.” He traced the curve of his lips with the rough, broken end of the stem. “It must have been long ago. What people could they have been?”

“What were the khaja doing so far out on the plain?”

Bakhtiian curled the stem around one finger and snapped the finger up, splitting the fibers. “I was also wondering that.” He touched his tongue to the moisture left on his finger. “I wonder who built the shrine.”

“Which shrine?”

“The shrine of Morava. I wonder who she thinks built it.”

Vladimir grimaced. “I’m glad I don’t have to go to this Uynervirsite in Jheds that everyone talks about. It’s madness, wondering so much.”

“It might be, at that,” said Ilya, sitting straighter and staring at something in the distance. “But don’t be so sure you won’t have to go.”

“Ilya! You wouldn’t. Here I’ve finally got a place and—oh, damn you. I never know when you’re joking. Is that Yuri and Niko? Why did you tell the others to send them back?”

Ilya stood and walked down the slope to meet them. They pulled up and dismounted, the horses snuffling and blowing.

“Mikhailov’s jahar?” asked Niko.

“Josef and Kirill are still tracking them. Tasha brought me the last report. I think we’re rid of them. For now.”

Yuri had been looking about. “Ilya, you’ve got Myshla. Where is Tess?”

“Get her and bring her to the new camp. She’s up—” He motioned.

“I know.” Yuri led his horse over to Myshla and then, taking both leads in his hands, walked away up into the hills.

“She’s been up there all this time?” Niko demanded. “After she saw Fedya? Damn it, Ilya! You know better. Why didn’t you go up?”

Bakhtiian looked up at the sky, down at the ground, and, finally, out of the corners of his eyes at the old man. “Because I’m a damned coward.”

“Ilya.”

Bakhtiian colored, turning quickly to walk over to Vladimir. “Ah, thank you, Vladi.” He took the reins Vladimir offered him. “Shall we go?”

Tess watched silently as Yuri left the horses below and climbed the rocky slope. She did not rise as he reached her, but when, wordlessly, he put out a hand, she gave him hers and let him pull her to her feet. They paused a moment, frozen there.

“Oh, Tess,” he said, the barest whisper, but his eyes held a grief surely greater than her own. She turned in to him, hugged him for a timeless while. He was alive, he was here with her, solid and comforting. She did not want to think, but her thoughts wound around viciously nonetheless: what if she had been given the choice, to save Yuri or Fedya? Was it wrong of her to be glad that Yuri was alive? Not glad that Fedya was dead, never that, but she could not help but feel that her preference for Yuri, given the inevitability of the death of someone she cared for, had somehow influenced the outcome.

Moisture cooled her face. She pulled back to look at him; tears wet his cheeks. He wiped at them quickly, the movement made jerky by his embarrassment. “Don’t tell anyone,” he said in a low voice that caught even as he spoke.

“Oh, Yuri, I’m sorry. You knew him better than I did.”

He shook his head, unable to reply. In the sun, his hair had the same dull gold cast as the grass.

His sorrow so eclipsed hers as to make her ashamed, and doubly ashamed that where she might be allowed her grief, he must hide his. “Oh, God,” she said, directing her shame into self-loathing, “I slept through it. How can anyone sleep while someone else dies?”

“Gods. Tess. I hope you never see battle.”

“No. I’d rather have seen it. He was here, and then I woke up, and he’ll never come back. I don’t want to live like that. I want to see the things affecting me.”

“You don’t want to see that.”

But I do, she thought, but she did not say it. Yuri’s face was white and strained. Below, Myshla pawed restlessly at the ground and pulled at the tether. “Where is everyone else?” she asked.

“They’ve gone on to the new camp.”

“Do you mean Bakhtiian has entrusted me to you?”

He rallied. “Just for the afternoon, dear Sister. And we’ve got a long ride to camp. If we don’t get there before dark, Bakhtiian will skin me and use my hide for a tent.”

“How revolting, Yuri. And what did the Chapalii think of all this?”

He shrugged, clearly not much interested in the Chapalii. “Lord Ishii is as cold as a stone in winter. He’s never the least bit afraid. But the younger one, Garii—he offered to Niko to help him tend the wounded.”

“Garii offered to help tend the wounded?”

Yuri nodded.

“And Ishii did not forbid it?”

“Why should he forbid it, Tess? If Garii has some knowledge of healing…Any man would do the same.”

“Any man,” Tess muttered under her breath, wondering what game Garii was playing now. “Come on.” She took two steps down the slope, heading for the horses.

“What’s wrong?” he asked when she paused.

“Wait.” She hesitated, turning back to regard the entrance to the overhang. With resolve, she crawled back inside where the blanket still lay. She brought it back out, shook it as Yuri stared, and rolled it up neatly. “It’s Fedya’s blanket,” she said at last, when he still did not speak.

“He has a sister,” he said finally.

A sister who would mourn him. A sister who did not even know yet that he was dead. Tears filled her eyes, and she wiped at them impatiently, as if that would make them stop.

Yuri took her hand. “Come, Tess,” he said softly. They went down together.



Chapter Fourteen


	“The best men choose one thing above all else: everlasting fame among mortal men.”

	—HERACLEITUS OF EPHESUS



IF THEY TREATED TESS more and more like one of their own, she scarcely noticed it because it seemed to flow naturally from her time among them. The ways of the jaran lay in her hands: she examined each one and let it settle within her until her strange hybrid of customs grew so complex and interwoven that, at odd moments, she forgot where one left off and the other began. The days removed her from Fedya’s death; he became increasingly the inhabitant of a sequestered dream.

For months now she had become accustomed to the swell and flow of the plain, a grand monotony alleviated by hills and the occasional watercourse slicing through it. But the plains do not continue forever, just as happiness and sorrow both eventually come to an end. Their first hint of the highlands was a rough stretch of land pitted with gorges and rugged valleys that were barren of cover and composed of rock as stubborn and sharp and unyielding as a saint. The jaran playfully called it krinye-tom, the little mountains; Tess called it hell and wondered what the big mountains were like.

They slowed their pace to a crawl and ranged wide to find enough fodder for the horses. The dirt clung to Tess. The heat baked the walls of hard stone, and sweat plastered her shirt to her back. The men veiled their heads in cloth to protect themselves from the sun. Tess’s scalp itched, but she did not dare undo her braided hair, having no water to wash it in. The horses got the greatest share of the water. Was there a point past which one could not become clean again? She dreamed of showers. At least the others looked as filthy as she felt, and they joked about it constantly, liking it as little as she did. Only the Chapalii, who did not appear to sweat at all, appeared unaffected; Tess knew that this heat was doubtless a relief to them, being closer to their natural climate.

At long last, they came out onto the watershed of the mountains, grass and shrubs and a scattering of trees on level land. Not a lush land, by any means—that would be far far south, across the great range—but a breeze cooled her cheeks and her shirt dried. They came to an isolated khaja village, and Bakhtiian traded gold trinkets and two tarpans for grain.

Two days’ ride out from the village, Bakhtiian called an entire day’s halt when they came to a deep-bedded stream. Tess found a pool upstream from the horses, stripped, and washed herself and her hair—that twice—and every piece of clothing in her possession, for the dirt had contaminated even the saddlebags. Surely this stream of all streams was blessed by the gods, for the clearness of its water and the lazy trickle of its flow. She spread her damp blanket over a smooth-surfaced rock and, naked, stretched out on it to dry.

Pulling her mirror case free of her gear, she undid its clasps and slid the mirror out. Her face surprised her, she had not seen it in so long: the blunt chin, the high cheekbones, the deep green of her eyes. Not a bad face, after all, though the green eyes seemed out of place; she kept thinking they ought to be blue or brown. She had grown lean. Streaks of gold lightened her hair. Her hands were strong. She felt—content.

Except for Charles. Somewhere, Charles was worrying about her, searching for her. At least she was headed in the right direction. Yet at this moment, Jeds seemed like a goal too distant to agonize over. Turning over to let her back dry, she rested her chin on her laced fingers and stared at the rippling water. Light sparked off it, ever-changing, a constant, inexorable flux.

Her privacy was assured, a privilege, not a prison, conferred on her because she was female, and that was a thing she had never known on Earth, where locked doors bought privacy and privacy could be violated by crime or, for those unlucky enough to be related to the most influential human in the Chapalii Empire, by the media and the ubiquitous Protocol Office. Only the most degraded of outcasts would assault her here and, as for the Chapalii, she outranked them. In this land, a person’s fortune could be measured in sun and sweet wind and kinship with other people. Material possessions became, in the end, a burden; what you possessed of the spirit was far more valuable. Gloom was disdained: in a world of fighters it was a hindrance; to a people beside whom freedom ran like a hound, it was absurd.

Except for Fedya. But for Fedya, it had proved fatal. With a sigh, Tess sat up. She braided her hair, pinned the braid atop her head, and went swimming. The water felt cool and soft against her skin. The sun warmed her face. She did not go back to camp until evening.

In the morning she rode out with Bakhtiian. Ahead, dark stained the land, and she asked him what it was.

“Don-usbekh. The dark wood. Days of it, east and west, and south to the mountains. The khaja say it is haunted.” He smiled, looking at her to see what her reaction would be.

“Haunted by what?” she asked, not quite laughing.

He shrugged. “The khaja fear many things, not least their own nightmares. I do not know.”

“Do you think it is haunted?”

“I think that no khaja will live there. But there’s an old road that runs through it, so once people must not have feared it as they do now.”

An old road. “Will we follow this old road?”

“It’s the only track through. See there—that broken pillar. We’ll follow the road from there.”

But despite her fears—or hopes—the old road proved to be just that—an old road. Ancient, stone paved, half grown over in spots, it looked exactly like what she guessed it must be: some relic from an old empire, thrown across the vast land.

“Perhaps the people who built this also built the great temple on the plains,” she said to Bakhtiian as they waited in the first outlying tendril of the forest for the jahar to catch up with them.

“Perhaps they did.”

She spotted the first ranks of the jahar in the distance, tiny figures moving closer. “Bakhtiian, if Mikhailov’s men could find you on the plain, aren’t you worried that they might find you more easily on a road like this? We’ll be trapped on it, on a single road surrounded by trees.”

“Mikhailov, whatever else he may be, is not fool enough to follow us into khaja lands. For that is what lies beyond the don-usbekh.”

“Then why are we going?”

Bakhtiian’s stallion shifted beneath him. Bakhtiian stroked the black’s neck with affection. “For more of these horses, I would risk much more than this.”

And one hundred more of these horses he would have, should they reach the end of this journey. “Well,” said Tess, but nothing more. The jahar arrived then. Bakhtiian sent Josef and Tasha and Niko back to cover their rear, and he rode ahead with Tess, leaving the main group to ride at their leisure in between.

Soon enough the close ranks of trees began to seem oppressive to her even while she told herself that this forest was far more open than many. A dank, rotting scent hung in the air. So much vegetation, falling in and covering itself, and no wind to sweep the air clear. Even the colors turned somber and dense. Now and then an animal that had ventured too close to the road would flee into the forest, a trail of sound marking its path. It was never entirely still. Noise scattered out from the undergrowth, and rodents chittered and birds called from the branches above. The light bled down in patches and stripes so that day never came completely and night came without even the grace of stars.

That night a storm blew down from the mountains. The constant drumming of rain and the patter of falling leaves and twigs disturbed her sleep as she tried to make herself comfortable inside her tent. It was a relief to ride the next morning, although the trees dripped on them all that day and the day after. By the third morning, the forest had leached itself dry in the warm summer air, though the undergrowth looked greener for the drenching. They rode on, having to cut away growth in some places to clear the road, and Tess began to wonder if the forest would ever end.

“I’ve never seen Ilya so cheerful,” said Yuri one evening as he helped Tess set up her tent. Because the trees grew up to the very edge of the road, indeed overgrew the road in many areas, the jahar set up camp on the road itself at night. “He must smile once a day now, and he never smiled but once a month before. What do you two do while you’re riding?”

“We talk, Yuri.”

He chuckled and sat down next to her tent, fishing in his saddlebags for his spare shirt and his embroidery needles and thread. “Do you want to try again?”

“And ruin your shirt? No, thank you.”

“Well, it’s true women have little hand for embroidery. But you’ve taken to saber well enough.” He threaded a needle with a thick golden thread and began to embroider golden spirals through the thick black pattern that textured his sleeves. “I thought you might take to this if you tried it again.”

“Yuri, I’m sore from my saber lesson tonight. May I just lie here for a while and watch you?”

“If you think this stone is a comfortable bed, then please, lie there as long as you wish.”

She laughed. It was not quite dark yet, and a fire built within a ring of stones some ten paces away gave light as well. Here, in this deserted place, game was plentiful and easy to kill, and deadwood for smoking the meat was in vast supply. Bakhtiian had decided to halt for a few days, to hunt, to graze the horses in nearby meadows, to rest. “I’m teaching him some of the songs I know,” Tess said at last.

“Who? Oh, Ilya.”

“And he’s teaching me jaran songs. Only decent ones, of course.”

“My dear sister,” said Yuri primly, “Bakhtiian would never think to teach a woman any songs but those that it is decent for her to know.”

“Unlike some I know.”

Instead of replying, he squinted at his work in the inadequate light. Kirill and Mikhal and a few of the other young men were gambling. Farther on, the conical tents of the Chapalii thrust up among the trees, like pale ghosts lost in the leaves.

“And Newton,” she said.

“Newton? Who is Newton?”

“Oh, a philosopher. Not just him, but Casiara and Narronias and—and the work of many others.”

“Gods. Sometimes I’m amazed that Ilya ever came back from Jeds. How he loves khaja learning.”

“You’re right,” she said, realizing that it was true. “I hadn’t thought of it that way.” It had not occurred to her before that there might be some link between his relentless ambitions and the constant, restless inquisitiveness of his mind. Just as she could not resist a new language, he could not resist a new philosopher. If she mentioned a name he did not know, he demanded that she recite every scrap of writing she could remember, a feat she usually accomplished by broad paraphrasing since she had not his training in wholesale memorization. He loved to quibble over the smallest point and discuss the large ones to the finest detail. The scope of her knowledge, fostered by a decade in the schools of a stellar empire, was balanced by his experience, his impressive memory, his capacity to assimilate new information, and his astuteness; she always had to be careful of what she said. “I guess I always thought,” she said, discovering that Yuri was watching her curiously, as if wondering where she had gone, “that a man with ambitions of conquest would be too single-minded to aspire to be a philosopher as well.”

“Oh, I don’t think Ilya wants to be a philosopher,” said Yuri lightly. He yawned, laying down his shirt, and let a hand rest on Tess’s back. “He just doesn’t like other people knowing something he doesn’t.”

Tess laughed. “That’s unkind, Yuri.”

“Do you think so? I don’t. Ilya has no one to answer to. That means he must know everything. It would be enough to drive me mad. I think it’s the reason Ilya is so harsh.”

“Harsh? Maybe at first, but not lately—” She grinned. “With Kirill, yes.”

“Well, Kirill deserves it.”

“No, he doesn’t!” She laughed again. “Maybe. But I like him. He’s—he’s Kirill. And you must admit that he’s the only one of you who has the courage to make fun of Ilya at all.”

“He’s the only one stupid enough to do it in front of him.”

“He’s the only one who doesn’t take Ilya as seriously as Ilya takes himself.”

Yuri picked up his embroidery. “I resent that. You never saw Ilya at his worst. When the mood was on him, he would come into camp and, like that, everyone walked everywhere on their toes to avoid his notice.”

Tess giggled.

“He hasn’t been bad at all this trip. I think he likes you.”

“Likes me?” She found a perceptible crack in the stone fitting and traced it out as far as her hand could reach.

Yuri rubbed the light shadow of beard on his chin. “Did I leave my razor with you?” he asked, and then he went on, not waiting for her reply. “He likes Niko. I think he likes Vladimir, or at least is fond of him, and I know he likes Josef and Tasha and my mother, and Sonia, although he would never admit he likes Sonia. But you can never be sure who else he likes. I don’t even know if he likes me, but I think he likes you.”

“Oh.” Tess brushed dirt out of the crack with her middle finger. “I like him. He’s easy to talk to.”

Now Yuri laughed. “If I’d heard anyone say that a year ago, I would have thought they were as mad as Yevich the Weaver.”

“Who is Yevich the Weaver?”

“You don’t know the story of Yevich the Weaver? By the gods, that will have to be settled.”

The story of Yevich the Weaver took four evenings to tell as told by Josef, the best tale-teller in the jahar now that they no longer had Fedya to sing tales for them. By the time Yevich had gone mad twice and finally settled his score with the wind-maiden and her four brothers, they had ample provisions. They rode on and passed out of the tangled dark wood and into the feet of the mountains.

They traveled for a day up a series of terraces of scrubby grass linked by ridges of rock. The road had vanished entirely, and the ridges proved so devoid of paths that the riders were forced to dismount and lead their horses up each one. Now and again a drying riverbed offered easier passage and even water as they climbed from level to level through the ridges, until the last terrace spread out like a sea before them, a broad plateau brought up short by the mountains.

Tess stared. The air was so clear that it seemed only a thin sheet of glass between her and the mountains, which were surely close enough for her to touch, and yet so distant, lacking any detail, that their size alone awed her.

“Those are the children,” said Bakhtiian, watching her. “The grandparents are farther in. It’s said they are so high that one cannot see their tops.”

“That would depend on where you were standing.” She grinned. “Rather like a man’s reputation, don’t you think?”

“So awesome from a distance, so meager up close?”

“I thought it was the other way around. Small and insignificant from far off, but massive at its base.”

“Weighed down by its own importance.”

“A heavy burden,” said Tess.

“Only to the man who has had it forced on him,” said Bakhtiian, suddenly serious. “Fame is a light and welcome burden to the man who picks it up of his own will.”

“I don’t agree. Fame becomes a heavy burden either way.”

Bakhtiian raised one hand, like a teacher making a point. “But by choosing to carry it—Dismount!” She dismounted almost as quickly as he did. “Damn,” he said to himself, and then to Tess, “Follow.” A spur of rock jutted up, a solitary sentinel of the ridges that fell away behind it. Bushes and clinging grass patched the dark surface. They halted at its base. “Stir up the ground.”

He took the horses around the rock while Tess trampled grass and scuffed dirt. “Good enough,” he said, returning without the horses. He studied the spur for a moment and, choosing a path, began to climb.

Tess scrambled after him, her feet slipping on loose pebbles, her hands grabbing bare knobs of stone and long, sinuous roots. He halted at a small ledge, screened by bushes, and pulled Tess up after him, leaving his hand on her arm when she stood beside him. She could feel every point of pressure, however light, where his fingers touched her skin.

“You may as well sit, if you wish,” he said. “They may not have seen us, but I know they saw the horses. This rock is the only cover, unless we wanted to risk breaking our necks by running down into the rough. Two against—I’d guess forty-two. We should go to ground.”

She took the hint and sat. His hand released her, leaving a lingering tingle on her arm where he had held her. He remained standing.

“Who?” Tess asked. “Another jahar? I didn’t see them.”

“Another jahar, yes—” He hesitated, absently staring at his hand. “And no.”

“If you thought these men really wanted to kill you, we wouldn’t be sitting here.”

Bakhtiian transferred his attention from his hand to the plateau. Grass and mountains, nothing else. “I just want to look at them before we exchange pleasantries.”

“The weather is fine today, and my what a lovely horse that is?”

He looked down at her and smiled, a smile that lit the corners of his eyes. “The jaran have a tale of a woman who brought misfortune to her tribe because she was too curious.”

She tilted her head. “Is that so? We have a story something like that.”

“If two old moral tales won’t teach you, I’ll never be able to. What was the woman’s name?”

“Pandora.”

“Pandora. That’s prettier than the woman’s name in our story: Vlatagrebi.”

“Poor thing, saddled with a bad reputation and a name like that.”

“Then you’d rather be called Pandora than Vlatagrebi?”

“By whom?”

Bakhtiian leaned back against the rock face. A spray of dirt skidded down the face to settle behind his boots. He folded his arms over his chest. “By me. It’s only fitting.”

“We have a saying in our land: ‘the pot calling the kettle black.’”

“The pot calls—Shameless woman. If I were a brave man I’d—” He checked himself.

“You’d what?”

“I take it back. I wouldn’t.”

“Who are they, Ilya?”

It took him a moment to answer because the smile that crept onto his face was the kind that arrives slowly and leaves reluctantly. “I surrender.” He put his hands against the rock by his shoulders, palms up and open. “Arenabekh. The black riders.”

“I saw nothing.”

“You weren’t looking. You were staring at the mountains.”

“How could you tell they were these—arenabekh?”

“All in black.”

“Is this a particular tribe?”

The wind rolled a single wilted leaf past his boot. “They have no tribe.”

“No tribe? And they’re riding, so they must all be men.”

“They have renounced tribe, kin, women, any ties to order or custom or family.”

“I thought my abstainers were severe.”

“They don’t necessarily abstain.”

“They take lovers amongst themselves?”

He colored slightly. “This is not a fit subject for a man and a woman to discuss.”

“But I’m khaja. And fully as curious as you are.”

He smiled. “So you are. Well, then, some do. Not all. Some believe that our life now is not the life the gods gave us to live, so they live as it is said jaran lived in the early days.”

“Without women? How could there be jaran now if that was so?”

“Exactly. And how are we to know how the jaran lived in the early days, having only old stories to tell us, which may have been changed in the telling? Do you see them now? Don’t shift forward. They’re sharp-eyed, these demons.”

The screen of bushes and hedge concealed them, but eventually she got a view of the approaching riders through a gap in the shrubbery. Bakhtiian hummed something under his breath, fingering the hilt of his saber. She felt his excitement, and it made her nervous; she had seen that same excitement in him before—for battle.

She wished now that she was not sitting because it made her feel vulnerable, unable to move quickly, but she could not stand up now. The black riders rode straight for the spur of rock.

“God,” whispered Tess as they neared. “They look grimmer than you ever did.” Because she had not meant to say it aloud, she looked up. He glanced down, a glint of amusement in his eyes, and put two fingers to his lips.

They pulled up a stone’s toss away, suspicious and watchful. The dull coats of their horses, the dourness of their expressions and, most of all, the unvarying black of their dress made them cheerless and forbidding. No embroidery decorated their shirts. None wore jewelry.

“A quick night’s camp,” said one in a strong dialect.

If Tess had thought the jaran men of her acquaintance hard, she had no word for these. One had no right arm, only a loose, empty sleeve that stirred restlessly in the breeze. Next to him a younger man, beardless and rosy-cheeked, examined the rock with one clear eye; his other eye was scarred shut, puckered and white. These men hunted, they had their quarry trapped, and they knew it. She bit her lip to stop herself breathing through her mouth, as if even that faint sound might alert them to her presence.

“The fox has gone to the hill,” said a bearded fellow with a haughty forehead and cruel eyes. His blond hair fell in a long braid to his waist.

“Patience, Sergi,” said the one with the dialect, a black-haired man who had possibly been given a frown at birth and had been unable to remove it. A tic, almost hidden in his rough beard, disturbed his right cheek. “You three check around the rock.”

The three brought back the two horses. Tess saw how all the riders stared at the stallion and the mare, two creatures so obviously superior in line and breeding to their own animals that it was rather like standing a man of the jaran dressed in all his finery next to an ape dressed in skins. Bakhtiian stood utterly still, his eyes narrowed, his expression more anticipatory than apprehensive. How easily he could blend into the group of men below. Then, startling her with the suddenness of his movement, he stepped out from behind the screen of bushes to stand in full view of the jahar below, but he glanced once swiftly back at her as he did so.

“They are beautiful, aren’t they?” he asked. He froze, almost as if he were posing for the benefit of his audience, with one hand on his saber hilt and the other resting on the hilt of his dagger. He looked dangerous.

“By the gods, Bakhtiian!” said the bearded Sergi. “Come here, you ill-favored son of the cold winds, and I’ll show you the special trick I’ve learned with the saber just for you.”

“You flatter me.” Bakhtiian did not move. Leaves brushed at his boots.

“And bring your treasure down, too, the one you’re hiding. Is it some handsome lad you’re afraid we’ll spirit off?”

Bakhtiian caught Tess’s eye and lifted his chin. She stood up and came two steps forward. Even as she halted next to Ilya, about ten men turned their horses away and rode off to one side, backs to her, heads lowered. More than half of those left averted their faces, so as not to look at her, but the rest examined her with cold, inquisitorial interest.

“Gods!” cried Sergi. “It’s a damned woman! Who would ever have thought it!”

“Shut up, Sergi,” said the one with the pronounced dialect.

“Shall I come down?” asked Bakhtiian with all the familiar pleasantry of a venomous snake.

“Please do,” said Sergi. “But keep the woman up on the ledge. Some of our men haven’t seen a woman in five years, and I can’t answer for them if they catch her scent.”

Tess straightened her shoulders, met his eye, and held it. “They wouldn’t dare touch me.” She laid one hand on her saber hilt, though she had no illusions about her ability to use it against any of these men.

Sergi let out a whoop. “A khaja with spirit, and listen how she talks. They won’t touch you. Certainly not if you’re Bakhtiian’s.”

Bakhtiian, descending with composed dignity, stopped dead. One of his feet slipped on the incline and pebbles skittered out and rattled down to the base of the rock.

Tess drew her dagger, tossed it up into the air, and caught it. “You’ve got it half right, Sergi. They won’t touch me. I don’t know what Bakhtiian has to do with it.”

Bakhtiian, regaining his balance, resumed his descent as if nothing had happened.

“Sergi, shut up,” said another man. His face bore a broad, ugly white scar that stretched from forehead to chin, puckering one side of his face into a permanent leer. “You can only keep your mouth shut for as long as it takes a horse to shit.”

On the pretext of sheathing her knife, Tess looked away. The jaran men she knew never swore in that way—or at least, not in front of her.

“So, you are Ilyakoria Bakhtiian,” said the man with the dialect, and suddenly all attention focused on him, though he had made no obvious effort to attract it. “I am Keregin. You seem a little short for a man with such a tall reputation.”

“That depends on where you’re standing,” said Bakhtiian, looking as though his greatest concern was the fit of his clothing.

“Choose your man,” said Keregin. “I want to see if you deserve your reputation. Bakhtiian.” He savored the flow of the syllables. “What kind of luck got you a name of your own?”

“Luck is only my lover, not my wife,” replied Bakhtiian easily. He drew his saber. “If ever I wed, it will be skill and intelligence.”

“Tedious bedfellows,” said Sergi.

“Shut up,” said the scarred man.

“Choose,” said Keregin.

Bakhtiian looked over the arenabekh one by one, his gaze measuring and keen but never quite insulting. Watching him, Tess realized she had clenched her hands into fists without realizing it. This was to be a real fight, a real duel. What if Keregin meant it to be to the death?

“He has too heavy a hand,” said Bakhtiian, “and that one, no instinct.”

“Got you there, Vlacov,” said Sergi.

But Bakhtiian appeared not to hear the comment and the low mutter of laughter it produced. He examined a man far to the side whose light eyes were shadowed by dark circles beneath and whose nose was broken. “He’s too angry. There, too unsteady a hand, and that one, he drinks too much khaja wine.” He paused, then pointed with his saber at a particularly unprepossessing man of middle years, a remarkably unkempt fellow whose only conspicuous features were a long nose and brilliant blue eyes. “That man.”

Keregin laughed. “We’ll concede your eye for flesh. Tobay, fight him.”

“What will we do with the woman after Tobay kills him?” asked Sergi. “None of us has any use for such a thing.”

“Sergi, if you can’t keep your mouth shut while they fight, we’ll bury your head in the ground and stuff your saber up—”

“Silence!” shouted Keregin. “Move back. Now, Bakhtiian. Make us remember you.” The lanky Tobay dismounted and came forward, holding his saber as if he did not know he had it in his hand. “Left-handed,” added Keregin. “Or I might get bored.”

With no change of expression, Bakhtiian switched hands and circled left, measuring his opponent. Tobay stared dumbly at him as if he had not a wit in the world. Bakhtiian had moved about a quarter of a circle when Tobay suddenly stepped left and cut in with a broad sweep toward Bakhtiian’s right shoulder. Bakhtiian parried, stepping in to the blow, and there was a moment of suspension, metal pressed against metal, and then both men fell back unmarked.

“A greeting in passing,” said Sergi.

Bakhtiian edged back toward the rock. He lunged forward suddenly to Tobay’s right, cutting low. There was a quick exchange: low, low, and high; then low, and Bakhtiian came out to the open space with Tobay backed against the cliff.

“An exchange of kisses,” said Sergi. “How passionate.”

Tobay’s face and demeanor changed utterly, as if, Tess thought with sudden fear, a light had been turned on inside him. He moved back until less than a meter separated him from the rough wall of rock. With his right hand he reached back to brush the rock with his fingers, and the angle of his saber changed ever so slightly. Bakhtiian circled in, trying to push Tobay completely against the rock, feinting high but striking low again. But Tobay’s saber swept the cut aside and went on sweeping for Bakhtiian’s head.

Tess gasped, breath suspended. Bakhtiian fell to his knees, saber barely catching the blow. For an instant the tableau held and then Bakhtiian twisted Tobay’s saber around, cut free from a flurry of blows, and leapt backward, regaining his feet.

“A conversation,” said Sergi. “About the weather.”

But Bakhtiian was wounded. Tess stared. Blood welled and, welling to fullness, bled off a cut on Bakhtiian’s wrist. She breathed again. Not deep enough to be fatal, or even perhaps, debilitating. And yet, what if Tobay was only playing with him?

They moved away from the rock. Their exchanges grew more complex. Tess saw only a mix of high and low, wide and close, movements begun in one place that ended in another until she could not recognize where one began and the other left off. And all the time, the slow drip of blood from Bakhtiian’s wrist tracked his movements over the ground. She could not move. They both feinted, and feinted again, their sabers never touching. Every second she expected to see Tobay kill Bakhtiian. Every second Bakhtiian escaped.

Tobay fenced him against a slab of rock and went for his face, angled the slice into an arc that would open his stomach. Somehow Bakhtiian twisted the blade and was still whole and moving. He parried and pressed, made a bid for open ground, and gained it. They backed off, eyeing each other, breathing fast and hard. Bakhtiian’s face shone with intensity. My God, she thought, watching him as he circled slowly, so concentrated that it seemed his entire being had caught fire: if he ever looks at me like that, I’ll last about as long as tinder under a glass.

And she suffered an instant of stark fear, wondering what such a blaze would do to her.

“Right hands,” said Keregin.

Tess watched the rest of the fight in a haze. Somehow, now that they were right-handed, they seemed more evenly matched, but still she knew that she ought to fear more for Bakhtiian than for Tobay. Until, in a furious exchange, Tobay wrenched himself free and slapped his left hand over his right arm. Blood leaked out between his fingers. He grinned.

“Enough!” yelled Keregin, dismounting.

“The woman didn’t bolt,” said Sergi. “I’m more impressed with her than with Bakhtiian.”

Keregin strode over to Bakhtiian, who stood breathing deeply to regain his wind.

“By the gods,” Keregin squinted down at him. “Maybe there’s something to your reputation after all. Tobay, put up and go.” Tobay sheathed his saber, looking again half-witted and lifeless. Many of the men, who had looked up to watch the fight, turned their heads away again. “Tobay’s got no interest in life but saber. He prefers fighting two or three men, since one is too easy. He wasn’t going for the kill.”

“I know.” Blood still dripped from Bakhtiian’s wrist.

Keregin laughed. “And not too proud to admit it.” His expression changed. “You’ve got foreigners with you.”

Bakhtiian shrugged. Tess crouched, balancing herself with a touch of one hand on the pebbles that littered the ledge.

“I know the ruins up in these mountains. A place to inspire the gods in you if nothing else might, but I warn you, Bakhtiian, to reach them you’ve got to ride through khaja lands. There have been jahar raids into khaja towns, and your name linked to them. I won’t lift a hand against you, but there’s been mischief done. Is it yours?”

“No.”

Keregin lifted his right hand to flick a piece of grass off his beard. His little finger was missing. “I believe you. But remember, the khaja know your name now. They blame you. They are like us in one way, Bakhtiian, if not in any other: They seek revenge.”

“I’ll scarcely bend a blade of grass as I go.”

“One blade might be too many. Well, then, can you promise me one thing?”

“How can I know until you ask?”

Keregin smiled. “I admire your companion, who wears a man’s clothes with a woman’s courage, who is foreign and yet speaks our tongue. Don’t let her get into their hands. I’ve seen khaja do things to their women that made me cringe, and I’m not an easy man to sicken.”

Bakhtiian’s head moved slightly, as if he began to look back up at Tess and then chose not to. “That I can promise you, Keregin. No woman for whom I have accepted responsibility will ever fall into khaja hands. Don’t forget that I have also seen how khaja treat their women.”

“‘He who has traveled far,’” Keregin mused. “I begin to think you might even deserve it.”

Bakhtiian sketched him the merest trifle of a bow, half respectful, not quite mocking. “You honor me.”

Keregin chuckled. “Do I, indeed? I’d offer you a place with us, but I don’t think you’d accept.”

“I wouldn’t.” He smiled. “I love women too well, Keregin, to give them up now.”

“Yet you’ve made no jaran woman your wife.” Behind, the other riders began turning their horses away. Keregin angled his gaze toward the two horses standing quietly between them. “They’re beautiful horses, Bakhtiian, as well you know.” He smiled, a little mocking in return, and glanced once at Tess. “Breed strong stock if you can. I wish you luck.”

He mounted without waiting for the reply that Bakhtiian seemed unlikely to give in any case, and reined his horse away from them. The rest of the arenabekh followed, not even glancing back as they galloped off. The sound of hooves drummed away, fading into silence in the clear air.

When they were out of sight, Bakhtiian sat down and rested his head in his hands. Tess scrambled down from the rock.

“Ilya, are you hurt?”

He lifted his head to give her a wan smile. “Just regaining my composure.”

“I’ll get the horses.”

“Thank you,” he said into his hands.

She busied herself with the horses, recovering her own composure. Eventually he appeared and took the black’s reins from her.

“Thank you,” he repeated. He rubbed his horse’s nose and talked nonsense to it for a bit, slapped its neck, and mounted. Tess, who had been repelling Myshla’s attempts to chew off her ear, quickly followed suit. “A congenial group,” he said.

“Keregin offered you a place. Would you ever have gone with them?”

“I thought of it once, a long time ago. For them, it is the only life.” He shook his head. “It can’t be mine.”

“I didn’t like them.”

He smiled and brought his left wrist up to his mouth, touching partially congealed blood to his lips. “And blood is sweet, but life is sweeter.” He urged the black forward and they walked the horses parallel to the ridge. “Tobay is better than I am. Much better.”

Wind touched her throat and her eyes. She blinked. “Because fighting is his whole life?”

“He could have killed me.” He lowered his hand, turning it slowly, eyes on the cut, its slow well of blood almost stopped now. “He chose not to.”

She put a hand on her stomach. “Good Lord.” He turned his hand over; the cut no longer showed. “But Keregin was impressed.”

Bakhtiian flicked several bits of grass off the knee of his trousers. “Tobay can kill any of them, too, if I’m any judge of saber. I did well. With more experience, Vladimir would give him a fight.”

Silence followed for a moment, which Tess broke. “Keregin mentioned ruins. Are we near the shrine of Morava?”

“No. The shrine is farther south. This is another temple. I would rather pass it by, but the pilgrims have insisted on seeing every one. What Keregin said about the khaja—well, I shall have to discuss this with Ishii.”

He did discuss it with Ishii, that night at the campfire. Bakhtiian flanked by Niko and Josef and Tasha, Ishii by Garii and Rakii.

“Because the shrine of Morava lies still on the plains, some days north of the don-tepes, the great forest, no foreign towns rest nearby and no foreign people come there but the occasional pilgrims,” Bakhtiian was saying as Tess settled in next to Yuri, far enough away that she could pretend to be listening to Mikhal strum his lute, but close enough to overhear. “But this temple, the zhai’aya-tom, rests in the mountains themselves, Cha Ishii, and to reach it we must pass by a city with walls and ride up into the mountains, and thereby make ourselves vulnerable to their attack, should the war leader of this city choose to pursue us. And then we must ride back the same way. It will be very dangerous. It might mean a battle, and we are too few, and the mountains themselves too great a disadvantage to the way we jaran fight, that I can offer you with any surety what the outcome of such a battle might be.”

Ishii sat with perfect impassivity, hands clasped in front of him in that arrangement known as Lord’s Patience, and listened. When, after a moment, he accepted that Bakhtiian had said as much as he meant to say, he nodded. “We appreciate your concerns, Bakhtiian, but our god protects us. We fear no battle.”

Tess lifted her gaze from a close examination of the knives at their belts to see Bakhtiian’s face tighten in exasperation.

“Neither do I fear a battle, but it is folly to ride into a trap when the trap is there to see. It is only one temple. Cha Ishii. I promise you that the shrine of Morava is by any account the greatest temple in these northern lands. It will not disappoint you.”

Ishii inclined his head. “All the temples or none. I believe, Bakhtiian, that we made this agreement.”

Bakhtiian did not reply, merely giving Ishii a curt nod, and he turned away to walk out into the night, Niko and Josef and Tasha following him. The three Chapalii shifted as if with one thought to look at Tess, and she hurriedly evinced an overwhelming interest in Yuri’s embroidery.

In the morning, they rode across the plateau. Fields appeared, then settlements, each one a handful of cottages surrounded by stockades of varying height and strength but all showing signs of frequent and recent repair. That first day, riding wide around these hamlets, Tess saw them as ugly squares intruding on the landscape like sores on otherwise healthy skin, their inhabitants forever bound and imprisoned by the protecting walls. The idea of defending one place seemed preposterous, until her settled sensibilities took over and the idea of always fading into the brush and never making a stand suddenly seemed cowardly. It was hardly surprising that these people, settled and wandering, could not trust each other.

Bakhtiian led them through without stopping. No one harassed them. Indeed, they saw no one at all. But at every stockaded village they passed, Tess felt, knew, that they were being watched. They halted late that night, kept a triple watch—sleeping in shifts—and rose before dawn to ride on. Somehow word had passed on ahead of them. Empty fields ripe for harvest lay quiet in the sun. No one walked the trails linking the hamlets. Every stockade gate stood shut. Now and again, they glimpsed faces, peering over the walls. Another day passed.

The next morning Bakhtiian gathered them all together.

“Today we reach the mountains. The ruins are at the head of a gorge. To reach it we must pass close beneath a city.” There was little color this early. He looked mostly gray, shaded dark and light. “We’ll ride fast. Expect attack but do not provoke it. They may ignore us.”

The Chapalii waited, patient, unafraid. As they mounted, Garii hung back as if his horse was balking and hissed softly between his teeth as Tess went by.

“Lady Terese, I beg pardon for my presumption,” he said quickly, not even looking up to see if she was slowing her horse to hear him—which she was—“but I implore you to have a care for the gift which you were so magnanimous as to accept from me.” Glancing down, she saw he had a hand on his knife.

“Garii?” Ahead, Ishii had turned and was staring back at them.

“Yuri,” Tess said, riding on as if no exchange had taken place, “how long until we enter the mountains?” She kept going, not even waiting to hear Yuri’s reply.

At noon the scouts, hardly more than a shout away, came back from all sides. The mountains loomed before them, huge and impenetrable. But there, like a scar, a great valley slashed through the wall. Where the valley opened onto the plateau, a city rose, hard against the eastern heights of the mountain. A fortress, heavy with stone; high, castellated walls weighted it to the earth. Fields and hovels sprawled out from it like so much debris. A narrow river pushed past, curving east. The valley opened before them and then they rode up between the high sides of the mountains.

They galloped past the town, Bakhtiian leading them as far against the western heights as he could. Small figures gestured atop the stone walls, but they were too far away to attack. The jahar rode on, up the broad valley, and soon enough they left the fortress behind. The last traces of fields merged into the wild scrub of the narrowing gorge. Bakhtiian signaled a halt, and everyone dismounted, walking their horses to cool them.

It was a brief halt. They mounted again and went on. Tess stared at the sheer dark cliff faces, veined with white, that rose like an iron stockade to her left, at the rocky defiles that climbed up and up to her right. Ahead, the gorge ascended toward the white-topped peaks in a gentle but narrowing incline, colored in greens and grays and dry golds. Tess urged Myshla up to ride next to Bakhtiian. He had a slight smile on his face that disturbed her.

“What if they do pursue us?” she asked.

He laughed. “They can’t catch us, not on foot. Certainly not on horses. Khaja don’t know how to ride.”

Tess began to make a comment about how she was a khaja, and then thought better of it. “But Ilya, even if they don’t catch us, we’re going to run into the peaks eventually. And then we’ll have to ride out this way again. They can simply wait for us.”

“They can wait,” he agreed. He did not glance back. “But I have heard there is another path out of this gorge, a rough trail, but better, I think, than returning the way we came.”

Tess chuckled. “Yes. Nature is so much safer than men are.”

“Is she?” A cold wind stirred her sleeves, chilling her fingers. “I wonder.”

“How far to the ruins?”

“Two days.”

“But look how close the mountains are. We’ll run into them before then.”

His mount shied. A small rodent ran chittering off the trail to disappear under rock and moss. He pulled the black in, undisturbed. “The mountains have as many twists and turns as a devious man.”

“As many as you, Bakhtiian?”

“Oh, far more.”

She smiled, and then sobered, glancing back. “But what if they follow us? What happens then? I don’t think these khaja like the jaran.”

“Neither do I.” He did not answer her question.



Chapter Fifteen


	“I thought in a dream that I was dead.”

	—EPICHARMUS OF SYRACUSE



YURI TOLD HER THAT it was autumn, by their reckoning, and she looked for signs of the change of season. It was bitter cold at night, but that could have been the altitude. Streams spilling down from the heights fed the gorge, feeding green to the thickets and the meadows of thin grass. Smaller plants that neither she nor any of the jaran had a name for grew abundantly. Colors she never saw on the plains, crimson and olive and mustard, dappled the rocks, growing sparser the higher they rode. And yet the eye quickly grew accustomed to the variety. How monotonous the plains were in comparison.

The first night they rode until the moon set, changing mounts as the horses tired, slept in shifts, tentless, tireless. Not even the Chapalii demurred. Even the thermals in her Earth clothing barely kept Tess warm. The gorge angled right, a narrow scar that cut up into the mountains as though some long-dead giant had left this furrow in the wake of his planting. It was cool and damp between the high walls of stone, moss and orange-gray lichens everywhere. They did not see the sun until mid-morning. A stream rushed down one side of the defile, more white than water. It was shockingly cold to the touch.

They followed a road littered with rocks, but a road for all that. Paving stones showed here and there under lichens; tufts of grass sprouted in lines too straight to be natural. The gorge narrowed until they could ride only three abreast, then two, then single file. The hooves of the horses echoed strangely in the enclosed spaces. Just when Tess knew they could not possibly ride any farther, the gorge opened out abruptly into a secret glen. They had reached the ruins.

“That was never a temple.” Tess moved her mount up beside Bakhtiian as she gazed out and up at the little valley, a large, open area of grass and ruins, sprinkled through with a profusion of tiny white flowers. “That was a fortress.”

“That’s what I’m counting on,” said Bakhtiian.

Except for the defile through which they had ridden, they were surrounded on all sides by the mountains. An avalanche had obliterated the leftmost portion of the ruins. The back of the vale ended in a sheer cliff face that rose cleanly into the mountains for about twenty meters before beginning to climb in stair steps to the huge, snow-capped peak towering behind.

The glen itself rose in three broad stair steps to the cliff face: directly in front of them, a bluff—not quite the height of two men—ran the entire length of the shallow meadow that the neck of the gorge emptied into. A stone wall rose flush from its edge, so that from where Tess and Bakhtiian sat below, they could see only the suggestion of another wall, above and beyond, that marked a higher level. Here and there the bluff had eroded away and a stone tumbled down into the meadow. The remains of the road continued along the base of the bluff to its lowest point, where it snaked up through a stone gate that had once, perhaps, borne a lintel over the two pillars that flanked it.

They guided their horses around stray rocks, along the road to the gate, but in the end they had to lead their horses up the bluff where the last slice of road, badly fallen away, gave access to the next level.

Here, in front and to the left, the ground was littered with the remains of old buildings. To the right the land rose again in an escarpment, ending in that other wall: the second line of defense. Behind it the ground seemed level and empty for a space, and behind that Tess saw the line of escape: a trail twisting upward into the heights, disappearing behind a huge outcropping of veined rock.

Dusk came sooner here, hedged in as they were by rock. Bakhtiian sent them all up to the level area behind the second wall, and put four men on watch below. He even allowed fires. The Chapalii stood huddled beyond the horses, conversing earnestly among themselves. Tess walked to the wall and stared down at the ruins below, and the long line of wall that edged the bluff below them.

Had men or nature destroyed these? On the one side, certainly, the avalanche had been the culprit. But as she studied the ground below, she could not imagine how any army could take this ground; if the defenders had enough people and missile weapons, their position would be virtually unassailable. Surely no human attack could have ruined these buildings—or was it just one huge rambling building?—so thoroughly. Only time, working with storms and harsh winters, could wreak so much havoc. How many thousands of years old must these ruins be to be so extensive and so wracked?

And yet the surface of this wall, chest high and a meter wide, was as smooth as obsidian. She ran her right hand along it, out away from herself and back again. Scars marred it, chips gone, a runnel scored across it in one place, but otherwise cool and even, like a polished stone. She ran her left hand out—and stopped. And stared down.

Symbols, letters, had been traced into the surface. She ran her finger along them, feeling the dust and debris of long years caught in their track, feeling the eroded edges, blurred by time and wind and rain. The first two, partially eaten away by erosion, she did not recognize. The third she did. The Chapalii glyph for “tai.” Duke. She stood frozen for a long moment. The murmur of voices drifted to her on the cold air of evening. Kirill, telling a ribald story about a man who crept into the wrong woman’s tent one night. One of the stewards, complaining about not being able to set up the tents. A lower voice, Pavel’s, talking about storms.

Breath stuck in her throat, she traced out the fourth symbol with her middle finger. And laughed. The fourth letter was a “w.” Or two “v’s” linked in the middle. Or the archaic Chapalii glyph for mountains. And the first, going back to it: with a little imagination and a tiny bit of allowance for erosion and time could be the Maya symbol for naught.

“Lord, Tess,” she muttered under her breath. “You’ll be finding the Rosetta Stone next. There’re only so many shapes can be chiseled into stone.” Maybe it was cuneiform. She sighed at her own folly and returned to the fire.

Yuri was on watch so she joined Niko and Bakhtiian where they sat together in the half light of one of the fires, arguing good-naturedly about the defensibility of the ruins. Niko smiled as she sat down, but Bakhtiian only glanced at her and continued speaking.

“I can’t agree that rain or storm gives the defenders the greatest advantage. Certainly, it ruins footing, but for both the hunter and the hunted. The loss of visibility is a far greater disadvantage for the defender than the attacker.”

“What do you think, Tess?” asked Niko politely.

“I think,” said Tess cheerfully, “that this is a terrible place to be holed up in. I feel like a pig trussed up and left in a pen for slaughter. Although I can see that the defending party does have the advantage of fortification and that narrow approach. Especially if they’re using spears or bows.”

“A jaran man never uses a bow in battle,” said Bakhtiian stiffly.

“Good Lord, I wasn’t talking about jaran. Sabers alone can’t hold this kind of position. I thought that was obvious.”

Bakhtiian stood. “Excuse me.” He left.

Tess stared after him. “Excuse me! I thought this was a theoretical discussion. Or was it presumptuous of me to have an opinion?”

“My dear girl.” Niko laid a hand on her shoulder, a fatherly gesture. “First of all, this is a holy place, and to liken it to a place where one would butcher animals is rather—shall we say—irreverent. Second, you might consider that Bakhtiian was the one who made the decision to lead us all here.”

She shut her eyes, wincing. “Oh, God. That was a stupid thing for me to have said.” She looked up at Niko. “I suppose I could just as well have said I thought he was a fool for bringing us here.”

“Be assured,” said Niko softly, “that he is wondering that himself.” Then, unexpectedly, he chuckled. “But few people admit their mistakes as readily as you do, my dear.”

“I wouldn’t learn anything if I always thought I was right. But I will say that he was awfully quick to get angry.”

“He has a heavy burden on him, Tess, and you must remember that.”

“I suppose I must. Can you entertain yourself here?”

“Don’t mind an old, frail, friendless man. I’ll manage.”

Tess laughed at him and left. She found Bakhtiian leaning against the wall, staring down at the ruins and beyond them to the neck of the gorge. His form seemed merely an extension of the shadows.

“Ilya?” He didn’t move. She put her elbows on that uncannily smooth wall and leaned out, staring down. The wall below stood like a purplish line against a darker background. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

“No. The things you said were true enough. The khaja will not scruple to use bows against us, when we ride into their lands. And here…well, no man likes to be told something he already knows and doesn’t want to hear.”

She shifted her elbows to fit into two hollows that marred the level surface of the wall. “And not when he could already be trapped.”

“Tess.” He turned his head enough to see her. “You have a habit of choosing unfortunate words.”

“What—oh, you mean ‘trapped’?”

“Among others. I don’t—” He reconsidered. “When you return to Jeds, you’ll have to be more careful. In khaja lands, people veil their true opinions in a layer of false words.”

“Oh, yes.” Tess leaned her chin on her intertwined fingers and stared morosely out at the moonlit outlines of the vale. The white ruins looked like a litter of bones on the dark ground. “When I return to Jeds—” She contemplated this event, amazed at her own lack of eagerness. When she returned to Jeds, when she returned to Odys, to be trapped once again by her duty to Charles. She pushed the traitorous thought away. “Why did you agree to bring me along?”

“You’re not going to admit that I was right all along?”

“You weren’t.”

“And you’re not going to tell me that now we’ve been run into a trap worthy of the fire-keeper’s daughter herself that you’re sorry you came?” He was, she realized, laughing at her.

“No.” She found she was blushing. “I’m glad I came,” she said softly, looking up at a bright star that shone above the gorge, glittering in the cold air.

“Yes,” he said, as if to himself. “Even for this short time.” He blinked, as if he had just realized where he was, and moved his elbows to a different place on the wall. “Of course you would be glad. Yuri and—and Fedya, and the others.”

“Yes. Yuri and Fedya and the others. It will be hard to board that ship.”

“It is always hard to board ships.”

“You haven’t answered my question.”

“No, I haven’t. I should have known better than to try to avoid it. Ishii insisted, finally. I’ll always wonder what you said to him.”

“But you’re too polite to ask.”

“That may be.” He smiled. “I also admired your spirit.”

“Now there’s a very handsome way of telling me that I was a nuisance.”

“You were. Jaran women are much better behaved.”

“I don’t believe that for an instant, Ilya.” She laughed. “Are you telling me now that you’re sorry I came?”

“Tess.” In the silence she heard, far away, the low cry of an animal, followed by a slide of rock, distant and muted. “Tomorrow morning you’ll see an army in that gorge.”

“What do you mean?”

“They did pursue us. At least one hundred soldiers.”

“Oh, God, Ilya. And I said—” He was staring down, his hair and body dark, blending into cliff and wall, his face and hands starkly contrasting with the darkness. “Can you forgive me? I can’t believe I said—”

“Stop it, Tess.”

She swallowed. “How long have you known?” she asked in something resembling a normal tone of voice.

“Last night I went back down the gorge.”

“You might have been caught!”

“I doubt it. They have no more night wit than a crying infant.”

“One hundred soldiers.” She gazed down at the shadowed gorge. From the rocks came a bird’s cry, deep and wailing, like an owl’s hoot or a woman’s mourning. “The khaja must hate the jaran more than I thought.”

“This is their holy place as well. For us to be here no doubt defiles it in their eyes. And jaran have raided a town. Many towns. What did Keregin say? They are like us in that they seek revenge.”

“And yet—” She turned her head to look at him. “Yet you rode through their lands and into—into this? Why?”

The dim illumination made his complexion ashen and bloodless except for the shaded hollows of his eyes. “It’s a kind of madness,” he said, as softly as the merest brush of wind.

“No,” she said, equally quietly, because she felt impelled to reassure him. But she knew that to be the kind of man he was, doing what he meant to do, he had indeed to be infected with a kind of madness, a fire that would burn inward and outward until, in the end, he would be consumed and his people transformed on the anvil of change. “No, it’s a kind of honor.”

He turned his head slowly and met her eyes. “Do you think so?”

“Yes.”

“Death should not be unwelcome to the honorable man.”

Tess felt her insides tighten. She found it difficult to speak. “You once told me you had no intention of dying in battle.” He gazed at her, the two of them oblivious for that instant to all that surrounded them. Not me, she thought, I’m not going to get burnt in that fire. And then shook her head, disgusted at her own train of thought.

He shook himself as well and smiled, straightening his back. “Did I mention dying?” he asked, his tone light.

Tess attempted a laugh.

“I sent Josef up the back trail,” he continued conversationally, “to discover if it can indeed take us out. The pilgrims can look at the site tonight. In the morning, if the trail is good, we’ll ride out that way, though I’ll have to leave four archers behind to cover our retreat.”

“Who will you leave?”

“Mikhal, Tadheus, Konstans—”

“I’m better than Konstans.”

“You’re not included.”

“Who’s the fourth?”

“I am.”

“Of course,” she said softly. “Where did you learn to shoot so well?”

“In Jeds. I know how to shoot to kill a man. May the gods forgive me.”

“Why don’t jaran men use bows and arrows in battle?”

“Arrows in battle. That’s a grim thought.” Below, at the neck of the gorge, there was a slight movement. Stillness, a flash of light hair. Bakhtiian began to speak again. “The plains are as wide as you can see, and there is space to run. There is nothing to defend, except your kin and your honor, and honor rests in facing your opponent in a land where you could just as well flee.”

“In this land, between these walls, you’ll be dead before you can reach the man you’re trying to kill.”

“Do you wonder at our enmity?”

“No. I don’t wonder.”

“Look. The pilgrims have gone down. Just as I suggested to them. A surprise, don’t you agree?”

She looked down to the right, where a light moved among the ruins on the far side, against the slide, dipping up and down. They were looking for something.

“Good God.” She felt blood drain from her face. What if the symbols on the wall were Chapalii, worn away by time—but they could not have been here that long—worn away by some inexplicable confrontation, then. She had seen, she had touched, their transmitter with her own hands. She had found a fragment of a metallurgy too sophisticated for Rhuian development. What if the transmitter wasn’t a single anomaly set up in the last five years to prepare for this expedition? A whole cluster, perhaps dating from the first years after the League’s discovery of the planet, or from immediately after Charles’s ennobling and his receipt of the system. Set up to monitor him. And if he was disseminating the odd volume of Newton and Aristotle, what else might he be surreptitiously doing that violated his own interdiction order? What if the Chapalii had set up monitoring positions to incriminate him? It made sense.

She needed proof.

“I have to go,” she said, staring down at the light. She took one step away.

“No.” He stopped her with his voice alone. “Don’t go. Please.”

She turned back slowly, her throat tight, flushing along her neck and cheeks. She could just make out his face in the moonlight as he watched her, and she trembled, sure that he was afraid that this might be his last night on earth. What would she do if he asked her to spend it with him? God knows, he’s attractive enough, she thought; men like him always are.

“If you don’t disturb them now,” he continued, “then there will be no trouble about leaving before dawn tomorrow. But if you interrupt them, what will I do to convince them to go?”

She recovered her normal breathing, sure that it was fear that made her overreact in this way, cursing herself inwardly for forgetting everything she knew about jaran men. About this man in particular. “Surely when you tell them about this army, they’ll agree to run,” she said, knowing that the Chapalii could easily defend themselves against a hundred men, that they would, without hesitation. Missile weapons. She did not know whether to laugh or cry, thinking of it. And which would hurt Charles more—that she not investigate here now, or that she let the confrontation come and force the Chapalii to reveal what kind of magic, what kind of utterly superior weaponry, they possessed?

Bakhtiian stared beyond her at the disembodied, flameless light moving below them. “It has been said before that the khepellis control great powers. Magical powers. I have no use for magic.” He broke off. “Not any more. Can’t you wait until the shrine of Morava? We’ll be there for a hand of days. Enough time for spying, I should think.” But it was said without heat or accusation.

Enough time for spying. In a way, it was almost as if he knew what she was thinking, as if he were offering her a way out, an excuse to follow his lead and exercise restraint now for the promise of a later chance. And she found that against his asking, she could not refuse. “If we get that far,” she said, though she knew the very words sealed the agreement, that she would not disturb the Chapalii, not at this time and in this place.

“Be assured,” said Bakhtiian coolly, “that I do not intend to die here.” He turned away from her to return to the fires, as if, she thought with sudden bitterness, now that he has what he wants, the conversation no longer interests him.

Yuri woke her. It was quiet, damp, cold, and still dark. She lay still for a moment, hearing the soft sound of whispers, and horses, and of leather creaking and rustling against cloth.

“Get up, Tess,” Yuri said in a low but urgent voice. “We have to get the horses saddled.”

“Are we leaving now? There’s barely enough light to see by.”

“When Josef gets back.”

“Yuri, what if that trail is a dead end?”

“It can’t be. It just can’t be. Come on, you’re one of the last.”

“The khepelli?”

“They’re ready. I don’t even think they slept. Niko has them.” He pointed, and Tess could faintly make out a group of men saddling horses, all gray and dim. Then he grabbed her hand and pulled her roughly to her feet. “Tess! Don’t you understand? A khaja army is down there, waiting to kill us.”

“Are they already attacking?” The last dregs of sleep vanished, obliterated by adrenaline.

“No.” He looked back, but all was silence and darkness below. “Not until daybreak. They hate us, but they also fear us. It’s bad enough having to come up that path one by one, without it being dark as well. Ilya has fifteen men along the lower wall with him. The rest of us will go when Josef returns, then the fifteen from below—”

“And last the four archers?”

“Yes. Last.” A horse whinnied softly. “I’m a better archer than Konstans. But he says I’m to go with you and Niko.”

Tess thought, he’s doing that for me. She said, “If only you had bows for everyone. If only you could all shoot well.”

“It isn’t honorable,” Yuri began, but he hesitated. “They are only khaja, after all.” He put out a hand and Tess took it and laid it on her cheek. It was cold. “I don’t know what we’ll do if we lose Bakhtiian.”

“Neither do I,” she replied. They saddled their horses in silence and herded the rest to the base of the trail. The khepellis assembled behind them.

It grew light as they finished, Niko saddling one of the tarpans for Bakhtiian.

“Why isn’t he riding his black?” Tess asked.

Niko looked up at her, eyes dark. “He wants it to go with the herd.” He stood and laid a hand on the horse’s withers. “Headstrong idiot,” he muttered, and then, “Well, this is all we can do. Damn it, where is Josef? He knows our situation. Something must have happened to him.” And then, as if appalled that he had said it, he lapsed into angry silence.

From her position at the base of the trail, Tess could see the neck of the gorge and the first level of wall, gray now, lightening. She glanced at the Chapalii; they looked completely undisturbed, pallid and colorless. Yuri put a hand on her shoulder.

The night retreated as the sun rose. The fifteen men were ranged along the wall below. One of them detached himself from the line and ran up toward them: Bakhtiian. Tess and Yuri gave their reins to Nikita and walked over to Niko, who had gone to the upper wall. Bakhtiian scrambled up the escarpment and pulled himself up to sit on the wall, one leg dangling, the other flat against the stone.

“Josef?” If he was breathing quickly, it was from excitement not from his short run.

“No sign,” said Niko.

“I’ve changed my mind. You’ll go up the trail now. We’ll follow as soon as we confuse them enough to set them back a bit.”

“How are you going to do that?” Tess asked.

He did not even look at her, his attention on the narrow gorge. Movement flashed and vanished. “You mustn’t hasten the game.”

“What if the trail is a dead end?” Niko asked.

“Then we’re dead either way. Let us hope the gods favor us today.”

Movement again at the neck of the gorge. Bakhtiian stood up on the wall. White flashed, and then a white cloth tied to a spear appeared.

“So they want to talk to a priest,” said Bakhtiian. “I hope I’ll do.”

A man appeared, holding the spear aloft. The white cloth shuddered and danced in the breeze. The man halted and placed the spear butt on the ground: parley. Nothing moved. Deep shadows surrounded him. The man shifted nervously and then threw back his head.

“We have no quarrel with jharan,” he shouted.

“Jharan jharan,” the echoes returned. “He speaks khush!” Tess whispered to Yuri.

“A similar tongue.”

“Give us Boctiyan!” the man cried. “The others may go free.” His accent was atrocious.

Tess looked up. Bakhtiian was smiling. “What do you want with Bakhtiian?” he shouted down.

“Boctiyan—he has burnt town, killed children, forced women. He is an evil man, cruel, a demon sent by—” He lapsed into a description of something, or someone, that sounded horrible but which Tess could not follow.

“I have gotten a reputation,” said Ilya. “Of the unsavory kind.”

“That,” said Tess, “is an understatement.”

The man, silent now, stared up at Bakhtiian, a figure lighter than anything below, the wind moving in his hair and flaring the loose sleeves of his blood-red shirt as he stood, unmoving, on the high wall.

“Do you suppose they think I’m mad?” he asked. He grinned, looking like an uncomfortable blend of beauty and menace: the bright child gone evil.

“You are mad,” Tess muttered, wondering if he had already forgotten what he had said last night. And then, because he was looking down at her, she went on hastily. “They probably scare their children into bed at night by telling them stories about you.”

He laughed. “Gods. I’m still young. I’ll end up by giving myself nightmares.” He stared down at the man below. “He must be a priest. Don’t khaja priests wear that cut of tunic and those thick—what are they called?” He switched to Rhuian briefly. “Baldrics.” He lifted his chin and shouted again. “What will you do with Bakhtiian?”

“He has offended our god by killing our holy brothers in Eratia and Tiarton. We of Tialla Great Walls are doubly stricken, for he has fouled our sacred temple by setting his cursed feet in it. Our god must have revenge.”

“Niko!” His gaze remained on the priest below. “This temple?”

“I know of no other near here.”

“These khaja are a religious people.”

“Devout. Fanatic. Their god offends easily, if the death of a holy brother is of greater account than that of a child.”

“Keregin of the arenabekh says that they treat their women particularly badly here. Would lying with a woman in here offend them, do you think?”

“Ilya!”

“Damn it, Niko, would it? We need time. Would they try to stop it? Or retreat?”

That hushed sound, Tess thought. It must be the stream.

“Damn you, Ilya. I talked with a khaja once years ago, a man from hereabouts. We were trading.”

“Niko.”

“He said that to murder or to rape in a temple brought the anger of the god, and—gods! Yes, I remember. Or to see it done!”

“Ha! Priest! Priest!” He shouted, one hand moving to his saber. “So you think I foul your temple.”

The priest dropped the spear, grabbed it. “Black demon!” he cried. Two men helmeted with leather coifs appeared and then vanished back into the gorge behind him.

“So your god is offended!” shouted Ilya. “Niko,” he said, not turning his head. “Everyone mounted.” Niko moved back, Tess and Yuri following. “No,” said Bakhtiian. He reached down, glancing back, and grabbed Tess’s wrist. “Up.” His pull was so strong that instead of coming up to her feet on the wall she lost her balance, boots skidding on the smooth stone, and fell to her knees on the wall. She stared up at Bakhtiian; the priest stared at her. Bakhtiian reached down and tugged at her braid. Her hair fell loose around her. “Priest!” he shouted. “Since you offend me, I’ll defile your temple.”

The priest wailed a protest, incoherent at this distance.

“Fight me,” Bakhtiian demanded, jerking her up. She twisted away from him and kicked out, half slipping again. He reacted so instinctively that he wrenched her arm and she gasped in pain. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

“No!” cried the priest. “Do not defile the temple!”

She was caught, bent backward, half balanced on one hand and half held up by Bakhtiian’s arm behind her back. The sky had a transparent quality; the peaks shimmered. “Scream,” he said. He put his free hand to the top of her tunic.

“I’ve never screamed in my life,” she said, paling. “I don’t know how.”

“Scream, damn it!”

Tess screamed.

“No,” cried the priest. Men appeared, armed, bows ready, spears leveled. “No!” he yelled, desperate. “Stay back. Do not compound the offense. Stay back!” The men retreated. The priest fell to his knees and covered his eyes, calling once, twice, to his god, entreating His aid.

Bakhtiian’s glance shifted, and he lifted his chin, signaling to the men stationed along the wall below. Then he glanced back. “Yuri. Tell the others to go. We can’t wait for Josef. You wait with Tess’s horse.” He looked down at Tess. “Do you have anything on under this?”

“Yes.”

From above, they heard noises, the beginning of the retreat. The priest looked up. Bakhtiian ripped off her tunic. The priest shrieked and covered his face. At the wall, the fifteen riders leapt up and ran for the escarpment.

“That’s Nadezhda Martov’s pattern,” said Bakhtiian, looking bemusedly at the collar of the white blouse she wore under her now-ripped tunic.

“Stay back! Stay back!” the priest was crying. “We must not compound the crime with offense of our own.”

The fifteen men reached the upper wall and scrambled over it to land panting on the packed earth behind.

“Everyone go except the archers,” said Bakhtiian.

“But—”

At the sudden silence, the priest ceased wailing and lowered his hands from his face.

“Go!”

Twelve left. Tess saw them, quiet and swift, and heard their horses pounding away up the trail. The priest looked up, confused. Then he stood, dropping the spear, and the white cloth fluttered to the ground.

Bakhtiian closed his hand on the thin white fabric of her blouse. And hesitated. “I can’t do this.”

“Damned male.” Tess kicked him, swung with an arm, and squirmed for the edge of the wall. The priest hid his eyes and yelled again at the soldiers behind him to stay back, adding a string of incomprehensible, hysterical words.

Tess’s legs lay half off the wall on the upper side, Yuri crouched beneath her. Bakhtiian lay half across her chest, his left arm pinning her to the rock. Cold edges thrust into her back. His head rested two hands above hers, shading her from the sun. He was not looking at her, but staring down at the priest, a small figure in white and blue far below. She noticed how the waves of his dark hair flowed in patterns that had the same sweep and curve and richness as rose petals. A breeze cooled her cheek.

“Now what?” she asked.

Bakhtiian looked down at her. His mouth twitched. “I think I’m going to start laughing.”

Tess shut her eyes and choked back a giggle, gulping in the thin air. Six of them left. Someone was not going to make it up that trail. “How long do you think they’re going to believe this?” she cried, not at him really but at the fate that had brought them here. She pushed at him, trying to get free. “Yuri!” yelled Bakhtiian. “Get her out of here.” To the others: “Ready!”

Yuri hauled her off the wall. Bakhtiian jumped down after. Faintly, she heard yelling from the priest, orders being given. Tears blurred her sight. Yuri dragged her away toward the horses.

“We can’t leave them!” Tess pulled away from him. An arrow struck the ground and skittered to a stop a meter from her. Yuri grabbed her at the elbow and yanked her forward, shoving her into Myshla.

“Mount!” he yelled, as if she were deaf. She swung up reflexively. More arrows peppered the packed dirt, too spent to penetrate. “Come on, Tess.”

Far below, a man cried out in pain.

“Ilya got one. Damn it, Tess. Ride.” He wheeled his horse back and slapped Myshla on the rump. Four arrows hit, and one stuck in the earth. Myshla moved, ears cocked forward. Tess urged her to a trot, hearing the swell of shouts and cries from below. She looked back: four jaran men crouched behind the upper wall, their shirts like blood against the black stone, shooting.

“Yuri!” She waved frantically at him. “They can’t hold them!” She reined Myshla back.

“Ride, Tess!” He reined his horse in, waiting for her, impatient, angry, scared. The horses sidestepped, catching their fear. Myshla neighed, calling to those left behind.

“Mikhal. Konstans. Go.” Bakhtiian’s voice carried easily in the clear air. Bent low, the two men ran for their horses and started after Tess and Yuri. Behind, the last mounts shifted nervously.

“What if they bolt?” she yelled.

“Then they’re dead. Damn it, Tess. Damn it. Ride!” He came close enough finally to grab Myshla’s bridle and start dragging her. Tess still stared behind. They came to the head of the trail, where it wound up between rocks until a sharp corner hid its path.

“Go!” Yuri waved her ahead. Mikhal and Konstans neared, cantering. She could not see the stretch of wall that sheltered Bakhtiian and Tadheus, only the high, impenetrable barrier of mountain and a tuft of grass fallen, its brown, withering roots exposed, onto a jagged ledge. She kicked Myshla and rounded the corner.

“Yuri!” she screamed.

Black, all in black, like the avenging spirits of the gods. How she turned Myshla and thrust her back through the others to the ruins she never knew. The arenabekh spilled out behind her, out over the cleared area and scrambling down the escarpment to the ruins below. Curses and shouts of fear came from below, and from above, from a man not twenty feet from her, a yell like the scream of a carnivore after blood. The riderless horses bolted but one of the arenabekh caught them and led them over to Bakhtiian and Tadheus. Tasha’s shirt bore a wet stain: blood. A broken arrow lay at his feet, its shaft striped with scarlet. The black riders arrayed themselves over the slopes, utter black against gray and gold and green. Like the obsidian walls, they reflected nothing but darkness. From below came only silence. Except for one body lying prone in a shadow, the khaja soldiers had retreated back into the gorge.

Bakhtiian stood and turned. “My own demons from the mountains.”

Keregin rode over to Bakhtiian. “Your sweethearts are no longer so eager.”

Bakhtiian looked down at the mouth of the gorge. A few shadows still overlay it, but light descended steadily, and soon enough it would lie fully lit in the glare of the sun. “They don’t approve of my relations.”

“They’ll get over it. Do you want us to entertain them when they return?” Keregin grinned, peering through half-closed, heavy-lidded eyes.

“You have no obligation to take on my quarrels.”

“The gods have touched your head, Bakhtiian. You send away your jahar to make the odds interesting, and then, because that isn’t enough, you send away the last four, so that you can impress the world by beating off—how many?”

“One hundred and seven.”

“One hundred and seven! Ah, Bakhtiian, you’ve taken our fighting from us by uniting the jaran. Whom can we hire ourselves to now? Give us this. Don’t be greedy.”

“You are only forty riders.”

Keregin laughed. “Rather unfair odds against those khaja bastards, don’t you think? If we’d wanted to live forever, we’d have married and gotten children. No, let us do this. This day’s work alone will make your reputation.”

Bakhtiian smiled slightly. “Make my reputation what?”

“Something for you to live with and live up to. And yet, I still have no good idea of your height.” He grinned, purposely insulting. “From up here, you still don’t seem that impressive.”

“I improve as one gets closer.”

“Oh, I like you, Bakhtiian.” Keregin slapped his thigh. The sound reverberated through the vale, and he chuckled. “If only I were a younger, handsomer man—but no, you wouldn’t make that choice, would you? Ho, there, Sergi!” he yelled down to one of the lead riders. “What are our sweethearts up to down there?”

“Cowering,” replied the distant man. “Afraid of love, the fools.”

“Love!” shouted Keregin. “No. Passion.” His shout echoed back at him.

“Keregin, I’ve never before let others do my work for me.

“If you plan to lead the jaran, Bakhtiian, you’d best get used to it. Other men have made you a devil to our friends below. Why shouldn’t you leave us to make you an atrocity that will terrify them for generations?”

“Damn you. Leave a few alive to tell the tale.”

The wind was rising. “We’ll tell them you called us up from the very depths of your fire-scorched heart.”

Tadheus had mounted. Bakhtiian paused, as if to say something, but swung up on his horse without a word. He sat there a moment, while he and Keregin simply looked at one another.

Abruptly, Keregin reined his horse downward and yelled at his riders. They all left the upper level, scattering down into the ruins, and those in the forefront started down to the gate that led onto the meadow and from there to the neck of the gorge. A volley of arrows sprayed out from the gorge. Tess caught her breath, but no one fell.

Not yet. The riders shouted insults at each other, arguing among themselves over who would get to lead the charge. Until Keregin, shouting, “Move aside!” sent his horse down in front, thrusting past the others, through the gate, and plunged down onto the meadow, the rest crowding behind.

Soldiers burst out of the gorge, swords out. Arrows flew. Two of the riders fell, but four khaja were struck down by the sabers that flashed in the sun. The khaja soldiers retreated in great disorder back into the gorge, and Keregin, to Tess’s horror, charged down the neck of the gorge after them, shouting, all in black, like the shadow of death against rock. The rest of the arenabekh followed him, one by one. Shrieks of agony and shrill, exultant cries echoed through the vale.

“Tess!” A touch on her arm. Yuri. Tadheus, Mikhal, and Konstans had already gone, vanished up the trail. Bakhtiian, like her, had been watching. Now he rode up beside her.

“Go on, Tess. Haven’t you had enough excitement?”

“I don’t call that excitement,” she muttered, but neither man heard her, Yuri riding in front, Bakhtiian behind, as they followed the trail up into the mountains, the vale and the sounds of fighting lost in the towering rocks they left behind. Her last glimpse: fair-haired Sergi, thick braid dangling to his waist, saber raised, horse half rearing as he drove it down into the gorge. Someday, she thought, a great avalanche will cover it all up.

Yuri paused at the switchback to glance back at her. He grinned. Tess pulled the last of her ruined tunic free and tossed it away, letting it fall where it would. The sun warmed her back where it penetrated the delicate weave of her blouse. Ahead, a bird trilled.

“I’ll get you a new shirt,” shouted Bakhtiian from below. Tess laughed. “By the gods,” he said, coming up beside her, “we’ll give you a red one.”



Chapter Sixteen


	“When therefore in the air there occurs a clash of contrary winds and showers.”

	—ANTIPHON THE SOPHIST



THEY FOLLOWED THE NARROW trail all day, hemmed in by high rock, then dismounted and walked their horses until the moon set. Tess slept huddled in her cloak, shivering, starting awake at intervals, but even so, Yuri woke her all too soon. The flush of dawn stained the sky, softening the darkness, and they went on.

The path curled through the heights, ascending and descending by turns. For one interminable stretch a fall of rock half obliterated the trail, and they dismounted and picked their way over the gray slivers that littered the ground. At midday Bakhtiian stopped them at a waterfall that fed a lawn of lush grass; the horses drank and grazed. Tess slumped against a rock, chewing on a strip of dry meat. She was glad of the rest at first, but as it stretched out she became afraid. What if the khaja soldiers were behind them? What if Keregin’s men hadn’t killed them all? What if more khaja had come hunting them? At last Bakhtiian called to them to mount, and they continued on. Still, they saw no sign of their jahar.

“Niko’s driving them,” said Bakhtiian when they halted by yet another stream. They rode again until the moon was gone, shadows staggering over the ground. Yuri’s Kuhaylan mare went lame with a stone in its hoof. Mikhal’s chestnut tarpan began to cough and wheeze.

Tess slept badly. When she woke at dawn, one of her calves had cramped. Her back ached. She limped. The path worsened and their pace slowed. Bakhtiian stopped them again at midday to water and graze the horses; Tess ate her food mechanically, without hunger. The shock she had had in the vale, the sudden appreciation of death, had drained her; she kept going now only because Myshla followed the other horses.

In the late afternoon they halted to let the horses breathe, a rough, tearing sound in the stillness. Tadheus, white-faced and sweating, was too exhausted to dismount by himself, but at least his wound was no longer bleeding. Konstans sat hunched and shaking on the ground. After a bit he rose and checked all the horses’ hooves with unnerving thoroughness. Then he argued with Mikhal and Bakhtiian over whether to kill the chestnut, who was lagging badly. They decided to kill it.

Tess leaned against Myshla, not wanting to watch. She breathed in the mare’s hot, dry smell as if it were tenacity. No matter how much of the thin air she gulped down, it was never enough.

“Here, Tess.” It was Yuri, holding a cup of blood, still warm. “Drink.”

Tess clutched Myshla’s mane, feeling dizzy with revulsion. “I can’t.”

“Drink it.”

Because it was an order, she obeyed.

“Thank the gods, Myshla and Khani are holding up so well,” said Yuri, taking the empty cup from her. He rubbed Myshla’s nose affectionately. “Ilya says he’s never seen horses with the stamina of these khuhaylans. The khepellis must be the finest breeders of horses in all the lands. Come, Tess. We need your help.” He left.

Tess went to relieve Mikhal, who was watching the horses, so he could go help with the slaughter. The horses stood, heads drooping, exhausted. Tasha dozed on the ground. Yuri’s words bothered her: the Chapalii—and the Arabians they had given to Bakhtiian—who should have been doing the worst on this journey, were doing the best. Chapalii efficiency. The horses had to have been altered somehow. Yuri brought more blood, and she lifted Tasha up and helped him drink. After an interminable time, the men finished their work. They went on, leaving the chestnut’s carcass to rot on the path behind. Yuri and Konstans stank of blood.

The moon rose, bright, throwing hallucinatory shadows on the rock walls that surrounded them. Tess held onto Myshla’s reins and stumbled along in Yuri’s wake. This went on forever.

Eventually the path narrowed. Directly ahead rose a blind wall of stone blocking their trail. Somewhere in the rocks an animal called, mocking them. A shout carried back from Konstans, who rode at the fore. She could not see him. The sheer cliff loomed before her, impassable, huge, and she began to rein Myshla aside, for surely they must halt here, having no farther to go. But the path twisted sharply to the right between two hulking black boulders, angled back to the left, and she heard a laugh above her and looked up.

“Kirill!” At that moment she could have seen nothing more pleasing.

He stood on a small ledge, looking more then usually self-satisfied. “Tess. I could have spitted your four companions as they rode past, but I thought that if I did, I’d block the path with bodies and then you couldn’t get through.”

Tess laughed, spirits already lighter. “You’re too good to me, Kirill. Where can I find a space large enough to sleep?”

“At my breast,” said Kirill cheerfully, aware that Bakhtiian had come up behind her and was listening.

“Wanton,” said Tess.

“If you go on,” he added, not a bit contrite, “it opens up and we’ve made a little camp.”

She walked on. The path remained an arm’s span wide for about one hundred paces. Shadowy forms, concealed at strategic intervals, greeted her. Where the path widened, Niko was waiting. He took Myshla’s reins.

“Yuri says you’re tired, child. Let me take the horse.”

She merely stood after he left, her eyelids fluttering, her head sinking. A low humming filled her ears.

“Tess.” Yuri took hold of her hand and led her to a small space away from the path. “Sleep.” He dumped her blanket and cloak on the ground and left. She slept.

The sun woke her. Its warmth on her face felt like the stroke of a hand, soft and comforting. Until it occurred to her that in this ravine the sun had to be very high to shine down on her; that they should still be here at this late hour of the morning was impossible. She sat up.

“I thought you’d never wake up.”

Looking up, she saw Yuri smiling at her from where he perched on top of the boulder against which she slept.

“Why are we still here?” She got hastily to her feet and blinked in the brightness. Ahead, she saw the camp—the four Chapalii tents and one fire crowded in between the high walls. One scrubby, yellow-barked tree shaded the fire, and a few bushes clung to the slopes. “It must be midday.”

“Ah, Tess,” he said in Rhuian, “your perspicacity amazes me.”

“Why, Yuri, your vocabulary is finally improving.”

He grinned, then lifted his head and looked around, so remarkably like a lizard that Tess laughed. He slid down the rock to stand beside her, lowering his voice. “Ilya and Niko had a terrible argument last night. You were already asleep. Ilya was furious with himself for not sending everyone ahead up the trail to begin with, but Niko told Ilya that only a damn fool sent horsemen ahead on a trail that hadn’t been scouted and that other circumstances had forced his hand. Well, it was a good thing the arenabekh came along when they did.”

Tess nodded.

“But now we can rest and take an easy pace to our next camp. You looked just awful last night though you look fine this morning.”

“How you flatter me.”

“It comes naturally from having four sisters. One learns how to keep on their good side.”

“Where is our next camp?”

“The first good site with forage we come to. We have to wait for Ilya.”

“Where did he go?”

“Back to the temple.”

A cloud shaded the sun. She shivered. “You can’t mean it.”

“What do you mean, I can’t mean it? He took fresh horses and left as soon as he saw that Niko had everything in order. After they had argued, of course. Niko thought Josef should go back.”

“Last night? But we’d been riding for two and a half days.”

“Don’t you think I know that? If Khani wasn’t so damned stubborn she’d have gone dead lame from that stone, and we’d have killed her. Pavel say she’ll be fine. But the chestnut—” He shook his head. “Still, I could hardly keep my eyes open. Surely you know that Bakhtiian has nothing in common with such weak stuff as you or me. So off he went, fresh as a spring breeze, singing—” Tess giggled. “Very well. He wasn’t singing. You must want something to eat.”

“I’m starving.”

Yuri laid a hand on her shoulder before she could leave the shelter of the rock. “Niko is going to give you a red shirt. I wasn’t supposed to tell you, but I thought you’d rather be warned.”

Her face suddenly felt hot and it was not just due to the sun emerging from the clouds.

“I don’t remember any woman being given a red shirt. It makes you—this story will be told everywhere, even after you—”

“After I what?”

He hung his head. “After you leave us,” he said softly, but, being Yuri, he brightened immediately. “That’s so much later I can’t even think of it.”

“Good. I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She took a step and paused, not quite willing yet to be fussed over—for knowing these riders, fussing it would be. The conical white tents caught her eye. Ishii sat outside one, alone. Rakii and Garii reclined on the rocks above, gambling to pass the time. Meanwhile all eight stewards were busy saddling horses and taking down the first two of the tents.

Had she really feared them so much? Like the khaja priest’s terror at the possibility of sacrilege in the temple, the Chapalii’s adherence to custom and hierarchy had protected her all along. She could spy on them because of her rank. Ishii would keep secrets from her because his mysterious liege outranked her. But Garii’s allegiance puzzled her. Clearly he must be pledged to Ishii’s house to have come on this expedition. As clearly, he had pledged himself personally to her in direct violation of his previous pledge, a breach of Chapalii custom that ought to brand him as something lower than a serial killer in her eyes. And yet, as a human, she wondered if perhaps he was just trying to better himself, hoping to attach himself to the household of a lord who outranked Ishii.

“Tess? Are you coming?”

She sighed and transferred her gaze from the Chapalii to the riders, who gathered in anticipation of her arrival. After staring death in the face, she could not imagine why she had ever really feared the Chapalii. Truly, they posed no greater threat than the threat this little presentation posed to her composure: it was her own resources being challenged. Death—real, stark, painful death, that Fedya had faced without flinching—was something else again.

“Tess.” Niko came forward to lead her over to the fire. “We have something to present to you, which you have fairly earned.” Somehow Kirill had got hold of the shirt so that he got to give it to her along with a kiss on the cheek. Despite all this, she still found that she could receive it without blushing. Until Yuri said, “But, Tess, that’s exactly your color!” and everyone laughed. The sound echoed round the little vale, and she blushed and smiled and knew suddenly that she had gained a whole family of cousins and uncles—that gifted one tent and one mirror and one shirt, she now had a tribe, a place where she belonged simply for herself.

Unexpectedly, in the chaos that attended leaving, Garii brought her saddled tarpan.

“Lady Terese. Please allow me to offer you this service,” he said colorlessly, offering her the reins.

“I thank you, Hon Garii,” she said, accepting them. He flushed pink.

“If I may be permitted to ask a question?” She nodded again. “These men have given you a shirt. Although my understanding may be incomplete, the gift itself seems to act as a symbol of your acceptance into their bonding unit. Perhaps you will be generous enough, Lady Terese, to enlighten me on this.”

“No, it is true enough, what you surmise.”

“And yet,” he hesitated, colors chasing themselves across his cheeks in a brief, muted display, “they have offered you this not because you are Tai-endi, the heir of a duke, but because of acts you have yourself accomplished.”

“That is also true, Hon Garii.”

“This culture,” he said, “is very different from my own.” He bowed, glanced back to where the Chapalii were readying their horses, and looked again at Tess. “My family of Takokan has been pledged to that of the Hokokul lordship for only five hundred of your years, a great dishonor to my clan, for we had an impetuous ancestor who transferred his pledge away from the Warakul lordship when that lord used my ancestor’s wife and daughters in an impolite fashion.”

“Hon Garii, why are you telling me this?”

For the first time, he looked her straight in the eye, without arrogance and yet without any shame either. “Lady Terese, what has passed between us—has passed between us. I withhold from you none of my family’s disgrace. I trust you to judge fairly.” He bowed and retreated, walking back to Cha Ishii and the other Chapalii.

What had passed between them? He could be referring to nothing but his offer of personal loyalty to her the night Doroskayev had died. An offer that would make him a pariah in his own culture should it become public. But given the protection of a duke’s heir, would being a pariah even matter? No wonder opportunism was so reprehensible a trait in a culture whose hierarchy had not changed in centuries.

She sighed and rubbed her finger along the smooth red silk of her new shirt. Not even the Chapalii could ruin this day. She grinned and mounted and rode with Yuri. They took a slower pace for the sake of the horses, and it was fine weather for the sake of her equally fine mood.

At dusk on the second day they camped in a small, high-sided valley tinted with green, the ghost of summer still resisting autumn’s pull. From one of the containing ridges the plateau could be seen, flat and yellowing. The sight of it was welcome. Two days passed uneventfully. In the early afternoon of the third, the watch on the trail let out a shrill yell, and soon Bakhtiian could be seen, slowly leading a string of fifteen horses, his black at the forefront, along the valley to the camp.

He looked terrible. The stallion no longer had any trace of glossy sheen to its coat, but it held its head up. A number of men ran to care for the horses. Vladimir took the black. Ilya washed first, and he went from there directly to his tent. That was the last anyone saw of him until morning. Everyone rose early the next day and lavished their energy on the horses, these relics of the arenabekh, yet always they kept an eye on Bakhtiian’s tent. When he finally emerged, however, Niko and Josef and Tadheus greeted him first. Tess and Yuri sat on some boulders a bit above the camp, tossing stones at a cleft in the rock, watching the four men as they talked.

“How does he keep his looks?” Tess asked.

Yuri grinned and began to laugh, an infectious and utterly irresistible influence. “I dare you to ask him that.”

Tess swallowed a giggle. “Don’t, Yuri. I will.”

Yuri put a hand over his mouth. Below, the stream shone, sparkling in the sunlight. “I don’t believe it.”

“Bakhtiian!” yelled Tess.

Yuri choked and held his stomach. “Tess!” he squeaked.

Bakhtiian said something to his companions, detached himself, and walked toward them, his boots light on the moss and low grass. Yuri shook in silent mirth, tears seeping from his eyes.

“We were just wondering,” said Tess as Bakhtiian came up to them, “how you manage to keep your looks, running around at the pace you do.” She had so far managed some semblance of seriousness, but a giggle escaped from Yuri and she had to cough violently to stop herself from laughing. Bakhtiian stared at them for a moment, as if puzzled. He drew himself up very straight and advanced on them sternly. Yuri’s glee vanished like a flake of snow on fire.

“Oh,” he said, eyes widening. “I take it all back, Tess.”

“All of it?” Bakhtiian halted in front of the young man, arms crossed.

“Help!” said Yuri faintly, but Tess started to laugh. Yuri stared at her in horror. Bakhtiian climbed up to sit on the rock, with Yuri between him and Tess. He wiped dust from his hands.

“Well,” he said to Yuri, “it is my experience that when a woman shows interest in a man’s looks, he’d best begin to pay attention.”

“What!” Tess’s laughter vanished. “I deny everything.” She blushed.

“I keep my looks,” said Bakhtiian with dignity, still looking at Yuri, “by not indulging in frivolity.”

“He must have been a dull child,” said Tess to Yuri.

“And a dull youth,” said Yuri.

“And I fear he’s becoming a dull man,” finished Tess. She glanced surreptitiously at Bakhtiian. It might have been that he was blushing slightly, or perhaps only the brisk wind on his cheeks, but in any case he had found something in the camp that attracted his gaze.

“I don’t really believe it,” said Yuri to Bakhtiian. “You must have been the boy in the middle a hundred times before you were twenty.”

“At the risk of destroying your very gratifying faith in me, Yuri, I must be honest with you. It pains me even now to remember how very thoroughly I was ignored by the girls when I was young.”

“I don’t believe it,” said Yuri.

“It might even have partially influenced my decision to go to Jeds. And of course there was—” He paused and seemed to change his mind about something. “Nataliia,” he finished.

“Of course.” Yuri stared at Bakhtiian as though he had never seen him before. “Ilya, I—” He flushed. “I didn’t mean to…”

Bakhtiian’s gaze flashed past Yuri to Tess and immediately returned to Yuri. Tess suddenly got the impression that this entire conversation was between her and Bakhtiian, with Yuri serving simply as the intermediary. A small, rodentlike animal rushed across rock, paused to look at them, and ran on, disappearing into the tiny crevasse.

“Your sister Nataliia?” Tess asked.

“Yes,” he answered, still looking at Yuri. He smiled slightly. “Growing the beard may have helped.” He stroked the dark line of his beard absently.

“Men! You’re all of you vain.”

“We have to be,” said Yuri, turning to Tess. “Since we live every moment of our lives subject to the whims of women.”

“Do you?”

“Yes,” said Yuri and Bakhtiian at the same moment.

Tess opened her mouth to reply, closed it, and shrugged.

“Ilya,” said Yuri. “What did you find at the temple?”

Bakhtiian shut his eyes. The high ring of sabers startled Tess. Down in the camp, several men were practicing. “Nothing that I ever want you to see, Yurinya. So. We ride at dawn tomorrow.”

“That bad?” asked Yuri.

“Autumn also brings the early storms, here by the mountains. We’re ten or fifteen days now from the shrine of Morava. We have to reach the port before the ships stop sailing for the winter months.”

“It must have been terrible,” said Yuri to Tess.

“I brought you something,” said Bakhtiian. A flat tone of metal from below, a curse, and laughter. “A gift from the dead. Run down to my tent and bring me the long leather sack. There is something for Tess, too.”

“Of course!” Yuri scrambled off the rocks, dust spraying down after him, and ran down into camp.

“Where I come from,” said Tess, resting her elbow on one knee and turning her head to look directly at Bakhtiian, “we call that contriving to get rid of someone without insulting them.”

Bakhtiian smiled. “I believe it’s called much the same thing everywhere. I want to apologize to you.”

“For what?”

He stared down at his hands. Eyes lowered, he looked so incongruously modest that she had to smile. “At the temple. My behavior was…inexcusable. For a man to behave toward a woman in such a fashion is…shameful.”

“Ilya! We did that to save lives.”

He did not look up. The brown rodent ran out from the crevasse and halted on the next rock, its bright eyes fixed on them. “Please believe that I would never have done such a thing if I’d been thinking clearly, but I never think clearly when I’m in battle.”

“No, you think quickly, and that is why you’re a good commander.”

He glanced up at her. “You don’t hold it against me?”

“Bakhtiian!” She slapped a hand down on her thigh. The little animal scrambled away. “Did you ever see a play in Jeds?” He nodded. “We were acting. It was a scene played out for that moment, nothing else.”

“I learned well enough in Jeds how lightly they hold such violence.” He studied his palms where they lay open in his lap. “This is not a thing that is ever spoken of between men and women, but should a jaran man ever try—may the gods forgive me for even thinking of such a thing—to force a woman, he would be dead the next instant. And no man would lift a hand to stop the women from executing their justice.”

“There are many things I admire about the jaran, and that is one of them.” She lowered her voice. “Ilya, you and I understand why it was done. Every man in this jahar understands.” Reflexively, she smoothed the silky soft sleeve of the red shirt she now wore.

He shrugged conciliatorily and at last met her eyes. “You don’t think I’m a demon?”

“No.” She could not resist smiling. “Though I liked Keregin’s suggestion that you called the arenabekh from—what did he say?—from the depths of your fire-scorched heart. Did they all die?”

“I hope so, since those who did not would have been taken prisoner by the khaja.”

“And the horses?”

“Those too badly injured I killed. The others—” He gestured below, “—as you see, though not all will be able to keep our pace. Here is Yuri.” And it occurred to Tess that Bakhtiian’s own remount had not come back with him.

Bakhtiian jumped down from the rocks, took the bag from Yuri and, rolling down the edges, carefully lifted sabers out and placed them side by side on the ground.

“Gods!” exclaimed Yuri. Tess merely gaped. Light flashed from the blades.

“Spoils,” said Ilya. “I thought they would rather we had them than the khaja. I couldn’t carry many, so I took the ten best. And an eleventh, for myself.” He looked at Tess. “Tobay. Do you remember? His saber is as good as his arm.” He reached down. “Here, Yuri. This one for you.”

“But, Ilya, it’s beautiful.” Yuri tested it, turning his arm, feeling its weight. “I can’t possibly deserve it.”

“Perhaps it will inspire you to practice as often as you should. This for Mikhal. Oh—” He laughed, picking up another by its ornate, jeweled hilt. “This for Vladi, of course.” He replaced them one by one in the bag until there was only one left: a delicately curved thing that rang when he struck the blade with his nail. “Cousin,” he said to Tess. “Our kinsman Yurinya did very poorly for you when he got you a saber. He must have applied to his most miserly cousin who could scarcely bring himself to begrudge you his third blade, and only a few men have two. That you have any aptitude for saber at all is incredible, considering how ill-balanced and ill-wrought that thing is. I suggest you take it off, cast it in the dirt, and forget you ever knew it.” He held out the saber. She stared at it. When he put it into her hands, the metal cold on her fingers, she merely continued to stare, until she saw the mark.

“This is Keregin’s saber. I remember this mark. Is it a rune? I can’t take this.”

“I think he would have been pleased to know you inherited it. It was the finest blade on the field. Yes, that is a rune on the hilt.”

“What does it mean?”

Bakhtiian frowned. “It can’t be explained in one word. It means, the soul that finds the wind that will bear it the highest and does not shrink from being borne. The soul that does not fear being swept up into the heavens. The soul kissed by the gods that rejoices in their cares. That hardly does it justice. Words are too poor.”

“Excuse me,” said Tess in a small voice. She turned and walked away from them, cradling the saber against her like a baby.

Bakhtiian stared after her, motionless, his back to the sun, his face shadowed.

“Ilya,” said Yuri, “that was your old saber you gave me for Tess when we left the tribe.”

Bakhtiian started and bent to hoist the bag, his face lit now as he turned into the sun. “Let’s take these down,” he said.

Tess spent the rest of the day with her saber, sharpening it, polishing it, turning it so that it flashed in the sun, convincing now this man, now that, to give her a short lesson in fighting. She slept with it that night and welcomed the dawn and their early departure because there was nothing more glorious to her at that moment than the feeling of her saber resting on her hip as she rode.

“I’d have brought you another,” said Bakhtiian, “if I’d known you’d be so pleased with this one.”

Tess reined Myshla past a slight irregularity of ground and laughed. “Gods! What would I do with two? There’s enough to learn with one.”

Bakhtiian smiled. “Watch yourself, or your brother won’t recognize you when you reach Jeds.”

“Why not?”

“You’ve begun to swear in khush. The outer trappings of an alien culture are easily assumed, but when the inner workings begin to touch your own, then you’re in danger.”

“In danger of what? Being consumed? Amnesia?”

“What is amnhesia?”

“Forgetting who you are.”

He considered. Tumbled boulders obscured the sides of the path. Plants thrust up from every cleft and crack in the stone, reaching for the light. “There were times, in my three years in Jeds, when I felt confused as to who I was, but I was never in any danger of succumbing to that culture. I’m not very adaptable.”

“But that’s not true, Ilya. You are.”

“Being able to understand alien ways, being able to accept the fact of them, is not necessarily adaptability. I am jaran heart and soul. Nothing will change that.”

The path snaked up to the top of a ridge, where they halted. Far below Tess saw the golden sheet of the plateau. They sat for a moment in silence and simply looked. He had killed a man—long ago it seemed now—for transgressing the code of jaran religion, for nothing more than killing a bird, and yet he struggled to understand Newton and was compelled to ask what amnesia was, hearing it mentioned. It was as if half of him questioned incessantly and the other half never questioned at all.

“Perhaps,” she replied at last. “But many people would not be able to understand enough of the inner workings of another people to know that, say, the religious strictures of the khaja would be strong enough to stop them at the temple when—”

“Please.” Bakhtiian turned away from her, urging his black down the slope. “It is my disgrace that I acted as I did. It is also improper for a man and a woman to speak of such a thing.”

“Forgive me,” said Tess coldly, but the comment was addressed to his back. She followed him as they descended into a long valley. A thin layer of clouds trailed along the horizon. A snake moved sluggishly off the white-soiled path, leaving an elegant line in the dust. Here, deep in the valley, there were few sounds.

After a long while, he spoke. “Those clouds are no threat, but here in the hills, the weather can change very quickly.”

Tess, still angry at his rejection of her and feeling humiliated that she had stupidly broached a subject that offended him, did not reply. Instead, she pretended she was studying the lay of the land. The trail forked below where a huge rock outcropping thrust up from the ground. One path ran on toward the plateau, but the other ran up the opposite ridge and disappeared over its crest. Even so, she was surprised when he pulled up next to the split in the path. In the shadow of the rock lay a dead shrub, scattered and brittle. Bakhtiian dismounted and stacked a triangular pile of rocks on an area of flat ground to one side of the fork.

“What message are you leaving?” she asked, irritated that he had not volunteered the information.

He glanced up at her. “These trails are too well worn. If the arenabekh knew about them, surely the khaja do, too. I want to scout the upper trail, see where it leads. But the jahar should go down. If we’re attacked, better for us that we be in the open.” He hesitated, frowned, and looked away. “We’ll join them at nightfall. Of course.”

“Of course.” The sunlight stung her eyes. She shaded them with one hand.

“You can wait, if you wish, and ride with the jahar.”

“No,” said Tess, sure that he only wanted to be rid of her. “I’m curious to see where the trail leads.”

He shrugged, and they went on. For a time they saw the second trail like a thread winding away beneath them before they topped the ridge. Beyond, the path dipped into a shallow, rocky canyon, climbing up the canyon’s far slope in a series of gradual switchbacks. The sun rose steadily as they rode up to the far crest. Below them now lay a forested valley. Trees, touched orange and yellow on their leaves, stood in thick copses that thinned and dissipated into meadows and rock-littered open areas. Flashes of gray sheets of water showed here and there, streams and pools. It was nearing midday. In the distance, at the far end of the valley, smoke rose.

“Khaja,” said Bakhtiian. “Some kind of settlement. Come on.” They rode down. The light, broken by leaves and branches, made patterns on their faces and hands. Reaching the valley floor, they found a thick grove of trees and dismounted and led their horses in. Tess tied them on long reins to a sturdy pair of trees within reach of grass and water. Bakhtiian left.

So much vegetation. Scents blended here, damped down by shadow. Moss hung from branches.

He reappeared presently, surprising her, his approach had been so quiet. “I don’t know. No doubt we’d be better off leaving, but I’d like to scout out that settlement. I can get there and back by mid-afternoon. We can still catch the jahar before the moon sets.”

“You can get there and back?” Water pooled and murmured near her feet, slipping in and out of light as leaves swayed in the breeze. “I’m not staying here by myself.”

“Soerensen, I gave you the option of riding with the jahar. Now you can stay here with the horses. The settlement is at the other end of the valley, and not large, by the signs. You won’t be found here.”

“Did Keregin say something about how the khaja hereabout treat their women? How do you suppose they would treat me, Bakhtiian, if they found me here alone?”

He flushed and looked away from her. “Very well,” he said in a tight voice. “The horses can protect themselves.” He began to walk away, halted, and glanced back at her as she followed him. “But when we get close to the village, you’ll stop where and when I tell you.”

“Agreed.”

But they had not gotten even a third of the way up the valley when Bakhtiian froze suddenly. Despite her efforts to move just as he did, Tess still made twice as much noise, shifting at the wrong moment, getting her hair caught in branches. When he stopped abruptly and put his hand back to warn her, she stiffened to a halt: following the line of his gaze, she saw the hunter.

The hunter could not have seen them yet, but he had certainly heard something. He turned his head this way and that, listening for further noise. Through the brown branches and fading green and yellow thickets their scarlet shirts would betray them. She dared not stir. She wanted to sneeze.

The hunter moved, shoulders twisting as he turned half round to look behind him. In a single movement, Bakhtiian stepped backward and pushed Tess down. She caught her weight on her hands and lowered herself to lie full on the ground. The leaves and moss smelled of moisture and rich soil. Bakhtiian lay beside her, barely breathing. His arm still lay across her back. His hand rested on her far shoulder. Her other shoulder pressed against his, her hand caught under his chest, party to the movement of his lungs, her hip and thigh warmed by his, her foot captured under his ankle.

The hunter whirled back, hearing the rustle. He checked his knife, drew an arrow from his quiver, and fitted it to his bow.

Bakhtiian’s hand tightened on her shoulder, his thumb tracing the line of her shoulder blade through her shirt, up and down. A strange double awareness descended on her, an instant drawn out into eternity: the man tracking them; the weight of Ilya’s arm on her back, the pressure of his fingers, the unintentional caress. Death stalked her in the guise of a black-haired, middle-aged khaja hunter. Desire had already trapped her, how long ago she did not know, only knowing now that her heart pounded so fiercely not just because she was afraid of being killed. If they had been alone, and this had been Fedya, the cushioning leaves would have been invitation enough—but Fedya had understood that some expressions could be left pure, that they need not become entangled in deeper concerns. Fedya had perhaps been a simpler man. Certainly his needs had been simple, and they had accorded with hers.

Nothing with Bakhtiian would be simple. Imagine that restless, penetrating intelligence focused on her. Imagine him, compulsively ambitious, driven, obsessed with conquest, discovering that the sister and heir of the Prince of Jeds—the greatest city he knew of—was interested, attracted, drawn to him.

The children of different worlds, there were so many things between them that could never be resolved. She had a duty to Charles, she had to leave, she could never tell Bakhtiian where she really came from, and she would live—however primitive Dr. Hierakis might claim the longevity treatments were—she would long outlive him. But they could be friends, surely, and to let the vagaries of physical attraction, the insidious compulsion of the loins, ruin that, ruin everything—Never! If I once gave way to him, I would burn like straw. She would not accept it. In that instant of drawn-out time, fear fought desire and won, and she fled, internally, seeking refuge with cold Reason, a friend of little comfort but great constitution.

Time started again. His hand moved, as cautious as the hunter, wandering to her neck. His fingers, light, smooth, brushed her skin. The hunter paused; Tess’s hands tightened into fists; Bakhtiian drew his breath in sharply.

He rolled away from her, leapt to his feet, and dodged left through the undergrowth, making a great deal of noise.

The hunter dashed forward, pulled back his bow, and stopped. Nothing moved. Silence had fallen like a sudden fog. The hunter stared fixedly in the direction Bakhtiian had run. A twig snapped to Tess’s right. The hunter’s gaze swung around, exploring. She saw Bakhtiian moving up behind him. The hunter began to swing back. Her hand found a pebble. She flung it as far as she could to her right. It clacked against twigs. A bird fluttered noisily up into the trees. The hunter whipped back, taking a step toward her. The rocky ground of a little meadow lay behind him. Bakhtiian moved to the edge of the trees.

The hunter took another step toward her, eyeing the trees above. She drew the Chapalii knife—but no, Ilya would see. She had to save it as a last resort. She found another rock and flipped it away. A dull thup as it struck the leaves of a nearby bush. The hunter’s gaze shifted down, and down. Bakhtiian pushed himself away from the trees, sprinting for the hunter’s back.

Stumbled. Fell, landing on one knee, his head thrown back. The hunter, bow drawn, whirled and aimed.

Tess jumped up, shouting, and dove for him, hand slipping on the knife. Twisting back, he shot at her. As she threw herself flat, conscious in a detached way of the nearness of the bow, the notched arrow, the jolt up her arms as she struck the earth, she saw a flash, heard a gasp of pain and, a second later, a grunt.

For a long moment she lay perfectly still. The heavy scent of moss and leaves drowned her. Dampness seeped into her palms and through the cloth of her trousers at her knees. Finally she raised her head slightly. The arrow lay a body’s length away, its point slid under a clump of yellow lichen. There was no sound at all from the two men. She rolled onto her side and pushed herself up with one arm.

Bakhtiian stood in front of her, his face white, his saber bloody. Something in his stance was peculiar. He looked fierce, wild, with his hair mussed and his empty hand in a fist, but she was not scared. Instead she stared up at him, a sudden sinking in her heart, knowing without knowing why that the easy, cheerful friendship she had with Yuri was a thing she could never have with Bakhtiian. Something else waited; she felt it like a force between them. Behind him, leaves drifted down from the trees, shaken loose by the wind.

“If you’ve killed him,” she said, “we’d better go.”

He stared at her. “You could have been killed!” His eyes seemed black with anger, focused on her face.

“By God, Bakhtiian!” She could have struck him for belittling her in such a way. “I did what had to be done.” He did not hold out a hand to help her up. She would not have taken it in any case.

She did not want to see the body. As she stood, she sheathed the knife and turned away, to go back the way they had come, to return to the horses, to leave this valley. A soft noise behind her stopped her.

“I can’t walk.” His voice was strained and thin.

She turned back, recognizing all at once the whiteness in his cheeks and the pinched line of his mouth: he was in pain. He was standing on one leg.

“My knee.” It was hardly more than a whisper. His eyes shut. Shadow grew on the meadow. “I have to sit down,” he said, almost apologetically.

She put out a hand and, using it for leverage, he lowered himself without putting any pressure on his injured knee, but he winced as he touched the ground. Beyond him, she saw the bloody corpse. A line of sunlight illuminated the open, staring eyes.

“Oh, God,” said Tess.



Chapter Seventeen


	“Hollows, ditches, caves and gates.”

	—PHERECYDES OF SYROS



IT WAS VERY STILL, as if all the animals had fled, only the whispering lilt of a distant stream like a muted counterpoint to the undertone of his ragged breathing. Branches clicked together in a rustle of wind. He sat against a slim tree trunk, eyes shut, face ashen. She collapsed to her knees beside him.

“Ilya?” Her voice shook.

For a long moment, as the vibration of her spoken word disappeared into the stillness, he did not move. Finally, he pulled his trouser leg out of his boots and probed his knee, his fingers as careful as an artist’s. The blood drained from his face. He was so obviously on the edge of agony that it hurt her to watch him. His breath shuddered, stopped, and began again with forced evenness, but he finished and at last lifted his hands away and opened his eyes. They had a vacant, unseeing cast.

“Not broken.” Each syllable was distinct, as though it were hard for him to form them.

“Oh, Lord.” It came out of her like a sigh.

Abruptly his gaze sharpened on her. “Can’t you do anything?”

He might as well have slapped her. She stood up, spun away from him, and walked, hands clenched, over to the dead hunter.

The hunter could have been asleep on his side except for the spray of blood that spread out from his neck, soaking into dirt and moss. A tiny black bug crawled across one of his open eyes. She pressed the heels of her palms across her eyes. Bile rose in her throat.

She picked up all his weapons—bow, arrows, dagger—and set them down beside Bakhtiian. Took in a full breath and walked back to the hunter. First she stripped him of what clothing was not too drenched in blood to be unusable. Then she grabbed his ankles—almost dropped them because they were still warm, the skin soft, yielding under her fingers. She gagged, clenched her lips together. His toes were white; hair grew below the first joint, but the nails were reddish-brown and dirty, as if they were already decaying.

She dragged him downslope over the rough ground and into a dense thicket. Branches stung her back and head and arms. She shoved him down an incline, and he rolled farther into the vegetation, twigs snapping under his weight. Retreating, she did what she could to cover his path, picking up dead branches and sweeping the trail the body had left until she came back to the congealing blood and scattered clothes at the beginning. Dirt stuck to the soles of her boots. The heavy scent of blood permeated the air. She put her hand to her throat, swallowed once, and turned and ran upslope, sound scattering out from her feet, until she was out of earshot. Then she dropped to her knees and was sick.

The stream murmured nearby. Its gentle chorus brought her back to herself, and she rose, still trembling, and explored until she found it. The shock of bitterly cold water on her face made her think again.

She ran back to the clearing.

Bakhtiian had not moved. She gathered up the dead man’s trousers and two tunics, shook them off, and went over to Bakhtiian.

“Ilya. Put these on.”

He looked up at her. Only a thin line of iris gave color to his eyes. His gaze strayed past her to the clearing. “He’s gone.”

“Yes. What happened to your knee?”

His gaze did not light on any one thing. “It went backward. I went forward.”

“Hyperextended, probably.” She offered him the clothing. “Do you need help?”

“I have clothes on.”

“Damn it! You have to stay warm. Over yours.” She tossed the clothing in his lap. “Let me see what I can do about your knee.”

Just beyond the path of blood that stained the center of the clearing lay the dead hunter’s sandals and heavy leggings. A yellowing undershirt lay draped across them, half covering a small, hollowed-out animal horn tied to a thong, the last of his possessions. She grabbed the undershirt and walked back to the stream.

It was like encasing her fingers in ice, but she grimly soaked the cloth and ran back to Bakhtiian. He had gotten both tunics on and was cleaning his saber on the hunter’s trousers, slowly and with a kind of desperate concentration.

“I told you to put those on.” She crouched next to him. If he heard her, he gave no reply. “Ice the injury,” she said, feeling as if she were talking to herself. “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do first?” She pulled up his trouser leg, and winced. Already the knee was swollen. Discoloration mottled the skin. He paused in cleaning the blade, and his eyes shifted to her. In a swift, careful move, she wrapped the cold cloth around his knee.

Suddenly, his hands relaxed their grip on his saber, his lips parted slightly. He shut his eyes and leaned his head back against the tree. Tess finished cleaning his saber with two smooth strokes. Then she set to work again. She found a walking stick and two straight branches for a splint, then eased off his boot—already it was tight at the top as the swelling increased—and bound his calf in the leggings. The blood that lay like rust on the rocks and lichen in the middle of the clearing could be disguised for the time by spreading it out with branches, sprinkling dirt over it, ripping up long swatches of moss and draping them across stained rock. She broke up this activity with trips to the stream, to resoak the shirt and bind his knee. Last, she threw the little animal horn into the same thicket that held the body. Like a grave offering, she thought, hearing the light thud as it struck dirt. Then there was only silence. It was almost as if the hunter had never existed. Almost.

“Can you walk yet?” she asked, going back to Ilya.

His eyes were still shut. “Yes.”

“We’ve got the hunter’s belt and some rope from the quiver, for the splint.”

He opened his eyes. “Very well.”

After a time they managed something marginally effective. He grasped the heavy walking stick with one hand, bent his good leg under him, and pushed off. Halfway up his bad leg shifted, pressing into the ground. He gasped. Before he could fall, Tess grabbed him by the waist and pulled him up. He swayed. When she let him go, he staggered back a step. His free arm circled the tree he had been sitting against. He rested his head against the bark. All was quiet, except for the tik tik of an insect and the uneven flow of his breathing. Finally he opened his eyes and thrust himself away from the tree. Without a word, Tess slung all the extra gear over her shoulders, waiting for him to set the pace.

Watching Bakhtiian as he hobbled back along the valley toward the horses was a lesson in something; Tess wasn’t sure what. After every ten steps, he halted. After the space of time to take ten steps had elapsed, he started again. His eyes, his whole face, were glazed with pain. Sometimes Tess spoke, to break the silence. He never answered. Once, when she made a bad joke, she thought he smiled slightly.

Finally, seeing that his progress was slowing perceptibly, she redirected their course toward the hills, hoping to find and follow a stream back to the end of the valley. When she heard the soft rush of water nearby, she left Bakhtiian where he had halted yet again and went ahead with the undershirt.

The stream pooled just below a ridge of rock over which Tess could see the slope of the nearest hill. After slipping down five shale steps, it trailed back into the forest. She knelt, plunging the shirt into the water, gasping from the cold.

A note rose high on the breeze, low and trembling. At first she thought it was an animal, but as the sound arced to a peak and cut off she knew suddenly that it was close by, far too close, and that it was a horn. She looked up. Froze, hands still in the water.

The man stood not twenty paces from her. He stared, as surprised as she was. He raised a hand, taking in her scarlet jaran shirt, her saber, and—she could see it by the widening of his eyes—her feminine form and face. She kept her hands below the surface of the water, terrified all at once that he would see his dead companion’s shirt. How could she have forgotten? No one hunted alone.

He drew an arrow and nocked it, but he did not immediately let fly. Instead, he stared. She lifted her right hand from the water. It ached with cold. It hurt to curl her fingers around the hilt of her Chapalii knife, but she did so, watching him. He grinned and said something, foreign words. She drew the dagger. He raised the bow and said something more, clearly a threat. What had Garii said? Thumb over the third and second lights. The world slowed. She slid her thumb along the smooth hilt. The hunter drew the bowstring back and aimed and spoke—

Light streaked out. A flush of heat. He fell. She gasped audibly, jumped to her feet, and ran to him. He lay motionless on the ground. He stank, but it was an honest smell: dirt and onions and too many months without washing. He was still breathing.

For a long moment she simply gaped. How could he not be dead? One side of his face was flushed red. Daring much, she bent to touch it—it was warm, unnaturally so, but not burned. Stunned, not dead.

She lifted a hand to wipe at her face. She had broken out in a sweat. She felt hot under her clothes though the autumn air had a chill snap to it. Stunned not dead! Garii had given her a knife set to stun. So it couldn’t be used against him? Against any Chapalii?

What the hell did it matter anyway? She ran back to the pool and fished out the wet shirt, wrung it out, swore, and ran back to the hunter and took all his weapons. Raced into the woods, stopping before she reached Bakhtiian. How could she explain these weapons? Her saber was not even bloodied. She ought to go back and kill the hunter while he was unconscious, but she knew she could never do it. She sawed the bowstring into thirds and then dumped the weapons into the densest clump of undergrowth she could find, and ran on.

When Bakhtiian saw her, he sheathed his saber. “How many?”

“One.” She wrapped the wet shirt around his knee, which was by now so swollen that she couldn’t even make out the shape of the patella.

“Did he see you?”

“Yes.” She hesitated. He held onto a low-hanging branch and waited. “We just have to move fast. I’d suggest trying to follow the stream.”

“We’ll leave a clear trail.”

“He has no weapons. He’ll have to go back and get help. If we follow the stream, we can keep the swelling down.” She tied the shirt at his knee into knots, securing it to the splint. “And hope they don’t find the dead man until tomorrow.”

“That’s the only thing that helps,” he said.

“Besides your stubbornness.”

There was silence, except for a few birds calling and the distant spill of water. “You’d better go. Find the jahar.”

She slung the gear onto her back and handed him the walking stick. “Come on.”

“Did you mention stubbornness?” He pushed himself away from the tree. “I mistakenly thought you referred to me.”

She angled their path to avoid the pool. This time they made it all the way to the stream before he had to stop. While he rested, she wrapped his knee again, then scouted ahead a ways, but she heard nothing, saw nothing. Shadows stretched out around them. The bottom rim of the sun touched the blurred line of trees at the height of the hills, casting a deep red glow like blood against the low advance of clouds. Bakhtiian coughed, and she glanced over at him. The last of the sunlight cast gold across his face. It highlighted his cheekbones so that the skin seemed taut across them, in sharp relief like the face of a man who is starving or near death.

Eyes shut, he said, “Don’t be an idiot. Go on without me.”

“Bakhtiian, did it ever occur to you that I probably can’t find the horses, much less the jahar, by myself?”

He was silent.

“By God. Now that’s a compliment.”

One corner of his mouth tugged upward. He opened his eyes. “You’re right.” He coughed again, but it was a trembling sound. “I don’t know how I could have thought that.” They both laughed.

And, eyes meeting, cut off their laughter abruptly. Silence. A bird sang in the distance, a little five-note figure over and over. Bakhtiian grasped his walking stick and pushed himself up. He winced, took a step, winced, took another. They went on.

His pace was so slow that night made no difference to their progress. Animals accompanied their retreat: noises fading out into the brush, drawing closer when they halted, a snuffling once, that skittered away when she threw a rock in its direction.

Each time they halted he counted. Each time, he reached a higher number before he rose and struggled on. Now and then she had to help him over a fallen log, through a thick scattering of rocks, past a screen of branches. Wet vegetation slapped her face. Vines caught at her legs or brushed, slippery and damp, across her hand. Once she fell asleep balanced on a log, but when Ilya rose the log shifted under her and she woke, startled. Dawn came before they reached the end of the valley. It was another hour at least before they staggered into the copse where the horses were tethered.

Ilya sank down onto the ground. Deep circles smudged his eyes. “I can’t go on right now.” He covered his face with his hands and slumped forward.

“You have to eat.” She brought him food from their bags.

He took the food but did nothing with it. “You should sleep,” he said. “I’ll wake you.”

“You should sleep.”

“I can’t sleep. I’ll watch.” He shut his eyes again and leaned back, resting against a tree trunk.

Tess rubbed her face. She checked the horses, forced herself to eat, forced herself to refill the water flasks before she allowed herself the luxury of lying down on her cloak three meters behind Bakhtiian, facing the high screen of bushes. Here, in the close wood, the leaves were the brightest green at the tops of the bushes, lit by the sun, shading down to a dark green near the earth, where shadows obscured most of the ground. Encased in gloves, her hands felt almost warm. She fell asleep.

The palace in Jeds looked out over the sea, over the wide mouth of the bay, out toward the islands littering the horizon like so much flotsam cast back to drift. Marco Burckhardt stood alone on the sea wall, watching the waves slide in along the strand and murmur through the hedge of rocks scattered at the base of the wall. Spray lifted in the wind and misted his face. To his left lay the crowded harbor, sailing ships anchored out in the bay, galleys and boats moored to the docks; beyond it, crawling up and down the hills, the fetid sprawl of Jeds itself. And to his right, set a little away from the city in the midst of neat fields, the university, established at least a century ago but transplanted to its new grounds twenty years past by the first prince of the new line in Jeds.

“Admiring your handiwork?” Cara Hierakis came up beside him and slipped a hand into the crook of his elbow. The wind blew the curls of her black hair away from her face.

“My great masterpiece.” Marco grinned.

“I hate to remind you, my dear, but the new buildings were actually built after you died and Charles inherited.”

“I meant my death. I think I engineered it very well, dedicating the grounds and then being crushed under stones in that horrible accident.”

“Yes, you do like coming close to death, don’t you?”

“It’s how I know I’m alive. Although an engineered accident does lack something, especially that frisson of risk. The best part of it was getting to become a new man afterward, with a new face and a new name.”

“Marco, have you ever considered psychoanalysis?”

“Isn’t that outdated?”

“Of all the inhabited planets you could spend your time on, which do you choose? It’s only fitting.”

They stood awhile in silence, watching Jeds.

“I love this city,” said Marco at last. “Because I found it. And don’t tell me the Jedans already knew it was here. You know what I mean.”

“Yes, it was convenient of old Prince Casimund to be on his deathbed and with no immediate heirs but nephews whose mothers had married lords in the other city-states. You never told me how you convinced him you were one of those nephews and the true heir to the princedom.”

“And I never will. You wouldn’t approve. I only did it for Charles, my love.” Cara laughed. Marco looked offended. “You know very well that I didn’t want the position for myself. But we had to get a toehold on the planet somehow. I grasped the opportunity where I found it.”

“It’s true it chafed you soon enough, all that responsibility.”

“Your flattery is boundless, Dr. Hierakis. As well as your cynicism.”

“A good scientist must be skeptical. It isn’t the same.”

The tide was coming in, swelling up under the distant docks. Men worked, tiny figures loading and unloading the ships and the galleys, tying Jeds in to the greater world of Rhui and feeding out goods and knowledge brought forth in the renaissance that gripped Jeds under the rule of Prince Charles the Second, “son” of the late and lamented Charles the First, whose reign had been short but merry.

“A message came in,” said Cara. “That’s what I came out to tell you. Charles got a bullet from Suzanne, from Paladia Major. The Oshaki put in at Paladia Minor and hasn’t stirred for a month. She found no indication that Tess disembarked at Minor.”

“Could she still be onboard the Oshaki? Where do you think she is?”

“I think Charles expects her to be like him, but she isn’t. You can’t make silk out of a sow’s ear. Which is not to compare Tess to a sow’s ear, though pigs are certainly my favorite domestic animals. But I think you grasp the analogy.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I don’t have enough evidence to make a guess. Where is Tess? Why is a high-ranking merchant of the obscenely wealthy Keinaba house loitering on Odys, frittering away his valuable time in endless discussions about the hypothetical worth of Dao Cee’s resources—and in Anglais at that? Why did that shuttle flight follow a most inefficient path? And I will not bore you with the number of questions I have about the human population on this planet, such as, why are they homo sapiens, how did they come to have better health than the humans of Earth’s ancient past, and, if I can solve the antigen problem, can we interbreed?”

Marco stared out at the gray water and the white flash of sun oh the distant isles. “We already know that we can interbreed.” His hands curled, gripping hard on the stone.

“I know, Marco,” she said gently. “I meant, without endangering the pregnant woman’s life. But at least the baby lived. She would have, too, if I could have got to her in time.”

“Sweet Goddess, it was an easy enough delivery.”

“Marco, there was nothing you could have done. You didn’t know about the reaction that set in.”

“I damn well could have not gotten her pregnant!”

“Yes, you could have. One can take this going native business too far.”

“Thank you, Cara. Your sympathy overwhelms me.”

“My sympathy rests with that poor girl. Where do you think Tess is?”

“I think she’s on Rhui. Just a feeling I have.”

“Then why didn’t she come here? Where could she possibly be? Marco, can you imagine the kind of danger she could be in, if that’s the case?”

Marco smiled, but mockingly, without any humor at all. “Yes, in fact, I can.”

The horns woke Tess. She started awake, standing abruptly. A white rump flashed, an animal bounding away into the trees. Twigs snapped. A bird shrieked.

Bakhtiian woke just before she reached him, one hand on his saber hilt, the other open, out in front of him as if he were confused. Tess halted out of range of his saber.

“Bakhtiian?”

He pulled his hands in and looked up at the sky. His eyes followed the invisible trail of the sun to the rim of the western hills where clouds, a low gray sheet stretching halfway back across the sky, obscured its face. Shadows drew long lines across the meadow. “It’s late.”

“I’ll go saddle the horses.” She turned away.

“Tess.” She turned back. “You’ll have to ride Kriye. I can’t handle him with one leg.”

“Who?”

There was color in his cheeks, but that might only have been from his afternoon’s rest. “My black,” he said in a constrained voice.

Tess almost started laughing. “Kriye. That’s what you call a very young boy. ‘Little one,’ but masculine?” He said nothing. “You must admit, Ilya, it’s hardly what one would expect you to name a horse.” Still he did not reply. “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with it,” she added hastily. “I think it’s sweet. But what if you can’t ride at all?”

A withering leaf, blown up by an eddy of wind, rolled across his knees. He grabbed it, flinging it to one side. “I can ride.”

“Fine. What do I do with an unconscious man?”

“I don’t faint.”

“Just like you don’t sleep?” Then, seeing his face, she realized she had gone too far, and she quickly left.

Kriye remained placid for Tess. In the level valley, forced to a slow walk by the dusk and the trees, and with the stirrup adjusted to hold his splinted leg pretty much in place, Bakhtiian managed Myshla, who was more amiable than the tarpan remounts. But they had barely started up the trail, Tess riding behind, when Myshla broke into a trot, and Bakhtiian acted instinctively to slow her. It was his curse more than any movement that alerted Tess; in the darkness she could see only shapes. She urged Kriye up beside him. He gripped the saddle in both hands, reins slack in his fingers. Tess pulled the reins from him and kept going.

Clouds scudded across the farther reaches of sky. The hooves of the horses rang like the echo of a bell on the hard trail. When the clouds reached the far horizon and covered the moon, she had to dismount and lead the horses.

The wind struck when she reached the crest. Her hair streamed back, caught in the flow. In the darkness, she felt as if she were on the edge of an abyss, the world falling away before and behind her. Dark masses of rock loomed around her, the suggestion of ages. She felt very old, knowing that as she stood here, with the wind’s pull like the rush of the planet’s rotation, she was as much a part of the scene as the wind itself.

Myshla shifted. Glancing back, she saw Bakhtiian sway in the saddle. She shook him. Finally he blinked and stared at her. His look of complete confusion frightened her.

“You can faint when we get to shelter,” she snapped. “I could hold out longer than that. I could hold out twice as long.”

“I doubt it,” he whispered, but he pushed himself up.

The wind tore at her clothes as if it was trying to scatter her off the heights. She tugged the horses forward, stumbling down the path. Her boots slipped on pebbles. Kriye’s breath warmed her neck. Her hands stiffened into a tight grip on the reins. Her toes ached with cold.

When the trail gave out on a broad ledge that angled up into a deep overhang, she realized that in the dark she had missed the switchback and taken an offshoot. As she moved forward she no longer felt the wind, only a still presence over her head. She halted and untied the blankets from Kriye’s saddle.

“Where are we?”

“Shelter. For the rest of the night.” She laid out the blankets by the far wall.

She had to help him off the horse. He slumped against her. She let him down very carefully onto the blankets and knelt beside him. She was shivering.

“Ilya?” There was no answer, no movement at all. “Oh Lord.” She rested a hand on his chest. His breathing was regular and even. She sat back with a sigh. She cared for the horses first; afterward, taking two strips of meat, she settled down at the far edge of the overhang. Darkness surrounded her. Soon, she dozed.

A rush of sound startled her awake. It was raining. She sank back against the wall, tucking her hands under her cloak. For a time the rain kept her awake. Later, despite the cold, it lulled her to sleep.

She woke abruptly at dawn, chilled and shivering. Her cheeks and forehead felt warm. No wind penetrated the overhang, a shallow cave eroded from the hill by a millennia of storms. Outside the rain had stopped. Surely such rain would cover their tracks.

She stamped her feet and rubbed her hands together to try to bring some warmth into them. Turning, she caught Bakhtiian looking abruptly away from her. He was already sitting up. Dark circles set off his eyes. A smudge of dirt mottled one cheek. The night had tangled his hair and trapped a tiny yellow leaf in his beard. Unbelted, the tunics bunched and wrinkled at his waist. One sleeve of his red shirt, showing at a wrist, had twisted at the cuff.

“This is all very foolish,” he said.

“You don’t still think I should go on ahead, do you?” She offered him water and food.

“It’s cold,” he said.

She felt her heart race with fear. If he was getting ill from the shock—

“No,” he said, reading her expression. “I’m not—I’m well enough. But the air. Can’t you feel it? It’s the ayakhov, the wind from the peaks. It brings the storms. This shelter can’t possibly protect us.” He halted, just breathing for a while, as if the effort of speaking so much had exhausted him.

“Can you go on? I’ll saddle the horses.”

He shook his head, a gesture compounded half of answer, half of pain. “No.” She waited. “If we’re caught in the open—These storms last days sometimes. You’ll have to scout for better shelter. Even a deeper overhang where we can set up the tent…” He trailed off.

“Yes,” she said, not wanting to remind him that they had no tent with them. “I’ll go now.” She saddled Myshla and left. She rode down into the canyon and half up the other side before tethering Myshla and exploring. By the time she found a good cave, the wind had indeed blown up, cold enough that all her exertion did not keep her warm. She gathered all the brush she could find, arranging the softest into a couch set against the steep-sloping cave wall, and gathered scraps, everything she could find for fodder for the horses, and piled rocks for a corral in the dark recesses of the shelter.

He was asleep when she returned. She unsaddled Myshla and took all four horses out on a long lead, letting them graze and water behind her as she hiked up to the crest. As she had hoped, the rain had swept all traces of their passage from the rock-littered trail. At the height she tried to recapture that timelessness she had felt the night before. But the rocks looked drab, worn away by the weather and the years, and there were too many windblown plants clinging to their surface, a few wilted leaves holding tenuously to branches.

It was cold. Wind whipped the ends of her cloak around her knees. No one was following them. Surely the khaja had given up their search. Turning away, she saw a mass of thick clouds tipped with darkness, sweeping down, almost on her where she stood high and exposed on the ridge. Alarmed, she mounted Myshla bareback and rode back to the overhang.

She found Bakhtiian standing at the entrance, hands clutching his walking stick, staring at her as she dismounted and led the horses under the rock. If he could have looked anything but haggard, pained, and tired, she would have said he looked glad to see her. He had made some effort to tidy himself up. His face was clean, his hair combed, the hunter’s tunics straight and neatly belted.

She chuckled, because the incongruity—of their desperate situation, of the approaching storm, of his appearance—was simply too much.

“Where were you?” he demanded.

“Scouting. I found shelter.” She began immediately to saddle Kriye and Myshla. “The storm is coming.”

“Why didn’t we leave sooner?”

His bad temper irritated her. “You were asleep. And I must say you needed it.”

“I am aware,” said Bakhtiian slowly, “that I am not looking my best.”

Tess laughed and stooped to pick up the blankets he had already rolled up and readied. “Do you know why I like you, Ilya?”

“I can’t imagine.”

She knew she should stop now, but the storm, the danger, his whole attitude, made her reckless. “Because you’re vain.”

He limped across to Myshla. “At least,” he said, tying the blankets to the saddle with hard, efficient jerks, “I am not uncivil.”

“No.” Her whole face burned, with excitement, with fever, with anger—she could not be sure. “That fault will never tarnish your reputation.” She turned back to Kriye and tightened the cinch of his saddle. “Do you need help to mount?”

He cursed, a phrase she did not recognize, and she started around to see that he had already mounted. He clutched the pommel, eyes shut. “Forgive me.” Though his voice was scarcely more than a whisper, she knew he was in earnest. “My language.”

Immediately she felt guilty. “No, I’m sorry. I have a terrible temper.” When he did not reply, she judged it prudent simply to go.

She led the horses out. Drops of ice-tipped rain stung her face. She tucked her braid beneath her cloak and pulled her hood up over her head.

A gust of wind scattered leaves across the trail. Kriye whickered and tossed his head, and Tess moved her grip up closer to his mouth. The wind dragged at her, pulling her hood back off her head, so cold that it stiffened her joints even as she moved. The trail veered down around a boulder. Tess slipped on a damp stone; only Kriye’s pulling back kept her from falling. Rain spattered her face. All color faded suddenly. She looked up to see the entire sky darken, curling down like a black glove from invisible heights.

“We’ve got to go faster!” she yelled. “Can you hold on?”

He was hunched so far over Myshla’s neck that his hood had not been blown back. “Yes.” The word vanished on the wind.

She mounted Kriye. He sidestepped, taking her into a bush. Branches scraped her leg. She jerked him back onto the trail, driving him ahead. Myshla came forward, and the tarpans, nervous, hesitated and then followed the drag of their lead-lines. The wind swelled. Rain broke over them, hard as pellets, sounding like thunder on the rocks around them. Her head was soaked in an instant. Water blurred her vision.

Finally, finally, they reached the valley floor. She slowed to negotiate a litter of rocks. Water streamed away in little runnels between them. A leaf blew into her face, attaching itself like a damp tentacle. She flinched back, jerked the reins. Kriye shied. For an instant she had all that she could do to control him. A thick gust of rain drove into her from the side. A large branch tore loose from a tree behind them and crashed down onto the path. Myshla bolted.

The mare stumbled on the rough ground and fell, flipping over sideways. She pushed back up to her feet and then, unaccountably, she calmed.

“Ilya!” Tess scrambled down off Kriye, throwing the reins over the black’s head. Rain drowned the landscape in gray. Bakhtiian lay half in a ditch at the side of the trail. Water eddied over his boots. She grabbed him under his arms and tugged him up onto the trail, and knelt by him, pulling him up into her arms. “Ilya!”

His eyelids wavered, opened. He had a cut below one eye, thin and jagged. The brown tunic was ripped. Blood welled up from a scrape on his palm. He mouthed something. She had to lean down. Rain drenched her neck, slipping under her cloak to run down the curve of her spine. She shuddered.

“Go on.” He shut his eyes.

She eased him down on the trail. With both hands she smoothed his hood back away from his face. Then she took off one of her gloves and slapped him as hard as she could. He sat up. Rain and blood painted a broad red line down his cut cheek. He lifted a hand to his face. Blood dripped from his palm.

“Stand up, damn you!” She got behind him and lifted. He got his good leg under him and came up with such strength that she had to take a step backward to balance. He pushed her away with one arm and hobbled over to Myshla. Blood leaked from a gouge midway down Myshla’s left foreleg.

“Oh, hell.” Tears burned her eyes. “Ilya, you’ll have to ride Kriye.” He did not reply, but with a movement half extraordinary and half ungainly, he got himself on the stallion. Tess mounted her remount bareback, tying Myshla to Kriye’s saddle. They went on.

Partway up the far slope, with wind and rain pouring against them, she had to dismount. Bakhtiian lay bent, almost hugging Kriye’s neck. She tied her mount on behind, put her head down, and led them forward. Water gushed down the path in fresh trails. The hard surface had dissolved into mud. The rain soaked through her gloves, through her trousers. Rivulets trailed down her calves to pool in the toes of her boots.

The pile of stone marking the approach to the cave was half obliterated. Beyond it, rock fell in slick ledges down toward the bottom of the canyon that lay, dim and obscure, far below. Rain pelted at the low bushes, stripping them of their last leaves. Tess got a tighter hold on Kriye, up at his mouth, and started across.

That Kriye was surefooted was the best of her luck. In this direction, the wind whipped her cloak open. Rain drenched the front of her shirt. Convulsive shivers shook her every few steps. She picked her way across the pathless slope of loose rock, slipping once, knee jarring on stone, one hand plunged to above the wrist in a sink of icy water. Kriye held steady. Tess pushed herself up, slipping again, clutching the reins. A steep slope, its carpet of lichen torn into strips by the storm, a rubble-strewn ledge, and at last the broad entry and narrow doorway of the cave.

“The gates of paradise.” Bakhtiian’s voice, faint and far off behind her. Kriye nosed against her, recognizing shelter, and suddenly the rain no longer pounded furiously on her head.



Chapter Eighteen


	“We have come into this roofed cavern.”

	—EMPEDOCLES OF AGRAGAS



SOMEHOW BAKHTIIAN GOT HIMSELF off Kriye. With cold-numbed fingers, Tess fumbled with the harness. Myshla’s saddle slipped from her hands to land on her feet. Pain lanced up her leg. She led the horses into the rock corral and rubbed them down with the hunter’s undershirt. The gouge on Myshla’s leg did not look too deep. She put salve on it and wrapped it, and left the horses to their forage. There was still enough light to see. She thanked someone for this; whom, she was not sure. From inside, the high whistle of the wind and the rain’s monotonous staccato sounded almost subdued.

Dizziness engulfed her. She sat down. She felt hot and cold together, and her head felt as if it was about to float to the ceiling. A low voice cursed in an undertone to her left. A spark caught, and then flame: Bakhtiian had started a fire. He rubbed at his eyes, pausing in the action to rest his forehead on a palm.

Tess stood, unsteadily, and gathered together the blankets—few enough with this bitter cold. “I’ll make a bed for you,” she said, and carried them over to the couch of branches she had laid earlier in the day.

He glared bleakly at her. “You’ll have a fever by morning. Dry your clothes first.”

She knelt by the fire. The heat steamed off her. A draft carried the smoke up and out, and the fuel burned merrily, snapping and crackling. Then she realized that he was taking his clothes off. She averted her gaze and stared at the horses.

“I said dry your clothes.”

“I am.” She peeled the cold, wet cloth of her red shirt away from her skin, but it reattached itself an instant later, and she flinched.

There was a silence. She did not look to see what his expression was. His red shirt lay on the ground next to the fire. A moment later, his right boot joined it, and then his trousers, laid out to absorb the heat.

“Soerensen.” His voice was hoarse with pain or anger. “This is not a request. Take them off.” A flutter in the air, and a blanket struck her on the side of her face. Forced to turn, she could not help but look at him. He was entirely covered, wrapped quite primly in a blanket, only his feet showing, where they were thrust out close to the flames. His face was white with exhaustion, but he also looked annoyed. Seeing her turn, he pulled an edge of the blanket deliberately across his face, so that he could not see her.

“Oh, God,” sighed Tess. She stripped and wrapped the blanket around herself. It was damp but offered warmth despite that. After a time she actually felt her toes and fingers. The darkness deepened as night came on and the storm continued to rage outside. Inside, fire illuminated them. The gray rock walls of the cave curved up into darkness, their surface rippled and rough as though some ancient chill had frozen them in the midst of movement. The air seemed close and harsh against her throat. Smoke settled in her lungs. The part of her farthest from the fire felt perpetually chilled, so she shifted frequently. She yawned.

“At least they’ll never follow us in this storm,” she mumbled. She glanced up. Bakhtiian lay slumped over his knees.

She got on her trousers and shirt through a combination of habit and fear and circled the fire to kneel beside him. The blanket had fallen down, revealing the strong curve of his shoulders, and as she tugged it up with sudden prudishness, his eyes fluttered and opened. He stared at her, confused. His hands closed on her waist. The blanket slipped to reveal his naked torso. Tess jerked back.

He clutched the blanket and pulled it tight around his chest. “I passed out,” he said.

“Your clothes are dry.” She turned and walked across the cave to converse with the horses. Over the next several minutes he swore three times in a very low voice. The fire flared briefly. She heard him moving, but she did not look. Then it was quiet. Myshla nosed at her ear. She shivered. Rain drummed softly outside. Inside, it was freezing.

“Soerensen.” His tone was sharp.

She turned. The fire was still bright enough that she could see Bakhtiian. He had taken the blankets and cloaks and the hunter’s clothing and layered them on the couch of branches she had laid, and dragged himself on top of them.

He met her eyes. He was flushed, and his mouth was drawn in a severe line. “Come here.”

She did not move. “If you give me the two cloaks, I’ll be warm enough.”

Bakhtiian swallowed. He looked as if his greatest desire at that moment was to pass out again. “I beg pardon for my immodesty, but in a storm like this, in our condition, we need the warmth.”

Tess shivered and rubbed her hands along her arms. It was hard to speak, her lips were so cold. “You’re right, of course. We don’t have any other choice.”

“I would never have said it otherwise,” he replied with considerable reserve.

She kicked the coals of the fire into a smaller circle and stared at them. Finally she walked over to Ilya. “Well,” she said.

He was already lying on his side, left leg resting on the uninjured one. “Share the blankets.” He rested his head on a pillow of dry grass and shut his eyes. Gingerly, she settled down next to him. “No,” he mumbled, “on your side. Back to me. There, so if I shift, my leg won’t move.”

She rolled up on her side, angling her legs so that they supported his. Yawning, blinking back sleep, she tucked the blankets around their legs.

“Lie against me,” he whispered. “I’ll get the last blankets. Gods, woman, you’re shaking with the cold.”

He had folded his arms tight between his chest and her back, but otherwise she lay against him. This couch of branches was not the most comfortable bed she had ever slept on, but he was warm. She heard, like a counterpoint to the furious storm, a distant slide of loose rock, the thin crack of breaking branches and, to her left, the slow drip of water pooling somewhere under the overhang. Heat crept into her shoulders and knees and hips. She slept.

Odys had no colors but brown and gray and the faded green of its reeds. It had no heights and no valleys, except in the archipelagoes where no one had any reason to live. It was a drowned world, the sea and the massif almost one, the mud flats interminable, stretching out in all directions from the only slab of ground that stood above the waves, the Oanao Plateau.

But the palace and the port and the city of Odys Central itself had heights and valleys in profusion. Perhaps the architecture here was deliberate, to provide contrast with the terrain; perhaps all Chapalii architecture was this way, on all imperial planets. No human survey had been allowed to ascertain which was true.

And there was color as well. Color especially in the vast greenhouse, acres broad, that jutted off the fourth spoke of the ducal palace. Charles stood among the irises, chatting amiably with his head gardener about economic theory in preindustrial Earth cultures as contrasted to the development of communal theory on pre-space Ophiuchi-Sei-ah-nai.

“Ah, there he is, Jamsetji,” said Charles. “I must go. Come to dinner tonight, and we’ll finish arguing this out.”

Jamsetji tipped his cap back and glanced toward the gazebo half hidden by the wisteria and trailing roses. “That the merchant who speaks Anglais? Cursed trouble, if you ask me.”

“Is this one of your hunches?”

“Might say it was. But that’s not saying you don’t want to get involved with it either.”

“Or that I have any choice,” added Charles. “Listen in.” He strolled off down a winding turf path and came by a circular route to the little gazebo. Hon Echido sat on a wrought iron bench in the gazebo, directing two stewards in the placement of cups and saucers and a kettle and a pitcher on the little round table before him. He saw Charles and stood up, bowing to the precise degree.

Charles acknowledged him and entered, sitting down on the bench opposite. He dabbed sweat from his forehead and accepted a cool drink from one of the stewards. The stewards retreated out of earshot. “Please, Hon Echido, sit down.”

Echido sat. Pink flushed his skin but quickly faded. “You do me a great honor, to meet me here, Tai-en,” he said in Anglais.

“It is a beautiful spot.” Charles gazed for a moment at the far lines of vegetation: the clustering flowers nearby, the vegetable flats, the grain fields, the tasseled rows of corn, the orchards farther off, and the distant line of trees, demarking the park and exercise ground for those humans serving voluntary exile on Odys with Soerensen. Scent hung here like something one could touch, overpowering, yet at the same time reassuring. “Although it’s hot.”

Swathed in robes, Echido looked comfortable. He sipped from his cup, steaming liquid that smelled of cloves and aniseed and tar. “The layout is from a human plan, I see. There is a certain disorder, artful, indeed, but disorder all the same that precludes these grounds being of Chapalii design.”

“You speak Anglais remarkably well, Hon Echido.”

“Your praise is generous, Tai-en.”

“As well as being perfectly true. I have enjoyed our discussions of the various trade and mineral rights available for exploitation in my fief. Yet I feel that for the Keinaba family, whose wealth and acumen is known and admired throughout the Empire, to instruct one of their own to learn Anglais, one as high-ranking, as valuable, and as perceptive as yourself, Hon Echido, means that there is a more delicate matter you wish to broach.”

Echido arranged his hands in Merchant’s Humility. “The Tai-en honors us with his attention to such an insignificant family as our own.”

Since the Keinaba merchant house was one of the wealthiest merchant houses in an empire where wealth counted as a marker of rank, Charles simply waited. In the distance, he could hear Jamsetji singing an afternoon raga in a reedy voice.

The merchant’s skin shaded to violet, the color of mortification, and his fingers altered slightly to add the emphasis of Shame to the arrangement of Humility. “I beg of you, Tai-en, to allow me to explain before you cast me out of your presence, as any lord would feel every right, every compulsion, to do. For time uncounted, for years beyond years, Keinaba has served the Yaotai Kobara princely house and the Tai Kaonobi dukes. We served well and faithfully, as any merchant house ought.”

The violet shade to his skin deepened. “Yet now we are shamed and utterly cast down. I do not presume to know the doings of the Yaochalii-en, may peace be with the Sun’s Child, but the Kobara princely house and the Kaonobi ducal house are no more. Their names have been obliterated from the imperial view, and they are as if they had never been. With a full sense of our disgrace, I mention them now, but for the last time.”

Charles arched one eyebrow. This was, perhaps, the most interesting news he had gotten out of the Chapalii since his own elevation to the nobility. “I am surprised, then, that the name of Keinaba may still be spoken.”

Echido’s skin was all violet by now: deep, and rather attractive against the white-washed lattice walls of the gazebo and the purple flowering wisteria trailing down to the ground. “The Yaochalii himself, may peace surround his name, conducted the investigation into the charges of conspiracy and breach of protocol against the prince whose name may no longer be heard, and although the Tai line was tainted by the stain, it was found that Keinaba had no part in this terrible offense against protocol. The Yaochalii himself, may his name endure forever, granted a dispensation from the rite of extinction to Keinaba, if we were able to find a new lord.”

“Knowing full well no lord or duke would wish to take on the allegiance and obligation of a house so dishonored,” said Charles.

Echido bowed his head in the deeply subservient fashion of the ke, the most menial of all Chapalii classes, who were not even granted the dignity of given or family names.

“Your command of Anglais is not just remarkable, Hon Echido,” Charles continued. “It is astonishing. What offense did the princely house commit?”

Echido’s skin lightened perceptibly to a pale violet. “I do not know. But always, the yaotai, the princes, struggle for the yaochalii’s favor.”

“And only one prince may become emperor.”

“There are protocols to be observed. So there have been for time uncounted, for years beyond years. To stray from the path of right conduct is to dishonor oneself and one’s family.”

“Tell me, Hon Echido, are you certain that the Tai-endi Terese boarded the Oshaki?”

“Quite certain, Tai-en.” Echido’s skin paled to white. His hands shifted, and he regarded Soerensen evenly.

“Why did you not debark from the Oshaki when she reached Odys?”

“I was not allowed to, Tai-en, and when I protested, I was reminded of the disgrace of my family and our lords.”

“Yet you disembarked at Hydri and made your way back to Earth.”

Echido arranged his hands in a way Charles had not seen before. If only Suzanne, or Tess, were here to interpret. “Tai-en, you are the only lord with whom we of Keinaba have any hope of maintaining our house. If we must lose our name and become as the ke, then that is only just. But I told my elders that I would approach the daiga, the human Tai, and so determined, I have now done so. We await your judgment, Tai-en.”

“The dispensation from the emperor?”

“I have a copy, Tai-en. The original rests in his hand, may it hold firm and bring peace to our lands.”

Charles rose. Hon Echido rose like an echo. His skin was pale white, balanced with equal parts of hope and fear.

“Hon Echido.” Charles put his hands together carefully into that arrangement known as Imperial Choice. Then he waited a moment while the scent of roses hung in the air and a bird called piercingly in the silence. “I take you in.”

Echido flushed red first, shading away into the orange of peace. “Tai Charles.” He bowed to the precise degree indicating the fullness of his loyalty. “I am yours.”

“Deliver the dispensation to me tomorrow at the zenith. You may go, Hon Echido.”

Still orange, Echido bowed again and retreated, his stewards flanking him three steps behind. Charles watched them go and then retraced his path. He found Jamsetji kneeling in the dirt, thinning irises.

“What do you think?” Charles asked.

“Cursed trouble, I think. But by damn, Charles, they’re sharp, that merchant house. I think they’ll be worth the trouble.”

“I hope so. And what is the protocol involved in taking over a merchant house from a dishonored duke?”

“Wasn’t done, I’d have thought.”

“I’d have thought, too. This is the kind of thing we must learn.”

“Good thing your sister speaks the language so well.”

“A good thing, indeed. We learn as we go.”

“Damned chameleons,” said Jamsetji, without much heat.

“Dinner tonight, then? Good.” Charles nodded at him and strolled away, taking his time, out through the greenhouse and into the palace, coming at last to his office. He sat down at his desk and considered the mud flats. Then he called up the models by the technician Karima and stared at them, at the lines tracing flight paths and potential landing sites, all in the northern mass of the continent on which Jeds lay far, far to the south and west. He smoothed a hand over the callpad on his desk.

“I want a message, scrambled, to Jeds. To Marco Burckhardt from Charles Soerensen. Marco, I have no further message from Suzanne. It is time to take action on Rhui. Take the emergency kit and the model of landing sites provided by Karima. Sail north. End of message.”

Tess woke from a deep, soundless sleep into total darkness, her first impulse to snuggle back against the cushion of warmth behind her. Then she remembered where she was, and she became aware all at once of several things: his deep, steady breathing and the warmth of his breath on her neck; an arm flung around her, casual as a lover’s embrace; the smell of sweat and horse and lingering blood. She felt unnaturally hot, except for the chill lingering in her toes. Cloth tickled her face. She searched upward with her hand, gently, not wanting to wake him, and found that they were completely covered, toe to head. The horses shifted without nervousness to one side. She heard the hush of rain and the low whine of the wind. She shifted slightly. His arm tightened around her as he sighed in his sleep. His face moved against her hair. She was far more comfortable than she wanted to be, far more comfortable. She fell asleep.

She woke briefly when he left her, woke enough to struggle to her feet and cross to the corral, to check the horses, to relieve herself. The gouge on Myshla’s leg was swollen, huge. What if they had to kill her? Terrified, Tess collapsed back onto the couch, exhausted, cold and hot by turns, and slept. When she woke again at Ilya’s return he had barely gotten settled before she sat up.

“Can’t we get rid of these blankets?” The cold air caressed her cheeks. She pushed the blankets away and got to her knees.

He gripped her arm and stopped her from rising. “You’ve got a fever. Here, drink.”

Her mouth was dry, her lips, her hands. The light hurt her eyes and made her temples ache. She drank eagerly, until he took the waterskin from her.

“Lie down.”

“I’m hot. Why do I need blankets?”

“To burn your fever away.”

“Who needs a fire?” she muttered, but she lay down and he tucked the blankets in around them. “Just stick my arm in kindling and it’ll ignite. I hope I’m not being incoherent. How is your knee?”

“Rest is the best cure. I slept all night.”

“Don’t you usually?”

“Not often,” he replied cryptically. He crossed his arms tight against his chest, an inoffensive barrier between them.

“I feel terrible. Tell me a story.”

He laughed softly. “To make you fall asleep?”

“Yes. Rest is the best cure. I heard that once from a very warm man—I mean a very wise man.”

One of his hands moved, bunching into a fist. He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Tess giggled. “Freudian slip,” she said in Anglais.

“What does that mean?”

“Can’t explain. It’s a medical term. What about Vlatagrebi?” A throb began between her eyes.

“Well,” said Bakhtiian briskly. “If only Josef was here, but I’ll do my best.”

Partway through the story she fell asleep. She woke again, hot and aching. Pain lanced her eyes. Her pulse pounded incessantly through her ears. He gave her more water. She went back to sleep.

To wake again. And again. She was damp with sweat. She tossed fitfully, aching and miserable. He told her more of the story, or perhaps it was a different story, she could not be sure. The fire burned, as fitful as she was.

Day came, and with it light. Night followed. Finally the fever broke. She dozed calmly, waking at last when Bakhtiian moved.

“What happened?” She sat up. The unaccustomed light made her blink. She felt light-headed and tired but some how cleansed. Then, seeing him standing, holding on to his walking stick, she rubbed her eyes. “What are you doing? Your knee.”

“Is better. Possibly. I’m going outside.”

“But the storm—”

“Cousin, we’ve been here a night and a day and a night, and most of this day. The storm has passed down the mountain. I expect we can leave in the morning.”

Tess slowly unwound herself from the confusion of waking and looked up at him. “But your knee—Myshla! How is Myshla?”

“Still tender, but she’s putting weight on the leg. She’ll do. I need some fresh air and a chance to look at the weather. We also need more water. And I thought—” He hesitated. He had color in his face again, and this time she thought most of it natural. “I thought you might like some privacy to attend to yourself.”

It was said so demurely that she had to laugh. “Your manners are impeccable, Bakhtiian,” she said in Rhuian. “You have my permission to go.”

After attending to herself and fussing over Myshla, she walked outside to comb her hair and to set the blankets out to air. She felt weak but not terribly so. A wind rose up from the plains, a touch of late-summer warmth in it. Sitting on a terraced boulder, she sang a jaran song. The sun warmed her hair and her face. Bakhtiian hobbled into view and sank down beside her on the boulder.

“You finally had such nice color in your face,” she said, “but it’s all gone again.”

“It really is better. Can you take the horses out?” She nodded. “But do it quickly. There isn’t much light left.”

“Bakhtiian. Everything you say is true. Doesn’t it wear on you?”

He stood up. “Cousin,” he said, reserved, “I am not quite so good-natured as you think I might be.”

“But, Cousin, I have hope that you could be,” she said, laughing at him, and beat a hasty retreat to the horses.

She got back before the sun set, stabled the horses in their corner, and sat down by Bakhtiian’s feet. “I couldn’t find anything dry for the fire. Lord, I’m tired. I’m starving.”

“We’ll eat the last of the meat tonight.” He parceled it out. “The weather should hold for two days yet. We’ll catch the jahar by then.”

“Can you ride?”

“I have to ride or we’ll never get out of here.”

“Well,” said Tess, too cheerfully. “I remember sleeping in my brother’s bed in Jeds when there were thunderstorms.”

“Oh, yes. I shared a tent with Natalia for many years.”

With these expressions of sibling felicity, they felt able to resume the sleeping arrangements of the previous nights. In the morning, she saddled Kriye and Bakhtiian’s remount. They were out of the valley and down to the fork by mid-morning.



Chapter Nineteen


	“It is not possible to step into the same river twice.”

	—HERACLEITUS OF EPHESUS



AT THE FORK, BAKHTIIAN dismounted and rested his leg, his back against the thick-grained red rock, his bad knee propped upon the peeling trunk of the dead shrub. His breathing was shallow, but after a bit he mounted by himself and they went on. They emerged onto the plateau unexpectedly, rounding a corner into the midst of short, yellow grass. Behind rose the mountains. On the other three sides, only sky.

Tess turned to smile at Bakhtiian, blushing when she found his eyes on her. If he could still pass for an attractive man in her eyes after the past four days, as disheveled and worn as he was, with lines of pain enduring around his eyes and mouth, then she had only herself to blame. She remembered the feel of his face brushing her hair, his arm tightening around her—he had been asleep.

Kriye shied. Tess, calming him, felt hardly any transition from one state to the next as he settled.

“You’re becoming a good rider,” said Bakhtiian.

“Thank you.”

“You have a hand for them. Your little mare is fond of you.” He glanced back at Myshla as they rode out onto the plateau. His left hand gripped the pommel, white-knuckled. “She’s a beautiful animal. Are you fond of her?”

Tess was inordinately fond of Myshla, a fondness intensified by Myshla’s recognition that she, Tess, was her particular friend. But Tess thought of Jeds and looked away. “I am not in the habit,” she said evenly, “of becoming fond of things I will shortly have to part from.”

Silence, except for the constant drag of wind in grass.

“I understand you very well,” said Bakhtiian finally.

There was no more conversation. Late in the afternoon they agreed to camp, halting at a brush-lined stream.

“It’s much milder tonight,” said Tess as she unsaddled Kriye.

“Yes. Here are your blankets.”

She did not sleep very well, but perhaps that was because the ground was hard. She woke at dawn, stiff. Bakhtiian was already awake, saddling Kriye, forced to stand very curiously in order to favor his injured leg.

“I’ll saddle the horses,” said Tess, rolling up her blankets. He did not answer. She made a face at his back and went to wash in the stream. When she got back, he had saddled her remount as well. They mounted without speaking and rode on. Soon afterward they found a pyramid of flat-sided rocks, a khoen, at the crest of a rise.

“That’s ours!”

Bakhtiian merely nodded. At midday they spotted a rider in red and black atop a far rise, and the rider saw them. It was Kirill. He cantered up and pulled his horse around to walk with theirs.

“I rescue you again, my heart.” He winked at her and flamboyantly blew her a kiss. Kriye waltzed away from the sudden movement, but Tess reined him back.

“You’re a shocking flirt,” she said, laughing.

“Your manners, Kirill,” said Bakhtiian. “Where are the others?”

Kirill grinned slyly at Tess and pulled his chin: old gray-beard. Tess giggled.

“Well?”

“Against the hills,” said Kirill hastily. “How did you hurt your leg?”

Bakhtiian briefly described the nature and getting of the injury.

“Oh. So it was an injury. We thought—” He faltered. Tess, twisting one of her bracelets, stared at her wrist. Bakhtiian turned his head to stare directly at the younger man. “Ah, yes,” Kirill finished quickly. “We thought you had gotten into trouble.”

“I don’t know what else would have kept us out in such weather,” said Bakhtiian.

Kirill caught Tess’s eye and mouthed the words, “I do.”

Tess coughed, hiding her laughter, and then gave Kirill an abbreviated version of the last several days. Kirill engaged her in a lively discussion of how best to keep unconscious men on horses. Bakhtiian remained majestically silent.

“But Kirill, even tied to the saddle—Look! There it is!” She broke away from her two companions, Kriye stretching out into a gallop. The men gathered in the camp scattered, laughing, at her precipitous entrance. She rode almost through the camp before she got Kriye stopped. At first she was besieged by the curious, but Yuri finally escorted her away so that she could wash and change. Later, she walked with Yuri up the narrow valley at the mouth of which they were camped.

Tess took in a breath of cool air and pushed a branch away from her face. The sun shone overhead, though it was not a particularly warm day. “You wouldn’t know, with the weather as it is now, that we almost froze to death up there.”

“The worst of the storm went round us, but it was cold, and it rained. We had five fires. Tess.” He stopped at the foot of a shallow escarpment. Tufts of coarse grass dangled from its lip above his head. “How did you manage not to freeze to death? I had your tent. Ilya mentioned a fire, but…”

She blushed. “We managed,” she said stiffly.

Yuri grinned. “How like Ilya you sound, Sister. He said exactly the same thing, and in much the same voice. Do you know, when you didn’t come in that first night, we all assumed that the two of you had—”

“Don’t be a fool, Yuri. Bakhtiian was injured.”

“I rather liked the idea myself.”

“Then you can learn to dislike it.” She stepped sharply away from him, but the loose gravel, damp from rain, slipped away from under her feet. She slid down, one leg out, and had to throw an arm back to catch herself. Poised ungracefully on all fours, almost like some crustacean, she lowered herself to sit on the ground. Her frown dissolved and she laughed. “Gods, I’ve been in a bad temper these past few days. Listen, Yuri. If you tell anyone else, I’ll skin you alive.”

“I won’t!” He collapsed backward to sit beside her.

“We had to share the blankets and the cloak.”

“Oh,” said Yuri wisely, “you slept together for warmth. That probably did save you. I suppose, with his knee like that, you couldn’t have—”

“Yuri!”

“I’m just teasing.”

“Then stop teasing.”

“Why? Was it that uncomfortable?”

“It was too damned comfortable!” She glanced around, suddenly conscious of the cool quiet of the afternoon and the heated loudness of her voice. There was a pause, as if to let her words dissipate into the calm.

“Do you know what I think?” said Yuri finally.

“I won’t.”

“Your words say you do not want him, but everything else, your face and your tone and the way you put your words together, says that you do.”

“No.”

“You lay with Fedya.”

“Fedya never demanded anything. We shared—what we wanted to share, nothing more than that. More like friends than like lovers.”

“Why can’t you do that with Ilya?”

“Yuri, do you really suppose that it would be that easy with Ilya?”

He regarded her thoughtfully. “I don’t know, Tess. It depends on what Ilya wants.”

And what if Ilya decided that he wanted Jeds? But she could not say it aloud for fear of hurting Yuri’s feelings. “It depends on what I want, and I don’t want him. Don’t look at me like that. Yes, I’ll admit I find him attractive. I’ll even admit he annoys me frequently, which I suppose is a bad sign. But all other things aside—I’m leaving.”

He laid a hand on her arm. “I’d forgotten.”

She scooped up a handful of pebbles and let them dribble in ones and twos through her fingers. They landed on the other stones in a shower of snaps. “I have to return to Jeds.”

“Do you want to?”

She stared at the ground. A single, fine strand of her hair was wound among the pebbles like a snake. “I have a duty to my brother. He must be worrying about me. He doesn’t know where I am. I have to go back. Oh, let’s talk about something else.”

“We were talking about you and Ilya before.”

“Were we? You see, I’ve already forgotten. Yuri, Fedya loved his wife, and yet I always felt that it was somehow shameful that he did. Don’t jaran believe in love?”

“Fedya never gave up his grief, Tess. There is a difference. Of course jaran love. Niko and his wife are as devoted as the rain and the grass. Mikhal loves Sonia.”

“What about Sonia?”

“Frankly, I think the attachment is stronger on his side. Oh, she’s fond enough of him, and happy, but when she was younger, before Mikhal marked her, I think she lost her heart to a rider from another tribe.”

“Why didn’t he marry her?”

“I heard that two years later he went off with the arenabekh. Some men dislike women that much. Some men love only other men. Some—I don’t know why the others go. I’d never willingly give up the chance to marry.”

“Why, Yuri, do you have anyone in mind?” To her surprise, he blushed. “You do! Who is it?”

With terribly casual nonchalance, he palmed a rock and flipped it up into the brush above them. The buzz of an unseen insect stopped, resuming a moment later. “Well. Maybe. Perhaps I’ll mark Konstantina Sakhalin.”

“Konstantina Sakhalin! I didn’t know you’d fallen in love with her. And in such a short time.”

“In love with her? I like her well enough—” He flushed again and could not disguise a satisfied smile. “But, Tess, surely you understand that it would be a good connection for our tribes. Not that I’m so valuable of myself, not like Sevyan and Pavel.”

“Why do you call them valuable? I thought they were important because they’re married to Kira and Stassia. They don’t ride in jahar.”

“Tess!” Yuri blinked, looking astounded. “How can you say so? They’re smiths, and very fine ones, too, for being—well, Sevyan’s only forty, and Pavel’s about Ilya’s age. Mama was overjoyed when Mother Raevsky told her that Sevyan Lensky was interested in Kira. And it was sheer luck that his brother had also taken to the craft and that he and Stassi—” He chuckled. “I was only six but I still remember how Mama and Mother Raevsky and the Elders of both tribes haggled for ten days over the wedding portions. Uncle Yakhov was wild when Mother Raevsky demanded the prize ram from the herds and half the female lambs from the next season. And the rest, which I can’t recall now. But, of course, he saw that Sevyan and Pavel were worth it, when we only had old Vadim Gorelik for smithing, and he never better than a middling smith anyway. And then it helped him in the end, because when Mikhal fell in love with Sonia—oh, years later, of course—Mama simply looked the other way when Misha went to mark her, though he’d nothing really special to bring to the etsana’s tent. No craft, and though he’s got a good hand for the lute, he wasn’t gifted by the gods for music like Fedya was. And he’s not a remarkably handsome man either.”

“But he’s very good-natured.”

“Yes.”

“But then, Yuri, I don’t mean to sound—”

He laughed. “Why should Mother Sakhalin agree to me? Because I’m Bakhtiian’s cousin. And my mother is etsana. Konstantina will be etsana someday, and I know exactly what is to be expected of an etsana’s husband.”

“Wouldn’t Ilya be the best choice to marry an etsana?”

“Ilya?” He chuckled. “Ilya is exactly the last man any etsana would want to marry. She doesn’t want a husband who will put himself forward, or who will quarrel with whichever cousin or nephew is dyan of her tribe’s jahar. So you see, I am perfect.” He preened a little, to make his point.

Tess laughed and draped an arm around his shoulders. “I always knew you were perfect, Yuri. But then who will Bakhtiian marry, if not an etsana’s daughter?”

“I thought you said you weren’t interested in him.”

“I’m curious, damn you.”

“Tess, Tess, no need to be snappish. How should I know, anyway? Why do you want to know?”

“Well, for one thing, he can’t have children unless he’s married, can he? He might have gotten a child on some woman but he wouldn’t be considered its father.”

“Yes, I remember in Jeds I was surprised how great a fuss those barbarians made over which man got which child on which woman. I only ever had one father, Tess.”

“What if an unmarried girl gets pregnant, or if a child’s mother dies?”

Yuri regarded her quizzically. “A child always stays with its mother, or with her kin if its mother dies. And, of course, you know about the herb girls use so they don’t get pregnant. Only married women have children.”

“Well, then, what about Vladimir? Didn’t his mother have any kin to take him in?”

Yuri shook his head. “His parents were priests.”

“They’re dead?”

“No, given in service to the gods. Those few jaran who take the white robe break all ties with the tribes. A little like the arenabekh, but for different reasons. There are priests at the shrine of Morava. And they’re both men and women, so, of course, sometimes there are children.”

“But without kin. How did he come to ride in your jahar?”

“We found him at jahar-ledest. In Jeds you would call them schools, I suppose. There is one here in the west, and one in the east, where young men can train.”

“You told me about them once.” Above them, a few clouds floated like calm fish in untroubled waters. “Bakhtiian mentioned one once. Doesn’t he know the man who trains there?”

“Kerchaniia Bakhalo. He rode with Ilya’s father.”

“Why do you have these ‘schools’? The jaran wander.”

“Oh, the influence of khaja, I suppose. Bakhalo made the first one, some twenty years back. I learned more there about fighting than I ever learned in the tribe because it’s all you have to think about. Like the arenabekh, but temporary, thank the gods. You’d like it, Tess. Bakhalo has about forty young men at a time. He lives by a town near the coast. That put me off at first, to live in one place, but I’d just been in Jeds and, anyway, we lived in tents. The townspeople there are happy because with the jaran there the pirates don’t bother them! It’s a strange arrangement, but it works. I was never any good at saber until I went there.”

“Why not?”

“I never bothered.” He sighed ostentatiously. “That didn’t make me any more popular among the girls. They like a boy who can flash his blade.”

“I’ll bet.”

“Or one who has a reputation, like Ilya. They dangle like so much plump fruit in front of him, but really, when I think of it, he rarely picks from that tree.”

“Why do you think he doesn’t?”

“Are you sure you’re not a little bit in love with him?” A wind stirred through the brush. Twigs scraped softly against rock. “I think you should make up to him.”

“And be left dangling like the rest of the ripe, or overripe, fruit? No thank you.”

“Perhaps I chose an unfortunate expression.”

“Very unfortunate.”

“But, Tess, think of the rest of us. Haven’t you ever noticed that the more Ilya denies himself, the worse of a mood he gets in? Niko once told me that he’d never known Ilya to sleep through the night except when he was with a woman.”

She flushed scarlet. “Yuri! No.”

He grinned, enjoying her discomfiture. “You’re just stubborn.”

“No, I’m protecting myself. He’s very attractive.”

“Then why don’t you—” He broke off, laughing, to hug her. “It’s much better having you for a sister than a lover, because I get you forever as a sister.”

“Unless I kill you first.”

“Tess,” he scolded, “you’d never manage without me. Who got you through that first ten days? Who saddled Myshla for you and brought you food?”

“Definitely a brother. Only a sibling would hold that over my head.” She hugged him suddenly and fiercely. “Yuri, I—” She broke off.

He pushed her back. “What’s wrong? Don’t cry!”

“My brother is so much older than me. I always wanted another brother, one close in age, so we could share—” She hesitated, went on awkwardly. “One I could love right here, next to my heart, instead of from far away.”

Yuri’s whole expression transformed, as if his heart, long buried, now shone from his face. Then, unaccountably, he lowered his eyes to stare at his hands. “I love you, too, Tess,” he said in a low voice, as if afraid the admission would offend her.

“Well, you might at least look at me when you say it!” she demanded, suddenly embarrassed, and then she laughed because he was as flushed as she was.

“Of course, you know what this means.” He looked up at her with a sly grin.

“What what means?”

“Siblings are bound by the oldest of customs to protect one another, even if it means death.”

“Very well, Yuri. If Bakhtiian ever begins to scold you, I’ll come to your rescue.”

“It needn’t go that far,” said Yuri quickly. They both grinned and got up to return to camp, brushing dirt and withered blades of grass from their clothing. “We were worried though, Tess. Especially when that storm blew down and you hadn’t gotten back yet.” They walked slowly along the escarpment, boots scuffing through damp grass, content for the moment in each other’s company.

“I’m surprised Niko didn’t send Josef to look for us.”

“He would have in another three nights.”

“Yuri, we could have been dead by then.”

“But Ilya left us a message that we shouldn’t wait. How were we to know what that meant?”

Tess stopped, suddenly suspicious. “What did you think it meant?” Yuri knelt abruptly, turning his face away from her, and busied himself brushing imaginary grass from his boots. “Look at me. Why nine nights?”

He straightened, his flush fading to a slight pink tint along his high cheekbones. “It’s just superstition.”

“Yes, and?”

The flush rose a little high, creeping up to his ears, but he met her gaze. “I don’t want to talk about it,” he finished, his tone edged.

“You thought we—Never mind. I know what you thought. Everyone else evidently thought the same thing.”

He smiled slightly, conciliatorily. “At least give us credit for thinking, Tess.”

“Oh, Yuri,” she said in disgust, “I’m hungry. Isn’t there something hot to eat?”

Yuri’s gaze shifted past her toward the camp. “The stew must be ready by now. I’ll go check. I pitched your tent over there—” He nodded toward the opposite bluff. “All your gear is there.”

“Thank you, Yuri. What would I possibly do without you?”

He gave her a sidewise look. “I’m used to older sisters, always ordering a man around and telling him what to do.”

“Oh, go away,” she said, as much with humor as with pique, and he grinned, happy to annoy her, and left.

She strolled slowly toward the opposite bluff, glad to be alone with her own thoughts. On a whim, she walked over to the four white tents of the Chapalii. None of them were outside, that she could see, so she simply stood for a moment and watched. Even in this weak sunlight, the white fabric of the tents shimmered, as if light was woven in with it. And perhaps it was—she knew there was more than cloth in their weaving. All plain white but for the lettering at their peaks that marked one as a lord’s tent, one as a merchant’s, and the other two for the lowly stewards. Even disguised, as they were in a fashion for this journey, they still must mark their rank for themselves.

The flap on the merchant’s tent swept aside and Garii emerged, looking straight at her, as if he knew she was standing there. “Lady Terese! You have returned!” Colors flushed his face in a blur before he controlled himself and his skin faded to a neutral pallor. He bowed. “I beg your greatest indulgence for my outburst, Lady Terese. Only, I feared for you—” He broke off abruptly.

Ishii pushed out of his own tent and examined first Garii and then, bowing punctiliously, Tess. “Lady Terese. Please permit me to express how gratified I am to see you restored to our party. I hope there was no trouble.”

Caught out, she thought fast. “Indeed, Cha Ishii, I accept your felicitations. I thought to inquire if you and your party have suffered through this difficult cold weather, knowing as I do that you are better adapted to heat.”

“Your concern honors us.” He inclined his head. Garii stood stiffly to one side, silent. “Indeed, we have been forced to remain within our tents for the most part of these past days, but as I understand that we will reach the shrine of Morava soon, we are able to endure such trials knowing that they will come to an end and that we shall return to more hospitable environments.” He looked pointedly at Garii. Garii, caught looking at Tess, bowed abruptly and subserviently, and retreated into his tent.

“I feel sure,” said Tess to cover the awkward silence, “that you anticipate with pleasure such a change in your circumstances.”

“You are discerning, Lady Terese. I only wish all those of my party had so much discrimination as yourself, but I fear that low birth or unstable family often contributes to a lack of discretion or even to poor judgment.” He bowed.

That he was warning her was clear. Unsure what to reply, she chose, like Garii, retreat. “You may return to your duties, Cha Ishii.”

He bowed with exactly the correct measure of humility and pride, and went back into his tent.

She forced herself to get out of earshot before she allowed herself to swear, a single word, just to express her frustration. And she was then greeted by the sight of Bakhtiian, sitting on the lip of his tent, which some fool had pitched not thirty paces from her own. A leather pouch cradled his injured knee. He was very white-faced, talking—or arguing—with Niko while diligently keeping his attention on the shirt he was mending. Tess averted her gaze and passed them. In a moment, she felt someone come up behind her. It was Niko.

“Tess.”

Tess did not stop until she reached her tent. Then she turned. “What do you want?”

“I do not appreciate being the recipient of your ill humor, my girl, having done nothing to deserve it.”

“I’m sorry, Niko.”

“You ought to be. Now what happened?”

“What happened where?”

“Tess, having just played this scene with Ilyakoria, I have no patience to repeat it with you.”

“He hurt his knee. We had a very difficult six days getting back to you.”

“All this is evident to the discerning man. Doubtless the days would not have been so trying if Bakhtiian did not think he has to endure twice what another man can.” He rested his hand on her shoulder, a light touch but firm, so that she knew he meant her to look at him. He watched her intently, his eyes very bright against the weathered tan of his face. “Or would they have been? Do you know anything about this, young woman?”

“If I do, it’s nothing I set out to do,” she exclaimed, shaking loose from his hand.

Niko smiled. The wrinkles of old laughter showed at the corners of his eyes. “That answers my question. I won’t trouble you further.” He left.

“Why is everyone so annoying today?” Tess muttered. She ducked into her tent, but she had to rummage around for a bit, cursing under her breath, before she found her bowl.

Coming out of her tent, she saw Kirill walking toward her, his light step and red-gold hair making him seem like a shaft of barely controlled energy in the quiet of the afternoon. She hurried toward the fire.

“Tess!” he called.

“Damn,” she said under her breath, but she halted.

“We should make all the women wear jahar dress. I’ve never seen such an appealing sight as you in red and black.” She was thankful that they were so far from the main fire, and yet, truthfully, was happy to see him. His easygoing humor sparked in the air between them as he came up to her. Her gaze drifted briefly to one side. Bakhtiian’s tent was no farther than twenty paces away now. His eyes had lifted from his shirt, although his hands kept to an even stitch, thread a thin line between his fingers. Kirill stopped two paces from her. Though his eyes were full of laughter, his expression was serious. “None of the men,” he finished, “looks half so good.”

“That depends on who is looking at them, Kirill,” she replied, attempting dignity. “I prefer a man in red and black to a woman any time.”

“Tess.” He smiled. He had a sweet, charming smile, the kind that made it impossible to resist his impudence or even to hold it against him. “You never told me.”

“You never asked.” Absurdly, she felt herself drawn into the game. Whatever else Kirill might be, he was exceptionally easy to flirt with. “Which is exactly the kind of behavior any jaran woman would expect from a well-mannered man.” She moved to circle him but he kept getting in her way.

“But you aren’t jaran, my heart.”

“Kirill!” The source and, more particularly, the tone surprised them both. Kirill paled slightly; he turned. Bakhtiian still sat by his tent, but his hands no longer worked at his half-mended shirt. His face was devoid of expression. “It is assumed that the men in my jahar have both manners and reputation. Take care that you don’t lose your share in all three.”

Kirill colored. “This is a private conversation.”

“Conducted in so public a place and at such a level? It would in any case be doubly offensive if it were private.”

Kirill crimsoned. He deliberately put a hand on the hilt of his saber. Bakhtiian merely watched him. Kirill paused, and Tess could see his expression change as he decided on something.

“Kirill,” she began in a low voice, but he was not even aware of her.

He drew his saber. “Not if she were my wife.”

If Bakhtiian had been pale before, he went dead white now. He threw the shirt down and began to push up to his feet.

“Sit down!” snapped Tess. She took a step toward Bakhtiian. Kirill’s hand was clutched so tightly around the hilt that his tendons stood out. “Kirill. Put that thing away.”

“No,” said Kirill, still looking at Bakhtiian.

Bakhtiian had frozen, half up, looking as ungainly as he ever could. Eyes on Kirill, he slowly lowered himself back down. His arms stayed poised by his belt.

“Kirill,” said Tess reasonably, moving to face the younger man, “Maryeshka Kolenin kicked you in a vulnerable spot once. I have a knife and a saber.”

For a moment he still stared past her. When his eyes shifted to her, the line of his mouth softened abruptly. He sheathed his blade, a dull shick, and laughed. “And I taught you how to use them.”

“That’s better.”

“I never meant to use it.”

“That’s good.”

“I’m not really running after you as shamelessly as it may at times appear.”

“Aren’t you?”

He grinned, and added a judicious appendix. “But if you ever get cold some evening…”

“If I get cold some evening, I’ll borrow an extra blanket.”

“Tess! Aren’t I good-looking?”

“A man is only as handsome as his reputation, Kirill.” He laughed. Tess glanced at Ilya. He had gone back to his mending. If his lips were pressed together in disapproval, his hands, at least, suffered from no unsteadiness. “Come here.”

Kirill followed her out past the tents. Shadows spread out over this end of camp as the sun sank below the heights. Two of the riders, seated at one tent, sharpened their sabers. The harsh sound grated on her nerves, but she managed a polite reply to their greeting. When she could no longer hear the sound, she and Kirill had walked well beyond the camp, back up into the vale in the same direction—though not as far—as she and Yuri had come. It was very still, not even the noise of insects could be heard. She halted and rounded on him.

“Now. Just whose benefit was that display for? Mine, yours, or Bakhtiian’s? I don’t like being placed in that position.”

“Listen, Tess.” Kirill’s hair had the color of burnished gold in the shadow. “It’s true enough that I oughtn’t to have made that scene, and I apologize to you most sincerely.” Then, as if this earnestness had exhausted his supply, he offered her a sweetly mischievous grin. She could see faint laughter lines at his eyes. “I really just wanted to get a reaction from Ilyakoria.”

“You can do that without me. You do it all the time.”

He looked away from her. There was a muteness in the vale, almost a lull, as if the world was caught between day and night and could not quite forsake the one or gain the other. “I was fond of my wife before she died. But she thought she was in love with Bakhtiian.” He lifted his gaze to her, pale lashes fringing the steady blue of his eyes. “They all do, don’t you see? But you—you took Fedya! We were all waiting to see which one you would choose—well, I beg your pardon, but it’s only the truth, Tess.”

“I suppose,” she said coolly, “that you even had a few wagers running on which one it would be, and how soon.”

Kirill fought to suppress a grin and failed. “Well, Tess, one woman and twenty-seven men—I don’t count the pilgrims, you understand—what do you expect? But no one expected Fedya.”

“Yuri might have,” she muttered.

“Yuri refused to wager.”

“Good for Yuri,” she said, and then she laughed. “Gods, how lowering. Did everyone know?”

“Tess, we’re not stupid. Or blind.” He smiled very sweetly, and she reflected that he was, after all, a good looking man, and well aware of it. “After all, my heart, some of us might have entertained hope for ourselves.”

“Don’t even try to kiss me, Kirill. I’m not in the mood.”

Color infused his cheeks. “But, Tess—”

“What does all this have to do with Bakhtiian anyway? Or was everyone wagering on him?”

“Don’t blame me. I didn’t wager on him.” He grew serious suddenly. “But the odds were overwhelmingly in his favor.”

“Oh, Lord,” Tess sighed.

“I’ve never seen a woman so impervious to Bakhtiian,” he went on, “and certainly never an attractive woman, and every man, every man in the world, looks twice at the woman who doesn’t look twice at him.”

“So you wanted to show Bakhtiian that I was more interested in you than in him.”

“Well.” He straightened a sleeve that already lay perfectly in place and brushed a nonexistent strand of hair away from his cheek. “Yes.”

Tess considered Kirill. He smiled, recognizing her scrutiny for what it was and, with that careless confidence that was a large part of his charm, not fearing her judgment. Yes, he would be very easy to take as a lover. And Bakhtiian would be furious. She laughed, knowing that to take him as a lover just to anger Bakhtiian was not only unfair to Kirill but all too revealing about how she might actually feel about Ilya.

“I hope,” he said, a little on his dignity now, “that I am not that easy to laugh at.”

“Why do you resent him? I can understand about your wife, but still, Yuri says that he rarely takes any woman up on her offer.”

“That’s true. It’s no wonder he’s so foul-tempered all the time. It isn’t really about my wife.” He considered her in his turn, but now as if deciding whether to really confide in her. “I’m only five years younger than he is. We grew up together, and I remember him as a child. He changed. At first, when he came back from Jheds, it was easy to believe in what he dreamed of. But he kept changing. He got harder and colder, and he shut out all of those who had once been his friends and companions until all he saw was the vision that leads him. Oh, I still believe in it. Never doubt that. But Bakhtiian is not the same man he was. I remember that day when he stood up in front of the assembled Elders of twenty tribes and told them that the path they had chosen for the tribes was the wrong one. Of course, they immediately agreed with him, and apologized, because he’s always right.”

“Yes, he is always right, isn’t he? He has to be. I think you’re the only one who understands.”

“No, you’re the only one who understands. Not even Niko—but I won’t say a word against Sibirin. When you decided to come with us, Tess, I waited. I knew Ilya would run you into the ground and send you back to the tribe, but, by the gods, you kept riding. It had been years since I last saw him bested like that.” He stood very still. The last light caught red streaks in his hair, like tiny fires in gold. “And I’ve been waiting ever since.”

“Waiting for what?”

“He doesn’t like to lose. And if there’s anything I hate, it’s a person who can’t concede even one race, even if the other rider took the course fairly and rode the better race that one time. What does it matter anyway? One race?”

She stared at him as if his whole character had been illuminated for her in that instant. “Bakhtiian couldn’t be who he is if it didn’t matter to him,” she replied, realizing it herself as she spoke.

“I suppose I feel sorry for him in a way. He’ll always miss the best part of life for trying to grab hold of what’s out of his reach.”

Tess felt a sudden flood of warmth for Kirill, who trusted her enough now to reveal so much of his soul to her. “What is the best part of life, Kirill?” she asked softly.

He shrugged and looked suddenly and incongruously diffident.

She almost laughed, because without knowing it, he had chosen in that instant the surest way of winning her over. Instead, she placed her hands, palms open, on his chest, looking up into his face. His eyes were a deep, rich blue, like the late afternoon sky reflected in water. Solemn, his face had a kind of repose that suited his features unexpectedly better than the quicksilver smiles that usually characterized him. “I think it’s going to be cold tonight.” She kissed him on the mouth.

Quite abruptly, he flushed pink, and he lowered his gaze from hers. “Tess,” he murmured. He glanced at her, and she saw to her great satisfaction that he was both surprised and elated.

“Well,” she said, stepping back from him, “I’m hungry. Aren’t we going to eat?”

He laughed. “How like a woman. Yes, Tasha made stew.”

They walked back together. She felt disgustingly pleased with herself and would not have cared for the world if everyone knew—but Kirill acted with the greatest discretion, not sitting with her, not treating her any differently than he ever did, so that when she parted with Yuri to go to her tent, Yuri did not even suspect.

Sitting on her blankets, listening to the mellow howl of the wind while she took off her boots, shivering a little, she began to wonder if he had changed his mind. But there was a sudden, quiet scuff outside and then he tumbled in, laughing under his breath. She was so surprised she grabbed him, and he, quick to take advantage, embraced her and buried his face in her neck.

“Ah, gods,” he murmured into her hair, “that damned Bakhtiian is still awake. What a canny piece of tracking it took to get in here unseen.”

She began to laugh, because his excitement was infectious, and because he was very warm and very close.

“Shh, Tess.” He laid a finger on her lips. “This is a small camp. Do you want everyone to know?”

“Won’t they know soon enough anyway?” she asked, feeling a surge of recklessness, now that she had made her choice.

She felt him grin against her cheek. “I’ll wager you, my heart. How many days—no, nights—do you think we can keep this a secret?”

“What will the stakes be?”

“Why, kisses, of course.”

“Just kisses? Surely we can risk higher stakes than that.”

“Then name your stakes. By the way, here, I brought an extra blanket for you to borrow. It is a cold night, after all.”

“You’re smug tonight, Kirill.”

“Don’t I have every reason to be?”

She did not bother to reply, at least not in words.



Chapter Twenty


	“Many fires burn below the surface.”

	—EMPEDOCLES OF AGRAGAS



LATER IN THE NIGHT, it began to drizzle. Kirill stirred and sat up, waking her.

“Where are you going?” she whispered.

In the darkness, he had to struggle a bit to find and put on his clothing. “I’m leaving.”

“But it’s raining.”

She felt him shrug. “What’s a bit of rain? Tess, I am not so ill-bred as to flaunt my good fortune to the others by being found here in the morning.”

“My, Kirill. Nobility suits you.”

He leaned to kiss her. “Certainly it does. I also have to relieve Konstans on watch, my heart.”

She laughed and let him leave.

In the morning, it continued to drizzle, but they rolled up their tents despite the damp and went on their way. Because Bakhtiian could not scout, Tess rode with Yuri at the fore of the main group, enjoying this novelty although not the rain.

“‘What’s a bit of rain,’” she groused when they halted at midday. “How anyone can shrug off this miserable weather is beyond me.”

“Why?” asked Yuri casually. “Did someone say that?”

She turned her head away to hide her expression from him. Behind them, Kirill was talking with Mikhal and seemed unaware of her. Composing her face, she said, “Yes, Kirill did.”

Yuri wiped a bead of rain away from his right eye. “I’ve never heard Kirill complain about any hardship Bakhtiian has put us through.”

“Just about Bakhtiian?” Tess glanced back to where Bakhtiian rode next to Niko. Ilya was looking at her. She jerked her gaze away and fixed it self-consciously on Yuri. “But he follows him.”

“I remember when I was a boy, and Kirill was just old enough to ride in jahar, and Bakhtiian had started this great ride of his—and Kirill clung as close to Bakhtiian as Vladimir does now. He admired him. But Ilya changed, and Kirill grew up and became his own man. Somehow, I think they never forgave each other.”

“Forgave each other for what?”

“Kirill never forgave Ilya for casting aside all his old ties of friendship, for giving up everything for the path he chose to ride. Ilya never forgave Kirill for beginning to question him.”

“You’re being very wise today, Yuri.”

He grinned. “Am I? Was there something you wanted to tell me, Tess? You have that look about you.”

“No, I just hate this rain.”

That he did not suspect was obvious. Yuri, of all people, would not hesitate to either congratulate her for finally behaving as a jaran woman ought, or, she supposed, censure her for heedlessly antagonizing Bakhtiian—not that it was any business of Bakhtiian’s who she slept with, by God. And she had grown to know the riders in the jahar well enough by now to recognize the little signs that would show that they knew, and were amused, and teased Kirill. The signs that, had she known them those months before, would have shown her that the entire jahar knew about Fedya. Kirill, especially, would be teased relentlessly, in that subtle, merciless, but discreet way the riders used when there were women present. And Kirill, she realized with a sudden flash of insight, was well enough liked and well enough respected that no man in the jahar would begrudge him what he had fairly gained: her regard. Or at least, no man possibly but one.

Three days passed, riding. Three nights, she pitched her tent so that its entrance faced away from the others, out at the edge of the little camp, and Kirill crept in. Always in the best of humor, despite the damned rain. As well he might be. No one commented. It was beginning to look likely that he would win their wager.

“Gods,” said Yuri to her as he helped her set up her tent that night, where they had camped at the edge of a range of hills. “If Bakhtiian has said ten words these past four days it’s been out of my hearing.”

“He’s in pain. That he can ride all day amazes me.”

“Does it? It shouldn’t. He is Bakhtiian, after all. What he really needs is a woman to take pity on him and find a way to take his mind off that injured knee.”

“Yuri. No, no, no, no, no.”

“If you insist, but I still think—”

“Must we have this conversation every night? How did these damned blankets get damp?” She threw them inside and then thought of Kirill and smiled.

“What’s wrong with you?” Yuri demanded. “You look awfully pleased with yourself.”

“Oh, it’s just the stars. I’d forgotten how I miss them at night, now that the clouds have cleared off and it’s stopped raining.” She stood up and stretched, relishing the delicate touch of the twilight air on her skin. “Niko says we’ve only a day’s ride through these hills tomorrow and then we’ll be back on the plains again.”

“Yes.” Yuri stood as well. “Gods, I’ll be glad to be on the plains again.” He hesitated and sighed. “Well, I’m off to set up Ilya’s tent. Wish me luck.”

“Can’t Vladimir do it?”

“I’m Ilya’s cousin, Tess. Mother would be furious if I let Vladimir interfere while Ilya can’t do it himself.”

“Well, then, Yuri, if you’re so afraid of Ilya’s bad temper, I’ll go with you and help you.”

“Oh, he won’t say a word to me. That’s why it’s so bad. He just sits there. How he hates being beholden to others. Actually—” Yuri grinned—“I rather enjoy it in a way because he knows I know how he feels.”

She laughed. “Why is it that the ones who look the sweetest hide the most malicious hearts?”

“Why, Sister, how should I know?”

He left, and she had a sudden urge to just walk, alone, and smell the air and gaze up at the sharp brilliance of stars above. She hiked up the nearby hill and settled herself on a rock that lay beneath three leafless trees grown up on the lee side of the hill. Rain, after all, wasn’t such a bad thing as long as one’s feet stayed dry, and hers had. And it was not so very rainy in this part of the world, or at least the jaran knew where to ride so as to stay out of it.

Below her, a few fires lay strewn like a cache of untidy jewels across a strip of land. She breathed in. Air like this no longer existed on Earth. All of her life on that distant planet seemed at that moment inconsequential. She had so utterly lacked confidence that her slightest movement caused her fear—that she was doing the wrong thing, that someone was watching, that she only mattered because of who her brother was; worst, that she would fail Charles somehow. To be honest, about her feelings, about any action she took—that was dangerous in the extreme. While here…

Sonia’s family, for no reward whatsoever, had taken her in, had given her the initial mark of respectability that had allowed her to build a place for herself within the jaran. For she had built such a place. She knew the men of this jahar respected her. She knew that she could expect the same open friendship she had received from the women of both the Orzhekov and the Sakhalin families at any tribe they might meet, simply and purely because she was a woman. She had a family. She had a lover—one, by God, she had chosen herself, with confidence, with fondness, with a fair measure of real, artless love.

Certainly their technology was primitive, but their spirit was passionate and free. Bakhtiian claimed to be jaran to the core; if that were so, then the jaran, like the wind, could fill any form no matter its size and shape. They could adapt and hold firm. They could revere the quiet heart of the gods’ mysteries on earth and still remain unquenchably curious. Like Kirill, they could be brash and diffident together. She smiled, then frowned, hearing familiar voices approaching her sanctuary.

Like Bakhtiian, they could be enthralling and utterly perilous. She shrank back into the protection of shadow and held still.

“Damn it, Ilya,” Yuri was saying, “you’ll just ruin your knee, walking around like this. You ought to be lying down.”

“I’m not sleepy.”

“I’m sure Josef is in the mood to tell a good tale. He always is. He knows a thousand we haven’t heard yet.”

“Yuri, leave me alone.”

“I won’t! Mother will have my head if I don’t try to stop you hurting yourself for no good reason. What’s wrong with you?”

Bakhtiian did not dignify this plea with a reply, but Tess heard his breathing, husky from pain, as he halted not ten paces from her on the other side of the trees.

“Very well, then, I’ll tell you.” Yuri’s voice had a reckless tone to it that surprised her. “You won’t admit to yourself that you’re attracted to her. You certainly won’t act on it.”

“It is not a man’s place to act.”

“Yes, you’ll hide behind that excuse, won’t you, knowing very well that any man can find a hundred ways to let a woman know how he feels and win her over.”

“As Kirill did?”

“Gods. Kirill is always flirting. You know it doesn’t mean anything.”

“How odd that I should then see him coming out of Soerensen’s tent these four nights past.”

Dead silence. “I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care whether you believe me or not.”

“By the gods. Maybe I do believe you. I think you’re jealous.”

This silence was deeper and colder and lasted longer. “Yuri, leave me right now.”

“No. You are attracted to her.”

“Very well. It may be that I am suffering from certain desires that could, after all, be aroused by the close proximity of any woman. And satisfied by the same female, or another, whichever was closer.”

Yuri gasped, a sound caught somewhere between horror and disbelief. His voice, when he finally spoke, had such a sarcastic edge to it that Tess flinched. “You bastard. But could a female satisfy them?”

“Yurinya.” Bakhtiian’s tone could have been chiseled, it was so hard. “I will thrash you to within a hand of your life if you ever say anything to me on that subject again.”

Tess got an itch on her nose, stubborn and flaming, but she dared not move.

“Well, I say good for Kirill and be damned to you.” Yuri strode away uphill, boots stamping through the grass. After a long pause, Bakhtiian began his slow, limping pace back down toward camp.

Tess lifted her hand slowly, rubbed her nose, and stood up. A breeze pushed through the trees and a few final drops of water scattered down from the branches onto her uncovered head. She ducked away, wiping at her hair with disgust. Heard footsteps. But it was only Yuri, returning.

“Yuri?”

“Tess! Where did you come from? Did you hear that?”

“Yes.”

He came up beside her. “I’m sorry.”

“Are you through matchmaking now? Maybe you’ve learned your lesson.”

“I feel scorched,” he replied. “Gods. Don’t you start on me, too.”

“Listen. Let’s settle this right now. Of course I’m attracted to him. He’s that kind of man. But he’s a hard, cold, ambitious bastard—you said it yourself, so don’t try to disagree with me now—and he’ll never be able to care for anyone as much as he cares for himself and, well, to be fair, for this thing that drives him. He may well desire me. I have the honor, after all, of being the female in closest proximity to him.”

“Tess…”

“Let me finish. And, of course, I didn’t succumb instantly to his charm, which doubtless gives me a little originality.”

“You can spare me the sarcasm.”

“What did you mean, anyway, about a female not—”

“Never mind. Forget I said it. Please. I thought you were going to finish.”

She shrugged. “I’m done. Do you understand, Yuri? I would think you of all people would.”

But Yuri’s silence was mulish, not conciliatory in the least. “I know him better than you do,” he said in a soft, troubled voice. “You think he isn’t capable of really loving someone but he is. He’s slow to trust because he’s been hurt so badly before, because he’s been responsible for people he loved dying—for his own sister and nephew and parents—and he can’t forgive himself for it. Yet he can’t stop what he has to do either. But if he ever gives his heart to a woman, he will give it absolutely.”

“Then I wish her all my sympathy. He’ll burn her alive.”

“Not if she’s strong. Tess—”

“You’re damned stubborn, Yuri, and I’m not in a very good mood, or at least, I was, but I’m not anymore.”

But Yuri plunged onward with remarkable obstinacy. “There are times a brother’s advice is of uncounted value, my dear sister, however much their sisters dislike to hear it. Just ride carefully and, gods, don’t antagonize him now. If he decides he wants you—”

“You mean if I antagonize him he’ll decide he wants me in revenge? I don’t call that giving one’s heart absolutely.”

“You’re just not listening to me! It’s all the same thing with him. Oh, never mind. Next time you’re riding straight into an ambush don’t bother to expect a warning from me.” He whirled away from her and stalked down toward camp.

“Yuri!” She started after him. “Yuri.” He halted. “I don’t want to be angry with you.”

“Oh, were you angry with me? I thought I was angry with you.”

She put out her hand. “Truce?”

With reserve, he shook it. “Truce. Is it true about Kirill?”

“None of your business.” She grinned. “What do you think?”

“I was wondering why he was so polite to Kirill these past three days.” He laughed. “Kirill! Well, he did come in second in the—” He broke off.

“In the wagering?”

“How did you know?”

“Oh, I know a great many things. Actually, Kirill told me.”

“He’s subtle, is our Kirill. You’d never think it to watch him.”

“Subtle? What does that mean?” That old, creeping, cluttering fear that she had somehow done something stupid, that she had allowed herself to be taken advantage of, reared its ugly form again, and then, laughing, she neatly squelched it. “Well, Yuri,” she said smugly, “subtle or not, I have no reason to complain.”

“How like a woman,” said Yuri with disgust, but they walked down to camp together quite companionably, and discussed whether Josef ought to be prevailed upon to tell a story or Mikhal to play his lute.

They rode through the hills the next day without incident. The next morning they came out onto the plain. Tess felt unburdened of a weight that she had not been aware she was carrying. She smiled at Bakhtiian, inquired politely about his injury, and was rewarded with a perfectly normal conversation about the recent debate in Jeds over the form of poetry most conducive to philosophy. Yuri was driven by this display of good fellowship to beg to be allowed to scout, if they meant to continue in this fashion. But once his reassuring presence vanished, they both grew self-conscious, and the dialogue trailed off into awkward sentences that even Niko’s late arrival could not repair.

That night she sat and sat and sat in her tent, but Kirill did not arrive. At last she bundled up in her cold, empty blankets and forced herself to sleep. To be awakened very late by Kirill.

“Forgive me, Tess,” he repeated at least three times as he stripped and snuggled in next to her. “Bakhtiian switched my and Mikhal’s watch just as Mikhal was about to go out. Do you suppose he suspects?”

“Who, Mikhal?”

“You’re teasing me.”

“My sweet Kirill, would I tease you?” He only laughed and hugged her a little more tightly. “He’s known all along.”

“What? How do you know?”

“Yuri knows, too.”

“Yuri! Begging your pardon, my heart, but Yuri is not my caliber at this business. I can’t imagine how he would have known unless you told him.”

“No, Bakhtiian told him. There’s nothing for it, Kirill. I have won the wager.”

“Well,” he said, resigned, “so you have. I was hoping you might.”

That morning it was a near thing that Kirill got out of her tent before the camp woke to dawn. And to unexpected news, as well. Yuri greeted her with it as she saddled Myshla.

“Tess! Tess! Have you heard? We’ve come across Veselov’s tribe! Josef just rode in.” His face shone with excitement.

“Veselov. Why is that name familiar?”

“The best of my friends from growing up is with Veselov now,” he rattled on, ignoring her comment. His voice rang clear in the still morning. “I haven’t seen Petya for two years.”

“For what possible reason would your Petya give up the opportunity to ride in Bakhtiian’s jahar?”

“Oh, they’ll all be Bakhtiian’s jahars soon enough. But Petya left us to marry—” He stopped abruptly and glanced uncertainly toward his cousin. Bakhtiian, who had evidently been looking at them, looked away. “Well,” Yuri continued in a lower voice, “you’ll meet her.”

They rode into the tribe itself at midday. It felt familiar, somehow, tents scattered haphazardly along the course of a shallow river. A goodly number of people had gathered just beyond the farthest rank of tents, and they waited, watching, as the jahar rode up. Bakhtiian halted them a hundred paces away, and they all dismounted.

“We wintered by them two years ago,” Yuri whispered to Tess as the two groups appraised each other in a silence broken only by isolated comments passed murmuring from a handful of individuals. “Tasha’s sister’s husband came from this tribe, and…and…” His color had gone high again as his eyes searched the gathered people. Their mood was, Tess thought, still one of measuring rather than welcome.

“Petya!” Yuri shouted, forgetting all protocol and modesty in sheer excitement. “Petya!”

He started forward suddenly. Like an echo, movement shifted as the tribe parted to let someone through. A young man burst out of the assembly and strode—half running—to meet Yuri right in the middle of the ground that separated the two groups. They hugged, two fair heads together, but where Yuri’s had a pale, dull cast like winter grass, Petya’s shone as brightly as if it had been gilded by the sun.

Some barrier dissolved between the groups. An older man stepped forward and hailed Bakhtiian. Ilya gave Kriye’s reins to Vladimir and left the jahar, limping across the open space, Niko and Josef and Tadheus a few steps behind. His careful progress lent him dignity, though, Tess considered wryly, it was probably not entirely unconscious. Others filtered forward, men to greet acquaintances and friends amongst the riders, women to observe and draw whatever conclusions they wished.

And three women walked directly toward Tess. Tess had time to examine them as they neared: one old; one young, dark, and pretty; and one—

Surely this was the “her” Yuri had spoken of.

She had that rare sum of parts that is called beauty. She was quite tall for a woman, almost as tall as Tess, and pleasantly slender. Her hair shone gold, and it hung to her waist, unbraided. She was cursed as well with truly blue eyes and full lips gracing an impossibly handsome face blemished only by the thin, white scar, running from cheekbone to jawbone, that was the mark of marriage. The three women halted in front of Tess, but it was the fair-haired beauty and Tess who did the assessing. Without rancor, both smiled.

“Welcome,” said the beauty. “I am Vera Veselov.”

“I’m Tess. Tess Soerensen.” Tess hesitated and glanced at the older woman, sure that this must be the etsana.

“Yes,” said Vera, as if this information was no surprise. “This is my aunt, Mother Veselov. Oh, and Arina, my cousin.” Arina smiled tremulously, looking as if she might like to say something but did not dare to. “She will be fine with me now, Aunt,” Vera finished, and thus dismissed, the etsana meekly withdrew, nodding once at Tess.

Arina loitered behind and, when Vera said nothing, ventured a few steps closer. But Vera was not actually paying any attention to Tess either. She was staring past Tess toward—Tess turned—Bakhtiian.

“He looks no different,” said Vera softly. She glanced at her husband, who still stood talking eagerly and with all the enthusiasm of youth to Yuri. What lay in that glance Tess could not read for it lasted only a moment. Then Vera looked again toward Bakhtiian. He stood talking easily with the older man who had first hailed him.

“Well, Tess Soerensen,” said Vera finally, breaking her gaze away from Bakhtiian. “You have ridden an unusual road for a woman.”

“Yes, I suppose I have.”

Vera smiled again and she had that rarest of things in a self-conscious beauty: a smile that enhanced her. “We will have a dance tonight. You must meet our young men.” A glance here again for Bakhtiian. “And tell us about your own. Oh, are you still here, Arina? Why don’t you take Tess along and have Petya take her horse and then show her where she can pitch her tent?” Without waiting for a reply, she nodded to Tess and walked away, straight across toward Bakhtiian and his companions.

Tess looked at Arina, who scarcely came up to her chin. Arina smiled. “Can you really use a saber?” Arina asked.

“A little.”

“Oh,” said Arina with such reserve that Tess wondered if she had offended her. “I always wanted to learn. I made my brother teach me when I was little, but then Vera said it was unbecoming in a woman to—” She flushed. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean—”

“No, I know what you meant,” said Tess kindly. “You are Mother Veselov’s daughter, then?”

“Yes. Here is my brother Anton.” She called to a burly, black-haired man who looked to be about twice her age. “He will take your horse.” A brief exchange, and Anton took Myshla from Tess with the greatest courtesy. “Vera oughtn’t to have offered Petya,” Arina muttered darkly, “but then, she’ll always do as she wishes, whether it is seemly or not.” She shot an expressive glance toward her cousin, who had insinuated herself into the group surrounding Bakhtiian.

“Who is the older man?” Tess asked.

“Who? That is my uncle, of course, Sergei Veselov. Vera’s father.”

Tess was finding the undercurrents in this tribe more and more interesting. “I beg your pardon for seeming stupid, Arina, but if he is her father, how can he have the same name? Who is her mother? And isn’t he—he must be the dyan of this tribe.”

Arina sighed and led Tess out of the chaos attending the arrival, over to a quiet corner where she helped her set up her tent. A few young women strayed by, pausing hopefully to watch, but Arina gestured them away with more authority than Tess would ever have guessed she would have based on first impressions.

“Cousins, of the same grandmother, through sisters. Everyone knows they oughtn’t to have married, but they never cared for anything but to please themselves. And they say,” she added, lowering her voice ominously, “that the children of cousins possess all their worst traits twice over. Six children they had before she died bearing the last one, and only two are still alive today. And look at them.”

“Ah,” said Tess, feeling terribly embarrassed.

Arina looked up at her with unexpected and acute understanding. “I’m sorry.” She smiled and again appeared like a perfectly harmless and unusually diffident young jaran woman, black-haired, petite, and charming. “What must you think of me? But I really hoped to get you aside to ask you about Kirill Zvertkov. I see he is with the jahar. Has he married again?”

Tess felt as if she had been slapped. She bent to busy herself unrolling her blankets, desperate to hide her reaction. “No.” She stuck her head into the tent to at least attempt to disguise the sound of her voice. All the while, her thoughts raced wildly. Hoist with your own petard, my heart, she said to herself, and not a damned thing you can do about it because it would be the worst of ill-bred behavior, and you’re the guest here, not she.

“Oh,” said Arina, with a flash of that unexpected acuteness. “He’s your lover.”

Tess withdrew from the tent, blushing madly, and grasping for every shred of dignity and graciousness she could muster. “Well, yes,” she admitted. “I beg your pardon. I know it isn’t—isn’t seemly to be—” She trailed off, feeling like an idiot.

Arina sighed and suddenly looked very sad. “Is he going to marry you, do you think?” she asked, without anger or jealousy.

“No,” said Tess, feeling firm enough on that score. “I’m traveling south. I won’t be here past the winter.”

Arina brightened. “Oh, well, that’s all right, then. I can speak with Mama, who can speak with Bakhtiian, who can speak with Kirill. And then when we meet up with them again…” She hesitated. “If you’d rather I not approach him at all while you’re here—”

“No, no,” Tess lied, not wanting to get a bad reputation. “I couldn’t possibly be so selfish.” Oh, yes, you could, her heart muttered, but she found it impossible to dislike Arina Veselov, especially after her selfless offer to leave Kirill alone. Arina was playing fairly; by God, she would, too. After all, Kirill could damned well refuse her offer, couldn’t he?

“Arina!” Vera marched up to them, leading a trail of young women like a host of worshipers in her wake. “Are you keeping our guest to yourself? For shame. Here, girls, you see, she does have brown hair. I beg your pardon, Tess, but Aleksia refused to believe me. Come, we’ll show you the camp.” With no discernible expression on her face, Arina retreated to the background.

The time until supper had all the tranquility of a windstorm. They were a lively enough bunch and good company. They made sure that she was thoroughly bewildered as to what their names were, showed her the spot where they would hold the dancing, and besieged her with so many questions that she could only laugh. At last Vera took her to supper.

The etsana’s tent shared a fire with Vera’s tent, and Tess saw immediately that the two tents were sited so as to receive equal standing. Indeed, it surprised her that so young a woman as Vera even possessed one of the great tents that usually housed a grandmother and her adult daughters and multitudinous kin. But Mother Veselov, though of the same fair-haired and slender stock as her cousin and niece, was utterly dwarfed by their personalities. She presided, as was proper, over the supper served by her daughter and son and his wife and assorted other relatives, but she never once spoke unless an opening was given her deliberately by Sergei Veselov or Vera. Besides three men who evidently acted as Veselov’s lieutenants, and Tess, five of the men from Bakhtiian’s jahar had been honored on this occasion. Bakhtiian, of course, and Niko and Josef—Tadheus having gone to his sister’s husband’s kin—and Yuri, because he was Bakhtiian’s cousin. And Kirill, who had astonishingly, and to Tess’s great dismay, been seated next to Mother Veselov. The better to size him up, Tess thought uncharitably, but she had to concede that given such blatant provocation, Kirill behaved circumspectly and Arina, moving around him frequently, did not flirt with him at all.

Bakhtiian and Veselov spoke together mostly. Tess, placed across the fire, could not join in but only listen. Vera had, of course, placed herself on the other side of Bakhtiian and banished her young husband to Yuri’s company, next to Tess. Yuri and Petya were reminiscing, oblivious to the others and, for that matter, to her.

“You have not yet explained to me, Bakhtiian,” Sergei Veselov was saying, “how you intend to feed so many jahars, all gathered into one army.”

“A fair enough question, Veselov,” replied Bakhtiian smoothly, letting the hostility in Veselov’s voice slip off him, “and one which I will return to you. Let us assume the situation. What would you do?”

And so, deferring with strength, in the end he got Veselov to agree it could be done. Bakhtiian seemed different to her here. He showed none of that arrogance that came from having the assurance of admiration. He was tactful, respectful, even clever, slipping gracefully past a question meant, possibly, to offend him, making one grim fellow laugh, arguing carefully and with good humor to a conclusion favorable to himself. Perhaps charisma and craft, strength and obsession, were not all that made up a leader. Perhaps you could have all of these, and still lack the sheer instinct for leadership that made Bakhtiian—that made Charles—the kind of men they were.

“Yet you rode into khaja lands and came out unscathed,” Veselov was saying. “I recall when Leo Vershinin took forty-five riders into those lands and—”

While Veselov went on, clearly beginning a long anecdote, Bakhtiian looked up across the fire directly at Tess, as if he had known she was watching him. Their eyes held a moment and dropped away together.

As soon as the anecdote ended, with Vershinin’s jahar reduced to five men, Vera said, “Aunt?” Recalled to her duties, Mother Veselov excused all the women to prepare for the dance, now that twilight was lowering in on them. Arina approached Tess, but Vera swept her away and Arina retreated back to her mother’s tent.

“Perhaps you would like to borrow some clothing?” Vera asked. “Some women’s clothing, I mean.”

“Oh, thank you. But I have some.”

“Well, then, if you would like, I will walk you to your tent.” Tess submitted to the escort and allowed Vera to lead her away to the other end of the camp, where her tent was pitched. “You know Bakhtiian well.”

“We’ve ridden together a long way.”

Vera put a long-fingered hand on Tess’s forearm. It was dim enough that this gesture was neither public nor particularly intrusive. “You have also lain with him?”

Tess turned her head away, pretending to look at the distant field where a great fire was being prepared. Broad-skirted figures moved back and forth, snatches of singing and laughter and the high, unfamiliar music of women’s voices punctuating the merriment within the camp. When she trusted herself, she turned back.

“No.”

Vera’s fingers lifted from her arm. “That’s too bad. I would have liked to compare what you knew of him with what I know.”

There was a pause, as if some reply was expected. Tess could not speak.

Vera brushed her thick hair back with one hand, a graceful, practiced gesture that drew the eye to the faultless line of her jaw and chin. “There are only three men I ever hoped would mark me. One is dead now, the second loved another, for which I cannot begrudge him his choice, but Bakhtiian—he knew he could have had me, but he stood by while that boy marked me.”

“Perhaps,” Tess began, faltering, almost stuttering, “perhaps he knew that Petya wanted you more.”

“Petya,” said his wife, uttering his name so dispassionately as to betray her complete disregard for her husband, “is a blind child. He is five years younger than I am.”

“I don’t understand. Women take lovers, but men take wives.”

“That,” said the beauty bitterly, “is the way of the jaran. I will kill the woman he marks.”

“Do you really think he will ever marry?”

“If you had lain with him, you would know. He is diarin.”

“What is that?”

Vera looked back toward the main cluster of tents. The men had gathered in groups by small fires to await the dancing. Her nose, which in her father and aunt was merely thin, gave her an aristocratic look of one to whom the world should surely do some obeisance. “You have been with men,” she replied, turning back to Tess. “This is a woman’s word. Diarin, a man who dishevels a woman’s hair. Passionate in bed. But perhaps Vasilley will kill him after all, and then he cannot marry.”

“Vasilley?”

“My brother. He rides with Dmitri Mikhailov.”

Vasil. Vera’s brother. This was delicate ground indeed. “Ah,” said Tess, playing for time while she gathered her wits, “Do you want him to kill Bakhtiian?”

“I’m married to a man I do not want, and I want a man I cannot have. Why should anyone else have him?”

“If Petya dies,” said Tess ungraciously, “you could have him.”

“When he stood by, stood by, while Petya did this to me?” Her fingers lifted to touch the white scar that marred the perfect beauty of her face.

“You would have the mark whether it was Bakhtiian or Petya or any man.”

“No.” The grip of Vera’s fingers, closing on the sleeve of Tess’s shirt, was strong. “There is one other way given to the jaran to marry, but it is only for the bravest, for the most exceptional.” She tilted her head back to gaze up at the first spray of stars gracing the sky. “Korokh.”

Korokh: one who reached for the wind, Yuri had said. Tess touched the priest-rune engraved on the hilt of her saber. It felt very cold. “For a man to choose a woman?”

“The quiet road,” breathed Vera. Her lips stayed slightly parted. Her hair flowed down around her shoulders like strands of silk—she wore it as an unmarried girl might, not in the married woman’s tight braids. “The four-times-covered road from tree to stone.” Tess realized that it was very still, as if a hush had fallen in deference to Vera’s show of passion. “I wanted that road. I wanted that, not this.”

A sudden cheer and a swell of laughter interrupted them, the lighting of the great fire. Flames sparked up.

“But here, we’ll be late. I’ll let you go.” She left.

Tess stared after her. A group of young men hurried past her toward the fire, laughing and jesting, and a musician began a racing beat on a drum.

Tess ran to her tent and debated, briefly, whether to give up this attempt to change in the dark, but change she did, feeling with peculiar hindsight that Nadezhda Martov had known quite well what she was about, gifting this foreign stranger with decent women’s clothing. But whom was she trying to impress? That was the question that troubled her.

Coming out of her tent, she paused to try to get a glimpse of herself in her mirror. She was not sure that the beaded headdress over her braids was arranged correctly. She felt a presence come up beside her, and smelled a fleeting breath of cinnamon. She whirled.

“Cha Ishii!” He stood before her, straight, hands folded at his chest in ‘Lord’s Supplication.’

Unfolding his hands, he bowed. “Lady Terese, your most generous pardon, I beg of you, for this unexpected intrusion.”

“You surprised me.” She took one step back from him. “I did not expect to see you venturing out at this sort of—social occasion.”

“Lady Terese.” The color of his face was lost in darkness, no shade to his voice at all. “With greatest deference, I advise you to stay here with this tribe. Do not go with us in the morning. Please be so munificent as to believe me when I say I have no desire to see you come to any harm, even though you would have brought it on yourself should anything happen to you.”

“What would happen? Why should I stay here? Cha Ishii!”

But he simply turned and walked away, to be hidden swiftly by the night. Tess gaped after him.

“Tess?” It was Arina, tentative as always. “I thought you might—oh, I don’t know. Here, let me straighten that for you.” She adjusted the headpiece. “There. Would you like company, to go out?”

“Yes, I would,” said Tess, liking Arina very much, however much she wanted to dislike her.

It proved easy enough to lose herself in the festivities. She knew quite well that she ought not to dance more than the occasional dance with any of the riders of Bakhtiian’s jahar, so she turned her attention to the riders of Veselov’s tribe. She felt completely at ease as she flirted with them in the casual, straightforward manner that jaran women had. She danced twice with Petya because she felt sorry for him. Beneath the undeniably handsome exterior, beneath the self-effacing bashfulness devoid of conceit, beneath the quick, unpretentious smile and the delicate, pale blue of his eyes, Petya was desperately unhappy. She took Yuri aside to ask him about it.

“I think he knows she’ll never love him,” Tess said.

“Love him! She doesn’t even like him.” They walked together to the periphery of the light, choosing solitude for their conversation. “I doubt if she ever lets him forget it.”

“Can she really be so cruel?”

“Cruel? I don’t know if I would call Vera Veselov cruel. I think she is so blind to anything but what she wants that she cares not in the least if she hurts someone who has gotten in her way. That family is far too handsome for its own good.”

“Yes,” said Tess, remembering Vasil. “And her brother is the most beautiful of the lot, if only because he isn’t so arrogant.”

“Ah, yes, Vasil,” Yuri muttered. “I never could dislike him. But he’s as single-minded as the rest, and as selfish, in his own way.”

“Somehow I detect a long history of association between your tribe and this one.”

“Yes. It started in my great-grandmother’s time when her uncle insulted the Veselov etsana by refusing to marry her sister. And then just when the feud was at its worst, his daughter and the sister’s son ran off together, when it had all been arranged that they were to marry for alliances into other tribes.”

“Is this a long story?” Tess chuckled and, seeing Kirill strolling by, made eyes at him.

Kirill stopped dead, took her hand, and kissed it. “You are more beautiful than the stars, my heart.” He grinned at Yuri. “I will retreat before the wrath of the brother.” And did so.

“Tess, stop that. Do you want everyone to know?”

“Maybe I do. Oh, Yuri, you know very well that if Kirill was to stop flirting with me altogether that would be as good as shouting it to the world.”

“True enough. But I noticed he sat beside Mother Veselov tonight. Who has an unmarried daughter. Oho, Sister, what is this? You’re jealous! Do you love Kirill?”

The question stopped her cold. She forgot to be angry or jealous. Did she love him? “Gods, Yuri,” she said, and fell silent, unwilling to unravel the chaos that writhed through her heart.

“Yes,” said Yuri finally, “it is a long story. And I’m sure that the Orzhekov tribe and the Veselov tribe have not done yet with hating and loving one another. Poor Petya.” Poor Petya stood alone, watching as the dance swirled by him, never approached by any of the young women of his own tribe, though he was certainly one of the handsomest men there. “I’ve even heard her say in front of him that Ilya would have marked her if Petya hadn’t charged in first.”

“That can’t be true.”

“She doesn’t care in the least how much she hurts him.”

“No, that Ilya would have marked her.”

“Ilya’s a damned idiot sometimes, but he’s not that stupid.”

“She told me that she had only ever wished to marry three men.”

“Yes, that’s something else she tells everyone. The first was Khara Roskhel. He was darker than Ilya, twice as proud, but mean with it. He had that cruelty in him that Nature is afraid to give out to more than one man in each generation. He had better hands for the saber than our Vladimir. He was a plain-looking man, but he had a pull about him that made him seem as handsome as—as Petya. He supported Ilya at first but then he turned against him. No one knows why. His men killed Ilya’s father and nephew, but they always said that Roskhel himself murdered Ilya’s mother and sister.” He shuddered. “But it’s bad luck to speak of it. It was an ill-omened thing, all of it, that year.”

“Gods,” said Tess. “What happened to him?”

“Ilya killed him. He strangled him.”

A woman let out a shrill yell as she was tossed into the air in the dance and caught again. Three pipes pierced above the clapping. Tess rubbed her throat with one hand, feeling the smooth skin and, under that, the ridge of her windpipe.

“The year after his family died Ilya was more dangerous than the mountains in winter.”

Tess made a sound imitating laughter. “I’ll bet. And the other one?”

“The other one? Oh, Vera’s other love.” He laughed. The firelight gleamed in his eyes. “You’re wearing his saber.”

“Keregin? I don’t believe you.”

“What greater catch for a girl than the man who leads the arenabekh? But he fell in love with her brother. Only everyone knew that Vasil—well, Keregin didn’t pursue it. But he certainly never had an eye for her.”

A shout and cheering ended the dance. Tess saw a swirl of bright hair, and Vera entered, dressed in such finery as to put all the other women there to shame.

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-five. She put off everyone, you see, by one scheme or another and stayed unmarried until she was twenty-three. Petya got her because she wasn’t looking.”

“Poor Petya,” Tess echoed.

“You ought to make up to him.”

“Yuri! I don’t even know him, except to sit beside at supper. And he spent the entire time talking with you.”

“He’s shy. He was so happy to see me. I’m not sure he’s made many friends here.”

Without really thinking about it, they both looked around the circle for Petya. Saw him in a gap out at the farthest edge of the dark: two familiar figures standing close together and yet, by the set of their shoulders, at a great distance. The poor child was speaking with his wife and it was not a happy interview.

“Yurinya Orzhekov. I don’t suppose you remember me.” A young woman strode up and planted herself in front of Yuri. Her dark braid hung casually over one blue-clad shoulder down to the swell of her full breasts.

“I should never forget you, Aleksia,” said Yuri in a muted voice, his eyes lowered.

Aleksia glanced at Tess and winked. “Have you forgotten how to dance, then?” She took his hand and led him away into the crowd of gathering dancers. Yuri neither looked up nor back.

Tess smiled and settled back to watch. Yuri took his place in the circle meekly enough. There, Mikhal partnered a dark-haired woman, and Petre and Nikita and Konstans stood up as well with young women whose cheeks were unmarred by the scar of marriage. Even Josef, looking amused, was being teased by a girl half his age. Beyond the dancing, Sergei Veselov conversed with Niko and Tadheus and, of all people, Arina Veselov. Past them, Kirill regaled a group of impressionable-looking young men with some exaggerated story. On around the circle, strange faces blended together until, like a sudden beacon brilliantly illuminating a dark shore—

Ilya. Leaning forward, shoulders straight, he was explaining something with his habitual intensity to an elderly man. They sat together on a blanket, off to one side. Two older women came by and paused to join the conversation. When they left, smiling, the elderly man rose with a polite nod and went with them. A boy, barely in his teens, halted tentatively at the edge of the blanket. Ilya, seeing him, beckoned him closer. They spoke. Another boy came by, then a girl, and then they, too, left. Alone on the blanket, Ilya bent his head as if he were tired. With one hand he rubbed his injured knee. Tess smiled to herself, feeling foolishly sorry for him, and made her way over to him.

She came out of the crowd on his left and paused at the edge of his blanket. He was still staring down, the firelight a glow on his forehead and eyes. Abruptly he glanced up, straight at her. For an instant he seemed startled. Then he smiled.

Tess stepped onto the blanket and sat down beside him. “How you must hate being injured when you could be dancing.”

He did not even look at the dancers but kept his gaze on her face. “I’m perfectly happy,” he said quietly. “Now.”

It was impossible not to know what he meant. He was flirting with her. Flirting—gods, did Bakhtiian even engage in such frivolous activities as flirting? She did not know whether to laugh hysterically or to run. Bakhtiian simply watched her, drawing whatever conclusions he might from the expressions chasing themselves across her face.

“Yes,” she said, choosing to misunderstand him. “It must be satisfying to win over a tribe formerly so hostile to your own.”

“It always is,” he said tonelessly.

She dredged for a more neutral topic and grasped at the only one she could recall from supper. “You let Veselov work out how to supply an army. How do you intend to do it?”

He took the cue. Perhaps, explaining, he was more conscientiously serious with her than he usually was. She let it pass. What he said was interesting enough, though she was no student of war as he quite clearly was. Then with a word and a warning pattern on his drum, the head drummer called out the next dance.

“This is my favorite dance. Please excuse me, Ilya.” She scrambled to her feet and stared about desperately for the nearest available man whom she knew was a good dancer. There was Vladimir, but…ah, well, he already had a partner.

“You mean you wouldn’t rather sit and talk with me?” asked Bakhtiian, but although his voice had the inflection of humor, he was not smiling.

“Of course I would,” she said absently, and then she smiled brilliantly, catching Kirill’s eye before Arina Veselov, coming out of the crowd next to him, could catch him for herself. “But I love this dance. I’ll come back.” And she ran over to Kirill and led him out.

It was a long dance, and the next was a line dance for women into which she was seduced by the combined persuasion of Arina and Aleksia. But when she had finished that, she felt guilty for having left him so abruptly, so she threaded her way back through the crowd to where he sat. Partway around the circle, halted by a passing clump of children, she saw over their heads that Bakhtiian was not alone.

Vera had braided her hair for this occasion only so that she could wear the glittering headdress of onyx and amethyst beads that set off her fine features so admirably. That was Tess’s first thought. Her tunic was cut unusually low, displaying a good deal of fine, white throat and slender shoulders. Somehow she had spread out the skirts of her tunic so that a fold fell possessively over one leg of his trousers. Lower, a slim ankle showed, bare and delicate, resting next to one of his boots. Leaning forward, Vera said something. Ilya smiled. Tess turned and, seeing Yuri, walked over to him and asked him to dance.

When the dance had finished, she could not help just one surreptitious glance toward Bakhtiian. But the blanket lay empty, abandoned, crumpled at the edges as people walked over it and pushed it into folds.

“Oh, gods,” said Yuri, “is that Petya out there?” Petya stood in the same place where he had had the argument with his wife, far enough away from the main group that no one remarked on his bowed shoulders, on his solitude.

“Tess.” Kirill joined them. “So you’ve seen him. Listen, Tess, you ought to make up to him.”

“I ought to make up to him!”

“Yes,” Kirill said without blinking. “Anton Veselov told me that his cousin slapped Aleksia Charnov and bullied her for months after Charnov lay once with Petya. And Veselov never even lets Petya in her tent, except—well, now and then, Anton says, begging your pardon, Tess. But Petya never deserved to be made miserable. But you could make up to him. Vera Veselov can’t do anything to you, and perhaps if the other young women see your example, they’ll defy her a little. Ordering her aunt around as if she were etsana, and not her!”

“But Kirill!” Tess felt as if she had been betrayed.

“What a fine idea, Kirill,” said Yuri. “We’d best leave Tess to work out what comes next.” He grabbed the other man’s arm and pulled him away. Kirill, looking puzzled, let himself be led, glancing once back at Tess with a shrug and, God help her, a complicitous grin. He didn’t even care if she slept with another man!

Of course he didn’t care. Of course he thought she had every right to sleep with any damned man she wanted.

A fresh-faced boy suddenly came up to her out of the whirl. “I beg your pardon,” he said shyly. “Is this yours?” He handed her Bakhtiian’s blanket, shaken out and neatly folded.

“Thank you.” Tess gave him a smile, at which, satisfied, he took himself off. Holding the blanket, Tess marched over to Petya and persuaded him to go for a walk with her along the river.

He did not take much persuading. At first, strolling through the pale grass, stars a net of brightness above, the river a melodiously soft accompaniment, neither of them spoke much, except about commonplaces.

“Yuri doesn’t think you’re happy here,” said Tess finally, realizing that Petya, who was very sweet, would never confide in her without prompting. “I’m his sister, you know. Mother Orzhekov gifted me with Anna Orzhekov’s tent.”

“I always liked Anna,” said Petya. They walked, and the river rolled on alongside them. Then, as if it was impossible to conceal secrets from Yuri’s sister, he began to talk.

Petya, Tess realized, was indeed sweet, ingenuous, and shy, and he was also a little shallow, having none of Yuri’s unexpected depth. He had fallen in love with Vera Veselov and had marked her, as a man ought. After two years, he had at last deduced that she was angry with him but for what reason he was still not entirely sure, although he did acknowledge that she might well love Ilyakoria Bakhtiian.

“But Bakhtiian would never have marked her,” he said naively, “so I can’t understand why she would be angry with me about that.”

He had formed no lasting friendships. None of the women approached him. Vera admitted him to her tent if she pleased, and banished him therefrom if it suited her. Altogether, he was miserable.

“But, Petya,” said Tess, exasperated, “it isn’t your fault.”

“But surely there’s more I can do to win her over. To make her love me.”

Tess sighed and spread out the blanket. “Petya, sit down.” He sat. She sat beside him. The moon had risen. Its narrow silhouette lay tangled in the rushing water, breaking, re-forming, and breaking again. “Petya,” she began, and stopped. It would do no good to criticize Vera. “Haven’t you any friends here?” she asked instead.

“Anton Veselov has always been kind to me,” he admitted.

“I think you’d do well to cultivate Anton and Arina Veselov. After all, Arina will be etsana someday, not Vera.”

“Yes, and Vera hates her.”

“No doubt. Petya. I think—” He looked up at her, trusting and, as Yuri had said when speaking of Petya’s wife’s family, too handsome for his own good. Tess thought that Petya had probably had things much too easy growing up, with a sweet face like that. He had probably been a gorgeous, indulged child. She took in a breath. “Petya, I think that Vera would respect you more if you took a—a firmer hand with her.” She tried not to wince as she said it, unsure of what ground she was on here in the jaran. “For instance, if you will pardon a sister’s confidence, she hadn’t any right to punish Aleksia Charnov for making up to you.” Petya was silent. “I am sure,” Tess continued, seeing that he was receptive to this elder-sister tone of voice, “that a husband ought to expect the same respect from his wife as she expects from him.”

“It is true,” he said in a low voice, “that a wife has certain obligations to her husband that he may demand if she is unwilling to give them to him freely.”

Tess decided that to inquire into the scope of these obligations would be treading on too thin ice. “Well, then, I think you ought to stand up for yourself. Otherwise she will never forgive you.”

“She may never forgive me whatever I do.”

“That is true. But it’s yourself you have to respect most of all, Petya.”

He smiled, utterly guileless. “I hadn’t thought of it like that. And it wasn’t right, about Aleksia. Anton tried to tell me but I wouldn’t listen. I could have put a stop to it.” This realization hit him with some force, and he stopped speaking.

“Yes,” said Tess, feeling that Petya had as much to absorb as he was capable of for one evening. “It’s so late. Shall we go back?”

They strolled back in good charity with each other, and Petya told her about the pranks he and Yuri had played on the older boys, growing up. He left her at the edge of camp, and she devoutly hoped that he was not so fired up that he would charge straight over to his wife’s tent because she knew very well who was in there with her. Bitch, she said to herself, and wandered out to watch the last coals of the great fire burn themselves down.

A pair of figures had come there before her, and she paused. “Sibirin, he is no longer my son,” Sergei Veselov was saying in a cold voice, “and when Dmitri Mikhailov took him in, that is when I broke with Mikhailov.”

Tess retreated and wandered back through camp, tired but not quite sleepy. Only to see Kirill, with that wonderful, provocative chuckle he had, emerge from Arina Veselov’s little tent, pitched far behind her mother’s. She stared, too shocked to move, and then, recalling herself, began to hurry away. But he was too quick for her and far too good a scout.

“Tess,” he called in a whisper, and he jogged after her. She had to stop. He came up to her and, glancing round once to see that no one else was about, flung his arms around her and kissed her, laughing.

She pushed him away.

“Tess, what’s wrong?” He looked utterly bewildered and a little hurt.

“I’m just tired,” she said crossly. “Good night.” She walked back to her tent and burrowed in under her blankets, throwing Bakhtiian’s blanket outside. Knowing that Kirill had behaved as a jaran man ought did not make it easier to forgive him. Then, chastised by her own sense of justice, she reached outside and pulled the blanket back in again.

In the morning, Petya had gained so much in spirits that Vera actually looked twice at him as he helped Tess saddle Myshla, a task Vera had probably not ordered him to do.

When the time came for them to leave, Tess deliberately waited until everyone else had mounted before calling Petya back and, in front of the assembled jahar and the tribe, giving him the beautiful amber-beaded necklace that Vasil had given her.

“For luck,” she said softly, and kissed him on the cheek.

He flushed bright red but he looked delighted. Vera, caught in the crowd, looked furious. Arina Veselov was smiling with malicious pleasure. And then Tess mounted Myshla, blinking innocently under all their gazes, and drew Myshla into line next to Yuri’s mount. For good measure she caught Cha Ishii’s eye and acknowledged him with a cool, defiant nod. Bakhtiian made polite farewells, and they left, immediately driven by Bakhtiian’s command to an unrelenting pace that kept up until midday.

“Tess, Tess,” said Yuri as they started out at a pace more reasonable for the horses after the break. “You’re wicked, my dear sister. Oh, her face, her face when you did it.”

“Serves her right, the bitch.”

“Well, she wasn’t deserted last night, was she?” He screwed up his face, looking disgusted. “Gods, Ilya hasn’t said a word since we left. I hope he and Sergei Veselov didn’t argue. They’ve never been easy together.”

“Perhaps he misses her, Yuri.”

“Oho, you’re being nasty today, aren’t you? Is it Kirill you’re mad at, or is it Ilya? Or both of them?”

“You’ve gotten full of yourself.”

He laughed. “I had a pleasant night, Tess. But please, don’t argue with me. Petya looked so much better this morning. I don’t know what you did—”

“I only talked with him.”

“Still—”

“Yuri.” Bakhtiian drew up beside them. “North scout. You and Kirill.” Yuri opened his mouth, shut it, and rode away. Bakhtiian kept his horse even with Tess’s. He rode at one with the animal, as always, but his back was so stiff that a board could have been nailed there to hold the shape. There was a tight, drawn edge to his mouth, dark smudges of sleeplessness under his eyes. He neither spoke nor looked at her.

They rode on for some time in this manner. Clipped, drying grass rustled under their horses’ hooves. A golden brown haze marked the distant hills. His eyes remained fixed on some unmoving point situated just in front of Kriye’s head. Now and again an irregularity in the ground interrupted the black’s steady pace and she would see Bakhtiian’s eyes tighten at the corners and his lips pale from the pain. Still he said nothing.

“Nice day, isn’t it?” she asked finally.

His head turned. He fixed her with a stare so turbulent that she almost reined in Myshla to get away from him. “When my aunt gave you that tent,” he said, his voice so level that a brimful glass would not have spilled a drop if set upon it, “she expected you would behave properly. If you persist in flaunting your flirtations, especially with married men, so that you lose whatever reputation you have, you will no longer have the right to call it your own.”

“What I’m wondering,” said Tess, smiling, “is who got the beauty and who got the beast last night. Why don’t you come back when you’ve got something civil to say to me?”

Kriye shifted pace with a slight jolt. Bakhtiian’s eyes went almost vacant. The moment passed, and he stared straight at her again.

“This is advice,” he said tonelessly, “that you had better heed.”

“Had I?” She flipped her braid back over her shoulder with all the blithe unconcern of a very popular girl confronted with the plainest and least interesting of her rivals. “Forgive me if I choose to consult with Sonia about such matters first.”

He continued to stare at her, his eyes fixed on her face with the intensity of a panther which, hidden in the grass, watches its prey.

“You’d better say what you want right now, Bakhtiian, because I’m going to go find more congenial company.”

His right hand tightened. Slowly, he moved it so that it came to rest on the hilt of his saber.

Her hand was on hers in an instant.

He opened his hand and reclosed it finger by finger around the hilt. “I don’t give advice lightly.”

“No one ever does.” She had tried to keep her tone light and sarcastic. Now she simply lost her temper. “And how do you—by God!—how do you intend to make me heed your advice?”

She regretted it immediately. The color banished from his cheeks by her comments, he regarded her with the expression of a man who has that instant conceived a diabolical plan. He took his hand off his saber. Fear, receiving no answer to its knock, opened the door and walked in.

“By the gods,” said Ilya. “I will.” He turned his horse and cantered to the back of the group.



Chapter Twenty-one


	“Desire when doubled is love, love when doubled is madness.”

	—PRODICUS OF CEAS



SHE CAUGHT KIRILL LOOKING at her over the campfire that evening, and he smiled at her, but it was a serious smile and rather sober. She smiled back and then he looked like Kirill again, and he went back to his supper, satisfied. Tess ate slowly, ignoring the Chapalii. But when she rose and walked out onto the plain, she saw a tall, thin, angular form shadowing her far to her right. She went back into camp.

“Walk with me, Yuri,” she said within Kirill’s hearing.

Yuri obeyed. “We’re being followed,” he said as soon as they were out of sight of camp.

“I know.” She turned.

“I should have known,” said Yuri, seeing that it was Kirill coming up behind them. “Somehow, I think I’m wanted back in camp.”

Kirill greeted him cheerfully as they passed. “I brought blankets,” he said to Tess. Then, reconsidering his words, he hesitated. “I mean, if you’re cold…Do you want me to go away?”

“Oh, Kirill, I’m sorry. I have an awful temper.”

“No, I’m sorry, Tess. I ought to have known better. It was an ill-bred thing to do. I’m no better than that loathsome Veselov woman. But then, I never have liked any of that family.”

“You liked Arina Veselov well enough.”

“She’s a pretty enough woman. You took Petya, after all.”

“Oho! You were jealous! But you encouraged me to make up to him.”

“Doing what is right,” said Kirill with dignity, “is not always easy.”

Tess laughed and put her arms around him. It felt very good to hug him. “My sweet Kirill.”

“Were you really jealous?” he asked in a low voice, as if he had no right to.

“Terribly.”

“My heart,” he said, and then nothing more.

In the morning, Yuri and Kirill were sent out to scout again. And again on the third morning. Bakhtiian did not so much not speak to her as ignore her with so much force that she knew the entire jahar was aware of it. How could she ever have thought he and Charles were men cut from the same cloth? Charles would never let his anger show. He would certainly never let the world know of his disapproval. That entire dinner party, soon after she had come to Jeds after their parents’ death, still loomed large in her memory. She had been a reckless and troubled ten-year-old girl intent on ruining everything Charles had worked for on Rhui, that delicate balance of his off-world retinue and the Rhuian guests ignorant of his off-world origins. Charles had dealt with her all evening in a firm but pleasant manner. He had even warned Dr. Hierakis off when the doctor had rebuked her. Then, in the privacy of Tess’s room, she had gotten the scolding. She could not now remember what he had said. But she remembered that he had never raised his voice. She had felt bitterly ashamed of herself. She had disappointed him. She had not lived up to his expectations. But that once, she had wished mightily that she could make him angry instead.

Well, Tess, just as well, she thought wryly, staring at Bakhtiian’s profile as he rode five men over from her. The wind ruffled his dark hair. His lips were set together and he contemplated the horizon with that expression of preoccupied intensity that was habitual with him. Then he turned his head to meet her gaze and as deliberately looked away.

That afternoon, standing apart from the others as they watered their horses at a spring, she saw Niko break away from the group and walk across the grass to her. He let his hand rest on Myshla’s withers as he considered Tess gravely. Tess crouched to look at herself in the smooth pond. The water reflected her face, the high cheekbones that sank into the deep hollows of her eyes. A single braid hung down over one shoulder, brown against the scarlet silk of her shirt. A pebble fell suddenly into the midst of the picture, dissolving her into ripples. She stood up.

“I’m not here to scold you, you know. But I think it’s time you resolved your differences with Ilya. I will mediate, if you wish that protection.”

“I have nothing to resolve with Ilya. My behavior has been unexceptionable.”

“That may be, but when you stir up coals, you must be prepared for flames.”

Tess glanced toward the jahar. They were ranged out in clusters, talking easily among themselves. Bakhtiian stood alone. Even at such a distance, she knew—she could feel—that he was watching her.

“I won’t make up to him,” she said stubbornly.

“I said nothing of that. Look to your own heart before you judge others. And never, never again take a lover away as blatantly as you did two nights past. It is bad manners, my girl, and you know better. For once in my life, I lay no blame on Kirill.” She flushed, angry and embarrassed. “Don’t make it worse. I know him very well. Remember that.” With a terse nod, he left her. It took her a moment to realize that his final comments referred to Bakhtiian not to Kirill.

“Damn them all,” she muttered. Then, because any excess of ill humor in herself disgusted and bored her, she decided to walk it off. She led Myshla the long way around the spring. A curtain of half-bare trees screened the far end, though incompletely. Damp leaves squelched under her boots, and a heavy odor rose from each measured step. Rounding a clump of evergreen shrubs, she almost ran into Hon Garii, who was crouching at the lip of the pond.

He started up. “Go back!” he whispered urgently.

She was too surprised to ignore the order. She jerked Myshla around and returned the way she had come. A moment later, she heard voices speaking in Chapalii, inaudible if she had not been listening for it.

“Have you obtained the water sample?”

“Assuredly, Cha Ishii, it has been done as you commanded.”

Then she was too far away to hear more. Go back. Meant for that moment, or meant to reiterate the warning Cha Ishii had given her at Veselov’s tribe? But there was nothing for it but to go on now, and she had never been one to be minded to turn back. Full speed ahead and damn the consequences. With a sigh, she returned to the jahar.

That evening Bakhtiian addressed a trivial comment to her. She was so shocked that she answered him.

As if encouraged by her reply, he paused beside her. “What do you expect the shrine to look like?”

“I have no idea, but I’ll admit to curiosity.”

He smiled, as if at a private joke. “I trust it will make an impression on you that you will never forget,” he said with something resembling amiability.

Instantly suspicious, she was thwarted from further questioning because he excused himself and left. In the morning, she had scarcely gotten her tent rolled up when he limped over toward her, Niko dogging his tracks.

“You’ll want to leave that with Yuri.” He nodded to the tent. “We’ll be riding forward scout today.”

“Ilya,” Niko said, “are you well enough to ride scout?”

“I know what I’m doing.”

This had nothing to do with his knee. “I’ll go saddle Myshla,” Tess said, retreating from the fray. But whatever Niko said, it evidently came to nothing, and she and Bakhtiian rode out together. Without remounts.

It was a quiet ride. How he contrived to keep his seat on Kriye with such ease she could not imagine. Around midday, the ground began to slope and fold. By early afternoon they rode into uneven hills. Their pace did not slacken, except when it was necessary to rest the horses. They were not scouting, or at least not as she had grown used to it. When they passed a gathering of plump grazers, he neither noted them nor even suggested she try to kill one for supper. Their path veered up, away along a bare ridge, down through a hollow of high grass, and up a shallow stream until it disappeared into a chasm at the base of a hill.

Bakhtiian pulled up his horse. “Ah. The shrine.”

Tess stared. Nothing but grass and the stream’s underground escape. Bakhtiian rode on up the slope. She kicked Myshla to follow and came up beside him where he halted at the crest of the hill. They looked out over a long, deep valley that stretched westward, the shrine of Morava at its far end.

She had not expected a palace.

Long ago some wealthy noble from a far-flung empire must have taken these lands and built a home for herself befitting her exalted rank. When the empire shrank in the course of time, as empires do, the palace had been left as the last remnant of a great civilization in the wilds of the north. It could not have been that long ago.

It shone. From this distance, she could only guess that it was built of marble. A high dome graced the center. Two towers, filigreed with windows and carvings, stood on either side of the dome. Beyond them, squat towers marked the wings. Far to the left stretched a low wall. In the very middle lay a wide expanse of white stone stairs and a broad landing bounded on the side by thin, black pillars. From this distance it looked as if time and wind and rain had left it untouched. And when the jaran, freed by horses from the limits of the eastern plains, had found it, they had thought it a marvel and made it a shrine.

Already, he had ridden halfway down the slope. She hastened to follow him. At the base of the hill he waited for her, and they rode together into a line of trees that edged the valley floor. All of it planted, she guessed, as they rode out of the trees and into an overgrown but still patterned wilderness of shrubs and hedges and a few flowering bushes, and then back into a copse of trees, and out again. They followed a path, half concealed by grass and leaves, that led them alternately from the twilight of woods through sundrenched glades and back again.

When they broke out of the woods for the last time, they reined in their horses at the base of a long, broad avenue that led in a direct line to the palace. The great building rose suddenly near. The setting sun streamed light across the pale stone surface of the avenue. It sank toward the low hills directly between the two high towers. Tess stared.

“There are few things in this land as beautiful as the shrine of Morava at sunset,” said Ilya.

His voice startled her, and she looked at him. But he was gazing at her, not at the shrine, an odd, incandescent light in his eyes. He was complimenting her not the palace, but in that awkward, restrained, ponderous way that the very shyest or most conservative jaran men used when dealing with women. Rather than answer or acknowledge his gaze, she urged Myshla forward onto the avenue. He followed her.

Hooves rang muffled on the seamless white stone. Statues bounded the avenue, alien things, twisting, chaotic, but enticing to the eye nevertheless. Stone unlike any stone she knew: black as the void, some of them; others speckled like granite, encased in a glasslike shell; most were translucent. Their angles caught the sun, splintering delicate patterns of light out across the avenue.

An arch of tangled vines spanned the avenue, trailing striated leaves halfway down to the ground. She put up her hand to push through. Breaking past, she saw that the pavement of the avenue was now broken by chevrons chiseled into the stone.

“‘Like the very gods in my sight is he who sits where he can look in your eyes,’” said Ilya, “‘who listens close to you, to hear the soft voice, its sweetness murmur in love and laughter, all for him.’” Her cheeks burned with heat. His recitation did not falter. “‘But it breaks my spirit; underneath my breast all the heart is shaken. Let me only glance where you are, the voice dies, I can say nothing.’”

How could she help it? She turned her head to look at him. Only he was staring ahead at the bright disk of the sun, at the gleaming stone of the palace, so drawn in to himself that she could read nothing from his expression, nothing from his voice, except the evidence of his words.

“‘But my lips are stricken to silence, underneath my skin the tenuous flame suffuses; nothing shows in front of my eyes, my ears are muted in thunder. And the sweat breaks running upon me, fever shakes my body, paler I turn than grass.’” Here he faltered. Kriye paced on, eerily placid on the muffling stone. Still Ilya did not look at her, but his face bore the perplexity of a man struck by revelation. “‘I can feel that I have been changed, I feel that—’” He broke off and dropped his gaze to stare at his hands.

They passed under a second arch, a broad curve of translucent blue stone carved with intricately figured animals. Here the chevrons melded with circles no larger than the circumference of Myshla’s hooves.

“Can you sing?” he asked in a muted voice, as if the request might somehow break the spell with which the air of this valley had gripped them, a place untouched by time, weighted with the silence of eternity.

All she could think of was “Greensleeves.” Afraid not to, she sang it, but she refused to look at him as she did so, all that long, slow ride until finally a third arch bridged the avenue, shimmering and silver-toned. She faltered and broke off the song. As soon as they passed under the silver arch, the palace looming huge and intricate before them, Ilya began to sing.

Her breath caught in her throat. How could he have known? When could he have learned it? He sang the song Fedya had made for her, about the dyan and the daughter of the sun. With whatever uncanny genius Fedya had possessed, he had made that song for Ilya to sing to her, never for any other purpose. How could it be otherwise? Not wanting to look at him, she had to look at him.

He was completely involved in the song, his expression totally unguarded in a way Tess had never seen before, all the veils that concealed his soul blown up as if a wind had caught them, revealing his true face for an illicit moment: his beautiful eyes, scarred by sorrow, the strong, stubborn line of his mouth and chin, above everything the intensity of the passion that drove him, pervading his entire being.

I love him.

His eyes met hers. The song broke off mid-line as he stared, as they stared, and then, with an effort recalling himself, he haltingly picked up the thread of the song once more.

This was the pyre of immolation. She knew it now for what it was, consuming her. If she had ever thought she was lost before, well then, better she had stayed that way.

He finished the song and reined Kriye in. She halted Myshla beside him, aware of an arch like ruby vaulting the avenue before them. The last rays of the sun illuminated his face.

Words rose unbidden, a scrap of a line from an ancient saga. She opened her mouth, had to touch her tongue to her lips to remind herself how to speak. Even so, her voice came out soft and a little hoarse from emotion. “‘They say that your eyes contain fire, that your face fills with light.’”

Expression flooded his face. She had seen that look before, after battle.

“Now,” he said triumphantly, “now you are mine.”

“Advance, travelers. I await you.”

Tess stared at Ilya, frozen in shock, but already that betraying expression had vanished and he wrenched his attention away from her and stared past the ruby arch, up the height of the stairs to the landing and the great doors beyond.

Following his gaze, she got an impression of a solitary figure ridiculously small, robed in white, before her glance caught on the last four signs carved into the stone archway. She felt as though she could not breathe. Right to left she traced the carvings, and they read:

To the Sun’s Child do all who enter here give Obeisance, for these are His halls.

The Sun’s Child she knew to be the Emperor because this writing was Chapalii. These gardens, these woods, these statues, this avenue, this palace—it was impossible.

It was true.

“Ilya, we can’t bring them here.”

He still gazed upward. “Bring whom here?” he asked, intent on the figure above.

“The khepelli. Ilya! The writing, do you know what it says?”

That got his attention. His gaze leapt to her. “No one knows what it says.”

“I can read it. I know.”

He stared at her, so devoid of expression that she thought for a moment that he was confused.

Above, the figure spoke again, not impatient but firm, an old woman’s strong voice. “Advance, travelers. I await you.”

“We must finish the ceremony.” He started Kriye forward under the arch. But his gaze searched the carvings for the instant he could see them, and when he dismounted and began to lead Kriye up the stairs, he said in an undertone, “What do they say?”

She had fallen behind, but she had no trouble catching up because Ilya was limping badly. Black pillars rose on either side of them, like spears upraised to contain those who thought to stray from right conduct. The sun slid beneath the high dome. Shadows bathed their path.

“‘To the Sun’s Child do all who enter here give Obeisance,’” she translated, “‘for these are His halls.’”

“But the Sun’s Child is a girl,” he objected.

“According to the jaran.”

“According to whom was it a boy?” She looked away from him. “What does this have to do with the khepelli?”

They came to the top of the stairs and halted. An old woman waited there. She held a clay bowl in her hands. Its interior gave off light by some agent Tess could not detect, illuminating the woman’s lined face but shadowing her eyes.

“I am the guardian of the shrine.” She examined each of them in turn. “You have ridden together at sunset up the sacred avenue.” The quiet resonance of her voice made it seem almost threatening. “Do you know the penalty for sacrilege?”

“I know it,” said Ilya.

Tess shut her eyes briefly. Opening them, she saw that the priestess’s gaze was directed at her. “Ah, I know it,” she answered hastily, sure some ritual was going on here that she did not understand.

“Do you know the Laws of the Avenue?” she asked Ilya.

“I know them.”

“She is not your kin.”

“No.”

She inclined her head and looked at Tess. “Do you know the Laws of the Avenue?”

Tess hesitated. Ilya was looking at the priestess, not at her. He had a slight, satisfied smile on his face. “No,” she said abruptly, suspicious, “no, I don’t.”

“You do not know the Laws of the Avenue?” she repeated, with a sharp glance at Bakhtiian.

“No.”

“Is he your kin?”

“Yes,” said Tess, on firmer ground here. “By his aunt’s gifting, he is my cousin.”

Ilya glanced at her and swiftly away, looking startled.

“This grows interesting,” said the priestess, but she did not look amused. “By gift but not by birth?”

“No, not by birth.”

“By two questions, young man,” said the priestess sternly, “you have gambled with the Laws.”

“Ah, but my name is known here.” To Tess he sounded infuriatingly smug.

“I know very well what your name is, Ilyakoria Bakhtiian. Do not trifle with me when the stakes are so high. What is your name, child?”

“Terese Soerensen.” Tess looked from one to the other, bewildered by this interchange.

“You see, Bakhtiian, her name is not known here. Thus am I forced to act rather than accede.”

For a moment, silence reigned. Behind the priestess, the high walls of the palace rose up into the twilight sky. Fading reliefs embellished them, vague shapes that seemed to move in the failing light.

“No,” said Ilya. “I have accepted responsibility for her under older laws than these.”

“Do not correct me. Here there are no other laws but those of the Avenue. In this place, she alone accepts that responsibility.” She paused. He stood utterly still, as if only now absorbing and measuring some threat. “That she does not know what this journey has brought her does not, I fear, release her from its consequences.” They both looked at Tess. The priestess examined her with simple appraisal, but Ilya—Ilya looked afraid, and that dismayed her. “Consider what it is that you have done, Bakhtiian. Consider it well. Now, Terese Soerensen, you will come with me.”

“No!” cried Ilya. His sudden movement up one step alarmed Tess, but the priestess did not move. The light in her hands shone full on his face. He seemed very pale.

“Do you threaten me?”

“She is not jaran,” said Ilya hoarsely. “I am responsible. You can’t take her.”

“Do you presume to tell me what I can and cannot do? Your own aunt gifted her into your tribe. If you regret now whatever rashness led you here, it is too late. The ceremony is completed. But her name is not known here. Thus, she must be tested and then released, one way or the other.”

“Take me in her place.” He made it an order not a request.

“You are presumptuous.” Her voice cracked over them with all the harshness of a person used to complete rule and utter obedience. She lifted a hand. A door opened in the wall, and four white-clad men came out. Before Tess could react, the men surrounded Ilya. She put a hand on her saber. Then she realized none of them was armed with so much as a knife.

“You know the penalty for violence in this shrine,” continued the priestess. Ilya stood stock-still, rooted to the stone, as if he were too stunned to react. The old woman moved her light to shine equally on all of them. Tess saw that the lines on her face were gentle and much marked about the eyes and the mouth. “Give your horse to one of the priests, child. Then come with me.”

“Oh, gods,” whispered Ilya, shutting his eyes. “I didn’t think—” He broke off. Tess had never seen him with his emotions so uncontrolled. When he opened his eyes, his expression was clearly one of desperation.

“Clearly you did not think,” responded the priestess caustically. “A man of your reputation. Have you anything whatever to say for yourself?”

He looked like a wild animal at bay, gauging its trap, as he examined the four men surrounding him, each in turn. But the cage was firm. To break out, he would have to use force, and here, in this shrine…

“The penalty is death,” said Tess, without thinking. “Wait. I don’t understand. Do you mean to harm him? Is this all because of the Laws of the Avenue?”

“No. No physical harm will come to you or to him because you rode together down the Avenue at sunset.”

Tess handed Myshla’s reins to one of the priests. “Well, then,” she said, seeing that Ilya had been pushed to the edge and would in a moment do something—something very final, she feared. “I will go with you. Willingly. Freely.” She looked at Ilya as she said it.

“Tess.” He turned his head in one smooth movement to look at her. She stared at him, bereft of words.

“Yes,” said the priestess. “The penance the gods have put upon you, Bakhtiian, will be far harsher than any punishment I could devise.” Up beyond, a single faint light winked into life in one of the high towers, a sentinel to whatever beings dwelt in this valley. “We must go, child.”

Tess found that she was grateful to the priestess for this command. Too many things happening at one time: the ride, his face, the sudden kindling of fierce love only to face those simple, awful words, the Chapalii writing, the priestess, Laws, penance, his face…

“But we can’t let the khepelli come here,” she said, grasping at the one thing she did understand.

The priestess had already turned away, assured of Tess’s obedience. Now she turned back, and her white robe swelled out briefly with the turn. “Khepelli? What is this, Bakhtiian? Are there others in your party?”

He turned his head slowly to look at the priestess. “My jahar, and the pilgrims we escorted from the issledova tel shore.” His voice was so even that it betrayed his agony.

The priestess shrugged. “Do not worry for them, child. They will come by the usual road.”

Ilya shut his eyes and took in a deep, unsteady breath.

“This is not the usual road?” Tess gestured toward the Avenue behind them, now faded into the obscurity of dusk.

“That is a most unusual road. Come.” She turned and with a marked limp made her way toward the great doors.

“Ilya,” Tess began. He would not look at her. And she remembered what he had said, there at the ruby arch, with her whole heart revealed before him: Now you are mine. “You bastard,” she said, and she strode away after the priestess.

On the level, Tess was a head taller, but the old woman’s authority diminished the disparity in height between them. “How might I address you?” Tess asked, mindful that on this occasion formality was called for.

The priestess smiled. “For now, child, you may simply follow me. Later, if the gods say it is fit, you may ask questions.” At the great doors, they halted, and she examined Tess for a moment by the light of her bowl. “You are not jaran, and yet you are. This is a strong wind that blows, your being here.” She touched a gnarled hand to a panel, pressed it, and the door swung open onto a long, high hall.

A hall distinctly Chapalii in shape and decoration. Stark, abstract patterns lined the walls. They seemed to form pictures, until you looked at them directly; then their form slid away, revealing nothing. Torches lit the hall. Soot and ash shadowed the floor although a wide path lay clear down the center. There was not enough of the black grit to account for long use. How could they keep such a huge place clean without machines?

“Enter, child.”

Tess glanced back to see Ilya staring after them as dusk grew at his back. The horses shifted restlessly behind him. The door shut behind them and she was within the shrine.

They walked down the hall in silence. Nothing disturbed their progress. No doors shut, no feet sounded but their own, no voices pierced the heavy air. Yet beneath her feet, Tess felt that the stone itself was alive, a bewildering sensation after so long in the open. She walked on her toes, cautious and ready, a hand on the hilt of her saber. It took her almost the entire length of the hall to sort through her thoughts and let her old self emerge above half a year’s journey with the jaran.

The answer was so simple it was laughable. The palace must still be alive: with machines. Hidden, of course. Silent. Meant, like servants, to do their work unobtrusively, successful only if they went entirely unseen. The jaran priests, having no such conception of technology, had almost certainly never noticed any machines, had probably felt this strange trembling life to be the touch of the gods on their greatest temple.

Shadows mottled the scalloped ceiling. Reliefs lined the upper walls. It was the epitome of Chapalii architecture: breathtaking, ornate, and utterly useless, built for the sole purpose of having people walk from one end to the other. To be wealthy enough to spend money on things that could only be used once was to be wealthy enough to matter in Chapalii society.

“If you push there, behind that niche,” said the priestess, “the door will move.” They passed through into an enormous chamber, its decorations too profuse to be distinguishable in the gloom. This chamber gave on to a second, and thence to a third.

A huge monument, this was, and after unknown years still in incredibly fine condition. But the Chapalii prized efficiency as much as wealth. The machines ought to work for centuries at full capacity. The palace would be cleaned by mobile scrubbers programmed to vanish into the walls before they could offend the fastidious Chapalii eye. Hadn’t she and Dr. Hierakis once tried to catch the scrubbers at it, that time on Odys, and failed? Such a palace, heated by fluid mechanics, buffered from the elements by diamond coating or some more advanced technique, could exist for generations.

“Here,” said the priestess with humor. “You have forgotten me, Terese Soerensen. We turn here. Those of us who live here live in the back rooms, which are less overwhelming.”

Tess smiled slightly and followed her into a less ostentatious corridor that led to humbler spaces. Also, doubtless, to the quarters for the stewards and the ke. Apartments for the nobility would be on the second floor, but the main maintenance room would be down here—that was what she had to find.

And she knew that it was worth it, this entire journey. Everything else aside, all the other joys and sorrows, everything she had learned and lost and become, this knowledge would be of priceless value to Charles. If spy she must be, spy she would become. She would leave here knowing why this palace existed and what the Chapalii were trying to hide.

“If you will wait here.” Tess sat obediently on a bench in a narrow hallway while the priestess disappeared inside a room. Two torches gave a glum light to the corridor, and she could see into several rooms, scarcely more than closets, that showed signs of habitation: A couch with an old stain on the cushions, a table with a cloth on it, a sandal forgotten in a corner.

The priestess returned and led Tess down a white-walled hallway into a bright room. Twelve white-robed men and women regarded her, unsmiling. Tess blinked, rubbing at her eyes. She could not make out the source of the light. Walls of luminous stone lined the chamber, and it was bare of furnishing or ornamentation except for a cylindrical fountain at the far end, about twelve meters from her. While the priests studied her, she studied the fountain. It was a clear, hollow structure, intricately carved to reveal six spouts curled within, releasing a fine spray of rainbows and water that trickled into a basin and thence into a drain in the floor.

“You have ridden down the Avenue at sunset, knowing but not knowing what the Laws are, with a man who is but is not your kin,” said the priestess. “Because your name is not known here, at this shrine where the gods’ breath still lies heavy over the earth, the gods must judge you. Drink from the fountain, child. Drink your fill.”

Tess looked around the circle of faces. They were all serious, dispassionate, yet none was unsympathetic. This was a test, but she could not connect it with what she knew of this culture or with Ilya’s distress. She walked up to the fountain and knelt, cupping her hands to get a handful of water from the basin, and sipped at it, a bare touch. Lowered her hands slightly to watch the priests. Lifted her hands. Before her lips touched the water again, her mouth stung.

She swore and jumped up. The water in her hands spilled onto the stone. She rubbed her hands roughly on her trousers.

“It burns!” She sat down, screwing up her face, trying to rub the stinging off of her lips. But if this was the gods’ drink, she had surely failed to meet with their approval. And the penalty for sacrilege—she stood up. They would not kill her without a fight.

But they were all smiling. And none of them was armed.

“You have a certain enthusiasm for the truth which is refreshing.” The priestess walked forward. “May I show you to a room for the night now?”

Tess did not move. “That was all? That was the test? I’m safe?”

“My child,” said the priestess, a little scoldingly, perhaps, “no violence is ever done in this shrine.”

“But the drink?”

“The water is poisonous. A sip does no harm, but were you dishonest or frightened, or greedy enough, you would have drunk your fill.”

“And died.”

The priestess shrugged.

“Does everyone who enters here whose name is—not known—have to pass this test?” she asked, suddenly curious about the Chapalii.

“No, only those who have transgressed the Law in some fashion.”

“But how did I—?”

“First, child, you may call me Mother Avdotya. Second, you may come with me to your room. There is much to do if pilgrims are expected, and no time for all of us to stay with you.”

Tess submitted. The hallway seemed very dark after the bright intensity of the fountain chamber. The priestess led her with her bowl of light down another hall, up stairs, and along a narrower corridor until they reached a room furnished with a single bed, a table, a chair, and a small window. And Myshla’s saddlebags.

“You may sleep here. Yeliana will come for you in the morning.”

Tess sat on the bed, hands folded in her lap. “May I ask some questions, Mother Avdotya?”

“Yes. You have earned that right.”

Tess sighed and decided to begin where the ground seemed safest. “How long has this shrine been here?”

“I do not know.”

“Who built it?”

“I do not know.”

“How does it stay so—clean? Are there many of you here?”

“Never more than twenty-seven. It remains pure by its own devices.”

“How does it stay light?”

“We have torches. The other lights come, perhaps, from the stone. I do not know.”

“Does anyone know?”

She chuckled. “Do you think I am the old half-wit they have sent to you to keep you ignorant?” Tess blushed. Out the window she saw only dark and stars and the skeletal outlines of trees. “No, child. I am Eldest here. That is why I went out to the Avenue, when it was seen that a sunset ride had begun.”

Tess could not yet bring herself to speak of the Avenue. “What will Bakhtiian do tonight?”

“He will remain outside. I hope it proves a cold night. I know from experience that stone is hard ground on which to kneel for so many hours, especially when the penitent does not know whether he has brought about another person’s death.” Tess winced away from the merciless chill in the old woman’s voice. “Now I will leave you. You have a great deal to think about.”

Tess took in a breath and stood up. “You said that we rode together down the Avenue at sunset as if that meant something. That—the ceremony was completed. What is the Law of the Avenue?”

Mother Avdotya turned back calmly, as if she had expected this question all along and merely hastened its appearance by pretending to leave. She rested her right hand on the back of the chair. Her left still cupped the bowl of light. “The honored ceremony. It takes great presumption—that, certainly, Ilyakoria Bakhtiian does not lack—because this is a holy place. For a man and a woman to ride down the Avenue at sunset, if they are not kin, is to marry their souls in the sight of the gods.”

Tess sat down. “But—but we’re cousins.”

“Cousins have been known to marry, although it is rare, and more rarely approved.”

“But I thought a man married a woman by marking her with his saber and then there was a period of prohibitions laid on them, and if they passed through these without breaking any, they were married.”

“Yes,” Mother Avdotya agreed, “that is the way of the jaran, the way of the people. The Law of the Avenue is unique. I have served here forty years, and only once before, twenty-six years ago, did a man and a woman ride the avenue.”

“What happened to them?”

“It was she who had instigated it, for no better reason than envy of another woman’s husband. She was too afraid to be honest when it came time to approach the fountain. He lives here still as a priest, having dedicated himself to serve where she died.”

“Oh,” said Tess, amazed she could produce so profound an observation. “He didn’t think I would be tested, did he?”

“That seems to be the only word to his credit in this entire business that I can find,” replied Mother Avdotya, quite unsympathetically.

“After all,” Tess muttered to herself, “he would have no victory if I were dead.” Then, seeing that the priestess was watching her with unnerving keenness, she shook her head, trying to clear it of confusion. “Why is it that so few of the jaran marry this way? Because they might be killed?”

“I’m not sure you entirely understand. The mark weds a woman to a man as long as her flesh carries it, or he lives. And only that long. But those who marry by this road marry the other eternally, for as long as their souls are born back into this world.”

“Do you mean he did it believing it would bind me to him forever?”

“You see, child, why it is such an unpardonable thing he has done, knowing as he did that you were ignorant of it.”

“Oh, my God.”

The light on the priestess’ bowl cast a glow on her face, shadowing ridges, highlighting the white sheen of her hair. Tess pinched the coarse blanket up into little hummocks and smoothed it down again. What had Kirill said? Bakhtiian did not like to lose.

“Yuri tried to warn me that I was riding into an ambush.”

“An unusual ambush.”

“I didn’t even know we were fighting a war.” Suddenly exhausted, Tess sank her head to rest on her open hands. “Oh, God.” She could see his face, that brilliant, passionate face. She felt overwhelmed and utterly bewildered. There burned like a safe beacon her love for Kirill, like a campfire or a hearth’s fire, warm and welcoming and contained, no great blaze, but restful and heartwarming. Like her love for Yuri, whatever differences there might be in how she felt for each of them. But like a wildfire that rages over the grass, obliterating everything in its path, this had come to her.

“I will leave you now,” said Mother Avdotya.

The old woman went so unobtrusively that Tess scarcely noticed her leaving: the scrape of a shoe, cloth brushing wood, the low snick of the closing door. It was very dim, the furniture only dark slabs. Tess raised her head and stared outside at the lines of trees moving in the wind, etched against the night sky and the dark mass of clouds gathering, hiding the stars. Oh, yes, she understood him very well now. Perhaps Yuri was right, perhaps there was no difference for him between love and conquest.

Now you are mine.

He had what he wanted. “A wife has certain obligations to her husband that he may demand if she is unwilling to give them to him freely.” She had no doubt now what those obligations included. That she loved him—that he now knew that she loved him—well, that only added sweetness to the victory.

Outside, the moon emerged from a scattering of clouds. Tess rose and went to the window, staring out. This is not my world, she told herself. If he has married himself to you under his laws, then what of it? It does not bind you.

Only it was her world, in a sense. She was its heir. And the ties of love and hate, of desire and indifference, of loyalty and betrayal are the only and all of the ties that bind us. She paced the tiny room for half the night before she finally got herself to sleep.



Chapter Twenty-two


	“Well, but I do these things under compulsion.”

	—EPICHARMUS OF SYRACUSE



YELIANA WAS YOUNGER THAN Tess expected; she looked about fourteen, with her heart-shaped face and solemn eyes.

“Mother Avdotya sent me,” she explained, surveying Tess from the doorway. “I will escort you first to bathe and then to our midday meal.” Solemnity vanished for a moment and she grinned. “You slept very late. Once I was allowed to sleep so late, when I was quite ill.”

Tess rubbed her eyes and glanced out the window, and rubbed her eyes again.

“And you may borrow a decent shift, if you wish,” Yeliana added, seeing that Tess had slept in her clothes, “if you would like to wash your clothing as well.”

“I would, thank you.”

To Tess’s delight, the bath consisted of a heated, circulating pool. Yeliana agreed that it was miraculous and informed Tess that Mother Avdotya thought hot springs whose source they had yet to find must lie under the palace. If Tess took a little too much time, seduced by this luxury, the girl did not complain. She even helped her wash her clothes and spread them out to dry. A white shift was produced, belted, and proclaimed decorous. Tess left her hair hanging loose to dry.

Yeliana led her to the eating hall, a wood-paneled room flooded with sunlight through four huge windows in one wall and furnished with long tables and benches. The priests had clustered at one end of the room, and they shifted as she entered, moving to sit. Amid all the white, she saw a brilliant spot of red. He sat between two men, head bowed. As Yeliana guided Tess forward, Ilya glanced up toward them. His entire being froze.

Abruptly, he pushed himself up. The two priests on either side were on their feet, a hand on each of his shoulders, before he was halfway standing. He looked once to each side and sank back onto the bench. He did not look up again. The two men sat.

From another room, three men brought in platters of food. Tess ate earnestly, truly hungry, but she could not help but glance at Ilya at intervals. Like her, he had bathed; he had trimmed his hair and his beard, had probably washed at least his shirt, early enough so that it had had time to dry. He attended to his food with an assiduousness helped by the disapproval with which everyone treated him. It was a silent meal. When all had finished, three women took the dishes away. Everyone else stood.

“Mother Avdotya has asked that you stay here,” Yeliana explained, “so that you do not unwittingly disturb any of us at our duties. The rest of your party will surely arrive soon.”

Tess watched the priests leave. The hall was empty except for herself and Bakhtiian. He was gazing down at the table, one finger tracing patterns on the grain. Tess walked across the room to stare out one of the windows at the garden. But he followed her, stopping a few paces behind her.

“Tess.” His voice was quiet, unsure.

“I have nothing to say to you.”

“Tess, if I had known, if I had even suspected the risk to you, I would never—”

“Battles are not won by men who refuse to take risks.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’d rather not turn around to answer that question if you’re wearing your saber.”

“You needn’t address me in that tone, Tess. I’m perfectly aware that my actions yesterday were ill-advised.”

“Ill-advised! They weren’t advised by anyone but yourself. You could have gotten me killed!” She turned to see his expression but the light falling on his face only brought out that blend of radiance and severity that made him so striking.

“Gods,” breathed Ilya, as if he could not help himself. “White suits you.”

Warmth spread up her cheeks. “This almost gives me sympathy for Vera Veselov. Is this how men of the jaran revenge themselves on women who don’t want them? Forcing them to marry them? My God, I think it is. I know it is.” He went pale with anger but that only made her reckless. “What is it you really want, Ilya? Me, or Jeds?”

“How dare you. Whatever you may think of me, I have honor.”

“Do you mean that it would be wrong to deceive me into marrying you to gain what I possess but not wrong to deceive me in order to—to what? To humiliate me by forcing me to become your wife?”

“To humiliate you?”

“I suppose you thought I’d be flattered.”

He looked as if she had just slapped him. “Yes,” he said hoarsely, “and why shouldn’t I have thought that? How many women do you suppose wish they were standing where you are now?”

“If so many women want you, then why didn’t you pick one of them?”

“Because I wanted you.”

Tess went white. Said so baldly, the words terrified her. “It’s all war to you, isn’t it? You only wanted me because you thought I was something you couldn’t have.”

Silence fell between them. “I have heard enough,” he said in a low, unsteady voice.

“You’re afraid to hear any more.” She walked past him to the far corner, her head held high, knowing that she could have said nothing that would have hurt him more. Where had she gained such knowledge of him? A single drop of damp slid from one eye down along her nose to dissolve on her lips. She sat down on a bench and stared into the corner, determined to wait in stony and forbidding silence.

A moment later she heard voices. The door opened and a rush of feet and conversation entered.

“Well,” said Kirill’s voice above the rest. “It’s certainly cold in here.”

Tess brushed at her face with the back of one hand, stood and turned. Before anything, she noticed the distance between them—Bakhtiian still by the window, she in the corner farthest from him. No words could have spoken so clearly.

“Tess, what you are wearing?” Yuri asked, walking across the hall to her. Mikhal and Kirill followed him, leaving their four companions—the youngest of the jahar riders—by the door. The rest of the jahar was evidently elsewhere. “You haven’t given yourself into the service of the gods, have you?”

Her cheeks felt hot. “No, I haven’t. One of the priestesses lent this to me while my clothes dry.” She kept her gaze fastened on Yuri, afraid to look at the others, at Bakhtiian, especially afraid to look at Kirill. “They have hot springs here.”

“Hot springs!” Mikhal stepped up beside Yuri, and by doing so the two men—her brother and her brother-in-law—made almost a barrier between her and Kirill. “Are all of us welcome to use them?”

Kirill chuckled and merely spoke to her over their shoulders. “My heart, whatever did he do?”

“How long ago did you get here?” asked Yuri suddenly.

“Yesterday.”

“You can’t have, Tess. You can’t possibly have ridden fast enough to swing all the way around west and not even Ilya would be mad enough to risk that impossible trail at night, down the west slope.”

“The west slope? But we came—” She stopped dead. What an idiot she was. There must be another path, the usual path, that led down into the valley.

A swift, almost imperceptible glance passed between Yuri and Mikhal. “The Avenue,” muttered Mikhal.

“When did you get here?” asked Kirill, his face pale.

Tess sat down on the bench.

Kirill pushed past Yuri and Mikhal and rested his hands on the table, staring at her. “It’s true, isn’t it? You came at sunset.”

“Kirill,” said Yuri in an undertone. By the door, Konstans and Petre and Mitenka and Nikita whispered together, watching them. Mikhal had turned to stare at Bakhtiian. Ilya seemed frozen by the window, his back to them all. “Kirill,” Yuri repeated. “Don’t make a fool of yourself.”

“Did you come willingly?” Kirill asked in an undertone. He did not move. “Ought I to wish you happy?”

Tess stood up. “You have no right, Kirill, to play out whatever old grudge you have against Bakhtiian over me. You have no right to question me in that tone. I thought you were different from him.” As she spoke, she saw—felt—Ilya move, like a shadow along the wall, noiseless as he limped toward the door. The young men moved aside uneasily to let him pass. “No, I didn’t go willingly. No, you ought not to wish me happy. But it was done. There, does that satisfy you?”

Kirill went red and then white again and pulled back from the table. “Forgive me. I never meant—” He faltered.

“I know,” she said, softening. “You should have heard what I said.”

He grinned. “By the gods, I wish I had. I haven’t seen Ilya look that chastened since that day seven years ago when his aunt—”

“Kirill!” said Yuri.

“Well, never mind.” His face changed expression suddenly. “But that means he’s your husband.”

“Yes. We had just finished discussing that interesting fact when you came in.” But she saw by his face that he was connecting “husband” with “sunset” and leading them together to “night” and drawing a conclusion which he did not like at all. “Yes,” she added, feeling a certain malicious satisfaction in allowing herself to pass on this one piece of information, “he spent all night kneeling outside by the great doors. Or so I was told.”

Kirill smiled, but it was the ghost of his usual smile, more show than feeling. “I hope his knee hurts like fire today,” he said with vindictiveness that was unusual for him.

“Come on, Kirill,” said Mikhal abruptly. “Let’s go see about those hot springs.” He grabbed Kirill by the arm and dragged him away to the others and herded them all out.

Leaving her and Yuri. “Well?” Yuri asked.

“Well, what? Thank God I’m going back to Jeds.”

“It really is true?”

“Yes. You warned me, Yuri, and I didn’t listen. I never thought that he would go this far. I didn’t even know until it was too late.”

“He didn’t tell you, did he? Gods!” He laughed. “Oh, I beg your pardon, Tess, but how like him to never give up that kind of advantage. Of course he wouldn’t have told you, not until he was sure of his victory.”

“An appropriate choice of words. He didn’t tell me at all. Mother Avdotya told me about the Law of the Avenue, and what it means. I could have been killed!”

“Killed!” He hugged her. “What do you mean?”

She explained.

He pushed back to look at her. “Gods, you must be angry.”

“Do you know, that’s the funny thing. He really was sorry for that. It must have reminded him of his family. The one thing he thinks he did wrong is the one thing I can forgive him for. I can’t believe I really would have died, or that they would have let me die. I don’t know. Maybe we’re all blind that way about our own deaths.”

“Then you’re not too angry with him? You are his wife now, after all.”

Tess smiled sweetly. “I’m not angry with him, Yurinya. I’d happily kill him. But it wouldn’t do any good, would it? He’d just come back to plague me in his next life. No, I’m furious. I just wish I had a better vocabulary because I can’t think of any words bad enough in any of the languages I know that would truly express what I would like to call him.”

Yuri whistled. “You are mad, aren’t you? Khaja mud snuffler?”

“No, that’s not comprehensive enough. There might be a few phrases in Chapalii—oh, God, the Chapalii. Where are they?”

“Being shown to their rooms. Why do you ask? They went all sorts of colors in the face, you know, when we came out of the trees and saw the shrine for the first time.”

“I’ll bet they did. Damn. Do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

“Then go find out where their rooms are.”

“Tess.” He hesitated. “My duty to Ilya…”

“No, you’re right. I can’t ask that of you. I’ll have to do this myself.”

“Tess…”

“Yuri, I’m sorry. I have a duty to my brother that must now supersede my duty to your aunt, for gifting me into your tribe. Can you understand that?”

He sighed and looked unhappy, but he nodded. “I understand.”

“Go enjoy the hot springs. I’ll be all right here.”

He grimaced, kissed her on the cheek, and left.

She paced over to the window and stared out onto the bare lines of the garden. One bush trembled in the chill air with a few last leaves and four white flowers.

Footsteps sounded behind her, a heavier, measured tread. “Tess.”

She turned. “Niko. You’re not coming to plague me, too, are you?”

He chuckled and sat down on the table nearest her, letting one leg dangle. Dust rimmed his boot top, pale against the black cloth of his trousers. “I’ll be discreet. Now, Tess, since Ilyakoria is not inclined at present to be very talkative, I apply to you for the truth of a rumor that has spread through the entire jahar.”

“It’s true.”

“You rode down the Avenue together, at sunset?” She nodded. “And you went unwillingly?”

“Not unwillingly precisely. I went in complete ignorance.” Niko’s eyes widened. “Surely that doesn’t surprise you, Niko? Bakhtiian never gives up that sort of advantage.”

“I’m not sure I like your sarcasm. I may deplore the method, but you know very well that women have no choice in marriage.”

“You know very well that I am not a jaran woman, and that I am in any case leaving for Jeds when we get to the coast.”

“But you will still be married to him.”

“Yes, by the Law of the Avenue, by the law of the jaran, I will still be married to him. When I am in Jeds, I will still be married to him—by the law of the jaran. But I am not married to him by the laws of my land.”

“What about the laws of the heart?”

She spun away from him and walked right up to one of the great windows, putting her palm on the glass—no, it couldn’t be glass because it leaked no cold through it from outside—and stared at the white sheen of clouds above. “Hearts can be betrayed. I admit this much, that wherever I go, I will always be bound to him in some way.” She turned back. “But I will not submit to treachery.”

Niko considered her in silence. “Ah,” he said. “I think I need to have a talk with Ilyakoria. If you will excuse me?”

He left. Only the muted tapping of her foot on the floor disturbed the quiet in the hall. She felt, suddenly, as if her ears had been stuffed with cotton. The door opened and Yeliana appeared.

“Here you are,” she said brightly. “Just as you ought. Yurinya Orzhekov spoke with Mother Avdotya and said you might like to be shown round the shrine. She is about to lead the pilgrims round. It was their first wish, even before being shown their rooms.” She giggled, very like a girl and not a sober young priestess. “I suppose I’ve grown rather used to it, having never seen anywhere else. Would you like to come?”

Tess blinked and collected herself. “Why, yes,” she said, trying to imitate Yeliana’s careless tone. “I would. You were born here?”

“Yes. I don’t know who my parents are though. They always say I am the child of the gods, and all of them raised me.”

“Are many children born and raised here?”

“A few.” She shrugged. “Women and men, after all, will have children.”

“Do all of them stay to become priests?”

She smiled a rather secretive, knowing smile. “Where else have they to go? Being orphans. Not all of them, but most do. Here is Mother Avdotya, and the pilgrims.”

Tess suddenly realized the advantage in appearing in robes while the Chapalii, even Ishii, still wore tunics and trousers. Stewards wore clothing suitable for work. Lords wore robes, for wealth and governing and leisure. She inclined her head to Ishii, and to Garii and Rakii second. Then, feeling generous, she acknowledged the stewards. Robed, she was confirmed in rank. Ishii bowed; the others bowed. Mother Avdotya watched without comment or expression, and then requested that they follow her.

The priestess led them at a leisurely pace. The palace was huge and bewildering, so that Tess soon lost a sense of where she was and concentrated on details: A panel, her height but tens of meters long, made of a substance as pale as ivory, hollowed and carved into a filigree of plant and animal shapes. A vast hall housing a floor mosaic that spread out in blazing colors from her feet in the unmistakable pattern of a star chart. The huge, empty cavern of the dome, its walls edged by pillars as thin and smooth as her waist but colored a translucent pink that caught and scattered the light in fragmented patterns across the marble floor. Their height was lost in shadow, dispersed into the overlap of the dark stone that circled the last broad ring of the dome before it sloped inward, a spray of colored crystal radiating in to the cool clear lens of the center.

Ishii deferred to the priestess with unnerving respect, made only the most polite of comments, and revealed nothing. The others followed him. Garii did not even look at Tess, not once. It grew dark at last, and Mother Avdotya led them back to the eating hall.

Torches flickered along the walls, throwing shadows everywhere. Candles stood at intervals on the tables, illuminating the close wood grain and the nearby faces. The hall seemed very full, with the priests and the jahar and now the Chapalii, though half the tables were empty. Yuri waved at her. She walked over to sit with him and Mikhal, but as they moved to make room for her, Kirill suddenly appeared and squeezed in between her and Yuri.

“Kirill,” said Yuri.

Kirill grinned, unrepentant. He looked a little flushed, but he was obviously determined to be charming and inoffensive. It was a cheerful meal. The food seemed lavish: two meats, one salty, one spiced, dark, soft slices of bread, two vegetables, all washed down with a watery ale. The priests were animated. The Chapalii sat at another table, but there would be days here in which to spy on them. Right now, she just wanted to enjoy herself. Over the empty platters and bowls Mother Avdotya called for songs, and Tess forgot herself so much as to sing a very improper tune that Yuri had taught her. No one was sure which was funnier: Tess singing the song, or Yuri trying to slide under the table because everyone knew he had taught such a thing to a woman.

While three priests cleared the dishes, Niko called for tales. First the men told witty and amusing tales, but it was as Josef was telling the old story of Mother Sun’s daughter come to earth that Tess noticed the old priestess rise and limp out of the room. She returned as Josef finished, carrying a painted beaker. The priests fell silent, and silence spread out from them until no one was speaking.

The dull light gave the woman the appearance of a shade, tenuous and insubstantial, but her voice was firm. “This is a rare wine, brought out only on such special occasions as this. But do not drink of it unless your heart is undisturbed, lest the disturbance therein take hold of your senses for the night.”

Only the slip of shifting boots and a single, smothered cough sounded. Mother Avdotya went first to the Chapalii; in the half light, Tess could not make out the colors on their faces. Ishii accepted, and thus so did the others. She moved to the next table, offering to each person in turn. Many of the priests drank; some refused.

When she halted beside Yuri, he lifted his cup. The liquid fell in a clear stream from the beaker, sounding in the cup like the suggestion of a waterfall heard from a great distance. Now she stood between Tess and Kirill, leaning forward. Tess saw that the patterns on the vase were a story told in pictures: a woman leading a pale horse and a man with wings and black hands crouched on a rock before her. She leaned farther forward to see the next panel, saw, instead, Kirill’s eyes as he, too, looked around the container, but at her. The candlelight made the blue in his eyes look like the depths of some incandescent flame.

“Oh, no, Mother,” he said in a tone only loud enough for the three of them. “My heart is very disturbed tonight.”

Tess laughed, a sound that echoed across the stillness. She clapped one hand over her mouth and quickly looked away from his grin, only to find her gaze catch on Ilya. His face seemed pale and disapproving. She coughed and choked back her laughter.

“And you, Terese Soerensen?” asked the priestess.

Tess simply laid her hand over her cup, not trusting her voice, and her other hand over her eyes, not trusting herself to look at Kirill or Yuri. Trust Kirill to make her laugh when everyone else was being so serious. The priestess went on to Mikhal. By the time Tess felt it safe to look up, the old woman had gone on to the next table. Kirill and Yuri looked as innocent as babes. Yuri sipped thoughtfully at his wine.

Vladimir was offered the drink, but he glanced at Ilya and refused. Niko smiled and accepted. Bakhtiian. He set his lips together, managing to look stubborn and defiant and failing to look composed, and asked for the wine, his gaze fixed on the flame of the nearest candle. Without comment, the priestess poured and went on.

When she had finished, people began to talk again. There was a wave of laughter around Tess’s table and everyone demanded to know what Kirill had said. Tess refused to tell them. Another round of songs followed, and then everyone settled in to talk.

The Chapalii left first, all together, and with them a handful of priests. Tess only noticed it as movement at the edge of her vision; she was listening to the conversation.

“Mikhal,” Kirill was saying, “you know very well that strength can’t always assure a swift victory.”

“Why is that, Kirill?”

Across from her, Niko slipped into the seat Konstans had vacated. The conversation expanded easily to include him. When two others left and Josef and Tasha joined them, there was scarcely a pause. She could have sat here forever, the candles half gone, wax trailing down their sides, spilling over their holders to lie across the tabletop like pale roots exposed in rich soil. The golden pool of light echoed dimly in the torches racked up behind them on the walls. Kirill’s leg warmed hers. Gods, how easy it was to be with these people. She trusted them, and they had given her their trust in return, one simple exchange which was all the currency they knew. She followed this path down into their souls—not far, perhaps, for she had not known them that long—but far enough to see that the composition of the path was one suited to her feet. And if the tongues of the men who had drunk of the wine seemed a little better oiled, it did not matter, because nothing they said shattered the spell that lay over this late conversation.

At the other end of the table, more men stood and left, to be replaced a moment later with two more. It was Ilya, Vladimir with him. Could he never leave her alone to enjoy herself? She realized that if she skipped over his face when her gaze shifted that way, she could ignore him reasonably well.

“Yes,” Tasha was saying, “but if visions are gifted us by the gods, then we must judge them as omens.”

“But what if visions are only waking dreams? Or trances?” asked Kirill. “What about that old woman in Arkhanov’s tribe who used to fall on the ground and speak nonsense? And then she would remember nothing of it when she woke.” He grinned. “They said. I was too scared to stay and watch.”

“Kirill,” said Niko, “you are arguing for no reason but to argue.”

“Someone has to.”

“Well, then, explain to me why old Aunt Lubkhov did these things.”

“Only the gods can explain that, Niko,” Kirill objected, and then he laughed. “Which gives the point to Tasha, of course.”

Tess thought the poor woman probably had some kind of epilepsy. Two younger men got up and left. Vladimir, who had fallen asleep once already, gave it up and went away.

“Ow!” said Yuri, starting. “Niko! Oh, what a twinge in my back. I think I’ll go to bed. Are you coming, Kirill?” He stood up.

“I’m not tired,” said Kirill.

Mikhal stood as well. “Good. Didn’t you wager me, Kirill, that the very first night we got here you would find the marble pool that Josef claims is hidden in these woods?”

“So I did,” said Kirill in an odd tone. He stood up and glanced down at Tess. “Sleep well, my heart,” he said, mockingly. He smiled sweetly at her, taking the sting from the words, and walked away with Yuri and Mikhal.

Tess realized that there were only five of them left: herself, Niko, Josef, Tadheus, and—Ilya was watching her. She felt faint. Somehow he had moved next to Niko. He was very near.

“Perhaps I’ll go—” she began, and then Josef slid in next to her, Tasha on her other side.

“You know,” said Josef, “it was when I was stalking that great hunting cat in the forests south of here that I fell in with those khaja traders who taught me some of their tongue, the one called Taor. Even within the jaran the tribes speak khush each a little different from the others. But this Taor, whatever their accent might be, I never heard a word then or since from traders on the west or the east coast, no matter how far south or north I might roam, that was not exactly the same as that word in another place.”

Tess felt obliged to explain the difference between a native language with dialects and a lingua franca. The talk drifted to weather, no desultory chatter but a complex examination of the year’s weather and how it boded for the winter. In a peculiar way it became philosophical. Tess felt utterly out of her depth and she shifted on the bench, waiting for the right moment to excuse herself.

“Ah, well.” Niko stood. “I’m off to bed.”

Tasha rose as well. “Good night.” They left together.

“Ilya says you can read the writing in this shrine,” Josef said.

“A little. I really—”

“Oh, I’m well aware that you’re modest about your accomplishments. I don’t think I’ve met anyone who can speak as many languages as you can, and khush so well, after so short a time with us. My grandfather used to say—” Josef was at his most compelling when he was telling tales. This one wound on until Niko and Tasha were safely gone. Then Josef yawned abruptly and with no warning whatsoever excused himself and deserted her.

His footsteps faded away, leaving her with a few guttering candles and Bakhtiian. It took no great intelligence to see that she had been set up. The torches had gone out. The candlelight cast his shadow on the wall behind him like a huge, black, jagged tapestry. His shirt gleamed a dull red. The pallid light made his face look as gaunt as a starving man’s. He stared at her with unnaturally bright eyes. Speech failed her. She stood up.

“It’s so late,” she said stupidly. “I guess I’ll go.”

Of course he came after her. She accidentally took the wrong corridor, one that led along the gardens, but she did not have the courage to turn back. Afraid to run, afraid to turn back—what damned use was she?

She stopped and turned to face him.

But when he caught up with her, he took her by the arm and stared, simply stared, at her. The moon lit them. She was trembling.

“Let go of me.”

“Tess.” He put his other hand on her other arm.

“Are you drunk?” she said, breathing hard. She strained away from him.

“Drunk?” His voice was low, intense. “I only now see things clearly.” His pull was like the drag of the tide; she could not help but be drawn in.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She tried to twist her arms out of his grasp, but his hands were too strong.

“You rode down the Avenue with me,” he whispered, his face lit by the moon and the wine. “You are my wife.”

“You led me into it.” He slipped his arms behind her back, enclosing her. The heat of his hands seared through the cloth into her flesh. His lips were parted, so that the line of his mouth seemed soft and yielding. “I didn’t know.” Her voice came out hoarse. “You know I didn’t know. You knew then. You trapped me.”

“Trapped you?” His voice was like the touch of soft fur. He held her so close that she could feel the beat of his heart. “Do I fill you with such aversion?”

He did not let her answer but kissed her. Such compulsion as this was impossible to resist. The world could have gone ablaze at that moment and she would never have noticed. All she felt was him. There was no cruelty in Ilya Bakhtiian—if she had not known that before, she knew it now when it could not possibly be disguised. But there was passion. Gods, yes, enough of that.

They were forced eventually to pause to catch their breath. Reason flooded back. She pushed away from him. His eyes opened, and his grip tightened.

“No,” she said. “Let me go.”

“No.”

“Let me go, Ilya.”

“I will not.” They had reached an equilibrium of opposing forces, she retreating, he restraining. He let go of one wrist and with his free hand traced the hard ridge of her spine, all the way to her neck. He drew his hand over the swell of her shoulder and down, fingers a caress on her skin, around her collarbone to the hollow of her throat, and leaned forward to kiss her there, lightly. She couldn’t control her breathing. She shut her eyes.

“Bakhtiian. I will not submit to treachery. Now let me go.” She felt his breath brush her neck but she held herself rigid; clenched all her muscles like a fist. If she gave in now, she would never respect herself.

He drew away. Slowly, reluctantly, he relinquished his grip on her.

She spun away from him and ran. When she reached the little room the priests had given her, she flung herself on the bed and wept. Her throat still tingled where he had kissed her. Finally she fell into an uneasy sleep filled with vivid dreams in which Ilya Bakhtiian played all too large a part.

In the morning, as she walked down the hall before breakfast, he came out from a side hall. They both stopped.

“Forgive me.” He looked pale and tired and subdued. “It was no better than treachery, and I was wrong to force myself on you in that fashion when you were ignorant of the consequences. I cannot withdraw myself as your husband, not now, but I will no longer trouble you.”

He bowed, as courtiers bowed in Jeds to the Prince, and limped away, leaving her to stare after him. She walked on in a daze to the eating hall. Yuri waved at her from his seat beside Mikhal. Kirill was sitting across from them, looking pale himself. She hesitated and then sat down beside Kirill and surveyed Yuri and Mikhal wearily.

“I thank you for your support last night.”

“But Tess—” Yuri began.

“Spare me, please. Did Niko kick you or something?” Yuri flushed. “Well, it didn’t work.” She did not look at Kirill, but she felt him shift beside her. “I slept alone. Gods, I’m not even hungry. Excuse me.” She rose.

“Do you want company?” asked Kirill in a low voice.

Mikhal began to object, but Yuri silenced him with a hand on his sleeve.

“If I wanted anyone’s company, it would be yours, Kirill, but no, I—” She hesitated, seeing the Chapalii rise en masse and politely thank Mother Avdotya and then file out the door. She ought to go with them but she was not entirely sure it would be safe to go alone. She glanced at Kirill. His color was a little high but he looked composed and remarkably calm. Could she ask him to escort her? Would it be asking him to betray his loyalty to Bakhtiian? What if Cha Ishii took a jaran presence to mean that Bakhtiian was supporting her and not him and reneged on the payment for this journey? Whatever love existed between her and Kirill, his place in Bakhtiian’s jahar was of far more value to him than her convenience.

“If you’re going to spy on the khepellis,” Kirill said suddenly, “then one of the jahar ought to go with you to make sure you don’t do anything foolish enough to antagonize them. We can’t afford to lose those horses, after all.”

“I’ll go,” said Yuri. “No, I think you’re right, Kirill, but I think Ilya would elect to send someone other than you.”

“Bakhtiian knows the worth of my loyalty to him.”

“I’m leaving,” said Tess, and did so. Kirill caught up with her outside. “How was that settled?” she asked.

“I reminded Yuri that I am his senior and twice the scout he is as well.”

“That was low of you.”

“But true nevertheless. Tess, if you want to follow the pilgrims, they went that way not this way.”

“Oh.” She laughed. “Very lowering to think that Yuri is twice the scout I am. Yes, there they are. Cha Ishii.”

Cha Ishii stopped, but he made a fleeting sign with his hand and the others went on while he waited. They vanished around a corner, leaving Tess to face him alone. Kirill stood silently at her back.

“Lady Terese.” He bowed. She glanced at his belt and saw that he was not wearing his knife.

Dumb, my girl, that is what we play now. “The shrine is indeed beautiful, Cha Ishii,” she continued in court Chapalii, “but I do not understand why you came so far under such brutal conditions merely to survey such an alien place.” Humans had necessarily to learn to speak the language of their emperor but few had occasion or opportunity to master the complex symbology that made up the written tongue and governed the decorative arts. Few understood how interrelated they were. Perhaps he would actually believe she did not recognize this place as Chapalii.

Pink spread up his cheeks. “You could not be expected to, Lady Terese, though you had already discerned that we were not priests.” He placed his hands in that arrangement known as Lord’s Supplication. “If I may be allowed to acquaint you with our work?” She nodded, and he turned and conducted her into the most opulent sections of the palace. Kirill trailed three steps behind them. Ishii ignored him as thoroughly as he would ignore one of his own stewards. “We are, in fact, archaeologists.” Color shifted in subtle patterns on his face.

“Indeed! Archaeologists. Why masquerade as priests, then?”

He clasped his hands behind his back. “In the Earth form I believe this word translates as ‘the study of antiquity,’ and it therefore demands some perspective of time and culture which these people cannot possess, being of a more primitive stamp. To their understanding, a religious expedition is comprehensible and not so far removed that our activities in systematic measurement cannot be construed as a form of worship.”

“I understand your concern, but surely, Cha Ishii, you might have applied to the duke for permission to conduct your study.” She smiled, enjoying this fencing, and glanced back at Kirill. He returned her gaze blandly since he could not understand a word they were saying.

“This did precipitate embarrassment, Lady Terese. It was deemed necessary to continue our investigations in secret because we feared that your brother would forbid the expedition.”

“Was there such a pressing need to continue it?”

He directed her along a whitewashed hallway and thence into a magnificent salon decorated with a tile pattern on floor and ceiling and walls that, seeming to repeat, never quite repeated itself. “We have been investigating the relics of this particular civilization for many years now.”

“On this planet?”

“No, indeed, Lady Terese. This is a star-faring civilization which predates our current Empire. We were greatly surprised to find traces of it here.”

I’ll just bet you were, she thought. This confession rang truer than anything he had ever told her before. They must have been dismayed to find relics of Chapalii provenance here on the planet of the human duke who, of all their enemies, would surely use any information he acquired against them. “I am intrigued. Perhaps you can enlighten me further.”

Whether he believed that she had been misled by these confidences or whether he tacitly agreed to continue their little fencing match she could not be sure. Perhaps he hoped for the best. In any case, he began a vague discourse on the supposed attributes and history of this civilization, all of which sounded plausible, none of which sounded too betrayingly Chapalii. But it was when they were standing under the dome, staring upward, that Ishii said unexpectedly:

“You were right to wonder why I would conduct an expedition that my rank and birth ought to render repulsive to me. If my father’s father had not precipitously died, leaving his affairs in the hands of his wife for one year before his heir could return to take things into order—There were grave losses. Our family was inevitably and immediately cast down from the status we had so long held. What could we expect, having left to us only five estates and two merchant fleets? And I, younger son of the youngest son—” Was there a trace of wry humor in his words? She could not tell. “—was chosen to accept this task. Much will be restored to us, Lady Terese. You see that I could not refuse my duty.”

“Indeed, I see,” replied Tess, quite shocked. They went on as if he had said nothing.

Coming out into a little courtyard of slender pillars engulfed in green vines, she saw a lone Chapalii disappear into the garden. Ishii was looking at the palace, examining some design on the wall, and had not seen him.

“I will walk alone now,” said Tess, dismissing him. She waited for him to retreat inside. “Which way did he go, Kirill?” she asked in khush as soon as Ishii was gone.

“What, the other one? This way.”

He led her into the garden. It was a clear day for autumn. A breeze cooled her cheeks, stirring the ends of her braided hair. He stopped on the edge of a grassy sward and gestured to a little fountain burbling merrily on the other side, up against a fringe of trees. Hon Garii stood there alone, one hand in the water.

“Stay here,” said Tess in an undertone. She marched across the grass.

Garii turned. He flushed pink and bowed deeply. “Lady Terese.”

“Hon Garii. We have created certain obligations between us. Is this not true?”

“You honor me with your acknowledgment, Lady Terese. I alone rashly instigated these obligations. That you have chosen to indulge me in this matter reflects only credit to you.”

“Yet your family is pledged to Ishii’s house.”

“This is true. And to pledge myself to you, Lady Terese, must seem to a Tai-endi like yourself the grossest and most repugnant of behaviors. But I have observed and studied, and I have reflected on this man, Bakhtiian, and seen that by his own efforts he creates opportunity for himself. I am clever. I am industrious. Yet my emperor decrees that I must toil in the same position as my father’s father’s father, and suffer the consequences of an act committed by an ancestor I could not even know. Does this seem fair to you?”

“No, truly it does not. But Hon Garii, to work for me is to work for my brother, the duke. You must know what this means.”

He bowed again. “I am yours, Lady Terese. Command me as you wish.”

This was it, then. She took in a deep breath. “I must see the maintenance rooms. I must know the truth of this palace, why it is here, and why Cha Ishii was ordered to investigate. Will you meet me tonight in the eating hall after the rest are asleep?”

His skin remained white, colorless. So easily did he betray his emperor. “As you command, Lady Terese.”

She nodded. “Then return to your duties now, and say nothing of this to anyone.” He bowed and walked past her back to the shrine. She let out a long sigh and tested the water in the fountain with her finger. It stung. She wiped her finger on her sleeve and turned, hearing Kirill behind her.

“What an unmelodious language they speak,” he said, looking after Garii’s retreat. He hesitated and considered the grass, a peculiar expression on his face. “Tess, what does it mean that your brother is this prince in Jheds?”

Coming from Kirill, it seemed a puzzling question. “It means that he rules a great city and a great deal of farm and pasture and woodland lying all around it and supervises a port with many ships and rich trading from lands close by and lands far away across the seas.”

“When you go back to Jheds, what will you do? If you are his heir, then—then you would become like an etsana, wouldn’t you? You would have your own tent, and eventually children. You would need a husband, or a man to act as your husband—” He pulled his hand through his red-gold hair. “Tess, no one ever said—Bakhtiian can never go back there. He has given himself to this work now. Whatever he wants from you, he can’t go with you.” He looked at her finally, hope sparking in his eyes. “But—” He broke off, took in a deep breath, and went on. “But I could.”

Foliage covered the verdant height of the surrounding hills, wreathed here and there with a curl of cloud, like some half-forgotten thought. An insect chirruped and fell silent. “Oh, Kirill,” she said, and stopped.

He smiled a little wryly. “I know very well, my heart, that your brother probably already has some alliance arranged.”

“No,” she said in an undertone. “He doesn’t. I won’t lie to make that my excuse. I can’t take you with me.”

You can you can you can. Her thoughts raced wildly. His leaving would not alter anything; his knowing the truth about where she really came from would never matter. But what would life be like for him? She would be his only anchor in the bewildering confusion of space, of Earth, of the Empire. He would be utterly dependent on her. The kind of love they had was not strong enough to weather that sort of relationship, was not meant to. One or the other of them would soon fall out of love; one or the other would grow to resent their circumstances. And once he had left, Kirill could never return. She could not tear him apart from every seam that bound him to the fabric of life. Kirill loved her sincerely, she believed that, but she also believed that Kirill loved and had loved and would love other women as well. That was the real difference between Kirill and Ilya: Kirill was far more resilient.

“Gods, Kirill,” she said, moved by his asking, by his offering. “Believe me, if I could, I would take you.”

He hung his head, and she grimaced and went to hug him. He allowed this freedom, he put his arms around her, but after a moment he disengaged himself gently. “I believe you. Tess, I will always respect you most of all for your honesty.” He kissed her chastely on the cheek, hesitated, and then walked away.

There was a stone bench beside the fountain. Tess sat on it and leaned her head back, letting the weak heat of the sun beat on her face.

And I used to think my life was complicated. Life as Charles’s heir was beginning to seem like child’s work now. She felt thoroughly exhausted and yet she had an uncanny feeling that she was waiting for someone else to accost her. Get it all over with in one long, miserable scene. King Lear must have felt like this, battered by one storm after the next. Then, because the comparison was so ludicrous, she chuckled.

Boots scuffed leaves. She looked around. “Hello, Vladimir. You startled me.”

“You were here with one of the khepelli,” he said accusingly. “Ilya has said all along you were a spy.”

Tess examined Vladimir. His vanity was the vanity of the insecure. He had taken great pains with his appearance, had trimmed his hair, and shaved his face so no trace of beard or mustache showed. Jewelry weighed him down: rings, bracelets, necklaces—were all of them from lovers? He had a deft hand for embroidery but no taste at all, so that the design adorning his sleeves and collar was merely garish. The ornately-hilted saber that Ilya had gifted him, the legacy of the arenabekh, simply capped the whole absurd ensemble.

“So I am, Vladimir,” she agreed amiably, “which is why I sent Kirill after him.”

He blinked. “But—” He shrugged suddenly, a movement copied from Bakhtiian, and sat down carefully on the grass. “Why did you come here, then?”

“I’m traveling to Jeds. I thought you knew that.”

“I know what you say. Josef told Niko that you can read the writing here. But no one can read that, not even Mother Avdotya.”

“How do you know?”

“I was born here,” he replied without visible emotion. “Or at least they say that I was.”

“You must know Yeliana. You must have grown up with her.”

“She was very young when I left.” Behind him, through a ragged line of bushes, she saw the slender lines of a statue, something human, its features worn away so that there were only depressions for the eyes and a slight rise to mark the lips. “She is as much of a sister as I have ever had. But I did not want to become a priest.”

“So what did you do?”

He shrugged again, that childlike copy of Bakhtiian. “I rode to join Kerchaniia Bakhalo’s jahar-ledest. Ilya found me there.” So, thought Tess, your life began when Ilya found you. “I’m very good with saber,” he offered by way of explanation for this inexplicable action on the part of the great Bakhtiian. “And Ilya had lost his family.”

Had lost a nephew, Tess reflected, who might well have been around Vladimir’s age now. Perhaps this was one way of atoning.

“You knew about the shrine,” said Vladimir abruptly. “You came here, planning all along to trick him down the Avenue.”

The accusation was so preposterous that Tess laughed. “You think I sailed across wide seas from a far distant land, risked my life, all for the express purpose of marrying Bakhtiian? Whom I had, incidentally, never heard of.”

“Everyone has heard of him,” said Vladimir stiffly.

“But Vladimir,” she said, deciding that the only fair throw here would be one equally wild, “why should I want to marry Bakhtiian? I am a great heir in my own right, and anyway, everyone knows that Bakhtiian has never loved anyone since—”

“It’s not true,” he cried, jumping to his feet. “You’ll never make me believe that of him.” He stalked away.

Since she had been about to say, “since his family died,” she wondered what Vladimir had thought she was about to say. By God, he was afraid that once Bakhtiian had a legitimate family, he, Vladi, would be cast off again. Poor child, to have to live so dependent on one person’s whim.

A flight of birds caught her eye as they wheeled and dove about some far corner of the park. She heard their faint calls, laughable things, like the protests of the vacillating. A rustling sounded from a bush, and a small, rust-colored animal, long-eared and short-legged, nosed past a crinkled yellow leaf and scrambled out to the center of the sward, huffing like a minute locomotive. It froze. The tufts of hair in the inside of its ears were white, but its eyes were as black as the void.

She felt inexplicably cheered. However hard it had been—and still was—it had been right to tell Kirill that he could not come with her. It had been honest, and it had been true. She shifted on the bench. The little animal shrieked, a tiny hiccup, and it fled back into the bush, precipitating a flood of rustling around her and then silence. She smiled.

On Earth she had learned to walk without hearing, to look without seeing. She had surrounded herself with a wall. Here she listened: to the wind, to the horses, to the voices of the jaran as they spoke, wanting to be heard, to hear. On Earth she had taught herself to deal with people as if they weren’t there; only to protect herself, of course. Yet how many times had she spoken to people, only to realize later that she had never once looked them in the eye? In this land, one saw, one looked, and the lowering of eyes was as eloquent as their meeting.

She ran one hand over the case that protected her mirror, over the enameled clasps. In this land, the austerity of the life demanded that every human exchange, however ambiguous, be thorough and complete. There was nothing to hide behind. In this land, a mother’s first gift to her daughter was a mirror in which the daughter could see her own self.

Of course, they didn’t have showers. This was a considerable drawback. Or any kind of decent information network. That she missed. She had borrowed Sister Casiara’s legal tract from Niko, and read it through twice now, and the second time it had bored her almost to tears. But there were other things and other ways to learn. Tasha was the most accurate meteorologist she had ever come across. Josef could analyze his surroundings with a precision and an accuracy that would make a physical scientist blush with envy, and he could follow a cold trail with astonishing skill. Yuri understood more about the subtle shadings of the human heart than he probably knew he did. And if she had felt more pain here, then she had also felt more joy, more simple happiness. It was a trade worth making. Here, in the open lands, where the spirit wandered as freely as the wind, it was hard to be miserable.



Chapter Twenty-three


	“An enemy is not he who injures, but he who wishes to do so.”

	—DEMOCRITUS OF ABDERA



THAT NIGHT AFTER SUPPER, Tess went back to her room and waited. When the moon had set, she strapped on her saber and both her knives and slipped out into the corridor, closing the door carefully behind her. The latch clicked softly into place.

She stood for a moment, one hand resting against the cool stone of the wall, until her eyes adjusted to the new blend of shadows. Then she set off.

In the eating hall, Garii waited for her in the shadows. A soft, dreaming silence lay over the shrine, lulled by the distant swell and ebb of a melodic chant sung over and over by a wakeful priest. Garii turned and, even in the darkness, he bowed, knowing it was she. He crossed the hall to her, bowed again, and led her into the maze of the palace.

Tess was soon lost. Had he abandoned her, she could not have retraced her path. For all she knew, he was leading her in circles. Then they passed through the entry hall, walked down a broad flight of steps, rounded a corner, and she found herself in a room she knew she had not seen before. A pale light washed it, the barest gleam. About the same size as the eating hall, the room had ebony floors and was ringed with two rectangular countertops, one inside the other, freestanding within the room. By this door and next to the door at the far end stood two tall megalithic structures that reminded her abruptly of the transmitter out on the plains.

Garii walked across the hall to the far door. She followed him, and he slid the panel aside and waited for her to pass through first. She hesitated. Should she trust him? But what choice had she now?

She found herself in a blank, white-walled room that was unfurnished, empty. The walls were as smooth as glass, and it was bitterly cold. She rubbed her arms and turned, only to see Garii removing his knife from his belt. She grabbed for hers—but he pointed the knife at the far wall. A sigh shuddered through the air, and the far wall fell away before them.

A dark gap lay beyond. He gestured. She passed through into the tunnel, and he followed her. The gap shut seamlessly behind them.

The darkness hummed. Putting out her hands, one to each side, she felt walls on either side. Light winked on ahead. A brief chime startled her. She took ten steps forward, and the dark passage opened out into a room. Amazement stopped her in her tracks.

A bank of meter-high machines circled the walls, a gleam of metal in the dull light. By the scattering of red panels on their surface, she could guess they were some kind of computer and environment system for the palace. In front of her, above the bank, hung a huge screen, perhaps five meters square. The screen showed a three-dimensional star chart with a huge territorial area that she did not recognize demarked in red. But she recognized the placement of many of the stars.

Hon Garii crossed beside her and went forward to the counter. He examined a small screen set into the machinery. Leaning forward to press a long bar, he spoke at last.

“Lady Terese, I have done as you commanded and brought you here.”

“What is that chart?” she asked.

Without looking up, he touched another bar. “The program now running will overlay the current territorial boundaries of the Empire onto the Mushai’s chart.”

The Mushai? The traitor? Garii straightened. The screen changed. In the second before he turned, she understood.

A second territory was now demarked in blue. This territory was much smaller than the first, was entirely contained within the first. This territory Tess recognized immediately: the Chapalii Empire, including its subject states. It was a map she knew very well, having seen it often enough in her brother’s study when she was a child. But what territory did the first one—that huge expanse of red—demark?

“What information do you desire, Lady Terese?”

She stared as the screen scrolled forward through its data banks. “Leave this on.”

A planet, twisting in the void. The continents of Rhui traced in brown. Da-o Enti, the screen displayed. Type 2.7.14. Subsector Diaga 110101. Property of Tai-en Mushai.

Tai-en Mushai. The Mushai, the mythical Chapalii traitor who had destroyed the legendary first empire of the Chapalii—an empire ten times the size and power of the one her brother battled. A legend, the Chapalii said, because of course their empire had never fallen, could not fall. A legend about the fall of a mythical Golden Age. So they said.

The screen scrolled forward: graphics, shipping charts, energy centers, trade and military tables, statistics, all in the same archaic but recognizable script she had seen on the arch. As the data fed across the screen, she knew it was no legend. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of years ago, the Chapalii Empire had been twice the size of the empire Earth and her League were subject to now. Tai-en Mushai had broken that empire, had gathered together the information necessary to destroy it. And that information was here, in this computer.

Garii stepped forward, full into the backlight generated by the screen. “Lady Terese. We must not linger here. If Cha Ishii should arrive, he will not be pleased to discover you here.”

Tess drew her knife but kept it pressed hard against her thigh, hiding it from him. “Do you expect him?”

“No.”

“I need a copy of everything in that data bank.” Her grip tightened on the knife. This was the real, the final, test of his loyalty to her.

He did not answer for a moment. It was too dim to tell his color, but his face shadowed, as if something were passing above him. “As you will, Tai-endi,” he said, so softly that she almost did not hear him.

He turned to the bank under the screen. She approached, close enough to watch him work but not too close. But he did not hesitate. He pressed a small cylinder into a round slot and two red bars on the counter shuddered and changed to orange. On the screen appeared the upright black cylinder that stood for “memory.” In such a static culture, evidently some Chapalii standards had not changed over the centuries. Figures scrolled on beneath it. Garii stood silent, hands on the bank, neither looking at her nor speaking. She could not begin to guess what he was thinking.

When three chimes sounded in sequence, he lifted his head. A circle appeared around the cylinder sign on the screen: finished, saved.

“Take it out,” Tess whispered, but he was already pulling the cylinder out of the slot. Four Chapalii glyphs had been burned in red onto the cylinder’s shiny black surface, but the cylinder was too small and she was too far away to read what they said. In a few seconds, the letters faded to a dim outline, and at last to nothing, dissolved into black.

Garii lifted up the cylinder, pivoted, and, bowing, offered it to her as easily as if the information contained in that cylinder was nothing more than a ship’s menu for the week. She resisted the temptation to snatch it out of his hand and instead stepped forward carefully and halted an arm’s length from him.

Standing so long in one place, she had forgotten how cold the room was. The floor burned like ice on the soles of her feet. Garii watched her, his skin as pale as frost. He said nothing, but he blinked once, a thin membrane like an inner eyelid flicking down over his opaque eyes. She put out her hand. He gave her the cylinder. It was still warm.

“Now, erase the transaction.”

He turned back to the bank and leaned forward to touch bars. She took a step away from him. Taking advantage of his attention being turned elsewhere, she slipped her hand down the neck of her tunic and tucked the cylinder securely into her understrap. Straightened her tunic. Garii continued keying bars in some complex configuration. Above, the screen scrolled more slowly now through its data. As she stood, taking slow breaths in and out, in and out, trying to calm her racing heart, she looked up and caught in her breath again.

Rhui was on the screen. An Imperial catalog number appeared below it. Obscure. So primitive that it would be expensive to exploit. The sector of space it lay in had been assigned to the ducal holdings of Tai-en Mushai. Except that the League Exploratory Survey had discovered Rhui. The Chapalii had never disputed the claim.

The Mushai’s private records came up. Points of light appeared like lonely beacons at a few places on the planet. Building sites? Landing points? New figures appeared, humanoid figures, cross-screened with a second planet. Tess drew in her breath sharply. That second planet was as familiar to her as her own hand.

Sites, indeed. Dispersion sites. Seeding sites. The Tai-en Mushai had seeded this planet with human stock. Earth stock. An obscure, barbaric planet, unwanted by the First Empire. What better place to contemplate, breed, and commence rebellion? What better material to do it with?

But the Mushai had died, perhaps in battle. The First Empire must have fallen with him, leaving Rhui to the ancient cycles of human civilization. And his center of operations, well-hidden, had remained lost, untouched until the Second Chapalii Empire—centuries? millennia? later—had ceded this unimportant planet and system to the rebel they wished to placate. Until the Second Empire realized what it had overlooked. How long ago had it been?

Rhui’s image turned. A bright rectangle flashed, the site of the great lord’s palace: the shrine of Morava. Tess pressed her free hand to her chest, feeling the cylinder where it lay between her breasts. It was no longer than her fingers, not more than three centimeters in diameter. Garii still examined the counter, not watching her.

Tess raised her hand. With the flourish accorded only to those of the very highest rank, she bowed to the Mushai’s screen, to the rebel, long dead. With respect, and with ironic gratitude for the gift he had given her, his human heir.

As if in answer, a chime rang from one of the consoles. A bar of white light over the screen clicked on then off. Garii straightened abruptly. Tess heard the scrape of a shoe on the hard floor.

She whirled. The passage behind was so dark that at first she could only see a dim shape against blackness. It stepped forward, thin, almost awkward in its delicate, long-limbed slenderness.

It was Cha Ishii. He held one of their laser-knives in his hand, its bores shining red. It was pointed at her. “This is indeed a surprise, Lady Terese.” He inclined his head deferentially but the knife did not waver.

“Did you know I was here?” she asked.

“Yes.” He took one step toward her, and his gaze flicked to Hon Garii and then back to her. “I was so informed.” His face colored, but in the dimness she could not make out the shade. A moment later she was blinded by a flash of light.

She flung up one arm to cover her eyes. Behind her, something heavy fell to the floor. She felt its impact shudder through her feet. The barest wisp of burning touched her senses and then dissipated into the chill air. She lowered her arm and turned sluggishly, afraid of what she would see.

Garii lay crumpled on the floor in front of the console. A tiny hole pierced his tunic, low in the chest, ringed with an outline of black. Above him, the screen flashed a new image, and then another.

“Doubly a traitor,” said Ishii in his flat monotone, startling her out of her stupor. “That he should attempt to better his station by breaking his pledge to my house and attaching himself to you is deplorable but such shameful actions are not, I fear, unknown among the lower classes. But that he should then betray you in turn.” For the first time, she heard clear emotion in his voice. “Such infidelity must be so repugnant to any of our rank that I beg your pardon for mistaking his character so much as to allow him this expedition and thus force you into this unfortunate association. I am deeply ashamed.”

Tess could only stare at the laser. The thin, dark opening, sparked with red, was now directed at her abdomen. Doroskayev’s body had been laid open as if a butcher knife had sliced him wide—how had Garii been killed so neatly? Or was a clean death reserved for one’s own kind? Ishii examined the body with a grimace of distaste, as if he had just eaten something offensive. Finally, she found her voice. “He alerted you?”

“Indeed, such behavior must be pathological in origin. I had begun to hope that we could perhaps conceal all from you, Lady Terese, and thus finish our journey with no further incident. I regret that you found this room.”

“Why did you come to Rhui now, Cha Ishii? Why not earlier? Why did you ever give this system to my brother?”

He took another step toward her. His face reflected the light of the screen, a constant shifting as data scrolled out, the accumulation of a life’s work. “I fear that was a significant oversight, which I was sent to rectify. We only recently learned that this palace existed. And now that the duke is conducting ethnographic surveys of the native populations, he is bound to find it eventually. It must not be here to be found. I am sure you understand.”

“But unless you blow it up, he’ll find it someday.”

Ishii’s lips twisted, as much of a smile as she had ever seen from a Chapalii. “The Mushai himself encoded a false set of data so that it would appear that this was merely a hunting lodge, an eccentric noble’s secret playhouse, seeded with species from other planets for his amusement. Your brother will find nothing to comment upon. The Emperor cannot control every lord’s whim, or his far-flung travels. I am only sorry that the Mushai did not live to trigger the false codes into the system.”

Blue from the screen colored Ishii’s face, then red, like a sweep of blood. “How did the Mushai die? How long ago?”

“Time uncounted, years beyond years it was. His ship was blown up in battle. According to my best calculations, we passed its graveyard on our journey here. His death would have been instantaneous.” He made a clicking noise with his tongue and took another step toward her. He was a body’s length away. “I will do my best, Lady Terese, to make yours painless as well.”

A low humming filled her ears, but it was only the undertone of the machinery, amplified by her fear. He held light that could slice through air, sear flesh. There was not even space here to roll aside.

“Cha Ishii, I outrank you. You cannot kill me.”

He sighed. “Be assured that I and my family will do penance for your death. I regret its necessity deeply. But you have seen too much. Now, please drop the knife.”

She had been holding it back behind her leg, hoping he would not see it. Now she lifted it. “We are at an impasse, Ishii. Both armed.”

“I hope you do not believe that I did not know of this dead one’s offering to you? I am not so blind as that, Lady Terese. But only my weapon is programmed to kill one of my species.”

While he was talking, she slid her thumb over the hilt: light streaked out. Nothing happened but for a brief echo glittering off the screen.

“You see, Lady Terese, that I have always told you the truth.” He blinked, his inner eyelids flicking down and up. The pistol lowered slightly, like a reprieve. “Violence is such an inelegant transaction. Perhaps we could bribe you.” Was it her imagination or had his voice taken on a coaxing tone? “Leave this palace, Lady Terese. Forget what you have seen. Forget this journey. And we will take Bakhtiian off planet with us. We will give him the treatments that will make him live one hundred of your years, and you can have him.” He lowered the pistol even further, gaze hard on her as if he was trying to measure some attribute in her character. “Does that tempt you?”

Tempt her? To have Ilya for a hundred years. To show him the stars.

The stars, where the jaran, a name that could—that would—resonate across a continent, meant nothing. Lord, it would kill him.

The pistol rested at Ishii’s side, but his finger still touched the firing lever.

“I fear, Cha Ishii, that you will make me laugh. Of course, he might make a sensation for a time, which would be diverting enough, I suppose, but when it wore off, I would have to dispose of him. That would be tiresome.” She took a step toward him and casually rested her hand on her saber. His hand did not move. “But I think you will find that there are other commodities that might persuade me.”

“Other commodities?” A flash of many lights on his face as the screen changed, then a sick, brilliant white. “I do regret this hasty, slovenly solution, Lady Terese, for you would do so very well at court. But I am not a fool. The sister of a mushai, a traitor, cannot be bribed.” He raised the pistol to point straight at her heart. “Please remove your belt and the weapons.”

Her hands shook. She slipped the tongue of her belt free of the buckle and took another step toward him. The harsh light had drained all color from his face. He looked as if his skin were painted on. “The duke knows I am on this planet. I left him a message. A letter.” Her voice broke. It was her last play. “You will be ruined.”

“Unfortunately, the message to your brother was destroyed. The duke never received any letter from you. I must assume that he believes you still on Earth. There is no reason to trace you here.” His finger—

She lashed out with her hand, the instantaneous reaction of cold fear. The buckle of the belt smashed into his hand. He cried out. The shot seared into a bulk of metal, a high, harmless crack. She whipped the belt back. The hard metal caught his fingers. His knife fell to the floor. Tess kicked it away. It skittered across the smooth surface and slid under Garii’s slumped body.

The impetus of her kick brought her forward, and she plunged into Cha Ishii. Without even thinking, she knifed him in the abdomen. He screamed and fell.

Caught in his falling, she lost her balance and came down with her knees in his stomach. He made a sound, a cry. She scrambled forward, pulling out the knife, tripping on the belt, stumbling, getting up. Then she was in the passage, slipping on the smooth floor, hitting her knee hard as she went down, catching herself one-handed, pushing up. She got her balance and drew her saber, holding the belt in her other hand. Glanced back. Ishii was gasping as he struggled to get up. She ran.

Her hand, thrust in front of her, came up against sheer wall. It fell away. She tumbled out into the empty, white room. As the door slid back into place behind her, she stuck the knife into the crack. The door shut with a sharp grinding noise, not quite closed. She shoved at it. It did not move.

“Jammed. Please, God, jammed.” She ran to the other door, paused there, trying to stop breathing so loudly. A tear snaked down her cheek to dissolve, warm and salty, on her lips. The door was shut. She gave it a gentle push, and it slid open a handbreadth. She saw nothing, heard no sound at all from the chamber beyond. She slipped into the room with her saber preceding her. The two megaliths framed the doorway like sentinels at a tomb. A scraping noise sounded behind her. She ran.

She got no farther than six steps. A figure emerged from a megalith. Like the strike of a snake, a hand gripped her right wrist, twisting it so her saber fell, a brilliant clatter on the floor, and pulled her in. An arm closed around her back. Her hands were trapped, one in back, one in front of her, her legs constrained by space. Her hair rested against a head. Head. Neck. Throat. She ducked her head, got it under the chin, and pushed up; lunged with her teeth for the throat.

It happened so fast that she only knew that both her arms were jerked painfully up behind her back. A hand locked on her chin, holding her head bowed back, fingers pressed tight on her jaw. His face held a breath away from hers.

“Try that again,” he said, his eyes two points of blackness, “and I’ll have to—” Abruptly, he jerked her chin to one side, as if he could not stand to look at her. His beard tickled her cheek.

“Oh, God,” said Tess. She would have fallen if he had not been holding her.

“By the gods.” Bakhtiian looked past her to her saber, a gleam on the ebony floor. “I think it is time for you to tell me the truth.”



Chapter Twenty-four


	“To protect it within your silent bosom.”

	—EMPEDOCLES OF AGRAGAS



HE DID NOT LET go of her until they were inside the room that the priests had given him to sleep in. She was panting, dizzy from the pace he had set, the sudden halts, the fear of every blind corner. Her wrist ached where he held her. When he released her, she staggered backward. The bed frame caught her knees and she half-fell to the hard mattress. All of her breath sighed out of her. She sank back against the wall and rested her face in her open hands. Light flickered. She lifted her head. He set a candle on the little table midway along the wall.

His stare was so hard that she looked down. “What, did he try to kill you?” he said finally, as if he had thought of doing it once or twice. “If you will be caught spying, then you must expect to suffer the consequences.”

She stared stupidly at him. Half a meter to the right and the shot would have burned through her.

“I could not sleep,” said Ilya at last. “I saw you meet the pilgrim called Garii and go with him. He took you into the white room, but when I looked inside, you had vanished. Then Ishii came and went inside, yet the room remained empty—to my sight, at least. And you came out, running as if demons were after you. There is blood on your hand, by the way. Where did you go?”

There was blood on her hand. She wiped her face frantically but only the barest smear came off. There was not much, after all: a pale stripe across her knuckles and a few drops darkening her sleeve.

“You have done violence in the shrine,” he said.

Her head snapped up. “No! He tried to kill me. It was self-defense, damn you. I didn’t kill him. God, he killed Garii. He would have killed me!”

“Where did all this take place?”

“There’s a secret room, a secret door. Don’t you have anything I can clean this off with? It stings.”

He took a step toward her. She jerked up, but he was only turning to open the door. He went out. She was suddenly seized by a paralyzing terror: what if he had gone to find Ishii? Or Mother Avdotya? A hand rattled at the door—but it was Ilya. He tossed her a damp cloth and resumed his stance against the door, regarding her with his unrelenting gaze. She scrubbed at her hand and her cheek and then sat, staring at the rag until finally she dropped it on the floor next to his bed.

“You have no farther to retreat,” said Bakhtiian, “and I want an explanation.” The candlelight threw his shadow high up on the wall, arching over onto the ceiling, so that it seemed to lower down on her like the approach of a storm. “You had better be honest with me, because I am—completely—out of patience with you.”

“I can’t tell you.”

“You can’t tell me! The penalty for violence—”

“You aren’t listening to me!” She pushed up to her feet. “He tried to—” Inside her shirt, the cylinder slipped down. She grabbed at her side.

“Tess!” he cried, starting forward. “He hurt you—”

“No.” She stepped back, half up onto the bed.

Ilya stopped short. “Let me see.”

“No.”

He walked forward. She backed up along the bed, standing on the mattress, until he had cornered her.

His shadow seemed to take up an entire wall. Under her hand, through her shirt, the cylinder felt hard and cold. He looked at her hand, cupped at her waist. Slowly he placed one foot up on the bed and, with a slight grimace, pushed up with the other, so that he, too, was standing on the bed. He placed a hand on either side of her, trapping her.

“What do you have?”

The implacability of his voice terrified her. “I can’t show you.”

“You will.”

Finally, she lowered her head in acquiescence. He stepped down. Too quickly, this time; he winced and with a marked limp moved back to the middle of the room.

“Oh, God,” she said under her breath. This was it. All her efforts for nothing: now he would know, and she could not begin to imagine what the knowledge would do to him.

She turned into the corner and retrieved the cylinder. With it in her hand, she stepped down from the bed and handed it to him.

He took it to the candle. “I see no writing. Is this some holy relic?”

She felt impelled to smile, thinking of what Ishii had said about archaeology. “Yes, the relic of a prince who is long since dead.”

He turned it in the light as if its black sheen fascinated him. “Whom ought this to belong to?”

“That depends on which one of us you talk to. Myself or Ishii.”

“Why do you want it?”

“My brother wants it. It represents—I can’t explain in a few words. Power and knowledge.”

“Why should your brother have it? It is the pilgrims, after all, who have come on this journey for holy purposes.”

“For their purposes.”

“Which are?”

“Bad ones.”

“While your brother’s are good? That is very easy, my wife, but rarely true.” She winced at his cutting tone. “Well?”

“How long do you want the explanation to be?” She rubbed at her eyes with her palms, then lowered them, taking in resolve with a deep breath. “Ilya. The khepellis will use that relic to enslave my people. Already they control most of the trade that enriches Jeds. And many other cities. But if my brother gets that relic, then he can work to free all those the khepelli have subjugated. Not just for his own sake. You have to believe me. He isn’t—his work is for other people not for himself.”

Her gaze on him worked like a fire. He took a step toward her, away from the table. Framed by light and shadow, he seemed to Tess a man in some half-remembered legend, a force in and of himself, caught between the new world and the old. “How could you read the inscription on the arch?”

“I have learned—” She broke off.

“You have learned the tongue the khepelli speak. You said it was their writing. Last night, after—” He jerked his gaze away from her suddenly, staring down at the lines of wax that laced a tangled pattern around the base of the candle.

“Last night,” he began again, “I went to the sacred fountain to—to reflect. But two of the pilgrims were in the room. They did not see me, but I saw them drink from the basin. Deeply. It did not harm them, Tess. They aren’t like us. I have always known that—only a blind man would not see it—but this…The water did not poison them. They aren’t—” He hesitated, as if once said, the words would alter his world forever.

Which they would. She could not look at him, stared instead at the candle burning down. Soon its flame would fail, having consumed everything that it could feed on. They aren’t from this planet.

“They aren’t human,” he said. “There are old stories about the ancient ones who lived here long ago, who were driven away by war or drought or sickness, or by us—those who are women and men, jaran and khaja both—never to be seen again. I think those stories are true. I think they fled away across the seas and founded a kingdom in lands far from here. And now they’ve come back to find what they left behind. Am I right? Did their ancestors build this place?”

In the silence she heard the clack of twigs as the wind stirred in the garden outside. “Yes.”

“And as they traded and grew strong, your brother must have sent you to watch them.”

“Not precisely, but…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

“And you followed them here, to discover—you didn’t know either, did you? That they had once lived and ruled here.”

“No,” she said, a hoarse whisper. “No. We did not know.”

“They believe they have some right to this land?”

“I don’t know.” But the opening leapt full into her mind. “But if my brother gets this relic, then he will ensure that they never exploit these lands. Jaran lands. They will be forced into treaties. They will trade, or at least their trade will be circumscribed, that is—”

“You are either lying to me,” he said, “or else you haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about. What will your brother do with this relic? How can his having it help him in his good purposes?”

“I don’t know how he will use it, not to tell you details. Except that it will help him disrupt their trade. Help him keep them from ever claiming these lands, if that is their intent. Because it is proof entire that they did indeed once reside here.”

He lifted the cylinder, extending his arm so that the black shape marked the distance between them. As it did. How could she not have seen it before? He was bound by his world, bound still to Newton’s universe, which, like the idea of the Chapalii being not human, was wildly revolutionary to him. Farther than that—farther than that did not even exist for him. To him, Rhui was the universe.

“If I agree to help you,” he said, “what guarantee do you offer me that your actions, and mine in aiding you, will not harm my people? Will not prevent them from fulfilling their destiny?”

She crossed to him, halting a bare arm’s length away from him. He was not so much taller than she as she had at times thought. “Ilya,” she began, and she faltered. Meeting his gaze, she knew without a doubt that if she kissed him now, used passion, used her love for him as her guarantee, he would help her. But it would be no better than a weapon used to get what she wanted. As he had used her ignorance to make her his wife.

“Ilya. We have clasped friends, and I have given my honor into your hands. That is my guarantee. And by the honor you gave into mine, my right to ask your aid and protection.”

The room was still, like the hush before dawn, only two motionless figures in the fading glow of the candle.

“Damn you.” He jerked his gaze away from her, staring into the shadowed corner. “By my honor,” he murmured, as if to the gods themselves. As if he wished with all his heart that she had used any other argument but that.

She simply breathed, watching him, and the wind sighed and called outside. She could not read the expression on his face.

“Then you will help me?” she asked at last in a low voice.

He met her gaze. “I will not let them kill you,” he said with such simplicity that she knew that it was true. “I will get you to the coast and safe on a ship for Jeds. Will you let me keep this until then?” He turned the cylinder so that it winked in the candlelight. “Only to keep it safe. By your honor and mine.”

“Yes. By that guarantee, I trust you.”

“By my honor,” he said, so quietly that she scarcely heard it, “but not as my wife.” The he shook his head, as if he had not meant to say it, or her to hear it. “You look exhausted. I think it would be best if you didn’t go back to your room tonight.” He hesitated, then gestured to his bed. “No one will remark on your sleeping in the same room as your husband.”

She flushed, and her gaze strayed to the bed. She saw how neatly he had folded his blankets at the foot, how carefully he had hung his saddlebags over the endpost. Only a scrap of material sticking out from the opening suggested untidiness: a shirtsleeve, with a needle pierced through it, as if he had been interrupted in the middle of embroidery.

She simply nodded, afraid to venture words.

He picked up the candle. Darkness moved around him as he carried it to the door.

“But you must sleep—” she protested, seeing that he meant to leave.

“Someone must guard you.”

“Ilya…” She was not sure what she wanted to say to him. She was not sure what she wanted at all, except that, right now, she wanted him.

He blew out the candle abruptly, flooding her in darkness. The door opened and closed, and then the snick of the latch sounded as it fell into place outside.

She lay down on the bed and pulled the blankets up over her. The cloth felt coarse against her skin, scented of grass and the summer earth. He had lain under these blankets. She wrapped a corner of one under her, so that her cheek lay against it, and with that comfort, she slept.

Storm clouds raced in over the mud flats of Odys Massif. Charles Soerensen stood in the wind and the hard slap of rain, out on his balcony. Beyond, at the far towers of Odys Port, a ship had landed. Suzanne was on that ship, back from Paladia Major without Tess, without any indication that Tess had been on the Oshaki after it had left the Delta Pavonis system.

But Suzanne had not come back alone.

Charles turned and walked back inside. Jamsetji sat at Charles’s desk, manipulating graphs in the air above the flat screen. On the flat surface, the net burrowers dredged deep into the datanet, seeking any scrap of information on Chapalii protocol in the matter of transfers of fealty. Almost every tunnel led back, like a blind maze, to the hand of the Yaochalii, the emperor. By the emperor’s hand, thus will it be granted.

Jamsetji glanced up at Charles and shook his head but otherwise did not stir. A chime shattered their silence. The transparent wall sealed down across the balcony behind Charles. Jamsetji rose and moved aside so Charles could sit down at his desk.

A seam in the tiled wall peeled open, and Suzanne walked in, followed by four Chapalii. One was Hon Echido, flushed blue with distress. Two were also of the merchant class, by their robes, but they wore the wrist and neck torque of the Office of Protocol. And the fourth Chapalii—

Charles almost stood up. As quickly, he decided against it. “Tai-en,” he said, and inclined his head the merest degree, acknowledging an equal.

“Tai Charles,” said the duke. He was tall, awkwardly thin, and his skin was dead white.

Suzanne bowed to the precise degree. “Tai Charles,” she said in Anglais, “this is the Tai-en Naroshi Toraokii. He has come from Chapal with these officers from Protocol to arraign this fugitive member of the family Keinaba, whose name has been stained with dishonor and so must vanish from the sight of the emperor.”

Charles rose because he judged that it was now polite to do so, and answer enough to Suzanne’s words.

The Tai-en Naroshi examined the chamber, the tiled wall, the sweep of balcony, the sheen of the desktop, and, briefly, the still, silent figure of Jamsetji, waiting quietly at Charles’s right. Then he inclined his head toward Charles as to an equal, and spoke.

When he was finished, Suzanne translated. “The Tai-en states that if his honored peer desires a translation circuit to be installed, he can arrange for such, allowing the females of his house to return to their scholarly studies without having to waste their talents and valuable time translating mere words.”

“My honored peer is generous. I will consider his offer with great pleasure.”

Suzanne’s mouth quirked up, not into a smile, not quite, and she repeated his words to Naroshi. What he thought of them it was impossible to tell. Colors tinted the skin of the two Protocol officers. Echido was still flushed blue. Naroshi remained as pale as ice. He spoke again.

“The Tai-en states that he wishes to relieve his honored peer of the burden of the presence of this ke, this low one.” Suzanne glanced at Echido. The merchant clutched his hands together, saying nothing with them at all. “The rite of extinction has been completed for all of the possessions of the princely house that no longer exists, except for Keinaba. The emperor is restless that this matter remains unresolved. Thus, peace cannot be achieved until this ke is returned and his name obliterated with his family’s.”

“It is indeed benevolent of my honored peer to consider taking this burden from me.” Charles waited while Suzanne translated, and then he looked directly at the two Protocol Officers. “Did Keinaba take part in the offense that has tainted all who owed allegiance to that princely house?”

Naroshi blinked, but that was his only reaction.

Both officers bowed. One spoke at length, and Suzanne translated, but in Ophiuchi-Sei-ah-nai. “Charles, he basically says that whatever breach of protocol, whatever conspiracy, the prince and dukes and lords were involved in went no lower than that. But, of course, the merchants and all of their stewards and artisans are dishonored by the association. Everything, all their wealth, all their holdings, will revert to the emperor to be dispensed back by him to whatever princes he favors right now.”

“I did a wee bit of checking,” said Jamsetji in a low voice, in the same language. “It cleared with what we thought. Given the information we have and our ability to calculate their markers of wealth, that princely house and holdings was the richest, or among the richest, in the empire.”

“Not least because of Keinaba,” replied Charles, also in Ophiuchi-Sei. “Yet I have a dispensation from the emperor’s hand. Yes, I see. I wonder if this is a coincidence or a test?” But his eyes had lit already. It had been too long since he had faced a real challenge.

In Anglais, he said, “Tell my honored peer that I have taken in the loyalty of Keinaba.” Suzanne translated.

The Protocol officers flushed a sickly hue of violet. Echido paled, and his hands rewove themselves into Merchant’s Bounty.

Not a flicker of color tainted Naroshi’s skin. His chin tilted the slightest degree before he spoke.

“The Tai-en states that he cannot act on this matter, merely do as his duty instructs: that is, return the merchant in question to the emperor. If his honored peer wishes to accompany him so as to bring this matter forward to the emperor’s discretion, he would be pleased to offer him passage on his ship back to Chapal.”

“My honored peer is munificent. I accept and will be pleased to accompany him to Chapal.”

Naroshi inclined his head. He was gratified at the Tai-en’s acceptance. His skin stayed white. They exchanged a few more compliments, a few last pleasantries, and then Naroshi took his leave. The Protocol officers begged leave to follow him, and Echido bowed as servant to master, to Charles, and accepted their escort. His skin was paler than theirs, as if he felt secure that he and his family would be spared. It was still not as dead pale as the duke’s had been. They left the room to silence.

“Goddess in Heaven and Earth,” swore Suzanne. “What the hell did you do that for?”

“I think the time is right,” said Charles softly. “I think it is something I had better do. It gives us a foothold in the cliff, rather than that bare toe’s width of ledge we’re clinging to now. What do you make of Naroshi? Have I made an enemy or an ally in that one? My God, he had exceptional facial control. Jamsetji, dig up everything you can about the Toraokii dukedom.” Charles moved to one side so that Jamsetji could sit down at his desk.

“But, Charles.” Suzanne marched over to the desk and set her palms down on it, leaning on them, glaring up into his face. “What about Tess?”

“Suzanne, what can I do? If she’s on Rhui, Marco can find her.”

“What if she’s in danger? If she’s injured? Captured? Being held prisoner? What if she’s dead?”

“Must I remind you that in bitter political terms Tess is expendable? Chapalii law allows for me to adopt an heir, who will then be as legal as an heir of my blood. It’s been suggested by the emperor himself, in order that I might have a proper male heir.”

“We’re not talking political terms, Charles. We’re talking about your sister.”

“Suzanne, you may take it for granted that I love my sister.” He kept his voice as even as a Chapalii voice, revealing nothing. “You may be sure that if she comes to harm through Chapalii machinations, those responsible will suffer for it. If I have the power to act against them. But I can do nothing for her here. We must grasp the opportunity that presents itself. Keinaba is rich. Through their shipping we will have ties and access to every port and every planet and every system, and, by God, every back door that merchants squeeze through, in imperial space. We can’t afford to lose that chance.”

Suzanne pushed herself up and spun away to walk out onto the balcony. The transparent wall peeled away to allow her access, and shut behind her, to protect the office from the beating rain and the skirling wind. The tide was out. The tules lay flat against the muddy shallows, pressed down by the gale. Clouds roiled above, dark and turbulent.

Charles watched her for a moment, and one moment only, and then he turned and walked to the side room to pack what few things he needed for the journey. The seal stood open between the office and the little chamber.

“Richard and Tomaszio can arrange whatever formal items I’ll need,” said Charles over his shoulder. “And a message to Cara, in Jeds, to let her know what’s happened. She can forward anything to Marco. He’ll have to act on his own for now.”

Jamsetji snorted. “Always does, that one,” he said to the air. “Rich and Tomas will go with you, as always. Who else?”

“Suzanne, of course. I need her. That’s all. If this falls out as I hope, we’ll have a whole Chapalii merchant house at our disposal. My God, think of it, Jamsetji. Think what we can do with that.” He went in to the efficiency, and the wall sealed shut behind him.

Jamsetji grinned at the first trickle of information scrolling up on the desk. “Maybe the long haul ain’t going to be so damned long.”

Suzanne came in from the balcony, soaked and still angry. “Sweet Goddess, what a storm.” She glared at Jamsetji. “What are you smiling about? What if Tess is down on Rhui in the middle of a storm like that?”

“You worry too much, young woman. And the truth is,” he dropped his voice to a whisper, “you don’t trust her any better than her own brother does. Not really. Not to take care of herself. But I’m betting she can.”

“Can take care of herself, or find someone to take care of her? Well, I cursed well hope you’re right.” Suzanne cast one last, reproachful glance toward Charles, who emerged from the efficiency with his hands full of bottles and bits. “I’ll go get ready,” she said sourly, and stalked away to the far wall. The tiling peeled open to let her through.

A soft knock on the door woke Tess. She started up. Sun shone in through the window and she knew it was late, midmorning, perhaps. She grabbed for her saber as the door opened, but it was only Vladimir.

“Good morning,” she said, suddenly embarrassed to be found sleeping in Ilya’s bed.

He did not look at her. “Here’s some food and water.” He set a tray down on the table and retreated to the door.

“Thank you.” His sullen expression did not alter. “Vladimir, where is Bakhtiian?”

His gaze roamed the chamber, coming to rest finally on Ilya’s saddlebags, slung casually over the endpost. “He’ll be back. I’ll wait outside until you’re ready to go wash.” He left.

She straightened her clothing and put on her boots and then ate and drank a little, and went to the door. It opened before she reached it, and Vladimir gestured her outside.

She hesitated. “But—”

“It’s safe. Mother Avdotya has taken the khepellis to the sacred pool, with ten of the jahar for escort. Come on.” He sounded peevish as he said it.

Probably, Tess thought, as she followed him to the chamber with the hot springs, he wished that Ishii had managed to kill her. It was impossible to truly enjoy the luxury of the hot springs but equally impossible not to linger a little too long. Vladimir finally tapped impatiently on the door, and she dried off hurriedly and dressed.

Back in the room, Vladimir paused by the door. “Are you really going back to Jheds?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He looked so comically relieved that she chuckled. “You may laugh,” he said with unexpected fury. “You have family. You have a place given to you. Ilya is all I have. Do you think a girl like Elena wants an orphan for a husband?”

“I’m an orphan, too, Vladimir. My parents died over twelve years ago. But it’s true, I do have a brother.”

“Oh, the one in Jheds. What do I care about Jheds? I have been riding with the tribe for two years now. I’m still nothing but an orphan to them. Ilya’s pet. But you—you were there ten days, and Mother Orzhekov gifted you her own daughter’s tent.”

Voices sounded from the hall. Vladimir had been red; now he turned white. The door opened, and Bakhtiian appeared.

“Leave us,” he said. Vladimir stared straight into Tess’s eyes, his mouth a bitter line. “Vladi,” said Ilya.

The young man glanced at Ilya and stalked out of the room, shoulders taut. Ilya raised his eyebrows, shrugged, and walked over to the table to sit on its edge. One booted leg dangled elegantly.

Then his reinforcements arrived. The usual ones, of course: Josef promptly sat down on the floor, Niko sat beside Tess on the bed, and Tasha shut the door behind him and stood blocking it. Tess blushed.

“Well,” said Ilya, and she realized that he was a little embarrassed by this situation as well.

Niko rescued them. “One of the khepelli is indeed missing. We can find no trace of him.”

“The one missing,” said Ilya, taking charge again, “is the one you met last night. The same one you met with in the garden yesterday.”

“Ishii killed him.” Tess felt the force of all their gazes on her.

“For betraying his own kind?”

“Yes. No. Yes, for breaking his loyalty to Ishii, but really, he killed him for men betraying me in turn. It was Garii who alerted Ishii that we had gone—” She shrugged.

“To this secret room which I could not find, even last night when I returned there. I see. This gives me rather more respect for Lord Ishii. One betrayal might betoken a real change of heart, but two—” All four men shook their heads. “Mother Avdotya also noticed the missing pilgrim but she will not pursue those who are not bound by the laws of the jaran. There, it seems, the matter ends.”

“But what about Tess?” asked Niko. “If Ishii would murder one of his own men, then I must believe that she is truly in danger as well.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt it.” Ilya’s tone was slightly mocking. “I think we will have to seek Veselov’s aid.”

“Veselov!” This from Tasha.

“To separate Soerensen from the pilgrims means we must split the jahar. Obviously, with khaja lands to ride through, and Dmitri Mikhailov still somewhere behind us, that would be idiotic. I propose we leave Tess and a few of the riders here at the shrine, where it is safe, and with the rest ride to Veselov’s tribe and ask Veselov to send a portion of his jahar to escort her to the coast. We will ride ahead with the khepellis, see them to their ship, collect our horses, and wait for the others there.”

“What if the khepelli decide to kill all of you?” Tess asked.

“Is this relic, and your death, so valuable to them?”

“It might be.”

He smiled. “That is why you will write a letter to your brother that explains—briefly—the situation. As soon as it is done, Josef will ride ahead. With three horses, he will make good time.”

“Won’t that be dangerous?”

Josef grinned. “I’ve done rasher things in my youth. I speak the khaja tongues well enough to get by. And I think I am a good judge of men’s hearts.”

“I suppose that is why you joined up with Bakhtiian?”

All four men laughed.

“Did Yuri tell you that he is the only man in my jahar not born or married into our tribe?” Ilya asked. “Well, I cannot answer to that accusation.” He tilted his head to one side, smiling, a surprisingly youthful, sweet expression. It made her so uncomfortable that she stood up and gazed out the window. He coughed. The other men shifted. “In any case,” he said finally, “if we’re all killed, at least your brother will know of it.”

Through the window she saw part of the garden, thick lines of bushes, a white statue half-hidden behind a tree. It was quiet. From somewhere in the distance she heard the sound of singing.

“Who will stay?” asked Niko.

“Yuri and Mikhal,” said Ilya immediately. “Two more, I think. Konstans, perhaps.”

“Kirill,” said Josef. “That is my recommendation.”

There was a silence. Tess could not bring herself to turn around.

“Mine, too,” said Tasha. “You must leave someone who can take command of whichever part of Veselov’s jahar will be sent.”

“Then you, Tadheus,” said Ilya stiffly.

“Ilya,” said Niko, “you must eventually give Kirill the responsibility he deserves.”

A longer silence. Outside, a man’s voice shouted, a cheerful yell, followed by women’s laughter.

“Very well. Kirill, Konstans, Yuri, and Mikhal.”

“I’ll go prepare, then,” said Josef. Tasha made some similar excuse, and Niko left after them.

She turned. Ilya still sat on the table. He was looking at his hands. He glanced up at her.

“You’ll need paper.” He crossed the room to rummage in his saddlebags, lifting out a tube of soft cloth and the leather-bound Newton.

“Ilya—” she began, but he took them back to the table and set them down. Unwrapping the cloth, he revealed a quill and a tightly sealed pot of ink. Then he slipped his knife out of its sheath and turned the Newton open to the flyleaf. She could not bear to watch. In a moment, he said, “Would you like me to wait outside?”

“No.” She came over to the table. He retreated to the bed with the precious book and sat cradling it in his hands while she bent down to compose the letter.

Charles. I am stranded on Rhui but am currently safe. The Chapalii have sent a clandestine expedition to Rhui which I stumbled across and followed: the Tai-en Mushai—yes, that one—once possessed this planet, and he left a palace and computer banks which contain all the information he gathered which led to the downfall of the First Empire. It really happened! I now possess in storage the contents of his files. I am traveling for Jeds now, but the Chapalii are still a threat to me. If something should happen to me, if you should receive this letter and I do not arrive in Jeds from the north by ship within a month or at most two, then look for the people called the jaran, who live on the northern plains, and specifically for a man named Ilyakoria Bakhtiian. They have sheltered me. Here she hesitated, and then simply signed her name.

She stood, blew on the fine, marbled paper now covered with her scrawl, and offered it to him. He took it.

“I will keep the relic until we meet at the coast.” He gathered up his quill and ink, packed everything neatly away into his saddlebags, and swung the packs onto the table. He did not look at her. She did not look at him.

“What will you tell the pilgrims?” she asked finally. “Won’t they be suspicious? I don’t want you to lose your horses.”

“I’ll tell them—” He paused. An odd note to his voice made her look up at him. Seeing her gaze, he smiled sardonically. “I’ll tell them that you married me and are now my wife and so will be staying here.”

“Don’t tell them that!” He blinked away from her vehemence, his expression shuttered. “I didn’t mean…” How could she explain that the Chapalii would take such an explanation very seriously indeed, and that it would cause enormous, negative repercussions for Charles. “I just meant because marriage is not a light thing for the khepellis, that—”

“Do you think it is a light thing for jaran?” he demanded. “Don’t insult me above everything else.”

“I only meant that my marriage, because of who I am, would be taken very seriously…” She broke off.

“And I am of so little importance to the Prince and these khepellis that my marriage is of no account at all? Except, of course, that I married you.”

Which was true, of course. She flushed. “Damn it, Ilya. I never said that.”

He smiled slightly. “Very well, then I will tell Lord Ishii that I don’t trust you, that you have broken the laws of our tribe, and I have left you behind under guard until I can get them safely onto ship and return to deal with you later.” He said it with great satisfaction.

“Very well,” she echoed, and then, because there was nothing more to say, said nothing. Neither did he speak. They stood a body’s length apart, the table between them. She dropped her gaze to stare at the tiny striatums in the floorboards, flowing dark into light, some blending one into the next, some utterly separate. They stood in this manner for so long that she began to wish that he would do anything, anything but stand there silently and look at her.

At last he swung his saddlebags up onto his shoulders and moved to the door. She looked up. He paused with his hand on the latch. “Fare well, my wife,” he said softly.

“Fare well,” she murmured. Then he was gone. As if she had been pulled along behind, she went to the door and laid her head against the wood. What would she say to him when they met again at the coast? Twenty-five days seemed like an eternity.

From outside came the noise of horses, that familiar ring and call of leaving that she had grown so accustomed to, had even come to love. Leaving, traveling, arriving; always moving and yet, because your life and family journeyed with you, always staying in the same place. She hurried to the window and stood up on the bed to look out just in time to see riders, too far away to make out as individuals, mass and start forward away along a path that soon took them into the woods and out of her sight. But she stood still, long after sight and sound of them had faded, and stared out onto the cool of midday and the quiet oasis of the park.

A scratch at the door. She jumped down from the bed, but it was only Yuri.

“Tess.” He hugged her. Pulling back, he examined her face. “Well,” he said, “it’s no use staying shut up in here. It’s a beautiful day outside. Come on. Have you seen the sacred pool yet?”

She had not. So they rode there, the four riders, herself, and Yeliana, and had a little picnic. The sacred pool was really nothing more than a circular marble pool surrounded by pillars, sited in a lovely meadow. A few late-blooming bushes added romance to the setting. The men flirted charmingly with Yeliana, who was delighted to have so many good-looking young riders to practice on.

“There’s only Andrey, who is young,” she whispered to Tess, “and I’ve never liked him. He came here five years past to become a priest, but I think it was just because he’s so ugly and sour-faced that none of the women wanted him. All the others are as old as the hills. I was sorry when Vladi left.” Then she smiled at something Konstans said and asked him about his wife and baby.

Tess stood and walked over to the edge of the pool, where Kirill stood alone, watching the water ripple in the sunlight. “You’re very quiet today.”

“Did you ask Bakhtiian to leave me in charge?” he asked.

“No. Josef and Tasha and Niko did.”

His face lit. “Did they? By the gods.” His posture shifted, and he looked very pleased with the world. He grinned. “Meet me here tonight, my heart, and I will show you how this pool has captured the moon.”

“Kirill.” She faltered, and set her lips for courage, and looked at him.

“You love him,” he said.

“Yes.”

“So much.”

“Yes.”

His expression was hard to read, compounded half of resignation and half of—something else. “But Tess, you won’t even lie with him. Isn’t that cruel?”

“For me or for him?”

“For him, of course. What you do to yourself is your own business, although I must say—”

“I don’t believe that you would scold me for that.”

“I don’t hate Ilya, Tess, or wish him ill. I never have, even if I might envy him now for winning your love.”

“But I love you, too, Kirill.”

“Yes. You gifted me with your love, but you gifted him with your heart.”

“Kirill.”

“Oh, Tess. Don’t cry, my heart. It doesn’t matter. It was a fair race. I don’t begrudge him winning it, and I don’t blame you for choosing him.”

“I’m not choosing him. I’m going back to Jeds. And would you stop being so damned noble?”

He laughed shakily. “All right,” he said violently. “The truth is, I’d like to murder him. Slowly. Strangle him, maybe, or better yet—no, that’s an ill-bred thing to say in front of a woman.”

She smiled and wiped a tear from her cheek. “That’s better.”

“I accept what I must, Tess. What other choice do I have?” He frowned and then left her to walk back to the others.

She remained by the pond. After a while Yuri came to join her. “What were you and Kirill talking about?”

She shrugged.

“You don’t want to go back to Jeds, do you?”

“What other choice do I have?” she asked.

“Well, I think—”

“Yuri, do you want to get thrown in the pond?”

“Certainly I do. What do you think?” He grinned. “I want to go back to the shrine. It’s getting dark, and I’m hungry. Are you coming?”

“Bakhtiian never accepts his circumstances,” she said in a low voice. “He changes them.”

“What did you say?”

“Nothing, Yuri. I’m coming.”

The weather remained fair for the next six days. They achieved a kind of equilibrium: in the mornings, Kirill insisted on a grueling practice session with saber, with the permission of Mother Avdotya, of course, and many of the male priests and even Yeliana came to watch. In the afternoons, some combination, always Tess and Yuri, often Kirill, and sometimes Mikhal and Konstans, would go riding in the great park that surrounded the shrine. Every night, Tess and Yeliana took a torch and a few candles and sneaked down to the hot springs to luxuriate there for a lazy, glorious hour.

The fifth night, Yeliana said out of the dark waters: “I will go with you.”

“Go with me? Where?” asked Tess.

“Go with you when you leave here.”

“But I can’t take you to Jeds.”

“Oh, I don’t want to go across the seas. But you rode with the men. Why shouldn’t I? I always envied Vladi that he left here. I never went because there was no place for me to go. I have no tent, no mother or aunt to gift me one. It is easier for a man. If he distinguishes himself in battle, then a woman might not set her brothers on him if he marked her. And there, he has a place in a tribe. But if I could learn to fight—”

“But, Yeliana—”

“You did it. Are you saying other women cannot?”

“No, but—”

“I hate it here,” she said without heat, simply as a fact. “I’m young enough. I can learn.”

“Well,” said Tess slowly, “you can go where Vladimir went—to Bakhalo’s jahar-ledest. If he’ll take you. I have an old saber I can give you. It isn’t a very good one, but—”

“A saber!” Yeliana’s excitement manifested itself in muffled splashing at her end of the baths. “My own saber!”

What have I started? Tess thought, and sighed.

The next morning, Yeliana appeared again at practice and Tess politely asked Kirill to show the girl the most basic strokes. Kirill raised his eyebrows, but he complied.

“Do you know what I think?” said Yuri at midday, when they sat resting under a tree. “I think she must be Vladi’s sister by the same parents.”

“Why? They don’t look so much alike.”

“No, but for the color of their hair and eyes. And she’s rather tall for a girl. But did you see her with those cuts? Oh, she’s very rough, and very new, but there’s a certain grace, a certain touch for the blade…I’ll never have it, no matter how many years I practice.”

“You’re not the hardest worker at saber, Yuri.”

“That’s true, but even if I were—it’s not in me.”

“No.” She smiled and settled her arm around his shoulders. “You have other gifts.”

“Yes, and whenever women say that, it’s never a compliment.”

Movement erupted at the distant doors that led into the shrine. A moment later, Mikhal came running up to them.

“Riders, coming in,” he said, and ran off again.

Tess and Yuri scrambled to their feet and followed him.

“Look!” cried Yuri. “It’s Petya!”

It was a small group—only eight young riders—but merry as they greeted the four men from Bakhtiian’s jahar. But Tess hung back. She could only watch, and after a few moments, even that was too much. She fled into the park and walked, just walked, out into the woods.

Midday slid into afternoon. Finally, she knew she had come far enough—except that nowhere would be far enough—and she turned back. The first shadings of dusk were beginning to color the park when she heard a horse blowing off to her right. She ran over and found herself looking out over the secluded meadow that sheltered the sacred pond. A man, leading two horses, stood by the pool, staring down into the water.

“Kirill.”

He spun. “Don’t ever go off like that! Anything could have happened to you! Damn it, what were you thinking? Yuri was half crazy, wondering where you had gone.”

“But I…I…” To her horror, she began to cry, and she collapsed onto her knees on the soft cushion of grass.

“Tess!” A moment later he enclosed her in his arms and held her to him. “What is it, my heart?”

“I don’t want to go,” she whispered into his shoulder. Tears stained his shirt.

“Then don’t go.”

“I have to.”

“Why?”

The question struck her to silence. She rested against him, comforted and warm. He shifted on the grass and she looked up at him, so near. He sighed, a long exhalation of breath, and pulled her gently down to lie with him on the grass.

“It’s cold,” she murmured.

“I brought blankets.”

“If Yuri is worried—”

“He knows where we are.” He kissed away her tears, one by one.

“But, Kirill, did Veselov only send eight riders?”

“Here.” He helped her up. “Your tent is over here. It will be warmer inside. Yes, for now. Petya says that Mikhailov’s jahar came up a few days after we left, and Sergei Veselov sent out the main force of his jahar to stay between Mikhailov and the Veselov tribe. But they swung north, so it’s no danger to us. But still, there were only a few riders left in camp when Ilya rode in. We’ll ride to meet the tribe and then Veselov will lend us more men once Mikhailov has swung clear.”

She crawled into her tent and found it rich with blankets. She laughed and nuzzled into them, then sobered. “But why should Mikhailov swing clear? What if he follows Ilya?”

Kirill shrugged. “Bakhtiian can solve his own problems. Do you want me to go?”

He sat so close to her that she could feel his breath on her cheek. Before she could answer, he embraced her suddenly and fervently. “Don’t ask me to go, Tess,” he said in a fierce whisper.

Tomorrow she would ask Yuri if it was really possible to love two men at the same time yet in such different ways. Tonight she simply pulled Kirill tight against her, not letting him go, because she knew that this was his way of saying farewell.



Chapter Twenty-five


	“So far as depends on courage.”

	—CRITIAS OF ATHENS



THE TENTS OF THE VESELOV tribe lay along the river’s bank in a haphazard line, strung out in clumps of family groups camped together. The two great tents, one belonging to the etsana and one to her niece, stood in the center of the long line. It was unusual this early to see a fire blazing in the fire pit dug between the two tents, but one was. Three scarlet-shirted men stood there, rubbing their hands by the warmth, watching the large kettle of water that rested over the flames. Dawn pinked the horizon but the sun was not yet up.

“Vladi,” said Niko. “Go find Anton Veselov and ask him how she is doing.” Vladimir nodded and walked away to the etsana’s tent. “That woman,” said Niko uncharitably, “never did a good thing in her life, and now with everything else, she has to fall ill. What if she dies? Little Arina ought to be etsana but that damned cousin of hers will wrest even that from her if she can.”

Ilya blew on his hands and glanced toward Vera Veselov’s tent, where nothing stirred. A woman emerged from the etsana’s tent, glanced at them, and walked with Vladimir toward the river. “Arina is young, just eighteen, I believe. But I think you underestimate her, Niko. Only Vera and her father want Vera to take etsana. I think the rest of the tribe will support Arina, should it come to that.”

“She is too young to become etsana.”

“But they are the last of the family left. There is no older woman to take it unless they take it out of the family altogether. What that girl needs is a good, steady husband. If she is married, it will not seem so imprudent to make her etsana.”

Niko glanced at Ilya curiously. “You sound as if you have someone in mind.”

“Kirill.”

“Kirill!”

“Yes. Kirill.”

“You’re plotting, Ilya.”

“Niko. When Mother Sun sent her daughter to the earth, she sent with her ten sisters, and gifted them each a tent and a name. The eldest was Sakhalin, then Arkhanov, Suvorin, Velinya, Raevsky, Vershinin, Grekov, Fedoseyev, and last the twins, Veselov and Orzhekov. Each sister had ten daughters, and each daughter ten daughters in turn, and thus the tribes of the jaran were born. Next spring we will begin our ride against the khaja lands, and of the ten elder tribes, who will come without questioning me?”

“All of them,” said Niko. He paused. “All but Veselov.”

“Arina Veselov wants Kirill. She told her mother, and her mother told me.”

“What does Kirill want?”

“Kirill knows his duty,” said Ilya stiffly. “You said yourself that I ought to give him the responsibility he deserves.”

“I suggest,” said Niko in a carefully calm voice, “that you let Kirill make his own choice in this matter. You already mean for Yuri to mark Konstantina Sakhalin…”

“How did you know about that?”

“I may be old, Ilya, but I am neither blind nor deaf to the way your mind works, or to the exaggerated sense of duty Yuri feels toward you. Not that he would make her a bad husband, mind you. Ilya, what happened that night at the shrine? Josef and Tasha and I gave you every opportunity.”

The fire popped and flamed, licking the base of the kettle. “I do not wish to speak of it, Niko.”

“Ilyakoria, you are her husband.”

“Yes, I am her husband,” he said, rounding on Niko, “and when Lord Ishii tried to kill her and she was forced to ask for my protection, did she ask me because I am her husband and she is my wife? No, Sibirin, she asked me on the honor we gave each other as friends. She does not want me.”

“Doesn’t she?”

“Very well,” agreed Ilya sarcastically, “perhaps she desires me, perhaps she even loves me, but she will not have me because I trapped her.”

“Trapped her?”

“Treachery, that is the other word she used.”

“Well,” said Niko, “Tess does not mince words.”

“Gods,” said Ilya.

“So what will you do now?”

Ilya stared away, out to where the wind drew ripples in the dark, coursing waters of the river. The sun breached the eastern horizon. “She is going back to Jeds. I will get my horses and then—you know what I mean to do.”

“And what about Tess?”

“What about her?”

“Are you going to just let her leave?”

Ilya’s gaze fixed abruptly on the older man. “I want her, Niko. I thought I would go to any length to get her, but now—now I see that if she does not want me, I must let her go.”

Niko smiled, but gently, to take the sting out of the expression. “You are learning humility, Ilyakoria.”

“Yes,” he said fiercely. “And I hate it.”

Light spilled out, dusting with brightness the brilliant patterns woven into the walls of the gathered tents. “My dear boy,” said Niko slowly, “do you love her?”

“I married her!”

“Loving a woman and wanting a woman are not the same thing.”

Ilya simply stared at him, perplexed. “Of course, to desire a woman only because she is pretty—”

“I am not speaking of anything so simple. Listen to me, my boy. When you came back from Jeds, you had found the path you were destined to ride, knowing that it would bring you fame that no other jaran had found before you. But the gods play this game with us, challenging us to strive for fame, and yet how many of us can ever hope to beat their players: the wind that never ceases, the deep earth, the rain that dissolves the ashes of the dead, the unbounded sky, and the silent stars. They play their game well. They have only to wait us out to win.”

The rising sun laced his pale hair with silver. “Yet now and again, a man or a woman is born who has weapons against these opponents, one who can command quiet, who can see beyond death, one who can hold fire to the old ways and let them burn. You are such a man. You can change the jaran. You are changing them. You can leave this world with a name that will live forever. You can win that game.” He fell silent. Two women spoke in low voices from the etsana’s tent, too far away for words to be distinguishable. From the farther edge of camp, a man hallooed, and a child yelped and laughed.

“But you will die in any case, Ilyakoria. What good is everlasting fame to a man if he dies unloved?”

A wind had come up. It touched Ilya’s hair, stirring it like a whisper.

“Love, Ilya. That is what we who are mortal have been gifted, a gift never given and never known by the undying. The wind cannot love the plain, but I can love the plain, and I can love much more than that and be loved in return. Fame is something you want. A woman is someone you love.”

“I don’t know,” said Ilya in a low voice, averting his gaze from Niko’s keen one. “I don’t know what the difference is.”

Niko sighed and rested a hand on Ilya’s shoulder. “I don’t envy you.”

Ilya laughed a little unsteadily, and then grinned at the older man. “Was that meant to comfort me?”

“No, it was meant to keep you honest.”

“Then I will tell you this much.” His voice shook as he went on. “I don’t want her to leave.” He shut his eyes, struggling to keep his expression controlled. “I don’t want her to leave,” he repeated in a whisper, and then, as if the only way to keep his control was to keep talking, he went on. “I remember the first time I saw her, and she told me in that elegant Rhuian she speaks that she wasn’t going to harm me. Harm me! She could barely stand. Gods, how I wanted to laugh. But when the gods exacted that life, when it was done, I went after her. I don’t know—I was afraid that she would think I was a barbarian, and then I was offended that she did. It was months before I began to wonder why I cared what she thought. And Sonia and my aunt! She walked into camp, alone, starving, with nothing but the clothes on her back, and they took her into the family. Do you know how long Vladi has been riding with the jahar, and still not accepted?”

“Vladi,” said Niko kindly, “does not have Tess’s ability to make friends.”

“Then my aunt gifted her with her own daughter’s tent! And she rode out with us, and I knew it would be a day, two days, three days at most, before she gave up—and then those damned—they knew I wanted her gone and still Yuri and Mikhal and Kirill and the others helped her.”

“Until she could do it herself. She beat you fairly, Ilya.” Niko chuckled, seeing Ilya’s expression. “What, you aren’t still mad about that, are you?”

“Damn her,” said Ilya with heat. “I hate losing. Gods, though, I was impressed. She barely knew how to ride when we started. Do you suppose you know anyone as stubborn as she is?”

“Yes,” said Niko innocently. “I think I do.”

For an instant, Bakhtiian looked offended, and then he called Niko a very unsavory name that had once started a feud between two tribes that lasted three generations.

Niko laughed heartily. “I like watching your face,” he said. “But I’m curious. When did you decide that you had to marry her?”

“Do you know, I did something I had never done before—something I had never had to do before. I put myself in her way one evening, thinking—hoping—that she would ask me to lie with her. I thought she needed comfort. It was after we found those three butchered riders of Doroskayev’s. That was when I discovered that she and Fedya—” He shrugged.

“It took you that long?”

“Where a woman slept had never before concerned me. But I’m glad she chose Fedya. He began making songs again before he died. For her. And I didn’t have time to learn them all.” He shook his head. “When we were up in the hills on that damned ill-fated scouting expedition…I know the exact moment. We were down, the hunter stalking us, and my fingers touched her neck.”

He raised one hand to touch the single gold necklace at his throat. “I ran. I ran because it was so strong. But it wasn’t until we reached Veselov’s tribe, the night of the dance, that I could see it for what it really was. Tess came to talk to me because I couldn’t dance. When I saw her, I finally understood that I loved her.”

A woman hurried up to the etsana’s tent, spoke with someone inside, and hurried away again. Around them, the camp was waking up. Three children ran by, bound for the river.

Niko coughed. “Excuse me for saying so much, Ilya, but then why did you go off with that—” He glanced toward the other tent, still quiet. “That awful woman.”

Bakhtiian flushed. “Because Tess left me to go dance, just jumped up and left me, went straight to—” He broke off.

“Ah,” said Niko.

“And then in front of everyone she had the audacity to gift Petya with that necklace. And then, do you know what she said to me that day? She said, ‘I wonder who got the beauty and who got the beast.’ She said that. To me.”

“And that,” said Niko with awe, “is why you married her. By the gods.”

“Yes,” said Ilya sardonically, “how fortunate for me that the Avenue presented itself so conveniently. The gods have a strange humor, Niko. In trying to bind her, I bound only myself.”

“Oh, you bound her as well.”

“Perhaps. But in Jeds, our laws mean nothing.”

“Bitterness does not enhance you, Ilyakoria.”

“Here are Anton and Vladi,” said Ilya. At the same moment, Vera emerged from her tent, dressed in a bright blue tunic with a chain of silver bells around each ankle. She arrived beside Niko and Ilya a few steps before the two men, but her attention was all for Bakhtiian.

“You did not come to my tent last night,” she said in an undertone but not quietly enough that Niko could not overhear. “Three nights you have refused me, Bakhtiian.”

“I beg your pardon,” he said politely, and turned to greet Anton Veselov.

“There’s news,” said Veselov.

“Your mother?”

“No, she is the same. Arina will stay with her. But ten riders just came in. Mikhailov’s jahar slipped away last night, and it looks as if they’ve ridden hard south. Sergei sent word that you may have the ten riders for your journey to the coast. That way,” he added, looking thoughtful, “you can leave today, since you ought to gain enough of a head start that Mikhailov cannot catch you now. With the ten riders, you’ll have double his men, counting the pilgrims, that is.”

But Bakhtiian was frowning. “What about the rest of Veselov’s jahar?”

“They’ll stay between Mikhailov and our camp. I don’t think you need worry that Mikhailov will attack us, even if his riders outnumber ours.” Anton grinned. “He’ll save his fighting for you, Bakhtiian.”

“But if Mikhailov has swung south, then my men, and yours, from the shrine, will ride straight into him because they’re riding here.”

There was a moment of coiled silence.

“Petya is with them,” said Vera, an odd, unsettling note in her voice. She looked sidewise at Ilya, but he was staring south.

The three men watched him, waiting.

“Niko! Tell Tasha to stay here. Choose ten of our riders to stay with him, to guard—to remain as escort for the khepellis. On no account are they to allow any of the pilgrims to wander out by themselves—just as we’ve set our guard these past nights. Anton, we’re riding south. All the riders here and the rest of my men.”

“Very well, Bakhtiian. What will you tell Sergei, when we meet up with him?”

“What will I tell him?” asked Bakhtiian. He shrugged off the question, energy taut through every line of his body. “Vladi, come. They’ve already too many hours on us.” He strode off, and even with his limp, Vladimir had to hurry to keep up with him.

“Does he think Sergei will simply hand command of his jahar over to him?” Anton asked, more curious than anything else.

“Yes,” said Niko. “If you will excuse me.” He inclined his head toward Vera and left, leaving the two cousins side by side at the fire.

“You may hope Petya is killed,” said Anton suddenly, “but you will never get him, Vera. Never.” He smiled.

“I hope your mother dies,” said Vera.

“So do I,” replied Anton amiably. “Then Arina won’t have to be polite to you anymore just for Mother’s sake. If you will excuse me.” He inclined his head with exact courtesy and left her standing alone while the fire flamed and roared and the water bled steam into the chill morning air. Vera did not move for some minutes. Then, seeing several women approaching the etsana’s tent, she tossed her golden hair back over her shoulder with a flourish and went to greet them.

They left the shrine at midmorning, delayed by a protracted argument with Yeliana, who wanted to come with them. There were extra horses, so the case was not utterly unthinkable, but Mother Avdotya remained firm: Yeliana could not be released that easily from her service to the gods.

“I don’t know how well she’ll serve the gods,” said Yuri as they finally rode away, “if she’s forced to do it.”

Tess had waved once but Yeliana had only turned and run back into the shrine, weeping. “I think Mother Avdotya is only trying to protect her. She’s very young. How would she fare, Yuri, riding out with us? Who would take her in? She’d be alone.”

“You were alone.”

“Yes, and I would have been dead very soon if Ilya hadn’t found me. Yuri, why was your tribe so hospitable to me and not to Vladimir?”

Yuri frowned and rubbed his chin. “I meant to say because he’s an orphan but now I think it was because you weren’t jaran. You were different. Perhaps it is better that Yeliana stay at the shrine. And yet there must be a woman somewhere who has no daughters and would take her in.” He shook his head. His fine hair shone in the sun. “But who is to know if the bond would hold, if times grew hard or the woman got sick, and they shared nothing between them but words.”

“But you and I, Yuri, are not related by anything but the gifting of a tent.”

“You and I, Tess,” he said somberly, “have been related by something much stronger than words or a tent since the moment we met, and you know that is true. We shared a mother once, and died, and now we have found each other again.”

“Yuri. I never thought of it like that. As if we were looking for each other. It was a strange enough path that led me to you.”

“Poor thing,” he said with a grin. “Now I feel responsible. If you hadn’t come looking for me, you wouldn’t have ridden into Ilya.”

“Yuri,” she said suddenly, “Yuri, have you ever thought—would you ever think—of coming back with me to Jeds?”

He flushed and then looked away from her for a moment before he met her gaze again. “I will miss you, Tess. I will miss you bitterly. But this is my home.”

He went ahead, riding in front of her up the narrow trail that switchbacked up the hillside to lead them out of the valley of the shrine of Morava. Somewhere behind them lay Hon Garii’s corpse—if Ishii had not already fed it to the recyclers. Tess shuddered.

“Are you cold?” Yuri asked when the trail spilled out onto the plain and they could ride side by side again.

“No, just thinking.”

“I’m sorry, my sister, but I can’t.”

“No, you are true to yourself, Yuri. That’s what I love you for.”

He glanced ahead up to the front of the group, where Kirill rode with Mikhal. “Kirill asked you.”

“I can’t take him, Yuri.”

“No. I suppose not. He would hate Jeds, and you would grow to hate him for hating it. And Ilya will never go back, unless, of course,” he grinned, “we ride so far south that our army comes at last to the very gates of the city. If I may beg your pardon for suggesting it.”

“You’re forgetting one thing. I am the heir to Jeds, so by marrying me—”

“No, I won’t believe that he married you for that—or at least, if he did, he didn’t know he was—I mean, that part of him might have known, but not that he thought about it. Do you understand what I mean?”

“Yes, I think I’m beginning to understand Bakhtiian tolerably well.”

Yuri laughed. “By which you mean that you think that Bakhtiian wants you for yourself alone, and yet, that your brother is Prince in Jeds is inseparable from who you are.”

“What?”

“I’m being wise, Tess.”

“Gods,” she said, and laughed. “You’re being completely incoherent. But perhaps there’s some relation between being wise and being unintelligible.”

“Only to those,” said Yuri with dignity, “who have not yet achieved wisdom.” He paused, and then said in an altered tone: “Tess. I will only say this once. Stay with us. I know I ought not to ask it of you, that I have no right, but I have this—this feeling that you will outlive Ilya.” He was speaking quickly, in an undertone, as if he had very little time to say what he thought. “Not that that would be any surprise; he’s ten years older than you, and with us going to war against the khaja—but still, there would be time for you to go back to Jeds later, wouldn’t there? Or if you must return now, couldn’t you come back here after? Or better yet, stay here for a few years and then go. Does it have to be one or the other? Why must it all be so final, Tess?”

Because you can’t understand the distance I have to travel. She did not say it. Instead, she smiled sadly at Yuri and glanced away without answering.

“Look,” she said, “why is Petya riding in? Isn’t he on scout—Yuri, what’s wrong?”

Petya reined his horse aside by Kirill. A few words sufficed.

“Turn around, everyone!” Kirill shouted. “Back to the shrine. Mikhailov’s jahar is ahead of us.”

They had all pulled up their horses. Yuri suddenly grabbed Tess’s reins and jerked Myshla’s head around, kicking his horse.

“Yuri, what—?”

“He means it. Ride!”

Myshla broke into a canter. Tess glanced back. What she saw almost stopped her heart. First two, then four, then ten riders cleared the far swell of grass, pausing to survey the group below.

As one, the eleven riders turned to follow Tess and Yuri. Tess kicked and Myshla galloped. Gods, there could be nothing worse than this. If they could gain the shrine—

Then Konstans appeared from the south. His pace as he cleared the rise in front of her and galloped down toward them was fueled by fear. “Kirill!” he cried. “Mikhailov is behind us. He’s blocked the trail down to the shrine—” Then he caught sight of the riders beyond. He jerked his horse to a mincing halt and stared, horrified.

“Cut loose the remounts,” shouted Kirill. They turned in their saddles, sabers out, and sliced through the leads that held their extra horses.

A second group of riders, too many to count in one glance, appeared from the direction of the shrine. Myshla fought against the tight rein. Beside her, Yuri cursed under his breath.

“Petya and Mikhal at point. Tess and Yuri right behind them, and the rest behind them, with me.” Kirill’s glance touched her for an instant, searing, before he looked past her to Mikhailov’s jahar. Up beyond their scarlet-shirted figures, a lone bird circled. Kirill studied the movements and positions of the jahar with astonishing swiftness. “We’ll break east. Wait.”

Two men conferred on the forward rise, gesturing, staring down at them. Above, three feather-light clouds, high and white with a hint of blue, edged the sky.

“They’ve got men east already,” said Mikhal. Tess was amazed at how calm his voice was.

“Damn them,” said Kirill. Briefly, a cloud covered the sun. “West. Now!”

They broke.

It was a mad race. Immediately riders from the south and north galloped to cut them off. Tess gauged her speed and theirs, and guessed where they would converge.

“We’ll make it,” she gasped.

And then, from behind, Kirill shouted: “Let Yuri and Tess through! Petya, home!” Petya and Mikhal split off, and Myshla stretched out into a full gallop, Yuri’s Khani easily keeping up. Tess threw a glance back over her shoulder. Gods, how could she not have known: Veselov’s riders had no better horses than Mikhailov’s men. Already two men were fighting, sabers flashing in the sun. All along, Kirill had meant to get her free if he could not save the others.

“Damn it, Tess!” Yuri shouted. “Ride! There’s ten men headed straight for us.”

Behind, the race had disintegrated into a ragged line of skirmishes, trailing after Tess and Yuri like so much flotsam. She was just leaving them behind.

“Tess!” Yuri cried.

She hunched down over Myshla’s back and rode after him.

Except that Mikhailov had long since encircled them. She had a moment to reflect on that before Yuri whipped Myshla’s rump with the end of his reins, causing her to shy left, while he veered right, straight into the oncoming clump of riders.

“Yuri!” she screamed. The others—oh, God, the others she could leave behind but not him. She jerked Myshla hard around and rode after him.

The ten riders scattered from his charge, but a few sliced at him as he plunged through. She saw him sway, and then she was on the first one.

He cut at her, and she parried. His eyes went wide with shock as he realized she was a woman, and she threw a wild sweeping backstroke that cut across his chest. Then he fell from his saddle, and she could see Yuri again. Yuri, parrying desperately against three men. Something struck her from behind, a stinging flash, but she kicked Myshla toward Yuri, drove up behind him, hard against one of the riders, jarring him off his stroke. She thrust her saber at him almost blindly. Another man closed beside her, shouting.

“Move off!” a man yelled.

Suddenly she and Yuri sat alone, side by side. His face was white. Silence had descended on the field. She had an instant’s comprehension of every position within her sight: that was Mikhailov, not five meters from her, Vasil and Leotich on either side of him. Other riders she did not know flanked them, poised to advance. Farther on, she saw Kirill and Konstans and a few of Veselov’s riders. Kirill was holding his saber in the wrong hand. His face was streaked with blood. Halfway between the two groups, a fair-haired man lay still upon the grass.

Yuri swayed in his saddle. His face looked as if all the blood had drained from it. “Damn you, Tess,” he whispered. “What good is it if you don’t get free?”

“By the gods,” said Dmitri Mikhailov, “it is the same woman.”

“Damned fools,” snarled Leotich. “Doroskayev said Bakhtiian had a woman with him, but you wouldn’t listen.”

“No matter,” said Mikhailov. “It’s the cousin I want now. Kill him, Vasil.”

“I won’t,” said Vasil. “He’s never done you any harm. Let him go.”

Far away a voice hailed them, shouting something about another jahar.

Yuri swayed again. His head lolled back, and blood trickled from his mouth. Slowly at first, then tumbling, he fell from his horse.

Wind stirred in her hair. From above, a bird called, a loud, raucous cry.

“Make sure he’s dead,” said Mikhailov, and began to turn his horse away.

Sheer, cold rage obliterated everything else. She drove Myshla forward. She would kill him—

Someone shouted a warning. He turned. She raised her saber and cut. Two things hit her at once. Myshla lurched and plunged beneath her, toppling. She fell hard on her side, breath expelled from her lungs, and scrambled to her feet.

Only she did not get there. A body slammed against her. Pain tore deep into her side. Far away, a man screamed her name.

“Khaja pig, I’ll kill you!” cried Vasil, and the weight was dragged off her. “She’s a woman, curse you to Hell.”

“Veselov! Let him go!”

The flurry of movement confused her. When it cleared, she saw only Vasil, standing over her. His hair shone like spun gold in the sunlight.

Her vision blurred in a haze of light and shadow, and then darkened.

She breathed. Grass tickled her nose, and she sneezed. Pain lanced through her. The day was silent. Everyone was gone. She stared up at the white trail of a cloud far away, and the bright, high, solitary sun. A bird called, once, twice.

She forced herself up onto her hands and knees. Noise pounded in her ears, shouting and horses all mixed until it made no sense. She crawled, dragged herself forward because she knew he was here, somewhere close by.

Then she was there, kneeling, staring down at him.

“Yuri.” Her voice sounded distant, detached. He lay utterly still. There was a transparent cast to his skin, to his pale lips, as if his purity were infusing his mortal form. The tears ran down her face, falling on his lips and on his cheek. His eyes fluttered and his lips moved, moved again.

“Tess.” It was the barest whisper. She bent down close to him. The scent of blood and grass drowned her. He lifted one hand and held it, wavering, searching for her. She caught it before it could fall back, pressed the dry skin to her lips, kissing it again and again as if her kiss could heal him.

Suddenly, his gaze focused on her. He blinked once, slowly. “Don’t cry,” he said, puzzled. “Live.”

“Yuri. Yuri.” Even her tears did not wake him. She put her cheek against his lips but nothing stirred. “Yuri!”

“Tess! Oh, gods, Tess.”

“Where is she?”

“There. There. Gods, look at the blood. Vladi, help her up.”

A hand closed on her shoulder.

“Leave me alone!” she cried, and she swung wildly to dislodge it. Lost everything in the pain that ripped through her side. She slumped forward over Yuri’s body.

“Leave her alone!” That voice she knew. She stirred weakly. “Make Kirill lie down. Gods, he’ll die where he’s standing. Petya says you were ambushed.”

A few gasping breaths, and then Kirill’s voice, weak and strained. “Mikhailov’s jahar. We rode straight into them.”

She felt a hand come to rest on her neck. By the way it felt, gentle and implacable at the same time, she knew it was him. “Come, my wife,” he said in a voice so strangely cool that she wondered why he spoke so oddly to her, “you must move now.” His hands shifted her, and she choked down a moan and was suddenly cradled in his arms, looking up at him.

“Ilya,” she said. And then she knew what was the only important thing in the world. “Mikhailov.”

“Tess, don’t speak.”

“No. Mikhailov. Wanted Yuri. Dead.” His face changed. Looking into his eyes, she felt fiercely that what they shared now would always bind them.

“I’ll kill him,” he said. “I’ll kill him myself.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, and because she felt safe, held by him, she let pain wash her into oblivion.

“You love her,” said Kirill. His voice rasped with pain.

Bakhtiian simply sat, holding Tess against him as if he meant never to let her go. Blood leaked onto his fingers. He stared at her face, and if he had heard Kirill, he gave no sign.

“Vladimir,” said Niko. “We need tents for the wounded. We need fires and hot water. Send Anton Veselov here and send Sergei Veselov with riders to track Mikhailov.”

“But, Niko, shouldn’t we carry the wounded back to Veselov’s tribe?” Vladimir asked.

Niko glanced at Kirill, who stared white-faced at Ilya and Tess from where he lay on the ground, and then at Yuri’s slack body, and farther, at the other riders strewn like so much wreckage across the field. “For those who can, yes. But some of these won’t live so long. Now go.” Vladimir nodded and ran off.

Niko knelt beside Kirill. “Let me see, boy,” he said brusquely. “No, don’t argue with me. This is a bad cut here but mostly blood.” Kirill gasped and clutched at Niko’s arm. “Yes, that one’s to the bone but it’s clean. But what happened to this shoulder?” Tears came to Kirill’s eyes as Niko probed the wound, and his breathing grew so ragged that Niko pulled away.

“I can’t feel my right arm,” Kirill whispered hoarsely. “Nothing.”

“Gods,” Niko sighed under his breath. “Well, young fool,” he said roughly, “if you’re still alive so far, I think you’ll live to regret it. Just lie still. I’ll bind those two wounds and then I’ll leave you until I can look to the others.”

“Tess—” Kirill whispered.

“Don’t you mind Tess. Anton!”

Anton Veselov knelt beside Kirill. “Let me bind those,” he said. “I’ve cloth.”

Niko moved to crouch beside Yuri. He laid a hand on Yuri’s throat, searching for a pulse.

Anton worked on Kirill as he spoke. “Ivan Charnov is dead. Matvey Stassov and Mikhal Yakhov will be dead by morning. Three of Mikhailov’s men are dead. Five others of both jahars badly wounded. The rest—” He gestured with his head. “As you see them. They’ll live. Sergei has taken twelve riders after Mikhailov.”

“So few?” Both men started round. It was Bakhtiian who had asked the question.

“Sergei,” said Anton, “does not believe Mikhailov will attack him.”

“She got Mikhailov,” said Kirill in a low voice. “Tess, I mean. Damn.” He shut his eyes. “I don’t know how badly but, by the gods, she got him.” He said it fiercely, with glee. “Aren’t you done yet, Veselov?”

“Let me bind that shoulder up,” said the other man evenly. “Then I’ll let you rest.”

Niko sighed and moved away from Yuri. “Ilya, I must look at Tess. Put her down. Ilyakoria.”

Niko’s voice was sharp enough that it got Bakhtiian’s attention. He hesitated, and then, carefully, expressionlessly, he laid her down on the grass.

“I don’t want you watching me,” said Niko severely.

Ilya stood and walked over to Kirill. For an instant, he stood above him, staring down as Anton Veselov bound Kirill’s shoulder and arm into a sling.

Kirill opened his eyes and, with an effort, focused his gaze on Bakhtiian’s. He grinned weakly. “She may choose you in the end but, by the gods, she chose me first.”

“Yes, you won that fairly. But you were always too damned charming for your own good. I always envied you that, Kirill.”

Kirill’s eyes widened. “Did you! Gods. I never knew.”

“Anton,” said Niko impassively, “can you help me here?”

Anton glanced at Kirill, then at Bakhtiian, and retreated to assist Niko. Ilya so forcefully did not look after him that it was obvious that he wanted nothing more than to know what they were doing. Instead, he knelt beside Kirill.

“So Mikhailov is injured?”

“Yes. I don’t know—let me—”

“Don’t get up. That you’ve gone this long with those wounds astonishes me. He left five men for dead, and if he’s wounded, he’ll be forced to run and wait for now. Gods, I’ve got to get those khepellis to the coast before the winds change. Damn them. I’ll deal with Mikhailov when we return.” He hesitated. Beyond, a man began to scream in pain, and then, mercifully, the cries ceased. “You did well, Kirill,” he said softly.

“By the gods,” said Kirill in a faint, mocking voice; it was all that was left him. “Are you praising me, Bakhtiian?”

“Here is some water,” said Ilya, giving him a few swallows from his pouch.

Suddenly, behind them, Tess moaned and shifted away from Niko’s grasp, struggling toward Yuri’s body.

“Don’t burn him,” she whispered. Niko captured her and shook his head roughly at Ilya to go back. “Don’t burn him. Don’t burn him.” As abruptly, she fainted again.

“Damn you, Niko,” said Ilya. “I’ll wait no longer. Will she live?”

“It’s a deep knife wound. We’ve staunched the bleeding as well as we can. She has other wounds but it’s this one—I can’t say, Ilya. It’s low in the abdomen. We can only wait. I’m sorry.”

Vladimir ran up. “Tents, blankets. Petya has gone back to the tribe to bring their healer. There’ll be enough fuel for a small fire soon but the great fire will have to wait until nightfall.”

“Vladi,” said Ilya, “bring me Kriye.”

Vladimir blinked and obeyed.

Ilya walked past the unconscious Tess and knelt beside Yuri. For a moment he simply rested his hand on Yuri’s pale brow. He gazed at Yuri’s face, so quiet in repose. A few tears slipped down his face to dissolve in his dark beard. Then he gathered his cousin into his arms and stood, and walked to his horse.

“Ilya,” said Niko, glancing up. “What are you doing? The fire hasn’t been built yet—”

Ilya winced as he put his weight full on his injured knee to swing Yuri’s body over the horse and mount up behind him. Yuri’s hair hung down, stirred into a semblance of life.

Anton and Vladimir stared at him, shocked. Kirill had his eyes shut.

“Ilyakoria,” began Niko. “He has earned his release—”

“Only to be separated from her?” Ilya replied harshly. “Didn’t you hear what she said?” Without waiting for Niko to reply, he reined Kriye away. “I’ll be back.” And rode out onto the plains, alone.



Chapter Twenty-six


	“Of night, lonely, blind-eyed.”

	—EMPEDOCLES OF AGRAGAS



TESS LIVED FOR A TIME in gray oblivion. Pain throbbed through her, as constant as the pulse of her blood. She lay on her back, aware only of darkness, a thick dry coarseness against her hands and lips, a heavy, hot, sharp ache in her side. She thought someone was with her but perhaps it was just a dream. She wanted to scream and thrash about, anything, if only it would dispel the pain.

“Tess.” His voice, soft, uncertain.

Because she thought he was a hallucination, she lifted her hand to test his reality. Yes, he had a knee, a thigh, a hip, a chest—his hands caught hers, raising it to his face. His cheeks were damp. She moved her fingers on the soft coolness of his skin. He lowered her hand to his lips and kissed it repeatedly.

“You’re taking advantage of me,” she whispered.

“Tess! How do you feel?”

“Am I going to die?” she asked with a kind of vague hope.

“No, Tess. No. You must not die.”

“Oh, well,” she said, disappointed. She coughed, weakly, starting a spasm through her side so acute that gray surrounded her again.

“Tess. Don’t leave me!” It was as much a command as a plea. One of his hands moved to rest on her cheek. His fingers, cool and light, traced the line of her jaw.

“Where are the khepelli?” she asked, when she could talk again.

“We’re leaving this morning. I’m taking them to the coast. You won’t see your brother this winter, I fear.”

“But—” Memory came in fits and starts. “The letter I wrote—”

“It went with Josef. I have the relic. I’ll write another letter, by my own hand, explaining—” He broke off. “I will find someone trustworthy to carry it to Jeds. I promise you, Tess.”

“I believe you.”

A man moved at the entrance. “Bakhtiian? Your horse is ready.”

“A moment.” He smoothed back her hair from her temple. “Tess. Promise me you will live.”

“Why?” Bitter, this memory that overwhelmed her; more bitter than her pain. “Why should I live when Yuri died?” She began to cry, an agony, leaking from her like blood. She choked on a sob, and it hurt all through her, and she jerked, writhing, anything to free herself of it.

His hands pressed her shoulders down, and he held her there until she stopped fighting. “Because, my wife, you have other responsibilities,” he said coldly.

She stared up at him. How close he was. She could smell the faint salt odor of his sweat. Her hands followed the smooth cloth up his arms to his back and settled on the curve of his neck, pulling down. His hands slipped off her shoulders to the bedding on either side so that, as they kissed, none of his weight rested on her. It was a light kiss but lingering.

“Gods, woman,” he said unsteadily, breaking himself free gently and reluctantly, “if you use that kind of argument, you can persuade me to anything.”

“Kill Mikhailov,” she whispered.

“I have already promised to do that.”

“Yes,” she said, remembering, “you have. Oh, God. Yuri is gone.”

And then he bent until his lips brushed her cheek. “No,” he said, whispering, as if what he meant to impart to her was too important, or too sacrilegious, to say any louder, “he is not gone.” He drew back.

“But he’s dead—Ilya.” For a moment she saw him very clearly, even in the dimness of the tent. “You didn’t let them burn him.”

“He will come back to us, Tess,” he said simply.

She laughed, a weak, faint chuckle, because she did not believe him and yet she did.

“Tess, I must go. You have not yet promised me that you will live.”

She drew a long, shuddering breath and lifted a hand to touch his face again. The flickering lantern light made him seem darker than usual, shadows playing between the occasional glimpse of a tear. “You’ll plague me forever, won’t you?”

“Forever,” he promised.

“Gods, you will, too. I promise.”

“My husband,” he prompted.

“My husband,” she echoed.

“No, the whole thing.”

“I promise you, my husband. There, are you satisfied?”

“For now. Oh, Tess.” He sighed, and leaned down to kiss her once, twice, then her hands, her eyes, her cheeks, her forehead and, last, her lips once again.

From outside: “Ilya!”

He kissed her again, and then, taking the lantern with him, he left her in darkness.

She lay in a stupor for an eternity. Light flashed at the entrance to the tent, and a man knelt next to her.

“Tess, it is Niko. Can you sleep, my child?” His weathered hands stroked her face gently.

“It hurts. It never stops.”

“There, child. Let me tell you a story.” His voice did eventually soothe her, and she slept.

It was only a short respite. Niko washed her, gave her water to drink, after a time fed her a warm gruel. Speaking made her cough, so she did not speak, and she was too weak to attempt anything else. She hurt constantly. For long periods she simply stared into the darkness, and all she could see was Yuri lying dead in the grass.

She woke once from a shallow sleep and lay for what seemed like hours before she recognized the familiar sound serenading her: rain. A man dozed beside her, a steady, rhythmic sound. She reached out, touching him with the tips of her fingers. He woke abruptly and sat up.

“Tess?”

“Who is it? Where is Ilya? Why hasn’t Yuri come back?” She shook her head. “No. Don’t answer that.”

“Ilya has been gone three days, my child.”

“It’s raining.”

“Yes.” There was a note in his voice she could not recognize. “Yes, my child, it is. Are you warm enough?”

The rain sounded like pebbles being shaken in a distant tin. “My toes.”

He moved around out of her sight. She fell into a long, dreamless sleep. When she woke, she was thirsty, and he gave her water; after that she was hungry, and he fed her. She slept again.

A cool breeze on her face woke her. Someone had thrown up the tent flap. Light caught the outlines of her feet under blankets. The sides of the tent stirred, brushed by the wind. A dark figure sat outside, engaged in mending a shirt.

“Niko?”

The hands stilled. “Tess.” He crawled in to her. “How do you feel, my child?”

“I hurt. Where are we?”

“We are in your tent, here where—well, we will move you to Veselov’s tribe when you are safe to be moved. You had a very deep wound, young woman.”

“Am I lucky to be alive?”

“Yes, child. I should think you are. Now let me look at your wounds.”

As he reached for the blanket, she felt down along her body. She wore only her shirt.

“Niko.” He paused. “Niko, how long have I been lying here?”

“Five days.”

“Five days,” she said in a small voice. “You’ve had to do everything…Oh God, Niko, I’m so…”

“Embarrassed?” he supplied. “My dear girl, if you’re strong enough to feel embarrassed, then you are certainly going to recover. This is the best sign I could have looked for.”

“Don’t tease me.”

“I’m not. I have tended both men and women in my time for any number of illnesses and injuries, some far more intimate than yours. And I had six children. The human body holds no surprises for me.”

Tess laughed. “Damn, it hurts to laugh.”

“Well, hold this. This will hurt more. Cry if you wish.” He rolled her onto her side.

It did hurt more. She clutched at the belt he had given her, squeezing it until her hand ached. At last, at last, he let her down, but then he pulled up her shirt and examined her abdomen with great care, pushing and probing with excruciating gentleness.

“Well. Not as bad as I feared. Not quite so good as I hoped. But you will do, my child. You will do.”

“Can I move?”

“In a few days, we’ll see.”

“Unless I die of frustration before then. Niko, I don’t even remember getting hit.”

“You weren’t hit. That is, you have two saber cuts, one on your back and one on your thigh, but they’re healing neatly. No, you were stabbed with a knife. What man would do that to a woman, I cannot imagine.”

She shut her eyes. She saw things in a haze, blurred by pain and grief and blessed oblivion. “I don’t know. I don’t know. It wasn’t Mikhailov. And Vasil pulled him off me, whoever he was.”

“Vasil!”

“Yes, Vasil. Vera’s brother.”

“I know who Vasil is. Was he party to Yuri’s death?”

“No. No. He told Mikhailov to let Yuri go. It must have been Leotich.”

“Leotich. One of Doroskayev’s riders, I think. I might believe that he would—well, he’s dead, Tess. We found him on the field.”

“Who else?” she asked, not wanting to. “Who else died, Niko?”

“Come, child, let’s not speak of that now.”

“Tell me.”

“We had to put Myshla down, Tess. I’m sorry. Four riders from Mikhailov’s jahar. I don’t even know their names. Three from Veselov’s: Ivan Charnov, Matvey Stassov, and Leonid Telyegin. But perhaps you didn’t know them.”

“Who else, Niko? Oh, God, not Kirill?”

“No, Tess, no. Last I saw Kirill, he was badly hurt but alive. Konstans, too.”

“Not Mikhal? Oh, gods, what will I tell Sonia?” She began to cry.

“Tess. Tess. Don’t cry. It wasn’t your fault.”

“Yes, it was my fault, damn you, and you know it. If I hadn’t made Garii take me there, Ishii wouldn’t have found us, and he wouldn’t have killed Garii, and he wouldn’t have wanted to kill me, and then Ilya wouldn’t have made us wait and come after and we wouldn’t have run into Mikhailov and then Yuri wouldn’t be dead. And now Mikhal. It is my fault. It is my fault.” She began to sob, noisy, awkward, painful sobs that wracked her body.

Niko settled back and did nothing: Soon enough she exhausted herself and, with tears still seeping down her face, she fell asleep.

When she woke again, she was alone. She called out Niko’s name once, softly, but he did not answer. Well, it was all she deserved. As if the memory had been seared into her, she could see Yuri falling from his horse, ever so slowly. If she could only catch him, then perhaps he might live—but Yuri was dead. Mikhal was dead. The ache of her wound paled beside the ache of her loss.

Niko came then, but she would not speak to him and only mechanically obeyed his injunctions to eat and drink. After a while, having tried stories and songs and one-sided conversation, and even reading aloud from the volume of Casiara, he left.

It was better that way. Yuri would have cajoled her into crying, teased her, laughed her into it. She hated herself for not dying with him, hated herself more for wanting to live, a coward afraid of the dark. How could she ever face Sonia? Sonia, the one person with that same open confidence that Yuri had, whom she had deprived of a brother and a husband in a single swift stroke. Sonia would never look at her again with anything but loathing. And Ilya. He would know very well whose fault this was. Her thoughts wound down in this manner and left her in desolation.

It rained for hours, for days, perhaps; she neither knew nor cared. She submitted listlessly to Niko’s care.

“It’s clearing,” he said finally. She did not know whether it was morning or afternoon, only that where the flap lay askew a thin line of light lanced across the dark floor. She refused to ask how many days it had been. “Today we are moving you to Veselov’s tribe.”

She stared at the shadowed roof. Although he kept her scrupulously clean, still her back itched, a constant, damp prickling. Mold was surely growing in the blankets. The air was overpowering, dank. Her legs chafed where they rubbed the coarse bedding.

He sighed. “Your wounds are showing some progress, girl, but your spirits aren’t.”

He knelt close to her, filling all her space. Before his entrance she had been remembering Yuri demonstrating, to her immense delight, how not to use a saber, with Kirill acting as his willing and hilarious foil. “Why can’t you leave me alone?”

“To what? To die? I believe you promised Bakhtiian that you would live.”

“Did I?”

“Don’t you remember?”

“I don’t care.” And then, perhaps because his words had triggered it, she did remember. She flung an arm across her eyes so that she wouldn’t have to look at Niko. “He doesn’t care anyway. Why should he? I killed Yuri and Mikhal.”

“You are a difficult child. Why do you suppose Ilya wants you to live?”

“To torment me.”

“Tess, I am getting rather tired of you. I’m leaving now, and when I return, it will be to take you out of this tent and move you to Veselov’s tribe. Do you understand?”

“I don’t want to go.”

“You haven’t a choice.” He left.

She lowered her arm and stared at the canvas above her, recalling Ilya in all his moods and depressing herself further. Then, so soon it startled her, Niko threw the tent flap unceremoniously back. She had to cover her eyes with her hands until they could adjust to the unaccustomed light.

“Now. You are coming out. Here, Tasha, help me, please.”

They pulled her out on the blanket and bundled her onto one of the light wagons that the women used to transport their tents. It hurt, but not as much as the sight of Petya, with his damned beautiful face, without the slightest visible scar from the battle. And he was riding Yuri’s Khani. Tess was filled with such a vicious, burning wish that Petya could have died instead of Yuri that she was horrified at the depth of her own hatred.

“Tess, I’m so glad you’re alive.” Tess glanced up to see that Arina Veselov was driving the wagon. Arina looked at Tess’s expression, and looked away again, questioningly to Niko. Tasha and Vladimir were taking down her tent. No one spoke. When they finished and brought the tent and gear to put in beside her, she pulled the blanket up over her face and ignored them.

For three days, she ignored them. After the first day, only Niko and Arina spoke to her, both unfailingly kind. Tess grew sick of their kindness. She could not look at Petya without feeling that same sickening jealousy, that hatred, so she did not look at any of them. The jolting of the wagon hurt, every bump, every jar, but not enough, not enough to make up for everyone who had died.

When they rode into Veselov’s camp, she hid herself, buried herself in blankets, and wished with all her strength that they would leave her alone. The wagon halted. Their voices spoke together, low, conspiring. She could hear in the distance the noises of the camp, and could gauge fairly enough that they had stopped some ways away. Thank God.

Then: “Ah, here you are,” said Niko with relief. “I can do nothing with her. She has given up, I think. She blames herself for what happened.”

Weight rocked the wagon. A moment later, a strong hand yanked the blanket away from her face. She shut her eyes.

“Tess, look at me.”

Because his voice surprised her, she opened her eyes. “Kirill.”

“Well?” he asked. He bore a pink scar on his forehead and past his ear, down to his jaw. His right arm and shoulder were swathed in a sling.

“Go away,” Tess said, acutely embarrassed by his presence, staring at her with such knowing eyes.

He lifted his left hand, and the figures behind him moved away. “So, my heart, is this how you repay Yuri’s sacrifice?”

She flushed, trapped here under his gaze because she could not move. “How dare you scold me!”

“How dare I? How dare you pretend you’re the only one who loved Yuri? Who cared for Mikhal? Don’t you think Petya hates himself, wondering why his best friend is dead and he’s still alive? Don’t you think the rest of us would give our own lives to bring them back? But we can’t because we’re alive and they’re dead. Nothing will bring them back, Tess, and you might as well be dead, too, if all you care for is your own grief.”

She stared at him. She felt stripped of words.

“Tomorrow Niko says he’ll let you sit up,” he added, softer now. “By the gods, Tess, if you aren’t walking by the time Bakhtiian gets back, you aren’t the one who’ll get the worst edge of Ilya’s tongue. So think of the rest of us, if you please.”

Then he walked away. Limped away. He favored one side, and his right arm and shoulder were stiff and lifeless. Arina Veselov met him twenty paces out, and he allowed her, small as she was, to support him with an arm at his elbow.

Tess began to cry, but silently. When Niko came up, she simply reached for his hand and held it tightly, while Tasha and Vladimir put up her tent, and Niko and Tasha carried her over to it.

“Might I lie outside for just a little bit?” she asked.

“Yes, child. Set her down here, Tasha.”

It was afternoon. Beyond, she saw the tents of Veselov’s camp. Women talked, but quietly, and children played, more quietly still. She saw a few riders, but not many, and most of them she did not recognize.

“Where is Petya?” she asked.

“Here. Petya!”

A moment later, Petya arrived, looking pale. He wore three necklaces, one of them the amber one she had given him.

“Petya,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

He ducked his head, paling even more. “Tess,” he said, and then he turned away abruptly and she realized that he was crying. He strode away quickly, out into the grass.

“Inside now,” said Niko. “Rain is coming on.” They hauled her in, and Tasha retreated. “Well, child, have you decided to live?”

“I thought I made a promise. Oh, Niko, I remember the last thing he said to me. He said, ‘Don’t cry. Live.’ Oh, Niko.” The wind rustled the tent flap. A light spatter of rain fell. “Will it always be this painful?”

“Not always, child, but we will sit with you, those of us whom you care to see, as often as you wish, if that will comfort you.”

“Please.” She brought his hand to rest on her cheek. Presently, she fell asleep.

Sometimes, Marco Burckhardt reflected, your luck was out, and sometimes it was in. Sometimes things seemed too damned easy, given all the trouble and worry that had come before.

He sat in the cleanest inn in Abala Port, a filthy port town well up the inland sea, about thirty days’ sailing north of Jeds. The winds had been good. His luck was in.

A Chapalii dressed in native-looking clothing, tattooed on his left jaw with the mark of the steward class, was haggling with the innkeeper. Just ten paces from Marco. Just as, right on the edge of town in an old barracks and corral, three more Chapalii stewards watched over a veritable fleet of the most beautiful Kuhaylan Arabians Marco had seen in a good long time. Right there, at the second of Karima’s modeled landing points, he had—what was the old phrase—struck gold.

He had sent one scrambled analog burst back to Jeds to inform Dr. Hierakis of the situation. More than that, not knowing what kind of communications equipment the Chapalii had hidden in their gear, he dared not attempt.

A bearded man dressed in a silkily smooth scarlet shirt tucked into black trousers came down the stairs and paused, staying back in the shadows, watching the Chapalii. The steward counted out eleven copper coins and received in his turn five loaves of bread and a slab of cheese. With this bounty, he left. The man came in to the room and, with a nod toward the innkeeper, strolled over to Marco’s table.

Marco eyed him with interest. This was the other foreigner in town, a man who had, so the innkeeper informed him, ridden in from the northeast some days before Marco’s arrival.

“May I sit down?” asked the man in passable Taor.

Marco gestured. The man sat. He carried himself easily, confidently, yet warily, and he wore a saber at his belt.

“My name is Josef Raevsky. You are from Jeds, I think. I have been watching you these past few days.”

“Yes, you have.” Marco smiled. “And I you. You’re also a foreigner in these parts.”

“But you are from Jeds. A merchant, perhaps?”

“I have made no secret of who I am.”

“No,” said Raevsky. “You are Marko Burkhhart, an emissary from the Prince of Jeds. Seeking new trade. So you say. And you are interested in the khepelli and their horses. You are waiting to see what becomes of them.”

The way he said the word alerted Marco instantly. Here, the townsfolk called them chepalis. This was their name in a different tongue; this was a man who was interested in them as well. Of course, Marco had heard gossip: even in a port town, to have three entirely different foreign visitors—the Chapalii counting as a group of one—at one time was a marvel and much discussed at the inns and around the harbor. An emissary from the Prince of Jeds; strange-looking foreigners from over the seas with their cargo of fine horses; and this man, who was, said the old innkeep, a man from that people called the zherawn, savages from out in the wilderness.

“Say, lad,” called the innkeeper, interrupting them. Over the last five days he had decided that he liked Marco, foreigner though he was. The quality of Marco’s gold and Marco’s gossip had won him over. “I laid that money you said down on them spices, and sure enough, when the Queen Aireon sailed in this morning, that was the first cargo they picked.”

“I’m pleased for you, old man,” replied Marco. The old man’s very young wife came in from the back, carrying two buckets of water, and she smiled shyly and meaningfully at Marco and then slipped back outside. Marco turned back to the bearded man. “Why, Raevsky? Do you know what will become of them?” Then, on a sudden impulse, he went on. “The truth is, I’m also looking for a woman. A Jedan woman.” He had already manufactured the story to give her importance but not too much importance. “A merchant’s sister. Her ship was lost but the merchant believes she may still be alive.”

Josef Raevsky examined him, and Marco felt abruptly that he was being measured and judged by a man whose judgments were worth something. “You mean,” said Raevsky, “the sister of the Prince.”

Marco was rarely too astonished to be at a loss for words. But the sudden euphoria that overwhelmed him now obliterated everything else. A moment later, he realized that he was grinning.

Josef Raevsky stood up. “Come with me.” He went to the door without looking back, and walked outside.

Marco rose to follow him.

“Say, lad,” said the innkeeper. “My wife heard a bit of interesting news last night from the captain.” The old man’s wife was not only young but unexpectedly good-looking, and Marco had quickly ascertained that her favors were for the asking, if one was willing to pay. It was the other reason the innkeeper liked him: that he had paid well and the young woman had enjoyed herself. “Yea. A warband of them damned zherawn rode into town late last night. We see them every second year or thereabouts, in here, trading and such like. But the captain said they’ve some of them chepalis with them as well.” Then, either because Marco’s expression betrayed him or because the old man was keener than he looked, he went on. “That’s what you’ve been waiting here for, in’t it? More of them foreigners. And it looks like now we know why all these strangers have come into our port this late in the year.”

“Thank you,” said Marco. He went outside. Josef Raevsky was waiting for him. “Where are we going?” Marco asked.

“There’s someone who wishes to see you.”

They walked to the outskirts of town. The rains had not come in great force yet, so the roads and tracks were still dry. But it was getting cold at night. Barefoot children stared at him from doorways. An old woman carded wool. Heat swelled out from a blacksmith’s forge.

Within sight of the barracks, Josef halted. Marco stared. What had been a quiet outpost before was now bustling with activity. Scarlet-shirted men examined the horses while Chapalii, clearly more Chapalii than the four who had been here all along, spoke to each other and to a trio of red-shirted men over to one side.

“Have you seen enough?” Josef asked.

“What does this mean? Why are they here, and who are you?”

“We are jaran. We have escorted these pilgrims from the issledova tel shore to this port, where they will set sail for their own lands across the seas.”

“The horses are for you,” said Marco, suddenly understanding something the innkeeper had said. “You must be—” There was no word in Taor that he knew for nomads.

“We are not khaja, if that is what you mean. The ones who settle in one place. We ride.”

One question answered, a million sprouting to take its place. “Who wants to talk with me?”

“Come. We will go down to the port to see the khepelli to their ship.”

Marco followed and Josef led him down to the docks. As he waited, Marco chatted with the ship’s master of the Queen Aireon, which was returning to Jeds the next day. The ship he had come in on eight days before had already sailed on northward. As he watched, a sail cleared the horizon and banked toward the harbor.

It took until midday for the ship to anchor within rowing distance from the docks. By that time, fifteen Chapalii with an escort of fifteen brilliantly clad riders arrived at the dock. Marco realized quickly enough that he himself was being escorted by Josef. Being watched so that he did not interfere with their leave-taking. The Chapalii were being sent home. Well, being put on the ship, at least. Marco was wild to know how they intended to get off-planet from here, but he had a healthy respect for the saber riding on Josef Raevsky’s hip.

Boats came. The Chapalii loaded gear into them. In all this, Marco quickly discerned that two people—one Chapalii, one jaran—were being deferred to here. One Chapalii lord. The jaran man—from this distance, it was hard to tell, except that he was clearly in charge. The Chapalii clambered awkwardly into the boats. Final respects were paid, and the human sailors at the oars began the long stroke out to the ship.

And that was that.

Except, of course, it wasn’t. Across a hundred meters’ distance, a man turned to stare at Marco. Every alarm Marco had honed by instinct to its finest degree went off. Danger.

“Come,” said Josef. A crowd had long since gathered to watch. An audience, of course. Somehow, Marco was no longer surprised at any twist this journey might take. He followed Josef meekly but cautiously.

The man waited for them as a prince waits. He was of middling height, but height never matters in the kind of man he was. On a whim, Marco bowed to him, with the flourish granted to the nobility in Jeds.

“You are the emissary from the Prince of Jeds,” said the man in faultless Rhuian. His accent was slight but melodious. “I am Ilyakoria Bakhtiian. I have two letters and a holy relic for you to deliver to the prince.” He gestured with a hand, and Raevsky extracted a leather pouch from the saddlebags of Bakhtiian’s horse. “By the way.” Bakhtiian said it offhandedly. “If I ever find out that you did not deliver the messages and the relic to the prince, I will hunt you down and kill you.” He gave Marco the pouch.

Marco took it. For the first time in his life, he felt entirely out of his depth.

“Please,” said Bakhtiian politely. “Examine each item so that you know what you’re carrying.”

Marco nodded, still not trusting himself to speak. He opened the pouch and pulled out the cylinder. Stared at it, knowing instantly that it was of Chapalii manufacture. And read Tess’s letter. Tess.

“But I must come with you,” he said, looking up. “I must get to Tess.”

“Do I need to repeat myself? She said that this is important to her brother, that he needs it, not next season or the one after but now. Therefore, you will deliver it.”

His men flanked him, a scatter of brilliant color, all armed, most mounted. Josef Raevsky stood to one side. But it was clear to Marco that Bakhtiian was the most dangerous of these men. That he was a man who would, who could, who had killed, a man who would not hesitate to do so again if his will were crossed.

“I understand,” said Marco finally.

“Good,” said Bakhtiian.

“But is Tess safe? Where is she?”

Bakhtiian looked so angry in that instant that Marco took an involuntary step back. “She is with my people,” he said fiercely. He turned on his heel and began to walk away.

“Wait. Surely I can send a message to her. A gift.”

Bakhtiian spun back. He looked furious. “What?” he snapped. “Write something, then.”

Marco always wore the emergency kit at his belt. He had an emergency transmitter he could send to her but he had nothing to write on here, had no parchment except back at the inn. Bakhtiian said a few words in a foreign tongue, and Raevsky rummaged again in the saddlebags and brought out a book—a book!—and a quill pen and ink.

“Here.” Bakhtiian carefully tore a page out of the front of the book and handed it to Marco.

Marco stared. Newton’s Principia, the title page. He felt disoriented; he felt like laughing. Newton in the hands of this barbarian. He glanced up to see Bakhtiian’s unnerving stare focused on him. Crouching hastily, he set the page on his knee and wrote in Anglais.

My darling Tess, your dear old Uncle Marco wonders what the hell you’re up to on Rhui, but most of all he hopes you are safe. I am sending an emergency transmitter by way of your escort. For God’s sake, child, let us know where you are and that you’re well. I am not going to endanger my life at this time by trying to follow your escort back to you. And I’m sure you understand that the Mushai’s cylinder must get to Charles as soon as possible. As you must. I do not understand what your circumstances are. If you are being held against your will, though it does not seem so from your letter, you can merely activate the primary codes and we will come and pick you up in a shuttle and damn the Interdiction. If not against your will, then I will only say this: You have a duty to your brother. You also have a duty to yourself. Make of that what you will. I send my love. Marco Burckhardt

Marco fished the emergency transmitter from his pouch. It looked like a little dagger, snuggled into a leather sheath. He folded the letter carefully and slid it inside the sheath, and handed the dagger to Bakhtiian. Bakhtiian took it without a word and turned and walked back to his horse.

Should he follow them? Could he, without being killed; that was the real question. He judged it unlikely. He must hope that Tess would get the transmitter; it would keep track of her whereabouts, whatever she chose to do with it. He opened her letter to Charles and read it again. Unwound the cylinder from its fabric blanket and stared. The Mushai. Goddess help them all. He’d damned well better get this back to Charles. If Tess was not safe for now in the hands of Ilyakoria Bakhtiian, then she wasn’t safe anywhere.

Bakhtiian mounted and turned to stare at Marco as if memorizing his features in case they met again and Bakhtiian discovered that Marco had indeed not fulfilled his duty. And Marco had a sudden flash of insight: if this barbarian prince ever decided that he wanted to conquer the civilized lands, then Goddess protect those lands that lay in his path.

They rode away, these jaran, much to the relief of the townspeople of Abala Port. But then again, it would give them something to talk about for the entire winter. Marco tied the leather pouch to his belt and went to talk to the ship’s master of the Queen Aireon about getting passage with them back to Jeds.



Chapter Twenty-seven


	“An eddy, of all manner of forms, is separated off from the whole.”

	—DEMOCRITUS OF ABDERA



A FORMAL DELEGATION ARRIVED the next morning. Niko had thrown the tent flap back, and Tess saw four women approach Niko where he sat outside: an older woman she vaguely recognized, Vera, Arina, and—she craned her neck to get a better look but she had not been mistaken: it was Yeliana, dressed in a knee-length green tunic with a pair of belled trousers bagging out below, tucked into her soft boots.

To Tess’s surprise, it was Arina who stepped forward. “Nikolai Sibirin, we women have decided that it is improper that your patient be so isolated. If you choose the hospitality of this tribe, then we ask her to reside in my tent. As her healer, you will, of course, be given free access.”

Niko had already stood. Now he simply bowed his head. “As you wish, Mother Veselov.”

Tess tried to move enough to see Arina’s mother but the older woman was nowhere in sight. Niko crawled into the tent.

“What did you mean, ‘Mother Veselov’?” Tess whispered.

“Arina is etsana now. Didn’t I tell you? Her mother died nine days ago and was taken out to the grass these six days past. Ah, but you were—I heard it from Vladimir, who rode messages between us and the tribe until you could be brought here.”

“Arina is etsana! I’d have thought Vera would have demanded that honor—”

“Hush, child. They’re outside. And you must not underestimate Arina, or her brother.”

“Well, I’m sick of this tent.”

“Yes, you will be among women. Varia Telyegin is the healer here, and a very fine one, too.”

“But you’ll still stay with me, Niko.”

“Of course, my child. Don’t forget to thank Arina, for she must be treated with respect now.”

But upon being eased outside, Tess found her whole position, lying flat on her back and staring up at pretty, petite little Arina, who was younger than herself, to be utterly absurd. “I can’t call you ‘Mother,’” she blurted.

Arina laughed. “I should hope not, Tess. I’m not even married.” Then she blushed suddenly and quickly knelt beside Tess. “Come. You’ll be much happier with us. Here, Yeliana, can you take this corner?” Yeliana obeyed, looking too shy to speak.

“I am so glad you are getting better, Tess,” said Vera, taking another corner.

Tess smiled vaguely, not trusting her, but Vera looked and sounded sincere enough. Perhaps the shock of almost losing her husband would make her appreciate him more. Varia Telyegin was the fourth, and with Niko trailing meekly behind, they carried her on the blanket through a suddenly empty camp and installed her in what seemed glorious comfort in the outer room of Arina’s great tent. The three older women left, leaving Yeliana to tuck pillows behind Tess and arrange her suitably while Niko watched.

“How did you get here?” Tess demanded.

Yeliana glanced up at Niko, then back at Tess. “I ran away. If you could ride with the men, then why shouldn’t I do what Vladimir did and go to Bakhalo’s jahar-ledest and train? And gain a place for myself in a jahar?”

“How did you come here then?”

“I found the—I found Sibirin, and I rode back here with Vladi. And—” She paled, looking almost scared. “She who was Mother Veselov had just died, and—well, Arina Veselov has only the one brother, and he is married into the Charnov kin, so she hadn’t anybody to—” She faltered. When she spoke again her voice had dropped to the barest whisper. “She gifted me her tent, Tess. The one she had when her mother was alive. She says I am to be her sister.” Yeliana put a hand to her cheek and wiped away tears. “She trusts me, that I will not break this bond. Even after I broke service with the gods and ran away from the shrine.”

“And will you break the bond? To go and train?”

“Never!” She rose and turned to survey Niko, a slight, passionate girl arrayed with an adolescent’s fierce loyalty. He smiled at her. “Sibirin. I cannot ask so much of my sister yet, but if in a year, when she is married and perhaps things are more settled, might I ask her about Vladimir? If he is my brother, then wouldn’t he be welcome in my tent?”

“Yeliana, I cannot answer that question. I am not an Elder in this tribe, and in any case, Vladimir has a duty to his dyan. And, perhaps, an interest in a girl in the Orzhekov tribe.”

“But what woman would want an orphan for a husband?” Yeliana asked.

“If he has made a place for himself, and hers is secure enough, then any woman, I think, who cares for such a man might allow him to mark her. Vladi cannot just mark whom he wishes, after all. Her brothers might well kill him for his trouble.”

“Oh,” said Yeliana, looking quite as young as she was.

“Yeliana,” said Tess. “Could you leave us for a moment?” Yeliana nodded and hurried out. “Niko, why would Arina take her in?”

“Tess, Arina’s position is not exactly strong. You must understand that. She is young and unmarried, and she also must contend with a cousin who is, may I say, the kind of relation with whom one’s best dealings are done from a position of strength. As etsana, Arina has every right to gift Yeliana into the tribe, as Irena Orzhekov did with you, though many will consider such a gifting rash. As well it might be. But Vera is not well liked, and her only other relation is her father. And her husband, of course. I do not count Vasil because he is no longer welcome here. So Arina has gotten herself another pair of hands, one, incidentally, that will be utterly and personally loyal to her. Don’t think Yeliana’s life will be easy, though I don’t think it will be harsh either.”

“When is Arina going to marry?” Tess could not keep a certain roughness from her voice. “Soon, I suppose.”

“That, my girl, is none of our business. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Niko,” she said meekly. “When can I walk?”

“You can walk when I say you can and not sooner. But I think you will find your confinement less irksome here. By the way, Tess, I would not let anyone know about the Avenue. Yeliana has been spoken to, as have Konstans and Kirill and Vladi. Arina knows because she must. Otherwise, we won’t speak of it until Ilya returns.”

“What about Tasha?”

“Tasha does not need warning.”

“Why must it be a secret? Are you ashamed?”

Niko laughed. “Ah, I’m beginning to hear that refreshingly brutal tone in your voice again. You must be getting better. We will wait for Ilya’s return.”

It was all he would say.

The days began to have a certain pattern to them. She was allowed to sit for longer periods of time each day, and while she was awake, there was always someone to sit with her: Yeliana most of all, Arina when she could, other young women; even, surprisingly often, Vera. Tess was forced to admit that Vera could be good company when she chose to be, and for whatever reason, Vera chose to entertain Tess. Occasionally Vladi was allowed into the tent in Yeliana’s company, but he rarely had anything to say. Anton Veselov had ridden with Bakhtiian to the coast. Niko was the only other man she saw, until at last, seven days later, the damp weather ceased and she was moved out under the awning, where she was permitted to receive visitors.

Tasha came by, and Petya, and Vladi, and Konstans, and two young riders she did not know very well, who had been with them in the battle. Finally Kirill came by. Arina, seeing who it was, excused herself and reminded Yeliana that there was work to be done elsewhere.

Kirill sat down beside her. He glanced at her sidewise and blushed. “You are looking much better, Tess.”

“How is your arm, Kirill?”

He shrugged, but the gesture was awkward and unbalanced. “I have a little movement in my shoulder again but I can feel nothing at all in my right arm. If I could not see it there with my eyes, I would think I had lost it. Niko says perhaps in time it will heal.”

“You must exercise it. Keep moving it.”

He glanced at her again, the briefest touch, and looked away. “Over fifty young men have ridden in to camp here over the last eighteen days. Already they speak of Bakhtiian’s great ride beginning next spring. Twelve rode in this morning from Bakhalo’s jahar-ledest, and they say that Bakhalo himself may bring the rest here. It’s good land with enough water and forage and close to khaja lands. So,” he paused, looking down at his hands, the picture of modesty, “all these young riders need someone to teach them. And I can’t fight.”

“Oh, Kirill, I’m sorry.”

He lifted his gaze to look directly at her for an impetuous moment, and then wrenched his gaze away. Silence stretched out between them. At last, in a whisper, he spoke. “All I ever wanted was to be a rider. It would have been better if I’d died.”

She felt herself pale with fear. She grabbed his good hand. “Never say that, Kirill. Never!”

“We are in camp, Tess. Everyone can see us. I have my reputation to think of. Forgive me.”

“There is nothing to be forgiven,” she said, but her voice shook and she let go of his hand. “So you will train them.” They spoke on in this fashion until the subject was exhausted, and even then Kirill lingered, and they discussed whether Yeliana might teach her to spin so that she might have something to do with her hands. Niko arrived finally and chased Kirill off.

“You must be circumspect in your dealings with unmarried men,” he said mildly, watching Kirill walk away.

“I think I’ll ask Arina if she has any mending I can do,” said Tess, ignoring his rebuke. “When do I get to walk?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow!”

“Yes. I think twenty days is time enough. If you are not healed inside now, then—well, let me say that differently. I think resting has achieved as much as it can. Now we must work you again.”

“Oh, Niko, how kind you are.”

“One can only be as kind as one is willing to be ruthless.”

“Oh, God.” She pressed her hands over her eyes and wiped hard along her cheeks. “That’s exactly the kind of thing Yuri always said. I miss him so much.”

He knelt beside her and rested a hand on her hair. “As do we all, my child. Juli and I had six children, and three of them died very young. But I carry all of them in my heart, and I always will.”

Tess sighed and rested her head against his chest. They sat that way for some time.

But the next morning she felt ridiculously excited, so much so that Arina laughed at her. “You can’t run today, you know. Ah, here is Niko.”

“Now, Tess,” said Niko, “if it hurts badly, you must tell me. Some discomfort I expect.”

“Oh, thank you.” She grinned. Niko took her on one side, Yeliana, being the taller of the two women, on the other, and they helped her stand up. She felt dizzy. When they let her go, she wondered for a moment if her legs would work, and then she took one step, and a second, and a third and all the way past Arina and pushed through the tent flap to go outside.

“Tess!” Niko said from behind her, but she ignored him. But the bright light hit her like a wash of pain and she staggered. And fell right into Kirill.

He clasped her tight with his good arm, hesitated, and then lowered her to the rug and let her go, stepping back all the way to the edge of the awning. Arina and Niko and Yeliana hurried out of the tent.

“Tess! I told you—”

“Oh, Niko, your face. No, I feel fine. I just lost my balance—” Then she saw that Kirill was looking anywhere but at her, and that Arina was staring at the rug. “I’m sorry, Niko,” she finished, suddenly contrite.

“You will walk when and as much as I allow, young woman.”

“Yes, Niko.”

“Well, then. I’ll allow you to walk back into the tent, and I’ll see to your wounds. Then we will see.” But in the end he let her walk twice more that day, once all the way around the great tent.

“Well, girl,” he said that night, sounding satisfied as he examined the knife wound, “you’ll keep this scar but I think you’ll live.”

In five days he allowed her to walk as far as the camp growing up downstream from the Veselov camp, a huddle of small tents belonging to young riders, come to join Bakhtiian. She went there every morning with Yeliana to watch Kirill training the young men. He had learned to compensate a little for his dead arm, but even so, he was clearly never going to fight or ride in a jahar again. He looked to her not so much older as more sober, as if his youth had finally bled away into the grass with the blood he had lost that terrible day. Every morning she walked, and watched, and then walked back to Arina’s tent at midday. In the afternoon, she would sit beneath the awning and visitors would come. It embarrassed her, but she learned graciousness. It reminded her of Charles, of the way he received embassies and guests in Jeds, of the way conferences and media and smaller, quieter planning sessions came to him on Odys and Earth. Tasha brought her a pair of fine boots he had made for her. Aleksia Charnov gave her her dead brother’s finely wrought dagger. Vera taught her how to lace beads together into headpieces. While Tess practiced this intricate work, Kirill and Arina would sit with her, and the three of them would carry on excruciatingly pleasant and polite conversations until Niko arrived to take her for her late afternoon walk.

“How many days has it been?” Tess asked Niko one fine winter afternoon, with the sun shining high in the sky. It was chilly but not cold.

“Forty-one days. Tess, it is time you let him go—”

A shout came from the direction of the camp. He paused and stared back, and she paused as well. Kirill was walking after them.

He was flushed as he came up to them, and he kept his gaze fixedly on Niko. “Sibirin, there is news. Let me walk with Tess.” Something communicated but not spoken passed between the two men.

“With Tess’s permission,” said Niko.

“Given,” said Tess. Niko inclined his head and walked back to camp.

“What news, Kirill?” she asked, suddenly shy. Oh, God. Her heart raced. What if Ilya was back?

“Will you walk with me, Tess?” he asked. He rested his left hand on her elbow, as familiar with her now as he had always been before. She walked with him until they got as far as the river, and no one could see them.

“Do you want to sit down?” His color was high. He did not look at her.

“No, I’m fine.” She followed him along the river. Water flowed and eddied along the bank.

“Tess. Tess. I can’t say this.”

“Kirill, I have always trusted you.”

He sighed and stopped dead in his tracks to look directly at her. “I have to marry again, Tess. My mother has no daughters and no nieces to take care of her when she’s old. And I only had one child.”

“You have a child, Kirill?” She was astonished.

“Yes.” He began walking again in silence, as if the subject was too painful to speak of. She waited him out, and at last he spoke again. “Little Jaroslav. His mother’s kin took him, of course. I want children, Tess. Arina Veselov wants me.” He stopped and turned to her. “I would be an etsana’s husband. I can’t fight anymore. What else am I to do?”

“Of course you must.” Somehow she kept her voice steady. “I think you will be happy with her, Kirill. I like her very much.”

“Yes, she has a good heart. But she is not you, Tess. Oh, gods, forgive me. I have no right to say that.”

“Kirill, she will treat you better than I ever could.” Then, because it was better than crying, she reached out and embraced him, burying her face in his hair.

He held her for a long moment with his one good arm. She felt his right arm, immobile in its sling, pressing against her chest like an inert object. The river ran heedlessly on behind them.

“Will you care, then,” he asked softly, “if I love her?”

“Yes, I’ll care. Kirill, I want you to love her. I want you to be happy.”

He pushed her back. When he grinned, he looked almost like his old self again. “I daresay, my heart, that we will have a quieter life than you and Ilya.”

She flushed. “What was your news, Kirill?”

“Didn’t I tell you?” he asked innocently, and then he kissed her chastely on the cheek and turned to lead her back to camp. “No, it isn’t what you think. Our tribe has come, Tess.”

“Our tribe?”

“Yes.”

It took her a long moment before his words developed meaning. Our tribe.

“Sonia!” she shrieked, and clapped her hands over her mouth.

“Don’t run. Niko will have my other arm if I let you hurt yourself.”

She halted abruptly. “I can’t go back. How can I face her?”

“Because of Yuri and Mikhal? Tess, she will need another sister very badly now. And anyway, it was a scout brought the news. They won’t be here until tomorrow. Come, Tess. You have more courage than this.”

She was terrified suddenly at having to face Sonia after so long. And worse, at having to face Ilya. Forty-one days. Soon enough he would return. All too soon. What could she possibly say to him? He would take every advantage of her; he could not help it. She recalled very clearly now how he had gotten her to acknowledge their marriage: “I promise you, my husband.” But with Yuri’s death, she felt drained of all the life and all the energy that had ever allowed her to face Bakhtiian on equal terms. Soon enough, going on like this, there would be nothing left of her but ashes.

“I have to go back to Charles,” she whispered.

“What?” Kirill asked.

“Nothing.” But she mentally kept up the litany as they walked back to camp, cycling round and round: I have to go back to Jeds. I have to go back to Charles. And at each pause, she could hear Yuri’s voice: “Why does everything have to be so final, Tess?” Because things are final, Yuri, she said to him. Because people die and I don’t want to go through this again. She clutched Kirill’s arm more tightly, and he glanced at her, but mercifully he said nothing. She wiped away tears with the back of her hand. Because I’m afraid.

“Gods, Kirill, I can’t go back there crying.”

“Why not? You’re a woman. And you lost your brother. Why shouldn’t you cry? It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

She smiled through her tears. “My sweet Kirill,” she said, and then they came to camp and she relinquished her grip on him. Arina Veselov came to greet them, looking sober but not unhappy, and led Tess back to her tent, repeating the news Kirill had told her. Kirill followed them, but he walked next to Arina now not next to Tess.

The evening dragged on. That night she could not sleep. Morning came too soon, and then, dragging on toward midday, lasted far, far too long.

“Look!” said Yeliana, standing up. “Look there. Wagons.”

Tess scrambled to her feet. She could not help it, she ran—as well as she could run—out to the edge of camp and into the grass as the wagons and riders and the bleating flocks crested the rise and trundled down toward them in a cacophonous, chaotic mass. She halted, searching, staring, until—

“Sonia!” Oh, God, she looked the same; pale, maybe; and then they embraced. Tess burst into tears. Sonia burst into tears. They both cried, hanging on each other. Finally, as wagons lurched past them and children squealed with excitement and a horse brushed by so close its tail flicked Sonia’s tunic, they separated.

“How did you know?” Tess asked.

“Niko rode out to us last night.” Sonia had changed not at all. Her voice, her face, everything—like Yuri in so many ways, and yet utterly and only like herself. Except for the new lines of grief etched under her blue eyes. “He told Mama about—” she faltered—“about Yuri, and Mikhal, and Fedya.”

Fedya. Fedya had died so long ago that to Tess it seemed almost a distant memory. Gods, would Yuri fade like that?

“Tess, what’s wrong? You’ve gotten so thin and so pale. Niko says you almost died. Well, we’ll take you to our tent and Mama will fatten you up.”

And so, when the Orzhekov tribe set up its camp alongside the Veselov camp, Tess was taken politely but firmly back into Mother Orzhekov’s domain. Her tent was set up next to Sonia’s. Sonia’s children—the baby, Kolia, grown quite tall, and walking—made free with her space and her blankets and her gear, and she ate every night under the awning of Mother Orzhekov’s great tent, and took her daily walks to the training ground with Sonia.

“Why does that awful woman come here every day?” Sonia asked three days after their arrival. “Poor Petya. She can’t love him.”

“Oh, look, here she comes.” They giggled a little and then controlled themselves.

“I do not think the khaja will be able to resist this army,” said Vera, settling herself gracefully beside them. Her gaze took in the field but did not seem to dwell for longer than an instant on her own husband where he stood to one side with Konstans and a few other young men, watching Kirill talk with an old man.

“That is Kerchaniia Bakhalo, isn’t it?” Tess asked.

“Yes,” said Vera. “He arrived yesterday, and I’m sure he has sixty young men with him. I hear ten of them are orphans, and one is not only said to have killed his entire tribe with a plague but stolen a horse from the Mirsky tribe as well.”

Sonia laughed. “What, and none of the Mirskys caught him and killed him for it? And they always bragging about what fine riders they are? He must be very terrible or else very clever. Which of them is he?”

“How am I to know?” Vera asked. “He is only an orphan, after all. I suppose if any riders from the Mirsky tribe come here, then they’ll kill him.” Her gaze drifted out to Bakhalo and Kirill, who were consulting with Tasha and two elderly men no longer dressed in the red and black of jahar riders. “Poor Arina.” Vera smiled sweetly. “I think she thought Kirill Zvertkov would mark her but now I don’t think he will. What do you think, Tess?”

Tess shrugged. “Oh, I suppose he is waiting for his mother to get to know her first.”

“I thought he had other interests.” Then, evidently tired of this game, Vera rose and excused herself.

“Does Kirill have other interests?” asked Sonia. “Tess, don’t look away from me. You’re blushing. We haven’t talked much about your journey, you know. Only about Yuri and Mikhal—” A pause here, and she went on. “—and Fedya, and I am very glad you and Fedya—but, Tess, I know very well there are things you aren’t telling me.”

She could not talk about Ilya to Sonia. Not now, not when the only way she had to cope with her fear of his return was to not think of him as hard as she could. But her feelings for Kirill were true enough and still raw enough that they could serve as a smoke screen.

“Tess, I will make no secret now that I had hoped, when you left us, that you and Ilya—well, never mind that. What is it you want to tell me?”

“Kirill and I were lovers. But I can’t—I can’t marry him, and Arina Veselov has made it known that she wants him as her husband. I like Arina Veselov—”

“But you loved Kirill. Ah, well, he is charming in his own way. I’ve always preferred quieter men. If it is true that he can never use that arm again, then he’s done very well to become an etsana’s husband. But if he loves you, Tess, then what is to stop him marking you?”

“He won’t mark me. No, we’ve resolved this between us, Sonia. He’ll mark Arina. He’s waiting—I don’t know. I don’t understand, sometimes, how Arina can like me.”

“Do you think she ought to hate you for loving Kirill and for Kirill’s loving you? Why should she? He’ll make her a good husband. And he’ll have other lovers. Now Vera, Vera doesn’t like you one bit, my sister, and that makes me think—” She halted. On the field, Kirill had turned, and he looked up at them and lifted his good hand to wave.

“Do you think I could?” asked Tess suddenly.

“What, marry him? But women have no choice in marriage, Tess, don’t you know that?”

Tess flushed. “Practice saber a little. I’m much better, really.”

“Dressed in those clothes?”

“I’ll ask him.” Tess rose. Sonia chuckled and walked down with her. Kirill came to meet them, followed by Kerchaniia Bakhalo.

“Why shouldn’t I fight?” Tess asked. “I’ve already learned a great deal.”

“You’ve learned a little, Tess,” said Kirill mildly, though he grinned at Bakhalo. “But you’ve been very well taught. Why not? That is, Sonia, if you think Mother Orzhekov will approve.”

“No,” said Tess. “This is my choice. I’m going to fight. And I promise to stop when I get too tired.”

“I’ll walk you back to your tent,” said Sonia.

As they left, Tess turned to her. “You aren’t going to try to talk me out of this, are you?”

“No, ought I to? Tess, however much you are jaran, you aren’t jaran and you never will be. Why shouldn’t you fight if you wish to? But I’d better tell Mama now because I’m sure malicious tongues will see the news gets to her in other ways.”

So every morning Tess wore her jahar clothes and her saber and went to the practice field. She had to rest frequently, but other than that, Kirill and Bakhalo made no concessions to her at all. Bakhalo was a dry old stick of a man who was unfailingly unkind to all his students, though scrupulously fair, and Kirill possessed the unlikely ability to treat her with the same cheerful ruthlessness as he did the others: they had been lovers, they had loved, but here on the field he could separate those feelings from his teaching even while Tess struggled to separate them from her learning.

As they paused one day, she to rest, he to survey two of Bakhalo’s students fencing, she stood beside him casually and watched as well.

“He’s very good,” she said of one of the fencers. “He’s one of the orphans.”

“He’s better than Vladimir,” said Kirill. “But I won’t put them together yet because while this fellow won’t take it personally, Vladi will. You get along very well with all these orphans. Or have you taken them under your wing?”

“Kirill, I haven’t any wings.”

“Tess, you are Bakhtiian’s wife. That gives you rather more—very well, I won’t say anything further.”

“The truth is, that except for Konstans and you and Tadheus, when he comes by, the ones who are orphans are the only ones who don’t treat me strangely. The others aren’t sure what to make of me, a woman wearing jahar clothes.”

“Fairly earned.”

“You know that, and those in Bakhtiian’s jahar know it, but the rest don’t. Aleksi there, and the other orphans, don’t care because they’re set apart, too.”

“Well, it’s true most of them treat you stiffly, but for all that, you’re doing well. But you mustn’t push yourself.”

“Kirill, I want to tell you how much I respect that you’ve been able to teach me—that—” She hesitated. “Everything there’s been between us—”

“There is between us,” he said quietly.

“There is between us, and you never favor me or bully me.”

“Bully you?” He laughed. “My heart, if ever Ilya tries to teach you fighting, he will bully you for fear he’d otherwise favor you.”

“Ilya,” said Tess, “will never teach me saber.”

“What’s going on over there? Boys, stop a moment.” Kirill turned. “By the gods, how did he manage to ride in here with no more disturbance than that?”

Tess turned.

He stared straight at her. Of course. If there was anyone else on the practice field—and there were a good eighty or so young men out there—they might have been invisible for all he knew. From this distance, she could not tell if he was angry or amused. From this distance, she would know him anywhere. He walked out onto the field toward her, and instantly she saw one change: he was no longer limping. It lent a certain implacable purpose to his stride that had been lacking those weeks when he was injured. Niko walked beside him, and Josef and Tasha, and Anton and Sergei Veselov. But in a moment, Niko veered off to greet Bakhalo, towing Sergei Veselov in his wake, and then Kirill started forward, deserting her, to fall in with Josef and Tasha and Anton Veselov.

Ilya halted in front of her. If I faint, Tess thought, then I don’t have to say anything. God, he was beautiful. The midday sun shone strong on his face. His black hair curled slightly at the ends but she could tell from its wave and thickness that he had just cut it, and his beard was neat and impeccably trimmed. He wore a second necklace around the curve of his throat, this one of finely polished black stones strung together. Tess glanced to either side. Most of the young men were staring at them. Bakhtiian broke his gaze from her and surveyed the field. Instantly, they retreated, and a moment later Bakhalo called for an assembly down at the other end of the field. Kirill had vanished.

“Walk with me,” ordered Ilya.

Yes, definitely, he was angry. “I beg your pardon?” she asked.

“Will you walk with me, I beg you,” he repeated in exactly the same tone of voice. She walked. As soon as they were out of earshot, he began. “Do you suppose I rode all that way only to return to find my wife wearing men’s clothes standing out in the middle of the practice field with every unmarried man in camp?”

“You gave me this shirt.”

He took ten steps before he answered. “It was fairly earned.”

“And some of them are married.”

“Arina Veselov isn’t married.”

“Don’t you dare.”

“I beg your pardon, Tess. I had no right to say that.”

She stopped, emboldened by the softening of his voice. “When did you get here? Where is the jahar?”

“Josef and I, and Sergei and Anton, rode forward scout. The rest will be here late this afternoon.” His face lit suddenly. “And the horses! One hundred and twenty-four. Tess, they are beautiful.” His expression changed, watching her, and he lifted a hand to touch her cheek. She stopped breathing. Then he glanced back toward camp. They still stood in full view of the field and of a fair portion of the tents of Veselov’s camp. He dropped his hand as swiftly as if she had burned him.

Somewhere she found the ability to start breathing again, but her breaths came uneven and a little ragged.

“And the khepellis?” she asked, speaking quickly to cover her agitation. “Did they get on a ship? There was no problem? And the letter for my brother, and the relic?”

He began to walk again, but she did not move. He halted and came back to her. “Tess, do you want to stand here where everyone can see us?”

“Yes.”

“Very well. Here is the letter.”

She unrolled it. “But this is from Marco!”

“You know him?”

“Yes, he’s part of Charles’s—retinue. Ah, he travels a lot. He supervises trade agreements.”

“Is that so?”

She flushed and, instead of looking at him, read the letter. Your dear old Uncle Marco, indeed. He had been at Charles’s court in Jeds frequently when she was there as a child but he was not precisely the sort of man who enjoys children. Dr. Hierakis and Suzanne Elia Arevalo had spent more time with her than he ever had. Marco explored, and he had come from Earth to explore Rhui in the oldest way known, on foot, by horse, by sea, for Charles but mostly, she suspected, for the adventure. Make of that what you will. She read back through the letter.

“He sent something for me.”

Ilya hesitated, then slipped a dagger from his belt and handed it to her. Tess held it in her palm. Such a tiny thing to be so important.

“Well,” she said finally, for something to say. “Thank you.”

“I told him I would kill him if I ever found out that he hadn’t delivered either message or relic.”

“Ilya!” She wanted to laugh but he looked so grim that she smoothed the letter out instead. “I feel sure it will get there. And the khepellis?”

“I hope you will forgive me, Tess, but I lied to Lord Ishii. I told him—” His voice shook, “—that you were dead.” He stopped. “Tess,” he whispered. “I didn’t even know, all that time, if when I came back, you would still be alive.” The agony in his expression disturbed her so much that she found refuge in staring off toward the camp. Though a number of young men still worked on the practice field, in the camp itself some event had occurred to excite the interest of the tribe. Children ran, screaming and leaping, and adults walked quickly away from the periphery of the camp toward the hidden center.

“Niko took good care of me,” she said in a voice not her own. “And anyway, Bakhtiian, as I recall, I promised you that I would live.”

“Yes,” he said in a steadier voice, “you did. Can you forgive me the lie?”

Startled, she looked up at him. “Of course, I forgive you. You probably saved my life.” She faltered.

“You will never grant me anything simply because I am your husband, will you? Nothing, except when you were so ill that it was easier to agree than to argue. Nothing of your own will. Well, you told me yourself you did not want me. I ought to have listened.”

“Ilya…” Once, before everything had been shattered by Yuri’s death, she would have yelled back at him. Now she simply felt faint. “I have to sit down,” she said apologetically.

“Tess! Gods, you’re pale.” He closed the gap between them and picked her up in his arms. “I’ll take you back to my aunt’s tent.”

“I can walk.”

“You will not walk, my wife. You’re exhausted and as pale as the winter grass. I think I may be allowed to carry you so far.”

It was no use fighting, so she simply lay against him, cradling her head on his shoulder and shutting her eyes. She could not bear to see what kind of stares were surely being directed their way. She heard Niko.

“Ilya! What is wrong?”

“She is exhausted. You’ve been working her too hard. Is this how you take care of her?”

“She was fine until you came back,” said Niko crossly. “But I was coming to get you in any case. You are wanted at your aunt’s tent.”

Tess kept her eyes clenched shut. He walked with her easily, as if the burden was gratifying to him. She heard a few whispers, a few broken comments, but nothing she could not ignore. For a little stretch, there was silence, as if no one was about. But when he halted, she felt a roiled hush surrounding them, as of many people whose attention was split among several momentous occurrences.

“Nephew.” This in Irena Orzhekov’s ringing tones. “I hope you will come forward and explain this immodest display. This woman may be your cousin but she is also unmarried.”

“Unmarried! She is my wife.”

The silence rang more loudly than shouts would have. Tess opened her eyes. Most of the members of the tribes of Orzhekov and Veselov had gathered here before the awning of Mother Orzhekov’s tent. Beneath the awning, the two etsanas faced each other, seated respectably on pillows. Blood still wet Arina’s cheek, seeping from the cut scored from her cheekbone diagonally down to the line of her jaw. Kirill stood behind her, looking pale but determined. His mother knelt in front of the two women, and whatever discussion Ilya’s precipitous entrance had interrupted clearly involved her.

“Your wife?” demanded Mother Orzhekov. “I see no mark, Nephew.”

Every gaze was fixed on them. Behind Irena Orzhekov sat her three daughters. Sonia stared transfixed, hands on her cheeks, lips parted, fighting back a grin. Behind Arina Veselov, behind Kirill, sat Vera, and behind her, Yeliana. Vera’s face was white, her mouth a thin line.

“Let me down,” Tess whispered fiercely.

“Ah, so you have come back to me,” he murmured. “You were acting far too meek.” He lowered her gently and set her on her feet beside him but he did not relinquish his grip around her waist. It would be undignified to struggle in so public a place and with such an audience. Doubtless he counted on it.

“Niko,” he said, “I thought my aunt had been told.”

“Bakhtiian, it was not my right to tell.”

Ilya glanced at Tess. “With your permission?” he asked, but he did not let go of her. She nodded mutely. “Mother Orzhekov,” he said formally. “Terese Soerensen and I rode down the Avenue of the shrine of Morava at sunset. The ceremony was completed. The bond has been sealed. So she is indeed my wife. And I,” he added, with a sardonic edge to his voice, “am her husband.”

Silence could not contain their audience’s astonishment. Exclamations, comments, every kind of noise broke out, and hushed to stillness when Irena Orzhekov rose. Arina sat with complete composure. Kirill, behind her, now looked strangely serene. Sonia had clapped her hands together, delighted. Vera—Vera was gone.

“I will have quiet,” said Mother Orzhekov. “I think this assembly has ended. If you agree, Mother Veselov. And you, Elders?” More nods from various aged faces.

She had to say no more. The crowd dispersed quickly and with a great deal of noise.

“Come here, Ilyakoria,” said Irena when only the etsanas and their families and five Elders from each tribe remained. She sounded displeased. He looked not the least bit cowed. “You will sit beside me until our business is finished here. Tess, sit with Sonia.”

Sonia said nothing when Tess sat down next to her but squeezed her hand.

“Now, Olya Zvertkov, is it truly your wish to bind yourself over into the Veselov tribe?”

These negotiations went on for some time. The two etsanas haggled over tents and pots and how many of which flock ought to go to which tribe in recompense for the loss of Kirill’s mother or the gain of Kirill himself. Tess rubbed her eyes and lay her head on Sonia’s comforting shoulder, and Sonia put her arm around Tess to hold her steady.

At last they agreed, and Arina rose. Bakhtiian rose as well. “I have not yet released Kirill from my jahar,” he said. “And while I claim the right to perform that release in private, I ask that he remain behind now.”

The two women nodded, and Arina took her family and her Elders and left. Bakhtiian gave his aunt a curt nod and then walked away to where his tent was pitched some distance behind hers.

“Tess!” whispered Sonia. “Why didn’t you tell me! Did Yuri know?”

“Yes.”

“Well, the gods’ blessing on that. It would have made him happy.”

“Everything made Yuri happy,” said Tess bitterly, and then she stopped, seeing what Bakhtiian had brought them from his tent. Two blankets, folded neatly, and on top of them, two red shirts, folded with equal neatness. A scrap of sleeve showed on one, a line of Yuri’s distinctive embroidery.

“I bring these to you, his sisters.” Ilya knelt before his cousins and held out his hands. Kira, the eldest, took them from him with reverence, but instead of turning to Stassia first, she turned to Tess.

“Which will you have, my sister?” she asked.

Tess started to cry silently. She took the topmost shirt gently from the pile and held it hard against her face. The silk was cool and soft. Sonia took the other shirt and cradled it against her chest. She, too, was weeping. Kira and Stassia each took a blanket.

“Because my kinsman Yurinya has neither brother nor father living, I return his saber to you, my aunt.” He offered it to her.

Tears ran down Irena’s face, but her expression remained composed. “You are his nearest male relation. It is yours, now, Ilyakoria.”

He shut his eyes for an instant. “Thank you,” he murmured, and he simply held it a moment before he remembered where he was. Then he turned to Kirill.

“Perhaps, Zvertkov, you will tell Yuri’s sisters, and Mikhal’s wife, how they died.”

Kirill was very pale but his voice was steady, and the account he gave covered Yuri and Mikhal with so much glory that Tess could hardly believe it was true though she knew it was: that Mikhal had ridden back into the fight instead of riding for help, as he might well have done with no shame—as Petya had; that Yurinya had saved Tess’s life. The children had crept up to listen, and Katerina and Ivan clutched their mother, faces solemn. Stassia held little Kolia.

“And were they burned,” asked Irena when he had finished, “and released from the burdens of the earth, as was their right?”

Niko and Kirill both looked at Ilya. Tess hid her face in her hands.

“They were given,” said Ilya with no expression in his voice, “what they most wished. Now, Aunt, if you will excuse me, I will ask Sibirin and Zvertkov to accompany me while I return what is theirs to Fedya’s and Mikhal’s families.”

Irena inclined her head. “You are excused, Nephew. And Ilya.” She paused. Tess looked up. “To marry cousins is dangerous. To marry them in the sight of the gods—well, we shall see. Certainly you have never lacked arrogance. But you have ridden a long way to return here, and with this I can sympathize. For this night, Nephew, my tent is yours.” She rose and shook out her skirts, and then turned to address her family. “Come, children. You must take your blankets to your mothers’ tents tonight.”

Ilya simply stared at his aunt for a moment, as if this gesture bewildered him. But then, then he turned his head smoothly to give Tess so piercing a look that she felt as if they were already alone and she stripped utterly naked, far past such unimportant layers as clothing and skin, down, down to where the wind sweeps fire across the earth itself.

Then he turned and strode away, Niko and Kirill at his heels.



Chapter Twenty-eight


	“If one does not hope one will not find the unhoped for, since there is no trail leading to it, and no path.”

	—HERACLEITUS OF EPHESUS



DUSK, STARS, EVENING.

Tess let Sonia help her dress in all the beautiful women’s clothing gifted her by Nadezhda Martov, bracelets, the beaded headpiece. She felt empty, burned away until she was hollow.

“You’re being very quiet,” said Sonia. “I’ll leave the lantern, and you can sit here on these pillows. Tess, it isn’t as if you haven’t lain with him before—” Abruptly, she sat down beside Tess and took her cold hands in her own. “You haven’t?”

Tess could only shake her head numbly.

“But you rode down the Avenue together.”

Tess found a whisper. “I didn’t know.”

“You didn’t know!” Sonia was speechless for a moment. “I can only suppose that he didn’t have the nerve to try to mark you, knowing you could use your saber, so he—Gods!” Tess glanced at her. The lantern light cast edges on the soft planes of Sonia’s face. “Well, Tess, I’m sorry, but you’re his wife now, and I can’t interfere.” She kissed her on the cheek and stood up, abandoning Tess in the middle of the silken mass of Irena Orzhekov’s finest pillows. “But listen to me.” Her voice was quiet but vehement. “Perhaps we do not know one another so well, you and I, but I can see into your heart, my sister, and I know you are strong enough for what has been given you.”

“For Ilya?”

“Ilya is not the sum of your life, Tess. You forget that I have been to Jeds. I have seen the prince on progress through the city. I know there is more to you than these plains, and yet, there is Ilya as well. And you are the only woman—the only woman? no, the only person, truly—who has the courage to stand up to him on every ground. If there is no one to hold him in check, then what is to happen to him and to us?”

Tess stared down at her hands. “You’re asking too much of me,” she murmured, but when she looked up, Sonia had gone. Every doubt she had ever carried flooded back in on her. All the burdens of being Charles’s heir, the cold weight of duty, and now this. Lord, to add this on top of it all.

She heard from outside the sound, but not the words, of a brief conversation: a woman’s voice, a man’s. Then the rustle of the tent flap and his movement through the outer chamber. He pushed aside the curtains that separated the outer chamber from the inner one and halted, poised there.

“Gods,” he said, staring at her, “you are beautiful, my wife.”

She said nothing, but her gaze followed him as he let the curtains slip down behind him and crossed to her. He knelt in front of her.

“I brought this for you.” He unclasped the black necklace and with the greatest tenderness clasped it around her throat. He let his hands settle on either side of the curve of her neck, warm hands, though she felt the slight tremble in them against her skin. He gazed at her as if the answer to every question he had ever asked rested in her face.

He was so close but she could move neither toward him nor away from him, caught in this eddy.

“I am lost,” she whispered.

His eyes narrowed and his lips, slightly parted, closed tightly. “You are afraid of me.” He took his hands from her. “You were never afraid of me before,” he said accusingly.

She wrenched her gaze away from him. “I don’t know what I am.”

She felt him stand, and looked up to see him walk to the curtain. “You are my wife. You are also, I believe, heir to the Prince. And Sonia’s sister, and a daughter to Irena Orzhekov. But mostly you are Tess.” He looked furiously angry and yet at the same time terribly upset. “And if Tess ever decides she wants me, I will be waiting for her.”

He jerked the curtain aside and left. Tess sank back into the pillows. She felt so utterly relieved that she could almost laugh at herself. She stared at the shadows dappling the soft ceiling of the tent. Footsteps stirred, and the curtain slipped aside.

“Tess?”

“Oh, hello, Sonia,” said Tess in a voice that sounded almost normal.

“Tess. I—” She hesitated. “Do you—Perhaps—That is, I saw Ilya—But perhaps you’d rather I left you—I don’t know—”

“I’m hungry,” said Tess, sitting up.

“Well,” said Sonia briskly, “you hardly ate a bite at supper so that doesn’t surprise me.”

“You aren’t mad at me?”

“What occurs between you and Ilya is not any of my business, Tess.”

Tess stood. “You and Yuri have been matchmaking since the day I got to your tribe. Admit it.”

“No, in fact, it was several days before the thought occurred to me. It was at the dance, when you told him you were riding with them. And forced him to accept it and take you along.”

“What’s wrong with me?” Tess asked, remembering how brash she had been.

“You were almost killed, and you still haven’t regained your strength. And you saw your brother killed. I grieve as much as you do but I didn’t see him die. I can still imagine that he is simply out riding and will come back tomorrow. I don’t envy you that knowledge or that memory.”

“But, Sonia, I want that knowledge and that memory. For you, they rode out one day and never came back. I couldn’t stand to live that way.”

Sonia took her gently by the arm. “Perhaps that is why you still practice saber. Come, Tess. There’s still meat, I think, or if you wish, a celebration at the Veselov camp. Arina has gone into seclusion for the next nine days but we women can visit her. I’m sure she would like to see you.”

“Yes,” said Tess, taking great comfort in the thought of the company of women, “I’d like that.”

Sonia surveyed her critically. “And I want you to know how very much I hate you for being able to wear that particular shade of green. That is Nadezhda Martov’s dye, is it not? Yes, we had some of her cloth once but it simply made me look ill, and it did nothing for Stassi or Kira or Anna either, so we had to trade it off. It made us sick to give it up. But it looks stunning on you.” Tess blushed, remembering Ilya’s voice as he called her “beautiful.”

“Well? Are we going? Or are you going to stand there and gloat over your good looks all night?” Tess laughed and followed her out.

It was easy enough, in the morning, to go back to her old habits: in the mornings she would practice saber and fighting, and in the afternoons she would work and gossip with the women. Now that Bakhtiian’s jahar had returned, she had plenty of company on the practice field, and their acceptance of her presence there did not go unnoticed by the others: especially the respect with which such noted riders as Josef and Tasha treated her. Bakhtiian, who observed and even participated out on the field at intervals, ignored her as he might ignore any other young rider whose presence was beneath his notice. If he did address her, it was always and only as “Cousin.” He spent a great deal of time with his new horses, or speaking with the men who had come to join him, or taking reports from the scouts and parties of riders sent out to search for Mikhailov. Kirill continued to be a patient, fair, and shrewd teacher, and he carried himself with a new self-assurance to which even the older men deferred at the appropriate times. But Tess kept in general to the company of the orphans, feeling rather more comfortable with them, half in and half out of the tribes, than with anyone else.

With the women she felt entirely at home. Mother Orzhekov said nothing about her marriage. If anyone noticed that she slept in her tent and Ilya in his, no one mentioned it to her. At meals, Ilya was unfailingly polite to her. If she caught him staring at her now and again—well, then, could she blame him? If she caught herself staring at him—well, God knew how handsome he was.

“I am getting stronger,” she said to Sonia one day. “I got through all morning without having to rest.”

“Yes,” said Sonia, “and we’ve worked all afternoon without you resting either. Tonight Arina comes out of seclusion. Poor Kirill has been hiding outside of camp all afternoon.”

“Yes,” said Tess with a grin, “he was looking rather nervous and pink at practice. I told him so.”

“You are feeling better.”

“Yes,” said Tess, realizing it was true. “I am.”

After supper, Tess went alone to her tent and pulled out the tiny dagger and stared at it. She slid her thumb up the blade, felt it hum. The hilt peeled away. Charles needed to know that she was alive. She lifted it to her eye level so the intricate machinery could take her retinal scan. Then, with decision, she triggered the codes. Not the primary codes, the emergency alert, but the secondary pulse, tuned to her signature code, that said merely, I am safe. For five minutes it pulsed, silent to her ears, and then it stopped. She slid the transmitter back into its sheath and left it with her saber and her jahar clothes, safe in her tent.

That evening the two tribes held a dance in honor of Mother Veselov’s wedding. Arina was carried out to the great fire, weighed down with so much finery that she actually shone. Kirill, allowed to see her for the first time since the day he had marked her, greeted her with a kiss far more intimate than was proper for so public a place, and he was chastised good-naturedly all evening by women and men both.

“Really, Kirill,” said Tess, standing aside with him while they watched the dancing, “such an immodest display astonishes me in you.” He laughed. He was very happy. “Why don’t you just leave early?”

“Oh, I would if I could, Tess, but you know it isn’t right. We have to stay here until the very end.”

“Poor Kirill. Hello, Sonia.”

“You will dance with me, Kirill,” Sonia said.

“Sonia, I can’t—”

“Not as you used to, no. But you’d better learn.”

“Tess,” pleaded Kirill, “save me.”

“Forgive me,” said Tess, “but I have urgent business elsewhere.” She left him to his fate.

She walked a ways around the periphery and there, like a beacon, she saw him. Except that he was speaking with Vera Veselov, and Vera was leaning very close, her body canted toward him in a most intimate fashion. Tess stopped dead. It took her a moment to recognize the emotion that had taken hold of her. Arina, of course, shone with joy at this celebration, but Vera was as always the most striking woman present. Tess drew herself up and marched over to them.

“Oh, I beg your pardon, Vera,” she said sweetly, “but my husband has promised me this dance.”

Ilya looked startled. Vera smiled, but it was probably the most vicious smile Tess had ever seen. “No, I beg your pardon, Tess. I hope you enjoy the celebration.” She turned on her heel and strode swiftly away.

“Had I promised you this dance?” Ilya asked.

“No. You were behaving most improperly, Bakhtiian.”

“Was I?”

“Flirting like that? Yes, you were.”

“But this is a celebration. One can allow a little immodesty at a celebration.”

“Not that much,” Tess muttered. “What did she want, anyway?”

“What do you suppose she wanted?”

“Yes, I suppose it would be easy enough to slip away and return to her tent. Everyone is here, after all.”

“Yes, it would be,” he agreed.

“What are you smiling at?”

“Your temper.”

She did not like the way he was looking at her. “Well,” she demanded, “are we going to dance?”

Immediately, he drew back. “You know I prefer not to dance,” he said stiffly.

“What, is it too undignified for you? But you dance very well, Bakhtiian, and I love to dance. Therefore, you will dance with me.”

“As you command, my wife,” he said meekly, and followed her out. He danced very well indeed, and she made him dance three dances with her before she agreed to pause. They walked off to the side, he with his hand lingering at her waist until, remembering himself, he shifted it self-consciously to his belt.

“You look very lovely tonight,” he said, not looking at her.

“Thank you.” She smiled. His sudden shyness made her feel bolder. “But you know, I’m more comfortable in jahar clothes. I only wear these to please Mother Orzhekov.”

“As you should,” he said in a constrained voice.

“You don’t approve of me fighting, do you, Ilya?”

“I have no right to dictate what you do as long as my aunt approves it.”

“Your aunt doesn’t approve it. Or, that is, I did not ask her permission.”

He rounded on her. “You didn’t ask her permission! Tess, I remind you that—”

“Don’t lecture me. Yes, I am beholden to her hospitality. Yes, she took me in, for which I will always be grateful. But I am not jaran, Ilya, and as long as my behavior does not offend your gods, I will do what I think is best for myself.”

“Even if it displeases my aunt?”

“Even if it displeases you.”

“I suggest,” he said coldly, “that we either end this conversation now, before we make a spectacle of ourselves, or continue it elsewhere, where the entire camp cannot hear and see us.”

She began to walk away from the crowd and the fire and he walked beside her. Their silence was not as much antagonistic as measuring. “Teach me saber,” she said.

“What, right now?”

“Yes, right now. No, of course not right now. Tomorrow. The next day.”

“I can’t teach you, Tess.”

“Because you don’t want to?”

“Because I can’t. Give me credit, please, for so much self knowledge. I would not teach you well or fairly.”

“Well,” she admitted, a little mollified, “Kirill said as much. Then let me ride in your jahar.”

“You are not adept enough yet, nor experienced enough yet. Not for my jahar or for any dyan’s jahar.”

“If I learn enough to become so?”

“Most of these young men have been fighting with saber since they were boys, I might remind you.”

“Am I that bad?”

“No,” he said reluctantly. “You’re rather good, for how few months you’ve been practicing. You have a certain gift, you’re strong, and you work very hard.”

It was quiet in the Veselov camp. The great fire burned with a roar alongside the beaten ground of the practice field, where now the dancing was being held. A man passed them, hurrying toward the celebration, and they saw a shape slip into a tent out at the edge of camp.

“Where are we going?” Ilya asked finally.

“I’m not sure.” She looked up at the brilliant cast of stars above. Somewhere out there, worlds spun and ships traveled, spanning vast distances; Charles wove his plots, and the Chapalii wove other plots still. Her life, all of it, and yet this world was hers as well. She had done her duty to Charles—tracked the Chapalii and not only alerted him to their presence but discovered a relic of such value that she could not begin to measure it. “I’m not sure what I ought to do anymore, or what I can do, or whether or not Yuri was right.”

“Right about what?” he asked softly.

She stopped. They had walked about halfway through the Veselov camp, and the two great tents, one belonging to Arina and one to Vera, lay some fifty paces behind them. A low fire burned in the fire pit that separated the tents, illuminating the wedding ribbons woven up the tent poles that supported the awning of Arina’s tent. And, Tess saw, a small pile of gear deposited on one corner of the rug: her new husband’s possessions, to be moved inside by him this night.

“Oh, damn,” said Tess in a low voice. “Look, there’s Vera.”

Vera stood just outside the entrance to her own tent, talking with a man Tess could not recognize from this distance. By the way she was gesticulating with her arms, Tess could guess that it was poor Petya, and that he was being scolded for some illusory offense.

“Tess,” said Ilya as softly as he had spoken before but in an utterly changed voice, “where is your saber?”

“In my tent.”

“Damn. Walk back to the fire.”

“Ilya.”

“That is Vasil. How he got into this camp I do not know, why Vera is sheltering him I do not care to guess, but there is going to be trouble any moment now. Go alert Josef and Tasha.”

“Where are you going?”

He put one hand on his saber hilt. “To talk with him.”

She laid both hands on his chest. “No. Don’t be a fool. Don’t you remember when Doroskayev sent men into Sakhalin’s camp to kill you? What if Vasil isn’t alone? Let’s walk back to the fire together, now.”

But it was already too late. Vera’s companion had stepped past her and it was obvious that, even over such distance and in the darkness, Vasil and Ilya were looking at each other. The flap leading into Vera’s tent swept aside, and three men rushed out, sabers drawn.

“Stahar linaya!” Ilya cried. He drew his saber. “Tess! Back to the fire.”

She stepped away from him. The three men closed, slowing now to split around him, and Ilya edged away from her. Vasil had not moved. Tess ran for Vera’s tent.

“Damn you!” Vera was shrieking. “Go kill him! You coward, go kill him!”

Vasil backhanded her so hard she fell to the rug. She began to sob. “You’re a fool, Vera. He will never love you. But who is this?” He sidestepped Tess’s rush neatly, tripped her, and then pinned her to the ground. “The khaja pilgrim. How interesting.”

Behind, she heard the ring of sabers and a distant—too distant—shout. “Give me your saber,” she said to Vasil from the ground, “and I’ll speak for you, and maybe they’ll spare your life.”

“He rode with her down the Avenue,” Vera gasped out between sobs. “I want him dead.”

“Vera. Shut up. Get the horses.” Then, moving before she realized he meant to, Vasil lifted Tess up and pinned her to him. “They’ll never spare my life, and I don’t plan on giving it up. Retreat to me!” he cried.

Horses snorted and pawed beside them. Vera stood at their heads, clutching their reins. Tears streamed down her face. “You are a coward,” she gasped. “You’re afraid to kill him. You’ve always loved him more than you ever loved me.”

“Forgive me,” said Vasil, and in the instant before she realized he was speaking to her, Tess got her head turned enough to see Vasil’s three men sprinting back toward them, Ilya at their heels. Farther, much farther back, cries of alarm and shouts and commotion stirred the camp. Then she saw the flash of Vasil’s knife, and a hard knob struck her temple.

Charles Soerensen sat in an anteroom of the imperial palace. Indeed, the only city left on the homeworld of Chapal was the imperial palace.

It had taken him five days from his arrival on Paladia Major to get dispensation to enter imperial space, and five days on Chapal to get this far, seven doors away from audience with the emperor. Suzanne sat next to him, decently swathed in scholar’s robes; she was his best interpreter—best except for his own missing sister, of course—but very few females were allowed into the imperial presence. Across from them, on benches grown from crystal, sat Hon Echido and two elder members of Keinaba, those who would partake of the rite of loyalty with Charles in the emperor’s presence.

If the emperor allowed it. Charles allowed himself a smile, a brief one, secure that Chapalii did not interpret facial tics as meaningful of emotion or thought. For all he knew, it would take him five months to get past those last seven doors, and even then he did not know if the Keinaba dispensation would still be in force. But, like water working past a dam in a stream, eventually he would find his way past each obstacle. Eventually, one way or the other, he would get the key that would allow the next rebellion to succeed.

The far door—the door leading back away from the emperor’s presence—opened, and Tai Naroshi Toraokii entered with his retinue. The near door opened, revealing a lord in the silver livery of the imperial house. Tai Naroshi paused in front of Charles. Charles did not rise.

“Tai-en.” Naroshi inclined his head.

“Tai-en.” Charles inclined his head in turn. “The translation program works very well. Your artisans are efficient.”

“I am gratified that you find them so. I express my grief with your family at this time.”

Charles glanced at Suzanne, wondering if the program was not working. She blinked twice: the words were correct. “Your concern is generous, Tai-en,” Charles replied.

“Perhaps you will adopt a proper male heir now. I would be honored, Tai-en, if you would consider my sister, who is an architect of great renown, for the design of your sister’s mausoleum. She would certainly design a fitting and magnificent structure of unparalleled beauty.”

One of his retinue had flushed blue. Charles stared at Naroshi, both of them equally impassive.

Suzanne pulled the loose drape of her hood over her face. “Oh, Goddess,” she said in a stifled voice.

“Tai-en,” said Charles at last. “Are you telling me that my sister is dead?”

If Naroshi was surprised by Charles’s ignorance, or by his directness, he showed no sign of it. “This one of mine, who is named Cha Ishii Hokokul, has brought me this news. Are you telling me, Tai Charles, that you have not heard it yet?”

The far door swept aside and Tomaszio strode in, followed by a lord in imperial silver who was flushed green with disapproval. Charles stood up. The lord halted, facing two dukes, and let Tomaszio proceed alone.

“This is just in,” said Tomaszio in Ophiuchi-Sei. “Goddess, I’m sorry to disturb you here, Charles, but it’s code red from Odys.”

Charles took the palm-sized bullet and just stood for a moment. Suzanne still held the cloth across her face. Keinaba watched. Naroshi and his retinue watched. The one called Cha Ishii watched, skin fading to a neutral white.

Charles pressed his thumb to the pad, and the bullet peeled open. It was not even scrambled, the message, just two bites. One bore Marco’s signature code, and it read: Tess found the key. The other, the unique signature code of his only sibling, his heir, twined into the secondary pulse of an emergency transmitter’s beacon and flatcoded to be sent on to him: I am safe.

Without a word Charles nodded to Tomaszio, dismissing him, and handed the bullet to Suzanne, who lowered the cloth enough to read it and then with a suppressed gasp pulled the cloth back over her face again. She pressed the fail-safe on the tube, and the casing and contents dissolved in her hand.

“Your sympathy is well-taken, Tai-en,” said Charles. He sat down.

“Tai Naroshi Toraokii.” The lord at the near door spoke, and he bowed to the precise degree. “I beg you to allow me to admit you into the next antechamber.”

Naroshi inclined his head to Charles. “Tai-en.”

“Tai-en.”

Naroshi and his retinue went on, moving one step closer to the emperor’s presence.

“Oh, Goddess,” said Suzanne again.

Hon Echido had flushed blue. “I beg of you, Tai Charles, to indulge me in this. Has the Tai-endi Terese indeed died? I would be stricken to desolation were it so. She was kind to me.”

Charles examined Hon Echido, examined the Keinaba elders. He glanced at Suzanne, who lowered the cloth from her face. Drying tears streaked her face. She lifted a hand and wiped them away.

“My servants,” said Charles, and then he tapped off the translation program. “Hon Echido,” he said in Anglais. “Do you understand what it means to be allied to my house?”

Hon Echido bent his head, subservient. “I understand. You are daiga, human, and will be always a barbarian, you and your kind.” His skin faded to orange, the color of peace. “But we chose, we of Keinaba, to live rather than to die. Thus we have made our choice.”

“Then I will tell you this. The Tai-endi lives but it is better that we alone, of my house, know this.”

The three merchants studied him, knowing full well that such a declaration meant that their duke had chosen to enter the struggle, to vie for position within the emperor’s sight, to begin the slow, intricate dance of time uncounted and years beyond years, the politic art, the only art granted to males: the art of intrigue.

“Oh dammit dammit my head hurts,” Tess muttered. She opened her eyes and shut them immediately. “The light hurts. Ilya.” She was cradled against his chest. “Why is everything moving so much?”

“Because we’re riding,” he said, sounding amused.

“Who the hell are you?” she demanded, trying to push away from him. Her wrists and ankles were bound, and she was seated sidesaddle on his horse, held against him. “Vasil!”

“I apologize for that blow to the head but there really was no way to get out of there without a hostage.” He smiled.

“Good Lord,” said Tess, getting a good look at him as her eyes adjusted to the light, “you really are the handsomest man I’ve ever met.”

He laughed. “Thank you. I will take the compliment in the spirit in which it was offered.”

“You bitch,” said a second voice. “You aren’t content with just one, are you?”

“Vera,” said Vasil, “spite makes you ugly. Yevgeni, take her forward, please.”

Yevgeni grinned and urged his horse into a gallop. Vera clutched at his belt and her face went white but she kept yelling back at them, the words lost in the wind.

“Poor Yevgeni,” said Vasil. “Our family has always been cursed with loving its face more than its heart. You two, go and keep him company, if you will.” The other men rode after Yevgeni. “I hope your head isn’t hurting too much.”

“I still have a headache. It seems to me that now that you’re free of the camp, you can let me go.”

“Oh, no, Terese Soerensen, we’re not free yet. So Ilya married you, did he?” He looked thoughtful. “You rode down the Avenue together. He must love you very much.”

“He wants me,” said Tess, and then, because the tone of her voice reminded her of the venom in Vera’s voice, she went on. “Yes, he does love me. It’s just taken me this long to really understand that.” She paused a moment, shading her eyes. All she could see was unending grass around them, and she had not the faintest idea where they might be or in what direction the camp lay. “Why am I telling you this?”

“Because we are alike, you and I,” he said with perfect seriousness.

“Are we? In what way?”

“We both love Ilya. But he will never have me, and therefore he must die.”

“How like your sister you are,” she said bitterly, and suddenly wished he was not holding her so closely.

“Yes, I am,” he said cheerfully. “It’s a terrible thought, isn’t it? I find her quite unbearable.”

“You could have killed him last night.”

Vasil shrugged. “The truth is, I am a coward. I’ll never be able to kill him with my own hand. That’s why I ride with Mikhailov, to let him do it. But I see this subject is upsetting you. Shall we speak of something else?”

She turned her head away from him, staring out at the men riding ahead of them. “I don’t want to speak to you at all.”

They rode on in silence for a time. Her head ached, but when he paused long enough to give her some water to drink, the pain dulled to a throb.

“Can’t you at least untie my ankles so I can ride more comfortably?” she asked at last.

“Certainly. I’ll untie your ankles and your wrists if you will promise me on your husband’s honor that you won’t attempt to escape.”

“Damn you. I can’t promise that.”

“I didn’t think you would. Ilya holds his honor very high.”

She did not reply. They rode on, and she gauged by the sun that they were riding northeast. In early afternoon they rode into a hollow backed by a steep ridge. A copse of trees ringed a water hole at the base of the ridge, and beyond it lay a small, makeshift camp. One great tent was pitched on the far side, on a low rise above the others, twenty small tents scattered haphazardly below it. The inhabitants were mostly men, she saw as they paused on the crest of a rise to look down, but women and children were there as well.

Vasil and his companions made directly for the great tent. Dmitri Mikhailov stood outside, leaning on a crutch, watching them.

“Evidently you failed,” he said. “Who is this? The khaja pilgrim? Why?”

“I wouldn’t have failed!” Vera cried. “I would have gotten him to come back with me but then she interrupted me!”

“He would never have gone with you,” said Tess. Her ankles were bound loosely enough that she could stand next to Vasil.

“Do you think so? Everyone knows you sleep in separate tents. You couldn’t even get your own husband to lie with you.”

Tess was suddenly struck with a feeling of great pity for Vera, who had nothing left to her now but her own gall to succor her through the months and the years. “I’m sorry,” she said.

Vera slapped her. Vasil grabbed his sister and wrenched her arm back so hard that Vera gasped with pain.

Mikhailov sighed. “Must I put up with this? Karolla!”

A young woman about Tess’s age emerged from the tent. “Yes, Father?” Her gaze settled on Tess, and she looked surprised and curious at the same time. She bore an old, white scar of marriage on her cheek.

“Take this Veselov woman somewhere, anywhere, that is out of my sight.”

“Yes, Father.” Karolla looked at Vasil. Tess caught the infinitesimal nod that he gave her, as if it was his permission and not her father’s that she sought. “Well, you must be Vera. I’m sure you’d like to wash and get some food. Will you come with me?”

Vera gathered together the last shreds of her dignity and with a final, parting glance of sheer hatred—not for Tess but for her brother—she walked away with Karolla.

“You three,” said Mikhailov to the riders, “please follow them and see that she makes no mischief. Now, Vasil, what happened?”

“As Vera said. Vera got us into camp easily enough but Bakhtiian would not go with her to her tent. It was luck that this woman and Bakhtiian came walking through camp—well, there wasn’t time to fight him fairly, so I took her as hostage.”

“That is very well, Vasil, but how will this help us kill Bakhtiian? We are already driven into a corner, and now he will attack us with far superior forces.”

“But, Dmitri, she is his wife.”

“There is no mark.”

“By the Avenue.”

“Gods!” Dmitri looked at her for the first time as if her presence mattered to him. “Is that true?”

Tess did not reply. Her cheek still stung from Vera’s slap.

“Yes,” answered Vasil. “Given the brief moments we had to get out of the camp alive, I did as well as I could. I told Bakhtiian that if he did not leave us alone, I would let Vera kill her.”

Mikhailov smiled, bitterly amused. “Did you? Would Vera kill her?”

“I think so. Gladly. Vera is not all show, Dmitri.”

“But would you let Vera kill her?”

Vasil shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Well, send Yevgeni with a message: Tell Bakhtiian that if he gives himself into our hands, we will free his wife.”

“Will Bakhtiian believe you?”

“What is left us, Vasil? This is our last chance. We’ll break camp and move, and when Bakhtiian comes, we must kill him. Put her in my tent.”

Vasil picked Tess up and carried her inside, depositing her on two threadbare pillows in the outer chamber. Mikhailov followed them in.

“Leave us,” he commanded. Vasil left without a word. Mikhailov lit a lantern and then twitched the entrance flap down with his free hand. The other hand still gripped his crutch. “Yes,” he said, following her eyes to the crutch. “You nearly cut my leg off. I’ll have this hurt for the rest of my life.”

“Why do you want to kill him?” she asked. The lantern cast shadows high on the dim, sloping walls.

His mouth was an angled line, like the edge of shadow. “I don’t know that you can understand the complexities of the jaran. His reputation hurts mine. His greatness lessens all. His peace enslaves us to his will. He has great notions, our Bakhtiian, but he will kill us as surely as he saves us.”

“The old ways must give way before the new,” said Tess quietly. She had a sudden, fierce vision of Charles’s face, still and shadowed, knowing as he must that in time, whether years or centuries, whether in his lifetime or his descendants’, this sanctuary that was Rhui would be breached and flooded, its culture obliterated by the wave of progress brought down from the stars. “But even if you kill Bakhtiian, it will still happen. You are a thousand tribes, and a thousand thousand families, and the lands of the khaja stretch all around you. Another man will come to the jaran, and he will lead them into war against the settled lands.”

Mikhailov limped over to her, grabbed her shoulders, and jerked her to her feet. He was very strong, and he could stand quite well without the crutch. “Are you a prophet?” he asked, not mocking at all. “Is that why Bakhtiian married you, a holy woman?”

“Oh, I’m many things, but not a prophet, I don’t think. Let me go, Mikhailov, let me go free, and I’ll see that your family and your riders are forgiven all this.”

“Not myself?” He smiled.

“No,” she said even more softly. “You killed my brother.”

His eyes were a deep blue, deeper than any she had seen, almost green, like the sea. He muttered an oath and let her go. She fell in a heap onto the pillows.

“Even if what you say is true, I will be dead and burned. But I swore by the gods and by my honor that I would not let Bakhtiian destroy my people while I yet lived. And if your brother died, then only remember, that is the price every sister will pay for Bakhtiian’s dreams.”

He blew out the lantern and left her in darkness. It was true, of course. Where Bakhtiian commanded, men died. It was true of Charles as well, and if he acted on the information she had given him in the Mushai’s cylinder, many more, humans and Chapalii, would die. And, of course, he would act on that information. He had to.

“If there is no one to check him, then what will happen to him, and to us?” If she stayed, would Ilya return to the plains and live out his life in peace and quiet, for her? Almost she could laugh at the absurdity of it. Another man would come, another Bakhtiian, another Charles.

And yet together with them, fires would burn in the night and families would gather and bonds be forged based on duty and loyalty and love. A family would take in an orphan, friends would clasp hands, and a man and a woman would come to know and love one another. How could both these things, death and life, hatred and loyalty, killing and love, exist at the same time? There was no good answer. There never was.

She pulled up her knees and struggled to untie her ankles, but it was hard to see and her bonds were tight. A breath of wind stirred the tent, moving along the walls, and then abruptly light glared in on her and was as suddenly extinguished.

A hand caught her chin, and a man kissed her on the mouth. She rolled away from him. He laughed and lit a lantern.

“You have fire in you,” said Vasil. “I can taste it.”

“How dare you!”

“Because I am more a part of Ilya than you can understand, Tess.” He knelt beside her and cut her loose with his knife. “Here are some jahar clothes. You can probably get out of camp without being noticed. You can take the knife but not my saber, I fear. I’ll need it.”

“Why? Turn around.” Obediently, he turned his back to her, and she slipped into the inner chamber and changed quickly, hooking the curtain back just enough that she could see him. “Why?” she repeated, stripping off her tunic. “You brought me here.”

“Yes, I brought you here. But now I see it was a mistake. I can’t protect you. Mikhailov will let Vera kill you, or she will find a way to kill you in the confusion of the battle.”

“That still doesn’t explain why.”

“You can’t understand. So long as I thought Ilya had never and would never marry because he loved me, so long as I thought that he banished me from his jahar only because he wanted his war more than he wanted me and did it selfishly, knowing the jaran would never follow him believing there might be something between us, so long as that, I could want him dead. But he rode with you down the Avenue.” He laughed again. “Why do you suppose it never occurred to me that he never really loved me except when we were boys, that he had simply not yet found a woman to match him? That he banished me because I forced him to make that choice?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think the answer is that easy.” She pulled on the black trousers. They fit her well enough, once the red shirt was tucked in and belted. “And he would never give up his war for me either.”

“No, but you wouldn’t ask him to.”

“Did you? My God, that took a lot of nerve.”

“Yes, but then, I’m very beautiful, you know.” He turned. “Here is the knife.” He tossed it to her casually but not without malice. She caught it deftly. “Cut out his heart, if it hasn’t all burnt away by now. But leave a corner for me.”

“Thank you, Vasil.”

“Oh,” he said with a smile that made him look uncannily like his sister, “I wish you joy of him. Go.”

She walked past him to the flap and thence out under the awning, not looking back. Men and women moved below, striking the camp. She walked swiftly over the crest of the rise and turned back along it toward the high ridge. Then she ran until she could break into the trees. She had no idea, really, what she ought to do, except that once Mikhailov left this camp, someone, some scout, even Bakhtiian’s entire force, would track him here. And find her waiting. She hiked out of the trees, which gave scant cover, and scrambled up along a ridge of rock to the top of the height.

There she turned to survey Mikhailov’s camp. Far below, Vasil walked through the camp. Karolla ran up to him and took his arm. He shifted to answer her, then froze, and his face lifted suddenly and he stared.

Beyond the hollow the sun spread like a flow of water from the crests of hills. Looking out along Vasil’s line of sight, past the hill that marked the other end of the valley, Tess saw a solitary rider emerge on the lit swell of a far rise. He sat there for the space of ten heartbeats before a man shouted off to her right, and the other sentry left his post, running into camp. The rider urged his horse forward.

“Oh, God,” whispered Tess.

Men emerged from tents. Horses were saddled. Movement flooded toward the end of the valley where he was about to enter. Alone.

She should have stayed in the tent. At least she had a knife. She had never imagined he would ride in alone, just for her.

The sun illuminated Bakhtiian as he crested the last hill and came down the final slope. Men surrounded his horse. Four riders closed in around him. Mikhailov limped out from the crowd. Taking the horse’s reins, he led Bakhtiian through the camp as if he were a king. It was very quiet.

Quietest of all when they drew up next to Vasil, who had not moved. Something communicated but not spoken passed between them, the dark man tall on his horse and the fair man staring up at him. Tess thought, that is how it has always been between them.

Vasil stepped forward. He had a hand on his saber but it was his other hand that lifted. He grasped Ilya’s fingers, lifted the dark man’s hand to his lips, and kissed it. Mikhailov said something. For a moment no one moved. Vasil let go of Bakhtiian’s hand and Mikhailov led the horse on. Vasil did not follow. They were halfway through camp, people dropping away from the main escort, heading toward Mikhailov’s tent, before Tess realized where they were going and that they would not find her there.

“You idiot,” she said aloud. She pushed herself forward and slid along the loose rock. Pebbles slipped and tumbled out from under her boots, and she fell, sitting hard on the stones.

Out on the plain, riders came.

A jahar rode in. To its right, a second. To the left, more men rode, their shirts brilliant against the dull grass. In an instant she would hear their cries. In an instant they would reach the camp. But they would never find Ilya in time. She saw neither Bakhtiian nor Mikhailov below. She impelled herself forward, sliding and scrambling down the slope.

She reached the trees just as the first wave of riders hit. She pushed through, thrusting aside branches without care that they snapped back to whip her face. A woman screamed. Men shouted. Metal rang on metal. She burst out of the copse and ran for the camp—to be almost trampled by a knot of horses. She flung herself aside. A horse pulled up beside her, and she looked up to see Vasil. Blood painted his face, and stained his side and one leg.

“Veselov, come on. We’re going,” shouted one of the men ahead of him, reining in a half-wild horse.

“I told you I was a coward,” said Vasil. “But I love my life too well.”

“Vasil, where did he go?”

“To Mikhailov’s tent.” He offered her his saber. When she took it, he gave her a brief, bitter smile and rode on, away from the fight.

Tess ran. The world dissolved into confusion. She dove to one side to avoid the trampling hooves of a line of horses. One of the animals, pressed too close to a tent, caught a leg in the ropes. The horse stumbled, throwing the rider off its neck. The tent shuddered and collapsed. Tess scrambled past it and ran on.

Two horseless men dueled, an eddy in the current rushing around them. Three women, a child sheltered between them, huddled against the wall of a tent. A sudden shove pitched Tess to her knees, and she ducked her head, flinging up her saber, as a horse galloped past. No blow came. Ten steps from her a man lay groaning. Blood bubbled from his mouth.

She struggled on. She felt as if she were fighting upstream. Her lungs stung. Riders galloped past. Men ran in twos and threes. Mikhailov’s daughter stared at her, pale-eyed, from the sanctity of a tent. She got a moment’s glimpse of Vladimir, mounted, cutting through a clump of horsemen, his saber tracing an intricate pattern through their midst. Beneath the shouting and the cries of the wounded, she heard the constant, anguished sobbing of a woman. A man cursed, shrill and fluent. There was a confusion of shouting: “Break right; fall back; Tasha, to me, to me.”

Then she was beyond the fighting. Mikhailov’s tent stood alone before her. With her saber leading, she charged up the hill. She could hear voices from inside the tent. A shout. She was almost there. Her breath came in ragged gasps.

A man cried out. Something hit the side of the tent. Then a saber, thrust with murderous force, ripped through the tent to gleam for a single, dull moment in the afternoon sun.

They seemed to be there a year, she and the bloodstained saber, frozen together. It was withdrawn. The form of a body slid down the inside of the tent wall.

Dead.

Far below, a man screamed in agony.

Tess flung herself to the entrance, jerked aside the frayed tent flap, saber raised. Shadows obscured the body slumped against the tent wall. A dark stain spread out on the light rug beneath the limp, tumbled form. The killer stood with his back to her, stiff with tension, arm pulled back as if for another strike, his fingers gripped to whiteness around the hilt.

She took a step. The flap rustled down behind her. He turned and without a break lunged toward her.

His movement halted as suddenly as if rope had brought him up short. The saber fell from his hand. She froze.

He said in the barest whisper: “Tess.”

She took a single step toward him. Another. With a slight, inarticulate cry, she dropped her saber and ran into him.

Even at this short distance, he had to take two steps backward to counterbalance the force of their meeting. He had no chance to say anything more because she was kissing him. At first randomly, a cheek, an eye, whatever presented itself, but when he regained his footing he pulled her tight against him and returned her kiss.

Reality existed where their bodies touched, and where they touched, it was as if they were melding, as earth dissolves into the sea and that, evaporating into air, kindles to fire. He murmured something indistinguishable and kissed her along the curve of her jaw to her neck, to her throat. She pulled his head back and kissed him on the mouth again. What other substance could there be in the world, at this moment, but him? And all of him fire.

She felt his attention shift away from her, and he broke away and grabbed for a saber. She dropped to her knees and picked up Vasil’s saber and rose to stand beside him.

“Bakhtiian!”

They both relaxed. “Niko,” he said. “I’m safe.” His gaze returned to her face, a look comprised of equal parts hunger and disbelief. From outside came a muffled command and the sound of horses riding away.

The tent flap was swept aside. Niko strode in, halting just past the entrance. Josef and Tasha screened the daylight behind him. “Ilya. Tess! Thank the gods!” His eyes shifted to the slumped form. “So Mikhailov didn’t get away.”

“Get rid of it,” said Ilya. Without a word, Josef and Tasha carried the body out.

“The battle is won, Mikhailov’s riders are dead or wounded. A few got away. We need some decision. There’s wounded to be considered, and the camp is already half struck. Anton Veselov thinks—”

“We’ll stay the night,” said Ilya. “There’s a fire to be built.”

“Yes,” agreed Niko, “but we can leave a few riders to watch over the pyre while the rest—”

“Niko,” said Tess. “Go away.”

An infinitesimal pause. Niko’s gaze came to rest on Tess. He began to speak, looking back at Ilya, but only a meaningless syllable came out. A longer pause as he watched Ilya, whose gaze had not strayed from Tess, some invisible line connecting them down which their gazes were impelled to travel.

“Yes,” said Niko. “I can see that I have overstayed my welcome.” Then he grinned and retreated quickly, pulling the tent flap shut as he left.

Outside, men called out, horses neighed, a woman sobbed. Already the first faint smell of ulyan reached them, but it was something far outside her, the sun seen from a brightly lit room. She felt him, a presence palpable as heat.

Into their silence, he said smoothly, “Where did you get that imperious tone of voice?”

“From you.” She set down the saber, picked up the lantern, and walked into the inner chamber. He followed her, halting where his boot came to rest against a pillow. The lantern limned him in light where he stood facing her.

“Tess,” he said softly. “You’re trembling.”

“How could you have been so stupid? I thought he killed you. You idiot. Why did you ride in here alone?”

“I took the chance that once they saw me, they would forget for just long enough that I had a jahar behind me.”

“My God, you’re arrogant.”

Even shaded as he was, she could see the intensity of his eyes. “Is that what you think of me?” he asked.

She felt an intangible swelling within her, a tangle of anger, of wild-eyed hope, of exultation. And she felt despair, knowing he would someday far too soon die. “You know what I think of you, damn you.”

If laughter could be noiseless, could be the set of a body changing, a stance, an arm shifted sideways, she would have said he laughed. At the same moment she became acutely aware of his body, of its sensuality of line, of the curve of his jaw, the cut of his trousers over his hips, the slight caressing lift of the fingers of the hand nearest her, like an enticement. One side of his mouth tugged up into a half-smile. “Gods, Tess,” he said, and everything about him changed. “How you hate it when I’m right.”

Four steps took him into her arms.

He was asleep when she woke. The lantern still burned. It was as silent as death outside. The dim glow on his face gave him a luminous tinge, as if their lovemaking had sparked some smoldering center within him that now flamed forth, investing him in light. She shifted to pillow her head on his shoulder. He woke.

“You’re all lit,” he murmured, gazing raptly at her. His hand brushed up to her cheek, tracing the line of her jaw, and then as if with a will of its own slid down to the soft rise of her breasts. “I love you.”

Tess smiled.

He kissed her.

They rolled, and their legs got tangled in a blanket. As he sat up to free them, he paused. With the swiftness of intimacy, she felt his attention focus away from her. From outside, she heard a cough and the murmur of words exchanged.

“Let me go check outside,” he said, standing. Divested of clothing, his body had a simplicity of line that illuminated the grace and slender power of his build.

Tess watched him walk, entirely unself-conscious of his own beauty, to the curtain. “You’re a very pleasing sight, my husband, but don’t you think you should put something on?”

He laughed and let her toss him a pair of trousers, which he slipped on. The cloth partition swayed as he pushed past it. She heard his footfalls on the rugs beyond.

Alone, she became suddenly aware that they were in Mikhailov’s tent—or his daughter’s tent, or his wife’s—did Mikhailov even have a wife? She sat up, pushing the blankets aside, and sorted through the clothing strewn in their haste across the rug, folding what she recognized and stacking it to one side. A sleeping pallet and pillows, and along one wall a pair of boots neither hers nor Ilya’s, together with a stoppered leather flask, a wooden bowl and two cups inlaid with bone and silver, and an old, faded weaving folded into a neat square; that was all. No other possessions, nothing marking what woman lived here, or why this tent had come into Mikhailov’s keeping.

Ilya was speaking with someone—two people now, she could tell by the voices. Each time he spoke, she turned toward the sound without at first realizing what she was doing. She shook her head, chuckling, and wrapped a blanket around herself and waited. Soon enough she heard him move across the outer chamber, heard him pause, and when he pushed aside the curtain it was with both sabers in one hand. He looked preoccupied. Then he saw her, and his entire expression changed. He sighed, set the sabers down, and embraced her. They fell back onto the pillows.

“Tess.” He shifted. “That was Niko. He tells me that—”

“Ilyakoria. I don’t care what Niko told you.”

He laughed, his lips cool on her skin. His hair, so lush and so dark, brushed her mouth. It smelled as if it had been freshened in rain, touched with the scent of almonds. “It’s true. I don’t either.” She kissed him, pressed her face against his neck, breathing him in.

Suddenly he drew back, cupping her face in his hands. “Tess. I know who you must be.” His eyes were brilliant with longing as he gazed at her, his expression so vulnerable that her heart ached with love for him. “You are the Sun’s Child.” She shook her head, not understanding him. “The Sun’s daughter, come from the heavens to visit the earth.”

Tears welled in her eyes, and she hugged him fiercely. “No, my love, no,” she whispered. “I’m just Tess. Oh, Ilya, I love you.”

He kissed the tears away, each one, carefully, thoroughly. “No more of those. I will stop complimenting you.”

“Oh?”

He smiled. “We don’t need words, Tess.” He kissed her.

And again.



Chapter Twenty-nine


	“Now let life proceed, and let him desire marriage and a wife.”

	—ANTIPHON THE SOPHIST



ILYA KISSED HER AWAKE. She put her hands up to embrace him, and realized that he had dressed. She sat up. Outside, a man sang in a rich tenor about a fair sweet girl who had kissed him by the river.

Ilya had pulled the curtain back just enough to let in the light that illuminated the outer chamber. She looked down at herself, naked, and then at him. “Somehow, I feel that you have me at a profound disadvantage.”

“Not at all.” He slid one hand smoothly and searchingly from her hip to her shoulder, letting it come to rest at last on the curve of her neck alongside the black necklace. He kissed her. “Who is more distracting?”

“You are. I was asleep.”

He laughed and stood up. “Come, my wife, it is late, and time to strike camp so we can leave.” He pulled her up to her feet. She kept hold of one of the blankets and let it drape around her, feeling a little shy, here in the morning. “If you don’t mind his help, Vladimir will assist you in striking the tent.”

“I don’t mind his help, but Ilya, who does it belong to now that Mikhailov is dead? Or is it his daughter’s?”

Ilya picked up the weaving and shook it out. “This is a Mikhailov pattern, and Mikhailov’s mother was a famous weaver. He had no other kin, and his daughter is an Arkhanov, I believe.” He shrugged. “It is mine now.”

“Yours!”

He folded the weaving with reverence and lifted his gaze to her with perfect serenity. “Fairly won. In any case, Bakhtiian’s wife must have as great a tent as every etsana.”

“Perhaps you ought to consult with Bakhtiian’s wife first to see what she wants.”

“No, Tess. In this matter I will not compromise. I will no longer be compelled to take my meals at my aunt’s tent. And you, my wife, must be given the consequence you deserve.”

“What? As the only woman in the tribes whose consequence derives from her husband? What will your aunt say?”

“My aunt will say nothing. The jaran are mine now. Don’t you understand? Mikhailov was the last one who rode against me.” He crossed swiftly to her and embraced her, holding her. He sighed against her hair. “Forgive me, but I must ride out now. Vladimir will stay with you.”

“Stay with me?” But he kissed her and left, leaving her to stare as the curtain swayed from his passing and then stilled. She dressed in the jahar clothes Vasil had given her, belted on his saber, and went out. Vladimir sat with his back to the tent. She walked past him and ran to look down into the hollow, but even as she searched, she saw a group of about thirty riders start away, Ilya in their midst. Even though she might have shouted and gotten his attention, she refused to do anything so undignified. Below, women loaded the few wagons left to Mikhailov’s people. Children sat quietly on bundled pillows. Wounded men lay on the ground. Farther, beyond the hollow, lay a circle of wood and other fuel within which lay the bodies of the slain. Mercifully, it was too far away for her to recognize any of them.

“I thought they would have lit that already,” she said, turning back to Vladimir.

He shrugged, that peculiarly immature copy of Ilya. “It took them this long to gather it. They had to break up a few of the wagons, too.” He blinked. “That isn’t the shirt Ilya gave you.”

“No,” she said absently, watching.

The jahar had paused by the pyre. A single woman stood alone there, and it was she who threw on the torch. Flames caught, smoldered, and then licked and grew. Smoke rose. The riders reined their horses away and disappeared out onto the plains. The woman turned and trudged back into camp. The other women ignored the pyre, except perhaps to pause and glance its way. As if, Tess thought, their pain was already too much to bear.

She recognized now who the woman was, walking back through the hollow and still walking, up toward Tess and her father’s tent: It was Karolla.

“Vladi,” said Tess, wanting support, and Vladimir came and stood beside her.

Karolla stopped before her. For an instant she stared at Tess as if the sight of a woman in jahar clothing shocked her. She put a hand to her eyes, caught back a sob, then lowered her hand.

“I beg your pardon,” she said in her soft voice. “Do you need help with the tent?”

“Thank you,” Tess stammered. “But surely it is your tent.”

“I would not want it even if it was mine,” said Karolla fiercely. “It is Bakhtiian’s now.” She hesitated. “Perhaps you do not understand. This was my father’s mother’s tent, not my mother’s. In any case, I left the Arkhanov tribe and my mother when my father left them to ride against Ilya, so even if it were her tent, I would have no right to it. Those of us who left are no longer welcome there.”

There was a kind of bitter but practical fatalism about Karolla Arkhanov that made Tess very sad. “You must have loved your father very much,” she said softly. She found she could not look at Karolla, knowing she had made Ilya promise her that he would kill Mikhailov.

“I loved him,” said Karolla simply, “but I left because Vasil Veselov marked me.”

“Vasil marked you!”

Karolla’s smile was bittersweet. “Oh, I know I’m not a handsome woman. He only marked me to force my father to take him into his jahar. I knew he never loved me, but he has always been kind to me.” She flushed, and Tess could see very well that she loved her husband. She paused, and the color rose even higher in her cheeks, as if she was struggling. “Do you—do you know what happened to him?”

My God, she doesn’t even know, and she’s almost too proud to ask. “Yes. I saw him. He was wounded but alive. He got away safely, Karolla.”

“Thank you,” said Karolla. “There is one wagon left, for this tent. Shall we take it down?”

Tess could only obey. Vladimir remained silent, standing at her side, and then helping them strike the tent. He seemed less sullen, if not more thoughtful. After her own small tent, this one seemed huge and unwieldy, but she soon discovered how cunningly it was constructed, so that three people could strike it without difficulty.

As she was rolling up the last rug, Vladimir paused beside her. “Tess,” he said in a low, warning voice. She stood up.

Vera came up the rise toward them, holding a child in her arms and another by the hand. Golden-haired, gorgeous children: as soon as they came close enough, Tess knew whose they must be. The girl detached herself from Vera and ran to Karolla.

“Mama,” she said, and her face was streaked with tears, “when is Papa coming back?”

“Hush, child. Help me with these pillows, if you please. Can you throw them in the wagon?” The little girl did so, and Vera deposited the other child, younger and not obviously boy or girl, into the back of the wagon.

“Karolla,” said Vera, ignoring Tess and Vladimir completely, “Mother Yermolov says she will drive this wagon. I am going with the wounded.”

“As you wish, Vera,” said Karolla. Vera descended back to the line of wagons forming with its escort of riders. The familiar, acrid scent of ulyan wafted over them, borne by the breeze. “Well,” said Karolla, “if you do not mind, Terese Soerensen, may my children ride in this wagon?” The little girl had climbed in and sat huddled next to her sibling.

“No. I mean, you needn’t ask my permission.” The last thing she wanted was to have poor Karolla begging her for favors. “It isn’t as if—” She halted suddenly. “Vladi, how am I getting back to camp?”

Vladimir looked at her, puzzled. “What do you mean, Tess?”

“Did Ilya leave a horse for me?”

“Why would Ilya leave you a horse? There are women here, after all.”

“Ah,” said Tess. “Of course. Certainly I would go with the women. Naturally you must ride in the wagon as well, Karolla. I am sure Mother Orzhekov and Mother Veselov will treat you kindly when we reach camp, and make some place for you.”

Karolla glanced behind at her children—at Vasil’s children. “Do you think so?” she asked, suddenly looking far more tired than a woman so young ought to look. “Here is Mother Yermolov.”

Mother Yermolov trudged up the hill with a child and an adolescent girl in tow. She was old and wiry but hale, and she had the look of a woman who has outlived all of her children. She stopped and inclined her head respectfully to Tess, and then inspected the animals in the traces before climbing into the seat. Karolla and the adolescent helped the child into the wagon and got in after her.

“Well, Tess,” said Vladimir, “I’ll ride close by, in case you—well, Ilya said to stay close by you.”

“Thank you, Vladi,” she said, and was left standing, watching him go, while the women waited for her.

“Perhaps you will sit next to me,” said Mother Yermolov. “The rest are ready to go, and we must lead, of course.”

Given no choice, Tess climbed up beside her. “Thank you,” she said, determined to be gracious.

“I don’t envy you, my dear,” said Mother Yermolov, almost gruffly, and they started forward.

By the time they had gone over the second hill, Tess hated the wagon. It was slow and clumsy, and every bump jolted horribly. Perhaps, just perhaps, it was better back among the pillows, but she could not bring herself to look back at Karolla or her beautiful children. She stared enviously at the riders, free as they ranged along the line. True to his word, Vladimir stayed beside her but it was impossible to talk to him, and she had nothing to say to him in any case. Vasil’s saber, stuck awkwardly to one side, rubbed into her thigh. The wagon lurched. Tess grabbed at the side and got a splinter thrust deep in her hand. Cursing, she pulled it out with her teeth.

“You are not accustomed to traveling this way,” said Mother Yermolov mildly. “Put your hands—yes, there, and there. That’s right.”

Behind, the adolescent girl was talking to Karolla.

“But Yevgeni wasn’t found, so he must have gotten away. He’ll find me again!”

Karolla murmured something indistinguishable.

“But is it true that she is Bakhtiian’s wife? That they lay together yesterday?”

“Valye, where are your manners?”

Valye lowered her voice but kept on. “It’s just it seems cruel to love with death all around.”

“Better to be loving than mourning.”

A pause, and then a whisper: “They say she comes from a great khaja city in the south, but she can’t. She’s so clean, and khaja are always filthy. Is it true she rode with Bakhtiian’s jahar? That’s what I’m going to do, Karolla. I’m going to learn how to fight, and then I can ride in jahar with my brother. When he comes back. I won’t go back to my aunt’s tribe. I hate her.”

“Valye,” said Karolla in a weary voice, “what choice do you have? She is your kin, your mother is dead, and though Yevgeni protected you this long, he is gone now. You’ve no one else.”

“I won’t,” said Valye, and subsided into silence.

The wagon lurched on.

“What will all these women do?” Tess asked Mother Yermolov finally.

“As Karolla said. They will go to their kinswomen.”

“They must all of them have lost fathers or brothers or husbands.”

“Or sons.” The old woman shrugged. “The men make war. We can do nothing about that. We have our own lives.”

Tess turned to stare at the column behind. Women and children sat in the wagons, many with wounded men cushioned in their laps or on pillows beside them. Somewhere a woman sang, a pure soprano—as sweet as Fedya’s voice and just as sorrowful. The escort rode alongside, up and down the line.

“And in the spring,” said Tess, “Bakhtiian will lead the jaran against the khaja and the settled lands.”

Mother Yermolov’s eyes had a glint about them, a spark, as if at some old joke only she knew. “Then I pity the khaja women who are mothers and sisters and wives.”

“But you were with Mikhailov. Do you now support Bakhtiian?”

“Mikhailov is dead. Bakhtiian killed him fairly. I hold no grudge against him. It is men’s business, after all.”

The wagons halted briefly at midday. Tess climbed down and decided, as soon as she felt earth beneath her boots, that she would walk the rest of the way. But though she had thought the wagons slow-moving, once they started again, she found them passing her. Even knowing who she was, women offered her a seat as their wagons passed her, but she shook her head and plodded grimly forward. The wagons passed her one by one until at last the final wagon rolled alongside and, gaining, moved ahead of her. Four bloodstained, unconscious men lay among pillows. One, young and black-haired, looked dead. Vera sat with them. Her gaze met Tess’s for an unmeasurable instant. Her face was white. Then Vera looked away as if she had not seen her. Tess walked on, letting the gap widen bit by bit in front of her. But then, it was impossible to lose their track in the grass, and in any case, Vladimir still rode over to the side, not too close now but never losing her from his sight.

A shout came from far ahead. Riders crested a distant ridge and poured down toward them. The lead wagon lurched over an intervening rise and was lost to Tess’s view. The others followed, one by one. A single rider cantered down the line.

“Niko!”

He pulled up beside her. “Tess! Why are you walking here?”

“Have you ever tried to ride in one of those things?”

“Ah, no.” He dismounted. “Well, I suppose when I was a child.”

“I can’t ride in those wagons.”

“Look. We’ve fallen behind.” He waved at Vladimir, and Vladi reined his horse forward and cantered away. “I’ll walk with you.” The grass brushed at their boots. Tess plucked a stem, peeling back the brittle leaves that embraced it. “Tess,” he said in an odd voice, “how did you get that shirt? Weren’t you in women’s clothing when you were taken from the camp? Oh, damn.” He led his horse away from her and moved the reins so that he could mount.

The comment was not directed to her. About a dozen riders had crested the near rise and rode down toward them. Ilya was riding Kriye. Tess had to look away from them because together they looked so handsome.

He dismounted. “Tess!” He was so transparently ecstatic that she couldn’t help smiling. “Tess. Why are you walking back here?” He stopped in front of her, so close that if she leaned forward she would touch him. His red shirt had a pungent, fresh scent, and his hair was slightly wild, mussed by the wind. She reached up and brushed a lock of hair away from his eyes. He seemed about to say something. Instead, he swayed into her, slid his hands up her arms, and kissed her fiercely.

After a bit, Tess opened her eyes. She broke off the kiss. “Ilya, everybody is watching.”

He whirled, separating himself from her so abruptly that she had to take a step back to maintain her balance. Yes, twelve men, with Niko; men from his jahar. They were all grinning. Only a few attempted to look away. Ilya took three steps toward them, halted, and fixed his stare on Niko.

“Sibirin! Don’t these men have anything to do?”

Niko swung up on his horse. “Yes, Bakhtiian. Of course they do.”

“Gods! Then see that they make themselves busy. Do you understand me?”

“Certainly, Ilya. Of course. We were just leaving.” They rode away.

Ilya muttered under his breath.

“Does that mean what I think it does?”

“Forgive me. Oh, Tess, it’s been such a long day.” He took a step back toward her, halted. His mouth thinned, and his voice dropped until it was so low she could barely hear him. “Where did you get those clothes?” He closed the distance between them and reached to touch the embroidery on the sleeve of the shirt. “This is Vasil’s. Where did you get this?”

“Vasil gave them to me. He cut me free when I was tied up in Mikhailov’s tent, and he gave me his saber.”

“What happened to him?” She could not interpret the expression in his voice.

“He—he was badly wounded and had no choice but to retreat.”

“You are lying to me. If I know Vasil, he ran.”

“He was wounded.”

“Are you defending him? What happened to the clothing Nadezhda Martov gifted you?”

“It’s in the wagon. With your tent.”

If he noticed her emphasis, he ignored it. “Is that how you treat things given you in friendship? Cloth of Martov’s dye and weave is precious, and I expect you to remember that. As soon as we get to camp you will take those clothes off. And that saber. Give them to Vera. I don’t care what you do with them but I will not have them in my tent.”

“You have no right to order me in this way. Whatever happened between you and Vasil has nothing to do with me.”

He was furious now. “It has everything to do with you. Why do you suppose he gave you that, knowing you would wear it? Knowing you are my wife? You will obey me in this.”

“I will not—” she began, enraged. And then she saw that she had plunged into a morass far beyond her knowledge, that her anger was solely for the way in which he so blithely and unthinkingly ordered her to do as he wished, while his—his anger spilled out from some old wound that had never healed. “I will not,” she said again, lowering her voice abruptly, “give anything to Vera. But I will ask his wife if she wants them.”

“His wife!” His expression changed so swiftly, through so many competing emotions, that she could put a name to no one of them.

“Yes. Perhaps you did not know. He marked Mikhailov’s daughter some years past. There are two children as well, a little girl and a younger one. A boy, I think.”

He controlled himself, and now she could not interpret his expression at all. “Why are you walking back here?” he asked again. “Mother Yermolov said you rode some distance in the wagon with her and then got out.”

“Ilya, you never asked me how I wanted to return to camp. You simply left.”

“But, of course—”

“—I would travel with the women? With Vera? With Karolla Arkhanov, whose father I begged you to kill? With children whose fathers and brothers are dead? Killed by your men? And them all knowing me as your wife. You never asked me.”

He regarded her in silence. His face was still. “Well, Tess,” he said finally, a little awkwardly, “will you ride with me back to camp?”

“I accept your apology,” said Tess. He swung onto Kriye and offered her his hand gravely. She laughed suddenly, unsteadily.

“Tess,” he said, immediately concerned. “What’s wrong?”

“Don’t you remember? When you found me on the hillside. Gods, it seems long ago.”

Though she expected him to, he did not smile. “I will never forget it.”

She took his hand and mounted behind him, wrapped her arms around his waist, and leaned her head against him. Then, smiling, she kissed him on the neck, once, twice.

“Stop that.”

Wind moved in the grass. She laughed into his hair. “Is something wrong, my husband?”

He urged Kriye forward and did not reply for a long while. She simply rested against him, content for now.

“There is one mare,” he said at last. “A beautiful creature though rather bad-tempered. But I think you can handle her.”

“Bad-tempered?”

“No, I chose the wrong word. She is high-spirited. She has mettle. Rather like—well, she’s a fine horse. She will be yours, if you wish her.”

“Rather like me, were you going to say? Thank you, Ilya. I thought you were going to stop complimenting me.”

“I will never stop complimenting you. And if you continue to complain about it, I will simply compliment you twice as often.”

“That sounds like a threat.”

“It is. Tess, two days ago you were about to tell me whether Yuri was right. Right about what?”

Tess shut her eyes, leaning against him, and thought of Yuri. Her sweet Yuri, gone now, but not lost to her as long as she remembered him. Though memory could never be a substitute for his presence. She tightened her arms around, Ilya. “It was the last thing he said to me, almost. He said that if I left for Jeds in the spring, I could still choose to come back, or I could stay a few years here and then go. He said that it didn’t have to be so final.”

They rode so long in silence that they came into sight of the line of wagons, and farther, the first outlying tents of the great camp ahead and the thin line of trees that marked the river.

He pulled Kriye up. She dismounted, and he swung down next to her. First he simply looked at her. The gods knew, she understood him well enough by now to know how difficult it was for him to accept that the world did not simply bend to his will, that what he chose might not always come to pass, that some decisions were not his to make.

Then he sighed. “Does it have to be final, Tess? Will you go and never come back?”

Tess just shook her head. She rested her hand on his cheek a moment, and then reached up to dishevel his hair. “You are, you know.”

“I am what?” he asked, suspicious.

“Diarin. I’m not leaving in the spring, Ilya. Though that doesn’t mean I can stay here forever.”

Something flashed in his eyes. “Well, then.” He drew his saber. “I’m tired of having to explain how it is you are my wife.”

Tess raised her chin. His blade came to rest on her cheekbone. With the lightest of movements he pulled it across her cheek. The cut stung. A thin line of blood welled up, and a few drops flowed like tears down her skin.

She drew Vasil’s saber.

“Tess.” He took a step backward. Slowly, deliberately, his eyes on her hand, he lowered his saber.

The brilliance of the sun lit his face. With her eyes fixed on the blade, her wrist unaccountably steady, she marked him swiftly and lightly, leaving a cut scarcely deeper than the one on her own cheek. He touched the mark with his free hand, staring down at the blood on his fingertips. Then he lifted his hand to brush his lips, tasting the blood.

“Well, my wife,” he said in a voice so calm that she could tell it covered some extreme emotion, “now we are doubly bound.” Then he smiled.

“You smug bastard, you’re pleased with yourself.”

“Of course I am. I have what I wanted.”

Tess could not help but laugh because he said it without the slightest conceit but rather as a simple statement of fact. “But I feel it only fair to warn you, Bakhtiian, that I am going to continue to practice saber.”

“If Bakhalo and Zvertkov agree to take you on, then I will not interfere. Tess, you’re laughing at me.”

“Only because you do not like it.”

“Don’t like you training for jahar?”

“No, don’t like it when people laugh at you. Shall we go into camp?”

“As you wish,” he replied, a little reserved, but then, Tess reflected, he would probably never truly grow used to people laughing at him, and he would certainly never like it.

As they approached the camp, Sonia came running to meet them. “Tess! Tess!” she called, bridging the distance by shouting. “You’ll never believe what happened! Vladimir just rode in and straight up to Elena’s mother’s tent, and marked her.”

“Marked Elena’s mother?”

“No, no, you fool, marked—” Sonia stopped short some ten strides from them. “Tess!” She stared. Her gaze shifted to Ilya and her entire expression underwent such an unmistakable change, she looked so utterly dumbfounded, that Tess laughed and Ilya actually smiled. Sonia found her voice. “Ilya!” Then lost it again.

“Come, Tess,” said Ilya coolly. “We have our tent to set up.”

They walked some ten paces before Sonia came to life. “Yes, you will need to set up your tent,” she said in the exact same tone her cousin had used, “because you’ll have to go into seclusion now. Elena will be furious, having to share her celebration with you.”

“Well,” said Tess apologetically, “I hope Elena won’t be too disappointed.”

“Then we can delay ours for a day,” said Ilya, “so she and Vladi can have a celebration for themselves. After all, we are already married.”

“Yes, but it isn’t the same as being marked.” Sonia blinked innocently. “Is it, Ilya?”

“Certainly not,” he agreed, but the glance he flashed Sonia bore a warning.

She grinned at him, unrepentant. “Don’t worry, Cousin. It won’t hurt your looks. I’m sure women will think you’re twice as handsome with a scar.”

He carried it off coolly enough, though, walking through the sprawl of the camp to his aunt’s tent, where Mother Yermolov had driven the wagon containing his tent. A number of people clustered here: the two etsanas, seated on their pillows beneath the awning of Mother Orzhekov’s tent, and some part of their families as well as a few of the refugees from Mikhailov’s camp.

There was a long moment of silence as everyone turned to stare. Mother Orzhekov raised one eyebrow eloquently. Arina hid her mouth behind her hand, trying not to look as young as she was. But Kirill, standing behind his wife, spoke first, of course. “Well, Tess,” he said, “are you trying to start a new fashion?” Most of the crowd laughed.

“Aunt,” said Ilya, “perhaps you will grant permission for my wife to pitch her tent next to yours.”

Irena nodded. “Of course, Nephew. Sonia, Stassi, Pavel, you may assist them.” Then she went back to her consultation with Arina, which clearly involved Mother Yermolov, Karolla Arkhanov and her children, and Vera, who stood beside her cousin, staring at nothing. Petya hovered nervously in the background.

Stassia’s husband Pavel led Kriye away. Ilya allowed Sonia and Stassia to help pitch the tent, and he even permitted them to help Tess strike her tent and carry her belongings to the rugs under their awning. No farther would he let them, and he and Tess spent what little time remained until supper arranging the interior of the great tent. It took rather longer than it might have, interrupted frequently by kisses.

Supper proved rather lively. He sat through it without speaking unless he was spoken to. Tess enjoyed herself thoroughly, and she could not help but laugh with Sonia when an unusually large number of men, including his entire jahar and others who had enough standing to invite themselves, came to watch him bid the ritual farewell to his newly-marked wife and then be escorted away.

“Sonia. Stassia. Kira. I charge you with Tess’s retreat.”

Tess’s seclusion was restrictive only in that she could not leave the tent. Lanterns were lit. Children ran in and out, jumping on the pillows and throwing the blankets around. Women filtered in, bringing gifts of food and drink for the coming days, and then left again. Arina arrived, kissed her, and left. Karolla Arkhanov came in, looking wary.

“I wish you blessings,” she said.

“I have something for you,” said Tess, and gave her Vasil’s clothing.

Karolla flushed and clutched these gifts against her chest. Then she looked down at her children. “Here, little one,” she said to the girl. “Here is your Papa’s shirt for you to keep until he comes back.”

Tess hesitated. “The baby, is that a boy?”

“Yes.” She flushed and hugged the little boy to her side.

“I think this will go to him, then, when he is old enough.” And she offered Karolla the saber. Karolla looked stunned, and she quickly took herself off.

“Well,” said Sonia, offering Tess some little sweet cakes that Arina had brought. “But I won’t ask.”

“Children.” Irena Orzhekov appeared at the entrance. “Tess and I will speak alone for a moment.”

Sonia and Stassia shepherded the children out. Mother Orzhekov sat on a pillow next to Tess, and Tess suddenly felt self-conscious, sitting here in a tent as large as the etsana’s, placed on a pillow beside her as an equal.

“I hope,” she said tentatively, “that you don’t think it presumptuous of me to have this tent, Mother Orzhekov.”

“My child,” said Irena, “that Bakhtiian has gifted you with this tent is his right, given what he has become. And in any case, I believe from what Sonia has told me that you come from an important family in your own right, in khaja lands.”

“That’s true,” Tess admitted. “But I feel a little overwhelmed here.”

“With my nephew?”

Tess smiled. “That wasn’t actually what I meant. I mean, having this tent, and everything that means. I don’t have any idea how to—except that I’ve worked beside your daughters, but to have my own tent—well, I’ve lived in a city all my life. I don’t know what to do.”

“You are still my daughter. I have daughters enough and grandchildren enough and other kin to share with you the work and the responsibility that this tent gives you. But you understand, Tess, that this is his tent, truly.”

“Oh, yes. I understand that.”

“Yet it must be yours as well. I trust that you have the strength to make it so.”

Tess thought about this a while. Irena allowed her the silence to do so. “Yes,” she said finally. “I do. Will you have some cakes?”

Irena smiled and took one. “You and I will deal very well together, Tess.”

They sampled the sweets for a little while, commenting on their flavor.

“What will happen to Vera?” Tess asked at last. “And to Karolla Arkhanov?”

“Arina is willing to take Vera back but that is a question that must go before the assembled Elders of both tribes. There will have to be some punishment.” She frowned. “Arina is also willing to take in Karolla Arkhanov and her two children. I don’t like it. I suspect Arina of harboring a fondness for her cousin Vasil which is impairing her judgment.”

“Oh.” Tess examined Irena Orzhekov thoughtfully. “Didn’t you like Vasil?”

“Yes, I liked him. He was utterly charming, as of course he knew he was. But I would never trust him. And should it come to that, Tess,” she said severely, “neither should you.”

Tess wisely did not respond to this bait.

“Well, Karolla was no different than the rest of us, to fall in love with a handsome face, and she has obviously been loyal to him, so perhaps their children will inherit her heart to make up for having his looks.”

“Ilya is handsome,” Tess pointed out.

“My nephew,” said his aunt, “is arrogant, ambitious, impulsive, and even vain, but he is not, I think, conceited. Tess. If you have a duty to your kin in this far-off city, you must not let Ilya bully you into staying here. I love my nephew but I am not blind to his faults.”

“It is true, Mother Orzhekov, that I have a duty to my brother. But I also—” She hesitated, twining her fingers together. But you also have a duty to yourself. And sometimes you cannot understand how to serve a greater cause until you understand yourself.

“I also have time—” time enough, that the jaran could not comprehend—“to fulfill my duty to him in years to come. But I will write him a letter.” Tess paused and smiled, remembering the letter she had left him on the Oshaki that he had never received. “I will write Charles a letter that explains honestly what has happened and the choice I have made.” Because, she thought, I am no longer afraid to be honest with him or to make choices that he might not approve of.

Irena nodded, as if Tess’s unspoken thought had spoken to her as clearly as her words. “You must be tired, my daughter. I’ll leave you now.” She gave Tess a brief but warm kiss on the cheek and left.

As soon as Irena had gone, Tess took Marco’s letter out, unrolled it, and began to write a letter to Charles on the blank side. The words came swiftly and with confidence. Just as she finished, Katerina and Ivan tore into the tent and leapt on the pillow vacated by their grandmother. Kolia toddled in after them and immediately grabbed a cake in each hand.

“Vania!” Sonia called from outside. “I told you not to bother Tess. Katerina!”

“Out.”

Tess started around. “Ilya!”

He stood in the curtained entrance that partitioned off the inner chamber. “Ivan. Katerina. Out. Your mother is calling. Yes, here’s a kiss.” They accepted their kisses and then ran out, giggling. Kolia lifted his arms, and Ilya sighed, but he picked him up. “You’re a nuisance, kriye,” he said, and kissed him on each fat cheek. “Now.” He took him over to the entrance and with a firm shove propelled him outside.

“There you are, Kolia,” they heard Sonia say. “Tess?”

“I’m fine,” she replied. In a lower voice, “Ilya, are you mad? I’m not supposed to see you for nine days.”

“Why did I mark you, damn it?” He sat down beside her and absently ate the last cake. “I forgot all about those damned restrictions.”

“You’d better leave.”

“Oh, no, my wife. It is from dawn tomorrow that I may not see you, and I’ll, by the gods, stay in this tent until dawn.”

“Yes, my husband,” she said mildly.

He put his arm around her and they sat for a time in silence.

“I want children, Tess,” he said suddenly.

“Yes, Ilya,” she agreed.

He glanced at her. “I don’t trust you when you’re in this mood.”

“Which mood?”

“You’re being very agreeable.”

“Oh, I’m sure it won’t last.”

He sighed, content, and gathered her closer to him.

The two lanterns cast a warm glow across them, the blending of two shifting, impatient fires that, never still, were yet constant. Their light burned on through the night, long since forgotten. Outside, the wind stirred the grass, and the river ran on, and a fire smoldered between tents, ready to take flame again in the morning.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

THE SWORD OF HEAVEN is a single novel being published in two parts. The author sometimes refers to it as a novel in five acts with one intermission.
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“Barbarus hic ego sum,

qui non intelligor illis.”

—OVID

(Here I am a barbarian,

because men understand me not.)

“I can take any empty space

and call it a bare stage.

A man walks across this empty space

whilst someone else is watching him,

and this is all that is needed

for an act of theatre to be engaged.”

—PETER BROOK,

The Empty Space

Atheneum (New York, 1968)



PROLOGUE

“Nature that framed us of four elements, Warring within our breasts for regiment,

Doth teach us all to have aspiring minds:

Our souls whose faculties can comprehend The wondrous architecture of the world: And measure every wandering planet’s course,

Still climbing after knowledge infinite,

And always moving as the restless spheres, Wills us to wear ourselves and never rest, Until we reach the ripest fruit of all,

That perfect bliss and sole felicity,

The sweet fruition of an earthly crown.”

—MARLOWE

Tamburlaine The Great

THE RIDER LEFT THE great sprawl of tents that marked the main camp of the nomad army just as the sun set. Dusk washed his scarlet shirt gray, and with only the gibbous moon to light him, he soon faded into the dark of night, the susurration of his horse’s passage through the high grass marking his progress. Near midnight, he came to another, smaller camp, and here he changed horses and went on. By dawn, he was within sight of the low range of hills where lay the farthest outposts of the khaja, the settled people.

One hand’s span after sunrise, he rode through a village. Fields spread out around the huts. Green shoots wet with dew sparkled in the soft light of morning. The khaja stopped in their tasks and stared at him, a lone jaran warrior armed with a saber and a lance, passing through their midst as if their presence was beneath his notice. None spoke, or moved against him.

A cluster of jaran tents stood in neat lines outside the leveled sod walls that had once protected the village. A single rider emerged from the encampment and rode out to meet him.

The traveler reined in his mount and waited, leaning forward over the horse’s neck to whisper in its ear as it fretted at the tight rein. Then, sitting back, he lifted a hand. “Well met,” he said as the young rider from the encampment pulled up beside him. “I am Aleksi Soerensen. I’ve come from the main camp, with a message for the Gathering of Elders. You’re one of Grekov’s riders, aren’t you?”

“I’m Feodor Grekov. His sister’s son. Soerensen?” Grekov hesitated, raising a hand to brush a lock of blond hair off of his forehead. He pronounced the name awkwardly.

“Yes,” Aleksi agreed, politely but without a smile.

“You’re the orphan that Bakhtiian’s wife adopted,” said Feodor. He examined Aleksi with what appeared to be common curiosity. “It’s said you have a fine hand for the saber.”

Aleksi was disconcerted. He had not grown used to the respect, and the protection, his adopted sister’s name granted him. “I had a fine teacher.”

Feodor did not press the matter. “If you’ve come from the main camp, then your news must be important. I’ll get you a new mount, and ride with you myself, if you need a guide.”

“It’s safe enough for the two of us from here on into the hills?”

“We have patrols running through all these hills. There are a few khaja bandits left, but nothing more. These khaja aren’t real fighters. Soon they’ll all be subject to us, as they should be.” Feodor grinned. “And I’d like to go, anyway. It will be something to tell my children.”

“Ah. You’ve a little one?”

Grekov flushed. “Not yet.”

“But you’ve a woman in mind for a wife, I take it.”

“I—” Feodor hesitated. “A man can’t help looking,” he said at last. Aleksi heard the bitterness in his voice clearly.

“I’d like to marry,” Aleksi agreed, feeling suddenly and surprisingly sorry for Grekov, who ought to have had an easy life, being nephew of a tribal warleader and nephew to its headwoman. And since the unnamed young woman in question had no choice in marriage, Aleksi could only guess that the obstacles arose from Grekov’s elders. “But I suppose I never will.”

“Of course, as an orphan—but surely you’ve standing enough now, since Bakhtiian’s wife has adopted you into her tent.”

“Adopted me by her customs, not by ours. Or a bit by both, I suppose. Still, you may be right. I hope so.”

“Gods,” said Feodor, “there’s enough trouble in the world without worrying about women.” And that sealed their comradeship. Aleksi felt a bit overwhelmed by how easy it was, when you had a respectable name, a sister, a place in a tribe. “Come on,” Feodor added, “we’ll get you a new mount and something to eat, and then be on our way.” He led Aleksi into camp and introduced him round as if he was just another young soldier like himself and the rest of the riders. A short time later, the two young men rode out in charity with each other.

By midday they reached the butte known to the jaran as khayan-sarmiia, Her Crown Fallen from Heaven to Earth. Once, the stories said, this range of hills was known only to the jaran tribes, but in recent generations a few khaja settlements had crept out across the plains from settled lands in the south and west to pollute the holy ground where the Sun’s Crown had come to rest on the earth.

At the base of the hill, an army waited. Countless soldiers, in their tens and hundreds and thousands, gathered to acclaim the man who would lead them against their ancient enemies. Aleksi and Feodor left their horses with the army and hiked up the trail that ascended the steep hillside. The wind began to buffet them. Soon both were breathing hard, despite their youth, because they were not used to so much hard walking.

At last, the path leveled and gave out onto a plateau from whose height they could see the shifting mass of the army below, the rolling spread of hills, and a few distant wisps of smoke that marked khaja villages. Far to the south, past the flat haze of plain, a suggestion of bluer haze marked the southern mountains. To the north and east lay only the vast golden plains that blended at the horizon into the equally monotonous blue of the sky. West, though they could not see it from here, lay the sea.

They admired the view for as long as it took to get their breath back. But of far greater interest was the gathering now taking place on the plateau itself.

A single tent had been set up at the southern end of the plateau, a great tent whose sides shook in the wind that scoured the summit. Between the northern end, where the two young men stood on an escarpment of rock, and the tent lay a broad stretch of ground smoothed by generations of wind and storm. On this ground, on the earth itself, some on blankets, some on pillows, sat the assembled commanders and elders of the thousand tribes of the jaran.

At the very back sat the younger men, commanders of a hundred riders each; many now wore the scarlet shirts, brilliant with embroidery on the sleeves and collar, that had come to be the symbol of the jaran army, though a few still wore the colors of their own tribe. In front of them sat a sea of elders, some ancient and frail, some elderly but robust, female and male both.

At the very front sat the etsanas of the thousand tribes, each headwoman flanked by the dyan, the warleader, of her tribe. Most of the women were elderly, though a few were young. They wore their finest clothing, bright silk blouses beaded with gold and silver under calf-length tunics. Striped, belled trousers swelled out underneath. Jeweled headdresses and necklaces and torques and bracelets adorned them, and their hand mirrors hung free of their cases, face out in the glare so that they reflected the light of the sun. So many wore tiny bells that a faint tinkling chime could be heard, underscoring the rush of wind and the solemn proceedings.

The dyans, too, wore their finest shirts, twined animals or interlaced flora embroidered with lavish detail on the sleeves and capped with epaulets fastened on their shoulders. Each man wore sheathed at his belt a saber and most held a lance, so that the gathering resembled a sea of bright colors tipped with metal.

In a semicircle before the awning that stretched out from the tent sat ten women and eight men, the women on fine silken pillows and the men beside them on woven blankets: the etsanas and dyans of the Ten Eldest Tribes, the first tribes of the jaran. The men held their sabers, unsheathed, across their knees. Each woman gripped a staff from whose tip hung a horsetail woven with ribbons and golden harness, the symbol of their authority.

“Two dyans missing,” said Feodor Grekov in a low voice to Aleksi. Aleksi glanced at him, and Grekov cocked his head toward the assembly. “Of course, Bakhtiian himself is the dyan of the Orzhekov tribe. But Sergei Veselov never arrived. I heard that he’s ill.”

“That’s the news I brought,” said Aleksi. “Sergei Veselov is dead. He died two days past.”

“Who will become dyan, then? Arina Veselov’s brother sits beside Bakhtiian, but everyone knows it isn’t fitting for a brother and sister to act as etsana and dyan together.”

“Sergei Veselov has a son, still, who could claim the position,” said Aleksi slowly, not much interested in the Veselov tribe’s troubles. He stared at the tent and at the small figures clustered underneath the awning.

“I don’t think I’ve heard of him. Is he here?”

“No.”

“Perhaps he doesn’t know his father is dead. Perhaps he doesn’t want to be dyan.”

Aleksi shrugged. “I met him once, a long time ago. I don’t know if he’d want the position.” He added, under his breath: “Or if he did, if they would let him take it.” Then he caught in his breath, because he had seen, under the awning, a woman dressed in man’s clothing, the red shirt and black trousers and boots, armed with a saber.

Feodor Grekov made a tiny, strangled noise in his throat. “That’s her, isn’t it?” he asked. “That’s Bakhtiian’s niece.”

Aleksi, with some disappointment, realized that the woman soldier’s coloring was as dark as her uncle’s. Where was Tess?

Six men and one woman, soldiers all, sat under the awning. In front of them, on a single pillow at the edge of the awning, half under the awning, half out under the open sky, sat the man on whom all attention was fixed. Ilyakoria Bakhtiian absorbed the force of their regard effortlessly. And yet, even at such a distance, Aleksi felt Bakhtiian’s presence so strongly that it was as if Bakhtiian was standing right next to him.

“Come on,” he said to Feodor, and he led the other man around the fringe of the assembly. No one paid them any mind. At the tent, etsanas and dyans came up in pairs to pledge their loyalty to Bakhtiian’s war, and to be pledged to, his allegiance to their tribe, in return.

When they were about fifteen paces from the tent, off to the side, Aleksi stopped Feodor with a touch to the elbow, settled down on his haunches, and waited.

Ilyakoria Bakhtiian sat cross-legged on a square pillow embroidered with stylized horses intertwined, galloping, racing. His expression was composed, but intent. One open, one curled into a loose fist, his hands lay as still as if they were carved in stone, in contrast to the restless, passionate intelligence that blazed from his eyes. To his right, propped up on a little stand of wood, rested a carved wooden staff somewhat longer than a man’s arm.

After an endless time, sun and wind beating down on them, only the Ten Eldest Tribes had yet to speak. There was a silence. The tinkling of bells whispered like the murmuring of the gods, watching over them. From somewhere in the middle of the assembly, Aleksi heard the soft droning chant of priests, intoning the endless cycle of the gods: Mother Sun and Father Wind, Aunt Cloud and Uncle Moon, Sister Tent and Brother Sky, Daughter Earth and Son River, Cousin Grass and Cousin Rain. Here and there in the crowd Aleksi identified the glazed stare of a man or a woman who was memorizing each word to pass on to the tribes. Even one of Bakhtiian’s personal commanders, Josef Raevsky, had that vacant expression on his face, although he was a soldier and not a Singer.

Abruptly, Bakhtiian rose.

“Ah,” breathed Aleksi, realizing what Bakhtiian meant to do. He glanced at Feodor, to see if his companion also appreciated the coming gesture on Bakhtiian’s part. But Grekov was staring like any besotted fool straight at Bakhtiian’s niece. The woman shifted slightly and glanced their way, and immediately Grekov’s gaze dropped and he stared down at the ground.

Like an echo of his niece, Bakhtiian shifted his attention from the assembly and turned his head to look straight at Aleksi. Even knowing that most of the audience must have turned as well, to see what was attracting Bakhtiian’s attention, Aleksi could not feel their stares at all. Bakhtiian’s overwhelmed everything else.

Aleksi stood up. He did not fear Bakhtiian, but he respected him, and he was grateful to him for never once objecting to the way in which Aleksi had become a member of his tribe. Aleksi valued Bakhtiian’s protection almost as much as he valued that granted him by his new sister. Bakhtiian gestured with his left hand, and his niece jumped to her feet and walked briskly over to Aleksi. Feodor Grekov climbed hastily to his feet as well. He kept his gaze fixed on his boots.

“Aleksi,” said Nadine by way of greeting, “You’ve come from camp.”

“Sergei Veselov is dead.”

“Ah,” she replied. Then she grinned, and Aleksi grinned back, liking her because he knew that she had the same kind of reckless, bold heart as he did. And because she had never cared one whit that he was an orphan. “Trouble will come of that, I trust.” She sounded satisfied, as if she hoped the trouble would come soon, and in an unexpected and inconvenient manner. “Well met, Feodor,” she added. “I missed you.”

Then she spun and strode back to the tent. She knelt beside one of the seven commanders under the awning. Anton Veselov’s fair complexion flushed red first, and then he paled. Bakhtiian turned right round and considered them, but he said nothing. After a moment, Veselov rose and walked out the side of the awning and around to the semicircle. The youngest etsana shifted to let the soldier sink down beside her. He drew his saber and laid it across his knees: his authority as the new dyan of his tribe.

“The gods will look askance at that,” murmured Feodor.

“There’s no other man in the line to give it to,” said Aleksi, but he also felt uncomfortable, seeing a sister and brother sitting together in authority over a tribe.

Bakhtiian waited for the stir to die down. Aleksi settled back into a crouch to wait, and Feodor slid his gaze back to Nadine Orzhekov. As if she felt his gaze, she looked back over her shoulder at them. A smile—or a smirk—quirked her lips up. Feodor flushed. He collapsed ungracefully beside Aleksi, looking pale and staring hard at his hands. Bakhtiian’s niece sat down in her place and did not look their way again.

The wind blew. The assembly was silent. The sun’s disk slid down toward the western horizon.

A flame winked. Aleksi blinked, staring at the tent, and discovered where Tess had been all along. The tent flap that covered the entrance to the interior had been tied up just enough to let an observer hidden inside watch without being seen. Now, with a lantern lit at her side, Tess Soerensen was visible to him. Her head bent, as if she was tired, or too burdened to bear up any longer. Bakhtiian’s khaja wife, sitting silent in her tent as her husband declared war on all khaja people. Aleksi felt a vise grip his heart, in fear for her, and for himself. What if she left him here, to return to her brother’s lands?

Then, with a grin, he relaxed. Her right arm moved, a slight movement but one he recognized. She was writing. It was a foreign word, and a khaja thing to do, recording words and events with these scrawls she called letters, as if she hadn’t the memory to recall it all properly, in her heart. Which she had often, and cheerfully, admitted that she had not. She glanced up. She was staring at someone: at Ilya Bakhtiian? No.

Aleksi followed the line of her sight and he saw that she was staring at the sky, at, in fact, the only star bright enough to show yet in the twilight sky. She often stared at the heavens that way, as if they held an answer for her, as if she sought something there, like a singer who seeks the heart of a song in the gods’ lands. Oh, yes, he knew she held some secret inside her, a secret that her own husband did not guess at. What it was, he had not yet divined, but Aleksi had spent most of his life watching people, interpreting their slightest action, their simplest words, because until this last four months he had only his powers of observation and his undeniable skill with the saber to keep him alive. Tess Soerensen was not like other people, not like her adopted people the jaran, certainly, but not like the khaja either. She was something altogether different, betraying herself not in obvious, grand ways, but in the subtle, tiny things that most people overlooked.

Tess’s gaze fell from the star and settled on her husband. She loved him in a way that was, perhaps, a bit unseemly for a woman of the tribes. But Tess wasn’t jaran; like Aleksi, she was an outsider. Suddenly she glanced to one side and spotted Aleksi, and grinned, swiftly, reassuringly. And went back to her writing.

“I will protect you,” Aleksi muttered under his breath. He loved her fiercely, as only a brother can love a sister, the oldest bond between a man and a woman and the most important one. She had saved his life, had taken him into her tent, had given him the security he had not had since he was a tiny child. Perhaps her other brother, the khaja prince who lived far to the south, loved her more: Aleksi doubted it. Perhaps Bakhtiian loved her more, but it was pointless to measure oneself against Bakhtiian. Bakhtiian was not like other men. He belonged, not to himself, but to the jaran, to his people, and if his passions were greater than other men’s, so, too, were his burdens and his responsibilities.

Bakhtiian moved. He walked, lithe as any predator, across the gap between his pillow and the semicircle of elders, and knelt in front of his aunt.

“With your permission, my aunt,” he said. She did not speak, but simply placed her palm on his hair and withdrew it again. He rose and walked to the other end of the crescent, to kneel before the etsana of the eldest tribe, Elizaveta Sakhalin. He kept his eyes lowered, as befitted a modest man.

The elderly woman regarded him evenly.

At last, Bakhtiian spoke.

“When Mother Sun sent her daughter to the earth, she sent with her ten sisters, and gifted them each with a tent and a name. The eldest was Sakhalin, then Arkhanov, Suvorin, Velinya, Raevsky, Vershinin, Grekov, Fedoseyev, and last the twins, Veselov and Orzhekov. Each sister had ten daughters, and each daughter ten daughters in turn, and thus the tribes of the jaran were born. This summer we begin our ride against the khaja lands.” Now he lifted his eyes to look directly at her, though she was his elder, and a woman. “Of the ten elder tribes, who will come with me?”

Sakhalin rose. She was a tiny woman, well past her childbearing years, and strength radiated from her. She examined her nephew first, then each of the other nine etsanas and their warleaders in turn. Each man went forward and laid his saber in front of Bakhtiian’s pillow. Each woman unbound the horse-tail from her staff and bound it, in turn, to the staff resting beside Bakhtiian’s pillow. Nine sabers, ten horse-tails. The priests’ chanting droned on, a muted counterpoint. The standard atop the tent, a plain gold banner, fluttered wildly.

“Bakhtiian,” Sakhalin said, which meant He-who-has-traveled-far. “All will come.” She raised him up and released him, and he walked back to the pillow and sank down onto it. He took the staff into his hands and held it, weighing its strength. Then he lifted his gaze to the endless blue sky.

Sakhalin turned to survey the assembly. She stretched out her arms to the heavens. “Mother Sun and Father Wind be our witness,” she said, and though she did not seem to raise her voice, it carried effortlessly across the plateau. “All will come.”

A great shout rose, shattering the stillness.

“Ja-tar!” they cried. “To ride!”

Elizaveta Sakhalin sat down, and a hush fell.

Yaroslav Sakhalin rose, dyan of the eldest tribe, and he walked forward and took his saber from the ground and held it out. Its blade winked in the torchlight.

“Where will you lead us?” Sakhalin asked.

Bakhtiian did not answer. His gaze had taken on a distant cast, as if he were looking at something not there, some place, some person, some vision that only he could see.

“Leave him,” said Elizaveta Sakhalin. “We must leave him here to talk to the gods.” It took half the night for them all to negotiate the narrow trail down to the camp below, leaving Bakhtiian alone above.

A day passed and Bakhtiian did not come down from the height.

Neither did he the next day.

But at dawn on the third day, smoke rose from the hill, billowing up into the sky. “He’s offered the tent to the gods,” his aunt said approvingly. In orderly groups, elders and dyans, commanders and etsanas, gathered at the base where the path twisted up the hillside. Aleksi stuck close to Tess and so gained a vantage point right at the front.

Soon enough they saw a single figure, red shirt, black trousers, black boots, a saber swaying at his hips, walking down the path. He gripped the horse-tail staff in his left hand. Seeing the crowd, he halted. First, he sought out his wife’s figure in the throng. He stared at her as if to make sure she was real and not a spirit. Aleksi could not otherwise read Bakhtiian’s expression. But then, Aleksi was never entirely sure of what Bakhtiian felt about anything, as if the sheer force of the emotions welling off Bakhtiian served to hide his true feelings.

At last Bakhtiian lifted his gaze to stare at the assembly spread out, waiting for him. Here at the front, the elders, the women, the commanders, stood and watched. Farther back, many of the young men of the army had already mounted, holding their restless mounts tight reins.

Bakhtiian’s face was lit, illuminated by the gods themselves, or by some trick of the morning sunlight, Aleksi could not be sure which. He raised the horse-tail staff and, with that small gesture, brought silence. Then he drew his saber.

“West,” he said. So calmly did he raise the fire that would scorch the khaja earth. “West to the sea.”



ACT ONE

“HE THAT PLAYS THE king shall be welcome.”

—SHAKESPEARE,

Hamlet



CHAPTER ONE


	“Look here my boys, see what a world of ground

	Lies westward from the midst of Cancer’s line,

	Unto the rising of this earthly globe,

	Whereas the sun declining from our sight, Begins the day with our antipodes…

	And from th’Antartique Pole, eastward behold

	As much more land, which never was descried,

	Wherein are rocks of pearl, that shine as bright

	As all the lamps that beautify the sky,

	And shall I die and this unconquered?”



IN THE HUSH OF AUDIENCE and air alike, Diana moved quietly around to the back of the second balcony to watch the final minutes of the Company’s final performance on Earth. Tamburlaine the Great. Who, from a Scythian Shepheard by his rare and wonderful Conquests became a most puissant and mighty Monarch, And (for his tyranny, and terror in War) was termed, The Scourge of God. Divided into two Tragical Discourses. Somehow, the two plays seemed ironically appropriate for a repertory company that was about to leave the civilized worlds and spend a year on the last planet in known space where humans still lived in ignorance of their space-faring brothers and sisters.

Next week the entire Company, together with Charles Soerensen and his party, would board a spaceliner that would take them to the Delta Pavonis system and the Interdicted world, Rhui. Owen and Ginny had founded the Bharentous Repertory Company in order to give themselves room to experiment with the theater they loved. This would be their greatest experiment fulfilled: bringing theater to unlettered savages who had not the slightest sheen of civilization to pollute their first experience of drama.

Amyras knelt before his dying father Tamburlaine. “Heavens witness me, with what a broken heart And damned spirit I ascend this seat…”

Diana sighed. Hal always overplayed this part, doubtless as revenge against his parents. But it didn’t matter. Gwyn played Tamburlaine so very finely that she never tired of watching him. She leaned her arms along the wood railing that set off the back row of seats from the balcony aisle and watched as Zenocrate’s transparent hearse was rolled in. Tamburlaine’s final speech: she let herself fall into it.

“Now eyes, enjoy thy latest benefit…For Tamburlaine, the Scourge of God must die.” He died. Tears wet Diana’s cheeks. Another set of arms slid onto the railing and, startled, she glanced to that side.

The man standing there smiled at her. He looked familiar and, in any case, she recognized the kind of smile he was giving her. Men enough, and a few women, came to the Green Room to court a pretty, golden-haired ingénue.

Hal said Amyras’s final lines. The play ended. The audience rose, applauding enthusiastically, as the players came forward to make their bows.

“Shouldn’t you be up there?” asked the man casually.

“You’re Marco Burckhardt!” exclaimed Diana. “I thought you looked familiar.”

“Wit as well as beauty.” Marco placed his right hand over his heart and bowed to her. “I hope my reputation has not preceded my name.”

Diana laughed. “‘Come, Sir, you’re our envoy—lead the way, and we’ll precede.’ And it’s appropriate, too, you know. You’ve been on Rhui. You’re coming with us, aren’t you?”

“With Charles,” he agreed. He looked out over the house, over to one of the boxes where a sandy-haired man of middle height stood applauding with his companions and the rest of the audience. As if he were just any other playgoer. Which, of course, he emphatically was not.

Marco swung his gaze back to Diana, and he smiled, deliberately, invitingly. “But now that I have met you, golden fair, I need no other inducement to travel so far.”

Diana felt a little breathless. In his own way, Marco Burckhardt was a legend. “Is it true that you’ve explored most of the planet? Rhui, that is. All alone, and without any aids whatsoever? Not even a palm slate or a fletchette rifle or any modern weaponry? And by only the primitive transportation they have on planet? That you’ve almost been killed?”

Marco chuckled. “I do carry an emergency transmitter, but I’ve never used it. And this scar—” He took her hand and lifted it to touch, like a caress, the pale line that wrapped halfway around his neck. “You have soft skin,” he murmured.

Diana traced the smooth line of the scar, the sun-roughened skin on either side, and then lowered her hand back to the railing. “Is that the only one?” she asked, a little disappointed. Beyond, on the stage, Gwyn and Anahita—Tamburlaine and Zenocrate—came forward to take their final bows. A few in the audience were already filtering out of their seats. Charles Soerensen and his companions had not moved, which surprised her, since most VIPs left immediately and by a side entrance otherwise reserved for cast and crew.

“Not the only one,” said Marco, “but I can’t show you the others in such a public place.”

Diana smiled. “I’m almost convinced, but not quite. Is that the closest you’ve ever come to death?”

Marco looked away from her, not into the distance, precisely, but at the stage, at Gwyn, in his armor and holding spear and sword, the Scythian shepherd turned conqueror. “No. I could run faster than the people chasing me, that time. The time I came closest to death, there was neither room nor opportunity to run. Did the Company deliberately choose this play as their final performance?”

“What do you mean?” Gwyn and Anahita retreated into the wings, and the audience broke off their applause and burst into a stream of talk and movement. A few young men had rushed down to the stage, to try to bully or plead their way into the back, to court Anahita and Quinn and Oriana—and herself, of course—and a few to court Hyacinth. In his box, Charles Soerensen was entertaining visitors, as if he had the knack of turning any space into a sort of political Green Room. Conversation flowed over and around Diana and Marco, broken into snippets and phrases and abrupt scenes.

“—there just aren’t many actors who can make the change from the vids to the theater successfully, though I’ll admit you’re right about Gwyn Jones. He was superb. But take their Zenocrate. Just a little overdone all around. I suppose they took her on for the publicity—”

“—did you see Charles Soerensen? No, there, you fool. You didn’t know he’d be at the performance tonight? It was all over the net—”

“—and Rico was in a rare fury, too, when he discovered the two of them kissing backstage. Imagine, he’d been boasting for the last year that he’d bed her, but nothing came of it. And then it turns out that his sister has been sleeping with her all along.”

Diana laughed, and then clapped a hand over her mouth, stifling it. Marco raised one eyebrow and shifted his shoulder so that the two young men—dressed in the gaudy gold-threaded robes that were the most recent fashion at the universities—could not see her past his body.

“It’s all right,” she murmured. “They won’t recognize me without my stage makeup.”

“—and what do you suppose Soerensen is up to now, eh? He got the Chapalii merchant house, and what a coup that was, too. Just like laughing in the faces of those damned chameleons. And now he’s going off to that primitive world—what is it? Rhui, yes, that’s it. Something’s going on, I tell you. A man like Soerensen has deep plans. I’d wager my own children that we’ll see some kind of action soon against the Empire.”

“Is it true?” asked Diana, watching Marco as he tracked this last speaker with his gaze out the balcony exit.

“Is what true?”

“That Soerensen’s sister is alive, and on Rhui.”

His attention snapped back to her. “Where did you hear that?”

“Oh, we all know it. In the Company. Even after the Protocol Office made the official announcement of her death, Soerensen never confirmed it or denied it. And he never adopted a new heir. Isn’t that his right, by Chapalii law? And anyway, why else would Soerensen let us travel to Rhui? He took so much trouble to restrict the planet from all outside contact to begin with. And why would he come along with us? Really, you must give us some credit for intelligence.”

“Infinite credit, fair one. It sits beside your infinite beauty.”

“Can beauty be infinite?”

“Only in Keats. What else have you heard?”

“About the sister? Nothing. About Rhui—well, we’re going to a city called Jeds, first. Soerensen styles himself Prince there, so we’ll be under his protection. Not that any of the natives will know where we’re really from. After some time there, then there’s a chance we’ll be going out into the bush, into the really primitive areas. Owen says that we might be traveling with nomads. Doesn’t that sound romantic?”

Marco looked amused. “You aren’t scared, going off like this to be thrown in among savages? With no modern weaponry to protect yourself?”

“Certainly not. This is the most exciting thing I’ve ever done. I’ve never had a moment’s danger in my life. I auditioned for the Company because I loved the risks Owen and Ginny were taking with theater, and with the traditions of theater. And this! Well, I suppose Jeds will be much like any city, only dirtier and primitive. But taking the theater out to these barbarian nomads—that’s going to be a real adventure!” She felt flushed, and she knew she was declaiming. But what did it matter? Non-actors always seemed to expect her to talk that way offstage as well as on, and it was true how she felt, and she felt it so deeply.

Marco watched her, looking, perhaps, a little wistful. “I wish I’d known you when Charles and I started all this,” he said softly. “I think you would have come with me, the first of us to set foot on Rhui.”

She stared, entranced by the green of his eyes. “I would have,” she said, sure that at this moment it was true. Though she knew he must be as old as her biological father, he did not look ten years older than her, an attractive man made handsome as much by the suppressed air of wildness about him as by any pretensions to beauty. A man who knew adventure, who knew real danger, who had felt death close at hand and looked it in the face. Her own life had been so—safe.

“Goddess, you’re young,” he said, and broke the spell.

Diana blushed, but she chuckled. “That’s put me in my place.” She laid a hand on the railing, a self-conscious pose, and looked down from this great height onto the stage. “Oh. That’s what you meant, isn’t it? About choosing these plays for our farewell performance. Tamburlaine was a nomad. Do you suppose the nomads we’re going to travel with have a Tamburlaine among them?”

She said it lightly, but Marco’s lips pressed together, and his gaze shifted from her down to the distant figure that was Charles Soerensen. Soerensen was speaking easily with several people that even from this height Diana recognized, the Director of the Royal Academy, the prime minister of the Eurasian States, a respected vid journalist, the assistant stage manager, an usher—he was a university student majoring in xenobotany—who had once made a pass at her, and one of the clerks from the box office who had brought her two children to meet The Great Man. A sudden swirl of movement in the box steadied and stilled to reveal one of the tall, thin alien Chapalii. The creature bowed to Soerensen, offering him the delicate crystal wand in which the Chapalii conveyed important messages from one noble to another.

“I must go,” said Marco. “May I escort you down?” He offered her his elbow, and Diana placed her fingers on his sleeve. The contact overwhelmed her, and she could suddenly think of nothing to say. Walking this close to him, down the carpeted stairwell that led to the lobby, she could not imagine why he should be interested in her at all, except, of course, that she was young, pretty, and blonde. This man had explored a wild and dangerous world, alone most of the time, and he was the confidant and right hand of the most important human alive.

“Shall I introduce you?” Marco asked suddenly, and too late Diana realized she was being steered to the box from which Charles Soerensen had watched the play.

How could she refuse? She calmed her suddenly erratic breathing by force of habit and let him lead her there.

A cluster of people walked toward them down the corridor. A moment later they were swept into the retinue.

“There you are, Marco,” said Soerensen. He held the crystal wand in his left hand. It shimmered and glinted under the hall lights.

“Charles, I’ve brought one of the actors to meet you. This is Diana Brooke-Holt, of the repertory company.”

“Ah.” Soerensen stopped. “M. Brooke-Holt. I’m honored to meet you.” He looked ordinary enough, but his stare was intense: Diana felt as if she were being recorded, measured, and filed away against future need.

However much she wanted to collapse into a gibbering heap, she knew how to present a collected exterior. She extended her right hand, and he shook it. “The honor is mine,” she said, careful to give the words no earth-shattering sentiment, only simple politeness.

“You played Zabina, did you not?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“She comes to a rather bloody end.”

Diana chuckled. “Yes, she does, poor thing. But I suppose that I’ve always felt more sorry for Zenocrate.”

He looked suddenly and acutely interested. “Why is that?”

“Because once Tamburlaine had marked her out as his, she didn’t really have much choice but to fall in love with him, did she? Not that he coerced her as much as—” She shrugged, and was abruptly aware that both Soerensen and Marco regarded her intently, as if she were revealing some long-sought-after secret to them. She faltered, realizing that the entire retinue had stopped to listen, some with polite interest, some with no interest at all, but none with the piercing attention of the two men. With an effort, she gathered together the shredding fabric of her self-confidence and drew herself up. “A man like that would be hard to resist,” she finished, with dramatic flourish.

“Bravo,” said Marco, sotto voce.

Soerensen smiled. “But I particularly enjoyed your performance as Grusha in the Brecht play. I look forward to seeing what Owen and Ginny come up with for their next experiment. If you’ll excuse me.” He nodded, collected the attention of his retinue with unconscious ease, and went on his way.

Marco lingered. “I must go,” he said again, although he made no move to follow the others.

“I must, too,” she replied. “Really.”

“I’ll see you on the ship, perhaps.”

“Oh, we’ll be rehearsing the whole way out. Owen and Ginny are rather dragons about that, when they’re developing new material.”

“Then in Jeds.”

She smiled and finally disengaged her fingers from his elbow. “If there’s time.”

“In Jeds? Believe me, you’ll have plenty of time in Jeds.”

“For what? Sight-seeing, I suppose. I’m bringing a journal with me, real paper, bound, and pen and ink, to write down what I see.”

“Pen and ink?”

“Rhui is an interdicted world. What isn’t there already, we aren’t to bring.”

“Golden fair, you astonish me.” He took her hand in his and bent to kiss it, his lips lingering longer on her skin than was, perhaps, warranted by the briefness of their acquaintance.

Diana withdrew her hand from his grasp and blew him a kiss as she retreated through one of the double doors that led into the house. “‘And if thou lovest me, think no more of it.’”

Marco laughed, delighted. “Do all actors quote?” he called after her.

But she let the door swing and click shut behind her without answering him.

“Di! There you are.” From the stage, Yomi called out to her. “Double time, girl. No loitering. Where’ve you been?”

Diana walked swiftly down the aisle and up the steps onto the stage.

“Ah hah!” said Yomi, coming to meet her. “Isn’t that Marco Burckhardt standing up there in the VIP box? Watch your step, Di. He’s a notorious womanizer, that one is. So they say. Don’t dive into water if you can’t swim.”

“I can swim,” retorted Diana, affronted.

“Certainly, my dear. Come on. The meeting’s ready to start. Anahita is howling about the lighting for the curtain call. And she was furious that Gwyn got called out alone. As for Hal—”

Diana followed Yomi out stage right. She risked one final look back, to see Marco standing in the box that Soerensen and his party had inhabited. He leaned with his hands on the railing, watching her go.



CHAPTER TWO

UNDER THE CIRCUMSTANCES, ANY human might have forgiven Charles Soerensen for taking a private aircar rather than using public lanes like everyone else. Any human except Charles himself. On Earth, in human space—what had once been human space—Charles never took advantage of the privileges granted him by his rank as a duke in the Chapalii Empire, as the only human elevated above subject status in the convoluted hierarchy by which the alien Chapalii governed the races and stellar systems they had absorbed into their empire. They never used the word conquered.

“Chattel,” said David ben Unbutu to Marco Burckhardt. They took up stations on either side of Charles on the levitated train that in three hours would take them across the Atlantic Ocean from Portsmouth to North America. David braced himself for the shift as the train jolted forward. Marco, of course, seemed not to notice the transition at all. Charles was sitting down, crystal message wand laid across his knees, still talking with the prime minister of the Eurasian states. She was headed to Quito Spaceport in South America, and Charles had taken the opportunity to ask her to travel with him for part of the journey.

“Who’s chattel?” Marco asked. “Shall we sit down?”

“I’m too nervous to sit,” said David, although he was not surprised when Marco sat anyway, across from Charles. Four benches ran the length of the car, arranged in two pairs facing in toward each other, split by a central aisle. David stood where the inner bench gapped to allow access to the aisle. Charles and the prime minister sat with their backs to the windows, windows which, on this side of the car, showed programming, not ocean.

“Look.” Marco pointed to one of the flat screens. “There’s that interview with Owen Zerentous again.” He took on an affected accent. “‘Ginny and I have been interested for some time in theater as the universal medium, in theater’s use of ritual and ceremony as a way to access the common essence of humanity.’ You know, I think Zerentous believes what he’s talking about.”

“Maybe he’s even right. But you’ve never been interested in theater, Marco. Or at least, only in the ornamentation thereof.”

Marco grinned. “A man can’t help looking, especially at women who are as pretty as Diana Brooke-Holt. What did you mean by chattel?”

David glanced at the Chapalii steward standing four seats down from him, on the other side of Charles. Of course, a steward would not sit—could not—in the presence of nobility. All along the car passengers sat at their ease, watching the screens, reading from flat screens, dozing, knitting; an adolescent drew a light sculpture in the air with a pen, erased it with an exasperated wave of a hand, and began again. Human passengers. They had noted Charles’s presence. How could they fail to? They all knew who he was; they all recognized him. Many had acknowledged him, with a terse word, with a nod, to which he had replied in like measure. Now they left him his privacy, except for one very young child who wandered over and sat in a seat two down from the prime minister, small chin cupped in small hands, watching their intent conversation with a concerned expression.

“I don’t know what I meant,” said David, “except that sometimes I think we’re just chattel to them—to the Chapalii.”

“I don’t think they think in such economic terms. I think their hierarchy is more like a caste system than a class system, but how do we know if human theory explains it, anyway? Why are you nervous?”

David sat down. The bench shifted beneath him, molding itself to his contours. “Why should Duke Naroshi send Charles a summons wand? What authority does Naroshi have to summon Charles? He doesn’t outrank him.”

“As far as we know he doesn’t. Maybe the length of time you’ve been duke matters, in which case Naroshi would outrank Charles. But Naroshi is in fealty to the princely house which has nominal control of human space. Of Earth.”

“That’s true. And it was Naroshi’s agent who was on Rhui, with Tess.”

“David.”

David looked around, suddenly sure that everyone was looking at him, but, of course, no one was. He dropped his voice to a whisper. “But wouldn’t that imply that Naroshi is seeking some kind of information with which to discredit Charles? Especially now that Charles has pulled off a rather major coup within the Chapalii political scene, by taking over the Keinaba merchant house?”

“Not yet finalized, I might add.”

“Not yet? Lady’s Tits, Marco, Charles spent long enough at the Imperial palace. Almost two standard years, he spent there. I thought it was finalized, all legal, with the emperor’s approval.”

“The emperor approved it, but he didn’t—oh, what is that phrase? Tess translated it so neatly. ‘Seal the braid of fealty.’”

David sighed and sagged back against the seat. “It’s all too convoluted for me. I’m just an engineer.” Marco chuckled. They had known each other for so long now, he and Marco and Charles, that they spoke as much with what they didn’t say as with what they did. David levered out an armrest, tilted his head back, and shut his eyes. The conversation between Charles and the prime minister continued across from him like a murmuring counterpoint. They were talking about Rhui.

The whole thing was far too convoluted for David’s taste. He liked something he could get his hands on, something concrete, malleable, something that had answers that were correct based on fixed laws. Not something that was mutable. David hated politics. He’d never liked history much, either. That’s why he had gone into classical engineering—the design and construction of three-dimensional, utilitarian structures like buildings and bridges and transport facilities.

Everything he knew about the Chapalii made him anxious. They didn’t follow the rules. Humanity had discovered spaceflight and then discovered cousin humans on neighboring worlds. Earth and their cousin humans on Ophiuchi-Sei-ah-nai had formed the League, a kind of parliament of space-faring humanity. Then, human exploration ships had run into Chapalii protocol agents, representatives of the Chapalii Empire; soon after, the emperor had simply co-opted League space as part of his dominion. But their rule was benign; some people even called it enlightened, and certainly the Chapalii did not begrudge sharing some—if not all—of their technological expertise with their subject races.

But were humans ever content with being ruled? Not really. Charles Soerensen led a rebellion against the Empire that failed. But instead of arresting him and executing him, the Chapalii ennobled him. They made him a duke. The emperor granted him two stellar systems as his fief, one of them the newly-discovered system Delta Pavonis—discovered, that is, to possess two habitable worlds. The planet Odys was ravaged by Chapalii modernization; Rhui was interdicted by Charles’s order, an order that the emperor agreed to despite the fact that the interdiction closed off access to Rhui’s abundant natural resources. Just as it closed off access to Rhui’s native population.

And that was the other thing that bothered David. That’s what Tess Soerensen had found out; she had discovered ancient Chapalii buildings on Rhui. The half-mythical Chapalii duke, the Tai-en Mushai, had built a palace on Rhui. He had seeded the planet with humans from Earth. It must all have happened long, long ago, millennia ago in the human span of years, or so Charles and his experts guessed, though they knew nothing for certain. Even so, how could the Chapalii have lost track of these buildings? How could they have lost track of an entire planet?

David did not like equations that didn’t add up.

And now Charles was going with a small party to Rhui, to find Tess and to investigate these ancient remnants of a Chapalii presence on Rhui. David supposed he was looking forward to going to visit an interdicted world where the living conditions would be, at best, primitive. At any rate, he’d be happy to see Tess again.

The prime minister left them at Staten Island, and they transferred to a secured line in to Manhattan, which had been razed and rebuilt by the Chapalii and was now a private Chapalii enclave, barred to most humans.

David had once gone to an exhibit detailing the history of Manhattan. Certainly the Chapalii era Manhattan was by far the most impressive and beautiful architecturally, seen from across the river: a mass of monuments and parks, pierced at the center by a single tower of adamantine grace and astonishing height.

At the ducal palace of the Tai-en Naroshi Toraokii, they disembarked from the secured line into an atrium domed with tangled vines about thirty meters over their heads. Animals shrieked and called in the greenery, but they only caught glimpses of birds and long-limbed creatures rustling through the leaves. Water sheeted down in a semicircle all along the far wall; indeed, the misting waterfall was the far wall of the atrium. Charles headed out across the floor, which was a tangle of ponds, streams, parquetry decks, and marble stepping stones carved into the shape of Chapalii glyphs. Avocets and herons dotted the shorelines. A grebe swam past and dove, vanishing from their sight in one instant and popping up seconds later a meter ahead.

David saw no passage through the huge curtain of water, but Charles walked steadily toward it, picking his way along the labyrinthine paths until the three men and the Chapalii steward came to the wall of water. Charles lifted the crystal wand. The waterfall parted.

David gaped. It simply parted, by no agency he could see. Water still rained down over their heads, but an invisible barrier forced it to either side, allowing them access to whatever lay within. Charles led the way. The steward followed him, and David went next, letting Marco take the rearguard.

What lay within proved to be a hall as vast as a cathedral. Their footsteps echoed as they crossed the hall’s expanse to a far door. They passed through the door into a garden lined with columns and thence into a marble-fronted basilica that transmuted, surprisingly, into an octagon, a two-storied building with a mosaic floor and somberly glowing mosaic walls portraying austere, gaunt figures. Within the greater octagon, almost floating inside it, stood an interior octagon of double arches. Within the central octagon two couches sat on the mosaic floor. On one couch, a figure reclined. It sat up, seeing their party. Charles marched them under one of the arches—banded with three colors of stone—and sat himself down on the couch opposite their host. David and Marco placed themselves behind him. The steward crossed to stand beside Tai Naroshi.

The two dukes regarded each other in silence. Tai Naroshi looked like all other Chapalii: pale as ice with a wisp of yellow hair; tall, thin, humanlike in his symmetry, but not human at all. He wore a robe of palest orange that seemed to drape itself artistically around his form, according to his movements, by some unrelated gravitational field.

Charles placed the wand across his knees.

They waited.

Then, to David’s astonishment, a mist steamed up under one of the arches and coalesced into three seated figures: Owen Zerentous, Ginny Arbha, and an interviewer. They looked so real that they could have been there in person, except that they had appeared so abruptly.

“We ought all to remember,” Owen was saying, “that the line between barbarism and civilization is fluid. Ritual is a constant in all human society. Theater is simply a more refined, and perhaps even a more confined, elaboration of primitive ritual events. Certainly my use of the word ‘primitive’ is a subjective response based on our bias against pretechnological culture.”

Naroshi raised one hand, and the figures froze. They then passed through a rapid succession of expression and angles, as if their conversation was accelerated. Naroshi lowered his hand, and the interview continued.

“To find cultures that have never seen theater before,” Owen said, clearly in answer to a question. “Human cultures, that is. We haven’t seen that for centuries on Earth, or in any of the human cultures in the League, for that matter. Does theater work as a ritual for any human culture? Even one grown and bred on a planet other than our own? Are these aspects of the human condition, are the emotions that theater engenders, universal to our genetic coding? And if they are, where does the real translation take place: in the words, or in the gestures? In the letter, or in the spirit? That’s what we’re going to Rhui to find out.”

Still talking the figures imploded into mist and evaporated.

“Tai Charles,” said Naroshi, acknowledging his visitor.

“Tai Naroshi,” said Charles, with the exact same lack of inflection, acknowledging his host.

“You undertake a journey,” said Naroshi.

“I am honored by your interest,” said Charles.

“Rhui is a primitive world. Certainly it is not a planet where any civilization can be found.”

“It is interdicted,” agreed Charles, and David had to wonder what Charles was thinking, what message he meant Naroshi to read from this colorless conversation. It is interdicted, and I know damn well you sent agents down onto Rhui in direct defiance of that interdiction.

“Yet still you intend to travel there.”

In the muted light within the interior octagon, David could still detect fleeting colors chasing themselves across the white skin of the steward, colors that reflected his emotions as he listened to this conversation between the two noblemen. But the duke, Naroshi, remained as pale as frost. No hint of color tinted his skin. Were the high nobility genetically superior or simply taught techniques from an early age with which to control the shadings of their skin? No human knew.

“Still I intend to travel there.”

“With these others, some of whom are artisans.”

Rather than replying, Charles simply inclined his head.

“May I hope that you will still consider my sister for the design of the mausoleum for your sister?”

“Tai-en, I have just returned from the palace. Indeed, from the presence of the emperor himself. I have not yet considered what I intend to do to honor my sister.”

“Ah,” said Naroshi, and paused. David strained to see if any color stained the duke’s face, but he could discern none. On the distant walls, color shifted along the mosaics, moving subtly along the wall and lightening and darkening the images in slow waves. “The Keinaba house. I am surprised that you would take in a dishonored house.”

“Yes,” agreed Charles. “I did not know that you were interested in theater.” He extended a hand and gestured in the direction of the arch under which Owen and Ginny had, for that brief time, appeared.

“Many of us are interested in Rhui, Tai-en. I am not alone in my interest in such a rich planet.”

“No,” agreed Charles, “I do not suppose you are.” From this angle, David could only see the back of Charles’s head; he could not observe his expression, and he could not hear any emotion in his voice. Silence followed the remark. The two dukes seemed to have reached a stalemate.

Into their silence, a humming rose, soft, implacable. The air began to shimmer. The wand laid over Charles’s knees shone all at once with a brilliant light, picked up a high-pitched overtone from the hum, and quite simply dematerialized.

Both dukes stood up at once.

Naroshi spoke a curt command to the steward, and the Chapalii servant turned on his heel and hurried away. But even as the steward crossed under the double arches, the arches themselves vanished. The air shimmered, melding, blending; the whole huge chamber melted away and the grand architecture was overwhelmed by another locale.

The change occurred over seconds—minutes, perhaps—but it was hard to keep track of time when you were floating in immaterial space, in a shifting void. David caught a glimpse of the mosaic wall, of a hollow-eyed man draped in robes splintered by a sudden bright light, and then it, too, was gone. They stood in a chamber so vast that David could not see walls but felt the presence of still air enclosing him. In such space there ought to be a breeze, some sense of the air being alive; there was not.

He stood on a silver floor that shaded to translucence and then became transparent, and he stared down, dizzy with vertigo, at an expanse of towers and avenues laid out so far below that this floor must have been hundreds of meters above the ground. Darkness swept over and swallowed the city below like a wave and David could only mark each tower now by the single light at its tip. Or were they now stars? Was he standing above space itself, staring down into the vast deeps? He tilted his head back, to look up, and got dizzy, felt the galaxy whirl around him. Staggered a little, steadying himself with a touch on Marco’s arm.

Now he felt like the floor was moving, or that he was; he couldn’t be sure which. Only the two dukes appeared stable to his eyes. He fixed on Charles.

The air shone in front of Charles, took on weight and coalesced into matter. A braid of silver fire hung in the air. David saw the shift as gravity grabbed hold of its substance. The air stilled. The braid fell. But Charles caught it before it could touch the floor. David saw how heavy it must be by the way it weighted down Charles’s arm. “Seal the braid of fealty.”

At that instant David understood. The braid of silver was the emperor’s seal. And he had delivered it to Charles in order to seal with imperial approval Charles’s act of taking the Keinaba merchant house into the Soerensen ducal house. But where had it come from? How had it reached them? There had been nothing there; Charles now held a silver braid that undeniably possessed mass and volume. The problem, the possibilities, made David's head whirl. He just stood there and let the chamber reel around him and after a moment, as he forced himself to focus on the silver braid in Charles’s hand, the world stopped moving.

The stars vanished. Now they stood in a glade carpeted by perfectly manicured pale orange grass; probably not grass at all, but that was what it looked like. Twenty-one white-barked trees ringed them. Slender trunks shot up, endlessly up, to a kaleidoscopic canopy so high above that David could not measure it. Beyond, impossibly high, he saw the faint spires of towers.

Naroshi stood opposite Charles. Against the stark white trees, Naroshi’s complexion bore the barest tinge of blue, so pale that in any other surroundings David would not have noticed it. Blue was the color of distress. Clearly, Naroshi was not happy to be here—wherever here was.

Charles faced Naroshi across the pale grass, and Marco and David flanked Charles. David wondered if they really had been somehow transported into the imperial presence—into the emperor’s presence—or if this was just an incredible projection. If he stepped forward, would he bang into the couch? He felt it the safer option not to move at all.

“I thank you,” said Charles into the silence, hefting the braid in his hand. “I ask permission for myself and some companions to visit the planet where my sister and heir has ceased to exist, so that we may suitably mourn her, without interruption.”

Marco glanced sidewise at David and winked. Yes, clearly that last little qualifier was aimed at Naroshi. But Marco’s ability to remain unawed in the most awe-inspiring circumstances gave David heart. He winked back. Against the purity of the white bark of the trees, Naroshi’s complexion shaded in the slightest degree from blue to green, the color of disapproval.

The humming stopped. David had not really noticed it until it ceased. Then he was aware of its absence, and as abruptly as a light is switched from light to dark, they stood in the octagonal chamber again. Mosaics glowed on the far walls, seen through the double arches. The images flowed, as if the figures stirred, but David could not be sure if they really moved or if he was still recovering from the whirling of the stars.

A pink scarf lay draped over Charles’s shoulders. Pink was the color of approval. For a moment, Charles simply stood there. Then he lifted his free hand to touch the scarf, to check its color. His chin shifted, just a little, but David knew him well enough to know that he was pleased. He bowed, low, to the precise degree by which a duke honors the emperor, dipping to touch one knee to the floor. Then he straightened and regarded Naroshi in silence.

In this light, David could discern no slightest tint of color in Naroshi’s pallid complexion. “I will watch your progress with interest,” said Naroshi.

Charles inclined his head in acknowledgment, but said nothing more.

The steward reappeared and led them out the way they had come. By unspoken consent, the three men did not talk at all until they left the secured line on Staten Island and transferred to a lev-train that would take them back to London. Charles sank into a seat. He draped the silver braid across his thighs. It was as heavy as gold, and as supple as the finest silk. David and Marco sat on either side of him. It was the old pattern from their university days: Marco on the right, David on the left.

“‘I’ll be watching you,’” mused Charles as he stared out the window at the gray ocean. “But is Naroshi for me or against me?”

Marco shrugged. “Does our concept of dualism even apply to the Chapalii? Maybe he’s for you and against you.”

“I hate equations that don’t add up,” muttered David.



CHAPTER THREE

AS SOON AS YOMI called the break, Diana fled the rehearsal space.

“And if Hyacinth keeps flinging himself all over the stage like that, I’m going to scream!” Anahita proclaimed.

“I don’t think she’s got more than one tone to play Titania with,” muttered Quinn to Hal. “If she’s going to go on like that for the whole trip shut up in this boat, then I’m going to scream.”

Hal pulled a hand through his hair, tousling it, and heaved a great sigh. “What an awful day. I feel further from this scene than I ever did.”

Gwyn stared at the plain wooden floor, and by the way his right hand turned up and then down, Diana could see that he was still thinking about the scene they had just rehearsed, a scene from Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Phillippe was massaging Hyacinth’s shoulders and Hyacinth was, of course, smirking. Owen and Yomi had lapsed into a cabal, heads together over the table that was the only furniture in the space. Ginny sat in a chair, keying furiously into a notepad.

“Di?” called Hal. “Do you want to go to dinner?”

Then the door closed behind her, and she was mercifully free of them. What a bad day it had been. The tempo ran slow and they kept clumping together in the ensemble scene. She was beginning to feel claustrophobic. That was one thing she liked about Chapalii ships: they built their passageways wide, even if they were a strikingly ugly shade of orange and heated light to the level of sticky hot. She waited outside the door while a pack of human university students swarmed by her, chattering and giggling, ignoring her except for one red-haired young woman who threw her a startled and surprisingly vindictive glance; then a trio of alien nar skittered by, flicking their secondary dwarf wings at her in polite acknowledgment. She answered with a brief bow and set off in the opposite direction, toward the dining hall.

It still surprised Diana that Charles Soerensen ate his meals in the regular dining hall, along with all the other passengers. All the non-Chapalii passengers, of course; the Chapalii themselves remained in segregated quarters. He had somewhere developed the ability to sit at a different table every meal while making it seem as if he was as much graced by his tablemates’ presence as they were by his. Marco Burckhardt sat on his right. Marco looked up, saw her, and smiled.

Don’t do it, she told herself fiercely as she picked up her meal. Twenty steps later she stopped beside Marco’s chair.

At least he didn’t stand up. “Golden fair, please, sit down.” Marco had the ability to look at you as if you were the only object in the world of interest to him.

She sat down. Her heart pounded in an annoying yet gratifying way.

“You’ve met Charles, of course,” said Marco. “This is David ben Unbutu, and this is Suzanne Elia Arevalo.”

Soerensen greeted her with polite interest, David with evident good nature, and Suzanne with a pitying glance. Then Soerensen, Suzanne, and the two mining engineers they sat with fell back into a heated discussion about the ratio of volume to cost in the transport of metals in the Dao Cee system from the asteroid belt to the processing plants orbiting the planet Odys.

“How is rehearsal?” Marco asked.

“Slow. A little frustrating today. Owen says you’ve actually met the nomadic people we’re going to be traveling with, once we’ve left Jeds. What are they like?”

He rested his chin on one hand, tilted his head to the side, and regarded her with amusement. “What do you imagine they’ll be like?”

Diana laughed. “Don’t think I’ll fall for this trap. Gorgeous clothes, of course, and beautiful jewelry. Dashing horses. Stern men and shy women who possess honor and simple dignity in equal measure. I suppose they’ll have weapons. And lots of dirty but sweet-faced children.”

“Yes, I think you covered most of the clichés,” he said approvingly, and she laughed again, half from relief and half because the whole scene between them was so transparent, without losing any of its intensity.

A hush fell over the hall. Marco’s attention jerked away from her. A Chapalii dressed in the pale tunic and trousers of the steward class stood in the far doorway, holding a gold wand in his hands.

Soerensen rose. “Excuse me,” he said to others at the table. “Suzanne.” She rose as well, and together they collapsed their trays, deposited them in the sort bin, and walked over to the door. Soerensen received the gold wand from the steward, and after a brief conversation with the alien, he and Suzanne left the hall. At once conversation flooded back along the tables.

David ben Unbutu, unruffled at being abandoned, went back to his meal. The engineers begged pardon and left. Marco glanced at the strip on the back of his left hand. “Ah,” he said. He returned his attention to Diana. “My heart, it grieves me to part from you, but I must go.” He lifted her hand to his lips, brushed a kiss there, and hurried out of the hall.

Don’t watch him go. Even as she thought it, she wrenched her gaze away from Marco’s back only to find David ben Unbutu watching her with a wry smile on his face. Instantly, she blushed.

“Sorry,” said David. “I noticed your necklace. Are you a Trinitarian, or is it just a family heirloom?”

She lifted a hand to touch the necklace, with its intertwined star, book, and cross. “I was brought up in the worship, yes,” she replied. How kind of him to change the subject.

“Have you visited the chapel on board? It’s very…quiet. I’m going there now.”

Diana smiled, a softer smile than the one she had offered to Marco Burckhardt. She felt like an idiot, sitting down by Burckhardt only to be deserted; probably he had gone off on Soerensen’s business. Probably David ben Unbutu understood her plight. “Oh,” she said, noticing the four short, beaded braids hanging from his coarse black hair down the back of his neck to dangle over the collar of his tunic. “You’re Orthodox.”

“Orthodox Judaeo-animist,” he agreed with a chuckle. “Our village is one of the last pockets of Trinitarian animism left in western Africa, and, of course, there’s a long history of engineers in our family because of it.”

Behind them, through the other doors, a horde of actors swept into the dining hall.

Diana jumped up, collapsing her tray over the uneaten food. “I’d love to see the chapel.”

Along the red curve passageway, down a slow lift to yellow core, and they came to the Three Faiths chapel. Diana expected it to be untenanted at this time of ship’s cycle, but someone had arrived there before them. David tried to stop her in the door, but he was too slow.

Diana had never thought of Marco Burckhardt as a particularly religious sort of person. But there he sat on a back bench of the chapel. Diana was skilled at reading the nuances of body language. The slight sound of their entrance had alerted Marco to their presence, but his red-haired companion remained oblivious, as well she might, being locked in so tight an embrace.

“Oh, Goddess, Marco,” said David emphatically, and with no little disgust. “Have you no respect?”

The companion took her time in allowing him to break off the kiss. Without turning to look, Marco said, “but David, dear David, we all choose our own ways of worship.”

“Let’s just go,” Diana murmured.

“I will not,” said David, showing an unexpected stubborn streak, “surrender this divine ground to your earthly pleasures, Marco.”

Red-Hair leaned away from her conquest and rested her weight on a hand, cupping the curve of the ivory bench. She preened, and when she saw Diana, the smile that tipped her lips was positively triumphant.

Marco got a startled look on his face, and he turned to look directly at them. “Oh, hell,” he said, seeing Diana. He covered his face with a hand. That he was sorry to be caught by her did not make her feel any better. She felt mortified.

But Marco wasn’t the sort of man who slinks away from confrontation; he lowered his hand, and Diana had to admire his nerve. He bent forward and whispered to Red-Hair. He had a loose-limbed grace, tall and big-framed, trim, but not slender, the kind of man who is comfortable in his body. Behind him, the stark white walls of the chapel set off the scene, framing the woman’s red hair and Marco’s purple shirt so boldly that Diana could, for a moment, only think that the two colors clashed.

“You will note,” said David in a low voice, “that this is not in fact a circular room, but an oval. It’s shaded so subtly with the carpet and a slight difference in hue in the white walls that it’s hard to tell.” He made a noise in his throat. “As if you care. But it’s a marvelous room.”

Red-Hair heaved a great, dramatic sigh—overdone, of course—and oozed up to her feet. She flung a scornful glance toward Diana and exited stage left, through an otherwise invisible door that whisked open just as she reached it and shut into the seamless wall behind her.

“Don’t retreat,” whispered David. “And never on holy ground.”

They went in. The ceiling lofted into a dome, paling to a soft white glow at the crown. It made Diana think of standing inside an egg, nested and safe. Marco met them by the altar, which stood in the center of the room, ringed by benches.

“Well,” he said, “that looked bad.”

“Yes,” said Diana, desperate to put a bold face on, “it did. Now I recognize her. She’s a university student. Isn’t she a little young for you?” Then cursed herself inwardly for saying it, since she and Red-Hair were probably much of an age.

David rolled his eyes and shook his head. It was so quiet in the chapel that Diana could hear the beads on his name braids as they clacked together.

But Marco only laughed. “Hoist with my own petard.”

“‘For ’tis the sport to have the engineer hoist with his own petard: and it shall go hard. But I will delve one yard below their mines, and blow them at the moon.’”

He loved it, of course. She knew he would. He caught one of her hands and lifted it to his lips, which were cool and soft. “Golden fair, my heart is yours forever.”

“If I were you,” said David, sounding more amused than disgusted now, “I’d leave before you dig yourself in any deeper.”

Marco released her hand. “I’d better go see if Charles needs me,” he said, and he winked at Diana and left, that fast. Leaving her breathless and embarrassed and warm.

David moved away from her, walking over to sit down on a bench. She felt all at once that she didn’t have to make any excuses to David, that he wouldn’t judge her. Marco had a reputation; he didn’t apologize for it or even try to hide it. So why, when she sat down herself and closed her eyes, was his the first image that came to her mind? But after a while, the peace of the chapel seeped into her, and she let the silence wash over and envelop her, the silence through which the Divine spoke to each individual.

“David!” A sharp whisper.

Diana started. Suzanne Elia Arevalo hurried into the room, striding over to stand beside David, who lifted his head and regarded her quizzically.

“Charles needs you. You can’t imagine—” She broke off and looked straight at Diana. “Oh, hell,” she swore. “I need another woman anyway. Diana—that’s right, isn’t it?” Suzanne had a brisk, competent air about her. Diana felt impelled to stand up, like a soldier awaiting orders. “Are you free? I don’t know how long it will take.”

“I’m free for the evening,” Diana admitted.

“Good! Then come along.”

“You might explain—” protested David, but he followed meekly in her wake, and Diana was far too curious to be left behind.

As they hurried down the yellow curve, Suzanne spoke in a hushed voice. “That wand, the request, came from a Chapalii lord who is on board with his family. Well, his wife and retinue, in any case. It turns out that his firstborn child—or male child, it must be, since it’s to be his heir—is about to be born. And under Chapalii law the birth of an heir must be witnessed by a noble of higher rank. Well, Charles is the only duke on board—so…Here.”

They came to a pink lift, which halfway through its rise turned flat white on all its walls. It opened onto a threshold of granite columns. The scent of cloves and cinnamon hung in the air, smothering, and the heat swallowed them. Diana broke into a sweat. Four stewards waited at the threshold. Their pale skin bore tints of colors, bewildering in their variety. Under their escort, the three humans proceeded forward. Diana stared around, but here in the sacrosanct Chapalii halls she saw nothing that looked different: just the sickly-orange walls. They crossed two intersections and came to a broad white seam. One side opened. The stewards gestured to David to go through, and followed after.

Suzanne laid a hand on Diana’s arm. “We don’t go with him. There’s a separate place for the females.”

“But why—?”

“—are we here?” Now they waited alone in the corridor. Suzanne leaned back and looked down one curve, then the other, and touched the brooch at her shoulder. She swung her shoulder slowly back and forth, taking in the entire scene—scanning it, maybe—not that the scene itself was much to look at. “Charles has Marco and David attending him, and evidently they want two females to balance the two male attendants. I don’t know. Parity? Harmony? Hostages? How should I know? Have you ever seen a Chapalii female?”

“Of course not! I thought they were all in seclusion, or something. Purdah.”

Suzanne took her hand off the brooch. “Neither have I, and I, my dear, have seen a damn sight more of the Chapalii than most people. And no human has ever witnessed the birth of a Chapalii child. Ah.”

The other side of the seam opened. A rush of cooler air swept over them, mingling with a scent like nutmeg and a charge in the air that sent prickles down Diana’s back. She tried to shake it off, but it coursed down through her and made tiny sparks at her feet as she and Suzanne stepped onto the black-tiled floor of the chamber within.

A riot of color greeted them, so profuse that it made Diana dizzy. Animals and plants in garish hues intertwined like lovers clutched together in an endless embrace. A beaded curtain of plain black stone cut off one side of the chamber. Suzanne and Diana stood alone in the room. The curtain twitched, stirred in a musical rustling, and stilled. A voice spoke in what Diana assumed must be Chapalii, and was answered by a second voice that had in it the reedy musicality of a woodwind.

Diana stared around, stared at the curtain, stared at the walls. The strange scent pricked against her constantly, and a distant sound like falling water played in the background. She was numb with excitement and at the same time out of breath and yet again cold, as if one part of her brain had detached itself from her body in order to survey her surroundings without emotion. This was an adventure, and it seemed to her that, like a prologue that grabs your interest, it boded well for the play to follow.

No one came through the curtain, though. Suzanne did not touch her brooch. One wall faded to black, became translucent, and there, in a white chamber, sat an egg.

Diana gasped. Then she looked again, realizing that she merely called it an egg because it was egg-shaped and white, because humans like to label things as familiar things; it could be anything, organic, metal, plastic, an incubator, a womb, or something altogether out of her experience. At the far end of the white chamber, Soerensen appeared between two figures: one a Chapalii lord, the other so swathed in robes that Diana could not see one single millimeter of skin nor even the suggestion of eyes or a face.

Suzanne’s whole body was canted toward the window, as if she wished mightily to press herself up against it in order to get a better look, but dared not move. Chills ran up Diana’s spine. A seam appeared in the smooth surface of the oval. The lord ventured forward, hesitant, and Soerensen came with him, close enough that Diana could judge by his height that the egg was about a meter tall—just over half as tall as he was. The duke had a peculiar expression on his face, as if the air smelled bad in the white chamber and he had to endure it. The robed figure glided around to the other side of the egg. The curtain stirred and rustled back to silence. She saw no sign of Marco or David.

The top half of the container sheened from white into a glowing translucence. Through it, Diana caught a glimpse of a tiny object squirming. Soerensen edged closer to the egg. His eyes widened as he watched something within. The Chapalii lord moved closer to him and spoke, and Soerensen started. He extended both hands. Diana detected the slightest hesitation, and then Soerensen placed both hands, palms down, onto the glowing surface of the egg.

“Marking it,” Suzanne said under her breath, evidently unable to contain herself. “He’s sealing the act of witness, that the heir is alive and viable. Can you see it?” The older woman was wound so tight that Diana could feel her exhilaration, like waves roiling off her that struck and eddied with Diana’s own excitement.

At the touch of Soerensen’s hands, the top surface of the container dissolved into a swell of steam and then nothing. He bent at the waist, almost overbalanced, and together, as one, the three of them—the duke, the lord, and the robed figure—bent down to examine what lay within. The beaded curtain rustled and the woodwind voice spoke a long phrase, so musical that it seemed more like a melody than a sentence. Suzanne winced.

“What—?” Diana began softly, but Suzanne only waved her away impatiently.

“Damn, hell, chaib,” she hissed, whispering, “but I can’t understand them.”

The Chapalii lord straightened. He held in his hands a small, white, wriggling thing, an exact, miniature version of himself. That brief glimpse they gained; then the robed figure fluttered forward and the child was restored to the egg. Soerensen retreated. A glow domed the empty crown of the egg, solidified, and sealed off the container again. A seam shut. The wall darkened and became the frieze of animals and plants. Another seam opened, this one leading into the passageway.

“I think we’re being asked to leave,” said Suzanne, and then she said something more, in Chapalii, but there was no response from behind the curtain.

Sparks flashed around Diana’s feet as she crossed back into the passageway. The seam shut behind them, leaving the two women alone in the corridor. Suzanne let out a great sigh. Her face shone; she looked replete with satisfaction. Diana felt weak in the knees, but she also floated, so amazed, so elated by what she had just experienced that she hardly needed to touch the ground in order to walk.

“Which reminds me,” said Suzanne suddenly, “before they get back, and because you look like a sensible girl. Let me give you some advice about Marco.” The older woman might as well have slapped her, for all that the friendly tone of the words stung Diana, for all that they brought her hard down to earth. “He’s not arrogant, he doesn’t count coup. He just likes women. He never sets out to deliberately hurt anyone, but he lives rather at the mercy of his…appetites. It’s the same urge that makes him go exploring. He just can’t stand to see virgin ground go untouched. He just has to see what lies over the other side of the hill. He’s charming and attractive, and he is sincere, in his own way. Just don’t think that you’re going to be any different than the other ones—that’s the trap.” Then she shrugged. “Sorry. I’m sure you didn’t want to hear that. Just remember that we were all at university—that we were your age—well before you were born.”

Before Diana could respond, the other seam opened and Marco and David and Soerensen emerged, escorted by four stewards. A tangible scent of sulfur wafted from the duke. Marco blinked at Diana, offered her a smile, and then walked on with the Chapalii escort, clearly preoccupied by this major turn of events. Diana followed the others meekly, endured their taut silence in the lift that shaded to pink and dumped them off in the passenger levels, and then escaped to make her own way back to the stateroom she shared with Hal and Quinn and Oriana.

“You smell funny,” said Hal as she came in.

Quinn looked up from the game of Go they were playing. “Where’ve you been? Off assignating with the intrepid explorer? Oh, don’t think we haven’t noticed him nosing around.”

“Oh, be quiet,” snapped Diana. She flung herself down on the bunk and stared at the wall. “I just witnessed the birth of a Chapalii lord’s heir.”

Oriana snorted, and Hal and Quinn laughed. “That’s good,” said Quinn. “Try another one.”

Diana buried her head in her arms and wished that they would arrive on Rhui, and at the city of Jeds, as quickly as possible. But then she smiled to herself. What did she care if they believed her or not? She knew what she had witnessed. And this was only the beginning of the adventure.



CHAPTER FOUR

DAVID CAME OUT TO the battlements of the palace to get away from the audience room. He couldn’t stand stuffy rooms, and he particularly disliked the obsequiousness with which the Jedan nobles treated Charles. Not that Charles seemed to like it, mind, but it grated on David after a while. He leaned against the sea wall, letting the spray mist his face and hair, and pulled his cloak around himself to ward off the cold. Clouds hung low over the crowded harbor of Jeds, off to his left. Beyond the harbor, the city crawled up and down the hills like a rank animal—or at least, that was how David always thought of it. They had been here two months now, and he saw no reason to change his opinion.

He slipped his sketchpad out from under his cloak and opened it to the page he had just been working on: a sketch of Charles seated in the audience hall, with Marco at his right and two Jedan guards behind him.

“Oh, hello, David.”

He turned to greet Diana Brooke-Holt. She also wore a cloak, but it billowed up from her shoulders, lifted by the wind, lending her entrance a dramatic flair. “Coming out to take the air?”

But her gaze went immediately to the sketchpad. “You drew that! That’s wonderful!”

David shrugged. He was always embarrassed when people admired his sketching, because he knew he had a dilettante’s skill, not a true artist’s. But Diana’s interest was infectious.

“Is there more?” Without really asking for permission, she flipped the pages back. “That’s the north front of the palace. Look how wonderful the architectural details are. You’re really good.”

“Thank you,” murmured David.

She paused too long on a study of Marco, got a self-conscious look on her face, and hastily turned to another page. “You can record the expedition this way, can’t you? Out in the open.”

“It’s true,” he agreed, and then she turned another page and there found—herself.

“Oh,” she said.

“Do you like it?” asked David, feeling violently shy all of a sudden.

Diana did him the honor of studying the sketch for some moments in silence. But then she got a grin on her face, and she struck a pose and pressed a palm to her chest. “‘Oh, wonderful, wonderful, and most wonderful wonderful! and yet again wonderful! and after that, out of all whooping!’”

David laughed. “Which reminds me. How is the acting business in this town?”

She laughed in turn. “We’re a great success. A sold-out house every night. Lords and merchants showering the actresses with gifts, flowers and jewels and gowns and expensive baskets of fruit. Poor Yomi has to tag and catalog and return the nonperishable items.” She rested her back against the stone and brushed her golden hair back away from her face. The sun, behind her, set into the bay, casting a golden-red echo across the waters, staining the clouds pink. Was she unconscious of the effect she caused, of the way any man might linger to watch her, to wonder? Diana had a bright face, full of warmth, and the cut of her tunic and skirt, while conservative, lent her figure a pleasing grace. David was not surprised that Marco—in the limited free time that they’d had—put himself in her way. Not that he’d had any success, that David had heard of. But there is pleasure given freely and with a whole heart between friends, and there is a subtle form of coercion that some people see fit to call romance. David did not believe in romance, but he suspected that Diana did. Diana grinned at him; was she aware of the way his thoughts were tending? She was, in some ways, quite as young as she looked, but David did not think she was a fool. “And Hyacinth fell in love with some dark-eyed, perfumed young lordling, if that’s what they call them. He managed to sneak out every night for two weeks before Yomi caught him at it and slapped a curfew on him.”

“And he obeyed it?”

“Only because she threatened to tell Soerensen.”

“Ah,” said David. “I’m sorry I haven’t had time to attend any of the performances. How is the experiment going?”

She turned her shoulders just enough so she could see both him and the sunset. Light spilled out over the bay, chopped by the waves into splinters. Jeds fell into shadow, and the distant hills marking the east grew quite black. Stars began to fill the darkening sky.

“Shakespeare plays well. We’ve done a condensed repertory schedule: A Midsummer Night’s Dream; King Lear; The Tempest; Peer Gynt; Caucasian Chalk Circle; Oedipus Rex; Berenice. Ginny’s translated some; others we’ve done in the original. I don’t know. Maybe Owen is right. Maybe some human emotions and gestures are universal. They certainly communicate to these people, and they know nothing of Earth.”

At times like this, David was reminded that he was talking with a fellow professional. He wondered if Marco ever saw this side of Diana, or if he only saw that she was pretty, that she had a warm, attractive personality and the ability to listen. “How do you memorize all those lines?” he demanded.

She rolled her eyes. “I refuse to answer that question. Why doesn’t Charles Soerensen ban debt-slavery in Jeds?”

“Debt-slavery?”

“Haven’t you been in the city at all? Owen has already been approached by three brothel owners and two wealthy merchants to buy my debt from him, because they want to own me, you can imagine what for. It’s been the same for Oriana and for Quinn and Anahita. And Hyacinth, of course. He holds the record: he’s had four brothel owners, three merchants, and eight veiled gentlewomen bargaining through stewards try to buy him. Owen kept trying to tell them that we weren’t slaves until Yomi finally told him just to tell them that we aren’t for sale.”

“Oh, my,” said David, amused and horrified at the same time.

“Of course, we found it funny at first,” she went on, her expression darkening. “But the native girls and boys aren’t so lucky.” She hesitated, and David had a sudden premonition whose name was going to come next to her lips. “Marco took me down into the town last week. It had never occurred to me that they might look them over and sell them off like furniture. Those poor girls looked so terrified, and one actually—” She choked on the next words, faltered, and lapsed into silence.

The waves beat on the rocks below. Faintly, from the audience room, David heard the sound of trumpets.

“How can he let it go on, when he could stop it?” Diana demanded suddenly.

“It is an interdicted planet.” The words sounded weak. “Well,” he added apologetically, “if he uses his real strength, it would rip apart the fabric of this society. What right do we have to interfere?”

“What right? It’s wrong, what they do. It’s wrong for those children.”

David sighed. “Diana, someone is always going to be hurt. I know that Charles is well aware of the contradictions inherent in his situation.”

“You’re a fool for going, Charles. Let the company go, and I’ll go with them. Send Cara, if you must. But don’t go yourself. It can’t be perceived as anything but a threat. You forget, I’ve met him.”

Like conspirators, David and Diana both froze. David wondered if this was how an actor felt, who has forgotten to exit and so, inadvertently, is stuck out on stage for the next scene, in which he does not belong. Diana pressed herself closer against the wall, as if she could sink into the stone and thus hide herself. The voices, accompanied by footfalls, came closer.

“It is time for Tess to return,” said Charles, sounding cool. “It has been four years, Marco. Four years, since she left Earth. I would have come sooner, but how was I to know it would take two years to finalize the Keinaba alliance? Damned chameleons. One needs the patience of Job to deal with them.”

Marco chuckled. “Which you, have. I’d much rather deal with barbarians. Quick to anger, quick to friendship. Not this years-long game playing the Chapalii love. Years? Hell. Decades-long, centuries, for all we know of them. Still, I say you’re better off letting me talk to Tess first.”

The footfalls ceased. The curve of the wall, and the twilight, still hid them from the two men. Alone, David would just have gone to join the others, but Diana looked utterly embarrassed. And anyway, he was curious about the tenor of their conversation.

“No.”

“Charles—”

“No. In any case, the rendezvous is already arranged. We sail in two weeks. Baron Sanier will act as regent until my return. I’ll leave him the scepter of office, although I’ll keep the signet ring and the prince’s chain just in case he gets ambitions. Tess will meet us at Abala Port in about six weeks.”

“And?”

“And the Company can travel on into the interior with the jaran, if that’s still their wish.”

“And you?”

“We’ll see.”

“Yes, we’ll see because you have every intention of turning straight round and coming back here with Tess, don’t you? Merde, Charles, don’t do anything rash.”

Charles laughed, short and sharp. “When was the last time you’ve known me to do anything rash?”

“A damned long time ago, as you well know. Let me say it this way. You’re getting used to things going your way. This may not be your choice to make.”

“Tess has a duty—”

“Yes, I know all about her duty, and I’m sure she does as well. In any case, it’s not Tess I’m thinking of now. In the words of that ancient song, I think an irresistible force is about to meet an immovable object, and I’m sure as hell going to get out of the flash zone.”

“I’ll think about it,” said Charles Soerensen. David was shocked to hear such coldness in his voice; this was Charles, who always listened, who could always be counted upon to be open-minded. Diana clutched a fistful of cloak in one hand. Footfalls sounded again, but moving away from them, and they were left in silence but for the sea surging below and the distant sound of carriages leaving the palace.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” said a woman’s voice beside them.

David gasped, starting round. Diana sagged back against the wall.

“I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to startle you.” The woman smiled.

“Cara!”

“Oh, not you,” said Cara Hierakis dismissively. “I meant Diana.”

“Dr. Hierakis,” said Diana in a small voice. She glanced guiltily toward the right and then back. “Oh. I…”

“Yes, we were all eavesdropping, weren’t we?”

“Speak for yourself,” said David, affronted. “We came here by accident.”

“Oh, not on purpose, I know,” said the doctor mildly. “Or at least, not on your part, Diana.”

“Thank you,” said David, but he laughed.

“Is she really alive?” Diana asked. “Terese Soerensen, that is? We heard rumors, but I didn’t know if they were true.”

“Yes, she’s alive.”

Whenever he heard Tess mentioned, just that simple fact set against the official announcements proclaimed by the Chapalii Protocol Office, David felt a warm glow start up inside him. Tess was alive, and he would be seeing her soon.

“But why did she come to Rhui? Diana asked. “Oh, I know I shouldn’t ask, but…” She trailed off, and David turned to look at Cara Hierakis because it was a question he had never gotten a satisfactory answer to.

Cara laughed. The breeze off the bay stirred her black hair and she squinted out at the distant islands that rimmed the western horizon like glass beads shot through with the last red fires of the sun. The barest trace of crows-feet showed at her eyes. Her face looked not young, yet not old, that mature mask that most humans between the age of forty and ninety now wore: ageless, smooth, and healthy. That David himself wore, although it was by now an ancient joke that folks with the darkest skin stayed the youngest looking for the longest time; there was not four months in chronological age between Charles and David and Marco, but people often mistook David for younger.

“But,” echoed Cara, smiling at Diana. “You’ll ask anyway. I must say you’re looking pert, David, after that impossibly boring audience and ceremony.”

“I left.”

“Of course. You could. Tess is doing linguistics research, Diana.”

“Linguistics research? That seems so mundane, somehow. I thought maybe she was kidnapped by a dark warrior and swept off into a life filled with hardship and passionate lovemaking. Oh, well.”

There was a pause. David chuckled.

Cara regarded Diana with an expression of amused indulgence. “And a bastard every year? Or do you suppose she was married in some primitive ceremony?”

“Oh, certainly,” said Diana with conviction, pushing herself away from the wall. “Barbarians are prudes, aren’t they? Of course there was a ceremony. She’s probably scarred for life.”

David laughed.

“How long have you been an actor?” Cara asked.

Diana smiled in a way that showed her dimples to perfection. David sighed and shook his head, feeling very old. “My first performance was at age four as the changeling in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

“That must explain it,” said Cara, but David knew her well enough to see that she liked Diana. “In any case, Tess is gifted with languages, and I suspect she saw Rhui as an excellent laboratory to study human evolution in parallel to our own.”

“Like Owen?”

“Perhaps. It’s not a bad analogy.”

“You have a laboratory here, too, don’t you? A medical one.”

“Yes.” Cara cast a glance at David.

“She’s studying aging,” he said.

But Cara was only angling for an opening, since it was her favorite subject. “As grateful as we may be for the longevity treatments the Chapalii gave us, allowing us to live out our full one hundred and twenty year life spans with good health and a long period of relative youth, I suspect there’s something we’re missing. Something they didn’t tell us, or something, perhaps, that they don’t know.”

“What do you mean?”

David had seen Cara’s lecture mask before. It slipped firmly into place now. “Aging is a two part process. One is a breakdown of the vitality and regenerative abilities of the tissues and the metabolic system, that’s what the Chapalii treatments deal with. But the other is a genetic clock that switches off the organism at a set time. We’re still stuck at one hundred and twenty years. I think we can do better.” The mask slipped off, and she suddenly looked cautious. “Perhaps. We’ll see.”

“It’s a delicate and peculiar issue,” put in David, since Cara had left him his opening. “We don’t talk about it much.”

“Oh,” said Diana. The sea faded into darkness behind them, and the massive bulk of the palace rose against the stars. “Is that why you have your laboratory down here, on an interdicted planet? Where the Chapalii aren’t allowed?”

What need to reply? The wind coursed along the parapet and the sea dashed itself into foam on the rocks below. The fecund moon lay low, bordering the hills. A shoe scraped on stone, and Marco emerged from around a curve of wall. He smiled at Diana and leaned casually against the wall beside her.

To David’s surprise, it was Diana who broke the silence. “But, Dr. Hierakis, are the Rhuian humans really the same species as we are?”

David almost laughed, seeing how disconcerted Marco looked, as if he thought that once he arrived, Diana would not be able to think of anything but him.

“Oh, yes,” said Cara. “By all the biological laws we know. Identical.” She appeared about to say something else, but did not.

“But how?” Diana asked. “That should be impossible.”

Though it was night, the moon lent enough light to the scene so David could still read their expressions. Marco gazed soulfully on Diana, and David thought she was aware of his gaze on her. Cara sighed and shifted to stare out to sea, imposing the kind of silence on the little group that betrays knowledge hard-won and dangerous to share.

“Oh,” said Diana. She looked disappointed, but resigned to her fate. “It’s a state secret. I understand.”

Marco chuckled. “Fair one.” He caught one of her hands in his. “Had you agreed to marry me yet?”

“You hadn’t asked me yet,” Diana retorted, extricating her hand from his. Then she lowered her eyes from his face and looked quickly away.

Oh, dear, thought David. He looked at Cara. Cara looked at him. The signs of infatuation were easy enough to read. And she was young, and susceptible.

“I hear you’re doing The Tempest tonight,” said Cara. “Do you suppose you could find a seat for me? I’ve always loved that play.”

“Goodness,” said Diana, sounding a bit strained as she said it. “I really must go. I’m sure we can find you something, Doctor, if you’d like to come with me. The duke’s—the prince’s—box is always vacant, unless he’s attending. If you think he’d like to go.”

“Ah,” said Cara in a dangerous voice. “I’m sure he’d love to attend tonight.”

They made their good-byes. They left. Marco began to walk after them.

“Marco,” said David softly, “she is an intelligent and sensitive young woman, and I stress the word, ‘young.’ Stop playing with her. It’s cruel, above all else.”

Marco spun. “Et tu, Brute? Hell, I had a lecture from Suzanne before she left to go back to Odys. Is this some kind of conspiracy? I think she’s old enough to know her own mind.”

“Maybe she just strikes us all as more vulnerable than the others. She’s terribly romantic.”

“Well, so am I,” Marco snapped. “I suggest you let the subject drop.” He propped his elbows up on the battlements and glared out at the bay, striped in darkness and moonlight. But then again, Marco was always short-tempered when he was in full pursuit.

“I’ve said everything I intend to say. For whatever good it will do. When do Maggie and Rajiv and Jo get in?”

“Tomorrow,” said Marco grumpily. “And don’t forget Ursula.”

“Ow.” David winced. “I had. Well, I’ve lived through worse.”

“Or the next day,” Marco added, evidently determined to be perverse. “It depends on the weather. They’re marking time in orbit now.”

“Why did you tell Charles that an irresistible force is about to meet an immovable object? What does that have to do with Tess?”

Marco fixed a brooding stare on David. “Don’t say I didn’t warn him.”

“My goodness,” said David, “you certainly make me look forward to this expedition.”

Marco only grunted. Then he lapsed into a silence from which, David knew, he could not be coaxed. David decided to see if he could go wangle a chair in the prince’s box, to see tonight’s performance of The Tempest. Somehow, a play about being shipwrecked on a lost and primitive island seemed appropriate to the moment.



CHAPTER FIVE

JIROANNES ARTHEBATHES WAS AT Eberge when he received the courier from his uncle ordering him to leave three-quarters of his retinue and all of his women and their attendants at the northern villa of the Great King’s fourth cousin.

His personal secretary, Syrannus, read the letter to him. Jiroannes grabbed the parchment out of Syrannus’s hands and spoke the words to himself. “‘…It has come to our attention that the presence of women in your party would be a hindrance to our negotiations. Therefore, nephew, I feel it wise for you to travel with only twenty guardsmen, two grooms, three slave-boys, and your personal secretary. Be so good as to obey my wishes.’”

Jiroannes had learned to swear fluently at the palace school for boys; he did so now. “This is humiliating! And well he knows it, too. He would never travel with such a paltry escort.”

“Surely, eminence, your uncle would not demand such privations of you without good reason.”

“How can he expect that I will be granted any respect at all, even by such barbarians as these jaran, coming to them with a mere six servants? And no women! Their Bakhtiian will think me the merest lordling. Surely my uncle understands that as the ambassador of the Great King, may his name resonate a thousand years, I must present a dignified retinue. Savages are only impressed by force, size, and gold. They will think Vidiya is some trifling princedom.” He snorted and glanced around his chamber. True, he was far out in the provinces, but the Great King’s fourth cousin had imported the finest carved furniture from the port of Ambray, and the cunning designs woven into the upholstery of the couch attested to the skill of his slaves. Though it was also true that the tile inlaid into the floor had flaws and inferior color, and the beads of the door curtain were painted wood, not glass. “How can the jaran respect us as the most civilized of peoples, as well as the most powerful, if the Great King’s ambassador arrives with a train of servants that any concubine might own? Feh.”

Syrannus said nothing, but he extricated the delicate parchment from his lord’s smooth, dark hands and rolled it up with the reverence due any communication from the person of a great lord and King’s Companion of Vidiya.

“And I showed laudable restraint, I would have thought,” Jiroannes went on, although in a more subdued tone of voice. “I brought only three of my concubines.”

“Eminence, perhaps your most honored lord uncle has obtained information that forces his hand in this?”

“I know. I know.” It was too much, really, to have to endure a year in circumstances of the utmost coarseness, ambassador to these jaran, and now to have to maintain himself as a Vidiyan ought with so few servants. “I doubt if these barbarians can even recognize such markers of status.”

“I think, eminence, that it would not do to underestimate them. Eight kingdoms and four principalities have already fallen to their onslaught. Why else would the Great King, may his name endure a thousand years, bother to negotiate with their prince?”

“Four kingdoms and eight principalities. Let us not exaggerate their power. Surely, if it came to war between us, you don’t think these barbarians have the slightest chance to win?”

“One hears tales, eminence. The more savage the man, the less honor and the Everlasting God’s tenets will stay his hand. They say this Bakhtiian violated a holy temple and its ten virgin priestesses. That he massacred an entire town out in the wilderness, five thousand men, women, and children, even the cattle, leaving only the smoking ruins of the buildings and bloodied corpses for the scavengers. They say jaran men are so proud that they won’t touch any women but their own, that they call foreign women ‘dogs.’ They ride covered in their own blood, and they can’t walk, since they sit on horseback from childhood on.”

Jiroannes stroked his beard, amused. “I hope you do not believe all these superstitious tales, Syrannus. I have also heard it said that they scorn the bow and arrow because it is a woman’s weapon. Can you imagine? Thinking a woman could shoot? It is nonsense, and you’d do well not to believe such stories.”

“Still, eminence, your most honored uncle must have had good reason to give you this order.”

“Yes. I have never doubted my uncle’s judgment. And it was undoubtedly my uncle’s influence that convinced His Imperial Majesty to grant me this mission.”

“It is true, eminence, that five other young men of good family vied for the position. To succeed with such an important assignment will assure you higher standing at court.”

“Yes. And a hope of moving into the Companion’s Circle.” Jiroannes sank back onto the silken couch and snapped his fingers. His Tadesh concubine padded forward from the corner and knelt at the foot of the couch to massage his feet. “And if I fail, I will spend the rest of my life in the provinces.” He considered the papered walls trimmed with gold leaf, the arched windows looking out over the gardens, sere and brown with winter, and the beaded curtain that concealed this room from the rest of the honored guest suite. Wooden beads, indeed!

“Certainly, eminence, the rewards for succeeding will be great. Your most honored uncle has already begun negotiations, I believe, for your suit for the hand and dowry of the daughter of this house.”

“Yes. The daughter of the Great King’s fourth cousin. That would be sweet indeed.”

“With such a connection to the royal family, eminence, surely a Companion’s Sash would be guaranteed you.”

Jiroannes did not reply. He watched the Tadesh. Her hands, stroking his feet and ankles, were strong and assured. She was a foreign girl, from the Gray Eminence’s lands across the sea. He had paid a ridiculously high price for her. She was not a beauty, certainly, but exotic as any foreigner is, and in any case she knew the five fabled arts of seduction and the five erotic dances of Tadesh. He could tell, by her lowered eyes and the set of her chin, that she knew he was studying her. She did not smile. She never did.

“Syrannus,” he said abruptly. “There is a slave-boy about her size. Go get his clothing.”

“Your eminence?”

“His clothing.”

Syrannus looked troubled. “Your eminence, surely, if your most honored uncle said—”

“Are you questioning me?”

Syrannus bowed. “Of course not, your eminence, but in my position as a tutor for many years in the palace school, from which your eminence so graciously elevated me to become your secretary, I beg leave to remind you that while your high spirits and rebellious nature made you a favorite among the tutors at the school, it would not perhaps be wise to go against your uncle’s orders.”

“I can cut the girl’s hair.” The concubine’s hands halted for a moment, then resumed their rubbing. “With short hair, and loose clothing, she will pass well enough for a boy. By my ancestors, Syrannus, surely my uncle cannot expect me to endure an entire year without female companionship? The First Prophet himself warns against such privations. It is simply too much. She will go in the slave-boy’s place. My uncle will not know of it, and the barbarians will neither notice nor care.”

Syrannus hesitated. At last, he bowed and left the room. The curtain parted, whispering, to let him through, and with a jangle of beads settled back into place.

Jiroannes sighed. “Something to drink, Samae.” The concubine rose and padded in her slippers to the far table and brought him back a cup of melted fruit sorbet. He liked to watch her. She had an unconscious grace, and her slim hips swayed in an enticing manner. He did not think she did it on purpose. She had yet to show the least interest in him, except to perform her duties as ordered and with exacting perfection.

She knelt beside the couch and lifted the cup up to him. He took it, and drank. She wore two layers of cloth, an outer silken gown slitted cunningly to reveal the sheer silk garment beneath and the white curves of her body. The sorbet cooled his throat, but not his ardor.

“My sash,” he said.

She undid the complex knot that bound his sash and unwound him from its confines. The emerald cloth studded with jewels and precious stones fell to the floor in a heap. Even as she slid his trousers and blouse off, he was thinking as much of his ambitions as of the expert ministrations of her hands: endure this one year, negotiate a successful treaty with this Bakhtiian, secure Vidiya’s borders and perhaps even arrange some diplomatic marriages—the Great King had a daughter by his fifth wife he was willing to offer to the Bakhtiian, and surely this nomad prince had some female in his family to offer the Great King or his heir in turn—and then…

Samae paused in her stroking while Syrannus came in, deposited the boy’s clothing in a neat pile at the foot of the couch, and left. As the beaded curtain settled back into place, she dabbed oil on her hands and began again.

Then he could marry well and gain the honor of wearing, instead of a gaudy, jeweled sash, the plain white silk granted only to the Companions. With such a prize within his reach, he could almost look forward to the coming year.
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CHAPTER SIX

A PEREMPTORY KNOCK SOUNDED on the door behind Diana. She glanced up, startled, and lost hold of the inkwell just as the ship rolled steeply. The inkwell slid off the table and fell to the floor. Diana swore and ducked under the table to grab for it. It spun in a furious circle, spewing ink, and then rolled with the tilt of the floor toward the bunk. Diana swore again, more heated words this time, bumped her head on the top of the table, and saw a booted foot catch the inkwell, stopping it neatly before it could roll under the lip of the bunk.

“Such language,” admonished the owner of the foot.

She crawled out from under the table. “Hello,” she said, surveying Marco Burckhardt with remarkable calm. Somehow, her anger at the mess counteracted her fluttering heart.

He grinned at her and bent to retrieve the inkwell. “It’s a messy business. Writing with pen and ink. Palm slates are much more convenient.”

“This is an interdicted planet.” She took the inkwell from him, stoppered it, and used a rag to mop up the spilled ink. “Thank you.” Out in the passageway she heard the voices of the rest of the party as they packed and readied to leave.

Marco examined the room—Hal’s three duffel bags, open, with clothing and interesting odds and ends strewn over the lower bunk; Diana’s two little carry bags on the upper bunk, tied and neat and ready to go. “Where’s your roommate?”

“Out throwing up over the stern one final time, I think.”

“Ah, he was one of the really sick ones.”

“And an actor, you know. Think of it as a farewell gesture.”

“If you’re ready, I can get you on the first boat going in to the harbor.”

“Can you?” Diana clapped her hands together and clasped them at her throat. “That would be marvelous! Here, I’m ready to go right now.” She closed the journal, laced it shut with a leather cord, and stuffed it into the side pouch of one of her bags.

“May I carry those for you?”

“No, I’m fine. Well, if you insist, you may take one.” She handed him the bag without the journal in it, hoisted the other in her left hand, and followed him out of the cabin and down the passageway, dodging actors and their gear.

A brisk wind blew on deck, and though it was cold, it was clear, the sun a fine golden disk in the purpling-blue sky. A shoal of harbor boats crowded up against the ship’s low-slung hull. Dr. Hierakis stood supervising the loading of her mysterious selection of crates and barrels into the forward boat. Charles Soerensen appeared from his cabin. He swung two bags—no heavier, Diana judged, than her own—over the rail and dropped them the two meters. They landed next to a meter-square crate. He climbed down the ladder, into the boat.

“Hello, Marco. Coming with us?” Margaret O’Neill, Soerensen’s assistant, appeared at the railing beside them. She glanced at Diana, at Marco, grinned, and then hid her mouth behind one hand.

“But of course, my flame-haired vixen. I could not bear to be parted from you even for so short a time. Do you know Diana?”

“Of course I know Diana. We spent a companionable two days together at the beginning of the voyage, throwing up over the stern.”

Diana smiled but could think of no reply. Maggie treated Marco with a casual irreverence that. Diana could only marvel at, and certainly could not hope to imitate.

Without asking, Marco took Diana’s second carry from her grip and slung both bags down into Charles Soerensen’s waiting hands. A gaudy gold ring flashed on the duke’s right forefinger. Looking up, Soerensen caught Diana’s gaze on him and he nodded in greeting. Diana blushed and waited to descend into the boat until Maggie and Marco had gone before her. The boat rocked on the wind-whipped water. Dr. Hierakis secured the last of her crates and then sat. As one of the boatmen poled them free of the ship, Diana could not resist turning to wave to the handful of actors who had by now arrived on deck. Four sailors began the steady stroke of the oars, and the boat headed in to the docks, leaving the rest to follow in its wake.

A line of red rimmed the dockside. It had a shimmering, restless texture like, Diana thought, a festival decoration or some religious iconography. But as they neared the shore, she realized that it was a long line of figures—of men mounted on horses. There were many, many—perhaps a thousand—along the wharf, three deep and snaking in lines up into the town. Each and every one of the mounted men wore a similar costume: a brilliant scarlet shirt and black trousers and boots. The oars beat rhythmically as the boat scudded across the harbor, closing, and Diana saw that the riders were armed with sabers, and that most of them held long spears, some with pennants tied up near their heads, snapping in the breeze.

“They’re armed!” she exclaimed. “We’re rowing straight into them.”

Soerensen shaded his eyes with one hand to stare. One of the rowers spoke rapidly in a foreign tongue.

Marco listened and nodded, and then translated for the others. “He says the barbarians came into town two days since, that they came to wait for the Prince of the far city, which is Charles, of course.”

“Of course,” Maggie echoed, glancing sharply at Soerensen. If he was paying attention to this conversation, he did not show it.

“He says,” Marco continued, beginning to smile, “that it’s the Bakhtiian’s own private guard, his picked troops, and that Bakhtiian himself is with them.”

“But isn’t he the conqueror?” Maggie demanded. “The king? Why would he be here?” But Marco fell silent as the boat slipped in among pilings and the sailors tied her up to a pier.

Soerensen disembarked without taking his packs. The others scrambled after him. The little party walked at a brisk pace up the pier to the waiting guard. This close, the riders were even more impressive—each horsed and seated magnificently, a long line of men, fair and dark, set off by the intense red of their shirts. Soerensen moved with an impatient, clipped stride.

Maggie dropped back beside Diana and whispered, “He’ll see his sister Tess at last. It’s all he’s been speaking of.” Soerensen slowed, surveying the line, and halted at the end of the pier, faced with the barbarians. Diana and Maggie stood behind him, Marco and Dr. Hierakis on either side of him.

First there was silence. Diana scanned the line for any sign of the sister, but she saw only men. Each one in turn, those close enough for her to look at, cast down his eyes, as if they had some taboo about looking on a stranger. Then, to the far right of the line, a rider appeared, flanked by two others.

“Enter, the king,” said Diana under her breath.

Soerensen lifted a hand in greeting, but as the three riders neared, he lowered it. All three were men, and the one in the fore rode a splendid black horse. The trio halted in front of Soerensen, and the dark-featured man on the black horse dismounted and handed the reins to one of his companions. Then he examined his audience, making no immediate move to come forward. He wore the brilliant clothing of his people with impeccable neatness, and he had that air of utter authority that comes from having one’s will obeyed instantly.

Marco made a hiss of amazement. “That’s him,” he said in a voice pitched low, for Soerensen’s ears. “That’s Bakhtiian.”

“Of course it is,” whispered Diana. “Only kings or actors make entrances like that.”

Soerensen did not acknowledge either comment. “I don’t believe it,” said Maggie.

Marco glanced back over his shoulder and shook his head. “No, really. I met him once. He’s not a person I would forget.”

“I confess I thought a great conqueror would be taller.” Maggie said it in a low voice, but the conqueror’s gaze flashed her way for an unreadable instant.

“For God’s sake,"” said Marco, “you’re damned well taller than everyone else in this party as it is, Maggie.”

Diana could not help herself, Tamburlaine was so fresh in her mind. “‘His looks do menace heaven and dare the gods, His fiery eyes are fixed upon the earth, As if he has devised some stratagem.’” She faltered, because he moved.

He walked forward with easy grace and halted in front of Soerensen. There was a pause. This close, Diana felt compelled to stare at him. He was not handsome, exactly, but rather one of those people who attracts the eye as much by force of will as by physical perfection. He was exceedingly well-proportioned and his features were precise, marked especially by a pair of dark, passionate, and impatient eyes. Of course he had a scar, a white line running diagonally from one high cheekbone almost to his chin, doubtlessly suffered in a battle, or a brawl, or perhaps in an assassination attempt. Diana realized that she was holding her breath and staring, and she let air out deliberately and breathed in again.

In Jeds, the natives bowed to Soerensen as one would to a prince. Bakhtiian inclined his head, as one equal greets another. “I am Bakhtiian,” he said. In Rhuian, the language of Jeds.

Soerensen returned the nod and replied in the same language. “Charles Soerensen.”

“I give you greetings.”

“And blessings in return.”

What their true feelings were, Diana could not guess through the mask of politeness they wore. Soerensen had always been an enigma to her, a rather pale man with sand-colored hair who showed humor readily and never gave the slightest inkling of how he felt at having been turned from a failed revolutionary leader into the only human duke in the massive and labyrinthine Chapalii Empire. Most people she could read, she could get a sense of, but Soerensen was a blank.

The two men studied each other, but what they made of that examination did not show on their faces.

At last Bakhtiian spoke. “I have arranged that we leave morning after next, for our camp some ten days ride inland. That will give your party a day to organize their goods on the wagons we’ve brought for the journey.”

After a beat of silence, Soerensen said, “Where is my sister? I expected that she would be here to greet me.” His face maintained its mask of politeness, but the air changed quality, as if charged by a net of electricity.

Bakhtiian’s expression did not change, but everything else about him did, the indefinable shift of his posture utterly transforming the message his body carried. He moved his left foot slightly. His left hand strayed to his saber hilt, and he brushed the tip of the golden hilt with his thumb. “She is at the camp,” he said, in a tone that meant: and that is that.

Soerensen blinked, once. When he spoke, it was without inflection. “She told me, in a letter, that she would meet me at the port.”

“She may well have,” replied the conqueror of half a dozen kingdoms and principalities, “but she could not come.” He removed his hand from his saber hilt and began to turn away, to lead the group up into town, since the matter was now obviously settled.

Soerensen did not move. “Why is that?” he asked, as easily as if he were commenting on the weather.

Half turned away, Bakhtiian froze, paused, and swung back. The force of his stare, antagonistic and unforthcoming, would have cowed any other man. He did not reply.

“Why could she not come?” repeated Soerensen.

For an instant, Bakhtiian looked taken aback that a living being questioned his authority. For an instant only. “Because she could not leave camp.”

For the first time, a sudden, intense energy radiated off of Soerensen. Abruptly, Diana saw in him the man who had dared to challenge humanity’s alien masters. He was powerful, and frightening. His jaw tightened; his lips thinned; he took in a breath.

The storm was about to hit. The charge of emotion washed over her like fire. She burned with it, fear and exhilaration together. Marco took a step back, putting a hand out to push Diana back behind him. Maggie gasped. Without thinking, Diana reached out to grasp Maggie’s hand. Maggie glanced at her, pale skin flushed with alarm, and neither let go. The scarlet-shirted riders nearest the group stirred, and horses minced under tense hands.

Dr. Hierakis stepped forward into the breach. “I am sorry to hear that she is ill,” she said with astonishing smoothness. “However, we had better be sure we have accommodations for the next two nights, since the rest of our party are coming in from the ship and will need to be directed as to where they can stow their baggage.”

Soerensen said nothing, but as quickly as it had shone forth, his light was buried again. Evidently he approved of the doctor’s intervention. But Bakhtiian’s response was more startling: she looked directly at him, as one does when addressing a person, and he immediately dropped his gaze away from hers and stepped back. “Of course,” he said obediently. “I have arranged for two inns for your party. I hope they will be adequate.”

“I am sure they will be.” She seemed taken aback by Bakhtiian’s sudden deference.

Marco looked astounded. Maggie let go of Diana’s hand and nervously straightened her tunic. Diana was not sure where she ought to look, like an actor with no lines, on stage but not given direction. She felt a wee bit disappointed.

“I am Doctor Hierakis, by the way,” Hierakis added. “And may I introduce Diana Brooke-Holt and Margaret O'Neill…” With stunning aplomb, Bakhtiian gave a curt but gracious bow to each of the women in turn, like any accomplished courtier, managing to acknowledge them fully without looking either in the eye. “This is Marco Burckhardt.”

But now Bakhtiian looked up, directly at Marco. A smile appeared and vanished on his lips so quickly that Diana was not sure she had actually seen it. “We have met.”

Marco’s smile was more ghostly than humorous. “Indeed.” He inclined his head. Bakhtiian swept their group with a comprehensive gaze, looked out past them at the ship, and with a terse command to his two attendants, he turned and began the long walk up the hill into town. Soerensen did not hesitate but followed, and by some unspoken communication the two men paced their speed so that within five steps they walked together, if not in harmony. Dr. Hierakis paused only long enough to check Marco, Diana, and Maggie in turn, and then she hurried after them—doubtless, Diana thought, to make sure no blood was spilled.

“Mary Mother of God,” said Maggie as soon as the two men were out of earshot. The two men who had served as Bakhtiian’s escorts waited patiently, hands light on their horses’s reins. “Where did you meet him, Marco?”

“It’s a long story. Tupping hell, I thought we were done for.”

“He spoke perfect Rhuian.” Diana glanced up at the two escorts, and when they flicked their gaze away from her, she knew that they were trying very hard not to stare at her. If in a cosmopolitan city like Jeds, where trade was commonplace to ports an ocean voyage away, the contrast between her pale and flawless complexion and Oriana’s coal-black skin had been the cause of much comment, she could well imagine that this company of visitors would look doubly exotic to these northerners. “How did he learn to speak such perfect Rhuian? And that bow!”

“Very easily.” Marco grinned. “He was educated at the university in Jeds.”

“You’re joking,” said Maggie.

“No, actually, I’m not. But don’t worry, Diana. From my previous experience—nothing extensive, I might add—I can make a shrewd guess that it’s all surface gloss. He’s as barbaric as you please underneath. At least, I wouldn’t cross him.”

“Coming from you, Marco,” said Maggie tartly, “and having seen the scars you have, I do not find that one bit reassuring.”

Marco shrugged, and he grinned up at the two waiting riders. Hesitantly, they grinned back at him.

Diana sighed with pleasure. Until this journey, her childhood dream of having a true adventure had seemed unattainable. Marco Burckhardt glanced back at her, and he winked. She folded her hands together, in front of herself, and smiled, feeling a delicious sense of anticipation.



CHAPTER SEVEN

NEWS TRAVELED LIKE THE wind. For many reasons did the khaja fear the jaran armies, and for this reason as much as any. No matter how quickly khaja princes or khaja towns sent messages or made alliances or maneuvered troops to stem the jaran tide, more quickly still did the jaran respond. It was as if the wind itself was the ally of the nomads, a silent, swift messenger on whom the horsemen alone could rely.

At midday a jaran rider came galloping out of the north into sight of a town. The sod walls here had been too high to level; they had been breached at frequent intervals instead, and by the main gate a troop of some hundred horsemen rode drills in the flat space beyond the remains of the two wooden gate doors, which had been thrown down and partially burnt.

The harness of the messenger’s horse shook with bells, and the sound, as well as the lance tipped with a gold pennant borne by the rider, alerted the garrison. Within moments, a second rider emerged from the tents of the garrison leading a saddled horse. The men met at the edge of the drilling ground.

“Vanya!”

The garrison soldier pulled up and helped the messenger swing his saddlebags onto the new mount. “Feodor Grekov! What brings you here?”

“Sibirin sent me. A message for Nadine Orzhekov.”

“Oho! I’ll wager I know what it concerns, and I wish you luck when you deliver it.”

“What, she is here, then?”

“No, just left with her jahar for Basille. That’s the khaja town where they’re to collect the barbarian ambassador and bring him back to camp.”

Feodor shook his head, fair hair stirring in a breeze that curled down from the heights. “Her jahar?”

“Orzhekov’s jahar.”

“That’s not who I meant—”

“I know who you meant.” Vanya grinned, an engaging smile made no less merry by the fact that his right eye was scarred shut by an old wound. “As I said, I wish you luck. She was in a foul mood.”

“Nadine?”

“Oh, Nadine, is it, now? When did you leave off addressing her as tsadra?”

Feodor blushed.

Vanya laughed again. “Still that way with you? I won’t tease you, then. Why don’t you just mark her and be done?”

“Would you?”

“Gods, no! She’s too good with that saber. No, Orzhekov has been full of mischief since she got here. She has the khaja Elders dancing this way and then that, with her clever words. It’s not her who’s in the foul mood.” A red-shirted man appeared, on foot, at the gate, and hallooed toward them, waving. “You’d better go on,” said Vanya, sobering. “You can catch them in two spans.” The transfer completed, Vanya took the reins of the blown horse.

“Gods,” said Feodor. His blush had faded. “Why did Sibirin send me?”

Vanya grinned again. “Oh, he knows Orzhekov has an eye for you, that’s it. He thinks it will soften the blow.”

“Gods,” murmured Feodor.

Nadine Orzhekov called her jahar to a halt as soon as the scouts brought word that a messenger had been sighted following them. “Look,” she said to Tess Soerensen as the rider came in, flanked on either side by scouts, “it’s Feodor Grekov. He must have come all the way from the main camp. I wonder what he wants.”

“You know damn well what he wants,” said Tess irritably. “Sibirin sent him to take me back.”

“You can’t know that,” protested Nadine, but her eyes lit with unholy glee. “You don’t suppose Bakhtiian got back already?”

“I hope so.” The surge of anger that coursed through Tess at the mention of his name was so strong that it shocked her. Gods, where had it all come from?

“Tess. Tess.” Nadine shook her head. “For shame.” But her expression belied the words, and she chuckled. “Poor Feodor. He looks terrified.”

Feodor’s escorts peeled away from him and galloped off from the troop, leaving him to approach Nadine and Tess alone. The other riders, all men, watched surreptitiously but with piercing interest as Feodor drew his horse up beside the two women. Tess felt sorry for him because she knew Nadine would treat him badly. Nadine possessed her own stores of hidden anger.

“Well met, Grekov,” said Nadine. “What brings you here?”

He kept his eyes lowered. “Sibirin sent me. With a message.”

“Ah, a message,” said Nadine wisely, drawing out the pause by fiddling with the closes on the leather pouch strung in front of her saddle. She reached inside, pulled out a rolled-up bundle of yellow parchment, examined it without opening it, and then replaced it.

Tess sighed heavily beside her and said, in Rhuian, “Oh, let the poor man out of his misery, Dina.”

Feodor glanced up at her words, hearing their tone but not knowing their meaning, and looked away again as her gaze settled on him.

“You’re losing your sense of humor, Tess,” replied Nadine in Rhuian.

“Never that!”

Nadine grinned. She turned back to Feodor. “Well enough, Grekov,” she said in khush, the language of the jaran. “I can guess what your message is. I suppose you’re to return to camp with Tess?”

“Yes.”

“Then you’ll have to stay with us.”

He was surprised enough to look straight at her, eyes widening. “But Sibirin said—”

“Yetra, Niko Sibirin does not order me.”

“But Bakhtiian himself ordered—”

“Bakhtiian,” said Tess viciously, before she knew she meant to say it, “can go to hell.”

Feodor’s expression of surprise glazed over, freezing an instant from pure shock, and then he shook it off and addressed Nadine again. As if, thought Tess wryly, what she had just said was beyond response. “Forgive me, tsadra. But Sibirin said that I was to bring your cousin—” He glanced from under lashes at Tess, who knew that her brown hair and green eyes did not resemble Nadine’s black hair and eyes at all. “—back to camp before Bakhtiian returned from the coast. And not to return without her.”

“I won’t force her to go back now. She doesn’t intend to go back until I do. There you are. Will you come with us, then?”

“I have no choice.”

Nadine dismissed him with a shrug and signaled the troop to ride. Feodor turned his horse aside to fall in with the ranks as they started forward. Tess looked back to see the young man staring at Nadine. Everyone knew he was in love with her.

Were her own feelings so transparent? With one hand, she traced the curve of her mirror. It took no great skill to see that she had married into an impossible situation, that the confrontation that was bound to come was of her own making. Mostly she was angry at herself; sometimes she felt as if she was constantly holding up that mirror and staring at her own flaws, and she was getting a little tired of it.

“Brooding?” asked Nadine, mocking her, but Tess laughed in reply because she knew Nadine showed affection by being caustic.

And abruptly, the thought triggered in Tess an upwelling of the love, of the heart’s warmth, she felt for her family—for Sonia and Katerina and Ivan and Kolia, for Niko and Juli, for Irena Orzhekov, for Nadine; for Aleksi, the brother she had adopted. And, God damn him to hell, for Ilya.

“I shouldn’t have done it,” said Tess when Nadine halted her jahar in sight of the township of Basille. “I shouldn’t have come with you.”

“Losing your nerve?”

Tess chuckled. “What do you think? But perhaps the dramatic gesture wasn’t the wisest one.”

“It will certainly get Ilya’s attention, though.”

“Damn it, it was just one last thing too many. Yaroslav Sakhalin himself picked me out. He told both Bakhalo and Zvertkov that he wanted me in his jahar. You know what an honor that is! And then before I was ever consulted, Ilya goes around behind my back and tells Sakhalin that I’m to be left where I am: still in training. Still in reserve. He never lets me out of camp except if I’m with him or maybe, maybe, on a safe scouting expedition with Ilya’s picked thousand and Aleksi at my right hand.”

Nadine looked at Tess’s scarlet shirt and black trousers, and then at her own, similar except in the stiff leather shoulder pieces and the pattern of quilting and embroidery running up the sleeves. “It’s true,” she mused, “that Sakhalin is not the kind of dyan to pick you out in order to curry favor with Ilya. He chose you on your merits, nothing else.”

“Thank you.”

“Still angry? It was an honor.”

“An honor I’m never to receive the fruits of.”

“Do you want to fight in battle that much?”

Tess regarded her companion with a rueful smile. Behind Nadine’s left ear, where her black hair pulled away into a waist-long braid, began the scar that followed parallel to the line of the braid, all the way down. Nadine’s bronze helmet hung from her saddle and her lamellar cuirass was tied on behind, although most of her men wore cuirasses or scale girdles and belts. But then, Nadine preferred to keep her reputation for being reckless.

“No, not that much,” Tess admitted. “But you know as well as I do that I can’t just have the privileges of my position. I have to accept the dangers as well.”

“Otherwise,” said Nadine, slipping easily from khush into Rhuian, “you’re just a player in a masquerade. All show.”

“Yes, all show. I don’t care to live that way. And I’m not jaran. So I don’t have to. Ilya keeps forgetting that.”

“You’re wrong, Tess. He’s never forgotten it. That’s why he wouldn’t let you go to the coast with him.”

Tess went pale with anger, and her fingers clenched, and unclenched, on her reins. Zhashi shied sideways, and settled. “The business with Sakhalin was inexcusable,” she said in a voice made low by fury. “But to refuse me the journey to the coast to meet Charles—!” She broke off.

Nadine watched for a few moments the interesting spectacle of Tess Soerensen too angry to speak. Then she lifted a hand to signal the jahar forward at a walk. Rather than looking at Tess, Nadine examined the timbered palisade that surrounded Basille, noting its gaps and its open gates and the sudden blur of activity at the gates when the approach of two hundred horsemen was noted by its guards.

“He’s afraid,” she said softly. Tess did not reply. Perhaps she had not heard her. Perhaps she did not—or could not—understand what Nadine knew to be true. “Off the fields!” she shouted at two idiot stragglers, and she led them along a dirt track that wound in toward town.

Out in the fields, workers breaking the ground in preparation for the spring ploughing raised their caps to stare, while others scattered back across the furrowed earth to find safety in hovels and behind low carts. A string of watchers appeared on what still remained of the palisade of Basille.

Nadine regarded these signs pensively. “Poor things. They hadn’t a chance, you know, when they brought out their pitiful army against Veselov’s ten thousand with my jahar and Mirsky’s jahar in reserve. After the first day they saw it was useless and negotiated a surrender. They would have done better to close their gates and try to wait out a siege. We weren’t very good at sieges that first year.”

Tess chuckled. “You spent one year too many in Jeds, Dina. Are you sorry for them, now?”

Nadine shrugged. “What the gods have brought them, they will have to endure. Still, it’s true enough. One year too many in Jeds marks you, just like any good jaran woman is marked for marriage.”

“Like you aren’t.” Tess touched the scar that ran diagonally from cheekbone to jaw on her left cheek.

Nadine smiled, unmarked. “Gods, it’s no wonder he married you. He would never have married a jaran woman, not after the years he spent in Jeds. Sonia and Yuri—that’s why they only spent a year there. They didn’t want to be changed. Or couldn’t be.”

“Poor Yuri. It’s probably just as well he died. He would have hated this. Three years of war—one battle after the next. So much killing. He would have hated it.”

Nadine examined Tess reflectively—the hair and eyes no color ever seen in jaran-born; a good rider, for a khaja; and she could fight, it was true. Nadine recalled the cousin she had last seen years before, that gentle boy Yuri. It was true he had hated fighting—could do it, but hated it. Tess was good, probably better than Yuri, had ever been, but she lacked the love of the art itself, she lacked the indifference to killing: and to be a truly good fighter one must have both of those traits in moderation, or one in excess. Good timing, and a fine eye for distance: those were Tess’s skills.

Tess watched her, one lip quirked up in ironic salute. “Judged and found wanting?”

“Your skills aren’t at issue, Tess. Just remember, there are only five women I know of in Bakhtiian’s army. Before you came, not one woman rode to battle. It’s no dishonor to you to choose not to ride now.”

The set of Tess’s mouth tightened. “It’s not such a simple choice for me. It never was.”

Nadine sighed. Poor Tess, always agonizing over what was the right thing to do. She changed the subject. “Would Yurinya have hated it? I never knew him that well. We weren’t of an age, and anyway, he was so quiet.”

“Unlike you.”

“Judged and found wanting?” retorted Nadine. Tess grinned. “The entire coast subject to his uncle’s authority? Half the southern kingdoms that border the plains? We ride into a town now that gives us tribute so that we’ll never again attack them. One more season of campaigning and we’ll either all be dead or we’ll see the other half recognize us as their kind protectors, and we’ll seal alliances with the Vidiyan Great King and the Habakar king, and—gods, Tess, and then we’ll be free to ride north and east along the Golden Road.”

“Yuri would have hated it,” muttered Tess.

“Ilya is a fool,” said Nadine. “He believes what he says, that it’s our duty to conquer them so that all jaran will be safe from the khaja forever. Gods, what nonsense.”

“Are you going to tell him?”

“Why bother? You’re the only person I know of who has the slightest chance of changing his mind—even my mother couldn’t have done it. We all know what happened to Vasil Veselov when he tried. But you could, Tess. Maybe. Are you going to try?”

Tess looked away. “How can I?” she asked in a low voice. “This is what makes him what he is.”

Nadine had long ago made a pact with herself not to think too deeply about her uncle. She loved him; how could she not? She hated him, because it was his fault that her mother and little brother had died. And in between, tangling it all up, the harness of duty that constrained her, her duty to her family, and the memory of her mother—the most wonderful person in all the tribes—telling her that of all men, it is to your own brothers and your mother’s brothers that you owe the deepest part of your affection.

“Good,” she said, mocking herself more than Tess. “I wouldn’t want you to change his mind about his wild sweep of conquest. Gods, I’d be bored if I didn’t have this to do.” And the specter of boredom, of having too much time to think, was the worst one of all. “Look. There’s a party assembling at the main gate. The ambassador must have arrived before us. He’ll have had time to worry.” She lifted a hand to sign for the troop to spread out, leaving them room to maneuver. The horsemen shifted position with that absolute mastery of riding that each one had, having been practically bred and raised in the saddle. Feodor looked their way, and averted his gaze when he realized she had noticed him.

“He’s in love with you, you know,” said Tess suddenly.

“Our ambassador? He hasn’t even met me, Tess. How can he be in love with me?”

“Feodor.”

“Oh, him.” She did not bother to look at him. “For a sweet, modest jaran man, he’s a bit too obvious about it for my taste. And the gods know, after three years in Jeds I came to appreciate sweet, modest jaran men.”

“Did you?”

Even the broken, pitiful walls of Basille reminded her enough of Jeds that she was stricken with a longing to return there—now, this instant. “Of course I did. I loved that city. I could easily have forsaken the plains for Jeds, except I’m too much jaran to live in a place where only one group of women can make advances to men—women who get paid to do so. Paid! It made me heartsick. They’re barbarians, these khaja. I didn’t want barbarians as my lovers. It’s the only reason I came back.” She meant the comment to be light; the force of it surprised even her. Tess, kind Tess, made no reply.

At the gates of Basille, a party had indeed gathered. As they neared, Nadine could distinguish between two styles of dress, and she saw that a certain, delicate distance separated two groups of people—a group of men dressed in plain, dull cloth, and a smaller group arrayed in golds and purples and jade greens made the more vivid by the muted garb of their neighbors.

“It appears,” said Nadine in Rhuian, “that Basille’s elders can scarcely wait to pass their visitors on to us.” She lifted a hand and the jahar halted, a semicircle ringing the gate out of archer’s range. She glanced at her riders and smiled. Solemn, austere, with an arrogance that frightened khaja everywhere. Why, jaran riders had such contempt for all khaja that they did not even bother to touch khaja women. Was that what khaja thought? She had often wondered, but never found the opportunity to ask.

“Grekov. Yermolov.” Her voice carried clearly into the silence. “Will you attend?” And softer: “Tess?”

“Assuredly.”

The four of them rode forward. The crowd at the gate watched, stilled either by fear or by anticipation.

“Lord,” said Tess, “look there on the steps. Is that our ambassador? From the vast and fabled empire of Vidiya?”

Nadine shifted her gaze self-consciously from the blond head of Feodor Grekov, who had come up with Yermolov on her left, to the low stairway that led up to the night portal in an intact portion of the palisade. “Gods. He’s young. And is that supposed to be his retinue—what, six besides himself? Only four hands of guardsmen? He can’t be very important if that’s the lot. Ilya won’t be pleased if he thinks he’s being snubbed.”

They halted equidistant between the steps and the group of elderly men marked with the heavy chains and pentangles of the town’s stewards. There was silence. Nadine waited.

A young man stood on the steps, utterly and obviously foreign by his purple and green striped overtunic and huge, belled trousers of cloth of gold, by the odd sculpting of his dark beard and mustache, and by the white turban that concealed his hair. He lifted one manicured hand. An older man, less flamboyantly dressed, stood one step lower; he coughed, preparing to speak. Both their gazes stopped briefly on the two women and flicked away again as quickly, dismissing them.

After a moment the older man addressed Feodor Grekov in rough, but serviceable, Rhuian. “I am Syrannus, bond servant to the Most Honorable Jiroannes Arthebathes, ambassador from His Imperial Majesty, Honor of the People, Great King of All Vidiya, may his name be sung for a thousand years. We place ourselves and the rest of our party in your hands, sir, as you are to be our escort to the court of the Bakhtiian.”

Feodor looked at Nadine and shrugged. Nadine sighed and urged her mount two paces forward. “I am Nadine Orzhekov. I am the leader of the party that will escort the Most Honorable—” She let the syllables roll off her tongue. “—Jiroannes Arthebathes and his—ah—retinue to the camp of Bakhtiian.”

“But—” sputtered Syrannus. For an instant he looked like a man trapped by starving wild animals. Basille’s elders whispered among themselves.

“You lead my escort?” said the ambassador suddenly, curt and doubting. “A woman? Perhaps one of these men will verify this outrageous assertion.” He waved toward Grekov and Yermolov.

“Since they don’t speak Rhuian, they can’t.” Nadine grinned, enjoying his indignation.

“You are the only one in your party who speaks Rhuian?” demanded the ambassador. “That is absurd.”

“Not the only one,” conceded Nadine. “This woman, Terese Soerensen, speaks not only Rhuian but Taor and, I believe, a few words of Vidyan as well.”

At this unfortunate juncture, especially given the appalled looks on the faces of Jiroannes Arthebathes and his servant Syrannus, Tess started to laugh.



CHAPTER EIGHT

“DAVID,” SAID MARCO, “YOU will come sit through this banquet with me. I refuse to endure hours of rancid food and city elders sucking up to Charles and Bakhtiian all by myself.”

“Maggie is going,” said David.

“Maggie,” said Maggie tartly, “is serving an official function. I’m going to be the wine pourer for His Nibs and Attila the Hun.”

David groaned. “Are you for me or against me? You’re no help.”

But there was nothing for it. He could see by the look on Marco’s face, and by the light in Maggie’s eyes as she laughed silently at him, that he was doomed to sit through the state dinner and audience that the barons and elders of the town of Abala Port were holding for the man who had conquered them, Ilyakoria Bakhtiian, and the prince who was his chosen guest.

“As long as I don’t have to act as food taster,” he muttered, “although with that army in this town, I don’t think I’d try to poison anyone.”

“You wouldn’t try to poison anyone anyway,” said Maggie. She rummaged through her carry bag and drew out a clean tunic and the only skirt she possessed. She went on talking as she changed, letting her old clothes drop into a heap on the slatted floor of their tiny inn room. “Owen Zerentous has asked permission to hold an impromptu performance at the end of the banquet, or after the formal audience. Evidently the city elders have some cases they need tried, some people accused of crimes, that they’re going to bring before Bakhtiian.”

“Trial by personal whim?” asked Marco.

“You said yourself he was educated at the university in Jeds,” retorted Maggie. “He must have some concept of justice. Damn it! Where’d that brassiere go?” She upended the contents of her bag onto her cot. David, from his cot, hooked a dark toe through the brassiere strap and hoisted the garment up into the air. “Where’d you find that?” she demanded.

“On the floor, where most of your clothes eventually come to rest.”

She snatched it from him with a mock growl and put it on, then a linen shirt, and then her tunic and skirt. The room was crowded in part because it was small, but mostly because neither Maggie nor David could bring themselves to sleep on the straw-filled mattress that served as the room’s bed. They had set up their traveling cots instead, one on each side; a tiny aisle led to the door, where Marco stood with his arms folded, surveying the mess.

“Shall we go? It can’t smell any worse there than it does here.”

“Just because we’re over the stables,” said Maggie with a laugh. “And where are you sleeping, may I ask?”

“You may not.”

“Marco! You’re frightening me.”

That teased the shadow of a grin from him. David sighed and rose, pulling his sketchpad out of his carry bag. He brushed two flealike bugs off his sleeve and five earwigs off the sketchpad, and ran his other hand along the ends of his hair and through his name braids. “I’m just sure they’re crawling all over me. It can’t be worse in the town hall.”

But it was. It was rank. Marco didn’t seem to notice that it was only a thin layer of fresh rushes that covered the floor; that underneath lay a mat of ancient straw and other, happily nameless substances, which had created a kind of fetid loam. It squished. Incense burned in racks along the walls, set up between the windows, and lanterns were set at intervals along the tables. Rank and cloying at the same time. Quite a feat, David thought, to produce two such opposite effects in one chamber.

Charles walked in front of them, together with Bakhtiian. David hung back with Marco, who waited in his turn for the actors. But in the end, the actors sat at a side table and David and Marco ended up on the dais, at the very end of the long beamed table—which was actually three tables shoved together—which seated the guests of honor. The actors were in fine form, being boisterous in an engaging fashion, and the city elders were disgustingly obsequious.

“Have you noticed,” said Marco in a whisper, “how Bakhtiian has picked out two boys, there, to eat with him, to share the food from his plate? Honoring them, because they’re both sons of important men in town. But it also ensures that no one attempts to poison him.”

David hadn’t noticed. There was a clump of something stuck to the bottom of his shoe, and he was trying to scrape it off. The food thrust in front of him looked unappetizing in the extreme, except for the bread. He didn’t trust the water, and the wine had a vinegary-flavor. If this was the best Abala Port could do, then it must not be a very wealthy town.

“I think this is real gold leaf on this plate,” said Marco, poking at it with his knife. A laugh burst up from the actors’ table, and Marco looked up at once, caught Diana’s eye, and smiled winningly at her.

“How has Tess managed to endure these conditions for four years?” David demanded of his plate. “This is appalling.”

“Maybe she’s as much of a slob as Maggie and you are. Maybe she doesn’t care.”

“She isn’t a slob. Or at least, she wasn’t.”

“What? As an eleven-year-old in Jeds? But wait.” Marco eased his attention back from Diana and propped his chin on one hand to regard David with interest. “You weren’t in Jeds then. How could you know? Oho!”

David cursed under his breath. Trust Marco to know him well enough to read him.

“You’re blushing under that attractive black complexion of yours, David my boy,” said Marco in his most annoyingly superior manner. “Out with it.”

“Damn it. Listen. If you breathe a word of this to Charles, I’ll have your head. And then where will you be with handsome young actresses?” He leaned forward and peered down the table toward Charles, but Charles was deep in conversation with an old man in a pale blue gown trimmed with silver fur who wore a ring on each finger and a heavy bronze medallion on the end of a gold necklace. Charles’s own finery paled in comparison—his signet ring and the chain of office draped down over a painted silk tunic—and the barbarian king looked positively spartan, dressed without any ornamentation at all except the embroidery that ran down the sleeves of his simple red shirt. He wore his curved sword; no one else in the room bore a weapon except his own personal guards: ten at the door and two standing behind him on the dais.

“Do you remember when I taught that seminar at the university in Prague?”

“Oh, yes.” Marco’s eyes narrowed. “Tess was attending the university at Prague then, wasn’t she? In fact, I rather have it in mind that Charles encouraged you to take the position so that you could keep an eye on her.”

David found he could not speak the words, especially since it was the one secret he had ever kept from Charles and Marco.

“You had an affair with her!”

“Marco! Hush. And in any case, I wouldn’t call it an affair. We grew fond of each other. True, we shared a bed, but we shared a friendship, too.”

“What was she like? I confess I haven’t seen her since the year she left for university.”

David smiled. In his heart, he felt her presence as an honest and pleasing warmth. She was a good person, an amiable companion, and a fine intellect, though she suffered from insecurity; as well she might, since she was Charles Soerensen’s little sister and heir, whether she liked it or not. “She was chubby.”

Marco choked on a hunk of bread. “How unromantic of you! Chubby!”

“Well, it’s true. She was.”

“And then?”

“My seminar ended, and I left. Later I heard she got engaged to another student, but evidently it didn’t work out, which I’ve often suspected is why she left for Rhui so suddenly.” And perhaps even why she had stayed there; Tess was insecure enough that David also suspected she might nurse a wound like that for years, especially to hide it from Charles.

“David, you see me at a loss for words. You see me rendered speechless. I am astounded. Amazed.”

“Oh, shut up.”

Marco laughed and picked at his meat with his knife, trying in vain to find a strip that wasn’t spiced to death. Liveried men lit torches and placed them in racks alongside the incense burners, adding a fine, stinging smoke to the brew. Charles laughed at something Bakhtiian said—although David could not imagine a man who looked as hard and dangerous and uncivilized as Bakhtiian did having a sense of humor—and, like a nervous echo, the city elders laughed as well. Maggie, looking serene, poured more wine for the two men. Cara, sitting down at the other end of the table with Jo and Rajiv, stifled a yawn under one hand.

“And just think,” said David, “these conditions must be advanced compared to the way the nomads must live. Poor Tess. Whatever do you suppose possessed her to stay there? Sheer intellectual curiosity? Is the fieldwork too good to let go?”

Marco put down his knife. “Oh,” he said, as if God itself had just granted him a revelation. “David…”

“And don’t you dare tell Charles!”

Marco blanched. “But, David—”

“Give me your word!”

Marco laughed abruptly, an odd note in his voice. “Hell. I swear it. It lends one a warm feeling to think about these youthful indiscretions, doesn’t it?”

Marco was definitely acting strangely all of a sudden. “You talk about it like it was in the past, and meant to stay that way.”

“It always is, David. In the words of the immortal Satchel Paige, ‘Don’t never look back. Something might be gaining on you.’”

“Marco, did you eat something that affected your brain? No doubt there are molds aplenty in this food. Or is that lovely young actress just addling it?”

“I’m just saying that Tess may have changed, and you should…go slowly when you see her again. And not expect too much.”

“Hah! Odd sort of advice, coming from you. You sound positively auntly, Marco.”

There was a sudden commotion at the far end of the hall. A woman screamed. A jaran soldier stumbled against a chair, tripping backward over it, and sprawled onto the floor. Like a wave rushing in, five men, swords drawn, plunged forward up the central aisle toward the dais. Marco jumped to his feet. David gaped.

For an instant, nothing and no one moved except for the five armed men, who ran toward the head table with death in their eyes and a sudden scrambling of guards at their backs.

Bakhtiian was on his feet before David realized he had moved. He grabbed the table and heaved it up and forward, and it crashed over onto its side. Plates and glasses and half-eaten food and the dregs of wine spilled onto the steps and clattered onto the floor. His saber was already in his hand in the span of time it took Charles to blink.

David sat there stunned with his food in front of him while an attack was waged not six paces away. Marco knocked over his own chair in his haste to get to Charles. Men shrieked.

“Aleksi!” shouted Bakhtiian as the first of the assassins leapt up the steps. A dark young man in a red shirt jumped over the upended table and cut down the first man so quickly that David did not even see the blow. Jaran soldiers closed in from the other end of the hall. A guard flung himself past David from behind and engaged the nearest assassin. The young man called Aleksi twisted his saber around another man’s sword, sending it flying, and with a cut that seemed born of the first one disarmed a second man by disabling his arms with wicked-looking slices. One man left—

And then Aleksi suddenly sprang around and flung a cut back at Bakhtiian, who ducked away from it while at the same time shoving over Charles’s chair. Charles landed in a heap, Bakhtiian in a crouch, and Marco tackled from behind the old baron who had sat beside Charles this whole time. From whose robes had appeared an ugly looking short sword, which Aleksi had knocked away.

David had not yet moved from his chair. All of the actors except Owen and the leading man, Gwyn Jones, were cowering under their table. Diana stood beside Jones. She gripped the edge of her chair, staring with bright eyes at Marco, who was sitting on top of the old baron, looking furious.

Now, two assassins were left. The one nearest David had been driven back into a circle whose boundaries were delineated in red: the scarlet shirts of the jaran guard. One lay quivering in a heap; one lay prostrate; one sobbed, clutching his bleeding arms against his chest. The two remaining clutched hard at their deadly-looking long swords.

Bakhtiian rose. “Aleksi, take them,” he ordered with astounding calm.

Aleksi nodded without expression and stepped forward, and the others made way for him. The elders and other barons on the dais clumped into a frightened group. Cara had already run down to Charles, and she helped him to his feet. Marco stayed sitting on the old baron.

And the most horrifying thing of all was that it was beautiful to watch. Barbarian he might be, but he was an artist with the sword. Two of them, against one of him, with such different weapons, but there was no doubt what the outcome would be. The knowledge made the two assassins desperate. Aleksi looked as cool as a man out for an evening stroll. One of his comrades shouted something in a joking voice, and Aleksi actually cut down one man with a swift slice along his face and chest, paused beside his comrade long enough to grab a saber in his other hand, and turned back to face the last man.

“And you realize, of course,” said Ursula el Kawakami, appearing in all her unwonted splendor beside David, “that he’s already at a distinct disadvantage, using that saber on foot against long swords. That’s a cavalry weapon. Amazing.”

Aleksi used one of the sabers to distract the poor man and neatly hamstrung him with the other. The man screamed out in pain and collapsed to the floor. There was a moment’s pause. The assassins were all disarmed.

Then everyone in the hall turned to look at Bakhtiian.

He sheathed his saber, and the scraping sound it made in the hush sent an atavistic shiver down David’s back. At once, the barons and elders of Abala Port flung themselves on the floor in an obscene frenzy of groveling.

But Bakhtiian ignored the nobles of Abala Port. He delivered a stinging rebuke to his guards, in his own language. They did not grovel. They looked ashamed.

At the door, a pack of jaran soldiers appeared, and they quickly entered the room under the command of an expressive young man and moved out to take control of the hall, to drag the prisoners aside, to move the heavy tables off the dais, to thoroughly search every man in the room save those of Charles’s party.

And when that was all accomplished, Bakhtiian said something more. One by one the original guards came forward, all but the two who had stood on the dais, and each man laid his saber at Bakhtiian’s feet, disarming himself. The intensity of their shame was painful to watch.

“Goddess Above,” whispered David, “must it be done so publicly?” Had he remembered that Ursula was standing there, he would not have said it aloud.

“Of course it must be done publicly. It’s a lesson for everyone.” The dishonored guards filed from the hall. “What do you think he’ll do to the prisoners?” She sounded breathlessly excited. Aroused, even, David thought with a shudder. “And to those terrified townsmen?”

Marco slipped back beside them, no longer needed at the front. “Now we’re about to see what justice means to the conquered,” he whispered. They waited. Bakhtiian waited. The silence stretched out until it was a visceral thing, agonizing to endure.

One of the townspeople finally found enough courage to rise to his knees. “Please believe,” he stammered, “that we knew nothing of this.”

Bakhtiian glanced at him as if at an afterthought. “I assume, Baron,” he said in a cold voice, “that you have laws by which you judge such cases here.”

“Of course! Of course!” Their fear was almost as humiliating to see as their desperate attempt at appeasement. “The punishment for treason is death.”

“Then by your own laws shall they be judged.” He lifted his chin, and the prisoners were led away.

“The sentence shall be carried out at once,” said the baron, and he snapped an order to a younger man, who hurried out of the hall on the heels of the prisoners. A richly-dressed old woman wept noisily in the corner.

Bakhtiian found his chair and sat down in it. He looked at Charles. Charles raised one eyebrow and sat down next to him. Cara remained standing behind Charles, but she did not touch him, although David could tell she wanted to. Her hand hovered over his shoulder, veered toward his sleeve, and settled, twitching, at her waist.

“Sit!” said Bakhtiian impatiently to the barons and elders. “You said you had other cases you wished to bring before me.”

David realized that his rump hurt, from sitting so still, from being so tensed up. Maggie crept over to them and Marco put an arm around her. She was so white that her freckles stood out like blazons. The actors had crept out from under their table and they stood in a tableau, clutching one another. Not one eye left Bakhtiian for more than a second, except perhaps for Charles, who looked thoughtful and not at all cowed. None of them dared move as, one by one, prisoners were led in, their crimes recited aloud, and Bakhtiian begged to judge and sentence each one.

But in every case he deferred to the elders of the town, to their own laws, and placed the judgment squarely back on them according to their own customs. Despite himself, David was impressed by Bakhtiian’s restraint. Especially since some of their own people had just tried to murder him.

Last of all an unremarkable young man was brought forward. He had a big nose, rheumy eyes, and he looked young and frightened. The baron sighed and relaxed, as if he knew the worst was over.

“This young man is accused by Merchant Flayne of raping his daughter, and although the usual punishment is that he must marry the girl, he’s but an apprentice in a neighboring shop, and she was out walking at night by herself, and there is another merchant who has agreed to marry her despite—” He broke off because Bakhtiian stood up.

Stood up and took the three steps down to the accused with deliberate slowness. Glass rasped under his boots. Faced with Bakhtiian’s devastating stare, the accused dropped to his knees, clasped his hands together, and began to plead in the local dialect.

“And is it true?” asked Bakhtiian in a voice so soft that David could barely hear him. “Did he force her?”

“He has confessed to the deed. It’s the sentence that concerns us—”

Bakhtiian drew his saber and killed the young man. Cut him through the throat so quickly that it was done before anyone realized he meant to do it.

Charles stood up, right up out of his chair. Bakhtiian stared at the corpse and took a step up to avoid the pool of blood growing, flooding broken bits of glass and plate on the floor. He flicked a glance back at the dais. Slowly, slowly, Charles sat down. One of the actresses gave a great shriek and fainted. Bile swelled in David’s throat, and he clapped a hand to his mouth and fought against it, gulping, feeling it poison his tongue and burn his lips.

“David,” whispered Marco, and David felt Marco’s hand press into his back. “Breathe slowly. Breathe slowly.”

Bakhtiian turned to regard the baron. “Is there anyone else?”

The baron could not speak for a long while. He held one hand to his breast, and his eyes bugged out, staring. “None, lord,” he stuttered. “No more.” No more to be judged, did he mean? Or was it a plea for no more of this harsh and merciless justice? That was no justice at all, no law, but only the tyrant’s whim.

Bakhtiian turned to look at Charles. “Will you accompany me?” he asked, and David could not tell if it was a request or an order.

“I’d better wait for my own people, who are a trifle discomposed,” said Charles. How could he remain so self-possessed? The calm mask he wore for an expression only added to David’s dismay.

“He’s cool,” muttered Maggie.

“Oh, come now, what did you expect?” hissed Ursula with disgust. “Frankly, I think it was a just execution.”

Bakhtiian inclined his head, to acknowledge Charles’s decision. “Then if you will excuse me,” he said, distinctly to Charles, not to anyone else. He swept from the hall, his guards behind him. The young man named Aleksi lingered behind, and David saw him slip a folded piece of parchment into Charles’s hands. Then he, too, was gone, and they were left with the weeping actors, the shell-shocked townsfolk, and the dead man.



CHAPTER NINE

THEY HUDDLED TOGETHER IN the common room of the inn they shared. None of them wanted to be there, but neither did they want to go up to their filthy rooms. Owen stared at the fire, and Diana just knew that he was playing the awful scene back through his mind, gleaning ideas from it that he would eventually turn around and use in the theater.

“Cold-blooded bastard,” muttered Hal beside her. “Mom’s no damn better. Look at her.” Ginny sat next to Owen. For the journey, she had given up her slatepad and taken up a real paper notebook, but the result was the same: she jotted down notes and revised scenes in every spare second given to her.

Anahita lay prostrate on a bench, moaning softly. Hyacinth fanned her, and Phillippe massaged her feet. Seshat and Dejhuti sat off by themselves, and Helen and Jean-Pierre argued about how best to take the wine stain out of his white linen tunic. Joseph sat with one arm around Oriana and the other around Quinn, talking quietly to them. Yomi just watched over them all.

“What do you think, Gwyn?” Hal asked Gwyn Jones.

Gwyn appeared to ponder the question, but Diana could see right away that he didn’t care what Hal thought of the cavalier reaction of his parents to that horrible scene. “I think I’ve never seen someone handle a sword that well,” he said softly. “That young man is an artist.”

Hal rolled his eyes in disgust, heaved himself to his feet, and went over to sit beside Quinn.

“I think he expected sympathy,” said Diana.

Gwyn shrugged. “Di, I can’t change what happened. Why dwell on it?”

“What do you mean, that he’s an artist? Who?”

“The young man who did most of the fighting. He was brilliant.”

“How would you know? Or do you mean to say those weren’t simulated, all those fight scenes from the samurai interactives you did?”

Gwyn smiled, but not too much, since laughter would have been out of place. “Not simulated at all. I got into those vids because I was a martial artist. I only got interested in acting afterward. And lo, came here.”

“Are you sorry? After tonight?”

“No. Are you?”

She almost chuckled, had to stifle it. “That I’m an actor? Never. Coming here with Owen and Ginny?” She surveyed the common room: the slatted wood floors were warped from age and dampness, the smell of the stables permeated everything, and the food was pretty bad. “But look how respectfully he treated Charles Soerenson. I can't think we’re in any danger. Not really.”

“Just the rest of this world, evidently,” murmured Gwyn.

“Yes,” Diana mused. She stood up. “I’m going outside.”

He put a hand on her sleeve. “Diana, I’m not sure I’d do that. This isn’t Earth, you know. Don’t forget the testimony of the baron—I don’t think it’s safe for people to walk around by themselves at night.”

But then the door opened, and Marco came in. He looked flushed from the night air. He found her immediately with his gaze. Ten meters between them, but it might as well have been one. She could feel him as if he already had his arms around her, as if they were already alone. The rush of feeling washed over her like a swoon.

Marco laid a hand on the door latch, opened it, and went back outside. She took a step toward the door.

“Have a pleasant night,” said Gwyn.

She blushed, but she didn’t look back. Her hand trembled as she lifted the latch, but she knew now that the die was cast. She slipped outside, and he was waiting for her. She stood there, in the cold night air, not one meter from him, but she did not move closer, because the anticipation was sweet enough to savor.

“Diana,” he said, his voice low and a little rough. And she had the satisfaction of seeing that he shook, too; that he wanted her as much as she wanted him.

“Marco!” The voice shattered the finespun web of intimacy. It was like being slammed into a brick wall.

“Marco! Damn it!” Maggie jogged up to them. “Back to Charles, you idiot.”

“Maggie, I’ll thank you to stay out of my—”

“Your what? Your affairs?” Maggie looked so angry that Diana thought she might burst. “After what just happened that you can even think about—”

“Maggie, I didn’t ask your opinion—”

“That’s not what I meant.” The narrow streets of Abala Port were empty but for two jaran horsemen riding patrol far down this street, menacing black shapes against the ramshackle angles of the buildings. “I meant that any person who thinks with their brain instead of their genitals would realize that this is not the time to—well, how can we know what the customs are among the jaran? Do you intend to take that chance? And anyway, Charles wants you back right now.”

“Marco!” That was David’s voice, from down the street.

“Hell,” said Marco under his breath. He cast an anguished glance at Diana. “You have my profoundest apologies, golden fair,” he said, and then he left, hurrying away down the street toward the inn where Soerensen and his group were staying. He passed David without pausing to speak to him.

David stopped beside Maggie and Diana. “What was that all about?” Then he looked at Diana. Then he looked at Maggie. Diana wanted nothing more at that moment than to shrink into the ground and die. “Never mind,” said David. “Listen, Mags, not Rajiv. Please. He gets up at dawn every morning. He’ll say, ‘But, David, should you not be putting your tools into better order?’”

“I always knew you only tented with me because I’m a slob,” retorted Maggie, but there was so much anger still hanging on her that she sounded irritated, not amused. “I’m sorry, Diana. I really am. I really, really am.”

“It’s all right,” said Diana in a small voice. Maybe the ground would open up and swallow her.

“We can’t know what they consider a crime so serious that it warrants summary execution. So you see why I had to send Marco away?”

“I see why,” Diana choked out. And she did, truly. They could not afford to offend their hosts, not now; probably, given the look on Bakhtiian’s face as he killed that man, not ever. But every part of her that had been set spinning by Marco’s entrance, by the promise of what was to come next, ached for release.

“Shall we go in?” asked Maggie, sounding impatient, or maybe she was just feeling embarrassed for Diana.

“I’d better go back to Charles,” said David. “Just don’t put me in with Rajiv.” He ran back into the night.

“Christ!” said Maggie with disgust. “Shall we get this over with?” She led the way. The heat of the fire blasted them as they came back into the common room. Gwyn, seeing Diana, raised his eyebrows but did not comment.

“Owen, Ginny. The rest of you. Please, may I have your attention?” Maggie did not have the natural authority of, say, Suzanne Elia Arevalo, but her agitation lent her a snappish air, and, in any case, everyone in the company was desperate for some sort of distraction. They quieted and regarded her with the kind of attention that only actors—trained to listen—and lovers usually grant a speaker. “Charles Soerensen just sent me down here with a new decree. No more mixed rooming, unless you possess a legal marriage certificate. Girls with the girls. Boys with the boys. That sort of thing. I’ve been sent to reassign places.”

“Well, I don’t mind boys with the boys,” said Hyacinth.

“Oh, be quiet,” snapped Quinn.

“I can’t believe it!” Hal threw a look at his parents that he would have done better to save for a farce. “Have we retreated to the Dark Ages? Are a man and a woman rooming together automatically having sexual relations as well? Will adulterers be stoned?”

“You may as well save your sarcasm for later, Henry,” said Ginny mildly. Then a thought occurred to her, and she scribbled something down on her notepad.

“Well, obviously Ginny and I can continue to share a tent,” said Owen, “as well as Yomi and Joseph, and Seshat and Dejhuti. No one would contest that, I think.”

“I’m not going to share a tent with Helen just because we were married once,” said Jean-Pierre.

Anahita let Hyacinth raise her up. She swept her beautiful black hair away from her face and back over her shoulder and gave a great sigh. “It’s true,” she said breathlessly, “that Gwyn and I aren’t married, but we share a spiritual bond. Surely that should be enough.”

“I’ll tent with Jean-Pierre,” said Gwyn.

“I don’t want Hal,” said Hyacinth.

“Thank the Goddess,” muttered Hal. “This is so stupid. Di and I have been rooming together forever.”

“Gwyn! How can you say such a thing?” Anahita sagged back into Hyacinth’s arms. She even managed to wipe a tear from her eye. “How can you reject me at a time like this?”

“I told you it was a mistake to come here,” Helen said to Jean-Pierre. “Savages!”

“No more than you, my darling,” replied Jean-Pierre with a sneer, which sent Helen into a full flood of scathing retort. Oriana flinched, jumped up, and went over to the counter to get something to drink.

“Please,” said Yomi, in her best Stage Manager voice, “I know we’re all upset, and with good reason, but we must help this run smoothly.” For once it didn’t work. Arguments broke out all over.

Diana sat down, closed her eyes, and let the squabbling surge around her. The draft from the fireplace did not work efficiently, so smoke parched the air. Her throat was sore. But at least it all served to bring her back to earth. And they needed to squabble right now, to let off steam. After awhile Quinn sat down beside her and whispered into her ear.

“It’s you and me, sweetheart. Ori and I tossed up, and she lost. She has to go room with that strange woman in Soerensen’s party who’s the military historian. Ursula, that’s it. And Hal is going off with Rajiv Caer Linn. He’s some kind of computer modeling expert, I guess. Rebel Hal is thrilled he doesn’t have to room with the actors, and Maggie thought it was funny because it left David ben Unbutu as the only person without a tentmate. And Hyacinth—”

“Oh, Quinn,” said Diana, opening her eyes. “I don’t really care who Hyacinth rooms with. Do you?”

Quinn laughed. It was the first honest laugh Diana had heard for hours, and it heartened her immensely. “Do you think it was a mistake to come here?” Quinn asked, serious again.

“Not one bit,” said Diana. “That doesn’t mean I’m not a little scared, but don’t you think we can learn more here than we ever would playing for the same safe crowds on Earth?”

Quinn shuddered. “I don’t know. Safe sounds very attractive to me right now.”

Diana shook her head stubbornly. “Not to me.”



CHAPTER TEN

“MOST HONORED UNCLE,” SAID Jiroannes Arthebathes into the clear chill of the night. He waited, after those three words, for the pen of his personal secretary, Syrannus, to complete the required list of titles and honorifics with which a nephew was obliged to address a noble and powerful uncle in the Great King’s court.

After some minutes, during which the careful scritching of his pen blended with the low popping of the fire, Syrannus paused and lifted his eyes. At his right hand burned a lantern, casting light over the parchment laid on a board across his knees. The thin veins of his lined hands showed constricted and blue in the muted illumination. The lettering those elderly hands had produced was sinuously beautiful.

Jiroannes cast it a cursory glance, expecting nothing less. “Now some opening pleasantries, a synopsis of the journey since Eberge, with perhaps an anecdote or two—but leave off at the difficult part.”

As Syrannus began to write again, Jiroannes lifted one hand. His concubine padded forward and gave him a cup of bitter, hot tea before kneeling in silence behind his chair. When Syrannus at length finished, the younger man read the words and nodded. “Very well. Now.” He sighed, twisting the ends of his mustache between thumb and forefinger. “How can I introduce this subject without offending him? ‘I was shocked—’ No. What impossible barbarians these jaran are. I suppose all their women go about unveiled and in men’s clothing.”

“Surely not, eminence,” interposed Syrannus. “Do not forget that Her Most Benevolent Highness, the Princess Eriania, is allowed by Her Most Gracious Brother privileges which all other women would never desire. Perhaps these females also have an exalted position of some kind. Their boldness is indeed shameful and certainly humiliating for them, but they are discreet.”

“Discreet? Not a word I would have chosen. If you mean they don’t display themselves like the whores one sees at ports—that may be true, but this woman, Nadine Orzhekov, shows such a complete lack of true womanly modesty, of that humility which is proper in a female, that she disgusts me far more than any prostitute. Samae. More tea.” The concubine rose and took the cup away. “But perhaps we misinterpret Bakhtiian’s motives. Perhaps he meant these two women to be an offering to me. Certainly the Orzhekov woman is not at all to my taste, but the other one—I have seen her gaze on me once or twice. Should I take that as an invitation? It would be a pleasant diversion from Samae, and she is certainly attractive—”

“Your eminence,” hissed Syrannus, warning.

A figure appeared at the edge of the tent. At Syrannus’s nod it moved forward into the light and resolved into a dark-haired young woman. “Your eminence,” she said, but the tone mocked him.

Jiroannes eyed her with vast dislike. He had quickly ceased trying to spare her womanly virtue by not looking at her directly, since he was sure she had none. “To what do I owe the honor of this late visit?” he asked, neither rising nor honoring her with a title.

Nadine Orzhekov gave the barest of smiles, and he had the satisfaction of knowing that the slight was not lost on her. “As commander of your escort, I feel it my duty to warn you—no, to inform you about some jaran customs that may seem strange to you.”

“Indeed. Has some special occasion brought on this generosity?”

“Indeed,” echoed Nadine. “I understand, your eminence, that you come from a society very different from ours. I even know a little about it, having read of Vidiya at the university in Jeds. Because of that knowledge, I have endured your rudeness to me, but if you persist in expecting the women of the jaran to act as Vidiyan women do, and in scorning them because they do not, I can assure you that Bakhtiian will have nothing to do with you or your mission. You had better learn to be polite, since I doubt you’ll ever learn proper deference. Otherwise you will be sent home a failure.” She paused. Behind her, hidden by darkness, a musician played a melancholy tune on a high-pitched pipe.

Jiroannes, lips tight, said nothing. Syrannus looked shocked.

“I will venture a more personal observation,” added Nadine, noting her speechless audience with what Jiroannes knew was malicious satisfaction, “because I’m not the only one to have noticed it. If I were you, I would not watch Terese Soerensen as if I were measuring her to see if she would fit in my bed.”

It was too much to bear, such insolence. “Certainly I may look at whom I please!”

“In fact,” she went on, ignoring his words as if they were a child’s outburst, “you would be well served to moderate the way you look at jaran women in general. It isn’t becoming in a man to stare.” Then, having said it, she had the effrontery to grin.

“Are you quite finished?” he demanded.

She shrugged. “We have tribute to collect, so we must return to the main camp roundabout. We’ll be some days before we arrive there.” She hesitated as the concubine came back to the edge of the circle of light furnished by Syrannus’s lantern. Her dark eyes met Samae’s almond-shaped ones for the barest instant, and then Samae placed the cup into Jiroannes’s waiting hand and retreated to kneel behind his chair.

Nadine’s mouth had pulled tight, and Jiroannes was gratified to see that she felt compelled for whatever reason to suppress her anger. He hoped the act caused her pain. “I thought,” she said, her anger betrayed by the hoarseness of her voice, “that a message was sent that you only bring men.”

Jiroannes dismissed Samae’s presence with an airy wave of his free hand. “She is dressed as a boy. Surely that will suffice.”

“Only a fool would take her for a boy.”

Now he stood. “And for what reason am I expected to answer to you?” A mere woman! “In any case, she is nothing. Only a slave, if you know what that is.”

Her voice dropped, softening with an emotion he did not recognize. “I know what a slave is. Send her back to your lands, eminence. I will provide an escort for her.”

“No.” It came out petulant, but he was furious by now. “I will not.”

For a moment she stared, most brazenly and contemptuously, at him. Then she turned on her heel and left, without a word or a sign or the merest polite valediction. His hands shook. He touched the tea to his lips, coughed, and threw it down so that the hot liquid spattered the rug.

“Fresh-brewed tea, girl! I do not expect this swill!” The concubine started up and, retrieving the cup, hurried away. “Syrannus. I am too tired to compose. Write what you see fit. I cannot possibly explain this to my uncle. He would never believe me. Samae!” She appeared out of the small tent pitched next to his. “Attend me.” He stormed over to his tent, paused, watching her. She inclined her head, acquiescing, and lifted the veil that draped down over her shoulder up and across her face, concealing all but her coal-black eyes.

Satisfied, he went into the tent. She followed him, but at the tent flap she hesitated and looked back, out into the darkness of the jaran camp, her eyes glittering in the lantern light, her expression hidden by the veil. Syrannus had begun to write, the precise flow of his hand right to left, left to right, across the white page, filling it in with his supple calligraphy. The flap sighed down behind her as she went in. Syrannus wrote on, blowing on his hands now and again to warm them. Out in the darkness, by a far campfire, a man sang, a wistful melody that wound itself round the chill air and somehow seemed to soften it.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE FIRST TWO DAYS, heading away from the port with their escort, Diana endured the jolting of the wagons and watched, with careful interest, the landscape and the jaran riders. On the afternoon of the third day, when they halted for the night, she left Quinn to set up their tent and ventured out to patrol the outskirts of the ring of tents that marked out Soerensen’s party.

Soon enough she came across a strange and remarkable sight. The great lord of the plains, conqueror of one kingdom, three princedoms, and uncounted lesser territories, sat in front of his small tent and embroidered a pattern onto the sleeve of a red shirt. At a tent pitched across from him, equally intent, sat another man, but David ben Unbutu held in his hand not a needle but a pencil. As the one stitched, the other sketched. Diana settled down beside David and observed.

Bakhtiian was a perfect subject, since he scarcely moved except for the shifting of his wrists and hands. Diana would have thought him oblivious to them, except for the one time she lifted her eyes to study him and found him staring directly at her. It was so disconcerting that she jerked back and David, startled, fudged a line on the sketch. But when Diana’s eyes met Bakhtiian’s, he averted his gaze immediately. Just like, she thought inconsequently, the shy heroine in a Victorian melodrama. The comparison struck her as so incongruous that she smiled.

“Are you admiring David or his drawing?” said a voice above her. “I wasn’t aware that you actors had interests off the stage.”

Diana did not look up for a moment, because she knew she was blushing. She waited, a beat, a second beat, for the heat to fade from her cheeks. Then she looked up over her shoulder. “Hello, Marco. In fact, I’m admiring David’s subject.”

Marco crouched beside Diana, and she could feel the heat, the weight, of his body next to hers. His sleeve brushed her arm. “You’ve caught exactly the set of his mouth, David,” he said, studying the sketch from this vantage point.

David grunted, but did not otherwise reply.

“A passionate mouth,” intoned Diana. “Made for kisses.”

“Made for kisses?” Marco laughed abruptly, and she forced herself to look straight at him, to meet his gaze, feeling bold and breathless together. Thinking of what had almost come about between them. But Marco looked, if anything, a little annoyed. “Have you forgotten our little banquet at Abala Port? I find it hard to imagine a man responsible for so much violence and killing as kissing.”

Evidently he was still angry about Soerensen’s decree. “I haven’t forgotten it. But it’s not hard for me to imagine him, that flesh and blood person sitting there, kissing. It can be hard sometimes to separate an actor from a role offstage. Onstage it’s impossible, or it should be. Do you suppose he’s onstage or off right now?”

“Do you think it’s a role, the great conqueror?”

“I don’t know,” said Diana. “I gave up a long time ago trying to decide whether we’re ever ourselves or are only playing roles. And who could tell which the role was, the passionate kisser or the ruthless conqueror? Maybe they both are roles. Or maybe they’re both true. Can’t two contradictory things exist inside one person?”

“Are they necessarily contradictory?” Marco leaned forward again, examining the sketch. His shoulder brushed hers, and his hand caught itself, straying, on her thigh. “David, David, David. Have I ever told you how much I admire your ability to draw?” David grinned and flashed a look toward Marco, there on the other side of Diana. As if he knew that Marco was using the entire episode as a way to cozy up to her.

Diana flushed, well aware of Marco’s hand on her leg.

“Look at that,” Marco continued, ignoring these undercurrents. Diana doubted he was unaware of them. “Like the pattern on the shirtsleeve. That kind of thing fascinates me. Those elements add depth to our understanding of a culture. Is this pattern symbolic? Individual? Related to a clan, if indeed these people have clans. Even the material of their tents has a pattern. Are the two related? There are so many things to record, and words can only record so much. Even Maggie’s photography can’t record everything. It misses that essence.”

“Do I detect a note of disapproval for Maggie’s photography?” David asked without looking up. “She’s absurdly careful about it, and in any case, her equipment is all disguised.” He examined his sketch and penciled in a few more lines of the interwoven spiral pattern embroidered on the sleeve of the shirt the great conqueror wore.

“This is an interdicted planet,” Diana said.

Marco took his hand off her thigh, as if the comment made him remember prudence. “The truth is, I’ve never been able to risk anything covert, traveling the way I have these past years. And I’ve no hand for sketching, so I’ve missed recording much of what I’ve seen. Now I’m so accustomed to traveling that way that I never bothered to request any such equipment for this trip. I’m not sure I want to, anyway. What if one of the natives discovers it?”

“But, Marco,” said Diana, “you traveling all that time broke the quarantine. Certainly the Bharentous Repertory Company having spent three months in Jeds and now coming out here is a contamination, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is.”

“You don’t approve, do you?” Diana fell silent and together they watched as David, with economy and grace, used a few simple lines to expand the pattern that flowed down the shirtsleeve in his sketch. “I think it’s a road,” she said suddenly. “A winding road.”

“What is? The evolution of cultures?” Marco examined the sprawl of camp around them, the tidy expanse of tents losing color as the afternoon light deepened into dusk. “I suppose Charles would say so, that no culture is pure, that it is always adulterated by contact with any other culture, as it must be. That our contact with it, if we’re careful and discreet, will be scarcely more contaminating than that. But I’m not sure I agree. There’s a stronger force behind us. Broader knowledge. Won’t that take its toll?” Sitting on his haunches, the deep tan of his skin set off by the blanched gold of his linen tunic, he appeared to Diana not much more civilized than the jaran riders themselves.

“I think she meant the pattern on his shirt,” said David dryly. “Artist’s fancy, I guess.”

“How old do you suppose he is?” Diana asked.

“Who can tell?” said Marco. “Not too old, I’d judge.”

“I never saw naturally aged people until Jeds,” Diana confided.

“The commonplace made quaint,” said Marco drily. He set his chin on a fist and pondered the distance.

Embarrassed, Diana turned her attention back to David and watched as he finished filling in the sleeve of the right arm. Across the camp rang a low, trembling sound, like a muffled gong being struck. The great conqueror did not even look up, but Marco rose.

“There’s supper. Are you coming?”

David shook his head without looking up. “I just want to finish this while there’s still light.”

Diana was torn between accepting Marco’s escort and her real fascination with watching David work. After all, it wouldn’t do for Marco Burckhardt to think that she hung on his every word. “I’ll be there in a bit. Save some for me.”

He hesitated as if taken aback at her refusal. But he recovered quickly. “You have my word on it, golden fair.” Marco left.

David sketched for a few minutes undisturbed. Red-shirted men moved back and forth between tents. Laughter swelled in a distant corner. A man’s voice, a pleasant baritone, sang a simple song in a language she had identified as khush, the native tongue. Farther away, identifiable only because she knew the voice so well, Diana heard Henry Bharentous shouting at someone, but she could not make out his words. Prince Hal rebelling again. Beside her, David held the sketch out at arm’s length to scrutinize it.

The model moved. Rose, lithe as any wild predator. Diana felt his movement. David lowered his sketch to see Bakhtiian walking straight toward them. David recoiled, nearly falling back down onto the ground, and almost dropped the sketch. Began to scramble to his feet.

“No,” whispered Diana urgently. “Keep sitting, keep still. Stillness doesn’t startle them.”

She held her place, and David, looking ashen under his dark complexion, sat still beside her. Bakhtiian halted before them. There was a moment’s uncomfortable silence. Then Bakhtiian crouched, far enough away from them that he couldn’t touch either of them if he reached out. “I beg your pardon,” he said in his perfect Rhuian. “We haven’t been introduced. I am Ilyakoria Bakhtiian.”

In the first instant, she realized that David had gotten the eyes wrong. This close, she saw the depth of the intensity, of the sheer, driven force in them. “I’m Diana Brooke-Holt,” she said, and her voice spurred David on.

“David ben Unbutu.” It came out in a rush. “I’m sorry. I should have asked your permission to draw you, but—” He hesitated.

“Here,” said Diana, breaching the sudden silence. She took the pad out of David’s hands. “It’s very fine. Would you like to see it?”

Addressed by her, Bakhtiian lowered his eyes. “I was hoping I would be allowed to look at it.” Crouched thus beside her, eyes cast almost bashfully to the ground, he seemed much less threatening.

She handed the pad to him. There was silence but for the distant sounds of the camp settling in to dusk and the impending night.

Diana rose, and David drew in a breath and rose as well. After a moment, Bakhtiian stood up. “You must know how good you are,” he said finally, directly, to David. He gave the sketchbook back to David, holding it as if it was something he considered valuable. “You have great talent. Is this your profession?”

“No, I’m an engineer.” David looked taken aback by Bakhtiian’s politeness.

“Ah—and you?” His gaze shifted for the briefest moment to Diana’s face.

“I’m one of the actors in the repertory company.” She faltered. “Do you know what that is?”

For a terrifying moment she thought she had offended him. The corner of his mouth tugged up, softening his expression. “Yes,” he said gravely.

“You speak excellent Rhuian,” she said impulsively.

“Thank you,” he replied, still grave.

She had a brief hallucination that he was suppressing laughter, dismissed it.

He turned back to David, regarding him with obvious respect. “Perhaps you would be willing to undertake a commission.”

“A commission!”

“That is the right word, isn’t it?”

“Yes. I was just startled.”

“Perhaps you would undertake a commission to draw my wife.”

David’s mouth dropped open. Diana pinched him in the leg. “I would be honored,” he said in a constrained voice.

“The honor is mine,” Bakhtiian replied, as formal and impeccable as if he were a noble of Jeds and not a man who had killed in cold blood. “When we’ve arrived at the main camp, we can discuss the arrangements further. Now, if you will excuse me.” He inclined his head and left them.

David swore under his breath.

“Well,” said Diana.

“In case you’re wondering,” said David, “the answer is no. I’m not brave. Not at all. Not one bit. And especially not after seeing him execute that man.”

“But then why did you sit here and draw him? You must have known that would attract his attention.”

“I know. I know. But I couldn’t resist, seeing him sitting there. What an image.” He examined the sketch with a frown.

“‘But, sure, he’s proud; and yet his pride becomes him,’” murmured Diana.

David sighed and closed the sketchpad carefully. “Thanks for your support, by the way. Goddess, I hope his wife is a good subject. I’d hate to do anything that antagonized him. Shall we go eat?”



CHAPTER TWELVE

“HE DOESN’T LIKE ME,” said Charles Soerensen.

Cara Hierakis had knelt next to him to lace up her boots. She did not bother to look up. “What possible reason would he have not to like you?” When Charles did not reply, she answered herself. “Perhaps he considers you a threat to his power. I just don’t understand why all the mystery about Tess. I feel that there is something I’m missing.”

She waited expectantly. A misting rain fell, though they remained dry here under the awning. Charles merely shifted in his chair, moving one arm to rest on the padded armrest. “I just wish he weren’t so cursed polite all the time,” he said.

“Yes, he was well brought up, wasn’t he? I like him.”

Charles stood up. Cara glanced up at him, then stood as well, turning.

Bakhtiian, flanked by four of his men, approached them. The rain let up just as the sun came out, casting a glow on the cluster of monochromatic khaki-colored canvas tents that housed Charles’s party and the Company. Beside the central tent, two of the actors crouched by the fire pit, rubbing their hands together to warm them over the bright lick of flame while they waited for the kettle to boil. About twenty paces away, two of Bakhtiian’s riders watched this display with perplexed interest.

Bakhtiian did not give the scene a second glance. He paused outside the awning of Charles’s tent, and when Charles nodded, he stepped under the awning, leaving his attendants behind. First he inclined his head to Dr. Hierakis: only then did he turn his attention to Charles.

“We must move quickly today. My scouts have brought me word that a force of armed men, mercenaries, is marching to meet us. Some of my riders will help your party break camp and load your wagons and then guide you along the swiftest route toward our main camp while the bulk of my troop engages the enemy. I would not want you in any danger.”

Watching Bakhtiian’s face, Cara wondered if he meant the comment to be sarcastic, but she could read no insincerity in his expression or his tone.

Charles studied him a moment in silence. “Obviously,” he said, “your strength as an army is mobility. Will your opponent be equally mobile?”

“They’re mostly foot soldiers. We’ve already encircled them. They should pose no threat to your people, but it would be safer for you to travel farther out onto the plains.”

“I will see to it that my party understands,” Charles replied, “but I wonder if it could be arranged for a member of my party to observe the battle?”

Bakhtiian blinked. “Observe the battle?” he asked, as if the idea of observing a battle was so fantastic that it had to be repeated to actually take form.

“She studies war,” Charles explained.

“Ah,” said Bakhtiian. “The one who walks like a man.” Then he glanced swiftly at Hierakis, and said, “I beg your pardon.”

“No offense taken,” replied Cara, torn between amusement and apprehension. The thought of a battle worried her. How could it not? She had lived in Jeds long enough to know the sorts of ugly wounds that swords and spears and arrows produce in human flesh. But more worrisome was this constant undercurrent of sparring between the two men, as if there, too, a battle loomed, but neither general was yet willing to commit his forces.

Charles fought to suppress a smile and finally gave up. “Yes. That would be Ursula. Can it be arranged?”

“Yes.” Bakhtiian glanced over his shoulder and spoke words in khush. One of his attendants jogged away. “Is there anyone else who would like to—observe?” he asked.

“I would,” said Charles.

Bakhtiian did not reply for a moment, as if waiting for Hierakis to apply as well. When she did not speak, he nodded curtly. “I will arrange it. Now, if you will excuse me.” He left, attendants in tow.

“Charles, why in hell do you want to watch men killing each other? Ursula will be faint for the chance to see this, and since she has as much sensibility as a grave digger, it doesn’t concern me, but you—?”

“Cara, my dear, Tess has trained to fight in this man’s army. I want to see what she’s let herself in for.”

“Lady bless us,” responded Cara, suddenly enlightened. “You don’t suppose she was wounded, do you? That would explain why she didn’t come to meet us—”

“I’ll go roust Ursula.” Charles left her without waiting for her to finish.

Used to his abruptness, Cara merely knelt and laced up her other boot. Then, glancing once at the actors by the fire, whose numbers had tripled, she slipped into Charles’s tent. Since he had so little baggage, it took her very little time to find the folded parchment square that the young jaran rider named Aleksi had delivered to Charles at the end of that awful banquet. She flicked the brooch at her collar so that it bled light into the dark interior. Tess’s writing! She began to read.

“Dear Charles, I apologize for not coming to meet you, although why I’m apologizing I don’t know, when I had every intention of riding to the port but was forestalled by Ilya, who compounded the offense by forbidding me to leave camp until he returns with you and your party. Despite the fact that I have trained for over three years, he refuses to let me fight. While this may be an act you applaud, you cannot understand how it undermines what I am, and the entire fabric of my relationship to the jaran. If he did, in fact, marry me because—”

Cara had to stop reading for ten entire ten seconds, just absorbing this astounding fact. From outside, she heard a wagon draw up, and the lowing of beasts. She forced herself to read again.

“If he did, in fact, marry me because I am different, then he is doing everything in his power now to absorb me into his world entirely, however much he does it unconsciously. But then, Ilya is such a—” Here Tess had scratched out several words with such a thick stroke that Cara could not puzzle them out. “I will not let that happen.”

A sudden lance of natural light interrupted her. Charles walked in. He paused, one hand still on the tent flap, holding it open. She touched her brooch, and the slim beam of light vanished.

He regarded her quizzically. “What’s that?”

“Tess’s letter to you.”

“You might have asked.”

“If I’d asked, you would simply have hidden it better. I’ve known Tess almost as long as you have, Charles. You might have shared this with me. Married! To Bakhtiian!”

Charles smiled. “It gives me such pleasure to see you astonished, Cara, because it happens so rarely. Let me remind you that under Chapalii law a woman who marries loses all connection to her birth status and takes on her husband’s status entirely. Given that the natives of Rhui, again under Chapalii law, qualify as wildlife—not even as intelligent life—that puts Tess’s position as my heir rather in jeopardy. As it were.”

“You can scarcely think I’d trumpet this marriage to Chapalii Protocol. And in any case, you never contested her death declaration, so it seems to me that it’s a moot point.”

He let the tent flap down, drowning them in dimness. “Tess’s marrying can never be a moot point. I didn’t contest the declaration, but neither did I acknowledge it. That leaves her fate open to change.”

“And frees your hand to play your cards when you will. Still, there are rumors enough floating around that Tess is not dead, but in hiding.”

“Yes, and that serves our purpose as well. We humans understand rumors, and Chapalii do not.”

There was a silence, broken at last by Cara. “Do you know, Charles, I’m a little hurt. Marco must know.”

“Of course, but only because he guessed. And he swore not to tell anyone, for the same reasons. If only I know, then it can go no farther, no matter what the persuasion.” In the gloom of the tent, his voice carried with a mildness that was, Cara knew, deceptive.

But she still felt hurt. “Have I ever told you that the one thing I most dislike about you is this tendency you have to hoard information? You may smile, since you’ve heard it a hundred times, but you must start trusting others.”

She had long since grown used to his silences. This one was rueful. He got that funny little half smile on his face and crossed the room to her. “My love, I trust you entirely.” He embraced her, and they stood for a while that way. Finally, he eased himself away from her and kissed her lightly on the cheek. “It’s the Chapalii I don’t trust. Please recall that they murdered my parents.”

“I haven’t forgotten it. Goddess, how could I? Still—”

He chuckled and released her hands. “I yield. It’s now time that you know the whole of it. Read the rest.”

“I appreciate your openness,” she said dryly, and she flicked on her brooch light and scanned the page.

“Now I regret letting Aleksi remove the contraceptive patch in my left arm. Not entirely, because Ilya wants children so badly, but I had hoped—it sounds incredibly ridiculous to me now to say that I had hoped to have some experience, to have acquitted myself well as a fighter, before being bound to camp by pregnancy.”

“Pregnancy!” For the first time since beginning this journey, Cara felt real alarm, the pound of adrenaline, warmth flushing her skin. “But the incompatibilities! It could be lethal!”

“Now you see why I brought you, Doctor.”

“But wasn’t she told—?”

“How old was Tess when she lived in Jeds with us?”

She shook her head, having to count back years and calculate. “Ten? Twelve? She was a child.”

“Too young to get the lecture all the adults working on Jeds have received. And neither you nor I ever expected her to return so precipitously.”

“Or so secretly. Much less marry. She’s just a little girl. I never thought she would grow up.” She shook herself with disgust. “How I hate it when I don’t think.”

Charles smiled, a quirk of the lips. “We are here now. There’s no reason Tess can’t come home with us, when we leave. That will put her out of danger.”

“Charles. Charles. You can’t possibly believe that it will be so easy. Married! There’s a very good reason. You’ve met him.”

It was too dark to read his expression, but his mouth tightened, and his lashes shadowed his eyes. “We shall see,” he murmured. “I must go.”

Light flashed and vanished, and she was alone. “Goddess,” she swore. Still, what if it could be done? One Earth woman and three Rhuian women had gotten pregnant by men from the other planet and all of them had died, inevitably, from antigenic reactions caused by incompatibilities between Earth and Rhuian humans. But one of the babies had lived. Surely with proper monitoring, with complete studies of both parents, a pregnancy could be brought to term successfully. Think how much she could learn from it! The rate of mutation, the alterations the Chapalii had made within the DNA of the Earth population moved to Rhui, the changes, the adaptations, that had come about by themselves on Rhui which could be measured in contrast to Earth’s template—indeed, the development of a fetus molded of both worlds—all of this could be measured and quantified in such a controlled experiment. Added to what she had already learned, to her studies of the fundamental process of human development and aging—

But this was Tess. She recoiled from her own thoughts, shook herself, and read on.

“By the way, don’t be concerned about Aleksi’s involvement. He has a peculiar, detached way of looking at things, having been orphaned at an early age and only admitted into our tribe because of my friendship and because he has quite simply the best hand for the saber that anyone in recent memory has possessed, and he guessed soon after we met that I had come from a place not only different, but different in a way that passed the understanding of most of the jaran—even of Ilya. He is truly my brother in every sense of the word (except the biological). I trust him completely, and you should, too. He will deliver this letter to you. Also, when you arrive at the main camp, if I’m not there, do not worry. I may be riding out with a group that is going to escort a southern ambassador to our camp. I will be back soon after you arrive. Bakhtiian does not know this (of course), so don’t be concerned if he gets furious. He has a hard time containing his emotions and he hates having his will thwarted, but he won’t let his anger at me prejudice his dealings with you. Safe journey. Love, Tess.”

“Safe journey, indeed,” Cara muttered. She folded the parchment and tucked it back neatly into the pocket of the shirt in which she had found it, squaring off the corners. Then she went outside.

David had weeks since been granted the unofficial post of camp leader, a position he warranted due to his previous experience of camping expeditions on Earth and to his ability to work in harmony with Yomi Applegate-Hito, whose authority over the day to day routine of the Company not even Charles dared contest. By the time Cara ventured outside, David had already begun directing the striking of camp. Most of the actors and all of the rest of Charles’s immediate party rolled up tents and loaded wagons with commendable haste. Next to one of the wagons, reclining soporifically on a canvas chair, Anahita Liel Apphia sat with one hand cast up over her eyes, as if the sudden turn of events had exhausted her nerves. One of the young male actors—Cara could not recall his name, but Narcissus would have been appropriate—knelt beside her, patting her cheeks with a damp cloth. Beyond them, the big tent fluttered and sagged and with a gushing sigh collapsed. Beneath the canvas, a single figure struggled to free himself from inside. Cara hurried over and lifted the material enough to help him out; it was the leading man, Gwyn Jones.

“May I help?” she asked.

He smiled. Gwyn was a fairly young man, his features interesting rather than handsome; he had a quiet intensity that never, except when he was on stage, erupted into dramatics. “Please,” he said. He glanced briefly toward Anahita and her companion. Diana had stopped next to the pair and seemed to be making a speech. “Di!” Gwyn called. She turned and, when he waved at her, jogged over to them.

“We need a hand here.” Gwyn indicated Cara and himself. He bent to straighten one corner of the big tent.

“Well, I must say,” said Diana to Cara, seeing that Gwyn was inclined to ignore her, “that I’m disgusted with Hyacinth that he would cater to her whims rather than do something useful.” Expecting no reply, and receiving only Cara’s enigmatic smile, she strode around to another corner and pulled it tight.

Hal Bharentous arrived and, with four of them, the folding went quickly. As Diana and Gwyn rolled the canvas up and tied it, and Hal collected and bound up the poles, Cara allowed herself a moment to step back and watch while she wound the guidelines up.

“Doctor,” said a voice behind her. “I see you observe as well. Everything we watch, everything we do, becomes part of the work. And all work feeds the exercise that becomes the theater, the actual performance of which is only another, if more polished, exercise.”

Cara turned. “M. Zerentous.”

Owen Zerentous gave the briefest nod in acknowledgment, but his attention remained fixed on his actors. “There can be no separation between work and life. Like the rehearsal, the journey itself is a discovery.”

“Dad,” said Hal, half hidden by the bound poles, “I don’t think Dr. Hierakis is interested in your theories.”

“But of course she is,” said Zerentous. “She is a research scientist, an act of creative performance that binds her close in spirit to every other artist. Are you not, Doctor?”

Cara was saved a reply by the sudden eruption of an altercation over by the wagons, where Madelena Quinn was attempting to physically drag Hyacinth away from his station by Anahita. Zerentous’ interest, and his focus, shifted so thoroughly away from her that Cara felt as if he had left her before he took one step away.

“Well,” she said to no one as Zerentous strode away to observe this newest scene.

Gwyn Jones glanced up at her. “Yes,” he said, following the direction of her gaze, “but you must forgive him much. He’s a genius.”

“Tell that to the army that’s approaching when they ride, swords drawn, into a camp we haven’t broken yet,” muttered Hal.

“Good Lord,” said Diana, trying to hoist one end of the rolled up tent. “This thing weighs a ton.”

David ran up, his skin sheened with sweat. “This is down? Good. If you can load this into the fourth wagon—there—then all we’ve got is the bedding and carries, and we can get started.”

Hal and Gwyn and Di hoisted the rolled up tent between them and lugged it over to the wagons. Cara tarried behind. “I certainly don’t understand why actors must travel with so much luggage.”

David grinned. “I hadn’t noticed that you travel lightly, Doctor.”

Cara picked up the bundle of poles. “Have I ever told you how much I detest impertinent young men, David?”

“Many times. Here, I’ll take those, and if you’ll roll up that rug, we’ll be finished here.”

“You seem damned cheerful. Aren’t you nervous? With battles looming in the near distance.”

David shrugged as they began to walk. “I’ve never been scared of threats I can’t see. It’s a form of blindness, I suppose. It’s why I went into engineering. It’s all there, right in front of you. Yomi!” he called, diverted by the appearance of the Company stage manager. “I’ll give you five minutes. Then we’re going.” Yomi nodded, and then, with characteristic efficiency, she rounded on the group that had gathered by Anahita and dispersed it ruthlessly.

David proved as good as his word. In five minutes, the first wagon jolted forward, and in succession, the rest followed its lead. David sat next to the driver of the lead wagon, and Cara, as usual, began the day by walking briskly alongside. Like all the drivers, this one was an elderly but hale jaran man who spoke no language but khush. Nevertheless, he and David had formed a friendly partnership, linked by a shared even temperament and, Cara suspected, the simple fact of both being male.

Cara walked for an hour. The grass was damp from rain, and the sun slipped in and out from behind the clouds, so that the cast of light over the land brightened and dulled by turns. Finally, she swung up into the back of the wagon as it trundled along at an even and unslacking pace. She had conceived the greatest respect for the beasts that drew it, thick-shouldered, bovine animals that could walk for hours without rest. This day they did not even pause at midday, but it was only mid-afternoon when a new rider, an older man whose blond hair was bleached white with age, galloped up from behind and spoke to the lead driver. Their course altered; within half an hour the little train snaked around a low rise and came to a halt by a swampy pond ringed by scrub trees and a scatter of dense bushes.

Cara climbed down and surveyed the terrain. Already the drivers unloaded the wagons with unseemly haste despite Anahita’s shrieks of anger. First one wagon, then a second and third, and more, trundled out, leaving the party stranded by the pond.

“David,” said Cara, “I think you’d better get all those tents up. And get—ah, there you are, M. Applegate.”

“What in heaven’s name is going on?” Yomi asked. She cast a disgusted glance back toward the handful of actors clustered around Anahita, and a puzzled one toward the stream of wagons heading away from them. “Are we being abandoned?”

Now others came up to join the discussion: Joanna Singh, Rajiv, Maggie, and Marco. The actors had by now split into two groups: those milling around Anahita, and those with Diana and Gwyn, who were already unrolling the Company tent.

Cara caught Marco’s glance, and nodded. “We’ll need all the tents up, fires, as many open fires as you can get going, and I want to start boiling water now.”

“Oh, hell,” said David, as if he had just figured out what was going on. “I’ll do what I can, but I can’t stand the sight of blood.”

“Then we’ll put you in charge of preparations,” said Marco. “With Jo and Rajiv and Maggie. Start by gathering brush. Cara, will you need attendants?”

“You certainly, Marco. Anyone else who can stand it. The rest will have to fetch and carry.” She watched as Anahita collapsed onto a chair set up for her by Hyacinth. “Or else stay out of the way.”

David and Joanna and Rajiv and Maggie left.

“I beg your pardon, Dr. Hierakis,” said Yomi. “But I’m still confused. What’s going on?”

“We’re about to receive the wounded.”

“Ah,” said Yomi. “From the battle. I’ll go tell the actors. I’m sure they can help out.” She left.

Cara sighed. “So blithely. She hasn’t an inkling, Marco, of what we’re about to see.”

“They chose to come here. Now they have to face the consequences of that choice. If they can’t endure it, let them go home.”

Cara snorted. “You’re not very compassionate today, are you, Marco?”

“I save my compassion for where it will do the most good. It’s all very well to spout this nonsense about the universality of theater, but it’s still nothing more than a holiday for them. We’ll see how they like a dose of the painful truth.”

“My, you’re bitter today.” But she followed his gaze and saw that he was looking toward Diana Brooke-Holt, watching her as she and Hal and Gwyn extended the poles and lifted the canvas weight of the Company tent. “Ah. Test of fire for the sweet young thing?”

Marco started, glanced at her swiftly, and grunted in annoyance as he turned on his heel and stalked away in the direction of the pond.

“Well!” Cara considered his back as he strode off toward David and Maggie, who were gathering brush. “What does that mean?” But Marco’s affairs did not concern her now. She went to assemble her medical kit.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

WHEN THE FIRST RIDERS were sighted, coming in toward the camp, Diana felt sick with fear. She hoisted two buckets of water from the pond and lugged them over to the ring of campfires. Dr. Hierakis was swearing fluently in Rhuian about the lack of containers in which to boil water. At the far end of the pond a single tent had been set aside for Anahita and anyone who wanted to languish there with her, a total of five of the actors and none of Soerensen’s party.

The riders glinted in the sun as they pulled up a respectful distance outside of camp. They wore, over their scarlet shirts, segmented body armor with scaled tassets hanging down to cover their legs to the knees. A few wore helmets, although most had slung their helmets on leather straps over their saddles. Altogether, they presented a formidable picture, and there were only fifty of them.

Diana stared, realized she was staring, and picked up the two empty buckets to make a trip back to the pond.

“Diana! Can you help me over here?” It was Gwyn, setting up the Company’s screens into a square.

She hurried over. “What is this?”

“The doctor wants an outdoor surgery. Tie that there—”

Diana watched the riders from her vantage point. “It doesn’t look as if this group has any wounded, or as if they’re even going to come into our camp—” She broke off as Dr. Hierakis and Marco strode across the grass to the group of waiting jaran. Their gestured conversation was fascinating to watch, since it was obvious that no one spoke a common language. Soon enough Owen wandered over to study them.

“Excuse me.” Diana whirled, to see David and Maggie carrying a long, rectangular table. They brought it inside the screens and set it down. David stepped back to examine it. “Well, it was the best I could cobble together.”

Out by the riders, the doctor and an older jaran man had reached some kind of agreement. They walked together back to the tents, and behind them, walked—or limped—a number of the riders. As they came closer, Diana could see that they were indeed wounded: one man had an arrow sticking out of his thigh, broken off; another had blood seeping from his right side; a third had a bloody strip of cloth tied around his left eye.

“Marco, get my kit. Maggie, where’s Jo? I want her to stay in my tent and run sterilization on my instruments, so we’ll need someone—one of the actors, say—to fetch and carry. That should be easy enough for them. David, we’ll need another table, the wagons will be showing up by dusk. Can you find—yes, leave Rajiv in charge of the water; perhaps one of the actors can help you.” Dr. Hierakis caught Diana staring at her.

Diana felt like she was being considered by an expert. She shifted uneasily and glanced at the elderly jaran man next to the doctor. He had a kindly face—for a savage—and, meeting her gaze, he smiled at her and nodded.

“Of course,” said Dr. Hierakis abruptly. “If you think you can stand it, Diana, you can take water—boiled water, of course—to the wounded who are waiting to be treated. Goddess knows, they’ll be thirsty enough, and a pretty face will likely do them as much good as the drink. Can you manage it, do you think?”

It did not sound precisely like a challenge, but Diana became aware all at once that Marco Burckhardt had paused and was looking at her. “Certainly,” she said, hoping there was no betraying quaver in her voice.

“Good,” said the doctor. “Tell Rajiv what you’re about, and get some cups. And a spoon, perhaps, for the worst of them.”

But the cup sufficed, Diana quickly discovered. Of the fifty riders who had come in, at least three-quarters had some kind of injury that clearly kept them from fighting but not from riding. They settled in on the ground, waiting patiently as Marco and a young dark-haired rider performed triage and sent the worst-injured up to the privacy of the screens. Quinn got a cup, too, and they took water to each rider in turn. Diana soon suspected that many of these men could have gotten water for themselves but were content to wait in order to receive it from her hands.

The few older men, lined, sun-weathered, with silver in their hair, smiled directly at her and spoke a few words which she guessed to be some kind of thank you. The young ones never looked her in the eye, or if they did, not for more than an instant. But it was obvious that their apparent shyness did not stem from disgust. Quite the opposite, if anything; many times she turned only to see a young man blush and look away from her.

By the time they finished with the first group, a second group had ridden in. Things went much the same. The afternoon sun spread a layer of warmth along the ground, but it was shallow, and Diana knew that when night came, so would the cold. What if it rained again? Did these men even have blankets?

A second surgery had been set up in the Company tent, and Diana watched as Dr. Hierakis, now with two elderly jaran riders flanking her, walked into the tent. She had rolled up the sleeves of her tunic. Blood spattered the yellow fabric. Behind her, Maggie carried two unlit lanterns.

“Here.” Diana knelt beside a young man with cornflower blue eyes and fair hair. One shoulder piece dangled, cut away, and underneath it his scarlet shirt was damp. “You must be thirsty. Where are you wounded?”

An instant later she realized that the red shirt was doubly red, damp with blood not water, and that he was pale as much from pain as from complexion. He smiled at her, and looked away as quickly. He lifted his good arm and took the cup from her and drank, still not looking at her. But his body was canted toward her, not quite leaning, but yearning. He was pretty, not tall, and his shyness made him seem sweet to her.

She felt a sudden rush of affection and felt foolish all at once. “Goddess, I suppose that hurts like hell,” she went on, secure in the knowledge that he could not understand a word she was saying. “And you have the most beautiful eyes. Do all you jaran men have such gorgeous eyes?”

He blushed—clear to see, on his fair skin—and handed her back the cup.

“Careful, golden fair. The words may be Greek to him, but the intent is plain.”

Diana flushed and rose, casting a last sympathetic glance at the young rider before she turned to confront Marco Burckhardt.

Then he smiled, disarming her. “But the good doctor was right. He looks better already.” He knelt beside the young rider. “Te chilost?” The rider made a gesture with his good arm, speaking a few words. “Ah,” replied Marco. “Pleches voy?” The rider replied in a stream of words, but Marco only shook his head.

“Do you know their language? Did you know it before?” Diana asked, loitering.

“No. I’m learning it bit by bit. Very useful.” He glanced up at her. “Try asking nak kha tsuva. That means, ‘how are you called,’ more or less.”

That was definitely a challenge. Diana tried the words out in her head, and then turned to the young rider. “Nak kha tsuva?” she asked.

The rider grinned. “Anatoly Sakhalin.” He repeated the question back at her.

“Diana Brooke-Holt.” She hesitated, glancing at Marco. “I’m glad he's not badly hurt, at least.”

Marco had his little red knife out and was trimming the shirt away from the shoulder. “What makes you think that?”

Diana looked around them, at the men waiting patiently on the ground, some silent, some joking; one older man whose left arm hung limply and at an awkward angle sang a cheerful tune in a pleasant baritone. “They rode here, for one. And they aren’t—”

Marco peeled away the silk of the shirt. Skin came off with it. He dropped the bloody remains beside the broken shoulder piece. The shoulder had been crushed—by what, Diana could not imagine, except that bone gleamed white under pulped tissue. She gasped. Nausea and dizziness swept over her in waves. Anatoly Sakhalin shut his eyes. He paled to white with pain.

“Because they aren’t complaining?” Marco asked. “Well, they’re only savages you know, they don’t feel it like we do. He needs to go directly to surgery. I think the good doctor can manage something with this. Otherwise he’ll die when gangrene sets in. Could you fetch someone to help him over?”

He was mocking her. Through her horror at the sight of the gaping, splintered wound and her compassion for the young rider’s pain, she knew that Marco Burckhardt scorned her, that he scorned all the actors.

“I’ll do it.” She knelt without waiting to hear more, leaving her cups and leather canteen on the grass, and slipped her left arm around the young man’s waist. His eyes snapped open and he glanced at her and then, with an immense effort, he pushed himself to his feet. Swayed a little once there, with his good arm around her shoulders, but she steadied him. Marco stood up also. He looked, well, angry more than anything.

Diana ignored Marco and started off toward the screens. After about ten steps she felt dampness on her thigh and looked down to see blood leaking out of a rent in the rider’s black trousers. By the time they reached the surgery, the young man’s eyes were half-shut and most of his weight hung on her, but his right arm, gripping her right shoulder, was strong. Gwyn appeared at a gap between screens.

“Goddess, Diana. Here, let me help.” Together they half-carried Sakhalin in and lifted him onto the table. Blood spattered the grass around. Gwyn’s tunic was dappled with red.

“What’s this?” demanded Dr. Hierakis, pushing Diana away. Diana moved, only to be stopped by Anatoly himself. He clutched her wrist in his right hand. “Ah. Crushed shoulder, some splintering of the joint, dirt embedded; speared and trampled, I’d say. Thigh wound—that’s superficial. Here, Klimova, you see how the tendon—” Dr. Hierakis went on, explaining in Rhuian to her jaran companion as she doctored the wound. He watched, soaking in her techniques although he did not understand her words. But Diana lost track of the diagnosis. Anatoly Sakhalin had crept his hold up from her wrist onto her hand, and he held on to her as if she was his lifeline. While the doctor probed and poked and cleaned and moved things and took a needle and thread to him, he stared at Diana, his eyes locked on hers. She did not look away, as much because he so urgently needed her to fix on as because she did not want to see what the doctor was doing. Blood leaked out from the wound to trickle along Anatoly’s neck. His throat worked convulsively. His skin shaded from white to gray, and the black of pupil eclipsed the brilliant blue of his eyes. His grip crushed her fingers. A moment later, his eyes rolled up and he went limp.

She stood frozen until she realized his chest still rose and fell. She released his hand.

“Thank you, Diana,” said Dr. Hierakis. “Perhaps you’d do better here in the surgery. They’re stoic enough, but I must say this boy’s done the best of the lot.”

Diana felt like her head was attached by only a string to her neck. In an instant, she would be floating. She stared at the young rider, the blood, the pale curve of his lips, the blond mustache above his mouth and the cleanshaven line of his jaw. It stank here, of blood and wounds and pain.

“Diana,” said Gwyn calmly, “you’d better sit down.”

She sat down. Her vision blurred, dimmed, and focused again. Goddess, she would have fainted in another second. She took an even deeper breath, another, in and out, clearing her head. When it was safe, she looked up. Dr. Hierakis’s jaran companion, the old man, bound up the shoulder wound.

“Move him off,” said the doctor to Gwyn. “Who’s next?” She glanced down at Diana, who sat at her feet. “Move, Diana. You’re in the way.”

Gwyn and, to Diana’s surprise, Hal got their arms under the unconscious Anatoly and lifted him as gently as they could off of the table, carrying him away—to one of the tents, probably. Marco appeared, helping in a young man mutilated by a gash that had peeled the skin away from his cheekbone. Bone gleamed. It was horrifying.

“Where do you want me?” Diana climbed to her feet. “I’ll do whatever you think is best.”

Dr. Hierakis did not even glance at her. Diana felt—knew—that she had been judged and found wanting. An attendant who fainted at the least sign of pain was of no use in the surgery. “You’re doing very well with the water, Diana,” she said, though she certainly could not know how well Diana was doing, with all her efforts concentrated in the surgery. “Now, Klimova, you see here how the epidermis and facial muscle has—”

Diana retreated. Marco followed her, but she avoided him, gathering her canteen and cups back and starting down the line. A new group of riders had come in. She asked their names, one by one, as she gave them the precious water to drink.

Later, much later, she heard the wagons trundling in before she saw them. Belatedly, she realized that David was hanging lanterns from all the tent poles, that it was getting dark, well into twilight. The wagons rolled past: one, two…ten in all.

Diana hurried over to where they had halted, sure that these men would be parched, having fought all day and then jolted over the ground for such a distance. Out here, men had stripped off their armor and most of them clustered around the horses. A group broke off to assist with the wagons. At the head of the line, Marco and his young jaran associate leaned over the slats and peered at the wounded lying within. Diana ran up to the last wagon just as two men slung the first wounded man off.

She winced. How could they be so casual with him? Even if he was unconscious…They carried the rider past her, not a meter from her. He was dead. Fair hair hung down, trailing toward the grass. His face, so young, was unmarked. But the spark was gone. Whatever had animated him was fled, leaving only a shell.

Diana stared after him. She felt cold and hot all at once. He was dead.

“Diana?” The voice was tentative, and frightened.

Diana turned. “Quinn?”

“I…I can’t do this anymore. I’m sorry. It’s just…it’s just too awful.” Quinn caught in a sob. Her brown hair hung, tangled, loose over her shoulders, and dirt streaked her forehead. Lines of tears trailed down her cheeks. “Oh, Goddess. Look at them.” Then she spun and ran.

Diana knew where Quinn was headed without having to look: to the tent at the other end of the pond, where Anahita held her court, away from the horror that the camp had become. At the second wagon, Marco Burckhardt paused to stare toward them, to stare after Madelena Quinn, retreating from the ugliness of death.

Diana was suddenly furious. What right had he to judge them? Was he better than them, for having spent so many years on this barbaric planet? Because he had seen death before, because he could shrug it off now, did that give him license to despise them for their innocence? Marco was still watching her. Waiting. Seeing if she passed the test, which was no test at all except that he wanted it to be one. A man moaned, sobbing in pain. Goddess, these were the men too injured to ride. Another man was carried past her while she stood, hesitating; another man who was dead. She took two steps, three, then four, to the side of the wagon.

A man lay there, on his back. His chest rose and fell, rasping. An arrow protruded from his eye.

If she thought about it, she would scream. She knew it. But she was damned if she would give Marco Burckhardt the satisfaction of seeing her give up. And oh, sweet Goddess, the pain they were feeling. It tore at her, it hurt, to see them suffer.

She unscrewed the canteen and poured some water into the cup. Spooning it out, she got some through the lips of the man with the arrow in his eye—he was still partially conscious—and then she moved on to the next wagon.

As long as she didn’t think, she could manage her job. Each canteen went a long way, because these men were so badly hurt that mostly a spoon or two, fed through their dry lips, was all they could take. At some point she must have gone through all ten wagons, but by then two more wagons had come trundling in. About a third of the men were dead. They were carried away and set down in the grass. Some of the least injured jaran men carried brush out into the grass and laid out a circle of tinder; for what, she could not imagine. Funeral rites? She dismissed the thought as quickly as it came, knelt by a rider propped up on his saddle, and lifted the cup to his lips for him to drink.

“Nak kha tsuva?” she asked him. He managed the barest of smiles and whispered his name so softly that she couldn’t make it out, but by that smile, she suddenly understood that he would probably live, although blood stained his abdomen and his right leg was sheared through to the bone.

She rose and went on to the next man. And the next.

Ran out of water and trudged across to get more from Rajiv. The moon was up. Its light cast hazy shadows on the pale expanse of grass and the monstrous angles of the tents. A man screamed in pain. A moment later the scream cut off, abruptly. A million stars blazed in the black sky.

Crossing back to the three new wagons that had just come in, she strayed past the field of the dead. Several jaran men rifled the dead bodies, but in a reverent way that made her understand that this was part of their culture, removing the silk shirts, unbuckling belts, rolling up tassetted armor, collecting sabers.

She got to the new wagons just as Marco did. Halted opposite him, staring in at six men thrown together on the floor. One was dead. She could recognize the dead ones instantly by now. Marco leaned in and pulled aside armor and cloth, looking for wounds, gauging their seriousness. They looked mutilated, all of them.

“This one, to surgery now. Stanai.” Marco’s jaran associate spoke to some waiting men. They lifted the wounded man gently from the wagon and carried him off toward the tents. “He can wait. He can wait. This one, stanai.” Marco paused by the sixth man, a young rider with black hair. His eyes were closed. His breathing came in liquid bursts, blood bubbling and sucking on his chest; a trickle of blood ran out of his mouth. Marco probed under armor for the wound. Then he shook his head. The young rider’s eyes opened, and he looked up at the sky and then at the men surrounding him. He spoke, weak words but clear.

Marco shook his head again, but he said nothing.

“Shouldn’t he go straight to surgery?” Diana demanded. All the riders started, shifting to look at her and then away.

“Lungs,” said Marco. “He won’t last another hour. If he’s conscious at all, now, it’s only because he’s in shock and can’t feel the wound.”

“But you can’t just leave him—”

Marco shrugged and went on to the next wagon. Riders carried the other wounded men away, and lifted out the dead one, leaving the black-haired boy alone in the wagon. He watched them, but he said nothing more.

He knew he was dying.

Diana started to cry. Tears trickled down her face. The worst thing she could do was to cry; it weakened all her defenses, it was idiotic. There was nothing she could do for him, nothing anyone could do.

Then he saw her. His face lit with wonder. “Elinu,” he said, and he smiled.

Fiercely, Diana wiped the tears from her cheeks. She slung the canteen over her shoulder and crawled into the wagon. Getting her hands under his shoulders, she lifted him up and cradled his head in her lap. His eyes were clear, perfectly clear, as he stared up at her.

“Nak kha tsuva?” she asked.

“Arkady,” he whispered. His breath rattled in his throat. “Arkady Suvorin.” He said something more, words she did not know, but that one word again, elinu. She faltered. What else could she do but stare at him, and he at her. What use? She wanted to cry, but that would do neither of them any good. She grasped, and found the first leading role she had played, as an ingénue. And said it to him:

“‘Dost thou love me? I know thou wilt say ‘Ay;’ And I will take thy word.’” He gazed at her, rapt, as she went on with the lines, every fiber of her being concentrated on him. What else could she do, but ease him in his dying? “‘Therefore pardon me, And not impute this yielding to light love, Which the dark night hath so discovered.’”

But he was dead by then, slipped silently away. He lay still. His chest neither rose nor fell, and a last drop of blood congealed on his chin. But his face was at peace.

“Bravo,” said Marco softly, from so close beside her that she would have jumped if she weren’t so bitterly exhausted.

She stared at the dead man, his slack face, his dark hair.

“You’re braver than I thought,” said Marco. He made it sound like an apology.

“‘I have no joy of this contract tonight,’” she said in a low voice. She lifted the dead boy’s head off her lap and laid him down on the wagon floor. Stood up, brushing off her trousers and shaking out her knee-length tunic. Picked up the cup. Marco came around to the end of the wagon and caught her by the waist before she could clamber down, swinging her down, holding her. She felt the flush all along her neck, up into her cheeks. One of his hands rested at the small of her back, pressing her into him, against his chest and his hips. His breathing was unsteady, and he bent his head and kissed her lightly on the lips. Lightly, but he shook with some extreme emotion, desire for her, certainly, and perhaps even sorrow or rage at his night’s task.

“The other wounded—” She squirmed away, but he held her.

“No more. It’s quiet. They’re taken care of, or they’re dead.”

Out here, the two of them stood alone with the dead, those left in the wagons and those laid out in neat lines in the grass.

“I love you,” said Marco.

Diana wedged her hands in between them and shoved him away. “Don’t patronize me, you bastard,” she screamed, and then wrenched away from him and ran back to camp, not caring who stared.

Campfires ringed the cluster of tents. She slowed, coming to her senses. Or at least, coming to a sense of her dignity again. Her breathing came in short bursts, ragged, and she impatiently wiped another tear away from the corner of her mouth. Wiped at her nose with the back of one hand. The canteen sloshed against her right hip. She was gripping the cup so hard that her fingers ached, and then she realized that the fingers ached as well from the grip of the young rider, Anatoly Sakhalin.

As if the name, rising to her thoughts, was a talisman, she saw him. He sat inclined against a saddle, his face illuminated by firelight, talking to a man crouched beside him. He glanced her way, marking her movement, but his glance caught on her and his entire body tensed as he recognized her. The man next to him shifted and looked her way. Bakhtiian.

As if with a will of their own, her feet took her over to them, and she knelt beside Anatoly Sakhalin.

“We were just talking of you, my lady,” said Bakhtiian in Rhuian. His face glowed in the firelight, as if the heavens, even in the dark of night, could not bear to leave him unilluminated. “I am grateful, to you and to the others, for your work here today. I think I would have lost many more riders without your help.”

Diana blushed and looked at her hands, which rested on her knees. She could feel Anatoly Sakhalin’s gaze on her like a weight, pressing against her. Bakhtiian said something, short but not unkind, to the young man, and she looked up to see Anatoly avert his gaze from her.

“It’s Dr. Hierakis you should thank,” said Diana finally, finding her voice again.

“She is a great healer. There is much she can teach those of my people who are also healers. This young man, for instance, will keep the use of his arm, and since he is one of my promising young commanders, I am pleased.”

The young man had his left arm in a sling, bound against his chest, but the fingers of his left hand played with a necklace of golden beads draped around his neck, rolling the beads around and around against his palm. Now he spoke, quiet words to Bakhtiian. Bakhtiian raised his eyebrows, looking half amused and half quizzical, and turned back to Diana.

“Anatoly asks that I tell you that he is the eldest grandchild of Elizaveta Sakhalin, who is the—” He hesitated. “—I’m not sure how this would translate. She is the etsana, the woman who speaks for her tribe, of the eldest tribe of the jaran, the Sakhalin. He rides with my jahar until he gains enough experience to be awarded a jahar of his own. Which will be soon. Anatoly acquitted himself well today, leading the left flank in on the charge that broke their ranks.”

“What is a jahar?” At the sound of her voice using a familiar word, Anatoly brightened.

“A group of riders. Not my entire army, you understand, but a smaller group within it.”

“I understand. But I never heard what happened at the battle.” She hesitated. Was it even proper to ask such a thing? Bakhtiian seemed so mild, crouched here next to her. She knew the pose must be deceptive.

He smiled. “It seems that all khaja women are fascinated with war.”

“If I shouldn’t ask—” She broke off. Goddess, what if she had violated some kind of taboo?

“It is not my part,” said Bakhtiian cryptically, “to dictate to a woman what she should and should not do. As it happened, they were all on foot, a mercenary group hired by the port towns along the coast, with too few archers to do any proper damage.” Diana could not repress a shudder, thinking of the wounded men she had seen. “They had spears, too, and their captain seems intelligent enough. He seems inclined to shift his loyalty.”

“To shift his loyalty? To you?”

“As I said, he seems intelligent enough.”

“But could you trust such a man? And his troops?”

“A commander uses the tools he is given. It is up to him to use them where they will be strongest. Now, if you will excuse me, I have other riders to visit.” Bakhtiian spoke a few more words to Anatoly Sakhalin and then, nodding once at Diana, rose and left them. Anatoly lifted his head to watch Bakhtiian go. His expression betrayed the fierceness of his loyalty. Then he dropped his gaze to Diana, and then away, to stare at the fire.

Diana sighed. Suddenly, she realized how achingly tired she was. The barest gleam of light tinged the horizon. Soon it would be dawn.

Anatoly said something in khush to her, softly. There was no one else at this fire. Beyond, other fires sparked and burned, but she felt wrapped in a cocoon here, she felt, strangely enough, safe. She felt so completely unthreatened, sitting beside a man she barely knew, a barbarian, above all else, who had yesterday fought in a battle that would have sickened her to see, that she could not be sure if it was exhaustion that gave her a false sense of security or if indeed he posed no threat to her. The idea seemed ludicrous. He sat there, saber lying on the ground beside him, fingers playing with his necklace.

Out in the darkness, two people strolled by, talking in Anglais. A woman’s voice: “It was textbook, I tell you. The left flank charged in and just within bowshot turned tail and retreated in the most ragtag flight you’ve ever seen, and, of course, the damned fools took after them, thinking they’d scared them off. I saw someone—I believe it was the captain of the mercenary troop—trying to pull them back into line, but they charged after the left flank and then, of course, got slammed by a second charge from the jaran center. Beautifully done, and whoever commanded the jaran left flank had his timing and distance down to the penny. ‘When opponents open a doorway, swiftly penetrate it.’ That’s Sun Tzu. And they use the spears effectively enough as impact when they hit the line, but I can’t fathom why none of these riders use bow and arrow.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself, Ursula.” That was Maggie, sounding tired and hoarse. “We saw the uglier end of it here.”

“Aha, do I detect the superior voice of civilization lurking in your tone?”

They faded off into the camp. A man moaned, and a woman spoke gentle words. Farther away, someone chopped wood. The rhythmic hacking soothed Diana’s nerves. It was such an ordinary sound.

“Diana.” She glanced up, startled, to see Anatoly looking at her. On his lips, her name sounded exotic and yet tentative. Somehow he had slipped the golden bead necklace off from around his neck and now he held it out in his right hand, offering it to her. He said words to her in khush, grimaced as if frustrated by their inability to understand each other, and then spoke again. A handful of syllables said quietly the first time, then repeated with vehemence.

The words were meaningless to her, but said with an intensity that people reserve for a heartfelt “Thank you,” or “You’re beautiful.” Or, “I love you.” The words Marco had mocked her with, that she wished she had not heard. And here sat this one, and she wished so desperately that she could understand him.

She burst into tears. Finally, after all the long hours wearing away at the wall she had constructed in order to go on this hellish day, it took only this to shatter her. She choked down her sobs and looked up at him. With the tips of his fingers, he brushed the tears off of her cheeks and touched his wet fingers to his lips, savoring their precious substance. No man had ever made as simple a gesture as this for her; layers of polished words, of fresh, expensive flowers, or sophisticated holowraps weeping of desire unfulfilled and hearts pining away; but never anything this artless and this sincere.

He said something more to her and then, to her horror, struggled up to his feet.

“Anatoly! No, you shouldn’t get up.” She jumped to her feet.

He wasn’t listening to her. He dipped his head, to get the necklace back on.

She stopped him. “No.” She took it from him and settled the gold beads around her own neck. His face lit in an astonished smile, and he recalled himself and looked away.

He waved toward the tents, pillowed his head on his hand, mimicking sleep. Motioned that way, but did not touch her. He began to walk, so she had to follow. He limped badly, but he refused help. He led her to Dr. Hierakis’s tent, and here he paused beyond the awning, in the half-gloom heralding dawn. Under the awning, Charles Soerensen sat with Dr. Hierakis and David and Marco, conferring by lantern light. Marco glanced up. His gaze froze on Diana for an instant, moving to her chest, where the necklace dangled, gleaming. Darted to Anatoly Sakhalin, and then he looked away, lips tight, his expression shuttered.

Anatoly spoke to her in a low voice and motioned toward the tent and made the pillowing gesture again. Diana nodded and, as if that satisfied him, he caught her gaze for a piercing instant, and then turned and limped away.

Diana took in a deep breath and walked under the awning. “Doctor, is there somewhere I can sleep?” she asked.

Dr. Hierakis did not even look up. “Yes, dear. In my tent. Maggie and Jo are already in there. Just be careful of the equipment.”

Diana did not look at Marco, kept her gaze away from him as she slipped past the little group and pushed the tent flap aside to go in.

“Diana? Here’s a stretch of ground, and a thermal blanket.”

“Maggie. Goddess, I’m tired. What are you doing?”

“Just trying out this new program.” Maggie lay on her side. A thin slate gleamed on the tent floor, its screen lit with letters and numbers. “It’s a fairly primitive translation program from an abstract of the khush language sent to us by His Nib’s sister.”

“Oh.” Diana lay down. She stared at the dark canvas ceiling above. Perhaps she was simply too tired to sleep. “Maggie. What does elinu mean?”

“Hmm.” The sound of light tapping. “‘Angel.’ ‘Spirit.’ Wait, there’s a longer description here. ‘The Sun’s daughters are elinu and they come down from the heavens to men and women who have died in battle or in childbirth—’ That’s egalitarian of them, I should say. ‘—to raise them up to Heaven.’ There’s a cross reference to—” Maggie went on.

Diana shut her eyes. “Arkady Suvorin,” she whispered, so that she would not forget his name. But somehow, she doubted she ever could. Yet it was not his face she saw, drifting down into sleep, nor even Marco’s, but Anatoly Sakhalin’s, staring at her while he lay on the surgery table, holding on to her as if she alone secured him to the earth.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ORZHEKOV LIKED TO MAINTAIN a leisurely pace, preferring to save her riders’ strength for battle. Not for her the constant, restless driving pace endured by those riders favored enough—or cursed enough, some men muttered—to ride with Bakhtiian’s chosen thousand, or with those commanders eager to emulate Bakhtiian. It was one reason that men sought a place in her jahar. For another, she knew how to think fast and well when trouble rode in, and her jahar had invariably taken low casualties in the past three years. She was famous for being reckless on her own behalf and conservative when it came to the riders under her command. That she was a woman, and Bakhtiian’s niece, counted for less than the chance to see the plains and one’s wife and children again.

So it caused no comment that Orzhekov’s looping sweep of towns along the lands tributary to Bakhtiian took longer than it might have, given a hastier commander. Indeed, it took so long that word reached them when they were still a day’s ride from the main camp that Bakhtiian had already returned from his mysterious trip to the coast with a host of barbarians in tow.

A number of the men dug out a fire pit near the commander’s small traveling tent and loitered there, hoping to glean additional information by proximity. Hobbled horses grazed on the outskirts of the little camp. Orzhekov stood outside her tent, talking with Tess Soerensen and Soerensen’s brother, Aleksi, who had joined up with them in late afternoon with the news.

“That one, Aleksi, he rides with Bakhtiian’s jahar, doesn’t he? But I heard he hasn’t even a family name. How’d he get so honored?”

“He’s Soerensen’s brother, you fool. She adopted him three years past.”

“But he’s an orphan, Leonid. I heard his whole tribe was killed, that it was a plague sent by the gods. That only he and a sister lived, and she died soon after. You’d think even a khaja woman would know better than to take in someone as cursed as all that—”

“Hush, you idiot. Have you ever seen him fight? He’d take your ears and your balls off before you even drew your saber.”

In the low round of laughter that followed this sally, Feodor Grekov strolled up to the fire and some of the men moved aside to make room for him.

“Grekov. Haven’t you any news for us?”

“Why should I have any more news than you, Yermolov?”

Several of the riders chuckled. Feodor flushed. “Well,” said Leonid with a grin, “you’ve shared her tent more than one night this trip. She must say something.”

Conscious of Orzhekov’s proximity, a few men offered suggestions, in low voices, of what their commander might say.

From her tent, Nadine had turned to watch Feodor Grekov settle down by the fire. She raised her voice and called over to her riders. “If you men haven’t anything better to do but sit and gossip around the fire, you can give the horses some extra grain. We’ve a hard ride in the morning, and an early start.”

The men grumbled, but they all rose.

“Just like a woman,” said Leonid good-naturedly. “If they think you’re giving their lover a hard time, then they work you to death.” But he gave Feodor a friendly slap on the shoulder as he left.

Nadine watched the riders disperse and then turned back to Tess. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d better go prepare our ambassador. We’ll reach camp by mid-afternoon, and if he doesn’t want to destroy his embassy completely, he has a couple of hard truths to learn about the jaran.”

“Dina, if you don’t mind me saying so—”

“I probably will, but you’ll say it nevertheless, so go on.”

Tess rubbed her hands together and blew on them, then slid her gloves out from under her belt and pulled them on. “You’re just putting his back up.”

“I invite you to try. You’ve a worse temper than I do.”

“Do I, indeed?” Tess glanced at Aleksi, who winked at her. She sighed. “Only where Ilya is concerned, and it hasn’t done me a damn bit of good yet. I’ll speak with the ambassador.”

Nadine stared past Tess at the elaborate nagged awning that Jiroannes’s servants had set up, as they did every evening, precise in their work. The tent entrance always faced southeast, toward the lands of the Great King. From this angle, they saw the back of Jiroannes’s head where he sat in his carved and padded chair. One of the Vidiyan guardsman stood next to him, holding a lantern to cast light on the parchment Jiroannes read. “I wish you luck. May I watch?”

“Aleksi and I will go. You may listen, but stay in the shadows. He doesn’t like you, Dina, so I’d rather he not see you.”

Nadine gave a sarcastic snort. “As you command, Soerensen.” But she did not wait to watch them go, rather walked out toward the horses.

“She’s moody,” said Aleksi.

“Dina is always moody. How did Charles seem? You got the letter to him?”

“Yes. He doesn’t look like you.”

“No, that’s true enough.” She pulled off her gloves and tucked them back into her belt.

“You’re nervous, Tess.”

She rubbed her hands together and started to jerk the gloves back out, then stopped herself, looking rueful. “Damn it. Yes, I am.”

“He didn’t seem frightening to me, though he’s a great prince.”

“You didn’t grow up being the only heir to the prince, Aleksi. I know he’s not happy that I stayed here.”

“But, Tess, you’re a woman, you’re of age. Where you stay is surely your own choice.”

If only it were. Or at least, if only it were so easy. He cocked his head to one side, waiting; Aleksi always knew when to wait and when to speak. He read her better, in many ways, than Ilya did, because Aleksi never layered any emotions on top of hers. But she was in too strange a mood tonight to nurse her anger at Ilya. She sighed finally and said nothing. Instead, she walked out onto the grass in a loop that would bring her by a roundabout way to Jiroannes’s cluster of tents.

“Bakhtiian is furious that you left camp,” said Aleksi.

Tess shrugged. “I’m not afraid of Ilya.”

“But you are afraid of your own brother.” He flicked at his chin with one finger, considering the stars. “I don’t understand the khaja,” he said at last. “And you even less.”

“What do you mean by that?” It was his turn to shrug, and Tess chuckled. “Tell me about the battle.”

“Some of the elders of the coast towns hired a mercenary force to waylay us. They did as well as they could, being khaja, but of course it was hopeless for them. Anatoly Sakhalin did a brilliant job of executing the charge and flight. He was wounded, but he says that one of the khaja women—” Aleksi switched for a moment to Rhuian. “—one of the actresses—saved him from being carried away by the angels. He gave her a necklace.”

“Oh, dear. What happened to the mercenaries?”

“Bakhtiian sent the captain to occupy Barala, the principal of the towns that hired him. He’s to execute the elders, collect tribute, send half to Bakhtiian and keep half for himself. Bakhtiian is going to send Suvorin’s jahar out to patrol that line of coast for the summer and perhaps into the winter as well.”

“Suvorin, eh? Ilya doesn’t much like Suvorin, so doubtless that will keep Suvorin busy and out of trouble.” Tess halted.

The square Vidiyan tents rose like blots of darkness some thirty paces before them. A Vidiyan guardsman sat on a rug to the left of the cluster of tents, polishing a silver tray and a set of silver dishes. The scent of aromatic herbs drifted to them on the breeze, swelling with the steam from a kettle perched on a fire of red-hot coals. The woman—the slave—knelt behind her master’s chair. Her hands lay perfectly still on her thighs, and her gaze seemed fixed on her hands. She did not move.

What kind of a world have I chosen to live on? Tess thought. Yet it was no different from what Earth had been, with the same cruelties and the same kindnesses and the same hopes. And whatever else the jaran might be, they were her family. She took in a deep breath and let it all out in one huffing blow. “Now, Aleksi. You are to be silent and still.”

“As still as that one?” He nodded toward the slave.

“Lord. I wonder what she thinks of, sitting there. Silent in any case. I’m going to be respectful, which is what this boy needs, I think. In order to be able to allow himself to hear what I’m saying.”

“You’re never respectful to Bakhtiian.”

“Gods, if I was as respectful to Ilya as the rest of you are, he’d become insufferable. Shall we?” She walked forward around the outskirts of the camp and halted at the farthest fringe of awning. Aleksi followed two paces behind her.

Tess stood there, patient, until Syrannus rose and approached her. If Jiroannes was aware that she was there, he showed no sign of it. He kept reading.

“I thank you for recognizing me,” said Tess to Syrannus, in Rhuian. “I ask for permission for myself and my companion to enter, and to speak with His Eminence.” The final words, Jiroannes’s title, she spoke in Vidyan, and that did make Jiroannes glance up in surprise. He lowered his gaze as swiftly, still pretending to ignore her, but the line of his mouth tightened.

“Please.” Syrannus gestured for her to step onto the carpet. “If you will wait.”

The old man looked nervous, and when he turned to hurry over to his master’s chair, he wiped his hands on his black sash as if he were wiping sweat from his palms. The two men spoke together. Jiroannes handed Syrannus the parchment and the servant rolled it up carefully and called a second guardsman over to take it away. The first guardsman shifted position, angling the lantern light to include a patch of ground before the chair.

Syrannus hurried back to Tess and gestured her forward. She crossed the outer carpet and inclined her head respectfully to Jiroannes. “May the Great King live many years, and his affairs prosper, and your fortunes follow his,” she said, still in Vidyan.

Jiroannes hesitated. From what little Tess knew of Vidyan, she had now put him in a position from which he had either to greet her respectfully in return or else insult her deliberately.

At last, he spoke. “May your name dwell a thousand years in the heart of the Great King.” He did not stand. Neither did she kneel. After a moment, he signed to Syrannus, and the old man brought a stool.

Tess sat. It was parity, of a sort. “I hope, your eminence, that you will forgive my speaking in Rhuian, since I do not speak your language well enough to converse in it.”

“Where did you learn it? Surely you have not visited the Great King’s lands?”

“No, to my sorrow I have not. But I always seek to learn new languages.”

“Ah.” He appeared satisfied that some piece of a puzzle known only to himself had just fallen into place. “You are an interpreter.”

Tess suppressed her grin. “Yes,” she agreed, realizing just then the best tack to take with him. “But I am also a khaja—a foreigner—traveling with the jaran. In this, you and I are alike. Originally, I came from Jeds.”

Now he looked interested. “Jeds is a great city. The Great King has exchanged royal gifts with his cousin the prince of Jeds, and we have sent envoys there in the past. Indeed, a Jedan merchant admitted to the palace school taught me and the other young nobles Rhuian, since the Great King deemed it an important language to learn for those of us aspiring to become envoys and ambassadors.”

“Perhaps, your eminence, you will kindly allow me to tell you a few things I have learned in my years with the jaran. I have every hope that your mission will succeed. Certainly I hope to avoid war between Bakhtiian and your Great King.”

He prickled, definitely, but he did not dismiss her. “How did you come to be with the jaran?” he asked at last. “Are you a slave?”

For an instant, Tess allowed herself the pleasure of imagining how Nadine would react to such a remark, directed at any jaran woman. But then, Nadine would never make a good ambassador. “Your eminence, I am married to Bakhtiian.”

He blinked. In the cast of light from the lantern, his narrow face bore an almost demonic look, framed by the white cloth bound around his head and his pointed black beard.

But Jiroannes came from a polygamous culture. She could be any junior wife, of marginal importance, except perhaps that she was khaja and an interpreter.

“I beg your pardon, your eminence,” Tess added. “I did not make myself clear. I am Bakhtiian’s only wife. I am also the sister of the prince of Jeds.”

There was silence; a long silence, as the poor boy absorbed the full meaning of her simple declaration. “Your grace,” said Jiroannes at last, reluctantly but with a kind of fascinated horror. He stood up.

“Please, your eminence. Do sit down.” He sat. She considered his chastened face. Doubtless the knowledge that the Jedan prince had already deemed Bakhtiian and his jaran hordes dangerous enough to offer a marriage alliance to them made a formidable impact on the Vidiyan ambassador. Not to mention insulting her by calling her a slave. Lord, he really was quite young, and probably as spoiled and self-absorbed and isolated a young noble as she herself had been, growing up as the only sibling of the great hero of humanity, Charles Soerensen.

“Your grace, I beg pardon for any rudeness you may have received on my behalf.”

“You are forgiven.”

“Certainly I would be honored to listen to your wisdom concerning these jaran barbarians.”

How quickly they came to an accord, civilized cousins thrown in with the savages. Tess allowed herself a smile, and then she began, gently but firmly, to make him begin to understand how different things were with the jaran.

The slave-girl still knelt behind Jiroannes’s chair. Could the girl understand Rhuian? She did not move. She might have been carved from stone, so still was she. Tess realized that she wasn’t particularly angry with Jiroannes for keeping a slave. Disgusted. Resigned, knowing that the institution could not be erased with a wave of her hand. One had to work slowly. That’s what Charles would say. She winced internally. Who was acting like Charles now?

At last she took her leave. Jiroannes rose and bowed to her, then escorted her personally to the edge of the carpet. She walked out onto the grass with Aleksi and just stood there, breathing in the air. The wind brushed her hair. Stars filled the night sky, brilliant with promise. Over by Nadine’s tent, the fire pit had long since smoldered into coals. On a far rise, an edge of darkness against the darker sky, the tiny figure of a scout blotted out stars. Horses stood scattered beyond the camp, some staked, some hobbled. A few tents had been set up, but most of the men slept on the ground, dark lumps wrapped in blankets.

“I love the plains,” said Tess in a low voice, letting the sky and the sweep of ground envelop her. “It’s so open here.”

“Look there.”

Tess followed the line of Aleksi’s gaze to see a man pause beside Nadine’s tent and then duck inside. “Grekov, again? He’s in love with her. She’ll never have him, though.”

“But women have no choice in marriage,” Aleksi objected.

“Jaran women don’t, it’s true. But Nadine is no longer truly jaran. Jeds marked her too well.” Tess’s gaze flicked over the Vidiyan encampment and halted on the slender form of the ambassador, watching—what? But it was clear enough what he was watching. He, too, stared at Nadine Orzhekov’s tent. A moment later his slave-girl approached him and knelt at his feet. He retreated inside his own tent. She followed.

“Sonia’s not going to like this,” Tess said, to no one in particular, to the stars, perhaps. And why should Sonia like it? That she would not was one of the reasons that Tess could love her so well.

“Aren’t you going to sleep?” asked Aleksi.

She shook her head. “I can’t sleep. I think I’ll walk for a while.”

“I’ll walk with you, then.”

And Tess was glad of his company.

The night wind came up, swelling and ebbing around them, sighing through the grass in waves. Above, stars shone. Men slept below. The deep silence that lay here was otherwise complete and, in its immensity, liberating.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE FIRST DAY, YOMI told the actors to stay within their little enclave of tents and on no account to venture out into the confusion of the jaran camp. Ever the slave driver, Owen led them in a round of exercises until midday and after lunch put them to work setting up the screens and the carpets and the portable platform at the edge of the enclave. He had chosen the space carefully. The ground sloped up here, providing a natural amphitheater. He fussed over the placement of the screens, of the carpets, of the platform, until he drove all the actors crazy. Yomi finally sent them to supper.

Diana escaped to the enclave bordering the Company’s cluster of tents, that of the Soerensen party. To her eye, Charles Soerensen’s tent had also been set up carefully, facing the outskirts of the jaran camp as if inviting envoys to visit this acre of earth that he claimed as his by right of possession. Dr. Hierakis’s large tent stood beside his, more a companion than an attendant, and behind them the smaller tents of his party formed a semicircle around the back, enclosing a patch of ground as a kind of private courtyard.

Here she found David and Maggie, crouching beside a fire pit dug into the earth.

“It’s cold today,” said Maggie as Diana came up, “but at least it didn’t rain. Hello there, Diana. I heard you all hooting and howling over yonder. What on earth were you doing?”

“Vocal exercises. I hope we didn’t spook anyone.” Diana glanced past the straight edge of Soerensen’s tent toward the vast camp sprawled beyond.

“Oh, they already think the good doctor is some kind of otherworldly visitor.”

“Good Lord,” muttered David.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” added Maggie. “Not literally, that is. She’s been very careful to make sure that all the medicine she does is technologically within their limits. There’s an entire conclave of old men and women in the doctor’s tent right now. I gather that they were tremendously impressed by her healing skills after that battle five days ago.”

Diana shivered. She knelt beside the fire and gratefully accepted a mug of hot tea from David. That afternoon and night seemed surreal to her now. She could almost believe it had never happened, except that they had had to repack the wagons and convey some of their goods on horseback in order to leave room in the wagons for the wounded who could not ride. “Gwyn said that only one man died on the trip here.”

“Two, I think,” said David. “But one of them Cara called a courtesy death. You acquitted yourself well, Diana, that night.” He shuddered. “I couldn’t have done what you did. I hate blood.”

“Handsome necklace.” Maggie reached out and traced her fingers over the gold beads. “I’ll bet these are solid gold. Do you know what this is worth for the metal alone?” Diana blushed. Maggie grinned. “Ah, going native already, are you? I hear the young man who gave this to you is one of their nobility. Or at least, of an important family. I’m not sure our concept of nobility is quite the right word.”

Diana studied the steam rising out of her mug. It rose into the air and dissipated, wafted into nothingness by the cold breeze. She had not seen Anatoly Sakhalin since that night, and by now he was probably swallowed up in the jaran camp. Never to be seen again. “It seems like once Bakhtiian and his army—his soldiers—got back to us, that we weren’t allowed anything to do with the wounded. Except for Dr. Hierakis, of course.”

“Can you blame them? We are foreigners, after all. Perhaps they have some kind of taboo. Or perhaps they just prefer to take care of their own. Why should they trust us?”

Marco ducked out from the back entrance to Soerensen’s tent and glanced up. Diana saw him register her presence, she even caught his eye, but he turned around and slipped back inside the tent. As if he was avoiding her. Which he was. Which he cursed well ought to. “Did you ever find out what the big fire was that they lit after we left?”

“Oh, you mean from the pond? A cremation pyre. They burn their dead.”

David shuddered again. “Just heaped them on and burned them. Why did I come? Or did I ask that already?”

Maggie laughed. “A thousand times. Don’t repeat yourself, David, you’ll get boring.”

“I wonder what they think of us,” Diana mused.

“They think you’re an angel,” said Maggie, and laughed again when Diana turned red. “Which seems ironic enough, when you think of it.”

“When will we be allowed to go out into their camp?” David asked. “I’d like to do some drawing.”

“I don’t know,” admitted Maggie, “but I imagine His Nibs is going to be cautious.”

“Very cautious,” echoed David. “What’s going on out there?”

Diana rose with the other two and followed them out alongside Dr. Hierakis’s tent. Under the awning of her tent, Dr. Hierakis sat cross-legged on a pillow surrounded by about twenty women and men of various ages, mostly elderly.

Diana stared. She had not yet seen a jaran woman. They looked, well, rather ordinary. They wore long tunics dyed in bright colors over striped trousers and soft leather boots. Some wore simple beaded headpieces draped over their braided hair; others wore a round fur cap shaped like the men’s helmets. The men here wore gold or blue shirts, not red, and there was less embroidery on their shirts. A few men in the scarlet worn by the soldiers loitered in the background. One man was seated in the middle, his back to Diana and her companions, and he was clearly the object of the conversation: his shirt lay at his hips, revealing a handsome expanse of bare back. An older silver-haired jaran man was crouched beside him, drawing patterns on his shoulder that traced the line of his scars and injuries.

“Look,” said Diana, nodding toward the silver-haired man. “He speaks Rhuian, too. If you listen to the interchange between him and Dr. Hierakis, you can tell he’s translating for the others. I wonder where an old man like that learned Rhuian.”

“Lady in Heaven,” said David in a hushed voice. “It can’t be.” He sounded so odd that Diana turned to him in alarm. But he was looking beyond her, beyond the gathering under the doctor’s awning, beyond Soerensen’s tent, toward the outskirts of the jaran camp.

Three jaran soldiers came cantering around the outer fringes of the vast encampment. An instant later, Diana realized that although they all were dressed in the red shirts and black trousers of the jaran soldier, two were female. The man was the one called Aleksi. Of the women, one had the black hair and olive complexion of those of the jaran who were dark, but the other had, not blonde hair and a fair complexion, but something in between. They pulled up thirty meters in front of Soerensen’s tent and dismounted. The brown-haired woman was half a head taller than her female companion, as tall as the male, as tall as many of the jaran men; as tall as the women in Soerensen’s party. She wore a saber at her belt and carried herself with the kind of unconscious authority of those who are used to an exalted position in life.

“Tess!” The exclamation came, unexpectedly, from Dr. Hierakis. She stood up abruptly, disrupting her conference.

As if on cue, the entrance to Soerensen’s tent swept aside and Soerensen walked out, deep in conversation with Marco. He took two steps, glanced toward the doctor and the more distant clump that was Diana and David and Maggie, and stopped. For a beat, he did nothing. Then he looked straight up, along the converging lines of their sight, at his sister.

“Charles!” The name burst out of Terese Soerensen as if by accident. She clapped her hands over her mouth in a gesture that looked utterly spontaneous and after a moment lowered them. She had the kind of stupid grin on her face that afflicts people who are overwhelmingly nervous and excited together. A few words passed between her and her companions; then she ran forward and hugged her brother.

He, too, was smiling. They separated, and Tess turned to greet Marco. She laughed at him and slapped him with some amusement on the chest. He grinned. Diana could not hear what they were saying. Dr. Hierakis waded around the sea of healers and put out her arms.

This time, Tess Soerensen’s smile looked more confident and more genuine. She embraced Dr. Hierakis firmly, and her smile as they parted was easy and cheerful. Skilled as Diana had become at reading body language, she could tell that the doctor’s greeting was warmer than Charles Soerensen’s; not more heartfelt, perhaps, but less constrained.

“My God, she’s different,” breathed David.

“Well well well,” said Maggie.

“She’s…she’s…”

“I’d never heard she was quite that handsome as a girl. I always heard she was shy, awkward, and headstrong. But then, I’ve never met her, and by the time I signed on with His Nibs, she was at university and then absconded to Rhui.”

“Reserved, not shy,” corrected David, still gaping. Tess Soerensen glanced their way, and her eyes rounded suddenly, recognizing David. She hesitated, then waved him over.

“Invited to the presence,” said Maggie.

“Damn you, Mags. Come with me. I’m not doing this alone. You, too, Diana.”

“Cold feet?” Maggie asked.

“You cold-hearted bitch. Mags, please.”

Maggie chuckled. “Well, come on, then, Diana. Our womanly presence will support the poor besotted fool.”

“‘What passion hangs these weights upon my tongue? I cannot speak to her, yet she urged conference.’”

“Lord,” moaned David. But he straightened his shoulders and set off to cross the gap. Maggie followed, grabbing Diana by the wrist and tugging her along behind. The jaran healers sat quietly, patiently, and watched this little scene with interest. The silver-haired man smiled at Diana as she passed. The next instant, she realized that the young man sitting in the center, just now struggling to get back into his shirt, was Anatoly Sakhalin. As his head emerged through the collar, he glanced up, saw her, and averted his gaze from her as swiftly as if her presence stung him. Maggie dragged her to a stop behind David, and she had to wrench her attention back to the matter at hand.

“David!” Tess Soerensen was saying. “What are you doing here? Did Charles drag you along?”

It took Diana a moment to figure out what was strange about her speech: the cadences of her Anglais were slightly altered, as if she had not spoken it for some time.

“I had sufficient inducements,” replied David. “I’m interested in ancient engineering, after all. Tess, you haven’t met Maggie O’Neill.”

“Honored,” said Tess Soerensen, shaking Maggie's hand.

“Likewise,” replied Maggie with her usual aplomb. “I’m Charles’s assistant, recorder, and official historian. This is one of the actors, Diana Brooke-Holt.”

Diana smiled at Tess Soerensen. Tess had fine green eyes and a sincere smile, but nothing of her brother’s quietly formidable bearing. “Honored,” Diana said, feeling all at once that she might like this woman and not feeling at all overawed by her. “I understand you’re doing linguistics fieldwork here, M. Soerensen.”

“Tess, please.” Soerensen blinked, looking confused for a moment. She glanced at her brother and immediately an expression of comprehension flashed over her features. “Of course,” she said, sounding a little simpleminded. “My linguistics research. Of course. And you’re one of the—actors?”

“The Bharentous Repertory Company,” put in Dr. Hierakis. “Surely you’ve heard of them, Tess. They’ve come along to do some fieldwork themselves.”

“Of course I’ve heard of them. I saw them in Berlin, performing the Mahabharata. I don’t recall if you were with them then.” She considered a moment and as if by habit glanced back toward her two jaran companions, still waiting fifty paces out. “Oh, hell,” she said under her breath.

Charles Soerensen was a quiet man, holding his power in reserve, hoarding it, concealing it from a power greater than his own—the power of the Chapalii Empire. Waiting for a chance to strike again, to free humanity from the yoke of the alien Empire. Even his entrances, such as the one Diana had just witnessed, were subtle, small entrances, perfectly timed but not showy, and never ostentatious.

From the camp, entering stage left, came an altogether different kind of leader. He walked with only two attendants, and yet the two could as well have been one hundred, they endowed him with so much state.

Bakhtiian looked furious. His fury radiated so far that even though Diana could barely distinguish his features, she could read anger in every line of his body.

“Excuse me,” said Tess, turning to leave.

“Where are you going, Tess?” asked her brother quietly.

Tess cast a rueful grin back over her shoulder. “To head him off at the pass.”

“No,” said Charles.

Tess halted as if she had been pulled short by a rope. She did not move at all for a moment, then she spun back. “Charles, let me go.” She sounded—angry? scared? shocked?—Diana could not tell.

“We will wait here,” he replied calmly.

Tess dropped her chin and stared at the ground, for all the world like a scolded child.

Bakhtiian paused for long enough beside Aleksi and the female soldier to add them to his train. Their obedience, like Tess’s to her brother, was absolute and immediate. Bakhtiian advanced on Soerensen’s tent. Diana looked behind to see the jaran healers and Anatoly Sakhalin watching also.

With curt politeness, Bakhtiian halted five paces outside the awning of the tent and inclined his head toward Charles Soerensen. “I trust you have set up your camp to your satisfaction,” he said in Rhuian. He did not look at Tess Soerensen. No, it was more than that. He was forcefully not looking at her, as if the action of not looking at her was as deliberate as if he had chosen to look at her.

“Indeed, we have,” replied Charles Soerensen. “It is a good stretch of ground, and suitable to our purpose here. The actors are especially pleased with the terrain, since it provides them with a natural amphitheater.”

“I hope my people will be able to enjoy their performances soon. We will have a proper celebration to honor your arrival at our camp tomorrow evening. I would be pleased to escort you and any of your party around our camp tomorrow morning, if it pleases you. Now, if you will excuse me, there are military matters which I must discuss with my generals.”

He took one step back, turned, and then turned back. “Soerensen?” he said, to Tess. It meant: of course you will attend me as well. Now.

Standing with one foot on, one foot off, the carpet, at the edge of the awning, Tess stood equidistant between the two men. Everyone was watching her. They were waiting for her decision.

She lifted her chin finally, clearly aware that she was the focus of all attention. She looked angry and embarrassed and irresolute and even slightly amused. But she did not say anything. The silence stretched out until it became painful.

Soerensen waited. Bakhtiian waited. In fact, Diana realized, they were both waiting for Tess to capitulate to them, knowing that she could not capitulate to both. In a sudden rush of insight, of compassion, Diana realized that Tess could not make that decision. Not now, at any rate. What had led her to wear jaran clothing and ride with jaran soldiers Diana did not know. What led Bakhtiian to order her around as if she were one of his people was also a mystery. Even if Tess wanted to disobey her brother’s deceptively mild command, Diana was not sure that she could.

Murmuring rose in the huddle of jaran healers only fifteen paces to their backs. Marco Burckhardt slipped a hand inside his belt, reaching for something. David took an impulsive step forward, blindly trying to protect—Tess? Or Charles? Anatoly Sakhalin appeared to the side, stepping into the group flanking Bakhtiian. Although his arm still rested in a sling, he wore a saber. His good hand brushed its hilt.

Things were going to get ugly very quickly. Battle lines had been drawn, and if someone didn’t intervene—well, Diana now knew what the aftermath of a battle looked like. And neither Bakhtiian nor Soerensen looked ready or willing to back down.

So Diana did the first thing that came to mind. She gave a gasp, flung the back of her left hand up to her forehead, and collapsed to the carpet in a faint.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

IN THE CONFUSION, TESS escaped. She backed up, spun, and sprinted for her horse, which had been left with reins dangling to wait for her return. Bracing her left foot in the stirrup, she swung on and urged the mare away. She shook with rage and self-disgust.

How dare they reduce her to a pawn? How dare they try to force her to choose between them? And, oh God, she hated herself for letting them. She had just stood there, gaping like an idiot, paralyzed. Charles had not changed, not one bit, and she was still terrified of him. And Ilya! She thought her heart might well burst with anger.

She was out of sight of camp by now, and she slowed the mare to a halt and dismounted to lean against her shoulder. Zhashi nuzzled her cheek and then nosed at her belt, trying to pry her shirt loose.

“Stop that, you miserable beast,” Tess said with affection. “I don’t have anything for you.” She rubbed Zhashi’s forehead with her knuckles and then found a tangled stretch of mane and combed it free with her fingers. Distracted, she fished in her pouch and brought out a length of ribbon, which she braided into Zhashi’s mane. Zhashi submitted to this attention with the patience of the vain.

It was soothing work. The bitter truth was, she was still running away. She was still afraid to face Charles. And Ilya—

“The other bitter truth is, Zhashi, that I love him too much. He’s been gone for a month, and when I saw him walking across to us, it was like seeing the sun rising. Lord, I sound like any love-sick adolescent. But he’s so beautiful.” Zhashi snorted in disgust and bent her head to rip up a clump of grass. “Oh, certainly not more beautiful than you, my dear. How could I ever have said such a thing?” Tess chuckled, then sobered, tying off the ribbon. “Oh, Zhash, I don’t know what to do.”

Zhashi resumed grazing. The indistinct gold of the plain extended without interruption to the sharp line that separated grass and sky. Thin strings of cloud laced one half of the sky, trailing down below the horizon. The wind blew—the wind always blew here—whipping the tall grass into a frenzy. At the horizon, she could see the amorphous mass of a herd of horses, out grazing. The sun hung a handbreadth above the horizon, sinking, and the moon already shone, pale, in the deepening blue of the sky.

She had to go back, of course. She mounted and headed back toward camp, back toward Charles’s encampment. An hour or two with Charles, then back to her own tent for the reunion with Ilya. That ought to satisfy both of them, as a beginning.

But as she came into sight of camp, a rider intercepted her. It was Ilya. She considered for an instant trying to avoid him, but it was undignified, for one thing, and for the other, he could outride her without thinking about it, and he was mounted on his stallion, Kriye. She pulled up instead and waited.

Kriye began to prance, showing off for Zhashi as Bakhtiian reined him in beside Tess. With a ruthless tug on the reins, Bakhtiian brought the black to an abrupt halt. “Damned horse,” Bakhtiian muttered. Then he looked up at her.

More than any other feature, it was his eyes that Tess loved. They burned. They were lit, pervaded by an intensity that was perhaps, just perhaps, a little mad. Obsessed, at the very least, but no more so than Charles was obsessed. Charles just hid it better.

“Tess.” His voice sounded hoarse. He reached out and took hold of her left hand, gripping it tightly.

“Oh, Ilya,” she said impulsively. “I missed you.”

From her hand, it was but a turn of the wrist for him to take hold of her reins and commandeer them for himself. Zhashi minced, objecting to this kidnapping. “You’re coming with me,” said Ilya, and started back for camp, leading Zhashi.

“Damn you.” Tess went red. “Give me back my reins.”

“You’re coming with me.”

“I won’t have you leading me through camp like this.”

He did not reply. His trail led away from the distant Soerensen enclave, around the fringe of tents. But she saw quickly enough what he was doing. Vladimir and Anatoly Sakhalin stood waiting at the edge of camp to receive the horses. Tess was damned if she’d make a scene in front of them. She dismounted, handed Zhashi over to Sakhalin, and hoped like hell that the chestnut mare would kick him.

Then she relented. Seeing Anatoly’s arm in a sling reminded her too bitterly of Kirill Zvertkov, who had never regained use of his injured arm. “What happened?” she asked Anatoly.

“Speared and trampled,” he said cheerfully. He wiggled the fingers of his left hand. “But you see, the prince’s healer says I’ll be free of this sling in a hand of days.”

“Ah. Dr. Hierakis looked at you. I’m glad.” She smiled at the young man, whom she liked well enough, except for his doglike devotion to Bakhtiian. “But then again,” she remarked aloud, walking alongside Ilya into the darkening expanse of camp, “they’re all besotted with you.”

He had a good grip on her wrist, but he walked so close to her that anyone passing them might not mark that he was forcing her to go along with him. “Not all of them,” he replied. “I’m sending Suvorin and his jahar to the coast. His sister’s son died in the battle. I’m keeping his son with my thousand, now.”

“A hostage for Suvorin’s good behavior.”

“It’s a great honor, to ride with my jahar.”

“It’s a great honor to ride in any of the first rank jahars. Like Yaroslav Sakhalin’s jahar. Those that are allowed to, that is.”

His fingers tightened convulsively on her wrist, but he did not rise to the bait. Fuming, Tess kept silent. They walked the rest of the way without saying one single word. At last they came to the clearing in the center of camp that housed her tent. Its colors had already gone dull in the deepening twilight. The golden banner of the army that graced its peak fluttered and sank in the dying wind. No one accosted them here, as if the camp had been emptied out before their arrival. Around the great tent in a crescent stood the other tents of the Orzhekov family, those who remained here with the army: Sonia’s tent, Nadine’s tent, Aleksi’s little tent and those of a few female cousins. At the very edge of the crescent stood the tent of Juli Danov and her husband Nikolai Sibirin, bridging the gap between the tents of the Orzhekov family and those surrounding the center of camp who were of the Orzhekov tribe. Beyond them, in the same kind of clusters, spread the tents of the other tribes of the first rank, Sakhalin and Grekov, Suvorin and Arkhanov, Velinya and Raevsky and Vershinin and Fedoseyev. And beyond them, their daughter tribes, and their daughters’ daughter tribes, the army of the jaran.

Three figures waited under the awning of Tess’s tent. Ilya did not let go of her even after they crossed onto the carpet. “Out,” he said to the occupants.

Sonia Orzhekov rose. Her blonde hair was braided with ribbons and beads, giving her a festive look, but her normally cheerful expression was stern. “Cousin,” she said to Ilya, “I expect better manners from you.”

“I beg your pardon, cousin.” He bent at once and kissed her on either cheek, and for an instant his expression softened. “Where are the little ones?”

“Well away,” said Sonia ominously.

“Then,” he said stiffly, “if you please, I would like a word alone with my wife.”

Sonia crossed over to Tess and gave her adopted sister a hug. “Well,” she said, “I’m glad to see you home safely, at any rate.” She flashed a glance back at Bakhtiian, but did not elaborate on her statement. “Come along, Aleksi.” Aleksi followed her away.

Nadine rose as well, heading after them.

“You’ll stay,” said Ilya abruptly. “I want your report.”

Nadine halted and turned to face her uncle. “You don’t really want my report. You’re just exacting vengeance because I took Tess with me despite what you wanted.”

“Orzhekov, you are a jahar leader because of your skill, not because you are my niece. I expect you to behave accordingly. Now, your report.”

Like her uncle, Nadine had the ability to make her face go still, revealing no emotion. In a tight voice, she delivered her report of their journey.

“And the ambassador?” Ilya asked. “Where is he now?”

“I installed him in the northeastern corner with the other foreign embassies. May I make a suggestion?”

“You may.”

“When you receive him, I suggest you put the fear of the gods into him.”

“Ah,” said Ilya, looking for an instant thoughtful rather than angry. “I understand. You may go.”

“Thank you.” With a curt nod, Nadine left.

“That certainly was both comprehensive and enlightening,” said Tess in Rhuian, drawling slightly. “I have nothing to add to her edifying report. Now, I’ll join Nadine.” She did not move, however, because he still had hold of her wrist.

In khush, without looking at her, he said: “I haven’t given you permission to leave.”

“Haven’t you? I wasn’t aware that I required your permission to leave.”

Now he turned. “I expressly told you not to leave camp.”

“Yes, you did, and it finally occurred to me that since you won’t trust me as a soldier, then I might as well act as your wife. And by the gods, Ilya, as your wife, you have no authority over me whatsoever.” She twisted her wrist in his hand and jerked herself free of his grip. But as she started away, he caught her arm. “People are staring,” she snapped.

“Let them stare.” He flung his other arm around her waist and with no warning dragged her bodily backward and into the tent. Pressed this close against him, she could feel that he was shaking. Inside, two lanterns burned, casting a glow across the interior: the table and chair, khaja work, to one side, where she wrote; an empty bronze cauldron with a smaller cauldron nested inside; a small bronze stove with two handles; a wooden chest carved with stylized horses; a standing cabinet with hinged doors, another piece of khaja work; and the tapestry that concealed the sleeping area.

“One month it has been,” he said, his voice so low that Tess knew he was in a rage. “You didn’t even greet me.”

“My God. You’re jealous.”

“You disobeyed my direct orders not to leave camp.”

“You refused to let me go to the coast with you, to meet Charles. Gods, Ilya, what did you expect me to do?” Standing this close to him, she felt her anger ebb. “Did you really think I’d wait meekly for you to return?” For an instant, she thought he was going to smile. But to her surprise, he let go of her and strode over to the table, sitting down in the chair. He regarded her from this uncharacteristic seat, glowering at her. Fine, then, if he didn’t want a truce. Tess was more than happy to continue the argument.

“You didn’t tell me that your brother holds me in such contempt,” he said at last.

That took her off guard. “What are you talking about?”

“What am I to think? He is a great prince, and he comes attended with a handful of assistants, only one of whom is a soldier—and she a woman—and, by the gods, a company of actors. Is this the kind of state he keeps? Does he think my power so trivial that he fears me not at all? What if I chose to kill him, claim Jeds for myself through my marriage with you, and march south? Oh, I know it’s a long journey overland, through many khaja princedoms, and I would never attempt it with the army I have now—but what is ten years to me, Tess? If I kill him now, and consolidate my power here, what is to stop me from marching on Jeds and conquering all the lands between?”

Even when she knew an ambush was coming, she was never prepared for it, because he always attacked from an entirely different position than the one she expected. Damn him. What could she say? What should she say? What he read in her silence she didn’t know. In any case, he went on.

“Why should he put himself in my power in this way? He doesn’t fear me. Does he think I am incapable of desiring to have what is his? That my awe of Jeds is so great that I fear him? That your influence with me will stop me from harming him?”

“But why should you kill him?” Tess asked at last, her voice perfectly calm because she was still too surprised by this sudden confession to know what to make of it. “What good would it do you?”

He stood up, pushing himself up with one hand on the table. It rocked slightly, and then he lifted his hand and crossed to Tess in five strides. “Unless he never meant to come out on the plains at all,” he said quietly. “We have nothing to negotiate. Jeds is too far away and I am young in my power. In time, certainly, but I can just as well ride north and east along the Golden Road. What if he brought no entourage because he never meant to leave his ship? If you had come with me to the coast, he could have put you on board the ship and sailed south.”

Which was perfectly true. Trust Ilya to have seen it. Trust Charles to have made the point clear without ever stating it aloud. And leaving her to deal with it. “But what about the actors, then?” she asked, knowing the question was a flanking action.

“The actors,” said Ilya, with the merest quirk of a smile, “are all mad, clearly. But like all entertainers, they must know they are welcome anywhere. Like all singers-of-tales, they are given both the favor and the protection of the gods. I will do them no harm.”

“And meanwhile, you have offered me a grave insult. How dare you have so little respect for my dignity that you would lead my horse as if I was a child and then drag me by main force back through camp like that?”

He looked taken aback by this direct attack. He looked a little embarrassed. “Tess.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and slid them up to cup her face in his palms. He swayed toward her.

“Don’t think this will work,” she murmured, and then she leaned into him and kissed him, running her hands from his belt up the smooth silken line of his back. The hard knot of his belt buckle pressed against her, and she had to shift her hips slightly to keep her saber hilt from tangling with his sheathed knife.

He broke off the kiss and sighed, gathering her into him, and kissed her along the line of her jaw up to her right ear. “If he takes you away from me,” he whispered, as softly as an endearment, “then I promise you that I will destroy Jeds.”

Tess stiffened in his embrace and slid her hands around to his chest, bracing herself away from him. He let go of her. “What if I decide to leave of my own free will?”

So many expressions chased themselves across his features that it took her a moment to recognize the one that lay underneath all the others. He was afraid. Ilya was afraid of losing her.

He threw his arms around her, enclosing her, and yanked her tight against him. “By the gods, I will stop you.”

“How?”

He did not answer in words. Words contained the least part of the language they spoke to one another. The heat of his hands burned on her skin. Tess traced the line of his beard, traced his lips, with her fingers. Her hands ranged down to the clasp of his belt, and she eased it away and let it drop onto the soft pile of carpets.

“Tess,” he said again, hesitant.

Tess got her hands under his shirt and slid them up, over his chest, teasing the nipples and then, when he was breathless, steering him backward through the curtain into the sleeping alcove. By shifting her foot, she tripped him, and he tumbled down onto the heap of silken pillows, pulling her with him. Astride him, she eased off his shirt, and let him unbuckle her belt and thrust it away. She captured his hands and pressed them against her.

“Promise me,” she said. “Promise me you will not threaten my brother.”

“Damn you.” He was angry, still, but he was also laughing. “It gains me nothing, now, to kill him, and you know it.”

“Then it costs you nothing to promise me. He is your ally, Ilya, you must believe that.”

He shifted his hips beneath her and used the toe of one boot to pry off the other. “He cares nothing for me, Tess, except that I married you.”

“That isn’t true.”

“Isn’t it? Then tell me he would have come here, that he would even send an embassy to the jaran, if you weren’t here.”

“Jeds is far away—”

“Gods, Tess,” he said, exasperated. With an expert twist, he freed his hands and flipped her over, so that he lay on top of her. He found the tip of her braid and undid it, loosening her hair until it lay free, spread out on the pillows.

“You haven’t promised me yet,” she said stubbornly.

He sat back with a great sigh and took off his other boot. She lay still on the pillows, watching him in the soft light of the lanterns. He kept his black hair cut short, a fashion that had spread among his soldiers, and he was obsessive about keeping his beard neat and trimmed. Whether by accident or by design, the lantern light haloed him, giving him a haze of light, as if the gods had long since marked him as their own. Which they had, according to the beliefs of his own people.

“I promise you that I will not threaten your brother as long as you stay with me,” he said.

“Ilya!” It was her turn to be exasperated.

“We’re negotiating, my wife. Now it is your turn to make a counteroffer.”

She sat up and took off her boots, and regarded him. Oh, she was still angry with him, but right now, it didn’t matter. She laughed. “I’ll consider it. Now, my husband, I think it time to remind you that you have been gone for a month, and you have certain obligations to your wife that you have not yet fulfilled.”

“Most willingly,” he murmured. “Gods, Tess, I missed you.” He sank down with her into the soft bed of pillows.

Later, lying quiet, she stroked his hair while he kissed her fingers, one by one.

“We’ll make a child,” he said, and because it was habitual with him, it came out more an order than a request. “Do you know, by the time Niko was my age he was a grandfather.” Then, content for now, he sighed and nestled his face against her neck, tangling himself in with her and, as he often did, he fell asleep immediately.

A grandfather. The word looped over and over in her thoughts as she lay still, staring at him. Thirty-seven—not old at all. But here, if he lived another thirty years, it would be a miracle. Whereas she could expect to live another eighty or ninety years: the thought of living in a universe without him in it—she winced away from even thinking about it.

She sought out the silver in his hair, but there was not enough yet to show up in the dim light, not enough to lighten his black hair. He had sun-weathered skin, but like all the jaran, the wrinkles came late and slowly. She traced the scar on his cheek—the scar of his marriage to her—and farther down, to one on his shoulder, along his chest to the flat line of his abdomen, to his hips. Easing out from under his arm, she pulled away from him and covered him with a thick quilt of fur. He slept, undisturbed by these attentions.

But the signs were beginning to show: cuts, superficial wounds that did not heal as quickly, wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. He would grow old, truly old, and she would still be young.

She dressed, braided her hair, and went outside. It was dark now and most of the camp was quiet. In the direction of the Sakhalin encampment some kind of carousing was going on, doubtless in celebration of Anatoly Sakhalin’s elevation to a command of his own.

Under the light of lanterns hung from the awning of her tent, Sonia sat with Nadine. She was sewing together two strips of woven cloth, with Nadine aiding her.

“Well, well,” called Sonia as Tess ducked under her awning. “So you survived that, did you?”

“Damned arrogant bastard,” said Tess, bending to give Sonia a kiss. “It’s good to be back.”

Sonia chuckled. “You should have greeted him first, Tess.”

“I can’t believe you say that, Sonia. Of all people.”

Sonia grinned. “Oh, not for his sake, or even his dignity, Tess. You must think of the rest of us, although I trust he'll be in a better humor when he wakes.”

“He ought to be. Where are the children?”

“I sent them off to the Sakhalin celebration.”

“Aren’t you going yourself?”

“Mother warned me that I mustn’t defer to Mother Sakhalin too much.”

“Oho,” said Tess, “very clever, then, to send the children but not yourself. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to return to my brother.”

“I hear that Anatoly Sakhalin has fallen in love with one of the actors,” said Sonia. “Perhaps you’ll look her over for me.”

Tess shrugged. “I don’t know who you mean.”

“Yes, you do,” said Nadine suddenly. “The one who fainted. Well timed, you know, from a tactical point of view.”

“Good Lord. What would Anatoly Sakhalin want with a khaja wife, anyway?”

Both Sonia and Nadine laughed. “My dearest Tess,” said Sonia with a grin, “he wants to be like Ilya, of course.”

“Gods.” Feeling that this expressed everything that was left to express, Tess took her leave and walked back through camp to her brother’s enclave.

Here it was not quiet. Coming up on the two sets of tents pitched just beyond the army, Tess recognized with a shock the life of a society that was at once familiar and distant to her, after four years on Rhui. Day and night were equal to these people. Even though here they had to rely on lantern light, still they did not put aside their activities with the sunset and begin again with sunrise. She paused in the gloom outside the ring of light, watching.

Under Charles’s awning sat Charles and Cara and David—those three she knew from before. Maggie sat with them, and a handful of others she had not met. As she watched, a trio walked in from the side, laughing and talking in voices trained to carry: a few of the actors, evidently. Tess marked out Diana, the young golden-haired actress; she was pretty, of course, but more than that, she seemed to carry light with her wherever she went. Rather like Ilya, however ironic that might be, except that Diana shone with sweetness and a fine, generous spirit, not with stark power.

Tess felt a presence move at her back and she turned to see a man approaching her. He was tall and bulky—not fat, not at all, but much bigger than jaran men.

He halted beside her, crossing his arms on his chest. “The Tess I knew wouldn’t have spotted me coming.”

“Hello, Marco. I didn’t get a chance to greet you properly, before. I wanted to thank you for your letter.” She chuckled. “How long ago that seems. ‘Your dear old uncle Marco,’ indeed. I always thought you didn’t much like children.”

“I never know what to do with them,” he replied curtly. She glanced at him, curious, but he was looking at the group under the awning. He was looking at Diana. “Is it true that you’re married to him?” he asked without taking his eyes from the young actress.

“Yes, it’s true. Didn’t Charles tell you?”

“He didn’t tell anyone, but I guessed, and he didn’t deny it. Cara only found out five days ago, because she read the letter you wrote to Charles.”

“Of course. He wouldn’t want the Chapalii to know, since by their laws a female upon marriage takes her husband’s status. And since Rhui has no intelligent life, by Chapalii measure, that would mean I had descended to the level of horses and wolves. That’s why Charles told them the fiction that I’m out here doing linguistics research, isn’t it?”

Now Marco turned to look at her. “Tess, didn’t you know that according to the Chapalii Protocol Office, you’re dead?”

She laughed, short and surprised, put her hand to her throat, and lowered it again. “Am I, really? But then—?”

“Then what? Charles did not protest the announcement, so in fact you’re officially dead and only a few of his intimates and now, of course, the Bharentous Company, know the truth.”

“But, Marco—” She felt a surge of hope and lifted her cold hands to suddenly hot cheeks. “That means he’s free to adopt. He’s not bound to our blood tie any longer, and he can adopt someone else as his Chapalii heir.” It was like a cord bound around her heart had been cut through, freeing her. “That means he doesn’t need me anymore.”

“I wish it was that easy. The cylinder from the Morava site is a priceless piece of information for our side, Tess, but it’s configured awkwardly and we’ve got to have the parameters of the system installed at Morava in order to get at its deep structure. Those damned chameleons don’t have any standard programs. It’s all in the interrelationship of systems. If Rajiv can’t crack it, then we’ll have to bring in one of the Keinaba experts.”

“Keinaba? You mean the Chapalii merchant house? How can you bring them in here, or to Morava?”

“They’re Charles’s now. They transferred their house pledge to him. It’s all proper and affirmed by the emperor himself. It’s a long story, anyway.”

“What does that have to do with his adopting a new heir?”

“He’s holding you in reserve, Tess. You’re the ace up his sleeve. Charles didn’t make the proclamation that you were dead. Another Chapalii duke did.”

“Oh, hell. Charles is jumping feet first into court intrigue, isn’t he? If he needs to discredit this other duke, then he’ll produce me, and—there you are—public shame. The Tai-en will have to leave court and perhaps even be stripped of his title.”

Marco shook his head. “Tess, you amaze me. You speak their language better than any human I know, and you seem to understand how they work. Don’t you see that Charles can’t afford to lose you?”

“Lose me, or my expertise?”

“There’s no difference.”

She stared at the gathering under the awning, at these outlandish alien beings, large of limb and clothed in gaudy, foreign clothing. They laughed, and the pitch of their voices as they spoke was strange to her, producing exotic sounds and disorienting syllables. Then she realized that they were speaking Anglais and that she could understand them perfectly well.

“Marco,” she demanded, “why are you talking to me in Rhuian?”

“I didn’t want to startle you. Do you want to go in now?”

“No. But I will anyway.”

“Lamb to the slaughter,” said Marco in Anglais.

Tess snorted in disgust and walked in. Charles noted her immediately, of course, and stood up. Formally, he introduced her to Rajiv and Joanna and Ursula, and Maggie introduced her to the two other actors, Gwyn Jones and Hal Bharentous. A moment later, Tess realized that Marco had not followed her in. She glanced out into the darkness, but could not see him, lurking or otherwise. She sat down on a camp stool and wondered what in hell she was going to say to these people.

“You’re looking well, Tess.” David sat down beside her. He smiled, awkward, and Tess was so thankful for the sight of a familiar and unthreatening face that she smiled warmly back at him. “You’re looking very—” He hesitated. “Very well. Very different.”

“Thank you, David. It’s been a long time. You’re looking well yourself. Lord, it sounds strange to hear myself speaking Anglais after all this time.”

“How do you like it out here?”

He was kind, really, to make this kind of small talk, to try to set her at ease. But David had always been kind, and Tess recalled his sojourn at Prague, their six-months-long love affair with fondness for what he had given her: confidence that she was attractive in and of herself. Without him, she might have spent her whole life believing that any least bit of attention paid her was only on account of Charles. He had recalled her to the self-respect she’d had as a child; for that, she would always be grateful to him.

“…and how did you get that scar?” David asked and, daringly, lifted a hand to touch her cheek. Tess had a sudden, vivid memory of the time they’d taken one of the ducal shuttles into Earth orbit and tried to make love in freefall. He met her gaze and she knew, immediately, that they were thinking the same thing. They both laughed.

“Sojourner warned us, didn’t she?” Tess said. “But we refused to follow her instructions. How is she, anyway? Do you know?”

“She’s doing very well. Handfasted to an aspiring young diplomat named Rene Marcus Oljaitu. After she finished her dissertation two years ago, she talked Charles into letting her and Rene apprentice to the Keinaba house.”

“Well. Good for Sojourner. Firsthand xeno experience, and they’ll be the first humans placed directly inside a Chapalii house, even if it is only a merchant house.”

“Don’t underestimate the Keinaba, Tess.” Charles placed a stool beside her and sat down. “They’re one of the richest merchant houses in the Empire.”

“But, Tess,” said David, “you never did tell me how you got that scar. In a battle?”

Others stood around them. Of course, she was the curiosity of this little gathering, the center, the focus. They’d had each other on the long journey, and now they had her. “No, it’s—” She hesitated. How to tell them: it’s what the men do when they marry their wives? Thrust in among her own people, she recalled her own reaction when she first found out about the mark of marriage. It was barbaric. It was mutilation.

What would they think of her, knowing that she had allowed herself to be mutilated? What did they think of her in any case, sitting here with her jaran clothes and her long hair braided in jaran style, looking quite jaran, except for her brown hair and green eyes and her unusual height, for a woman? Like an actor, desperately trying to live a role not meant for her.

“It’s nothing,” she said finally. Charles was looking at her approvingly. What did he think? That she knew better then to jeopardize his position, and her own, by revealing a marriage that would ruin her status within the Empire and perhaps cause him to face ridicule and shame? Shame, which was fatal. Or could he even imagine what the scar represented? That she had marked—mutilated—her own husband, quite against jaran custom, in return?

She didn’t belong with these people anymore, these people from her impossibly distant past.

“May I please?” Maggie dislodged David from his seat. “Tess, look at this.” She handed Tess a flat rectangle, smooth of surface, curved at its edge. “I took the abstract you wrote for Charles and applied a rather primitive translation program to it. For khush, you know.”

Tess stared at the computer slate in her hand. An illegal slate, brought downside, brought with the party. Of course Charles did not fear Ilya. He must have weapons with him, just as Cha Ishii and his Chapalii party had hidden weapons with them, four years ago, when they had made their illicit journey together across the plains with Bakhtiian and his jahar.

Then a word caught her eye. “That’s wrong.” She tapped a few keys, and found the program structure, and recoded a few lines. “No, it’s fine, Maggie, but you’re right, it’s a primitive program for this kind of translation work. And the abstract I sent to Charles was limited in and of itself, since I had to hand-write it. And it was a preliminary draft, in any case, and very rough.”

“Here, my dear.” Cara Hierakis leaned in and offered Tess a cup half-filled with some dark liquid. “I brought a good supply of Scotch with me. Will you have some?”

“Scotch?” Oh yes, Scotch.

“I suppose,” said Ursula, drifting by on the edge of the conversation, “that they drink fermented mare’s milk out here.”

Tess blinked. “At festivals. How did you know? They call it—” She took a sip of the scotch, made a face, and huddled back over the computer slate, seduced by its promise. “Oh, if I only had a modeler, I could compile a full translation model in all media, networked through…Hell, through Rhuian, Anglais—not Chapaliian, of course, the Protocol Office doesn’t let you interlink Chapaliian—Ophiuchi-Sei.”

“But we do have a modeler with us,” said Maggie.

“You do! This is wonderful!” At that moment, Tess glanced up to see that everyone was beaming at her in relief, as if they had only now been reassured that the poor misguided thing had been rescued from the barbarians intact.

At that moment, Tess decided to get drunk.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THAT CHARLES SEEMED WILLING to sit by and watch his sister drink herself into oblivion appalled David. There she sat, the center of attention, tossing off the Scotch as if it were water. What drove her he did not know, but he recognized well enough the desperation the action stemmed from.

He sidled over to Diana, who was talking to Jo Singh and Rajiv on the outskirts of the group. She glanced his way, excused herself, and met him on the edge of the carpet.

“Diana, you seem skilled at creating diversions—”

She looked past his shoulder at Tess. Tess was laughing at something Cara had said even while her hand groped for her cup again. “I can see that an exit is called for.”

“Bless you, Diana. Did anyone ever tell you that you’re a angel?” She flushed abruptly and, to his surprise, looked embarrassed and unhappy. “I’m sorry. My stupid tongue.”

“No, it’s not your fault. But David, she looked so marvelous riding in on that horse, so…so competent and adventurous and confident. Did you hear the way she lit into Maggie’s program? Nicely, of course, but it’s clear she's brilliant with languages.”

David chuckled. “The Rhuian complex we all learned from was written by her at the age of twenty-one.”

Diana’s eyes widened. “Is that true? I’ve never learned a language faster than through that matrix. It made the connections so obvious. But then why is she—” She hesitated, and David could see that she very much wanted not to say anything negative about Tess Soerensen. He glanced back to see Tess shift on her stool and almost overbalance and fall off. Cara steadied her and shot Charles a meaningful glance, but Soerensen ignored her.

“I don’t know. But I remember when I won top honors from middle college and the accelerated slot to apply to the Tokyo School of Engineering—which is the most competitive, the best of the best—and they threw a big party for me at my village. I felt like a fraud, because I hadn’t worked as hard as the other kids in my region and the ones at Yaounde College. All their praise sounded cheap because I knew the truth even if they didn’t. So I got drunk.”

“That’s funny. I got admitted on my first audition at nineteen to the Royal Shakespeare Academy in London.”

“That’s young, isn’t it?”

“Very young, these days, and I always felt guilty about it. Some people accused me of having connections, but I didn’t. But then, I never wanted to do anything but theater, and lots of them had already spent time in the holos. Still.” Diana considered the party under the awning. A clot of actors had invaded, and since at least three of them—Hyacinth, Anahita, and Jean-Pierre—were already drunk, Tess did not stand out so painfully.

“Oh, I don’t mean to say that she feels like a fraud, or feels guilty, but that she feels something, and that it’s driving her to this. If you can—”

“Pull focus off of her, that’s what you want, of course.”

“Yes, that sounds right. Then I’ll ease her out and take her back to wherever it is she sleeps.”

Diana sighed. “I wonder what her life is like, with the jaran.”

David snorted. “Dirty, cold, and harsh. Don’t get any wishful illusions here.”

“They don’t seem so barbaric to me.”

“After what we’ve seen? The wounded? And Bakhtiian executing that man for rape?” David gazed out at the camp beyond, at the tents and the occasional fire, stretching out so far on either side that he could not see the end of it. He had good night vision and as he stared, he saw a single figure crouched in the gap between Soerensen’s enclave and the jaran camp, watching them. He felt cold up and down his back and then shook his head, impatient. Of course they would watch Soerensen’s camp. Why shouldn’t they?

“It’s all right.” Diana laid a hand on his elbow, a brief warmth, and removed it again. “I’ll go. Do your part, but you’ll have to be quick. What I have in mind won’t last long.”

She eased back into the throng and before David realized what she was about, she had started a loud argument with Anahita about somebody named Grusha. Anahita at any time was a formidable presence. Drunk, she was uninhibited, and David marveled as Diana applied just the right words to manipulate Anahita into dragging Charles into the argument.

David circled around and came up to Tess from behind. Cara still stood there, hovering like a protective mother. When she saw David she looked relieved. He put his hands on Tess’s shoulders.

“Come on, Tess,” he said in a low voice. “Time to go home.” Cara helped him lift her up and steer her out from under the awning and into the covering darkness between the two large tents. Tess stumbled on the level ground and swore in a foreign language.

“You’re drunk,” said David.

“I know,” she said.

“Let me help you back to your—to wherever you sleep.”

She shook her head violently, tripped over her own feet, and would have fallen if David hadn’t caught her. “No. No. I don’t want them to see me like this.” She went on, sounding angry, but she had lapsed into khush, and he couldn’t understand her.

“Cara, your tent?”

Cara frowned. “I have equipment out that’s not in place yet. Put her in your tent, and you sleep in mine.”

“Cara, we are both adults. I think we can manage to sleep together without—”

“David. May I remind you that we are in a foreign land, whose customs we do not know?”

“Lady in Heaven. She’s not one of them. If it was some young jaran woman…all right. All right. I’ll tuck her primly in and retire to your tent. Or Charles’s, if it comes to that. Or wherever it is Marco sleeps. I suppose you’re right, although I can’t imagine why they would care and how they would know.” Then he recalled the distant sentry. “Or, anyway, why they would care. She’s a foreigner, too, after all.”

“David.”

“I’m going.” He led the unprotesting Tess to his tent, going on a brief side trip to their portable toilet, which they were using until he could devise something more permanent. For an instant, listening outside the tiny square tent, he thought he was going to have to give Tess instructions on how to use the thing, but she emerged at last, staggering and catching onto him for balance.

He tried to talk to her. She did not reply. He was not entirely sure she understood him. She seemed morose more than anything, but at least she was not crying. David hated crying drunks. He helped her inside his tent, sealed her up inside the sleeping pouch, and retreated.

By the time he got back to Charles’s tent, the party had moved on. He could hear its remains over in the Company enclave. Hyacinth was singing an obscene song in his grating falsetto, with one of the women—Oriana, perhaps—providing the contralto descant.

Charles and Marco sat alone under the awning, in darkness. “Well?” Charles asked when David appeared.

“I’m disgusted.” David chose not to sit down.

“Yes,” said Charles. “I don’t remember Tess getting drunk habitually when she was at the university, and she certainly wasn’t particularly happy there.”

“Not with her,” snapped David. “With you. You just sat by and let it happen.”

Charles arched an eyebrow. “It is not my part to dictate Tess’s behavior.”

Marco made a noise in his throat, a short, caustic laugh. “Just her life.”

“Do I scent a mutiny?” Charles asked good-naturedly.

Marco sighed and leaned back in his chair, balancing it on the back two legs. “No. You’re right, of course. You can’t afford to lose her.”

“What the hell are you two talking about?” David demanded. “Why would you lose Tess?”

“Where is Tess?” Charles asked.

“In my tent, sleeping it off.”

Marco slammed down his chair. “David, you’d better move her. Here, or into Cara’s tent.”

“Cara wouldn’t take her. I’d hate to wake her up.”

“No, it’s fine,” said Charles. “You can sleep here, David.”

“Charles.” Marco stood. “I don’t think this is a good idea, unless you deliberately want to set up your authority against his.”

“But I do, Marco. That’s just the point. Within our encampment, we will act according to our laws. It is only once we step outside it that we acknowledge theirs. Once their laws penetrate our world, then we have lost Tess. Don’t you see?”

“So you’ll make a point of it now. And what about our poor David?”

“Yes,” broke in David, bewildered. “What about poor David? What are you talking about? What do jaran laws have to do with losing Tess?” He paused. “And furthermore, why are you even bothering to jockey power with Bakhtiian? He’s nothing. He’s not even important.”

Marco cast a measured glance at the jaran encampment. “Try telling that to the people whose countries he’s overrunning. Or to him, for that matter.”

“You know what I meant. I meant compared to the Chapalii Empire. To space. You haven’t answered my question.”

Marco tucked his hands into his belt and whistled softly.

Charles pulled off his gloves and stood up. “Tess is married to Bakhtiian, under jaran law. Now, I’m going to bed.” He went inside. The tent flap slithered down after him.

“Sit down,” said Marco congenially. “You look awful.”

David sat down. He stared blankly at the night sky, at the stars. He could even trace a few constellations. Then he jumped to his feet. “She’s sleeping in my tent!”

Marco laid a hand on his arm and, firmly but inexorably, sat David back down again. “Don’t you see? Charles wants to make it clear that Tess is one of us, not one of them. Let her stay.”

“With me as the sacrificial victim? No thank you.”

“Goddess, David, do you think for a minute Charles has any intention of letting anyone in his party get hurt? How is Bakhtiian to know it’s your tent she’s sleeping in, anyway? Or that she’s sleeping here at all?”

“Why didn’t you tell me!” David demanded.

“Sorry, I was under oath. I really am sorry, David.”

Easy for him to say. “His wife.” David formed the words as if they were alien, and taboo. “His wife.”

“Go to bed,” said Marco kindly, and left him.

David slept soundly; and without dreams, but he woke at dawn. He crept out of Charles’s tent into the quiet of their camp. Beyond, the jaran camp was full of life. He went to use the portable and to wash: inside the little tent, beside the commode, he had rigged up a sterilizing and recycling unit for wash water. The water was bitterly cold, and he wandered outside into the cold dawn to pace out the size block he would need to set up the solar minis. How to disguise them? What water source was the jaran camp using? How did they remain supplied? Was this a permanent camp, or did it move?

Ursula el Kawakami came up, looking revoltingly awake at such an early hour.

“What do you think, Ursula?” he asked. “Do you think this is their permanent camp? Or that they move?”

“Of course they move. ‘They commonly feed many flocks of cows, mares, and sheep, for which reason they never stay in one place.’ That’s Marco Polo. And this can’t be the entire army, although I’ll get a better sense of their numbers when we tour the camp today. Foodstuffs and fodder for the animals alone would deplete any one area within weeks. Days, perhaps. This is a good site, though. Well chosen. Good grassland for the herds, and a river about half a mile to the south. Can you mock me up a map so I can get an estimate of how close we are to the settled agricultural lands to the south? My sense is that Bakhtiian has control over the western seaports and is consolidating his control over the southern borderlands now.”

David chuckled. “In other words, I shouldn’t build anything permanent here.”

Ursula surveyed the square tent that the actors called The Necessary. “Certainly I think this is elaborate enough. It isn’t as if we’re on some kind of safari vacation on Tau Ceti Tierce, after all. This is—”

“—an interdicted planet.” David settled his left hand on the back of his neck and contemplated the ring of canvas tents belonging to Soerensen’s party. His four tiny name braids, dangling from the nape of his neck down to brush his shoulder blades, tickled his knuckles. “Yes, I know. Well, if you’ll excuse me…” He escaped from Ursula’s uncomfortable presence and walked over to his tent to see if Tess was awake.

She was. She was lying on her stomach with the heels of her palms cushioning her eyes.

“Hello, Tess.” He crawled into the tent and knelt beside her.

“I have a headache,” she said without moving her hands. But her Anglais was precise and clear. “Where am I?”

“In my tent. Oh, ah, this is David.”

She made a disgusted noise in her throat. “I know it’s David. What am I doing here? Never mind, I know the answer, and I would be churlish not to thank you for taking care of me. I must have made a fool of myself.”

“A bit. Luckily some of the actors were drunk, so you weren’t alone. And you were among friends.”

“Thank you. So reassuring.” Tess slid her hands away from her eyes and flinched, even though the only light in the tent came through the open flap. “Lord, how late is it?”

“It’s early. Just after dawn.”

She wiggled out of the bag, pausing to let him unseal it for her, and got herself up on her knees. Considered. “Well, the damage isn’t too bad. My head pounds, but I don’t feel sick to my stomach.”

“Small favors. Tess.” He hesitated, wanting to ask her if it was true, and instead sealed up the sleeping pouch and rolled it up into a neat cylinder.

“Plumbing,” said Tess suddenly, not appearing to notice his unease. “Civilized plumbing. That’s what I remember from last night. Where is it?” She clambered out of the tent and stood. David hurried out behind her. “That’s what I miss more than anything. And hot showers. They’re remarkably clean, you know, the jaran, and practical about it, but still…”

She went on, but David did not hear her next words. She had her back to her brother’s tent. She could not see the little embassy that waited outside Charles’s awning. But the embassy could see Tess and David.

Eight people. All jaran. Three soldiers whose faces David recalled from the journey from the coast. The silver-haired man who had been at the healer’s conference yesterday. Three women, two young, one elderly. And Bakhtiian.

Who had just seen Tess and David emerge from the same tent.

“What’s wrong, David?” Tess asked. She turned.

David was calculating ground. About twenty meters separated Bakhtiian from him. How quickly could a man cover that ground?

“Oh,” said Tess. “That’s right. The tour. Of course you don’t want to miss it. Here, wait a minute.” She trotted off to the necessary.

David would have stared after her. He was appalled that she would desert him. But he had to keep his eye on the group. He had to keep his eye on Bakhtiian. A man who practiced summary execution for rape…Perhaps they hadn’t noticed. But they had. Of course they had. Even now, while they waited for Charles to come out, different individuals within the group glanced over at him and away. One of the women grinned. But Bakhtiian was not looking at him. Perhaps by some astounding piece of good luck, Bakhtiian had not noticed.

Tess jogged back up to him. “Are they still there? Oh, good. Come on.” She dragged him over to Charles’s tent.

Charles had just come outside, with Cara and Marco, and the actors had gathered in a clump, looking excited. Ursula, Jo, Maggie, and Rajiv waited as well.

“I have brought with me,” Bakhtiian was saying to Charles, “as many of my people as speak Rhuian, so that we can have sufficient translators. Six in all. That includes Tess, of course. If you prefer to go as a single group, that is acceptable.”

“Did you have another suggestion?” Charles asked politely.

Bakhtiian nodded. “A large group does not see as much as a small group. If you divide your party into six groups, each to go with a translator, then you can move quietly and with more ease through the camp.”

And by splitting them up, David thought, he could isolate the man be thought had just slept with his wife. He began to wipe his hands on his trousers, realized that would make him look nervous, and stopped. He’d stay in camp—but then he would be isolated, and easy prey.

Next to him, Tess said under her breath: “He’s showing off. He’s going to let the jaran charm Charles and the rest of you. Which they’ll do, given the chance to meet them as individuals. He’d never do this for any other foreign embassy. Those get full state, to cow them into submission.”

“—and I would be honored to escort you personally,” Bakhtiian finished, still speaking to Charles.

“The honor is mine,” replied Charles smoothly. “And the others?”

As smoothly, without any fanfare, Bakhtiian transferred his gaze from Charles to David. If a look had the physical edge of a saber, if a wish, an emotion, could manifest instantaneously into an act, then David ben Unbutu would have been dead at that moment. He knew it without a doubt.

Bakhtiian looked away. “As you wish,” he said graciously to Charles.

“The bastard,” muttered Tess. “Still trying to keep Charles and me apart. Excuse me, David.” She stalked off to stand next to Charles.

The silver-haired man appeared next to David at the same time Cara Hierakis did. “I am Nikolai Sibirin,” he said, in serviceable Rhuian. “We have not been introduced.”

David cast a pleading glance at Cara.

“This is David ben Unbutu,” said Cara, who already seemed on casual terms with this elderly jaran man. “Niko, I don’t know your customs, but I can assure you that Tess was only sleeping in David’s tent because she was drunk.”

Niko considered David. “Whatever mood she may have been in, I do wish you hadn’t been so hasty, young man. Still, please allow me to apologize for Ilya’s behavior. He thinks he doesn’t show his emotions, but he can’t help it. Of course he has no right to be angry, so if you humor him, he’ll calm down eventually.”

“No right to be angry?” David asked in a small voice. “But Charles—er, Soerensen—the prince said they are married.”

The old man smiled abruptly. “Of course. You khaja are barbarians. Sometimes I forget that. Jaran women may lie with whomever they wish. It is none of men’s business.”

“But—” David began, utterly confused.

“David,” said Cara in Anglais, “leave well enough alone.” She turned to Niko. “I had hoped that you might show me through camp, Niko. With your wife.” She turned to greet the elderly woman in the group. “Hello, Juli.” They kissed each other on the cheek like old friends. Juli responded with a jaran greeting. “David? Are you coming with us?”

“It is my belief,” said Niko gently, “that David ought to go with Bakhtiian and the prince.” David put a hand to his throat, lowered it, and swallowed. Niko looked him closely in the face and suppressed a grin. “Perhaps not. Would you like to come with us?”

With vast relief, David said yes.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

SONIA ORZHEKOV REGARDED THE khaja Singers with trepidation. Six of them at once! Few things daunted her, raised as an etsana’s daughter, cousin to Bakhtiian; there had been death aplenty in her family, but she came from a resilient line, and, the gods knew, there was no point in dwelling on things that had already come to pass. But Singers were touched by the gods, and everyone knew that they were a little crazy—not in a bad way, mind you, but that they looked at the world differently, that the gods spoke through them. Perhaps she should have brought Raysia Grekov with her, for Raysia was a Singer, and also daughter of the etsana of the Grekov tribe. Then, perhaps, Raysia could translate for her just as Sonia would translate for these women, these actors, as they walked through camp.

But even an etsana’s daughter and a cousin of Bakhtiian could not command a Singer, or even summon one. Sonia examined the six women and reminded herself that they were, after all, khaja like Tess, from the country called Erthe, across the seas. Perhaps, like Tess, their gods were distant and silent gods, not so prone to speak through them at awkward times or to give them fits and starts and odd moments of reticence. Certainly they were neither timid nor shy, unlike most khaja women she had come across, unlike the women of Jeds.

“How is it that you are called Tess’s sister?” asked the golden-haired one in a friendly manner, the one to whom Anatoly Sakhalin had given a necklace. Diana, that was it.

“My mother adopted her into our tribe, as her daughter, when she first came to us. I’ll take you to meet my children.”

The one called Helen muttered something in their tongue to the handsome black-haired woman named Anahita.

“Oh, don’t be rude, Helen,” whispered Anahita in Rhuian, but with such emphasis that Sonia wondered if she had intended that the whisper be heard.

Children of other tribes tagged along behind them as they walked slowly through camp. The children stared at the women. That was one thing about these khaja; they all of them looked different from the others, with skin ranging from pale to black, with eyes every color and shape, and so tall! They were all, except for Diana, as tall as men.

“You seem very young to have children,” said the one called Quinn.

Sonia chuckled. “Tess said much the same thing to me, when she first came to us. If a woman waits too many years, then how can she have children at all?”

The coal-black Oriana elbowed Quinn in the side and hissed something at her in another language. Quinn flushed; she had a light complexion, easy to see the changes in, and with her odd red-brown shade of hair, Sonia reflected, it would be difficult to find dye for cloth that would look good on her. Still, she wore a fine tunic neither blue nor green but some shade in between, and it looked well.

“It’s a beautiful weave,” Sonia said, nodding at the tunic. “And a lovely color. Have you weavers in your mother’s tent? Your mother’s house, that is. Perhaps you could show us the secret of the color, if you’re willing to give it up.”

The three younger women looked at each other, perplexed. Helen yawned. Anahita examined every man who came in sight and had obviously lost interest in the conversation. Sonia sighed.

Then, thank goodness, the woman with the funny eyes, Yomi, chimed in. “I weave,” she said. “Perhaps you could show me your looms.”

“How do you make dye for colors?” asked Diana quickly, and Sonia could not be sure whether she was truly interested or merely being polite. But then, with Singers, one never knew.

“This is all so quaint, and charming,” said Anahita suddenly, with a bright, false smile.

“I’m so pleased that it entertains you,” replied Sonia sarcastically, and then caught herself. But it had already been done. She had been impolite to a Singer.

Oriana snorted and clapped a hand over her mouth.

“Oh, shut up, Anahita,” said Quinn. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you to say something nice or nothing at all?”

“In which case she’d never speak,” muttered Helen.

“I’m going back to camp,” announced Anahita, and she gave them all a withering glare and stalked away.

Gods. Now she had offended a Singer. Sonia stopped walking and took in a breath to apologize to the others, though it was an unpardonable offense.

“I do apologize for her,” said Diana. “I don’t—we’re not—I beg your pardon. That was terribly rude of her.”

“Patronizing little bitch,” said Quinn. “I wish she hadn’t come. And the rest of you do, too, only you won’t admit it.”

“Girls,” said Yomi reasonably, “that’s enough. I beg your pardon, Sonia. We’ve had a long and sometimes trying journey together, and that rather puts people at odds after a while, don’t you think?”

“We always travel,” said Sonia gently.

Yomi chuckled. “Well, then, perhaps you can offer us some advice.”

“Was it not Democritus of your own country who said, ‘Well-ordered behavior consists in obedience to the law, the ruler, and the woman wiser than oneself’? Although in the text I read the words were written as, ‘the man wiser,’ but I can only suppose the scribe wrote the word wrong or meant it to be ‘Elder.’”

“Who is Democritus?” whispered Quinn.

“I think he was a Greek philosopher,” muttered Diana.

“But of course,” added Sonia, “it’s also true that we have our own quarrels. As do any people, I suppose.”

Yomi smiled and wisely guided the conversation back to weaving. In this way they came to the Orzhekov encampment, where Ilya had arrived before them.

Tess stood between her husband and her brother, and Sonia was distracted from her guests by the striking way in which Tess seemed caught between the two men, not mediating but wavering. Oh, it looked very bad, indeed. A woman must keep peace between her husband and her brother, not make it worse by letting each man pull her in a different direction. Ilya could never accept that Tess might hold her brother first in her heart, that Charles Soerensen had every right to expect his sister to cleave to him and to her mother’s tent. But if Tess, khaja that she was, truly wished to stay with her husband and her husband’s people, then she damned well ought to tell her brother so straight out and not leave poor Ilya hanging there never knowing what she intended to do. As for Charles Soerensen himself, Sonia simply could not tell if he loved his sister. But he would never have journeyed so far if he did not want her back very badly. For an instant Sonia wished that her mother was here. Irena Orzhekov would know what to do. Ilya deferred to many people, because he had good manners, but there were few who could make him stop dead in his tracks and change his mind. Mama is one. And I must become another.

“Bakhtiian is your cousin?” asked Diana into the silence, pulling Sonia back to the Singers with a wrench.

“His mother and my mother are sisters, yes.”

“And are they here also?” asked Yomi.

“His mother is dead.” Sonia paused one second, flicking her wrist out to deflect the notice of Grandmother Night. “My mother remains out on the plains, the true plains, with the rest of our tribe.” She watched as Katya and Ivan and Kolia came running with their cousins to greet Ilya and Tess with hugs and questions. Tess introduced the children to her brother, and Sonia approved of the way in which the prince acknowledged each child in turn.

“Are they all yours?” asked Diana. “What sweet-looking children!” Said with such honesty that Sonia felt at once that she liked this young Singer who had been blessed with beauty as well as song. “May we meet them?”

Ilya, seeing their party come up, guided his on. He had with him as well several others of the prince’s party, including a man who stared in the most unseemly fashion at Diana as they left.

“There’s Marco Burckhardt,” said Quinn in an undertone, and Oriana said, “Oh, don’t tease Diana.”

Then Marco Burckhardt caught Sonia looking at him and he smiled at her as if to say that here was a man who could appreciate a mature and confident woman. Well! Clearly he was as impudent as Kirill Zvertkov, but then again, he was khaja, and khaja men did not have very good manners, on the whole. Still, he had a pleasant way of admiring a woman. Sonia watched him go, even as he hastily returned his attention to his party, which had gotten a ways ahead of him.

Leaving, he almost bumped into another man.

Both men halted. A glare flashed between them, like two stallions who accidentally cross paths, and then Marco hurried on after his own party. Which left the other man standing outside the awning of her tent. And just what was Anatoly Sakhalin doing in her camp?

Except she knew the answer. She watched Diana register his presence, watched the Singer’s hand as it lifted to touch the golden necklace and then, self-consciously, dropped. She watched, with disgust, as Anatoly insinuated himself in with the children and thus was standing with them when she brought the Singers over to meet them.

“And these are the children of my family. Mitya and Galina are Kira’s eldest two, and Katerina and Ivan and Kolia are my own. There are also four girls and two boys still with the tribe.”

“You have more?” Quinn asked, looking astounded.

“No, just those eleven.”

“You have eleven children?” asked Yomi.

“My sisters and I have eleven children, yes. Last I heard, Stassi was pregnant, so soon there will be twelve again.”

“Oh my,” said Yomi abruptly, “look at that loom.”

Galina led her over to the loom, and at once the girl and the khaja woman became engrossed, though they could not speak any words to each other. Truly, weaving was a common language in and of itself.

Sonia looked back at the others. “Katya! Stop that! It doesn’t come off. Show respect for a Singer.”

“It’s all right,” said Oriana with a laugh, clearly not minding at all that the children were licking their fingers and rubbing at her skin. She crouched down and regarded them with a grave face. “It comes from being out in the sun too much.”

“It does not!” said Katya once her mother had translated. “Does it, Mama? There are other khaja with you who have skin like this. Mama says it’s because you’re from a place where the sun is hotter. But if that’s true, and if all of you are from the same country, then why don’t you all have black skin?”

“Good question,” said Oriana with another laugh. “Why do you have blonde hair and your uncle—well, I suppose he’s not your uncle, but your mother’s cousin, so I don’t know what that makes him to you—why does he have black hair? My skin is this color because my mother and my father had skin of this color.”

Helen regarded the children with resignation. Quinn allowed Ivan to show her every knife and saber that he could find; he was showing off, but at his age, one had to expect it. Mitya, of course, strayed no farther than an arm’s length from his hero, Sakhalin. Diana, crouching down, admired little Kolia’s first, awkward efforts at embroidery on a torn hank of sleeve. Slowly, slowly, Anatoly sidled over to stand between Sonia and the young woman. When his shadow darkened the sleeve Kolia held, Diana glanced up. Both of them looked away from one another as quickly as a horse bolts from a loud noise.

Anatoly, at least, had enough decorum not to look back down at her. “Please, Cousin Orzhekov,” he asked Sonia, keeping his eyes carefully fixed on a neutral spot between the carpet and the tent flap, “could you ask her, for me, what she thinks of the camp?”

Diana’s gaze lifted to examine him more boldly now.

“Does your grandmother know where you are?” demanded Sonia in khush. “Your manners are appalling, Sakhalin, and I hope I never see this sort of behavior from you again.”

Diana rose to her feet, ruffling Kolia’s hair absently. But she looked at Anatoly. “What did he say?” she asked, and hearing her voice he glanced at her, and she smiled at him.

Damn it anyway. It would only encourage Anatoly, but Sonia did not dare refuse to answer a Singer’s question. “Anatoly wonders what you think of the camp,” she said in Rhuian. “But he really has to go now.” And switched to khush. “Go on, Anatoly.”

Bowing to her superior authority, he left, but reluctantly. Really, his grandmother had spoiled him; it was deplorable, and yet he was at an age when men are most likely to be brash. A boy would be overawed; an older man would know better. But at twice twelve years and just honored with a command of his own, he had come into the first flush of his power.

“Oh, dear,” said Diana quietly. Tentatively, she touched Sonia on the arm and then smiled and withdrew her hand. “I hope I haven’t done something that offends you. Or him.”

“Of course not! I must apologize for his behavior.” There are some things I will never understand about the khaja, Sonia thought, for all that I have read their books and lived with them. Singers who apologized, as if they could offend anyone but the gods! Women who acted with the modesty that was really only proper for men!

“Oh,” said Diana, bewildered. “Perhaps Tess Soerensen can tell us more about your laws and ways of doing things.”

“A very fine idea,” agreed Sonia, and not just because Diana was a Singer. If these khaja were to travel a long way with the tribes, maybe it wasn’t Raysia Grekov who needed to translate, maybe it was Tess, who had grown up in one land and embraced the other, who was the only one of all of them who truly stood halfway between. “But I had hoped to show you the herds, if you’d like, or if you’d rather, other parts of the camp.”

“Oh, both, if it can be managed,” said Yomi, coming back with Galina. “This is fascinating.”

So they went on. Soon enough Sonia saw Anatoly Sakhalin again. Diana saw him, too, and now and again her gaze would jump away from the group to seek him out: He dogged them all the rest of the morning, like any good scout, vanishing when Sonia’s attention was turned directly on him, coming closer when he could, never being so forward that she could in fairness castigate him. Still, she would definitely have to discuss his behavior with his grandmother.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

ALEKSI SAT CROSS-LEGGED ON the table, watching Tess and Sonia where they knelt before the wooden chest.

“This one, then.” Sonia draped a cloth-of-gold coat over her arms, displaying it for Tess to examine.

“No. Too gaudy.”

“Tess, barbarians are impressed by gaudy things. Gold and riches. Surely this Vidiyan ambassador will recognize that this coat came from the Gray Eminence’s lands across the sea and feel fear that such a prince sends gifts to Bakhtiian.”

“But Sonia, Nadine brought that coat back from Jeds.”

“He doesn’t have to know that, does he? Here, what about—”

“No, those are my marriage clothes.”

“Yes, and this shade of green does look particularly well on you. This, and the jade headdress. No, the golden one.”

“Sonia, I—”

“Or should I go to your brother’s encampment and ask if he has any of these ugly clothings the women of his people wear? Are you embarrassed of us, now that your own people have come?”

Tess hung her head and did not reply. Aleksi watched her face. Unlike her brother, Tess had an expressive face that showed emotion clearly. She was embarrassed, and this perplexed Aleksi. After all, if the gods meant for the jaran to rule all other peoples, then the jaran would do so. Why should Tess feel shame to be seen as one of the gods’ chosen people?

“This is not the Tess I know,” Sonia went on. “Of course Jeds is a fine city. Do you forget that I have been there? Perhaps they scorn us because we don’t live in stone tents, but I will never forget how filthy everything was there. Although I admit,” she added, in a placating tone of voice, “that everyone of your brother’s party seems clean.”

Tess clapped a hand over her mouth and her shoulders shook. She was laughing. “Oh, Sonia.” She reached out and hugged the blonde woman. “I’m not ashamed of you. I just—” She hesitated, then shrugged. “I think too much.”

“You worry too much,” retorted Sonia. “These khaja don’t teach their daughters to become women. You had no mother or aunt to give you a tent, but must live beholden to your brother and now your husband. Why do you think I stayed in Jeds only a year, though Ilya wanted me to stay longer? I know we have no university here, no books, no writing, but still, they are the barbarians, not us.”

“But Sonia,” said Aleksi, “the women of Soerensen’s party aren’t like other khaja women, any more than Tess is. They don’t veil their faces when they see us and avert their eyes. They wear proper clothing, even if it is ugly, and they walk with pride and not fear.”

“That is true. But they’re from another country, the country where Tess’s mother was born.”

“Erthe,” said Aleksi, trying the unfamiliar sound out on his tongue.

Tess leaned over the chest and lifted out the jade headpiece, weighing it in her hands. “Dr. Hierakis came from Erthe, as well as the acting company. Women are—well, women own their own tents there. But so do men.”

“Yes, and from what you’ve told us, they don’t seem nearly as barbaric as the people of Jeds.” Sonia lifted out the gold headpiece and laid it down on the green tunic. “This looks better, Tess. I’d like to visit there someday.”

“It’s a long voyage. A very long voyage.” Tess placed the jade headdress back inside the chest and settled back on her heels. “No, you’re right, Sonia. Even though I didn’t precisely need my brother’s consent to marry, still, I married without it.”

“If you have the courage to make a decision, then you must learn to have the courage to stand by it. Perhaps Ilya’s power doesn’t seem so impressive to your brother now. In ten years, he will be happy to have such a brother by marriage. You must tell him you are thinking ahead. It is an advantageous alliance.”

“For whom?”

“Come now, Tess. I have been to Jeds. I have ridden in the countryside and gone even as far as the city of Filis, where another prince rules. Your brother is rich and his merchants sail to the ends of the world, and he is a prince to be reckoned with, but Ilya’s army is larger. Much larger. And it will grow.” Sonia shook out the calf-length tunic and a pair of belled, striped trousers and then rummaged in the chest until she found a wide belt inlaid with cloisonné and gold. “Now, Aleksi. Out.” Her own festival clothing lay draped over the chair, a tunic of vivid blue that matched her blue eyes and a headpiece of gold and gems. “We must dress. You might see if Galina needs a hand with the children.”

Aleksi gave each woman a brotherly kiss on the cheek and retired from the fray. At Sonia’s tent, her niece Galina sat with those few Orzhekov children who remained with the main army. Sonia had kept her three children with her, and Niko and Juli had two grandchildren with them. Other children, like Galina and her brother Mitya, were old enough to do adult work but not old enough yet to marry or to ride in the army.

“We saw the barbarians today.” Galina greeted Aleksi with a kiss on the cheek. She looked much like her aunt and her mother, with a merry, round face, fair hair, and cerulean blue eyes. “Aunt Sonia brought five of them by. One of them had skin that was black. Really,” she added, as if afraid that Aleksi wouldn’t believe her. “Wasn’t it, Katerina?”

“It was,” agreed Katerina, Sonia’s eleven-year-old daughter who, at two years younger than her cousin, was her shadow and champion. “We thought maybe she had painted it on, so we rubbed it, but it didn’t come off.”

“Then Aunt Sonia scolded you for being rude,” finished Galina. “But the woman didn’t mind. She was tall, too, taller than a man. And one of the other women had chestnut hair, like a horse has.” She stifled a giggle under a hand. “And another one had funny eyes, like…” She grimaced, searching for a comparison.

“Like this,” said seven-year-old Ivan, putting his index fingers on either side of his eyes and pulling the lids tight. All of the children burst into laughter.

“I liked her, though,” said Katerina. “Her name was Yomi. She knows how to weave,” she added, since this skill obviously placed the woman in a different, and superior, class from the others. “But they didn’t have any men with them. Is it true their men act like women?”

“What do you mean?” asked Aleksi. “I escorted four of the men around the camp, and they seemed like men to me. They were very polite.”

Katerina considered the question seriously, screwing her mouth up. She was a pretty girl, having inherited her looks from her grandfather, but she had as well the same vital intelligence that animated Sonia’s otherwise undistinguished features. “They say khaja men use bows and arrows to fight other men with and that they haven’t any manners toward women. And that they own their own tents, and they even say that the women don’t own tents at all. How can that be?”

“You forgot the angel,” said Mitya suddenly. He sat on a pillow at the back of the awning, too old to include himself in the younger children’s activities but too young, at fifteen, to be an adult. Like most boys his age, he spent a small part of his day helping his grandmother, mother, or aunt and the rest of it with the adult men, doing chores, learning to fight, caring for the horses and the herds, and generally tagging along. Right now he was polishing one of Bakhtiian’s sabers.

“What angel?” Aleksi asked. He knelt and helped four-year-old Kolia straighten his tunic and belt it with a girdle of gold plates.

“Anatoly Sakhalin’s angel.”

“Mitya,” retorted Galina in a disdainful voice, “she is not Sakhalin’s angel. And he showed bad manners, too, in following them around.”

Aleksi settled down on his haunches, satisfied that he was about to get some good gossip. He loved these children, who had accepted him readily once they saw that the adults of their tribe acknowledged Tess’s adoption of him. Although he had been Tess’s brother for three years now, he still preferred the children’s company to that of adults. They said what they thought, and they were not embarrassed by the fact that he had once been an orphan. Like the foreign woman’s coal-black skin, his peculiar status interested them more than it revolted them. “He followed Sonia and her party around camp?”

“Yes,” said Galina. “That’s what Aunt Sonia said. When they got here, he got Mitya to invite him in so that he could talk to her. She was very embarrassed by his behavior, as any woman would be. She flushed all red.”

“Sonia did?” Aleksi asked, astounded.

“No, no,” said Katerina. “The angel. Diana. But Sonia refused to translate for him so he just had to stand there. But he kept looking at her,” she finished with disgust.

“He never looked at her straight,” said Mitya.

“Oh,” said Galina, “you’re always defending him.”

Mitya flushed at his little sister’s superior tone of voice. “And why not? I want to ride in his jahar when I’m old enough. He’s the best rider of all the young men.”

“Mitya, everyone knows that Aleksi is the best rider. No one is as good with the saber as he is. Isn’t that true, Aleksi?”

Aleksi grinned. “Anatoly is a good commander, and he deserves the command Bakhtiian gave him, though he’s young to be granted such an honor.”

“But you wouldn’t ride in his jahar, would you?” asked Katerina, looking pleased with her sly question.

“Katya, I ride in Bakhtiian’s own thousand. Why should I want to ride in anyone else’s?” The girls laughed, and Mitya appeared mollified.

Sonia came out of Tess’s tent. “Are you children still here?” she called. “Galina, Mitya, take them and go. Mother Sakhalin will have plenty for you to do before you start serving.”

Galina and Katerina rounded up the little ones and marched them off. Mitya lingered. “Would you like to walk with me?” Aleksi asked the boy, and Mitya’s face brightened, since this was clearly exactly what he had hoped for. The chance to stroll around camp beside the man everyone knew was the best saber fighter since the legendary Vyacheslav Mirsky, who had died of old age six years ago…Aleksi chuckled. Then he felt a pang of regret. He had never enjoyed such simple pleasures as a boy. No friends, no companions. Alone—He shut it off. No use thinking about it, no use remembering. He lived in the Orzhekov camp now. “Come on, then.”

“Oh, wait,” said Mitya. “Aunt Sonia,” he called, “what shall I do with the saber?”

She had already gone back into Tess’s tent, but came out again. “Here, give it to me.” She took it, smiled at Aleksi with the warmth that she seemed to have an endless supply of, and carried the precious weapon back inside.

Aleksi walked on, and Mitya matched his pace to the older man’s. Already he was Aleksi’s height and would probably grow taller still. Now he was gangly and uncoordinated, coltish in an endearing way. It was a stage Aleksi had never gone through, so while he felt sympathy for the boy, he could not quite understand him. However awkward Mitya might be, he had time to grow and an enviable position to grow into. Grandson of Irena Orzhekov, who was etsana of the Orzhekov tribe, Mitya was thereby related to Ilyakoria Bakhtiian himself; his mother, Kira, and Ilya were cousins. The boy wore a golden torque around his neck and golden braces at his wrists and, like his little cousin Kolia, a belted girdle of golden plates. A heavy enough burden, Aleksi supposed, made doubly so by the fact that Mitya’s father was a respected smith. It was no wonder that Mitya admired Anatoly Sakhalin, a young man with equally important relatives who had managed to gain respect on his own account and not simply because of whom he was related to.

They wandered through the late afternoon bustle of the camp. A child ran behind a wall of captured shields, hiding from her playmates. A blacksmith’s forge smoked, and two soot-stained, sweating men pounded out lance heads. Their strokes beat out a rhythm to the late afternoon. Two adolescent boys repaired bridles, and they waved at Mitya as he walked by. A group of women turned carcasses on spits over four large fires. The smell of the meat was tantalizing. Fat dripped and blazed on the coals.

“He must be very powerful,” Mitya said suddenly.

“Who?”

“The prince of Jeds. Tess’s brother. The ambassadors that come to us have greater retinues, and they bring gifts. What is an actor, anyway?”

“I’m not sure,” Aleksi admitted. “They tell stories, I think, but with their bodies, not with words and a song. Perhaps they will perform tonight.”

But they did not. On the circle of ground separating the inner group of tents from the outer ring, blankets were laid and awnings set up in a great ring. At the southwest of this compass a single wagon sat upended and shorn of its wheels, covered with leather drawn tight with ropes and laden with pillows. Before it, on the ground, lay carpets under an awning of golden silk. Large square pillows embroidered with flying birds or galloping horses littered the carpets, seating for the feasters. Now, waiting, the pillows were empty, except for a single figure sitting under the center of the awning, writing painstakingly in a book. He glanced up and saw Aleksi and Mitya and beckoned them over.

“Mitya,” he said, “surely Mother Sakhalin is expecting you.” Mitya murmured a few unintelligible words and retreated. Bakhtiian watched the boy flee. “His father says he’ll never be a blacksmith, so I hope he shows some promise for command. Here, Aleksi, sit down, if you please.”

Even Bakhtiian’s polite requests sounded like orders, but Aleksi was used to it. He sat down and nodded toward the book lying open on Bakhtiian’s right knee. “You’re writing.” Aleksi could read, with effort, and he could make letters, but the gift of reading and writing with ease eluded him, though Tess encouraged him to practice every chance she got.

“Yes.” Bakhtiian contemplated the open book, a page filled with neat lines in his precise script. His eyes moved over the last line, and Aleksi watched as his lips moved ever so slightly, forming the words he had written.

“That’s Tess’s book,” said Aleksi abruptly, recognizing the pattern of marbling on the leather binding as Bakhtiian closed it.

“Yes. She began to record our campaign three years ago. I write in it as well. You see.” He rifled through the pages. “It’s almost filled. We’ll have to start a second book.” He glanced at Aleksi, looked away, out at the near ring of tents, where women and men and children prepared the feast, and then back at Aleksi again. “Is Tess still angry?” he asked.

Aleksi considered the question. Whatever else Bakhtiian might be, he was fair, and when he asked a question he wanted a straightforward answer whether or not that answer was flattering to himself. “I expect she’s still angry at you. I wouldn’t have advised that you try to keep her away from her brother while you showed him around camp.”

Bakhtiian snorted. “And I did not, as it turned out. But perhaps it was for the best. Because she walked with us, he saw how well-loved she is and how much she has become jaran.” Then he hesitated. His fingers played with the clasps on the book. “This David ben Unbutu—” He trailed off.

“She has said nothing of him.”

“Ah,” said Bakhtiian, meaning by that comment nothing Aleksi could fathom. Then he looked up, and his whole face changed expression. It lit, like a smoldering fire that bursts into flame. He smiled.

Aleksi glanced that way to see Tess and Sonia approaching. Sonia looked glorious, the brilliant blue of her tunic studded with beads of every color and gold plates lining the sleeves. Her headdress of gold and silver chains linked and braided over her blonde hair shifted as she walked. Golden crescent moons dangled to her shoulders; tiny bronze bells shook with her stride. The wealth gained in three summers of war adorned her, and she was by no means the vainest woman of the tribes. Beside her, Tess’s wedding clothes looked subdued, although they had been rich enough at the time.

But Bakhtiian had eyes for no one but his wife. The force of his regard was both comprehensive and unnerving. A jaran man respected his wife; that went without saying. But to love her so openly, so entirely, so exclusively, that provoked criticism. It was not good manners. Except in Bakhtiian, who was beyond such criticism.

Bakhtiian rose and walked out to greet his wife. He took her hand and even, daringly, kissed her on the cheek, there in the open. Sonia raised her eyebrows, disapproving, but she said nothing.

“Aleksi.” Bakhtiian released his wife’s hand and turned to Aleksi as he strolled up. “If you could tell Mother Sakhalin that Tess and Sonia and I are going now to escort the prince here. Perhaps Raysia Grekov can be persuaded to sing.”

Sonia chuckled. “Yes, and if any man can persuade Raysia to sing, it is you, Aleksi.”

Aleksi’s cheeks flamed with heat. How he hated it when anyone drew attention to him. Raysia Grekov was not just a singer, but a Singer, a shaman, a poet, touched by the gods with the gift of telling the old tales and singing new ones. That she admired his ability with the saber was a running joke: like to like, both touched by the gods. But she was the daughter of the etsana of the Grekov tribe, niece of their dyan, and while her cousin Feodor might hope to marry Bakhtiian’s niece Nadine, with such relatives, she certainly could not look upon Aleksi as anything but a casual lover.

“Oh, don’t tease him,” said Tess, mercifully, and Aleksi escaped Sonia’s scrutiny and went to find Mother Sakhalin.

He did not seek out Raysia Grekov, but by the time he returned to the feasting ground, the meal was well under way. Bakhtiian sat with Charles Soerensen to his right and Cara Hierakis to his left, honoring her, Aleksi noted, as if she were the consort of a prince as well as a great healer. Mother Sakhalin sat between Dr. Hierakis and Marco Burckhardt, and Sonia sat on the other side of Burckhardt, flirting with him outrageously. Tess sat on Charles’s right, and next to her, Qures Tinjannat, the ambassador from the king of Habakar lands who also happened to be a philosopher. Next to him, Niko Sibirin, and so on, foreigner mixed in with jaran. The newest ambassador was not here, but, of course, he had not yet been formally received.

Aleksi prowled the back, sidestepping serious children bearing wooden platters mounted on broad bases that they set down in front of their elders. Young men from the army assisted. Aleksi steadied Kolia as the little boy stumbled over an uneven patch of ground; he was clutching a bronze cup filled with water, taking it to Bakhtiian.

“Yes,” Bakhtiian was saying to Soerensen, “but when Sister Casiara wrote of the idea of precedence, she included the idea of legal precedence as well.”

“You were establishing a legalistic precedence, then, when you wrote the letter to the coastal ports west of here and claimed that they had violated the peace by attacking a party of jaran?”

“My envoys.” Bakhtiian nodded, took the cup from Kolia, and patted the little boy on his golden head before sending him away. “Envoys are sacrosanct. Is it not thus in all civilized countries?”

Soerensen smiled, received from Galina a platter heaped with steaming meats and a few precious slices of fruit, and set the platter carefully on the carpet. “This is a clever design.” He unhooked the spoon that dangled from the platter’s lip. “Since you have no tables. You’re well-read, Bakhtiian. Whatever made you decide to travel to Jeds and study there?”

Aleksi crouched, watching the two men. They were alike, in many ways, and underneath the uneasy truce they seemed to be honoring, he thought that perhaps they actually respected one another.

Bakhtiian drew his gaze away from the other man and stared, as he often did when confronting his destiny, at the sky. Twilight lowered over them. Anatoly Sakhalin and Feodor Grekov led two lines of young men along the length of awnings, lighting lanterns at each pole. About thirty paces in front of Bakhtiian, out on the grass, Nadine supervised the building of two stacks of wood, side by side, twin bonfires.

“I desired to know the world,” Bakhtiian said at last, glancing past Soerensen to Soerensen’s sister, who was deep in conversation with the Habakar philosopher, “and I had heard that Jeds cradled the finest university, where one could learn.”

“Know the world?” asked Soerensen, sounding curious and not at all accusatory. “Or conquer it?”

“If I know the world, then it will be mine.”

Soerensen studied the other man. The prince had an ordinary face, similar to his sister’s only in the high cheekbones and blunt chin, but like a well-made saber, his edge was clean and sharp. “You say that with conviction, but without avarice.”

“I want only to lead my people to the destiny that the gods have granted us. Surely that is not so different from what you want for your people, for Jeds.”

As the sky purpled to dusk, a single star appeared, the bright beacon of the evening star. Soerensen considered it, as if it contained some answer for him, and then regarded Bakhtiian with a steady gaze. “Not so different. I want to go to Morava. The place Tess visited when she first came here.”

“It’s north from here, out on the true plains. The ancient home of the khepelli. Is it true the khepelli wish to overrun these lands, to conquer them and drive we humans off them?”

“We humans? What has Tess told you of the Chapalii?” Soerensen pronounced it differently, but it was clearly the same word.

Bakhtiian’s smile was tight and sardonic. “Tess has told me many things, Soerensen. Which of them I can believe, and which I cannot, I have not yet divined.”

A chuckle escaped from Soerensen quite spontaneously. “My sympathies,” he said, and the comment sounded sincere enough to Aleksi’s ears.

“But it is true enough, is it not,” continued Bakhtiian, pressing this point, “that the khepelli are zayinu. The ancient ones. I don’t know the word in Rhuian. Not demons. Not spirits.”

“Elves,” said Cara Hierakis from the other side, startling both men. “Of course. Ancient ones with powers unknown to humans.” Then she said something in their foreign tongue to Soerensen.

“Can it be arranged?” asked Soerensen. “I must see Morava.”

Bakhtiian’s expression had shuttered, becoming opaque and unreadable. “Is that why you came? Are the khepelli so dangerous?”

“You know why I came,” said Soerensen quietly. Neither man looked toward Tess. “But it is true that the khepelli are dangerous. To both of us.”

“I will consider this,” said Bakhtiian, and he turned to Dr. Hierakis and began to discuss wounds and medical procedures with her. Tess ceded her conversation with the philosopher to Niko and leaned toward her brother. They began to talk, rapidly and in their language. For a time, Aleksi listened. Tess had taught him Rhuian, but not the other tongue, the language of Erthe. He was beginning to be able to pick out words and meanings, but he could not string them together yet into meaningful sentences. But they were talking about the khepelli and the shrine of Morava, that much he could discern. Anatoly Sakhalin lit the lanterns, directly in front of Bakhtiian and passed on, smiling at his grandmother, pausing before Sonia and glancing once, quickly and with dislike, toward Marco Burckhardt, then going on. Soon enough he would reach the carpets where the actors sat.

Aleksi snagged a platter of meat from Mitya and retreated to the solitude of the wagon to eat. Beyond, Raysia Grekov began to sing, accompanying herself on a bowed lute. She sang the tale of how the daughter of Mother Sun came down to the earth from Highest Heaven and how the legendary dyan Yuri Sakhalin fell in love with her and followed her into the heart of demon country.

“Where the rocks littered the earth, where the mountains touched the paths of father wind, there she bore the child. Where the heat of her mother’s hands scorched the soil, where the demons swarmed at twilight, there she brought forth the child. He heard its cry on the wind, but he could not find them.”

As Aleksi always did, he lost himself in her voice. She sang so sweetly, and with such power, that it was no wonder that the gods had drawn her up to Heaven once because of their desire to hear her sing. When they came to move the wagon, he jumped, startled, and kicked over the platter, spilling the scraps onto the grass.

“What are you doing there, Aleksi?” asked Nadine. “Here, give us a hand.”

Standing, he saw that the world had changed. Raysia was still singing, and a knot of people clustered around her, sitting and kneeling: the actors, mostly, listening intently. Bakhtiian was standing off to one side, talking with Dr. Hierakis and Niko Sibirin. Charles Soerensen and Tess and the Habakar philosopher, together with Elizaveta Sakhalin, were off on the other side, leaving the central carpet clear.

Aleksi helped Nadine and a few of the men from her jahar hoist the wagon and carry it onto the carpet and set it down. Nadine tossed six pillows onto it and then, with reverent care, received the horse-tail standard which Mitya had brought from the camp and laid it on the pillow embroidered with birds that Bakhtiian always sat on.

“Shall I go get him, Uncle?” Nadine called to Bakhtiian.

“You’re sounding cheerful,” said Aleksi. “Who are you going to get?”

“Jiroannes Arthebathes,” said Nadine. “May he rot in hell.” She grinned.

Bakhtiian waited until Raysia Grekov had finished her song. Then he lifted a hand in assent, and Nadine hurried off, her soldiers at her heels.

Immediately the two bonfires were lit, and in their roar and glare, a sudden change transformed the scene. The older man and woman who headed the Company herded their actors off to one side, placing them behind a group of commanders who appeared from the right. Soerensen collected his party and retreated a discreet distance to the left. There they could watch but remain outside the action.

Bakhtiian helped Elizaveta Sakhalin up onto the overturned wagon and settled her onto one of the pillows. Sonia followed her, then Tess, then Niko Sibirin, and then old Mikhail Suvorin, the most senior of the dyans currently with the main army. Bakhtiian balanced the horse-tail staff across his knees. They waited. At last the ambassador and his party arrived, halting beyond the twin bonfires.

Aleksi saw the glitter of armor in the Vidiyan ambassador’s retinue: his guard. There was a pause. Past the shifting height of fire he saw Nadine explaining something to an older man and a younger one. The younger one, dark and bearded and dressed in wildly colorful clothing, bore himself arrogantly, by which Aleksi deduced he was the ambassador. But his bearing melted a bit when Nadine gestured him forward. To pass between the two fires, to reach Bakhtiian.

The hesitation was checked. One of the guards transferred a small chest into the hands of the older foreigner, and thus burdened, the old man followed his master forward. The fire beat on them. Aleksi could see it by the way the ambassador leaned first away from the one fire and then away from the other, caught between both, purified by their raging heat, by the furnace pressure of their light. The old man staggered after him.

The softer glow of lanterns lit them when they halted before Bakhtiian. The old man dropped the chest more than set it down, and he knelt, head bowed, as if glad of the excuse to rest. The young one stood, looking angry and impressed together, and trying to hide it.

Bakhtiian regarded him evenly. From his seat on the wagon, he stared eye-to-eye with the ambassador. The very plainness of Bakhtiian’s clothing, red shirt embroidered on the sleeves, black trousers and boots, merely added to his dignity, compared to the ambassador’s gaudy costume. Some men did not need to display their power by displaying wealth. Like Soerensen, it occurred to Aleksi very suddenly. None of the prince’s people wore gold, none wore weapons, and yet their bearing reeked of natural confidence.

At last, cowed by Bakhtiian’s stare, as fierce a pressure as the fires through which he had passed, the ambassador dipped to one knee.

“I am Jiroannes Arthebathes,” he said in queerly accented Rhuian, fluid and blurred on the consonants. “I bring you greetings from your cousin the Great King of Vidiya, and these gifts, which he hopes you will graciously accept.” He gestured, and the servant struggled forward with the chest. Jiroannes’s gaze flicked to Tess, and his eyes widened as he recognized her. Then he turned his attention back to his servant.

The chest was not just wooden, but cunningly carved and set with enameling and strips of gold into the wood. The servant opened the clasp and removed silver dishes, an amazingly lifelike bird made of bronze, two tiny jade horses, a collar of gold embossed with tiny human figures, a bolt of sheer white silk, and an arrow plated with gold and fletched with black feathers.

Bakhtiian looked them over impassively but did not touch them. Then he gestured, and the children, with proper solemnity, came forward and took away everything except the arrow. That Bakhtiian considered at length and in silence, and at last he lifted it up and leaned back to present the arrow to Elizaveta Sakhalin. “The Great King must be complimenting your prowess in hunting, Mother Sakhalin,” he said. The old woman snorted, amused and skeptical, but she took the arrow and placed it over her knees.

Jiroannes looked outraged, and then he bowed his head to stare with seeming humility at the ground.

“You are welcome to our camp,” said Bakhtiian, at last addressing the young ambassador directly. “I will send for you when it is time.” He glanced around, caught Aleksi’s eye, and gestured for him to escort the ambassador away. Then he turned to talk to Niko, as if the affair was of no more interest to him.

Leading Jiroannes away by a roundabout route, Aleksi had leisure to wonder what the young man was thinking. Nadine joined him, the Vidiyan guard marching obediently at her back, and they conducted the silent ambassador back through camp to the distant envoys’ precinct. From here, the noise of the celebration, now in full flower, reached the dark clot of tents only as faint music and fainter laughter, like a distant roar of a mountain cataract to a man trudging through the night on a desert track. Out in the deep plains, where winter met summer like a blast of snow hitting fire, where spring existed for a week, for a scant month at most, such extremes were commonplace. To these envoys, cast out to the fringe of camp, their lives dependent very much on the whim of the jaran, such contrasts must prove unsettling.

“Ilya was too lenient,” said Nadine to Aleksi as they left, walking back to the celebration. “The man was insufferable. He was angry. He showed it in his back, in the way he stood. He showed too little respect.”

“Bakhtiian will make him wait. Then he’ll get nervous.”

“It could be.” Nadine sounded peevish. “He has a slave.”

“What is a slave?”

“Never mind. Look, the dancing has started.”

At the celebration, they were dancing on the ground around the two bonfires. The angel was dancing with Anatoly Sakhalin. He was, shyly and modestly, showing her the steps to one of the simpler partner dances. But most of the other actors were out dancing as well, partnered with jaran men and jaran women. The dance ended and another started. Aleksi saw Tess dancing with her husband. Sonia, of all people, had somehow persuaded Soerensen out, and it appeared that Soerensen was a quick learner and adept enough to dance well. The angel was still dancing with Anatoly Sakhalin.

“Someone had better talk to him,” said Nadine, voicing Aleksi’s thoughts out loud.

“Surely his grandmother will speak to him,” said Aleksi. “She’s very pretty.”

“She’s beautiful,” said Nadine. “She is also khaja. Look how the other man, Marco Burckhardt, look how he glares at them.”

The dance ended. The angel strolled out of the ring of light with Sakhalin. She held her head cocked slightly to one side, looking at him with a provocative smile on her lips as he spoke to her. Surely she could not understand what he was saying. But perhaps the words did not matter.

A moment later, before they could vanish into the gloom, Elizaveta Sakhalin appeared and called to her grandson. His head jerked up and he halted, hesitated visibly, and finally, reluctantly, slowly, he retreated to his grandmother’s side. The angel watched him go and with an unfathomable shrug of her delicate shoulders, she walked on out into the night, alone.

“And that,” said Nadine, “is that. Excuse me, Aleksi. I’ve a sudden urge to dance.” She broke away from him and strode straight toward the distant figure of Feodor Grekov.

Aleksi sighed and wandered on. He paused to watch Raysia Grekov where she sat on the now vacant wagon, playing simple songs for the amusement of a swarm of jaran men and two of the foreigners: Margaret O’Neill and the actor Gwyn Jones. The copper-haired foreign woman had her right hand on her belt buckle, and she kept toying with it, as if she was nervous. In contrast, her left hand held the bronze medallion around her throat with deliberate steadiness, canting the medallion’s onyx eye so that it faced the singer. Beside Raysia, a young man played a low accompaniment on a drum. As Aleksi listened, he caught a fainter counterpoint, a vocal one, distant, whispering on the breeze. He lifted his chin and tilted his head, sounding for direction, and drifted out into the night.

Stars blazed above. Out beyond the awnings, the angel was cursing at Marco Burckhardt. Aleksi stopped stockstill, astonished. Burckhardt had his hands on her. He held her in a tight grip, one hand on each of her shoulders, and each time she spit words at him, he replied in an equally angry voice.

They were not married. Nor were they related by blood. If anything, Marco Burckhardt was as interested in her as Anatoly Sakhalin was. But no jaran man would stand by and see a woman handled like this, by a man who was neither husband nor brother.

Before Aleksi could come forward, before he could even speak to warn them, another figure burst onto the scene, materializing from the direction of the celebration. Diana gasped. Burckhardt whirled.

Anatoly Sakhalin drew his saber.

“No!” Diana cried in Rhuian. “Don’t hurt him!” She cast herself between the two men. There was silence. Diana took four steps forward. “Anatoly, please, put away your sword.”

Anatoly lifted the saber to rest on her cheek. She froze, and her face went white from shock and fear. Marco shifted. In an instant, he would lunge—”

“Stop!” shouted Aleksi. He sprinted forward.

In that moment, with Marco hesitating, Anatoly marked Diana, cutting a line on her cheek diagonally from her cheekbone almost to her chin. Blood welled from the cut. Slowly, she lifted her hand to touch her skin. Lowering it, she stared at her fingers. They were covered with blood. She swayed. Then she collapsed to her knees.

Aleksi hit Marco broadside and slammed him backward before he could do something rash. A knife spun out of Marco’s grip and Aleksi pounced and grabbed it before Marco could react.

Anatoly had sheathed his saber. Now he stared at Diana with concern. He knelt beside her and put his good arm, comforting, firm, around her shoulders. At his touch, she screamed and scrambled away from him, panting.

“Damn you,” said Marco from the ground.

Aleksi offered him a hand. Surprised, Marco took it and let Aleksi pull him up. Marco took a step toward Diana, but Aleksi held him back. “Don’t go to her,” Aleksi said.

Anatoly climbed to his feet and fixed a threatening stare on Marco, keeping himself between Marco and Diana. He rested his good hand on his saber hilt.

“What do you mean?” Marco demanded. “My God.”

“He’s marked her,” Aleksi explained patiently.

“I can see that,” said Marco caustically. “What kind of savages are you, anyway?”

“You’re upset.” Aleksi put a hand on his shoulder just to make sure he didn’t bolt. “He’s marked her for marriage. But I suppose you khaja don’t do that.”

Diana threw her head up. “What did you say?” she gasped. Left hand still pressed against her cheek, she rose unsteadily to her feet, flinched away from Anatoly’s awkward offer of help, and circled him warily to come stand next to Marco. But when Marco reached toward her, she jerked away from him as well. “What do you mean, he marked me for marriage?” she demanded of Aleksi.

“When a man chooses a woman, he marks her. To show he means to marry her.”

“That’s barbaric,” said Marco.

“What about the woman’s choice, then?” Diana asked.

Aleksi shook his head. “But marriage is not a woman’s choice. Someday you’ll hear Raysia sing the tale of Mekhala, and how horses came to the jaran. You see—” He hesitated, finding words in this foreign tongue of Rhuian and placing them together in a form that would make sense to these people. “—when Mekhala beseeched the wind spirit for the horses that would set her people, that would set the jaran, free, he agreed only on the condition that she marry him. But in those days, before the jaran had horses, women chose both lovers and husbands. And so the wind spirit said, ‘I will give you horses, but you must give me the choice of your husbands, and a woman may never choose her husband again.’ And the women agreed that this was a fair trade for the gift of horses. So that women may still choose their lovers, but no longer their husbands. But this was long ago, in the—” He faltered, running up against concepts he had no words for in Rhuian. “In the long ago time.”

Marco looked appalled. Diana gaped, looking as if she was still in shock.

“Aleksi,” said Anatoly in khush. “What are you telling her?”

What a fool. But, of course, Aleksi was not about to say that to Mother Sakhalin’s grandson. “She didn’t know what you were doing.” He glanced at the other man, but Anatoly’s expression showed only stubborn resolve. “She thought you were trying to kill her.”

Anatoly flushed, but he said nothing. He glared at Marco.

“But Tess Soerensen has a mark like this on her cheek,” said Diana suddenly in a low voice. “And so does Bakhtiian. That means she is married to him.” She glanced sidelong at Anatoly Sakhalin and then away. “So why can’t I, if I love him?”

“God help us,” Marco said. It was an oath Aleksi recognized, because Tess used it. “Diana, you can’t begin to go along with this—”

“I can do what I want,” said Diana emphatically. She tossed her hair out of her face and walked over to Anatoly. He started, looking at her, and she tilted his chin down and kissed him on the mouth.

Marco swore.

“What in hell is going on?” The first person to arrive from the direction of the celebration was Dr. Hierakis. “Diana, come here. Goddess help us, child, what has happened to you?” The doctor lifted a hand to trace the cut on Diana’s cheek. A moment later Charles Soerensen appeared, and behind him, Tess and Bakhtiian.

“Oh, God,” said Tess. Then in khush: “Anatoly, have you gone out of your mind?”

“This is your work, then?” Bakhtiian demanded.

Anatoly held his ground under that devastating stare. “Yes. I marked her.”

“Gods. You will come with me, young man. We will see what your grandmother has to say about this.”

Anatoly did not move. He was tense, but determined. “It is a man’s choice, in marriage.”

“She is not jaran, Anatoly,” said Tess.

He glanced at her, and she smiled slightly, ironically, since neither was she jaran. Then he returned his gaze to Bakhtiian. “If she wishes to be rid of the marriage, she can do so, but I am content.”

“Tess,” said Charles in a calm voice, in Rhuian, “what is going on?”

“He wants to marry me,” said Diana suddenly. “This is the way they get married.”

“Ah,” said Charles. He studied his sister a moment, and Tess flushed and lifted a hand to brush the scar on her cheek, then lowered it again self-consciously. “I understand this is sudden, Diana. Such an action is not binding on you.”

“No,” she said stubbornly. “I want to marry him.”

Marco muttered something.

“Marco, really,” said Dr. Hierakis in Rhuian. “There’s no need for such language.”

Burckhardt’s hands were clenched into rigid fists, and he looked so angry that Aleksi wondered how long he could maintain his composure.

“That is your choice, of course,” said Charles to Diana. If he was shocked by her pronouncement, he did not show it. “But surely, Bakhtiian, the matter can be waived for some days so that the young woman can think it over.”

“I don’t need to think it over—”

“Diana,” said Tess in a friendly but firm voice, “you will, by custom, have nine days to think it over. If you really want to go through with this, then you must go into seclusion for nine days, after which you will be reunited with this man and become husband and wife.”

“Fine.”

“What is she saying?” asked Anatoly in khush, a little desperately.

“You young fool,” said Bakhtiian, also in khush. “Come along. I don’t envy you the tongue-lashing you are about to receive from your grandmother. Perhaps I’ll let Niko in on it as well. If your uncle Yaroslav was here…” He trailed off, letting the thought go unfinished. With a gesture, he indicated that Anatoly precede him. “Your grace,” he said to Soerensen, “perhaps you would be part of this council as well.”

“Of course. I’ll follow in a moment.” He nodded, and Bakhtiian left.

“Diana, Cara, perhaps you’ll come with me,” said Tess. She led the two women off on the long walk to the Soerensen enclave.

Aleksi, silent, did not move. By now the others had forgotten him. He had that gift, to stand so still, to draw so little attention to himself, that it was as if he was invisible.

“Marco,” said Soerensen softly.

“Leave me alone.” Marco did not even look at the other man. He was not looking at anything, exactly, but at some sight, some vision, some pain, that only he could see.

Soerensen sighed, but he honored the request, and left quietly.

Aleksi dared not move. He doesn’t want me here. And Aleksi felt an odd feeling: He felt ashamed because he had intruded on another man’s anguish.

Bells tinkled softly. A golden vision appeared out of the gloom: Sonia, laden with an ornamentation that lent grace to her features and a glow to her expression. A single glance she spared for Aleksi, a brief tilt of her chin in acknowledgment of his presence. Crescent moons spun and danced at her shoulders. She halted beside Marco Burckhardt and settled a hand on his sleeve.

“Come,” she said. That was all. Without a word, he went with her. The bells faded.

But Aleksi still heard the bells. Distant, but growing louder. A shout came from the far ring of tents. Another shout followed, and a lantern, two lanterns, sprang to life. They bobbed and swayed, approaching over the grass. Two horses with two riders, but only the foremost rider rode upright. The second lay over his mount’s neck, hugging it from exhaustion. Men on foot trailed after them, a group that swelled in size and volume.

Aleksi ran to meet them.

“Where is Bakhtiian?” shouted the lead rider. “Gods, man, there’s been treachery from those khaja swine.”

The man lying over the second horse looked unconscious. The horse was blown and scarcely in better condition than its rider, though it did not look wounded. A broad strip of bloodied cloth was wrapped around the rider’s head, obscuring his face, and more cloth bound his ribs and his left thigh. He slipped. Aleksi grabbed him and steadied him on the horse.

Bakhtiian came running, Sibirin behind him. “Bring the horse up to the carpet,” someone called, and they arrived there, a ragtag procession, at the same time Bakhtiian did.

Bakhtiian halted for one instant. A look of rage suffused his face. Then he came forward and tenderly swung the wounded man down from the horse, laying him on the pillows. The movement opened the wound in his thigh, but the blood leaking onto the fine embroidery did not seem to bother Bakhtiian.

“Josef! Niko, go get the healer. Dr. Hierakis. Grekov, see to the horse.”

Now that the rider was lying on his back, Aleksi could see that it was indeed Josef Raevsky, Ilya’s finest general, a man who could have been dyan of his own tribe but who gave it over into his brother’s hands many years ago in order to pledge himself to Bakhtiian and Bakhtiian’s cause. The worst blood stained the cloth bound over his eyes.

“Ilya.” Raevsky had some life yet.

“Who did this? The rest of your party?”

“The Habakar king,” Raevsky gasped. “Treachery. Honored us as envoys and then at the feast, fell on us.” He panted. His face was gray. “Left me alive, to deliver this.” His hand fluttered feebly. A crumpled scroll was tucked into the sheath of his saber. His saber—was gone.

Bakhtiian removed the scroll and unrolled it. Scanned it. His lips were pressed so tight that they had lost all color. His eyes burned. “‘So that you will understand that you must fear me, and set no foot on my ground, I have shown you my power. But because I am merciful as well as strong, I have left one alive to tell the tale.’”

Sibirin came up with Dr. Hierakis in tow, and Bakhtiian shifted aside to make room for her. She knelt beside Raevsky and stripped the cloth bandages away. Her face was intent, impassive.

“It looks like they burned the eyes out.” She ran a finger down the bridge of Raevsky’s nose. “How far did he come?”

Bakhtiian shrugged. “It’s about ten days’ ride to the border. Much much farther to the royal city.”

“Incredible,” she said curtly. “Make me a litter to bear him to my tent. If you wish him to live, do it quickly.” She rose. “I will be waiting there.” And left, striding out into the darkness.

“Do as she says,” said Bakhtiian. He stayed kneeling beside Raevsky until men came with a litter and bore him away. Then he rose. Glanced around, at the men waiting on his word. “You,” he said to the rider who had come in with Raevsky. “What is your name?”

“Svyatoslav Zhulin, with Veselov’s jahar.”

“You will return south, then, with this message. I want Veselov and Yaroslav Sakhalin to drive into Habakar territory. Then the king will begin to understand that he must fear us.” He glanced down at the pillow that rested against his boots, at the bright stain drying between the two birds of prey. “Then he will understand our power. Aleksi.” His voice had the temper of the finest steel, decisive, cold, and sharp. “You will bring the Habakar philosopher to me. Now.”

“Are you going to kill him?” someone asked, angry, wanting revenge.

“Of course not! We respect philosophers and envoys here. But I will inform him myself of this treachery. In the end, he may prove a valuable ally. Aleksi?”

Aleksi nodded and retreated, heading for the foreign envoys’ enclave. Behind, he could hear Bakhtiian’s crisp voice issuing more orders. The spring’s campaign was beginning.



ACT TWO

“Some good I mean to do

Despite of mine own nature.”


	—SHAKESPEARE,

	King Lear





CHAPTER TWENTY

FROM THE RIDGE THAT bounded the valley on the northeast, black-shirted riders watched the battle raging below.

“They’ll be routed by nightfall,” said the black-haired man who sat on his horse at the fore of the group, next to its leader.

“Sooner, Yevgeni,” replied the leader. “Look there. The center is breaking. And there: do you see the general’s standard? It’s wavering.”

Yevgeni spat. “The coward. He’s running.”

The leader of the band watched as a clot of riders broke away from the back of the khaja army and raced for the western hills. He was fair, with golden hair and a strikingly handsome face. “Bring the woman up here, Piotr,” he ordered, and a moment later Piotr returned. With him came the woman, a girl, more like, with a baby strapped to her back. She clutched the reins of a mountain pony, and she gave the battle below the briefest glance before fastening her gaze on what interested her most: the fair-haired man.

He gestured toward the retreating riders below. “Do you know where they’re heading? What path they’ll take?” he asked, speaking khush slowly.

She tore her gaze from his face and studied the valley and the swell of hills that marked the western boundary. Near a lake, a city lay smoking and battered, and it was past these ruins that the riders fled. “That way,” she replied, pointing to a gap in the hills. Her khush was faltering, but comprehensible. “A road leading to the pass.”

“Is there a good spot for an ambush?”

She looked back at the band: about one hundred horsemen in black, all with sabers, a few with lances. “With arrows, yes.” She ran her left hand over the quiver that hung from her belt along her thigh. “With swords…” She shook her head. “It is narrow.”

“I want that general,” said the leader.

“Vasil, are you mad?” asked Yevgeni. “Let the khaja pig go, that’s what I say. What does he matter? He’ll be a worse burden on the khaja king alive than dead.”

Vasil glanced at the riders in his group and then down at the jaran army driving through the khaja infantry in the valley below. Evidently the bulk of the army had not yet realized that its leader had deserted it. “I need a prize.”

Yevgeni shook his head. “I don’t understand you, Vasil. Your father was dyan of your tribe’s jahar. It’s a fair enough claim, if you want it back. But your cousin has been dyan now for—what?—three years? He may contest you.”

“Anton is Arina Veselov’s brother,” said Vasil.

“That’s bound to cause trouble, two so close making decisions.”

“And knowing Anton and Arina as I do, because of that, they’ll be glad to give the command over to me. It isn’t my cousins I have to convince. Viaka.” He turned to address the girl. “We must go, quickly. Can you lead us?”

“It is a bad place for swords,” she insisted. “There are others of my family who will come, if we can stay in the heights and shoot down. Then perhaps you can overcome your enemy. They have fine armor.”

Grumbling arose from the men closest. “Archery…arrows in battle…it’s dishonorable.”

“Come now,” said Vasil scornfully. “Surely you men don’t believe I’d ever suggest such a thing against an honorable man of the tribes? But these are khaja. What does it matter if arrows are used against them? They have killed enough jaran men with arrows. And these khaja villagers have agreed out of their own free will to accompany us.”

Yevgeni snorted. “Out of the will of their headman’s daughter, who’s bedding with you.” The girl started around and glared at him. Then she flushed. She was an unremarkable young woman, scrubbed clean, with her brown hair tied back and bound with a net of tiny golden beads strung on a bronze wire. She wore a girdle of iron plates around her waist, and a golden embossed pectoral hung from around her neck, covering her upper chest: it was more armor than any of Veselov’s riders had.

Vasil smiled. “Yevgeni, my love,” he said softly, “are you jealous?”

Yevgeni flushed with anger. “You have no right to say such a thing to me,” he said in a fierce undertone. “I have never asked anything of you, Veselov, except first a place in Dmitri Mikhailov’s jahar and now, a place with your arenabekh.”

“Forgive me,” said Vasil, his voice as smooth as silk, “but I do not like to be questioned. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

Vasil surveyed his riders. He pitched his voice to carry to the back ranks. “We’re going to bag a prize, boys. We will take some khaja archers with us. If there are any of you who can’t stomach their presence, then you may stay behind.”

No one moved. Vasil shifted his gaze to the girl. She gazed at him as much with avarice as with love. “Then we can go,” he said to her. “And swiftly.”

She urged the pony forward and the band set out, riding on twisting paths down off the ridge and through the steep hills. At a narrow crossroads, the party of villagers joined them. A woman took the baby from Viaka and vanished up the trail. The rest went on. The villagers were mounted on sturdy ponies, each man—and a few young women—armed with bow and arrows and a long knife. Only Viaka spoke khush well, and she used this skill and Vasil’s deference to her to bully the older khaja men, who clearly objected to her authority.

She led them along a narrow road cut through the hills. They rode two abreast, with Viaka and Vasil at the fore and the bulk of the villagers at the rear. At last the road dipped down into a gully and gave out onto a wider road that led up toward we pass. Here, they found signs of the city’s death: A burned out wagon and seven corpses, three of them children, littered the roadside.

Yevgeni moved up beside Vasil and sniffed the stench in the air with distaste. “Arrows. Do they kill their own children?”

“These are Farisa,” said Viaka. “As are my people. We ruled this land once, until the King’s grandsire rode here with an army, in my grandfather’s father’s time. He killed our prince and became prince himself. It was his army attacked the city, not yours, and killed these people. Those who escaped ran to the hills. We do not love the King.”

Vasil lifted a brow, questioning. “So that is why your father agreed to help us? I thought all the khaja were alike. Where is the site for the ambush?”

They rode down and came to a curve in the road that was shielded by a rocky ridge. Vasil concealed his riders behind the ridge. Viaka sent archers up the steep cliffs on either side, where they hid behind boulders and underbrush. Then they waited.

After a time, the ring of harness and the pound of hooves drifted to them on the clear air. No voices carried: it was a silent flight. Vasil’s face bore a curious stillness as he listened, as if this skirmish signaled the beginning of a momentous campaign.

Sudden shrieks echoed off the cliffs. Shouts and a scream blended with the terrified neighing of horses.

“Forward!” cried Vasil. He led the charge.

The jaran riders came around the curve and smashed straight into the panicked troop. Already demoralized from the battle, they scattered under the archers’ fire, half fleeing back down the road, half ahead into the jaran charge.

Next to Vasil, Piotr lowered his lance and with the weight and speed of his horse behind the thrust, he toppled a heavily armored rider from the saddle. The khaja warrior screamed as a man in the second rank cut him down. The charge drove through the khaja ranks and Vasil shouted for half the jahar to go on, after the retreating remnants. Fifty riders headed down the pass. Behind, the archers let loose a new stream of arrows into the group that had just survived the charge. Then Vasil wheeled his horse around along with his remaining fifty men and hit the disintegrating troop from the rear, trampling some, killing the rest.

Yevgeni and Piotr cornered a man in a golden surcoat, and when the man saw that he was surrounded and defeated, he dropped his weapons and began to plead in a language none of them could understand. Vasil rode up and stared at him: an older man with a grizzled beard, dark eyes and skin, and fine gilded armor.

“Yevgeni,” said Vasil, “take twenty riders and help Georgi mop up the others.” Yevgeni rode away.

The mountain people scrambled down from the heights and scurried among the bodies, gleefully stabbing those still alive and looting the dead.

“Is this the general?” Vasil asked when Viaka came up beside him on her pony.

She shrugged. “How should I know? All these Habakar bastards look the same to me. His armor is rich enough.”

“Then you shall have it, my dear. Piotr, strip him.”

The man protested, at first. Piotr grabbed his left hand and cut off his little finger, and after that, the man submitted in silence. Until Yevgeni returned with seventy riders, a few of whom were wounded, and two captives. The first of the captives was a stalwart man in a fine brocaded surcoat who endured many bleeding wounds stoically. The second was an adolescent boy without a trace of beard on his face, tall but clearly young and terrified. He, too, wore a gold surcoat and gilded armor. When the Habakar general saw him, the old man broke out in a storm of weeping and struggled away from his captors to embrace the boy.

“They force children to ride into battle, too,” said Yevgeni, pulling his mount up beside Vasil. “It’s barbaric. But the boy seemed important, so we let him live.”

“The other man?”

“He fought courageously to defend the child.”

“Bind his wounds, then, after you’ve stripped him of his armor. Leave the boy in his, though, or they’ll never believe we found such a child fighting.”

The old man, stripped down to his linen tunic and hose, broke away from the boy and threw himself at Vasil’s feet, babbling in his khaja tongue. Vasil sighed and looked around for Viaka, but she was kneeling, running her hands over the golden surcoat and the fine armor with a gleam of lust in her eyes. She glanced up, and when she saw that Vasil was watching her, her face flushed with pleasure and she rose and came over to him, glancing back frequently as if to make sure her new armor was not being stolen by one of her villagers. She halted beside Vasil and listened to the old man, then spat on him.

“He says he will gladly give you anything you please, as long as you spare the boy,” she said to Vasil. “He says his name is Yalik anSiyal, and he is a great nobleman and the leader of this army. The boy is his son.”

Vasil smiled. Not gloated, not quite, but he felt entirely pleased with himself. “We’ll ride, then. I have what I need.”

“I’m coming with you.” Viaka’s gaze up, at him seated splendidly on his mount, was worshipful as well as possessive.

Vasil chuckled. “My dear, you are wealthy now. You don’t need me.”

“My father will only take these things from me once you are gone and give them to my brothers. I would gladly become your wife. My father would not protest.”

Yevgeni laughed under his breath. “He’d be glad enough to be rid of her,” he said softly.

“I am married,” said Vasil quietly.

She gestured impatiently. “I do not ask to be your chief wife. But surely you have a place for a secondary wife.”

“Savages,” muttered Yevgeni.

“Yevgeni, get the men ready. We must go.” Vasil put out a hand and took Viaka’s, holding it a moment. “My dear, however much I might wish it, it is impossible.” Then he released her hand and reined his horse away. Piotr bundled the general onto his horse and tied him there, stringing the boy’s mount on behind. Viaka simply stood, staring at them. One of the villagers, an old man who had protested the most at the girl’s usurpation of authority, grinned vindictively as the riders mounted and rode away.

Vasil did not even glance back, although Yevgeni did. “You cold bastard,” he said to Vasil. He laughed. “Gods, these khaja can’t even keep their own tents in order. How can they expect to resist Bakhtiian’s army?”

“We are not part of Bakhtiian’s army yet.”

“I still don’t understand,” said Yevgeni, “how you can expect Bakhtiian to take us in, now that we’re arenabekh, and then agree to let you become dyan of the Veselov tribe, after we rode with the last dyan who tried to kill him.”

“There is a great deal you don’t understand, Yevgeni. There is a great deal no one understands. But I am determined to have my way, this time.” He glanced back as Piotr cantered up from the rear. “What is it?”

“The girl. She’s following us.”

“Let her follow. I’m no longer concerned with her.”

Yevgeni snorted. “Meaning you don’t need her anymore.”

Vasil did not answer. He picked up their pace, and they made good time down to the valley, riding past the ransacked city by late afternoon. A contingent of armored riders, hailing them, met them by an outstretched arm of ruined wall.

“Halt! I hadn’t heard of arenabekh in these parts. Where’s your leader?” This from their captain, a beautiful young man whose handsome face was marred by scars along the jaw and across the ridge of his nose. “Vasil! Gods, I thought you were dead! Everyone thought so.”

Vasil smiled. “But I am not dead, Petya, as you see.”

“But these are arenabekh, Vasil!”

“It’s true that I’ve proven myself as a dyan by leading these men. Now I’ve returned. How is my sister? Have you any children yet?”

Petya flushed. “You must know that Vera is disgraced. It isn’t—it isn’t anything to speak of here.”

“Then forgive me for speaking of it. Have you any news of my wife?”

“Karolla is well. Your cousin Arina took her in.”

A gleam lit Vasil’s fine blue eyes. “And my children? They are well also?”

The tight line of Petya’s mouth relaxed slightly. “They are well. They are sweet children. Everybody loves them.”

“Of course. You’re outfitted differently—all that armor. You look like khaja soldiers.”

“Things have had to change.” Petya regarded the older man warily. “Why are you here, Vasil?”

“Even arenabekh may return to the tribes, if their etsana agrees to it. I heard that my father died. I have come to claim the position that is rightfully mine. Can you take me to Anton? He is here, is he not? I saw the Veselov standard.”

“He is here.” Petya hesitated. Then, as if he could find no excuse to refuse, he motioned to the riders under his command and they turned and escorted Vasil and his men back along the valley. Corpses speckled the grass and the fields, fleeing soldiers who had been cut down and left to die. An overturned cart blocked the road, but the riders simply rode around it, not bothering to move it. Vegetables spilled out from its bed, bruised or flattened by the impact. In a far field, a crowd had been herded together under the watchful eyes of a group of riders.

“You have prisoners,” Petya studied the two men and the boy in the middle of Vasil’s jahar. “We were just heading up into the hills to see if we could catch the general of this army. He fled the battle.”

“I have him. That one, there, and his son.”

“Ah. Sakhalin will be pleased.”

“Yaroslav Sakhalin leads the army? Bakhtiian isn’t here?”

Petya’s brows drew down in confusion. Then he laughed. “You didn’t think this was the entire army, did you? We’re only the vanguard. Bakhtiian is coming soon with the main army. We are as plentiful as the birds, and as strong as the winter wind.”

“Then it is true,” said Vasil thoughtfully. “Bakhtiian will conquer all the khaja lands.”

“Did you ever doubt it?” Petya blinked up at Vasil, looking naive and perplexed and utterly assured all at once. “Did you ever doubt that he could do it?”

Vasil did not reply. Instead, Yevgeni leaned forward. “Excuse me,” he said politely to Petya. “But if you are with the Veselov tribe—do you know—I have a sister. She was with me, before, with Mikhailov, and I never heard what had happened to her. Perhaps you’ve heard of her. Her name is Valye Usova.”

“I don’t know her,” Petya confessed. “I’m sorry. But Arina Veselov might, or Irena Orzhekov. After Mikhailov died, those two etsanas oversaw what became of the women and children who were left behind.” He hesitated again, visibly, his open face betraying doubt. “Vasil. Are you certain you will be welcome? You followed Mikhailov, after all. You tried to kill Bakhtiian. He has no reason to forgive you.”

“No reason except what lies in his heart,” said Vasil, so low that only Petya heard him.

Petya’s face became a flood of emotions that he suppressed with difficulty. “Then it’s true, the things Vera said about you.” He spoke quietly and, because it was in his nature, deferentially.

Vasil snorted. “Vera is a snake, Petya, which I think you ought to know by now, being married to her as long as you have been. She says only what she pleases, to strengthen her own position.”

“She no longer has a position. The etsanas stripped her of all rank. Arina argued against it, but Orzhekov and the elders insisted. Vera does menial work for Varia Telyegin, who treats her kindly enough, though she’s nothing but a servant now.”

Vasil laughed. “I am amazed. She endures such treatment?”

“What choice does she have?” Petya asked bitterly.

Vasil turned his head smoothly to stare at Petya. “And after everything, after the way she treated you, after she betrayed your trust, you still love her?”

Petya pressed his lips together and turned his face away, refusing to answer.

“Here is the main army,” said Yevgeni. A scout hailed them, and Petya led them around its mass to the northwest, where they came to a ring of horses and a knot of men standing talking together.

“Ah, there you are, Petya,” called a middle-aged man, dark featured and with a pleasant, open face. “What did you catch?” His gaze skipped over Vasil, wrenched back, and he blanched, as though he had seen a ghost. “Vasilley,” he said hoarsely. “I thought I would never see you again.” Then, transformed as if by the rising sun, his face lit with joy. “You damned bastard, where have you been?”

Vasil dismounted and strode forward. The two men embraced. “Anton.” Vasil’s tone was fervent. “How I’ve missed you, you more than anyone, for all the kindness you ever showed me. You look well. I’m glad to see it.” He disengaged himself from Anton and turned to regard the other five men, who watched this reunion with interest. His gaze quickly fastened on the man who stood with quiet command to the far right. “You are Yaroslav Sakhalin?”

Sakhalin nodded, acknowledging the question. “You are Sergei Veselov’s son Vasil? It would take a greater man than I not to be astonished by your sudden appearance here, and so many years after you vanished and were presumed dead.” He examined Vasil with an intent, intelligent gaze. He carried himself easily, with the relaxed authority of a man who knows he is both important and competent. He was a man at the height of his maturity, older than Vasil and Anton, but not yet old—old enough to have a married daughter and a nephew just elevated to his own command, and yet young enough to be a dangerous fighter still. His gaze settled on Anton, reading the dyan’s face, and then returned to Vasil. “What brings you back to us, Veselov?”

Vasil did not speak immediately. His own men stirred restlessly in their saddles. Petya looked worried, gnawing at his lower lip. In the end, in the silence, it was amazingly enough Anton Veselov who spoke.

“But, of course, if you just heard of your father's death, then you must have returned to claim the jahar. You are dyan by right, if the etsana and the elders agree to the election.”

“But you are dyan, Anton,” said Sakhalin without expression. “Bakhtiian himself approved your election. I am sure no one will protest if you petition to keep your position.”

Anton looked surprised. “You know yourself, Yaroslav, that it isn’t proper for a brother and sister to act together in authority over a tribe. They’re too close. There was simply no one else to take the position. And now there is.” He nodded at Vasil.

“I have led these arenabekh for three years,” said Vasil quietly, “and I have brought khaja prisoners that I feel sure Bakhtiian wants.”

“Arina will wish it also,” added Anton, “that her cousin become dyan.” Vasil flashed him a smile.

Sakhalin’s lips twitched up. “Then the question becomes, will Bakhtiian wish it? Very well, Veselov. It is no business of mine. You may take your case to Bakhtiian himself.” He looked beyond the two men, at Vasil’s jahar. “Who are these khaja you have with you?”

“The general of the army you just defeated, Sakhalin. As well as his son. The third is an honorable soldier who fought courageously in defense of the boy.”

“You do me a service, then, in bringing them to me.”

“I meant them for Bakhtiian, begging your pardon.”

Sakhalin chuckled. “Did you, indeed? You may take them to him, then, and save me the bother. Anton, you will have to go as well, but I can’t afford to lose your riders. Have your captains report to me, until you—” Here a glance spared for Vasil. “—or your cousin returns.”

“As you wish, Yaroslav,” replied Anton. He gave Vasil a slap on the arm and a grin, and then mounted and rode away with Petya and his troop to give the orders.

“You seem to inspire loyalty, Veselov,” said Sakhalin, whether with sarcasm or admiration it was impossible to tell. He was distracted by a scout riding in. “What news?”

“We’ve rounded up every khaja we could find in the valley and on the nearby slopes. There’s few enough women and children—they’ve either fled or been slaughtered by their own army, I don’t know which. What shall we do with the men?”

“Sort out those who have some skill, artisans and blacksmiths. Kill the rest.” Sakhalin turned back to Vasil. “You’d best be on your way at dawn, Veselov. Bakhtiian is assembling the army, and he won’t want any confusion about his commanders, not on this campaign. We’ll be driving on through the pass in the morning. The heart of the kingdom lies beyond these mountains.” Then he turned to the man at his right, dismissing Vasil, and began to discuss supplies and fodder for the horses on the mountain crossing.

The finest blush crept onto Vasil’s cheeks, but he turned and walked with a careless stride back to his horse. “We’ll set up camp here,” he said to Yevgeni, “and go on in the morning.”

They found a quiet spot, distant from the ruined city and the slaughter going on there. The men built a few fires, including one set aside from the rest for Vasil. He sat before the fire, brooding. Bringing out his komis cup, he poured the pungent drink out of a flask and into the cup, and drank. By the other fires, his men laughed and sang songs and gambled, relaxed now as they had not been for a long time. Still, there was no assurance that Bakhtiian would not punish them: they were arenabekh, after all, men who had left the tribes for their own reasons, or been cast out. Some had no families to return to, and others, no hope that their tribes would want them back. But with the jaran tribes united, they had no future anywhere else. Vasil licked a spot of the fermented milk off of his lips and smiled. He knew Bakhtiian’s weak spots, and he knew how to exploit them. It came down to one thing in the end. It always had. What he wanted, he intended to have.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“DIANA, YOU DON’T HAVE to go through with this.”

Diana stared at her hands, refusing to look up. After nine days sequestered in the Company’s camp, rehearsing every day and then staying behind when the others went out to explore the jaran encampment, she had grown used to her colleagues coming back to harangue her, to get her to change her mind, and in some cases to ridicule her for going native. But the more they tried to budge her, the more her resolve hardened.

Now it was early morning of the day she was to marry, and Yomi had appeared at her tent at dawn with Tess Soerensen in tow. And left the two women there together.

Diana stared at her pewter bracelet and heard Tess sigh. “Diana, are you even sure why you’re doing this?”

Diana looked up. “You did it. You married Bakhtiian.”

Tess chuckled. “Not on my second day in camp, I didn’t. Although it’s true enough the tribe welcomed me in as soon as I arrived, and adopted me only days after that. You must think of Anatoly as well. Have you considered what it would be like to stay here, after your Company goes back to Earth?”

Diana twined her fingers together and fastened her gaze on her knuckles.

“Or what it will be like for him if you leave?”

She pressed her lips together. She could feel the heat burning in her cheeks. “Isn’t it better that we—even if I go, isn’t it better that we have shared something together than nothing?”

“If by something you mean you want to have sex with him, I must tell you that you don’t need to be married to him to do that.”

“But—” Diana felt all at sea, confused and hurt at once. “But why did he mark me, then? I thought all barbarians were prudes, that you had to be married or else it was—taboo or something. Bakhtiian killed a man, back at the port—”

“For rape.”

“You approved of it? The execution, I mean.”

“I wasn’t there. You can’t make assumptions about these people, Diana.” She hesitated. Diana braced herself. She knew what was coming, and she was determined to resist it. But instead, Tess took her off guard. “I’ve asked my sister Sonia Orzhekov and Anatoly’s grandmother Elizaveta Sakhalin to come to you this afternoon before the celebration. I hope you will listen closely to what they say.”

Which would be yet another attempt to talk her out of the marriage. “I’ve learned a little khush,” said Diana defensively. “You think I’m a fool for doing this, don’t you?”

Tess smiled ruefully. “That would be rather like the pot calling the kettle black, don’t you think? It’s easy to act on impulse, and much harder to think about what the consequences might be. But the consequences will show up sooner or later, and then you must prepare yourself to deal with them.”

“I love him,” said Diana stubbornly, as much to convince herself as to convince Soerensen. Then she recalled the intense blue of his eyes, the piercing sweetness of his gaze, and she flushed.

“Love is a compelling reason,” said Tess quietly, “if indeed what you’re feeling is love. But you don’t even know him. You’ve never exchanged one word with him that wasn’t translated through someone else.”

“That doesn’t mean I can’t love him!” But, Goddess, what if Tess was trying to tell her that it was Anatoly who wanted free?

Tess sighed and rose. “Just remember, Diana, that love is never the only reason. I’ll go now. Yomi said to tell you that rehearsal will start early this morning.”

Diana flung her head up and jumped to her feet. “Oh, Goddess! If I’m late, Owen will have my head on a platter.”

“Yes. I heard that the company will be doing its first performance tonight. What have they chosen to perform?”

Diana shook her head as she pulled a tunic on over her shirt. “We’ve been rehearsing some of Ginny’s reductions of Shakespeare. Keeping the content without the verbiage and—well, reducing the story to its most basic components and mixing in some of the dell’Arte conventions of telling a story without words, or at least that the words in and of themselves don’t have to be understood to understand the story. Owen has us working with gesture primarily, and tone and intonation. It will be fascinating to see how well it carries over.”

“I’m sure it will be,” Tess replied tonelessly. The two women parted, and Diana ran over to the rehearsal area. Luckily she was not the last one to arrive. Hyacinth jogged up at her heels. His white-blond hair was in disarray and he held his belt in his right hand, fastening it as he halted beside her.

“Why are you late?” Diana demanded as they walked together through the screens and arrived to find the others assembled around the raised platform on which they usually rehearsed.

Hyacinth winked at her. He had delicate features and perfect lips, and eyelashes to die for.

Diana snorted. “Male or female?”

He grinned. “Both. Together.”

Diana laughed, choked it off, and flushed suddenly. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said in a whisper, aware that half the company was watching them.

“Oh, Mother’s Tits, Diana,” said Hyacinth with disgust. “I may be gorgeous, but I’m not stupid. I’ve had days to watch how things go in the jaran camp. They invited me, not the other way around. I’m discreet, as were they.” Then he leaned down and nibbled at her right earlobe. “And as you know,” he said softly, “I’m very good.”

Diana shoved him away, fighting back a smile. “I hope you’re keeping track. At the rate you go, you’ll sleep your way through half the camp before we leave.”

“Only half? I’m wounded by your lack of faith. Look, here come Owen and Ginny. Phillippe and I have a bet running—I say we’ll do Lear, and he says we’ll do Tempest. What do you think?”

“Anything but Dream,” Diana muttered.

Hyacinth giggled. “Two men in love with the same woman. Too close for comfort, eh?”

“Shut up!” she hissed, furious that she was so transparent, and especially to Hyacinth, who was not only promiscuous but a notorious gossip.

Owen mounted the platform and surveyed his troops. “We’ll do our final run-through this morning and then move the stage to the performance ground. You’ll have the afternoon off, but I want everyone back at—” He checked the back of his hand to read the transparency strip, but all such physical evidence of their off-world origin had been left behind on the ship that had brought them here. “Ah.” He glanced around, perplexed. Ginny sat hunched over her notebook. His gaze settled on Yomi.

“Sunset is at 1900 Standard. Meet at 1800 hours.”

“As Yomi says. Now.” He paced from one end of the platform to the other, as if measuring it, studied the scattering of clouds in the sky, and motioned to Hyacinth. “Puck. We’ll walk the awakening scene first and then go back to the beginning.”

Hyacinth smiled charmingly. “But you haven’t told us what we’re doing yet.”

Owen blinked. “A Midsummer Night’s Dream, of course. Come, come. We haven’t much time. I’m a little concerned about the division between our world and the faery world. But one must assume that all human cultures have some understanding of a spirit world, of a world coterminous with our own. I believe that the mythic element must touch all human cultures, that it is there that we must seek our initial contact.”

At first Diana felt weak all over. Then she was furious. What would they think? What would Anatoly think? It was like a slap in the face, like making fun of something that was serious, not a lark. “You can’t!” she blurted out. “Owen, you can’t do it.”

Owen blinked at her, looking bewildered. “Can’t do what?” he asked. Anahita tittered.

“You can’t make me play that part. It’s…it’s…” She clenched her hands into fists and found that she was too upset to go on.

“But it’s perfect. Love’s misunderstandings. Weddings. A comedy. It will play to the audience, and we will find a bridge across which we can communicate.”

Hyacinth coughed into his hand, hiding his smug grin. “Poor Owen. I’m having no problem in communicating.”

Unexpectedly, Hal spoke up. “Di’s right, Dad. Considering what happened with Burckhardt, isn’t it a bit inappropriate? What if the natives take it as an insult?”

Owen regarded first Diana, and then Hal, with a penetrating gaze. His usual vagueness sloughed off him like a duck shedding water from its back. “I hear your reservations. But. I am right in this. Now. Hyacinth, shall we begin?”

“I refuse,” said Diana, before she realized she meant to say it. “I refuse to play Helena. You’re asking me to insult my…my…” The word was hard to say, but she forced herself to say it. “My husband.”

“Ooooh,” said Anahita. “My, my. Aren’t we the little queen today?”

“Anahita,” said Gwyn in a soft voice. “Shut up.”

Everyone else was watching Owen. Owen scratched at his black hair, frowning a little. Then he clambered down from the platform and walked over to stand in front of Diana. She wanted to take a step back, but she did not. He pulled at his lower lip, studying her with his dark eyes.

“Are you a member of this Company?” he asked finally.

She swallowed, but she met his gaze. “Yes.”

His voice dropped. In an undertone that could not be heard five feet from them, but carried clearly to her, he said, “Then do as I say. It is your choice, Diana. You are free to go, if that is what you wish. Although I would hate to lose you, that goes without saying. Now, will you play the part?”

Her hands were still tightly fisted. She lowered her gaze away from him. Of course she was out of line, disputing with him in this way. Of course she was free to go. She had always been free to go, as were any of them. “I’m not free to go, and you know it,” she said in a whisper, because it was true. She was an actor. Her whole life had led her to this. “Yes.” She could not look up at him. She felt their stares like a weight on her. “I’ll play.”

“Good.” He said it curtly but not without sympathy, and then turned and hopped back up on the platform.

“From Puck’s entrance,” said Yomi.

“Sorry,” muttered Hal, with a lift of his chin motioning toward his father.

“Thanks,” she said, and took her place. And forced everything else out of her mind, to concentrate on her part: Helena, scorned by Demetrius—Demetrius, who together with Lysander loves Hermia—until out in the enchanted wood, by the mistaken conjurings of Puck, both Demetrius and Lysander forget their love for Hermia and compete for Helena’s affections.

They broke at noon, and Diana went and sat in the big Company tent while the others trooped off to assemble the stage and screens over in the jaran camp. Joseph was assembling food for the company. He had a fire going outside, with a huge kettle full of soup set on a tripod over it. Inside, he frowned at the solar-powered oven that sat disguised as a chest in one corner of the tent. “We’ll need more flour soon,” he said. “And I don’t know how to requisition it. Otherwise we’ll have to give up bread.”

“And you make the most wonderful bread, Joseph.” Diana propped her chin on her fists and stared at the canvas wall. The filaments that led up to the solar strips sewn into the ceiling blended into the canvas fabric, lending the barest sheen to the fabric if the light struck it right. “I hate being confined to camp like this.”

“It’s a good lesson,” said Joseph thoughtfully.

“What is?”

“Well, marriage, a legal or spiritual partnership of whatever kind, is restrictive in that you must think of another person and not only of yourself and your desires. You are no longer as free as you once were, responsible only for yourself. Not that I think that that’s necessarily the meaning these people give this custom of seclusion—I wouldn’t presume to know that—but it’s one lesson to be gained, nevertheless. Is there someone outside?” He ducked his head out the flap and then turned back to look at Diana, a quizzical look on his face. “I believe they’ve come to see you.”

He disappeared outside, and Diana heard a brief exchange. She stood up. Joseph reappeared. “Go on,” he said. Then he smiled. “And good luck.”

“You don’t think I’m a fool?” she asked, because Joseph and Yomi were the rock on which the company was laid, the solid foundation that held everything together, and she trusted their judgment.

“We’re all fools sometimes,” said Joseph cheerfully. “But foolishness is one of the saving graces of our lives. Go on. I can’t have them in here. The bread’s about to come out.”

She pushed past the entrance flap and blinked to adjust to the sunlight. Sonia Orzhekov and Anatoly’s grandmother waited for her outside. Elizaveta Sakhalin was a tiny woman, quite old, but Diana felt cowed by her presence nevertheless.

Sonia smiled graciously and took Diana’s hands in hers. “I hope you will allow us to have a talk with you.”

“Of course.” Diana dared not refuse. She felt like a giant, towering over Sakhalin, and yet she felt as well at a complete disadvantage.

“Will you come with us, then?” Sonia asked, with a kind smile. “We discovered that you have no tent of your own, so we took the liberty of bringing one with us, which we set up out here.”

“Out here” lay just beyond the Company’s encampment and not quite within the jaran encampment. “That’s very diplomatic,” said Diana, seeing that the colorful tent was sited to belong to both camps, and yet to neither—the meeting of two independent tribes. “And generous, too. It’s a beautiful tent.” Which it was, striped in four colors on the walls. The entrance flap bore a pattern of beasts intermingled, twined together.

“You must thank Mother Sakhalin,” said Sonia. “She has gifted you the tent. Here, now, come inside. We sent Anatoly out of camp for the day, knowing we would bring you here, but you really ought to be inside until sunset.” Sonia pulled the tent flap aside and gestured for Diana to precede her. Diana hesitated, and then motioned to Sakhalin to go in first. That brought the first softening of the old woman’s features, but the smile was brief. She ducked inside, and Diana followed her. There was room to stand up, but barely, and the walls sloped steeply down from the center. Sonia came in last. She showed Diana how to sit on the large pillows that covered half the rug that made up the floor of the tent.

“I spoke to Mother Yomi,” said Sonia as she, too, sank down onto a pillow. “She agreed that you might wait out the rest of the day in seclusion here, as is fitting. She said some preparations were necessary for your performance tonight, but one of the other women of your Company will come by to help you.”

“Thank you,” said Diana, aware that Elizaveta Sakhalin was studying her with a frown on her face. “I…I hope that you will tell me anything I need to know, about… about…”

Sonia grinned. Her eyes lit, a trifle mischievously, perhaps, and Diana felt suddenly that here she had an ally, not an enemy. “As for what to do with Anatoly, I think you need no instruction from me.” Diana flushed and twisted her bracelet around her wrist. “As for the rest—well—first Mother Sakhalin wishes to ask you a few questions.” She spoke a few words in khush to Sakhalin, and then the grilling began.

Elizaveta Sakhalin wished to know about Diana's family. Were they important? Wealthy? Had they any skills to pass on to her new husband’s family? Did they own horses? How many tents made up the family? Only after Diana had stumbled through this inquisition, scrambling to answer the questions truthfully without revealing anything about where she really came from, did Sakhalin’s questions narrow in on Diana herself. Did she have any particular skills to bring to the marriage? Any marriage goods? What was an actor? Was it like a Singer?

In fact, it was clear that Elizaveta Sakhalin thought her grandson was marrying beneath himself, that he had fallen in love with a pretty face, marked Diana on a whim, and now was going to marry a woman who had nothing but her looks and her curious status as an actor to recommend her. And she had nothing. Diana stared at her hands as silence descended, and she realized it was true. To these people, she had no knowledge and no skills that made a woman valuable, and no family except the Company, here.

“Well,” said Sonia apologetically, “Tess came from an important family in her own right. You mustn’t mind Mother Sakhalin’s disappointment, Diana. You must understand that the Sakhalin tribe is the Eldest of all jaran tribes, and she the headwoman of that tribe, so of course—”

“So of course she expected her grandson to marry a woman of higher rank,” said Diana bitterly. If only they knew what an honor it had been for Diana to be accepted into the Bharentous Repertory Company, or how many actors she had beaten out for the place. It was absurd; millions of people knew her name, millions had seen her perform, on stage or watching through holo links, and this old woman, this barbarian of a tribe that didn’t even know the rest of the universe existed, thought she wasn’t good enough to marry her grandson.

“Diana,” said Sonia firmly, taking one of Diana’s hands in her own, “I understand that actors are Singers, that they are gifted by the gods with their art. But Mother Sakhalin believes that jaran Singers are the only true Singers—that can’t be helped. Most jaran care nothing for khaja ways, and why should they? But I can see that you are a woman who thinks well of herself and has a position she is proud of. I have been in khaja lands, and I know you are a Singer. Still, you are not in your land now, and Mother Sakhalin is worried about her grandson. Who is, I might add—” She shifted her head so that she could wink at Diana without Sakhalin seeing, “—since she can’t understand me, her favorite grandchild. Make him happy, and she will come to love you.”

A rush of gratitude overwhelmed Diana. Impulsively, she reached out and took Sonia’s other hand in hers. “I thought you came to try to talk me out of the marriage.”

Sonia looked puzzled. “It is Anatoly’s choice, and while I might think that choice was rash, I cannot now interfere. Not even his grandmother can interfere.”

“I…I thought—” Now she glanced at Mother Sakhalin’s stern face, and then away, because the old woman terrified her. “I thought perhaps Anatoly no longer wanted to marry me. That you came to tell me that. It isn’t—as if we know one another very well. He might have had second thoughts.”

Sonia laughed and squeezed Diana’s hand reassuringly. “Men never have second thoughts. Anatoly, like most young men who have gotten what they want, has been infuriatingly well-mannered for the past nine days.”

If the rug had been yanked out from under her feet, Diana could not have felt more unstable. It really was going to happen. “But I don’t know—that is, what is expected of a wife here? What do I do?”

Sonia sighed and released Diana’s hands. “How like Tess you are. I begin to think you khaja women are hopeless. But perhaps that is because you have servants or slaves to do all the work for you.”

“We don’t have slaves!” Diana broke off. She could not begin to imagine what these jaran women must do, every day, to keep their families fed and sheltered and clothed and healthy. Her world and their world barely intersected, and in their world, she was as ignorant as a baby. “I hope you will help me understand what things I need to do.” She hadn’t the faintest inkling of what she was getting into.

Sonia shook her head. “You need a woman of the tribes to help you, to treat you as a sister. I can’t offer, because I have too many responsibilities as it is. But perhaps…” She turned to Sakhalin and the two women had a rapid conversation in khush. Diana could not understand a word they were saying, could not even recognize any of the khush words she had so laboriously learned from the program on Maggie’s slate. “That is settled, then,” said Sonia finally, nodding her head with a satisfied look on her face. Even Sakhalin looked mollified. “The tribes are moving. The main army leaves tomorrow, and our camp moves as well. We will meet up with Arina Veselov and her tribe, and I will ask her to take you in. That will do, I think. You’ll like Arina. I think you must be of an age, you two. She and her husband know Tess well, too, so they will understand about your khaja ways. But you’ll have to learn khush, although I believe Kirill has learned some Rhuian these past three years. Is that acceptable to you, Diana?”

“To me, yes.” Pitched into this unknown sea, Diana was not sure she could swim. “But I’ll—you’ll—Arina Veselov will have to speak to Owen and Ginny first. I need their permission for any drastic change in my circumstances. I have my duties to the Company.”

Sonia repeated this speech to Sakhalin, and the old woman voiced her approval of Diana’s deference to her elders. “Mother Sakhalin says that until we meet up with the Veselov tribe, you and Anatoly may consider the Sakhalin camp your own.”

“But isn’t that his family? Wouldn’t he live there anyway?”

Sonia cocked her head to one side. She wore her hair in four braids, each bright with ribbons woven in the hair, and her head was capped by a beaded net of gold that hung in strands down to frame her face. “When a man marries, he goes to his wife’s kin to live. Tomorrow, if you wish, you may move your tent into your people’s encampment, and Anatoly will move there as well.”

Except that inside the encampment lay concealed the forbidden technology that they used every day. “But—”

“Or you may wait, if you wish, and see what agreement you and Mother Yomi reach with Arina Veselov.” Sonia stood and shook out her skirts and helped Elizaveta Sakhalin to rise. Diana got hastily to her feet and went to hold the entrance flap aside. “If there is any wedding finery that you wish to borrow,” said Sonia, pausing before she left, “let me know.”

“That much I think we can manage,” said Diana, and then realized how snappish she sounded. “But thank you.” She smiled sincerely at the other woman. Sonia smiled back. Sakhalin did not smile. The two women took their leave.

Diana let the tent flap fall back into place, leaving her in the gloom of the tent. She sat down, then threw herself out along the pillows, and sighed. What was she doing here, anyway? What did she think she was doing? And here she was, stuck in the tent with nothing to do. Of course, she could walk out any time she wanted. She did not have to go through with the marriage. Everyone said as much; she knew as much. But when it came right down to it, she could not bring herself to hurt Anatoly by publicly repudiating the marriage in such a fashion, not when Sonia had just said that he still desired it. And she absolutely refused to give Marco Burckhardt the satisfaction of knowing that he was right.

“Diana?” It was Joseph. “I brought some of your things. And a camplight for the tent. And some food.” The tent flap rustled aside and he stuck his head in. “Here you are.”

“Bless you, Joseph. How kind you are.”

He grinned. “I’ll send Anahita by later to help you with your makeup and costume.”

“Monster.” She laughed, feeling suddenly heartened. “Don’t you dare. Go on, you must be busy back at camp.”

“‘I go, I go; look how I go; Swifter than arrow from the Tartar’s bow.’ Lady knows, I’ve heard that line enough times.” He retreated to her applause.

She ate a little and then took out her journal and wrote. “My dear Nana, I’m not sure how to explain this to you…”

Quinn interrupted some time later. “Diana.” She crawled in. “What a gorgeous piece of weaving. Where did you get this? Oh, from his grandmother. My, my. Now there’s a formidable woman, even though she barely comes up to my shoulder. You must have charmed her.”

“She doesn’t like me.”

“Surely not.”

“Well, I don’t know whether she likes me, but she certainly doesn’t approve of me. Did you bring everything?”

“Mirror. Kit. Gown. Seshat sent baubles, for afterward—after the performance, for whatever they do for a ceremony. She thought you ought to sparkle, even though we don’t have the kind of gold they do. Those women do weight themselves down with it, don’t they?”

Diana fingered the gold bead necklace that Anatoly had given her. “I suppose it’s a marker of status.” Which she sorely lacked. “Oh, well. Let’s get ready.”

They were old hands at putting on makeup. That accomplished, they changed into the simple gowns that Joseph had designed to fit the greatest range of plays, using smaller accessories to give them character and place. It was dusk when they emerged from the tent and walked over to the encampment where the others had gathered.

Yomi counted them off. “In two more minutes, Hyacinth will be late,” she proclaimed. One minute and fifty five seconds later, Hyacinth appeared. He had highlighted his eyes with black pencil and tied various odds and ends—scraps of material, beads, bracelets strung together—to his tunic to lend him an air of being subtly different from the rest, of being a spirit from that parallel world that intersects our own.

Owen looked them over and nodded, satisfied. “I hope you are ready, because now we see.”

“Where’s Ginny?”

“She’s at the house already, helping the audience settle in.”

They marched, a ragtag troop, through the quiet dusk of the jaran camp. The walk seemed to last forever to Diana, past the dark hulking tents, past smoldering campfires, toward the murmur of voices, toward the people gathered on the ring of empty ground in front of which their stage sat. She caught a glimpse of the audience as they came up behind the screens: a huge mass of bodies, uncountable, waiting for them rather like a predator waits for its prey. She recognized no individual faces; it was too dim for that. The stage was lit by lanterns. One screen without its fabric center had been set on stage, to form a doorway through which the players could pass from one scene, or one world, to the next. No other scenery existed, only the players and what they gave to their audience.

Yomi called the five minute warning. Gwyn and Anahita shook out their tunics, preparing to enter. Joseph stood ready at stage left with their changes of costume, since they were doubling parts. Owen vanished around the stage to go sit in the house. The play began.

Diana was aware of the audience only as an intent, listening beast, but the beast was theirs. The force of its concentration was like a pressure on them, faltering here and there when the scene passed its understanding, then snapping back, fixed and tangible.

Though the night was cool, Gwyn was sweating from the exertion of playing two major roles. But he was magnificent, as always: his Theseus was martial and strong, his Oberon utterly unlike, ethereal and just slightly spiteful. Even the audience could not confuse the two, though they were played by the same man. As for Anahita—well—Diana had always thought she played Hippolyta too stridently and Titania as a hair-brained twit, but she was powerful, nevertheless.

The lovers fled to another part of the forest. Love became confused, and then was righted at last. The audience did not laugh once, but their attention did not waver. Puck gave his final speech and extinguished half of the lanterns. Exit.

Dead silence.

Behind the screens, Diana looked at Hal and Hal looked at Gwyn and Gwyn shrugged. A rustling noise carried to them.

“They’re all standing up,” said Yomi.

Gwyn chuckled suddenly. “Who ever said they’d know how to applaud?” he asked. He wiped sweat from his forehead and shook the moisture off his hand.

Owen appeared, looking intent and excited. “Di, where are you? Come on, come on.”

“Come on where?” she asked, shrinking back.

“The rest of you, too, up on the stage—this isn’t a bow, they won’t understand that—but don’t you see? We can cement the link. We can complete the circle in their minds. The masque of a wedding followed by an actual wedding. Come, Diana.”

“Owen, wait,” said Joseph. With economical skill, he stripped the makeup from Di’s face and then adorned her with the costume jewelry Seshat had brought. “That will do. You may go.”

Owen grabbed Diana’s wrist and dragged her away, back around the screens. By the time they got to the front, the other actors had filed onto the stage and formed themselves into a neat semicircle. The audience was standing, murmuring now, but Diana saw that their silence, their rise to their feet, was their way of showing respect for what had just been given them. A clot of people stood at the foot of the platform, but only one of them mattered. Her heart began to pound. He stared at her, and he looked nervous, worried even. Owen released her ten paces from Anatoly, and she halted.

Anatoly wore the brilliant red shirt of the jaran riders, embroidered in a fantastic pattern down the sleeves and along the collar. Gold-studded epaulets shone on his shoulders. Gold braid lined the rim of his black boots. He wore two necklaces at his throat and gold bands on each wrist, and his saber’s hilt glinted in the lantern light. A belt of gold plates girdled his wrist. Then his grandmother stepped forward and addressed a long speech to Owen. It had the cadence of poetry.

Tess Soerensen stepped forward into the gap between the two pairs. She turned to Owen. “Elizaveta Sakhalin presents to you her grandson, who, in accordance with the traditions of the people, has come to bow to the parents and the relatives of the bride and to ask to be taken in to your camp as husband to this woman. He brings with him a string of fine horses, he brings his armor and his weapons, and he brings his skill at fighting. To his bride he brings a new set of bow and arrows. His family brings these presents for the bride’s family: wine and milk, dry fruit, meat, and a silk scarf to bind your camps together. They bring also blessings to this young couple, for their happiness and well-being.” She paused, and then with an open hand gestured to Owen.

He smiled. Diana realized abruptly that Owen had rehearsed this all along and simply not told her, or possibly anyone else, about it. He lifted a hand and Joseph appeared, bearing gifts in his hands: foodstuffs, clothing, a carved chess set. Diana felt cold and hot all at once, and because she did not know where else to look, she looked at Anatoly. His gaze, on her, was intense, and she clung to it as to a lifeline.

“‘More strange than true,’” Owen began, and in his pleasant baritone, he reeled off the entire speech.

Tess’s lips quirked up as he finished. “How am I supposed to translate that?” she asked.

“In whatever way it is most appropriate.”

Tess spoke at length, her phrases cadenced as Sakhalin’s had been, a ritual that was generations old. Gifts were brought forward and exchanged. Tess beckoned Diana forward, and then Anatoly, and then she retired. Anatoly put out his hands. Diana took them, clutched at them. They were warm and strong. Elizaveta Sakhalin and Owen came forward and bound the silk scarf around their clasped hands. More words were spoken. Then, sparking, a huge fire burst into flame out on the flat of ground beyond. Two drums beat out a rapid rhythm, and pipes came in with a melody. Under the concealing silk, Anatoly twined his fingers in with hers and stroked her palms with his thumbs. The caress lit fires all along her, and she swayed toward him, wanting nothing more at that moment than to be alone with him.

“Anatoly,” said his grandmother, scolding. He stopped what he was doing, but his entire face lit with a smile, a smile that was meant for Diana only, intimate, exultant. Daring much, Diana tilted her head up and kissed him, briefly, on the lips. He whispered words into her ear, another caress, and then pushed back and unwound the scarf from around their hands and tied it around her waist like a belt. Then he turned and left her, walked over to his family and a moment later Sonia Orzhekov had taken him out to dance. Diana gaped after them.

“Diana.” Appearing abruptly beside her, Bakhtiian bowed. His presence was as powerful as the fire’s. “It is traditional for a new bride to dance on her wedding night. I hope you will excuse my immodesty in asking you to dance.”

“Of course,” she said, wondering what on earth he meant. But it quickly became apparent to her that she was not meant to spend any time with Anatoly at all, during this celebration. She caught glimpses of him, dancing with other women, speaking with men out on the fringes of the celebration, glancing her way, once, his gaze catching on her, his smile, and then he was drawn away by someone else.

The actors emerged, pale without their makeup, to congratulate her. She danced. She felt confused and disoriented, but she went from one instant to the next and tried not to think beyond that.

“Well,” said Anahita, coming up beside her much later. “I see that Marco Burckhardt isn’t at the celebration. I haven’t seen him all day. What do you think of that?”

“I think you’re just jealous he was never interested in you,” Diana snapped.

“Bravo,” said Gwyn softly behind her as Anahita flounced away. “Congratulations, Diana.”

“Thank you. Owen made a spectacle out of it, didn’t he?”

“Owen can’t help himself. But I assure you that it was impressive.”

“Did he have it rehearsed all along? How did he know to bring presents? Where did he get them? Why didn’t he tell me?”

Gwyn chuckled. “I think you were part of the experiment. As for the rest, Owen always does his research. You ought to know that, Diana. If you hadn’t provided this wonderful opportunity for him, he’d have had to invent it. Ah, here comes your husband. I’ll leave you now.” He kissed her on the cheek and retreated.

Anatoly strode toward her, looking purposeful. His grandmother and several members of his family walked at his heels. A moment later Owen and Ginny arrived, together with Yomi and Joseph.

Yomi hugged Diana. “I hope you’re ready,” Yomi murmured. “We’ve come to escort you to your tent.”

All at once Diana could not move. In a few minutes, she would be alone with a man she barely knew, with a man she could scarcely even communicate with. She stood rooted to the ground. The others moved away, but she could not lift her feet, could not follow them. She had made a terrible, stupid mistake. She knew that now, knew it bitterly, and hated herself for knowing it.

Anatoly turned back. His eyes narrowed as he examined her. He put out his hand, offering it to her. Diana took in a big breath and laid her hand in his.

They walked through camp. No one spoke. The silence weighed on her, counterpointed by the music and singing coming from the celebration behind, which still played on. So she spoke:

“You that choose not by the view

Chance as fair and choose as true!

Since this fortune falls to you,

Be content and seek no new.

If you be well pleas’d with this

And hold your fortune for your bliss, Turn you where your lady is

And claim her with a loving kiss.”

Anatoly smiled and squeezed her hand. Joseph grinned. They left the jaran camp behind and came to her tent, set out in the middle, isolated, lonely. There Owen and Ginny kissed her, Yomi and Joseph hugged her, and they left. Anatoly’s family left, leaving with them two sets of saddlebags, a rolled up blanket, a leather flask and two cups. Diana stood alone with her new husband in a gloom lit only by the single lantern set on the ground beside them. He did not move, but only watched her. She hesitated, and then bent to pick up the lantern and pushed the entrance flap aside, and ducked into the tent. A moment later, he followed her in, carrying his worldly goods in his arms. He knelt and set them carefully in one corner, then rose.

She just stood there, the lantern heavy in her hand. His pale hair seemed lighter by contrast with the shadows in the tent. His lips moved, forming soundless words. Gently, he took the lantern from her and hung it from a loop on the center pole.

“Anatoly.” She dug for words, khush words, to speak to him, but they had all evaporated.

“Diana—” He said a whole sentence, but it was meaningless to her, nothing but sounds strung together.

They stood a moment in awkward silence. He lifted one hand to trace the scar on her cheek. His fingers slid to trace her lips, and she kissed them, and his other hand sought her hips, to draw her closer to him, and she slid one arm around his back and caught her other hand in his hair…

Then, as quickly as that, she discovered that in fact they did speak the same language.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

AT THE EDGE OF the firelit glow cast by the roaring bonfire, Ilya Bakhtiian halted beside his wife where she stood in the gloom. Tess glanced up at him, then back out at the camp.

“They left, then?” asked Bakhtiian.

“Who, Anatoly and Diana? Yes.” She turned to face him, watching him as he watched her, measuring. Her lips quirked up. “No stranger than you and I.”

“Perhaps. But I doubt it. She will leave him.” Once, he would have hesitated to touch her in public, since it was unseemly. Now he lifted his hands without the least self-consciousness to cup her face and stare at her, searching. “I love you,” he said, and that was all, although it was a question.

“What would you do if I left?”

His lips drew out, tightening, and his face went taut. He dropped his hands from her face and grasped her hands instead. “You will not. I forbid it.”

“You can’t forbid it.”

“No.” The admission was shattering, wrung from him. “I cannot. But if I could, I would.”

“The ambassador from Vidiya has a slave. A woman.”

Now she had gone too far. “How dare you compare me to that pompous, overdressed boy?” he demanded. “How dare you even suggest that I have made such a thing of you?”

“To make you think, damn you.”

“Then go. You are free to choose.” He was so angry that he was shaking. “We ride south tomorrow. I can leave a jahar to take you to the coast with your brother, if that is what you wish. What I wish, you know well enough.”

“Oh, Ilya.” She embraced him suddenly. He was tense, stiff, but his anger could not sustain itself when she showed the least sign of her love for him. She felt him relax against her, and he sighed into her hair.

“Damn you,” he muttered.

“Come with me.”

“Where?” He drew his head back and frowned at her, suspicious.

She chuckled. “No, not to Jeds. To see my brother, now.”

“Why?”

“To tell him the truth. That I don’t intend to leave the jaran. Not now, at any rate. Not this year.”

He was still frowning. “When, then?”

“When you die, damn you. Now stop bothering me and come with me.”

He laughed, surprised, and hugged her tightly. “We have an old tale,” he whispered into her ear, “about a woman who poisoned her husband because she wanted to marry another man.”

Tess smiled and pressed into him, returning the embrace. “If you can find me another man to marry, then I’ll consider it.” She broke free of his grasp and pushed him away. “Now, you’ll come with me, and you’ll stay quiet while I talk with Charles.”

“Yes, my wife,” he said meekly, and he walked with her across camp to Soerensen’s encampment. At the gap, they passed about fifty paces away from the little tent that sat on the grass between both camps. Bakhtiian fought down a smile and he stopped Tess with a hand on her shoulder, and bent and kissed her. The night shielded them. “After,” he murmured, releasing her.

“Don’t distract me. You don’t know how hard it is for me to do this.”

Under the awning of Charles’s tent, Marco Burckhardt sat with a thin tablet on his lap. Charles sat next to him, staring at something on his hand. Two lanterns lit the two men, one to either side of them, and from the slightly askew flap of Dr. Hierakis’s tent, a steady glow could be seen coming from the interior. Then both men looked up, saw Tess, saw Bakhtiian, and Marco collected something from Charles’s hand and took it and the slate back into the tent before Tess and Ilya reached the awning.

Charles stood up. Cara emerged from her tent, glanced at the converging lines, and walked over to stand next to Charles. Marco reappeared from the tent.

“They’re hiding something from me,” Bakhtiian muttered, and he glanced at Tess to see what her reaction was. Tess flushed, but he could not see the color of her skin in the darkness, so she was safe.

“How long will the carousing go on?” Cara asked with a smile as she motioned them to come in under the awning.

Bakhtiian acknowledged her first, with a nod, and then Charles, and last Marco. “As long as they wish. The army rides south tomorrow. They’ll earn this celebration tonight.”

“The poor child won’t have much of a honeymoon, then,” said Cara. “But I saw that she was safely put to bed a little earlier. Where are you going, Marco?”

“Out to carouse,” he said curtly. He excused himself and left.

They watched him go. Charles’s expression was unreadable. Cara shook her head. Bakhtiian arched his brows, looking puzzled. “He doesn’t seem like the kind of man Sonia would take to her bed.” He glanced at Charles, as if to gain corroboration from the other man, and Tess was struck by how clearly he treated Charles as an equal. There were many men, men of the jaran in particular, whom he treated with respect, but there was no question of where the ultimate authority lay. No question but here: Ilya did not defer to Charles—he did to women, of course; that was so deeply engrained in him that Tess doubted he would ever lose the habit—but neither did he attempt in the slightest to command him.

“Sonia likes a challenge,” said Tess.

“Is that where he’s been at night?” Charles asked. “I had wondered.”

“And you didn’t ask?” Tess spoke the words and an instant later realized how sarcastic they sounded. “I have to talk to you,” she said quickly, to cover her embarrassment and to get it over with. This was something best done quickly, before she lost her nerve. Somehow, seeing Anatoly and Diana escorted off into the night to their tent had made her determined to talk to Charles now, however much she wanted to put it off.

“Please sit,” said Charles. Cara and Tess sat down next to each other, in chairs. Ilya hesitated. “I have pillows,” said Charles suddenly, “and something I brought for you from Jeds.” He vanished into the tent, emerging with two large pillows and a velvet bag. He tossed the pillows onto the ground so that the two men could sit side by side and on the same level.

Ilya’s lips twitched, and then he smiled. “Well done,” he said, and sat down. Charles sat down beside him, opened the velvet bag, and drew out two objects: a book and a clock.

He gave Ilya the clock first. It had a simple design, a white unnumbered face framed with mahogany; a spring door in the back opened to reveal the mechanical workings.

“This is different,” Ilya said, “than the clocks I saw in Jeds.”

“The lines and hands mark out the hours of the day.”

“Like a khaja wall marks out land,” said Ilya, glancing up at Tess. Then, turning back to Charles, “Its simplicity lends it beauty.”

Charles offered him the book and, of course, he took it. Ilya never could resist a book. He ran his hands along the leather binding in a way that was almost amorous, and then turned it to the title page and then to the text. He gave a short bark of laughter. “‘Being convinced that the human intellect makes its own difficulties—’” He closed the book and handed it up to Tess. “True enough words,” he said to Charles.

“The New Organon. Francis Bacon,” read Tess. “Charles!” Both men looked up at her expectantly. She stroked one arm of her chair, tracing the patterns in its carved wood with her fingers. “Charles,” she said again, and lapsed into silence. A book and a clock—the one by a philosopher who had helped develop the scientific method, the other, well, Ilya himself had compared a device that measures time in artificial increments to the walls that interrupt the natural flow of the land. These were the worst weapons Charles could have brought; and he knew it, and she knew it.

Cara rescued them from the uncomfortable silence. The doctor leaned down to rummage in a cloth bag crumpled at the base of her chair and drew out a mass of yarn, and began to knit.

Ilya’s face lit with interest. “That is like weaving. May I ask what it is you’re doing?”

“It’s called knitting. The women of your people don’t knit? Who did the marvelous embroidery on your shirt?”

He tilted his head to one side, looking pleased and a little shy. “I did.”

“You did?” Cara laughed. “Well. That ought to teach me not to make unwarranted assumptions. What were you going to say, Tess? Would you like something to drink? Some Scotch, perhaps?”

“I don’t think so—”

“Certainly.” Ilya cut across her refusal. “We would be honored.” He shot her an admonishing glance. Sharing food and drink was one of the two fundamental courtesies that bound the jaran tribes together.

“Perhaps you’d like to come with me,” said Cara, to Ilya.

“No. I want Ilya to stay here.” His presence was both the spur and the anchor, forcing her to go forward, keeping her stable. She clutched the book in both hands. “And you, too, Cara. It’s no long speech. It’s very little, really, it’s very simple. I’m not going back.”

Charles rested his elbows on his knees and leaned forward. “You’re not going back where?”

“To Jeds, with you, when you go back. When you leave.” She burned with heat. She knew it, could feel the flush on her face, could feel her pulse pounding. “It’s only fair to tell you, so you don’t keep thinking…that maybe I will. That I’m going back. I know that’s what you came for. But I can’t go. Not now.”

“Why is that?” Charles’s voice was cool, neutral.

Ilya sat straight, his chin lifted in triumph, and he looked at Tess, not at his rival, as if, having won, he could now dismiss him.

Why did she have to defend herself like this? And why must she do it so damned badly? “Because I love him,” she said in Anglais.

“Love is a compelling reason,” said Charles in Rhuian, and Ilya shifted his gaze to Charles. “But alone it is not always sufficient. I think it isn’t all that is keeping you here.”

“What do you mean by that?” demanded Ilya. Whatever ease had existed between the two men at the beginning of the conversation vanished, evaporating in the heat of Ilya’s question.

“Ilya,” said Tess.

“I’m getting the Scotch,” said Cara, “and I expect you two to behave yourselves until I get back.” She rose and strode off to her tent.

Charles raised his eyebrows. His gaze caught on Bakhtiian’s, and a moment later the two men smiled stiffly at each other.

“Serves you right,” muttered Tess. Cara returned with the bottle of Scotch and four sturdy glass tumblers. Ilya held up the one she gave him and turned it, watching the light splinter and catch in the crystal.

“This is beautiful.” He lowered the glass so that Cara could pour a splash of the liquor into it. With the others, he lifted it and drank. Tess lowered her glass and watched him, saw his eyes round at the potency of the alcohol. He choked back a cough and took another sip, cautiously this time.

Cara chuckled. “Now,” she said, “you will come with me, Bakhtiian. I have a few things to show you, and some questions to ask about your army’s medical logistics.”

Ilya looked at Tess, and she sighed and nodded. He rose and obediently followed Dr. Hierakis.

“It’s an interesting culture,” said Charles, watching them go. “And rather admirable, in its way.”

“Yes, well,” she replied sarcastically, “Francis Bacon will soon put an end to that.”

“You don’t approve?”

“He’ll never use the clock. They just don’t think that way.”

“Doubtless,” said Charles, sounding sardonic in his turn, “in the Great Chain of Philosophic Being, their culture ranks far above our own.”

Stung, she tossed the book with purposeful disregard onto Ilya’s pillow. It landed next to the clock. “You know it’s ridiculous to compare cultures in that fashion.”

He looked serious all at once, and Tess did not know what to make of his expression. “Tess, I have faith in you that you would not have stayed with the jaran if they were savages.”

But his sympathy made her feel worse. She curled her hands around the tumbler and stared at the Scotch, swirling it around in the glass. “They’re killing a lot of people, Charles. Lots of people. Hordes of them.”

“As will I, if I lead another rebellion against the Chapalii Empire. That’s my choice, isn’t it?”

Tess set the glass down on the rug. She could hear Cara talking softly behind her, and Ilya’s softer replies. “Charles.” She wrapped her fingers together, unwound them, and let them fall to her lap. “You made a choice to make a cause the center of your life. I can’t live that way. Someday I’ll come to the end of my life and when I look back, I know what measure I’ll make of how well I lived. That measure is in the lives I lived beside.”

“But someone must live for the cause. Or else we remain slaves. Well-treated slaves, it is true, but slaves nevertheless.”

“You’re right, of course. I never said I wouldn’t do my part. But you’ve given up everything else for your work and I can’t—I won’t—do that. Otherwise my life is a desert—nothing.” She hesitated, not wanting to hurt him, to judge him, but he merely watched her, unfathomable. “If anything of me lives on after I’m dead, it will be my linguistics work, and, I hope, children as well.”

“You’ve thought about this a great deal.”

She steepled her hands and rested her lips on her thumbs, then raised her head to look at him again. “I’ve torn at myself. Half of me says that I must give myself entirely to your work, that it’s my duty to you, my duty to humanity, that’s most important. It’s a litany that runs through my head. But what use would it be for me to sacrifice myself for that? I’m not a leader. I’m not like you. Or like Ilya, for that matter. I don’t want to be a leader, I’m not cut out to be one. I can contribute in other ways. I will. But I won’t give up my family to do so.” She said it with passion, and only a moment later realized how it must sound to him.

“As I’ve given up mine?” he asked, and she could not tell if he was hurt, angry, or amused.

“I don’t fault you, Charles. I never said that. You’re doing what you have to do. I don’t think there’s anything else you could do. Like Cara—her research is the heart of her life. Everything else is a hobby.”

“Including me?”

Tess bent down to pick up the tumbler and drained it in one gulp. The heat of it seared her throat, but the burning gave her courage. “Including you. That knife cuts both ways. It’s why the two of you are so well-matched.”

Now Charles did smile, and Tess relaxed slightly. “I see my baby sister has grown up.”

“I’m a little older. Not much.”

“And yet, you married a man who has dedicated his life in the same way I have dedicated mine.”

“Yes.” Her smile was sardonic. “The prince’s sister must marry a prince. There was another man I fell in love with, another man of the jaran, but I would never have married him. Once I met Ilya…” She shrugged. “In the end, I suppose it was inevitable.”

“How old is he?”

“By their calendar, which runs in twelve year cycles, he’s thirty-seven.” She gave an ironic nod toward the clock. “However accurate their time-keeping is.”

“But, nevertheless, well into the prime of his life. He’ll die, Tess.”

It was like being slapped. All she could do was try to hit back. “Are you willing to wait him out? Knowing he’ll die soon enough and then you can get me back?”

“I meant,” he said mildly, “that he’ll die sooner than you will, barring any accidents. Much sooner.”

She twisted her hands together and glanced back at Dr. Hierakis’s tent. Cara and Ilya stood talking together outside the tent, and as if he felt her gaze, Ilya turned their way, looking at her as he always looked at her, so intently, so intimately, that her own feelings rose fiercely to meet his across the gap. With an effort, she turned back to Charles. “Don’t you think I know that?” she asked bitterly. “Don’t you think I remember that every damn morning? And every night, after he’s fallen asleep?”

“I’m sorry,” said Charles, but whether for her pain or for the specter of Ilya’s premature death, by their standards, she could not be sure.

Cara and Ilya returned. “But surely you’ll ride with the army,” Ilya was saying. “There is so much more you can teach my healers.”

“I don’t know. Charles?” Cara sat down again, but Ilya remained standing.

“I need to go to the shrine of Morava,” said Charles.

Ilya’s gaze flicked from Charles to Tess and back to Charles. “I can send a small jahar with you, if you wish to ride north now. Then you can follow us south, if you will, or return to the coast and sail back to Jeds, if that is your desire.”

“I need to take Tess with me to the shrine.”

“That is impossible.”

Charles stood up. “Of course it is not impossible. I need her to translate.”

“I remind you that you are in my camp.” Ilya’s voice dropped and its very mildness was threatening.

Charles smiled.

Tess had a horrible premonition that Charles was about to say something rash—something like, I remind you that you are on my planet—and she jumped to her feet and placed herself between the two men. “Stop it. Damn you two, stop it. I’ll make my own choice. Sit down.”

Neither sat. No one spoke. Tess did not know what to say, so she simply stood there, feeling the force of them one on each side. Like Jiroannes through the bonfires, she felt the pressure of their attention on her, the force of their equally strong personalities brought to bear on her, and she was caught in the middle. If she had ever thought for an instant that these two men could compromise, then she had been sorely mistaken.

“Someone’s coming,” said Cara.

Ilya turned. A man ran toward them. He halted beyond the carpet, outside the awning’s overhang. “Bakhtiian. A messenger has come in from Sakhalin.”

“I’ll come.” Ilya nodded at Dr. Hierakis. “Doctor. If you’ll excuse me.”

“Of course.”

“Tess?” He put out his hand.

She did not move. “I’m not done here yet. I’ll come along in a while.”

He froze, tensing, then jerked himself around and strode off with the soldier, vanishing into the darkness.

“Tess,” said Charles, “sometimes I think I would be doing you a service simply to take you forcibly out of here.”

“Don’t you dare! You’re no better than him, you’re just a damned sight cooler about it. And if you’re so damned righteous, then why are you flouting your own interdiction laws?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Francis Bacon. Or had you forgotten so quickly? And you let the Bharentous Repertory Company come here. However much you claim to be preserving Rhuian cultures, you’re already corrupting them.”

Charles blinked, looking surprised at the vehemence of her attack. “Tess, inevitably Rhui’s interdiction will be lifted. In a cautious way, I’m trying to prepare for that.”

“Gods, you’ve already thought about it. You’re doing it on purpose. Do you have a timetable set, too? When do the sea gates open?” She was so angry that tears came to her eyes.

His voice cooled to a chill. “If I hadn’t intervened, Rhui would have been raped. Which do you prefer? Quick and ugly, or giving them a chance to meet the change on their own terms?”

“Oh, hell,” said Tess, wiping at her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“Charles.” Cara stood up. “I want to talk to Tess a bit, alone, and take a few tests. If you’ll excuse us.”

He muttered a word under his breath, then turned and stalked into his tent.

“That’s one thing that always encourages me about humanity,” said Cara, taking Tess’s arm and leading her across to her tent, “that in the midst of all our nobility we can be so incredibly foolish. And petty. And otherwise damned asses.”

“Thank you.”

Cara snorted, amused. “The comment wasn’t actually meant for you, my dear.” She guided Tess into the tent and snapped her fingers. A light flicked on, hidden in the ceiling. Cara pushed through into the back compartment of the tent, where a diagnostic table stood next to a counter laid out in neat lines with a field laboratory, a lacework of metal and plastine and glass. “Now. We have some serious discussing to do, my girl, and I need to do a full diagnostic on you. Sit.”

Tess sat obediently on the table. “Cara, is it too late? Can you give Ilya treatments to make him live longer?”

Cara turned from the counter and regarded Tess. Something lit in her face and was, as quickly, smothered. “Ah,” she said, and turned back without replying, busying herself with the equipment.

“But can you?” Tess demanded.

“I’ve had to relearn a good deal about the human life span, a great deal we’ve forgotten these last one hundred years, now that we live out a full one hundred twenty years, all of us. Did you know, Tess, that with their year being longer than ours, Rhuians normally live longer lives than Earth humans did before the advent of decent medicine in the twenty-first century? I once thought they were some kind of amazing parallel evolution.”

“But the cylinder I got at the shrine of Morava—”

“Yes. It proved that they are descendants of Earth, brought thousands of years ago from Earth to Rhui by the Chapalii duke, the Tai-en Mushai, to populate this planet. One wonders if he killed off some developing intelligent indigenes in order to make room for our kind. But in any case, he altered the humans he brought. He made them more—efficient.”

“But they still age more rapidly than we do.”

“Indeed. Bakhtiian can expect to live another thirty or forty years, all else being equal, but you can expect to live another ninety, and you won’t age appreciably for a long long time. As in the old folktales of elves and humans, we would seem eternally young to them.”

“Then you’re saying there’s nothing you can do?” Her voice caught with fear and grief.

“This planet, and whatever the Mushai’s engineers did to them, has altered their chemistry from ours. The techniques given us to extend our lives might work for them, but they might not. It would be…experimental, Tess. Risks go together with experiments.”

“Oh, God. But I’m so scared of losing him. Or of him getting old while I’m still young.”

“There is another question. Ought I to interfere? It would clearly breach the interdiction.”

“Which Charles has already breached.”

“Yes. But knowledge works slowly, and Bakhtiian, my dear, may well change the face of this continent very quickly indeed. How long do we want it to go on?”

“It doesn’t matter, does it?” Tess asked bitterly. “Either way, we play god. Either way, we choose for Rhui.”

“That is the burden of greater knowledge. But there are two other factors, Tess. One only Charles knows of, and now you: there are clues, here on Rhui, that there may be a way to alter the human life span, to extend it past the one hundred twenty years given us by the Chapalii, to double it or more. I intend to break the code. I believe that I’m close to doing so. In fact, with your cooperation, I need some subjects from the jaran, although I’ve had some luck studying them since I arrived here.”

“The wounded,” said Tess under her breath. “God, that’s cold, Cara.”

“If I save them as well, why not let them benefit all of us? Lie down, I’m going to take some blood and run the scanner over you.” Tess lay down. “I want Bakhtiian. Perhaps I’ll make you a trade: let me examine him, take tissue and blood from him, and I’ll see what I can do about some kind of basic serum to retard his aging.” Her expression grew distant. “And if I can manage it,” she said, more to herself than to anyone, “it will mean I possess Rhui’s code.”

It was an odd, unsettling experience, to see Cara wear the look that Ilya wore when he contemplated lands he did not yet control.

“But don’t answer me now,” added Cara, crashing back to earth. “I can’t quantify the risks for you, only say that there will be risks. I can’t predict how his chemistry will react. You’ll feel a pinch here; that’s the needle. Now breathe normally and lie still.”

Tess shut her eyes. A low hum filled her ears. A breath of air puffed on her face and drifted down over her body, followed by the slight tingle of some kind of pressure and field. “I’ll risk it. I have to. Though I don’t know how you can study Ilya without betraying all this.”

“Shhh. Don’t move. Tess.” Her voice lowered, becoming grave. “There’s a more serious problem. Why did you remove your implant? To get pregnant, I know. But it’s too risky. I have four recorded deaths, three many years ago and one recent, of women who died in childbirth from a reaction to the—well, once it was an Earth woman who got pregnant by a Rhuian male and died, in the others it was the opposite. It’s an antigenic reaction to blood types and antibodies that no longer mesh well. I don’t want you to get pregnant, Tess. No, one more minute.”

The silence drew out.

“There, we’re done.”

Tess pushed herself up. “But Cara—”

“No, I have no recorded instances of women who survived cross breeding.”

“What about the children?”

“In one instance the child lived, because I arrived immediately after birth.”

“Then there must be—”

“Tess, as soon as a woman gets pregnant, she is inundated with hormonal changes. My research shows that the risk is immediate and acute. I suppose—” She broke off.

“What?”

“You did start puberty here, on Rhui. That might—”

“That might what? God, Cara, you must know how badly Ilya wants children.”

“What about what you want?”

Tess hung her head, and her voice shook. “I want something of him, after he’s dead. But that’s only part of it. I never thought about children before. There was never any urgency in it. But I want children with him, Cara. Can’t you understand that?”

“Since I have no children of my own?”

“I didn’t mean it as an accusation.”

Cara finished transferring blood from one tube to another and pressed a few buttons, and then came to sit on the table beside Tess. She put an arm around Tess, and Tess felt safe with her. Tess trusted her. “Tess, I will study the matter. When did you take the implant out?”

“Three months ago.”

“That should give us time. It usually takes a year until ovulation resumes. Meanwhile, I want you to take some of this rather primitive birth control method I have with me. Goddess, child, I will take no chances with you. Do you understand that?”

“But, Cara—”

“No. No chances with you. I’ll run a fuller test on you once I’ve gone through these preliminary results, and once I do a study of Bakhtiian, I’ll see if I can make any kind of prediction based on blood type and other factors. That’s as far as I’ll go, Tess. If you won’t promise me now to use this contraception, then I will forcibly insert an implant in you where you can’t dig it out. Do you understand me?”

There was no compromise in Cara’s voice, and little enough hope. Tess’s throat felt all choked, and a moment later she felt the rush of tears. She buried her face in her hands to cover the tears, to hide them. She squeezed her eyes, as if that could stop them, but the devastation she felt was stronger than her self-control.

“Oh, Tess.” Cara wrapped both arms around her and held her as if she were a child. “I’m sorry.”

A foot scuffed at the entrance. “Cara? Tess?” It was Charles. Tess looked up in time to see him push the inner hanging aside and stand there in the gap, watching her. “Ah. You’ve told her about the dangers of pregnancy, haven’t you?”

“You’re glad of this, aren’t you?” Tess broke out of Cara’s embrace and jumped to her feet. “Well, it doesn’t matter. I won’t leave him anyway.”

Charles stiffened. “I hope you think better of me than that.”

Tess stared at him, smitten with the sudden and astonishing realization that he actually cared what she thought of him. That it mattered to him.

A beep sounded, low and brief, from the counter behind them.

“What the hell?” muttered Cara. She slipped off the table and hurried around to the counter.

“I’m sorry, Charles,” said Tess slowly. “I didn’t mean it. You aren’t petty.”

“Thank you.” He chuckled. “But don’t overestimate me, Tess. Sainthood is a heavy burden to bear. However, I don’t think my pettiness extends to that.” He hesitated. “Knowing what it means to you.”

The words came hard to him. She could hear that and it touched her that he would open up to her like this. “Charles,” she began tentatively, “I know—we’ve always been far apart in years, but—”

“Oh. Shit.” Cara turned. In the glare of artificial light, she looked grim, angry, and scared. “Damn you, girl. What have you done?”

Tess looked at Charles, but he simply shrugged, puzzled. “What have I done?” she asked.

“This alters things considerably,” said Cara. “Clearly, whatever else may happen, I’m not leaving your side for the next nine months.”

Tess went white and sank down onto the table, clutching at the edge with her hands to steady herself.

“What’s going on?” asked Charles. An instant later, his face altered as the realization hit him. “But surely, if it’s so dangerous—Cara!” The expression of helplessness on his face looked totally out of place. “Perhaps a surgical abortion—”

“No!” yelled Tess, even as she realized she might have no choice.

Cara shook her head. “No. We’d still have an antigenic reaction to deal with.”

“She’s all I have left, Cara,” he said, his voice so low that Tess barely heard him. She didn’t know how to respond; Charles wasn’t supposed to be so vulnerable.

“I’m well aware of that, Charles,” said Cara coolly, as if she were offended. “I think it would be safer if I instead applied my skills and some testing to bring her safely to term.”

The vulnerability in Charles’s expression vanished, smoothing into the mask worn by a duke in the Empire. “Very well,” he said, and he left the tent.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

JIROANNES PACED FROM ONE edge of the carpet to the other, turning with precise anger at the very fringed border, right before he would otherwise step out onto the grass, and then stalking back to the other side. Above him, the awning sighed lazily in the breeze.

“What are they doing?” he demanded of Syrannus. “Obviously they are breaking camp. Is everyone going? Only some of them?” Off in the distance, a contingent of jaran soldiers rode by, their red shirts gleaming like blood in the early morning sunlight. “Why weren’t we told? This is a deliberate insult to me, and thus to the Great King, may his sons multiply to the ends of the earth. It is intolerable. Samae, I said that I wanted my green sash now.” He cuffed her across the cheek. She dipped her head and vanished with ethereal grace into his tent.

His guards sat watching the upheaval in the jaran camp. Usually they sat at their ease, gambling, polishing their swords and armor, mending blouses and trousers and boots, gossiping among themselves. But now they sat uneasily. Once or twice they glanced his way, and that annoyed him. Didn’t they trust him? Did they think he was unequal to this task?

He sank down into his chair and regarded the six gold and jeweled rings that studded his fingers. Anger boiled inside him, at this impossible situation, at these primitive and squalid surroundings, at these savages. And yet, at the same time, deep down inside himself, he was beginning to wonder if it wasn’t true: perhaps he was unsuited for the role of an ambassador. Wouldn’t a better man have been called before Bakhtiian again and not left waiting here for ten interminable days? Wouldn’t an older man have made a better impression in that one brief audience he had been allowed? Had he really lost his temper? Had it showed? Had Bakhtiian scorned him? Or worse, dismissed him as an inexperienced and ridiculous boy?

Samae appeared. She knelt before him, head bowed, her arms extended with the emerald sash laid out across them for his approval. Her coarse black hair was pulled back tightly today, just long enough now to twine the ends into a short braid.

A braid? When had she ever worn a braid? Before he had made her cut it, she had worn it in many exotic styles, but never like this. Where had she gotten such a notion, to wear her hair in a braid? The innovation irritated him. He slapped the sash to the ground.

“No. Not that one. You are impossible.” He stood so quickly that he clipped her leg with his stride, and she shrank away from him and then straightened as he paced out to the edge of the carpet again. Another troop of horsemen rode by, heading south. “Syrannus.”

“Yes, eminence,” Syrannus knelt before him.

“I must know what is going on. What they mean for us to do. Surely they don’t intend to leave us here?” But even as he said it, he looked out along the row of tents that housed the other ambassadors and envoys, and he could see that they, too, were striking their camps. Knowledge had been granted them but denied him. Clearly, the snub was deliberate. One set of features leapt to mind immediately: Bakhtiian’s arrogant niece was surely responsible for this, influencing her uncle to insult him despite the fact that he was the ambassador of the Great King himself. If she and her uncle only understood the power of the Great King, they would not dare to treat his ambassador in this fashion. Then, as if by thinking of her he made her flesh, he saw her ride past with a troop of about one hundred horsemen, but she neither paused nor looked his way.

“Your eminence,” said Syrannus, warningly. The old man stood up. Jiroannes turned.

A boy approached them. Not yet old enough to wear soldier’s clothing, still, he wore riches: a blue shirt and gold necklaces and a girdle of golden plates. He bore no trace of beard on his cheek. A child, sent as envoy. Jiroannes was furious, knowing how deep the insult ran, and he began to turn away again, to ignore the boy. But Syrannus put a hand on his elbow, daring much, and in that instant Jiroannes remembered caution, and waited.

The boy was nervous. He halted at the edge of the carpet, not quite under the awning, waiting to be invited in. He stared at Jiroannes, at his clothes, curious, and then recalled himself and straightened his back.

“I am Mitya Orzhekov,” he said slowly, in labored Rhuian. “My cousin Bakhtiian sent me to…” Here he faltered, as if he had learned his message by rote and forgotten it between there and here.

Abruptly Jiroannes remembered being this age himself. It had not been so very long ago. This child was no mere messenger but a male child of Bakhtiian’s own family, sent off on an errand too important to be left to any lackey. He could afford to be generous. “Please.” He met the boy’s gaze with a friendly smile. “Please come in.”

Mitya returned the smile tremulously. “I am Mitya Orzhekov,” he said, starting over. “My cousin Bakhtiian sent me to give you this letter.” He produced a scrap of parchment from his belt and held it out.

“Eminence,” said Syrannus, “he does not understand Rhuian. That was memorized. I can hear it.” The old man hesitated, clearly unsure of how his master would react.

The boy’s eyes skipped past Jiroannes and settled on Samae. He stared, astonished, and then wrenched his gaze back to the letter, flushing as he fixed his stare on the parchment instead of the slave. He wore his hair short, an affectation of the jaran riders that Jiroannes had yet to comprehend. Surely one test of a man’s beauty was in the fineness and length and sheen of his hair. The boy coughed, jerking Jiroannes’s attention back to him, and began his little speech again.

“I understand,” said Jiroannes, “and I thank you.” He took the parchment from the boy and unrolled it. As he read, he was aware of the boy sneaking glances at Samae, as if this child were aware that he ought not to covet another man’s property and so was trying to hide his interest. The text itself was unremarkable. The army was riding south, toward the Habakar kingdom. The ambassadors were free to move along with the main camp, which would travel in the army’s wake. Bakhtiian had assigned his cousin’s son as an escort, and he trusted that the ambassador would treat the boy with the honor he deserved.

“A threat,” said Jiroannes, handing the letter to Syrannus, “and a promise. Tell the guards to strike camp. You must learn khush, Syrannus.”

“Yes, eminence. I have learned what I can these past days. I will learn more.”

Jiroannes motioned the boy in to sit in one of the chairs, and watched as Mitya shifted, trying to find a comfortable seat, as if he were unaccustomed to such a structure. Then he had Samae serve them tea and cakes while they watched the guards strike the camp, everything but the awning and the carpet under which the two sat. Mitya stared, awed by his surroundings, and his gaze flashed again and again toward Samae, and away as swiftly.

When the wagons were loaded, Mitya went away and returned with a string of three horses, one laden, one saddled, and the other barebacked. Jiroannes allowed the boy to introduce him to the saddled chestnut mare, and he saw that this was a fine, elegant horse, a superior creature. At once he coveted her for himself. How fine a gift a herd of such horses would make for the Great King! The boy was proud of her; that was evident. He mounted. Jiroannes mounted his gelding, and they rode.

The entire plain seemed on the move. Troops cantered by them. Lone riders galloped back the way they had come. A belled messenger passed, heading south. Wagons trundled along in the distance. The whole thing seemed like chaos to Jiroannes, but come late afternoon they rolled into a makeshift camp that rose up out of the grass. Jiroannes recognized the tents: this was the same ambassadors’ row they had inhabited before, set up in the same order, and Mitya directed them to the far end, as if the order of tents had some meaning, some hierarchy. Mitya left them then, but only to pitch a small tent for himself about one hundred paces outside of Jiroannes’s camp, and there he sat, alone, until Jiroannes took pity on him and sent Syrannus to ask him in to dine. The two dined alone, Syrannus and Samae serving them. The boy ate with surprisingly good manners, cleanly and precisely, making no mess. He flushed every time Samae paused beside him. He even rose, after he was finished, as if to help clean up, but Jiroannes motioned him to sit again. One of the guards ventured over with his flute, and he played sorrowful tunes as the light faded and darkness fell.

Mitya rose. He spoke, to Jiroannes first, then to Syrannus.

“Eminence, the boy says that he must go to bed now, as we must rise early and be on our way. He thanks you for the dinner. Or at least, some of these words I recognized, and I believe that is what he said.”

Jiroannes rose and watched the boy walk away to the solitude of his tent. Beardless still, but already by his height and his walk half a man.

“Samae.” She appeared, sinking to her knees before him. “You will go to the boy tonight.” Her head jerked up and for an astonishing instant she stared straight at him. She shook her head roughly. He slapped her. Red burned on the fine pale parchment of her cheek. “I said you will go to him,” Jiroannes repeated, offended and infuriated by her defiance.

She sat there, head bowed, for long enough that he thought he was going to have to hit her again. Then she rose and padded away across the grass. Jiroannes watched as she paused before the tent. She glanced back, once, to see him looking at her, and then she knelt and a moment later she had vanished into the small tent.

“Was that wisely done, eminence?” Syrannus asked in a soft voice.

“The boy is old enough, clearly, and if she is his first, then the honor is the greater. He admired her but was polite enough not to say so to me. It will make him grateful to me, and he will speak to his cousin of my generosity. So we begin to build a bridge on which to negotiate. Now, since Samae is not here, send Lal to undress me.” He went to his tent, but he paused at the entrance to see that Syrannus was still staring out at the little tent, at the campfires glowing around them, at the night and the vivid sky, black splintered with bright stars.

“We shall see,” said Syrannus quietly.

In the morning, while Jiroannes sat in his chair as the camp was struck around him, he caught Samae glancing up at the boy. She had paused beside one of the wagons, about to place into the bed the little carved chest that held his jewels and sashes and seals of office; she looked up briefly, toward Mitya saddling his horse. Mitya remained intent on his task. From this distance, Jiroannes could not see the boy’s expression, but something in his carriage betrayed a new confidence. Samae seemed unaware that her master watched her. Something touched her lips, something unknown, an expression he did not recognize. For an instant he thought it was a smile, but he dismissed the idea immediately. Samae never smiled. Distaste, probably. Still, he would send her to the boy every now and then. Such generosity would seal their relationship. Content, he allowed the guards to take his chair and bring him his horse. For the first time, he felt confident that his mission would succeed.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

WHEN DIANA WOKE, SHE found Anatoly lying on his side, watching her. He smiled and reached out to trace her lips with one finger.

“Good morning, Diana,” he said in Rhuian, looking pleased with himself. She repeated the greeting, haltingly, in khush, and he looked even more pleased. He said another sentence in khush, but she had to shake her head because she could not understand him. He cocked his head to one side and tried again, some words meant, perhaps, to be Rhuian. Diana laughed, because they were equally incomprehensible. And yet, she did not feel awkward with him at all. Not that there was much left for her to feel awkward about, after last night.

She smiled at him. The set of his body, his eyes, the curve of his mouth, all revealed what he thought of her. Blankets covered him to the hips; above that, he was bare. His one shoulder was a mass of fresh scars. She ran a hand up his chest and plumbed the curve of his neck and the strong line of his chin. She touched her hand to his mouth.

“Lips,” she said. “Eyes. Hand.”

He mirrored her. “Lips. Eyes. Hand.” Then he repeated them in khush, and went on. “Ears. Nose. Hair. Neck. Shoulder. Arm.”

“Ah, none of that yet. Breast, but chest, too. Elbow.”

A wicked gleam lit his eyes. He grasped one of her hands and drew it down along his torso, all the way down. “Pes.”

“Anatoly!” She laughed. “That will hardly help me communicate with the rest of your people.” However diffident he may have been before, out in the world, however reserved and modest, here in her bed he was not bashful at all, and anything but modest. The blankets slipped off him as he rolled with her off the pillows and on to the stiff carpet, but he only grinned and said something to her, sharp and passionate, before running his hands down to her thighs—

And then, of course, a man called to them from outside.

Anatoly jerked his head up at the sound. He swore. The voice spoke again, and its tone was clearly apologetic but firm. Anatoly made a great gesture out of a sigh, rolled to his knees, and wrapped a blanket around himself before going to the entrance. Diana scrambled to the pillows and covered herself. Anatoly twitched the entrance flap aside and directed a rude comment at their inopportune visitor. In reply, a long explanation was forthcoming, and Diana watched as Anatoly’s shoulders reflected first anger, then resignation, then excitement, and then, last, turning to regard her, some emotion caught between reluctance and eagerness.

He knelt beside her and kissed her lingeringly, sighing against her face. “I love you,” he said, first in Rhuian and after, more slowly, in khush. Then he rose, got dressed, strapped on his saber, and left her.

That abruptly. Diana stared at the flap as it rustled down behind him. She was alone. Not to mention that she was utterly bewildered. Listening, she heard horses riding away. She dressed quickly in a tunic, long skirt, and boots, and went outside. Anatoly was nowhere in sight, but the jaran camp was in an uproar. Loaded wagons creaked past. A troop of horsemen rode by. She could not imagine finding Anatoly in such chaos. Besides, she needed to use the necessary. And she desperately wanted to wash.

She walked over to the Company camp, only to find that it, too, was being struck. Although, thank the Goddess, the necessary was still intact: first up, last down. Quinn saw her and yelped in surprise, waving, attracting attention to her, but Diana slipped quickly inside the little tent. Although she lingered there, stripping and washing herself all over, shivering at the cold water, when she finally came out she had an audience.

“Well?” demanded Quinn. Hyacinth had an arm around Quinn, and he was smirking. “Was he any good?” he asked. “Is he circumcised?”

“You ought to know whether they’re circumcised, Hyacinth,” retorted Diana. “You’ve slept with more of them than I have. Or so you say.”

He giggled.

“Oh, leave her alone,” said Hal. “Come on, Diana. Can you help? We’ve fallen behind. We were supposed to leave an hour ago.”

“Where are we going?”

“Didn’t he tell you?”

“How could he? We scarcely know any words in common.” Then she flushed, remembering the language they did speak.

Hyacinth laughed. “You see, Di, I told you they were easy to communicate with. You’re looking satisfied. Where is your blue-eyed paramour, anyway?”

She set her lips together, not wanting to telegraph every least thing about herself to Hyacinth, of all people. “Where’s Yomi?” she asked instead.

“Over at Soerensen’s camp,” said Hal.

“Whatever for?”

“They’re working out logistics—oh.” He faltered. “You wouldn’t have heard. Soerensen is leaving.”

“Leaving?”

“We’re moving south with the army. He’s going north. There’s some site out there—”

“Site?”

“I don’t know. Something archaeological, I think. Anyway, he’s going north, and then I guess his party will meet up with us later.” He lifted one hand to stop her protest. “Don’t ask me any more questions. That’s all I know. Are you going to load your tent in with our wagons, or is some other provision being made for it?”

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what’s going on.” Suddenly she missed Anatoly so acutely that it was like a physical pain.

Hal took her by both shoulders and examined her closely, then kissed her on the forehead. “Maybe you’d better go see Yomi. Go on. I’ll tell Mom and Dad where you went.”

Diana went. Soerensen’s enclave no longer existed. All the tents were down except for Dr. Hierakis’s tent, and David ben Unbutu supervised while Maggie and Joe and Rijiv and Ursula loaded the wagons. An astonishing number of crates sat beside a line of wagons next to the doctor’s tent, and as Diana walked up, the doctor emerged carrying another crate, which she set down carefully beside the rest. The doctor looked up.

“Hello, Diana. I trust you had a sufficiently restless night.”

Diana smiled.

“It seems a shame to have to disturb your rest like this. Where is your husband?”

“I don’t know.”

“Ah,” said the doctor, reading something from Diana’s expression. She stood up. “Here. Come with me.”

Diana followed her to a knot of people standing beyond the wagons. Yomi was there, but she made good-byes and started walking away, then stopped as she caught sight of Diana. “There you are, Diana. I need you now. Will you be loading your new tent in with our wagons? Also—” She paused, seeing the doctor lift a hand.

“I’ll send her in a moment,” said Dr. Hierakis. “If I may.”

“Certainly.” Yomi strode away.

Marco was there. He had half turned to look at her, and Diana flushed and bit her lip and kept walking without missing a beat, sticking close to Dr. Hierakis. The others—Soerensen, Tess, Bakhtiian, and the silver-haired jaran man called Niko—all smiled at the same instant, seeing her.

“Ah,” said Bakhtiian. He looked embarrassed. “I do apologize for taking Anatoly away like that. But I needed to send him on ahead to his uncle. He should be back soon.”

“Oh,” replied Diana, feeling stupid, and wondering if they all knew in what condition she and Anatoly had been interrupted this morning. “This afternoon? Or this evening, that’s not so bad.”

“He means a few days, Diana,” said Tess softly. “I’m sorry. Ten, twenty at the most, I should think.”

“Twenty days!” To her horror, Diana burst into tears. Abandoned, just like that. Not that Anatoly had had any choice, which almost made it worse. Yet she could not believe that Bakhtiian had sent him off for any ulterior motive—to get him away from her, to get her away from him. She had just begun to feel easy with him, to find a way to talk. Goddess, they would have to start all over again, after twenty days apart. She sniffed hard, trying to stop her tears. Her nose was running.

“Here, Diana.” Surprisingly, it was Marco who offered her the handkerchief. She glanced up at him, grateful. He was red in the face, and he would not look at her.

“Well, then,” said Soerensen, neatly throwing focus away from her, “it’s settled, although I don’t like it much.”

“I’m sorry, Charles,” said Tess. “But I know you understand why I have to travel with the army right now.”

Diana looked up, hearing a peculiar note in Tess’s voice, something being communicated in the tone, not in the words. Tess was pale, and her husband frowned, resting a hand possessively on her lower back.

Charles looked past her to Dr. Hierakis. “Cara, I’d like Ursula to accompany you. I’ll send a messenger if I need anything from you.”

“Here is my niece,” said Bakhtiian as a contingent of riders came up. “As soon as your wagons are ready, she will escort you north to the shrine of Morava.”

Soerensen smiled enigmatically. “You honor me with your choice of escort.”

Bakhtiian did not smile. “She is my closest relative. For you, I would do no less.”

Like a trade, Diana thought, distracted for a moment from her own pain by the curious dealings going on here. Soerensen took the niece, Bakhtiian took Tess.

“Damn,” muttered Marco under his breath, in Anglais, “but they’re playing a delicate game, indeed. I can’t believe Tess isn’t coming with us.”

“Do you think he’s stopping her somehow?” Diana whispered.

Marco shook his head. “If Charles thought that was true, then he wouldn’t stand for it. No, it’s been agreed between them. That’s what puzzles me.” He hesitated. “Diana.”

“Are you going, too?” she asked. She hadn’t been this close to him since the night Anatoly marked her, since the night Marco had said such awful things to her—and she felt shy, suddenly, wondering if he still thought well of her.

“Yes, with Charles. Diana.” He made a movement toward her but checked it. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry he had to leave so suddenly. I know it must be difficult. It’s obvious you care for him. I’m sorry I—expressed myself so poorly, before.”

“Stop it,” she said under her breath. She stared at her feet. She did not want to think kindly of Marco; that was too dangerous. His booted feet rested on the ground near hers. She saw how they shifted. He murmured something unintelligible—not angry but perhaps despairing, and then he moved away. She forced herself not to look up after him. An instant later, she realized she still clutched his handkerchief.

“Tess, I leave you in the best of hands,” said Soerensen. “Cara.” Diana looked up to see Soerensen nod at the doctor, and the doctor nod, coolly, back. “Bakhtiian.” This farewell was cooler still, reserved, almost disapproving.

Bakhtiian acknowledged Soerensen with an equally reticent nod. Diana would have thought that Bakhtiian would have looked overjoyed that Tess had chosen to go with him rather than with her brother, but he only looked troubled and perplexed. And why was Dr. Hierakis going with the army, not with Soerensen? But Diana knew well enough that she was not in the confidence of any of these people, and so as they parted, she trailed away alone, back toward her tent.

Quinn came jogging to meet her. “Di! Yomi sent me over to help you with your tent and your things. So? Well? What was he like?”

Diana stopped outside the tent. She could not help but smile. “He was sweet.”

“But—how else? Come on, Di. The jaran men are so shy, so reserved. Are they that way in bed, too?”

“I’m hardly an expert. You’d have to talk to Hyacinth about that.”

“Oh, Hyacinth. You know as well as I do that you can’t trust anything he says.”

“Then find out for yourself.”

“Not if I have to marry one! Begging your pardon.”

Diana flushed. “I don’t think—Tess Soerensen said that you don’t. Have to marry one, that is.” She brightened suddenly. “That’s one thing I can do, though.”

“What? Find out what the rules are for sleeping around? I thought all barbarians were prudes. That’s what you say, anyway.” Then Quinn laughed. “Oh-ho, Diana. You’re blushing.”

Diana flung the tent flap back hastily, distracting Quinn’s attention. Light streamed into the interior of the tent, dappling the scattered pillows, the blankets and fur in disarray, some clothing thrown down to one side and left in a heap.

“Well!” Quinn sounded gratified by this revealing sight.

The pounding of horses startled Diana, coming from close by. She started around. Perhaps it was Anatoly…But the troop cantered past and went on, oblivious to her. She felt helpless. Never in her life had she felt as superfluous as she did now. The jaran were off to war—War! She could not imagine it, except the glimpse she had received that one day, salving the wounded, the day she had met Anatoly. Was this the true measure of the barbarity of the jaran culture? That the men—the soldiers—rode off, leaving their women and children, their families, behind? Did the women always follow in their wake? Was there no true comradeship? She could not imagine her parents, her uncles and aunts—the little clan of a family she had grown up in—separating for such an arbitrary reason, or if they did have to separate, separating on this rigid, artificial line of sex.

“I hate it here,” said Diana.

“What?” Quinn had already gone into the tent without asking permission, which offended Diana even more, as if her intimacy with Anatoly had been violated. “Oh, Di, you don’t want to lose this.” She lifted up the gold necklace. “And look here.” She giggled, crouching. “I see he must have taken off those beautifully decorated boots rather quickly.” She held up a gold braided tassel, one of the braids that had rimmed Anatoly’s black boots.

Diana grabbed the tassel out of Quinn’s hand and pressed it against her heart. “Stop it, Quinn. You can collect my things if you want, but I’ll pack his. Do you understand?”

Quinn arched an expressive eyebrow. “What? Do you love him that much already?”

“Would that be so strange?” murmured Diana, but Quinn had lapsed into an obscene song by whose rhythm she folded up the blankets, and she did not reply.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

VASIL STOOD LISTENING TO his cousin Anton boring on about their family and tribe, little details of who had married whom, who had borne a child, and what girls and boys had shown unusual aptitudes for important skills. Such gossip fascinated Anton, whose eldest daughter, just married to a respectable blacksmith, was showing talent for dyeing. Vasil swallowed a yawn and smiled and nodded and Anton happily went on, assuming that Vasil must be hungry for news of the tribe he had deserted many years ago in order to ride with Ilyakoria Bakhtiian.

Anton, Vasil reflected, was the perfect etsana’s brother: he could support the headwoman by keeping abreast of all the niggling day-to-day details and so help her in her task of keeping the tribe running smoothly. An etsana’s husband needed the same skills and interests, and back when Vasil was still young, less than two cycles of the calendar old, back when Bakhtiian had left the tribes to travel south to that half-mythical city called Jeds, Vasil had considered finding an etsana’s elder daughter to marry. Actually, he had found three, any one of whom would have been thrilled to have him. But, gods, he could not stand to hear about other people’s affairs, to listen to the petty complaints, the disputes, the women and men droning on and on about their concerns. The three young women in question had gone on to find other husbands, presumably better suited for the task, and Vasil hoped they were happy, when he thought about them at all.

Relief from Anton’s recital came in the form of Yevgeni riding in from scout to meet up with the main group as they took their midday rest for the horses. With him rode an entire troop of horsemen, impressively armored. They wore sleeveless, knee-length silk robes, slit for riding, over their armor. Some wore gold cloth, some red, all of it embroidered in black and gold and silver.

“Mount,” said Vasil, and he and Anton mounted and rode out to greet them.

“Anton Veselov!” The greeting came from the jahar’s captain, a young blond man with a handsome face, very blue eyes, and an ambitious set to his shoulders. “Well met.” The young man’s glance settled on Vasil a moment, questioning, and then flashed back to Anton. Clearly he thought that this was where the authority lay.

“Well met,” said Vasil, forestalling Anton’s greeting. “I am Vasil Veselov.”

“Well met,” replied the young man politely, obviously recognizing nothing special in the name. “I am Anatoly Sakhalin. Yaroslav Sakhalin’s nephew and Elizaveta Sakhalin’s eldest grandson. Are you one of Anton’s kin?”

Vasil was so furious that for a moment he could not speak. How dare this boy not know who he was?

“Vasil is my cousin,” said Anton. “Sergei Veselov’s son.”

“I didn’t know Veselov had a son. He died some three years past, didn’t he?”

“I just learned of my father’s death,” said Vasil, cutting in before Anton could say any more. “I decided it was time I reunited with my tribe and take on my responsibilities.”

Sakhalin regarded him and his black arenabekh clothing, and suddenly comprehension bloomed in his face. “Ah. Now I recall the story. You must have been one of the men riding with Dmitri Mikhailov. Do you think Bakhtiian will welcome you back?”

Vasil smiled. “Yes. I do. Indeed, I am sure of it.”

“Ah,” said Sakhalin, and then, to Vasil’s disgust, he shifted his attention back to Anton. “We rode past your tribe. You can reach them by sundown if you go at a good pace.”

“Where is the main army?” Vasil asked.

The arrogant young pup actually hesitated before answering. “Behind us. We’ve orders from Bakhtiian to take ahead to my uncle.” He said that proudly enough, pleased that he had been chosen for such an honor. “Do you have khaja prisoners?”

“Only a Habakar general and his son.”

“No doubt Bakhtiian will be pleased. Now, we must be riding on.” He made farewells and his troop rode on, south.

Vasil snorted. “A boy in on the intimate counsels of Bakhtiian? Or so he would have it sound.”

“He’s not much older than Ilya was when he came back from Jeds,” said Anton mildly, “and he’s ambitious, and he’s a Sakhalin, so perhaps it’s no surprise that he feels he’s important. Though he is young to have a command of his own, and I don’t think Bakhtiian gives out such an honor casually. Even to a Sakhalin.”

“There’s more,” said Yevgeni, breaking in. “One of his men told me he’s just married a khaja woman, a Singer—no, he had a different word for it. They tell tales, but with their entire bodies and their words…well, it was a khaja art, he said. I’ve never heard of anything like it. What do you think of that? A khaja wife!”

“What of Bakhtiian’s khaja wife?” asked Vasil abruptly. “Is she with the tribes still?”

Anton motioned to Yevgeni with a lift of his chin, and the young rider reined his horse aside to leave the cousins some privacy. “Vasil.” Anton spoke slowly, weighing his words. “Bakhtiian still has a wife. Perhaps you didn’t know that. It’s something you might want to keep in mind.”

Dear, good Anton—so right-minded and so honest. “My dear cousin,” said Vasil ingenuously, “I also have a wife. Have you forgotten that? And two children.”

“That’s true.” Reminded of this, Anton appeared mollified. “And Sakhalin said—”

“Yes. Let us hasten our reunion.”

They made good time. It was still light when they came in sight of the wagons and tents marking the Veselov tribe. A scout greeted them, an adolescent boy who flushed bright red when he saw Vasil and called to him by name before he even greeted Anton. Vasil did not remember the boy’s name, or whose child he was, but he greeted him warmly nevertheless. The child was gratified to be allowed to lead them in.

“Vasil!”

“Look, it’s Vasilley.”

“Gods, Veselov, I thought you were dead.”

“Where have you come from?”

“Let me get Arina.”

Vasil slowed his horse to the barest walk, letting the exclamations, the surprise, the warmth, and, to be sure, the adulation wash over him. Here and there he saw a disapproving grimace, a finger pointed, and he noted who they were; they could be won over later. He did not want speed: he wanted his reunion with Karolla and the children to be blindingly public.

He caught sight of Karolla just before she saw him. She was so very plain—that was the first thing he noticed—and she had certainly grown no better looking in their three years apart. Then a child nudged her and pointed, and she spun around. Her hand covered her mouth, and she went dead pale. Another woman might have burst into tears, might have acted rashly or stupidly or made a scene, but not Karolla. She had far too much courage, combined with a huge portion of common sense. She set down her spindle with dignity and shook out her skirts, then called into her tent. Vasil admired her for that self-control. A moment later, two children appeared.

Vasil pulled up his horse. Gods, they were older. Little Valentin had perhaps doubled in size, and Ilyana was a stunning girl, tall, slender, and serious. Vasil dismounted and walked across the last bit of ground separating them.

“Father!” Yana launched herself at him, and he laughed and crouched down to receive her embrace. She clutched him, hugging herself against him. Not sobbing, never that, not Karolla’s child. And she was strong, too, for being so young—about eight winters old. She let go of him and grabbed him by the hand, tugging him. “Come, Papa. Come see Mama. And here is Valentin, but I expect he doesn’t remember you.”

Vasil let her drag him forward. Karolla was staring at him as if he was a spirit, or an angel. She did not move. So he let go of Yana’s hand and took his wife by the waist and, well aware that everyone was watching, embraced her and kissed her rather more intimately than was proper for so public a place. The crowd murmured appreciatively. When he released her, her face shone. A few tears slid from her eyes, but she brushed them back impatiently and turned to call the boy to her.

“Valentin, come greet your papa.”

Valentin did not move. His mouth set into a sullen frown and he closed his hands into fists. He stared at his father, and then looked up beyond him. “Uncle Anton!” he exclaimed, and darted past Vasil to greet the other man.

Vasil stiffened. “Give him time,” said Karolla. Her hand brushed one of his hands, tightened on it, and then let go.

Ilyana came to hang on his other arm. “Are you going to stay, father? Or are you going away again?”

“Hush, Yana,” said Karolla.

“No, it’s all right. I have every intention of staying.” Karolla bit at her lower lip, and Vasil could see that it was only with an immense effort that she refrained from bursting into tears. “But where is my cousin Arina? She is etsana now, is she not? I must have her permission to enter camp, surely.”

“Rather late to get that,” said a cool voice behind him.

He spun, and was shocked to see his little cousin Arina looking very composed and at her ease, and prettier than he had ever seen her. She held herself with surprising authority, and next to her stood a man Vasil recognized instantly.

“I am happy to see you, cousin,” said Arina formally, “and I am pleased to receive you back into the tribe. This is my husband, Kirill Zvertkov. But I’m sure you know each other.”

Zvertkov was a good-looking man, fair-haired, but his appearance was hopelessly marred by one lifeless arm that hung loose at his side, as if it were, like an ill-made saber, a mere dead appendage. In his other, his good, arm, he held a tiny baby, and a child somewhat younger than Valentin peeked out shyly from behind his legs.

“No longer riding with Bakhtiian?” Vasil asked, but smoothly and without glancing at the useless arm.

“No, I am an etsana’s husband now,” replied Zvertkov, with a touch of ironic pride. Vasil did not recall that Zvertkov’s family had ever had high enough standing that Kirill could have expected to marry so well—but perhaps there was more to it than that. So often there was. “And I have other duties as well.”

Arina smiled, not disguising her pride in her husband. “Many young men come here to train, to find places in the army, and Kirill is in charge of all of them. He oversees their fighting and what jahar they are assigned to. Since Kerchaniia Bakhalo died, Bakhtiian gave the entire command into Kirill’s hands.”

One of which was withered and curled up into a claw-like loose fist. “I see you have done well, then,” said Vasil kindly, wondering how important Zvertkov was to Bakhtiian.

“If I may?” asked Kirill, looking at his wife.

She nodded. Kirill motioned to Vasil and led him aside. A moment later Anton joined them. The baby whimpered and Kirill shifted it deftly in his arm, and it quieted. Behind them, Arina ruthlessly dispersed the crowd. Karolla, with stunning aplomb, went back to her spinning. Yana trailed after the men, loitering just far enough from them that they would have no reason to shoo her away. Her face was bright with joy. A gorgeous child, she was, prettier than her brother, but only because his features were blemished by his fretful, sullen expression.

“Well, Vasil,” said Zvertkov. “I’m surprised to see you.”

“I heard my father died.”

“It’s true, but quite a while back. Don’t think, Veselov, that I don’t have a good idea of why you’ve really come back.”

Vasil blinked innocently. “Why is that?”

Zvertkov smiled mockingly. “I don’t think it’s anything we need talk of publicly, do you?” Vasil recalled him as a young and rather foolish man, the kind of overgrown boy who attaches himself to a powerful man out of love and loyalty without having much personality himself. He revised this estimate quickly. Kirill Zvertkov had evidently become a rather more formidable man since they’d last met, and not just because he was now an etsana’s husband. “Personally, I’d as soon you were gone for good, meaning no offense to your person, of course. But Karolla has missed you bitterly.” He glanced to one side. “As has little Yana there, and for their sake, I’ll counsel my wife to let you stay.”

Vasil laughed. “I think Arina loves me rather more than you realize.”

“I am sure she does, and if this were the times before, I would not be talking to you now. But it isn’t. Bakhtiian has changed everything we are.”

“Is that why I see khaja weapons in camp?”

“You can’t take cities on horseback, Veselov. We have learned that, and other things. We’re going to conquer the khaja lands, as the gods have meant us to all along, and nothing will interfere with that. Especially not you.”

“What is this, Kirill? Don’t forget I knew you when you were young. I always thought your infatuation with Ilya was only a boy’s admiration for a stronger man—well, but perhaps I was wrong.”

Kirill’s lips tightened, and he shifted. The baby mewled. “I don’t think you have any power over him anymore, Vasil. Perhaps you’ve forgotten that he is married.”

“I have never forgotten it,” said Vasil softly. “But what makes you think I returned because of Bakhtiian? I, too, have married. And now that my father is dead, I am dyan by right.”

Now Kirill was startled. “What? Anton—”

Anton shrugged. “What’s past is past, Kirill. It’s true enough that Vasil is the proper dyan.”

And since it was true, Kirill did not reply.

Vasil smiled and nodded. “Excuse me,” he said. “My daughter is waiting.” The moment he turned away from them, Yana dashed across to grab his arm. Clearly she did not mean to let go, but the weight did not distress Vasil. He kissed her on the brow and mussed her golden hair, and let her lead him back to his wife’s tent where Karolla waited, patient, solemn, and just as desperately in love with him as she had been from the very first, when he had marked her in order to make her father, Dmitri Mikhailov, take him into his jahar. He sat down beside her as if he had never been gone and helped her wind yarn.

When Vasil woke the next morning, he could hear Karolla singing softly to herself outside as she went about her work. Occasionally she broke off her song to speak to one of the children, or to someone passing by, and Vasil marveled at how sweet and pleasant her voice was, as if all the beauty had been poured into it instead of into her face.

“Mama, can I go in and wake him up?”

“Yes. Tell him that Arina said that the scouts for the main army have already ridden by.”

Vasil was half-dressed in the clothes Karolla had laid out for him by the time Yana got all the way back to the sleeping alcove. “Oh,” she said, almost disappointed, “you’re already awake.”

He kissed her on each cheek. “Not truly awake until I’d seen your sweet face, little one.” She beamed. “Here, hand me my saber, will you?” She shyly held it out to him. “Come, take my hand and we’ll go outside.”

Outside, he greeted Karolla by kissing both of her palms and then by offering to go fetch water. “No, no.” She shook her head. “Yana will go with the other girls. You’d better go see Anton and Kirill. The vanguard of the army will be coming by soon. I don’t know—Vasil.” She hesitated.

Vasil kissed Yana on the forehead and sent her off to her chores. “Karolla, you must never hesitate to tell me what you think. I would be a poor husband if I did not listen to my wife’s wisdom.”

She blushed with pleasure. “Vasil, if it is your dearest wish to become dyan, then I will support you. Although I have little standing in this tribe—Arina was very generous to take me in at all, and everything I have here I owe to her. I can’t go back to my mother’s tribe. Not now.”

“All the more reason, then, that I become dyan. I don’t intend that my wife and children live beholden to others. Once I am dyan, then you are by right a member of this tribe, and you will not be here only on Arina’s sufferance.”

“Arina has been kind. You must not think she has ever treated us badly.”

“What about my sister? I haven’t even seen her.”

Karolla returned her attention to the copper pot she was scouring clean. “Vera disgraced herself. You must know that.”

“Since she did what she did at my bidding, I can hardly consider her fairly treated.”

Karolla looked up, angry. “She betrayed her own tribe. She violated the sanctity of the camp. It is true that I left my mother and my aunts, but I never betrayed them. What you did—trying to kill Bakhtiian—well, you did that at Mikhailov’s bidding.”

“Is that what people say?”

Karolla shrugged. “I have long since given up listening to what people say. But if you go to see Anton, you’ll see Vera. She serves the Telyegin family now.” She glanced away, looking shamed. “Valentin is there.”

“Yes, I had noticed that he wasn’t here.”

“Don’t be angry with him, Vasil. It was a shock, to have you come back so suddenly. He was so young when you left.”

Vasil kissed her on her hair and straightened his saber. “How could I be angry with him, Karolla? He will come to love me.”

“Of course he will,” agreed Karolla, but Vasil could see that she only half believed it.

“There is one other thing, my love,” he said, and he ran a hand down the sleeve of the shirt he had put on this morning. “These are my old clothes. Where did you get them?”

She paled, looking distressed. “Tess Soerensen gave them to me. And your old saber, it is here, too.”

“Is it now?” he said thoughtfully. He left, pausing first to see if Arina was at her tent, which was sited to one side of his wife’s tent, but Arina was out and a young woman he did not recognize told him that she was out with Uncle Marenko looking at the herds. So he strolled across camp, taking his time, greeting any person who greeted him, pausing to ask them questions about how they had been and what they were doing now and exclaiming over how very tall their children or grandchildren had grown. He discovered a few things along the way: that the Veselov tribe was inordinately proud of the fact that of all the tribes, it alone had been chosen by Bakhtiian to shelter those young men who for whatever reason were not part of any official jahar and who were training to find a place in the army. As they told it, Bakhtiian had insisted that one of his most trusted lieutenants marry their beloved etsana in order to cement the closeness between the two tribes. And they believed utterly and passionately that the jaran tribes were meant by the gods to conquer the khaja lands, and would do so, led by Bakhtiian.

Vasil had just come within sight of the cluster of tents that marked the Telyegin family when he saw Vera. She was still remarkably handsome, though she wore only a plain blue tunic with neither beading nor embroidery, over striped trousers, and she wore her golden hair in a simple braid with no ornamentation in it at all. She bent over a fire, stirring cloth in a kettle filled with green dye. Her face had flushed red from the heat. She wore only one earring, and that in her left ear, signifying that she was bonded to a family as a servant. One of the Telyegin sisters came out and called something to her, cheerfully and without any sense of nasty glee at Vera’s misfortune, and a moment later spotted Vasil. The woman’s eyes widened. Vera looked up. She went white.

Vasil strolled over toward her. “Hello, sister—” he began.

She spat at his feet. Then she turned back to her work.

Vasil prided himself on his self-control. He never let anger show unless it was in his interest to do so. Instead, he shrugged and turned toward the other woman—Lydia Telyegin, second daughter of Varia Telyegin and elder sister of Anton’s wife Tatyana.

“My apologies,” began Lydia.

“No, I should have prepared her. It was a shock to see me, I’m sure.” This much he said loud enough for Vera to hear, and then he followed Lydia farther into the family encampment, toward the main tent. “But her husband—is it true that he didn’t repudiate her?”

“True enough. But then—” She glanced sidelong at Vasil, and he knew immediately that she was gauging how soon she might decently approach him for a more intimate encounter. “—Petya always had more looks than wit.”

“You are looking handsomer than ever, Lydia. But I perceive that your wit has not suffered for it.” He watched a hint of red tinge her cheeks and then fade. “Is your mother here? I must pay my respects.”

“She is with the army. Bakhtiian called the finest healers to him when he started this campaign.”

“So of course she would have been the first called.”

Lydia laughed. “Of course. Are you trying to flatter your way back into favor, Vasil?”

“Certainly. But in this case you know as well as I that it is true, so how can it be flattery?”

“Neatly said. Well, a healer has come from the khaja lands, with skills surpassing our own, and they say she is gifting our healers with much of her knowledge. They also say that she is Tess Soerensen’s foster mother—”

“Foster mother?”

“Ah.” Lydia smiled abruptly, looking horribly pleased with herself. “You have not heard, then? Soerensen’s brother has come. The prince of Jeds.”

The rush of hope Vasil felt was so powerful that he had to stop walking for a moment. “To take her back to their own lands?”

“No one is sure. But here is Anton. And that is my youngest, Grigory, playing with Valentin.”

Vasil greeted everyone, from the frail eldest aunt to the infant great-granddaughter of Varia Telyegin. Valentin slunk away and hid behind one of the tents with several of the children his age. But Vasil was not worried. The only person he had ever failed to charm was Karolla’s father, Dmitri Mikhailov, and Vasil had always attributed that to Mikhailov’s distrust of his motives. After all, Vasil had once been Bakhtiian’s closest companion. Why should he then turn against Bakhtiian and ride with Mikhailov?

“Vasil.” Anton rose and greeted him. “You’ve heard that the main army will ride by shortly. We’ll go out to greet them. I’m waiting here for Arina—ah, there she is. Shall we go?”

Graciously, Vasil acquiesced. Arina rode a handsome gray mare, and her husband, a chestnut mare of equally fine breeding. Yevgeni brought Vasil’s horse, and instantly, comparing his stolid beast to the elegant creatures the other two rode, Vasil desired one of these other horses—khuhaylan arabians, Kirill called them, a breed from over the seas, given in payment to Bakhtiian for his services by a company of foreign priests. Bakhtiian himself had given the two mares to Arina and Kirill on the occasion of his wedding.

“Although,” said Arina with a smile, “I still think it was only as an apology for spoiling our wedding celebration.”

Kirill cast a sidewise glance at Vasil, but said nothing.

Vasil shrugged, unsure of why they thought he would be in on the joke. “They are beautiful horses. Have you any foals of them?”

“Yes,” said Arina smugly. “Little Mira was born the same day as the first colt.” She smiled at the sturdy toddler who sat up in front of Kirill on his horse, already at ease in the saddle.

Vasil, who rode beside Kirill, tickled little Mira under the chin and got her to laugh, and then turned back to Yevgeni. “Have they treated you well here? Did you find any news of your sister?”

Yevgeni’s expression was difficult to read, it being so full of contradictions. “I found her, Vasil,” he said in an undertone. “She’s here. But she’s…she’s training. She wants to be a rider. To be in the army.”

Vasil had to think hard to remember Valye Usova, and found that although he could not recall her face, he remembered that she had been a headstrong, difficult adolescent girl who had run away from her tribe in order to be with her brother. “Is that so surprising? She left everything to follow you.”

Yevgeni glanced at the group surrounding them and dropped his voice even lower. “She says there are other women in the army. She says that Bakhtiian’s wife was asked by Yaroslav Sakhalin himself to join Sakhalin’s jahar.”

“And she did not?”

“How should I know? I’m only repeating what Valye told me. She says that Bakhtiian’s niece has her own command.”

Vasil snorted. “That I can believe. You never knew Nadine. Yevgeni, it’s Valye’s choice, not yours.”

“But what if no dyan will have her? Our aunt won’t have her back. Valye hated her anyway, and what is she to do without a tribe?”

Vasil laid a hand on Yevgeni’s shoulder. “Then my wife will take her in. I promise you.”

All at once, the tension drained out of Yevgeni’s face. “Thank you,” he whispered.

Vasil mounted and rode with the others along the base of a long escarpment. At last, Anton greeted a trio of riders coming from the north, and they urged the horses up the slope and came to a halt on a rise that gave them a wide view of the land to the north.

Vasil was not sure what he had expected. Yaroslav Sakhalin’s army had seemed enormous to him, though he would never have admitted that. But Sakhalin’s command was as nothing to the army marching south now. Rank upon rank of horsemen rode at a steady pace southward, covering half the ground that Vasil could see. Farther, only dust rising along the far horizon now, came some unimaginable mass following hard upon the riders: wagons and more horsemen and the gods knew what else.

“Are all the tribes riding south?” Vasil asked, unable to hide his astonishment.

Arina laughed. “Of course not. Many of the women have gone back out on the plains, although some have stayed with the army.”

“There are jahars along the western coast, still,” added Kirill, “and every man is granted leave to go back to his tribe, to see his wife and children when he has been gone from them for two winters. This army is, perhaps, half of what Bakhtiian can call on.”

“I should never have doubted you,” Vasil murmured under his breath.

“I beg your pardon?” asked Arina, but Vasil merely shook his head.

A clot of about twenty riders broke away from the vanguard of the army and speared across the open ground, toward the waiting group. The army itself continued on south, like some inexorable predator bent on its prey. Before he could even make out features, Vasil knew which one was Bakhtiian. He realized that he was clenching and unclenching one of his hands convulsively, and he forced himself to stop and glanced quickly around to see if anyone had noticed. But they were all watching Bakhtiian amidst the other riders as the horses climbed up the slope.

Vasil recognized the proud black stallion that Ilya rode. And Bakhtiian himself: but how could he have changed? He had never changed, except to grow older. The arrogant, dreaming adolescent boy whom Vasil had fallen in love with, those many many years ago, was still there, and time had only honed his arrogance and made reality of his dreams, and sharpened his radiant power.

Then Bakhtiian saw him. Their eyes met, and Vasil smiled.

And Bakhtiian, all unprepared, went rigid with fury. Gods, he had fire to him. It was like a raging heat that attracted cold things to it, and the fire burned as fiercely as ever, for all that Vasil could see. He could not stop himself smiling from pure joy.

Greetings, smiles, ten different little exchanges begun and not quite brought to fruition, withered and died in the blazing heat of Bakhtiian’s anger.

Ilya turned to glare at Arina Veselov. “Where did he come from?” he demanded, his voice rasping and hoarse. “Who granted him peace to ride among you?”

“I did,” said Arina with astounding calm. “You forget, Bakhtiian, that I am the etsana of his tribe, and it is my right to give him leave to enter it.”

He stiffened at the cool assurance of her tone. “And if I say that I want him gone?”

“How you direct your army is none of my concern.” She lifted her chin slightly. That so slight a woman, and one still so young, could withstand the force of Bakhtiian’s censure was impressive but not surprising. “How I oversee my tribe is none of yours.”

Like a fire banked with ashes, his anger subsided from its flaring heat and settled into something less blazing but no less dangerous. “I beg your pardon, Mother Veselov,” he replied, formal. Someone coughed. A general sigh passed around the assembly as its members seemed to realize that they might relax without seeing bloodshed. Vasil knew he was still smiling, but he simply could not help himself. He had forgotten the sheer, breathless elation that the sight of Ilyakoria Bakhtiian had always filled him with.

Then, ignoring the unsettled problem lingering in their midst, the riders greeted each other. Arina dismounted and went to hug a brown-haired woman—yes, it was indeed Bakhtiian’s khaja wife. She, too, was one of the rare people Vasil would never forget: he was not sure whether he hated or loved her more for what she was to Ilya. Tess. She walked across to Kirill and smiled up at Zvertkov.

“She loves him,” said Vasil under his breath, and he glanced over to see what Bakhtiian made of this greeting. But Ilya was sitting stock still, moving only with a twitch of his hands here, and here, to keep his restive stallion from walking forward. He was staring at the sky. Otherwise, the movement as the two parties greeted each other excluded him, although he was its center.

“Vasil,” said Anton mildly, “Tess Soerensen loves many men, and women as well. She has a generous heart. If you try to stir up trouble there, I think you’ll find trouble, but only for yourself.”

“I’m only surprised that anyone, loving Bakhtiian, could find room in his heart to love another.”

“Ah,” said Anton. “As well you might be. If you will excuse me.” He reined his horse away to go greet Niko Sibirin.

Vasil cursed under his breath, aware that he had just given himself away. Beside him, Tess Soerensen reached her arms up to take little Mira Veselov down from the saddle, and she turned to look up at Vasil. Behind her, Bakhtiian had shifted his attention to his wife, and his expression, fixed on her with the child in her arms, was painfully naked: no man ought to reveal himself so, not in public, at least.

“Well, Vasil,” said Tess. “How like you to come along when you’re least expected.”

“And least wanted?”

Tess smiled, not entirely kindly. “How is your wife?”

Vasil flushed. “Karolla is well. As are the children. Arina was very kind to them.”

“Yes, Arina has indeed been kind to them. But I must say I’ve always thought Karolla deserving of kindness.”

“I have always been kind to her,” retorted Vasil, stung by this accusation.

“I am sure you have been. But I can’t imagine it was kind to desert her for so long.”

“I didn’t—” He stopped himself, and then laughed at her expression. “You’re cruel as well as clever, Tess. How I’ve missed you.”

Tess’s entire face lit up with amusement, and she laughed. “Have you, indeed?”

“Tess!” Bakhtiian had reined his stallion two lengths closer to them, and his expression lowered to fury once again. “The child.” Jealous! Ilya was jealous of him for gaining Tess’s attention.

Tess swallowed the last of her laughter and carried the child over to her husband. Surprisingly, Mira was not afraid of this grim-faced man in the least. The little girl reached right up to him. Ilya plucked her out of Tess’s arms and settled her in the saddle before him, and shot a glance toward Vasil that was filled with such venom that Vasil was immensely heartened.

“Zvertkov.” The tone was stiff, but Kirill rode over to Bakhtiian quite cheerfully. “Have you any riders ready for the army?”

“Yes. A whole troop that I recommend you fit entire into one of the commands. They’ve worked quite well together—boys who came to me three years past, who’ve grown up here, and two girls.”

“Two?”

“One fights well enough.” Kirill winked down at Tess. “As well as Tess, I must say.”

Vasil saw how Ilya frowned at this comment, how a certain indefinable tension settled around his shoulders, yet Zvertkov seemed immune to it. “And the other?”

“Well, not every man has the gift for fighting, so why should every woman? She’ll not get herself into trouble, and she wants nothing else but to ride. Has nothing else. She was with Mikhailov.” Kirill glanced back at Vasil and then away. “Also, Veselov brought men with him.”

Bakhtiian’s gaze jerked to Vasil and then wrenched away. “How many?” He halted, seemed to inhale resolve like air, and turned to hail Arina. “I will end this now,” he said. “Mother Veselov. And you. Why have you come back, Vasil?”

As if it were warmth, Vasil basked in the intensity of Ilya’s regard, let it flow over him and envelop him. “My father is dead. I am dyan by right.”

“I do not approve it.”

“Whether you approve it or not,” said Vasil lightly, “it is not your decision to make.”

“Is it not? Anton, come here. Arina, are you determined to allow this man back into your tribe?”

Arina bowed her head. “Even though you disapprove, Bakhtiian, I will allow him back. For his wife’s sake. She has suffered enough.”

“Even if I ask you to forbid him?”

Her voice was even, and calm. “Even so.”

“Very well. I cannot interfere in your decisions. But he will not be a dyan in my army, whether your tribe elects him or not.”

“I refuse the command,” said Anton. “I bow to the greater wisdom of the gods.”

“And in many tribes it would be wrong. But not here. You are my choice, Anton.”

Anton, too, bowed his head before Bakhtiian’s wrath, but his voice remained mild. “Nevertheless, I refuse.”

“As do I,” said Arina.

Well, there was no argument against that. Ilya sighed and settled back, and Mira reached up to rub her fingers along his trim beard. His expression altered instantly and he smiled at the little girl. “So be it. Kirill, I leave it to you to split up the men he brought with him into other jahars. No two together.”

“No!” Vasil started forward and then reined his horse back sharply, coming close to trampling his own cousins. He was furious. “They are my men. They have been loyal to me for three years now.”

Bakhtiian smiled coldly. “Exactly. Now they will learn to be loyal to me. As is the rest of this army, Veselov, a fact you had best learn quickly. Now, if you will excuse me.” He gave little Mira a kiss on the cheek and handed her back to her father. “Tess. Niko.” He gathered his party back together swiftly and with the single-minded purpose characteristic of him. He did not look toward Vasil again, and they rode away, back toward the army streaming past on the plains below.

Arina mounted. So did Anton. With a lift of her chin, Arina signaled something unspoken but understood to her husband, and Kirill took the rest of the party aside, leaving the cousins together.

“Vasil,” Arina started, and lapsed into silence.

“You have honored me with your trust,” Vasil began. “I will never betray you.”

Anton sighed. “Won’t you, Vasil? I almost believe you.”

Arina looked out at the party of riders approaching the army beyond. “Vasil.” Her expression was pained but hopeful. “I was too young, really, to know much of what went on…before…between you and Bakhtiian. But you must see that whatever power you may have had over him, whatever feelings he may once have had—well, this isn’t anything that ought to be spoken of, as you well know.”

“Do go on,” said Vasil softly.

“The past is gone, Vasil. You can’t recapture it.” Anton, too, stared out at the army. “Look at that, out there, and you can see. We have another destiny now. Don’t try to interfere with it. We can only protect you so far. Beyond that—”

“Beyond that, Vasil,” said Arina firmly, sounding very much the etsana, “Bakhtiian will not hesitate to kill you if you make him angry again. That he has not done so now is only because of his respect for Anton and me. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“Good. Then come, Anton. Vasil. We have much to do.”

She rode away, and Anton followed her. But Vasil lingered, watching as Bakhtiian’s party mingled in with the vanguard of Bakhtiian’s army. “I understand very well,” he said to himself. “I understand that Ilya is afraid of me. And that gives me hope.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

“NO,” SAID OWEN. “I WANT more curve in the arms. Both arms. Higher. The gesture represents exultation with yet a hint of supplication. There. Hold that.”

Diana thought her arms were going to drop off. She could not keep her mind on the rehearsal. Endless hours jolting along in the back of the wagons as the army moved south, and then not even the comfort of any company that she craved at the end. She was surprised, each evening, at how bitterly she missed Anatoly. She was sick of the company of the other actors, except for Gwyn, but he was usually off watching the natives. He was learning khush quickly, and making himself known and liked, and slowly but surely he incorporated bits of gesture, bits of speech, asides into his acting that blended with Owen’s vision and yet always, in their impromptu and brief performances every evening, got the most reaction from the audience that gathered to watch them.

“Now, the expression. That’s good, but more of a blankness, Diana.”

“That shouldn’t be hard,” said Anahita in a stage whisper. Hyacinth giggled.

“Smooth the lines of the mouth.” As always, Owen worked on, ignoring the comment. Perhaps he didn’t even hear it. He fell so far into his work that Diana wondered if he ever thought or talked about anything else, but she had never had the nerve to ask Ginny if that was so.

“You’re not with me, Diana,” he added chidingly. She hurriedly fixed her thoughts on her mouth, on the droop of her eyelids, on the exact tilt of her chin, and on her arms, lifting toward the heavens.

“Yes! Now hold it.”

Her heart bounded, uplifted by his single word of praise. It was for this, and for those moments when the ensemble work went seamlessly, when the house was gripped by the spell and the barriers between audience and players dissolved completely, that Diana worked and lived.

“Gwyn, enter. Good, but I want more movement in the shoulders. Yes, there’s the gesture.”

Since Diana still faced forward with her eyes lifted toward the cloudy sky, she could not watch Gwyn go into his mie. Drops of rain wet her face. Anahita sneezed and began to complain about staying out in such bad weather. If Owen noticed the onset of the drizzle, he gave no sign of it. Diana’s arms ached. She shifted her gaze down from the thick clouds to her fingers, and set about memorizing the exact angle and line of each individual digit. Ten of them, one for each day they had been traveling. One for each day since her husband—the word was less strange now than it had been before—had left her.

“Phillippe,” said Owen, “the drum beats. Wind demons, your entrance.”

The rain fell in double time to the drumbeats. Diana stood so still that she could practically feel each point, each moment, that a drop of rain struck her bare skin. Hyacinth and Quinn, the wind demons, prowled about her and Gwyn, moving in a sinuous, threatening line.

Owen clapped his hands together twice. “Break.”

Yomi said, “You have one hour. Meet back here.”

“Yomi, we’ll need light. Joseph, can you rig an awning over the stage?” Owen fell into an intense conversation with Joseph about shifting the placement of the various tents.

Diana shook out her arms and hopped down from the platform. At the edge of the encampment, about forty children had clustered together to watch the rehearsal. Now that it was over, they raced away into the jaran camp. Late afternoon faded toward dusk.

“I don’t want to attempt Tamburlaine yet,” Owen was saying to Ginny and Yomi. “We can’t know if it will offend.”

“And Marlowe is so damn talky,” said Ginny, “especially if you don’t know the language. Certainly the verbiage will lose a great deal in the translation.”

“I’m thinking Caucasian Chalk Circle. But after we present the folktale.”

“Owen,” broke in Anahita, who like the rest of the actors had been eavesdropping, “you can’t expect us to put up something this new on so little rehearsal?”

“Of course I can. If you wanted safety, Anahita, then why did you come on this trip? I asked Tess Soerensen specifically for a jaran folktale that we might render into a gest and so make it clear to our audience what we mean by our acting. I am still of two minds about the performance of Dream. Did it indeed connect? Or were they simply being polite and curious? Certainly they were closest to us for the epilogue, when we drew the parallel from the play into the actual wedding and thus linked the two. But it’s by no means clear to me yet even with our impromptus and scenes that they understand what we mean to convey with our craft. What we do here is rather more ephemeral, it seems to me, than their epic singers, who perform a tale over and over again in the same fashion.”

“Do you really think it’s that different?” asked Gwyn. “Or just different because it’s not a medium they communicate by? Anyway, once rehearsal is over, we perform a play the same way every night. That’s no different than their epic tales. I like it when we take chances, like this folktale.”

“Owen,” said Ginny, “I’ll finish the cuts on Caucasian this evening and then you can see how much physical business you want to substitute for what’s left.”

“I don’t see why we’re doing Caucasian,” said Anahita, making a great physical business of showing her disgust with an overblown sigh and a toss of her curly black hair.

Gwyn winked at Diana.

“The deeply rooted feelings of mother and child, Anahita,” said Owen. “Surely that will connect. Now, Yomi, about the—”

“I’ve got dinner for anybody who wants it,” said Joseph, pitching his voice to carry over Owen’s. “Hal and Oriana, could you hurry it up and then help me rig this awning?”

The company dispersed. Ginny dragged Owen along toward the big tent, where the food was, although she did not attempt to interrupt his conversation with Yomi. Diana lingered. She rubbed her hands over her arms to dispel the last of the ache but mostly to warm herself. The army had marched into the hills here, and the elevation brought cold nights.

Gwyn appeared beside her. "”Going out?” he asked softly.

“Do you know,” she said suddenly, “that of everyone I know, Gwyn, I admire you the most. You accomplish what I’ve always wanted to accomplish in acting. You present the part without any self-consciousness—not that you become it, but that you play it so seamlessly. It’s because your ego is involved with the process itself, with how well you act to your own satisfaction, to the achievement of that communication, and not with how well and how much people think of you, and if they give you enough attention and praise and adulation.”

He chuckled. “Thank you. If I’d only wanted adulation, I could have stayed in the interactives. I got enough of that there to last me a lifetime. I’m not interested in being noticed or lionized.” Then he smiled again, an almost wolfish grin. “Only in being the best. But don’t tell anyone I confessed that to you.”

“You’re not afraid to take risks.”

“Neither are you, Diana. Don’t ever lose that quality. Once a person stops pushing and growing, she is as dead in the spirit as if she were dead in the flesh.”

Diana smiled in return, but pensively. “I thought I might—I was introduced by Sonia Orzhekov to the family that has agreed to act as my—well, as my and Anatoly’s foster jaran family, I suppose we would say. Although it’s a strange thought, having three families.” When Gwyn looked puzzled, she explained. “My family at home, the Company, and now Anatoly and whatever my marriage to him has brought me. But I thought I might go there now. They said I was welcome any time.”

“Do you think I might go with you? Or is it forbidden for married women to walk about with men who aren’t their relatives?”

“I thought you were going to say, with unmarried men. Are you married?” She began to walk, out into the jaran camp. He walked beside her. “Or am I allowed to ask that question?”

He considered for a moment, serious. “You’re allowed,” he said finally. “In fact, I am married.”

She felt her mouth gape open, and shut it as quickly. “But then Anahita was telling the truth when she said—”

“Anahita!” Gwyn laughed. “I don’t think so. No, the woman I’m married to is someone altogether different.”

Diana wanted to ask more, but his tone did not encourage questions. “Well, we’ll tell them you’re my cousin. Which you are, in a manner of speaking, in the craft. Their camp is in the third circle out from the center, to the northwest.”

“Ah, then you’ve identified the pattern. It’s interesting that they pitch their camp in exactly the same layout, by tribe and family, every time they set up camp.”

“It does make it possible to find your way around. Of course, the main army must be way ahead of us by now. There aren’t that many men around.”

“Once there’s a battle, there will be more.”

Diana shuddered. “Here, Gwyn, teach me some more khush words. It’s terrible trying to learn a language without a matrix. It’s so slow.”

“I can’t say that I know many more words than you do, Diana. But here: Tent. Horse. Girl. Boy. Except that I’m still trying to work out the familial terms. They seem to have a lot more of them, and more specific ones, than we do. And more terms defining a woman and what stage of life she is at than for a man. There’s a boy, an adolescent, and then I can’t tell whether the shift to ‘man’ is defined by a man’s getting married or becoming a fighter. Then when he’s too old to fight, he becomes an Elder. If he lives that long.”

“And for a female?”

“I haven’t worked that out yet, but I think puberty, marriage, childbirth, first grandchild, and menopause all define shifts in a woman’s status. But I’m really only guessing. It’s easier for me to learn about the men.”

“Do you like to travel?” she asked suddenly.

“Yes.”

“I do, for now. But I can see that I’ll get tired of it. Packing up every day and going on at this pace is bound to pall eventually.”

“We’re moving pretty fast, for a group of this size. I can’t begin to count the number of wagons, much less the people involved. How do they feed themselves?”

“You haven’t seen all those dirty animals being herded alongside? I suppose once you conquer a country, you can expect it to feed you. I don’t know. How they get along on a daily basis at all mystifies me. Look, there’s the camp.” She hesitated at the farthest rim of the circle of tents, peering into the camp to see if she could recognize anyone. A woman rose from beside the campfire and came to greet them.

It was Arina Veselov, a pretty young woman whom Diana had liked immediately. Her little daughter tagged at her heels and went to Diana for a kiss. Arina greeted Diana with a kiss on both cheeks and, haltingly, Diana introduced Gwyn as her cousin. Arina gestured for them to come in, to sit, and soon other members of the family gathered, since it was supper time. Children brought them wooden bowls of a watery stew and leather cups filled with pungent milk. Compared to some of the other camps, the proportion of children to women was higher here, as if this tribe had sent fewer of its children out into the safety of the plains.

“Who’s that?” Gwyn whispered, nodding toward a tall, golden-haired man who came into the circle of light attended by a plain woman and a beautiful young girl. The focus of the assembly altered subtly, warping to somehow pull him into the center of attention.

“That’s Arina’s cousin, Vasil. Isn’t he gorgeous?”

“He’s a natural charismatic,” said Gwyn, still softly, and still in Anglais. “I’ll have to make sure that Owen sees him. Owen loves to watch people like him.”

“And people like Bakhtiian. It’s funny, though. Charles Soerensen and Bakhtiian are in many ways the same kind of powerful leader, yet outwardly they don’t seem at all the same. And this man—Vasil—has the same kind of charisma that Bakhtiian does, but I don’t see him leading armies.”

“Not the same kind of charisma,” murmured Gwyn, thoughtful.

Vasil, noticing their attention, flashed them a smile across the gap. He had a warm smile, intent and encompassing, as if for that instant no thing and no one else was on his mind but the recipient of his smile. Diana smiled back. Gwyn bent his head in acknowledgment.

“Oh, and there’s the baby. This is Kirill, Gwyn. He’s Arina’s husband, and this is the little baby, Lavrenti. May I hold him?” She held out her arms and Kirill, with a smile, transferred the baby to her waiting grasp.

“Goddess, it’s small.” Gwyn examined the infant. “Are they supposed to be that small?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know much about babies, and nothing about Rhuian babies.”

The infant mewled and hiccuped and gave a little gasping cry and then relaxed. Arina came and knelt beside Diana, and while Diana held the child, Arina dipped a cloth in a cup of warm milk and dribbled the liquid into the baby’s tiny mouth. All at once, its lips caught on the cloth and it sucked away for one minute and then sighed and let go and fell asleep.

Diana glanced up in time to see Arina and Kirill look at each other. That glance they shared was despairing. They thought their child was going to die; they knew it. Diana clutched the little bundle closer to her, as if willing Lavrenti her own strength might make the difference. Kirill sighed and moved away to speak to Vasil’s wife. His left arm shifted strangely at his side, a dead weight that was only by some fluke attached to his body. Arina sighed as well and wiped a drop of rain off her face. Except the rain had stopped a little while ago. Diana settled the baby into the crook of her left elbow. His tiny head barely reached to her palm. His skin was remarkably clear and pale, stretched, almost translucent, and his tiny lips were perfectly formed, like a pale pink rosebud.

“Look,” said Gwyn. “There’s the doctor. Have you any idea yet of why she came with us, with the army? I can’t imagine why she didn’t leave with Soerensen.”

“There can only be one reason, Gwyn. See, Tess is with her. She stayed to be with Tess.”

Tess’s arrival in the camp brought a sudden flare of life to the quiet gathering. Tess kissed the women, hugged children, and seemed to have a separate greeting for each one of the score of people around the fire. Diana watched with interest as Vasil drew himself into her orbit and promptly became her other half, sharing in her progress as if he had been part of it all along.

“Scene stealer,” she muttered.

Gwyn chuckled under his breath. “Tess Soerensen?”

“You know who I mean.”

“Yes, and it was subtly done, too. Very natural. Wouldn’t he be awful to act with? He’d pull focus every time he came on stage even worse than Anahita does, and she’s shameless.”

“Diana! I’m so pleased to see you here.” Tess came up to them. Her entourage now included Arina and Kirill as well as the doctor and Vasil. “Gwyn. I watched a bit of your rehearsal of—the one about the woman who saves the child from the revolution. I quite liked it, although I’m not sure the jaran will understand a man acting as Judge in such matters. I’ll have to mention that to Owen. Do you think he’d be willing to change the Judge to a woman?”

“If you present the case strongly enough,” said Gwyn, “and you think it would enhance the audience’s understanding, I suspect he’d be willing.”

“Oh, here, Cara.” Tess turned and beckoned the doctor forward. Vasil had retreated back one step, watching these proceedings with a keen eye. “Here’s Lavrenti.” She delivered a long comment to Arina in khush, and Arina glanced at Kirill, bit her lips, and then nodded. “Diana, let Cara see the baby.”

Diana handed the infant over. Dr. Hierakis handled the child briskly, for all its seeming fragility. “Clearly he’s premature. I’d like to examine him, but I’ll want somewhere enclosed and warmer. And you and the mother as well, to answer questions. Perhaps you can find out who attended the birth? I’d like to talk to her, too.”

Now that the baby was gone, Diana realized how little its weight had been. She did not feel lightened of any burden with her arms now empty. Tess spoke in rapid khush to Arina and Kirill, and then, with a sudden, almost sly smile, turned and addressed an order to Vasil. The handsome man looked startled, but then he smiled and spun and walked swiftly away into the darkness. His golden-haired daughter ran after him, deserting her mother.

“Karolla Arkhanov and one of the Telyegin sisters attended the birth,” Tess said to Cara in Anglais. “I sent Vasil to fetch Lydia Telyegin. Karolla is here. And, Cara—” She hesitated, glancing sidelong at Arina’s good-looking husband. “Kirill is the one I told you about—with the injured arm. If there’s anything you can do…”

“I’ll have to diagnose the injury first. But if he’s gone three years with it, it can wait. This baby needs my immediate attention. Come on, then.”

Dr. Hierakis did not even acknowledge the two actors but merely strode away in the direction of Arina Veselov’s tent. Arina walked beside her, looking anxious. Tess did not move immediately, and Kirill, strangely enough, lingered beside her. Diana noticed how close he stood to her, rather closer than mere acquaintances usually stood.

“Diana, I am truly glad you’ve come to this camp. I don’t know—” Tess broke off. “Well, it isn’t my part to give you advice, especially since you haven’t asked me for any.”

“No, please. What were you going to say?”

Tess sighed. She wore, as she usually did, men’s clothing—the scarlet shirt and black pants of the jaran riders—and she wore a saber at her belt. She looked to Diana as if she fit in easily with the people she had decided to live among, and somehow Diana could not see herself existing so entirely within the jaran, so unconsciously at ease. “You’ve brought your life with you, Diana, and however more realistic it might seem to try to keep the two things apart—that is, Anatoly and the Company—I think you have to consider finding some way to bring yourself into his circle, but also him into yours. Otherwise he will feel that you are deliberately keeping something from him.” At her side, Kirill watched her intently while she spoke, although he obviously would have no reason to understand Anglais.

“But I am—we all are keeping things from them.”

“Yes.” Tess grimaced. “But we have to do it delicately and we have to try our best to make it seem that we are not.”

“I think I understand.”

“It won’t be easy. Now, I really must go.” She nodded at them and walked off to Arina’s tent with Kirill.

“Do you think they can save the child?” Diana asked.

Gwyn blinked once, twice. “We’d better go, Diana. Rehearsal starts in eleven minutes.”

“Where did you get that retinal chip implant, anyway?” she asked after they had taken their leave of the family and started back through camp. “My family was never able to afford anything like that, but one of my father’s sisters got one when she qualified for the fleet navigation academy.”

“Got it in prison,” said Gwyn with a grin.

“Oh, I’ll certainly believe that.” Then she sobered. “But really, Gwyn, do you think they can save the baby?”

“I don’t know. On Earth, there would be no question.”

“It seems wrong, somehow, knowing how much we could improve their lives and then not doing anything about it. Hiding it from them.”

“Who are we to judge what is best?”

Diana sighed. At the Company’s encampment, Joseph had rigged an awning over the platform and now he and Yomi hung lanterns out to light the stage. A group of jaran children together with a steadily growing number of their elders gathered about thirty paces from the stage, waiting patiently for the spectacle to begin. Owen had decided early on that letting them watch rehearsal might help them understand the idiom. Diana recognized some of the faces—some of the children came every night—and she waved at them, and they waved back, eagerly, with smiles.

“Now.” Yomi called them to order. “We’ll start with a run-through, and then go back through the scenes. Anahita and Diana, your entrance.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

“DO YOU THINK YOU can save the baby?” Tess asked. She sat in front of a low table that seemed to be made of burnished black wood. But the field projected above the wood belied that illusion: a screen of three dimensions on which Tess manipulated words into a matrix by which a person ignorant of khush could learn the language quickly.

Cara Hierakis sat at a separate console, running analyses of blood samples. “I’m not equipped to run a hospital here. The fact that the baby has survived a month is hopeful. The lungs are the greatest risk, and it shows no severe signs of respiratory distress. It’s small and weak. It needs to be kept warm; it needs food—they’re doing that now. If I could design an enhanced formula…but I’m not equipped for that.” She turned in her chair to regard Tess. “Now do you see why I suggested to Charles that we take you back to Jeds?”

Tess stared into the matrix, shifting colors, floating words. Her shoulders tensed, and she did not look around at Cara. “You have to test Ilya.”

“That’s true. The more I know, the better placed I’ll be to act correctly when the time comes. As it will.”

“You said yourself that as far as you know the reaction doesn’t set in until after delivery.”

“As far as I know.”

“You also said that you’re equipped to give a blood transfusion here.”

“I’m equipped for a rough field surgery, yes.” Now Tess could hear a certain amusement creeping into Cara’s voice. “Let me see if I can reel off the rest of the list. The other baby lived, which implies that it’s a medical problem that can be overcome. I took blood from most of Charles’s party before they rode north, thus supplying me with a bank. Bakhtiian would make a fuss, and he doesn’t yet know you’re pregnant anyway.”

“Can’t know, Cara. Not for another month or two.”

“Yes, it must be hard for them to diagnose the condition any earlier than ten or twelve weeks’ gestation. But what you’re really saying, Tess, is that you’ve weighed the odds and are choosing to believe that I can pull you through under these conditions.”

“I believe in you, Cara. And anyway, you told me that the woman who bore the child who’s now living almost survived.”

“Yes. If I’d reached her an hour earlier, I would have saved her as well as the baby.”

Now Tess did turn. In the artificial lights illuminating the interior of the tent, the sharp planes of Cara’s face were softened. “Who got her pregnant, anyway? You never told me.”

“None of your business, my dear. But he was no more foolish than you’ve been. Don’t you people stop to consider that life grown on other planets is bound to have certain subtle and possibly lethal differences?”

Tess chuckled. “But they’re so like us. And they did come from Earth originally.”

Cara smiled suddenly. “That was well done, Tess. Getting that Chapalii cylinder to Charles, with the heart of the Tai-en Mushai’s private data banks encoded into it.”

Warmth filled Tess at Cara’s words. “Praise from you is rare, indeed. I love having this modeler at my disposal. Besides this matrix, I’m running several programs off the early language data base and seeing if I can find the evolutionary links between Rhuian languages and Earth languages. But my time is so limited.”

“Which I remind you has been your choice all along. You are welcome to return to Jeds any time. Which you won’t do. Be that as it may.” Cara rose and came over to stand beside Tess, resting a hand on Tess’s shoulder and peering at her matrix, which rotated slowly on the screen in front of them. “If we can only coordinate our research…I can’t yet prove that the Chapalii genetically engineered the humans they transferred from Earth to Rhui, although I know they did.”

“How do you know?”

“If you study the history of disease and mortality among humans, which I’ve done, and then compare the Rhuian humans to Earth models, the Rhuians are too healthy and too long-lived given similar conditions.”

“The human mechanism must seem horribly inefficient to the Chapalii,” Tess mused. “Naturally they’d tinker with it.”

“So speaks the woman who understands them so well. I can’t give more than a rough estimate of how long ago it happened. Not less than 5,000, not more than 40,000 years ago. I can’t prove it until I understand how they did it.”

“And once you understand how they did it—”

“Then their knowledge is my knowledge. I think I’m close to a serum that could well double the human life span.”

“Double it? Lord, what would we do with doubled life spans?”

“That’s not my question. Nor my answer to give. But surely you can find some clues in your language research on the time frame involved.”

“Which would also give us insight into the history of the Chapalii Empire, insight that we’re denied by the Chapalii Protocol Office. Philology wasn’t my specialty, but I’ll do my best.”

“When do you think that matrix will be done? Translation takes up far too much time for me. There’s a lot more basic information I can give the jaran healers on fundamental medical principles, and I’d like to communicate straight to them.”

Tess played with the screen, dividing it into three discrete parts and spinning one until a series of pathways arcing away toward an unseen horizon filled one side of the field. “A full-blown matrix would take months to construct, under better conditions than these. What I’m doing is a series of trees. They each contain a finite set, and instead of gaining the language pretty much entire, you simply accelerate the learning curve of what would otherwise be unenhanced acquisition. So you seem to be learning it quickly, and efficiently, but not too damn quickly.”

“So they won’t become suspicious when we all turn around one day speaking fluent khush? Very neat.”

“Cara.” Tess glanced up at the older woman. “Why can’t Charles see that I’m not the right person to be his heir?”

Cara patted her on the shoulder and walked back to her console. “Charles thinks strategically, Tess, not tactically. Other than that, I can’t tell you what’s in his mind.” From outside, a bell rang once, then twice. “Ah. We have a visitor. Close off the back half, Tess. I’ll go see who it is.”

Tess spoke two words and the field over the table vanished, leaving only the smooth black surface. Then she drew closed the curtain that screened off the back section of Cara’s tent—and the equipment laid out there—and tied it shut. A moment later, the entrance flap to the tent was twitched aside—it, too, tinkled, sewn all along its edge with warning bells—and Cara ducked back inside followed by—

“Ilya!” Tess grinned stupidly and threw her arms around him and kissed him soundly on the lips. “I thought you were days ahead of us.”

He glanced at Cara, who watched them with a smile, and disengaged himself from his wife. He frowned. “Has Vasil been bothering you?” he demanded.

Tess blinked. The question surprised her, as did his obvious anger. But she had to think back to recall how much she had seen Vasil over the past days. “I saw him tonight,” she began. His expression clouded. She went on hastily. “But only because we went over to the Veselov camp to see Arina and Kirill, and the baby.”

“Ah.” A pained expression chased the anger off his face. “They have two children already. And Vladi and Elena have a child.”

“Ilya.” Tess glanced at Cara and then back at her husband. She took his hand between hers and held it tightly. “I feel sure that we will have a child soon, too. Kirill and Arina’s new baby isn’t strong. It was born early. They may well lose it.”

Then he looked ashamed, as if by being jealous of their fortune in having two children where he had none, he had brought misfortune on them. “I hadn’t heard. I’ll go visit them tonight before I leave.”

“You’re riding south again tonight?” She lifted one hand to brush a smear of dirt from his face. He had a rather travel-worn look about him, as if he had not rested much during the seven days since she had seen him last. His hair was mussed, and the usually trim line of his beard had grown a little ragged. “Why did you come back?”

“I need more interpreters. I need you.”

“I’m not part of the army, Bakhtiian,” she said stiffly. “Or had you forgotten that?”

His gaze flicked to Cara and then back to Tess. “Excuse me,” he said to Cara. In khush he said, “I do not intend to argue with you in front of another person, Tess. I won’t let you ride with Yaroslav Sakhalin’s jahar. Not so far away from me.”

“And?” she demanded, not feeling much like compromising.

“If you’ll excuse me.” Cara slipped out of the tent. The bells chimed behind her and then stilled.

“Something your brother said to me—about envoys. Why not have a—a jahar of envoys? Diplomats, that’s the Rhuian word. Anatoly Sakhalin has married a khaja wife, so I’ll put him in command of half the jahar, of those who are primarily fighters, young men who will also learn how to communicate and deal with the khaja. Eventually, we will need governors from their ranks. We’ll have to be careful to make sure they marry well, marry a woman who can also learn about khaja ways and who will be willing to live among khaja for some time. That’s where you and Josef come in.”

“Josef and I? Josef Raevsky?”

“Yes. You know he’ll never fight again. How can he, blinded? But with his knowledge—and yours—you two will be my other commanders of this jahar.”

“Me?” Tess sank down into the chair that conveniently caught her knees when they sagged beneath her. “Did Charles put you up to this?”

“I would be a fool not to use your skills.”

“And keep me out of battle.” But somehow, knowing that she was pregnant made her less anxious to prove herself in war. Not to lose her fighting skills, not at all, but the sense of urgency that she had felt before about putting them to the test was eased. And she did have other skills…“I don’t know,” she said reluctantly. “I might be good at that.”

“You already are, in camp. Now you will be my right hand as well as my heart.”

“I don’t know,” she repeated, but vaguely, already thinking about what she and Josef could do, building a kind of diplomatic corps for the jaran, to create—what? To create an empire. She did not doubt for a moment that Ilya could—that he would—forge one, the empire of the jaran. She could be instrumental in seeing not only that it would last and remain stable, but that it would hold to the rule of just law, a better rule, perhaps, than that many of the khaja lands bowed to now. Perhaps. Damn Charles, anyway. Certainly she could see his hand in this. He was grooming her to succeed him, by any means he could.

Ilya smiled brilliantly. “Then you will.”

Tess had to laugh, because Ilya was so transparently pleased that his little scheme had worked: he could give her a place in his army and give her authority of her own without putting her in the line of fire. She lifted a finger. “But. I want Aleksi.”

“Aleksi! Give up one of my finest fighters—?”

“He’s lost in your jahar, Ilya, and he’s unlikely to get a command of his own, even if he wanted one. But if he’s mine, and he chooses a select group of young riders to be my escort, then I’ll have the protection an envoy deserves, and a group of riders that Josef and I can call on at need.”

“Hmm. Kirill has such a group of young riders. Misfits, most of them, like Aleksi. I’ll give them to you. Now, Sonia has agreed to take Josef into our camp, and little Ivan will serve as his eyes. It’s another five days to the mountains at this pace. You and Josef can discuss your plans. When I see you there, you’ll tell me what you and Josef have decided.” He had been angry when he arrived, but Tess could detect no anger in him now, as if the emotion had evaporated once he had a new outlet for his energy. He paced to the inside curtain, and Tess jumped to her feet. If he even twitched it back a handbreadth, and saw what lay within…

But he twirled and strode back toward the entrance. He would never invade the private space of another person’s tent. He was jaran, after all. He bent, kissed Tess, and with no further word left the tent. Tess caught the flap before it could fall. The bells shuddered and faded.

“Well.” From outside, Cara watched Ilya stride away into the night. “What was that all about? Why did he ride back here?”

Tess stepped out beside her and let the tent flap chime closed behind. “There’s the obvious answer. A jahar of envoys. You know, Cara, that damned education of his is going to make him a rather different breed of barbarian conqueror. But I don’t think that’s the complete answer, and I can’t put the rest of the puzzle together yet.”

Six days brought the huge ungainly mass of the jaran camp into a broad valley at the foot of the mountains. A few fields had survived the invasion, but not many, Tess noted. She rode out with Aleksi, who had come back to take his place at her side, to view the burned city and the refugee town growing up all makeshift and scattered within the city’s half-ruined walls. They picked their way along the streets, the troop of fifty riders that Aleksi now commanded in neat lines behind them.

It had rained for the last two days, although this day was clear, and mud spattered their horses’ legs and choked the entry ways of the hovels built out of what wood and brick remained to the refugees. Mercifully, Tess saw no corpses and no men, either, but many women and hordes of children. A girl with sunken eyes and a swollen belly clutched a rag doll and stared as they rode past her. Two boys picked through the litter of a burned house, seeking treasure. They glanced over their shoulders at the riders, but hunger or familiarity had made them apathetic and they simply went on with their digging.

A thin young woman holding a thin baby looked up at them and then away. Tess wondered if she had tried to sell her body, to trade herself for food for the child, only to find herself scorned and ignored. What else could such a woman do, except scavenge in the ruins? But Tess had seen women working out in the fields; surely some kind of government still existed here.

“Let’s go back,” she said. They rode back past the row of tents Cara had appropriated for a hospital. Tess waved at Niko and Juli and rode on into the main camp. Aleksi took her mare, and she walked alone to the very center, where she found Ilya scolding Yaroslav Sakhalin’s second-in-command.

“Of course we don’t want to leave soldiers behind to regroup and attack us again, but it does us no good to kill all the farmers as well. Yes, the ones who sow the ground. Who is to supply our army once we reach lands where there isn't enough pasture for our herds? In future, farmers as well as artisans are to be spared. Otherwise, you did well. Now, all of this take on to Sakhalin, and tell him to send his nephew back to me. The Habakar general and his son?” Ilya looked up, saw Tess, and beckoned her over. “Yes, I will see Veselov now. You may go.” The man signed his obedience and hurried away.

“What general?” Tess asked. Ilya sat on a pillow below an awning strung out before her tent. “You’re looking angry again. I’m beginning to see a pattern here. This has something to do with Vasil, doesn’t it?”

“Would you sit down, please?” Since he sounded so irritated, she complied, though she didn’t feel much like sitting at the moment after being on horseback all morning. “What can I do, Tess? If I wish to keep the loyalty of my people, then I must abide by our traditions. If I abide by our traditions, then I must accept him as dyan of his tribe.”

“Then accept it, Ilya, and send him somewhere far away. To the coast, as you did Suvorin.”

“I don’t trust him.”

“Then keep him close by, so you can keep an eye on him.”

“That’s worse.”

“Why?”

His hands lay in tight fists, one on each knee, and he sat so straight that the line of embroidery on the sleeves of his shirt stretched unbroken by wrinkles or folds from shoulder to wrist. His saber rested on the ground to his left, hilt by his knee, and his horse-tail staff lay to his right, propped up on its wooden stand. “There he is. Stay by me.”

Vasil approached, flanked by men from the Veselov jahar. They escorted three men, a bedraggled-looking older man, a scarred, upright soldier, and a boy dressed in a rich surcoat who looked to be about Mitya’s age.

Vasil made a great show of halting before Ilya and beckoning the prisoners forward. Ilya neither moved nor reacted. He was so tense that Tess had to stifle an urge to place a reassuring hand on his thigh.

“I present these prisoners to you, Bakhtiian, as proof of my worthiness to succeed my father as dyan of the Veselov tribe. This is the Habakar nobleman Yalik anSiyal and his son Qushid anYalik. This captain fought courageously in defense of the boy and for his valor we spared his life.”

Ilya examined the prisoners. He did not look at Vasil at all, although Vasil gazed raptly on him. The general abased himself and a moment later the boy did as well. The captain knelt, but no farther did he bend.

“Very well,” Ilya said to the air. “I accept them. You are dismissed.” Vasil did not move. A few of the Veselov soldiers shifted nervously. “You are dismissed,” repeated Ilya in a cold voice.

Tess caught Vasil’s eye and nodded her head. Faced with her command, he had no choice but to go. The prisoners remained behind. Once Vasil vanished from sight, Ilya’s shoulders relaxed.

“Konstans. Take them away.”

“What should I do with them, Bakhtiian?”

“Gods. Confine them somewhere. I’ll deal with them later.”

“Ilya, I make this suggestion.” Tess examined the boy. “It’s children his age we can make the best use of. We should start a school, teach him khush. He can act as an interpreter.”

The tension brought by Vasil evaporated completely as Ilya considered her words. “He’s about Mitya’s age. If we make enough links between their people and ours, then when we rule them, we’ll rule the better for it. He is yours, Tess.”

“Mine!”

“It’s your school to establish, as an envoy.”

She laughed. “Very well. And leave the brave captain as his bodyguard, perhaps. I don’t know what you want to do with the father.”

“He fled the field, according to Sakhalin,” said Ilya. “Deserted his army.”

“Ilya.”

He glanced at her. “It would be more merciful to kill him, I suppose. I’ll give him to Mother Sakhalin as a servant. Konstans? Ah, here comes the embassy.”

Konstans led the prisoners away.

“What embassy?” Tess saw a troop of about twenty horsemen coming through camp, but then they parted to reveal a ragged group of women in their midst. Khaja women. “Their men all dead or gone,” said Tess softly. “Who is left to plead but the women?”

Ilya’s gaze flashed her way, but he said nothing. Half the riders dismounted and herded the women forward, careful to keep themselves between the foremost woman and Bakhtiian himself. They let the embassy kneel some twenty paces from the awning. All of the women abased themselves, lowering their foreheads to the ground: all but one. She knelt at the front of the group, and she wore golden armbands and a rich golden surcoat. She bowed her head, but proudly, and it was she who spoke.

“I am named Viaka, daughter of Headman Karst of the Farisa people. We come, we women, to beg mercy of you.” Her khush was halting, but even when she begged mercy, she did it without meekness.

“How have you learned khush?” Ilya asked. His eyes narrowed, and he examined the surcoat intently.

“A man of your people taught me.” She flushed, a stain along her dark skin.

Ilya stood up. “You say you are a woman of the Farisa people, yet you wear a Habakar nobleman’s cloth.”

“It was given—” Her head jerked up, and she looked angry and defensive, as if she were afraid he would take it from her. “Fair spoils for my help.”

“I command the spoils in this army,” he said, his voice low but so threatening that the woman collapsed in fear onto the ground, abasing herself with the others.

“Forgive me,” she said into the dirt.

“Who gave it to you?” he demanded.

“A rider. His name was Vasil.”

Ilya swore under his breath. “Of course,” he muttered. “Of course it would be Vasil.” He turned on his heel and stalked back inside the tent.

No one moved for a moment. Some of the other women glanced up, terrified and yet desperately wanting to know what was going on. Viaka stayed prone in the mud. One of the women had a pack on her back that wiggled suddenly: a baby. Tess sighed. Someone had to dispose of them.

“Come now,” she said briskly. “It was ill done, and I think, Viaka, daughter of Headman Karst, that you’d do best to simply give all your spoils back to me. Yes, starting with the tunic. That’s right. There you are, Aleksi. Take the coat from her, and the armbands.” All the women looked up, gaping at the sight of a woman giving orders and a man taking them from her. “Now. What have you come here for?” Tess was not sure what to expect. Would they ask for blankets? Medicine? Food for their children? Passage to somewhere else?

Viaka, stripped down to a dirty tunic and drab skirt, was too humiliated and frightened to speak. An older woman finally raised her head, regarding Tess with an expression composed mostly of terror and with little enough hope. She spoke in a voice roughened by privation and whatever horrors she might have seen in recent days.

After she finished, Viaka lifted her mouth a hands-breadth from the ground and spoke just loud enough for Tess to hear. “We ask that you spare our lives.”

And that was all.

Tess was shocked, down to the core of her being. “Of course you won’t be harmed!” she exclaimed, but even as she said it she knew that the harm was already done—that those who survived the summer would have to last out next winter. Perhaps in a year, next spring, those left might hope to build anew. “If you build faithfully and—pay the tribute due to the jaran, then Bakhtiian will treat you justly. Have you—where are your men?”

No one answered her at first. Perhaps they took her silence for a threat, since at last one spoke. “Those of our men the Habakar did not kill are in hiding, princess.”

“They’ve nothing to fear from us!” Tess exclaimed, and then she wondered if it was true.

“Ilya,” Tess said that night after they had gone to bed. A single lantern burned, hanging from the center pole. “Who burned the city?”

“The Habakar general, the one taken prisoner. The Farisa ruled here before them, and once we struck into the country the Habakar rulers were willing to devastate the land rather than lose it. The Farisa people are eager to embrace our rule, having suffered under the rule of the Habakar King since their grandparents’ time. Or at least, that’s what the scouts and some of the artisans left from the city tell us. I have it in mind to recruit Farisa men for an auxiliary unit of foot-soldiers. Infantry. We’ll need infantry when we besiege the Habakar cities.”

“Would you burn a city to the ground like they did?” The sight of the devastated city and the children picking through its ruins still haunted her.

“If necessary.” He said it casually and turned to pull his shirt off over his head. He held a sleeve out in the dim light, examining a fraying edge on the embroidery. “Damn,” he said to himself, and he rummaged in his saddlebags to find a needle and yarn to repair the damage.

Light and shadow mixed on his torso, blending him to a pale, sheeny gray. His hair seemed darker even than the shadows, and his saber hilt gleamed, caught at just the right angle by the lantern’s glow. Tess propped her chin on her hands and watched him, and he smiled without looking up at her, knowing that she watched him. He was precise with his needlework, pulling out the frayed threads and winding new ones in among them, strengthening the pattern. He was equally precise in finishing off the ends and rolling the needles and yarn back up in their cloth bag and replacing it in the saddlebags.

“Haven’t you anything better to do than watch me?” he asked.

She chuckled, and stood, and stripped. “Gods, it’s cold.” She covered herself with the blankets and fur, and quickly enough he slid in beside her. She yelped. “Your hands are cold!”

He laughed.

A wind stirred the tent. It was a slight shudder, and then Tess heard the distinct sound of a footfall, soft, on the carpet in the outer chamber.

“Kolia, is that you?” said Ilya sternly, but he grinned and shook his head at Tess, who sat up. “Haven’t I told you—?”

The hanging parted, and Vasil stepped through into the inner chamber. “Oh, I beg your pardon,” he said cheerfully. He looked at Tess, but only briefly and without a trace of lascivious interest in her nakedness. All avid, his gaze fastened on Ilya. “I could join you,” he offered.

Tess was so astounded by Vasil’s audacity that she gaped at him and did not even attempt to cover herself up. It took her that long to register Ilya’s stillness. An instant later, he was out from under the blankets with his saber drawn. Vasil stared at him, drinking in the sight, frozen, unheeding.

All at once Tess realized that Ilya was taking a step forward. One step—it registered, as if at a slower pace than she usually thought, and yet all their movements were slow: Ilya was going to kill him. Right now. No mercy.

She dove in front of him and Ilya had to sidestep to avoid her. He cursed. She jumped to her feet and slapped Vasil across the face as hard as she could. Vasil came back to himself with a snap, and in the instant when his attention was not quite off Ilya and not quite on her, she shoved him backward, back through the slit in the hanging, back into the outer chamber.

“And stay out, you damned interfering bastard!” she yelled, hoping that Aleksi would hear.

A moment later, Aleksi’s voice came from outside. “Tess?”

“Escort him back to his camp, Aleksi.” Her voice shook because she was now breathing so hard, panting. Adrenaline raced through her. Her hands trembled. “Don’t tell anyone.” Vasil, damn him, hesitated. He gazed at the curtain as if wondering whether to risk going back in, or if Ilya might come out. “Out,” she said, “or I’ll kill you myself.” She grabbed a knife from a sheath hanging along one wall and held it up. “Or don’t you believe I could do it? Or better yet, scar that pretty face of yours.”

Vasil’s gaze leapt to her. He smiled. “You’re glorious, my sweet. Especially with no clothes on.”

“Get out.”

He got out.

Tess spun and went back into the inner chamber. Ilya sat on the floor, saber cast away to one side of the chamber, his face buried in his hands. Tess knelt beside him and embraced him, wrapping her arms around him.

“Ilya? Can you believe he—?” She broke off her laugh. “Ilya!” She might as well not have been there, for all he responded to her. As if he could not bear to look at the chamber, at what he had almost done. “My sweet love, he’s gone. I chased him off by threatening to cut up that handsome face of his, which would have served him right and probably made all of our lives a bit easier. But I didn’t think it was a good idea to kill him. He’s shameless, it’s true, but I don’t think he’s worth killing.” She faltered. “Ilya?”

Oh, God, this ran deep. The old wound had just reopened, except—she could see it now—it had never truly healed. So ugly a wound that Ilya would kill to keep it closed.

A worse thought hit her. Was it hatred that had made him want to strike? Or was it fear, that what Vasil so obviously wanted he wanted too and was not, by jaran laws, allowed to have. I don’t want to know. But she had to know.

“Ilya,” she whispered. Broke off. You and Vasil were lovers once, weren’t you? She could not make herself ask it, not about a person who was that much more beautiful than she ever would be, not about a person he might still love more than he had ever loved her.

“Ilya,” she said, and her voice shook on his name. “Come to bed. Please?”

But he would not answer her, nor did he sleep that night.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

THE RETCHING SOUND CAME from the straggle of bushes that edged the road. The line of wagons lurched to a halt, and Diana sighed and exchanged a glance with Arina Veselov. Arina took the reins from Diana and pulled them taut. The animals that pulled the wagons—Diana thought of them as oxen—stood with bovine stupidity and flicked flies from their backs with their tails.

The bushes crackled and Gwyn appeared, pushing through them. “Was that you?” Diana called, amazed at his appearance. Like an echo, the retching sounded again, worse this time, followed by a woman’s moan.

Gwyn shook his head. “No. It’s Anahita. This is the second day she’s been sick. I don’t know if she ate something, or if she’s just overwrought.”

“They stopped the wagons for her?” Diana demanded. Only after they had reached the mountains did Diana realize how truly easy the traveling was on the plains. Now they inched along. At the widest stretches they managed to fit three wagons abreast. Often, negotiating falls of rock on the high pass road, they had to drive single file. It was so damned slow. It was cold at night. Tempers were fraying, and Diana had two days since—four days out from the gate of the kingdom, the burned city—decided to ride during the day with her jaran family rather than with the Company. Arina and Kirill held a tight rein on those of their tribe accompanying the army and, perhaps, the egos they dealt with were not quite as weighty as the ones Owen and Ginny had to cope with.

Gwyn walked over to them. Dust had painted his boots and trousers a monotonous color that could only be termed a color at all by courtesy. His pleasant face was sunburned; dirty gloves encased his hands. He nodded a greeting to Arina and leaned against wooden slats beside Diana’s feet. “No, I don’t know what’s holding us up this time. Anahita just took the opportunity to throw up in private.”

“I’d feel more sympathy for her if she didn’t complain so much.”

Gwyn glanced back at the bushes, which were silent now. He lowered his voice. “Her work is suffering.”

“Everybody’s work is suffering.”

“No. Be honest, Di. We’re tired, we’re displaced, and I can see the fatigue and a little fear in Quinn and, say, Phillippe. But even Hal is doing his usual best. It’s only Anahita who can’t stay the course. Tell me the truth. What do you think of the work you’re doing now?”

Diana looked at Arina, feeling guilty about leaving the other woman out of the conversation, but Arina merely nodded at her, gave her the reins back, and clambered down from the wagon to walk back along the line to the wagon which held her two children. Diana shrugged and pulled the reins taut. “I think I’m stretching my technique. I think I’m learning.”

“So do I. So do the rest, however grumpy we might be about these conditions. Anahita shouldn’t be here.”

“You’ve never liked her.”

“That’s true. You should be playing her roles, Diana.”

Guilt and joy warred within her. Gwyn Jones was courting her. Goddess, of course she was ambitious. She would not have gotten so far so fast unless she was driven. “I know exactly how I would play Zenocrate,” she said passionately, and then blushed.

He chuckled. “Now that you’ve seen Tess Soerensen? Do you suppose Owen will let us play Tamburlaine here?”

“Do you want to take the risk?”

“I don’t know. You’ve spoken with Bakhtiian more than I have. Do you think he’d take offense at it?”

Up and down the line, oxen bawled. A horse neighed. A man shouted in khush, and Arina Veselov trudged back along the line, carrying her infant son bundled in her arms. A young man in soldier’s red and black rode past, his bay mare kicking up dust.

“I don’t know,” said Diana. “He might, but maybe he wouldn’t. Here, Arina, give me Lavrenti.” This last in her halting khush. Arina handed the baby up to Diana and climbed back up onto the seat. Under the beaded design of her bodice were hidden ties, and Arina undid the front right side of her blouse to reveal a swollen breast. Diana handed the baby back and Arina settled Lavrenti against herself. He snuffled for a moment, half asleep, and then abruptly his eyes popped open and he latched on and sucked noisily.

“Oh, look!” cried Diana. “Look how well he’s eating!” Arina smiled and cradled him a little closer. Ahead, wagons lurched forward and the line began to move again, painfully slow. Diana adjusted the reins, a little nervous.

“They let you drive?” asked Gwyn, standing back from the wagon.

“A little. On the straight stretches. It’s better than just sitting here.”

Anahita appeared from out of the bushes, looking wan and angry. “Gwyn? Gwyn! Where are you?” Her voice was shrill, and for an instant Diana felt sorry for her. “Damn you, Gwyn. The little slut can take care of herself. I told you—” Gwyn shrugged his apology and hurried back to her.

“That one,” said Arina, “is full of herself.”

The wagon ahead of theirs jerked forward and Diana clucked at her oxen and flicked the reins up and down and braced for the jolt, and then they were rolling again, up the pass.

That night they camped along the road. Most of them slept in the wagons, and because Mira was fretful, Diana took the little girl back with her to the Company’s camp so that she wouldn’t disturb her brother’s sleep. In the morning Mira had a raging fever. Diana commandeered two of the young men attached to the Veselov tribe, and they carried Mira and Diana on their horses up to the front of the train, to Dr. Hierakis.

“What’s this? Hello, Diana. Ah, a fever. Come inside.” It was not much past dawn. The front wagons were being hitched and readied to go. The doctor took Diana and Mira up onto one of her wagons, which had a roof and walls. “Oh, hell, she’s not old enough to tell her parents what really happened. I’ll just check with real instruments.” She brought out a scanner. Mira watched with wide-eyed interest as the doctor moved it around. “Well, it’s nothing unusual, a bad ear infection, but I’m sure it hurts like hell. Get this timed-released capsule into a piece of—of something, bread, sweet, whatever she’ll eat. It’ll release antibiotics over a ten-day course.”

“I shouldn’t be doing this, should I? Giving her this special treatment? Bringing her to you?”

The doctor shrugged. “I happen to believe that it’s criminal to let people suffer when we could prevent it.”

“But—”

The doctor waved her out of the wagon. “Go on. Leave. I don’t want to hear the whole litany about the fundamental hypocrisy of our presence here. How’s the baby?”

“He seems stronger. He’s eating.”

“The Goddess is merciful.”

Holding Mira in her arms, Diana paused at the back of the wagon. “Doctor, why did you stay? With us, I mean? I thought you would go with M. Soerensen.”

“Very romantic of you, I’m sure, my dear, but remember that Charles and I are used to spending more time apart than together. Such is the nature of our work. Now get. We’re leaving.”

The next day they passed some kind of threshold. Suddenly the streams along the roadbed ran a different way—along with them, and not back the way they came. They had reached the summit. That night at dusk they creaked down onto a plateau, a miraculous place of flat ground and real vegetation. From the height, coming down, Diana saw thousands of fires burning all the way to the horizon, echoing the stars above. At the farthest edge of the horizon, a greater fire burned, spilling smoke and light into the lowering night.

In the morning, they traveled only until mid-morning and then set up camp near a river. An order came down the line to slaughter a tenth of the herd animals. That night Owen decided to give the first performance of the folktale, followed by the Brecht, as an interlude during the feasting.

The mood in the camp was triumphant and yet anticipatory. Diana could tell some event had happened that was gratifying to the jaran, but she was not sure what it was, and it had been days since anyone in the Company had had any contact with Tess Soerensen or any of the handful of jaran who spoke Rhuian. But Owen sent them along to the feasting ground to assemble the platform, and no one stopped them or even commented particularly on their industry.

“We’re part of the army,” said Diana to Hyacinth and Hal as they lifted one segment of the floor up onto the base and secured it with pegs. “They’ve accepted us.”

“The court jesters,” said Hal. He sniffed hard and then wiped his nose on his sleeve. “This air is wreaking havoc with my sinuses. I think the doctor has forgotten us.”

“Go home then,” said Hyacinth haughtily.

“As if I could. I don’t want to anyway. Do you?”

“What? I haven’t even slept through a tenth of the camp yet. I’ve decided that when we get back to Earth I’m going to get a grant to produce an interactive holie called, Thrust In Among The Savages or Discretion is the Better Part of Amour.”

“You’re disgusting,” said Hal, laughing.

Diana snorted. “Sure to go down in the annals of literature with that awful holie Quinn acted in two years ago, that historical romance about the early computer industry—”

“What?” asked Hyacinth. “Access To Love? That wasn’t so bad. At least they researched it accurately. Hal, could you stop laughing and come help me?”

“Hyacinth, how can you say so?” Diana helped them hoist the last segment of floor. “The dialogue was atrocious, and the acting was worse. Quinn was the only decent actor in the piece, except for that man who played her secretary.” They dropped the floor into place and slid the pegs in.

Yomi jogged up. “Curtain in two hours. Owen wants as much of the light as possible. Eat your dinner first. Wait, first slide that screen one meter to the right…”

When all was settled to Yomi’s satisfaction, they returned to their encampment. Diana ate sparingly and then layered her clothing for her double role: a skirt and blouse for the sister of the heroine of the folktale—Anahita took the role of the heroine Mekhala, of course—and a shift underneath for Grusha in The Caucasian Chalk Circle. She paced out her entrances and exits and some of her scenes on the ground, walking her stage directions, pausing to murmur the lines under her breath, and walking on. After a bit, Owen gathered up the Company and led them over together.

Somehow Owen had arranged on such short notice to give a command performance. The house was huge, seated in precise disorder out from the platform. People stood farther back, too far, really, to hear anything, and the open air would in any case suck the volume from the actors’ voices, although Joseph had cunningly constructed the screens with chambered skeins that deflected the sound out into the audience.

Owen did not introduce them. Phillippe came out in stiff red and gold robes and struck first a bell, then a pattern on his drums, and then the bell again. The tone rang loudly and held long—but Diana knew it was augmented by a few tricky electronics built into a strip wound around the inside lip of the cup. The house stilled. Seshat led the women in—all but Quinn, who played one of the wind demons—mourning for their servitude to the khaja. This was the story of the girl Mekhala, who brought freedom to the jaran by trading her own freedom for the gift of horses.

The house talked all the way through it. Buzzed, more like, an intent, aggravating buzz that niggled at Diana’s concentration through the entire piece. Anahita once dropped out of character and directed an angry glare toward the wings, as if expecting Owen to fix the problem. At last they finished.

Phillippe rang the bell again and retreated. As soon as he came through the screens he pulled a face. “What a disaster!”

“I said it would be.” Anahita tossed her hair back over her shoulder. All the actors turned and listened: the buzz had increased to a dull roar. “But Owen wouldn’t listen to me.”

Owen appeared. He had a strange expression on his face. “Listen up. They want us to do it again.”

“Again! And put up with that! You must be—”

“Anahita, shut up. Phillippe, on your cue.” Owen retreated. They shrugged at each other and began again.

This time the house was dead silent. It took Diana two scenes into the pastiche to understand: This time they understood what was being told to them. Last time they had been busy figuring it out. The audience absorbed the piece, like a sponge sucking moisture, and the longer it went on, the more exhausted Diana felt, even though her part was only a secondary one. Gwyn sweated buckets again. His wind spirit clothes were damp with it. When they finished, the house gave them silence, as they had that very first time, but this had reverence in it that was above the simple respect for their craft.

Owen was delirious with satisfaction. “We reached them! We reached them!” he said over and over as if all other words had been erased from his memory.

“Go on,” said Yomi. “We’re canceling the Brecht for tonight. Get back to camp and get clean.”

“No. No.” Owen intervened before any of the actors could straggle away. “En masse. We go as a troupe. Let no one see us as who we really are. Let them think we have brought the tale to life, that who they saw were the real participants and we only the channel through which they manifested. Let them think there is magic in our craft.”

“He’s crazy,” muttered Hal to Diana as they cut out behind the platform with Owen and Ginny and Yomi and Joseph as escorts. “I think it’s dangerous to play with people’s superstitions.”

Most of the jaran who had watched the performance remained in the area in front of the stage, and because they were well within the camp, no troops of horsemen impeded their progress, although the children raced to see them, providing an additional escort. Soon it would be twilight. A thick plume of smoke rose up on the western horizon, obscuring the sun, reddening the sky.

“We’re under Soerensen’s protection, Hal,” said Diana. “Don’t forget that. What do you think that smoke is?”

Hal shook his head, making a wry face. “What do you think it is, Diana? Or are you really that naive?”

But the answer was obvious, if ugly. Something burned, something large, like a town or a city. And the jaran camp celebrated. What else would they be celebrating but a victory? She shuddered. How easily they walked and feasted and watched the strange khaja art called theater. There three young men, two blond, one dark, walked along parallel to the actors, and they laughed and made jokes and recounted stories among themselves. She could imagine it: and how about those ten soldiers I killed? What, only ten? I killed twenty.

What of the wounded? Where were they? Had Dr. Hierakis seen the performance or had she been too busy patching up torn bodies? And the poor city folk, those who were still alive, had no such medical recourse. They could only suffer, or die.

The dissonance felt so strong that it was physical, a stone in her stomach, bile in her throat. These jaran soldiers could avidly watch a performance and think nothing of the battle—or had it been a massacre?—fought only a day, an hour, before. And they could laugh.

One of the blond men made an expansive gesture and turned his head so far to the side that she could see him full in the face. She stopped stock-still, and first Quinn, then Dejhuti, bumped into her.

“Diana!”

She pushed past Hal and ran, heedless of Yomi calling after her, toward the three jaran men. “Anatoly!” she cried.

He halted and stared at her. A second later he averted his gaze. Even when she halted in front of him, he did not recognize her. He glanced at his companions, but they simply shrugged and looked bewildered.

“Anatoly! It’s Diana.”

He drew back. His double take was so theatrical that she almost laughed, except she could not, because he still did not understand who she was. Exasperated, she grabbed his right hand and pulled his fingers across her left cheek, smearing her makeup. He stared at the residue on his fingers, hesitated, and, more gently, rubbed more makeup from her face. He looked astounded. He was also drunk.

“Go,” he said to his companions. “Get.” They excused themselves unsteadily and stumbled off.

Diana looked back over her shoulder to the company, but Owen had already herded them on, acquiescing to her defection. She turned back to Anatoly. “When did you get back?” she demanded in Rhuian. “I didn’t even know you were in camp, damn you!” He didn’t look as if he had just been in a battle. His clothes were clean and his face newly shaved. She ran a hand along his jawline, but he captured it and drew it away.

“Not here,” he said slowly in khush. “We go to our tent. I missed you, Diana.” Then he grinned his wonderful, captivating grin, and gestured to himself, to his face, his clothes, the gleam of his saber hilt in the fading light. “This…” He considered, using his hands to emphasize his words. “My grandmother—she washed me. She told me to wash.”

“Before you came to see me,” said Diana, bemused, and repeated it haltingly in khush.

“You speak khush!” He looked delighted. He took her by the elbow and pulled her along with him, toward their camp. “You were—” The sentence was difficult for her to understand, except for the name of the character she had played. “I think—it is she, there, Mekhala’s sister, talking to us.”

“No. It was me.”

“But it was not you. It was her.” Clearly, he did not comprehend the distinction between acting a part and being a part. Diana chuckled; she had inadvertently achieved what actors in representational theater so valiantly strove for: her audience had believed her. Owen would be so pleased.

“I became her. I acted her. I don’t—” She broke off, frustrated, but he merely smiled at her. His hand caressed her inner arm, and his breathing shifted, catching, and her breathing changed, too, getting unsteady, and it was still a long walk to their tent.

He sighed and slid his hand off her arm. “I missed you,” he said again, with more fervor than before.

The faint perfume of smoke and burning tinged the air. “Anatoly. Do you…did you…fight?”

Anatoly’s face lit up. He launched into a long explanation of something Bakhtiian had done—or said—and how that had led to something else and then the horses had done something and something about arrows and sabers; and all in all, Diana was relieved that she only understood a tenth of it.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CARA HIERAKIS SURVEYED HER kingdom and was satisfied. Or as satisfied as she could be, given the circumstances. A wagon trundled in, bearing wounded, and three young women—hardly more than girls, really—looked over the wounded under the supervision of elderly Juli Danov and sent the injured men off in various directions to be cared for.

At the edge of the hospital encampment, next to her own tent, appeared a troop of about twenty riders. She recognized Bakhtiian easily from this distance: of all the riders, he alone wore little armor and no gold or other adornment. One city and three towns on this plateau had fallen to the jaran advance in the thirty days since they had arrived here, and the wealth looted from those cities was not hoarded but passed out into the army and the camp to adorn women and men and children. Bakhtiian swung down from his horse and walked across the camp toward her. At the same time, the implant embedded below her right ear pulsed; Charles was trying to reach her. Cara tied her wide-brimmed hat tighter at her chin and waited. The sun glared down. As spring slid into summer, it had grown hot here, hot in the day although still cool at night.

“Doctor.” Bakhtiian halted before her, inclining his head with the respect and deference that Cara had not yet grown used to, not from him, at least. His personality was so strong and so forceful that these moments of modesty still surprised and amused her.

“Bakhtiian. Do you bring me news?”

He surveyed the encampment, the ordered busyness, the tents arrayed in neat rows and the pallets of wounded men convalescing in the sun. Cara had worried, at first, about finding enough attendants for the wounded beyond the healers and their apprentices. But for each wounded man brought in, a relative soon appeared to help nurse him.

“Are you sure, Doctor,” asked Bakhtiian, “that there is nothing that I can offer you to show how grateful I am for this gift of healing you have brought us?”

“Give me? Whatever might you give me?”

His smile was tight and ironic. Cara saw at once that she had offended him. “Yes, I had wondered that, since we possess nothing, not even with the wealth of these khaja cities, that seems to interest you. Truly, Jeds is as far beyond us as we are beyond these sorry khaja farmers.”

“Do you believe that?” Cara asked, startled. She could not read his expression.

“I stand helpless before you, Doctor. I have nothing you want, except for my wife, who was yours to begin with. While you—” He shrugged. “Sometimes I wonder if we have yet seen the tenth of your knowledge. I warn you, I want that knowledge.”

“The better to conquer Jeds?”

His expression changed. Now he was amused. “I am not yet ready to contest with Charles Soerensen, Doctor. Be assured of that. Let me conquer this Habakar kingdom first, and consider what to do with the Great King of Vidiya, who is, they say, as powerful as the sun on her rising and as rich as the earth giving forth gold.”

Cara could not help but smile. “Very polite of you, Bakhtiian, to give us fair warning.”

He laughed and bowed to her as the courtiers did at Jeds. “My respect for you, Dr. Hierakis, is as boundless as the heavens.”

“Your flattery is impressive as well. I thank you. Respect from you, Bakhtiian, is respect worth having. Where is Tess?”

“A city many days’ ride from here, called Puranan, has sent an embassy to our camp. Tess and Josef Raevsky are speaking with them now, over the terms of surrender.”

“You would give them terms?”

“Certainly. If they surrender, we will spare their lives.”

“Ah.” Cara examined the encampment again, wondering if Tess’s influence might mitigate the suffering bound to be visited upon those poor innocent khaja who were unfortunate enough to live in the line of the jaran advance.

“I thought to ask, Doctor, if you would have time to escort me around your hospital?”

“No battles today? No fighting? We’ve gotten few enough casualties in today.”

“No, although there was a skirmish out to the northwest. Sakhalin’s and Grekov’s jahars are riding west now, to the city that lies at the base of the pass. This fortress controls the road that leads on into the heart of Habakar territory, and to the royal city.”

“Is this fortress the city that wishes to surrender?”

“Not at all. I expect a battle.”

The implant continued to pulse, a slow, regular throb. Charles would know she could not be expected to reply immediately, and the pulse was not coded to the emergency signal. “I would be pleased to show you around, Bakhtiian. This way.”

What interested Cara most about Ilya Bakhtiian was the restless intelligence he brought to bear on whatever person or event or problem came to his attention. He discussed the treatment of wounds as if he wished to be a healer himself. He asked each injured soldier he talked to how he had received his injuries. He asked each soldier’s nurse—many of whom were children—how it went with their family and their tribe. All of them basked under the heat of his attention. His attendants fanned out, so that each wounded man received at least the reflected light of Bakhtiian. Cara noted that Kirill Zvertkov had at some point within the last thirty days been admitted into this inner circle of advisers who rode constant attendance on Bakhtiian. She noted as well Kirill’s lifeless arm, and the movement still left him in that injured shoulder.

Midday drifted into afternoon, and afternoon toward evening, and when Bakhtiian had at last made his rounds to his satisfaction, Cara invited him to her tent for supper. Of course he could not refuse. She invited Kirill as well, and the other men vanished out into the camp, to their own families.

“Here, Galina.” Cara called out as they came to the tent. Sonia Orzhekov had assigned her niece to act as Cara’s chatelaine and to provide the food and other necessities that Cara did not care to make time to provide for herself. The girl appeared from around the corner of the tent, smiling, with a baby on one hip and a companion—a girl about her age—in tow. “Some food, please, my dear.”

“Come, give me a kiss, little one,” said Bakhtiian. He kissed Galina on each cheek and asked her a few questions in khush that Cara could not quite follow. The girl answered forthrightly enough, without the least sign of being overawed by her formidable cousin. Then she and the other girl—a Sakhalin granddaughter, evidently—hurried off toward the greater sprawl of camp beyond.

“Please, gentlemen, be seated.” Cara offered them pillows and Scotch. The Scotch she laced with a low dose of tranquilizer. Then, between her tentative knowledge of khush, Kirill’s halting knowledge of Rhuian, and Bakhtiian translating the rest, she got a full description from Kirill of how he had ruined his arm. A skirmish—the Goddess knew these people had seen enough of that kind of thing—and to the best of his knowledge he had been trampled by a horse, and never regained any feeling in his arm or hand, although the shoulder was not entirely immobile.

“You were a damned sight slow getting to us, too, Bakhtiian,” said Kirill with a grin. “You ought to have known Mikhailov would try an ambush.”

Bakhtiian played with his glass, not drinking as quickly as Kirill. “I should never have split the jahar.”

“As if you had any choice. You’re not still blaming yourself for Tess getting wounded so badly, are you?” Kirill snorted. “But knowing you, you would be.”

“Tess was wounded?” Cara asked, immediately interested, and aware as well that Bakhtiian found the subject painful.

He downed the rest of the glass on one swallow. “She almost died. Niko saved her.”

“Her own stubbornness saved her,” said Kirill cheerfully. “Or isn’t that what you always claimed?”

“Ah, that scar.” Cara poured more adulterated Scotch into their glasses. “Very impressive. So she’s been in a fight, then? Did she handle herself well?”

“Dr. Hierakis,” said Kirill, “Tess is perfectly capable in my opinion of riding with the army as a soldier. And I’ve trained a fair number of young men in the last three years.”

“You always take her side against me,” said Bakhtiian in a low voice.

“I always will,” replied Kirill, lower still and with a remarkably malicious grin.

“Has she—” Bakhtiian stopped, flushed, and drank down the Scotch again. “No, I beg your pardon. It’s none of my business.”

Kirill laughed. “You’re not still jealous, are you? I ought to make you wonder, you damned officious bastard, but I’ll have mercy on you this time. The answer is no.”

“Here is Galina,” said Cara, enjoying this interplay immensely. She received the dishes—meat, of course, and warm milk, and some fruit—and shooed the girl away again. Galina was reluctant to go but obedient, and she left with many glances back over her shoulder. Twilight came. Cara rose to light one lantern, enough to make it seem she was hosting them but yet not too much light. Tonight she did not want too much light. She excused herself for a moment and went inside to get more Scotch. It was precious stuff, but in this case, the ends justified using so much. She also went all the way in to the inner chamber and pressed the code that would alert Ursula that Cara needed her. When she got back outside, Bakhtiian and Kirill were arguing good-naturedly over whether Tess had truly become jaran, or whether she was khaja still.

“Oh, Ilya,” said Kirill with disgust, “because you want it to be true doesn’t make it true. Tess will always be khaja in her heart. Just ask Arina or Sonia. Or your aunt. If you care to risk their opinion.”

“I am not afraid of their opinion,” said Bakhtiian. He looked moody and preoccupied. That streak of asceticism that Cara had noted in him before worked to her advantage now. The alcohol and drugs were having a more profound effect on him than on Kirill. She poured them more Scotch. Dusk lowered down, and stars spread across the sky. A few lanterns lit the hospital encampment, but otherwise the single light in their midst haloed them alone, as if the three of them were cut off from the rest of their world, torn apart, melding into some transitional state. An appropriate enough thought, considering what she meant to do.

“How old were you when you went to Jeds?” Cara asked.

He considered this question. “A full cycle of the calendar and four winters had passed. So I was sixteen. My sister married.” Bakhtiian paused, as if this event was so weighty that the world needed a moment of silence to absorb it.

“She married a man from the Suvorin tribe. He was the dyan’s brother,” added Kirill.

“I hated him,” said Ilya softly. The words made Cara shudder, they were said so quietly and with such calm venom.

“Whatever happened to him?” Kirill asked. “I never saw him again after she was killed. Gods, we saw him little enough once you returned from Jeds.”

“Kirill, I do not care to speak of him.”

“As you wish, Bakhtiian,” said Kirill with considerable irony. “Is there anyone else you don’t wish to speak of?”

Bakhtiian’s hand tightened on his glass. “Don’t try me too far, Kirill.”

“Gentlemen,” said Cara mildly, “I do hope you haven’t forgotten that I’m here.” They both apologized profusely. “But I’m still curious, Bakhtiian, about your time in Jeds. You studied at the university?”

“Yes. I desired knowledge.” Desired it very much, by the way his eyes burned when he spoke of it. “I desired to know the world.”

“But however did you survive there?”

He shrugged. “At first I sold the things I had brought from the plains: furs, gold, a necklace given to me by—” He broke off before he said the name. “Later, a woman named Mayana took me in.”

“Mayana! You don’t mean the courtesan!” Cara laughed out of pure astonishment.

“You know her?”

“My dear boy, the entire city knows her. That is—” For once, she found she could not contain her laughter. “—not in the biblical sense—” But, of course, the reference was entirely lost on Bakhtiian and Kirill. “She is famous, and justly so, for her beauty, her wit, and her learning. She was sold into a brothel at the age of ten, but she bought out her contract through—ah—hard work, and so gained her freedom. But surely you knew that.”

“She was eighteen when we met,” he said slowly, “the same age as I was, and she was still beholden to the old harridan’s tent.”

“What is a courtesan?” Kirill asked.

Bakhtiian shook his head. “I cannot begin to explain it to you, Kirill, and it would disgust you in any case. The khaja are savages. How do you know her, Doctor? Does the prince know her as well?”

“She is received everywhere. I find her delightful.” But several conversations she had had with the courtesan fell together in Cara’s mind. She leaned forward, feeling a little giddy and wondering if she herself had drunk too much Scotch, especially given the work she had to do tonight. “But surely—it must be—she told me once about a young man, her barbarian scholar, she called him, whom she discovered shivering on the street one winter night. He was a pretty boy, she said, with fire in his eyes, so she took him back to her room in the brothel and was astonished to find that he had no experience of women at all. None, although she always said with that marvelous smile of hers that he was the quickest student she had ever tutored. Then it transpired that he was so ignorant that he didn’t know that one paid the woman afterward. He had no money, only the clothes on his back and seven books. He had spent all his money on books. So she let him live in her room in trade for him teaching her to read and write. It’s a lovely little tale. She said she still sends the man books, by a roundabout route, all the way to the distant plains, to which he returned a few years later. Is it true, the story that she raised the money to buy herself free from her contract in just one night by performing an erotic dance built around a foreign tale called ‘The Daughter of the Sun’?” She broke off.

Kirill was leaning far forward, almost overbalanced, staring with glazed fascination at the sight of Ilyakoria Bakhtiian too mortified to speak.

“I beg your pardon,” said Cara.

“Oh, gods.” Bakhtiian covered his eyes with a hand. “Does the entire city know about that?”

“But she’s become a legend, Bakhtiian. Such stories are known by everyone. Do you mean to tell me that it is true? Oh, Goddess, and that it was you.” Despite his stricken expression, she simply could not stop laughing. “That’s simply too rich.”

“Ilya,” said Kirill. He looked dazed with astonishment. “I’ve never seen you embarrassed before. So it is true that you’d never lain with a woman before you went to Jeds. I never believed it.”

Bakhtiian’s expression shifted with lightning swiftness from chagrin to anger. He started to rise, collapsed, and glared at Kirill instead, since his legs refused to hold him up. “How dare you mention Vasil’s name to me! It is only because I refuse to contest Arina’s authority that—”

“But Ilya,” said Kirill reasonably. “I never mentioned Vasil’s name. You did.”

Bakhtiian lapsed into a brooding silence. His eyelids fluttered, down, down, and snapped up. “Kirill. Why is it that you have two children and I have none?”

“Three,” Kirill corrected. Luckily, the drink had the effect of making him mellower. “You’re forgetting Jaroslav. It’s your own damned fault, Bakhtiian. The gods cursed you with getting the woman you wanted. I should have gotten her, you know, but she wouldn’t marry me.”

“She loved you,” said Bakhtiian accusingly.

“She still does. But she loves you more and she always will. Sometimes I wish I could hate you for that, but I don’t. Gods, I’m drunk. I beg your pardon, Doctor.”

“You are pardoned. Here. Drink this.” Obediently, he drank. Cara handed another glass to Bakhtiian, but he turned the glass around and around in his hands and then, clumsily, dropped it. He apologized curtly, trying to pick up the glass, but his hands kept slipping on the smooth surface of crystal. Kirill’s head sagged. Cara paced to the edge of the carpet and peered out into the darkness, and there—thank the Goddess—she saw Ursula striding across the ground toward the tent.

“Do you suppose the gods have cursed me?” Bakhtiian asked suddenly, softly but clearly. “That I’ll never have a child? The gods know it is true, what I offered her—” He stopped speaking abruptly. He had passed out as well, without revealing what he had, in fact, offered to “her,” or who she was, or what he had offered it for.

“Ursula. Come quickly.”

Ursula halted at the edge of the carpet and surveyed the two men. “Cara—?”

“Help me carry them inside. Quickly, please.” Ursula picked up Kirill’s limp form in her arms and carried him inside, then came back to help Cara hoist up Bakhtiian. “Bakhtiian on this table. Kirill on the surgery.” She sprayed each man with a light anaesthetic mist and trained the monitor on them. Blips appeared in one corner of the computer display, tracking their vital signs. “Now, can you do me a full diagnostic on Bakhtiian? You know the equipment, and I’ll need a full blood and tissue sample and an immediate cycle through the physiology matrix. Then I want you to go find Tess, so she can take him back to her tent, and I’ll need—hmm.”

Ursula surveyed the proceedings with her usual imperturbability. “How will you get this other one back to his camp?”

“Yes, that’s a problem. It must be another man, but—no, I must trust Tess in this. Have her bring her brother Aleksi. Are you clear on everything?”

“Yes.” Ursula arranged Bakhtiian’s limbs on the table and set the scanner on its path. “What are you doing, Doctor, if I may ask?”

“Additional subjects for my research. You know about Tess’s pregnancy.”

“Yes. But what about the other one?”

“I’m doing a favor. And indulging my curiosity.” As Cara spoke, she stripped Kirill of his blue overblouse and the fine linen undershirt beneath. Freed from its coverings, his withered arm looked ghastly in the bright light, a horrible deformity compared to the fine, strong lines of the rest of his body. “And seeing if there’s anything I can do for this poor boy.” She began the sterilization process and set up the sealing walls and fine netting on the surgical table. She set the deep tissue scanner over his shoulder and began to image. “Oh, Ursula, put a callback in to Charles.”

Ursula obeyed. Cara studied the pattern emerging on the screen, the shoulder developing shape and texture, rotating to show all angles, the splintered collarbone, the muscles and nerves, the atrophied tissue beginning at this point. “Ah, there it is. The lateral, posterior, and medial cords are all damaged. Comprehensive, I must say.”

“Can it be repaired?”

“In our hospitals, certainly. Repair on a molecular level, some regrowth, perhaps, but here…” A blip appeared on the console, flashing red and blue in a rhythmic pattern. The bells on the outer entrance flap of the tent rang out as someone swept them aside.

“Cara?” It was Tess. A moment later she ducked into the inner chamber. “Galina said Ilya was here. Do you know where he went—?” She stopped dead and stared.

“Do reply to the console, will you, love?” Cara asked. “Ursula, leave him for a moment and do a full sterilize and come assist me.” She laid out tiny instruments along the gleaming surface of the surgery table and made a single, centimeter-long incision just below Kirill’s collarbone. Blood welled up and was immediately sucked away into a tiny holding chamber.

Tess started visibly and went to the console. “Reading,” she said. Charles’s face materialized in the air.

“Hello, Tess,” he said. “You are well, I take it?”

“I’m well. Where are you?”

“Bogged down by terrible weather. Nadine keeps apologizing, not that it’s any of her fault.” He turned his head to one side, showing his profile. “Rajiv, take a location reading. Now.” He turned back. “All right. I’ve got you marked. Is Cara there?”

“Yes.”

“But she’s busy right now,” said Cara loudly, “and I’ve nothing to report. I’m running tests. Tess can open the field if you wish to observe.”

His image smiled. “No, thank you. You know how I hate the sight of blood. I received a full report from Suzanne, filed on Odys, and there is nothing to tell. All is quiet in the Empire. Very well, no further communication unless an emergency. I will call through once we reach the shrine. Off.” The image froze.

“Off,” echoed Tess. His face vanished, to be replaced by the rotating image of Kirill’s injured shoulder. “That’s awful,” she said, watching it. “Can you fix it?”

“We’ll see. Ursula, hand me the probe.”

Tess jerked her gaze away from the screen, where strange instruments invaded the image, and she strayed across the chamber to stand beside Ilya. “It’s just so undignified, somehow.”

“Tess, you may assist or you may leave. In fact, you may go get Aleksi. We need someone to take Kirill back to his tent later, someone who can cheerfully lie and say that Kirill fell while drunk and reinjured his shoulder.”

“But what will I tell Aleksi?”

“Tell him whatever you wish, Tess. You know how far he can be trusted. Where do his loyalties lie?”

“He is loyal to me.”

“Before all else? Before even Bakhtiian?”

“Yes. He is my brother, after all. And I saved his life. Very well. I can’t stand to see Ilya lying there like that.” She left. A moment later the bells tinkled, and Cara and Ursula were left alone to their work.

In the morning, tired but pleased with herself, Cara visited Tess’s tent. Tess sat outside holding a half-full cup in her hand, eyes half shut. Aleksi lay asleep on a heap of pillows near her feet. He had a sharp, intelligent face that in repose looked more innocent than Cara supposed he really was. Sonia ducked under the awning, greeted Cara, and handed Tess a bowl of fruit, then left again. Kolia ran in and begged for food. Tess laughed and gave him some and chased him off again.

“You're tired,” said Cara. “I didn’t expect you to come back after you’d put Bakhtiian to bed. Is he up yet?”

“No.” Tess picked at the fruit.

“He’ll have the devil of a hangover. You didn’t have to come back and sit through the entire operation with Kirill.”

“I wanted to.” Tess looked up at Cara, a desperately hopeful expression on her face that shuttered in almost immediately. “Do you think he’ll ever use the arm again?”

“It was very interesting to listen to Bakhtiian and Kirill talk together when they were both drunk. You haven’t told me much about the first year you spent here, Tess.”

“Kirill is very special to me,” said Tess in a low voice.

“So I divined from their conversation. Tess, I just came from the Veselov camp. Kirill’s arm is back in a sling, and it’s hurting him like hell, which is a good sign, but it will probably be days, even weeks, before we'll know if he can expect to use it again. But as for regaining full use—that you must not expect. If we could take him to a real hospital—”

“I know. I know.” Tess hesitated and glanced at the entrance flap of her tent, cocked half up so that a slice of the interior was visible: the wooden table and chair, and one corner of a carved chest. “And Ilya?”

“I’ll have to study the results.”

“Cara. What about—? Gods, seeing him lying there I kept thinking that that’s what he’ll look like when he’s dead.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Can you treat him?”

Yes! Cara wanted to say, because she wanted nothing more than to try. Yet the risks…she forced herself to show caution. “Are you certain this is what you wish, Tess? You must consider the consequences if we succeed, not just for yourself and for him but for everyone.”

“I won’t age, not in their life spans. There’s nothing I can do about that except learn how to make myself up from the actors, I suppose. Last night—he was still half drunk when I brought him back here—he told me how young I looked. No, he said, ‘You look no older than the day I met you.’” Her lips set tight. Dark circles of exhaustion showed under her eyes, giving her an anguished look. “I know it’s selfish—”

“As well as dangerous.”

“Yes. But he puts himself in danger every day. He could die any day, Cara.”

“As could you.”

“As could any of us, despite our vaunted knowledge. We may live longer, but we’re not immortal.”

“And may we never be,” breathed Cara devoutly.

“But you’re—”

“It’s true I’d like to extend our life span, but I’m not seeking the philosopher’s stone, Tess. The fountain of youth, perhaps, and yet in the end I don’t think this physical human form is capable of sustaining eternal life. That’s for the next evolutionary stage. Which I hope I won’t be around to see.”

Tess set the empty bowl down on the carpet and drained the last of the milk in her mug. “You’re braver than I am, Cara. I can’t bear to see him age so quickly. He already looks older than when we met. Gods, I hate it.”

Cara sighed and laid a hand on Tess’s shoulder, squeezing it. “I’ll do what I can, Tess. Which reminds me, can I do tests on Aleksi as well?”

Tess stared for a long moment at the sleeping Aleksi, then lifted her gaze to watch Sonia busy over at her own tent, Kolia in equal parts hindering and helping her. Ivan sat working with severe concentration on embroidery. Katerina and Galina had gone off together to get water. “I want to save all of them,” she said softly.

“And the burden is harder on you knowing that you cannot.”

“It isn’t right.”

“That we leave them in ignorance? But Charles is right in one thing, Tess. If we bring down our gifts en masse, we will obliterate them, their culture, and their lives. Is the trade worth it? For them? For us, even? Perhaps they wouldn’t care to live as we live. How can we choose for them?”

“The same argument,” said Tess bitterly, “run over and over and over again. Either way, we are right. Either way, we are wrong.”

“Do you wish you had never come here, then?”

At that moment, footfalls sounded from inside the tent, followed by a curse. Bakhtiian pushed out from inside, fumbling with the entrance flap, and emerged out under the awning, blinking furiously, bleary-eyed and pale.

“No,” said Tess as she rose to greet him.

“Gods,” he said. “My head pounds.” He stumbled over Aleksi, waking the other man, apologized, and then saw Cara. “Doctor.” Even in this condition, he recalled his manners. “I thank you for your hospitality last night.” He blinked again, against the sunlight. “I think.”

Cara laughed. “Drink as much water as you can, Bakhtiian. I promise you’ll feel better in a day or two.”

He bowed, then winced at the movement. “You are gracious, as well as wise.”

She laughed. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

“Doctor, we’ll be marching at dawn tomorrow.”

“Ah. Thank you for the warning.” She kissed Tess on the cheek and left them.



CHAPTER THIRTY

“TESS,” SAID ALEKSI, REINING his horse aside and waiting with her as the line of wagons trundled past, “are you pregnant?”

Her startled glance betrayed the truth. “How did you know?”

“You stopped eating glariss milk and cheese, but nothing else.”

“I can’t stomach it. It’s strange, though. None of the other food bothers me, just that.”

“Does Ilya know?”

“No.”

He nodded, understanding her perfectly. “You must be early still. Does Sonia know?”

“No one knows.”

“Not even the healer?”

“Yes, she knows.”

Aleksi smiled. “You meant, no jaran knows. Does your brother know?”

“Of course he—” She broke off. “How could he know, Aleksi? It’s been over twelve hands of days since I’ve seen him.”

“I thought as much,” said Aleksi with that maddeningly knowing smile that he had.

Tess pulled a face at him and urged her mare forward as the last of the wagons in this segment of the train passed them by. The wagons climbed steadily through the range of hills, heading for the fortress that blocked the pass that led on into the heart of the Habakar kingdom. The main army had passed this way the day before, and Tess could read the signs of their passage still, here in the vanguard of the great train of wagons and horses and herds that made up the jaran camp as it moved. Such signs had not yet been churned away beneath the obliterating tread of uncounted wheels and hooves and feet. Riders from Anatoly Sakhalin’s jahar, augmented by the recruits for Bakhtiian’s jahar of envoys, rode up and down the line at intervals, watching the hills, watching for breakdowns, urging any recalcitrant oxen along with whips. All in all, the mood of the camp was positive. They traveled incessantly in any case, Tess reflected; it was only the change of scenery that made this journey different. That and the families they had left behind on the plains.

At a broad stretch of track, she and Aleksi cantered up alongside the wagons to the head of the train. They passed the Bharentous Repertory Company, and then the wagons of the Veselov tribe.

“What’s Anatoly doing loitering there?” Aleksi asked, pointing toward that young man, who held his horse to a walk abreast of a wagon.

“His wife is driving the wagon,” said Tess. “Leave him be. They have little enough time to spend with each other.”

“I don’t think he was pleased when Bakhtiian assigned him this duty.”

“Perhaps not, since there’s not much obvious glory in it. But if he’s wise, he’ll see the rewards are greater for him in the long run.”

Aleksi shrugged. “Anatoly is ambitious. Perhaps he’ll learn to be patient as well. It was kind of you to insist the Veselov tribe be allowed to travel in the front ranks, Tess. I don’t think Bakhtiian will approve.”

“I did it for the baby’s sake.” So little, struggling Lavrenti would not have to breathe the dust of thousands of wagons. “And for Diana.” So she could ride near Anatoly. Then she forced herself to think of the reason she felt safe, letting the Veselov tribe ride here with her—because Vasil and his jahar rode all the way at the back, with the distant rearguard. Surely that must be far enough away. And in any case, Ilya was with the army, a day ahead of them all. She and Aleksi rode on past the Sakhalin wagons and up to the fore, where Bakhtiian’s own tribe led the way, together with the string of wagons belonging to Dr. Hierakis.

“Ah,” said Aleksi suddenly, “so that is why the doctor never lets you get far from her.”

“Yes. What’s that up there? Yevgeni?” She called ahead to one of the red-shirted riders, the dark-haired man who had once ridden with Vasil and who had been permitted to join Anatoly’s jahar in order to ride with his sister. He rode back to her. “What’s that smoke up ahead? Is it in the hills?”

“Khaja,” said Yevgeni.

“Has anyone been sent to investigate?” Aleksi asked.

“Five riders,” replied the young man.

Aleksi nodded at him. “Ride back and find Anatoly Sakhalin and send him forward. Take a few riders with you, and tell the children to get in the wagons. Send a rider back to the tribe behind us to alert them.”

“Do you think we might be attacked?” Tess asked. She lifted a hand to wave at Ursula el Kawakami, who pulled her horse in beside them, looking impressively warlike in a lamellar cuirass and bronze helmet. She was armed with a bow quiver strung along one thigh, a short sword belted at her waist, and a lance balanced in her right hand with its butt braced in a holder strung to the harness along her saddle.

“I’d advise you have the women ready their bows,” said Ursula in Rhuian. “In this kind of country, we’ll need their range and versatility if there is trouble.”

Aleksi considered Ursula, considered Tess, and then turned to Yevgeni. “Have the women ready their bows,” he said in khush. Yevgeni glanced back at the smoke rising to the northwest and, with a quick nod, he rode off.

But Yevgeni had barely vanished down the line when his sister appeared, galloping in along the curve of the road ahead. Behind her came another rider with an arrow in his thigh and a riderless horse on a lead tied to his harness. The steep hills framed them, two riders, three horses, fleeing some unseen conflagration.

The alert—a high call in khush—went down the line. Tess strapped her helmet on. “Didn’t the army clear the hills?” she demanded, feeling sick with fear—not for herself, but for the children in the wagons. But Aleksi had already ridden forward to order the front rank of riders to spread out. They broke aside to let Valye ride through to Aleksi.

“They’ve fired the road,” she gasped. “Put trees and debris in the way and lit them. They attacked the scouting party, and we’ve already lost—”

“What’s our ground ahead?” Aleksi interrupted. “And you, Orlov—” To the rider wounded in the thigh. “Does it continue this narrow?”

“No, it broadens out, wide enough for a camp,” replied the rider.

“They fired the road just before that,” said Valye. “And there’s a troop of them, on foot, behind it. Archers, too.”

Aleksi nodded. “Orlov, ride down the line with the alert. All women ready to fire. We’ll break through with the jahar and then pull the wagons into a square and force them to come at us.”

Orlov cast him an astonished glance at this casual preparation for bows and arrows in battle, but he pulled his mount quickly around and headed down the line of wagons.

“Tess, beside me. Ursula, on her other side. Valye, in the third rank.” He paced his horse alongside Tess’s in the second rank. “We’ll pick up speed,” he shouted, “and hit them with our full weight.”

Tess glanced back at the wagons, which the troop left behind as they changed pace and broke as one into a canter. “But what about the women?” she cried.

Aleksi shook his head. “They’ll pick us off if we stay trapped by the wagons. We need room to maneuver.”

The high walls echoed the pounding hooves back at them. Tess had a moment to wonder what in hell she was doing here and then they rounded a steep curve and the hot smell of the fire hit her. Smoke poured up into the pale blue bowl of the sky. Aleksi shouted something, but he was so close to her that it only came to her as an undifferentiated sound. Beside her, Ursula whipped her horse into a gallop as well. Ahead, a horse faltered, shying at the smoke, and its rider whipped it forward.

Shouting. An arrow sang by her, so close she felt its breath. Then they were on the fire. Zhashi jumped over a tangled heap of smoking brush.

Smoke and heat scorched Tess, choked her. A horse screamed. Aleksi’s lance shuddered, bending, and then he let it go and was past it. His saber winked in the sudden glare of sunlight, and Tess saw Ursula, her face frozen in a rictus grin, throw her lance like a javelin into the crowd of infantry facing them. The first rank of riders hit the khaja soldiers. Some of the jaran riders fell, some were thrown back, but most plowed on through, cutting to each side.

Tess parried a spear, batting it aside with reflexes she had forgotten she possessed, and cut with a sweeping stroke at the bare head of a man standing below her. He staggered back, but there was another man there, and another, and another. Aleksi reined his mare back and like a demon he cut Tess free.

“Stay with me!” he shouted. She whipped Zhashi forward, slicing, back-cutting, whipping one stocky man on her left—dark eyes, bulbous nose—across the cheek, raising a welt of blood, and then lost her whip and the next moment Zhashi raced unhindered out onto a little plateau of ground. Tess jerked the mare hard around, found Aleksi, and formed up beside him. Most of the first rank was gone. Aleksi waved riders forward to fill the gaps.

“Now!” he cried. “Before they have time to regroup!”

They poured back, hitting the khaja soldiers from behind. Men sprinted for the hills. Arrows sprayed down from the heights. Tess caught a glimpse of Ursula, still with that horrible grin; an arrow, fletches quivering, stuck out from her body armor. Zhashi jumped again, over a body, and came down in the center of a skirmish. Tess fought her way to the aid of two jaran riders—no, three: one was Valye, sobbing, saber held rigid and unmoving in front of her. Then she heard Aleksi calling to fall back. She slapped Valye’s horse on the rump and she and the other two riders retreated in good order. One of them had snagged the reins of the girl’s mount.

They rode out into the little valley.

“You didn’t stick by me!” Aleksi shouted, riding up to her with blood on his face and a wild look in his eyes. He looked a little crazy. “Pull back farther, damn you!” he shouted at her. “Out of arrow range.”

Then he swore again. They were halved in numbers, and isolated now. Arrows fell and skittered toward them along the ground. The infantry regrouped but did not—yet—advance, although by Tess’s quick estimate the khaja outnumbered them two to one.

“Here, girl, stop that crying,” Ursula yelled at Valye, but the girl was almost incoherent with fear, shaking. She had dropped her saber, and it lay in the dirt.

Tess rode over to them. “Ursula, go away. Get that arrow out of your armor. Valye.” She said it firmly, but without anger. “Where is your bow?”

A sob, stifled slightly. “I couldn’t—I just couldn’t—So close…so many…”

“Where is your bow?”

“Here.” A tear-stained face tilted up toward Tess. Gods, she was young.

“Shoot some of the bastards for me. I know you can do it.”

The tears stopped. A sudden light gleamed in Valye’s eyes. She pulled her bow from its quiver and nocked an arrow. And let fly. A khaja soldier stumbled and went down. The men cheered, immensely heartened. A barrage of arrows rained down from the heights, but they fell just out of range. The infantry advanced, step by slow step. Valye shot again, and hit. And again, and hit.

With a great shout, the infantry charged. An instant of indecision on Aleksi’s part: the khaja center was heavy and thick with soldiers, and if the riders went to either flank, they exposed themselves to archery fire from the hills.

Then he grinned. “Retreat! We’ll break back at my command.”

They retreated in good order toward the distant end of the little valley. But there, on the road where it wound around a rise, a second group of infantry appeared. Tess heard the khaja shout in triumph at their victory.

And then shout a warning. “Turn!” cried Aleksi. They turned, to see Anatoly and the rest of the jahar charging through the gap and hitting the infantry from the rear. Behind Anatoly, emerging through the smoke, came the first of the wagons.

They charged through and, meeting Anatoly’s group, routed the infantry between them. As quickly as wagons came forward far enough out into the valley they halted and with astonishing speed and efficiency, women shouting and cursing, a square formed. With a handful of other riders, Tess chased the retreating khaja, cutting them down from behind, those that did not turn to fight. Just in front of her, a khaja soldier fell with an arrow in his neck. A man shrieked out in pain up in the heights above.

“Fall back!” cried Anatoly. The cry went out.

“Tess!” yelled Aleksi. “Fall back with me!”

In that wild instant, Tess realized that her charge had brought her out to the very edge of the battle, that she was surrounded by khaja soldiers with only Aleksi trailing at her side. A clot of khaja turned on her. She reined Zhashi hard around, slicing with her saber. A thump jarred her helmet, and an arrow fell over Zhashi’s withers and tumbled down to the ground. Tess froze, realizing in that second that she had been shot in the head. A man lunged forward, sword raised—and an arrow sprouted from his throat. Like a brilliant, sudden, red germination, another arrow sprouted from the throat of his companion, and the man next to him, and the next one, a lethal flowering. Tess did not wait to see anymore but fled, Aleksi beside her.

There was a gap in the wagons. They rode through it into the eddying calm of the center. Behind, a wagon rolled to close the gap.

“Dismount,” said Aleksi in a low voice. Tess dismounted, because she was suddenly so tired that she could not think. “Were you hit anywhere?” he demanded. She shook her head. Her hands shook. Without that helmet, she would have been pierced through the skull. Bile rose in her throat.

“Aleksi, I’m going to be sick.”

“Here.” He held her by the shoulders while she threw up. A moment later Anatoly appeared, and with him, his grandmother. A moment later Sonia ran up and knelt beside Tess.

“Tess—? Gods!”

“No, I’m all right. Just sick.”

“Ah.” Sonia rose as quickly. “Mother Sakhalin, come. We need all the women old enough to shoot placed along the wagons. We need to prop up shields for cover. Boys to the herds. Some kind of screen—some wagons upended, I think—for the littlest ones.” They hurried off.

“Aleksi,” said Anatoly. “Come with me. The women can hold them off for the time, but I’d like your opinion—should we sortie out to that other troop before the ones we routed have time to regroup?”

Aleksi patted Tess on the shoulder and let go of her and went away. Tess sank back on her heels and groped for her water flask at her belt. It was punctured, empty. She stood, feeling dizzy and swept in waves by nausea, and staggered over to Zhashi. Thank God, the flask on Zhashi was unharmed. Tess gulped down water and then cupped water in her hands to let the mare drink. She raised her head.

Chaos. No, not chaos at all. Herds bleated; a string of boys pressed the animals into one corner of the square. The song of bows serenaded her. Sweet-faced Katerina crouched down beside a limp khaja soldier tumbled in the dirt and stabbed him up under the palate, making sure he was dead. Three silver-haired men turned a fourth wagon up onto its side and herded a troop of little children inside. Tess recognized Mira among their number. The little girl was sober-eyed, not crying, clutching the hand of an older child, who carried a baby. There, at the edge of the wagons, two young women staggered in from the outside. Each wore a wicker shield bound onto her back, and between them they carried a jaran man. Tess saw his lips move and realized that he was alive, though wounded. They laid him on the ground next to another injured jaran man, and as they turned and went to run back out, Tess realized that they were Galina and Diana.

Katerina kicked a khaja soldier and unbuckled his helmet and threw it to one side. She glanced up. “Oh. Aunt Tess! Can you help me strip these two? And then help me drag them out of here?”

The man was dead. Thoroughly dead. Perhaps Tess had killed him herself. Tess felt a haze descend on her as she stripped his armor, his weapons, anything valuable from him. She and Katya dragged the two dead bodies over to one side where a considerable pile of the khaja dead had built up, brought here by other children.

“I think we got all of the ones who were inside the wagons,” said Katya, sounding as practical as her mother.

“You’d better check again,” said Tess. The girl nodded and trotted off. Tess went back to find Zhashi, but the mare was gone. Over to one side a set of wagons had been formed into a square within the square, and here the wounded congregated. Young Galina sat on the ground between two men. She held her left arm with her right hand, gripping her arm where an arrow protruded from the flesh. Her face was pale, her lips set tight with pain, but she talked with the men. Cara moved among the wounded: Niko mirrored her over on the other side, and Juli Danov shouted at someone—gods, it was one of the actors, the chestnut-haired girl—who was offering water to the wounded but spilling more than she gave because her hands shook so badly. Gwyn Jones knelt beside a black-haired jaran man, delicately turning an arrow out of his side by easing the unbroken silk of his red shirt back along the twisting path of entry. Farther, at the outer line of wagons, women stood and shot, a rhythmic, deadly pattern.

“Aunt Tess! Aunt Tess!” It was little Ivan, leading Zhashi. “I looked for you. Here is Zhashi.”

“Thank you, Vania.” Tess let Zhashi blow in her face and watched as the mare’s ears pricked up. She kissed Ivan on the cheek. “I want you to go make sure the little children are well. Where is Kolia?”

“But, Aunt Tess, I’m supposed to help with the herds.”

“Take care of yourself, then.” He ran off.

“Tess!” Aleksi hailed her. He rode over to her. “We’re about to make another sortie.”

“Another sortie?” She swung up on Zhashi more from habit than volition.

“We drove them back once, but they’ve re-formed again. That crazed woman Ursula says we should let the women hunt them.”

“Hunt them?” They trotted across to the far wall of wagons, where the remains of Anatoly’s jahar milled, forming up for another attack.

“Hunt them,” Aleksi repeated. “Distance, with arrows. She’s right, you know. I know Bakhtiian and the other men would never consider archery in battle, but they’re wrong. We’re not fighting feuds any longer, that it matters as a point of honor. I suggested to Sakhalin that we use archers. They’re only khaja, after all.”

Tess was greeted by the sight of about fifty mounted women, bows ready, each with a sheaf of arrows at her back, ready to ride out with the men. They wore their heavy felt coats as protection. Anatoly’s little sister rode with them and—to Tess’s surprise—Vera Veselov and little Valye Usova.

Anatoly, deep in discussion with Ursula nodded; his face lit with a grin. “Now, you women,” he said, and then flushed as if at his own presumption in ordering them about. “You will fire over our heads into their ranks. Once we engage, if there is room, circle them and fire into the rear where most of their archers stand.” He waved Aleksi over, and Tess and Aleksi took position in the second rank. Mother Sakhalin yelled out the order to move the wagons: a string of men, boys, girls, and women—some actors among the group, Tess saw—rolled four wagons aside. With a shout, Anatoly led the jahar out at a trot.

The khaja infantry unit had marched close enough to fire arrows into the square. The khaja soldiers jeered and let out a great shout at the appearance of the jaran riders.

The jahar broke into a canter. The women began to shoot. The sky went black with arrows. They broke into a gallop, and then hit the front rank of the khaja fighters and she was too busy to see what became of the women.

Until the khaja line disintegrated in front of her. The soldiers ran. Their entire back had vanished, shot through, decimated with archery fire. Out to either flank, Tess saw the women riding in circles, firing off to their left, cutting down the fleeing soldiers from behind with their devastating fire. The men rode the enemy down and cut them to ribbons. Not many escaped back into the hills.

The jahar re-formed quickly, but it took longer to get the women back in order. They rode a great circle around the wagons, and not one arrow disturbed their circuit. The women ululated in triumph. Tess caught a glimpse of Vera Veselov, her face lit with an expression of uncanny glee, as if she had come to life again after so many years in a daze.

“What have we started?” Tess asked Aleksi.

“By the gods,” said Aleksi. His face shone. “So will they all fall before us.”

The first outriders of the segment of wagons that traveled just behind them reached them soon after. These scouts reported that sporadic arrow fire had impeded the progress of the train, but several forays up into the hills had rooted out—killed or chased away—the khaja rebels. Mother Sakhalin ordered the wagons back into line, but there was delay with the wounded, and the road to be cleared behind them, so in the end, with night lowering down on them, they stayed where they were. They built the debris into a pyre and burned the twenty dead, as was fitting. One of the archers had died—a heart-faced young woman whose mother wept because the girl had left no children to follow her. Tess did not watch the pyre burn, but others attended it all night long.

The khaja dead they left lying, except to clear them from the road and the camp. Of the rest, perhaps two-thirds of the fighters had received some kind of wound, although Tess had come through unscathed—this ascertained in a ruthless examination by Cara. Four children had been wounded by arrow fire. Tess was too tired to eat, but Aleksi made her eat anyway, and she slept next to him and the children under one of the wagons.

At dawn, Tess woke thinking at first that she had just had a bad dream, but when she staggered out from under the wagon, it all came back to her, much too clearly. The battle itself—her fighting, the skirmish—was all a blur, except for the man she had whipped across the face and the line of khaja soldiers wiped out by arrows in front of her. But it was the memory of Katerina stabbing the injured khaja soldier that haunted her. So young to be forced to such a horrible act, and the pragmatic nature of the act made it worse in a way: not done with rage, or viciousness, or sadism, but simply because it was necessary, and little Katya was the one available to do it.

Katerina came by at that moment, looking nothing like a murderer. “Aunt Tess, did you see? Part of the army is riding back in. Mama says a scout came in, and that it’s Cousin Ilya.”

“The scout is Ilya?” Tess felt hazy, a little dizzy.

Katerina’s face pulled in concern. “Have you eaten anything?” She put an arm around Tess’s waist. “Here, come with me. You’re looking very pale. The doctor said to bring you to her anyway. I’ll get you something to eat. Wait, here’s a bit of cheese.”

It was glariss cheese. The sight of it made Tess’s stomach turn, and then Katya, all unknowing, lifted the crumbling, pungent mass up to Tess’s face, just to be helpful. It reeked.

“Excuse me,” said Tess politely. She clapped a hand over her mouth and ran to get outside the wagons so she could throw up with some privacy. But the run, the adrenaline, the abrupt removal of the awful cheese, shut off some reflex. She fell to her knees, gagged, choked, coughed, but nothing came up. She sat back with her eyes shut and tried to concentrate on anything but the sick feeling in her stomach.

“Tess!”

Of course Ilya would find her like this. She opened her eyes to see him dismiss his entourage and run over to her.

“Dr. Hierakis said you weren’t hurt.” He sounded angry as he knelt beside her. She sighed and leaned against him and buried her face in his shirt. Thank the gods that he smelled good to her. She took deep breaths, inhaling his scent.

“I’m not hurt,” she said into his chest.

He tilted her head up and studied her with a frown. “You look pale. Anatoly says you fought well yesterday.” He offered her the praise grudgingly enough. “I know that—” He stopped, grimacing, and she could see what it cost him to go on. “—I have been unfair about this in the past. It’s only that I fear to lose you, Tess. But Anatoly needs new riders to make up those he lost in the battle. Archery in battle! Gods.” He lapsed into silence and just held her close.

She watched him. He had a slight smile on his face and a distant look in his eyes, a gleam, plotting, thinking, working out how he could use this new development to his advantage. As he would. Ilya would not let tradition hold him back now that the advantages of using mounted archers were so clearly shown, and now that someone else, not him, had been forced to use them for the first time. It was not his innovation; he himself had not broken with tradition. But now that it was done, now that Mother Sakhalin had seen her own granddaughter ride into battle, seen the women used so effectively, seen the devastating effect on a khaja unit larger than their own, Ilya could exploit it.

“So,” he said at last, his attention returning to her, “I will put no obstacles in your way if you wish to ride with Anatoly’s jahar.”

Gods, what he must have gone through to bring himself to this point. “But, Ilya, I have my own jahar. My envoys.”

“Yes,” he agreed, looking guilty, looking trapped.

She chuckled. “I know you offered that only to get me out of riding in the army.”

“That’s not the only reason,” he exclaimed, looking offended. “It’s perfectly true you’re well suited to it, but you have always been so determined to ride with the army to fight.”

She sighed and stood up, and he stood with her, still holding her. “Yes, well, and I fought. I’ll fight again, if I have to. But I’ve decided that a jahar of envoys is exactly what I want. Eventually, with good enough diplomats, your army won’t have to fight at all. Think how many lives that will spare. Ilya, why are you here, anyway?”

He surveyed the field of battle, the square of wagons even now unwinding into the line of march. The last smoke from the pyre dissipated into the cool morning air. “We discovered that a whole unit of khaja soldiers had circled wide around our line and gone back into the hills. Of course we came back, knowing that they might threaten the wagon train. With the line of wagons drawn out so thin along this narrow road, and the rearguard such a distance behind—” He shrugged. “But what were you doing out here, my love?”

“Trying to throw up.”

He shook his head, looking perplexed, and cupped her face in his hands. “You aren’t well? I was sick the first time I fought in a battle, too.”

Tess smiled. “Were you? That gives me hope.” She paused and thought back, calculating. She was over two months along, Earth standard. Surely that wasn’t too early to know. Aleksi had already guessed. “I’m pregnant.”

He let go of her as if she burned him. Then, an instant later, he hugged her so tightly that she could not breathe. She wheezed. He pushed her back, holding her by the shoulders, and just gazed at her. He was alight. He was radiant. He blazed.

“Oh, God,” said Tess, “I’d forgotten how insufferably smug you get when you’re happy.”

He laughed and kissed her, right out there in the open where anyone could see them. “Oh, Tess.” That was all. They just stood there for a while, not needing to say anything more.

Beyond, the first of the wagons lurched forward. “I’d better go,” said Tess. “Mother Sakhalin doesn’t wait for anyone, including me.”

“No. You’ll ride with me today.”

“Will I?” she asked, trying not to laugh at his autocratic tone.

“Yes, you will. If it pleases you to do so, my wife.”

“It pleases me to do so, my husband.” They went to find their horses.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

DIANA WOULD NEVER HAVE believed that she could sleep so soundly after living through a battle, but she did. She slept snuggled in between Quinn and Oriana, for comfort, under one of the wagons, for safety, and if she dreamed, she did not recall it in the morning. Anatoly spent all night on guard. In the morning they hitched up the wagons and went on as if nothing untoward had happened: nothing except the lingering ash of the funeral pyre and the mound of khaja dead. She was happy to leave it behind.

And yet, handling the reins of the wagon, she felt—not happy, not that, but valiant. She had seen the worst, she had run out into the line of fire with no weapon but only a shield to protect her, and she had saved lives. Terror had racked her, but she had done it anyway. And the worst terror hadn’t been on her own account. The worst had been seeing Anatoly ride out of the protective square of wagons straight into the other army. Had she even breathed between the time of watching him ride away and seeing him return?

All day the wagons rolled on through a narrow valley whose heights rose in stark green relief against the hazy blue of the sky. In the late afternoon they drew up in a broad field that bordered a rushing stream, and the word came down the line that they were allowed to set up tents, for the sake of the wounded. Diana delivered her wagon to a Veselov girl and then walked back along the train to find the Company, to see if Owen intended to rehearse tonight. Although surely even Owen would allow them a break after what had happened yesterday.

She had to stop, though, to stare. Green still, the heights, ragged and steep and falling down to the flat bed of the valley through which they rode. In the forty days since Anatoly had returned, their road had followed this kind of path: long valleys snaking along river bottoms through the hills and then a sudden ascent over a pass only to dip down again into another green valley. The heat grew stronger each day; perhaps the summer would soon bake the hills brown, but for now, it was beautiful. They had been harried a bit, but yesterday had been the first time a real skirmish had hit the train. Pockets of the basins were dense with cultivated fields and villages, but most of it seemed to be pastureland. The only city she had actually seen had been the ruined Farisa city, but Anatoly assured her that far greater cities, Habakar cities, lay ahead of them.

And there he came, leading his horse along the line of wagons, looking for her.

It was a little embarrassing, how quickly she smiled, seeing him. It was gratifying, how quickly he smiled, seeing her. He loved her. He said so every day, and she believed him. Because it was true. Because a Sakhalin prince had no cause to lie—that much she had learned about the jaran and their various tribes—and because Anatoly wasn’t the kind of person who needed or wanted to lie.

He came up to her, glanced around, and thought better of kissing her in public where anyone could see. But his eyes kissed her by the very light that shone in them, and his smile promised more.

“My heart,” she said in khush. “You must be tired.”

“Not when I see you.” Definitely promising more. “My grandmother wants to see you.”

If she had actually tripped and fallen, the sudden plunge could not have jarred her more. “But I don’t want to see your grandmother,” she said without thinking. The old harridan practically haunted her, asking every other day at least about supper arrangements and where Diana’s tent was sited in the Company camp. Making sure her precious grandson was being treated with the honor he deserved.

“Diana, I know you don’t want to see Grandmother—”

“I have rehearsal tonight. I can’t go.”

It took him a moment to process that one through. They communicated in a hodgepodge of khush and Rhuian, each gaining more of the other every day, but they still stumbled now and again. He shook his head. “No rehearsal. I ask Mother Yomi. Before I find you.”

“Today you asked?”

He nodded emphatically. “Now I asked. Diana, I know you don’t want to see Grandmother. She doesn’t respect you as she ought to. But this time, I think you should go.”

Anatoly was impossible to fight with. He always gave enough ground that she could not stay angry with him, and yet, he always seemed to get what he wanted.

“Why?” she muttered, but already she knew, and he knew, that she was going to agree.

“We will eat. No one, not even Grandmother, can say that you did not act as a good woman in the yadoshtmi.”

“Yadoshtmi. Is that a battle?”

“Battle.” He thought about it. “No. It was a small thing. Not a battle.”

Not a battle. All at once, she remembered being out beyond the wagons, she and Galina, dragging in a wounded jaran soldier, and she had looked to her left in time to see a man clawing at the arrow in his throat and reaching toward her in supplication, pleading, for what—mercy? death? healing? water?—she could not know. And they had gone on and just left him there. She gasped, it was so vivid, and covered her face with her hands, but that only made it worse, because then she saw vultures picking at the heap of khaja dead and heard the little girl sobbing over the body of her dead father.

Anatoly moved. He enclosed her in his arms and held her tight.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled, almost incoherent, because she knew that he would be scolded by his grandmother for such behavior in public should anyone report the scene.

He only shook his head against her hair. “It’s no shame for you to feel deeply,” he murmured into her ear.

“Because I’m a woman?” She said it with anger, because anger was the only place she had to turn to. But she knew him just well enough by now to hear that his silence was one of puzzlement, and that dragged her out of the memory and back to him. She tilted her head back.

He regarded her with a quizzical expression. “No. Because you’re a Singer.” He wiped away her tears with his fingers. Then he insisted she mount the horse and he led her back through camp, like a queen or a prisoner, she thought wryly, to his grandmother’s tent.

Mother Sakhalin greeted Anatoly with a kiss on each cheek, fondly, and Diana with formidable civility. “You have acted bravely in the yadoshtmi,” she said by way of sealing her greeting. “Now you will eat with us.”

Not that Diana had any choice in the matter. Anatoly brushed his boot up against hers, a subtle reminder. “Mother Sakhalin,” she said, and the tiny old woman fixed her eagle eye on Diana’s face. No mercy there for the khaja wounded, Diana thought wildly at random, nor even for her own, those of her own people whom she deemed had crossed over the line of the jaran law. “I thank you for this offer of hospitality.” She managed the polite phrase Anatoly had taught her, realized she had gotten it wrong, and braced herself for Mother Sakhalin’s disapproval. But Mother Sakhalin merely regarded her a moment longer and then turned to go back inside her tent.

Inside it was huge. The public chamber was easily as large as the Company tent, and behind it, behind a bold tapestry of lions, lay the private chamber which must, judging by the circumference of the tent, be equally as large. Hordes of Sakhalin relatives waited there, seated on pillows and served by an exotic collection of their own children, older jaran men and women, and one old khaja man who looked utterly out of place. Diana could not help but watch him as the meal proceeded, but they treated him no differently than they did the others as far as she could see.

Anatoly sat beside his grandmother. Diana was placed farther down, between Anatoly’s younger sister Shura and an old man, and they proved genial companions. They even took it in stride when she paused for a moment of silence to give thanks for the food. They paused with her.

After they had eaten for awhile, the old man, who was some kind of an uncle, took it upon himself to begin the conversation. “In the Orzhekov tribe,” he said, “they say you are a Singer.”

“I listened to the first song you sang, you and the others,” added Shura, a girl of about sixteen who was not as pretty as her brother but equally self-possessed, “and I thought, maybe a Singer of our tribe could learn that tale—make it to a song. Do you understand?”

“Maybe you could make it to a song, Shura,” said Diana, thinking it was a wonderful suggestion.

But Shura went red, and Diana was terrified: she had offended her. “I am not a Singer,” Shura said, making a little warding gesture with one hand. “There has been no Singer born into the Sakhalin tribe since my grandmother’s great-grandmother’s time.”

Not offended. Shura was scared. “I am the only actor in my family,” Diana confessed. “These are beautiful tapestries. Who made them?”

With this safe subject, they managed to while out supper time discussing weaving and then the complex thread of relationships within the Sakhalin tribe: who was related to whom, and how, and which cousins had stayed on the plains with Konstantina Sakhalin, Mother Sakhalin’s only living daughter, and which had come with Mother Sakhalin to attend the army. That was the oddest thing about Anatoly and Shura: They were in fact orphans. Both their mother—the eldest daughter of Mother Sakhalin—and their father—a Vershinin cousin—were dead, and they had also lost two siblings, and yet they weren’t orphans at all except by the strict definition. The Sakhalin tribe was their family and within the tribe itself, this web of cousins and uncles and aunts was so interwoven that it was rather like a blanket that protects you against the cold night. No wonder Tess Soerensen, orphaned and left alone with only a much older sibling who was distracted by huge responsibilities, had fallen in love with the jaran.

“Shura likes you,” said Anatoly when they left.

“I like Shura,” she replied, and he looked pleased.

They walked back to the Company’s encampment. The barest drizzle began, but it was scarcely enough to mist her hair. It was already twilight, and under the awning of the Company tent five actors sat out with lanterns hung around them, staring at slates set on their laps.

Diana put out a hand and stopped Anatoly. She coughed. Hal looked up, saw them, and at once Quinn leapt up to her feet, collected the slates, and took them inside the tent. She came out with Joseph, and he had tea. He beckoned them over.

“Come in, come in,” he called. “Don’t stand out there in the rain.”

Diana cringed. It looked so patently obvious that they were hiding something from Anatoly. She glanced at him, but he simply waited patiently for her to move forward. So she went, and they sat down. Anatoly sat on the carpet; she could not get him to sit in a chair. Joseph offered Anatoly tea first and then poured for the others, and they all tasted it politely and stared at each other: Hal, Quinn, Oriana, Hyacinth, and Phillippe. Joseph retreated back into the tent.

“Where were you?” Quinn asked finally in Rhuian.

“We had supper with the Sakhalin family,” said Diana.

Anatoly smiled. There was silence. Hyacinth eyed Anatoly out of the corner of his eye, admiring him, but for once he was on his best behavior and he did not do one outrageous thing.

“Well,” said Hal. He looked at Oriana, Oriana looked at Quinn, Quinn looked at Phillippe. Phillippe shrugged and looked at Hyacinth.

“That was a terrible fight,” said Hyacinth. “Yesterday.”

“Fight? Oh. Yes, it is terrible thing that soldiers attack the women and children. But khaja have no honor—” Anatoly broke off, looking chagrined. “I beg your pardon. I do not mean you.”

“We know that,” said Quinn. “But it was still awful. It was awful to see it. I suppose that’s why you train to be a soldier, so you can be used to fighting and not mind it so much. You must have always known that you would be a rider, a soldier.”

Anatoly digested this statement and then nodded. “Yes,” he said calmly, “I have always known I would be a rider.”

“But don’t all the men ride?” asked Hal. “Aren’t all the men soldiers?”

“All men can fight, yes. Not all are riders. Some man must be the smith. Some speak to the animals. A few are Singers, like you.”

“Singers don’t ride to war?” Oriana asked.

Anatoly looked perplexed. “What does she ask?” he asked Diana in khush. “I do not understand.”

“She asked if Singers don’t ride to war because they’re Singers.”

Now he looked confounded. “Singers do whatever they wish,” he said, looking a bit suspicious, as if he thought he was being asked a trick question, “as long as it does not offend the gods’ laws.”

This brought another silence. “I’m tired,” announced Diana, having endured enough gatherings for one evening. She stood up. Anatoly rose as well and bade polite farewells and they left and walked back through the drizzle to her tent.

“Are you really tired?” he asked once they were inside the shelter of the tent. “If it is not fitting that I sit and drink tea with the Singers, then I will wait here for you.” He sat down and took off his boots and slid back onto the carpet, and watched her.

“Not at all! It’s fitting that you sit and drink with them. With us. They just—don’t know what to say to you, Anatoly.” She knelt in front of him and ran her hands up the elaborate embroidery of his sleeves and hooked her hands behind his neck and rested her forehead against his.

He did not reply for a while. The soft hush of rain serenaded them. “I do not know what to say to them,” he admitted. “I am embarrassed that I almost see such sacred objects that only the gods-touched may behold.”

What was he talking about? Then she realized: he meant the slates, which Quinn had gathered and hidden away, so that he wouldn’t discover that these khaja had magical tools—interdicted technology—in their possession. He didn’t know what they were, only that he wasn’t to see them; and he didn’t even take offense at that. She sighed. He put his arms around her and tilted his head back and kissed her.

One thing led to another, as it so often does.

After all, they were still newly wed. Not quite seventy days, it had been, and of those days, thirty days entire at the beginning he had been gone, and of the rest, he might be gone for two nights or with her for ten, and during the day she only saw him in passing.

He was sweet. And she felt utterly safe with him.

She had to laugh a little, afterward, because he really wasn’t anything like she had imagined he would be. She nestled in against him and sighed again, content.

“Diana,” he said, “I am glad you sit beside Shura at supper because it is good that you come to love her, but I am sorry that Grandmother does not sit you beside her with the honor that a Singer ought to have.”

“I don’t mind.”

He got that determined look on his face that reminded her that he was, after all, a young prince from a powerful family. “It is not right. She does not yet wish to see that khaja may have Singers as well. The old ways are strong in her, but Tess Soerensen says to her envoys that we must bring new ways into the jaran as well.”

“She does?”

“It is difficult,” said Anatoly, “like giving a new rider to an old horse. They must each learn the other’s gaits.”

Diana chuckled and stretched out across him to rummage in her carry bag, searching for her journal. “I like that. And Shura said something to me today that I want to write down, too.” She pulled out the journal and rolled back to her side, uncapping the pen, and made a note to ask Ginny about suggesting to a Singer that they make a jaran song out of some of Shakespeare’s material.

Anatoly heaved himself up on one elbow and stared at her hand. “What are you doing?” he asked.

“You’ve seen my journal before.”

“I have seen this book. But what are you doing?”

“I’m writing—” She faltered.

But, of course, Anatoly was illiterate.

“These marks are letters and each letter makes a sound and you put the letters together into words and the words into sentences and—” She trailed off. She was not at all sure that he understood what she was talking about.

“But why do you do this?” he asked.

“Well, to remember things.”

“But how can these marks make you remember things? This paper could be burned or lost. In your mind, it is always there. It can’t be lost.”

“But what if you don’t know?”

“Then there is another person, a Singer, a healer, an Elder, who will know.”

“Well, there are other reasons.” Diana did not feel capable of attempting to explain, not right now.

He looked doubtful, as if he weren’t sure he believed there were other reasons. “Do all khaja do this, or only Singers?” Then he answered himself. “Tess Soerensen writes. I have seen her do it. And Bakhtiian has learned. Perhaps I should learn.”

For some reason, that pleased her immensely. “If you want to, Anatoly, then I’ll teach you.”

“Well,” he said, as if he couldn’t make up his mind. Then he closed his eyes. How tired he must be, having fought in a battle and then stayed up all night and another day. She smoothed his hair back from his face and he smiled without opening his eyes and shifted to snuggle in against her. Inadvertently pressing against her right arm so that she couldn’t write. Oh, well. It wasn’t that important. She watched him drift off to sleep and she let her own mind find peace in a prayer of silence, as comforting as the warmth of Anatoly’s body alongside hers.

And then she recalled that word they had used. She eased away from him and extricated her slate out from under the neatly folded clothes in her other carry bag. Glanced back at him, to make sure he was still asleep.

Yadoshtmi. Not battle. The only translation she could find was: “an annoying fly bite.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

TESS ATE LITTLE AT supper and then excused herself abruptly and left for her own tent, not even wanting her husband’s escort. Sonia watched Ilya stare after Tess, and she dismissed the rest of the family and took Ilya back into her private chamber. There he took off his boots, settled down on a pillow, and then proceeded to turn over and over again in his hands the book by the philosopher Bacon which she had taken to read.

She regarded him with amusement. This always happened to men when their wives were pregnant with the first child. “I am sorry, Ilya, to tell you that most women eat poorly, sleep a great deal, and grow irritable when they are first pregnant.”

He glanced up at her. He did not want to admit that that was what he was worried about. “I am not an idiot, Sonia,” he said, sounding as ill-tempered as if he himself were pregnant.

“No,” she agreed. “But you’re scared.”

She expected him to snap at her for saying it, but instead, he set the book down. “It’s true. What if the gods mean to take her from me?”

“Ilya! You must not speak so rashly about the gods. You are no more a Singer than I am, although we have both made long journeys and returned, to talk about what the gods mean to do.”

“But the gods granted me a vision.”

“That is true,” she said with reluctance and with pride. “Perhaps I’m not sure what you ought to be called: not a Singer, and yet not simply a dyan either.”

He sighed.

“Mama.” It was Katerina. “Mother Sakhalin has come to visit. What shall I do with her?”

“Ah. Chase everyone else away and bring her into the outer chamber. We will speak with her there. Come, Ilya.”

“Perhaps she wishes only to speak to you, Sonia.”

“If she wishes only to speak with me, then she will say so, Cousin. It is fitting that the dyan of this tribe sit with me to greet another etsana.”

She preceded him into the outer chamber and tidied it up a bit, throwing three pillows down in the center, on the best carpet, next to the little bronze oven chased with does. She surveyed the chamber with a critical eye and decided that it would do, for Mother Sakhalin’s visit, to keep things spartan as a reflection of the knowledge that they all were traveling at an army’s pace through khaja lands toward a goal of Ilya’s making. Certainly the Orzhekov tribe was by now as rich as the Sakhalin, but compared to the riches of a khaja city like Jeds, they were all of them poor. It was not by such a measure that one judged the jaran. Their wealth lay in greater things, in their horses and their herds, in the beauty of their weaving and the fine tempered steel of their sabers in the multitude of tents that made up each tribe and in the strong children that they bore. Mother Sun succored them, and Father Wind whispered to them, his favorite children, his secrets. Certainly the khaja had their own secrets, but they wrote them down in books and then anyone who wished might learn them.

Ilya emerged from the back, having put his boots back on. He was supposed to be riding with the main army, out in front of the wagon train, but for the last three days—ever since Tess’s announcement that she was pregnant—he had stayed with the camp, sticking close by Tess.

“You will have to go back to the army, you know,” Sonia said to him, and he had no chance to reply since at that moment Katya showed Mother Sakhalin in. Galina followed at her heels—just as she should—with a tray laden with tea and sweet cakes. Sonia watched as Katya settled the etsana onto a pillow and Galina offered her tea, all with the very best manners. Then Sonia sat and Ilya sat, and Galina poured them tea as well, and the two girls retreated to sit by the front curtain, heads bowed. That way they could serve, if need be, but they could also listen and learn about the responsibilities they would take up in time.

Mother Sakhalin began by asking about each Orzhekov child and grandchild. Then Sonia asked in her turn about each Sakhalin child and grandchild.

“I am not sure, however,” said Mother Sakhalin finally, “if it is wise to keep Anatoly’s jahar with the camp and not with the army.”

“I thought it time,” said Ilya quietly, “that Anatoly have a command of his own and not simply ride with my jahar. I judge him young enough and intelligent enough to understand what I am trying to do with my new jahar, with my envoys.”

“Your envoys, who will go out and learn khaja ways,” replied Mother Sakhalin. She frowned as she said it. “But, of course, Anatoly has a khaja wife.”

Aha. Sonia could see that the sparks were about to fly.

“I have a khaja wife,” said Ilya even more quietly.

“Your wife is not at issue here, Bakhtiian,” replied Mother Sakhalin, defusing his anger with her tartness, “since we all know her worth. I fear that Anatoly married a woman who has nothing to recommend her but her looks.”

“Mother Sakhalin,” said Sonia mildly, “whatever else she may or may not have to recommend her, you must agree she acted bravely and saved jaran lives when the train was attacked by the khaja soldiers.”

“Hmph.” But since it was true, the etsana could not gainsay it. Sonia doubted if Elizaveta Sakhalin would ever accept Diana, but she could not tell if it was the fact that Diana was a khaja woman, that she was of no distinguished family, or simply that Anatoly had not consulted his grandmother in his marriage, that had so set her against the match. “Well,” Mother Sakhalin finished, “it is pleasant enough for her, I am sure, to have his devotion now, but she will leave him because she cares nothing for our ways, not truly, and who will comfort him then?” She nodded decisively to show that she did not wish to discuss the matter any further.

Galina rose and lit another lantern and sat back down. The shadows shrank and re-formed into different patterns. From outside, Sonia heard Josef Raevsky telling, in his strong voice, the litany of clouds, and Ivan and some of the other young boys repeating it back to him so that they, too, would learn how to read from clouds and sky and wind and air the patterns of the weather. Mother Sakhalin ate a sweet cake as a prelude to what she intended to say next.

“My granddaughter Shura wishes to fight with the army,” she said at last. “She says that if men can fight with the saber, then women ought to be able to fight with the bow.”

“We do not use archery in battle,” said Ilya. “Everyone knows it is dishonorable to fight from a distance when one ought to face one’s enemy eye to eye.”

“Dishonorable for men,” said Mother Sakhalin, “but women may defend themselves with the bow if it becomes necessary.”

“Are you suggesting, Mother Sakhalin,” asked Sonia, “that women join the army and fight?” Both Katya and Galina glanced up, looking startled, and then recalled themselves and looked down again.

Mother Sakhalin ate another sweet cake. “I am simply repeating what my granddaughter said to me, and what other girls are saying, who fought in the skirmish three days ago.”

“It is true,” said Ilya slowly and cautiously, “that archery turned the tide of that battle.”

“It is true,” agreed Mother Sakhalin, “that our women know how to shoot, as they ought to. It is true that the khaja now fear jaran archers. But I am not sure that the gods will approve. If women leave the sanctity of the tribe, then why should the gods protect our tents?”

“But Mother Sakhalin,” said Sonia, “the khaja will not respect the sanctity of our tents.”

Mother Sakhalin’s sharp eyes rested on Sonia’s face for a moment and then flicked over to the two girls, and then to Ilya, “How do you know this?”

“They did not respect the women and children in the Farisa city. They killed the children, and the women, any they could find. Why should they treat jaran children differently?”

“That is true. Then I ask this: What if a girl rides to war before she is married, and she is killed and thus bears no children for her mother’s tent? This has already happened. What if a woman with no sisters rides to war, and she is killed, and thus leaves her children with no tent at all? What if a woman rides to war and is captured by the khaja? Will they respect her as a woman ought to be respected, or will they treat her as they would a man?”

Sonia looked at Ilya, but he simply folded his hands in his lap and waited for her. Just like a man! Wait at the side for the women to argue over the difficult points. And yet, he was wise to do so. He knew, and she knew, and Mother Sakhalin knew, that adding archers to his army would only strengthen it. Better that he not push a course of action that benefited him so obviously. Better that he wait and let others make the decision that needed to be made.

“Out on the plains,” said Sonia finally, “the old ways protected us. They will protect us still, but to win this war we must learn new ways as well.”

“The old ways made us strong,” retorted Mother Sakhalin. “What if the new ways make us weak? What if our grandchildren’s children forget the old ways? Then they will no longer be jaran.”

There was a hush, a sudden quiet in the tent, and Sonia felt all at once that the gods were about to speak. Only she did not know how, or where.

“There will always be jaran,” said Ilya into the silence, his voice filled with an eerie resonance, a conviction, that seemed to emanate from both inside and outside of him at once. “If we stay as we have been, then we will die, just as a pool dries up in the summer if there is no rain. We must change if we want to live. But we must also remain who we are and who the gods gifted us to be.”

Out of respect for his words, Mother Sakhalin allowed the silence to stretch out before she replied. “What you ask is difficult, Bakhtiian.”

“I do not ask it,” he said. “I only tell you what the gods have given me to see.”

Mother Sakhalin snorted, and then she sipped some tea and ate two more sweet cakes. Galina rose and took the teapot and went outside to replenish it. Katya looked thoughtful, sitting with her back to the woven entrance flap where red and black wolves ran over a gold background, twined into each other just as the tribes were wrapped so tightly each around the next that, in the end, they were all of one piece and yet each different.

“I suppose,” said the etsana, “that in the end you will have a jahar of archers. You may as well start now.”

Ilya inclined his head, acquiescing to her judgment. She rose, made polite farewells, and let Katya show her out. Ilya watched the flame of one of the lanterns, studying it as if some answer lay within the twisting red lick of fire.

“She’s right, though,” said Sonia reflectively, into the silence. “We can’t know how we will change, if it will be better for us, or worse. We can’t know what the gods have chosen for us. We can’t see what lies ahead, not truly.”

He lifted a hand to her shoulder and rested it there, as a cousin might, to show his affection and his respect. “We have already changed, Sonia. It is too late to go back now.”

“It is too late,” she agreed. The wolves danced in the lantern light, racing toward an unseen prey.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

SIEGES WERE DULL, dirty, and thoroughly unpleasant business. Jiroannes had plenty of time to reflect on this truth as the days dragged on and the camp remained ensconced below the fortress of Qurat without the city showing any signs of surrender. But the food was better: the army foraged, took tribute, pillaged—whatever they wanted to call it—from the lands surrounding, and they were rich enough lands in midsummer to supply jaran needs. There was entertainment, too. He had gone to this theater that the foreigners had brought to the army four times now; each time the players had enacted something different. It reminded him of the Hinata dancers of his own land, who paced out in measures and with a drummed accompaniment stories and legends from the Age of Gods. He had even learned to listen to the jaran singers, with their sonorous, exotic melodies and endless tales set to music. With Mitya’s tutoring, he could now understand some of the language.

“Your eminence?”

He sighed and set aside the tablet and stylus that lay idle on his lap. He simply did not have anything to write to his uncle that he had not already set down in his last letter twenty days past, when the train had arrived at Qurat. As tedious as the army’s constant travel had been, sitting here in one place in these primitive conditions was worse. “Yes, Syrannus?”

“Eminence, if I might have your permission, I would like to send Samae out for water. Half of the guardsmen are down with the flux, and the others are engaged in various work. It would be convenient for me if Samae could go with Lal.”

“Lal? Who is Lal?”

“The slave-boy with the scar under his right eye, eminence. Of course I will send a guard along to escort her.”

Jiroannes sighed again and stretched his legs out, resting the heels of his supple boots on the thick carpet. The pillow on the seat of his chair slid beneath him; he braced his elbows on the carved arms. “Why are you bothering me with this?”

Syrannus hesitated, looking prim for a moment. “The girl has never been outside of this camp, eminence.”

“Great heavens, Syrannus, I should hope we have allowed her the seclusion which befits her female nature. What woman would want such freedom?” Then he stopped, because here in the jaran camp, however little they had to do with the jaran themselves on a daily basis, even he could see that the statement was ridiculous. He waved the problem away with his right hand. “Whatever you think best, Syrannus. I suppose there is no other choice.”

“If you think it wise, eminence. I only suggest it because of necessity.”

“Do what you wish.” Syrannus bowed and retreated. Because there was nothing else to do, Jiroannes picked up the tablet again. Then, with pleasure, he saw Mitya striding toward his tent. He rose with a smile to greet the boy. “Well met,” he said in khush. He bowed with just the right degree of condescension due a prince’s cousin, and Mitya echoed the movement, with a grin. He was really quite a likable boy, for a barbarian.

“Here,” said Mitya, “do you want to come see the drills? There’s a slope from which we can watch.”

Jiroannes had yet to see the jaran riders in action—he had never been near the scene of any of their battles—and in any case, he was bored. A guard saddled his gray gelding and he rode out with Mitya, with two guards as escort behind them. But it was not the jaran riders at all: not the men, at any rate. These were women riding complex drills and firing sheets of arrows at various targets. It was startling, but impressive.

A line of riders watched the maneuvers from a hillside above the flat field on which the archers and their mounts drilled. They greeted Mitya with enthusiasm, and Jiroannes with polite reserve, but shifted to make room for them.

One man, fair-haired and with his left arm in a sling, spoke to an unveiled old crone. By concentrating completely on their conversation, Jiroannes could follow much of it.

“Vera suggested we use prisoners as targets,” said the man.

“What a very khaja thing to do,” replied the old woman, showing so little respect for this young man’s words that Jiroannes was shocked. “If they must die, then let them die quickly and bravely. But then, I have never thought much of the Veselov family, excepting your wife, of course. If we wish these riders to practice on live quarry, a birbas would be much more effective. I do not approve of killing prisoners and I have told Bakhtiian so. There is no glory in killing unarmed men,”

“I am in agreement with you there, Mother Sakhalin,” replied the man. “But what are we to do with the khaja soldiers, then? If we leave them alive, they will strike at us again.”

The old woman turned to glance at Jiroannes, as if finding fault with his presence here, as if she had some say in whether or not he could move around camp. But seeing her full in the face, he recognized her suddenly: the old woman who had been sitting next to Bakhtiian that night he had been brought before the jaran prince for the first, and only, time. As much as it galled him to do so out here in public, he inclined his head respectfully toward her, acknowledging her gaze on him. She sniffed audibly and arched a skeptical eyebrow, and turned back to the man at her side.

“We will speak of such things later, Kirill,” she said. The group lapsed into silence again. A troop of riders arrived on the field and they began maneuvers as well, sometimes alone, sometimes coordinated with the women. Their dexterity and discipline were exemplary. Although Jiroannes hated to admit it, they rode in formation with more precision than the Great King’s own elite cavalry guards. But perhaps young Mitya had more than one motive in bringing him here; perhaps Bakhtiian had encouraged it, to show the Vidiyan ambassador how very formidable his armies were.

But Mitya’s motives seemed innocent enough. He cheerfully pointed out the captain of the unit, who was evidently the grandson of the old harridan, and gave a running commentary on the drill that Jiroannes understood perhaps half of. More people came to watch, on foot, an astonishing collection of sizes and coloring and shapes that Jiroannes immediately recognized as the acting troupe: the tall, black-skinned woman stood out anywhere, and the rest were as varied as the slaves owned by his uncle, who had a predilection for the exotic. Even after all these months with the jaran, he was still not used to seeing so many women with their faces naked. He watched the actors, distracted from the drilling below by the beautiful face of a golden-haired young woman. Were they slaves as well? Could he buy her? Or were they, like the Hinata dancers, dedicated to the god and thus sacrosanct?

“Here comes Sakhalin.” Mitya sounded disgusted. “It’s a little disgraceful, how he shows off that he has a khaja wife.”

A young man rode up from below. He stopped to pay his respects to the crone first, but left her quickly and rode over to the actors. The beautiful one rose to greet him, with a smile on her face.

“Do you say,” Jiroannes asked, “that these two are married?” He was astounded. But perhaps he had misunderstood the word. More and more, he saw that he understood very little about the jaran. That Bakhtiian had married the sister of the prince of Jeds—that was political expediency, and wise in a ruler. The Great King’s third wife was a daughter of the Elenti king. But if this young man was a prince of the jaran, how could he be married to a common entertainer?

“Yes,” agreed Mitya, “Mother Sakhalin was not pleased with the marriage, and Anatoly certainly did not consult her, as he should have. But she’s very sweet. Diana, that is.” He grinned slyly and glanced at the crone, who ignored the spectacle of her grandson publicly flirting with his wife. But soon enough the captain left to go back to his troop, and the actors left, and the crone left, and Jiroannes began to feel restless.

In the distance, a thin line of smoke rose from inside the high walls of Qurat. A sea of tents covered the ground all around the city, a billowing ocean. Beyond the tents, herds of horses grazed, and farther still, herds of other beasts, though these herds grew smaller every day as the forage gave out and they were slaughtered. A long line of khaja slaves trudged by, sacks of grain balanced across their shoulders.

“Oh,” said Mitya suddenly, “I was to tell you that you may have an audience this afternoon with Bakhtiian, if you wish it.”

If he wished it. Jiroannes flushed half with elation and half with annoyance. To the boy, an audience was evidently a trivial affair. “I am honored that Bakhtiian has deigned at last to hear my appeals for an audience. But if that is the case, then I must return and prepare.”

“We can just ride over now, if you’d like,” said the child naively.

“Certainly not! I beg your pardon, but I cannot appear like this.” He gestured at his clothing—a plain sash, not of the highest quality, and his second-best trousers, and he wore no gold at all, except for his ambassador’s ring.

Mitya shrugged. “Very well. I’ll ride back with you.”

They rode back across the huge expanse of the camp, which lay quiet under the midday sun. The fortress stood alone and isolated up at the edge of the hills. Jiroannes wondered how the city folk dared resist Bakhtiian, seeing how vast his army was and how no one had yet stood against him.

“Oh, look,” said Mitya as they neared the ivory and emerald flags that marked the Vidiyan camp, “there’s Aunt Sonia. What’s she doing at your camp?”

Six jaran women waited at the edge of his camp. No, they did not wait: two stood, four sat, while they watched Samae. Samae! As bold as you please, the slave girl demonstrated a Tadesh dance for them. Her lithe movements, her elegant carriage, gave her an air of nobility and of utter self-possession. Her face bore a mask of concentration, but also an expression of peace. Mitya cast down his eyes to stare at his saddle. He was blushing furiously.

One of the jaran women looked back over her shoulder, hearing the horses. Samae, attuned to the slightest distraction, glanced up and saw Jiroannes. At once she broke off her dance. Her face shuttered, and she dropped to her knees, bowed her head, and clasped her hands subserviently across her chest. Her shoulders hunched, just slightly, bracing for a blow. Beyond, under the awning of Jiroannes’s tent, Syrannus stood wringing his hands.

“Mitya!” One of the jaran women spoke. Her anger carried clearly in her tone, and she spun around, flashed an enraged glance up at Jiroannes, and gestured to the other women. “You will leave with us. Now.”

“Yes, Aunt Sonia.” So meekly, without even the courtesy of a good-bye, Mitya rode off with them. The boy’s head was bowed, and he cast one anguished glance back over his shoulder at Samae, but she continued to stare at the ground.

How dare the woman speak to him like that? Jiroannes dismounted. A guard ran up to relieve him of the gelding. He walked across to Samae and slapped her. She rocked back, absorbing the blow, but did not otherwise respond.

“How dare you perform in public like that? Without my permission? And for a group of shameless women, at that, and out where anyone could see you?” She said nothing, of course.

“Eminence.” It was Syrannus, still wringing his hands. He hurried out to Jiroannes. “I beg you—”

“Of course you warned me, Syrannus, but you should have had better sense than to even think of sending her out of camp, when you knew that something like this might happen. They will think I have no control whatsoever over my own slaves. How can they respect me?” Then, with a flash of irritation, he noticed that she still wore her coarse hair caught back in a braid. The black ends curled down over the collar of her tunic.

“Give me a knife,” he said to Syrannus.

“Eminence!”

“A knife!” That even Syrannus should begin to question him was the outside of enough.

Syrannus quailed before his anger and ran to fetch him a knife. “But, eminence, surely the girl has not deserved any punishment—?”

Jiroannes grabbed the braid and pulled it out, tight. He held the knife against the base of the braid. And Samae jerked away from him.

He was so shocked by her rebellion that he did not at first react. She had resisted him. She had resisted him.

“Eminence,” Syrannus hissed. “People are watching.” For once, in the white heat of his anger, he remembered prudence. “You will come with me,” he said in a furious undertone. She obeyed submissively enough now and followed him into his tent. She stood silent and unmoving while he hacked off her hair, leaving it a ragged mess.

“Now,” he said. “I need my emerald sash and my best clothing. The brocaded boots.” While she dressed him, he called Syrannus in. “What else have we to bring as gifts? Something small but delicate. The spinning birds, perhaps? Yes.” Thus fortified, he left Samae to clean up the ruins of her hair and with Syrannus and four guards as escort, made his way to the center of camp, where Bakhtiian held audience.

Two soldiers stopped him outside the center ring of tents, and he waited for what seemed ages. Even then, allowed to proceed, he had to leave his own guards behind and go on alone, with only Syrannus as escort. The ground lay clear before Bakhtiian’s tent although a fair number of people, many of them jaran, some of them foreigners, stood along either side. An elderly man signed to Jiroannes to approach, and he walked forward and knelt about twenty steps out from the awning.

The prince sat on an overturned wagon, on a pillow, with his chief wife beside him. The austerity of Bakhtiian’s dress surprised Jiroannes, especially compared to that of his attendants, both male and female, who wore gold and riches in profusion and fine silk and brocaded clothing. Bakhtiian wore what any common rider wore: the red shirt, the black trousers and boots, with a plain-hilted saber at his belt and a wooden staff bound together with horse-tails across his knees. Deep in conversation with the woman Jiroannes recognized as Mitya’s “Aunt Sonia,” Bakhtiian ignored the ambassador. After a long while, the elderly man tapped Jiroannes’s leg and indicated to him that he should move to one side. So he was not going to be recognized, but he was being allowed to stay. After so long confined to his camp, Jiroannes felt that this, at least, was a small victory. He settled cross-legged on the ground to wait, uncomfortable without a chair to sit on. Syrannus stood behind him, holding the box with the mechanical birds.

A new foreigner was escorted in, a man in a gold surcoat with two unarmed soldiers in attendance as well as an elderly woman in a plain dress. Bakhtiian looked up. The man knelt before him.

“Bakhtiian.” So the envoy addressed him, with no other title than that, translated through the woman. “I come from His Majesty, Aronal-sur, King of Habakar and all its subject lands. His Majesty commands me to tell you that he is merciful, and disposed to be kind in this matter. He says this to you: Leave my kingdom and my lands, and I will trouble you no further.”

Bakhtiian said nothing. He simply sat, examining the envoy without the least sign of fear. With contempt, perhaps. The envoy shifted restlessly under the fierce gaze, looking nervous at first and then frightened.

“Indeed,” said Bakhtiian at last, in such a low voice that Jiroannes had to strain to hear him, “the king will trouble us no further once he is dead. He made war on us by his own actions. Does he not know that our gods make easy what was difficult? That they make near, what was far? I know what my power is, and soon he shall regret that he angered me. Go. Do not come before me again, unless it is to serve me.”

Red in the face, the envoy retreated in disorder. A new deputation was brought in, a trio of men dressed in similar robes. Habakar priests, they were, with a complaint: evidently a Farisa wisewoman had come into Habakar territories with the jaran army and was even now proselytizing her religion among the peasants, especially the women. Surely Bakhtiian would not let this outrage continue?

“I have brought this Farisa wisewoman here as well.” Bakhtiian beckoned forward a plain but intense woman of indeterminate years. Then he sat back and, with the barest glint of a smile on his face, he listened as the priests and the wisewoman argued doctrine. Each side appealed to him at intervals, they with righteousness, she with rather more desperation, but he refused to intervene. His wife rose and left, escorted by Mitya’s aunt. When she returned a little while later, the debaters were still going at it.

“Enough,” said Bakhtiian after seeing that his wife was settled in comfortably. “You will never agree, so I will make a decision. You will not interfere with each other just as I will not interfere with you unless you violate our laws. But I will say this.” He leaned forward and directed his stern gaze on the three priests. “You suggest to me that I have this woman whipped for her presumption. For your presumption, I order you whipped. If you ever suggest such a practice again, I will have you killed. Take them off.”

They were led off. And if the Habakar priests looked startled, the Farisa woman looked more startled still.

The elders of the city of Puranan came forward with five chests of tribute. A party of envoys from another city begged clemency for their citizens and offered to surrender. Three men—one no older than Mitya—were dragged forward in chains. A sobbing woman trailed behind them.

“What is this?” asked Bakhtiian.

“These khaja were caught stealing and killing two glariss calves from the Vershinin tribe.”

“Why have you brought this to me? Of course they must be executed.”

The woman dashed forward and threw herself prostrate at Bakhtiian’s feet. Sobbing, she spoke in bursts. The plain-dressed woman translated. “Bakhtiian, she says that if you kill these three men, then she will have no more family, because these are her husband, her son, and her brother.”

“Indeed. Well, then, I do not wish to rob her of every man in her tent. For her sake, one may be spared.”

The woman clasped her hands together, laying her forehead on them, and spoke toward the ground.

“She says that she can find another husband, God willing, and that He may also provide her with more children, but for the brother there is no substitute.”

To Jiroannes’s surprise, Bakhtiian laughed. “It’s quite true, what she says. For her wisdom, I will spare all their lives.” The woman broke out sobbing all over again, and the men cast themselves to the ground in gratitude. “Gods,” said Bakhtiian, looking uncomfortable, “take them away. And fine them for the calves. What is it, Anatoly?”

Yes, it was he, the handsome young prince with the golden-haired foreign beauty for a wife. But his aspect was quite altered now from what Jiroannes had seen this morning. He strode in looking grim, with a phalanx of armed men walking behind him, escorting a dark-haired jaran man who went pale and flushed by turns. Behind them, escorted by two women, one foreign, one jaran, walked a very young foreign woman. The girl wore Habakar clothing, a shabby gown laced with coils of bronze sewn into an overskirt, and she was pretty, for her kind, if one ignored the terror on her face.

The one called Anatoly halted before Bakhtiian. He bowed his head. “I am ashamed that I bring this matter before you, that one of my own men has brought this disgrace on our jahar. I ask that you punish me as you would him.” Bakhtiian raised his eyebrows, looking curious, and nodded at Anatoly to continue. “The woman accuses him of robbery, and of—” he hesitated, clearly reluctant to say what came next, “—of forcing her.”

Jiroannes could not help but smile. What could a woman expect? She was probably a whore trying to get revenge for not being paid. Surely she understood that a conquering army did not expect to pay for conquered women’s services.

“Bring him forward.” Bakhtiian spoke quietly, but the anger in his voice radiated like fire, scorching. The man came forward and dropped to his knees in front of the prince. “What is your name?”

“Grigory Zhensky.”

“You have ridden with the army for—?”

“Four years, Bakhtiian. First with Yaroslav Sakhalin, and now with Anatoly Sakhalin.”

“What do you have to say for yourself?”

“Bakhtiian.” The man threw his head back and looked up at his prince. “I would never force a woman.” He said it with distaste, and he looked anguished enough. Jiroannes was utterly confused. What were these men talking about, and apologizing for? “She came to me two nights past, and asked if I wanted to lie with her. There’s been nothing said—no orders have come down the line that we aren’t to touch any khaja women—I thought since she came to me that—” He faltered and lapsed into silence.

Bakhtiian sighed. He glanced at his wife. She shook her head. Then, as if to bewilder Jiroannes even more, she spoke. “Bring the woman forward.” The woman came forward and knelt in the dirt, shivering. “What is your name?” Tess Soerensen asked, kindly enough. “Can you tell me what happened?”

The woman spoke through the translator. “I am Qissa, daughter of the merchant Oldrai. It is true that I came to this man and offered him my—my favors; but he took them and then refused to pay me. By the merchant’s code, which I learned at my father’s knee, this is robbery, to take goods without paying for them. And to cast me aside then, that is—”

The girl spoke the word easily enough, but the translator faltered. “To force a woman. I do not know this word in your tongue, Bakhtiian. I beg you will forgive my ignorance.”

“You are forgiven,” said Bakhtiian’s wife. “There is no word in khush for forcing a woman against her will.” But the translator shook her head, not understanding her, and Tess Soerensen sighed and returned her attention to the Habakar girl. “You’re a bold thing. Most women would account themselves lucky to be alive. Why did you bring this case forward?”

The girl clasped her hands so tightly in front of herself that her knuckles faded to white. She looked very young, younger than Mitya. She shuddered convulsively, but she managed to speak. “I have young brothers and sisters. My family lost everything, and now we have nothing to feed them with. So I…we could think of no other way—” She faltered and suddenly, as if fear seized her, she cast herself onto the ground and just lay there, awaiting her fate. The two young riders looked enormously embarrassed; ashamed, even.

“Gods,” said Bakhtiian. He cast a glance at his wife, as if expecting her to untangle the situation.

She switched abruptly to Rhuian, and though her voice was low, Jiroannes could still hear her. He leaned forward, listening avidly. “This is what you get, Ilya, when you bring two cultures together. They will misunderstand each other, and if you can’t control it, then you will earn chaos.”

“Then what do you suggest I do? It is by right a woman’s matter, and should be directed to Mother Sakhalin.”

“Who, if she is wise, will throw it right back to you. It is all very well to hold jaran to jaran laws, and to let the khaja hold to khaja laws, but what will you hold them to when they mix? As they will.”

The principals waited, the two young men with resignation, the girl—well, who could know what she was thinking, with her face hidden in the dirt? And Jiroannes experienced a revelation: Bakhtiian was listening to his wife because he respected her opinion and might well act on it. Like an epiphany, or the climax of sex, it all poured out, all the little hints, the strange behavior, the things he had observed and ignored, all these months he had been with the jaran, and he saw now how thoroughly he had misunderstood them. They were worse than barbarians. As in the ancient tale where the Devil turned the world upside down, forcing people to wear their clothing inside-out, soldiers to till and farmers to fight, women to rule and men to serve them, they were an abomination.

“Where is the Vidiyan ambassador?” Bakhtiian asked.

Syrannus had to nudge Jiroannes in the back before he reacted. Jolted out of his thoughts, he started up and stumbled over his own feet before recovering himself. Savages they might be, but his duty demanded that he deal wisely with them. And after all, Mitya was jaran. With dignity, he drew himself up and walked forward and, fastidiously, stepped around the prostrate girl to kneel on one knee before the prince.

“What should I do, ambassador?” Bakhtiian asked. “The man acted rightly, and yet the woman was wronged. The woman acted out of necessity, and with good faith for the exchange, and yet falsely accused the man.”

Jiroannes realized that his hands trembled. Thank the Everlasting God that the long dagged sleeves of his bloused tunic covered his hands to the knuckles.

Then a woman hissed between her teeth. She stood just behind Bakhtiian’s wife, and it took a moment for Jiroannes to recognize her, all decked out in finery: it was indeed Mitya’s Aunt Sonia. “You ask this one to judge?” she demanded of Bakhtiian. “When he is the worst offender of all? He keeps a woman as a slave in our camp!”

Bakhtiian smiled, but Jiroannes did not find the expression reassuring. “By his wisdom, so shall we know him. Ambassador, know this before you judge: by jaran custom, false accusation is akin to treason, and the punishment for a first offense is to be stripped of all rank and possessions and given into another family’s camp, to act as their servant. As for the other—well—it is women’s jurisdiction. Sonia, what would the punishment be for forcing a woman?”

Sonia smiled viciously. “Death.”

Bakhtiian placed his hands on his staff, where they rested quietly, and he waited.

Jiroannes knew fear, stark fear, in that instant. A slave knew only his master’s coercion, having no power of his own. The conclusion was obvious, read both by simple reasoning and by the triumphant and angry look on Sonia’s face: under jaran custom, to lie with a woman slave was the same as raping her.

Here, kneeling alone before Bakhtiian, the power of the Great King seemed so distant as to be inconsequential. Jiroannes cast himself on both knees and bent his forehead down until it touched the dirt. No one struck him dead, so he lifted his head, although he did not raise his eyes,

“I would counsel mercy, great lord, by reason of their ignorance.”

Sonia hissed again, to show her displeasure.

“Bring the woman slave here to us,” said Bakhtiian. “As for these others. Zhensky, this time, I absolve you. I hope you have learned your lesson. Anatoly, you and your man will go to Mother Sakhalin, and you will accept whatever punishment she sees fit to burden you with, for your ill-advised conduct.”

They left. Jiroannes saw their boots pass him, but he did not dare look up to see their expressions, although he could not imagine they were anything but thrilled at their good fortune.

“As for the girl. By the gods, lift her up. It’s indecent for a woman to grovel so. Here now, Qissa. Bring your father to me. We have need of merchants to serve us. What he has lost, we will restore to him and his family, so long as he remains loyal to us.” The girl was led away by the two women who had brought her in. “Gods, I’m thirsty,” said Bakhtiian.

Jiroannes remained bent over in the dust, but he could smell the pungent aroma of fermented mare’s milk, and of another, richer scent, something hot. The court waited. It was silent, except for the shuffling of feet, someone leaving, someone arriving, a messenger coming in with a dispatch which he recited in rapid khush to Bakhtiian. Jiroannes was too terrified to even attempt to understand it. He was going to die. He had flouted his uncle’s direct order not to bring a woman in his party, and now he was going to die for it. Was the choice worth it, to have had a woman at his disposal all these months? By the Everlasting God, of course it was not. One year of continence was a small sacrifice compared to what he was going to pay now.

He was a fool, and a damned fool at that.

“Eminence,” said Syrannus in an undertone, crouching beside him. “They have brought her. You must rise, eminence, or be thought a coward in your dying.”

It was true. At least he would die like a man. He rose. It was a little hard to straighten his legs, because they were numb from kneeling for so long. Samae came forward, her face still. She hesitated, glancing first at Jiroannes and then at Bakhtiian, and then at Bakhtiian’s wife, as if she did not know where to give her obeisance. When she moved at last, to Jiroannes’s surprise, she moved to kneel in front of him.

“Furthermore,” said Sonia clearly into the silence, “he sent the girl to Mitya, who all unknowing thought she had come to his tent by her own will.” There was a gasp around the court, as if a heinous crime had just been compounded by something worse. “More than once,” she added. “I just discovered that this afternoon. I don’t blame the boy.”

What method did they use to execute their prisoners? Was it slow? Quick? But hadn’t the old crone said that prisoners ought to die quickly and bravely? The Great King’s torturers were not so merciful. He had seen them at their work.

“Sonia,” said Bakhtiian in a low voice, “because he is an envoy, I cannot kill him. By my own decree. But—” He forestalled her angry retort by raising a hand. “If I send him home a failure and request a new envoy from the Vidiyan King, surely that will be enough to ruin him.”

Which it would. Disgraced, he would be condemned to the provinces and to a life of obscurity and poverty. Suddenly death did not seem so horrible an option.

“It will have to serve,” said Sonia through tight lips, her voice hoarse. “What about the woman?”

“She will go free, of course. Syrannus.”

The old man started, shocked to be addressed by name by the great prince. “Your eminence.” He knelt.

“You may address me as Bakhtiian.” He said it with a frown, as if the title of “eminence” annoyed him. “Tell the woman that she is free.”

Syrannus looked at Jiroannes. “I am in no position to object!” muttered Jiroannes to the old man. Definitely, disgrace and dishonor was a worse fate than death.

Syrannus coughed. “Samae.” He spoke in Vidyan. “The prince has granted you your freedom. You are free.”

Samae said nothing. She remained kneeling at Jiroannes’s feet, her hands folded in her lap.

There was a pause. No one moved.

Her stubbornness irritated Jiroannes. At least let this horrible episode end, which it could not until she left. “You are free,” he snapped at her. “Do you understand?”

She shook her head. She did not otherwise move.

“Can’t she talk?” demanded Sonia. “Is her tongue cut out, perhaps? I saw that done in Jeds. What are you asking her?”

“I have never heard her speak,” said Jiroannes, angry that this woman doubted his honesty. “And she has a tongue. I know that well enough. I told her that she is free.” Then, to emphasize it, he said the words again to Samae, in Vidyan, in Rhuian and, haltingly, in khush.

Samae shook her head. She did not move.

“She seems to be refusing her freedom,” said Tess Soerensen.

“Gods!” exclaimed Sonia.

“I am tired,” said Bakhtiian, “and I want to eat my supper. Go, all of you. Leave us in peace, if you please. Ambassador.”

Reflexively, Jiroannes knelt, thus bringing himself onto a level with Samae. The effect was unsettling. He was aware all at once that his clothes were stained and mussed from kneeling and that dirt mottled his hands and cuffs. He felt the coarseness of dirt streaking his forehead. He stared at Samae’s profile and at the ragged lines of her short hair. Her face was expressionless. No muscle on her even twitched, although Jiroannes would have said that it was impossible for any human to sit so still.

“Ambassador. You will in future refrain from sending this woman to my cousin, unless she chooses of her own will to go to him.”

Jiroannes jerked his head up. “You are allowing me to stay?”

“A slave is one who has no power. She has the power to choose to refuse her freedom and stay with you. The gods know, I like it little enough, but it is her choice, not mine. So be it. But be aware that the women of this tribe will be watching you closely. They will not be so lenient again. Do you understand?”

“I understand. You are generous, Bakhtiian, more generous than the—”

“You may go.”

Jiroannes left. But walking back to his camp, with Syrannus a step behind him to his left and the girl three steps behind him to his right, he felt, not elated, but burdened. Her presence evermore would be a reproach to him. Surely she could not have refused her freedom merely to afflict him with her constant attendance?

That evening he called Lal to help him undress. And though his blood was hot, stimulated by the fear and the tension of the day, he could not bring himself to summon Samae to his bed.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

THE HILLS ABOVE QURAT had a torrid beauty dimmed and softened now in the cool light of dawn. Terraces angled down to the mudbrick walls of the city. Above the fields, parched trees and grasses grew along slopes alternately steep and gentle. Two riders negotiated a streambed dried out by the summer’s heat and walked their horses at a sedate pace along a sere hillside. They rode alone, except for the three riders—one man, two women archers—riding about fifty paces behind them, and the ring of riders two hundred strong that circled them an arrow’s shot away.

“It used to be,” said Bakhtiian, reining his stallion around a dead log, “that I could take you out alone onto the grass and lie with you under the stars. Now—” He glanced to his left, where riders appeared and disappeared between distant trees, their red shirts a flag.

“When did we ever do that?” Tess asked. “Grass is an uncomfortable bed, if you ask me, and in any case, by the time we married, you were already well on your way to needing an escort whenever you left camp.”

He smiled. “No, you’re quite right. It wasn’t you. I was much younger and more impulsive. It must have been Inessa Kireyevsky.”

“More impulsive?”

He laughed.

“Kireyevsky,” she mused. “I don’t know that name.”

“The Kireyevsky tribe is one of the granddaughters of the Vershinin tribe. Inessa was the only daughter of their etsana—”

“Of course. Was she married?”

“No.”

“Did you think of marrying her?”

Kriye pranced as Zhashi came up beside him, and Ilya reined him in. Zhashi flattened her ears, and for an instant Tess thought the mare might kick; instead, Zhashi ostentatiously lowered her head to graze. Ilya chuckled.

“Any man thinks of marrying, when he’s young. But I hadn’t been back from Jeds for that many years, and I had so much I wanted to do. I didn’t have time to marry.”

Tess studied him. Four years ago, she had been thrown together with him and his tribe. Four years ago, her life had changed utterly, and she did not regret what she had left behind. Not when he smiled at her as he did now. It was not that the essential core of restlessness, of ambition, in him was stilled by her presence: that had not changed in the least. But before their marriage a discontent, an uncertain temper, had worried at him constantly, wearing him away. That was gone now. Not muted, not faded, but quite simply gone. It had vanished the day he had marked her, and she had marked him. And to know that one had that effect on a person, especially on a personality as powerful as Ilya’s—well, it would have taken a stronger person than she was to resist the urge to stay.

He was in a mellow mood. She took in a deep breath. It was time to test the waters. “Vasil still rode with your jahar, back then,” she added.

His smile evaporated. “Vasil never learned how to let go of what was no longer his.”

Encouraging, but not an answer. “How long have you known Vasil?”

His whole expression shuttered. “I do not wish—”

“To speak of him. I know.” And neither do I, but the truth has to be faced, by me, and by you. “You’re very like Charles in some ways, keeping things to yourself, never sharing them with others. Ilya, if you don’t wish to speak of Vasil with me, then that is your right, but I think you ought to speak to someone about him. It’s eating away at you inside. Dr. Hierakis—”

“Dr. Hierakis? I think not.”

“Niko. No. I can see from your expression that he was too close to whatever happened. Do you know Vasil named his daughter after you?”

“Yes,” he said. For a jaran man, he certainly knew how to construct formidable walls.

Tess sighed, having used up her stores of courage for the day. She started Zhashi forward again. “What shall we name this one?” Her fingers brushed her abdomen, which had barely begun to swell.

His face relaxed, now that he saw she was willing to let the subject drop. “If it’s a girl, Natalia, after my sister.”

“Then Yurinya, if it’s a boy.”

“Agreed.” His voice dropped. “Oh, Tess. I was afraid we would never have a child. I have always wanted to have children of my own.”

Tess chuckled. “After lying with Inessa Kireyevsky out in the grass, and God knows what other women, you might well have some children.”

He shook his head, looking puzzled, and reined Kriye back as they came up to a stand of red-barked trees crowned with a sprinkling of thin leaves. “How could I have children, Tess? I wasn’t married.”

“But Ilya, you know very well that you could have gotten a child on some woman.”

“Yes, and in Jeds that child would be called a bastard. But here, the man she was married to would be its father, not me. And that is as it should be.”

From here, Tess could see far below, in miniature, the golden domes and minarets of Qurat, and the square citadel in the northwest corner of the city. “How much longer do we wait here?”

He studied the terrain. Although they overlooked the city here, they were much too far away to do any damage even with missile fire. Beyond the city lay the plateau and the huge camp of the jaran army, scattered out to the horizon. A thin line of river shone in the farthest distance; above it, clouds laced the sky. Closer, to the west, a narrow valley shot up into the mountains: the pass that led into the heart of the Habakar kingdom.

“I had hoped to draw them out. With the strength of the Habakar army still in front of us, I don’t want to leave this city behind untaken, not at such a strategic site. But we have now taken control of every city on this plateau but Qurat, and we must move forward.” He shrugged. “We shall see.”

“Look there. A rider is coming up.”

He sighed and reached out to grasp her hand and, drawing it up to his lips, to kiss her palm. Then he let her go. “It seems we have had our quiet for the day. Come, we’ll go meet him.”

The rider wore bells, and he was mounted on a fresh horse from the camp below. Aleksi and the two archers—Valye Usova and Anatoly’s sister Shura—joined them, and the circle of riders closed in to form into ranks around Bakhtiian. They parted to let the messenger through.

“Bakhtiian! The Habakar king is marching with a large army through the western pass toward our position.”

“Ah. So I did draw someone out. Good. How long?”

“One day. Two, perhaps. They’re slow, on the march.”

Ilya nodded. His expression closed up, becoming remote from Tess, from his companions, from everything except the matter at hand. “A council,” he said to the messenger. “You ride to the Sakhalin camp. Aleksi, get me Vershinin and Grekov. All the dyans to my camp.” The sun crept up ever higher in the sky, and Tess could see that it would be another hot day.

Another dawn. Two riders sat side by side on a slope overlooking a river and beyond it the far distant walls of Qurat and the hills and mountains behind. Where once had lain the camp of the jaran, filling the flat ground between as water fills a lakebed, now two armies moved, restless, falling into position. To the west, where the pass opened out onto Qurat’s plateau, the last of a stream of wagons, the Habakar supply line, trundled in toward the city, which had opened its gates now that the jaran had given up the ground before its walls. To the northeast, on the other side of the shallow river from the armies, huge squares of wagons had formed, making a mobile fortress of the jaran camp. Behind the two riders, along the ridgetop, a thousand horsemen waited, watching.

“Anatoly is furious,” said Tess. “He wanted to ride in the battle, not watch it from up here as part of my escort.”

Aleksi glanced up at the line of riders a stone’s throw above them. Because Anatoly’s jahar was lightly armored, red was still the dominant color of the line, diluted with the dull gleam of armor and accented by red ribbons tied to their lances. Scattered within the red line, the archers wore many different colors. “Anatoly is a fine commander, but he has yet to learn that battle is not the only way for a man to gain honor.”

“Aleksi, you can’t be any older than Anatoly. How have you gained this knowledge?”

She grinned at him, but Aleksi pondered the question, frowning. He patted his fine gray mare on the withers. Bakhtiian had given him the horse when Tess had adopted him as her brother. The irony still amused Aleksi, in a black kind of way. Tess had quite literally saved him from death; she had stopped the Mirsky brothers from killing him for the crime of stealing a horse from their tribe, a crime which it was quite true he had committed and deserved to die for. And in return, he, who deserved nothing, had gotten everything: a sister, a tent, a family, and a tribe. And this fine gray khuhaylan mare, who was a finer horse than anything the Mirsky tribe had ever owned. Certainly she was a far finer animal than the broken-down old tarpan he had stolen after Vyacheslav Mirsky had finally died. He would never have stolen a horse, but he needed to leave the tribe quickly, before they took away from him—the damned orphan the old man had taken in—the few but precious gifts Vyacheslav had given him.

“Tess,” he said finally, seriously, “though no one ever disputed how good I was with the saber, did that bring me honor? No, because I was an orphan. Even at Bakhalo’s school, though I won every contest, still, I had no standing. It seems to me that fighting in a battle can only bring a man honor if he already has honor from his family.”

Tess watched him, looking thoughtful. It was one of the things Aleksi loved about her. He had never been part of any tribe, not since he was very young, a little older than Kolia, perhaps, and his whole tribe had been killed by khaja raiders. The gods might as well have swept a plague over them, it was so sudden and so complete. All had gone, all but him and his older sister Anastasia. After that, the two of them had struggled along, always on the outside, sometimes tolerated, sometimes driven away, but Aleksi had learned to watch and guess and analyze, and in the end he had discovered that he did not see the world the same as other jaran did. But Tess never thought he was strange for that. Because Tess did not see the world the same, either.

“But Anatoly,” said Tess, “has a burden to bear as well, being the eldest grandchild of Mother Sakhalin. He wishes to prove himself worthy of his place.”

“It makes sense, in a way, that he married the khaja woman. That sets him apart, like it does Bakhtiian.”

“Anatoly should have married a khaja princess then. He married to please himself. Certainly not to please his grandmother, who wanted him to marry Galina.”

“Galina!”

“She’s young, but in another two or three years…it would have been a good match, marrying him into Bakhtiian’s family.”

“It’s true,” said Aleksi, “that although Sakhalin is the eldest tribe, and first among all the tribes, Bakhtiian stands highest now.”

“I wonder which of the daughter tribes your tribe descended from, Aleksi.”

He did not want to think about it, but he managed a calm reply, to please Tess. “I don’t know. I don’t remember much of anything really, except that I had an aunt named Marina.”

“And a sister, Anastasia.” She said it softly.

Too horrible. It was too horrible to think of her. “Look,” he said, pointing. “They’re moving.”

A moment later he realized his mistake. The color drained from Tess’s face, and she clenched her left hand into a fist. Her lips pressed together. A single tear slid down her face. She had been talking to keep from thinking about what was going on below. Now he had hurt her.

“Why the hell,” she said in a fierce undertone, “did he have to take the center for himself? Couldn’t Sakhalin have commanded the center?”

“Tess. Look out there.” Surely even in the face of her fear, Tess understood the demands of honor. “That is the Habakar king. Bakhtiian had to take the field personally.”

The ground sloped down from the hooves of their horses to the river, and across the river the jaran army massed opposite the Habakar legions. Banners sprouted up here and there, marking units. To the rear of the Habakar center a veritable forest of pennons and flags marked the king’s own guard, who all wore gold surcoats and who were mounted on gray horses harnessed with gold. Opposite the Habakar center massed the jaran center, which was distinguished only by a plain gold banner out slightly in advance of the front ranks.

“Gods,” said Aleksi, “surely Bakhtiian isn’t going to lead the charge?” Seeing Tess’s anguished face, he lapsed into silence. There was nothing they could do from this distance, not now. But the gold banner simply rode along the jaran lines, surveying them and surveying the enemy, and came back again, and the center parted to let it through to the rear.

Drums beat. Like the sudden strike of a snake, the two flanking units of the jaran army sprang into action. They swept obliquely, swinging wide to hit the ends of the Habakar line with the middle of their units. The center moved forward to engage their Habakar opposites, and the jaran reserve, marked by Bakhtiian’s golden banner, moved forward with them, but stayed behind the back ranks.

“I feel sick,” said Tess.

On the left flank, Sakhalin hit hard. Immediately the Habakar line began to give way, shrinking back as Sakhalin’s riders curled around the end. Stragglers trailed off from the back of the enemy line. But Vershinin was not so lucky. The Habakar flank shifted to receive his attack, and the engagement deteriorated into chaos. Sheets of arrows blurred the scene at intervals, like a cloud’s shadow.

“They’re all on foot in the middle ranks of the khaja army,” said Aleksi, trying anything to keep Tess from making herself ill with dread. “What’s that called?”

“Infantry.”

“Yes. By their colors it looks like there are two units of them, green and blue, with the king and his mounted guard behind. Why aren’t they reacting? Sakhalin is pressing, but I don’t know if Vershinin can hold. What does Bakhtiian mean to do?”

All was confusion in the center, with the jaran lines and the Habakar lines intermingling. A pall like smoke hung over the battlefield, waxing and waning: dust thrown into the air.

“Look!” exclaimed Aleksi. “Look how their line is drifting.” The Habakar green unit shifted, slowly at first and then with speed, drawing away from the center to drive against Vershinin’s exposed flank. A gap grew, and grew, between the center units. Flags and pennons waved and bobbed to the beat of a resounding drum as the king’s guard moved forward to fill the gap.

Bakhtiian’s gold banner shifted. The jaran reserve moved. Like lightning, it struck forward, the gold banner first through the gap between the blue and green units. Bakhtiian’s riders hit the king’s guards, driving them backward. Other groups split off to attack the drifting infantry unit, leaving the blue infantry unit stranded and, soon enough, surrounded.

Chaos on the field. It was all Aleksi could make out, from this distance. The gold banner thrust in among the pennons and flags of the guard. Where the king was, where Bakhtiian was—it was impossible to tell.

“Oh, gods,” said Tess, and then said it again, and then lapsed into silence. She went pale with fear. Tears leaked from her eyes, but she cried without sound. Zhashi, sensing her mood, remained quiet under her.

But the king’s guard disintegrated under the force of Bakhtiian’s attack. In a straggling line they fled backward, deserting their infantry units, racing for the city and for the hills.

The gold banner streamed out onto the deserted field and then stopped and, with deathly precision, the reserve re-formed into ranks and turned and hit from behind the Habakar line engaged with Vershinin.

After that, it was slaughter. Qurat closed its gates. A steady line of Habakar soldiers retreated toward the pass. Like a fainter echo, an uneven stream of jaran casualties forded the river, heading in to camp.

“Tess.” Aleksi unhooked his water flask from his saddle and opened it. “You must drink something. It’s almost midday. And eat. Here.”

“I’m not hungry.” Her voice was hoarse. She started, dragging her gaze away from the field. After a moment she accepted the flask and drank. Then, because he continued to hold out a strip of dried meat, she sighed and took the meat from him and chewed on it unenthusiastically.

The gold banner broke away from the battle and headed toward the river. Now Aleksi could distinguish individuals. Three riders separated from the unit and splashed across the river to head up toward Tess. Tess wiped at her face furiously, eliminating the telltale marks of tears.

Bakhtiian had not one mark on him, though he had been in the thick of the battle. Vladimir, at his right, had four arrows sticking out at angles from his cuirass but a broad grin on his face. In his left hand he held the banner pole, its end braced into a wooden cup tied to his saddle. The gold cloth stirred in the breeze. Another orphan, Vladimir was, who had found a home in the Orzhekov tribe: He was Bakhtiian’s chosen banner bearer, and he was married to a woman of the tribes. No wonder he was happy.

Konstans Barshai had his helmet off, and a wicked-looking cut scored across his left eye and forehead and up onto his scalp, but the blood splashed down his face and on his armor did not seem to bother him, and his seat was steady. Anatoly Sakhalin rode down to greet them. He looked tense and angry.

“Well met,” said Bakhtiian. His gaze had, first and most tellingly, focused in on his wife, but now he scanned the line of riders above and glanced back toward the field below. “A well chosen vantage point.”

Anatoly did not reply for a minute. His face was flushed, and his lips set. “I wished to fight in the battle,” he blurted out. “I would have done well.”

Bakhtiian turned his attention to the younger man. His even gaze caused Anatoly to flush even more. “Is this not honor enough for you, Sakhalin, watching over what I hold most dear? Did I single out any other commander for this post? To serve my wife, who will forge the links that will allow us to hold together what we are winning now? Not every battle can be won out there.” He waved toward the field, and the army mopping up, and swung back to glare at Anatoly. “Your uncle Boris is dead. Killed on the field.”

Anatoly paled, and then color rushed back into his cheeks.

“But in time, if this jahar serves its purpose, we can use words to win our wars, not our own relatives.”

“I beg your pardon, Bakhtiian,” said Anatoly in a low voice. “I spoke rashly. I didn’t think.”

“You are young,” said Bakhtiian, more gently. “Very well. I have no need of envoys right now. Yaroslav Sakhalin is forming up his army now to start over the pass. Anatoly, you will take your jahar and go with him. But I charge to you this duty: that you will be responsible for bringing back to me the head and coat and crown of the Habakar king. After that, I will expect you to serve my wife with a more level head.”

Anatoly flushed a bright red, and Aleksi could not tell whether it was chagrin or excitement that most colored him. “Thank you! You honor me!” He paused and glanced toward the jaran camp, busy with the wounded. “May I say good-bye to my wife?”

Bakhtiian arched an eyebrow. “There is no time. I want the king. Go.”

Without further hesitation, Anatoly nodded his assent and went back up to the ridgetop to order his jahar forward.

“Aleksi,” said Bakhtiian, watching this movement with an expression of pained amusement, “I don’t mean to slight you as well. Would you like to go with them?”

“I am content where I am, Bakhtiian.”

“Ah.” Bakhtiian turned his black and they started down toward camp, Tess between Bakhtiian and Aleksi, and the two young riders trailing behind, a discreet escort. “Tess, you haven’t said one word to me. Are you well?”

“You didn’t have to lead that charge,” she said in a low voice. Aleksi could hear how drawn her voice was, taut and strained.

“But I did,” he said, equally softly. “That man killed my envoys and blinded Josef.”

Her silence was eloquent.

“Now do you see?” he asked, softer still. “Do you see why I was so reluctant to let you join Yaroslav Sakhalin’s jahar? Do you think I doubted your ability to fight? Never that, Tess. I doubted my own ability to stand the sight of you in such danger.”

“I never saw you actually ride into battle like this. Not until now. Gods.” She lapsed into silence again, but she sounded mollified.

“In truth, it makes little sense for me to lead the army from the front ranks, or to risk myself in such an impulsive charge.” He grinned. “I won’t do it again, my love.”

She chuckled. Weakly, it was true, but it was a laugh nonetheless. “Unless you have to.”

“Unless I have to.”

They rode into camp and immediately Bakhtiian was besieged. He excused himself and rode off with a trio of men: one of the Vershinin cousins, the Raevsky dyan, and Anton Veselov.

“Now what do I do?” Tess asked of Aleksi. “They have no need of me with the wounded. Mother Sakhalin runs the camp, and Sonia our tents. I don’t have enough experience for any council of war. What use am I?”

Aleksi could hear how upset she was, as if she had turned her fear into disgust at herself. “If this was your brother’s army, what would you be doing?”

Tess glanced at him, startled. She had not been expecting him to reply. Then she laughed. “You’re right, of course. Let’s see if there are any Habakar prisoners. I’ve got a start on their language, and I need to develop my understanding of their legal system as well. Let me see. Aleksi, go to—who is handling prisoners?”

“Raevsky.”

“Well, that seems appropriate. We’ll go sort out a few and take them to my tent. Josef and I can work on this together.”

“You must not forget to eat, Tess.”

“With you here, and Sonia? I won’t.”

On through the afternoon Tess and Josef sat side by side on pillows, under the awning of her tent. Five Habakar prisoners—two noblemen, three priests—knelt out in the sun in front of them, and ten archers and ten riders stood at guard around them. Tess was writing something down in her book when Dr. Hierakis hurried into camp and stopped ten paces away to survey Tess with a skeptical eye. The doctor strode over to Aleksi.

“Has she rested?” she demanded of Aleksi. “Eaten? Has she gotten enough to drink?”

Aleksi nodded. “Sonia and the children have brought us everything we need.”

Tess turned. “Cara.” She switched to Rhuian. “I’ve made up my mind about the—” She said a word Aleksi did not recognize. “I want you to prepare the—” She stopped, glanced at Aleksi, and went on in her other language, the one she called Anglais. Aleksi went very still, and he concentrated. He was quick with language, quicker than anyone suspected, even Tess, and he had learned long ago that in order to survive he had to be one step ahead of everyone else. Something about Ilya, and a drink; something about growing old, or not growing old—that was confusing; the doctor objected, Tess insisted, and between them they reached an agreement. The doctor looked—not reluctant, but as though she had to make a show of being reluctant. Tess did not look triumphant that she had won out over the doctor’s objections; she looked stubborn and defensive.

The doctor excused herself and left. Tess turned back to her discussion of the general outlines of Habakar legal doctrine. Josef, who wore his empty eye sockets as if they were a badge of pride, brushed Tess’s sleeve with a hand, verifying her presence, and she edged closer to him. Kolia brought them milk. The little boy stared hard at the foreigners baking out under the heat of the sun, at their outlandish clothing and their olive-dark complexions and the sharp line of their black beards. It was a drowsy heat, stifling and dry. Aleksi listened to the voices of the priests droning on, punctuated here and there by a question from Tess or Josef, or a monosyllabic reply from one of the terrified noblemen. Eventually he dozed.

He started awake when Bakhtiian arrived.

“Send them away.” Bakhtiian gestured toward the Habakar prisoners. “I’m hungry.” He vanished into the tent, reappeared a moment later with a pillow, and threw it on the ground beside Josef. Then he sank down beside the blind man and took one of Josef’s hands in his own. Rapidly and in a low voice, he began to tell him in detail about the battle.

Tess rose and went to help Sonia and the children with the food. It was getting dark. Aleksi got up and lit the lanterns, hanging them around the tent poles so that they gave off a soft glow of light that penetrated out beyond the awning. Venedikt Grekov and his nephew Feodor came by with an intelligence report about the pass and the flight of the Habakar king. Sakhalin’s jahar was hard on the king’s heels and they had overtaken so many khaja soldiers that they had simply killed them rather than be burdened with prisoners. With Grekov also came his niece, Raysia. She offered to stay and sing for them.

Dr. Hierakis came back in time to eat with them, and she brought with her the stocky khaja woman Ursula, who was flush with accounts of the battle. Other members of the Orzhekov tribe came, Vladimir and Konstans and other riders—some with their wives and children, those who had them along—and Niko Sibirin and Juli Danov and their grandchildren. Everyone was in a fine humor, as well they might be.

Raysia sang. Between each song she looked long and hard at Aleksi before beginning her next piece. He was gratified by her attention, but worried by it, too. What if Raysia Grekov told her mother that she wanted Aleksi to marry her? A Singer did not have to concern herself with pleasing anyone but herself. The gods had touched her, everyone knew that, and with the gods’ touch came not only great responsibilities and burdens but great freedom as well. Raysia was also an outsider, in a way. At the age of twelve her spirit had been borne away by the gods to visit their realms, and her body had lain for days, empty, in her mother’s tent. When she returned, she was a Singer, her sight altered forever. She was shunned and feared by some, but respected by everyone, and she had the gift to see what was hidden from others. Aleksi sometimes wondered if he had been touched by the gods in that way, but the curse he had brought down first on his tribe and then on his beloved sister Anastasia was surely a punishment for his presumption. If Raysia Grekov wanted him, how could he refuse her, though it was properly a man’s choice in marriage? He did not want to leave Tess, even to go to live with Raysia. He had lost Anastasia already, those many years ago. He did not intend to lose his new sister, Tess. It would be better not to marry, or perhaps to marry another orphan, one Tess and Bakhtiian and Sonia were willing to admit into the family. Valye Usova was a nice girl…but she would bring her brother Yevgeni with her, a brother whose loyalty was still suspect, since he had ridden with Vasil Veselov for so many years.

It was too painful to contemplate. Aleksi shut off these thoughts and tried to concentrate on the singing, but his heart was not in listening this night. Next to him, Tess shifted restlessly. She kept glancing over at Dr. Hierakis with a questioning gaze, and the doctor nodded each time, assuring her of something, Aleksi was not sure what. Bakhtiian listened keenly to the music, drank sparingly from the cup refilled by his wife, and spoke closely to Josef in the intervals between songs.

That night, after Aleksi had gone to bed, Raysia came to his tent and he let her in. Gods, but she was sweet. And yet, lying awake after she had gone, he knew that he could not leave Tess, and not just for his own sake.

In the morning a deputation emerged from Qurat to seek terms, but Bakhtiian refused to see them. Instead, he left Josef behind with the rearguard and the Veselov and Raevsky tribes, and told Josef to leave the Qurat envoys waiting for a few days and then strip the wealth from the city in return for its complete and utter submission to jaran rule. They broke camp and started up into the pass. Bakhtiian rode at the head of the army, next to his wife. He looked pale. At midday he called a halt and sat, just sat for a time, rubbing at his forehead with his hands. They camped along the road that night and set out again in the morning. This day Bakhtiian was clearly ill. Dark circles rimmed his eyes, and his skin had a mottled, pasty color. Once, and only once, Tess suggested he ride in a wagon. But he did switch mounts at midday, choosing a placid little bay mare for the rest of the day’s ride instead of his restive stallion.

Late that afternoon they reached the summit, a broad, windy height. From here, Aleksi saw the hazy outlines of land far below, fields, a miniature city, and the endless spread of land out to the blue horizon. Up here it was clear and hot, and the wind buffeted Aleksi where he stood on an outcropping staring down, far down, to the Habakar lands. Smoke rose in patches scattered across the countryside. Evidently Sakhalin’s army had already arrived.

He walked back to the front rank of wagons to find Sonia ordering that Tess’s great tent be set up, although the rest of the army was on marching orders and sleeping under wagons or out in the open for the night. The cloth walls shook and rippled, torn by the heavy wind, and Aleksi ran over to help. It took fifteen people to battle the tent into place and secure it, and even then the wind boomed and tore at the walls. They could not set up the awning at all. The gold banner, raised on the center pole, snapped loudly in the gale.

Bakhtiian watched the proceedings from horseback. He was white and his hands shook, but he did not dismount until Tess came to lead him inside. Her face, too, was white, but with an agony of the heart not of the physical body. They disappeared inside the tent. Dr. Hierakis strode up soon after and went inside. Sonia followed her in and emerged moments later,

“Aleksi! Set up your tent just beside here, and don’t leave camp.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Aleksi asked in a low voice, aware of people milling around, asking questions.

Sonia shrugged. “Vladimir says one of the Habakar priests cursed him. Perhaps it’s witchcraft.”

“Perhaps,” said Aleksi. But what if it wasn’t Habakar witchcraft? He had seen Dr. Hierakis at work, had seen that she knew how to heal wounds that even the finest jaran healers would have given up on. Everyone got sick, at times. Plagues might race through a tribe, and during the siege of Qurat, many of the jaran had gotten fevers. Children had died, as well as some of the men weakened by wounds. Why should Tess look so anguished? Bakhtiian was strong. There was no reason to think a simple fever would kill him. Unless this was not a simple fever.

Aleksi unsaddled his mare and hobbled her for the night, and set up his tent alongside Tess’s. At dusk, the wind died down. Fires were built, but with night came the strong winds again, ripping at the camp, at the tents, at the fires. Most people hunkered down to wait it out. Dr. Hierakis emerged out of the tent, alone.

Aleksi lit a lantern, shielding the flame with his body until it steadied and then sliding the glass back into place, and he offered to escort her back to her wagons.

She shook her head. “You stay here. Galina is waiting—there she is.”

“Bakhtiian?”

“He’s ill. But he seems stable. I think he’ll have a few rough days before he feels better.”

“Is it the river fever?”

She glanced at him, measuring, curious. “No, I don’t think it’s the river fever.”

“Ah,” said Aleksi. “Neither did I.”

The light spread a glow across her front, illuminating her face and the strong line of her jaw. Her black hair faded into darkness, and her plain tunic was washed gray. “You’re a strange one. Sometimes I think you see more than we know you do.”

“You speak khush very well now. You learned it quickly. The actors did, too. Have you noticed how many of their—what do they call them? Songs?”

“Plays.”

“—plays that they’ve begun to say in khush?”

“No, I hadn’t. I haven’t seen any of their performances. Good night, Aleksi.”

“Good night, Doctor.”

She gave him a brusque but sympathetic nod and went off with Galina. Aleksi wondered how old she was. She did not look any older than, say, Bakhtiian, but she carried herself like an Elder. She carried herself like Mother Sakhalin or Niko Sibirin, and the Elders treated her like one of their own. Perhaps she, too, was a Singer, a gods-touched mortal, granted knowledge beyond her years. That might explain the Elders’ respect for her, and her own strange way of carrying on, of looking at things from afar, of measuring and watching. Like he did.

He went to bed. As he dozed off, a voice whispered at the front of his tent. He inched forward to twitch the tent flap aside. It was Raysia. Though he could only make out the outline of her form, silhouetted against the incandescent stars, he could feel it was her, knew it by the shape of her hair and the soft, clean scent she bore with her. She slipped inside. The walls of his tent shuddered in the unceasing wind, but otherwise it was silent. He fell asleep afterward with her draped half over him.

Only to start awake, hearing his name.

“Aleksi!”

Tess, calling to him. She was not screaming, not yet, but panic swelled her voice. He eased away from Raysia, and she woke, mumbling a question.

“Stay here,” he said, struggling to get dressed. He cursed himself for not sleeping with his clothes on.

“Aleksi! Oh, God.”

He grabbed his boots in his left hand and his saber in his right and crawled out of his tent and ran to hers. Tess was not in the outer chamber. A single lantern lit the inner chamber, and he found her there, rocking back and forth on her heels, staring, rocking, gasping for breath.

“Aleksi! Oh, thank the gods. Get Cara. Please.” Her voice broke.

Bakhtiian lay asleep on pillows, a fur pulled up over his naked chest. His face was slack, and his mouth half open. He looked rather undignified, sprawled out like that. Aleksi paused to pull on his boots.

“I can’t wake him up.” She choked out the words. Then she began to sob. “Oh, God, why did I do it? Why did I insist?”

“But, Tess—” Her complete disintegration shocked him horribly. “Here, let me try.” He bent over her, daring much, and shook Bakhtiian gently. No response. Then, suddenly, losing patience and hating the terrible shattering condition Tess had fallen into, he slapped him. Bakhtiian’s head absorbed the blow, moving loosely, but he did not stir in the slightest. And Aleksi understood: Bakhtiian’s spirit had left his body. He had seen it happen once before, with his own sister Anastasia, some four winters after their tribe had been obliterated. Except his sister had never come back. Her spirit had stayed in the gods’ lands, and her body had withered and, at last, died.

Like a black wave, fear and anguish smothered him. He could not move. He could not move.

“He’s going to die, Aleksi. He’s going to die.”

Brutally, Aleksi crushed the fear down, down, burying it. Then he ran to get the doctor. Dr. Hierakis was fully dressed, sleeping wrapped in a blanket beneath one of her wagons. She rose with alacrity and hurried back with him, stumbling once in the dark. A thick leather bag banged at her thigh. The wind whined and blew around them. The walls of Tess’s tent boomed and sighed as he went in behind the doctor and followed her in, all the way in, to stand silent just inside the inner chamber.

Tess talked in a stream of rapid Anglais. The doctor ran a hand over Bakhtiian’s lax face, moved his flaccid limbs. She opened her bag and brought out—things.

Aleksi effaced himself. He willed himself to become invisible, but neither of the women recalled that he was there.

Things. Objects. Aleksi did not know what else to call them, so smooth, made of no metal he recognized, if indeed it was even metal. Not a fabric, certainly, not any bone he knew of, this hand-sized block that the doctor palmed in her right hand and held out over Bakhtiian’s head. Just held it, for a long moment, doing nothing. Then she swept it slowly down over his body, uncovering him as she went. When she had done, she covered him back up again and took a flat shiny tablet and laid it on a flat stretch of carpet and said two words.

If Aleksi had not honed his self-control to the finest pitch, he would have jumped. As it was, he twitched, startled, but he made no noise. The tablet shone, sparked, and a spirit formed in the air just above it. A tiny spirit, shaped with a man’s form but in all different colors, wavering, spinning, melding. Until Aleksi realized that it was Bakhtiian’s form, somehow imprisoned in the air above the tablet.

He must have gasped or made some noise. Tess jerked her head around and saw him.

“Damn,” she said. “Aleksi, sit down.”

He sat. “What is it? Is that Bakhtiian’s spirit?”

Dr. Hierakis glanced up from studying the slowly rotating spirit hanging in the air. “Goddess. I thought you’d stayed outside.”

“It isn’t a spirit, Aleksi,” said Tess. “It’s a picture. A picture of his body. It shows what might be making him—ill—what might be making him—”

“But his spirit has left his body,” said Aleksi. “I know what it looks like when that happens. That’s his spirit there.” He pointed to the spirit. It spun slowly, changing facets like a gem turning in the light, little lines hatched and bulging, tiny gold lights stretched on a net of silvery-white wire, brilliant, as Aleksi had always known Bakhtiian’s spirit would be, radiant and gleaming and surprising only in that it emitted no heat he could feel. “I can see it.”

“No, he’s just unconscious. That’s just an image of his body. The doctor is trying to find out why he’s fallen into this—sleep.”

“We know why,” said the doctor in a dry, sarcastic tone. “I’m trying to find out how extensive the damage is.” Then she said something else in Anglais.

“Oh, hell.” Tess burst into tears again.

“It isn’t Habakar witchcraft,” said Aleksi suddenly. “It’s yours.”

The doctor snorted. “It isn’t witchcraft at all, young man, and I’ll thank you not to call it that. But it’s quite true that we’re the ones responsible.”

“I’m the one responsible,” said Tess through her tears.

Dr. Hierakis shook her head. “What can I say, my dear? The serum has metastasized throughout the body, and for whatever reason, it’s caused him to slip into a coma.”

“You can’t wake him up somehow?”

“Right now, since his signs are otherwise stable, I don’t care to chance it. You knew the risks when you insisted we go ahead with the procedure.”

Tess sank down onto her knees beside her husband and bent double, hiding her face against his neck. He lay there, limp, unmoving. The walls of the tent snapped in, and out, and in again, and out, agitated by the wind. The doctor sighed and spoke a word, and the luminous spirit above the tablet vanished. A single white spark of light shone in the very center of the black tablet. A similar gleam echoed off the doctor’s brooch.

Aleksi jumped to his feet. “Where did his spirit go?” he demanded.

Dr. Hierakis let out all her breath in one huff. “Aleksi, his spirit did not go anywhere. It’s still inside him. That was just an image of his spirit, if you will.”

“But—”

“Aleksi.” Now she turned stern. “Do you trust Tess?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think she would do anything to harm Bakhtiian?”

“No.”

“Aleksi. This slate, this tablet here, it isn’t a magic thing, it’s a—a machine. Like the mechanical birds that the ambassador from Vidiya brought but more complex than that. It’s a tool. It can do things, show us things, that we could not otherwise do ourselves or see ourselves. It helps us do work we otherwise could not do, or work that would take much longer to do if we did it—by hand.”

Aleksi considered all this, and he considered how many times he had wondered why Tess seemed ignorant of the simplest chores and duties that the jaran engaged in every day. “Do you have many of these machines in Jeds?”

The doctor smiled. He saw that she was pleased that he was responding in a clever, reasonable way to her explanations. He knew without a doubt that she was telling him only a part of the truth. “Yes. Many such machines.”

“Then why didn’t Bakhtiian see them there, when he was in Jeds? I never heard Sonia or Nadine mention such machines either.”

“Tell him the truth,” said Tess, her voice muffled against Bakhtiian. “I can’t stand it, all these lies. I can’t stand it. Tell him the truth.”

Aleksi crouched down and waited.

The doctor placed her tablet inside her bag and followed it with the little black block. “The truth is, Aleksi, that we don’t come from Jeds, or from the country overseas, Erthe, either. We don’t come from this world. We come from up there.” She pointed at the tent’s ceiling.

He shook his head. A moment later, he realized what she meant, that she meant from the air above, from the heavens. “Then you come from the gods’ lands?”

“No. We aren’t gods, nothing like. We’re human like you, Aleksi. Never doubt that. We come from the stars. From a world like this world, except its sun is one of those stars.”

She could be mad. But he examined her carefully, and he could see no trace of madness in her. The doctor had always seemed to him one of the sanest people he had ever met. And as strange as it all sounded, it might well be true.

“But. But how can Tess’s brother be the prince of Jeds, then? If he—” Aleksi broke off. “May I see that thing again? Does it show other spirits besides Bakhtiian’s?”

“So much for the damned quarantine,” muttered the doctor.

“What are we going to tell them?” Tess asked. She straightened up. Tears streaked her face, but she was no longer crying. “When they come in and see him like this? How long, Cara? How long will he stay this way?”

“I can’t know. Tess, I promise you, I will not leave him. But I’ll need some kind of monitoring system. I’ll have to set up the scan-bed in here, under him, disguise it somehow. I’ll need Ursula.” She glanced at Aleksi. “And hell, we’ve got him now. With the four of us, we can keep the equipment a secret. I think. Unless you want the whole damned camp to know.”

“No!” Tess stood up and walked to the back wall and back again, and knelt beside her husband, and stroked his slack face. “No,” she repeated, less violently. “Of course not. I just—” She looked at Aleksi. He saw how tormented she was, how terrified, how remorseful. “Aleksi.” Her voice dropped. “You do believe that I didn’t mean for this to happen. That I’m trying to help—oh, God.”

She was pleading with him. Tess needed him. “But I trust you, Tess. You know that. You would never hurt him.”

She sighed, sinking back onto her heels. Her face cleared. However slightly, she looked relieved of some portion of her burden. And he had done it. It was almost sharp, the satisfaction of knowing he had helped her.

“But what will we tell the rest of the jaran?” the doctor asked. “I hope I needn’t remind you, Aleksi, that anything you’ve seen in here must be kept a secret. Must be.”

“Will his spirit come back?” Aleksi asked.

“It will,” said Tess fiercely.

“I don’t know,” said the doctor.

Aleksi rose. He shrugged. “Habakar witchcraft. They’re saying it already.”

The doctor grimaced. “I don’t like it.”

“What choice do we have?” asked Tess bitterly.

“Well.” The doctor rose, brushing her hands together briskly. “There’s no use just sitting here. Aleksi, can you go fetch Ursula? Then meet me at my wagons.”

He nodded and ducked outside. A faint pink glow rose in the east. The wind was dying. Up, bright in the heavens, the morning star shone, luminous against the graying sky. Could it be? That they came from—? Aleksi shook his head. How could it be? How could they ride across the air, along the wind, up into the heavens? And yet. And yet.

His tent flap stirred. Raysia ducked outside, dressed and booted. She saw him and started. “Oh, there you are. Is something wrong?”

“Habakar witchcraft,” he said, knowing that the sooner he let the rumor spread, the more quickly Tess and Dr. Hierakis could hide their own witchcraft. Their own machines. “The Habakar priests have put a curse on Bakhtiian.”

“Gods,” said Raysia. “I’d better run back and tell my uncle.” She glanced all around and, seeing that no one yet stirred in the predawn stillness, she kissed him right there in the open. “I’d better go.” She hurried off.

So it begins. He paused at the outcropping. The land was a sheet of darkness below, black except for a lambent glow flickering and building: Sakhalin had fired the city.



ACT THREE


	“He, who the sword of heaven will bear Should be as holy as severe”

	—SHAKESPEARE,

	Measure for Measure





CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

DAVID BEN UNBUTU SAT and stared at blank white wall. He sat cross-legged, with the demimodeler placed squarely in front of him, its corners paralleling the corners of the plain white room. He shivered because it was cold. The scan unit was on, but all the image showed him was the dimensions of the rectangular room, white, featureless, blank.

A footstep scuffed the ground behind him. “Anything?” Maggie asked.

He shook his head. The beads bound into his name braids made a snackling sound that was audible because of the deep stillness surrounding them. “Our scan can’t penetrate these walls, and neither can we. It’s got to be here. It has to be, but we can’t find the entrance.”

“Or the entrance won’t open for us.” She sank down on her haunches beside him. The heat of her body drifted out to him, and he shifted closer to her, as to a flame.

“Thirty-two days it took me, Mags, to survey this damned place and the grounds. Every way I turn it, the only space I can’t account for is right there.” He did not point. They all knew where it was, behind the far wall whose blankness seemed more and more like a mockery of their efforts. “That’s got to be the control room, the computer banks.”

“The place Tess got the cylinder. This matches the description she gave Charles. So what’s he going to do?”

David blew on his hands to warm them. Maggie laid a hand on his. Just as the white wall emphasized the rich coffee brown of his skin, it lent hers more pallor, so that the contrast seemed heightened, dark and pale. “We’re not Chapalii. Tess didn’t find her way in by herself. She had a Chapalii guide. If Rajiv can’t crack the entrance, then there’s no human who can.”

“Well.” She released his hand and unwound from her crouch, standing up. “You may as well come eat. It’s almost dusk.” She offered him a hand and he took it and rose as well, bending back down to switch off the modeler and tuck it under his arm before he straightened to stand beside her. She grinned down at him. “I hear you’re the current favorite of the spitfire.”

“Damn you.” David laughed. “You’re trying to embarrass me. I think she just wanted to see how far the melanin extends.”

“I hope her curiosity was suitably satisfied.”

“Why don’t you ask her?”

“Oh, don’t worry. I did, and it was.” She laughed in her turn. “You’re blushing. You’re such an easy target, David.”

“I would have thought there wouldn’t be any challenge in it, then. You’re a heartless woman, Mags.”

They crossed to the door and slid the panel aside to let themselves out. Immediately, warmth enveloped them although it stayed cooler inside the palace in contrast to the hot summer days passing outside. The ebony floors of this chamber gleamed, and networks of light pulsed in their depths, as if the flooring concealed a delicate web of machinery. Maggie broke away from David and paced out the meter-wide counter that stood in the room. It extended in an unbroken, hollow rectangle within the larger rectangular chamber; she slid up onto it and climbed over to the smaller counter, a half meter wide but also unbroken, that stood within it, and then hopped that one as well to stand in the very center of the room. The two counters separated her from David. She looked at him, and he at her.

“What the hell do these represent?” she asked. “I don’t see anything on here, no storage places, no controls, no patterns, no heat, nothing but the smooth surface.”

David gestured back toward the door they had just come through. On either side of the door stood two tall megaliths. “Rajiv is pretty certain that those are transmitters of some kind. Maybe this is a power source.”

“Damned chameleons,” said Maggie cheerfully. She hopped back over the counters to return to David. They went on.

They no longer exclaimed over the palace. They had been here forty-three days and were as used to it as they ever would be. But still, for sheer size and the elegance and profusion of its detailing, it was magnificent. And it was theirs, the only Chapalii palace where humans had ever run free, unobstructed by protocol officers, by stewards, by the simple presence of any Chapalii at all. That it was thousands of years old did not lessen their victory. For all they knew, and from what little they had been permitted to see in Chapalii precincts now, Chapaliian architecture had scarcely changed at all in the last millennium.

Jo Singh had taken samples from every surface she could get a molecular flake off of, and Maggie had covered the same ground David had in his survey, recording every detail in three media for Earth’s databanks. Charles walked the palace incessantly, as if by becoming intimately familiar with it he could somehow divine the intricacies of the Chapalii mind. After all, why should they have ennobled him? Why should they have rewarded him for his failed rebellion against them rather than simply killing him for the trouble he caused them?

“It’s damned impressive,” said Maggie. David started, feeling that she echoed his thoughts.

“Do you ever think,” he said slowly, “that we might just be better off as subjects in their Empire?”

“They don’t bear grudges, you know, or at least, not that I’ve ever noticed. Not that I’m much among them, of course.”

“Not that any of us are,” David said.

“Sometimes I think they’re better than us. Less prone to emotional decisions. More concerned about peace, and peaceable living. About stability. They must think we’re savages, the way we go on.”

David grinned. “Yes, rather like we look at the natives of Rhui and pride ourselves on being better than them, because we’ve grown out of their primitive state. We live well. All of us, I mean, all humans, not just you and I and the rest of Charles’s retinue.”

Maggie paused as they went through an archway. She lifted a hand to trace a translucent spire of a glasslike substance that bordered the opening, lending its shadow to the pattern of tiles on the floor. At its core, fainter patterns mirrored the walls. “But it’s a moot point, isn’t it? Charles has already decided for all of us.”

“Now, Mags, you know very well that the League Parliament voted full confidence in him. That is to say, that they’d follow wherever he led, knowing that he’s got his eye on freeing us from the Empire somewhere down the line.”

“Look. Here comes an escort.”

Down the dimly lit hall came a white-robed priest—the ancient woman called Mother Avdotya—and a figure now intimately familiar to David. He hesitated and then walked forward beside Maggie, one hand tapping the modeler nervously. It looked like a plain black tablet of polished ebony, and he always carried parchment and quill pen and ink in the pouch at his belt, so that he might be thought to be using such instruments to conduct his survey and the tablet merely as a surface to write on, but it still made him anxious to meet any of the jaran when it was visible. Nadine, especially. Nadine always wanted to see the maps and architectural drawings he made. She had a clear grasp of maps and distances; she had just last night drawn him an astonishingly accurate—for its type—map of the coastline from Jeds up to the inland sea to the port of Abala. She had a fierce, impatient personality, overwhelming and breathlessly attractive to him, and he could not help but think longingly, for an instant, of Tess’s more supple temperament. But Tess was as far out of his reach now as was the Chapalii control room. And Dina was here.

“What have you done for me today?” Nadine asked him, falling into step beside him. She spoke Rhuian precisely and without a trace of accent, as if she had learned the language through Tess’s matrix and not by the laborious process of one word at a time. Even her uncle spoke with an accent, although his command of the language was equally impressive.

“A lintel,” he replied, “from the southwest transept.” He withdrew a rolled-up square of parchment from his belt-pouch and halted to smooth it open on the modeler.

Nadine studied it, frowning. “This pattern, here…isn’t that repeated, but backward, on the northeast transept? And reversed, too.” She stared as if she could puzzle out some vital information from the drawing. “You have a fine hand,” she added.

“No doubt,” said Maggie, with a smirk. David cast her a glare.

Nadine stepped back. Her lips quirked up, but she did not smile. “I want to add to my uncle’s maps on the way back. We’ll probably he riding far into Habakar territory, and eventually, riding south, the land route must come to Jeds. Someday I’d like to map both routes to Jeds, by ship and by horse.”

“Would you, indeed?” said Maggie under her breath in Anglais. “No doubt your uncle would as well.”

“If you will,” said the old priestess, who had waited patiently through this exchange. “The prince and the other priests are waiting only for your presence to begin the meal.”

“Of course.” David rolled up the parchment and stuck it back into his pouch. They had to match their stride to the priestess’s limping walk, so it took some time to wend their way through the maze of the palace and into the back rooms where the jaran priests lived. “How long have the jaran sent priests here?” he asked Nadine as she sat down next to him on a bench in the dining hall.

“Since we found it here. Surely you can see that the gods have touched this place, so we honor it.”

“How long ago was that?”

She shrugged. “Perhaps Mother Avdotya knows. Perhaps my uncle guesses. A long time ago, in any case. But my uncle says that these zayinu from over the sea built this shrine, the zayinu called khepelli. Do you think this as well?”

“Yes, I do. But surely you know that, if you’ve spoken with Tess.”

“There are many things Tess does not speak of,” said Nadine cryptically. “And many things she speaks of without saying much. I will come to your bed tonight, if you wish it.”

David felt heat burn in his cheeks and hoped that Nadine was still unfamiliar enough with his coloring that she could not tell he was blushing. “Yes.” He managed to force out the syllable through a suddenly choked throat. Although the word was barely audible, Nadine smiled and returned her attention to her food.

Later, as they finished eating, Charles signaled to his crew, and they left together to go meet in the tiny room allotted to him. He sat on the edge of the narrow bed. Rajiv sat in the one chair, a hemi-slate resting on his knees, and Maggie on the edge of the wooden table. Jo sank down onto the floor with catlike grace. David remained standing with his back to the door.

Charles regarded them one by one. “What progress today?”

“I’ve got a tentative date on a ceramic sample,” said Jo. “Ten thousand years, minimum. It’s got to be that old. Ten to fifteen, by my best estimate. I incline to the later date.”

“Does that surprise any of you?” Charles asked. He, of course, did not look surprised, but then Charles had become as adept at maintaining a blank expression as his Chapalii counterparts in the high nobility.

“Yes,” said Maggie emphatically. “A thousand years, perhaps. But look at this place. Not here, but the rest of it. How could it have survived in such good condition? What does humanity have left from fifteen thousand years ago? That’s Paleolithic times. Some obsidian blades and a few cave paintings?”

“Margaret,” said Rajiv primly from his chair, “what you are not doing is thinking clearly. I cannot believe we know a thousandth part of the extent and sophistication of Chapalii technology. I will present you with an analogy. Take one of these jaran. Take a curious, intelligent one, such as the woman Nadine Orzhekov. What she knows and imagines of our life and technology is likely closer to the truth than what we know and imagine of Chapalii technology.”

“Furthermore,” said David, shaking a finger in front of his own lips, “it’s the only reasonable window of opportunity for the human migration that was needed to populate this planet. If the Tai-en Mushai moved an entire Homo sapiens population here to work as his—slaves? for his amusement? for who the hell knows what reason?—then that time frame would be reasonable. Hasn’t Tess found some correspondence between Rhuian languages and Earth languages?”

“I don’t know why the Mushai brought humans here,” said Charles quietly, “but I do know from the evidence in that cylinder that he was using this as a base to foment rebellion against the emperor. If that was fifteen thousand years ago…have things really changed that much in the Empire? Have they changed so little?”

Rajiv tapped his fingers lightly on the hard surface of his slate. “We will not know how much additional information was hidden within the interstices of that cylinder unless we can install it on the original equipment it came from, the equipment here. The Keinaba house consoles could only access the top layer of information, and there was clearly more coded in underneath.”

“So.” Charles said the word and then said nothing for a long moment. Through the small window set high up in the wall, David saw stars and the thick leafy crowns of trees. “This we know. I think we have no choice but to call down an expert from Keinaba house.”

“Call down a Chapalii?” Maggie asked. “On planet? That would be breaking your own interdiction.”

Charles snorted. “I’m already breaking my own interdiction. And they’ve seen Chapalii here before. Any other objections?”

Rajiv bent his head. “You know my feelings.”

“What are your feelings?” Maggie demanded.

Rajiv glanced up at her, his dark eyes glinting. “I suggested it. There is one technician I have worked with. She is one of these ke, one of the nameless ones of their lowest caste, but she is an artist with this machinery. I cannot forgive a society that condemns such intelligence and promise to that kind of subjugation for no better reason than that her parents were born of parents who were born of parents…and so on.” His eyes flashed with anger. His dark brows were drawn down, and a pulse beat in his jaw.

“A Chapalii female!” Maggie exclaimed. “I’ve never met a Chapalii female. I thought they were all in purdah or something. Restricted. Secluded.”

“It is true,” said Charles slowly, “that they are rarely together with Chapalii males. Beyond that, I have formed no sense of what their status is. But the Tai-en Naroshi offered me the services of his sister to design a mausoleum for Tess.”

“How morbid. At least you didn’t take him up on it.”

“But I did.” Charles smiled, not with amusement precisely but at some ironic joke. “They work at a slower pace than we do, though. Cara believes they’re quite long-lived.” He brushed his hands together briskly and stood up with decision. “Then if there is no more discussion, I’ll send for a deputation from Keinaba.”

“But Charles,” said David, “can you trust them? Surely asking them to uncover this information—the Tai-en Mushai is almost a Lucifer kind of figure in their history, as far as I can tell. Or at least, that’s how Tess described him to me once. Will the Keinaba family agree to help you uncover his past? To start in motion what may prove to be another rebellion against their own emperor?”

“I think that they’ll do anything I tell them to do. This is one way to test that.”

David just shook his head. “You’re damned cool.”

“Don’t forget that I saved their house from extinction by my intervention. They owe me everything. They are bound to me like—” He shrugged. “Well, aren’t there any historians here who can provide me with a good analogy?”

David had known Charles for forty-five years now. He and Charles and the other Charles—who was now Marco—had gone to university together. David’s path had parted for a time from that of Charles after university, but in the end he had come back to him, to the cause, to the rebellion, to the endless struggle for freedom. David felt more and more that he knew Charles less well the longer they were together. As if the closer David got, the more Charles receded, or at least that the force repelling David grew stronger the longer he was exposed to it. Not that Charles was in any way cold to him, that he didn’t trust him, listen to him, even joke with him now and again in the way he used to when they were young, but that Charles himself was retreating far down into the depths of the Tai-en, the duke, the only human who had any true power within the Chapalii hierarchy. David loved Charles. He respected the duke, but he wasn't sure that he liked him much.

“Where is Marco, anyway?” he asked, thinking of old times. “I haven’t seen him all day.”

“Out scouting for a landing site, in the event we were forced to this decision. But I expect him—”

Someone came running down the hall. A moment later the door burst open and Marco plunged into the room, pulling up short. “Just got a frantic message in from Tess. Christ in Heaven. She and Cara—” He swore fluidly and imaginatively in Ophiuchi-Sei. “She talked Cara into slipping Bakhtiian some damned serum or other to try for a temporary halt to his aging.”

“What!” That was Jo. “But the physiological discrepancies could be lethal!”

“Exactly. That’s what the message was about. Here, I’ll play it back for you.” He unhooked his slate from his belt and laid it on the table. With a pass of his hand over the shining surface, and a single spoken word, an image appeared above the slate, Tess’s image. Her message was garbled and almost incoherent, but one fact came through clearly: Bakhtiian had slipped into a coma and Cara didn’t know the likelihood of his ever coming out of it.

“Goddess above,” swore Maggie. “Talk about breaking the interdiction.”

“Well?” asked Marco after Tess’s image froze and he keyed it to vanish.

“Did you find a good landing site?” Charles asked.

There was silence, while everyone else sorted out the sudden change of subject.

Marco blinked. He ran his left hand back through the thick shock of his hair. “Yes, in fact, I did. But what about—?”

“If Cara is there, then there is nothing further I can do. Now. I’ll need a scrambled message, Rajiv, to be sent to Odys through Jeds and thence on to Keinaba. I want them to arrive as soon as possible. Marco, when is the new moon? I think we’ll have the best chance of getting them in unseen then.”

“But Charles—” David burst out. “What about Nadine? Surely she deserves to know. We don’t even know what kind of rules for succession they have. Won’t she want to ride back?”

Rajiv had already opened up a branching pathway over his slate, encoding a signal and encryption into it. Marco had a strange, almost disturbing expression on his face as he watched Charles.

“David,” said Charles, “I would dearly love to tell Nadine Orzhekov about her uncle’s illness. How am I to explain how we got the news so quickly?”

“You’re right,” muttered David.

“It would be damned convenient for you if he died,” added Marco in a low voice.

“It might be,” said Charles. “In fact, it would be, and it’s damned inconvenient for me that I find myself standing here hoping that he doesn’t die. Because I rather like him.”

“The Tempest,” said Maggie suddenly. “That’s the right analogy. Doesn’t the magician Prospero save everyone’s life? Aren’t they all bound to him, the humans and spirits both?”

“What are you talking about?” David demanded.

Charles laughed. “Doesn’t he play with all their lives? Thank you, Maggie. I’ll take that as a vote of confidence. I think. Jo, let’s go down to your room and you can show me how you reached your dating results.”

They dispersed. Maggie following Charles and Jo out the door. Rajiv did not move, but he was well sunk into a working trance, manipulating his pathways in a shimmering three dimensions in the air above his slate. David sighed and moved to follow the others. “Aren’t you coming?” he asked Marco.

“Which makes me Caliban,” said Marco under his breath. “And of course she plays Miranda.”

“What?”

Marco started. He shook his head. “Nothing. Never mind. Yes, let’s go see Jo’s results. So, David my boy, I hear you’re the spitfire’s new favorite.”

David chuckled, since this was old, familiar banter. “You should talk. Wasn’t her cousin—the blonde one—courting you the entire time we were at camp?” In charity with each other, they left Rajiv to his task, light glittering and spinning in the tiny room like the web of a sorcerer’s working.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

TESS KEPT VIGIL.

All that day, although in the afternoon Sonia made her walk outside. “You must keep up your strength, Tess,” Sonia scolded. “It does a woman no good to weaken herself when she’s pregnant.”

Cara brought up one of her wagons in the late afternoon. That night she and Ursula, with Aleksi aiding them, set up a bed which would monitor Ilya’s condition continuously. With some clever drapery of fabric, the doctor arranged an intravenous system to keep him in fluids; then she set up her cot out in the outer chamber of their great tent. The wind shook the tent walls incessantly, so that the noise became like a lullaby, monotonous and soothing. Tess slept, a little.

In the morning Sonia charged Aleksi with taking Tess for walks, one in the morning, one in the afternoon. Cara made some excuse about the bed, but since Sonia had been in Jeds, she accepted the excuses and was dissuaded from investigating too closely. In any case, she had the rest of the extended family to provide for, and the Orzhekov tribe to administer, and Tess to worry about.

Tess sat by the bedside, not stirring unless someone approached her directly. Katerina drew aside different flaps within the tent to let the wind through, to cool it down, but the air remained stuffy. In the afternoon, Aleksi came.

“Come.” He took her hand and drew her to her feet. Ilya lay still and silent on the bed. “The doctor will watch. You must come outside and walk.”

She went, because it was easier than protesting and because he was right. Outside was an armed camp. The gold banner whipped in the wind atop the tent. Vladimir and Konstans stood on either side of the awning, white-faced, like statues. Two rings of guards circled the Orzhekov camp, the great tent at the center. A stone’s throw out, a line of unmounted men paced; farther, horsemen rode a tight circle. Sonia held court under the awning of her tent, and supplicants came forward one by one to address her. Beyond, the stark outline of the ridgetop shimmered against the blue sky. It was hot, and the wind was hot, and the sun beat down on the height like a hammer.

The light and the weight of her anguish bewildered Tess. “What’s going on?”

“The rumors are spreading,” said Aleksi. “Sonia is letting etsanas and dyans in one by one to assure them that all is well.”

“Which it isn’t.”

“Tess.”

“I’m sorry.” She felt dizzy. She rested a hand on his arm.

“We’ll walk,” he said sternly. They made a circuit of the inner ring of guards, composed mostly of men from the Orzhekov tribe itself, who were also part of Ilya’s own thousand. What was wrong? they asked her. Was he ill of a fever? Was it true that a Habakar priest had witched his spirit out of his body, and that they were even now battling in the gods’ lands for control of the Habakar kingdom? Tess found meaningless words to reassure them, but mostly Aleksi talked. They walked one circuit around, and then a second. The second was easier, because the guards let her walk in peace.

“A third time,” said Aleksi, “and then you must eat. Tess.” He hesitated. She plodded on. She felt heavy and full, and her breasts were beginning to swell. She had a horrible irrational fear that she was going to get the child in exchange for Ilya, and she realized that she wanted Ilya more.

“If I could take back what I did—” she said, and an instant later realized that she had said it aloud.

“What did you do?” Aleksi asked.

“Dr. Hierakis is eighty-two years old.”

He caught up to her and, with a touch on her elbow, stopped her. Then he looked once to each side, as if he thought the wind itself might be listening. “You mean that.”

“It’s true.”

“But she looks no older than—Ilya. Perhaps a little older, because she carries herself like an Elder. How old is your brother, Tess?”

“He’s seventy-seven. Fifty years older than me.”

“How can you have the same parents?”

“Because we live longer.”

“Are you zayinu? They say the old ones lived long lives and never aged. But they fled across the seas and under the hills long before the jaran came to these lands.”

“No. Well, yes, in a way, but only because of our machines. We are like you, Aleksi. We’re the same, it’s just that our machines allow us to live longer and travel farther.” She sighed. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

But his face was quite still. She could not tell what he was thinking. “Can you make us live so long and stay so young?”

She hung her head. On this height, the wind had scoured the ground clean of vegetation and loose soil, leaving only a hard-packed earth surface and the rougher solidity of bare rock. “That’s what I was trying to do.”

“Ah.” They continued their walk in silence.

“Tess!”

Her heart pounded wildly. She spun around to find the source of the voice. There he was: Kirill, riding through the lines. He swung down from his horse, threw the reins to a waiting guard, and ran over to her. She did not care that they were there in the open, where everyone could see; she hugged him hard and would have held him longer, but he disengaged himself from her gently. He took a single step back from her, to emphasize that they stood apart.

“Tess,” he said more softly. “Is it true?” She nodded, but could not speak. “Gods,” he said in a low voice. “But we have come so far.” He shifted to stare at the tent, at the bright walls shifting in the wind, and Tess realized that although the sling still cradled his arm, his shoulder looked odd to her.

“Kirill.” She grasped his withered hand, clutching the fingers where they peeked out from the cloth sling. And felt them move.

She shrieked, and then, for the first time in two days, she laughed, because she was so surprised.

He took hold of her shoulder with his good hand. “Shhh!” He glanced at Aleksi, but Aleksi only smiled enigmatically and looked away. “Don’t say anything. Gods, don’t cry, Tess.” He stroked her hair, briefly, and dropped his hand from her. “Five days ago my arm began to tingle all over. It hurt. Yesterday my hand came alive. Tess.” He stared at her earnestly, the fine blue of his eyes no less bright than the brilliant bowl of the sky. “If the spirit can return to my arm, then surely Ilya’s spirit can find its way back to his body. Fight its way back, if I know him.”

“Then he will be a Singer,” said Aleksi quietly. “He’ll be gods-touched, like Raysia Grekov.”

“Gods,” echoed Kirill in a muted voice. “Like his own father.”

“Kirill Zvertkov.” It was Katerina. “My mother wants to see you. You haven’t paid your respects to her yet.”

He grinned. “Of course, little one.”

“I’m not so little anymore,” she said tartly.

“Quite right,” he agreed. “Tess.” He walked with Katerina over to the other tent.

“Tess,” said Aleksi, “you’re rather free with how you act in public with married men, and you married, too.”

“Oh, go to hell,” said Tess in Anglais. He grinned, but she did not smile. “Let’s go back.” But even as she ducked inside the tent, that one phrase of Kirill’s came back to haunt her: Like his own father. Ilya never talked about his parents. Never. His own father had been a Singer—a shaman, really, since the Singers of the jaran shared this trait, that they had fallen into a trance or a desperate illness at some stage in their lives and come back to tell about it. Their spirits had gone to the gods’ lands and there wrestled with demons or consorted with angels, and then been sent back to this world; that is what the jaran said. Her first lover in the jaran had been a Singer. Fedya had been a little fey, as well as a fine musician, and he had also received a respect from jaran of every age that went far beyond his years and his family’s status. How little she had known then, how little she had understood, to think he had merely been a quiet, perceptive young man and an amiable, unpossessive lover. He had been far more than that, but she had never known it until long after he was dead.

Aleksi halted in the outer chamber and let her go in alone. Cara, seeing her enter, rose and retreated. Tess sank down beside the low bed on which Ilya rested. She touched his dark hair. She traced his brows and the still centers of his lidded eyes and his fine cheekbones and the dark line of his beard. Damn him. Now and again he had spoken of his sister. But he never spoke of his parents. How dare he not trust her with that? Had he hated them?

She laid her head on his chest, her ear turned to hear the slow steady beat of his heart. His chest rose and fell, and if she ran her hand under the wooden frame of the couch, she could find the control panel for the scan unit hidden away beneath a carved wooden strut. Its surface was cool, but heat bled off from its edges.

No, he had not hated them. He had loved his family, he had loved them deeply and passionately because Ilya loved deeply and passionately. It was the only way he knew how to give his heart. Perhaps he had loved them too well, as he perhaps loved her too well. If she left him, would he cease speaking of her because the memory was too painful?

She kissed his limp fingers, one by one, and then she talked to him, just talked. She told him about her own parents, who were kind and quiet and humorous and loving. Although their only son could have supported them, they had continued their own work, she as a lab tech, he as a teacher. They liked to argue about religion and politics and the modern fashion of wearing only clothes grown from vegetable matter, and that last year they spent months debating the merits of the production of Shakespeare’s Henry V they had taken Tess to see, the one in which all the setting and costume details, and all the business, were thinly veiled references to Charles and to humanity’s hope that he would one day succeed in defeating the power of the Chapalii Empire. They were rude to people who tried to insinuate themselves into their lives or their house because of Charles. They spoke to Charles every day at noon, without fail. They protected and prized their privacy above all, and the privacy of their little daughter.

And they had died in a flitter crash when that daughter was ten years old. Once, when she was fifteen, Tess had found a scan image of the crash site, and she had spent one month poring over the image from all angles, trying to make sense of what had happened. She had never managed to.

“Tess,” said Cara softly from the curtain, “will you come eat? It’s dark. When did you last eat?”

It was dark. Tess sat passively while Ursula lit a lantern. The glow lent Ilya a corpselike color, pale and waxy. Tess hurried out of the room, and there was Sonia, with food. Sonia took one look at her face and hugged her, just held her. They stood that way for a long time.

Tess ate. Later, she slept. In the morning, early, Sonia woke her with a kiss and some milk. “Mother Sakhalin has come,” she said. “She wishes to speak with you alone.”

“Oh, Lord,” said Tess, but she rose and straightened her clothing and ate. Sonia left to escort Mother Sakhalin in, and Tess rearranged the blankets over Ilya and smoothed them out, and stroked his slack face. She could see the imperfections in his face more clearly with him lying here unconscious. He was a good-looking man, but he was not blazingly handsome, not like Anatoly Sakhalin or Petya. Not like Vasil. It was his spirit that drew the eye to him, that burned from his eyes and from his face, that made him as glorious and as hot and as attractive as the sun. Now, just lying there, flaccid, lacking any of the vitality that lit him, he looked rather ordinary, and she could not recall why it was she thought him the most beautiful man she knew.

“Tess Soerensen.” Mother Sakhalin eased the curtain aside and took four steps into the inner chamber. The etsana stopped and stared at Ilya.

“Mother Sakhalin.” Tess inclined her head, giving the old woman the respect she warranted. “You honor me with your presence.”

Sakhalin circled the couch, examining Bakhtiian from all angles. “I have seen this condition before. He has been drawn away into the gods’ lands, and we must wait for the gods to send him back.” She halted beside Tess and considered the younger woman. “Or to keep him in their lands. Who will lead the army after he is gone, if he dies?”

“Your nephew,” said Tess, without thinking. “Yaroslav Sakhalin. He is Ilya’s chief general. His army has given Bakhtiian his greatest victories.”

“My nephew is a brilliant general,” agreed Mother Sakhalin. “A better general than Bakhtiian, and it is to Bakhtiian’s credit that he long since recognized that. But he does not have Bakhtiian’s vision.”

Tess put a hand to her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m feeling dizzy.”

“Sit down,” ordered the etsana. Tess sank down. Mother Sakhalin sat down beside her, and now Tess did not feel as if she towered over the old woman, “You are pregnant, but there is no guarantee the child will also possess this vision, and in any case, the child will inherit through your line. Both Bakhtiian’s sister’s son and aunt’s son are dead, which leaves only his cousin’s son.”

“Mitya? But he’s only—what?—fifteen?”

“There are younger boys as well. Do any of them have this vision?”

“No one has the vision. No one but Bakhtiian.”

“Then what is to become of us if he dies?”

Here in the tent, the air retained night’s coolness. From outside, Tess heard Aleksi talking to little Ivan about milking the glariss. Katerina and Galina complained in loud voices about the lack of water to wash clothes. Tess could hear the tension in their voices; they knew what was going on, and they knew—not what it meant if Bakhtiian died, but that it meant that their world would be shattered.

It was too much to cope with. It was all her fault. “I don’t know,” said Tess. “I don’t know.”

“You are the sister of the prince of Jheds.” Mother Sakhalin’s face was creased and lined with age, and her mouth was pursed with disapproval. “You are the adopted daughter of Irena Orzhekov, who is etsana of the Orzhekov tribe. And you are Bakhtiian’s wife. You must act.”

“I don’t understand,” said Tess, feeling helpless and inadequate under Mother Sakhalin’s eye, “how he became what he is. Where did it come from?”

“His father was a Singer. His mother was a proud and ambitious woman who became etsana very young, too young, I think.”

“Like Arina Veselov?”

“Arina Veselov is not ambitious, nor is she proud in the sense I mean. And she married well.”

“Ilya’s mother did not marry well?”

“Alyona Orzhekov was marked by an orphan named Petre Sokolov, whom no one dared kill for his effrontery because he was a Singer. He said that the gods had given him a vision that she was the woman he must marry. Surely the gods must have known that they would have this child”—she gestured with a wrinkled hand toward the unconscious Ilya—“together. But Alyona Orzhekov loved another man. Everyone thought that this other man would marry her. He was a Singer, too, but he was also the dyan of his tribe, young, proud, and ambitious. And virtuous, and pious in his devotion to the laws of the gods.” Tess had always felt overawed by Mother Sakhalin, who was old and wise and impatient with folly. Now Sakhalin smiled, and Tess caught a glimpse of what the younger woman must have been like: shrewd and patient and sharp-tongued. “I never liked him.”

“What was his name?”

“Khara Roskhel.”

“But he’s the man who killed Ilya’s family! Isn’t he? How could he—? How could—? Yuri once told me that he was cruel.”

“The most devout are often the cruelest. Yes, he was cruel, and he had visions as well. He never married, you know. They say he wanted no woman but Alyona. Such possessiveness is a very ugly trait in a man.” She glanced again toward Ilya. Was Sakhalin thinking that Bakhtiian himself possessed this ugly trait? “They were lovers,” the etsana went on, “always, through the years that followed, and openly so; what Petre Sokolov thought of this, no one ever knew. He was not a good husband for her. She needed a man who would rein back her worst impulses, one she could respect, one she would listen to.”

“He did none of these things?”

Sakhalin shrugged. “What he did or did not do, I can’t say, since I don’t know. But an etsana ought not install her own son as dyan of her tribe, especially when that son is only twenty-three years old.”

“Even if that son is Ilyakoria Bakhtiian?”

“Even so.”

“I never had the honor of meeting your husband, Mother Sakhalin. But I feel sure that he was a good husband.”

For this impertinence, Tess was rewarded with a smile and a brief, acknowledging nod. “Of course he was. My mother and my aunt chose him very, carefully. He was the kind of man your brother Yurinya Orzhekov would have grown into, had he lived.”

“Ah,” said Tess. “Then he must have been a very fine man, indeed.” She folded her hands in her lap and stared at her knuckles.

“It is true, though,” added Sakhalin, musing, “that I never understood why Roskhel turned against them. He was one of Bakhtiian’s earliest and strongest supporters. No one remarked it at the time; the connection between the two tribes was so close because of his liaison with Alyona Orzhekov. But it was at the great gathering of tribes in the Year of the Hawk that he turned his face against Bakhtiian, and later that year that he rode into the Orzhekov camp and killed the family. That is the mystery, you see, that he killed the two women and the child. He was a pious man—none more so—and it is against all of our laws, both of the gods and of the jaran, to harm women and children in the sanctity of the camp, even in the midst of war.”

Someone was arguing violently outside. There was a shriek, then, closer, in the outer chamber, Cara exclaimed in surprise. A moment later the curtain swept aside and Vasil Veselov strode in. He stopped stock-still and stared, horrified, at Ilya. Mother Sakhalin rose briskly to her feet. Although Vasil stood a head taller than she did, she clearly held the weight of power. Tess stared.

“Your presence here is most improper,” snapped Mother Sakhalin.

As if he were in a dream, Vasil took a step forward, then another one, then a third, and he sank down to kneel at the foot of the couch. His agony was palpable in every line of his body.

“He exiled you,” said Mother Sakhalin. Her voice shook with anger. “How dare you walk unannounced and unasked into his presence?”

“Leave him be,” said Tess suddenly, surprising even herself. “Look at him.” In the dim chamber, with his head bowed and his hair gleaming in the lantern light, Vasil looked like an angel, praying for God’s Mercy. She felt his pain like heat, and it soothed her to know that someone else suffered as she suffered.

“I knew,” said Sakhalin in a cold, furiously calm voice, “that the weaver Nadezhda Martov was Bakhtiian’s lover. That she first took him to her bed soon after he returned from Jheds, and that he never refused her when our two tribes came together.” Each word came clear and sharp, bitten off, in the hush of the tent. “Had I not known that, you can be sure that I would have forbidden my nephew to ever give his support to Bakhtiian’s vision. Because of this one.” She said the last two words with revulsion. There was no doubt what she meant by them.

Vasil’s head jerked up. “I did nothing most other boys didn’t try.”

Mother Sakhalin strode across the carpet and cupped her hand back. And slapped him.

The sharp sound shocked Tess out of her stupor. True, and confirmed by Vasil’s words and Mother Sakhalin’s action, what Tess had only suspected. She stared at them, unable to speak.

“An adolescent boy ought to be wild and curious,” replied Sakhalin in a voice both low and threatening. “Then he grows up to become a man. Which is something you never did, Veselov. Your cousin Arina is within her rights as etsana to allow you to remain in the Veselov tribe. But from Bakhtiian’s presence you were long ago banished, and that is as it should be.”

“I did not ask to love him,” said Vasil in a hoarse voice. “The gods made me as I am.”

With her left hand, Mother Sakhalin took hold of his chin and held him there, staring down at him, examining his face and his eyes. “The gods made your body and face beautiful. I have no doubt that your spirit is black and rotting. It is wrong, and it will always be wrong. Go home to your wife.”

She released him. He bowed his head. Tears leaked from his eyes and slid unhindered down his cheeks. He rose and turned to go, slowly, as if the weight on him, compelling him, dragged him both forward and back. And there lay Ilya, perhaps dying, whom he clearly loved.

“Let him stay,” said Tess in a low voice. Her anger welled up from so deep a source that she did not understand it. Vasil froze, but he did not look at her.

Sakhalin’s gaze snapped to Tess. “Do you know, then, that Bakhtiian almost lost everything because of this one? That they said that the reason Bakhtiian never married was because of this one? That the etsanas and dyans were forced to go to Nikolai Sibirin and Irena Orzhekov after the death of Bakhtiian’s family, and to tell them that they could not support a man who acted as if he was married to another man?”

Oh, God, not just that they had been lovers, but that Ilya had loved him in return. “But Ilya sent him away, didn’t he?” Tess asked, feeling oddly detached as she replied, as if one part of her was all rational mind and the other an impenetrable maze of emotions.

“He chose his vision, it is true.”

“Damn him,” muttered Vasil.

“Shut up,” snapped Tess. Vasil’s anger gave her sudden strength. “And he slept with women? That is true, too, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“And the etsanas and dyans did support him. And he did marry.”

“That is also true,” agreed Mother Sakhalin. “For what reason are you assuring me of what we both know to be true?”

Tess lifted a hand and motioned Vasil to go to the corner of the room. He glanced at her, swiftly, and then sidled over to a dark corner, where he almost managed to lose himself in the shadows. As a human soul fades into death.

A shiver ran through Tess, like a blast of cold air, but she forced herself to speak slowly and carefully. “You just told me that a woman like Alyona Orzhekov needed a good husband, one who could rein back her worst impulses, one she could respect, one she would listen to. Isn’t it also true that a man like Bakhtiian needs a good wife—one who can rein back his worst impulses, one he respects, one that he, and others, will listen to?”

Her gaze on Tess held steady. “That is true, and more true yet, I suppose. There hasn’t ever been a man like Bakhtiian among the jaran.”

“Has it not been agreed that I am that wife?”

Her lips quirked up. It was not quite a smile, not quite, but for all her outrage, Mother Sakhalin was amused. “Yes, it has been agreed. Not that the etsanas or Elders had a choice in the matter, but still, it is agreed that he chose wisely.”

“Thank you,” said Tess demurely. “But if that is true, then you must trust me in this. You must trust me to deal with his…affairs in an intelligent and judicious manner.”

“You’re well aware,” said Sakhalin slowly, “of the power you have over our fate.”

“Oh, yes.” Oh, yes. “I’m well aware of that.”

Mother Sakhalin inclined her head, once, with respect, with acceptance. “Then I leave this in your hands. May you judge wisely, and well.” She took her leave.

Silence descended. Wind shuddered against the tent wall. Tess could just barely hear Ilya breathing, a shallow, steady rhythm.

“Why?” Vasil asked, his voice scarcely audible above the bluster of the wind. When she did not answer immediately, he came out of the corner, his face a mask of light and shadow. “It’s true, you know. Everything Mother Sakhalin said was true.”

“I’m not convinced that the truth can ever be that simple.”

“Tess?” That was Sonia, calling from the outer chamber.

“It’s all right.” Then she laughed weakly and sank down to her knees beside Ilya’s couch. “Oh, gods, no it isn’t,” she said, her throat choked up with sudden misery.

Vasil walked over and sank down next to her. He bowed his head. What did it matter who Ilya loved more if Ilya died? And she had killed him. Wasn’t it better that Ilya live no matter what choice he made? No matter what choice he wished to make? And he had to live. He had to live.

Somehow, Vasil’s presence was balm. No matter that she might fear Vasil’s beauty, no matter that the jaran condemned him, still, a link bound the two men. As she thought it, as if Vasil felt her thoughts, he touched her on the hand. She caught in a sob and turned to him and embraced him for what comfort he could give. It was almost like being held by Ilya.

Then she heard footsteps in the outer room, and at once, like conspirators, they broke away from each other. Sonia came in and brought milk for Tess; she cast a skeptical glance toward Vasil and left again. Ilya breathed. The day grew hotter, and the air inside the tent, stuffy. Outside, the wind died down, only to come up again in the early afternoon. Otherwise, nothing changed.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

“DAMN HIM!” SWORE DIANA. The tent collapsed in a heap. She burst into tears.

A moment later Anahita strode by, her dark hair caught up in a loose bun. She adjusted her duffel bag on her shoulder. “Still hasn’t come back, has he?” she asked sweetly. “Do you think he’s going to? Or do you suppose he’s out there looting and raping with the rest of them?”

“Shut up! Leave me alone!”

Anahita smirked at her. Diana knew that in one second more she was going to hit the black-haired woman.

“Do you need help?” asked Gwyn, entering just in time to avert catastrophe. He set down a chest—Joseph’s disguised oven—and surveyed the ruin of the tent. Anahita flounced away.

“These tents just aren’t meant to be taken down by one person, and everyone else is busy…” And Anatoly was gone. Just ridden away sixteen days ago without saying good-bye, although he had sent a message back to her through his sister, Shura. Diana had not the least idea when he might return, or if he would return at all. She began to cry again.

Gwyn laid a steadying hand on her shoulder. “Now, Di, this won’t avail you anything. Let’s get that tent in order, and load it into the wagons. They don’t wait for anyone, you know.”

Between her sobs, she helped him fold up the tent walls and roll up the carpets and bind the poles together. The sun breasted the horizon and spilled light onto the trampled field of grain on which they had made their night’s camp. On the march, she and Anatoly had done this together every morning, sometimes with one of the Veselov tribe’s children to help out. They had worked out a system: this edge of the carpet to be rolled up first; the lantern to nestle in this corner of the finely carved wooden chest that had been one of the groom gifts from the Sakhalin family; Anatoly to bind up the poles and she to layer and fold up the tent. Then he would ride off, but she could be sure of seeing him once or twice during the day—indeed, Arina Veselov had once commented kindly that Anatoly was a little immodest in his public attentions toward her—and almost always at night.

“Do you think it’s true?” she asked in a small voice. “About the looting and the…the raping?”

Gwyn shrugged. “I’m not about to tell you that war is pretty, Diana, and these last fourteen days we’ve seen how badly this land has been devastated since the news came about Bakhtiian collapsing. Still, they treat their own women with respect. I don’t know.”

Diana wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand, sniffing. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Gwyn demanded.

“Why did he just go off that way?” She struggled to stop the tears, and failed. “Oh, I hate this. I just hate this. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I hate this army. I want to go home.”

Gwyn sighed and hugged her, holding her while she sobbed noisily on his shoulder. “It’s been a difficult trip,” he said finally. “I think Owen is the only one not showing signs of wear and tear. It’s especially hard for you.”

“It wasn’t,” she said into the cloth of his tunic. “Not until Anatoly left again. But I wonder sometimes—” She broke off and pushed herself free of Gwyn’s embrace.

“What?”

“I don’t know. Here, if you hand me the tent folded over that way, up on my back like—yes, that’s right—”

“You can carry that?”

“It’s not that far, and it’s more unwieldy than heavy.”

“That’s what I meant.”

They trudged across to the wagons and deposited their burdens in the bed of a wagon, and then returned to fetch the rest of Diana’s things. “I wonder, though,” she said softly as she knelt to pick up the chest where her clothes and his nestled together, “if we really had all day to spend together, if we’d have anything to talk about. Even on the march, before the battle—it was sixty days or more, I think—still, most of what we did together was things.”

“Things?”

“I mean daily things. Setting up the tent. Taking down the tent. Sleeping. Eating. Helping with the chores at the Veselov tribe. Watching the children. I’m not sure we have anything in common.”

“Besides blond hair and handsome faces, you mean?” She made a face at him. He chuckled. “Can’t sharing a life full of daily things be something shared in common?”

“Oh, of course they can. But…” She swung the chest into the wagon and watched as Gwyn hoisted the poles and her carry bag into the bed as well. She piled the pillows on top. “Sometimes I talk about acting, and sometimes he talks about war. We listen politely to the other one, but I don’t care about strategy and how his uncle sent the right flank, or was it the left flank—you know. I don’t think he cares that much about acting. I think he thinks that it’s some kind of mystery he’s not supposed to know the secrets of.”

One of the Telyegin sisters walked down the line of wagons, checking the harness and the beasts—Diana thought of them as oxen although they were called glariss—hitched to the tongue. Diana waved to her, and the older woman waved back but kept walking. Ahead, at the edge of the field, the first wagons started westward, the rising sun at their backs. “Do you want to ride with me?” Diana asked as she clambered up to the seat and took the reins.

“Honored, I’m sure,” said Gwyn with a flamboyant bow. “This will keep Anahita off my back. She’s very insistent about having an affair with me, and I’m getting tired of it.”

“Oh, my. Is that an edge to your voice that I hear? I’ve never heard you ruffled before, Gwyn.”

As he climbed up, they were hailed by Hal and Quinn. “Can we come along with you?” Quinn yelled from a distance. They broke into a run and arrived, panting and breathless, and managed to climb into the bed, scrambling on top of the pillows, just as the line lurched forward. “We’re saving Hal from his dad. They got into a roaring argument.”

Diana glanced back to see Quinn bright with the excitement of having witnessed the altercation. Hal looked morose and angry.

“He’s so damned patronizing,” muttered Hal. “He treats these people like they’re experimental subjects—”

“We’re all experimental subjects to Owen,” said Gwyn.

“—yes, but we chose—well, at least you three chose—to participate in the experiment. I mean, look at what’s going on around us. Does he even notice? People dying. Children starving. Cities destroyed. I swear he only thinks of it as a canvas for him to work on, and work against. Did you see what my mother is doing? She’s recasting Lear with Lear as a jaran headwoman, and then the rest is pretty much the same, and rendering it all into khush.”

“Oh.” Diana felt a sudden, obliterating sense of discovery. “That’s marvelous. I think it’ll work, too.”

Hal swore. “What gives us the right to tamper with their own tales, their sense of history? We’ve already performed Mekhala’s story, and now we’re working on the second one, which if you ask me is a damned sight risky.”

“What?” demanded Quinn. “The old myth about the daughter of the sun who comes to earth? You can’t imagine they’ll ever suspect the truth, can you?”

“Isn’t that patronizing? This is supposed to be an interdicted planet. We shouldn’t be here at all!”

“They can’t stay interdicted forever,” said Gwyn softly.

“They haven’t!” exclaimed Hal. He lapsed into a sullen silence.

The wagon bucked and heaved up over the line of earth that demarked the field from untilled earth. In the distance, a burned out village stood silent in dawn’s light. A few walls thrust up into the air, blackened, skeletal. Nothing stirred in the ruins.

“And you know what else?” said Quinn in a low, confiding voice. “I think Hyacinth has a boyfriend.”

Diana snorted. “According to Hyacinth, he has a thousand boyfriends, and as many girlfriends, too.”

“Hyacinth does tell a good story,” said Gwyn.

“Oh, come on,” said Quinn. “Phillippe says that Hyacinth has slept in their tent every single night since we switched tent mates. Well, he said there were three nights that Hyacinth didn’t sleep there, but he knows it was a woman Hyacinth went to because—well, anyway, he knows.”

“Because he was sleeping with her himself,” muttered Hal.

“Oh?” asked Quinn tartly, “and you haven’t been propositioned, Hal? Are you telling me that you haven’t slept with even one jaran woman since we got here?”

Hal pursed his mouth mulishly and refused the bait.

“But anyway,” continued Quinn, “Phillippe thinks Hyacinth has a real boyfriend.”

“Isn’t that dangerous?” Diana asked.

“Well, you have one. Hell, you have a husband.”

“Quinn.” Diana sighed, disgusted. “Don’t you use your eyes?”

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” said Quinn, seeing that her audience was not prepared to amuse her. “And anyway.” Diana glanced back again to see Quinn undoing her carry. Quinn looked furtively to each side, and once behind, and then drew out her slate. “I have the first act of the recast Lear. Do you want your lines?”

So as they advanced across the countryside, they studied their lines and exclaimed over the twists Ginny had worked in to the basic plot. They passed a second burned village, and a third. In the early afternoon the walls of a city loomed in the distance. Carrion smells drifted to them on the breeze. A pall of smoke obscured the horizon. Diana had to concentrate on her driving as the wagon bumped and pitched across a succession of trampled fields.

“How are these people going to eat if all their crops are gone?” Hal mumbled.

“Oh, Goddess,” Quinn gasped. “Look.”

There, a stone’s throw away from the path of the wagons, lay a mound of corpses. A vulture circled lazily in and settled on a dead man’s chest, and began to feed. Rats scurried across the tumbled bodies. Diana wrenched her gaze away and kept her eyes on the back of the wagon in front of her. A blond child lay on the pillows in the bed, blissfully asleep. But the two women in the front glanced only once at the corpses and then away, as if the sight did not interest them.

More bodies littered the fields, in heaps, mostly, as if they had been rounded up and slaughtered en masse, although now and again a single body could be seen fallen in the midst of trampled corn, an arm outstretched—defiant or pleading, Diana could not tell. Quinn had her hands over her eyes. Hal stared with haunted eyes at the destruction.

“It’s been worse,” said Gwyn softly, “these last fourteen days. They must be taking revenge for that curse they say the Habakar priests put on Bakhtiian.”

Ahead, the city lay lit with fire, but as they came closer, Diana could see figures on the walls. She could see a pall like smoke sheeting the air between the walls and the vast army stretched out below. This time arrows shot out from the jaran side, too. A billow of black cloud rose up from inside the city, tinged with the stench of burning.

A crowd huddled out beyond them, in a field flattened by the advance of the jaran army. “At least there are some survivors,” said Diana, and then she saw what they were doing: jaran riders were slaughtering their captives. Mercifully, it was too far away for her to see what they were doing in detail, and she averted her eyes in any case. The wagons trundled on. Ahead, the jaran camp grew up out of range of missile fire from the city walls, but they did not stop. Their line, of wagons went on, circling the city at a safe distance and heading on. Everywhere was devastation. The army had swept through with a scythe of utter destruction, leaving nothing in its wake. Once or twice they passed a pitiful huddle of refugees, exclusively women and small, terrified children, but mostly they saw no one, as if this fertile land were uninhabited. Once a small troop of mounted women passed, herding a great mob of bleating goats and cattle and sheep—not the kind the jaran kept, but different breeds—and once again they saw a troop of riders killing prisoners. Mostly the land was empty, and emptied.

By dusk, the city was a glow on the horizon behind them. If it did not fall tomorrow, then it would fall next week, or the week after. They made camp alongside a sweetly-flowing river. Diana went down to the river to wash, as if she could somehow wash the day’s horrors from her.

A number of jaran women had flocked to the river’s edge, and many of them simply stripped and waded into the water while others took clothing downstream to wash.

“Diana!” Arina beckoned to her from the shore, where she stood watching a naked Mira splash in the shallow water.

Diana stumbled over to her, catching her boots on rocks, unsure of her footing in the dim light, unsure she could face Arina with any friendship at all. Across the river stood a village. Well, what was left of a village: it was burned out, of course. A large scrap of cloth—a shirt, perhaps—fluttered in the breeze and tumbled down an empty lane as if some unseen spirit animated it. Otherwise, the village was deserted, inhabited only by ghosts—if even ghosts had the courage to haunt it.

Arina held Lavrenti. Diana could not help herself. As she came up to the young etsana, she put out her arms for the infant. Arina handed him over. Lavrenti had grown; he wasn’t thriving, not that, but he was growing, and his tiny mouth puckered up and he gave Diana his sweet, open-mouthed, toothless smile. Diana cradled him against her chest and stood there, rocking him side to side and talking nonsense to him. He chuckled and made a bubble and reached up to grab for her silver earrings.

“A messenger came from Sakhalin’s army,” said Arina, “to his aunt. She sent her granddaughter to tell me that Anatoly sent a message to you.”

“To me!” Diana flushed, feeling ecstatic and terrified at once. Lavrenti gave up on her earrings, which were out of his reach, and turned his attention to tugging on the bronze buttons at the neck of her tunic instead.

Arina frowned, looking very like a stern etsana, and then grinned, which spoiled the whole effect. “He said to say that he loves you, which was most improper of him. He should be able to wait until you are private.” She paused. Diana could not help but wonder, bitterly, when that event was ever likely to take place. “He sent this to you.” Arina drew a necklace out of her pouch.

Diana gasped. It was made of gold, and of jewels cunningly inlaid in an ornate geometric pattern, and it was as heavy as it was rich. Then Arina drew out and displayed to Diana a pair of earrings, and two bracelets, all done in the same alien, lush style, gold and emeralds and chalcedony.

Loot. Anatoly had sent her loot from some far palace where probably two-thirds of the inhabitants were dead by now, and the rest likely to starve when winter came. And did he have a mistress there, some khaja princess who had begged him for mercy? The spoils of war. For the first time it struck her: what if Bakhtiian died, what if the khaja army regrouped and conquered this camp? Would she become one of the spoils of war? Or would she simply be killed?

“Are you cold?” Arina asked with concern. “I hope you aren’t coming down with a fever.”

“No. Just tired.” She did not want to say it, but she had to. “It was so horrible, today. Ever since we came down on this plain, it’s been horrible.”

Arina drew herself up. It was easy to forget that this pretty, petite young woman was headwoman of a tribe, an authority in her own right. “It is true that these khaja scarcely deserve as much mercy as the army has extended them. Not when their priests have witched Bakhtiian. But if he dies, I assure you that I will counsel the commanders to show no mercy at all.”

At first Diana was confused because she thought Arina was rendering her an apology. Then, an instant later, she realized that it was true: Arina was apologizing, because Arina thought that what Diana thought was horrible was the mercy the army was showing. Which as far as she could tell was no mercy at all.

“But—” she began, and faltered. “Then there’s still no word about Bakhtiian? He’s still the same?”

“He is still there, up on the pass. Tess refuses to move him, and she is right. He will fight best when he lies closest to the heavens. Ah, Mira, are you done, then?” She called to an older girl to come dress Mira and turned back to Diana, dressing Diana with the jewelry much as Joseph helped her when she got into a particularly elaborate costume. The gold gleamed in the dusk. Lavrenti batted at the gold earrings while Arina tucked the silver earrings into Diana’s belt-pouch. “You must wear these gifts often, Diana, so that everyone will know that your husband is fighting bravely and well.”

“Damn him,” said Diana under her breath, and she burst into tears.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

VASIL WOKE BEFORE DAWN. Every morning, now, he woke even before his wife, so that he could go to Bakhtiian’s tent as soon as it was decent and stay, there until dusk, when it was no longer proper for Tess to accept male visitors not of her family—not while her husband was there, at any rate. It was dim, in the tent, and warm. In her sleep, Karolla had thrown an arm carelessly across his bare chest, and he shifted just enough to slide out from under its weight. She opened her eyes.

And just looked at him. He dropped his gaze away from hers and rummaged for his clothes.

“It’s wrong,” she said in a low voice. “It’s wrong that we didn’t go on with the tribe. The children and I are alone here, Vasil.”

He flushed, half with anger, half with shame. “They aren’t unkind to you.”

“No, they aren’t unkind to us. But they all know that I am Dmitri Mikhailov’s daughter. If Sonia Orzhekov is polite to me, it is only out of pity. I am tired of living with their pity.”

He flinched away from her tone. He had never heard her so—not angry, Karolla never raised her voice—but so stubborn.

“If you will give all the burdens of being dyan into Anton’s hands so that you can linger here, then you must by right give him back his authority. It’s wrong.” She hesitated. He turned back to kneel beside her, but her gaze did not soften. She sat up, and the covers slipped down to reveal her breasts and her belly. Her breasts were swelling again; he knew the signs—she was probably pregnant, although it was too early to be sure. “Everyone knows why you have stayed, Vasil. Have you no pride?”

He gripped a corner of the blanket and squeezed it tight into a ball. “I never lied to you, Karolla. Not before we married, and never afterward. You know that he must come first with me.”

“You will be exiled again. Then what is to become of us? You have children now, a son who will neither speak to you nor obey you, and a daughter who will obey no one but you. Or can you even think of someone besides yourself?”

The pain hit then, the overwhelming, shattering pain of his fear that Ilya was going to die. Now. Today, perhaps, or tomorrow, or the next day. “I think of him every moment I am awake,” he said in a choked voice.

She turned her face away and shielded her eyes from him with one hand. Her shoulders tensed. A shudder passed through her body.

“Oh, gods. Karolla, I didn’t mean to hurt you.” He flung his arms around her and pulled her down with him back onto the pillows. “My sweet, you must know that you are the only woman I care for. You’re the only woman I ever wanted to marry.”

She stayed stiff in his arms. “Because you needed the refuge my father could offer you. Because you wanted my father to kill Bakhtiian for you.” Tears streaked her face. She had never been one of those women who cried well. Crying simply made her skin blotchy.

“Have I ever been unkind to you?” he demanded.

“No, not unkind. But you left us.”

“To save my own life. And I came back.”

She went still and ceased struggling to free herself from his embrace. “I know why you came back.”

“Do you?” He hated seeing her like this, suspicious, bitter. She had always loved him so unreservedly before. He was the center of her life, just as he had been the center of his mother’s life. He could not bear to lose that. He kissed her. At first she did not respond, but he knew how to persist. “Karolla. My sweet Karolla.”

She murmured something deep in her throat, a curse or a prayer, and strained against him. He rolled onto his back and swung her up on top of him. There was a rustle at the curtain.

“Mama?”

“Valentin!” snapped Vasil. “Out.”

“Won’t,” retorted Valentin.

“You get out of there or I’ll drag you,” said Ilyana from the outer chamber.

“Valentin,” said Karolla softly. “Do as your father says.”

“Yes, Mama.” It was said sullenly, but the curtain dropped back into place and swayed and stilled.

Karolla’s face had shuttered, and Vasil cursed his son silently for breaking the mood. Valentin resisted him every step of the way and grew more intransigent each day they stayed here. He should have sent the child on with the Veselov tribe and just kept Karolla and Ilyana with him.

Karolla sighed and pushed away from him. “You’d better go. They’ll be expecting you.”

But he caught her back. He could not, he would not, leave with her in this mood. He could not stand to see her devotion to him so shaken that she would begin to question him like this. And anyway, he knew how to make her love him; he always had.

“My heart, how can I leave with you hating me like this?”

She paled. “I don’t hate you. You know that!”

“Look how you turn away from me. You’re all that I have, Karolla, you and the children.” Already she was melting, she hesitated, she turned back toward him. “And you alone, my own dear wife, you are the only person in all the lands who I can trust. I can give myself into your hands and know that you won’t shun me, or curse me, or drive me away. But I have nothing to bring to you, nothing. That is my shame.” And thus she embraced him, caressed him, to prove that it was not true. Although it was true: he had the right to be dyan but it was a position which he neither wanted nor was suited for.

“It isn’t true,” she insisted, laying him back on the pillows. “It was never true.” She smoothed his hair back from his brows and kissed his perfect lips. Vasil knew they were perfect; he had been told so often enough. All that was left him was his beauty, and the ability to make people love him. For his beauty was still pure, and it was his beauty that Karolla had first loved. Just as Ilya had, those long years ago.

So it was rather later than he had planned when he approached the great tent in the midst of its ring of warriors. He knew they hated and despised him, the riders who let him through each guard post, but he could not muster up the energy right now to win them over. Even the women of the Orzhekov tribe, many of whom he had once charmed, hated him now, ignored him, and called their children away from his path.

He saw Tess. She walked at a brisk pace in a sweeping circle, accompanied by the sharp-faced orphan she had adopted. Vasil paused, waiting for her. The young man—what was his name? Vasil could not recall it—strode with the lithe and easy swing of a man who is entirely comfortable in and confident of his body. Arina had told Vasil that he had been the last and best student of the old rider Vyacheslav Mirsky, and that many of the older men said that he surpassed even his master in his skill with the saber. He had a hand cupped beneath Tess’s elbow, and they spoke easily together, closely, like any brother and sister. Had Bakhtiian approved this relationship? Was he jealous?

Tess looked up and saw Vasil. Her expression closed, and she grew grave and troubled. Her brother shifted, without looking at Vasil, but his stance became protective, shielding. They came up and halted before Vasil.

Vasil stared at her. Out here in the open, with the light on her face, she looked tired and drawn and yet still handsome enough that any man might be excused if he fell in love with her. But it was Bakhtiian who had married her. That was all that mattered. He smiled. Her face lit, absorbing the heat of his regard, and she smiled back. The brother arched an eyebrow. Vasil could not read him, and it bothered him that he couldn’t tell whether the brother liked him or despised him.

“Aleksi and I are going riding,” Tess said. Her voice sounded rough from disuse. “But I suppose—” She faltered. “Well, Cara will be there.”

The thought of going any longer without seeing Ilya made Vasil ache. But he dropped his chin in feigned obedience. “Of course, it’s not proper—”

“Oh, go on,” she said impatiently, as he knew she would, because he had discovered that she was in fact impatient with the disapproval with which everyone else treated him. The jaran knew that his presence here was improper. He knew that his presence here was improper. He was like a reflection of Bakhtiian, but a reflection that showed what Bakhtiian might have become: corrupt and self-serving. He knew what they thought of him, and he did not blame them for thinking it. But the gods had made him this way. Was he to fight against what the gods had wrought? And anyway, Tess Soerensen rebelled against their strictures. She disliked their censure, and she favored him because he suffered under it. He allowed himself a broader smile, feeling that he had scored a triumph. She touched his arm, briefly, warmly, and then excused herself and left, escorted by the brother.

Two young men stood on either side of the awning, Vladimir the orphan and Konstans Barshai. They stared at him as he walked up to the tent, Vladimir with enmity, Konstans with curiosity. He gave Konstans a brief smile and ignored Vladimir. He paused on the carpet. A moment later the healer came out of the tent, rubbing her hands together briskly.

“Konstans, where did—?” She broke off, seeing Vasil. “Ah, you’re here. Well, I’ll go in with you.”

Vasil followed her meekly. Now she was a strange one. He found her disconcerting. As far as he could tell, she did not care about him one way or the other, neither to disapprove or to sympathize. He was not altogether sure that she cared about Bakhtiian all that much either; like Aleksi, her loyalties lay with Tess Soerensen. She led him in through the outer chamber, with its khaja furniture and a single scarlet shirt lying on the table, a shirt whose sleeves and collar were embroidered with Ilya’s distinctive pattern. Vasil wanted desperately to touch that shirt, but he did not dare stop. They went on, past the curtain, into the inner chamber. There lay Ilya, looking thinner and paler and just as still. Fifteen days, it had been, and still his spirit wandered the heavens.

“Now,” said the healer, turning to view him. “I can’t leave you here alone with him. I hope you know that.”

He bowed his head, acceding to her judgment. Of course she could not trust him. He had ridden for six years with the dyan who had tried his best to kill Bakhtiian. He had ridden as an outlaw these past three years. Who was to say that he had truly given up his vow to see Ilya dead? The doctor settled down on a pillow and propped a book open on her knees.

“Can you read?” he asked, more to woo her than because he was interested.

She glanced up at him, as if she were surprised that he had addressed her. “Yes.” Her gaze dropped back down to her book.

“Ilya tried to teach me, when he first came back from Jeds,” Vasil continued. “But it’s so much easier to learn things by hearing them. I don’t understand how those marks can speak.”

Her face sparked with sudden interest. “Here,” she said. She turned the pages and then stopped. “I’ll read this aloud to you, and then you see how much you can repeat back to me. Hmm. I’ll have to translate it into khush, so bear with me.” She spoke:


	“He, who the sword of heaven will bear

	Should be as holy as severe;

	Pattern in himself to know,

	Grace to stand, and virtue go;

	More nor less to others paying

	Than by self offenses weighing. Shame to him whose cruel striking Kills for faults of his own liking!”



Vasil felt the heat of shame rise to his cheeks. “Are you mocking me?” he demanded.

She cocked her head to look at him, measuring. “Not at all. Should I be? I was thinking of someone else entirely.”

“You were thinking of Bakhtiian,” he said accusingly.

“No, in fact, I wasn’t. Sit down, Veselov. You’re looking rather peaked. Can you remember it?”

He snorted, disgusted. “Of course,” he said, and reeled the speech off without effort.

“Here, let’s try a longer one.” But he managed that as well, and a third, and she harrumphed and shut the book. “Well, you have good memories, you jaran, which shouldn’t surprise me, since you’re not dependent on writing. Why are you here, Vasil?”

The question surprised him. “Surely they have all told you?” he said bitterly.

“I’ve heard many things,” said the healer in her matter-of-fact voice, “but I’m curious to hear what you would say, given the chance.”

Ilya’s presence wore on him, standing here so close to him. He strayed over to the couch, half an eye on the healer, and just brushed Ilya’s hand with his fingers. Ilya’s skin was cool but not cold. The healer said nothing. Vasil slid his touch up to cup Ilya’s wrist and just stood there, feeling the pulse of his blood, the throb of his heart. He shut his eyes.

“I remember,” he said in a low voice, “when I first saw him. Our tribes came together that year—it was one cycle plus two winters past my birth year—”

“So you were fourteen.”

“I must have been, I suppose. The Orzhekov girls all wanted to bed me. They even ignored some of the riders, the older men, because of me—but still, I grew into my beauty early. My mother always said so. She said there had never been a child as beautiful as I was.”

“It might even have been true,” said the healer in a low voice. Vasil could not tell if she was warming to him, or simply mocking him. But the memory dragged him on.

“But then I met Ilyakoria. He was born in the same year, the Year of the Eagle, but I was a summer’s child and he winter’s.”

“Was he a handsome boy?”

Vasil felt how his skin warmed Ilya’s, as if his heat, his presence, and his tale, too, might draw Ilya back from the heavens if only he told it truthfully enough. “No.” He opened his eyes and grinned at the healer. She, too, was a handsome woman, not of feature but of dignity. “He was one of those hopelessly unattractive boys that no girl ever looks at. And he knew it, and they knew it. But he had fire in his eyes and a vision in his heart. No one saw it there but me. Well.” He shrugged. “Perhaps his father did, but his father rarely spoke. I think his mother was disappointed in him.”

“In her husband?”

“No. In Ilyakoria. But I had never met anyone like him. I loved him. He was like a blazing fire on a bitter cold night, that you cannot help but approach, to find warmth there.”

“Ah. And you were beautiful. Of course he would love you in return, at fourteen.”

“Of course.” Vasil studied her, but still she did not seem to be mocking him.

“And then?”

“Then when my tribe moved on, I stayed with the Orzhekov tribe.”

“That was allowed?”

“Much is allowed, if you’re still a boy, and you’re discreet. Girls, too.”

“Is that so?” A smile played on her lips and vanished. “Is it, indeed?”

Vasil withdrew his hand from Ilya’s wrist. “Then he left for Jeds. I thought he was gone forever.” His shame and his fury and his despair still burned through him, as he remembered. “I tried to find a woman to marry but I found that I could not forget Ilya, that no one, male or female, could replace Ilya in my heart. I hated him for that, all those long years that he was gone.” He had to pause, the force of emotion was so strong in him. He had forgotten how long these feelings had lain there, buried, bidden, festering.

The healer regarded him evenly, and he thought he felt a little sympathy from her. “Then he came back.”

“Then he came back. I heard of his return many seasons later, and I left my tribe again to go to him. His own mother had already made him dyan of the Orzhekov tribe by the time I found him, so quickly had he worked. Like a Singer, he had left the jaran and returned to us gods-touched, except now everyone could see it, not just me. They called him Bakhtiian, ‘he who has traveled far.’ They said he had a vision in his heart, and they all vowed to follow him.” Without meaning to, he lifted a hand to trace the line of Ilya’s brow, tenderly. He turned his hand over and ran the backs of his fingers down around Ilya’s eyes and down the curve of his beard. Ilya’s strong face was so wan and so lifeless. This was only the shell of Ilya, not Ilya at all, and yet Vasil could not imagine a sweeter sight. “He let me join his jahar, because of what we had once been to each other, but there were other boys, other men, who loved him now, too.”

“And he lay with them?”

“No.” He drew his hand away from Ilya’s face and clenched it around his other hand. “No.” He could not help but say it triumphantly. “I was the only one. But a good dyan inspires love from his riders. Only if they love him will they die for him, you see.”

“Yes, that makes sense.”

“He didn’t want to love me. He loved women, too. He’d discovered that in khaja lands, and now, of course, women wanted him, which they’d never done when he was nothing but an awkward, ugly dreamer. But still he did not marry.”

“Why didn’t he want to love you?”

He shook his head, wondering if she was stupid or simply ignorant. “Because he wanted to unite the tribes. I should have known from the first, you see.” Oh, gods, still, after all these years, it was hard to say the truth out loud. “He loved his vision more than he loved me.”

“Is that so surprising? Here.” She stood up abruptly and blinked once, twice, three times, deliberately. “Veselov, move away from his couch.”

Her tone was so sharp that he moved immediately. She went to stand next to Bakhtiian and she placed her hand on a wooden strut at one end of the couch. Then she shut her eyes and stood there for the longest time.

Ilya shifted on the bed. Slightly, barely, but his mouth moved and his right hand curled and uncurled, then stilled. Vasil thought his own heart would burst, it pounded so fiercely.

“Konstans!” called the healer. “Come in here.” A moment later Konstans appeared, wide-eyed. “Send Vladimir to get Tess. You will watch Veselov in the outer chamber.”

Konstans ducked out again. Vasil heard words exchanged and then the sound of someone running away from the tent.

Ilya opened his eyes. And suddenly, everything about him had changed. What had been a slack, limp form was abruptly invested with that fire—however dampened, however weakened—that characterized him. Vasil could not help but be drawn toward it, to the foot of the couch. Ilya stared for the longest endless moment at the billowing ceiling of the tent. The healer glanced at Vasil, then passed a hand slowly over Bakhtiian’s eyes. At first he simply stared above. Belatedly, weakly, his gaze caught the movement and tracked it.

“Oh, gods,” said Konstans hoarsely from the curtain. Vasil felt more than saw the young rider collapse to his knees onto the carpet. Bakhtiian reacted to the sound. His head moved and his right hand curled up into a fist.

“Bakhtiian,” said the healer in a calm, even voice, “you are in your own tent. I am Dr. Hierakis. I—”

But his gaze had tracked down his own body and caught on Vasil. He stared at him. Vasil stared back, drinking in the sight of him. Gods, Ilya was looking at him, just looking at him. Was it possible that it was his own presence, his story, his voice, that had brought Ilya back?

Ilya's lips moved. A hoarse croak came out. Bakhtiian shut his eyes, took in a difficult, shuddering breath, and opened them again.

“Tess,” he said. The word was slurred and thick but perfectly understandable. “Where is Tess?”

“I sent for her,” said the healer in that unruffled tone. “She will be here soon. You have suffered an illness, but I think you will be well now. You will be fine, you must just rest and regain your strength.”

Ilya tracked up to look at her. His mouth quirked, as if he was trying to recall who she was. “Hand,” he croaked. “Can’t move—hand.” His right hand uncurled and curled again. Down by Vasil’s hips, his feet and legs stirred.

“Rest for now,” said the doctor sternly. “Rest here until Tess comes. Let me give you a little water, to moisten your lips.” She turned away. “Konstans, don’t just sit there and gape. Go get Sonia. And Ursula.”

“Of course.” Konstans leapt to his feet and left, but his face, his whole expression, transformed from gravity to joy.

Tess. Ilya’s first thought had been for Tess.

Ilya tracked down to stare at Vasil again. What did that expression mean? That he was glad to see him? Furious at seeing him? That he didn’t recognize him at all?

“Left hand,” said Ilya. “I can’t move my left hand.” Which was concealed under a blanket.

“Don’t try to move it,” said the healer. “Here. I’ll just moisten your lips a little, and we’ll see how you swallow.” She softened his lips with water, and he managed to swallow, but he kept staring at Vasil. Outside, Vasil heard the sound of running footsteps. Her voice. The curtain swept aside and Tess stood there, just stood there, staring avidly and with sheer incredulous disbelief at her husband.

Ilya still stared at Vasil. He shifted his head slightly to the right, to the left, as if testing to see if his neck still worked. He did not see his wife, not yet. He saw only Vasil.

“Grandmother Night is laughing at me,” said Bakhtiian.

“Ilya. Oh, God, Ilya.” Her voice was low and husky with emotion. At the sound of it, Bakhtiian’s attention broke utterly away from Vasil. The healer stepped away from the couch and the next instant Tess was there. She made a sound low in her throat and fell to her knees beside her husband, stroking his face with one hand and his hair with the other. His right hand fluttered and moved and he lifted it to touch her cheek.

A hand brushed his sleeve. Vasil started, he was so taken aback. He had forgotten anyone else existed, but the two of them—the three of them.

“It is time you left,” said the healer kindly. By her tone, she did not mean to entertain any protests. Vasil bowed to the inevitable and walked to the curtain. He paused there, but neither Tess nor Ilya marked his going. The healer gestured, looking a little impatient. He ducked out.

In the outer chamber sat the adopted brother and Sonia Orzhekov, faces bright with hope. “Is it true?” Sonia demanded. “He’s awake?”

“It is true,” said Vasil, suddenly heartened that he had this vital news to impart. “He has returned.” Like a messenger bearing good tidings, with this news he would be welcome everywhere. He smiled at Sonia and was pleased to see her smile back. He went outside.

A crowd of them had gathered here, in a semicircle beyond the awning; so quickly did rumor spread. Vasil paused to bask in their regard: not for him personally, it was true, but for what he had to tell them. Still, what did it matter? From now on, he would be associated with this auspicious moment.

“Papa!” There, isolated in one corner of the awning, sat Ilyana. She jumped to her feet and threw herself at him, and he caught her to him. He realized that he was crying from sheer joy, and he ducked his face against her blouse to wipe away the telltale tears.

“It’s true,” he said more loudly. “Bakhtiian has returned to us.”

After that, for the rest of the day at least, no one cared who he was or why Mother Sakhalin disapproved so heartily of him; no one cared about the old stories that Bakhtiian had been forced to banish him or else lose the support of the Elders for his dream of uniting the tribes. With Ilyana at his side, Vasil spread the news and luxuriated in their unreserved and ungrudging attention. He made his way back across the camp to his wife’s tent, and there he set up his own little court, with Karolla and Ilyana at his side—Valentin had run off somewhere—and received visitors until it was too dark to see.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

THE COMMOTION BROKE DIANA out of an unpleasantly gratifying dream, unpleasant because, snapping awake, she reached for Anatoly to continue, only to remember that he wasn’t there and that she had ho idea whatsoever when he would return. It seemed to her that the longer he was gone, the more she missed him. Her hand brushed the soft leather pouch in which she stored the finery he had sent to her. Nestled in among the pillows, it was a poor substitute for him, but it had touched his hands more recently than she had, and for that reason she kept it by her.

Outside, a woman spoke in a commanding voice. “Where is your mother?” Then, Diana realized that she knew that voice, and that Arina Veselov was asking for “Mother” Yomi—whom the jaran had mistaken for the headwoman of the actors’ tribe, just as they thought of Owen as dyan.

“Hyacinth, what in hell happened to you?” asked Quinn, outside. She received silence as her reply, except for the muffled sound of crying.

Diana dragged a tunic on over her loose striped trousers and pulled on her soft leather boots. She twisted her hair back and, with a deft flip of her hand and a silver brooch, pinned her hair up at her neck. Then she ventured outside.

To be greeted by a shocking sight: her dear friend Arina Veselov, looking like no friend now, escorting a party of red-shirted fighters who guarded a disheveled Hyacinth. A bruise was forming on Hyacinth’s right cheek. Tears stained his face, and his clothes were grimy, as if he had been dragged through the dirt. Quinn stood staring, with Oriana at her back; a moment later Hal came crawling out of his tent, bleary-eyed, to gape at the scene. Gwyn ran up.

“Arina,” Diana began tentatively, but Arina merely glanced her way and shook her head fractionally, as if to say: I can’t speak to you now.

So they waited. Hyacinth was still crying, but soundlessly now. He wiped his face with his sleeve. The men surrounding him did not look at him, looked anywhere but at him, but they remained aware of his presence nevertheless and alert to any move he might make to escape. The other actors arrived in ones and twos, curious, worried. Finally Owen and Ginny arrived, looking sleepy and puzzled, with Yomi and Joseph trailing behind. It was just light enough to see. Behind, in the main camp, activity already bustled at this early hour, and a fair crowd of jaran had gathered at a little distance to watch.

“Mother Yomi,” said Arina formally, inclining her head with the respect of one peer to another. “It is my bitter task to bring this man back to you. He is no longer welcome in our camp, and perhaps will no longer be welcome in yours.” She bowed her head briefly over her folded hands. “Although none of us will venture to interfere in how you judge this case among yourselves.”

Owen and Ginny simply watched. Yomi glanced at Owen and then replied. “I beg your pardon, Mother Veselov, but please let us know what offense the boy has committed. He’s scarcely more than a child.”

Anahita tittered. Quinn slapped her on the arm, looking outraged.

“How dare you!” shrieked Anahita, tossing her black curls back away from her face.

“Anahita,” said Gwyn in a low voice. “Shut up, or leave.”

Anahita went red in the face. With a snort of anger, she walked away. But no one laughed at her discomposure. Hyacinth fell silent.

Arina Veselov looked grave. She looked so impossibly tiny, standing there with the weight of her authority on her, and yet she carried an air of implacability with her. Her chin quivered, and she set her mouth in a thin line, then spoke. “In the days before day existed, Mother Sun and Father Wind talked together, Aunt Cloud and Uncle Moon talked together, and from this congress came children. So did they, the gods, decree that when a girl becomes a woman, when a boy becomes a man, so will they talk together, that from such congress will come children. And so did the tents of the jaran grow from one tent to many tents, and the tribes of the jaran from ten tribes to a hundred hundred tribes. But this one—” She opened a hand, palm out, to indicate Hyacinth, “—has turned his face away from the gods’ decree. Thus must we, in our turn, turn our face away from him.”

Quinn had sidled up next to Diana, and Diana felt that Gwyn had moved up behind her, like a shield at her back. Hal glowered at the jaran. Yomi looked perplexed, and for once, Owen appeared to be perfectly alert, absorbing every word.

“I don’t understand,” whispered Quinn. “What does that mean? What did he do?”

“I thought,” said Gwyn in an undertone, “that Hyacinth was being discreet.”

Yomi sighed and stepped forward to extend a hand toward Hyacinth, but he ignored her. “Mother Veselov, I’m still not sure I understand what you are trying to say.”

Arina set her lips even tighter, as if the entire conversation were distasteful to her. She glanced back once at Hyacinth and then at one of the men standing guard—her brother Anton, Diana realized. “I beg your pardon for bringing such news to you, Mother Yomi. He was found consorting with another man.”

“And?” Yomi asked, waiting for the explanation of the crime that had evidently followed this discovery.

Arina stared blankly at her. Yomi stared blankly back.

Diana took one step forward. “Yomi,” she said softly in Anglais, “I think she’s trying to tell you that same-sex partnerships aren’t—ah—tolerated here, and certainly not when they become public.”

Owen swore loudly. Yomi hastened forward and took Hyacinth firmly by one elbow, dragging him away from his jaran escort. “Mother Veselov,” she said briskly, “I thank you for bringing this boy back here. Now we will speak with him.”

It was a dismissal. Arina recognized it. She nodded, apologized again for the unseemly episode, and retreated, ruthlessly dispersing the distant crowd as she went.

“You damned fool,” said Owen.

“Oh, hell,” murmured Gwyn. “He’s going to lose his temper and antagonize Hyacinth at the same time.”

“Have you no self-control?” Owen demanded. “I thought I admitted only professionals to my troupe, but now I see that I’ve made an exception. Clearly you can’t think any farther than your genitals extend.”

Hyacinth burst into tears. He gulped out words that no one could make sense of, strangled in sobs.

“Owen,” said Ginny quietly, going over to put an arm around Hyacinth. “Perhaps we’d have better luck in a softer and more private discussion of what happened.”

But Owen was in a white rage by now. “I wash my hands of him!” He stalked off.

“Yes, let’s discuss this in private,” said Yomi. “Ginny? Joseph?” She glanced up. “Gwyn and Diana, you, too. Come.” Hyacinth trailed passively after her. They went to the Company tent.

“Sit,” said Ginny sternly, pressing Hyacinth down into a chair. “Now, what in hell happened, my boy?”

Hyacinth looked awful. His bright hair was mussed and tangled. Dirt streaked his chin. His left sleeve had a rip in it. He stared at his hands, which lay motionless in his lap. There was a long silence. At last Hyacinth spoke, his voice so low that Diana had to strain to hear him. “I met this man. I liked him.”

“But, Hyacinth,” said Diana, “by the way you talk, I thought you knew all about—I mean—” She faltered.

“I think what Diana is trying to say,” said Yomi, “is how, if you’re so experienced at this, did you get yourself into this mess?”

“Oh, Goddess,” said Ginny under her breath, “what will Soerensen say when he hears of this? He was so insistent that we not break any taboos.”

“Go on, Hyacinth,” said Joseph gently. “You may as well tell us the truth now, since I think you’ve done as much damage as you can by—”

“By lying?” Hyacinth flung his head back. “Well, it’s true, that I exaggerated. It’s true I joked about sleeping my way through the camp, and sleeping with everyone, and, no, I never did. Oh, men looked at me in that way, a few of them, but they never did anything about it, except once, and then he was ashamed, and it was all so secret and quick and shameful that it was ugly instead of joyful, and it made me feel dirty since he clearly felt that way. Women propositioned me, lots of women, and they were fine and pleasant, those I went to. But you know I prefer men.”

“But then if you knew they thought it shameful, if you knew it was wrong as a cultural norm, then why did you go ahead this time?” Ginny asked, shaking her head. “Why? We’re in their culture, Hyacinth. We can’t just tromp around in our seven-league boots and trample wherever we go.”

“If it was wrong? You know it’s wrong, how they act. Punishing someone for what’s only natural.” He was no longer sobbing, but tears leaked from his eyes again. “Do you know what they’re going to do to him? They’re going to exile him. Ostracize him. You know what that means, don’t you? He’ll die.”

Diana stared. The truth was, she had never thought Hyacinth capable of thinking much about anything. He was a decent actor, with a chance to grow in time if he worked at it, but the rest of the time he was such a damned flighty, shallow, pretty boy that it was hard to take him seriously or even to believe that he could feel this deeply and understand this much.

Gwyn sighed. Yomi covered her eyes with a hand. Joseph shook his head.

“Then why did you do it?” demanded Ginny.

“I didn’t know,” he said, anguished, and Diana believed him. “I know they’re savages, and I knew enough to know that the kind of primitive war they wage would be ugly—but you can learn to look the other way.”

“Oh, Goddess, maybe you can,” whispered Diana.

“But I thought because they’re pretty open about their sexuality that they wouldn’t be so harsh. I knew I had to be discreet. And it was my fault. He said I ought to leave, and I said—well, and then we fell asleep. And then it was morning.” He began to weep in earnest again. “It isn’t fair. His life has been hard enough. He and his sister were orphaned and sent to live with their aunt, but she didn’t treat them well, and then he became an outlaw—I don’t understand that part—and now they let him ride with the army again, but I think they’ll be happy enough to see him go. It’s a good excuse to get rid of him. He’s worried about his sister.”

“Hyacinth,” asked Yomi slowly, “how long has this been going on?”

He shrugged. “A month? Right after that skirmish up in the hills we were caught in. Longer than that, I guess. A while.”

Yomi turned to Diana. “Do you know anything about this?”

“No. It’s not a subject I ever—discussed—with my husband. Or with anyone else, for that matter. Just with Hyacinth. But I thought he knew what he was doing!”

“You don’t understand.” Hyacinth stood up. “It’s my fault. If we don’t do something, he’ll die.”

“What do you suggest we do?” asked Ginny quietly. “We’re traveling with them, Hyacinth, not the other way around. I remind you that we work under the duke’s interdiction.”

“Tits!” swore Hyacinth. “You know damn well we’re breaking that interdiction anyway. All the plays. Theater. Everything. It’s so much piss, if you ask me. We’re influencing them just by being here—and his own sister is married to the king! I think it’s for the better, too. They need to be civilized. Do you really approve of the way they kill? Slaughter wholesale? And now they’re going to kill Yevgeni just because he loves men rather than women, as if that means anything.”

“They’re not going to kill him!” Yomi exclaimed.

“Do you think he has a chance, sent out into hostile countryside alone?” Hyacinth sounded disgusted.

“You’re dependent on the tribe, here,” said Diana softly. “Everywhere, here, whether you’re in hostile country or out on the plains.”

“Yevgeni said there used to be a tribe that was just men, just fighters, who had left their tribes because they—because they wanted that freedom. He was with a group of them when they came into the army, but he says that the last real group of them died.” His beautiful, mobile mouth twisted down into a bitter grimace. “They died saving Bakhtiian’s life. I told him that he should demand to see Bakhtiian. If men like that would save Bakhtiian, surely Bakhtiian owes them a favor, to save Yevgeni.”

“Hyacinth.” Gwyn shook his head. “But custom has to be strict in a place like this, in a society like this. Isn’t it true that they have to be rigid to survive? Isn’t inflexibility necessary in a hostile environment?”

“I don’t know,” said Hyacinth peevishly. “I just know that Yevgeni trusts me, and I’m not just going to stand by and let him be exiled.”

This fierce declaration brought only silence.

“What precisely do you intend to do?” asked Yomi. “I remind you that you are a member of this troupe, and bound by its rules as well.”

“I forbid you to interfere,” said Ginny.

Diana twisted her hands together. She had seen so much suffering in the last months. So much of it had been distant suffering, the suffering of strangers and it was true that it was easier to ignore it, to displace it, to thrust it aside; it disturbed her to know that she was learning to do that. Perhaps one had to learn to do that to survive, to make existence bearable, to make happiness tenable, in a world so full of pain. But if offered the chance to do one thing…

“I could go,” she said softly. “I could talk to Arina. He must be from her tribe, or in her tribe’s jahar, if she has jurisdiction. What did you say his name was, Hyacinth?”

The hope on his face was painful, the more so because Diana knew very well that her pleas had only the force of sentiment behind them, with no authority whatsoever. Unlike, say, Tess Soerensen, she had brought nothing to her marriage, no power, no ties, no value, and while it was possible that Mother Sakhalin had forgiven her for that, still, no one was likely to do Diana any favors for the sake of her connections.

“His name is Yevgeni Usova. His sister’s name is Valye. She’s one of the archers. He’s so proud of that, that she’s one of the women training to be mounted archers. She’s really assigned to Anatoly Sakhalin’s jahar, but he didn’t take any women with him when he went because they were going so far into khaja territory, and they didn’t want to risk it.” Diana felt sick, suddenly, feeling that she hadn’t clearly understood how dangerous the mission Anatoly had undertaken was, but Hyacinth went blithely on, reminiscing about his boyfriend. “So she was training with Kirill Zvertkov to begin with, so they remained with the Veselov tribe until Sakhalin gets back. But they didn’t want to leave Yevgeni there, with the Veselov tribe, because he used to ride with Veselov. The cousin. Vasil, that’s his name. They say he’s very handsome, the cousin, and charismatic. I think Yevgeni is in love with him, though he never says as much to me. But he rode with him for three years, and longer, really, before that. But they let him stay because of Valye—he’s the only family she has. Now what will she do? They won’t trust her either, or she’ll do something stupid like try to follow him into exile. She’s sweet but not very smart. But she adores him. She worships him. Oh, Diana, do you think you can do something?”

“I’ll try,” said Diana. “With your permission, Ginny, of course.”

Ginny swore under her breath. “What are we supposed to do? Take him in? Take him back to Earth with us? Like a pet dog?” Hyacinth went red. “Oh, don’t yell at me, young man. You’ve caused enough trouble. I want you to think clearly for a minute—if you can—about what it would be like for one of these people to be jerked out of the world they know and thrown headlong into ours. It won’t be an easy transition, no more than it would be for us if we were really and truly abandoned here without any of the fail-safes and modelers and slates and medical supplies and equipment and weapons we brought with us.”

“That happened to Tess Soerensen,” said Diana.

“And let her be a lesson to you, Hyacinth! Now. Go on, Diana, and why don’t you take Gwyn, too?”

“Let me go,” begged Hyacinth.

“No,” added Ginny. “Mother Veselov already gave you into our hands. They don’t want you back. Owen’s not going to take this at all well, my boy, if it means they’ll forbid you performing as well. And we’re supposed to do Caucasian Chalk Circle sometime in the next five days.”

“You can even think of that? With a life at stake?”

“Hyacinth, we all have our limits. I can’t save the world. I can’t stop this war. Maybe, just maybe, I can communicate a few things through art.”

He flung himself back into the chair and buried his face in his hands. The entire line of his body spoke agony.

“I’ll go now,” said Diana, more to be rid of this scene than because she desired the next one.



CHAPTER FORTY

TROUBLE CAME IN THE guise of a woman. It always did, Jiroannes reflected. The guards snuck two whores into camp and he caught them at it. He was not sure whether the guards intended to pay the women or simply kill them afterward, but the women looked desperate enough, thin and dirty and ragged. One had a child with her, a wild-eyed little creature with weeping sores around its mouth and a red rash on its arms. Once, Jiroannes would have left his men to it. They deserved some reward for their months of service in these God-forsaken lands. Jiroannes had not touched Samae in twenty days, and already even the sight of the whores’ scrawny thighs and grimy abdomens moved him to lust. The guards had gone much longer without women.

“Syrannus,” he said as the whores straightened their clothes and the guards rebound their sashes, “chase the creatures away.”

“Yes, eminence. May I give them some food?”

“Give them food!”

“Eminence, in these lands, whores receive payment.”

“Do what you wish. Don’t bother me with it.”

The next day, the guards mutinied. Politely, it was true, but they sent a delegation consisting of the captain and his two lieutenants to present their grievances to their master. This would never have happened in Vidiya.

Jiroannes received them on the carpet. Lal attended him, standing behind his chair with a large fan, which the boy worked up and down. Samae was out getting water from the river. She did the work Lal used to do, and the boy had quickly learned the more elaborate business of being a personal body servant.

“Your eminence.” The captain knelt and bent to touch his forehead to the carpet.

“You may speak.”

“Eminence, you must know that the jaran women will have nothing to do with us. They call us names, eminence, foul names, and scorn us, and there are none who will accept coin or cloth or food for lying with us. Now you forbid us congress with these women who are willing enough to come into our camp. This is unjust. The Everlasting God has also decreed, eminence, that it is improper for a man to pass more than ten days without knowing a woman, for fear he will succumb to baser lusts.”

It was true, of course. Jiroannes sighed. “I will consider your grievances, captain. I will have an answer for them tomorrow.”

The captain touched his forehead to the carpet again, rose, bowed, and backed away. His escort backed away as well, until they were far enough away from the tent that they could without deliberate insult turn their backs on their master.

“What are you going to do, eminence?” asked Syrannus.

Jiroannes smoothed out his trousers. The hot, stifling air made him sweat, even with the turgid breeze stirred into life by Lal’s tireless fanning. “I have no choice, Syrannus. I must take this matter before the jaran.”

“Ah,” said Syrannus, and nothing more.

Jiroannes sat, brooding. Smoke cast a pall over the air, adding to the stifling heat. Although the Vidiyan camp was now situated at the end of ambassadors’ row, in the least desirable site, still the tents of the jaran army spread out beyond his camp. Farther, at the eye of the storm, a city bled smoke into the heavens. Jiroannes could see its wall from here, a distant line. He thought there might still be some fighting going on there, but he could not be sure. Now that Mitya was gone, Jiroannes had no inside source of information. For twenty days he and his party had drifted along in the wake of the army, moving at the right time, camping at the right time, and otherwise utterly at sea. He did not know the name of this city, or which general was in charge of this assault. The guards had heard a rumor that Bakhtiian was ill, that he was dead, that he had been witched by the Habakar priests and that his spirit had left his body to do battle in the Otherlands for this kingdom. It might be true, for all Jiroannes knew. He missed Mitya’s information.

He missed Mitya’s friendship.

What a strange thing it was, to think of having a friend. There had been other boys at the palace school whom he had liked, but one never trusted anyone at the palace. He sighed.

“Syrannus, you will attend me. Together with two of my guards.” He rose. Lal dropped down to kneel behind the chair.

“Where are we going, eminence?”

“I don’t know. We must find Bakhtiian, I suppose, or if he isn’t here, then whomever is in charge.” The two guards took their places at his back, and they walked together out of their huddle of tents. Syrannus went ahead to accost a pair of older jaran men who were repairing a shattered cart wheel. He spoke with them for a while and then returned to Jiroannes.

“Eminence, these men say that Mother Sakhalin is in charge of this camp.”

“Mother Sakhalin? A woman?” Jiroannes sighed again, but these days he felt only mild shock at such tidings. “Where will we find her tent?”

“In the center of camp, eminence.”

“Bakhtiian is not here, then?”

“Eminence, the men say that it is true that Bakhtiian was witched, that he lies as one dead up in the pass. They say that until he wakes again, the army will lay waste to the countryside.”

Jiroannes shuddered. Fleetingly, he imagined this army trampling through the lush gardens of the Vidiyan palace, careless of the destruction they wrought to the fine architectural and decorative work that they certainly could never appreciate. But they could destroy it. It was easier to demolish than it was to build, especially for savages.

He hung his head and stared at the rings on his fingers. Topaz, that one, malachite, a thick band of plain gold, and a single diamond set in gold leaves bound with pewter. All along, it had been easier for him to scorn the jaran as the barbarians they definitely were than to try to understand them and build a bridge across which he and they could truly communicate.

“We will attend Mother Sakhalin,” he said softly.

Syrannus looked surprised, but he bowed his head and led Jiroannes to the center of camp. In the jaran camp, in the late morning, things were fairly quiet. Dawn and late afternoon were busiest, what with milking and watering and meals. A couple of boys pushed a handcart filled with dry dung through camp. Crippled men repaired harness. Two older girls churned milk to butter. Little children ran here and there, attended by the elderly. If the besieged city on the horizon disturbed them they did not show it.

At the center of camp they found a ring of guards, but just a single ring, nothing as elaborate as the triple shield that had surrounded Bakhtiian’s tent. They waited here while a messenger was sent in. Some time later a young jaran woman arrived to escort them. Jiroannes swallowed this insult with no change of expression and followed her in, Syrannus alone attending him now.

Mother Sakhalin held court in much the same way Bakhtiian did, but she was rather more ruthless, Jiroannes decided. He recognized her immediately: the ancient crone he had seen watching the mounted archers at practice, that fateful day, twenty days ago. He recalled now how scornfully he had thought of her then. Here she sat in judgment like a queen, seated on pillows on a dais with two other women, one very young and very pretty, one almost as old as the old woman, seated on either side of her. The escort motioned to Jiroannes to stand to one side. He stood and waited. Syrannus waited behind him. A cluster of women and old men argued in front of the dais. As far as Jiroannes could tell, they haggled over grazing and watering rights. One tribe had watered its herd too early, and in revenge the other tribe had grazed its herds on fields reserved for the first tribe. The old woman presided over this dispute with an expression of deep disgust on her face, and in the end she stripped both tribes of their current rights and assigned them worse rights—the last to go down to the river? the stoniest patches of grazing land?—than they had previously owned.

“You see,” said Jiroannes in a low voice to Syrannus, impressed despite himself, “that will teach them to bother her with such trivial matters.”

A troop of horsemen rode in and dismounted, all but one of their number. This last, a dark-haired young man, remained seated on his horse as if he were somehow in disgrace. A girl armed with bow and arrows was called forward to stand in front of the queen. She threw herself down and began to plead in a high voice, but the queen silenced her with a wave of a hand.

“The punishment is exile,” said Mother Sakhalin. She turned to the pretty young woman beside her. “Your dyan will strip him of all that binds him to your tribe.”

“My dyan is not here,” said the princess. Her thick black hair was bound back in four braids and overlaid with a rich headpiece whose jeweled links hung to her shoulders. She regarded the scene gravely. The audience hushed. Glancing around, Jiroannes realized that in the course of moments the number of people attending had doubled. Stillness hung over them. “But my brother will act for him in this matter. Anton?”

One of the jaran soldiers came forward. If he were this woman’s brother, then surely he was a prince, but Jiroannes could see no difference between him and the other men by the way he dressed. He was much older than the princess. Perhaps he was a bastard child of an early concubine and thus not a legitimate heir to power. He inclined his head respectfully to the two women and then turned to the mounted man.

“You,” he said to the man, “whom we once knew as Yevgeni Usova, you will dismount.”

The man obeyed. His face was white but otherwise expressionless. The girl kneeling in front of the queen began to weep. His wife, perhaps?

The captain gestured to one of his men to lead the horse away. “This horse belongs to no man,” he said. He drew the young man’s saber from his sheath and handed it away as well. “This saber belongs to no man.” Then he drew his own knife. He laid it along the collar of the young man’s shirt and cut, down through the fabric. The silk did not cut easily, and it was messy work, but with a grim face and an unrelenting manner, the captain cut the shirt off the offender, piece by piece, and let it fall into the dust. The young man stood there, silent, unmoving, and the sun beat down on his pale body.

“This shirt belongs to no man.”

On the dais, the queen watched without the slightest sign of mercy on her face. But the princess had averted her eyes, as if the sight pained her.

“Yevgeni Usova is dead to us,” said the captain. He turned on his heel and walked back to his men. At this signal, all the watchers averted their eyes. Some actually physically turned away, to show their backs to the exiled young man. He hesitated, but only for one moment. The old crone glared at him. Her mouth was a tight line, her expression implacable. The man turned and, with his head high, he began to walk away into his exile.

“Yevgeni!” The girl sprang up from the ground in front of the queen. “I’m coming with you.”

He stopped. He was close to Jiroannes now, and Jiroannes saw his face whiten at the girl’s words. If before he had looked resigned, then now he looked terrified. He turned back. “No. I forbid it, Valye.”

She cast a defiant glance toward the queen and ran over toward him. “I don’t care. I’m coming with you.”

“Valye!” This from the princess, who flung up her head. Her eyes looked haunted. “You have a place here. You know that. You must stay.”

The girl stopped beside the man. She was young, very young, with dark brown eyes and black hair like his. All at once Jiroannes saw the resemblance: they had the same blunt nose and blunt chin and narrow foreheads, features that proclaimed them to be relatives. “I won’t stay. It’s death to send him out there with nothing, and you know it. At least with my bow we’ll have a chance to stay alive.”

“No,” Yevgeni whispered harshly, under his breath. “At least I’ll know you’re safe.”

The queen rose. She was not much taller standing than sitting, but her authority seemed to enlarge with the simple movement. “Valye Usova, your loyalty to your brother is commendable, but I forbid you to leave with him. He has condemned himself by his own choice. Let him go.”

“Please, Valye,” said the princess. “You know you must stay here. You know it’s what your brother would want.”

“No! No, I refuse. You all say one thing with your mouths, but you cover your eyes to stop from seeing what you know is true. You know what your own cousin is, Mother Veselov, and yet he still rides with the tribe.”

“He was banished once,” said the queen sternly.

“Then why isn’t he here with the tribe where he’s supposed to be? He’s still up there!” The girl pointed up, to the northeast, toward the distant mountains. Her voice rose higher, and it broke as she spoke again. “You all know why he’s there, but you all pretend you don’t know. You all know that whatever Yevgeni might have done, he’s done as well.”

“Young woman, you go too far.”

The girl spun to face the captain. “Anton, aside from this one thing, what fault has Yevgeni ever shown?” The older man only looked away and would not answer. “None. You know it’s true. He’s an exemplary rider.”

“He rode with Dmitri Mikhailov,” said the princess. “For that reason alone, he is untrustworthy.”

“And so did your cousin!” cried the girl triumphantly. “But you acclaimed him dyan as soon as he returned. Yevgeni was loyal to the dyan he followed, always. He is now, too; he’s loyal to Bakhtiian. But you’re punishing him because he was Vasil’s lover once. But now Vasil has Bakhtiian back—oh, yes, he told Yevgeni about that and Yevgeni told me, so don’t think you can keep it a secret—so Yevgeni is nothing but an embarrassment to you all—”

“That is enough!” The queen stepped down from her dais and marched over the dusty ground to confront the girl. “You will be silent, or you will leave this camp forever.”

The girl lifted her chin. Unshed tears sparkled in the sunlight.

“Please, Valye,” begged the brother. “Please, for my sake, stay.”

“I’m going.” With monumental disdain and appalling rudeness, she turned her back deliberately and insultingly on the queen. “Come, Yevgeni, let’s leave.” She took him by the arm and he had no choice but to go with her. The crowd parted to let them through and then, once they were gone, burst into a wild roar of exclamation.

The queen marched back to her dais and, with assistance from the two princesses, clambered back on. She turned to survey the crowd imperiously. “Quiet,” she said. In a circle radiating out from her presence the audience quieted, ring by ring, until all were silent again. She settled herself down on her pillow. Her eyes searched the crowd. Her gaze settled on Jiroannes. He flushed, sure suddenly that he was about to become the next victim, a fitting close to the disaster he had just witnessed.

“Ambassador. What brings you to my camp?”

For a moment he could not move. Syrannus poked him in the back, and he started and walked forward to kneel before her. It felt very strange to kneel before a woman, and yet, at this moment, it did not feel degrading.

“Madam,” he began, not sure by what title to address her.

“You may call me Mother Sakhalin.”

“Mother Sakhalin. I come to you because—” He faltered. Without Mitya, he had no one to practice khush with, and his facility with the language had suffered for it. But Syrannus was there, kneeling behind him, and using him as an interpreter, Jiroannes felt able to go on. “I arrived in your lands with twenty guardsmen, of whom one died of a fever at the last siege. They have complained to me recently that it is difficult for them to endure without the…comforts of women.”

“It is difficult for any man to endure that,” said the queen. A few people laughed, but the atmosphere remained somber, and Jiroannes had a fair idea now of why the young man Yevgeni had been exiled.

“But I know,” Jiroannes continued, more carefully still, “that your justice is strict. There are women of these lands, of Habakar lands, who would—ah—come to my men, but I did not know if this is allowed within the laws of this camp.”

The old queen considered him. The young princess stared at her hands and did not appear to be paying any attention to this conversation. “If these men do not have wives, then certainly it is unreasonable to deny them this comfort. Certainly jaran women are uninterested in khaja men. But as you are all khaja, there seems no reason that you can’t deal together well enough.”

“Then my guards may allow khaja women into their tents?”

She watched him. He felt the baleful intensity of her stare, and he felt that she meant to play some horrible trick on him that only she would find amusing. “It is also true that the khaja women here no longer have husbands. They may well desire to be married again. That is how I judge it, then. If these men wish to take wives, they may.” She paused and skewered him with a bright, malevolent glare. “You will see that they are treated as a wife deserves, will you not?”

Kneeling here at her feet, what else could he say? “Assuredly, Mother Sakhalin. You are kind, wise, and generous.”

She snorted. “You may go, ambassador. Now, Mother Grekov, did you say there was a dispute over the stud rights of that bay stallion?”

Thus dismissed, Jiroannes rose and went back to camp, his escort at his heels.

“What do you think, eminence?” Syrannus asked.

“I think the old woman is no fool,” said Jiroannes. “She must know that men will go to all lengths to find women, if they’re kept apart long enough. So she has given me a way to keep my men happy.”

“I meant, eminence, about the young man they exiled.”

“He was caught fornicating with a man, of course. Although I don’t know why the other man wasn’t exiled as well.”

“But the girl, she said—”

“She was overwrought, Syrannus. We must not listen to rumor. In any case, he will die, sent out alone like that.”

Syrannus sighed. They had reached their tents, now, and Jiroannes sank gratefully into his chair and accepted a cup of hot tea from Lal. “But, eminence, what if Bakhtiian dies?”

“Then we wait. If a successor emerges, we deal with him. If one does not, then we ride for home and hope we make it there without being killed. Tell my captain to attend me.”

He sipped at the tea. It was spicy, and it scalded his tongue. Lal really was very good, better than Samae had ever been, about making everything just as he liked it. Already, without being asked, the boy had begun fanning him against the afternoon heat. He recognized all at once that Samae had rebelled against him constantly, in subtle ways, primarily by never acting until he ordered her to act, so that her obedience was never a thing of her choosing but always a matter of her being forced to endure his commands.

The captain arrived and touched his forehead to the carpet in front of Jiroannes. “Eminence, you sent for me.”

“Captain.” He explained the terms that Mother Sakhalin had set them.

“But, eminence, many of us have wives, proper Vidiyan wives, at home. These foreign women are good enough for whores, it’s true, but they aren’t our kind.”

“Captain, I understand your reservations, but I am presenting you with a solution. Keep whores, but treat them as if they were wives and all will be well. I will see that you have enough rations to cover everyone.”

“But, eminence, what about their husbands?”

Jiroannes tilted his head back. Smoke rose in the distance. He wondered if the city had fallen yet. “I doubt they have husbands left. I doubt there are any men left alive in this land. I expect, captain, that many women will be grateful for such shelter as you and your men can provide them.”

“If they bring children, eminence?”

“As I said, captain, treat them as you would your own wives. As long as we do not antagonize the jaran, you may keep them here. Do you understand?” And because the captain was wise enough to have risen up through the ranks to his current command, he did.

“Are you hungry, eminence?” asked Lal.

“Why, yes, I am.” At the outskirts of his little camp, Samae appeared, trudging under the weight of two full buckets hung from a pole slung over her shoulders. Her face was still, bearing no expression. Why had she refused her freedom? The question nagged at him. It had bothered him for twenty days, now, but he could think of no answer.

“Eminence, here are some delicacies I made,” said Lal, breaking into Jiroannes’s reverie. He knelt before Jiroannes’s chair and held out a plate of chased pewter on which savory looking pastries were arranged in an artful pattern. “I hope they please you.”

Jiroannes wrenched his gaze away from Samae. He accepted the food. “Thank you, Lal,” he said. “These are very fine.”

The boy beamed and padded away to fetch warm water and a cloth to wash his master’s face and hands after he had finished.

At dawn, Jiroannes was woken by Lal. “Eminence. I beg pardon, eminence, but there are men here to see you.”

Jiroannes started awake and sat up. It was dark in the tent. A man shouted outside, answered by a whoop. A troop of horses pounded past. The rush of fear that hit him astounded him. What had he done? Whom had he offended? Had his guards raped some woman? Did his people, with their fine, superior Vidiyan blood and upbringing, treat their wives in a manner repugnant to the jaran? But they had no wives here, and no women in camp, not yet.

Lal brought him a knee-length brocaded coat and helped him into it, then tied his turquoise sash around his waist in a casual style—not too formal, for this kind of meeting. Hands shaking, Jiroannes went outside. In the half-light of dawn, he recognized two of the riders: one was Anton, the brother of the princess. One was the brown-haired actor, the man who took the most demanding parts of the dance.

“Ambassador, I am Anton Veselov,” said Veselov. “I beg your pardon for disturbing you at this hour, but we are conducting a search.”

Jiroannes blanched. He thought wildly about what items he possessed that might get him executed. Lal appeared in the doorway of his tent, and immediately Jiroannes was convinced that they had come to accuse him of consorting with the boy, but no one remarked on the slave as he hurried off to wake Syrannus.

“One of the khaja Singers, the actors, has vanished. Perhaps you have seen him?”

The brown-haired actor chimed in. “His name is Hyacinth. He has bright yellow hair, and he’s this tall.” He used an expressive hand to measure a space above his own head. “Surely you were at the performance of the dream play. He played the spirit who causes so much mischief.”

“I believe I know which you mean.” Jiroannes discovered that his voice was shaking with relief. This matter had nothing to do with him at all.

“I do beg your pardon for disturbing you, ambassador,” continued Anton Veselov, “but we’re asking at every camp, to see if anyone heard anything last night.”

“He stole some things, you see,” added the actor. “From our camp.”

“And either he, or his confederates, stole horses as well.”

“Ah,” said Jiroannes, suddenly quite sure who his confederates had been. “No, I’m sorry, but I haven’t seen or heard of him. But perhaps you’d like to question my people. They may have seen something I did not.”

“Thank you,” said Anton Veselov.

In the end, to Jiroannes’s surprise, Syrannus provided them with the first scrap of information. The captain of the guards had asked Syrannus to ride with him down to the river, where a ragtag collection of refugees had gathered on a flat field next to an abandoned village, there to negotiate with the whores. While Syrannus had been waiting, with the unholy glare of distant fire and the luminous stars and the last gleam of the waning moon to attend him, he had seen three riders splash across the ford, riding north. At the time, he had thought nothing of it. Now, he recalled quite clearly that one had been a woman, and another very awkward in the saddle.



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

TESS HEARD THE ALTERCATION in full flower as she and Aleksi rode up behind her tent.

“No, damn it! I won’t rest! There’s too much to do. We must move on at dawn tomorrow.”

“Bakhtiian, you aren’t nearly strong enough to ride yet.” This from Cara, sounding cool.

“I’ll ride a gentle mare.”

“Ilya, you’re going too damned fast. You know better than to—”

“Out, Niko! Out!”

Tess dismounted and threw her reins to Aleksi along with a wry grin. Then she hurried around the corner of the tent to see Ilya, lying propped up on pillows under the awning of the tent, yelling at the combined forces of Niko, Cara, Sonia, and young Katerina. His personal guard stood with expressionless faces just beyond the carpet. Farther away, at the first ring of guards, Elders and dyans waited for their turn to see Bakhtiian. Like flowers turning toward the sun, Ilya’s four victims shifted to look hopefully at Tess.

“Out,” said Tess mildly. They left. “Vladi, Konstans, you too.” They left. Ilya lay there glaring at her. He was pale and he looked exhausted. “You’re going to bed,” she said to him.

“I don’t have time to—”

“I said, you’re going to bed. Come on.”

“Tess—!”

“You only woke up yesterday, my love. You were unconscious for fifteen days. You need to rest.”

He heaved himself up to sit. His eyes flashed with anger, and his lips were white and drawn tight. “I need to order my army. According to the information I’ve received this morning, Sakhalin has given them orders to destroy everything. How are we to make use of a country that is ruined so thoroughly?”

She crouched and grabbed him around the back, under his arms, and hoisted him to his feet. “Let me rephrase that. You will rest. Now.” He was thin, much too thin, and he still wasn’t eating much. Although he swore at her, he was far too weak to resist her marching him into the tent and back to their bed. She eased him down and he collapsed. Then, taking pity on him, she lay down beside him and stroked his hair and talked to him soothingly about whatever news she had gotten in the past sixteen days. His left hand came to rest on the swell of her abdomen. He fell asleep. She stayed beside him for a while, continuing to stroke his hair and his face, filled with such impossibly intense elation that she thought she might well burst from the strength of it. She kissed him a final time on the forehead and went outside.

“My favorite type of convalescent,” said Cara, who had returned to sit in the shade of the awning. “Irritable, unreasonable, and stubborn. You must stop him from pushing himself too hard.”

Tess snorted. “Cara, he’s going to push himself too hard no matter what any of us do or say. I’ll do what I can. I wish we could get him to eat more.”

“That will come in time. His body is still recovering from its molecular catharsis. He’d be much weaker if we hadn’t managed that intravenous connection to feed him through the coma.”

Tess picked up the pillows he had been lying on and shook them out. “Did it work?”

“It affected him. As for what its effect was—ask me in ten years. Now, if he’s asleep, I’ll go run some more tests on him.” She rose and went inside.

Tess strolled over to see Sonia, who was supervising a general cleaning in preparation for their move the next day. “Are we really moving at dawn tomorrow?” Tess asked.

Sonia shrugged. “Unless you can talk him out of it. I don’t think he’s ready to ride yet.”

“I know he isn’t. Sonia, who is Grandmother Night?”

Sonia’s whole expression became stiff. She paled. Grabbing Tess by the elbow, she dragged her out away from her tent, away from the children and relatives, out to the gap between their two tents where they could speak in privacy. “Tess! Never speak Her name in daylight. It’s bad luck.”

Tess was astounded. “But—”

“Who’s been talking to you? Vasil?”

“Vasil! No, I heard Ilya say her name. It was the first thing I heard him say when he woke up.”

“Gods,” said Sonia, looking grim. “Is that where he’s been? In Her lands?”

“But who is she? Why have I never heard of her in all the time I’ve been here?”

Sonia glanced around. The movement was almost comical, it was so broadly done, but Tess could not laugh because Sonia’s expression was so horribly grave. “She is the Old One, the First One. She gave birth to us all, to the world, to the gods, to the animals, and then brought death in a fit of anger. She’s jealous and angry and very, very powerful. There. I’ve said enough.”

“But, Sonia, what did he mean? He said—”

“Don’t say her name in daylight!”

Tess gulped. She had never in four years seen Sonia in this combination of anger and terror. “He said, ‘She is laughing at me.’”

Sonia blanched. “Gods,” she murmured again. “My mother once said that it was because of Her that his family died. But she’s never spoken of it since. Perhaps it wasn’t Habakar witchcraft that took him to the spirit lands. Perhaps She did. Perhaps he offended Her once. Gods, that would be an ill-omened thing. It all was, the death of his family.”

“Is that why no one speaks of it? I’ve never heard you or Ilya talk about his parents.”

“Tess, I will say this now, but never again. They died badly. But what is worse, is that the man who killed them, Khara Roskhel, was my aunt’s lover, and had been for many many years. Perhaps my mother suspects why he turned against Ilya and his mother. I don’t know.”

“Perhaps Ilya knows why.”

“Perhaps he does. Do you truly want to ask him?”

No. But there was wanting, and there was necessity. “I have to ask him. How long after their deaths was Vasil banished?”

“Vasil? A few months, not more than that. It was all a great scandal. Roskhel hated Vasil. He thought it was an offense against the gods that a man would love another man so openly.”

“What do you think?”

Sonia shrugged, evading the question. “Vasil was always charming to us. He wanted us to like him, and we did. I never saw the harm in him riding with Ilya’s jahar.”

“Were they lying together, too? After Ilya came back from Jeds?”

Sonia flushed. “I don’t know. I—Ilya slept with many women. Everyone knew that.”

“But you think they were.”

Sonia stared away from Tess, at their tents, at the ring of guards out beyond, at the tents beyond them, the Orzhekov camp. Wind trembled through the camp, agitating awnings and pots. People were already packing, readying to leave the next morning. “Everyone thought they were,” said Sonia in a low voice. “That’s why he was forced to banish Vasil. Otherwise no one would have followed him.”

“Hmm,” said Tess. The puzzle did not yet make a coherent picture.

Sonia stared at her. “Don’t you care?” she demanded.

“Don’t I care about what?”

“That he and Vasil might have—!”

“Of course I care! But what can I do about it?”

“Gods, Tess. I’m so sorry.”

“Sorry for what? That you think Ilya still loves him?”

“That he loved a man at all—” Just saying it made Sonia flinch.

“What do I care whether it’s a man or a woman? I can never be beautiful, not in that way. I haven’t known Ilya since he was a boy, I didn’t ride in his jahar for three years side by side with him while he united the jaran. I never believed in him when no one else did, because I didn’t know him then. How can I compete with that? Or with the memory of that?”

There was a long silence. “Sometimes,” said Sonia softly, “I forget you aren’t jaran. I loved a man once, but he left to join the arenabekh. He loved men more than women. I could never forgive him for that. And why should I?” she continued, bitter now. “He turned his back on his own tribe, and he turned his back on the children he might have had. Such men are better off dead.”

“I don’t agree—” began Tess, and then stopped. In jaran society, where there was no place for them, perhaps they were better off leaving, for the arenabekh, for death, for somewhere else. Was that why Ilya had gone to Jeds, at sixteen? Cara had told her yesterday evening what Vasil had confessed to her. If Ilya had thought there was no place for someone like him with the jaran, because he loved another male, then he might have been willing to risk such a dangerous journey, knowing he might never return.

“Sonia,” said Tess finally, “you must remember one thing. When Ilya left your tribe to go to Jeds, he left everyone behind. Everyone. Nothing, and no one, has ever been as important to him as the vision that drives him. Not even Vasil. Even if Ilya did still want him, he can’t go back to him now.”

“You’re forgiving,” murmured Sonia.

“What is there to forgive? I know Ilya loves me. Hell.” She gave a wry, unsteady laugh. “He married me twice. But I don’t think Vasil has changed. Ilya must face him, or he’ll never heal.”

Sonia jerked her head up and glared at Tess. “Don’t let Vasil get too close to him! That would be idiotic.”

Tess laughed. “I’m not afraid of Vasil.” But it was a lie. She was afraid of Vasil. And she could not help it, but she was beginning to wonder what it would be like to lie with him.

“You should be,” said Sonia, and for a wild instant Tess could not tell if Sonia was saying that Tess should be afraid, or should be wondering.

Ilya slept all afternoon. That evening he insisted on taking reports out under the awning. After the stifling heat of the daytime, the cool evening air proved refreshing. Tess watched him eat and drink—not enough, but more than he had managed before—and she sat beside him as scouts and riders came forward and spoke with him. Josef sat on his other side, listening, remembering everything with that astonishing memory he possessed. Now and again Ilya asked him for a piece of information or to clarify something someone had said. Tess could see how weak Ilya was: normally he would never have needed to ask; he had a formidable memory himself. Now it was all he could do to sit there and receive visitors.

And it was just as well he did, she soon realized, even as their reports droned past her and she forgot every word they said. Ilya wanted the reports so that he could feel that he was in control of his army again. But his army also needed to see him. It was no wonder the army was laying waste to Habakar lands. They thought Habakar priests had killed him. Now, these men could see he was alive, and they would pass that message down the lines. Their faces reflected their joy and their relief. Because Ilya lay on pillows, they knelt, each one, to speak with him, so as not to tower over him, but as the night wore on, Tess felt that they were kneeling to Ilya out of duty and love and fealty. And though he was exhausted, their presence and their devotion gave him strength.

It grew late.

“Ilya,” she said, when a scout made his farewells and walked away into the darkness, “you should go to bed. You must rest.”

Ilya shut his eyes. “Yes,” he said.

Josef nodded and rose, and little Ivan leapt up to escort Josef back to his tent. Cara had gone to her own tent. They sat alone under the awning.

“I traveled a long journey,” he said in a low voice. “I saw my own spirit. It is a thing of bright colors and twisting lines. It is brilliant, Tess, like fire. The gods touched it and made it burn, and I saw that they have given their favor to my dreams.”

“Of course they have, my love.” She covered his hands with her own and just held them, strangely moved by his recital.

His voice slipped so low that she had to bend to hear him. “How much more will She demand that I pay her?”

“Who?”

A guard hailed them. A moment later, a small party was escorted out of the gloom. “Ilya.” The guard was Vladimir. “He insisted, but if you want me to send them away…”

Vasil stood before them with his family in tow. Karolla looked nervous, Ilyana looked curious. Valentin trailed behind, clutching his mother’s tunic, his pretty mouth turned down in a sullen frown.

In the stillness, Tess heard singing coming from the farthest reaches of the camp, a cheerful noise.

“No,” said Ilya softly. His gaze locked on Vasil. “Let them stay.”

Tess rose swiftly and beckoned to Karolla and the children to come closer. “Have you met Karolla? This is Karolla Arkhanov. This is her daughter Ilyana.” An awkward silence, while the man and his namesake regarded each other doubtfully. “And this is Valentin.” Valentin peered out at Bakhtiian and then, after a moment, came out from behind his mother and sat down on a pillow. Tess offered him a sweet cake. He accepted gravely.

Vasil sat down. No one spoke.

Tess offered cakes to Karolla and Ilyana, and then to Vasil, and under the cover of this nicety they all passed a few more minutes.

“You must miss Arina,” said Tess, to say something.

“Yes,” said Karolla.

The conversation lapsed again. Tess passed around the cakes a second time.

“You’re Dmitri Mikhailov’s daughter,” said Ilya suddenly.

“Yes.”

Sitting next to each other, Karolla and Vasil were a study in contrasts: her soft, plain face next to his beauty; her resigned expression next to his bright one.

Ilya turned his gaze back to Vasil. Tess could not read his expression, except to see that he was very tired. “I banished you,” he said quietly.

“Yes,” agreed Vasil, watching him avidly. Tess wondered what Karolla felt like, sitting there, knowing that Vasil loved this man better than he loved her. Was Karolla wondering the same thing, about her and Ilya?

“Why are you here?” asked Ilya.

“I am dyan of the Veselov tribe now, and I am also married.” Vasil smiled slightly, and he transferred his gaze from Ilya to Tess. The warmth and brilliance of his smile caught Tess quite off guard, and it rendered her breathless for an instant. She smiled back at him. She could not help herself.

Ilya looked white. One hand clenched tight around the tassels of a pillow. “I mean here, now,” he said in an undertone. “You know damn well what I mean, Veselov.”

It was almost embarrassing to see Vasil as he absorbed Ilya’s attention. What did it matter what Ilya said to him, as long as he said something? He glowed with it, but like the moon, Tess saw suddenly, his was all reflected glow. He did not have heat enough to burn within himself, not like Ilya. She felt all of a sudden that she teetered on the edge of an answer, about him, about them.

“You know why,” said Vasil.

“You are forbidden my presence.”

“Yet I am here.” Vasil drew in a great, shuddering breath. He opened his hands. His eyes had a beautiful shape, rounded with a hint of a pull at their ends. His lips were as pretty as his son’s, but on him, with all the life and mobility of expression he bore with him, all the features that might otherwise have seemed weak and effeminate were strong and bold instead. “Tell me to leave, to never look on you again, and I will obey.”

“No, you won’t.”

“But I will.” He said it so sincerely, but Tess knew he was lying. Everyone here knew he was lying, except perhaps Ilyana, who sat loyally at her father’s side. He dropped his voice to an intimate whisper. “You don’t want me to go.”

Ilya shut his eyes. He was exhausted.

“Vasil,” said Tess firmly, “he needs to rest. I must ask you to leave.” She rose and made polite farewells to the children and to Karolla. She had to give Vasil a shove to get him on his way. “Go.” Then she turned back to Ilya. He was already asleep. She found Aleksi and together they carried Ilya back into the tent and took his clothes off and laid him on the bed. Aleksi left, and Tess stripped and lay down beside him. He sighed and turned into her, draping an arm over her, tangling his legs in with hers.

“Ilya, why is Grandmother Night laughing at you?”

He did not reply. She thought perhaps he was still asleep, but a moment later his hand moved to rest possessively, protectively, on her belly. He stroked the swollen curve and sighed deeply into her hair.

“Why was Nadine spared?” she asked suddenly. “The rest were killed, even her brother, who couldn’t have been very old. Why didn’t they kill Nadine, too?”

He stiffened in her arms. “She wasn’t there,” he said hoarsely. “She and my aunt’s youngest daughter—the one who died—were like Katerina and Galina are now—as close as twins. She was with Arina, out doing chores, I suppose. Out getting water, probably.”

“What about Natalia’s husband? Where was he?”

It took her a moment to realize why he had gone so hot so suddenly; he was sweating. “With me, of course. With the jahar.”

“He rode with your jahar?” she asked stupidly.

“Of course he did. He married into the tribe, of course he rode with my jahar.”

“What happened to him?”

“He left,” he said curtly. “I was glad to see him go. I hated him.”

“What was your mother like, Ilya?”

She didn’t expect him to answer, but he did. “Proud. Arrogant. Impulsive. Vain.”

Tess laughed a little. “She sounds rather like you.”

“No,” he said softly, “I am like her. She never liked me, not until I came back from Jeds.”

“That can’t be true!”

“You never knew my mother,” he said bitterly.

“No, and I’m sorry I didn’t.”

“Don’t be. You wouldn’t have liked her, and she’d have made your life miserable.”

“Ilya!” The force of his anger and pain stunned her. “Didn’t you like her?”

“I loved her.” He said it gratingly, as if he were ashamed of it.

She hesitated, but she had never found him in such a forthcoming—in such a vulnerable—mood before, so she went on. “What about your father?”

He laughed. It was a fragile sound, brief enough, but it heartened her. “My father was a strange man. He was an orphan. Did you know that? He was a Singer. He never said much. He never tried to counsel my mother, and she dearly needed counseling, sometimes. Not in all things. She negotiated with other tribes skillfully enough. They all said so, and it was true. But her own headstrong desires…those she never learned to control, and he never tried to help her. I’m not sure he cared. But he loved me. He only stayed because of me. He said the gods had told him that he would have a child who would have fire in his heart. He said the gods had told him that this child would change forever what the jaran were, that the gods would take the child on a long journey, a Singer’s journey, to show him what he must do to bring the light of the gods’ favor onto their chosen people.”

“And that child was you.”

“That child was me.” His words were slurred, now. “And now I have gone on the Singer’s journey twice, once in body, once in spirit. That makes me a Singer, like my father.” He lay heavy on her, where an arm and leg were draped over her, and he sighed and shut his eyes again.

“Go to sleep, my heart.” She stroked his hair. A Singer. He was now a Singer. It seemed a doubly heavy burden to bear.

He slept soundly all that night. The next morning he insisted they start out down toward the Habakar heartlands. He rode a placid mare, but by mid-morning he was so exhausted that, given the choice between halting the train of wagons on the trail so that he could rest or riding in a wagon instead, he agreed to ride in a wagon. Tess sat next to him, one arm around him, propping him up. On his other side, Sonia drove. A constant stream of riders—women and men both—passed them, just to catch sight of him, just to see if it was true, that he had defeated the Habakar sorcery and come back victorious and alive.

By mid-afternoon he trembled as if with a palsy. Tess and Sonia overruled his objections and halted the wagons and made camp. He was so tired that Tess practically had to hand-feed him, and then he fell asleep before he could hold an audience. Vasil came by that evening.

“He’s asleep,” she said. She sat under the awning in the cool evening breeze, reading by lantern light from Cara’s bound volume of the complete works of Shakespeare.

“You look tired,” said Vasil. Without being asked, he sank down beside her. “Karolla is pregnant, too.”

That startled her. “A third child. You must be very pleased, Vasil.”

He smiled. “I love my children. Is he really asleep?”

She closed the book and set it to one side. “Vasil, what do you want? Or do you even know?”

All at once his expression lost its casual self-assurance. “Oh, gods, I thought he was going to die. I couldn’t have borne that. At least, even banished from him, I knew he yet lived.”

His vehemence shook her. “Why did you come back? You must know that he can’t see you, that it will never be acceptable.”

“I had no choice,” he muttered. He dropped his gaze away from her shyly, forcing her to stare at his profile. The lantern light softened him, giving him the lineament of an angel.

Tess sighed. She had long since discovered that she was susceptible to brash men who hid behind modesty. She leaned over and took his hand. “Vasil.” Then she faltered. She did not know what she needed to say.

Daringly, he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, and then turned her hand over and kissed her palm once, twice, thrice. She shivered, and not from the cold. “You’d better go,” she said, and was shocked to hear how husky her voice sounded.

Without a word, without looking at her, he placed her hand back in her lap and left.

“Oh, God,” she said to herself as she watched him walk away. As she watched him as any woman watches a man she is attracted to, measuring the set of his shoulders and the line of his hips and the promise of his hands. No wonder Sonia had warned her against him.



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

TESS REFUSED TO GO on the next day. Ilya raged at her, but she simply smiled and kissed him, and Sonia backed her up. So he rested. The day after, she agreed to go on only if he would ride in the wagon all day. Furious but trapped, he submitted.

That day they came down onto the Habakar plain, and scouts and patrols came by in increasing numbers just to get a look at him. The next day, and the next, and the next, he grew stronger in stages. They journeyed at a leisurely pace, attended by his jahar and visited by an ever-growing number of riders. Bakhtiian, they would say, pointing at him from a distance. Some came forward to pay their respects. He gave brief audiences in the evening. Tess always had to cut them short before he was ready to quit, but he was pushing himself constantly, and Cara shook her head and disapproved.

Tess was shocked at the wasteland the army had made of these lands. She could tell they had been rich, once, that they had been rich just a month before—before the jaran army had descended on them. They passed no village, no city, that was not torn by war or deserted. They passed no field that was not trampled into dust. Once they passed a pasture strewn with corpses rotting in the sun. Tess saw not one living person, except for the jaran. Ilya muttered to himself and that evening he sent messengers forward to prepare the main camp to receive him. He sent a messenger to Mother Sakhalin, asking that he and she hold an audience once he had arrived.

Riders lined the path of their train’s progress, to watch him go by. The closer they came to the main camp, each day that passed, the more riders appeared along their route. Three more days passed. At midday on the fourth day—twelve days after he had emerged from his coma—they made their triumphal entrance to the main camp.

It was noisy, both the camp and their reception. Over the protests of almost everyone, Ilya mounted his black stallion and rode at the head of the procession, Tess on his left, Josef and Mitya on his right. Tess knew well enough that Josef’s presence served to remind them all of why they were here in Habakar territory, and Mitya’s to remind them that Bakhtiian had heirs. Vladimir, bearing the gold banner, rode behind, and after him came Bakhtiian’s personal guard, the members of the Orzhekov jahar, resplendent in their armor. After them came Sonia, driving a cart in whose back sat the other Orzhekov children who were with the tribe. Then rode the rest of his jahar, followed by the wagon train and the rearguard.

The members of the camp and the army had assembled, making an avenue between them down which Bakhtiian rode. The way was straight and clear through the huge camp, angling in to the center where lay the Sakhalin encampment and a broad empty field reserved for the Orzhekov tribe. Sonia had sent a wagon ahead in the night, with Aleksi and Ursula, containing the great tent. Now it stood alone in the center of the field. Ilya was glad enough to dismount and recline on the pillows lying there for his use. He was tired, but not as tired as he had been, and his face shone. Tess sank down beside him. They watched as the wagons trundled in and made their spiraling ring around the central tent. The camp grew up around them.

Mitya and Galina brought them food and drink. Ilya dozed a little. When he woke, he gazed at Tess with a quizzical look in his eyes.

“What is it?” she asked. She smiled. She felt deliriously happy. She had gambled, and it had paid off. It made her feel reckless. He looked stronger already, In another ten or twenty days, it would seem as if the entire episode had not happened at all.

“I haven’t seen you wear jahar clothes since—” He shrugged. “Since I don’t know when.”

“Men’s clothes don’t fit a pregnant belly.”

He smiled suddenly, “A child, Tess. Think of it.”

“My bladder thinks of it constantly. We need better plumbing.”

“What you wish, you shall have, my wife. But, ah, do you have any designs in mind?”

“I wish David was here. He’s the engineer. He could design something simple and efficient.”

His eyes narrowed. “David ben Unbutu. Tess.” He hesitated.

“Yes?”

“Never mind.” He shook his head. “I’m hungry.”

“Still?”

But his expression changed, and an entirely new gleam lit his eyes as he examined her. “Just now.” He reached out to take her hand, caught it up, and hastily dropped it again. “Tess. We’ll go to our bed early tonight.”

Demurely, she straightened out the folds in her tunic so that the brocade lay smooth over her crossed legs. “Whatever you say, my husband,” she replied, smiling. “Are you sure you won’t have some important audience to attend?”

“Quite sure.” He propped himself up on one elbow. “There is Mother Sakhalin. You see, after I’ve seen her, then there’s no one else I need see, no one but you.” He got to his feet carefully and walked across to greet Mother Sakhalin and to escort her to a pillow next to him. She came attended by a huge retinue: etsanas, dyans, ambassadors, and even, to Tess’s surprise, several members of the acting troupe.

“Bakhtiian,” said Mother Sakhalin, acknowledging him. “Well met. It is with joy that I greet you this day.”

He accepted her benediction with becoming modesty. Pleasantries, sweet cakes, and tea were passed around. “Most of the news of the army I have heard,” he said, after a decent interval had passed. “Is there other news I ought to hear?”

Tess enjoyed watching Mother Sakhalin and Ilya together. They respected each other, and yet they remained wary, too, of the power the other one wielded. Mother Sakhalin had a vicious sense of humor and Ilya enough aplomb to match her. Tess suspected that they were the kind of pair who, had they been of an age, might have been lovers but never, ever, husband and wife. Sakhalin presented Ilya with various events, and he exclaimed over her wisdom and adroitness in handling them.

“The barbarian ambassador, the one with the slave, may yet learn wisdom,” she said finally. “He has asked that his guardsmen be allowed to marry khaja women and bring them into camp.”

“Has he, indeed?”

She considered him with amusement. “Of course, that is not how he asked, but he did his best to bring the matter forward modestly and with good manners. I told him that as long as they treated the women as they would treat their own wives, I might allow it.”

“That was generous of you, Mother Sakhalin. But can you be sure they treat their own wives well?”

She looked affronted. “Surely any wife is treated with respect? Even savages must know such simple courtesies.”

“Is this all that has happened in camp in my absence, Mother Sakhalin?”

For an instant, and no longer than that, the old woman hesitated. Then she went on. “There is nothing more that needs to be brought to your attention. Six horses were stolen. We have sent out a jahar to look for the thieves.”

“Horses stolen? In the midst of this army? The thieves must be desperate souls, indeed.”

But instead of answering, Mother Sakhalin took her leave, and her retinue departed with her. Except for the actors. They tarried. Tess waved them forward: an embassy of four, Ginny Arbha, Yomi Applegate-Hito, Diana Brooke-Holt, and Gwyn Jones.

“Well met,” Tess rose to greet them, but their sober faces told her immediately that all was not well. “What’s wrong? Has something happened?”

“Mother Sakhalin didn’t tell you?” began Diana, and then broke off, looking embarrassed.

“Is something wrong?” asked Ilya in Rhuian. “May I help?”

Ginny turned to Tess. “There’s been a disaster,” she said in Anglais. “Hyacinth has run off with a man and his sister, and he stole things from our camp.”

“Oh, God,” said Tess. “What did he take?”

“His own gear, which included a little solar-celled heating unit and his computer slate, a thermal blanket, some other things.” She faltered and looked to Yomi.

“A water purifier. A frying pan. Some rope. A tent, which has heating coils in the fabric, as you know. One hundred bags of tea. A lantern, solar-celled. A medical kit. A permanent match.” Yomi faltered as well.

“And a knife,” finished Ginny, “with an emergency transmitter and broad field stun capability built in.”

“Oh, God,” repeated Tess. “Have you let my brother know?”

“Immediately.”

“What did he say?”

“He said to contain the damage, if we could. He said to leave the problem in your hands for now.”

“I’ll have to thank him,” said Tess wryly, “when I see him again.” She glanced down and surprised a peculiar expression on Ilya’s face. “I beg your pardon,” she said in Rhuian, and immediately all the actors begged pardon as well.

“Not at all,” said Ilya, so softly and politely that she knew he was furious. “I beg your pardon for disturbing your reunion.”

“One of the actors has run off,” Tess explained. “But you never did explain why,” she added, glancing at Ginny.

“Tess,” said Ginny, again in Anglais, “evidently they have some kind of taboo on same-sex relationships in this culture. Poor stupid Hyacinth was caught with one of the young men, the young man was exiled, and his sister and Hyacinth ran off with him, to share his exile, no doubt. The Goddess knows, the only thing they’ll share is an ugly death. We’re heartsick about it, but what can we say? It’s their taboo. Perhaps you would like to explain this story to your husband. Evidently Mother Sakhalin did not.”

Tess said, “You’d better go. Let me know if you hear anything. I’ll have to think about this.”

They made polite farewells and hurried away.

“It is one thing,” said Ilya in a low, taut voice, “to go to their tents and speak with them in their own tongue. It is quite another to speak it in front of me so that I can’t understand what you’re saying. Couldn’t you have been more discreet? At least gone aside. Gods, Tess! How do you think I felt sitting here like a damned idiot? I’ll thank you to treat me with more respect in the future.”

“Ilya.” She sat down. “Now listen. You must recall that they come from another land, and they didn’t know whether what we were discussing might embarrass or offend you.”

“Well? Surely Mother Sakhalin gave me the entire report. There was nothing offensive there. Why did the actor run off?”

She hesitated. “He was caught with another man.”

Ilya went red with anger. “So Mother Sakhalin has yet to forgive me for Vasil. We will see about this. I suppose they’re the ones who stole the horses.” He struggled to his feet.

“Ilya, I don’t think—”

“By the gods,” he said, brushing her hand away, “I’ll lead the damned search party myself.”

“Ilya!” She jumped up. “Don’t be a fool. You idiot—!” But he stalked off. “Aleksi!” Aleksi appeared from around the corner of the tent, his hands grimed from greasing down an axle. “Send Mitya after him, damn it!” He nodded and obeyed.

Ilya did not come back that evening. Mitya did. What had passed between Bakhtiian and Mother Sakhalin he did not know, but Bakhtiian had ridden off to see the nearby city which had fallen. The last remnant of its city garrison was holed up in the citadel and in the neighboring temple, still fighting. Bakhtiian, Mitya said, had been in a rare foul mood and had ordered his jahar to ride out with him to end the siege once and for all.

Tess felt sick. Physically sick. Her abdomen cramped all evening. Cara fussed over her and made her drink lots of tea and ran a scan over her, but her signs remained positive. The next day dragged by. Ilya did not return. They received no news except that renewed fighting had begun at the city, spurred on by Bakhtiian’s arrival. Tess slept poorly. Another day dragged by; another night came. At Cara’s insistence she went to bed, but now her back ached. She dozed. Then, starting awake, she heard him walk quietly through the outer chamber and push the curtain aside to come in to her.

“Ilya? Ilya, please don’t be mad at me.”

He sank down beside her and reached, groping a little in the darkness, and found her face, and kissed her. “I’m not mad at you.”

It was not Ilya.

“Vasil!” She broke away from him. “Who gave you leave to come in here?”

“I heard that your back is hurting you.” With no more invitation that that, he slid the blanket down off her bare back and stroked his hands along the curve of her lower back while she lay on her side.

“That feels good.” Tess relaxed suddenly against his hands.

“I learned to do this for Karolla. Her back always aches her when she’s pregnant, especially when there’s a little one to be carried about. She said it helps.”

“It does help.” It did help. He worked without hurry, slowly, up her back to her shoulders and her neck. She sighed and shut her eyes—not that it mattered; it was pitch black, and he worked solely by touch—until he ran his hands over her shoulders and started down her front. “Vasil.”

“If you tell me to leave, I will leave,” he said, and she knew he was telling the truth. In this one matter, she was certain of it.

“Vasil, you shouldn’t be here.” His hands had retreated to her shoulders.

“I’m alone in a tent with a woman whose husband is gone. What is wrong with that?”

“Well, I didn’t invite you here, for one thing.”

“Yes, but I’m sure you would have, if only I’d put myself in your way this afternoon. I do beg your pardon for forgetting to do so.”

She chuckled. “Not convincing enough.”

“Your back hurts. Admit I’ve made you feel better.”

“You’ve made me feel better.”

“Do you like sleeping alone?” he asked, curious.

“No.”

“Well, then—”

“You have a wife,” said Tess. “Does she like to sleep alone?”

“She has children to share her pillows with.”

Tess laughed. “I’m not sure if this is any more convincing, but you’re certainly persistent.”

“Do you want me to leave?”

She knew she should say yes. She knew it very well. But she was cold, and lonely, and out of sorts, and, according to jaran custom, quite within her rights to entertain a lover in her husband’s absence. Indeed, Sonia thought her rather odd for not having taken any lovers since her marriage, but then, much was forgiven her because of her khaja birth and upbringing. “I don’t know,” she said at last, unwilling to say no, unwilling to say yes.

And then, of course, she heard voices outside and footsteps through the outer chamber.

“You bastard,” she said softly, “you knew he’d just come back tonight, didn’t you?”

The curtain swept aside and Ilya appeared there, holding a lantern. In the glow, Tess saw that Vasil was smiling.

The silence drew out so long that at last Tess sat up, drawing the blanket up to cover her breasts. The dim light made Ilya seem as pale as wax. He did not speak, he only stared. Vasil simply sat, a half smile frozen on his face. Tess watched them.

Ilya’s voice was low and sharp. “If you try to steal her from me, I promise you, Veselov, I will kill you. Get out.”

“I was not aware,” said Vasil, even softer, “that it was your tent to order me about in. She has not asked me to leave.”

Ilya did not take his gaze off Vasil, as if he feared that once he did so, some disaster would occur. “Tess, tell him to leave.”

“No,” said Tess. She saw how Ilya started, how his gaze leapt to her. He was astonished. “No,” she repeated, and drew in a breath to tell him—to tell him that she was tired of watching him run away from his fear, whatever his fear was, whatever he feared Vasil for. That she had to know, finally, what Vasil meant to him.

“Damn you,” he said. “Damn you.” But he wasn’t talking to her at all. He was talking to Vasil. “This is how you revenge yourself on me, isn’t it, Vasil? By stealing her love from me. Did you think I doubted that you could do it? Of course I did everything in my power to keep you away from her. But you waited until I was helpless, didn’t you? And now…” He was shaking, and Tess realized to her horror that he was about to start weeping from sheer, hopeless grief. “Grandmother Night is laughing at me. Gods, how bitter her bargains are. She means to take everything from me that I love except what I was willing to give to her in the first place.”

“Ilya,” Tess began, horrified that she had forced him to this. She started up to her feet.

“He’s drunk,” said Vasil, stopping her with his words. She sank back down. “He never goes on like this unless he’s drunk.”

“And he’d know,” said Ilya in a hostile voice. “You’d know, wouldn’t you, Vasil? You’ve seen me drunk often enough.”

“I’ve never seen you drunk,” said Tess. “Never.” Except once, when Dr. Hierakis had gotten him drunk—but she’d seen him more under the influence of anesthesia than alcohol.

Ilya took one step and then another, and Tess could not tell whether the steps were unsteady because he was indeed drunk or simply because he was exhausted. He fumbled with the lantern, hoisting it up to tie it to the thong dangling from the pole above. Vasil rose at once, to stand next to him, close to him, and took the lantern from his hands and deftly hung it up. Then he turned and caught Ilya’s face between his hands, and kissed him on the lips. For an instant, an hour, no more than two seconds, they kissed. Then Ilya twisted away from Vasil and stumbled over his own feet and collapsed beside Tess on the pillows.

A strange mood enveloped Tess, that outside this ring of light cast by the lantern nothing else existed.

“You are drunk,” she said finally, smelling the distinctive aroma of fermented milk on him.

Vasil towered above them. “Rough work, that battle?”

“Miserable,” said Ilya. He stared at his hands, whether because of what they had done at the battle or because he did not want to look at her and Vasil, Tess could not tell. “Five women were killed.”

“Women!” Vasil exclaimed.

“We had to bring in the archers. It would have been slaughter otherwise.”

“Did my dear sister fight, then? She’s been mad for it, ever since that skirmish.”

Ilya laughed harshly. “Gods, she’ll make a commander yet. She’s a terror on the field.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“A better fighter than you.”

“She’s a damned sight more vicious than I am. As you know.”

Ilya looked up at him. Was there the briefest softening of his expression? Tess could not be sure. “Vasil, you know damn well you can’t be found here.”

Vasil crouched, so they were all on a level. “Why not? You were gone, Tess was here. Why shouldn’t I have come in?”

Ilya rounded on Tess. “Did you invite him? Did you? I’m not sharing you with him!”

“Ilya, why did you get drunk?” she asked, stupidly stuck on this one point.

He jerked his head away from her and stared at the far wall.

“Because he’s mad at you,” said Vasil. “And anyway, isn’t an ugly battle excuse enough to get drunk?”

“Aren’t all battles ugly?” Tess demanded.

“There were children in that citadel,” said Ilya under his breath. “Children. They slaughtered them, rather than let them fall into our hands. Gods. There was a baby, a tiny baby. And a pregnant woman.” He covered his face with his hands. He shuddered.

“Oh, Ilya.” Tess embraced him. The blanket fell down from her as she pressed against him. Almost as quickly, Vasil moved and crouched down on his other side, running a hand up Ilya’s arm, up his shoulder and neck, up to the luxuriant mass of his dark hair.

“No,” said Ilya. But he did not move away.

“You do love him,” said Tess, amazed by this revelation. Amazed that, faced with the truth, it no longer frightened her.

“You don’t understand,” Ilya said into his hands. “I love you, Tess.”

“I know you love me,” Tess said. And he trusted her. He trusted her to see this. She felt such a rush of confidence and joy that he must have felt it as well, because he sighed audibly and turned his face into her hair.

So close, across Ilya’s body, Vasil smiled at her, and she was struck by a second revelation—that she desired him in part because Ilya desired him. “You see,” Vasil said to her, “how much you and I are alike. I love him. You love him.”

“And he is gods-touched by a vision in his heart. This is all very well, Vasil, but the bitter truth is that no matter how he feels, he already chose his vision over you.”

“But I’m a respectable married man, now,” said Vasil. “So is he. There’s no reason we can’t live in the same camp. Not any more.”

“Stop discussing me as if I’m not here,” said Ilya into Tess’s hair. “Given the choice, you must know that I’d choose Tess over you without hesitation.”

“Did I ask you to make a choice?” asked Vasil.

Ilya went quite still.

“What are you suggesting, Vasil?” Tess asked, astonished and appalled and abruptly intrigued.

Vasil leaned close across Ilya and kissed her. It was a lingering kiss, and his hand slid caressingly up her bare back—except it wasn’t Vasil’s hand, there, on her back. It was Ilya’s.

“Do you want me to leave?” Vasil murmured.

“No,” said Tess, surprising herself, because it was the truth. Ilya said nothing. Neither did he move away from them. They took his silence for assent.



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

THE MONITOR IMPLANTED IN David’s ear buzzed, stirring him out of his drowsy lassitude. The candle had burned out, leaving the little room in darkness. Even the high window, paned with a transparent substance stronger than glass, let through only the light of stars, not enough to illuminate anything more than dark shapes against darker background. The dark of the moon.

“Oh, hell, I’ve got to go,” he said, sitting up.

Nadine yawned and pulled her legs up so that he could scoot past her. “Umm,” she said, and fell silent, undisturbed by his nocturnal comings and goings. She ought to be used to them by now, he thought, glancing back at her as he struggled to get his clothes on. He swore as he got his trousers tangled up. He shook them free and tried again.

“David.” He felt more than saw that she raised herself on an elbow to peer at him. “You aren’t married. Do people think you ought to be?”

“No. I don’t think it’s any of their business, anyway. Do people think you ought to be married?”

“Of course.” Her tone was caustic. “I even have a suitor, who would mark me in a moment if he didn’t know that I’d cut him to ribbons if he tried.”

“You don’t like him?”

She shrugged. “I like Feodor well enough. He’s a pleasant lover. But he doesn’t care about Jeds or anything I learned there. He doesn’t care about maps. He doesn’t wonder about anything, he just rides in his uncle’s jahar and acquits himself well in battle, and is a good son to his mother and a good brother to his two sisters. He doesn’t have any imagination, David!”

“And you have enough for two people. A trait I’m rather fond of.” She smiled at him, and David grinned back. It was one of her great charms: he was fond of her, and she of him, and yet there was no possessiveness in their relationship. They shared what they shared while they shared it. Beyond that, they had their own lives. “But if you don’t want him, then what is there for people to complain of in your behavior?”

Her voice darkened to match the room. “Because women aren’t supposed to have any choice in marriage. Because every woman ought to be married, so that she can have children.”

“Do you want children?” He gave up trying to get his trousers on standing up because he couldn’t manage to keep his balance. He sat down and slid them on one leg at a time.

“No. I want to ride.”

“With the army?”

“I like the army. I’m a good commander, too. I’d rather explore, though, like Marco.”

“Like Marco!” He chuckled and stood up, fastening his belt on. “Yes, you and Marco would make a good team.”

“Thank you,” she said. “I admire him. He reminds me of Josef Raevsky, but perhaps you don’t know Josef.”

“No, I’m sorry. Listen, Dina, I have to go.”

“Why? I know the prince is expecting a party to arrive from the coast, but surely they won’t arrive until daylight. How can you know which day they’ll arrive, anyway?”

David sighed. He was growing annoyed with this constant slippery sliding he had to engage in to get around her tireless, curious questioning. It would have been easier if he’d never taken up with her, but he liked her, damn it, and as the days passed he found his irritation being directed more and more at Charles. Charles should never have proclaimed the interdiction if he didn’t mean to hold to it. Damned hypocrite. It wasn’t Charles who had to dance the delicate dance of truth and lie to avoid giving away privileged information, to avoid the betraying slip of the tongue, to avoid telling this stubborn, affectionate spitfire that her beloved uncle was unconscious and possibly dying.

“I’m sorry.” Nadine lay back down. “It’s none of my business.”

Which only made him feel worse. He went back and kissed her, and left, thankful that she was both sensible and understanding. He padded down the hallway to Charles’s room. The door was latched shut. He knocked twice, a pause, and twice more. Jo opened the door. He slipped inside. Inside, Cara Hierakis’s image stared at him without seeing him.

“—preliminary signs show that he’s no worse for the wear. He’s weak, as might be expected after almost sixteen days in a coma, and he’s a damned difficult convalescent, if you ask me, but I don’t at this time expect a relapse.”

“How is Tess?” asked Charles.

“She’s ecstatic. Hello, David.” The image raised its eyebrows and glanced behind itself, toward nothing they could see. “Her health is fine. I must go.”

“Off here,” said Charles. The image snapped and dissipated into nothing. A cold light illuminated the room, a steady gleam that seemed alien to David’s eyes after the flickering lantern light he was growing used to.

“What happened?” David asked.

“Bakhtiian came out of the coma and seems fine, if weak.”

David put a hand to his chest. He felt—relieved, and was surprised to find himself so happy. Certainly he had no reason to care about Bakhtiian and perhaps good reason to wish him dead. “That’s good news to give to Nadine,” he began, and then remembered that Nadine didn’t know that her uncle had even been in a coma.

“We’ve got the landing scheduled for three hours from now,” said Charles, dismissing the momentous news as if it was of trivial importance. “We’ll split the party. Marco and Rajiv and Jo to the landing site. Marco, you’ll stay with the shuttle for as long as they stay on-site. Rajiv and Jo will escort the technicians back here. David, you’ll run interference with the jaran, since you have the best excuse to be able to speak khush well. Did you come up with any ideas on keeping them out of the way?”

David sighed. “I’ll run a survey tomorrow of the north and west walls and gardens, a real old-fashioned kind with string and survey markers, and I’ll ask for help. I can use quite a few of them doing that, and perhaps keep the rest entertained.”

“Maggie?” Soerensen asked.

“Mother Avdotya has already agreed to let me observe the worship services and also I have her and a few of the older priests willing to let me interview them tomorrow about their myths and the history of the palace as they know it. I’ll make it all last as long as possible.”

“That will have to do. I’m most concerned about Mother Avdotya and Nadine Orzhekov, since they seem consistently to be the ones who are most likely to notice anomalies in our behavior. Do your best.”

“Nadine will be interested in survey methods,” said David. He glanced at Marco, who lounged casually against one wall, arms crossed on his chest. “She said she admires you, Marco, because you’re an explorer.”

Marco chuckled. “What? Does she want to join me?”

“Yes. I rather think she would, if she could.”

Marco shrugged. “And why not? She’s quick on her feet, a better fighter than I am, smart, and curious.” He cast an inquiring glance toward Charles. “Why not?”

“One bridge at a time,” said Charles. “She is also Bakhtiian’s niece, and I believe his closest living relative. She has a duty to him.”

“A woman’s duty in this kind of culture,” said Maggie, “is usually to get married and produce heirs. Neither of which I see her doing. I like her. I wish we could take her back with us.”

The comment produced silence that was sudden and uncomfortable.

“Fair trade,” said Marco with a twist of his lips that wasn’t quite a smile. “The sister for the niece.”

“I don’t think so,” said Charles smoothly. “Now. You’d better go. You’ve got a long ride, and it’s dark out there.”

Rajiv gathered up his hemi-slate and the six long tube-lights they were going to use for trail lights and landing markers. Marco shrugged on his cape. Jo pulled a second, heavier tunic on over her clothing and belted it at her waist. Without further ado, they left. Maggie went with them, to escort them down to the stables and run interference, as Charles called it, in case anyone came investigating this nocturnal exodus.

“Is there a problem, David?” Charles asked abruptly.

“A problem?” The question took David aback.

Charles sat down on his bed and considered David with that level, bland gaze that had come to characterize him. However busy he might be, however many pans he might have frying in the fire, he never did two things at once. If he spoke to a person, singling that person out, then all his attention focused on the conversation. Even his hands sat at rest, folded neatly in his lap. David knew how deceptively mild his expression was.

“You’re upset about something,” said Charles, “and I don’t keep sycophants around because they don’t do me any good.”

Thus neatly forcing David to speak his mind, even if he was reluctant to. “It’s this damned interdiction. It’s hypocrisy and you know it. I’m tired of lying to Nadine—well, to all of them, if it comes to that, but to her in particular. Don’t you think they know we’re holding things back? Aren’t we harming them more by being here than—?”

“Than if we hadn’t come at all? No doubt about that. But Tess came here, and so here we are. Think of it as damage control.”

“It’s not damage control,” said David. “Oh, Goddess, you mean that message that came in this morning.”

“About the actor running away? Yes, in part that.”

“What are you going to do about him?”

“Rajiv is hunting down the code on that transmitter. We’ll likely get a fix on him within five or ten days. If he’s still alive by then.”

“You’re cool about it.”

“David, you know me better than that.”

“You’ve changed, Charles. I say that as one of your two oldest friends.”

Charles regarded him evenly. “What choice? No choice. I do what I must.” He gave a short laugh and grinned, looking for an instant so much like the young man David had met at university that David might almost have thought they were the same person again, and that the gulf that had grown between the old Charles and the new one had suddenly closed. “Bakhtiian confided in me before we left the army that he couldn’t tell what he could and couldn’t believe out of all the things Tess had told him.”

“If he expected you to enlighten him, then I’m sure he was disappointed.”

“You are angry.”

“It’s disrespectful, beyond anything else,” said David. “Treating them like children—as if we know better, as if we have to protect them.”

“The interdiction did protect them.”

David sank down into the single chair and rested his forehead on a palm. “Which is true. Oh, hell, Charles, it’s just an untenable situation.”

“Yes,” Charles agreed without visible emotion. “Remember as well, David, that this is the only planet we have any real control over, because of that interdiction. Chapalii can’t come here without my permission—or, if they do, as that party that Tess fell in with did, they must do it covertly. We can’t afford to lose that power. Cara can run her lab in Jeds precisely because the Chapalii can’t investigate it at their whim. This is our—our safe-house. Our priest hole. Our hideaway. Not to mention the entire philosophical issue of whether it would be ethical to ram our culture and technology down their throats in the name of progress. So it’s to my advantage to keep the interdiction in force.”

“Even if you break it yourself.”

“Even so. I’m not a saint, David.”

“However much you try to be?”

Charles chuckled, a refreshingly and reassuringly human sound. “I only try to be because I know that whatever I do wrong will come back to haunt me tenfold. I don’t like this situation any better than you do. If we took Tess away, we’d be quit of it.”

David lifted his head off his hand. “Would you force her to go? Could you?”

“Of course I could. I control this planet, David. Would I?” He thought about it. The little room the priests had given him to sleep in mirrored him in many ways: simple, plain, without obvious character. But David knew that behind the plain whitewashed walls ran a complex network of filaments and power webs and ceramic tiling for strength and the Chapalii alone knew what other technological miracles and contrivances, hidden from sight but always present, there where they couldn’t be seen. “I don’t know. I haven’t been forced to make that decision yet.”

“Goddess help them both when you do.”

“Both?” asked Charles.

“Both Tess and Bakhtiian. And his people. And the countries in the path of his conquest. He’s a madman. You could stop him.”

“I could kill him physically. I could tell him, show him, the truth, which Tess believes would kill him spiritually. What’s so strange about him, though? Earth has had such men in her past.”

“Does that make it right? Knowing we could intervene?”

“I don’t know. Is intervening right? Will it make any difference in the long run? Does this argument have anywhere to go except around in circles? He’s better than most, David. He thinks, he’s open-minded and curious, he cares about law and legal precedence, and I believe he cares enough about what Tess thinks of him that he’ll temper brutality with mercy.”

“Like that man he executed for rape? He did it himself, and he didn’t look one whit remorseful about the act to me.”

“Who knows? Perhaps killing him on the spot like that was a merciful punishment, compared to what he might have received.”

“Without a trial?” David demanded.

“He had a confession. But I can’t help thinking about the actor. Three of them alone in hostile territory.”

“And horse-stealers, too. That must be punishable by death, under nomad law.”

“Do you think their deaths will be easy, or quick?” Charles asked.

“Don’t forget, the actor has a weapon with him—one of our weapons. And other equipment. That gives him an advantage.”

“And it breaks the interdiction in exactly the way I did not want it broken,” Charles added.

“In fact, it might well be easier if the poor boy did die, and his companions with him.”

“It might well. But then there’d be all that equipment out there to be recovered. Either way…” Charles shrugged.

David felt suddenly heartened. He chuckled. “You know, Charles, I don’t envy you. I’m perfectly happy to be sitting here, and you sitting there.”

Charles’s pale blue gaze met David’s brown one. His lips quirked up. “As well you might be. Now, I’m going to get some sleep.”

David realized that that was as close to a confession of the burdens weighing on him as Charles was ever likely to give him, or to give anyone. Perhaps Charles could no longer afford to be vulnerable. Perhaps Charles regretted what he had lost but knew well enough that the loss was permanent, that there was nothing of his old self that could be recovered, even if he wanted to.

“Yes,” said David on a sigh. “That’s a good idea.” He stood up and left Charles to his solitary state. Back in his own tiny room, he managed to nap on the hard bed for the few hours until dawn. He woke when the first light bled through the window, and he rose and dressed quickly and hurried downstairs to the eating hall in order to make it in time for breakfast. Maggie was there, although Charles wasn’t. She signaled with one hand—“all okay, going as planned.” That meant that the riders ought to come in mid-morning, escorting their “party from the coast.” What would the jaran make of this Chapaliian visitation? Mother Avdotya had mentioned the khepelli priests who had visited four summers past. Their stay had been short and uneventful with a single exception: they had left with one fewer member of their party than they had come with. This mystery had never been solved, nor had any remains been found of the missing priest. The jaran knew of blood sacrifices, both human and animal, but as far as David could tell, they did not indulge in them except under the most pressing need. He had asked Nadine about it, but she seemed to think such an act shameful, although he could not tell whether that response came from her jaran upbringing or her Jedan education.

What would they think of a Chapalii coming in with Soerensen’s escort? With his blessing? Under his authority? Nadine would be sure to be suspicious, and she would give a full report to her uncle. David did not for one instant doubt her loyalty to Bakhtiian, or doubt that she put her loyalty to him and to her people above all else, however much she did not follow their customs in other ways.

Well, it was hopeless. As Charles had said, the argument could run around in a circle and never get anywhere. He saw Nadine and went to sit beside her. She greeted him with a smile and he set to work on the food while discussing with her his plans for a survey of the north front.

“But tell me, David,” she said after he had told her of his plans, “I see how you can use this method to measure accurately the dimensions of the shrine. Is there a way to measure greater distances, using the same methods? I can draw out a map with rough accuracy—Josef Raevsky taught me how to do that, and I learned more about maps at the university in Jeds, but still, there must be more accurate methods. Mostly, the jaran measure distances by how long it takes a rider, or a wagon, to get from one place to another. But that’s not a good measure. How fast is the rider? Is it a jahar that’s foraging as it goes? Is it a wagon train? Is it a messenger, who changes horses frequently and so can ride as far in one day as wagons cover in ten?”

“I’ll show you some more about that today,” replied David. “If you have two angles and one side, you can calculate the rest of the triangle. That’s why I use a staff that’s a set length; in my case two meters.”

“Yes, I know about triangles. They’re one of the gods’ mysteries.”

David chuckled. “Yes, there is a certain magic to them. Now, look.” He took his knife and held it point down, perpendicular to the table. “If you know the height of your measuring staff—this knife—and you know the angle—”

“But I understand that,” said Nadine impatiently. “I helped you survey the grounds of the shrine. But what about really long distances? Do you have to measure each stretch of ground you ride over? Add them together, perhaps? How can you reckon distances off to each side, as well? And bring them all together to make an accurate map?”

You put satellites into orbit. You use aerial photography. You use computer-driven navigational instruments and beacons and…“At sea you use a sextant and the altitudes of celestial bodies,” said David instead. “On land maybe you don’t really need a truly accurate map, because you can use landmarks to guide your travels.”

“Yes, but what if you want one?” Nadine insisted. That was the trouble with her; she wasn’t content with what just worked.

“Orzhekov!” One of her riders burst into the room, breathing hard from running. “Messenger, riding in.”

She jumped to her feet but hard on the man’s heels came the messenger himself, wind-blown, pale, looking exhausted. He wore a harness of bells strapped over his shirt. The bells sang as he walked.

“Feodor!” exclaimed Nadine. She froze.

The young man strode across to her. By Nadine’s expression, David could guess who it was: the young man named Feodor Grekov, the one Nadine had mentioned with scornful affection. The young man of princely family who wanted to marry her. And David’s first thought, unintended and embarrassing, was to wonder if now that Feodor was here, Nadine would throw David out of her bed in favor of her jaran lover.

The bells chimed and brushed into silence as Feodor halted before Nadine. He was good-looking; David could see that even through the young man’s fatigue. He looked competent. He looked like exactly the kind of man Nadine had made him out to be: reliable, stolid, and pleasant.

“What news?” she asked, looking worried. “Have you come from camp?”

“Your uncle,” he said. The words seemed choked out of him, either from suppressed anguish or from exhaustion; perhaps from both. “He’s—” It all came out: Bakhtiian had fallen ill. His spirit had been witched from his body by Habakar priests. No one knew if he was dying, or if he was coming back to them. No one knew.

Nadine stood there dead still. Her mouth was drawn tight, and David could see the pulse beating under her jaw. She looked half in shock. And he couldn’t say a thing. He couldn’t even reveal that he understood their conversation perfectly, now that he understood khush much better than he dared let on.

“You must return,” Grekov finished. “You’re his closest living relative.”

“I must return,” she echoed, but the voice had no force of emotion. Only her drawn face did. She stared out the huge windows onto the gardens, brilliant with summer flowers. David felt sick with guilt, seeing how she suffered with fear for her uncle. Knowing she didn’t have to.

Grekov drew his saber. A murmur ran through the men standing around them. Nadine’s eyes went wide. She began to draw her own saber. She looked furious. “Grekov, this is no time to—”

But Grekov’s aspect had changed, and David mentally added ‘stubborn’ to the young man’s list of attributes. “Mother Sakhalin came to my mother and my aunt and my uncle. They agreed between them that I should set aside my—scruples and mark you. Bakhtiian must have heirs.”

Nadine had her saber half out. She seemed suspended, unable to move one way or the other, unable to act, unable to accede. “Our cousins have many fine sons.”

“That’s true,” said Feodor, “but it’s properly through his sister’s line that Bakhtiian should have heirs. You know it’s true. You know it’s your duty to marry, if your uncle dies. He may be dead already. Who will the tribes follow then? They would follow your child.” He brought his saber to rest on her cheek.

Nadine had gone so pale that David thought she might faint. But, of course, Nadine would never faint. Her saber did not move. Neither did Feodor’s. David wanted to tell her, Goddess, how badly he wanted to tell her. But he could not.

Her mouth worked, but no words came out. She shut her eyes, briefly, and opened them again, as if disgusted with herself for trying to hide from what was facing her. Then she slid her saber back into its sheath.

Feodor marked her. She submitted meekly enough, but her eyes burned. Like her uncle, her spirit showed in her eyes, and it was a strong spirit, even in defeat. Blood welled and coursed down her cheek, dripping off her jaw. A drop caught on her lips and, reflexively, she licked it off. Feodor had the grace to look ashamed, and yet, at the same time, he managed to look jubilant, as at an unforeseen victory.

David turned away. He could no longer stand to watch.

“Give me the bells,” said Nadine. “I’ll ride to my uncle’s bedside. You’ll stay with my jahar, here at the shrine, until the prince of Jeds is finished with his work here, and then you’ll escort him back to the army. Yermolov will act as your second.”

It was a trivial revenge; it might be months until they saw each other again, but Grekov did not look disheartened. Why should he be? As far as David could tell, marriage was for life in the jaran. The young rider slipped out of the bells and handed them to Nadine. She slung them over her shoulders and turned to go. Her glance stopped on David, and her mouth turned up in a sardonic smile. She knew he knew and understood what a bitter blow this was to her.

What she did not know was that he could have prevented it.

“I’m sure he’ll be all right,” David said, impelled to say it. He wanted to shout it: He is all right. He’s alive. He’s recovering. But it was too late. Perhaps the time would have come inevitably, the pressure for her, Bakhtiian’s sister’s daughter, to marry and have a child who could inherit through the female line closest to Bakhtiian. It was some consolation. Not much.

“Good-bye, David,” she said. He felt as if she were saying good-bye not so much to him personally, or to him as her lover, but to what he represented, the knowledge, the curiosity, the urge to explore and range wide. It was pretty damned difficult for pregnant women and women with small children to range wide.

“Good-bye,” he said and watched her go. Grekov watched her go. Her jahar watched her go. The priests, those who were there, watched her go. Yermolov escorted her out to the horses.

Charles walked in by the other door. “Is something wrong?” he asked.

About two hours after Nadine had left, Rajiv and Jo rode in with the Chapalii party. The tall, thin figures of the Chapalii looked doubly alien to David after he’d been so long on a planet where Chapalii did not set foot. David saw them ride in from his vantage point at the northwest corner of the palace, but they were far enough away that he couldn’t see them as more than distant shapes. In a frenzy of self-flagellation, he had designated Feodor Grekov to assist him personally in the surveying, with most of the other riders strung out at intervals along the space. He didn’t need them, of course, but it served to keep them busy. Feodor was quiet and helpful, and he seemed good-natured. He even asked a few questions, and he seemed interested in the concept of using triangles to measure distance. But he had nothing like Nadine’s bothersome, nagging, wonderful curiosity.

David was relieved when dusk came and he could excuse everyone and go inside to eat dinner, to pretend to go to bed. He crept out through the shrine, which he knew like the back of his hand by now, having mapped it twice over, and made his way to the room which hid the control room.

The room sat blank, white, cold, and empty, and as impenetrable as every other time he had been there. Then, a moment later, the wall exhaled and Maggie stood in a dark opening.

“Quick,” she said, beckoning. “Come in. It’s amazing.”

He hurried over to her. A narrow tunnel fell away before him. He followed her back into the blackness. The wall shut behind them and a bright light shone ahead. They came out into a chamber lit with screens and lights and stripes of color. The garish light illuminated five figures: three of the tall, angular Chapalii figures that were as familiar to humans as any ubiquitous authority figure is, and two shapes that seemed squat and thick in comparison: that would be Charles and Rajiv. Maggie took hold of David’s arm and dragged him forward. David stared. How could he help but stare? Two flat screens and three holo-screens flashed information past at a dizzying speed. Charles acknowledged David with a nod. Charles stood between two Chapalii, one resplendent in mauve merchant’s robes, the other dressed in the tunic and trousers of the steward class. Rajiv was oblivious to anything except the console at which he stood and the Chapalii standing next to him, with whom he conferred in a low, intense voice. Maggie lifted her eyebrows and looked at David, grinning, waiting for him to react.

A Chapalii female! In shape he could not have told any differences between her and the two males. But the skin…Unlike the two males in the room, whose skin was pale, almost dead white, whose skin flushed colors betraying their emotions, the female’s skin was dark, a kind of tough-looking, all-purpose gray. It seemed scaly, without being scaled. She wore a lank tail of hair hanging from the slight bulge on the back of her skull. In dim light, he could not have told them apart, except for her thin hank of hair, and that might have been a class difference. But in bright light, she looked alien. The males might pass by some far stretch of the imagination for human, or humanlike, creatures. She had the same build, but her strange coloration, her thick, dry epidermis, betrayed her fundamental otherness. She was weird; she was eerie. And David was used to the idea of unearthly beings.

“So?” David asked, when he found his voice.

“So once we got into the room, Rajiv and the ke—the female servant there—got inside the system within one hour. It’s all there, David. The contents of the Mushai’s computer banks.”

“We knew that.”

“Yes, but we never got past the surface layer before. And there’s more, much more than was on the cylinder Tess brought. They’ve spent the last five hours figuring out how to translate the information off this system and on to some transferable media. Evidently the cylinders only work off the consoles they come from. Like matched sets. Information is so valuable a commodity that it’s hoarded just like—like the jaran hoard gold.”

“They don’t hoard gold,” corrected David, “they wear it.”

“I think the analogy still holds.”

“What if they can’t transfer the data off.”

Maggie shrugged. “How should I know? Rajiv will probably come live here for the next ten years and transcribe everything manually onto his modeler. But even so he’d never get the hundredth part of it that way. Still, that ke is a brilliant engineer, according to him, and his standards are high. They ought to be able to work something out together.”

“David.” Charles came over, the merchant at his side. “You have met Hon Echido, I believe.”

“Honored,” said David, recalling his polite Chapalii. He gave a brief greeting bow, which Echido returned exactly.

“Let’s leave them to it,” said Charles. “I have no doubt they’ll be up all night. And the next day, as well.”

Charles gestured to Maggie and David to precede him. Echido waited behind Charles. The steward stayed where he was, presumably to aid Rajiv and the ke, who were oblivious to this desertion. They left the room and walked back through the quiet palace by a roundabout route. Their path took them to the vault of the huge dome. They halted there. The cavernous depths of the hall and the height swallowed them, muffling the sound of their footsteps on the marble floor, making whispers of their voices. In the darkness, the thin pillars that edged the distant curved walls gleamed a pale pink, like a hint of sunrise to come. Above, far above, the dome seemed splintered with stars and luminous cracks and amorphous blots of utter darkness, like a portal onto the depths of space.

David held Maggie’s hand, finding comfort in the heat of her skin, in her proximity. Farther off, Charles stood and stared up. Echido stood slightly in front of Charles. In the darkness, his robes, too, seemed luminous, as if fibers of light were woven into the purple fabric. The Chapalii lifted up his left hand. He spoke a sentence.

The dome lit. Everywhere, everything, lights, blinding, scattering, crystal sparking in a thousand colors and rainbows arching in vivid, astonishing geometric patterns so high above in the vault of the dome that they seemed unreachable. Across the marble floor light fragmented into colored patterns, animal shapes intertwined, plants interlaced, helices and chevrons, so bewildering in their profusion that it staggered him. All perfectly placed to create a web of light, a latticework of color, a net of brilliance, that seemed to David’s eyes to represent everything and nothing, order and chaos at once. It was glorious. It was uncanny. It was beautiful.

David gaped. Maggie gaped, gripping his hand. Even Charles gaped, for once shocked into speechlessness.

“The Tai-en Mushai,” said Echido in his colorless voice, his Anglais fluent and uninflected, “became so notorious that although his name is obliterated forever from the emperor’s ear for his rashness, his title lives on nevertheless. Not least because of his sister, who is known as one of the great artists of my people. It is she who designed the Grand Concourse leading from Sorrowing Tower to Reckless Tower to Shame Tower. I am grieved that this achievement here must rest in obscurity.”

“End it,” said Charles suddenly, startled out of his stupor by Echido’s calm voice.

“As you command, Tai Charles.” He spoke another sentence. Glory vanished, to leave them shuttered in a darkness which seemed as endless as the void. Silence descended. After some minutes, David could make out the traceries in the dome again, distinguish the faint gleam of the pillars along the walls. He understood Echido’s sorrow, that such beauty must be concealed. A moment later he realized how astounding it was, his sympathy with Echido’s sadness.

“I humbly beg your pardon, Tai-en,” Echido added, “if I have by my rash action troubled you. I recall that this planet is under an interdiction of your making and the emperor’s approval.”

“No,” said Charles, “no, I don’t mind this once. I’ve never seen anything like that. It was…” His voice betrayed his awe. “…beautiful. But it must not happen again, here or elsewhere in this palace, not as long as there are natives on the precincts.”

Echido bowed. “To have given you pleasure, however brief, Tai-en, is a great honor to me.”

“I am pleased,” said Charles, acknowledging Echido’s gift. “David has a map of the palace, and I would dearly like to know what other—art—is hidden here, and how it might be brought to life. How did you do that?”

“But surely—” Echido hesitated. “Tai-en, every princely and ducal house holds to itself a motto, I believe you would name it in your tongue. Said thus, it illuminates both the noble lord himself and what his family has created in his name.”

“Ah,” said Charles. “Of course. How did you know the Mushai’s motto? Surely it has been a long time since his name was spoken in the halls of the emperor.”

“Uncounted years,” said Echido. “Tai-en.” He bowed. “But all know it, still, because its very words are—as reckless as he was. So it remains with us, over time uncounted and years beyond years. ‘This hand shall not rest.’ That is one way it might translate into your language, although I am sure the Tai-endi Terese could render a more accurate, fitting, and poetic translation.”

“I am sorry,” said Charles, “that she is not here to see this.”

“I, too, Tai-en, am saddened by her absence. Our acquaintance was brief, but I count myself favored that she dignified my presence with her attention.” He folded his hands in front of him. David knew that the arrangement of fingers and palm had meaning, that it signified an emotion, a statement, a frame of mind, but he could not interpret it. Tess could, but Tess wasn’t here. No wonder Charles refused to let her go. She was invaluable to his cause.

“We must go,” said Charles. “I hope no one was awake to see this display, however much I am pleased to have seen it myself. Otherwise there could be awkward questions.” He started to walk. Maggie let go of David’s hand and paced up beside the Chapalii merchant. David fell in next to Charles. They paused at the buttressed arch that led into a long hall lined with alternating stripes of pale and black stone. Echido and Maggie kept walking, but Charles turned to look back into the vast hollow behind them. From this angle, no lights shone, not even faint ones. It was as black as a cave. Only the immensity of air, palpable as any beast, betrayed the cavernous gulf beyond.

“So what will your motto be?” David asked, half joking.

“I’ve been reading The Tempest lately,” said Charles, his voice as colorless as Echido’s. “After what Maggie said. There’s a little phrase the sorcerer Prospero says to the spirit Ariel, who serves him.” Here in the darkness, David felt more than saw Charles’s presence, familiar and yet strange at the same time, here, where he might learn what lay now at Charles’s heart. Charles still faced the huge chamber of the dome. His breath exhaled and was drawn in. On the next breath, he spoke.

“‘Thou shalt be free.’”
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“He, who the sword of heaven will bear

Should be as holy as severe . . .”

—SHAKESPEARE,

Measure for Measure



CHAPTER ONE

ALEKSI COULD NO LONGER look at the sky without wondering. On clear nights the vast expanse of Mother Sun’s encampment could be seen, countless campfires and torches and lanterns lit against the broad black flank of Brother Sky. Uncle Moon rose and set, following his herds, and Aunt Cloud and Cousin Rain came and went on their own erratic schedule.

But what if these were only stories? What if Tess’s home, Erthe, lay not across the seas but up there, in the heavens? How could land lie there at all? Who held it up? Yet who held up the very land he stood on now? It was not a question that had ever bothered him before.

He prowled the perimeter of the Orzhekov camp in the darkness of a clear, mild night. Beyond this perimeter, the jaran army existed as might any great creature, awake and unquiet when it ought to have been resting; but the army celebrated another victory over yet another khaja city. And in truth, the camp still rejoiced over the return of Bakhtiian from a terrible and dangerous journey. The journey had changed him from the dyan whom they all followed in their great war against the khaja into a gods-touched Singer through whom Mother Sun and Father Wind themselves spoke.

And yet, if it was true that Tess and Dr. Hierakis and Tess’s brother the prince and all his party came from a place beyond the wind and the clouds, beyond the moon and the sun, then to what land had Bakhtiian traveled? To whom had he spoken? By whom was he touched? And how could a land as large as the plains lie up there in the sky, and Aleksi not be able to see it?

The stars winked at him, mute. They offered no answers, just as Tess had offered no answers before he had discovered that there was a question to be asked.

From here he could see the hulking shadow of Tess’s tent at the very center of the camp—not just at the center of the Orzhekov tribe but at the heart of the entire army. Another, smaller shadow moved and he paused and waited for Sonia to catch up to him.

She rested a hand on his sleeve and he could tell at once—although he could not see her face clearly—that she was worried. “Aleksi,” she said, whispering although they were already private. “Have you seen Veselov?” She hesitated, and he heard more than saw her wince away from continuing. But she went on. “Vasil Veselov. He came through camp earlier. He said he came to ask Niko about one of his rider’s injuries, but I don’t believe—” She faltered.

Aleksi was shocked at her irresolution.

“No one has seen him leave,” Sonia continued. “And Ilya just came back…” She trailed off and flashed a look around to make sure no one was close enough to hear, despite the fact that they both knew that they were well out of earshot, and that no one walked this way in any case. This part of camp, unlike the rest of the huge sprawl of tents extending far out into the darkness, was quiet and subdued. “The guards didn’t see him, but you never miss anything, Aleksi.” She waited.

A discreet distance beyond the awning of Tess’s tent stood the ever-present guards, these a trio who had ridden in with Ilya. Aleksi had seen him arrive with a larger train and then dismiss most of them. Bakhtiian had gone into his tent alone.

“Oh, I saw Veselov leave camp,” Aleksi lied in a casual voice. It wasn’t true, of course. But Aleksi knew when to trust his instincts. Better that no one else realize where Veselov actually was.

“Thank the gods,” murmured Sonia on a heartfelt sigh, and she gave Aleksi a sisterly kiss on the cheek and returned, presumably lighter in spirit, to her own tent.

It made Aleksi feel sick at heart, to lie to her like that, but he had learned long ago that orphans, outcasts, and all outsiders could not always live by the truth, though they might wish to. He trusted Tess to know what she was doing, just as she trusted him to protect her. No greater bond existed than love sealed by trust.

Aleksi touched his saber hilt and glanced up at the stars again. He wondered if Tess had not become like a weaver whose threads grow tangled: If the damage is not straightened and repaired soon enough, the cloth is ruined. Wind brushed him, sighing through camp. Songs drifted to him on the breeze, a distant campfire flared and, closer, a horse neighed, calling out a challenge. Above, in the night sky, the campfires of Mother Sun’s tribe burned on, too numerous to count, too distant to smell even the faintest aroma of smoke or flame from their burning.

“We come from a world like this world,” Dr. Hierakis had said, “except its sun is one of those stars.” Could there possibly be another Mother Sun out there, giving her light to an altogether different tribe of children? He shook his head impatiently. How could it be true? How could it not be true? And what, by the gods, did Tess think she was doing, anyway? Did she truly understand what trouble there would be if it was discovered that Bakhtiian and Veselov had met together, secretly, even with her serving as an intermediary?

He cast one last glance at the silent tent and then began to walk the edge of camp again.



CHAPTER TWO

ILYA LAY IN ELEGANT disarray beside her, breathing deeply, even in sleep marked by a harmonious attitude that drew the eye to him. A soft gloom suffused the tent. The lantern burned steadily, but its light did little more than blur the edges of every object in the chamber.

Vasil was one such object: the light burnished his hair and accentuated the planes of his handsome face. He lay on his side with his eyes shut, but Tess knew he was only pretending to be asleep. Somehow, not surprisingly, she had ended up between the two men. She traced her fingers up his bare arm to his shoulder.

“Vasil,” she whispered, so as not to wake Ilya, “you have to leave.”

He did not open his eyes. “If you were a jaran woman,” he said, no louder than her, “you would have repudiated him, and never ever done such a thing as this. What is it like in the land where you come from?”

“In the land where I come from, there are marriages like this.”

His eyes snapped open. He looked at her suspiciously. “Two men and a woman?”

“Yes, and sometimes two women and a man, sometimes two of each. It’s not common, but it exists.”

“Gods,” said Vasil. He smiled. “Ilya must conquer this country.”

“No,” said Tess, musing. “It’s a long way away.”

“I never heard of such a thing in Jeds,” said Ilya.

“I thought you were asleep! It isn’t Jeds, anyway. It’s Erthe.”

“Ah,” said Ilya. He shifted. She turned to look over her shoulder at him, but he was only moving to pull the blankets up over his chest. “Tess is right. You have to go, Vasil.”

Lying between them, Tess was too warm to need blankets. Vasil reached out to draw a hand over her belly, casual with her now that they had been intimate.

“Not much here. You must be early still, like Karolla.”

Tess chuckled. “Dr. Hierakis says I’m not quite halfway through. She says with my build that I carry well.”

“Dokhtor Hierhakis? Ah, the healer. She came from Jeds.”

“From Erthe, originally, but she lives in Jeds now.”

“How can she know, Tess?” asked Ilya suddenly.

For once, there was a simple, expedient answer, and she didn’t have to lie to him. “Because you got me pregnant after you came back from the coast with Charles. I know I wasn’t pregnant before that. Ilya, if you think back, you know as well as I when it happened.”

“I’m sorry I—” began Vasil, and then stopped. He withdrew his hand from her abdomen and sat up abruptly.

“You’re sorry about what?” Tess asked.

“Nothing.” He shook his head. Tess watched, curious. She had never seen Vasil at a loss for words before.

“You’re sorry you weren’t there,” said Ilya in a low voice, “and you’re sorry to think that I might have a life with my own wife that doesn’t include you.”

Vasil did not reply. He rose and dressed without saying anything at all. Tess could tell that he was troubled. She watched him dress, unable not to admire his body and the way he moved and stood with full awareness that someone—in this case she—was watching him. She could feel that Ilya watched him, too, but she knew it was prudent not to turn to look. Vasil did not look at either of them. He pulled on his boots and bent to kiss her. Then he stood and skirted the pillows, only to pause on the other side, beside Ilya. Tess rolled over.

The light shone full on Vasil’s face. “Are you sorry I came here tonight?” he asked, his attention so wholly on Ilya that Tess wondered if Vasil had forgotten she was there.

Ilya regarded him steadily. “No.” His gaze flicked toward Tess and away. His voice dropped to a whisper. “No, I’m not sorry.” Vasil knelt abruptly and leaned forward and kissed him. Lingered, kissing him, because Ilya made no move, neither encouraging him nor rejecting him, just accepted it.

Simple, ugly jealousy stabbed through Tess. And like salt in the wound, the brush of arousal.

Ilya shifted and suddenly he changed. All this night he had been astonishingly passive, going along with the choice Tess and Vasil had made as if he followed some long-set pattern, pursued acquiescing to his pursuer. As if that was how it had been before, between him and Vasil. Now he placed a hand on Vasil’s chest and gently, with finality, pushed him away. “But it can’t happen again,” he said quietly. “You know that.”

Startled, Vasil glared at him. “Why not? She said there were marriages like this, in that khaja land.” He reached out to Ilya’s face and splayed his fingers along the line of Ilya’s jaw. With his thumb, he traced the diagonal scar up Ilya’s cheek. “You are the only man marked for marriage in all the tribes.”

“Oh, God,” said Tess, recalling that moment vividly now. “And I was wearing your clothes and using your saber when I did it.”

“So it is true,” said Vasil triumphantly. “Can you deny it?”

Ilya closed a hand over Vasil’s wrist and drew Vasil’s hand away from his face, then released it. “It is also true that not twelve days ago a rider named Yevgeni Usova was banished from the army for lying with another man, with one of the actors. Shall I judge myself less severely than he was judged?”

“I was sorry to hear about Yevgeni,” said Vasil carelessly. “But he was stupid enough to get caught.”

“So we are to be allowed to continue as long as we are not caught? I think not, Vasil. I must be more holy than the riders I command, not less. Nothing else is just.”

Vasil looked annoyed, as if he had not expected this turn of events. “So that is why after your family was killed, after the tribes agreed to follow you, you threw me out? That is why you stopped getting drunk? I remember after you came back from Jeds, how many women used to ask you to their beds and how very often you went. It is true, what I heard later, that you rarely lay with women afterward? After your family was killed? After I was banished? Were you punishing yourself? Is there a single piece of gold in this tent from any of the khaja cities your army has conquered? Once you questioned everything, you demanded to know why the jaran had to live as our grandmothers and grandfathers and their grandparents had lived, as the First Tribes had lived. Now you are the most conservative of all. Do you know who you remind me of? You remind me of the man who killed your mother and sister. You remind me of Khara Roskhel.”

For an instant Ilya’s anger blazed off him so strongly that he seemed to add light to the room. Then, as suddenly, he jerked his head to one side, to stare at the curtained wall that separated the inner from the outer chamber. “He was pure,” he said in a low voice.

“And you are not? Because of me?” Vasil’s tone was scathing.

Ilya hesitated. Tess had a sudden instinct that Ilya wanted to say “Yes, because of you,” but that because he did not believe it himself, he could not bring himself to lie.

“Roskhel always supported you, Ilya,” said Vasil, his voice dropping. “When we got to the great gathering of tribes, that summer eleven years ago, when we rode in to the encampment, he supported you. And then, the day you stood up in front of the elders of the tribes to tell them of your vision, he was gone. What happened there to turn him against you? Did he and your mother quarrel?”

The silence following this question became so profound that Tess heard, from outside, the bleating of startled goats. Tess realized that she was cold, and she wrapped a blanket around her torso. Vasil did not move, staring at Ilya.

“Yes,” said Ilya in a clipped tone. He would not look at either of them. “Go, Vasil. You must go.”

“Ilya.” Vasil extended a hand toward Ilya, tentatively, like a supplicant. The gesture seemed odd in him, and yet, seeing it, Tess felt heartened. “You have always had such great visions, ever since you were a boy. What I want seems so small beside it.”

“Yet what you want is impossible.”

“It is because I’m dyan? I’ll give it back to Anton. I never wanted it except to get close to you.”

“You know that’s not the reason.”

“But I have children, and a wife. You have a wife, and soon you’ll have children as well. What is to stop us continuing on like this?”

“You will never understand, Vasil. Only what I granted to the gods and to the jaran, that I lead us to the ends of the earth if need be, if that is our destiny. You aren’t part of that vision. You can’t be, by our own laws. I banished you once. I’ve already made that choice. Don’t force me to do it again. Because I will.”

“Damn you.” Vasil rose abruptly, anger hot in his face. “I would have made a different choice.”

Ilya’s weight of authority lent him dignity and a sheer magnitude of presence that so eclipsed Vasil’s beauty and charisma that Tess suddenly understood the desperate quality in Vasil’s love for Ilya. “You are not me. The gods have touched me. Through my father and my mother, the gods chose to bring me here, so that I might act as their instrument. My first duty will always be to their calling.”

“What about her?” Vasil asked bitterly, gesturing with a jerk of his head toward Tess.

“Tess knows the worth of my love for her.”

“Yes,” said Tess in a quiet voice, seeing how Ilya’s shoulders trembled with emotion, and fatigue. “I do know the worth of his love for me. Vasil, you know what the answer is. You must have always known it. Why couldn’t you have taken this night as a gift and let it go?”

She could not tell if Vasil heard her. But then, whenever Ilya was near him, the greatest part of his attention had always been reserved for Bakhtiian, no matter how much he might seem to be playing to others. “Let it be my curse to you, then,” said Vasil, “that you always know that I have always and will always love you more than anything.” He spun on his heel and strode out, thrusting the curtain aside so roughly that it tumbled back into place behind him.

“Oh, gods,” said Ilya, not moving. He watched the curtain sway.

“You don’t think he’ll try to get caught on purpose—?”

“No. He knows I’ll have to kill him. Whatever he may say, he loves his own life more than he loves me.”

“Ilya.” She reached for him. He flinched away from her. She stopped dead, and then pulled back her hand. He had never rejected her before, not like this. God, what if he really did love Vasil more than he loved her? What if she had misinterpreted the brief scene played out between them? But watching him as he sat there strung as tight as a bow, edged as sharp as any saber, she knew beyond anything else that he hurt. His pain distressed her more than the knowledge—which could no longer be denied—that he did in fact love Vasil and had for many years. Ilya was not rejecting her; he was rejecting himself, and thus anything that loved him and might yet scorn him for what he had revealed himself to be.

“I’m a damned hypocrite,” he said in Rhuian. The curtain had ceased swaying, but he still stared at it.

Tess made a brief laugh in her throat. “Ah, Bakhtiian returns to the lands of the mortals. How unique you are. I’m sure you’re the only person afflicted with hypocrisy.”

He twisted around to glare at her. “You don’t understand what that means!”

“What? That you’re not perfect? But I’ve known that for a long time.” She could see by his expression that she was offending him, so she continued gleefully. “Of course! Why didn’t I ever see it before? Yuri always said so, that you thought you had to be the best. Kirill said it, too: that you always had to win. I didn’t see then that it also meant that you had to be the purest one, the one with no flaws, no stain on your spirit, the one who never committed the slightest offense or the least impolite exchange. Do you know how boring that kind of person is? Why, I’m relieved to see that you’re flawed like the rest of us. Even if it’s only with so common a sin as hypocrisy.”

“How dare you laugh at me!” He looked livid with anger.

“Because you won’t laugh at yourself. Someone must. Since I’m your wife, I’ve been granted that dubious honor.”

“The gods do not grant their gifts lightly, Tess,” he said stiffly, “and with that gift comes a burden.”

“Yes, a burden greater than that any other person has to bear. I’m well aware of it. I’m aware of it constantly, and it’s beginning to weary me. It may even be true, but that still doesn’t mean that you’re any different than the rest of us. That you’re any better.”

“No,” he said softly, still not looking at her, “I am worse.”

“Oh, Ilya.” This time when she leaned across to touch him, he sat motionless under her hands, neither responding to her nor retreating from her. As he had with Vasil. “You must know that I don’t think it’s wrong for you to love him. Only that I—” She hesitated. Their bed was a wild landscape of rumpled blankets, stripes and patterns muted in the lantern light, of furs thrown into topographical relief, mountains and valleys and long ridges and the far mound of her toes, of pillows, one shoved up against the far wall, two flung together at the head of the bed, more scattered beyond Ilya, and of his clothing, littering the carpet beyond. One boot listed against a stray pillow. His belt curled around the other boot, snaring it.

He said nothing, but his silence was expectant, and courageous, too; how easily he might think it would be natural for her to repudiate him, based on the morals of his culture, faced with what she now knew of him.

“He’s just so damned beautiful,” she said at last, afraid to say it, “that I can’t help but think that—that anyone would love him more than … me….” She faltered.

“Tess!” He spun back to her, upsetting her balance. She tumbled over and landed on her back, half laughing, half shocked, in the middle of the bed. “You’re jealous of him!”

“Why shouldn’t I be?” she demanded, rolling up onto her side. He rested on his elbows a handbreadth from her, staring astonished at her. “You’ve known him a long time, much longer than you’ve known me. It’s obvious you still love him. All that keeps you apart is that the jaran don’t recognize, don’t accept, that kind of love.”

“That is not all that keeps us apart, my heart,” he replied gravely, but humor glinted in his eyes as well. “I loved him with a boy’s awkward, headlong passion. But you,” his gaze had the intensity of fire on a bitter cold night. “You I love like…” He shook his head, impatient with words. When he spoke again, he spoke in his autocratic tone, one that brooked no disagreement. “You, I love.” As if daring her to take issue with the statement or the nakedly clear emotion that burned off of him.

Tess was wise enough simply to warm herself in the blaze, and vain enough to be gratified by it. She had heard what she had hoped to hear, and she knew him well enough by now to know he spoke the truth. Vasil was certainly more beautiful than she was, or could hope to be, but he was also the most self-centered person she had ever met. And she suspected that Vasil’s attraction to Ilya was likely not so much to Ilya as a person, as Ilya, but to Ilya as the gods-touched child, to Bakhtiian, the man with fire in his heart and a vision at the heart of his spirit.

“Still,” she asked suddenly, “if it was possible, would that tempt you? A triad marriage?”

He rolled his eyes and sat up, sighing with exasperation. “All you women ever think about is lying with men.” He surveyed the remains of the bed with disgust and rose and set to work straightening out the blankets and placing the pillows back in their appointed spots.

“But would it?”

His lips twitched. “I don’t know,” he said at last, flinging the last stray pillow at her, which she caught. He picked up his boots and his belt and folded his clothes in exactly the same order and with the same precise corners that he always folded them. She admired him from this angle, the clean lines of his body, the length of thigh, his flat belly and what lay below, the curve of his shoulders, his lips, the dark shadow of his luxuriant hair, tipped with sweat. He was a little thin yet, from the sickness, but that would pass. He sank down beside her, cross-legged, and considered her with a frown. “Does it tempt you?”

She sat up as well and shrugged. “Not really. I wonder if there’s anything there, in him, past his undoubted beauty. Tell me about him.”

He considered her. After a moment he slid in under the blankets and covered them both up. She lay on her right side, angling one leg up over his legs. But her belly, not yet large enough to need a pillow for support, still needed something. She shifted and grimaced; he turned by degrees until she found a comfortable position. She sighed and slid her shoulder in under his arm and rested her head on his warm shoulder. He lay on his back, with one hand tucked under his head and the other curled up around her back, fingers delicate on her skin.

“I was a singularly unattractive boy,” he said at last, musing. “I was awkward. I was a dreamer, and I had strange ideas and stranger curiosities. I was also afflicted with—” He sighed. She had one hand tucked down under her belly, knuckles brushing his hip; her other hand rested on his chest, so she felt the force of the sigh under her fingers. “—very sudden and very strong desires, that winter, and no girl in any tribe we met that season had the least interest in me. Why should they? I was odd, and ugly. Then Vasil arrived. We were both passionate in our youthful desires.”

“What was yours? Or was it only—”

He chuckled. “No, no, it was both. The physical craving was strong enough, but never as strong as the other: I wanted to know everything.”

“Then what was Vasil’s?”

“I suppose I was. Vasil was radiant. He was beautiful. Girls followed him. They asked him everything they never asked me. They paid him as much attention as they paid the young men who had made a name for themselves riding with the jahar. I don’t know why he chose me.”

“Perhaps he saw what you would become.”

Silence shuttered them. Tess felt as if she could hear the sound of the blankets settling in around them, caving in with excruciating slowness to fill the empty space left by the curves and angles of their intertwined bodies.

“He believed in me when no one else did,” said Ilya, almost wonderingly, as if that moment of revelation, of the adolescent boy revealing with reckless daring his wild vision only to find that his listener did not scorn or laugh but rather embraced him, had set its mark so fast and deep upon his spirit that it had branded him forever.

“Not even your father?”

“My father rode out a lot in those days. He was a Singer. The gods called him at strange times, on strange journeys.”

“Your sister?”

“Natalia’s first husband had just been killed in a feud with the Boradin tribe, while she was still pregnant with her first child.”

“Was that Nadine?”

“Yes. Oh, Natalia was fond enough of me, and kind to me, considering what an embarrassment I must have been to her, but she was busy and preoccupied. Riders were already beginning to come round, to see what they could see of her, to ask if she was ready to marry again.”

“But, Ilya, women have no choice in marriage.”

He tilted his head to look directly at her. His lips quirked up. “Nor should they,” he said, and grinned. Then he yelped, because she pinched him.

“That for you, and don’t think I’ll ever forgive you for taking me down the avenue without me knowing what it meant, either.”

“Perhaps it was rash—”

“Perhaps!”

“But, by the gods, I’d do it again. Tess.” He pressed her against him, as close as he might, and kissed her long and searchingly.

There came a cough. There stood Vasil, framed in the entrance by curtain and striped wall. “If you will talk about me, then I wish you’d do so in a language I can understand. And, Ilya, my love, I don’t know how you can expect me to leave here unseen if you post guards at the entrance to your tent.”

Ilya swore.

“Wait,” said Tess in khush. “Ilya, it’s true he can’t get out by the front entrance without being seen. They all saw you come in here. You’ll have to go out front and distract them with something, and he can sneak out the back.”

“You have a back entrance?” Vasil asked, looking interested.

“Go on,” said Tess, forestalling what Ilya was about to say, which she guessed would be ill-considered and rude. Vasil stared at him as he dressed, but he dressed quickly and pushed past the other man without the slightest sign of the affection he had shown earlier. A moment later, Tess heard voices outside, engaged in some kind of lively conversation. “Here,” she said, standing up with a blanket pulled around her. She went to the back wall of the tent and twitched the woven inner wall aside to reveal the felt outer wall. Here, low along the ground, the felt wall overlapped itself and, drawing the extra layer aside, Tess revealed a gap in the fabric just large enough to crawl through. She knelt and peered out.

Vasil laid a hand on her bare shoulder. His fingers caressed the line of her neck. “Here, I’ll look. I’ve done this before.”

Tess made a noise in her throat and stood up, and away. “I have no doubt of it.”

He hesitated, and bent to kiss her. Then he knelt and swayed forward. Paused, surveying his ground. A moment later he slid outside. Tess knelt and looked out after him, but he had already vanished into the gloom. She twitched the fabric back, let the inner wall fall into place, and called for Ilya. After a little bit, he came back in, swearing under his breath.

“Well, you can hardly blame him,” she began.

“I can do what I like,” he said peevishly. “He’s so damned charming that it’s easy to forget how much trouble he causes.”

“I think I’d better sew that back entrance shut.”

He cocked his head at her. “Probably.” He stripped and snuggled in beside her. And sighed. “It was a stupid thing to do.”

“What? Letting him get out of here unseen?”

“No.” By the constraint in his voice, she could tell he was embarrassed. “What—we did—tonight.”

“No, it was the right thing to do. It never does any good to run away from what you’re afraid of. I should know. I’ve done it often enough.”

“What was I afraid of?”

“I don’t know. But I don’t think you’re afraid of Vasil anymore.”

His face rested against her hair. He stroked her along the line of her torso and down along her hips, and up again, and down, while he considered. “No,” he replied, sounding surprised, “I don’t think I am.”

“So. Is there anything else you haven’t told me?”

His hand stopped. “I’ve kept no more hidden from you,” he said indignantly, “than you’ve kept hidden from me.”

Shame overwhelmed Tess. Gods, he didn’t know the tenth of it. Yet what could she say? There was nothing she could say.

“It wasn’t Natalia they were asking, anyway,” said Ilya, “it was my mother and my aunt. It’s decent to observe a period of mourning before marrying again”

It took Tess a moment to recall where they had left off their other conversation: with his sister, Natalia. “But she did marry again?”

“Yes.” Although she wasn’t looking at him, she felt him tense. “That’s when I left for Jeds. I hated him.”

“Why?”

Ilya let go of a shuddering breath, and he clutched her tighter to him. “He mocked me. He scorned me. Gods, he tried to rape me once. He knew about Vasil; he caught us together, one time, and he held the knowledge of it over me like a saber. He used to fence with the boys, those of us who aspired to be riders, and he’d torment me. He’d cut me up, fine cuts all along my arms and my chest.”

“But, Ilya, how could your sister ever have married someone like that?”

“Oh, no one else knew. He made sure of that. He was charming to everyone else, a good rider, a fine fighter, good with horses and the herds. No one believed me. They all thought I was just jealous. They said I was too attached to Natalia. They said—” He broke off. “Anyway, I left.”

“And you went to Jeds. It’s strange, now that I think of it, how much I know about your journey to Jeds, and how little I knew of the reasons you left the tribes to go there. But, Ilya.” She laughed a little, into his shoulder. “Does that mean that the courtesan Mayana was the first woman you ever slept with?”

“Yes.” He didn’t sound amused; defensive, perhaps.

“She’s so famous, though. I remember that she used to come have tea with Cara once a week. She must have been young, even though she seemed old to me. I was only—what?—ten. She’d just recently bought her freedom from the brothel she was indentured to, so it couldn’t have been long after you left Jeds that I arrived there from Erthe. So it wasn’t only a university education you got at Jeds.”

“Are you complaining about the education I got at Jeds?”

She canted her head back to grin at him. “Not at all. Then you came back to the tribes. Was Vasil still with your tribe?”

“No. He appeared about two winters later. He’d heard that I had returned. My mother had already made me dyan, so no one wondered at first when I took him into my jahar. Josef left his tribe at about the same time to ride with me. The Roskhel tribe traveled alongside of us many seasons during that time.”

“Why did Khara Roskhel turn against you? Gods, what brought him to murder your whole family?”

But the question evoked only silence. His left hand ran a pattern, up and down, along her lower back. She felt as if the gesture, repeated obsessively, was itself the answer, but in a language she did not speak.

“Ilya?”

“No.” He lay the index and middle fingers of his right hand on her lips, gently. “No more, Tess. There’s been enough today, and tonight. I’m exhausted.” As well he might be. She sighed, knowing that if he would not confide in her now, as vulnerable as he was because of all that he had laid bare this night, he probably never would confess the truth of the troubling mystery of Roskhel’s defection and subsequent horrible revenge.

She shifted until she was comfortable. His breathing slowed and gentled, and he slept. From outside, she heard the night guards conversing, the murmur of their words but not their meaning. Or perhaps it was just one of them, reciting an old story to keep them company on a dark night.



CHAPTER THREE

BOREDEOM AFFLICTED JIROANNES. HE had nothing better to do than to interest himself in the goings-on in his guardsmen’s encampment. At dawn each day, he sent Syrannus to request an audience with Bakhtiian. Each day Syrannus returned with a polite refusal. In the mornings Jiroannes inspected the camp, ostensibly to make sure the women and children were being treated well by their keepers but in fact because the simple human contact with people other than Syrannus and the two slave-boys was as salve to him, who was otherwise alone.

There was something pathetic about how gratefully the women greeted him, eyes cast down, knowing as they did that it was on his sufferance they were allowed to be there. Sleeping with men of another race, soon to be pregnant with their children; and yet, most of them would otherwise have starved to death, or met a worse fate. They knew they were the lucky ones. The little children sucked on their fingers and stared at him. The older ones attempted to help out around the guards’ camp. A few bold children even assisted Lal and Samae and the other slave-boy—whose name was Jat—in hauling water and beating carpets and collecting fuel for the benefit of Jiroannes himself. The guardsmen’s camp tripled in size in ten short days. By the time Bakhtiian made his triumphal entry into camp, Jiroannes felt that he was master of an entire little tribe of his own.

When the citadel fell, his men went out searching for refugees. This time they brought back a princess. Waiting women and peasant women had been sheltering her, but the delicacy of her complexion and hands and the fine gold-braided shift she wore underneath the filthy gown her protectors had given her to camouflage herself in betrayed her high station. The captain brought her directly to Jiroannes as dusk lowered around them. Trembling, the woman knelt before him, hands crossed on her chest, head bent so that it almost touched the carpet, and begged him for mercy.

He took her to his bed. She was a virgin, which proved how great a prize she was. She wept a little afterward, silently; he was annoyed to discover that her grief made him uncomfortable. She was a handsome woman, insofar as any of the Habakar women could be called handsome, and she had a pleasingly full figure and soft, yielding flesh. A few drops of blood stained her inner thighs, but he had been gentle—as gentle as he could be, considering how long it had been since he had lain with a woman.

But now that he had satisfied his craving, he wondered if the jaran women, if Mother Sakhalin, would consider this night’s work as any different from a rape. Still, the woman had begged him for mercy, and she had given herself into his hands of her own free will. This was war, after all, and in war, the conquered must expect to become servants. Yet his captain had remarked that he had yet to see jaran riders carrying off any khaja women.

Jiroannes tried to talk with her, but they spoke no language in common and she seemed either stupid or so frightened as to be stupid, so he soon grew bored with the effort. She called herself Javani, but whether that was her name, or a title, or a word describing her feelings he could not tell. He called Lal to him and had the boy lead her away to the women’s tent, which now she would share with Samae.

In the morning, a rider came by to say that all ambassadors were required to attend court at midday.

“Eminence,” said Syrannus as he and Lal helped Jiroannes dress in his most formal sash and blouse and turban, “what would you have me do with the woman?”

“She will remain in seclusion, as befits her station,” said Jiroannes. “I will send for her again tonight. Make sure she is comfortable, Lal, and see that she is allowed to wash.”

Lal accepted these orders with his usual gratitude. Jiroannes wondered if the boy was ambitious. After all, since Lal was a eunuch, he might aspire to the honor of tending to Jiroannes’ wives and the other women in the women’s quarter. Not that Jiroannes had wives yet, but in time he intended to marry often and well.

“Lal, treat her as you would any woman of high station in your care, and see what you can discover about who and what she is. I would be—most—grateful for such information.”

Lal dropped to his knees and touched his forehead to the carpet. “Your eminence, you honor me with this responsibility.” Then he jumped to his feet and hurried off to his tasks.

Definitely ambitious. With Syrannus and four guardsmen attending him, Jiroannes walked through camp. As usual, the guardsmen stayed behind at the first circle of jaran guards while jaran men escorted Jiroannes to the flat triangle of ground where Bakhtiian sat invested in all his authority on a carpeted and silk-hung dais. His chief wife and a blinded man sat on pillows to his right. To his left sat Mother Sakhalin, an older man dressed as a rider whom Jiroannes did not recognize, and, surprisingly, Mitya.

Jiroannes was brought forward. He made his bows; he was recognized. As he backed up, he caught Mitya staring at him. The boy flushed and averted his gaze, looking ashamed and uncomfortable. His aunt Sonia came forward from her station to one side and spoke to the boy for a few moments in a low voice. Mitya straightened his shoulders and drew himself up. What was he doing up there? Was it possible that Mitya was one of Bakhtiian’s heirs? Was Bakhtiian showing him off, or showing him preference? Jiroannes realized that he had not the slightest idea of who might or might not succeed Bakhtiian if Bakhtiian died, and this irritated him. But at least Bakhtiian looked hale, if a little pale about the lips. If Bakhtiian had indeed been ill, he looked no worse for the experience. Other ambassadors came forward in their turn and were recognized and dismissed to the audience.

The afternoon dragged on as one embassy after the next appeared to entreat Bakhtiian for clemency: Habakar city-elders and Habakar governors and one furtive-looking Habakar prince with two wives and nine children surrendered one by one, begging nothing more than that they and what they offered into Bakhtiian’s hands be spared the destruction being visited on Habakar lands by Bakhtiian’s ruthless general Yaroslav Sakhalin. They pledged undying loyalty to his person; the Habakar prince offered him his eldest daughter—who looked all of twelve years old—to wife.

The offer prompted a long exchange between Bakhtiian and his chief wife which Jiroannes was too far away to follow. Partway through it, Mitya’s head jerked up as if his name had been mentioned, and the boy wrung his hands in his lap and gazed sidelong at the Habakar girl and then away.

It was hot and dusty. The sun burned through the silk of Jiroannes’s emerald green blouse and baked his back. Syrannus fanned him, but the tiny breeze gave no relief. Sweat trickled down in rivulets and streams on Habakar faces, on other foreign faces, dampening backs and arms, staining the rich fabric of their clothing. Awnings shielded all of the jaran sitting or standing in attendance, except for the guards. Of the foreigners, only the four interpreters stood under cover.

The Habakar prince knelt in the dirt with his wives and children huddled behind him and the girl in question standing on display to one side with her gaze cast down. They did not veil their women here, so her face was plain for all to see. Her clothes were breathtakingly rich, and she was laden with jewelry that Jiroannes would have been proud to see his own wife wear. How had her father managed to get his family through the lines with his wealth intact? The girl kept glancing to one side, not at her father, but at the boy who knelt at his father’s right hand, the eldest of the brood, who looked to be about Mitya’s age.

Mother Sakhalin had joined in the discussion up on the dais, and some agreement was reached.

“To seal our promise,” said Bakhtiian, addressing the Habakar prince, “we will agree to take both the girl and the eldest boy.”

The prince went white, as well he might: to have one’s heir and beloved eldest son wrenched from you … even Jiroannes, who had no legitimate children yet, knew how hurtful a blow that must be. But what could he do? The man had other sons, that much was evident. The girl maintained her composure; the boy took it bravely enough, rising to stand protectively next to his sister.

“May I beg of you,” said the prince in a low voice. “that you treat them well?”

Bakhtiian regarded him with bemusement. “We are honoring you by this alliance. You are the cousin of the Habakar king, are you not, by your inheritance laws? Thus will your children marry into the noble families of the jaran and be exalted for this reason. For this reason as well, you will remain in our heart.” Clearly, it was a promise. The prince’s face cleared and he looked thoughtful more than anything, now. “You may return to your lands, which will be spared,” finished Bakhtiian.

The dismissal allowed for no reply. The prince bowed deeply and led his entourage away. One of his wives wept copiously. The other looked slyly pleased. Mitya’s Aunt Sonia came forward and herded the two Habakar children away into the jaran camp. Jiroannes felt a sudden and surprising sympathy for the brother and sister, abandoned among the barbarians, hardly knowing whether they might ever see their family or any familiar Habakar faces again. He had glimpsed the ruins of the Habakar cities on the march, and although certainly they did not compare in size or evident scope with Vidiyan cities, still, he could see that these Habakar were civilized people, unlike the jaran.

Another embassy came forward, elders begging clemency for their city, which Sakhalin had invested with some small part of his army before riding on. The afternoon wore on. Jiroannes began to feel faint from heat and sun and thirst. His eyes drooped. Syrannus prodded him awake. After a time, his eyes drooped again. His chin nodded down, and down.

Bells shook him awake. He started up, heart racing. He recognized the sound, the one made by jaran messengers as they raced on their way down the line. A rider appeared at the inner ring of guards. The messenger dismounted, throwing the reins of his blown horse to a guard, and strode forward, bells chiming. Except it wasn’t a man.

Bakhtiian stood up out of sheer surprise. “Nadine!” He got right down off the dais to go and greet her. He embraced her, kissed her on each cheek, and then pushed her back to stare at her. A recent scar disfigured her left cheek. He brushed the line of the scar with his right hand. His eyebrows arched up. “What is this?”

She had a fulminant look about her. “I am married, Uncle. He told me you were dying, and that it was my duty.”

“Is that so? I suppose it was Feodor Grekov. Are you sorry?” He regarded her with a pained expression that might have been amusement or distress.

Her eyes burned. She looked furious and yet well aware that she was the focus of everyone’s attention. Jiroannes enjoyed watching her helpless rage. “That you’re not dead?” Her voice rasped with anger. “If I had to sacrifice myself, then I think you might have been polite enough to die and make it worth my while.” To Jiroannes’s amazement, she flung her arms around her uncle and hugged him tightly.

She let go of him and stalked past him to the dais. She greeted his wife warmly, the blind man warmly, Mitya warmly, and the old crone with distinct reserve. Mother Sakhalin looked smug. Bakhtiian followed her back, not at all offended by her rudeness. Jiroannes was not sure whether to disdain her for her ill-mannered greeting or admire her for having the courage to speak so disrespectfully to her uncle.

“What news from Morava?” Bakhtiian asked of her in a perfectly friendly voice. Then he glanced up, as if recalling that the entire court watched the proceedings eagerly. He gestured. The audience ended.

Soldiers herded the ambassadors away with their usual ruthless efficiency. Jiroannes was glad to retreat to the cool shelter of his awning, to have Jat bathe his feet in lukewarm water and Syrannus recite poetry to him. Lal had done wonders making dinner with the provisions available to him, but then he always did. Just as the boy served him dinner on the three traditional silver trays, Syrannus rose and signaled to the slave to pause. Jiroannes turned.

Mitya had halted at the edge of the Vidiyan encampment, looking uncertain as to what his reception might be if he tried to venture any farther in.

“Go and ask him to share dinner with me,” said Jiroannes sharply, afraid the boy would leave.

Syrannus hurried out and returned with Mitya. The boy glanced around the camp and relaxed when he saw no sign of Samae.

Jiroannes stood up. “I am honored by your presence,” he said, and realized that he was smiling with pleasure. “I have missed your company.” There, it was said. Let the boy scorn him if he chose.

“I’m sorry,” said Mitya hesitantly. “My aunt said—” Samae came out from inside the women’s tent, saw Mitya, and ducked back inside. The boy went crimson.

“I beg your pardon for whatever insult I may have unwittingly offered you,” said Jiroannes hastily. “Please, sit and eat with me. Syrannus, the other chair.”

Syrannus brought the other chair. Mitya sat. Lal retreated, only to return quickly with a full set of dishes for two diners and the food cunningly set out for both men. They ate in polite silence.

Lal cleared the dishes away and brought hot tea, spiced to perfection. Mitya sipped cautiously at the aromatic liquid. “Are you married?” he asked suddenly.

“Not yet, but I hope to marry once I return to my country.”

“Whom will you marry?”

Jiroannes shrugged. “There are several women I have in mind. They must all be of good birth, of course. The Great King’s fourth cousin has a daughter, and with my uncle’s influence to favor my suit, I may be able to marry her.”

“But she is a Vidiyan woman. Of your own kind.”

Jiroannes thought now that he knew why Mitya had come to him, this evening. “Yes. But if an advantageous match with a woman of high birth from another kingdom presented itself, I would certainly accept it.”

“Even if it meant you couldn’t have the—the fourth cousin’s daughter?”

“Why should it prevent me from marrying her as well?”

They stared at each other in mutual incomprehension. Light dawned on Mitya’s face. “You mean it’s true, what Tess says, that you marry more than one woman? At the same time? Gods!”

“So did the Everlasting God ordain, that each man may marry as many women as he can support. Thus also may he guarantee that he has heirs to carry on after he dies.”

“Gods,” echoed Mitya. Then he flushed and stared down at his hands.

“You’re young to think of marrying.”

Mitya’s hands moved restlessly in his lap, twisting and wringing and lacing his fingers together and then pulling them apart. “Ilya wants me to marry the Habakar princess. Not now, of course, but when I’m old enough. In four winters it will be the Year of the Wolf, and I’ll be twenty years old and of age to ride in jahar. But then he wants me to become the dyan, the governor, of these lands, Habakar lands, with her as my—my etsana, I suppose.”

“Ah,” said Jiroannes, seeing that Bakhtiian had more than simple plunder on his mind. “Well, you must know, Mitya, that the Great King of Vidiya has a wife who is the daughter of the Elenti king, so it’s common enough for nobles to marry women of other races.”

Mitya looked skeptical. “Galina said she won’t marry the boy no matter what, even if they all agree to it.”

“The boy?”

“The prince. He’ll have to marry an etsana, of course, or an etsana’s daughter. They mean him to stay with the camp. They’re going to send both the sister and the brother out to the plains for a few years and then decide. Do you think I should marry her?”

“I’m flattered that you desire my opinion, Mitya,” said Jiroannes, thrilled, that the boy had come to him in such a confiding mood.

“But you’re not jaran. You must think about these things differently than we do.”

“A prince rarely marries to suit himself. Is that not also so with the jaran?”

“My cousin married to suit himself,” muttered Mitya.

“Your cousin? Oh, you mean Bakhtiian. But he married the sister of the Prince of Jeds. That was surely a wise match for him to make.”

Mitya laughed. “You don’t know Ilya at all. That isn’t why he married her.”

Well, Mitya was still young, and Jiroannes too delighted by his presence here to want to ruin the mood by disabusing the boy of his fantastical notions about Bakhtiian. Of course a king like Bakhtiian married where he found the most benefit for himself and his ambitions. Certainly for this upstart barbarian to marry the sister of the Prince of Jeds was a tactical victory of the highest order.

“Do you want to marry the girl?” Jiroannes asked instead.

Mitya shrugged. “I don’t know. I want to please Ilya. I want to do my duty to the jaran. He told me that until Nadine has a child, I’m his heir.” He made a face of comical relief. “Gods, I’m happy Dina got married. I don’t think I want to inherit, or at least, not everything.”

“You don’t want to be Bakhtiian in your turn?” Jiroannes was astonished.

“Of course I will do what Ilya asks of me.” Lal came by and refilled their cups with steaming hot tea, fresh-brewed and piquant. “But because my mother will become etsana in time, I never thought as a boy to dream about becoming dyan.”

“Now you must think again.”

“Yes,” replied Mitya, seeming as struck by Jiroannes’s simple comment as if it were the most profound revelation. He lapsed into a silence which Jiroannes nourished with a companionable silence of his own.

“You have many khaja women in your camp now,” said Mitya finally.

“Yes. My guardsmen have—married them.”

“Mitya considered this statement. “Do they have wives at home as well, then?”

“Well. Yes. Some of them do. Not all.”

“Ah.” Mitya lapsed into silence again. Lal brought more tea. It was dark by now. A cool breeze sprang up, rustling through the dagged fringe of the awning. The moon was up and near full, and its light spread a soft glow over the endless sprawl of tents. The boy looked up at Jiroannes and down again as swiftly. “What does it mean,” he asked softly, “when they say Samae is a slave?” He pronounced the Rhuian word awkwardly.

Jiroannes flushed, glad of the covering darkness. “I don’t know your language well enough to explain it. Perhaps Bakhtiian’s khaja wife can.”

“She did. Is what she said true?”

Jiroannes wondered if he had been cursed in a former life. “Perhaps. Probably.”

“But that’s barbaric,” said Mitya. “Only savages would hold to such a custom.”

“There are strict laws—” Jiroannes began.

“But if a woman or man of the jaran violates the gods’ laws, then they are put to death. That is just.”

“Don’t you have other laws as well? That a man or woman might break?”

“Yes.” Mitya frowned. “It’s true that Vera Veselov betrayed the sanctity of her tribe and was cast down from her high position to act as a servant to the Telyegin family, for so long as she may live. Although now she’s riding with the army, and is a good commander, they say. But still—”

“A slave is a servant,” said Jiroannes, grasping at this explanation. He so desperately did not want Mitya to leave with a disgust of him. “Many people in my country become slaves because they have violated our laws.”

Mitya appeared mollified. “That’s not so different.” He rose and handed the delicate cup carefully back to Lal. “I must go. Perhaps—I may visit another time?”

Jiroannes leapt to his feet and escorted Mitya out to the edge of the encampment. “Assuredly. I would welcome it.” And followed with other effusions, until the boy took his leave and walked out into the night, away into the jaran camp. Jiroannes returned to his chair and sank down into it with a sigh of contentment. Perhaps there was hope for this friendship after all.

“Eminence.” Lal touched his head to the carpet and waited for Jiroannes to notice him.

“You may speak.”

“Eminence, I beg your pardon for this indecent request, but the girl insisted I bring it to your attention.”

“The girl?” He thought for an instant the Habakar captive had importuned Lal. “Did you discover anything more about her?”

Lal was quick. “About the Javani? Nothing, eminence, except that it is a title, not her name. It is Samae who demanded I ask of you if you wish her to go to the young prince tonight.”

The young prince. Jiroannes could not for an instant imagine what Samae meant by this puzzling request. Then, of course, he knew exactly what she meant. The damned whore wanted to go to Mitya. In the four years he had owned her, she had never once come to him without being commanded to. Never. And now she begged for permission—no, for an order—to go to a damned barbarian. He felt a red rage building in him. How dare she make her first request of him now, she who had refused her freedom in order to stay his slave, and make it this? She mocked him. She preferred a half-grown boy to him, who had proven his manhood many times over, with her, with all his concubines, with the quickness of his intellect in the palace school, with his prowess on the hunt and even, once, in battle.

“Tell Samae that the women who run this camp have decreed that she may do what she wishes,” he snarled. He got to his feet in one sharp movement and stalked over to the entrance to his tent. “Send the Javani to me.”

Lal bowed with his hands crossed over his chest and scurried away. Jiroannes thrust the curtained entrance aside and strode into the seclusion of his tent. There he paced up and down, up and down, along the thick carpets that cushioned the interior. When the Javani came at last, she was still afraid of him, but her fear only whetted his appetite.



CHAPTER FOUR

DEPRESSION HUNG OVER THE Company’s camp like a miasmal fog. Each day they traveled with the wagon train farther on through the devastated Habakar lands. Each evening Owen drove them through rehearsals, rearranging parts to cover for Hyacinth’s absence, doubling lines, changing bits of stage direction, but there was no spark. Each day took them that much farther from the place where Hyacinth had left them and that much farther from any hope of seeing Hyacinth alive again.

Gwyn flung a tangle of ropes and stakes down onto the ground in disgust. “Who packed these?” he demanded of Diana as she unrolled the Company tent.

She glanced incuriously at the shapeless mass. “Phillippe.”

Gwyn shook his head, frowning. “At least he remains a professional with his music.”

“Oh, he’d never be that sloppy with music, Gwyn. You know that. There is a point beyond which one can’t go, as an artist.” She managed to draw a smile from him, which was astonishing, considering the mood everyone had been in since Hyacinth had fled over twenty days ago.

“Anahita is sick again.” He crouched and began the laborious task of unraveling the tangled skein. “She spent all day throwing up over the side of the wagon. Yomi took her to see Dr. Hierakis. Diana.” Hearing an odd note in his voice, she looked up at him. His gaze measured her. “You ought to ask Owen if you can take over the leading roles.”

“But—”

“Don’t protest that you don’t want them.”

“Of course I want them! But—”

“But—?”

“I’m too young. I’m not experienced enough.”

“You’re still young to the craft, it’s true, but you’re good enough, and you have more than enough room to grow. You have to make the leap. Otherwise you’ll never be anything but a supporting player. Is that what you want?”

She dropped her eyes away from his gaze, unwilling to let him see the extent of the sheer driven ambition in them. “No. You know it isn’t.”

“That’s why you must take advantage when the opportunity presents itself.”

“But it just seems—unethical, somehow.”

“This isn’t politics, Diana, it’s art.”

“Does that mean that simple standards of human decency don’t count for us, because we’re artists? That we’re beyond ethical considerations because art is a higher form of discourse? I don’t think so. Quite the reverse, I’d say.”

He laughed. “That’s not what I meant. I meant that in politics there may be times when it’s expedient to leave someone in power who’s become incompetent, because in a web like that, there are ways to circumvent the damage that person might do. But not on stage. Her work is suffering.”

It was true. Anahita’s work was suffering. Diana felt it impolite, as a junior member, to agree with Gwyn.

Gwyn added, “And that impacts on all of our work.”

“But to be fair, Gwyn, it’s not just her. We’re all suffering. I never imagined what a catastrophe it would be to lose an actor like this. Not to mention what a catastrophe it must be for Hyacinth, if he’s even still alive.”

“I can’t imagine anyone less suited to wilderness survival than Hyacinth. But he made the choice. Here, I’ve got this all in order now.”

While they raised the tent, Owen came by. “Diana.” He blinked owlishly at her as she struggled to lift the canvas up over the pole. “You’ll be taking over the leading roles starting tonight. We’ll have our first performance with you in that capacity as soon as the army halts for longer than a single night.”

If Diana had not been so well-trained, she would have let the entire edifice, balanced precariously between her and Gwyn, collapse on top of her. “Of course, Owen,” she said, her voice muffled by fabric. She wanted to ask about Anahita, but felt it impolite to do so. It might seem too much like crowing.

“How is Anahita?” Gwyn asked.

“Doctor says she has an ulcer, and some other unspecified complaints. She’s agreed to take supporting roles until her health is better.”

“She agreed to it?” Gwyn asked.

Owen wore his vague look. “She understands professional necessity. Rehearsal in thirty minutes, then, and I’ll need extra time with you afterward, Diana.” He left.

“I wish I’d been able to eavesdrop on that conversation,” said Gwyn. “I wonder what he threatened her with? Hyacinth’s fate?”

“Owen wouldn’t threaten anyone—” Diana trailed off, seeing that Gwyn was laughing at her.

“Di, the man is as ruthless as Bakhtiian when it comes to his domain. You’re being sentimental.”

“Goddess,” she swore. “The leading roles.” She fell silent. He honored her silence, and they finished setting up the tent without another word.

That evening, at their rehearsal on the flat square of ground in between the company tents—there not being time enough to set up the platform and screens—they walked through King Lear, which necessitated few changes except those Ginny wrote in as they worked. Ginny had already recast the play so that Seshat played Lear as an etsana, rather than Dejhuti playing him as the old king. Ginny had as well conflated the parts of the half brothers Edgar and Edmund with those of Goneril’s and Regan’s husbands. Diana played both Cordelia and the Fool. For whatever reason, rehearsal went well; Owen was pleased. For the first time since Hyacinth’s disappearance, the mood in camp felt optimistic.

Thirty days after Hyacinth’s disappearance, which was also twenty days after Bakhtiian’s return to the army, they came to a great river that wound through the land. There, like a vision on the other side of the river, Diana saw a city with gleaming white walls and silver towers and goats grazing peaceably outside the walls amid the sprawl of huts and hovels where, presumably, the poorest people lived. The city astonished her, all marble and colored tile, a romantic’s dream. Beyond the city, grain ripened in the sun, and farther still, orchards blanketed the gentle slopes of surrounding hills. This was a beautiful countryside, rich, fertile, and handsome. And yet, on this side of the river, the army arranged its camp on fields long since trampled and withered by the summer’s heat. She felt a sudden, sharp sympathy for the Habakar people and for their lands. What a horrible thing it was, to destroy such beauty. How had this piece survived? Had the jaran army been unable to cross the river?

But even as she thought it, she saw a troop of red-shirted, armored horsemen riding out from around the city: jaran riders. What if one of them was Anatoly? She had an hour before her call for rehearsal, so she ran to the Veselov camp, hoping to get news from Arina.

The Veselov camp was settling in for what Diana could now recognize was a long stay—at least two days. Girls beat carpets and laid them out to air in the sun. Three boys dug out a huge fire pit in the center of the camp, in front of Arina’s great tent. Mira, running around with a pack of children, caught sight of Diana and ran over to greet her with a kiss. Diana hoisted her up and went in search of her mother. She found Arina at the other edge of camp, saying good-bye to her husband. Kirill rode off with a handful of other men, including the gorgeous cousin Vasil, and Arina turned and saw Diana.

“I’m so pleased to see you.” Arina kissed her on each cheek and regarded her with pleasure. They exchanged more commonplaces as they walked back into camp.

“Will the camp be staying here for long?” Diana asked.

“Yes. There’s forage and supplies to be had here. Yaroslav Sakhalin has returned.”

“With his whole army?”

“Oh, no. Evidently they’ve laid in a siege at the king’s royal city, but Sakhalin returned to see if it was true that Bakhtiian did not die. Then he’ll return. Kirill went to attend Bakhtiian.” She said it proudly. Diana thought it sweet how proud Arina was of her husband, who had done so well despite his debilitating injury. “He can use his hand again, although it’s very weak.”

“He can? How did that happen?”

“The gods graced him, I suppose. I think he’s suffered enough.” Arina paused to survey her domain and to direct some girls in the placement of an awning, two tents, and a bronze stove. “Do you think,” Arina added in a lower voice, “that I’m selfish to hope that, even if his arm does heal, Kirill won’t be able to ride with the army again?”

Which, like all of these men, was probably his greatest desire. “No,” said Diana softly, touching Arina’s hand, “I don’t think so. Is there any news of Anatoly? Did he come back with his uncle?” A surge of hope shook through her.

“I don’t know. But Kirill will know, surely, when he returns.”

Diana lingered there until it was time for rehearsal, but Kirill did not return. That night, Anatoly did not come to her tent. In the morning Owen appeared in high good humor, having managed a coup of sorts. He had convinced Bakhtiian to let the troupe ride with a jaran escort into the Habakar city and there put on a performance. He chose The Caucasian Chalk Circle in its untranslated, unexpurgated form, since these Habakar people could not understand them anyway and would presumably have no problem accepting a male as judge. Diana already played the leading role, and Owen and Ginny, as understudies, could cover Hyacinth’s parts.

They rode out in the wagons about noon. Members of the Veselov jahar had been assigned as their escort. Arina agreed to come along, and the excursion along a winding road past a bend in the river and to the long pontoon bridge laid out over the waters proved marvelous. It was hot, but not too hot. Trees lined the riverside, shading the road. Rushes carpeted the shore. Out on the water, with the huge inflated skins and wooden road rocking beneath them, a breeze sprang up and curled in Diana’s hair and cooled her cheeks. The muddy water flowed on, oblivious to their passing. If only Anatoly were here, this day would be perfect, but Arina had not seen Kirill since he went to council with Bakhtiian. Vasil had come back to lead the little expedition, but he had no news. However, Arina had heard from Mother Sakhalin that Anatoly was not with his uncle and that, indeed, Yaroslav Sakhalin had already ridden out at dawn, to go back to his army.

On the other side of the river, Diana felt like she had come to some fairy country. Farmers stared at them from fields turning gold in the stark, clean light of the summer sun. The people looked cautious and frightened, but their clothes were sturdy and their faces hale. Grain trembled in the wind, flowing in waves across lush acreage, bordered by dry ditches out of which green shoots and scarlet lilies poked ragged heads. The city loomed before them. With their escort around them, the company passed through the open gates without the least trouble and trundled into a city for the first time in what seemed years.

Diana stared, enchanted by the scene. Gardens flowered between orderly groups of stone and mudbrick houses. Trees overhung the streets. A marble fountain graced a courtyard, glimpsed through a latticework doorway. A white citadel rose in the center of the city; off to one side soared the delicate minarets of what she presumed was either a palace or a temple. Down side streets she saw Habakar natives dressed in bright clothing, hurrying about their business. This main thoroughfare along which they rode sat deserted, as if the populace had been warned to stay out of their way. Pale brick paved the avenue, so smooth and cunningly fitted together that the wagons did not jolt at all as they made their way in to the central marketplace. Would it, too, be deserted?

But the market colonnade bustled with activity, even when they reached it with their escort of dread jaran riders. Streamers of variegated silk hung from the sexpartite vaults that made up the colonnade, which were otherwise open to the air on all sides. Diana could see that it was gloomy underneath the vaulted colonnades, but all around on the outskirts old women in embroidered black shawls sold fruit and vegetables from the backs of painted carts and men with frogged, knee-length brocaded jackets and dyed leather shoes hawked bolts of silk and utensils of bronze and iron. The intense bustle of the marketplace slowed to a halt as Habakar merchants and buyers froze and stared. Many melted away. Others, more brazen or perhaps simply resigned, returned to their business. Veselov fanned his riders out, and they sat with their horses on a tight rein and watched this activity with perplexed expressions. Owen herded the actors out of the wagons and, in record time, they set up the platform and placed the screens for their makeshift stage.

They drew an odd sort of audience while they set up. People stared but did not linger, as if they did not want to draw attention to themselves. Children edged close to watch and were dragged away by their elders.

Owen strode up to Diana as she adjusted a screen to Joseph’s precise specifications: a 38-degree angle exactly, no more, no less. “Diana. Who is that?” He gestured. She turned.

He was looking straight at Vasil Veselov, who sat astride his horse not fifty paces from them, watching the stage assembly with interest. With that absolute instinct for an audience that he possessed, Vasil shifted his gaze to look toward Owen and Diana.

“That’s Vasil Veselov. He’s Arina Veselov’s cousin, and he’s also dyan—warleader—of their tribe.”

“Perfect.” Owen examined Veselov. “Look at the angle of the shoulders, and the tilt of the chin. He’s canted just off center, too, in his seat on the horse, which draws attention without seeming to and without imperiling his stability in the saddle. And that face. Goddess, if I’d had that face, I would have stayed an actor.”

“A good thing you didn’t have it, then,” retorted Diana, stung by his praise. It wasn’t as if Veselov was acting; he was just being himself. She had never heard Owen praise anyone so extravagantly, not even Gwyn. “Everyone says your genius is for directing.”

“So it is,” agreed Owen without a trace of arrogance. “He’s acting without knowing he’s doing it, and he’s doing it right, by and large. I’ve been watching him for the whole ride over here. He’s taught himself the art of listening and the art of connecting. Do you know how many competent actors I’ve worked with who took years to get where he is now?”

Diana wondered ungraciously if Owen counted her among their number, but then Yomi came over to chase her back to the tent set up as a dressing room behind the platform.

The performance was a disaster and yet absolutely wonderful. The setting itself could not be improved upon. Coming onstage for her first entrance, Diana felt transported to some ancient scene. They could have been any group of itinerant actors out making their way along the Silk Road, the famous Earth trade route that ran across the mountains and deserts and steppes of Asia, stopping in this medieval oriental city made glorious by its marble colonnades and gentle silk banners. Even the play, in its own way, seemed ironically appropriate: During a revolt in feudal Georgia, Grusha, a servant girl, flees to the mountains with the Governor’s small son, who has been abandoned in the panic by his mother; in the second act, a drunken village clerk named Azdak is made a judge by the rebel soldiers and tries the case to determine which of the women is the child’s true mother.

From the beginning, they attracted a hard-core audience off to the left who stayed in place for the entire play. But other than that group, and the jaran riders who patrolled the square with half an eye on the Habakar natives and half on the play, the audience shifted and grew and shrank according to some tidal schedule that Diana could not interpret. It was frustrating, and yet, it was in part for this experiment that she had come, to see what would play, what could communicate, across such a gulf of space and culture, to touch those who were open to being touched. And, inspired by the setting, by the city, by the bright colored silks or the clear blue of the afternoon sky, the acting fell into place and they worked off each other in that seamless fiction that can never be achieved except by grace, fortune, and sheer, hard repetitious work brought by a fortuitous combination of events to its fruition in transcendent art.

It worked. Diana knew it worked. They all knew it had worked. At the end, sweating and exhausted and for once sated, she took Gwyn’s hand—he had played the soldier and lover Simon—and, with the lifelike doll that represented the child tucked in the crook of her other arm, she, and he, and the others, took a single bow, which was all that they needed to take, or that the audience understood. Straightening, she flashed a grin at Gwyn and he smiled back, wiping sweat from his forehead. She turned to look toward Arina, who had watched it all from a wagon over to one side, and discovered that Vasil had dismounted to stand next to his cousin and was regarding Diana, and the stage, with uncomfortably intent interest.

“You’ve made a conquest, Di,” said Gwyn in an undertone as he turned to go back to the dressing room and strip his makeup off.

“I hope not. Wait for me.” Veselov bothered her. One of the things she so liked about Gwyn was that when he was offstage, he was off; he did not drag the one world into the other. She knew she emoted offstage, at times, but it wasn’t a habit she wanted to foster in herself, and she usually only did it when the person she was with seemed to expect it of her. A professional knew how to separate work and life. But Veselov was always on, always aware, always projecting. The Goddess knew, it ought to be tiring, going on like that all day and presumably all night. She went with Gwyn back to the awning and wiped her face clean. They took down the stage. By the time they got the wagons loaded, the afternoon had mostly passed, and the marketplace lay quiet and almost empty. They started back.

“I liked that story,” said Arina. “It was true, what the judge did, knowing which woman was the true mother. But I can tell it’s a khaja story.”

“How?”

“Well, it isn’t a man’s part to make such a judgment. That is women’s business.”

“But we changed it,” protested Diana, “when we did it at the camp. We made Azdak into an etsana.”

“I didn’t see that.” Arina smiled, looking ahead, and lifted a hand to greet a rider. “Here is Vasil.”

Vasil reined his horse in beside them, on Diana’s side of the wagon. “Why is it I’ve seen none of these songs of yours before?” he asked.

“I don’t know. We’ve—sung—them many times, and we—practice—every night, in our encampment.” She could think of no words for “perform” and “rehearse” in khush.

Veselov did not look at her directly, and yet Diana felt his attention on her as much as if he had been staring soulfully into her eyes like a besotted lover. She shifted on the hard wooden seat. He sat a horse well, and his hands were light and casual and yet masterful on the reins. For an instant, she wondered what he would be like in bed; His lips twitched up into a bare, confiding smile, as if he had read her thoughts and promised as much as she could wish for, and more.

“I would like to see more,” he said, but did he mean more plays or more of her? “You become the woman in the song, yet you remain yourself.”

“Yes,” said Diana, surprised, because Anatoly had yet to grasp the concept of acting.

A rider called to Vasil from farther down the line, and Veselov excused himself and rode away.

Arina coughed into one hand. “Although he is my cousin,” she said, “and I love him dearly, I would recommend to you, Diana, that you be wary of him.”

“I’m married, after all!”

“What has that to do with anything?”

Diana changed the subject, and they discussed other things until they got back to camp at dusk. Where Kirill waited. He came up to them immediately, Lavrenti nestled on his good arm, his other arm hanging free for once. Diana could see the fingers on his withered hand twitching and curling, but without much force or coordination.

“I beg your pardon,” said Diana to Kirill as Arina climbed down, “I must return to our camp and I just wanted to know … is there any word of my husband?”

“He wasn’t with his uncle,” Kirill assured her.

“Oh, then he’s at the besieged city?” Karkand, it was called, the seat of the Habakar kings.

Kirill shook his head. “No. Bakhtiian sent him to capture the Habakar king, who fled on beyond his city.”

“I don’t understand. Anatoly went after him?”

“Yes, with a picked troop of five thousand riders.”

“But where did the king flee to?”

Kirill shrugged. He glanced at his wife, as if for help. “To the lands beyond, I suppose.”

“Out ahead of his uncle’s army?” Diana demanded. “All by himself?”

“Well,” replied Kirill apologetically, “he did promise Bakhtiian to bring back the king’s crown, coat, and head, for the offense the king gave to Bakhtiian’s personal envoys.”

“Thank you.” Diana stuttered over the words and started the oxen up as quickly as she could, to get away. She felt sick. The wagon jolted over the uneven ground toward the Company’s encampment, and all she wanted to do was to throw up. The day’s triumph turned to ashes in her mouth. Anatoly had ridden out into hostile enemy territory in pursuit of a king. Was he mad? Was he suicidal? Had he had the slightest thought for her before driving forward into unknown lands without his uncle and his uncle’s army in order to avenge Bakhtiian’s honor? Already she pictured Hyacinth lying twisted and dead on the ground, slain by arrows or knives, lying alone, left to rot. Now a second image rose unbidden to meld with Hyacinth’s, that of Anatoly tumbled from his horse, lying half-dead with a spear through his left breast, swarmed by rank upon rank of enemy soldiers rabid for jaran blood.

Would she ever see him again? She would have cried, but she had already wept enough tears to bring life to the trampled, parched fields over which she now drove her wagon. She had a horrible, wrenching premonition that she had done crying for him. Like a little shield, the first layer of bricks had gone up, sheltering her. She couldn’t go on, hurting and hurting, never knowing, always wondering: would he come back? when? would he still love her? and when would he leave her again?

The Company encampment loomed before her, sturdy, plain, with its practical square tents and the little canvas cubicle that housed the necessary off to one side. Entrance flaps lay askew, revealing the friendly beacons of lights burning inside the tents. A single fire smoldered into ashes between the tents, but the actors had left it and gone inside to spend their time with the comforts of the technological luxuries they had smuggled along on this barbarian year.



CHAPTER FIVE

AFTER YAROSLAV SAKHALIN LEFT at dawn, to return to his siege of the royal city of Karkand, the council dragged on for the rest of the day. In the morning, they all sat out under the open sky. By noon, with the sun overhead, they moved onto carpets rolled out under a vast awning. Bakhtiian sat on a pillow at one end, and the council fanned out in a rough semicircle in front of him.

Aleksi swallowed a yawn. The talk had been going on since yesterday and, as usual, the discussion had reached that point where the councillors were talking at each other, not to Bakhtiian. Ilya often ran his councils this way: The councillors talked for so long over the greatest and least choice at issue that in the end they reached a consensus without him having to demand obedience.

The longest council Aleksi recalled was the one soon after the assembly on the khayan-sarmiia, which had lasted six days and included three days of vicious argument between Yaroslav Sakhalin and Mikhail Suvorin and their respective supporters. In the end, Bakhtiian’s patience had worn them all down. Now that he had what he wanted—the loyalty of the jaran—he no longer had to be so impulsive. Before that long council had begun, Tess had told Aleksi in confidence what Ilya’s hopes were for the council; and so it had fallen out—with a few changes wrought by good advice or prudent compromise—exactly as he wished, and it was the councillors themselves who agreed upon the issue, among themselves and not as a mere passive instrument to Bakhtiian’s voice.

So Bakhtiian sat now, listening more than he spoke.

Tess sat at Bakhtiian’s right hand, and Aleksi sat to Tess’s right and back a bit, close to Josef Raevsky, whose lips moved soundlessly as he memorized the proceedings. The blind man canted his head from one side to the other, to catch a sentence here, a tone there, as the women and men seated in attendance on Bakhtiian spoke in their turn.

Now and again during the exhausting session, Tess rose and walked away—sometimes to relieve herself, sometimes just to stretch her legs, once to sleep for several hours—and returned to sink back down beside her husband. No one minded; she was half gone in pregnancy. The children of the Orzhekov tribe brought drink and food at intervals. Sonia sat in on the council, as her mother’s representative.

Aleksi leaned forward and found an angle at which he could peer between Tess and Ilya and catch a good glimpse of the two parchment maps spread out flat in front of Nadine, who sat on her uncle’s left. Mitya sat next to her, stifling a yawn with a hand. The poor boy had fallen asleep three times now, and Aleksi supposed he would probably be allowed to nap this time. Since the shock of Ilya’s illness had forced everyone to realize that it was remotely possible that Bakhtiian might actually someday die, poor Mitya had been displayed prominently at every gathering and forced into a passive role, listening and learning about the duties and burdens of adulthood. Not that he hadn’t been involved in such things before, but now it seemed he was at Ilya’s side at every council, every assembly, and riding out with him to inspect jahars each morning. Often Galina went with them, since she would most likely become etsana of the Orzhekov tribe in time. Today Sonia had left Galina in charge of making sure that drink and food flowed freely.

“Twenty days ride to the south,” Nadine was saying, shifting the maps, she had so laboriously drawn over the last fifteen days, “according to the merchants and caravan masters Tess and I interviewed, there lies a great trading city called Salkh. From there the road leads to two more great cities, Targana and Khoyan, Targana about fifty days ride southeast and Khoyan about sixty days ride southwest. The caravan masters say that if you go along past Targana in the summer, there is a high narrow pass over the Heaven Mountains beyond which lies Vidiya, although there is another safer route to Vidiya lying much farther to the east. I imagine, Uncle, that Khoyan lies along the road that would eventually lead all the way down through southern lands to Jeds and the cities of the Rhuian peninsula. But I don’t know.”

Bakhtiian’s tent lay pitched on a grassy knoll overlooking the river and the gleaming city beyond, called Hamrat by the Habakar and sarrod-nikaiia, Her Voice Is Merciful, by the jaran. Sakhalin had spared the city because it was here that he and his army had been encamped when the first messenger had ridden in with the news that Bakhtiian had woken from his sorcery-induced trance.

“Karkand lies about fifteen days ride to the west, and there is a city ten days ride to the northwest called Belgana which Sakhalin took before he rode on to Karkand. North beyond Belgana on the edge of a great forest stands another city, Niryan, which has already surrendered to us. West of Karkand lie two more cities, neither as great as Karkand, and a range of mountains, a forest, a great lake, and a river, and on that river a city called Margana by the Habakar merchants but Parkilnous by the people who live there.”

Aleksi admired Nadine’s maps. She admired them as well; she had worked diligently enough on them since her unexpected arrival about fifteen days ago. She said that one of the Prince of Jeds’s men had taught her a great deal about maps and mapmaking. David ben Unbutu, that was it; the one who had been so hasty with Tess the day the prince and his entourage arrived at the jaran camp in the spring. Aleksi suspected that Nadine had taken him as a lover, but, of course, she never said as much.

Bakhtiian leaned forward and touched the map nearest him reverently. “And beyond this city called both Margana and Parkilnous?”

“They don’t know. That’s as far as they trade. At Parkilnous, other merchants take the goods and travel on with them, and trade goods from the south in return.”

“So.” Bakhtiian removed his hand from the map.

The discussion erupted again. Send the entire army to Karkand. No, that’s stupid; the broader the net, the more game could be drawn in. Send ten thousand men to each city, then. That’s doubly idiotic; if you only knew a tenth again as much as Yaroslav Sakhalin about strategy; many small forces are weak against a single large army, and it isn’t impossible that the Habakar king might be drawing together an army for a final strike. The Habakar king is running like any damned coward into the west, with Anatoly Sakhalin at his heels—no longer a threat. How can the honored dyan possibly know that? Why, because only a beaten coward would abandon his own tent and family, of course. How else explain that he had deserted his own royal city? All this talk of fighting is all very well, but what about the camp? What are the water sources between here and the southern cities? How much forage? How bad are the winters here, and farther south? When do the caravans stop running? Can a large detachment winter off forage from the countryside, in the south? Will there be food enough for the wagon train? And so on.

Nadine had made many cunning little marks on her maps, each indicating information about water sources and forage and towns—insofar as the caravan masters and merchants knew or were willing to part with such information, insofar as any of it could be trusted. Of course, it was all hearsay. Still, Aleksi did not doubt that in the short time Nadine had been back with them, she and Tess between them had tripled jaran intelligence of the lay of the land. Aleksi wondered about Tess’s sources of information, too, because now and again, during the interminable translation sessions between Tess and the interpreters and the Habakar merchants, Tess would make a sudden correction to something Nadine mapped in. Had Tess had access to maps in Jeds that were more accurate than the merchants’ recollections? But why would they have such maps in Jeds? Jedan merchants never came here, as far as Aleksi knew.

Or perhaps, perhaps if that had not been Bakhtiian’s actual spirit that Aleksi had seen hovering in the air, the night Bakhtiian had been witched away to the gods’ lands—or to the heavens from which Dr. Hierakis claimed she and Tess had come—if it really had been an image of his spirit, of his body, then perhaps Tess knew how to make an image of the land that was equally accurate. Everyone knew that the land remained constant, that seen once, and remembered, you could ride that way again twelve years later and find your way. That was how the jaran navigated the endless plains. That, and by the stars and the winds. Along the Golden Road that ran east to the riches of Empire of Yarial there was said to be a country where the land did shift, where no traveler might walk without becoming lost, where mountains moved at night and rivers changed their course between the seasons. But Aleksi knew that such a place could only exist because every khaja in it, child, woman, and man, was a sorcerer born and bred, or else because the gods had put a curse on it.

The afternoon wore on. Fifty disagreements dwindled to ten, and ten to two. “But if we are agreed,” said Venedikt Grekov, dyan of the Grekov tribe, “that Bakhtiian must direct the siege of Karkand personally, because of the insult given him by the king, then wouldn’t it be wisest to send Sakhalin south to Salkh? If that city is so valuable?”

Heads nodded all around. Fifteen days ago, Venedikt Grekov would never had been so bold as to speak with this much authority this late in the council. Now, however, his nephew was going to be the father of Bakhtiian’s heirs. The Grekov tribe, important as one of the Ten Elder Tribes, had just taken a sudden and impressive leap in status—though with Mother Sakhalin’s blessing, of course. Nadine had a frown on her face. She did not look up at the speaker, which was impolite. Everyone knew she wasn’t happy about the marriage.

“Surely,” added Kirill Zvertkov, “we should secure the two cities west of Karkand, so no Habakar army can march from their protection on Karkand.”

“Will it take so long for Karkand to surrender to us?” asked another dyan.

Mother Sakhalin cleared her throat. All fell silent. “My nephew assures me,” she said, “that the stone tents of Karkand are built in such a fashion that simple force, even using the archers, cannot overcome the walls.”

“Had we been forced to storm the walls of Qurat,” said Kirill, “we would have suffered severe losses. Sakhalin said that Karkand is better placed.”

“Then, as Zvertkov says,” replied Grekov, “we had better ride a ring around Karkand and cut it off from the rest of the country. Then the khaja can starve or surrender.”

Everyone nodded.

“If we take prisoners,” said Vershinin, “then when we do attack, we can drive them before us as we did at Tashmar—you weren’t there, Bakhtiian—up to the walls as the first wave.”

“There are other ways,” said Nadine suddenly, “to break a siege. The Prince of Jeds has an engineer with him who knows many tricks. I expect the prince’s woman soldier Ursula el Kawakami does as well.”

“What kind of tricks?” asked Bakhtiian.

“Well, if we can make the walls collapse, then they can’t protect the khaja army, can they?”

“I will think on this,” said Ilya. “Meanwhile,” he glanced up to survey the council, “as you say, Sakhalin ought to ride south to Salkh, once I arrive at Karkand, and Grekov, Vershinin, you will double your jahars in numbers and ride on west, to the cities beyond Karkand. Nadine.” He tapped a finger on her maps, but northward, now, at the edge where the Farisa city lay, the one the Habakar general had himself burned, at the northeastern boundary of Habakar lands where they bordered the plains. “You will return to Morava, to escort the Prince of Jeds back to me.”

“Uncle!” Ah, but she looked angry.

“That would be best,” said Mother Sakhalin smoothly, “since her husband is there.” Everyone knew what she meant: that it was long past time for Nadine to start having babies.

Nadine rarely sat still. She did so now, but it was a stillness brought on by fury, not by peace. “Uncle, what if the prince has already left Morava?”

“You rode the same route, there and back, both you and Feodor Grekov. You will go.” He set his hands, palms down and open, on his knees, and surveyed the council. “So will it be.”

Rather than reply, Nadine made a great business of rolling up her maps. She was angry, but what could she do? Bakhtiian had spoken. She rose, excused herself, and left. Bakhtiian rose to follow her. The council, dismissed, broke up into a dozen disparate groups to gossip and stretch their legs. Kirill came by to speak for a few moments in a low voice to Tess; then he strode away into the lowering twilight.

Tess leaned back. “Aleksi, Cara wanted to see you.”

“To see me?”

“About—don’t you remember?” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “As you watched her do with me. She wants to look into your body with her machines. To—to map it.”

Aleksi remembered. He wasn’t sure whether to feel honored or nervous, but Tess wished him to do this, so he would. “I’ll go,” he said, not one to hesitate once he had made a decision. He kissed her on the cheek, bade farewell to Josef Raevsky, and went on his way. Passing between his tent and Tess’s on his way to the hospital encampment, he heard Bakhtiian and Nadine arguing in Rhuian just out of sight behind Tess’s great tent. He paused to listen.

“What right has she to interfere?” Nadine demanded, sounding quite intemperate. “I know she convinced Feodor to mark me. He would never have done it otherwise. He would never have had the nerve.”

“Yes, and faced with the prospect of being married to you in this temper, Dina, can you blame him? In any case, you know very well what right she has to interfere. She is Mother of all the tribes.”

“Yes, but we’ve been to Jeds. We’re not bound by useless jaran customs. You and I should know better—”

“Listen to me, young woman. I know better, and I know that for all that I learned in Jeds, for all the knowledge that lies in these khaja universities, we jaran are stronger because of what we are and because of how we live. The khaja can’t stand against us. They will never be able to. So the gods have gifted us. Would you like to have married in Jeds, instead?”

A fulminating silence. “You know very well how they treat women in khaja lands.”

“Yes, I do.”

“I don’t want to marry at all. I want to ride.”

“Then ride. You are already married, Dina. The nine days have passed.”

“I wasn’t in seclusion.”

“That’s true. If you wish to go through the ceremony—”

“I don’t!”

“Then accept what you must. And you must have children. You know it as well as I do.” There was another silence, but this one had more of a despairing edge to it. “Dina, I have already been advised to remove you from command of your jahar.”

“Who—!”

“None of your business. Listen to me, damn you. You’re worse than I was at your age.” That brought a reluctant chuckle from her. “I won’t do it. You’re a good commander, and even if you weren’t my niece, you would deserve such a command. You will remain a dyan. But there will be times when you can’t ride.”

“When I’m pregnant.”

“Yes. Don’t you see, Dina? The gods never give out unmixed blessings. They gifted women with the knowledge that is also a mystery, that of bringing children into the world, but knowledge is also a burden.”

“A heavy one, in this case.”

“If you only had a sister to bear children while you rode, then that would be well. But you have none.”

“I want to explore, like the prince’s man, Marco Burckhardt, does.” Said stubbornly.

Bakhtiian sighed. “You have no choice, my niece. You will have children. I order you to. Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“During such time as you can’t leave camp, you will work with Tess. Her work is every bit as important as Yaroslav Sakhalin’s.” His voice dropped into a coaxing tone. “Those maps you made together are very fine.”

“Thank you.” Was there a slightly warmer edge to her voice? Was she melting. “Praise from Bakhtiian is as a blessing from the gods themselves—”

“Stop that! Don’t mock me!”

“Uncle … I didn’t mean … I only meant …” She faltered. Aleksi was amazed to hear her sound chastened.

“Never show such disrespect for the gods. You should know better, you who only by the gods’ grace are alive today, when everyone else in our family died.”

“My father didn’t die. You didn’t die.”

“Go,” said Bakhtiian.

Aleksi heard Nadine take in a breath to say something. Instead, she said nothing, and a moment later he saw her emerge from behind the tent and stride away out into camp, which he thought showed great wisdom on her part.

“Aleksi,” said Bakhtiian, sounding no less curt. Aleksi started, and then walked around the corner to face Bakhtiian. Ilya turned from looking out after his niece to glare at Aleksi, and Aleksi wondered abruptly how many times he had been saved from a lecture—or worse—from Bakhtiian because of Tess’s implicit protection. “I don’t like it,” Ilya said, and Aleksi knew that he meant Aleksi’s habit of listening in. “Do it to others if you will. Don’t do it to me.”

“I beg your pardon,” said Aleksi. “An incurable habit from my youth. It saved my life more than once.”

“No doubt,” replied Bakhtiian. Aleksi could not tell whether he meant the comment to express sympathy or censure. “Nevertheless, not to me.”

“I understand and obey, Bakhtiian.” He bowed, as they did in Jeds; Tess had taught him how to do it.

“Go,” said Bakhtiian, but the word wasn’t as terse as it had been when he had ordered Nadine to leave. He might even have been amused.

Aleksi escaped and, whistling under his breath, he considered the world while he made his way to the doctor’s tent. He decided that the world was a strange place, stranger than any one person ever might suspect, knowing only what she knew from the narrow path she rode through it. Aleksi felt sometimes that he himself rode more than one path, that there were two, or three or four of him, each scouting a different path, each in constant communication, as though belled messengers raced between the routes carrying intelligence from one to the next. And once you saw the world from three, or five, different roads, the view was never the same. The map changed and altered, and its details became more accurate. The landmarks receded or grew, depending on the angle from which you observed them, and at once, there might be an escarpment from which the astonished traveler would rendezvous with her selves and could suddenly comprehend the land as it truly was.

“Ah, Aleksi.” Dr. Hierakis emerged from her tent, wiping her hands on a rag. “Come in. Come in.” He followed her back inside. She had sewn tiny bells all along the entrance flap, and they tinkled as the flap fell down behind them. Aleksi understood the bells, now; just as the messengers wore bells to alert the next garrison or tribe to their coming, the doctor positioned bells around her tent so that no person might enter unannounced and surprise her at her machines. A lantern sat placed in the center of a table, but Aleksi knew this trick. Tentatively, he put out a hand toward it, touched it, and his finger passed right through it. It was only an image of a lantern, not a lantern at all, although it looked so true that he would never have known if Tess had not told him.

“Sit down.” The doctor indicated first a chair and then a pillow, so that he might choose whatever was most comfortable. “Will you have some tea?”

Aleksi didn’t like tea, but he was far too polite to refuse any drink offered him in a woman’s tent. He sank down onto the pillow and received the hot tea from Dr. Hierakis. He sipped at the spicy drink cautiously and regarded the doctor from under lowered lids. She reached under the table with one hand and did something there with her fingers. The lantern grew a little brighter; otherwise he saw no change.

“Recording,” she said into the air. Then to him: “Do you have a second name, Aleksi?”

“Soerensen,” he said promptly.

“I meant, a jaran name, or a tribal name.”

“Not one I remember.”

“How old are you?” She stared at him with that gaze he recognized as impartial, measuring him against some pattern only she knew, not for any personal reason.

“I don’t know.”

“I mean, in which year were you born? Eagle? Rat? Lion? Horse, perhaps?”

“I don’t know.”

“But everyone knows that, here.”

“I beg your pardon. I don’t know. My tribe was massacred by khaja raiders when I was very young.”

“Tess mentioned that. How did you escape?”

Aleksi shut his eyes and struggled to recall anything from that time. He shrugged. “All I remember is the dew on the grass, and lying half sunk in water in a little hollow of swamp. I lay there so still for so long that a frog crawled right up onto my right hand. It was a blessing, you see. The gods took pity on me, because the khaja had taken my family, so they sent the frog to gift me with speed for fighting.”

“Why a frog?”

“Haven’t you ever seen how fast a frog jumps? He sits perfectly still, and then he’s gone.”

She chuckled. “Yes, I suppose that’s a fair analogy. But Aleksi, were they all killed?”

“Yes,” he repeated patiently, “all but myself and—” Here he faltered. Always he faltered. “—my sister Anastasia.” Her name came out hoarsely.

“No, I meant, is it possible that it was a slave raid? Or was everyone killed?”

Her question, like a blessing, allowed him to recover. His memories of the rest of his tribe were so dim that they had long since ceased to trouble him. “What is a slave raid? Oh, that they would take the people away to sell in other lands, to serve a khaja master. I don’t know. I don’t remember seeing any bodies except that of my father.”

“Oh, Goddess. I’m sorry, Aleksi.”

Aleksi found her sympathy interesting. He never told jaran as much as this; any respectable jaran listener would have been appalled that a child could lose his entire tribe and still go on living. The gods had cursed people for less. “It was a long time ago,” he said, to reassure her.

“Then what happened?”

This was harder. He managed it by breaking each word off from the next. “Then Anastasia took us away from there. She took care of me for as long as she could. Three or four years, I think.”

“What happened to her?”

Aleksi set the cup down and bowed his head. This one memory, he could not bear to look upon, but it flooded over him nevertheless. Anastasia had grown steadily weaker over that third—or was it fourth?—winter and then, with spring, she became feverish and unable to eat. The gods had spoken strange words through her mouth, and she had seen visions of creatures terrible to behold and creatures as sweet as flowers, and she had wept for fear of leaving him when he was still too young to take care of himself. Not that she had been so much older than he was, but her first course of woman’s blood had come on her that past autumn, so she was no longer a girl, although of course she had never received any of the rites investing her with her womanhood.

The doctor waited patiently. Aleksi’s throat was thick with emotion, too choked to speak. Hands shaking, he lifted the cup to his lips and sipped at the tea. The gesture soothed him enough that he could force out a sentence. “The gods took her on a spirit journey, but she never came back.”

“Ah,” said the doctor. She poured more hot tea into his cup, and by that gesture Aleksi knew he had her friendship. “You love Tess very much, don’t you?”

He glanced up at her, astonished. She smiled warmly at him; he did not need to reply, because she already knew the answer and the reason for it. With her, he was safe. How strange to know that. How strange to be safe at all. He felt dizzy.

“Goddess,” she said, “you must have been—what?—eight or ten years old? Well, what did you do then?”

“I wandered. I got by. Eventually I came to the Mirsky tribe late one summer. Old Vyacheslav Mirsky’s wife was very ill, but they had no children or grandchildren to help them. It was a terrible disgrace, how the tribe treated him. Everyone knew what a great rider he was, but they thought Stalia Mirksy ought to know that her time was through and simply remain behind on the grass so that she wouldn’t slow the tribe down. Stalia kept telling Vyacheslav she ought to, but she was all he had, and he wouldn’t let her do it. So I saw—well—I saw that if a small orphan boy helped bring in fuel and water and beat carpets and built fires and gathered food and went to get their share of the meat at slaughtering time, they might let that boy sleep on the ground next to their tent without driving him away.”

“And did they?”

But while the memory of Anastasia always filled him with a horrible dread, a painful, dizzying fear that his heart had been torn out and dropped into a black abyss from which he could never retrieve it, the memory of Vyacheslav and Stalia always brought tears to his eyes. “No, they took me into their tent and treated me as their own grandchild. Stalia got better. They said I was their luck. Eight years I lived with them. Vyacheslav trained me in the saber. You’ve heard of him, of course.” By her expression, he saw that she hadn’t heard of Vyacheslav Mirsky. “You haven’t! Well, everyone knows he had the finest hand for the saber in all the tribes, before he grew too old to ride in jahar. The Mirskys still brag about him, though they treated him badly once they had no more use for him.”

“And then?”

“Then one winter they both died of lung fever. They were ancient by then. Stalia told me they both would have died far sooner if it wasn’t for me. Perhaps it’s true. But as soon as they died the Mirskys drove me out.”

“Isn’t there something about horse-stealing in here?”

Aleksi considered his cup. It was metal, but the heat of the tea did not burn his hands where he cupped the round surface between his palms. An etching of fronds edged the rim and the base. Steam rose from the tea, caressing his face. But he had already trusted her with so much, and Tess, with everything. “Stalia and Vyacheslav had given me things: his saber, a beautiful blanket she had woven, the tent that belonged to her only daughter, who had long since died, their komis cups and flask, some other things. I overheard the etsana—their own cousin’s daughter!—speaking to her sons and daughters, saying that if they didn’t throw me out of camp immediately I’d try to steal everything in the tent and run off with it. So that night I took what I could carry, and stole a horse, and rode away. Oh,” here he glanced up at her, “I knew it was wrong. The penalty for stealing a horse is death, of course. But I couldn’t bear to lose every little thing they’d given me, because everyone else in the Mirsky tribe was so petty and small-minded.”

“Where did you ride to, then?”

“There was one jahar that would take men who didn’t belong anywhere else. The arenabekh.”

“The arenabekh. They were outlaws, weren’t they?”

“Men who had left their tribes for one reason or another—for some crime, because they loved men more than women, because they no longer wanted to live with the tribes.”

“Did you like it there?”

“Not at all. How can any person love a tribe where there are no children?”

“Wouldn’t someone like that boy who was exiled—with the actor—wouldn’t he seek out the arenabekh?”

“He would, if he could find them. Keregin, their last dyan, led the arenabekh into a hopeless battle in order to save Bakhtiian’s life. But Tess would know about that. She was there.”

“Was she, now? I haven’t heard this story yet.”

“Well, but with the arenabekh gone, Yevgeni Usova has nowhere to go, if he’s even still alive.”

“So there you were with the arenabekh.”

“I stayed with them for almost two years, because there was nowhere else to go. Keregin was hard but fair, and he never treated me any differently from the others because I was an orphan—or a horse stealer. Then I heard about these training schools, where young men might go to train for jahar, and I thought I’d go and see if Kerchaniia Bakhalo, the man who ran one, would accept orphans. He did. When he discovered that Vyacheslav Mirsky himself had trained me—well—he never said as much, but I knew I was his favorite pupil. But then, I was a better fighter than the rest. It was the frog, you know. And after that, Bakhalo brought us to the great camp that was growing up around Bakhtiian.”

“Where you met Tess.”

At the mention of Tess’s name, he could not help but smile. “Yes. She trained with us. Although she was Bakhtiian’s wife, she never treated those of us who were orphans any different from the rest. Of course, she is khaja, which accounts for it.”

“How did she come to adopt you as her brother?”

“Every woman needs a brother, and hers had died—that was Yuri Orzhekov, Sonia’s younger brother. She and I always got along well, and we liked each other right away. We felt—” He thought about it, two outsiders working and training together, both with quick minds and ready laughter, detached and yet involved in the jaran camp. “—linked, somehow. But then the Mirskys rode into camp. They were well within their rights to kill me, of course. In fact, they were in the process of doing just that—”

“How, in the Lady’s Name, were they doing that?”

“Well, there were five of them, and they caught me in the dark coming out of a woman’s tent, and then they beat me with sticks. But Tess happened to walk by and she stopped them.”

“You’re casual about it.”

Aleksi laughed, recalling what Bakhtiian had said to his niece. “The gods never give out unmixed blessings. So who am I to complain about bruises and a broken arm and collarbone when it brought me Tess as a sister?”

One of the things Aleksi liked about Dr. Hierakis was that she could laugh compassionately. “Who, indeed?”

“You see, they demanded to know what right she had to stop them meting out the justice I did, after all, deserve, for stealing one of their horses, and she said, ‘the right of a sister.’ And so she adopted me.”

“Did she consult Bakhtiian?”

“Why would she consult Bakhtiian? She brought me back to her tent and nursed me back to health and I became her brother and have been ever since, and always will be. Bakhtiian did take me into his jahar, then, but he might well have done so anyway—although, if Tess hadn’t adopted me the Mirskys would have killed me sooner or later, so I suppose I’ll never know if Bakhtiian took me into his jahar to give me his protection or because he admired my fighting.”

“Perhaps both.”

“Perhaps.”

“Well, you’ve led a harrowing life, Aleksi.”

He sipped at his tea. “I’m content.” And he was.

“End recording,” said the doctor to the air. “Will you come with me?” she asked. She passed through into the inner chamber. Respectfully, he followed after her.

In this miraculous den, many strange and wondrous machines cluttered the long narrow table and crowded into each other on the carpets. An image shimmered in the air. Aleksi recognized it immediately: the shrine of Morava, with its great shining dome and its twin towers framing the curved expanse of roof.

“That’s where the prince is,” he said in surprise.

Cara glanced at the shrine. The image was so lifelike that Aleksi could not believe that he himself was not standing some distance from the actual shrine, seeing it with his own eyes. Had she witched it and brought it here, making it small enough to fit in her tent? But no, Tess said that the machines called modelers made images of things, not the things themselves.

“Lie down there.” The doctor patted a low couch with one hand. On this couch, Bakhtiian had slept through his coma. “I’m going to scan you. You saw when I did the same thing to Tess. Take off your saber first, and any gold or metal—yes, your belt buckle.”

Aleksi did as he was told and gingerly lay down on the pallet. Tess had lain here without the slightest sign of nervousness. Now, the doctor spoke a few Anglais words he did not recognize and he felt the air hum around him. Then she took a little box, lit with jewels of light, into her right hand and, starting at his head, passed it down over his body. The humming air moved as well, like an invisible ring of pressure, down along his torso and his hips, down his legs, dissipating at last by his feet. It took a long time. Torn between awe and fear and curiosity, he watched his spirit drawn into the air at the foot of the couch. His spirit shone as brightly as Bakhtiian’s and Tess’s did, which surprised him a little, and yet, hadn’t the gods gifted him with many blessings?

“Lady in Heaven. This is astonishing. You’re a perfect specimen, Aleksi. No wonder you survived your hell of a childhood. I think you may well be one of the keys I need to crack the code. I think whatever tinkering those damned chameleons did to the humans they transplanted here bred true in you. Have you ever been sick, a day in your life?

Aleksi thought about this, since it was the only thing in her entire speech that he understood. “No, not that I remember.”

“And your reflexes—I must find a way to test them. I’ll just bet that they’re part of the package. Aleksi, have you ever thought about having children?”

There were definitely times when Aleksi thought the doctor was a little mad. “Every man thinks of it at some time. But if I marry, I’ll have to leave Tess, and I don’t want to do that.”

“Of course. The jaran are matrifocal. Still, I’d love to try a little selective breeding—” She broke off and coughed into one hand. “In any case, this is a needle. I’m going to take blood. You saw me do that to Tess as well.”

“Yes.” He watched with interest as she pricked his skin with the tiny blade. The viscous scarlet of his blood filled a tiny chamber of glass, a red as rich as the red of his silk shirt. She removed the needle and gave him a piece of fluff to press onto his skin, though the point of entry scarcely qualified as an injury. At the long table, she busied herself with some of the machines, but he could not see what she was doing because her back covered his view of the table. Instead, he regarded his spirit, turning in the air before him.

“Oh, you can sit up now,” she said over her shoulder.

He sat up. His spirit still turned. He rose and walked closer to examine it. It seemed to emanate from the very base of the couch, like a rainbow emerging from the ground and arching up into the heavens to scatter its color across the rain-drenched sky. But it was him, clearly so. He reached to touch it, but just as his fingers met its surface, it sparked and vanished into a thousand flickering lights and then to nothing. He jumped back. The image appeared again: there, his narrow chin and thin face, in gold and white and blue; the curve of his throat a glittering, soft green; the relaxed slope of his shoulders in green and blue, with a hint of violet; his chest and hips, his legs, his feet fading into a cloud of deepest violet at their base, the exact curve of his kneecap, the knob in his left little finger, gold with a tracery of red, where it had never healed straight when it was broken many many years ago. He was crowned by a bright silver formless light, just as Bakhtiian’s spirit had been, just as Tess’s had been.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” asked the doctor from her table. He felt her move, without seeing her. He caught a movement in his peripheral vision; an instant later he shot his left hand up and caught a little ball she’d thrown at him. “Good reflexes,” she said. “Squeeze that as hard as you can.” He complied, then transferred it to his other hand and squeezed it again. The ball was made of some strange substance he did not recognize: not wood or metal, not ceramic or cloth. Little bumps nobbled its surface, and when he squeezed hard enough it gave slightly beneath his hand, and he felt warmth from inside of it.

The doctor came over to him and squinted at his eyes. She held up a black stick with a light nestled in its tip. “Look at me. Straight at me. Don’t mind this. They say the actor Gwyn Jones is a martial artist.”

“What is that? Martial artist?”

“Someone who has studied the art of fighting, not just the craft of it. I’d like to see the two of you spar together. He won a number of tournaments, of—well—contests, say when you race a horse. Surely you fence together and see who comes out the winner?”

“I always did,” Aleksi admitted humbly. “Come out the winner. That’s what Vyacheslav often said to me, that most men are blind to the saber, that they only use it to cut with and kill with, but that the saber is like a Singer’s lute, that it could itself sing. He said I was a Singer, that I had made a long journey, but that my instrument wasn’t tales and song but the saber itself, just as the saber had been his instrument in his time. So he taught me.”

“You are a Singer? A shaman?”

He shrugged. “I never went to the gods’ lands, if that is what you mean. But I learned from him as much as there was time to learn, about the—art—of saber.” He grinned. “I like this word, martial artist. You khaja are always surprising me. I thought you weren’t civilized.”

Dr. Hierakis laughed and withdrew her light from his face. “That’s all. What news from the council?”

Aleksi also liked her brusqueness and the way she came straight to the point and never hemmed and hawed about the least detail. “The main army, with Bakhtiian, rides to Karkand. Sakhalin rides south. Grekov and Vershinin ride west past Karkand. Nadine will ride north to escort the prince back here.”

“Oh,” said the doctor.

“Will he know this before she arrives?” Aleksi asked.

Dr. Hierakis laughed. “Yes. We have a way of talking that can send a message faster than the fastest horseman can ride. You see the image of Morava, there?” He nodded. “That isn’t an image modeled out of the memory, but a real image, sent to us by Marco Burckhardt from half a kilometer away from the palace. He sent it this morning.”

Aleksi regarded the image of Morava. The view looked down the long avenue that led to the front of the shrine. He could just make out the sweep of white stairs framed by thin black pillars that led to the huge doors embroidered with tracery and fine patterns. “But, Doctor,” he said, “if you can send messages so quickly, why not show Bakhtiian how to do this thing as well? If his generals could speak together like this, then imagine what they could do.”

“Oh, I can imagine it,” said the doctor. “But we’ve done too much already. Casualties are high, of course, but deaths are low. We’re saving and healing a much higher percentage of the wounded than would have survived without my training. And yet, and yet, I can’t just stand by and watch them die, knowing that with a little knowledge they could be saved. What of the khaja living in the army’s path? But I can’t reach them. I can’t reach everyone. Not yet.”

The doctor often talked to herself like this, to him and yet to herself and to some unnamed audience which Aleksi supposed was both her conscience and the absent prince, with whom she shared more than simple friendship and loyalty. He knew some vital issue troubled her, but he had not yet puzzled out what it was. And if she and the prince did not want to share this swift messenger they hoarded between them, after all, why should they? They owed Bakhtiian nothing. Aleksi did not think they were Bakhtiian’s enemies, but neither did he think they were Bakhtiian’s friends. Allies, perhaps, because of Tess, but it was an uneasy truce. They were only here because Tess was here. Even Bakhtiian knew that. They needed no alliance with Bakhtiian, and certainly with such machines, they had nothing to fear from him, however powerful and vast his army might be. Jeds was a long ride away, according to both Tess and Nadine, according to Bakhtiian himself.

But if Tess left, if the prince and Dr. Hierakis convinced her to go, Aleksi had long since promised himself that by one means or another, whatever he must do, he would go with her.



CHAPTER SIX

AT FIRST THE COLOR gray, like a fog, sank in around them. Fog lifted to become mist, and through the mist towers appeared, rising up toward the sky in such profusion that they might have been the uplifted lances of the jaran army, one hundred thousand strong.

But to call them towers did them no justice. Not one tower looked like any other tower. Each possessed such striking individuality that even from this distance—from this relative distance, seated on the floor and staring into the three-dimensional field of Hon Echido’s ke’s representation of the palace of the Chapalii Emperor—David could distinguish some characteristic in each tower his eye had time to light on that set it apart from the others. Why had they chosen to do that? So many and yet each unique? David thought of the Chapalii as so bound by the hierarchy of their social order that he would never have guessed that they valued diversity.

“The Yaochalii reigns forever.”

Was that Echido talking, or a voice encoded through the image building in front of them? David couldn’t tell. The image itself wore such depth and reality that he could easily imagine himself actually transported there, staring at the city from high above. He recalled the emperor’s visit to Charles and Tai Naroshi—or their visit to the emperor. Maybe he was there. The thought made him giddy.

“For time uncounted, years beyond years, has the Yaochalii reigned, and so will he reign, for time uncounted, years beyond years.”

It was hard for David to judge distance because of the scale and the slowly turning field of the image, but in any case, the city was huge. Of course, it wasn’t actually a city; it was the palace of the emperor, a megalopolis by human standards and yet devoted entirely to the emperor and his business. Had it once been a real city? As the Chapalii Empire had expanded out into space, had it been abandoned bit by bit, or had the emperor decreed it so and forced the evacuation? The Chapalii home world of Chapal was the emperor’s world alone now. Or at least, so the Protocol Office said. No other cities existed there, although this one was itself the size of a small continent.

“The Yaochalii holds his gentle hand over vast territories. The docks of Paladia Minor flow with ships. Merchants spin the heavens with their web of commerce. Lords preside with wisdom over their houses. Dukes administer justly. The princes are at peace. Each lord, each duke, each prince, sends a woman of his house to build a tower for the Yaochalii’s pleasure, so that the emperor may rise in the evening and see a thousand thousand lights set upon his earth to rival the thousand thousand lights that are the markers of his domain in the heavens.”

Beside him, Maggie covered her mouth with a hand and muffled a cough. Night descended on the field. The towers burned in brilliance, each one a star, reflecting the stars above. Great tiers of darkness blanketed the interstices between the blazing towers, and as the field lightened into day again, David recognized these as concourses and avenues and colonnades and gardens and labyrinths and ornamental terraces and every kind of engineering marvel, laid out in breathtaking extravagance and detail, more than he had modeled or imitated or—perhaps, just perhaps—dreamt of in his extensive studies.

“In these days comes the Tai-en Mushai to Sorrowing Tower. Thus does he choose to walk on his own feet into Reckless Tower, and so by his actions does he bring himself to Shame Tower. Thus does his name pass through the rite of extinction, and his house is obliterated forever.”

“Under which emperor did this happen?” asked Charles out of the darkness on the other side of the brightening field.

“All things happen under the eye of the Yaochalii, Tai-en,” replied Echido.

“What was the emperor’s name? Was he related to the Yaochalii-en who now graces the throne? What princely house did the emperor of that time come from?”

“I beg your pardon, Tai-en. Once a prince becomes emperor, then he becomes the Yaochalii-en. He has no other name. What he was before is lost to him. All he had before is lost to him. He brings nothing with him, nor does he leave the throne with anything but his shroud. Thus is each emperor the same, and thus is the line of the Yaochalii unbroken.”

“What about his family?” Maggie asked.

“The Yaochalii has no family. He is the Empire. All of us are his house.”

“But—what if he was married? Had children? Siblings? A favored steward?”

“All that he had before,” repeated Echido, as if it were catechism, “is lost to him.”

Marco whistled under his breath. “That’ll teach you to have ambition,” he said softly. “There’s not much advantage in it, is there, if you have to give up everything to become emperor?”

Maggie gestured with her right hand toward the glorious city shifting before them in the field, although the movement was lost to everyone but David and Marco, who sat on either side of her. “Everything but that.”

“Still,” said David, much struck by this revelation, “I’ll bet it’s a lonely life, Mags.”

“Very human of you, David, but how do you know they have the same motivations and emotions that we do?”

“Sorry. My stock in trade is anthropomorphism. What about the names for the towers? Sorrowing. Reckless.”

“It’s a translation. Who knows what they really mean in Chapalii?”

“Spoilsport. Though it would be nice to have Tess—” But he broke off.

The scene changed. The city melted away into spinning fractals which then formed themselves into the heartachingly beautiful blue and white and muddied continental brown of a carbon-oxygen-nitrogen world: Rhui, rotating in the heavens.

“Though no male may know,” continued Echido, “still, some say that it is here on this planet that the Tai-en Mushai meets his fate, dying before his years unroll into their fullness, holding to himself his secrets, and his shame, and his reckless heart.”

“So we can’t get a date?” asked Charles.

“A date. I beg pardon, Tai-en, but this term date is one whose meaning I am unfamiliar with. Perhaps you mean the sweet, oblong, edible fruit of the date palm, a tree named phoenix dactylifera in your scientific lexicon. It grows in tropical regions and bears clusters of dates as its fruit.”

“Never mind. Ke, perhaps you understand my question.”

The female had a peculiarly reedy voice with distinct tones whose cadences David found difficult to follow. “Tai-en, this low one does perceive the meaning you grasp for. This low one has assisted the craftsman Rajiv Caer Linn in reconstructing the data banks of the Tai-en Mushai’s network, but as you are both males, this low one can proceed no further in the particular matter you explore now.” On a whistling breath, her voice ceased. After a moment, it started up again. “If one of the females of your party wishes to discuss this particular matter with this low one, then this low one will broach with her subjects fit only for a female’s constitution.”

“What in hell is she talking about?” murmured Marco.

“Maggie?” said Charles.

“Yes.” Maggie jumped to her feet and slipped away into the darkness. A breath of air brushed by David’s face. Evidently Maggie and the ke had gone beyond the long chamber they all sat in now, back between the pillars into the white room that concealed the entrance to the control room. Above and around them hovered the field, projected out above and surrounding the two rectangular countertops that none of the humans had understood until now. They were field generators for the huge imaging three-dimensional field at which humans and Chapalii stared, watching Rhui turn and implode and reemerge as the palace of Morava, the Tai-en Mushai’s secret retreat.

As if they walked themselves, they came up the avenue bounded on the sides by precise gardens of translucent statues and flowering vines and above by four jeweled arches. The great doors glided open—David ached to know the mechanism by which their massive bulk swung so smoothly outward—to reveal the grand concourse. Along the upper half of the walls, a procession of creatures tangled with plants drew the eye along with it to the distant end. These reliefs seemed grown of some living crystal; they grew and changed as David walked down the concourse. A lion grew wings and a snake’s tail and transmuted into a gryphon. A sinuous, tentacular alien Spai-lin curled in on itself and became a multifaceted snail wreathed in vervain. Through grand corridors and intimate salons they passed. All was alive as it must surely have been during the Mushai’s residence. The dome lit when they entered, drowning them in the depths of a nameless sea populated with grotesque amphibious creatures. In a vast hall, a stellar map spread out along the floor in a mosaic of intricate tiling, and the map rose as light into the empty air. It was as if he walked as a god into the vast depths of space, as into an ocean as black, splintered with light and chasms of shadow, as the other had been sea-green. He strode through the spinning universe, and the music of the spheres hummed like a chorus of drowned bells in his ears.

With great relief, David came to a room where he could sit down and rest. Except, of course, he already sat cross-legged on the floor, next to Marco. Dizziness swept him as the movement and the stillness collided and merged. He let out all his breath and felt Marco slump at the same time, two sighs in concert. Glorious.

“Thank you,” said Charles. His voice shook with emotion. Charles showed emotion so rarely in his voice, these days, that each time it startled David anew, to recall that Charles still lived in there; he had simply given up most of himself in order to assume the role he had to play.

“Rather like the emperor,” said David softly.

“What?” whispered Marco.

David shook his head. The field shrank in until it encompassed only the boundaries of the innermost ring of counter. Rajiv spoke, and a bewildering array of charts and graphs and figures emerged in three dimensions and multiple blocks in the field.

“He keeps coming back to this,” said Marco in a low voice, “all these figures, timetables. I think the Mushai must have stolen the contents of every data bank in the empire and compressed them into here. Why?”

“Knowledge is power.”

“Easy answer. Why does Charles keep coming back to this?”

“Easy question. Same answer.”

“It’s time,” said Rajiv suddenly.

“End program,” said Charles. The field broke into a thousand bright pinpricks and sparkled and faded and vanished. Charles rose. Echido hurried over to stand beside him, the Keinaba house steward at his heels. A moment later, the door between the two black megaliths that led into the buffer room opened to admit Maggie and the ke.

“Hon Echido.” Charles acknowledged the Chapalii merchant with a nod of his head. “Marco Burckhardt will escort you and your party back to your ship. Tonight is the new moon. It will be necessary for you to leave the planet during this window.”

“Tai-en.” Echido bowed, hands folded at his chest. “May I be allowed to inquire about the other errand we spoke of?”

“Oh, yes. Indeed, I shall require your services in this other matter. You will retrieve the equipment Dr. Hierakis has requested and stay in touch. We will arrange a rendezvous at some point along our journey south.”

“Keinaba House would be honored, Tai-en, to transport you to these southern latitudes on our shuttle, thus sparing you the arduous physical journey.”

“I hear your offer, Hon Echido, but you know that as this planet is interdicted, by my own order, we must travel in as unobtrusive a manner as possible.”

“As you command, Tai-en. I await your word.” He bowed, precise and low. His steward bowed. The ke was not of sufficient rank to be allowed to bow to a member of the nobility, but Charles glanced her way and acknowledged her with a nod. Marco led them away to the stables, where their horses waited.

“Well?” Charles asked, turning to look at Maggie in the now quiet room.

“I think I’ve just discovered something amazing,” said Maggie. “Rajiv, can you call up that image of the Imperial palace? Not that big. Yes, that’s a manageable size.”

The field remained within the confines of the inner counter, and the five people loitering in the chamber walked forward to stand leaning at the outer counter, staring in. The sight was less overwhelming, confined in a sphere of pale blue light.

“Li an sai,” said Maggie, the code that instructed the banks to respond to her voice commands. “Show the Imperial palace as it existed in the days of the Tai-en Mushai.” The image did not change. “Show the Imperial palace as it exists in the days of Tai-en Charles Soerensen.”

The image did not change.

“Is this a trick question?” demanded David. “Is there some time paradox here? Jo says that her dating indicates that the Mushai must have lived a good ten thousand years ago, Earth standard.”

“No time paradox.” Maggie looked smug. “There’s an essential point missing. The Chapalii always say, ‘time uncounted, years beyond years.’”

“A phrase Tess once told me applies equally to past, present, and future,” said Charles suddenly. “She said that the Chapalii live in the present. That they have no concept of past or future, in the sense that we do. No strong concept of history. The Mushai’s revolt is more of a legend than a historical event.”

“The Imperial city is the same, as it always has been,” agreed Maggie. “As it is now, so must it have always been. The same with the emperor. He’s the same emperor now as he was ten thousand years ago, even though he’s a different individual. But we thought that was the Chapalii psyche, or mind-set.”

“Based on the language study Tess did, yes.” Charles nodded.

“Did Tess ever have access to Chapalii females?”

“Not that I know of. We never see Chapalii females on Earth. Or on Odys, for that matter.”

“We never see them anywhere.”

“I thought,” said Rajiv, “that they were inferior citizens. Put in seclusion, purdah. You know. It’s one of those primitive ancient Earth customs that human culture finally outgrew. You still see it in places here on Rhui. That’s one thing I’ll grant the jaran, however barbaric they might otherwise be. There’s a kind of shared authority between the women and the men. But anyway—”

“Damn it, Mags!” David laughed out of impatience and amusement at Maggie stringing them all along. “What did the ke tell you?”

“I think it’s just the males. The Chapalii males. That live in the present. They don’t deal with the concept of history, or past, or future. Because they’re the face we see, the face we’ve always seen, of the Chapalii, we assumed it was the only one they had. The ke gave me a date for the Mushai. An imperial date. Rajiv, you’ll have to run it through the computer. I can’t calculate these things. I’m just a damned journalist. I deal in image and word, not in mathematics.” She shut her eyes, concentrated, and then reeled off a string of numbers and strange sounding words.

Rajiv pulled out his slate and began some feverish work.

“Why not do it through the field?” Charles asked.

Rajiv glanced up. “If what Maggie says is true, then perhaps this field won’t even acknowledge this kind of data. Anyway, I’d prefer to do the initial calcs on my own equipment.”

Charles began to pace, looking thoughtful. “So there might be a whole strata of Chapalii life that we’ve missed? You know, I made Tess my heir because I thought with her language skills that she would then be allowed access to all levels of their culture, and thus she could penetrate deeper than we had yet managed into an understanding of their psyche. But now I wonder if by doing so, if by making her an honorary male, as it were, I limited her instead. History!” He lapsed into silence.

“A whole other strata?” Maggie asked. “I don’t know. All I got were the dates of the Mushai’s rise and fall. The rest—” She shrugged.

David leaned on his elbows on the counter and stared into the tiny image of the palace. The image shifted and rotated, highlighting first this cluster of slender pagodalike towers, then that tiered garden, then that ten-kilometer-long concourse of seamless diamond roadway. “But they keep referring to the women who build the towers. And the Tai-en Naroshi offered his sister to design and oversee a mausoleum for Tess.”

“Artists and craftsmen,” said Jo suddenly. “There is a difference.”

They all contemplated the difference for long minutes of silence while Rajiv’s fingers brushed the keys of his hemi-slate and he muttered under his breath in a singsong voice.

Charles tapped his ear suddenly. “Incoming from Cara,” he said. “Who has a—?”

David drew his slate out of its loop on his belt, unfolded it, and set it on the floor. He stepped back. “Receive,” he said into the air.

Cara’s face materialized above the slate. Her image looked gritty and flat after the Chapalii display. “Charles,” she said. She smiled. He smiled back. “You’re well?”

“I’m well,” he acknowledged.

“Any news?”

He lifted both hands. “Much news. You’ll hear about it when I get there.”

“Ah. I’ll look forward to it. Bakhtiian is sending his niece back to escort you. She’s leaving tomorrow.”

“As are we. We’ll look for her on our way.”

“Goddess,” muttered Maggie, “how are we supposed to meet without any tracking equipment, over such a distance?”

“We’ll have to trust that they know their way around,” said David softly. “Anyway, I’ve been teaching her to make decent maps.”

Maggie snorted, but said nothing more.

“I’ll pay no mind to the peanut gallery,” said Cara’s image, but she looked amused. “Have you ordered my shipment?”

“Yes. Suzanne requisitioned it. Delivery downside is being arranged. I still think that given the potential for serious complications, Tess must at least return to Jeds for the remainder of her pregnancy.”

“Charles, leaving aside questions of transport at this late date, I remind you that to remove her forcibly at this point would probably alienate her from you completely. You must trust to my judgment. With the additional equipment, with the antigen solution, and with the studies I’ve done on Bakhtiian’s chemistry and blood, I feel certain of a positive outcome even with complications.”

David knew well what Cara’s promises were worth. She had never been a person to offer what she could not deliver.

Charles frowned. “Perhaps if the experience is difficult and painful, then she won’t be so sanguine about remaining in these conditions.”

“Charles!” David was appalled.

Cara snorted. “I can’t imagine why you keep underestimating her stubbornness, Charles, since she inherited it from the same two people you did.”

“You don’t understand, Cara. Maggie’s overturned the boulder and we’ve found a whole new ecology lurking underneath. I need Tess.”

“You’re talking in riddles, my love. I’ll wait for the report. Have you gotten that fix on Hyacinth yet? Is it possible he’s still alive?”

“Yes, in fact, Rajiv has the fix. It’s moving steadily, if slowly, northeast. They’ll make the plains soon.”

A silence. “Well,” said Cara at last, her expression a mask of relief, “bless the Goddess for that, at least. May I tell the actors?”

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

“You’re rather close with information sometimes.”

“Only when it’s vital. I’ll do my best to swing our route south so that we can pick him up. Anything else?”

“Tess is fine. We’re heading west tomorrow toward the royal city of Karkand. If we have to besiege it, then doubtless that’s where you’ll find us when you get here in—what—I don’t know how fast you can travel.”

“Not as fast as the messengers, but I’ll encourage our escorts to push the pace. Out, here, then.”

“Out, here.” The image flickered and dissipated.

“I wonder why Bakhtiian decided to send his niece back?” asked David.

“She’s married now,” said Maggie. “And her husband is with us. That sounds like a reason. Doubtless he trusts her in a way he doesn’t necessarily trust a captain not of his own family. You’re a valuable hostage, Charles. Too valuable to lose.”

“Am I a hostage?” Charles looked amused.

“Don’t you think so? A hostage to force Tess’s cooperation.”

Charles quirked a smile at her and paced back to stand next to Rajiv. “I rather thought it was the other way around. That Tess was a hostage for my cooperation.”

“Are we really going to pick up the actor?” asked David.

“If we can.”

They all fell silent, waiting for Rajiv to finish.

“Wow!” exclaimed Rajiv suddenly, Rajiv, who was not wont to indulge in vulgar or antiquated expressions of astonishment. “According to this, he flourished for five hundred years. Do you suppose they live that long?”

“How should we know?” asked Jo. “We don’t know a damned thing about their physiology. They are clearly built for efficiency, though, or perhaps have engineered themselves to be so. Cara’s studies of the Rhuian population indicate that the humans transported here were engineered as well, to make them disease resistant and to adapt them to the planet. So why shouldn’t they live that long?”

“It might explain,” said Charles slowly, “why their social structure is so static. Longevity might encourage stability, or even stagnation.”

“Like the old folk stories of elves and the fairy kingdom?” asked Maggie. “Isn’t that the analogy Cara used? Their world is static because it can’t change.”

“Yes,” said David, breaking in, “but we don’t know if five hundred years is a short life span or a long one, then, even if it’s true. What if it refers to the amount of time the Mushai dukedom flourished? Not the individual?”

“No,” said Rajiv. “I’m certain it’s the individual. The famous. Our rebel Mushai. Hold on.” He mumbled under his breath, talking to himself as he manipulated a three-dimensional matrix that floated above the surface of his slate.

David stared at the Imperial palace and wondered what it had really looked like in the Tai-en Mushai’s time. Or had it looked the same? Was the empire so old and so unchanging? They did not know. And indeed, why should they, humanity, minor subjects of powerful alien masters, be granted access to such information?

Rajiv sighed. “All right. As far as I can calculate, the transportations from Earth to Rhui of human populations took place over a two hundred year period approximately fourteen thousand four hundred years ago. I’ve got three calendrical dates. Chapalii yaotiwaganishi-chichanpa-oten-li. Before League Concordance 14,185 to approximately 13,985. Let me see, or, archaeologically speaking, you could use the old Common Era dates of approximately 12,135 B.C.E. to 11,935 B.C.E. I’ll get exact figures in a moment.”

“It jibes with Jo’s dating.” Charles nodded. “Remarkable, and that’s from a Chapalii source.”

“If she was telling the truth,” said Maggie.

“If.” Charles walked over to stand next to David, examining the glories of the imperial palace. “But I have no evidence to suggest that she is lying. Rajiv. Bring up the tables again. Everything.”

Rajiv had ordered the sequence in some wildly confusing web, with spheres and cubes and flat tables displaying scrolling data bases. David found the spray of color and shifting symbols nauseating.

“Rajiv, what is your analysis of the material contained here?” asked Charles, seemingly unaffected by this dynamic.

Rajiv considered before he answered the question, because he preferred accuracy to speed. “The easiest analogy would be to imagine we had contained here all economic, political, transportation, and commercial schedules and statistics and timetables and—well, you get the idea—for all the planets contained within the League. Except it’s far more complex than that, and not only because it contains this vast amount of information on the inner workings and structure of the Chapalii Empire. Timetables, calendrical dates within the year although not of the years themselves, economic indices, shipping charts and cargo information, freight schedules, census of house affiliations and house wealth, an atlas of all inhabited and uninhabited regions with reference to population, movement, available resources and potential resource exploitation—” He paused only to take in a breath.

“Complete and extensive.”

“Encyclopedic and precise. Cross-referenced. Triple cross-referenced. Their referencing system is nothing like ours. It’s neither linear nor hyper, but both, and something else as well. But extremely efficient.”

“Of course. What do the Chapalii prize above everything else? Efficiency. Peace. Those two things. So, what if we put a spoke into the smooth turning of their wheel? What if we disrupt their efficiency? What if we disturb their peace? As the Tai-en Mushai did, fourteen thousand years ago.”

“I record his death as 10,382 B.C.E,” said Rajiv.

David felt a shudder of misgiving—no, more a premonition, a feeling that they stood on the edge of a momentous step, that once the word was spoken, once that first step was taken, once the reckless hand turned over the first card, that there was no going back. That their road would be chosen, for good or for ill. To the death, or to freedom.

“Sabotage,” said Charles. “It’s an old Earth strategy. Constant, unending, unexpected, disruptive. A campaign of sabotage.”

“You mean terrorism,” said David.

“No, I think that’s a later accretion to the term. But use terrorism if you want to. These timetables, these charts, these merchant houses—have they changed significantly since the Mushai’s time? Do we have reason to think the Empire is static enough, the Chapalii so addicted to stability, that they might still be—” Charles paused and abruptly grinned. “Still good?”

David and Maggie and Jo all laughed. “Does the eight twenty-nine still leave Rigel for Betelgeuse?” said Maggie.

“That could take years to research,” objected Rajiv. “We don’t know enough about the Empire. But certainly many of the structural systems could have remained parallel, even pertinent to our situation now.”

“We have years. We have eternity, if our heirs keep the torch burning. But I’m convinced of it. I’m convinced that this is why the Mushai accumulated this knowledge here. I’m convinced that this is how he broke the empire that he lived in. There is proof here that the borders of the Chapalii Empire were once larger than they are now. Rhui is proof. Before they absorbed the League, before they absorbed human space, Rhui and this system were not part of the Empire just as human space was not part of the Empire. But the Mushai’s movements prove that they were once part of the Empire, long ago. How could they lose track of them? Of what they once had?”

“What if they had no history?” asked Maggie. “Or no access to historical records, at least. Or—I don’t know. Given this lead to go on, and time to work, Tess could probably make some sense of it.”

Charles bore that fixed expression on his face that meant he was absorbed in the genesis of a new idea. David was not even sure that he had heard Maggie. “For the sake of argument, let’s say that those who administered did so as if every day was the present day. So they lost track, somehow. If we fix in our minds that they don’t operate like we operate, that they don’t think like we think, then it’s possible. If all is in the present, and they are otherwise stable, why shouldn’t the information in these banks be reliable? Why shouldn’t we be able to use it in the same way he did?”

“You want to bring down the Empire?”

“I want to free humanity. I sincerely doubt we have a chance against them, main force against main force. But if we’re persistent enough gadflies, perhaps they’ll consider us too much trouble and let us go.”

“Or crush us entire.”

“There’s always that chance. Every risk we take in life risks, as one of its consequences, oblivion. But the hand of the Yaochalii is gentle. I’ve never seen the least sign that they’re as ruthless in war as, say, Bakhtiian is.”

“Well,” said David, encouraged by Charles responding to Maggie’s comments, “and we’ve certainly seen more of the Chapalii in war than any other humans have. I don’t know.”

Charles shook his head impatiently. “We don’t need to know, yet. We’ve got a lot of work to do, just to see if it’s even feasible. We’ll have to use the Keinaba house to spread out a gathering net. We’ll need to apprentice more humans into that house, to give them wider access to Chapalii space. And to get the Chapalii used to humans running around Chapalii space. We’ll need excuses for humans to travel extensively. Merchants. I doubt if they’ll let linguists and xenospecialists move so freely—”

Maggie laughed. “Repertory companies.”

“What!” David rolled his eyes, but he could not help but laugh with her. “Can’t you just see Anahita playing Mata Hari?”

A light sparked in Charles’s eyes. “Yes! Repertory companies. Musicians. Artists and craftsmen. They can gather information and have a perfectly legitimate excuse to be wandering around the Chapalii Empire.”

“But, Charles,” said Rajiv in his usual cautious manner, “all of this would have to proceed in utter secrecy. Where can we possibly find a secure base of operations?”

“Rhui,” Charles said casually, and the dizzying array of the data banks hazed and melded to become the blue globe of Rhui, dazzling against the black veil surrounding her. For a moment, David thought that Charles had simply wanted to see the planet. It was a beautiful enough sight.

“What better base than Rhui?” Charles continued. His face was quiet, but David still knew him well enough to know that Charles was concealing a perfectly violent sense of triumph. “Rhui is interdicted already. It’s off-limits to casual Chapalii observation, and any official delegations must come through me.”

“What about covert operations?” David asked. “Like the one that brought Tess here in the first place?”

Rajiv lifted a hand from his slate. “We covered that. There won’t be any more of those.”

“Yes,” Charles murmured, watching the rich globe turn. His globe, by the emperor’s decree, to do with as he willed. “All the more reason to maintain the interdiction, to keep it in force for years, for decades, for as long as it takes us. Cara’s been doing her research in Jeds all along for that reason. Why not this as well?”

Rhui. It made sense. It made perfect sense. The Mushai had planned and implemented his rebellion from here. Why not the Tai-en Charles Soerensen as well? Would the Chapalii expect it? And yet, how could they predict what the Chapalii would or would not expect? What other planet did humans control so completely? No other planet. There was no other choice, not really. And there was a certain pleasing symmetry to this resolution as well. As it was, so will it be.

Rhui spun in her halo of space, unaware of the destiny being visited upon her.



ACT FOUR

“The gates of mercy shall be all shut up….”


	—SHAKESPEARE,

	The Life of King Henry V





CHAPTER SEVEN

HYACINTH WAS SOGGY, COLD, and miserable. He shivered while he hammered a tent stake into the damnably hard ground with the butt of his knife. How stupid could he possibly be? he wondered for the thousandth time. He had neglected to take a mallet, or a hammer, or even a hatchet, so every night this farce had to be played out, and it took five times as long to set up his tent as it should have. At first they hadn’t set up the tents at all, but with this awful rain, he couldn’t endure sleeping out in the open in just a blanket, no matter what Yevgeni and Valye might say, no matter how tough they might be.

Rain fell. He was already soaked to the skin, although by now the precipitation had slackened enough that it didn’t really qualify as rain. More of a mizzle, perhaps, a pathetic reminder of the storm that had blown through yesterday. Yevgeni sneezed and coughed, off to the left where he desperately tried to get a fire started with dry twigs and some dung he had scavenged. Valye was out hunting.

Four days ago they had eaten meat; since then, they had subsisted on berries and the tasteless tubers that they gathered when they paused to rest the horses. They saw no game, and certainly, in the ruined land they rode through, no stray livestock. It was as if the jaran army, sweeping through, had obliterated every living creature in its path: humans, livestock, wild animals, and all the grain that had once grown in the fields. Orchards still surrounded the occasional wreck of a village or town they passed, but Yevgeni refused point-blank to ride close in to khaja habitations, even the ones that looked deserted. It was hard enough avoiding the jaran patrols.

Hyacinth sighed and rested his forehead on a palm. He stared at the knife in his right hand. The single jewel buried in the hilt was not, as Yevgeni and Valye thought, a true jewel; it was a laser crystal, gleaming red to show that the emergency transmitter and stun pack disguised within the knife’s shell was still powered. It would be so easy to trigger the transmitter and bring—something—some kind of help. He still ached from the constant riding, but the intense pain of the first ten days had passed. Blisters covered his fingers and his palms, some worn at last to calluses. They had bled at first, and Yevgeni had bound them with a tenderness incongruous in a young man who could slaughter khaja with no sign of remorse.

He felt Yevgeni behind him a moment before the rider touched him on the neck. Yevgeni knelt beside him and leaned his dark head against Hyacinth’s fair one. They just crouched there awhile, saying nothing. Hyacinth took comfort in Yevgeni’s closeness and in his silence. A bird warbled in the twilit gloom, but otherwise only the rain sounded, muted, dying, and an occasional drip or shower of water from leaf-burdened branches.

“I’m sorry,” said Yevgeni finally, in a soft voice, “that I have nothing better to give you, in return for what you gave up for me.”

Hyacinth stared at the sodden ground. A trail of cold rain seeped under the collar of his tunic and raced down his spine. He shuddered. Yevgeni started back, and Hyacinth grabbed for him, staggering to his feet. “No. No, it’s just the rain. Please.” His heel turned in a sink of mud and he slipped on the slick ground.

Yevgeni had better footing. Catching Hyacinth, he pulled the actor close and buried his face in Hyacinth’s neck. He was perfectly still.

Hyacinth held him. Yevgeni was shorter, and seemed slight, but he had broad shoulders, and was, in fact, quite strong. Neither he nor his sister was particularly striking, but they were handsome in a proud way, resembling each other in their broad cheekbones and brown eyes and coarse, dark hair. They never complained, and they good-naturedly put up with Hyacinth’s complaining in a way that made him ashamed of himself. He could, after all, be rescued at any time. They had nothing now but each other, and him, and he was an embarrassment to them. He was a constant reminder of why Yevgeni had been banished, and Hyacinth knew damn well that it was his own fault that he had been caught in Yevgeni’s tent to begin with. If he hadn’t been so careless, because, of course, he found nothing wrong with what he and Yevgeni shared together, and it was so easy to forget that for Yevgeni, with the jaran, it was an entirely different matter.

“It’s I who should be sorry,” said Hyacinth. Yevgeni’s hair smelled of smoke. Behind, the fire smoked more than burned. “It’s my fault. I should have left sooner. I—”

Yevgeni laid a finger over Hyacinth’s lips. “It’s done. We were outlaws anyway and only there on sufferance. If we can make it back to the plains…”

“Then?”

Yevgeni sighed and embraced Hyacinth more tightly. Out here, quit of the tribe—and when his sister wasn’t around—he had become freer with signs of affection. “Then we’ll find my aunt’s tribe and throw ourselves on her mercy, and perhaps she’ll take us in. Or at least Valye. We must convince Valye to go with her.” He cocked his head back suddenly. “If you married Valye, then it might be perfectly respectable.”

“If I married Valye!”

Yevgeni chuckled. That he could still find humor in anything, out in this rain, in this horrible situation, amazed Hyacinth. “I thought you didn’t mind women.”

“I don’t, but—” Faced with the prospect of living out his days among these savages, married to one of their women, carrying on discreetly with her brother, and enduring, year after year after year, the rain and the dirt and the filthy tasks they engaged in—none of which he was suited for—Hyacinth found himself appalled. And trapped. He felt trapped. He had a pretty good idea that if they left him, he would die. Even in the time it would take for the transmitter to recall help, he could die. He was a drag on them; he knew it, and they knew it, and yet they had never once taxed him for it, and Yevgeni apologized to him for what he, Hyacinth, had given up for Yevgeni. Their generosity so eclipsed his that it shamed him.

“I love you,” said Hyacinth, because in its own way it was true. Yevgeni made a strangled noise in his throat and no other response, only stood there, holding on. One of his hands clenched and relaxed. The rain ceased, finally. A wind came up.

“Oh, gods,” said Yevgeni at last in a muffled voice, talking into the collar of Hyacinth’s tunic, “I want to go there so badly, to this place where you come from, this Erthe, where there’s no shame for a man to tell another man that he loves him.”

“Of course there’s no shame! Why should there be?” Hyacinth stroked Yevgeni’s hair.

The sound of a horse crashing through brush stirred them. Yevgeni spun away and drew his saber. But it was only Valye, returning empty-handed from her hunt. She swung down and kissed her brother on the cheek and nodded to Hyacinth. Yevgeni went back to the fire, to try to spark it to life, but it smoldered and refused to give either flame or heat. Valye unsaddled her horse and rubbed it down and hobbled it with the others, under the shelter of a grove of scrub trees that ringed a little pond. Birds skittered across the water on the far side. Birds. But perhaps Valye wasn’t a good enough shot to kill birds for dinner.

Valye cast a practiced eye up at the lowering sky. Darkness swept down on them. “I think it’s going to rain again tonight,” she said to her brother. “I’d better set up my tent.”

Again. She kept setting up her tent, and Yevgeni always had to sleep there. Yevgeni didn’t want to offend her sensibilities, even though she knew damn well what he had been banished for. “It’s stupid,” said Hyacinth suddenly, surprising even himself, “for you to set up your tent. Mine is warmer.”

Valye flushed and drew up her chin. “It isn’t proper.”

“Hyacinth,” said Yevgeni softly, “she’s right, of course.”

Of course he did anything his sister said. They went to bed that night on empty stomachs. Valye had first watch. Hyacinth crawled alone into his own tent and set the perimeter alert. He took off his clothes and slid them into the drying pouch slung at the base of the tent. Then he dozed, until Valye woke him for his half of the watch.

At dawn, while the others still slept, Hyacinth walked down to the water. In the quiet, he watched birds swarming over the pond and along the shore. Such abundance, and he was so hungry. Yevgeni and Valye weren’t around to see. He circled around to the far side of the pond, staying out at a safe distance, and then aimed his knife and fired.

It was like fishing for trout in a barrel—that was an old phrase his great-grandmother Nguyen always used. Within moments two dozen birds lay dead or stunned, some on the ground, some along the shore in and out of the reeds, most floating in the lake. He left the ones in the water and, with a great sense of pride and a fair measure of squeamishness, hoisted the others by their feet and carried them back to camp.

At camp, Valye and Yevgeni had woken up. Valye tended to the fire while Yevgeni tied Valye’s rolled-up tent onto a packhorse. Yevgeni flung up his head and saw Hyacinth. A look of such overwhelming relief passed over his features that Hyacinth was embarrassed.

“Look what I got!” he said instead, displaying the half-dozen birds he had salvaged from the massacre. “Now we can eat for the next day or two.”

Valye flung herself down on the damp ground and began to wail. Yevgeni simply stared. He looked as if he were in shock. He looked horrified.

Hyacinth actually turned around to see if some loathsome monster followed in his wake, but there was nothing there. A flight of birds erupted from the pond, driving up into the cloud-laden sky. A single hawk circled above, and abruptly, it folded its wings and dropped like a stone toward the ground.

“Build the fire,” said Yevgeni suddenly in a hoarse voice. “Valye, build the fire, quickly. We’ll give them back to her and beg her forgiveness. We’ll release them into her hands.”

“What about him?” Valye wailed. “Who will kill him?”

What, in the Lady’s Name, were they talking about?

“No one, damn it!” snapped Yevgeni. “It’s obvious he doesn’t know. Go on.”

“But she’ll demand retribution!” Valye cried.

“Just do as I say!”

“What’s going on?” demanded Hyacinth.

Yevgeni took in a deep breath, as if by main force of will he controlled himself, and strode over to Hyacinth. “Birds are sacred to us. Perhaps they aren’t to you khaja.” He put out his hand. “Give them to me.”

Relieved to be free of the limp birds, Hyacinth handed them over. Only to watch in shock as Yevgeni carried them across to the fire and, once its flames had gathered force and heat, simply laid them over the pit.

“Aren’t you supposed to pull the feathers off first, and maybe get rid of the heads and the feet?” Hyacinth asked, utterly confused.

“Take down your tent unless you want us to leave it here,” said Yevgeni in a voice so cold that Hyacinth abruptly knew that if he didn’t obey, he would be left behind as well. He obeyed. As he worked, Yevgeni and Valye stoked the fire, feeding it, nursing it, encouraging it to consume the birds. They chanted in singsong voices, sometimes together, sometimes separately, sometimes overlapping.

“Grandmother Night, forgive us for drawing ourselves to your attention. We beg your pardon. We draw back. It was a child’s error, that your messengers, your holy ones, were taken from life this day. Even you yourself did not blame your children when, all ignorant, they transgressed your laws. Spare us from your just retribution. Allow us to beg for your mercy. Look not upon us with your dreadful sight. We are not strong enough to endure the terrible glance of your eye. We send these messengers back to you, in the old way, to grace your lands once more. Grant us mercy for our transgression.”

They were praying. They were just going to burn the birds and leave them.

“How can you waste them like that?” demanded Hyacinth, stopping in the middle of his task and staring. “I’m hungry!”

“Valye.” Yevgeni dropped out of the singsong chant and motioned with a turn of his head toward the horses. “Saddle and pack up. Go. Quickly.” She glanced toward Hyacinth, but she obeyed her brother. Yevgeni looked back over his shoulder at Hyacinth and then away. Hyacinth felt that he himself had somehow taken on the aspect of a loathsome monster, but he didn’t understand what had happened. Drawing a knife, Yevgeni opened his palm out flat over the fire and before Hyacinth realized what he meant to do, he cut his own skin. Blood welled up. Yevgeni turned over his hand and let the blood drip into the fire.

“Take this offering, Grandmother Night, whose name is terrible to hear, whose glance is terrible to suffer, and grant us mercy, grant us forgiveness, for the death of these, your holy messengers.”

Blood scattered into the fire. Singed feathers poured an acrid odor into the air. Yevgeni rocked back on his heels and stood, clenching his hand tight to stop the bleeding.

“Get your tent down,” Yevgeni said to Hyacinth, so harshly that Hyacinth felt his courage and his heart melt within him. But he obeyed.

They packed up and rode on. The clouds scudded away. It did not rain. A low range of mountains loomed before them, the next obstacle.

Valye would not talk to him. Yevgeni answered his comments, his questions, in curt monosyllables, and finally Hyacinth gave up talking. He had never felt more alone in his life.

They climbed by winding paths up into the hills. A packhorse went lame around midday, picking up a stone in its hoof. They halted in the lee of a copse of trees that straggled along the steep slope that bounded the north wall of the valley up which they rode. Hills loomed around them. The sun burned bright overhead. Here between the rocks, it grew warm. It was a gloomy countryside. A few green shoots sprouted up, encouraged by the recent rains, but otherwise the land lay rocky and barren. Their trail wound up into the heights, and Yevgeni seemed sure that it would lead them over the hills and into Farisa country, past which lay the plains and freedom.

Hyacinth stood beside the horses under the shade of a clump of trees. Yevgeni and Valye argued over whether to kill the injured horse for food or to nurse it along.

“We have little enough now to carry,” said Valye.

“But if we get more, we’ll need it. We need remounts, in any case.” Yevgeni knelt and ran his hand along the horse’s leg. The animal was a kind, patient beast and submitted to this care equably enough. Yevgeni found the stone and drew it out, but the cut bled. He shook his head. “I’ve nothing to put on it for a compress.”

“I’ve got a medical kit,” said Hyacinth, tentatively, “but I don’t know if it works for horses. I don’t know—” He faltered, because Valye had turned her back on him. Yevgeni hung his head. “Oh, Goddess! You won’t even tell me what I’ve done, and it’s just plain stupid not to see if what I’ve got can help!”

Yevgeni had one pretension to beauty. He had a mobile, prettily-shaped mouth. His lips twitched now, and Hyacinth could tell he was struggling inwardly. Finally he flung his head back. “Let me see.”

Hyacinth rummaged in his saddlebags and brought out the med kit. He fingered through its riches and brought out the things that he thought would be most recognizable to Yevgeni; and in the end, they worked out a rough compress and some salve and decided to nurse the horse along.

Valye watched with disapproval. “Do you think you should accept his khaja medicine? It was his khaja ways that brought down her enmity on us.”

“We don’t know if she’s angry, yet,” retorted Yevgeni.

“You’re a fool if you think we won’t pay for it, Yevgeni.”

“I’m a fool four times over, then,” he snapped, “once for leaving the tribe to ride with Dmitri Mikhailov, once for agreeing to bring you with me, once for riding away with Vasil Veselov when I should have stayed and begged for mercy.”

“What about him?” Valye jerked her chin toward Hyacinth. “Five times, then, for taking up with him.”

“No,” said Yevgeni in a low voice, not looking toward Hyacinth though he must know that Hyacinth could hear every word they were saying. “Not for him. You don’t understand what it’s like to feel shame every time you look at a man with desire, to know you can never speak of your feelings to him. Oh, I thought for a while that Vasil might—but he needed a second in command, he needed men for a jahar, he used his beauty to make me think he might love me, but he never did, and then I felt ashamed for being a fool, for not knowing better. But he never made me feel ashamed. Because he never felt ashamed. That was a gift, Valye, but perhaps you can’t understand that.”

Her throat worked. She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. She had pulled back her hair into a long braid, but the sunlight betrayed how dirty it was. Dirt encrusted the cuffs and hem of her tunic and caked the knees of her trousers and the palms of her hands. Not that Hyacinth was any cleaner. “I’m sorry,” she said in a low voice. She offered a hand to Yevgeni and he accepted it, and she lifted him up and hugged him. “You’re all that I have, Yevgeni. I won’t judge you.”

He smiled tremulously. “You’re the best sister any man ever had, even if you are wild, and won’t listen when you ought to.” He kissed her on the cheek. A pang gripped Hyacinth’s heart, seeing their true feeling for each other, seeing their bond. Like the one he had once had with the actors in the Company. Was this how Yevgeni felt, riding in the army, as if he was always on the outside looking in?

Yevgeni pushed her away. “We’d better go. It’s never wise to stay in any place too long.”

Except that they already had stayed too long. Or perhaps their fate had been tracking them all along and simply chosen this moment to strike.

One moment, the scene was all silence. It was bleak, true enough, but there was hope in the way the path wound up into the heights, suggesting freedom in the distance, and hope in the way Yevgeni turned and with a shy smile glanced toward Hyacinth and away, as if he flirted with him. Then he stopped in mid-stride. His expression shifted abruptly. He canted his head to one side, listening. Hyacinth heard something, a gentle ring, the echo of a sound like a voice’s echo. Yevgeni drew his saber. Valye pulled her bow from its quiver. It was already strung; it was always strung. Hyacinth stared.

“Mount.” Yevgeni sprinted toward him.

Hyacinth heard a whoof, like air being expelled; heard the ring of bridle; heard the shout. Yevgeni called a warning. It all took place in a vast sink of time, drawn out so excruciatingly slowly that to experience it was painful. Valye staggered forward in the act of fitting an arrow to her bowstring. She half turned to raise and aim at the sudden clot of khaja riders on the ridge above them, but a strange shadow cut across her.

Two arrows stuck out of her back. She shot anyway. She shot again as the riders charged down toward them, and a man toppled from his horse. Yevgeni scrambled onto his horse and swung round to go back to her. His horse stumbled and staggered and crumpled to the ground, pierced through the neck with a mass of arrows. Thrown, Yevgeni tumbled down, landing at Valye’s feet. She shot again. An arrow skewered her in the thigh. Still she did not go down. A trio of arrows pinned Yevgeni to the ground, but he tore free of them and struggled up to stand next to her.

They were going to die.

Then Hyacinth remembered his knife. What did he care what prohibitions he broke? He drew it and raised it and fired. He saw nothing but a shimmering in the air. But the effect was stunning, and immediate. Twelve riders closed in on them, a thirteenth left back on the ground with an arrow in his chest. Twelve khaja men fell like stones from their saddles. That fast. The horses faltered. One went down. The other horses pulled up short not six paces in front of Yevgeni, riderless, confused, and probably half stunned themselves by the concussion.

“Gods!” cried Valye, whether from her wounds or from astonishment Hyacinth could not know. She collapsed to the ground at Yevgeni’s feet.

“Hyacinth, look after her!” Yevgeni cried. He ran forward, drawing his knife in his other hand, and knelt by the foremost khaja bandit. “Gods, he’s still breathing. So is he!” He glanced back toward Hyacinth, looking suspicious, looking apprehensive. Then, methodically, gruesomely, he slit each man’s throat.

Hyacinth roused himself out of his stupor and dropped the reins and ran over to Valye. Mercifully, she was unconscious. Blood bubbled out of her mouth, welling in and out in time to her labored breathing. Hyacinth fumbled in the med kit and brought out the scanner and ran it over her. Then he flipped over his slate and read the results into it. They flashed RED RED RED: condition critical; advise moving subject to urgent care facility immediately; wounds to deep tissue in thigh; damage to internal organs; right lung has been pierced; do you wish a more detailed diagnosis?

“No,” said Hyacinth.

“She’s going to die, isn’t she?” said Yevgeni. Hyacinth jumped, startled, and turned. Yevgeni limped up to him. He bled from his leg, from his arm, and from a gash to his head. “What is that?” He pointed with his bloodstained knife to the open slate.

“It’s a hemi-modeler. Maybe you’d know it as a computer. Never mind. It doesn’t matter what it is. Do you know how to get those arrows out?”

Yevgeni shrugged, staring at his young sister. “Yes, but it doesn’t matter. I’ve seen wounds. She’s breathing blood. It’s got her in the lungs. She won’t live.”

“She can, if I can get help.”

Yevgeni gave him a look of complete incomprehension and then knelt beside Valye and began the slow process of turning the arrows out of her wounds. Blood gushed. Hyacinth had to turn away before he threw up. He grabbed his slate and went and crouched beside the horses. He lifted the knife, and held it up so that it could read his retinal print, and then he released its code. For five minutes, he knew, it would pulse silently, broadcasting the distress signal. He tried to gauge how long it would take for them to get a ship here. Could they get one here soon enough to save Valye?

“The horses,” said Yevgeni.

Hyacinth hobbled their horses, caught the strays and as many of the others as he could, and hobbled them as well. Yevgeni’s horse—well, it was suffering, that much was apparent.

“Kill it,” said Yevgeni.

What choice did he have? Force Yevgeni to leave his sister? The rider had two of the arrows out, by now, but the third came slowly, spiraling out along its tracks on the silk undershirt she wore, driven into the wound. Hyacinth hadn’t a clue how to kill a horse. He used his knife to stun it into oblivion and hoped it would bleed to death before it woke up. Then he went back to Yevgeni and ran the scan over him. He set the med kit out and queried the modeler about first aid, and the slate began a stream of directions to him in clear Anglais.

Yevgeni started so badly that he almost twitched the arrow still lodged in Valye’s side. He swore, and then again, seeing that Hyacinth wasn’t speaking. He went white. “What is that?” He was terrified. “Who is that speaking?”

“Trust me,” said Hyacinth. “Just trust me. Take that arrow out.” Listening to the directions, Hyacinth did as well as he could with the equipment in the med kit. He used a sonic cleaner to sterilize the various wounds and an antibiotic spray to prevent infection. The seamer stitched up Yevgeni’s head wound, sealing it, and his leg wound as well, and Valye’s thigh wound, but there was nothing he could do about the internal damage. He ran the emergency pulse again, or so he hoped; he could not hear anything. Yevgeni was in shock by this time. He stumbled away from Hyacinth and began to gather wood for a fire, refusing to be deflected from this task, so Hyacinth set up his tent by himself. They carried Valye into it and laid her on the floor. She did not regain consciousness. Her breath bubbled and subsided. Night fell. No one came.

All that long night Yevgeni sat beside her. Hyacinth set up the lantern, not caring now if its constant, tireless glow amazed Yevgeni, but Yevgeni sat so sunk in grief that he did not seem to care. Valye breathed. Night passed. No one came.

She died at dawn, slipping peacefully out of herself and away. Yevgeni readied the fire, evidently not caring that it would provide a beacon for any other khaja bandits passing by. He dressed her carefully and folded her hands over her chest; he laid her on the fire, and lit it. It blazed up. Soon smoke and flames concealed her from their view. Yevgeni flung himself on the ground and keened. He threw off his shirt and slashed himself with his knife, over and over, along his arms and on his chest. Blood, like tears, washed him.

Hyacinth stared at his transmitter. No one had come. They had abandoned him.

Morning passed. The pyre burned. The sun rose to its zenith, reminding Hyacinth bitterly that exactly one day had passed since they had halted here before. The bodies of the dead khaja still lay on the ground, ravaged by night stalkers. Insects swarmed them. A bird circled down and settled with lazy grace on the corpse farthest from the horses. It began to feed. Soon another bird joined it.

Hyacinth walked forward and touched Yevgeni on the neck. “Yevgeni,” he said softly, not trusting the other man not to jump up and threaten him with that knife. At least Yevgeni had stopped mutilating himself, though blood still seeped from the cuts scored all over his skin. “Shouldn’t we move on? What if they come back? If someone else comes?”

“Ah, gods,” said Yevgeni, his voice hoarse with rage and sorrow, “she trusted me. When did I bring her anything but grief?”

Hyacinth winced. Yevgeni’s desolation was a palpable thing, like a blow. Yevgeni stared at the fire that consumed his sister’s body. If he even noticed Hyacinth’s hand on his neck, he gave no sign of it. “Yevgeni, we should ride on. What if there are others around here?”

“What does it matter? Grandmother Night will have her revenge on us in the end.” His voice sounded hollow and lifeless. “We killed her holy messengers, and the only punishment for that crime is death. It has already begun. Valye is dead. What does it matter if we die, too?”

Yevgeni had given up. Hyacinth shut his eyes. “Yevgeni, listen to me. I don’t believe in grandmother night. I’m not going to die, not for grandmother night, not for you, and not for them!” He opened his eyes, shocked at his own vehemence. But it was true; now that they had lost everything, now that he had been abandoned by his own people, now he refused to give up.

Yevgeni lifted his head. His eyes were glazed, but a sudden gleam of fear lit them. “You mustn’t speak of her with such disrespect,” he said, but with no force behind the comment.

“And risk what? Valye is already dead. What else is there but our own lives? I’m going on, and you’re coming with me.” Hyacinth did not know what else to do, except to keep moving. Yevgeni rose, stiff with pain and drying cuts, but he would not let Hyacinth clean his wounds. Face drawn, he pulled his shirt on over the raw cuts. He hesitated. The pyre burned steadily now, but Hyacinth was not sure how much of Valye’s body would actually be consumed by the time it went out. He didn’t intend to wait around to see what khaja locals the fire attracted.

“Yevgeni, come on.”

Yevgeni obeyed numbly. They strung the khaja horses on with the rest and set off northeast, up the valley.

That night, Hyacinth downed two birds with his knife and brought them back to camp. Yevgeni sat slumped over his knees, apathetic now in his grief. Hyacinth sighed and stared at the two birds. He steeled himself, going off a few paces away from the safety of the hobbled horses, and he began the disgusting, messy work of preparing them for supper. He hadn’t a clue what to do with them. He plucked at the feathers, but they wouldn’t come out cleanly. He had to hack and tear at the skin and peel it off entirely. It was horrible. He cut off their heads and feet, swore copiously, gutted them, and threw up once at the smell and sticky texture of the fluids that gushed out of them. But he did it.

Yevgeni just sat there. Hyacinth got out the little solar powered oven he had stolen from the Company’s camp and roasted the two birds in it. That wasn’t so bad, since the oven had all kinds of timing devices built into it according to weight and type of meat. He also heated water to boiling and while the meat cooked, he took a cloth and dabbed the cuts on Yevgeni’s back with hot water. Yevgeni let him do it. He was otherwise listless. He shivered, and Hyacinth hoped that he wasn’t going to get some kind of infection. He brought out the scanner again and ran it over Yevgeni, and the med program on his slate advised him to use the antiseptic mist.

“What are you doing?” Yevgeni asked at last, roused out of his stupor by the stinging of the mist.

“Keeping you well. Roasting some meat.”

But Yevgeni wouldn’t eat when Hyacinth brought him the roasted fowl.

Hyacinth crouched beside him and took Yevgeni’s chin in his hand. “They’ve all abandoned you, Yevgeni, don’t you see that? So what does it matter what you do?”

“It matters to the gods.”

“Well, I don’t believe in your gods. How did those twelve men fall off their horses?”

For the first time since Valye’s death, Yevgeni lifted his gaze to look directly at Hyacinth. “I don’t know,” he whispered.

“I did that, and you know I’m no fighter.”

“You’re a Singer. A shaman. Perhaps you know sorcery.”

“It’s not sorcery either. Listen, Yevgeni. Maybe we have a way out of this. Do you know where the shrine of Morava is? Maybe Soerensen is still there.”

The glaze of dullness that stiffened Yevgeni’s expression lightened slightly. “Who is Soerensen?”

“The Prince of Jeds. If we can find him—”

“He would help us?” Yevgeni shook his head. “He can’t help us. No woman or man can, now that Grandmother Night has settled her terrible gaze on us.”

“Yes, he can. He’s more powerful than grandmother night.”

“Don’t say that!” Yevgeni shrank away from him.

“But it’s true. I made those men fall down, with this knife. I can heal your wounds with these simple instruments. That box is an oven that baked this meat without fire. I’m more powerful than grandmother night. Let me show you something.”

He brought out his slate and unfolded it, so that it lay flat on the ground. In silence, Yevgeni watched. “Do you remember the jaran tale we sang? The one about Mekhala, the woman who brought horses to the jaran?”

Yevgeni lowered his eyes. “Yes.” He said it as if something shamed him about the memory. “I was with Valye. She liked to see your people’s singing.”

“Run Mekhala folktale, scene two. Meter field.”

In scene two, Hyacinth played the khaja prince who had come to demand tribute from the rhan, as the jaran tribes had called themselves before they had gotten horses and become ja-rhan, the people of the wind. Above the slate, about a meter cubed, the play unfolded: Anahita as Mekhala and Diana as her sister, Hyacinth entering as the prince with his retinue of Quinn and Oriana.

Yevgeni stared openmouthed at the image, moving, playing out. He reached out and snatched his hand back before he touched it. “Sorcery,” he murmured.

“No, it’s not sorcery. It’s a—oh, hell, there’s no way to explain it to you. Run image of Morava.”

The image melted away and re-formed into the gorgeous dome and towers of the Chapalii palace the jaran called Morava. Hyacinth had not seen Morava except through this program, and he was delighted to be able to pace around it and see the complex from all angles. He envied the duke’s party for experiencing it firsthand.

“But how did it get so small?” Yevgeni demanded. “How did you capture it and bring it here?”

“It’s just an image, Yevgeni, not the shrine itself. Look, do you know what a map is? Let me see. Maybe I can reconstruct where we left the army, and where we are now. It’s been thirty-five days since we left camp and if we’ve ridden northeast… Goddess. I should have paid more attention in cartography tutorial.”

“But no one is more powerful than Grandmother Night,” said Yevgeni suddenly. “Even seeing these things and what you did to those khaja bandits, still… She attends us at our birth and grants us a measure of days in which to live. She is the One with whom we may bargain for gifts, if we’re willing to risk the bargaining, if we’re desperate enough. She is death, Hyacinth. No person can escape death.”

“How old do you think the Prince of Jeds is?”

Yevgeni shrugged. “Of an age with Bakhtiian, I suppose.”

“He isn’t. He’s older than Mother Sakhalin.”

“He can’t be.”

“He is. Why would I lie to you? Dr. Hierakis is older than he is. Owen is in his seventies, too, and Ginny is at least as old as that. Yet they are still young. My great-grandmother Nguyen is one hundred and sixteen years old, and I can expect to live at least as long as she has and stay young until I’m ninety or so. Grandmother night doesn’t scare us. You’ve got to believe me, Yevgeni. You’ve got to want to believe me, you’ve got to want to live. If we can make it to the shrine, if we can find the duke—”

Yevgeni reached up abruptly and touched Hyacinth’s cheek. “That’s when I fell in love with you,” he said in a low voice. “When I saw that song, the song you did about Mekhala. Valye said you were really the khaja prince and that it was a wind demon truly drawn down to walk among us, but I knew you were just a person singing two different songs. You were so beautiful.”

Hyacinth shut his eyes. How Owen would have loved this scene: Yevgeni’s voice blended grief and wonder and a shy yearning so perfectly, and the way he held his body reflected his longing and his sorrow and his actual physical pain. But this was real. Hyacinth knelt and put his arms around the other man. Yevgeni gasped, from the pain of the embrace, but he did not draw away.

“Oh, damn,” murmured Hyacinth, “it must hurt.”

“No, no,” said Yevgeni into his hair, “never mind it. I gave it for her, who followed me to her death.”

“We won’t die. That way you can remember her. That way part of her will always live, with you.”

Yevgeni sighed against him but said nothing. There was nothing he needed to say, not at that moment. Hyacinth stroked his hair and held him carefully, tenderly.

After a little while, Hyacinth warmed up the meat in the oven and Yevgeni ate a sliver of it, though it was the flesh of the gods’ sacred messengers. Not much, but by that small gesture, Hyacinth knew that Yevgeni had cast his lot with his khaja lover and abandoned his own people once and for all.



CHAPTER EIGHT

IN THE MIDDLE OF the night, Tess woke to the sound of footsteps in the outer chamber. She heaved herself up and slipped on a silk robe, tying it closed just under her breasts and above her pregnant belly. She pushed the curtain aside and walked into her husband.

He had been pacing. She could tell by the way his shoulders were drawn forward and one hand clenched up by his beard. He opened the hand and splayed it over one side of her belly. “The child is growing,” he said. “And all of a sudden, it seems. I think you’re twice the size you were at Hamrat, and it’s only been sixteen days since we left there.”

“Oh, gods, and it’s all pressing on my bladder.”

“Do you want me to walk with you?”

“No.” She slipped on a pair of sandals, threw a cloak over her silk robe, and walked out to the freshly-dug pits sited at the edge of the Orzhekov encampment. At night, it was quiet and peaceful here, but she knew that about a kilometer away lay the royal city of Karkand, settled in for a long siege. She greeted guards, and they greeted her in return. They were used to her nightly peregrinations. The guards looked a little chilled, but she was never cold now, even in the middle of the night.

When she got back to the tent, Ilya was pacing again. “Here,” she said, “stop that. It’s moving again. Sit down.” She settled down cross-legged beside him and opened her robe. He rested both of his hands on her belly. “What’s bothering you?”

He did not reply. He concentrated on her, on her belly, on his hands.

“There, did you feel that?” she asked. He shook his head. “It’s mostly like a fluttering, now, like butterflies. When I get bigger, you’ll feel it.”

He sighed and withdrew his hands, and stood, and walked to the entrance of the tent and then back to her. “How does Ursula know so much?” he demanded. “Although she is always respectful, she speaks with the authority of Sakhalin himself. We rode a circuit of the city today and she pointed out where siege engines might be used to the greatest effect, and how the river might be dammed so that it could flood the walls and the citadel. She speaks as if she has seen and done all these things before, as if she has already ridden with an army like ours.”

“She’s read many books.” Tess rose and poured two cups of water, and offered one to him. He ignored her. He went to the table and unrolled two pieces of parchment on the tabletop. One was Nadine’s map of Habakar lands and beyond. The other was a rough map of Karkand and the surrounding countryside.

Karkand, like Jeds, was a walled city, but here the resemblance ended. Hovels and houses and palaces, poor and rich alike, lay crammed within the protecting walls of Jeds, and only the prince’s palace and the university lay outside within their own ring of walls. Huts and shanties had sprouted up immediately outside the walls and along the road that led to the palace, but only the poorest people who could find no foothold inside the city lived out there.

In Karkand, the rich lived outside the inner city. They lived in a vast sprawl of villas along avenues spread out on the fertile plain that surrounded the two hills on which lay the citadel and the king’s palace and the innermost city, which was itself as large as Jeds. The outer city was also protected by a wall, not as formidable as the walls ringing the twin hills but impressive for its sheer vast circumference. It took half a day to ride around the suburbs of Karkand.

“Sakhalin has ridden south,” said Ilya, staring at the maps. “Reports have come in that the king’s nephew has raised an army there. He is said to be courageous and an able leader.”

“What news from Anatoly Sakhalin?”

“None. Grekov and Vershinin have reached the two cities west of here, by forced march—”

“Gods, that was fast.”

“—and a courier just came in to say that one of the cities, Gangana, has already surrendered. Should I take the main army south?”

“What do your commanders advise? Has Sakhalin asked for your help?”

“Sakhalin has not asked. Yet. The council is divided. If it’s true, and the main threat lies in the south… The nephew could easily drive north and east and cut off our supply route back to the plains. We’re losing forage here. And yet, and yet, Karkand is the king’s city, and it is the king I must be seen to punish.”

“Unless it is the nephew who has the people’s hearts, and not the king.”

Ilya turned and folded his arms over his chest, examining her with a frown on his face. “That’s just what Ursula said. I thought—for an instant I thought it was as if she knew what was going to happen next. As if she’d heard this tale before.” He shook the thought away with an impatient shrug of his shoulders. “No. I must stay here until the city is taken. I intend to sit in the king’s throne, so that the Habakar people will know who rules here now.”

He bent back over the table, poring over the two maps. Tess watched him. She could see that he was too agitated to sleep. His lips moved, sounding out names, but he did not speak aloud. With a finger, he traced lines of advance: Grekov’s command driving west; Sakhalin riding south, and the army led by Tadheus Yensky swinging in a wide loop south and east. His hand found the cup she had set beside him. He raised it to his lips and took a deep draught, then made a face, as if he had been expecting something else, not plain water.

“Ilya, come lie down with me.”

He shrugged, as if to say: not now, I’m too busy.

Tess loved to just watch him. She thought he looked, if anything, a little younger these days. He glowed with health, or perhaps it was only the restless energy radiating off him. She had finally come to an understanding of how different he and Vasil were. They were both self-absorbed, but Vasil was absorbed in knowing how he appeared to others while Ilya was absorbed in the vision that led him. Vasil always knew where he stood in relation to others. Ilya simply was, and he drew his thousand thousand followers along with him as does any juggernaut. And she, one of them. She smiled wryly and settled her hands on the curve of her abdomen.

“I know it’s none of my business, but have you lain with any other women since we got married?”

His fingers halted midway down the map. His chin lifted. She could tell by the angle of his shoulders and the way his mouth twitched once, and then was still, that he was embarrassed. “It’s none of your business.”

Tess laughed and pushed up to stand. She went over and slid an arm around him. “You haven’t, have you?”

“I’ve been busy. Very busy. And preoccupied.”

“Yes, my love. Come lie down with me.” He followed her in to their bed meekly enough. He might even have slept, but she woke later to find him gone.

In the morning, she woke to find him sleeping in his clothes next to her. She rose quietly and dressed and went outside. Konstans greeted her with a yawn.

“You look tired,” she said.

“Gods. In the middle of the night, Bakhtiian made us ride out along the northwest prospect, to look over the walls, not that we could see them, but he was more interested in the orchards, anyway. Doesn’t he ever sleep?”

Tess grinned. “As I hear it, he sleeps more now than he ever used to.”

“That’s true enough,” agreed Konstans. “It’s a good thing he married, for the rest of us, at least.” He smiled at her, remembered that she was Bakhtiian’s wife and not his old comrade-in-arms, and looked away.

“Oh, don’t be shy with me, Konstans. We’ve known each other too long. Is there any word about the embassy from Parkilnous yet? Hello, Aleksi. Can you ride down to the ambassadors’ camp and see if they’ve arrived?” Aleksi nodded and left. Tess went over to greet Sonia and to send Kolia with hot tea to wake Ilya.

Karkand lay beyond, its vast sprawl of suburbs fortified by walls and its inner city grown up in rings around a hill that rose out of the flat land. On a second hill, a twin to the first, lay the acres of white and gleaming stone, festooned with pennants and banners, of the royal palace. Here on the flat, they saw the city mostly as two distant heights thrusting into the sky, the gray citadel crowning the first hill and a shining pair of towers crowning the second. The citizens of Karkand had not elected to defend the outer city, but Ilya had decreed that the fields and orchards and suburbs remain untouched except to feed the camp, and what farmers had not fled within the inner walls or away into the countryside were ordered to work their lands on pain of death. Sonia offered Tess some fresh melon, and Tess ate the sweet fruit gratefully.

“I rode through the outskirts of the city yesterday,” said Sonia. “It’s very handsome, and it’s certainly bigger than any city I’ve ever seen. Why, there must be as many people living there as there are riders in Ilya’s army. No, there must be far more.”

Josef Raevsky came around the side of the tent, his left hand touching Vania’s shoulder so that the boy could lead him in under the awning. Ivan led him to a pillow next to Tess and Katerina brought him a tray laden with meat and melon and sweet cakes.

“Do you think the embassy from Parkilnous has arrived yet?” Tess asked him.

Josef shook his head. “We’ve met only the merchant, who says one was sent. They won’t understand yet what a threat we are to them. Like all the khaja, they believe that mountains and rivers can protect them.”

“And desert. There’s a desert called the Al Dinn Kun, the Wailing Death, to the south. That’s the one Tasha is riding through.”

“No one will expect him on the other side. Well,” Josef ate a bit of cake and considered, “I don’t think the khaja princes are trustworthy in any case. If they’ll cast off their loyalty to their own king, then who says they won’t do the same to Bakhtiian?”

“Are you suggesting that there’s no use in us receiving an embassy from Parkilnous, if one comes?”

“No, simply that I trust the word of a merchant better. Their first wish is for safe roads, so that they can continue to trade. They will serve us out of expediency, but serve us nevertheless.”

“Here is Ilya,” said Tess, but Josef only smiled. He already knew. Ilya ducked under the awning.

Ilya greeted Sonia, greeted Tess, greeted Josef and the children. He ate sparingly and paced off with Konstans and Vladimir and Mitya in attendance to oversee the first line of earthworks being built along the river. Cara stopped by to assure herself that Tess was well, and then she left. A while later Mitya returned.

“Aunt Tess,” he said, “Bakhtiian is riding out, and he wishes to know if you’d like to ride with him.”

Tess laughed. “No, certainly I’d prefer to sit in camp all day. I’m sure the countryside is very pretty.” Eventually, they left Katerina in charge of camp, and Sonia rode out with Tess and Mitya and Aleksi. When they met up with Ilya’s party, they found Arina Veselov in attendance with her husband, as well.

Kirill chuckled when he greeted Tess. “That’s very handy, how you’ve slung your saber over your back. Don’t you trust us?”

“Kirill, I learned long ago never to ride out without being armed. Let me see your hand.”

With a grin, he lifted his left arm up as high as his shoulder and then lowered it again. He opened the hand, stretching it wide. Sweat broke on his brow, and he let the hand relax back into a loose curl. “It aches,” he said. “It aches constantly. I never thought that pain could feel so sweet.”

Tess glanced toward Arina, to share Kirill’s triumph with her, but Arina had clenched her hands tightly on her reins and her mouth drew into a thin line.

“Do you think I’ll be able to ride in the army again?” Kirill asked, and Tess saw Arina whiten about the mouth.

“You are riding with the army, Kirill. I notice that Ilya keeps you as one of his closest advisers.”

“Many of whom are too old to ride to battle. I’m still young, Tess. I could have led the army down through the Al Dinn Kun with Tasha.”

He could have, had he possessed two good arms. “You must be patient, Kirill, and remember, there are other ways to serve Bakhtiian besides fighting. Look at what Dr. Hierakis has done.”

He studied his hand. It had color, and he could open and close it at will now. “It’s true that she by herself serves Bakhtiian as well as any general. But she’s a healer, Tess. That’s how she serves the gods. All I’ve ever been was a rider.”

“And a teacher.” He shrugged, acknowledging the title but not embracing it, not now, when he could dream again of riding with the army. It was strange to see him shrug with both shoulders after growing used to the way he had moved before, one side lifeless and stiff. She sighed and did not know what else to say. Arina cast her a grateful glance and moved forward along the line to ride beside Sonia. The two women talked easily together. Tess trailed behind, falling back with Aleksi.

The party broke away from the fringe of camp and rode beside acres of lush fields. It was warm, and the air smelled fragrant and rich. Peace lay on the scene. A score of farmers toiled out in a field, harvesting. They started up, staring at the hundred riders picking their way along the edge of the field, and froze. After a bit one, then a second, then four more, then the rest, bent back to their task.

Farther out, the city growing pale against the sky behind them, another group of laborers sowed seeds, some kind of winter grain, Tess supposed. Ilya lifted a hand and the entire party came to a halt while he watched the farmers. His face was still. The sunlight cast its bright glow on his face, illuminating him. Tess wondered what he was thinking as he watched the khaja farmers scattering their seed.

But stillness never lasted long, with him. All at once riders appeared, coming toward them at a breakneck pace. Immediately every rider drew his saber, and the guards shifted to form a ring around Bakhtiian. Aleksi drove Tess into the center and stationed himself beside her. Arina and Sonia drew their bows and nocked arrows to the strings. Behind them, Mitya calmed his restive mare.

“It’s Veselov,” said Kirill. But no man sheathed his saber. Neither did Tess.

The laborers had rushed together into a clump in the center of their field, but the troop of horsemen rode past without noticing them and drew up before Bakhtiian. Vasil rode forward. The guards parted to let him through. His hair was windblown and his face flushed with sun and air.

“There’s been a sortie,” he called, pulling his mount around next to Ilya. “At least two thousand men. Heading southeast.”

“This way?”

“Possibly. We can’t tell if it’s an attack or if they’re trying to escape south. They carry the colors of the governor of the city, blue and white.”

“If they’re simply trying to escape, then why not ride out at night?” asked Ilya. “Well, we’ll go back to camp.” He addressed Vasil calmly, as if the blond man was just any of his commanders: loyal, trusted, true.

Vasil obeyed—how should he not?—but Tess thought he looked a little puzzled, as if expecting Ilya to be angry that he had come with this message. They started back at a fast clip.

A cloud of dust alerted them to the battle headed their way. Ilya reined his horse back beside Tess, so that she rode with him on her left and Aleksi on her right. Arina and Sonia rode behind them, and at their back, Kirill and Mitya. Ahead, she saw the blur of arrows. A troop of jaran archers rode parallel to the khaja fighters, firing into their ranks, but like an arrow sped forward from a strong bow, the blue and white governor’s banner flew high and the army of men it heralded pressed south with determination.

Ilya swore under his breath. A rider broke away from the jaran unit harrying the khaja left flank and raced over to Bakhtiian’s party. It was Anton Veselov.

“We left the one gate unguarded, as you ordered, Bakhtiian,” he shouted as he pulled up beside them, flashing a glance back at his sister Arina and then returning his attention to Bakhtiian. “Sakhalin faced sorties before, by that gate, and a troop of one thousand horsemen escaped out of it one night, but this—! We never expected an attack like this.”

“Do you think they knew I rode out today?”

“How could they have known?” asked Anton.

How, indeed? What drove the governor to take flight in the afternoon? As the khaja troop closed, Tess could see that they were all heavily armored, presumably the pick of the garrison. Ilya spurred his horse to a gallop and the entire party raced to one side, to avoid the fray.

Somehow, a column of heavy horse coiled free of the khaja ranks and smashed into them. As if she stood at the eye of the storm, Tess watched the chaos from her still eddy in the very center. There rode Vladimir, parrying, cutting. A khaja horseman fell, dragging down a jaran rider with him. Vasil pressed forward into a gap with his riders ranged alongside him. Then, like a whip’s snap, the trailing end of the column hit the center. At once, Tess knocked a thrown spear aside with her saber and saw it spin harmlessly to the ground. Three armored riders bore down on her and Ilya, and she set herself in the saddle, bracing for the impact; Ilya swore. All at once Aleksi drove through the riders; he forced one off his horse and grappled with the second from the saddle and then knifed him through the faceplate, and then Vladimir appeared and stuck the third through from behind before he could cut down Aleksi. Grim-faced and silent again, Ilya stuck next to Tess, shielding her, though twice at least the tide of the battle tried to tear him off to the left, and once he took a cut meant for her.

Then, as abruptly as it had struck them, the column was shorn off by the combined weight of the Veselov jahar and a reinforcement of men from the Raevsky command. The governor’s flag receded southward, fighting its way away from the city.

Ilya wore a mask of fury. His hands shook. He looked at Tess. She nodded curtly, so he would know she was unhurt. Blood seeped from his left arm, but she could tell by the way he moved the arm that it wasn’t a serious wound. She turned to look behind her. Sonia swore and ripped a swath of fabric from her fine tunic to bind Arina’s ribs while Mitya held Arina upright on her horse. Kirill, white with anguish, could only watch. His lips moved, but whether he cursed the khaja or his own helplessness, Tess could not be sure.

Aleksi pulled in beside her. “Thank you,” Tess said to him. “That was very impressive.” She felt like a fool, saying it, but her heart was pumping and her breath was ragged and she had to say something, no matter how foolish.

Vasil cantered up, flushed, looking terrified. “You’re wounded!” he exclaimed, gaping at Ilya.

“Collect your men, Veselov, and go after them!” ordered Ilya. “Bring me their heads. If one man from that troop of riders escapes, I’ll demote every commander of these units back into the ranks. How dare they threaten my wife!” He was pale with rage.

Without another word, Vasil rode away.

There were wounded in plenty. Tess took Vladi up behind her; others walked. Arina fainted halfway back to camp, and they had to stop. Ilya took her himself, on his horse; she was so slight a thing that she was no burden to him. Kirill looked not just afraid for her life but ashamed of having to watch while another man cared for his wife.

Cara came out to meet them, having already heard of the engagement. She took Arina immediately. Niko tended to Ilya’s arm. Tess sat in the shade of Cara’s tent and sipped at juice brought to her by Galina and watched Kirill pace.

It took two days before Vasil came in at last, bearing the governor’s head on his spear. The rest of the heads the jahar riders carried in, in baskets and bags. The jaran riders had taken heavy casualties, women and men both, and in the end it was the archers under Vera Veselov’s command who had brought down the final two hundred fleeing soldiers. The collected commanders swore that not one khaja from the governor’s party had escaped, and they begged for Bakhtiian’s pardon that the entire episode had happened at all.

Working with captured engineers, Ursula had already made up a catapult as a model to demonstrate siege techniques to the commanders. Bakhtiian gave her all the heads to fling back into Karkand. Ursula was enchanted. For only the second time in her pregnancy, Tess threw up. But she could see by the set expression on Ilya’s face that this was one of those times when it was useless to argue with him.



CHAPTER NINE

NADINE LOVED THE BREAKNEAK pace of a courier’s life. Through Habakar lands she raced, stopping at the staging posts set up along the northeast road that led back to the plains. Some nights she rode straight through, dozing in the saddle, her way lit by men bearing lanterns on either side. Some nights she slept in the comfort of a tent and went on at dawn. She loved the music of the bells that accompanied her at every instant, whether riding or walking, that chimed her awake in the morning and serenaded her to sleep at night with each slight movement of her shoulders or her chest.

In eight days, she crossed out of Habakar lands and onto the farthest southern edge of the plains. Five days later, she rode into a tribe at midday to receive the information that the Prince of Jeds and his party had passed by the morning before, headed south. Out here, on the grass, the wind raked over the tents and already the people wore heavy outer tunics against the chill. Women and children greeted her cheerfully; there were a few young men, so few that the old men seemed numerous in proportion. But Nadine enjoyed just walking through camp. She felt at home, at her ease, here in a tribe going about its life out on the plains. The etsana hurried up, advised of her arrival, and led her to the great tent at the center of camp. The elderly woman sat her down and fed her and offered her milk while the etsana’s own grandson saddled a new horse for her.

“Ah, you are Bakhtiian’s niece,” said Mother Kireyevsky. “Natalia Orzhekov’s daughter.”

“I am.” Nadine accepted a second cup of fermented milk from a dark-haired boy about Katerina’s age.

“Your mother was a fine weaver. She had few rivals among all the tribes, although she was young to be so accomplished.”

“Thank you,” said Nadine politely but coolly. She didn’t like to talk about her mother because the memory of her death was still too painful, and the ache of her loss had never dulled.

“We have sixty-eight men riding under Vershinin’s command,” continued Mother Kireyevsky, sliding easily off the subject of Nadine’s mother. “Perhaps you have news of them.”

Nadine was happy to indulge Mother Kireyevsky with such news of Vershinin’s movements as she had. The Kireyevsky tribe was a granddaughter tribe and thus neither particularly important nor very large, but Nadine remembered them from her childhood, back from the golden days when her mother had still been alive. In any case, it was only common courtesy, and wise strategy, to give her a firsthand account of Bakhtiian and the army. Relatives filtered in and settled down to hear the news. The grandson brought a new horse, but Nadine felt she could spare a little time, since she was only turning to go back the way she came. Since Feodor Grekov was less than a day’s ride away from her, now. She had no desire to hasten their meeting and what must inevitably come of their marriage.

“So, Vershinin and Grekov were sent to the khaja cities off to the west, to pull a circle all around the royal tent.”

Mother Kireyevsky nodded. “Very wise of them. Like a birbas, where we circle the game and drive it in to the center. Vasha, bring more sweet cakes.”

The boy shot a glance at Nadine before he trotted off. He had dark hair, as dark as her own, and deep brown eyes, and there was something familiar about him that nagged at her. “Is he also one of your grandchildren?” she asked. “He’s a nice looking boy.”

There was a silence. Mother Kireyevsky gestured, and the knot of relatives hurried away, leaving the etsana alone with Nadine. “You don’t know who that is?” she asked.

“Should I?”

“That is Inessa Kireyevsky’s only child.” Nadine shook her head.

“I don’t know her.”

“Oh, but you do. Although I suppose you were only about Vasha’s age the year that we rode beside your tribe for many months, so you might not recall. Certainly Bakhtiian would recall her.”

“Would he?” Nadine felt suddenly that she was on the verge of an important discovery, rather like a mapmaker cresting a ridge to see virgin country beyond.

“Inessa Kireyevsky was my grandmother’s sister’s great-granddaughter. Inessa’s mother was etsana before me, but when she died three years past, the elders refused to elect Inessa etsana and the position passed into our line of the family.”

“Was she too young? Was there some other problem?”

“She was young, it is true, but youth alone will not necessarily bar a woman from becoming etsana.”

“No, Arina Veselov was very young when she became etsana. There was never any question with her.”

The boy appeared, bearing a golden tray laden with sweet cakes. “Was Arina Veselov married?” asked Mother Kireyevsky. “Ah, well, married soon after; it comes to the same thing. Vasha, set those there. Then you will sit beside me.” The boy obeyed. He sank down beside the etsana and folded his hands in his lap. He had a quiet, muted air about him, which he utterly spoiled an instant later by looking up at Nadine. His gaze was scorching in its intensity. “Vasha.” He dropped his gaze and stared at his hands. “Inessa Kireyevsky was not married when her mother died, although by this time she had an eight-year-old child.”

“Ah. Her first husband had died, then.”

“She had no first husband. She never married.”

“But then how—” Nadine faltered. The boy’s cheeks burned red, but he kept his gaze fastened on his hands. Well, she knew how; it was just astonishing for a jaran woman to bear a child without being married. The unmarried girls were so careful with the herbs that stopped them from conceiving, because, of course, it was shameful for a child not to have a father and a child’s father was the man who was married to its mother.

“Yes,” agreed Mother Kireyevsky. “You can see that Inessa was too stubborn and too impulsive to be given the authority of etsana. The man she wanted to marry did not marry her. The rest, she avoided or insulted or drove off in one fashion or the other until in the end they all shunned her. Luckily, she died the winter after her mother died.”

The boy sat perfectly still through this recital, but his hands betrayed his distress, one clenched in a fist, one wrapped around it, like a shield.

“Leaving her son.” Nadine pitied the boy, his mother torn from him, leaving him among relatives who clearly thought him a shameful reminder of his mother’s disgraceful behavior.

“Leaving a boy with no father, dead or otherwise, and no closer relatives than distant cousins. That line was not strong.”

“Why are you telling me this?” asked Nadine suddenly.

“Will you have another sweet cake?” Mother Kireyevsky asked. Nadine accepted, and the etsana placed the tray back on the carpet beside her pillow. “Inessa claimed to know who the child’s father was. It was her last wish, as she lay dying of a fever, that the boy be sent to his father. The truth is, if it is at all possible that the child would be accepted as a servant, as a cousin, even, we would prefer to send him away. We would never have presumed … but when you came, today, I can only believe that it is a sign from the gods, that what Inessa wished ought indeed to happen.”

Nadine knew what was coming. Now, when she looked at the boy, she understood why he seemed familiar to her, why his features struck such a deep chord.

Mother Kireyevsky cleared her throat, coughed, and spoke. “She claimed that his father was Ilyakoria Orzhekov.”

“My uncle. Bakhtiian.” The resemblance was striking, once you looked for it. The boy had Ilya’s eyes and forehead and stubborn mouth, and the same sharp chin that she—his cousin!—had. Nadine stifled an urge to laugh. Gods, not just laugh, but crow. After what Ilya had done to her, forcing her to accept the marriage to Feodor Grekov, ordering her to have children, well, by the gods, she would bring this little bit of mischief home for him to face. What a scandal! Nadine was delighted. “Of course he must return with me. I’m riding back to the army now, as you know. I will take responsibility for his well-being myself.”

The boy’s head jerked up and he stared at her. Nadine saw light spark in his eyes. Evidently he wished to be rid of his relatives as much as they wished to be rid of him.

Mother Kireyevsky eyed Nadine’s clothing and her saber, and then her keen gaze came to rest on Nadine’s cheek. “You are recently married yourself.”

“Yes. I also command a jahar. You may be assured that the child is safe with me. What is his name? Vasha is short for—?”

“Vassily.”

“Vassily!” Nadine was shocked right down to the core of her being. “How did he come by that name?”

To her surprise, the boy spoke in a gruff little voice. “My mama told me that that is the name he said to give me.

At once, Mother Kireyevsky cuffed Vasha across the cheek. “Don’t mind him,” she said hastily. “It’s a story Inessa told the boy, that she told Bakhtiian that she was pregnant with a child by him, and he said that if it was a boy, to name it Vasil. As if any woman, even her, would do something so unseemly, and any man—especially not your uncle, of course—speak of such things so casually, even in jest. She told the boy many things, I’m afraid, and he’s always been full of himself, thinking that he’s the son of a great man. You needn’t mind it. Of course Bakhtiian can’t recognize him as his son—it’s all quite ridiculous, of course, that an unmarried woman—of course he has no father, but we’re grateful to you for taking him—”

“He looks like him,” said Nadine, cutting across Mother Kireyevsky’s comments, “as I’m sure you must know.” She was beginning to dislike the woman. She was beginning to dislike Inessa Kireyevsky, too, and wondered if she would dislike the boy just as much. Although it was rather late for that, now that she had already agreed to take him. “But in any case, I must go. I’ll need a horse for him and whatever things are his, or that he got from his mother.”

Mother Kireyevsky stood and shook out her skirts briskly. “Oh, he’ll travel very light. He’s got nothing, really, just her tent and a few trinkets.”

“He gave my mother a necklace,” said the boy. “It’s gold with round white stones. He brought it from over the seas. From a khaja city called Jeds.” He said the word as if it was a talisman, a mark identifying him as the true prince, the heir, because what common boy of the tribes, of a granddaughter tribe like this one, would have any reason to know of Jeds?

“Go get your things, Vasha,” said Mother Kireyevsky curtly. Now that she had what she wanted, she sped Nadine’s leave-taking along as swiftly as if she feared that Nadine would change her mind and leave her with the unwanted child.

They rode out in silence. After a while, seeing that his seat on his horse was sturdy and that he was minded to be quiet and obedient, Nadine spoke to him.

“How old are you, Vasha?”

“I was born in the Year of the Hawk.”

“Oh, gods,” she murmured under her breath. The Year of the Hawk. The year her mother died; the year her brother and her grandparents died; the year Bakhtiian killed the man who had murdered them. The year Bakhtiian stood up before the assembled elders of the tribes—most of the tribes, in any case—and persuaded them that the vision the gods had given him was the vision the tribes ought to follow. Eleven years ago all this had taken place. In eleven years, much had changed. Everything had changed. Nadine felt a sudden misgiving, wondering how Ilya might treat a child who reminded him so bitterly of those days. Eleven years ago Ilya had banished Vasil from his jahar; he had seen his mother’s younger sister invested as etsana of the Orzhekov tribe and had himself become the most powerful dyan in the jaran. Perhaps he didn’t want to be reminded of what he had paid to bring his dreams to fruition.

“Is it true?” asked the boy suddenly. Nadine looked at him and saw the aching vulnerability of his expression. “Is he really my father? My mama always said so, but …” His face twisted with pain. “… but she lied, sometimes, when it suited her. She said it was true. She said he would have married her, but she never said why he didn’t, so I don’t think he ever would have. Only that she wanted him to. And then she always told me that he was going to come back for her. Every tribe we came to, she asked if they’d news, if he’d married. He never had, so she said he still meant to come back for her. Then after my grandmother died, the next summer we heard that he’d married a khaja princess. Mama fell sick and died. Both the healer and a Singer said she’d poisoned herself in her heart and the gods had been angry and made her die of it. No one wanted me after that.”

Nadine stared amazed at him, until she realized that the stoic expression on his face as he recited this confession was his way of bracing to receive her disgust. Either he wanted it, or he was so used to being rejected that he wanted to get it out of the way early and go on from there.

“I think you’re his son.” Gods, what if she got his hopes up, only to have Ilya deny the connection? And yet, how could he deny it?

“How can I be?” demanded Vasha. “He wasn’t married to my mother.”

Nadine sighed. “I’ll let him explain that,” she said, calling herself coward as she did so. Gods, what was Tess going to say? Well, who knew with the khaja; they had different notions of propriety than the jaran did. Maybe Tess would want to have the boy strangled; maybe she would welcome him. Who could tell? But Nadine had promised that he would be safe, and she’d hold to that promise, no matter what. She rather liked his brusque cynicism, although it was sad to see it in a child. And anyway, Vassily Kireyevsky’s presence made no difference to her problems. Bakhtiian still needed an heir, and he still expected Nadine to provide him with one.

So it was with a troubled heart that she and the boy rode into the prince’s camp at dusk the next day. A scout from her jahar greeted her enthusiastically and directed her to a copse of trees around a spring, where the prince and his party had pitched their tents.

She saw David first. His face lit up. He had a charming smile, made more so by the interesting contrast of white teeth against his odd black skin. He lifted a hand and called a greeting to her. Others turned, the other members of the party. David strode over toward her, grinning with undisguised happiness—and then stopped. Pulled up like a horse brought up tight against the end of its rope. His smile vanished.

Feodor appeared from around the screen of trees, mounted. He reined his horse aside and waited for her. Once he would have flushed to see her; he would have turned his gaze away and cast sidelong glances at her in a way she found provocative and enchanting. Now he stared straight at her in a way that annoyed her, knowing that he had a perfect right to look her straight in the eye in so public a place, now that he was her husband.

She dismounted and walked first to greet the prince. Soerensen came to meet her, looking pleased to see her. She gave him the news of Bakhtiian’s recovery, and he took it calmly enough. Nadine found him impossible to read. She would almost have thought that he already knew, though she couldn’t imagine how he would have found out so quickly. Perhaps he’d had the news at the Kireyevsky tribe.

“Oh, and this is Vassily Kireyevsky,” she said. “Vasha, please, you can dismount now. Come to me.” The boy obeyed meekly enough. He stared at David’s skin, recalled his manners, looked away only to glance at David again, and then turned his attention to the khaja prince. “This is the Prince of Jeds, Vasha. Make your greetings.”

The boy made a creditable bow. “Well met,” he said shyly. “I’ve heard of Jeds. It’s a great khaja city, and it has a—” He faltered over the foreign word. “—a uyniversite. And craftsmen who make fine jewelry.” The boy had good manners, Nadine was relieved to see. Ilya did not tolerate bad manners, so perhaps there was hope.

“Well met,” replied the prince, looking amused. Nadine watched, impressed, as he asked the boy a few neutral questions about his age and the horse he’d ridden in on and managed not to ask anything the least controversial—like who his parents were, or why a child his age was riding with Nadine. Then, as neatly, the prince dismissed him into the care of his assistant, Maggie O’Neill. Vasha stared openmouthed at her red hair and followed her away as if mesmerized by her height and strange freckled coloring.

The prince regarded Nadine with interest and said not one more word on the matter. “You came back to us,” he said instead, and mercifully did not glance toward her husband, who had dismounted and given his horse to one of her men to take away.

“Bakhtiian sent me to escort you back to the army,” she said. “Tess is fine. She looked quite healthy when I left her.” She shot a glance at David, who had inched forward next to Marco Burckhardt to listen in. “We’ve been making maps together.”

Marco coughed into a hand. Nadine could tell he was hiding a smile, but she wasn’t sure what he found amusing in the statement. David looked troubled.

“I’m pleased to hear about Tess, of course,” said the prince without a flicker of emotion. “I hope you will let us offer you some tea and some supper.”

Before she could reply, she felt Feodor come up beside her, right up next to her, “That would be most gracious of you,” Feodor replied, “especially since we haven’t had our wedding feast yet.”

Every now and then, Nadine got so mad that she went blind with fury. Usually she had a strong enough rein on her self-control. Not now.

The shock of her anger, the sheer force of it, froze her for an instant. The world had gone dark, though a moment before she could see trees in the twilight and clouds roiling above, covering and uncovering stars. She felt the cool wind pull at her hair. She heard the prince murmur words and she felt more than knew that they had all retreated, leaving her alone with Feodor out beyond the trees. She heard a man ask a question, and a voice answering, but these were distant, distant from her.

Feodor’s hand closed on her elbow.

She jerked away from the touch and swung wildly. Her palm connected with his cheek, the blow so hard across the cheek that he gasped with pain. He grabbed her arms. “Not out here in the open, by the gods,” he hissed under his breath. “You won’t shame our marriage by acting like this in public.”

“How dare you speak for me!”

“I am your husband.”

“Not by my choice.”

“You have no choice in the matter, or did you think your journey to khaja lands made you different?”

Like light poured into a pitch-black room, her vision came back. She staggered, overwhelmed by the sudden shift, and he steadied her. This close, she saw the cleft in his chin, and the scar at the corner of his mouth, and the slight bump in his nose where it had been broken in a battle three years ago. She pulled back from him, but like all jaran men, his slightness disguised his true strength.

“Dina,” he said more softly, “why are you fighting me? I never tried to mark you before, not as long as I thought you meant to stay in the army.”

“I do mean to stay in the army. Bakhtiian promised me that he wouldn’t take my command away from me.” She could not keep the triumph from her voice. “And you know what Bakhtiian’s promises are worth.”

Feodor looked stunned by this information. Nadine rocked back, forward, broke out of his grip and took five swift steps away from him. Then halted. She was panting with anger, and her head pounded. Stars flashed in her eyes and she was afraid that she was going to go blind again.

“But Mother Sakhalin said—” he began.

“Mother Sakhalin does not rule me!”

Gods, he had a mulish streak in him. She recognized it now for what it was, masked under that sweet, modest exterior she had mistaken for his true self. His mouth turned down. His fine eyes glinted with anger. “Perhaps she doesn’t,” he said softly, “but I am now your husband. Keep your command if you will. I’d be a fool twice over to contest Bakhtiian if he’s already given his word. But nevertheless, I remain your husband. You may wish to be rid of me, Dina, but even if I die, you won’t be free. You must have a child. You know it’s true. If not with me, then with another man.”

“Is that what Mother Sakhalin told you?” she asked scathingly.

“You may think as little of me as you wish,” he replied, still speaking in a low voice, “you may think me a fool, as it pleases you. Mother Sakhalin came to my uncle and my aunt and pointed out that Bakhtiian must have an heir, more than one, to be safe, and that you are his sister’s daughter and thus by right the woman who should be mother to his heirs. That much she said, within my hearing. The rest I managed to work out for myself.”

Nadine had never suspected that Feodor Grekov, quiet, mild, shy Feodor Grekov, was capable of sarcasm. The revelation so amazed her that the shadow growing over her sight receded, and she watched him straighten his shirtsleeve self-consciously and wipe a bead of moisture from the corner of his right eye. She shivered in the wind. She wasn’t dressed for the plains, for the night and the chill wind that tore across the endless horizon. In Habakar lands, heat still smothered the day and lingered far into the night.

“I beg pardon for insulting you,” she said, though it pained her to say it.

“That was hard won,” he said, with a toss of his fair hair. “Does your head hurt you?”

The reversal confused her, not least because her head did indeed pound furiously. She pressed fingers against her left eye, wondering if it was possible that an invisible knife was being driven into the flesh there.

“You need to rest.” He did not move any closer to her, but the tone with which he addressed her irritated her. “You know very well,” he added before she could respond, “that I’ve seen this happen to you before. I’ve already set up your tent. You should go lie down.”

“You set up my tent!”

He shrugged. “Well, you left it with me.”

“I left it with the jahar. That’s not the same.”

“But it’s our tent now, or at least, I have every right to share it with you. Say what you will, Dina, but I know what obligations you have toward me, now that you’re my wife.”

“I had no idea that you were such an officious, stubborn, stiff-necked bastard, Feodor Grekov. I’d never have taken you for a lover if I’d known.” He smiled. He usually had a surprisingly winsome smile; this wasn’t it. This smile was smug and cocksure, and Nadine didn’t like it one bit. “The boy needs a place to sleep tonight. I’ll have to take him into my tent. I’m the only one he knows here.”

“I’ll make sure he has a place to sleep, but it won’t be in your tent. Who is he, anyway?”

“None of your business.”

He shrugged, not deigning to argue with her over so trivial a matter. “Do you want to eat first, or go straight to bed?”

The throbbing in her head had subsided to a steady, agonizing pulse. She did not want to go straight to her tent, but she knew she could not manage conversation with so illustrious a personage as the Prince of Jeds, and she did not want to face David and the others in this condition. She was ashamed.

“I’ll take you to the tent,” he said when she did not reply. What choice did she have? He knew what his rights were, and her obligations. But to her surprise, he left her outside the tent. She crawled in and flung herself down on the floor and just lay there in the darkness. After a while, the pounding in her head diminished to a dull, roaring throb. After a while, Feodor returned with hot tea, and Vasha, and a lantern to light them. The boy thanked her and begged leave to spend the night in the tent of the khaja lady with hair the color of fire. The entire speech had a rehearsed sound to it. Nadine didn’t know the child well enough to know whether he was happy with the arrangement or resigned to his fate.

“You’ll ride with me tomorrow,” she insisted. Vasha agreed. Feodor sent him away. After a moment, Feodor crawled into the tent, hooked the lantern along the center pole, and took off his boots.

“Drink your tea,” he said. He turned. He had long, pale eyelashes that never showed unless the light struck him just right, and lantern light usually struck him so as to bring out his most attractive features. “Gods, Dina, don’t refuse it just to spite me. It ought to make you feel better.” He began to pull off his shirt, hesitated, and then shifted to pull off her boots instead. She let him. Then she sipped at her tea and he watched her, just watched her, until she had emptied the cup. She was not used to him watching her so closely, so openly. The sensation made her skin crawl. He moved, and she tensed, but he reached away from her and extinguished the lantern.

Darkness. She sighed and shut her eyes. “You will have children. I order you to.” She could still hear Ilya’s voice. Ilya was all that was left to her of her mother. Nataliia Orzhekov would have had many more children, and gladly, to help her beloved younger brother. Was her daughter going to do any less than she would have? Nadine knew her duty.

Feodor’s hand came to rest on her brow. He stroked her forehead and the circle of bone around her left eye, and the pounding in her head faded to an ache. He was gentle, and patient, and tender. She ought to have guessed long ago, though, about that other side of his personality, the determined, brash side. He was bold enough once he got between her blankets. She would never have kept him for a lover for as long as she had if he hadn’t been.

She sighed and her right hand strayed onto his thigh. He made a noise in his throat and all at once—well, all at once. The change was so sudden that she only realized then how firmly he had clamped down on his feelings before. He shook with emotion, and she could not get him to take his hands off of her for even a moment, so she had a damned hard time getting him out of his clothes and he was a little rough with hers.

She was still angry, afterward, but much calmer. “Feodor,” she began in a low voice, and then: “Oh, here, move over, will you? My back is up against the tent wall.”

He shifted, and she shifted, and he traced her earlobe and the line of her jaw and her lips. “Hmm?”

“Feodor, you can’t speak like that to me, like you did out there, before. It just makes me furious. And it isn’t right.”

“I can speak to you however I wish. I’m your husband.”

“Yes, as you’re forever reminding me.”

There was silence. “No,” he said finally, so low that she had to strain to hear, “perhaps it’s myself I’m reminding. Gods, I dreamed, but I never thought—” He broke off. He turned his face into her cheek and just breathed. She felt like she didn’t know him at all. “Anyway,” he said, his lips moving against her skin, “I’ll bet your head doesn’t hurt anymore.”

“Oh, gods,” said Nadine to the air. She settled in against him. He began to hum under his breath: He was happy. Nadine sighed and resigned herself to her fate.



CHAPTER TEN

ARINA HAD DIED ONCE already by the time Diana got to Dr. Hierakis’s tent. A boy from the Veselov tribe brought Diana the news—garbled, she prayed—at the Company encampment, and she ran all the way to the hospital grounds and into the doctor’s tent, pitched in the center. She stopped at the edge of the carpet. Her ribs were in agony; she gulped air.

Tess sat cross-legged on a pillow, mending the torn hem of a tunic. Her eyes lifted once to watch Kirill, pacing in the distance, and then shifted to Diana. Her face lit. “Ah, thank goodness,” she said in Anglais.

“What happened?” Diana fairly shrieked the words. Beyond the tent, Kirill opened and closed his good hand to the rhythm of his pacing. His face was white. Once a man paused to speak to him, but the exchange was brief and the man shook his head sadly and walked away.

“We got caught in a skirmish. Arina was wounded.”

“But—she’s dead—?”

Tess pinned the needle into the fabric, bound up the loose thread, and set down the torn tunic. “Her heart stopped. At that point, Cara threw every jaran out of the surgery and began—well, she’s operating now.”

“Operating!”

Kirill halted stock-still and looked their way, caught by the sound of Diana’s voice. He strode over to them and flung himself down on the carpet, next to Tess. Tess embraced him. He accepted it. More than that—he buried himself against her as if he sought his comfort from her. Diana knew body language. When acquaintances embrace, one can read the gap between them. When friends, when siblings embrace, no matter how close, there is still an infinitesimal distance, like a layer of molecules, separating them. When a mother hugs her child, they meet. But when lovers embrace, they don’t just meet but join. Tess held Kirill against her as if he was her lover.

At this inopportune moment, Bakhtiian appeared. A bandage swathed his left arm. Tess’s gaze lifted and met his. Diana watched an entire conversation pass between them, wordless and within seconds. A lifted eyebrow. A grimace. Eyes slanting toward the tent. The movement of a chin, signifying a nod. To Diana’s astonishment, Bakhtiian grabbed a pillow, threw it down on the other side of Kirill, and settled down beside the other man. At once, Kirill broke away from Tess and sat up. He flushed.

“Here is something to drink.” Bakhtiian offered the other man a cup of komis. Trapped between Tess and Bakhtiian, Kirill had to accept. He sipped once, twice, and then gulped the rest down like a man who has only just discovered that he is desperately thirsty. Then he sat, breathing hard, gaze fixed on his withered hand. He closed it into a fist, and opened it again. Closed it. Opened it.

“Do you want a command?” asked Bakhtiian, refilling Kirill’s cup.

“Ilya—” began Tess.

Kirill flung his head back. “A command!”

“A general doesn’t have to fight in every engagement. He only has to lead. I know your worth, Kirill. And I know the worth of your loyalty to me. You and Josef and Niko are the three men I trust most in the whole world. You’ll never be the fighter you were, but you’ve some use in that arm now. Enough to lead your own command, I think.”

Diana was appalled. Was this how Bakhtiian consoled him for the death of his wife?

Kirill’s expression underwent so many swift changes from one emotion to another that Diana could not read them all: anguish, exhilaration, hope, fear, ambition—Goddess! He was going to accept.

“You honor me, Bakhtiian,” he said softly.

Bakhtiian snorted. “It’s only to keep you away from my wife.”

Kirill grinned. Yes, he was a distinctly attractive man, and he knew it. “I suppose it’s unlikely that she won’t succumb to my greater charms sooner or later.”

“Perhaps,” said Bakhtiian. His lips quirked.

“I find this conversation offensive, considering the circumstances.” said Tess in a voice thick with emotion. “If you can’t talk about something decent, then stop talking.”

Immediately both men looked chastened. Into their silence, bells sang softly and Ursula emerged from the doctor’s tent. Kirill jumped to his feet.

“Arina?”

“She’ll live,” said Ursula curtly. “Tess, Cara needs you—Ah, Diana. You’d be much better. Can you come in?”

“Can I—?” Kirill faltered. “May I see her?”

“No. Diana?”

“Yes,” said Diana hurriedly. “I’ll come.” She nodded at the others and escaped inside.

In the inner chamber, Dr. Hierakis leaned over the foot of the scan-bed and stared at a pulsing graph configured on a flat screen. “Tess,” she said without looking up, “I want to look over the other wounded. Can you sit by—?” She glanced up. “Oh, hello, Diana. If you can spare the time, I’d be pleased to have you sit here and monitor her.”

“Of course I can spare the time!” Diana hesitated, not sure how awful a scene she would discover. She edged closer, but Arina simply appeared to be deeply asleep. A slick transparent cap covered her hair, and her mouth gaped slightly open. A sheet draped her; warmth emanated from the bed on which she lay.

“Oh, there’re no gaping wounds to see.” Dr. Hierakis’s attention had snapped back to the screen, but as usual she seemed able to read unvoiced thoughts. “All right and tight, and no scars except the ones they’d expect to see.”

“What happened to her?”

“Spear or sword thrust shattered her rib cage and she got a bone chip in her heart. For one. Died twice on me, she did, but she’ll be fine.”

Diana crept forward and covered Arina’s limp hand with her own. “Why did you bring her in here? If she’d been a man, you’d have let her die, wouldn’t you?”

The doctor glanced up, surprised. She blinked. Without its frame of black curls, her face showed stark and strong in the soft light. “Why I suppose I would have. Probably ten men less badly wounded than her have died already, while I’ve been in here.”

“Not to mention the Habakar soldiers.”

The doctor snorted. “Don’t mention them, please. I have enough on my conscience as it is. Though the jaran healers are saving ten times the number of wounded they would have before I came. Still.” She pushed off from the bed and pulled off her surgery cap. Though her hair was bound back in a twist at the nape of her neck, stray wisps had escaped here and there, giving her an untidy appearance. “Goddess. Maybe I’m biased. It just tore at me, though, when they brought her in that way. That, and Kirill’s face.”

“Doctor! You’d let a man’s looks sway you?”

The doctor laughed. “I meant his fear and grief. But, yes, frankly, I would. Why not? There’s little enough joy, and far too much pain, in a world like this not to appreciate the beauty that comes your way. He has a kind heart, and kind hearts count for a great deal in my book.” She peeled off gloves so sheer that Diana hadn’t known she was wearing them. “She’ll be out for eight more hours at least. I’ve got her under deep recovery. I’d like to keep her with me for another two days, and then I think she can be moved back to her camp. How long can you stay here?”

Diana hesitated. “I don’t know. Rehearsals… Can Kirill come in and just look at her, at least?”

“Not today.” The doctor ran a cool towel over her face and then scrubbed her hands under the sonic decontaminant shelf. “I don’t have time to disguise the equipment, and I understand there’re mobs of wounded and more expected. I’ll tell Kirill to see to his children.” She swept out.

Diana stood in silence, holding onto Arina’s cool hand. At the foot of the couch, projecting up, a faint three-dimensional image of Arina’s body rotated slowly in the air. Angry red pulsed around the heart and scored a half-dozen other places around her midsection. She did not stir, only breathed. Diana found a stool and sat down to watch over her.

After a long while, bells chimed and Tess entered. “Do you want anything?” Tess asked, regarding Arina pensively. “I can send Aleksi to keep watch—oh, hell—no, I can’t. It wouldn’t be proper. There’s no one but the actors, you, and Ursula, and myself.”

“Can you send Owen a message?”

“Better yet, I’ll go myself and ask him to release you for two days. Will that be—?”

“No.” Diana winced, thinking of rehearsals, thinking of the parts she had yet to master. Quinn and Oriana had divided her old parts between them, leaving an odd combination of secondary roles for Anahita to fill in, but Anahita had collapsed once onstage already so she could no longer be relied on. But this was Arina. “Yes. But could you bring my slate back, so I can study my parts? And a change of clothes?”

“Yes.”

“What happened?”

Tess explained about a sortie and how the trailing edge of the battle had slammed against their surveying party and then charged on.

“Dr. Hierakis said there were lots of casualties.”

“Many,” said Tess grimly. “And many more to come.” She left.

Diana did not understand what Tess had meant by that final comment until three days later, when the hospital was full of jaran injured, many of them from the Veselov tribe. The Veselov jahar had been hit hard by the battle and the pursuit. The doctor designated a stretcher for Arina that morning, and Kirill arrived breathless to walk beside his wife as they carried her back to her own camp. Arina was conscious but pale and weak. Diana walked on Arina’s other side.

They walked in silence for awhile. At last, Kirill spoke. “Arina, Bakhtiian is going to give me my own command.”

Diana winced. Arina had already expressed her fear that Kirill would want to ride in the army; this wasn’t going to help her get better.

But Arina got a sudden spark of light in her eyes. Her voice, when she spoke, was faint but clear. “Your own command? Not just to ride in the army?

“My own command. My own army. We talked about it. There’s much reconnaissance yet to be done. There’s the Golden Road that runs east to be scouted, and the lands southwest from here, past the city the khaja call Parkilnous.” He had warmed to his topic, but now he faltered and looked down at his wife in concern.

In the distance, Diana heard a rhythmic thump and whistle, thump and whistle, over and over and over and going on endlessly.

“What is that noise?” Diana asked when it became apparent to her that Arina had nothing to say about Kirill’s good fortune—which, of course, must seem the worst of fortunes to Arina.

Kirill answered without looking up from his wife’s face. He held her hand in his withered one, but Diana could see that the hand looked fleshier and the arm actually had some substance to it now, as if by constant exercise he meant to restore it to its former strength. “It’s a catapult.”

“Oh. What are they doing? Lobbing stones into the city for practice?”

“No. Heads. For a lesson.”

It took Diana a full thirty strides to realize that he wasn’t joking. She turned her face away and shuddered. Of course, she thought of Anatoly, sent out to bring the king’s head to Bakhtiian. How did you separate a head from its shoulders? How difficult was it? Did it cause a terrible mess? Was there a lot of blood, or only if the victim was still alive? Or if the blade wasn’t sharp enough?

“Diana, are you well? You’re looking pale.”

She started. “No, Kirill, I’m fine. Just worried about Arina.”

Arina, on her pallet, smiled weakly. “I’ll be well,” she said. Her voice was breathless and wheezy, but determined. “Bakhtiian has honored you, Kirill,” she said finally.

“You’re content?”

“Your own command? Yes, I’m content.”

She lapsed into silence. But her words shocked Diana. It hadn’t been fear for Kirill’s life that had caused Arina to speak so before, but only fear that he’d be just another rider. But make him a general in his own right, and then all was well. Goddess, she would never understand these people.

The whole tribe came out to meet them as the little party entered the Veselov encampment. They kept a respectful distance, but they wanted a glimpse of their etsana. At times like this, Diana was wrenched away from her view of Arina as a sweet girlfriend about her own age and forced to realize that Arina had considerable authority and extremely high status. It reminded her of Mother Sakhalin’s disappointment in the common woman—a mere entertainer with a pretty face—whom her grandson had married. Anatoly should have married someone important, someone like Galina Orzhekov or a foreign princess, someone who wanted him to ride in the army, who was proud that he commanded his own jahar and was sent by Bakhtiian to perform important and dangerous deeds. She put a hand to her face, touching the scar that branded her left cheek. What was it Sonia had said, that a woman and a man are married as long as the scar marks the woman’s face, or the man lives? And yet, on Earth, it would be a simple procedure to erase the scar forever.

At Arina’s tent, Arina’s young sister and Karolla Arkhanov waited to place her on pillows inside the great tent. They settled her in. Diana felt superfluous. Mira shrieked, to see her mother, but knelt a handbreadth away from her as she had evidently been instructed not to disturb her. Lavrenti bawled and arched his back in anger because his uncle Anton wouldn’t put him down on his mother. At last Kirill took Lavrenti and the boy calmed, his thin face caught in a baby’s sullen pout.

Vasil came to pay his respects. He looked battered and bruised, and he limped, but the injuries merely gave him an interesting air of nobility in the face of dangers seen and conquered. Diana edged away and backed out through the throng. It was time to go home.

At the outskirts of the Veselov encampment, Vasil appeared suddenly, mounted, leading a saddled horse. “Oh, I beg your pardon,” he said, greeting her with a sidelong glance. He smiled that brilliant smile of his. “It’s a long walk back across camp, and I have to deliver these horses … Would you prefer to ride?”

“Oh, I …” His presence flustered her. He was so intensely good-looking and so determined to make an impression on her. And it was a long walk. “That’s very kind of you. I’d be honored.”

“Not at all. The honor is mine.” He waited while she mounted. He did not once look at her straight on, and yet she felt that he looked at her constantly. They rode, and she knew that this was all somehow improper, but she wasn’t sure she cared. “Five nights ago you sang the story of the etsana who judged her daughters poorly. Who has written this story? Or did you write it yourselves? Is it an old story of your people? And how—well, when a Singer of the jaran sings, she tells a story in music and with her words. How did it happen that with your people you tell these stories by—by becoming the stories?”

All the rest of the way to the Company encampment Diana explained to Vasil, as well as she could, about acting and theater. Vasil drank in every word. He asked a hundred more questions.

At the camp, she thanked him and dismounted. He turned the horses away and paused. “You have only to ask,” he murmured, looking down at her from under lowered lids, demure and yet completely assured. He hesitated one instant longer. When she only gaped at him and did not reply, he rode away.

Quinn jogged out. “Well. Well, well. He’s a stunner. That your latest lover, Di?”

“No.” Diana stared at his retreating back. And a fine back it was, too, straight and even, with his golden hair lapping the collar of his scarlet shirt. “But I think he just told me that he was available to audition for the part. And I don’t think he was delivering those horses anywhere but here.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” She shook her head impatiently, as if sloughing off the last three days. “I’m back. What did I miss?”

Quinn launched into a long explication of how Ginny and Owen were disputing over whether translation hurt the text more than it helped the process of understanding, and what progress Ginny had made on crafting a telling of the jaran story about the Daughter of the Sun who came from the heavens to visit the earth and ended up falling in love with a dyan of the tribes.

“They’re going to risk that?”

“Oh, Di, the jaran will never suspect. How should they? It’s a wonderful story. Yomi said that Dr. Hierakis thinks that it’s Bakhtiian’s favorite story. Now they’re talking about actually doing Tamburlaine.”

“Oh, I hope not,” said Diana with feeling. “I’ve had enough of war. What about The Tempest? Aren’t we going to do that? And the folktale about Mekhala. What about Ginny’s Cyclopean Walls?”

“Ah, absence does make the heart grow fonder. We’ve had to listen to Anahita complain on and on about how sick she is. We’ve been working like dogs while you’ve been away.”

“I didn’t enjoy it!”

“I’m sorry.” Quinn backed down immediately.

“No, I’m sorry. I just—I don’t know. Never mind. I’m glad to be back. I like this place, and willingly could waste my time in it. Is there anything interesting to eat? Something—not what I could get in the camp?”

“You are out of sorts,” said Quinn thoughtfully.

“‘How weary are my spirits.’”

Quinn rested a hand on Diana’s arm. “Poor Di. Come home.”

“Gladly,” said Diana, and went with her into camp. Gladly she fell back into the routine. She went once a day to see Arina, who slowly grew stronger, but Arina’s own people took care of her. As the days wore on, Diana noticed Vasil frequently, here and there, running across her path now and again as if by accident, usually at the Veselov camp. And often, now, she saw him loitering in the background, at the outskirts of the audience that always gathered to watch them practice, watching their rehearsals with a look of hungry intensity on his face.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

DESPITE HIMSELF, JIROANNES FOUND the city of Karkand impressive. In its own foreign way, the city rivaled the Great King’s capital of Flowering Mountain in southern Vidiya. Two walls enclosed Karkand. The outermost wall ringed a huge expanse of land, fields, gardens, orchards, and suburbs watered by canals, but the Habakar had given these flats up for lost and most of the population had retreated inside the massive inner walls that fortified the twin hills of the main city.

Eight days after the army had besieged the city, Jiroannes rode with Mitya through these environs. Peasants from the lands surrounding Hamrat and from farther south had filtered in behind the army and taken the fields and the houses and now worked them for their jaran masters. Still, the place was half deserted, and the season was turning.

The triple arched gateway through the outer wall opened onto a broad square paved with stone. Beyond the square three tree-lined avenues thrust into the suburbs. To the right, a marketplace sprawled along the inner wall, farmers and merchants selling vegetables and grain. They stared at the fifty jaran riders, Mitya’s escort, but went about their business nonetheless. Traffic passed through the smaller of the three gateways, men trundling carts or leading donkeys laden with goods.

To the left, a marble fountain spilled water down a series of ledges. To Jiroannes’s surprise, a woman dressed in white sat alone and unveiled and unmolested by the pool at the foot of the fountain. She sat with her hands in her lap and a ceramic beaker at her right hand. Now and again a man halted before her, and she dipped the beaker into the pool and offered him water to drink. When the jaran riders paced by, she watched them apprehensively, but she did not move from her station beside the splashing fountain. Jiroannes noted that the skin of her hands was very fine, the mark of a woman who has not been forced to engage in any heavier labor than dipping water from a font. Her complexion was not as fine, sitting out in the sun as she was, but she looked far less sun-coarsened than did the jaran women, who without exception of rank or age worked at tasks fit only for a slave.

“She might as well be a jaran woman,” said Jiroannes. “I had not noticed that Habakar women were so immodest. But perhaps she is a prostitute.”

Bakhtiian had elevated the Habakar general’s son up from his status as prisoner and allowed him freedom as Mitya’s interpreter, because the boy had learned khush, and because the boy was about Mitya’s age. Qushid hid a look of horror behind one hand and after a moment uncovered his face again. He was tall, taller than Mitya, dark-complexioned with close-cropped black hair, but reserved to the point of seeming stupid. Bakhtiian’s chief wife conducted a school for those so favored by her husband, and this boy attended it by Bakhtiian’s order, learning khush and the ways of the jaran.

Mitya threw a glance back at Jiroannes. “You must learn not to speak so disrespectfully of women, Jiroannes,” he said mildly. “My Aunt Sonia still counsels Bakhtiian that you ought to be sent home in disgrace. He listens to her as closely as he would to my grandmother, who is Mother Orzhekov of our tribe.”

“I beg your pardon,” replied Jiroannes, not wanting to offend his friend. Mitya was too much a savage to understand how civilized women behaved. The Habakar boy doubtless possessed a finer education.

“She is a holy woman,” said Qushid haltingly. “The priests choose girls each year to serve as the Almighty God’s handmaidens. They are God’s brides and are not meant for men.”

“Ah.” Jiroannes nodded. “I see. Such holy women may not be touched by men.”

“Nor would any man touch one. To violate a holy woman is the worst crime any man might commit, except to forswear Almighty God Himself. They are sworn to serve Him, not man.”

Mitya looked mystified. “Do you mean to say those poor women aren’t allowed to get married? Or even to—?” He broke off, flushing. “That’s barbaric!”

“Don’t you have priests?” Qushid asked.

“Of course we have priests, a few, and Singers. Both women and men. But just as the gods granted death to us, so did they also grant us love. It’s not just foolish but dangerous to turn away from that with which the gods have gifted us.”

“It is true,” said Jiroannes thoughtfully, thinking of the captain of his guards and how he had pleaded with his master for permission to bring women into the camp, “that the Everlasting God enjoins a man not to go without a woman for more than ten days. But, of course, it is different for women.”

“It is?” Mitya looked dumbfounded. “How can it be different for women?”

Jiroannes felt unable to answer this question. Instead, he glanced at Qushid and had the pleasure of seeing that the Habakar boy bore a sympathetic look on his face—one sympathetic to Jiroannes. It was, quite simply, impossible to explain some things to the jaran, because they were too uncivilized to understand such sophisticated philosophical and spiritual concepts.

Mitya pulled his horse aside to admire a cart stacked with ripe melons that gleamed a pale rich green in the noonday sun. At once, the old man tending the cart leapt to his feet and presented the boy with the pick of the melons.

“Here,” said Mitya, turning to Qushid, “pay the man whatever is a fair price for these melons and tell him to deliver them to the Orzhekov camp. Aunt Tess loves melons. These look very fine.”

“Surely, your highness,” said Qushid, “you don’t need to pay for the melons. If you wish them, they are yours.”

Mitya blinked. The harsh summer sun of this climate had bleached his fair hair out to a coarse pale blond and tanned his skin until he was almost as dark as the Habakar natives. Over the summer, he had begun to grow a light down of hair along his chin, the first sign of his manhood. Unlike the young riders in the army, he did not follow the fashion and shave off this suggestion of a beard; doubtless, thought Jiroannes, he was hoping enough would grow that it would become noticeable from more than an arm’s length away.

“But if we mean to rule this country fairly, and if this man has already paid his tribute—his taxes—to our army, men we must act according to the law. By that law, it is robbery to take goods without paying for them. So you will pay him.”

At times like these, Jiroannes recalled quite clearly that Mitya was not his friend but a prince, and heir to the most powerful man in this kingdom. He was a sweet boy, charming and unspoiled, especially compared to the princes at the palace school in Vidiya, who had been uniformly conceited, hedonistic, and cruel. But he was also arrogant, as all the jaran were, and well aware of the extent of his power.

Qushid obeyed. How could he not? Jiroannes knew that the Habakar boy held a rank equal to Jiroannes’s own and that it was only cruel fate—or the Hand of the Everlasting God Himself—that had thrown him into the hands of the enemy and forced him to act as Mitya’s servant and chamberlain. It must gall him, to handle money like any steward; to translate words as Syrannus—Jiroannes’s own bond servant—had once done for Jiroannes before the Vidiyan ambassador had learned to speak khush himself. Jiroannes suspected that Mitya knew the rudiments of the Habakar language, but he would never stoop to using it in public. Why should the jaran speak the language of their subjects? It was fitting that their subjects learn to speak the language of their masters.

The transaction completed, their party rode on. Marble columns alternated with poplars and almond trees along the broad avenue they followed into the northwestern district. Here, villas sprawled, airy houses ringed with trees and manicured gardens, fronted by statues and elaborate fountains. Jiroannes noted that about half of the houses lay empty, stripped of their movable wealth. A few brave merchants had remained, casting their lot in with the jaran. Squatters had invaded some of the other houses, men dressed in homespun, rough clothing who looked quite out of place in these elegant homes. Or perhaps they were only slaves, left to tend their master’s possessions until such time as it was safe to return.

Jiroannes doubted it would ever be safe for them to return if they thought that safety consisted of the absence of the jaran. He believed firmly, by now, that Bakhtiian would succeed in conquering the Habakar kingdom utterly. Clearly Bakhtiian intended Mitya to rule the Habakar lands once Mitya came of age. Why else give the boy a general’s son as his interpreter? Why else betroth him to a Habakar princess?

Mitya pulled up his horse at a crossroads and stared down a broad avenue lined with great columns that led like an arrow’s shot to the far distant gate to the heart of the city. Behind those inner walls, Karkand’s population waited out the siege. Did they think their king was coming to relieve them? Or was it rumors of the king’s nephew riding north that comforted them as they waited, day by day, gazing from their highest towers out over the suburbs to the surrounding plain, where the jaran army invested their city?

“Do you like this country?” Jiroannes asked, watching Mitya as the boy rode up next to a column and traced its carved surface with his right hand.

Mitya did not answer immediately. He regarded the avenue and the distant city with a musing expression on his face. Then he reined his mount around and pulled in beside Jiroannes. “When I become king here, will you ask your king to send you as the ambassador to my court?”

Jiroannes didn’t know what to think. At first, he felt a thrill of elation, that he should be invited to serve as an ambassador, and not just as a common ambassador but as a personal one to a powerful king. But it might mean years and years spent in exile from his own land, and even if his success as an ambassador here won him the white Companion’s Sash, and admittance to the Companion’s Circle, what use was such influence if he did not live at court in order to exercise it?

“Well,” said Mitya, turning his horse around and starting back the way they had come, “it was just a thought. It’ll be four years yet before I’m of age. Bakhtiian won’t let any man, not even me, ride in the army before the age of twenty. It doesn’t seem fair, though, that girls can ride with the archers at sixteen. Anatoly Sakhalin’s sister Shura is only seventeen, and she’s fought in three skirmishes and one battle already. Then again, she’ll be married soon and having babies, so perhaps this is the only chance she’ll have to fight.” He considered this in silence.

Jiroannes considered the suburbs of Karkand. What if he did return to Mitya’s court? He would receive preference, certainly. Jiroannes reflected on the struggles his own uncle went through, balancing the cutthroat politics of the imperial court with his efforts to live in a comfortable style. Living in Habakar lands, Jiroannes would be well placed to benefit from opening up greater trade between Habakar and Vidiya. These rich villas had ample space and amenities for a man to live in style. Even a Vidiyan noblewoman might live here without disgust, and the homes seemed spacious enough that the women would have ample quarters for their seclusion. Perhaps he could even benefit by several advantageous marriages.

They passed out of the suburbs by a different gate, double-arched. The marketplace along the square here was dedicated to ironworks and blacksmiths, repairing wagons, shoeing horses. A white-clad woman sat in silence, head bowed, in the shade on a wooden bench next to a terraced fountain. A ceramic beaker painted with fantastic birds along the base and lip rested next to her.

“She is another holy woman?” Jiroannes asked. “If I ask for water, then must she give me a drink?”

Qushid nodded. “The Almighty God is served by these handmaidens, the Vani, who by offering each and every man water, remind us that God alone can slake our thirst.”

“Did you say they are called Vani?” Hadn’t his concubine been wearing fine white silk when she was brought to him? A sudden foreboding seized Jiroannes. His throat grew thick with dread. “Are any of these women called Javani?”

Qushid’s eyes widened, giving him the look of a startled hare. He sketched a warding sign in the air with his left hand. “It is ill luck to speak so of the Javani, she who is now dead and not yet at rest in our Lord’s bosom.”

“Dead?” Jiroannes managed to choke out the word.

“When the citadel in Hazjan burned, thrown down by Bakhtiian, who does not honor the Almighty God and his Holy Book, so did the holy temple burn. Just as common women are marked by the priests to serve the Almighty God, so is one woman of the royal house honored as the Javani, the holiest of these maidens. Usually she is a distant cousin of the king. He sanctifies her and gives her into God’s Hands, to serve Him all her days at the heart of the holy temple.” He paused. “And, of course, a princess of the royal house also then can serve as the king’s ear and mouthpiece to the priests. But it is God she serves first.”

They crossed under the arch and came out between fields of hay drying in the sun. Beyond lay the first tents of the jaran army. Jiroannes was relieved to be free of the oppression of the walls and of Habakar habitations. In there, within the walls, in one offhand moment, he had been transformed from a common ambassador into the worst sort of criminal. He had raped the holiest woman in Habakar lands. He had offended their God mightily, and by their laws deserved to be executed.

“Look,” said Mitya, pointing, “there is Bakhtiian out riding. Do you see his gold banner?”

Out here, beyond the walls, he reminded himself that he was a Vidiyan nobleman, answerable only to the laws of his own Great King. Still, to his horror, remorse and fear clawed at him.

“Qushid,” he asked slowly, sure that if he did not choose his words carefully, the whole world would know at once of his crime, “what if such a woman did not die? What if she was taken captive by the army?”

When presented with questions that demanded thought rather than a rote answer, Qushid gained a rather slack-jawed look. Perhaps he really was a little stupid. Certainly he did not suspect a thing. “I don’t know. The Almighty God wishes no bride who is not a virgin. I suppose she might kill herself, out of shame. That would be merciful.”

“What if she didn’t kill herself? Might she marry?”

“What man would wish to marry a stained woman?”

“If she is the king’s cousin—? Might there not be some advantage to such an alliance?”

“What is a stained woman?” asked Mitya. “And anyway, I’m to marry the king’s cousin, the princess, the one they sent out to my grandmother to foster until we’re of age to marry. Bakhtiian says that if we mean to hold these lands for our children and our children’s children, then we must weave ourselves into their hearts and into their laws and into their royal families as kin.”

“Mitya,” said Jiroannes suddenly, “I would be honored above all things to be asked by you to attend your court as ambassador.”

Mitya smiled, looking heartened and pleased all at once. “I’d like that,” he said, with the casual arrogance that characterized his people. Of course they expected the world to bow down to them; hadn’t the gods granted them a heavenly sword with which to conquer foreign lands? Weren’t the khaja falling before them like the wheat trampled beneath their horses’ hooves?

They separated at the outskirts of camp, and Jiroannes rode with his two escorting guards to his own encampment. Once there, he called Lal to him.

“Bring me the woman,” he said, and he went inside his tent to conduct the interview.

Lal brought her. She now wore Vidiyan silks, bright-hued, brocaded with peacocks intertwined with flowering vines. She cowered in front of him, kneeling, head bent. Her hands lay folded, trembling, in her lap. Her complexion was pale and spotless. The skin of her hands was so soft that Jiroannes felt that just by rubbing it vigorously between his own hands he could chafe it and redden it. Under the silks, he knew that her body, shaved clean of all hair, was as silkily smooth as that of the finest concubine in Vidiya, where such women were raised from childhood and pampered and scented and oiled and bathed to a fine perfection fitting for a nobleman’s use. But now he knew that this woman—the Javani—bore these marks not because she was a slave bred to concubinage but because she was of noble rank.

She did not look up at him. Stillness masked her expression. He could not read her at all, but he knew she cried a little, every night, and then wiped her tears away.

“Syrannus,” he called, “bring ink and paper. I wish you to take a letter to my uncle.” Syrannus entered and sat on a stool, parchment laid over a board balanced on his knees. “Syrannus, how much of the Habakar tongue can you speak?”

“A little, eminence. Perhaps Lal speaks more.”

“Umm. Lal, ask this woman who she is.”

“The Javani,” she answered in a stifled voice when Lal put the question to her in halting words.

“Ask her if she escaped the burning of Hazjan.”

At the name of the city, the Javani burst into tears, a sudden and copious weeping that surprised Jiroannes. She cast herself facedown on the carpets and blurted out a long string of sentences, groveling at Jiroannes’s feet.

“What is she saying?” he asked Lal and Syrannus.

The boy and the old man regarded each other. In low voices, they debated, and at last Syrannus nodded and turned to his master. The Javani lapsed into silence. Her hands lay gripped in fists and her eyes were leaden with tears. Her black hair had slipped free of its veil and now spilled onto the carpet in disarray. Jiroannes loved her hair, and he found that the sight of it here, unbound, naked, aroused him.

“Eminence,” said Syrannus, “we cannot be sure, but we are agreed that she is lamenting that she did not die, or could not die, or was afraid to die. Perhaps that she is ashamed that she preferred to live in shame rather than die honorably. But it is difficult to understand and unlikely in any case that a woman could entertain such masculine sentiments.”

“Yet most men would have chosen to die, rather than live in disgrace,” said Jiroannes thoughtfully, staring at the curve of her body under the soft silken fabric of her robes. “A woman might easily be weak enough to fear death more than shame. Still, I wish you to take a letter to my uncle, asking him for his permission to marry.”

“His permission to marry?”

“Yes. I wish to marry this woman. Once I have ascertained that she is indeed who I believe her to be: a Habakar noblewoman of the royal line. With such an alliance, Syrannus, I can bind myself both to the Habakar royalty and to the advantages we can find there through trade with Vidiya, and to the young prince, who is going to marry into their family as well. If it is true that she was once a holy woman, then I can’t in good conscience keep her as my concubine. And no one else will have her, whether as slave or concubine or wife. I think we can find both profit and blessing in this transaction. Lal, see if you can make her understand what I mean to do. Then take her away and see to her. And—” He hesitated.

“Certainly, eminence,” said Lal, “if she is to be your wife, she cannot be expected to share a tent with a slave.”

“Of course. Just what I was about to say. See that Samae is lodged somewhere else. Samae can act as her handmaiden for now, but I think—” He bit at his lower lip.

“Perhaps, eminence, I can find a woman in the guards’ camp to act as her body servant. That way she may have a woman of her own people as her companion.”

“Ah, a fine idea, Lal. But not a peasant woman. Indeed, perhaps one of the merchants left in the suburbs has a niece or daughter he would be willing to sell into our service.”

Lal knelt beside the woman and, like a handler coaxing a spooked horse, spoke to her gently and soon enough led her out of the tent. Syrannus’s pen scratched across the parchment. Jiroannes leaned back in his chair and sipped contentedly at the cool sweet tea Lal had brought him earlier.

“When you are done, Syrannus, we will go ask for an audience with Bakhtiian. No, with Mother Sakhalin, I think.”

“With Mother Sakhalin, eminence?”

“You don’t think I’m fool enough to marry her without getting permission from the jaran, do you? Or at least without advising them of the situation? Not while we live in their power. If they come to think well of me, then there will be fewer obstacles in my path four years from now.”

“Four years from now, eminence?”

Jiroannes felt a surge of pleasure, seeing Syrannus at a loss for once. Always, before, he had felt that Syrannus knew better than he did what was going on; now, at last, Jiroannes felt that he was beginning to control his own life, to build his own destiny. There was more to life than a Companion’s Sash. There was a greater world than that contained in Vidiya. Jiroannes intended to rise as high as he could, no matter how far it meant he had to travel. He had grown up in the Great King’s court. And now he had seen the jaran. He was no fool. He could see to whom Heaven had granted her favor.

And what if the jaran collapsed and their conquests were scattered to the winds? What if the Habakar king or his nephew regained his lands? Well, then, Jiroannes still had possession of the Javani, “the king’s ear and mouthpiece.” Either way, he would benefit.

“Syrannus,” he added, rising and pacing the length of the tent and back again, “we will go first to the Habakar priests. I know there are some in camp, hostages, guests, whatever they are called. They must identify her and give their blessing, and then, armed with that knowledge, we can present our petition to the old woman. Yes. Yes. This will do very well.”

Syrannus’s pen marked the parchment with his flowing script. Jiroannes sat back down and drank his tea.



CHAPTER TWELVE

“NOW WHAT?” ASKED DAVID of the little council gathered in Charles’s tent. “By Rajiv’s calculations, the actor is 24.7 kilometers away from us, up in the hills.”

“And,” added Maggie, “we’ve got a shuttle available for rendezvous anytime in the next three days. It might have been possible to distract Grekov, but Nadine doesn’t miss anything. I don’t see how we’re going to manage bringing down the shuttle and picking up Hyacinth, especially with her eagle eye upon us.”

Inside the tent, there was room enough for them all to sit in the wood and canvas folding chairs that Charles favored, although Marco stood and Jo lounged on the floor. Rajiv sat hunched over the table, manipulating data on the modeler sunk within the table’s surface.

“I’ve plotted their course,” said Rajiv, “and it’s not unreasonable to predict that they’ll move another five to ten kilometers northeast tomorrow, which, depending on our course, could put them within ten to fifteen K range of us. But our paths will begin to diverge in another two days.”

“Landing sites?” asked Charles.

Rajiv brought up a flat geological map that took over the entire smooth surface of the table. It was detailed to the ten-meter range, shaded to show elevation and vegetation and water patterns. “I’ve marked them here. But given that it’s a Chapalii shuttle, we’ve got a fair amount of leeway. They can land with relative silence and minimal damage in most terrain.”

“Why is the actor staying up in the hills?” asked Jo. “Wouldn’t he be safer traveling north down through this valley?”

“Not if he’ll get executed if he’s caught,” said Marco. “What about the people with him, Charles?”

Charles steepled his fingers together and rested his chin on his fingertips. “Difficult to know. Hyacinth and his stolen gear will have to come with us, of course. His companions can either travel on, on their own, or—No.” He shook his head.

“We can’t give them our protection?” asked David. “It’s ridiculous that they were punished so severely for homosexuality. It isn’t even a crime. But I suppose it’s all of a piece, when you consider how primitive this planet is.”

“Why, David,” said Marco, “you’re singing a different tune these days.”

David shrugged.

“If we give them our protection,” said Charles softly, “then what becomes of them once we leave? As we inevitably will. I’ve thought of that, David, but I don’t see how we can manage it. Still, they’re the least part of our problem. We need to bring in that shuttle and transfer the medical equipment for Cara onto the pack animals. Without alerting our escort.” Charles grinned suddenly. David had long since realized that Charles enjoyed himself most when he confronted a seemingly insolvable problem. “Any suggestions?”

“Kill them all,” said Marco facetiously. “That solves the problem.”

“Except we have to explain it to Bakhtiian once we arrive at the army. Anyone else?”

“Well,” said Jo, “that’s not so far from the mark, though, Charles. We have to render them unconscious somehow. Drug them. I don’t know. So we can send out an expedition to bring in the actor and pick up the supplies.”

“But how do we explain how we found Hyacinth?” demanded Maggie.

“As you see,” said Charles, “this kind of masquerade gets more and more difficult to bring off. Jo, can you drug them?”

“Probably. But how do we explain it to them when it wears off? They’d wonder, surely.”

“Wait a minute,” said David. “You know these people drink like fish. Get them drunk, add just enough of a dose of—whatever—to make them sleep late and wake up with terrible hangovers. If we can get within ten K range of Hyacinth, that should give us enough time to pick him up and rendezvous with the shuttle, and get back by mid-morning. If we leave before dawn. Don’t you think?”

They all regarded him openmouthed, all except Charles. Charles rose and paced over to the table, placing his hands palm open, flat, on the surface, examining the topographical model laid out before him. “That’s perfect, David. Perfect.”

“I admit it might work,” began Maggie.

“Mags, your praise overwhelms me.”

“Quiet, you. But what possible reason do they have to get drunk in the middle of a long trip south? And at the pace we’re riding, too?”

Charles straightened up. He smiled. “A perfect reason. We haven’t celebrated Nadine Orzhekov’s marriage yet. Remiss of me, as her host. We’ve made good enough time that I can excuse an early stop tomorrow, and a late morning start the day after.”

All of David’s triumph in thinking up a brilliant idea burned away to ashes. Charles was right, of course: celebrating Nadine’s marriage provided the perfect excuse. It didn’t mean he had to like it. “Well, if that’s settled,” he said brusquely, “I’ve some things to attend to. Are we done?”

Charles glanced once, sharply, at him, but mercifully only nodded. David escaped out into the camp. He strode out to the fringe of camp, to the screen of straggling trees that hid the pack train. The animals grazed peacefully, some hobbled, some on lines. Packs stretched in neat rows along the ground. About one hundred meters away, a mob of horses milled beside a pond, jostling for drinking space. Three jaran riders supervised this chaos. David recognized two of them instantly. One was the quiet boy, Vasha. The other was Feodor Grekov.

He sighed. Was this what it meant to be in love? Purely, simply, David was jealous of Feodor Grekov. In the ten days since Nadine had rejoined their party, David had found it impossible to address the young man with any semblance of politeness, so he avoided him instead. Only Marco twitted him about it; perhaps only Marco noticed. No, Charles must know. Charles knew everything. But by and large, Charles respected privacy to an almost extravagant degree since he valued it so keenly for himself. Now David had leisure to reflect on Bakhtiian. No wonder Bakhtiian had looked daggers at him, all those months ago, thinking that David had slept with his wife. Then, David had feared that he had violated some taboo. Now he understood that Bakhtiian’s anger stemmed from jealousy, from possessiveness, perhaps even from fear. And why shouldn’t Bakhtiian be afraid? Tess belonged to David’s kind, she belonged to Earth—to Erthe—not to the jaran.

Only, maybe she didn’t. Maybe she did belong to the jaran now. Or at least, for now, for a time. Nadine didn’t belong to the jaran; that was one thing that angered David. Nadine deserved better, deserved more than to be a brood mare for her uncle’s convenience. She wanted more.

“David!” The voice made him wince. He spun, to see that he had not been paying attention well enough. If he had seen her coming, he would have fled. She grinned down at him from her seat on her horse. Dusk shadowed her, but she seemed cheerful enough. “Walking sentry duty tonight?” she asked. If she knew that her husband rode herd on the horses close by, she gave no sign of it. “I just spoke with the prince. I don’t suppose, since he insisted, that I can refuse the honor of a celebration given by him.”

“You don’t want a celebration for your marriage?” David asked.

She shrugged and turned her face to one side. She had a fine profile, sharp and distinctive. He watched as her mouth twitched down into a frown, watched her rein herself in, watched her lips straighten and assume a smile again. “It’s fitting,” she said at last, in a toneless voice, “that a marriage should be celebrated with a feast and dancing and drink. I don’t suppose we can have dancing; there aren’t enough women. And there’s scarcely enough interesting food for a feast. But the prince promises a rare wine, that he wishes to share in honor of the marriage. That’s generous of him.”

“Well,” said David awkwardly, “we all like you, Dina.”

Her gaze flashed to him, and away. She wasn’t usually so coy. “You all like me,” she said softly, “and pity me for what has happened.” Abruptly, she reined her horse aside and rode away, out toward the sentry line.

David watched her go. He swore under his breath and walked back to camp.

The next day they camped in the late afternoon on the outskirts of a burned-out village that huddled up against the low hills. The vast gap of land—more than a valley, less than a plateau—through which they rode on their way south to the Habakar heartlands spread out around them, bounded by steep hills to the east and west and mountains to the south. Rajiv calculated that the actor had made his camp 9.4 kilometers away from them, up in the western foothills. He mapped out a path from the village to the signal emitted by the actor’s transmitter.

Charles poured the wine himself, pressing the jarah riders to drink from the bottles Jo had spiked. David managed to swallow his ill-feeling long enough to participate in one toast to the happy couple. Then he left the party and went out to the horse lines.

“Go on,” he said to the young man standing guard. “I’ll watch tonight.” The rider hesitated. They could both hear the distant sound of lusty singing. “I can’t stomach the celebration,” added David, appealing to the other man’s sympathies, “since I—well, you know. Now she’s married to another man.”

The rider’s expression softened. “Well, and you being khaja and all, I don’t suppose you’d any hope to marry her, since she’s Bakhtiian’s niece. If you don’t mind … Just a sip, and then I’ll come back.”

David waved at him to go on. Then he waited. He set the perimeter alert on his knife and paced up and down the lines. The singing grew louder and less tuneful, then quieted, and finally ceased altogether. Eventually, about two hours after midnight, Marco and Charles appeared. They saddled up four horses and slung packs on two of the pack animals; at Morava, they had loaded two of the animals with packs filled with extra odds and ends, so that once they made the pickup there wouldn’t seem to be any change in the amount of gear they carried. Then they set off.

Once out of sight of camp, leading the horses, they switched on lanterns to light their way. The steady glare lent a gray color to the landscape as they wound their way up into the hills. Rajiv had coded a pathfinder into Charles’s slate, and it guided them up dried-out streambeds and along the curve of the hills, gradually working up into the wilderness. A few wild animals tripped their perimeter alerts. Otherwise, nothing stirred. The isolation mirrored David’s mood.

Just before dawn, with a faint glow rising in the east, they led their train down a defile and halted in the shadow of a copse of trees. With a word, Marco shut off their lamps, shuttering them in the half light of dawn. Beyond the trees, set out on a rocky slope, stood a tent. An off-world tent, that much was obvious by its cut and weave and by the tracery of filaments woven into the canvas, shining like dew-laden spiderwebs against the khaki fabric.

Marco cast a glance down at his slate, hanging open from his belt. “There’s a perimeter alert activated inside the tent. We’ve already triggered it.”

“Let’s wait a moment,” said Charles. “We’ve no guarantee that some bandit hasn’t murdered Hyacinth and stolen his gear.”

David winced. No matter how stupid the actor had been, David could not believe that he deserved such an awful fate. He glanced at Charles, but in the dim light could not read Charles’s expression—if indeed Charles let any emotion show at all on his face, anymore. “It’s true we ignored the emergency signal that came—what?—weeks ago,” he muttered. “We don’t know what happened to him after that, or if he even survived.”

“You know very well, David, that we couldn’t send a shuttle down cold, without marking the ground first. He chose his exile. He knows what it means, that Rhui is interdicted. Marco. Alert the shuttle. I think this is an isolated enough spot for a safe landing.” Charles surveyed the sky, lightening ever more in the east, and then looked directly at David. “You were going to say something?”

“You’re a damned hypocrite, Charles.”

Charles nodded, looking thoughtful. “It’s true. So often people in my position are. I wonder if there’s any remedy for it? I condemn that poor boy for a crime that I then turn around and commit myself.”

“Doesn’t it bother you?”

“I do what I must.”

“Shhh,” hissed Marco. “Someone’s coming out of the tent.”

They watched as a man dressed in jaran clothing emerged from the tent, wary, holding his saber in front of him. He glanced all round and then stared straight at the copse of trees, although surely he couldn’t see them. Perhaps he could hear or smell the horses. A moment later another man ducked out of the tent, holding a knife in his left hand.

“I don’t recognize either of them,” said David in an undertone. The second man wore a dirty tunic over dirty trousers. What color the clothes had once been was impossible to tell. The man’s hair was a coarse muddy blond.

“Look at those eyes,” said Marco in an undertone. “I think that’s Hyacinth. None of the natives in these parts have the epicanthic folds.”

David stared, trying desperately to match his memory of Hyacinth with this filthy, coarse-looking man. He looked altered beyond imagining from the glamorous, golden-haired actor who had played Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dream with such athletic and sensual flair. Then the man flipped open his slate and keyed into it. Lights flashed, and a sudden image projected out from the screen, suspended in midair. It was a heat projection of the surrounding area, betraying their presence. The man’s jaran companion did not even start at this sorcerous apparition.

“What the hell?” muttered Marco. “It looks like he’s already broken the interdiction.”

“Call down the shuttle,” said Charles to Marco. He took five steps forward, out into the open, and raised his voice. “I’m looking for the actor known as Hyacinth, legal name, Sven Rajput Nguyen.”

The man with the slate jerked his head around at the sound of Charles’s voice. He staggered forward three steps and then collapsed onto his knees, signing himself with the Goddess’s circle of grace. “Oh, Goddess,” he wept. “Oh, Goddess. I thought we would never find you.”

Charles gestured to David and Marco, and they came out onto the slope, the horses and pack animals behind them. Light rose in the defile. The sun had come up, although it had not yet breached the high walls to glare down on them directly. Hyacinth struggled to his feet, ran forward, and threw himself prostrate on the gravel in front of Charles.

The first thing David noticed, even from two meters away, was the smell. Hyacinth stank like he hadn’t had a bath in months, or even changed his clothes.

Charles knelt and raised the young man up gently. Behind, by the tent, the jaran rider stood and watched, his expression guarded. He did not sheathe his saber.

“I knew that if we kept riding north, we’d come to you. I knew you wouldn’t abandon us. I told Yevgeni that you’d rescue us. Oh, Goddess, why couldn’t you have heard the transmitter? Maybe you could have saved Valye.” Hyacinth babbled on, one grimy hand gripping the sleeve of Charles’s shirt as if he never meant to let it go.

Marco walked up beside them and pried Hyacinth loose. “You look the worse for the wear,” he said mildly, letting go of the other man as soon as he had freed Charles.

“I hate this planet,” said Hyacinth with a hatred so implacable that his tone sent a shiver down David’s back. “I want to go home.”

“I think,” said Charles, “that we can grant your wish. What about your friend? What’s his name? Yevgeni?”

“Yevgeni Usova.” Hyacinth turned. “Yevgeni! Come here. You must meet the duke.”

The other man obeyed, but he approached cautiously, though he sheathed his saber. “The duke?” Yevgeni halted six paces from Charles and regarded him measuringly. He was of the dark-haired strain of the jaran, David noted, with a blunt nose and brown eyes. He appeared marginally cleaner than Hyacinth, and he certainly didn’t smell as rank.

“I mean the Prince of Jeds.”

“How did you find us?” Yevgeni asked, evidently still suspicious of Charles and his little party. “Is this your entire party? Are you truly a sorcerer?”

“Yevgeni!” said Hyacinth impatiently. “I told you that we’re not sorcerers.”

“Then it is true that you come from a land that rests in the heavens? I know that Singers tell many strange stories, and have often visited the gods’ lands, but I didn’t know that you were also a Singer.”

“A shaman?” Charles allowed himself a brief smile. “I’m not a shaman.” He turned his bland gaze on Hyacinth. “So. What have you told him? What does he know?”

Hyacinth’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “How did you find us? You must have traced my signal. But that means—” He caught in his breath and David tensed, waiting for the explosion. When Hyacinth spoke again, he spoke in Anglais, hard and fast. “That means you must have picked up my emergency transmission. How could you not have responded? Yevgeni’s sister died because no one responded.”

Charles sighed. “May I remind you that you chose exile? You knew you were putting yourself at risk. You knew—”

“That Rhui is interdicted? Yes, I knew that. But you’re here. The Company is here. That’s breaking the interdiction. But I suppose that since you own this planet you can do what you damned well please!”

“Quite true. Now, how much does he know?” The timbre of Charles’s voice had altered, and though he did not raise his voice at all, the words cracked over Hyacinth and reduced the young man to silence. “You’re responsible for him, now, you know,” added Charles. “If he knows too much, he can’t go back.”

“Goddess! Don’t you know anything? He can’t go back anyway. His exile is permanent. Without me, he’ll die.”

Charles glanced at Marco. “Time?”

“Twenty-three minutes.”

“Well, then,” said Charles. “Take him with you.”

Yevgeni edged closer to Hyacinth. David could not tell whether the young rider’s proximity was meant to protect Hyacinth or to seek shelter for himself. Startled, Hyacinth gaped at Charles and then turned his head in a smooth motion to stare at Yevgeni. Yevgeni arched an eyebrow, questioning. David admired his stoic silence, his patience, his ability to stand there and hear an argument in a language he couldn’t understand and simply wait it out. Or perhaps he had long since grown resigned to death, to his fate, whatever it might prove to be. But David recognized the gleam in his eyes, underlying his composure. He was in love with Hyacinth, and he trusted him.

What a fate lay in store for him.

“I could take him with me?” Hyacinth asked haltingly.

“Indeed,” said Charles, “I begin to think you’re going to have to take him with you. That would be the easiest solution.”

“Wait. You’re not taking me back to the Company?”

“How do I explain to the jaran how I found you? No. The shuttle lands in twenty-two minutes. Take down your tent. You’re going with them.”

“Off planet.” Hyacinth shut his eyes. A look of peace smoothed his expression. “Thank you. Thank you.”

“I’ll help you take down the tent,” said Marco. “We don’t have much time.”

“Hyacinth,” said Yevgeni in khush, “what is happening?”

Hyacinth turned, took hold of Yevgeni’s hands, and kissed him on the mouth. “We’re going home. We’re leaving. You’re coming with me.”

Yevgeni disengaged his hands and glanced at once, sidelong, at Charles and David, as if to gauge their reaction to Hyacinth’s show of affection. Marco had already walked over to the tent.

“I hope you understand,” said Charles softly, to Hyacinth, “that the transition will be particularly difficult for him. He’ll have no one but you. I’ll arrange for a stipend for him, that much I can do, but you’ll be the only person he knows. And life will seem—very strange—out there. Do you understand the burden I’m laying on you? Can you manage it?”

Hyacinth drew himself up. “I chose exile because of the burden I had already laid on him. They stripped him of his saber, of his horse, of his name, of his connection to the tribe. It’s my fault he got exiled, and exile is tantamount to death in this world.”

“In any world,” said Charles softly. “When you come right down to it.”

“Well, so I already accepted the burden. I’ll promise to marry him, if that will make you trust me more.”

“Do what you must. Remember, perhaps, once in a while, that the burden I carry with me always is something like the one you now bear. I’m sorry about his sister. I had no choice.”

“‘I’ll deliver all,’” murmured Hyacinth.

“Ah, that’s a line from The Tempest. So says Prospero, when he promises to tell the story of how he came to the island and into his powers.”

Hyacinth colored, easy to see even with the dirt caking his skin. “You know the play? We were working on it when I—left.”

“It’s been brought to my attention.”

David stifled a grin, knowing that the poor actor couldn’t possibly understand Charles’s convoluted sense of humor, his always clear sense of the ugly ambivalence of his situation.

“Seventeen minutes,” called Marco from the tent. “What do we do with the horses?”

“The problem with meddling,” said Charles under his breath, “is that for every problem you solve, you create two more.”

“Rather like the Hydra in Greek mythology,” offered David, realizing that it was true, that the two refugees had a dozen horses with them. “Where did you get all of them?”

“We stole some from the army,” said Hyacinth. “The rest we—we took in payment for Valye’s life.” He seemed about to say more. Instead, he spun and hurried away to help Marco with the tent. Yevgeni hesitated and then turned to follow him.

“Yevgeni,” said Charles. The young rider turned back. “You’re content to stay with him? You can return with us, to the army. Or we can leave you here.”

“I can’t return to the army,” said Yevgeni. “I’ve nowhere else to go. I’m content.” But the look he cast toward Hyacinth betrayed the depth of his feeling, however offhandedly he might have replied.

“Do you have any suggestions about what we might do with the horses?”

Yevgeni looked puzzled. “But surely we’ll need the horses to ride?”

“No. You’ll be leaving here by other means than horses.”

“Not with you?”

“Not with me. I can’t take the horses with me. But if I leave them here, free them—”

“I don’t understand.” Yevgeni shook his head. “Horses are valuable. Why would you want to loose them? And anyway, they need us to care for them. Even if we—why can’t you—?” He stumbled to a halt, looking confused.

“So it begins,” said Charles in Anglais. “Do you have any suggestions, David?”

David raised his hands, palms out. “Don’t ask me. I’m only an engineer. I know how to saddle one, and I can ride, in a manner of speaking. Can they survive on their own in the wild? I don’t know.”

“You’re no damned help,” muttered Charles, sounding both amused and irritated. “Well, I see no choice but to let them go and hope whatever refugees live in these hills find them.”

“We can’t tell Nadine that we found them running loose in the hills?”

Charles gave a curt nod, and Yevgeni, dismissed, hurried away to help Hyacinth and Marco. Charles regarded David, his lips quirking up. “Do you really think she’d accept that story? She’s no fool.”

“She’s too damned smart,” murmured David, “to get stuck here on this planet. She’s the one who should be leaving, not him.”

“What makes you think she’d be happier out in space?”

“There’s so much to know, to learn, to discover…”

“There’s so much to know, learn, and discover on Rhui, too. This is a rich planet, David.” He shrugged. “Well, in any case, whether in her lifetime or later, they’ll begin to leave, more and more of them.”

David heard an odd note in Charles’s voice. “What do you mean? I thought you were going to keep the interdiction in place, so that we can maintain a protected safe house for growing and shielding the next rebellion.”

“It’s only a matter of time. We’re already breaking the interdiction. We’re already affecting their development. ‘Their understanding begins to swell, and the approaching tide/Will shortly fill the reasonable shores/That now lie foul and muddy.’”

“It sounds so awful, put like that. Is that another line from The Tempest?”

Charles nodded. The wind came up, and a low moaning rode in on it, the dawn wind.

Only it wasn’t the wind. David caught the silver glint of the shuttle, circling in. Yevgeni leapt back, his hand on his saber. Marco ran to calm the horses. Charles lifted a hand, in sign, and instead, Marco cut them all free. They scattered in fright. David ran back and pulled down the heads of the animals they’d brought, holding them in place, trying to calm them with soft words. From this distance, he watched the shuttle brake in the air and begin its descent.

Marco and Hyacinth backed up, lugging Hyacinth’s gear. Yevgeni froze, unable to move as he stared at the hulk above him. What did he think? That it was a dragon? A metal bird? A sorcerer’s tame devil? A demon of the air? Hyacinth flung his rolled up tent on the ground and sprinted forward. By main force he dragged Yevgeni backward, out of the flash range. The poor man looked in shock, as well he might be.

The shuttle landed, spraying gravel and dirt. Its engines whined high, canted sharply, and then cut off. The silence was deafening. With a pop, a hatch opened and a ramp extruded. A Chapalii male appeared. By his mauve robes, David guessed it was the merchant Hon Echido Keinaba. He descended and came forward to bow before Charles.

Hyacinth had a hold on Yevgeni’s elbow. Only by that grip did the jaran rider stay upright. His face had gone dead pale. A deep, abiding pity filled David for the young man about to be thrown into a world he had not the slightest comprehension of.

Behind Hon Echido, two stewards emerged carrying perfect replicas of the packs already on the pack animals in Soerensen’s train. David was too far away to follow the conversation that ensued, but the transaction was swift. The stewards deposited the packs at Charles’s feet and, at his direction, hurried back on board with Hyacinth’s gear. Hon Echido bowed to Charles and retreated back up the ramp.

Hyacinth spoke rapidly and earnestly to Yevgeni. Haltingly, one slow footstep followed by another, Yevgeni allowed himself to be led. He faltered at the foot of the ramp and stared, back stiff and ramrod straight, up into the maw of the ship. He put a hand on his saber hilt. Hyacinth gestured, spoke. What a vast reservoir of trust it must take for Yevgeni to go up there—that or simple fatalism. David shook his head. Perhaps he was overestimating Nadine; not her intelligence, not her courage, not her curiosity, but her ability to absorb something so utterly outside of her experience.

Yevgeni tested the ramp with one booted foot. He threw his head back and stared up at the blue dome of the sky, seeded with clouds, tinted by the rising sun, that arched above them. Then he turned right round and looked at Charles. He said something to Hyacinth. Hyacinth started, taken aback, and then abruptly grinned and replied. To David’s astonishment, the young jaran rider dropped to his knees and bowed his head toward Charles in obeisance. After a moment, he rose and without further hesitation walked with Hyacinth up the ramp and into the ship.

The hatch closed. The engines sang to life. Flame singed the earth and the shuttle rose like light into the air. It yawed, steadied, turned, and circled up. David watched as it sped on its way, winking out at last just as the sun topped the far ridge and streamed bright light into the shadowed depths of the defile.

Charles and Marco arrived, each man lugging one of the saddle packs. They threw the old ones off the pack animals and cinched on the new.

“Shall we go?” asked Charles.

“But what did he ask Hyacinth?” David demanded. “That’s what decided him in the end to get on the ship.”

Charles grinned, looking like the old Charles, the Charles David had gone to university with. “He asked if I was one of the ten lords attendant on Father Wind, who rules Heaven.” He gathered reins into his hand and mounted.

“Well, what did Hyacinth say?”

Charles shrugged.

Marco coughed into a hand, looking sly, enjoying himself. David felt a sudden camaraderie with these two men, the simple pleasure of their company, out on this secret adventure. Charles had a spark in his eyes, of mischief, of suppressed laughter. A horse neighed in the distance.

“He said, ‘I and my fellows are ministers of fate.’”

Which was true enough. Marco and Charles were still chuckling, but David found the quote disturbing. They rode away. Behind them, gravel and dirt lay scorched and scattered, but the first rains would obliterate all traces of the ship. Had Yevgeni truly understood that he was leaving forever? It was no less a sundering than death would have been; but Hyacinth was right, exile was death for a tribeless man like Yevgeni. He had chosen a new tribe. He had chosen to go with the ministers of fate, with the lords of heaven; he had thrown in his lot with Hyacinth’s people. He was no longer jaran.

The next day, Nadine’s scouts picked up seven horses and brought them into camp that night when they swung in from their rounds. Three of the animals bore the clip in their right ear that marked them as jaran horses. If Nadine thought their sudden appearance strange, if she had any theories about them at all, she did not honor David with her confidence.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

VASIL DISCOVERED THAT HE could watch as many rehearsals as he wished, as long as he stood quietly to one side. Sometimes Ilyana came with him, but the hours wore on her, and she fled back to camp, to her mother, to her chores, to the other children. The Company usually attracted an audience, but it shifted as the day passed; no one stayed as long as he did.

He watched. There, the tall, coal-black woman paced out a recurring movement, the same action over and over again. The young man with mud-colored skin tapped at his drums, finding a pulse, working it in with the scene being rehearsed in front of him. On the platform, five of the actors sang, with their bodies, a part of the old jaran tale of the Daughter of the Sun and the first dyan. The man, Owen Zerentous—Vasil thought of him as the dyan of the Company—measured their singing from the side, where he stood with his arms folded over his chest, squinting at the actors on the platform. Now and again he spoke, or they spoke or asked a question; after that the actors would pause, shift their stances, and go back through the same part again. But always, how they spoke, how they gestured, altered subtly at these times.

Diana shone. She had the art of shining. Of the other four, Vasil could only recall the name of the man called Gwyn Jones, because Gwyn Jones was the best singer of them all. They were all fine singers. Vasil could see that; he had seen it. Diana was particularly good. But Gwyn Jones thought so completely with his body that impulse and action became one gesture. And all trained to a pulse that the musician heard and transmitted back to them.

Owen Zerentous cocked his head to one side and abruptly turned to look at Vasil. Some thirty paces separated them, but Vasil felt that gaze beckon him. Zerentous lifted a hand. Clearly, he meant Vasil to come speak with him. Vasil walked over.

“I beg your pardon,” said Zerentous politely but with a kind of detached presumption that Vasil would bow to his word, “you’re Veselov, aren’t you?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “You’ve been interested in our work, I see. Perhaps you’d agree to help us for a moment.”

“I’m not a Singer—” Vasil began, but Zerentous had already pulled his attention away from him.

“Diana, call him up to you as if to an audience.”

Diana did not need to speak. She lifted a hand imperiously, as the Daughter of the Sun would do, should Vasil ever have the misfortune to meet her. The dyan who had fallen in love with the Sun’s daughter had died an untimely death, of course; it was always dangerous to attract the attention of the gods. And yet, although the Daughter of the Sun beckoned him, she was also Diana. She was both. By such skill, by her ability to be both herself and the Sun’s daughter, did she show her mastery of her art.

Vasil clambered up on to the platform and approached her, eyes lowered. Three paces from her he stopped. He gave her a glance sidelong, knowing he appeared to advantage with his eyes cast down, and then bent his head slightly, just slightly enough to show that he knew the respect due to a woman but without demeaning himself in any way, knowing his own power. They watched him, the actors and Zerentous, and whatever jaran audience lingered beyond. He enjoyed that they watched him.

“There,” said Zerentous from the ground. “Did you get that, Gwyn? That’s what you’re missing. It’s the modesty without losing the strength. Thank you, Veselov.” Dismissed, Vasil retreated back down off the platform. “So, is it because she’s a goddess that you approach her so humbly, or because she’s a foreign woman?”

“She’s a woman,” replied Vasil, puzzled by the question. “Whether she’s the Sun’s daughter or a mortal woman makes no difference.”

“Ah.” Zerentous nodded, but the reaction mystified Vasil. “Run it again.”

As Vasil watched, the actors sang again—no, they didn’t actually sing, they played their parts. They acted. This time, Gwyn Jones imitated Vasil’s own language of the body, his gestures, his stance, his lowered eyes, so expertly that Vasil was amazed.

“Better,” said Zerentous. “But now make it your own, Gwyn.”

They went on. After a bit, even standing so close, Vasil realized that they had forgotten him. Perhaps Zerentous was more like an etsana, truly, since an etsana often only noticed those of her people whom she had a special use for or those who shirked their duties. A dyan must know where each of his men rode, and where and how strongly they wielded their weapons that day. They called Zerentous a khaja word; director, that was it. Beyond, at the fringe of the Company camp, Ilyana appeared. She hopped impatiently, balancing first on one foot, then on the other, and when she saw that she had her father’s attention, she beckoned to him. A summons.

He sighed and retreated. To one side of the platform, the tall woman paused and acknowledged his leaving with a nod of her head. Her notice heartened him. They had felt his presence. That was something.

“What is it, Yana?” He bent to kiss her.

“Mother Veselov wants to see you. Mama sent me to fetch you.” She tilted her head back and examined him with that clear-eyed sight that characterized her. Vasil suspected that she knew very well the kind of man he was, but that she loved him anyway. “They’re not pleased with you,” she added by way of warning him.

“Oh?” That would have to be mended. It wouldn’t take much time. He took her hand in his and they set off together, back toward the Veselov camp.

Yana shrugged. “You spend too much time here.”

“Do you think so?”

She had a bright face, unscarred by sulkiness. Like her mother, she had learned to accept what life brought her; unlike her mother, she never seemed resigned to her fate, and she did not let the jars and jolting of life bother her. Where her little brother Valentin saw only the clouds, she saw the sun waiting to break through. Everyone liked her; she was, as she ought to be, a charming, brilliant child. “Well, it isn’t so much what I think that matters, Papa, it’s what Mother Veselov thinks.”

“But I care what you think, little one.”

They walked ten steps in silence. “Is it true that, a long time ago, that you and Bakhtiian—?” She faltered and gave him a sidewise glance, gauging his reaction.

Anger blazed up. How dare anyone disturb her with such rumors? But he did not let his anger show. “Who has said this?”

She shrugged again. “Sometimes I hear things. Once, someone teased Valentin with it, and Valentin just got angry and cried, so I had to protect him.”

“What did you do?”

“I told him—the boy, not Valentin—that his mother was as ugly as an old cow, that his father was as stupid as a khaja soldier, and then I gave him a bloody lip.”

Amused, Vasil allowed himself a brief smile. “Well, I suppose that served the purpose, but really, Yana, outright insult is never as effective as more subtle methods. Who was the boy?”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to tell you that! I can take care of myself. I always have, you know.”

The words stung him. “Of course you can take care of yourself, but I’m here now, little one.”

“Yes. But you might leave again.”

He flinched. It hurt, the matter-of-fact way she spoke. He stopped her. “I won’t leave you or your mother or Valentin. Ever again. I promise.” He gripped her by the shoulders to make sure she understood. He could not bear for her not to believe in him. She had to.

For an instant he thought she looked skeptical, but it wasn’t so. Like her mother, she must love him more than anyone else. She smiled her loyal little smile and stretched up to kiss him. “Yes, Father,” she said.

At Arina’s tent, he had to wait outside for a time, cooling his heels, before Arina’s young sister admitted him. Karolla sat beside Arina, as she had for ten days now; Karolla had practically lived in Arina’s great tent ever since Arina had been carried back to camp on a litter, after being wounded in that skirmish. These days she paid more attention to Arina than she did to her own husband, and every now and then, when he thought about it, he resented it.

Vasil knelt beside the etsana. Arina gestured with her right hand. Ilyana and Karolla left the tent, leaving Vasil alone with his cousin. She was as pale as the moon and scarcely more substantial than the high clouds that streak the sky on a summer’s day. But he recognized the set of her mouth and settled down for a good scolding.

“Vasil, I am minded as etsana of this tribe to ask the Elders to reconsider your election as dyan. I have never heard any complaint about your actions as dyan, but in truth, these days, Anton is dyan in everything but name, and I refuse to allow you to continue to hold the honor if you don’t also accept the responsibility.”

He bowed his head. Gods, how he hated these discussions.

“Have you nothing to say?”

He stared at his hands, which lay clasped on his thighs. Then he wondered if, by turning his right hand palm up, underneath the shield of his left hand, the arrangement might express a different emotion. Except the fingers of his right hand stuck out then, from under the left. Perhaps if he curled the right hand into a fist, hidden under the looser curl of his left hand—

“You seem distracted, Vasil.” Though soft, her voice was sharp.

“I beg your pardon.” He lifted his gaze. She lay propped on pillows with her braided hair snaking down along the curve of her tunic almost to her waist. His dear cousin. She had always supported him. He was glad she had not died.

“I’ll permit you a few days to consider,” Arina added. “Come speak to me once you’ve made up your mind.”

This was the time to insinuate himself into her good graces again; he knew it with every fiber of his being. But he wanted to go back and watch the acting. He nodded, allowed himself to be dismissed, and left the tent.

Karolla waited for him outside. “Well?” she demanded. Then she took hold of his arm and led him aside. “Vasil! You’ve been infected by some madness. She’s going to make Anton dyan again.”

“What of it? I never wanted to be dyan.”

“You did once. When you came back to the army.”

“Oh, that—” He broke off. When he came back to the army, he had been sure that Ilya would give in to him eventually, just as he always had before.

“Oh, that!” echoed Karolla scathingly. “She’ll install her own brother as dyan instead of you. That’s how far you’ve fallen. What will you do then? Become a common rider again?”

“A common rider? I think not.”

“If not ride, then what? Why should Arina keep you in camp if you do nothing? Where will you go? Where will we go? You have no place here, Vasil, if you’re not dyan. Or perhaps she’ll take pity on you and allow you to ride in Kirill’s new jahar, the one Bakhtiian is granting him. They say he’s to ride south past the mountains and the great river, or east on the Golden Road, to discover which lands offer their submission freely to Bakhtiian and which must face his wrath.”

He recoiled. “Ride under Kirill’s command? Never.”

“Then what? What, Vasil? Gods, you’re of no use to anyone but yourself. You never think of anyone but yourself!”

“Karolla!” This was too much. Karolla could not doubt him. He grasped her hands and drew them up to his lips. “Never say so, my heart. You are—”

She wrenched herself away. “Don’t embarrass me further by acting this way in public. What do you intend to do?” Quite suddenly, her eyes filled with tears, but she smothered them by wiping at her skin ruthlessly, so hard that it surely must hurt her. “Or do you still think Bakhtiian will take you in?”

Tess, pregnant, had a glow about her that made her look almost beautiful, and Vasil admired the way she moved, with a rotund grace unimpaired by her swelling belly. Karolla, pregnant, simply developed blotchy skin, and she waddled already, often with one hand on her back.

Vasil folded his hands together and regarded his wife with what he hoped was a measured expression. “I won’t do anything rash, Karolla. I promise you that. If I must speak with Bakhtiian, then I’ll do so.”

Immediately he saw that he had said the wrong thing. Her mouth puckered up. She bit at her knuckles. Then she spun and walked away from him. She rolled more, a rocking, ungainly gait. Valentin darted out from behind the screen of a tent and, throwing a single hostile glance back at his father, grabbed a handful of her skirt into a hand and clung to his mother, walking along beside her. Vasil knew he should go after them. Karolla always gave in to his coaxing. But right now he felt—empty more than anything.

He turned and walked back out to the edge of camp. A jahar riding in blocked his path. He stopped to let them by, and there, riding at her ease at the front of the line, sat his newly-widowed sister. She caught sight of him and as quickly, dismissively, her gaze flicked away again. Her fine, handsome face was disfigured forever by the mark of a marriage that no longer fettered her. Petya had died twelve days ago, of wounds suffered in the battle to halt the Karkand governor’s flight. Vasil himself had supervised the burning of Petya’s body, two days ride out from the besieged city, in marshland, his spirit sent back to the gods along with those of twenty other riders from the Veselov jahar. His saber and his clothes—those not ruined by blood—Vasil returned to the one of Petya’s three sisters who traveled with the Orzhekov camp; she had wept copiously. Vera had not mourned with one single tear, not even beside the pyre. Without the least sign of grief, she had watched her husband’s body burn. The next day, it was her arrow shot that had brought Karkand’s governor down at last, mired as he was by that time in boggy ground, his horse blown, his last loyal followers dead or straggling behind him. But even then, she had shown no emotion except perhaps disappointment that the chase was over.

The jahar passed him, and he hurried away back across camp. But by the time he came to the Company’s camp, they had finished for the day. Already the sun sank below the far rim of hills. A sudden, restless discontent seized Vasil. Its grip, like a strong hand, clutched hard at his chest. He did not want to go back to his tribe. Nothing held him here. He had, indeed, no place, no place to go, no place where he truly belonged.

In time, his wandering led him on a spiraling path in to the heart of the camp, to the Orzhekov encampment. Guards challenged him. He used Tess’s name like a talisman, and none barred his way.

By now it was dark. He hesitated, past the innermost ring of guards, and instead traced a route that led by discreet shadows and hidden lines of sight around to the back of Tess’s tent. Out beyond, at Sonia Orzhekov’s tent, laughter and talking and singing swelled out on the night air. Back here, silence reigned. He took his chance, and snuck in, ducking down, crawling, by the little back entrance that Tess had not sewn shut, despite her threat, past the tent wall, sliding out beyond the inner wall of heavy tapestries into the inner chamber of Tess’s tent.

A lantern burned. By its light, Vasil saw Ilya seated beside his bed. Ilya twisted around to stare. Vasil settled into a crouch, waiting, waiting for the reaction, for the burning anger, for the sharp sweetness of Ilya’s glance, on him.

Instead, Ilya rose gracefully to his feet and touched two fingers to his lips: silence. There, at his feet, lay Tess, deep asleep on her side, her hair spilled out on the pillows, her shoulders bare above the blankets. Ilya walked quietly around her and paused by the entrance flap that led to the outer chamber, then vanished behind it. Vasil had no choice but to follow him.

“What do you want?” asked Ilya in a reasonable tone when Vasil emerged into the outer chamber. He stood at his ease with one hand brushing the khaja table that crowded the far end of the space.

Vasil prowled the chamber, and Ilya let him, watching him as he touched each item: the carved chest, the cabinet, the table and chair, the nested bronze cauldrons and the bronze stove, a knife, the lush tapestries lining the walls, the two ceramic cups and bronze beaker set on the table. All of it, an odd intermingling of jaran and khaja; not one piece of it out of place by a fingerbreadth.

“You’ve nothing rich here.” Vasil lifted one of the ceramic cups. In the dim light, he traced the simple floral pattern that twined around the cup.

“I don’t need riches. Heaven has granted me its favor. The gold I leave for the tribes under my command.”

Vasil pressed the cup against his own cheek, as if its ribboned surface, held so often by Ilya or by Tess, could whisper secrets to him. “I don’t understand you.” He said it softly, provocatively.

Standing mostly in shadow, still Ilya burned. Unlike the actors, who channeled light through them and shone with its reflected glow, Ilya was the light.

He regarded Vasil gravely, by no sign betraying the least dismay at Vasil’s presence. “No. Years ago I thought you did, but now I wonder.”

Vasil set down the cup. It made a hollow tap as it met the surface of the table. “You never doubted me before.”

“I loved you once, Vasil, and never doubted you then because I never saw you clearly. I love you still, in that memory. But it is ended.”

“Ended! For you, perhaps, or so you say now, when it’s convenient for you to do so.”

“We’ve had this discussion a hundred times. I see no point in continuing it now. It is ended.”

“Then what was it you gave me, that night in this tent? That wasn’t love?”

Ilya moved, coming around the table. He stopped not even a full arm’s length from Vasil, and his closeness was like balm. He lifted a hand and brushed his fingers down Vasil’s cheek. His touch was painfully sweet. Then, on an exhalation of breath, he leaned forward and kissed Vasil once, briefly, on the mouth. And pulled away, and stepped back.

“That is all it was, the memory of love. Eleven years ago, I gave you up because I thought I had to. I—” He broke off. “You don’t understand what I did. If you knew—No, never mind that now. The gods have their own way of punishing our arrogance. Only you must understand, that I deliberately sacrificed you, Vasil, in the Year of the Hawk. That year.”

The ceremony of exile. Ilya had spared him one thing alone, that day those many years ago, and that was the audience of the entire tribe. He and his aunt had performed the ceremony of exile in front of the men of the jahar. Vasil had always thought it the mark of Ilya’s love, that Ilya had shielded him from the greater humiliation. Now he did not know what to think. He could not bear that Ilya could stand here and speak to him so evenly, so calmly. Gods, was it true? Did Ilya no longer love him? He discovered that his hands shook, and he closed them over the back of the chair to steady himself.

“I’m not sure you ever truly loved me, anyway,” Ilya added, grinding dirt into the fresh wound. “Not as love is true, caring more for the other person, for who she is, in and of herself, than for what she brings you.”

“By what right do you stand there and judge me? How can you know? Or is this by way of convincing yourself that you never truly loved me either?”

“No, I loved you. That memory at least is true.”

“And by such scraps I must feed myself now? That is generous of you, Ilyakoria.”

“Keep your voice down. I don’t want to wake up Tess.”

“Because you don’t want her to find us here together?”

“No, because she’s tired. Gods, Vasil, Tess would be the last person to condemn us for being here together. As you must know.” Outside, a bell rang three times, softly. Ilya wrenched his gaze away from Vasil and listened for a moment, head cocked to one side. “Send them in,” he said in a clear, cool voice.

Vasil knew an instant of such utter despair that he thought his legs would give out beneath him. Only his grip on the chair held him upright. It could be anyone, coming in to speak to Bakhtiian. Had Vasil been just another visitor—a dyan, a rider, any man from the tribes—Ilya would feel no embarrassment in being found with him in the privacy of his wife’s tent. Another man might sit in conversation with Bakhtiian to all hours of the night, without it being the least bit improper. And if Ilya was now as willing to be found here alone with Vasil as he would be if his companion was Yaroslav Sakhalin or Kirill Zvertkov or Niko Sibirin or Anton Veselov—gods, what if it was true? What if Ilya no longer loved him?

The entrance flap swept aside and two figures came in.

“Dina!” Ilya started forward, amazed, and embraced his niece. “Have you just ridden in? Where is the prince?”

“About two days behind us, with the pack train. I rode ahead. Uncle.” She hesitated. She broke away from him and turned to look directly at Vasil. Her eyebrows lifted.

Under her scathing, skeptical gaze, Vasil flushed.

“Who is this?” demanded Bakhtiian.

“I see I’ve come at just the right time. Where is Tess?”

“Sleeping. Come here. What’s your name?”

Out from behind Nadine emerged a boy. He looked to be a few years older than Ilyana. With his black hair and dark eyes and narrow chin, he bore a striking resemblance to Nadine Orzhekov. Except that Nadine was not old enough to have a child that age. And her mother and younger brother had both been killed the same year Ilya had exiled Vasil.

“Vasha, this is Bakhtiian. Pay your respects.”

The boy’s chin trembled, but he drew himself up bravely enough. “I’m Vassily Kireyevsky. My mother was Inessa Kireyevsky.”

“Inessa Kireyevsky! Gods.” For a moment, Ilya simply stared at the boy.

As well he might. It was hardly an auspicious introduction. Vasil remembered Inessa as a nasty, selfish little beast who had foolishly believed she could make Ilya love her more than he loved Vasil. For an instant, Ilya’s gaze met Vasil’s. Oh, yes, they both recalled those days well enough.

Ilya turned a piercing gaze on his niece. “Perhaps you can explain, Dina. Why are you traveling with Inessa Kireyevsky’s son?”

“His mother is dead. Mother Kireyevsky gave the boy into my hands, and I promised—I promised to bring him to you, and to see that he was safe.”

“Why?”

Vasil watched the boy, who watched Bakhtiian. More than watched. The boy stared greedily at Ilya from under lowered lashes, just as a man weak with thirst stares at a cup of water being borne up to him.

Nadine smiled, looking wickedly pleased with herself. She reminded Vasil much more of her grandmother than of her mother; her mother Nataliia had taken after Petre Sokolov, who was a mild-tempered, even-going man, rather than Alyona Orzhekov. Vasil had never liked Ilya’s mother, and he didn’t much like the look in Nadine’s eyes now.

“They didn’t want him. His mother never married.”

“But how could she have a child, then?” asked Vasil, surprised. A moment later, he felt the movement behind him.

“Isn’t Inessa Kireyevsky the one you lay with out on the grass, under the stars?”

Without turning, Ilya replied. “You’ve a good memory, my wife.”

“For some things.” Tess came forward. Her calves and feet were bare, but a silken robe of gold covered the rest of her. The fine sheen of the fabric caught the light, shimmering as she moved forward through the chamber. With her unbound brown hair falling over her shoulders and the high curve of her belly under the glistening silk, she looked doubly exotic and nothing at all like a jaran woman.

“You’re the khaja princess,” said the boy abruptly, jerking his gaze from Bakhtiian to her.

“Yes. What’s your name again? Vasha?”

“Vassily Kireyevsky.”

“Well met, Nadine!” Nadine hurried forward, and the two women kissed.

“You look as big as a tent,” said Nadine.

“Thank you. You look sly. If Inessa Kireyevsky never married, then whose child is he? How old are you, Vasha?”

“I was born in the Year of the Hawk.”

“And you’ve no father? Did your mother never marry?”

He hung his head in shame. “My mother never married. That’s why my cousins wished to be rid of me.”

No wonder, reflected Vasil, a little disgusted. What place was there in a tribe for a child who had no father? The boy watched Ilya from under lowered eyelids, gauging his reaction.

“Inessa never married?” asked Ilya. “I find that hard to believe.”

“Evidently it’s true,” said Nadine. She laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder, a surprisingly protective gesture. “They didn’t want him, Ilya, and they treated him poorly enough. I thought he’d be better off here. Especially since Inessa Kireyevsky claimed up until the day she died that you were the boy’s father.”

“How can I be his father? I never married her.”

“Oh, my God,” said Tess, sounding astonished and yet also enlightened. “Vasha, come here.” Like a child used to obeying, the boy slid out from under Nadine’s hand and walked over to Tess. Tess examined him in silence. And it was silent, all of a sudden. Not one of them spoke. They scarcely seemed to breathe. After a bit, she tilted his chin back with one finger and frowned down at his slender face. “It could be. There’s a strong enough resemblance, once you look for it.”

“But, Tess—”

“Don’t be stupid, Ilya. How many times must I tell you? If you lie with a woman, there’s a chance you’ll get her pregnant whether you’re her husband or not.” She lifted her hand to touch the boy’s dark hair. “Vasha, do you know why your mother never married?”

He looked back over his shoulder, at Ilya. “Because she thought that Bakhtiian was coming back to marry her. But he never did. And she never wanted anyone else.” Then he flushed, as if he expected a scolding for his presumption. Ilya wore no expression at all. Nadine smirked.

Tess sighed. “Well, it’s possible. I’m beginning to think it’s true. And anyway, I’ve been waiting for this.”

“Waiting for this?” demanded Nadine. “What do you mean?”

“Surely this was inevitable?” Tess regarded the others, puzzled. “You don’t think so?” Her hand traced a path down the boy’s neck and came to rest on his shoulder. He seemed to melt into the shelter she offered him.

Vasil struggled to make sense of what Tess had said. Certainly, a man might get his lover pregnant—it was possible, but it went against every custom of the jaran to consider that man the child’s father; a woman’s husband was the father of her children. So it was; so had it always been; so had the gods decreed at the beginning of the world.

Ilya made a sudden, choked noise in his throat. “Gods, I didn’t think she meant it when she told me she was pregnant. What woman would want to get pregnant without a husband?”

“A woman who wanted you very badly. Is it just a coincidence that he’s named Vassily?”

Ilya flushed. The dim light covered the stain to his skin, but his body, the sudden stiffness in his shoulders, the way his right hand curled around the edge of the table and then let go, transmitted the emotion in the gesture. “I thought she was joking,” he said roughly. “How was I to know she meant it?”

Vasil let go of the chair, only to find that his hands ached, he had gripped it so hard for so long. “Do you mean to say that you told her to name the child after me?” he asked in a hoarse voice.

The boy flashed an astonished glance toward Vasil and then sidled farther into the shelter of Tess’s arm.

“Be that as it may,” said Tess, “I think you did the right thing, Dina. Vasha. Is that what you wish? To be our son?”

The boy gaped at her. Vasil scarcely knew what to think.

“Tess!” Ilya looked astounded. “We can’t take him in. That’s absurd. I’ll raise no objection if Nadine wishes to foster him, but—”

“This isn’t your choice to make, Ilya. Or perhaps I should say, you already made the choice. You lay with her. She bore a child.”

“But, Tess—”

“Why should she lie? For all those years, why should she lie? Look at him. Gods, Ilya, just look at him. He’s your son.”

“But—”

“Not by jaran law, it’s true. But by the laws of Jeds, whether bastard or not, this boy would be recognized as your son.”

“This isn’t Jeds, and neither are the laws of Jeds my laws.”

“That may be, but by the laws of Jeds, and by the laws of Erthe, I acknowledge him as your son, and by that connection, as my son as well. And by the law of the jaran, by my stating it in front of witnesses, it becomes true.”

As though felled by a bolt from heaven, the boy dropped to his knees in front of Tess and began to cry. Ilya took a halting step toward them, stopped, took another step, and froze.

“You think it’s true, don’t you?” Vasil murmured, absorbing this knowledge from Ilya’s face, which, the gods knew, he could read well enough. Yet how could it be true? And how could they take in a shamed child and yet reject him? A hand touched his elbow. He jumped, startled.

“I think we should go, don’t you?” asked Nadine with a falsely sweet smile on her face. She took him with a firm grip on the elbow and gave him no choice but to go with her.

Outside, the two guards looked amazed to see him emerge with her, as well they might, since they hadn’t seen him go in. She led Vasil past them without a word, on into the night.

“How can it be true?” he demanded of her.

“Veselov, just because the jaran have one set of laws doesn’t mean that the khaja hold to the same set of laws. Gods, though, I didn’t know what Tess would do. For all I knew, she’d want Vasha strangled.”

“Then you believe it, that the boy is Ilya’s son? Ilya never had any intention of marrying Inessa Kireyevsky.”

“I suppose you’d know. What were you doing in there tonight, anyway?”

“That’s none of your concern!”

Nadine snorted. “I could make it my concern, if I wanted to, but I don’t. Well, go on, Veselov. Get. Go home. I don’t think you need my escort.”

Yes, definitely, Nadine Orzhekov reminded him of Ilya’s mother, except that Nadine didn’t seem to have the same ruthless ambition. Vasil hadn’t been sorry when Alyona Orzhekov had been murdered; neither had he been surprised. Only, of course, the result of that awful massacre had been his own exile. Sometimes, when you wished too hard for something, you paid a bitter price.

Nadine left him standing there, just strode away, leaving him in the darkness. Stars blazed above, the lanterns of heaven. The moon hung low, as sharp as a saber’s curve against the night sky. Far in the distance a scattering of lights marked the twin hills of the khaja city, torches raised on the battlements. For a long time, Vasil simply waited.

After a long while, the stars wheeling on their blind path above him, he realized that he might wait out here all night and through the day and on into night again, and the one person he most wished for would make no rendezvous with him, here or anywhere. Like a weight, the knowledge dragged at him. Like a sundering force, it severed forever the dream from the truth. Ilya would not ever again meet him as anything or anyone, except as Bakhtiian. Vasil thought that he might just as well die as live without hope.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

OUT ON THE PLAINS, the jaran army had not seemed so threatening to David. But now he had ridden along its wake; he had seen the Habakar countryside devastated by its passing. Here on a ridge looking far down at the broad fertile valley that harbored the city of Karkand, the tents of the jaran camp covered the lands surrounding the city like some ominous stain. Like an amoeba engulfing its prey. Like a gloved hand crushing a delicate flower within its fist.

“Pretty impressive,” said Maggie, sitting astride her horse next to him. “You look philosophical.”

“I’m waxing poetic. What in hell are we doing here anyway, Mags? This is insane.”

“David.” She hesitated. “Are you sure you’re—coping well with Nadine’s marriage? You’ve seemed rather moody since it happened, and you’re usually pretty even-tempered. It’s one of your wonderful qualities.”

“Thank you.” Luckily, Charles called the party forward at that moment, and the distraction served to get Maggie off his back. They rode down into the valley, under lowering clouds, only to find a welcoming committee. A group of about one hundred riders waited for them beyond the outskirts of the camp. A gold banner danced in the rising wind. Bakhtiian rode out to greet Charles, Tess on his left, Cara and Ursula on his right. Charles took it all coolly enough. He smiled at Tess. He nodded at Ursula. He met Cara’s gaze, and whatever they read of each other satisfied them both.

Then Charles allowed Bakhtiian to escort him to a site suitable to a prince of his eminence. Bakhtiian had evidently set aside a prime bit of land for this purpose just outside the main camp but close to both the hospital encampment and the Bharentous Repertory Company. An awning awaited them, as well as children from the Orzhekov tribe bearing food and drink. Bakhtiian dismounted and went at once to assist Tess from her horse. Charles dismounted. David and the rest of his party followed his lead.

Out of the swirl of activity, Tess created order. Pillows appeared. Riders took command of the pack train, unloading the animals. The change in Tess amazed David. Her entire shape had altered, of course, though she didn’t look awkward with it but really rather beautiful. She approached Charles and hugged him, and then stepped back. Charles actually broke; he actually grinned and rested his right hand, tentatively, on her abdomen. He shook his head, still smiling, and removed his hand.

“Oh, thank you,” retorted Tess, although Charles had not spoken a word. “Laugh at me.” She slid a hand over her pregnant belly, stroking it. The gesture looked habitual.

“No, no,” said Charles, “you look very—”

“Very rotund? Very fecund? Very abundant? I feel like a ship. No, a ship is too agile. I feel like a barge. Cara assures me that with two months to go, I’m nowhere close to being big yet.” She kissed Charles on either cheek, in the jaran style, her hands on his shoulders. “But I’m glad to see you.”

She looked glad to see him. Charles looked pleased. Pleased! Charles, who rarely showed any emotion anymore. David had never seen the two of them look so at ease with each other, not since Tess was a child and their parents were still alive. Evidently, pregnancy agreed with Tess.

Evidently, it agreed with Bakhtiian as well. He chatted easily with Cara and Marco, letting Tess and Charles have their little reunion in what privacy such a public place could afford. Perhaps he believed that now that his wife was pregnant with his child, there was no risk that she would ever leave him.

In Anglais, Charles gave Tess a brief account of Hyacinth. Then he turned away from Tess to address Bakhtiian. “I’m pleased to see you as well, Bakhtiian. There are matters I think you and I need to discuss.”

What the hell? What game was Charles playing now?

Tess blinked. Cara arched her eyebrows. Marco frowned. Bakhtiian took it coolly enough. “I trust,” he replied, “that you had a fruitful expedition to Morava. My niece tells me that a party of khepelli traders traveled all the way in from the coast to meet you there.”

“Yes. I’ve managed to take one of their trading houses under my protection. With their help, I learned a few things that might be of interest to you as well, and might prove to be of benefit to both of us.”

“Charles,” began Tess. She looked white. She looked terrified.

“But,” said Charles, “I’d like to have a few words with Owen and Ginny first, and perhaps the rest of the afternoon with Cara. We’ll need some time to set up our camp as well. And tonight, a small celebration of our reunion.”

“Of course,” said Bakhtiian smoothly. “Children.” He rounded them up ruthlessly. David noticed for the first time the boy, Vasha, among their numbers. The child stuck next to Sonia Orzhekov’s daughter, Katerina, and he looked nervous. As well he might. What was he doing with the Orzhekov tribe? They trooped off, Bakhtiian herding them. A rider took his horse.

Tess lingered. “Charles!”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“Well, you’d better fill me in.”

“I will, Tess. I have quite a bit to say to you, in fact, and I’ll need you in on the council as well. Now go on.”

She hesitated. Then she looked at Cara, who had waited patiently through all this. Jo and Rajiv and Maggie had already retreated to the gear, sorting it out.

“It’s true,” said Cara quietly, not without humor, “that we might like a few moments to ourselves, little one.”

Tess threw up her hands in exasperation. “You aren’t going to do anything rash, are you?”

Charles blinked. “Do I ever?”

“You’re impossible. Hello, David.” Tess turned her back on her brother and came over to David, and kissed him.

“You’re looking well.”

“Thank you. I’m feeling well. You’re not looking bad yourself. Is it true that you and Dina—oh, never mind. I’m sorry I mentioned it. I don’t think Feodor Grekov is a good match for her, either. She doesn’t respect him.”

“Tess, I’d really prefer not to speak about it.”

“I’m sorry. Truly, I’m sorry, if you feel so strongly.” She rested a hand on his shoulder, companionably. “And I have a rather urgent request for you.”

“For me?”

“Is it remotely possible that you can design—I don’t know—within the limits of the interdiction, some kind of “decent plumbing? Something you can teach the army engineers to build at every campsite? Something better than a ditch? Something not too difficult to build, not too time-consuming, but, God, I want something like the Company’s necessary. I go over there every chance I get. And showers. Hot showers. Is there any chance you can devise—? It’s not that they’re dirty, the jaran. They’re not. They’re scrupulously clean in most ways. But still, the conditions …”

“And you pregnant.”

“Oh, tell me you understand.”

“Not about being pregnant, but I can sympathize.”

“Oh, David.” She hugged him, as well as she could given her girth. “You’re an angel.”

“I haven’t promised to do anything yet.”

“But you will. You have to. You’re an engineer, after all.”

At that inopportune moment, Cara paused beside them. “And that reminds me, David, I need a better sanitation system for the hospital. Surely between that brain of yours and your modeler you can design—”

“Oy vey.” David flung up his hands palm out as if they could ward him. “Let me breathe a moment. Let me set up the camp. Then I’ll see. Cara, why don’t you and Charles just go? I’ll supervise the camp setup.”

“Will you? Thank you, David. It is good to see you, you know. Charles and Marco are going over to the Company later, to give them the news about Hyacinth. I’ll see you tonight, then.” She and Charles left. Tess left. David got to work with the others, and with practiced ease, and the addition of Ursula, they set up the camp before nightfall.

After weeks journeying at an inhuman pace on horseback across the endless, changing landscape of Rhui, David found himself relieved to come to a temporary halt, even in the primitive conditions of a siege. Karkand rose before them, made tiny by distance, but real, there to be touched. The palace of Morava loomed in the back of his mind like an illusion, seen on the horizon, coming no closer.

“Here, you old slug,” said Maggie, jostling David where he sat, sore, tired, and grateful, in a chair, “help me hang lanterns all around here. Don’t forget that we’re having a party tonight.”

“Goddess in Heaven.” David dragged himself up. Maggie paused to rub his shoulders, and he sighed and drooped.

“Now don’t you sit down again, or I’ll stop.”

“Don’t stop. Why the actors? All that noise.”

“Who knows what lurks in the heart of Charles? You, better than I. He has a position as prince to maintain, you know. Aren’t princes meant to give parties? I don’t know.”

“It’s true Charles is often at his best in a crowd. Better than me, certainly.”

“You shy thing.” She removed her hands from his back. “Here, now, give me a hand.”

“Mags, you’re an angel. Remind me never to ride that far that fast again. In fact, remind me never to travel any distance in anything other than a skimmer or a shuttle, would you?”

She snorted. “What, you didn’t think it was romantic?”

“Not to my thighs and my rump it wasn’t.” They lit and hung lanterns at the four corners of the awning that thrust out in front of Charles’s tent. Rajiv emerged from his tent and helped them. Jo and Ursula had gone to the hospital camp with the new equipment for Cara. As evening fell, Charles returned from his peregrinations, alone.

“Well?” asked David. “Did you give Owen and Ginny the news? How did they take it?”

“They were relieved. Owen said, ‘perhaps he’ll be a better actor for the experience.’”

“No! He would. The man’s a lunatic.”

“Oh, I don’t know. He’s not unlike me.”

“Or Cara, or any of you obsessive types. Where’s Marco?”

Charles shrugged. “Marco seemed distracted. I’m not sure whether we’ll see him again tonight or not”

“What, already off tomming it?”

“David, this time I’m beginning to wonder if there’s more to it than that.”

“What? You’re not serious?”

But David could see that Charles was, indeed, serious. David followed him inside his tent, where he removed two bottles of whiskey from his precious horde. Only one bottle remained. “I don’t know. Help me keep an eye on him, will you?”

David simply grunted in reply, too astonished by the thought of Marco seriously distracted by a woman to think of any words to express himself with. The tent flap swept aside behind them, and Tess and Cara walked in.

“So it’s true?” Tess was saying to Cara in Anglais. “I’m not surprised, I suppose, but still, to have it confirmed by your tests…”

“To have what confirmed?” asked Charles, turning around.

Cara glanced at Tess, as if for her permission to speak, but Tess went on. “The boy, Vasha. He’s Ilya’s illegitimate son by a woman he knew years ago. Cara has confirmed it by comparing VNTR regions.”

“Vasha!” David gaped. “So that’s why he looked like Dina. But, Tess, I saw him with the other Orzhekov children—”

“Well, of course, I took him in! Poor child. His mother is dead and his relatives didn’t want him, which is no surprise, considering what a disgrace it is to have no father.”

“But he has a—”

“Not by their laws. But because I adopted him as my son, then Ilya, who’s his biological father, becomes his accepted father because Ilya is my husband.” Then she hesitated. “Wasn’t it the right thing to do?”

“I think so,” said Cara firmly.

Charles thought about it for a while. “For the boy, certainly, I should think. Can he inherit?”

“Only through my line.”

“Ah. Of course.”

“But you know, Charles, the jaran have changed already, in little ways, since I’ve come to them. Who knows where it will stop? He’s a very intense boy. Quiet, but that may just be the way he learned to survive. Time will tell how ambitious he is.”

“But what about your child, Tess?” David asked.

She blinked at him. A moment later understanding flooded her features, and she chuckled. “What? I need to protect my children’s inheritance rights by murdering him? How very Byzantine of you, David.” She hesitated, appeared about to say something more, then did not.

But, of course, Tess’s children had three inheritances to choose from: Rhui, Earth, and the Empire. Although their ability to inherit Charles’s position was problematic, to say the least. Tess caught his eye and for that instant they spoke without words. David did not envy her her dilemma and yet he could not feel sorry for her either, not really, since she had not only chosen her own fate but seemed content with it.

She turned to Charles. “What happened at Morava?”

Charles unfolded a canvas chair. “Sit down. David, can you go outside and head off any inquiries for—what?—ten minutes? I want Tess and Cara to hear the basics now, so they can think about it before our council. Which I’d like to hold—oh, not tomorrow. The day after.”

David nodded and retreated. He paused by the entrance to listen.

“…and we do have the resources. We have Rhui entire.”

“But the interdiction?”

“Will hold. It could take decades for us to process the information and to put a plan into place. The underlying structure, the foundation, has to be as strong as—as bedrock. It has to be invulnerable. So in a sense, Rhui is safer this way—”

“For now.”

“How long do you really think the interdiction can stay in place? I can only hold off the inevitable for so long.”

“No, you’re right. I’m just being selfish. What about the dates on the Mushai, again? My God, Charles, I realize now that I must have learned simply one line of their language, that I was learning—what?—the male language, or something. It’s like turning a corner in a hallway only to find that you’ve stepped into a whole ’nother world. Don’t you realize that I’m perfectly placed to learn both the male and the female side, if that is in fact how their culture is structured?”

“Oh, yes,” said Charles in his cool voice. “I realize it.”

David slipped outside. Almost ran into Bakhtiian, who stood a meter from the entrance, listening. David choked back an exclamation.

“I beg your pardon,” said Bakhtiian in a tone so colorless that a Chapalii lord would have been envious of it. “Is Tess—?” Then he hesitated, because if one listened, one could hear her voice as she spoke with Charles. But, of course, she spoke in a language Bakhtiian did not understand. “I hope,” he added, looking David straight in the face, “that you will find time to attend me in the morning. I have some requests to make of you.”

“Of course. If you’ll excuse me.” David retreated as quickly as he could. Goddess, what did Bakhtiian want of him? Was he still holding a grudge against him because he thought David had slept with his wife? And yet, faced with such an order—even though it was phrased as a request—David dared not disobey.

The actors arrived in a flurry of sound and movement. David retreated into the safety of their company, but he was sorry to note that Diana had not come over for the party. The evening passed in a blur of conversation, and he went to bed early.

In the morning, a young jaran rider waited at the edge of the encampment. Bakhtiian had, quite kindly, sent an escort.

“Mags, you will come with me.”

“I will?”

“Yes, you will. I need a witness. I’m not going over alone.”

“Oh, here,” said Ursula, coming up. “I’ll come with you, David. You’re looking a little ashen about the gills. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing!” David cast a last, hopeless glance at Maggie and allowed himself to be escorted away by Ursula and the jaran soldier. The soldier remained respectfully quiet on the long walk, but his presence allowed them to pass right through the rings of guards, straight to the awning under which Bakhtiian sat. David found himself ushered to the front immediately and was, for once, glad of Ursula’s companionship.

“Ah.” Bakhtiian beckoned David forward. Reluctantly, David went, keeping one eye on Ursula to see what she did and the other on Bakhtiian’s sheathed saber. Tess was nowhere in sight. “Please. Sit down. You’re an engineer, Tess tells me.”

David cleared his throat. “Ah. Yes. I am.” Ursula settled down beside David as if she were used to sitting in on Bakhtiian’s councils.

“We have a need for engineers. Siege engineers. Perhaps you’ll agree to ride out with me and survey the city. Any suggestions you have would be welcomed.” Without more invitation than that, he rose and beckoned to his guard. Horses arrived, led by soldiers. David saw some khaja prisoners—or at least he assumed they were prisoners—mounted as well; presumably these were other engineers, culled from the ranks of the conquered. David felt compelled by events and by Bakhtiian’s proximity to go along. Ursula did not hesitate.

“This is a wonderful opportunity,” she said in a low voice to David as they mounted. “You have an entire city to experiment on. Von Clausewitz says that ‘critical examination is not merely the appreciation of those means which have been actually employed, but also of all possible means, which therefore must be suggested in the first place.’”

“Ursula!” He was appalled. “There are people in that city. I don’t think Charles meant his interdiction to hold only for them and not for the jaran as well.”

“Oh, David, be reasonable. The city is besieged anyway. The war is already here.”

“That doesn’t make it right.”

“Well, then, your contribution might save lives on both sides. If the jaran attack is effective enough, and swift enough, perhaps the khaja will surrender to save themselves.”

“If that will indeed save them.”

“You forget that I’ve been traveling with the army. Overall, the jaran are merciful to those who surrender.”

“Are they now? I wonder what your conception of mercy is. I saw how devastated the lands were, behind us.”

“That was Yaroslav Sakhalin’s doing. Most of it, anyway.”

“It’s still against the interdiction.”

“I beg your pardon,” said Bakhtiian, riding up beside them. “I hope,” he said, nodding toward David, “that you’ll ride with me.”

As they rode out, all David could think of was how stupid he had been to come here at all. He could have pled illness. He could even have asked Charles to make excuses for him, but then again, maybe Charles would not have done it. Maybe Charles wanted this—not the breaking of the interdiction, but the attempt, the act, the place where the line had to be drawn and his authority thrown up against Bakhtiian’s, to prove once and for all who was really in charge. Was this how Tess felt, that she was a pawn tossed about from one side to the other in someone else’s game?

They rode out of camp and alongside harvested fields striped with rows of fruit still ripening. Khaja peasants plowed a fallow field under, turning up the soil.

“I was remembering,” said Bakhtiian suddenly, startling David, “when we first met.”

Goddess, here it came. David recalled all too clearly that awful first meeting, when he and Tess had crawled out of his tent into the full sight of her husband.

“Do you recall that I asked you if you could do a portrait of my wife?”

A series of images flashed through David’s mind: the port and the thousand jaran horsemen arrayed along the shore to meet them; the horrible execution; he and Diana sitting in the quiet of camp, Diana watching while he sketched…Bakhtiian.

“Why, yes,” he replied, remembering now how incongruous it had seemed at the time. “I did a sketch of you.”

“Yes. You’re a fine artist. I hope, now that you’re with the army again, that you might find time to do the portrait.”

David could not respond immediately. The quiet respect in Bakhtiian’s voice for David’s ability, the diffident request, the nature of the request itself, all combined with Bakhtiian’s formidable presence and the all-too-evident wreckage that his army had left in its wake to confuse David as to the kind of man he was dealing with.

“My niece speaks highly of you,” Bakhtiian added, as if this inducement might convince David to agree. “You’ve taught her a great deal about mapmaking.”

Which he had. Thus breaking the interdiction. But that was different, wasn’t it? Because she was different. David felt impelled to smile at his own hypocrisy. “I’d be pleased to do a portrait of your wife.”

Bakhtiian nodded. He gestured to the khaja prisoners. “These four khaja soldiers are engineers. This woman is our interpreter. Ursula you know, of course. I hope you will be able to contribute to our discussion.”

“I… You understand, of course, that I’m subject to the prince. I must first have his permission to…to contribute anything.” There, it was said.

Bakhtiian measured him, not without sympathy. “I understand.” No doubt he did, on one level. After all, his army didn’t share its secrets with its enemies either. “But today should give you ample time to observe.”

They rode on, out to survey the walls of Karkand.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

SITTING ON THE EDGE of the platform as day slid into evening, Diana unplaited her hair and combed her fingers through it. The Evening Star—which of the planets was it? she never could remember—pierced the darkening blue of the sky, and one by one other stars appeared. Rehearsal had tired her today, but she never minded that; it was a satisfying sort of fatigue.

“Di!” Quinn jogged up, breathless with excitement, and grabbed her hand. “Come with me!” Quinn yanked her forward, and Diana laughed and went with her to the Company tent.

“Look!” Quinn pointed. At first Diana only saw Owen, speaking quietly with Dejhuti and Seshat and Yomi. Joseph wandered up. Ginny arrived, notebook in one hand, pen in the other. Phillippe helped Anahita to a chair. Helen and Jean-Pierre gossiped with Gwyn over on the other side. Oriana stood in the entrance to the huge tent, half-hidden in its shadow.

“Am I missing something?” asked Hal, walking up beside Diana and Quinn. “Everyone’s here.”

“Except Hyacinth,” murmured Diana. Then she spotted two figures crossing toward them from the main camp. At first the dusk disguised them, but then they emerged into the glow of the lanterns fixed at intervals around the camp.

Quinn squeezed Diana’s hand. “Look, here comes the duke.”

“‘With his eyes full of anger,’” replied Diana automatically.

Quinn rolled her eyes. “Are you quoting again?”

“That’s As You Like It, you idiot.”

“It may be, but unlike you, I don’t retain entire plays in my memory for years at a time.”

“Charles!” exclaimed Ginny. “How good to see you again. Hello, Marco. Did you just ride in? This afternoon? You made good time. Though I must say, you look none the worse for the wear.”

With one thought, Diana and Quinn and Hal sidled closer toward the center of the scene.

“I don’t suppose,” said Yomi quietly, “that you have any news of Hyacinth, poor lad.”

“In fact, I do.”

He told them. The entire Company listened intently. Diana found her attention straying to Marco, who stood silently beside Soerensen. He glanced once at her and away as quickly, an exchange that reminded her incongruously of jaran men. Except that he looked nothing like jaran men. By League standards he was not a particularly tall man, but here his height and the breadth of his shoulders marked him as big.

“Thank goodness Hyacinth is safe,” said Ginny at last. “I suppose that under the circumstances you couldn’t have brought him back.”

“No. I thought it best to simply remove him and his companion from Rhui altogether.”

Owen sighed. “Which still leaves us one actor short. Well, we’ve managed so far, by the skin of our teeth.”

“Remember, too,” added Soerensen in his mild voice, “that we’ll be leaving soon.”

“Leaving soon!” Anahita roused herself, straightening up in her chair. “Thank goodness. I wish I’d gone with Hyacinth. I’d be quit of here now.”

There was a short, embarrassed silence which Soerensen covered by going on. “Autumn’s coming on. In order to maintain the charade, we must return to a port before ships stop sailing for the winter. Or else winter here, which I’ve no leisure to do.”

“What about your sister?” asked Ginny.

“In any case,” added Soerensen, “we might be leaving anytime within the next two or ten weeks, and possibly abruptly. Just so you can be prepared.”

“Excuse me,” said Diana in a low voice to Quinn and Hal, and she escaped the assembly. She wandered back to her own tent and simply stood there, outside, staring at nothing. Two weeks, or ten weeks. What if they left before Anatoly returned? What if she never saw Anatoly again? She shivered. After the long hot nights of the summer, she had forgotten that it could get cold at night. But the season did turn, eventually; eventually, the year turned, and what had been young grew old, and what had sprouted fresh and green in the spring withered and died to make way for winter.

“Diana?”

Somehow, it didn’t surprise her that Marco had followed her here. “Hello.” She managed to say it without her voice shaking.

“I beg your pardon, if I’m disturbing you.”

“No. No. I’m just—No, you’re not.”

He stood three paces from her. “I thought—You’re well? You look well.”

“Thank you. I’m well. I hope you are, too? I mean, we got a few reports, not much, but—Everything went as you hoped it would?”

“Better. It’s nothing I can speak of, right now, but, yes, it went well.”

“No, I understand. Of course, I understand. Was Hyacinth all right?”

“He was traumatized. I think he’ll recover.”

“Thank the Goddess for that. He took his jaran lover with him? Well, I don’t envy him for that. Neither of them, really.”

A sudden, awkward silence fell. “You don’t—you don’t mean to take Anatoly with you, when you go back?” He jerked a hand up, warding off any comment. “No, I beg your pardon. It’s none of my concern.”

“No, don’t apologize. Please! Thank you for asking. You don’t know what it’s like. No one in the Company speaks of him anymore, not to me, at least. It’s as if they think I’m embarrassed of him, or that I don’t want him mentioned anymore, now that he’s gone. And in the jaran camp, why, it’s hardly worth mentioning, it’s nothing unusual to them.”

“He’s gone?” Marco faltered on the question. “He didn’t—”

“Oh, no, he’s not dead. At least, I don’t think he is. How can a person know, with the communications they have here? He went off months ago—months ago!—and he hasn’t come back yet. I don’t know when he’ll come back. For all I know, we’ll leave before he comes back.”

He took a single step toward her, and halted.

“It just doesn’t seem fair. And it makes me so damned angry. Why can’t I know? How can the women stand to live this way? They could be separated for months, for years! There are tribes out on the plains that haven’t seen their riders for years. Although in all fairness, I think there’s some kind of a leave system, that after two or three years serving in the army, a man gets to go back to his tribe for a year. Or something, I’m not sure about the details.” She broke off and felt a flush rise in her cheeks. “Goddess, I’m sorry. I’m babbling. It just seems like no one else cares. I don’t want to bore you.”

“You don’t bore me, Diana.”

Diana shut her eyes, wilting under the heat of that simple utterance. He could have said any words, those words, other words, nonsense words, and she would have known what he meant by them. What a stupid little infatuation she had had for him, before. Then he had seemed wild and strong and half a barbarian himself. Oh, the attraction remained. It had never eased. But she desired him as much now because he seemed familiar and safe to her, standing here on the outskirts of a truly barbarian encampment, as because of what he had once represented to her, an adventurer who had wandered in wild landscapes and faced death and fear with equal self-possession. And she was lonely, and she felt alone. She opened her eyes when she felt him take another step. He loomed before her.

“Diana? I’m sorry. I’m sorry for all the stupid things I said to you. I’m sorry you hurt now.”

It took only a half step to move into his embrace, because his momentum still carried him forward into hers. They kissed.

Diana ceased feeling the cold, or the night breeze, or anything except his hands on her back, and her thigh and hip pressed up against his, and the unsteady catch of his breathing against her chest. She was warm everywhere.

A dull ache prodded her ankle. After a moment, she identified it. One of the guide ropes of her tent cut across the skin. She shifted and, shifting, Marco sighing and gathering her back into him, she heard the distant echo of bells. Messenger bells. What if they brought news of Anatoly?

“Marco,” she murmured into his lips. He drew his head back and lifted a hand to cup her chin.

“Golden fair,” he whispered.

“I can’t.” It hurt, not the movement, because she moved gently, but the cold and the emptiness. “I can’t, Marco. You must know that I want to, but I can’t.”

“Because you love him?” His voice cracked on the word “love.”

She could not reply.

“Do you?” he demanded.

She could not say yes. She could not say no. She said nothing.

“If you don’t know by now—Goddess, Diana, any fool could see that you only married him to get back at me or at best because you were infatuated with the idea of marrying a romantic native prince.”

She flared, angry and embarrassed together. “Whatever it was,” she said, stumbling over the words, “I just feel that I have to stay loyal to Anatoly until I know what’s going to happen to him, and to me.”

“Well, then,” he pressed on stubbornly, “jaran women take lovers. It’s accepted—it’s even expected—in their culture.”

“I know that now. And it’s no wonder, if the men are always off riding for months at a time. I’m not surprised that they take lovers when they’re always left behind. But I’m not jaran. I don’t want to be jaran. I have to do what’s true to me. It isn’t you I’m rejecting, Marco. Please tell me you see that.”

“Then if you don’t want to be jaran, why in hell did you marry him?” He flinched away from her suddenly. “Oh, hell. I’m sorry,” It hurt her worse to see him in pain than it had to feel herself alone again, not knowing if Anatoly would even return before she left. He dipped his chin down, like he was containing words he wished to say but refused to say. “I will respect your decision. I’ll stay away from you.”

“I didn’t mean—Don’t feel you have to stay away from me. At least come to see me. We can talk.”

“Don’t you understand, Diana? I love you. I can’t pretend to be your friend. I can hardly stand to be this close to you as it is.”

Diana had never imagined that Marco Burckhardt might be vulnerable. He had always seemed so self-contained, so confident. It shook her horribly to see him wounded.

“Good-bye,” he said, and he walked away.

“Marco! Wait. I—do you remember, that handkerchief you loaned me? When you left for Morava? I never returned it to you. I still have it.”

“Keep it,” he said without turning around, and he vanished into the darkness that ringed the camp.

She hurt.

She just stood there and let it wash over her, as if that alone would do justice to his feelings, to what she’d done to him. Or had she done anything to him at all? They’d done nothing to each other that they hadn’t done to themselves; made mistakes, behaved stupidly, acted without thinking through the consequences of the action. Maybe Marco had made an image of her, that first meeting, that proved just as false as the one she had made of him. She had let herself fall in love—or into an infatuation, at least—with Marco before she had the slightest knowledge of who he really was. And if that was true about Marco, how much more true it was about Anatoly. She couldn’t even talk to Anatoly when she married him. She hadn’t known him at all. The choice had seemed not rash but adventurous and brave at the time. Now, with clearer sight, it just seemed reckless. A true explorer treads cautiously and with a deep respect for the unknown land. She had charged blithely in, all unconscious of danger. Well, and had she suffered so much? Only in her heart. She tried to imagine Hyacinth, straying through the wilderness, seeing one of his companions die, and could not compare her suffering to his.

“Di? Di!” There came Quinn, of course. “You left so quickly. Soerensen invited us to his camp. They’re having a little party, a reunion party, I suppose. Are you coming?”

“No, sorry, I’m not in the mood.”

For once, Quinn gave up immediately and went away.

Diana ducked into her tent and stripped and lay down. She was tired, really tired now, in the heart as well as the body. But every time she shut her eyes she saw, not Anatoly, not Marco, but Vasil Veselov coming up to her on the stage, dropping his eyes, waiting there—acting—and it suddenly came to her the one element Gwyn hadn’t caught yet, the one that would allow him to subsume completely the character of the dyan who loved the Sun’s daughter. She threw on her clothes and scrambled out of the tent and ran.

The others had already left camp, but by the single lantern left lit for their return, she saw a shadow blurring the deeper shadows on the stage, and she knew it was him, practicing, still practicing.

“Gwyn! Gwyn, I’ve got it.” She hopped up on the platform and he paused to listen to her. “It’s not just what Owen said, about showing the modesty without losing the strength. It’s about power contained. It’s about the promise of power unleashed. It’s as if, through her, you can reach your true power, just as somehow she can reach her true power through you, and the exchange is as much about that recognition of each other…” She lapsed into silence, puffing, out of breath, she was so excited. “Do you see what I’m trying to say?”

Gwyn considered. He never did rash things, not Gwyn. That remained one of his strengths, that he tread cautiously, that he considered, and when he did move, he placed his feet on the firmest ground. But he wasn’t afraid to take chances.

“Let’s try it,” he said.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“HUSBAND!”

Jiroannes flinched at the sound of his bride’s voice. Samae jerked her hand away from his feet, which she had been massaging, and sank back to kneel at the foot of the couch. Jiroannes rose from his cushions and signaled to Lal to bring him a robe. As the boy tied the robe closed with a sash, she who had once been Javani entered through the enclosed walkway that now linked her tent with his. She wore the emerald silk peacock gown and a tiered gold headdress, like a conical cap, with an embroidered shawl draped from it down over her shoulders and a veil of silk covering her lower face. The silk was so sheer that he could see her expression through it; she wanted something. Again.”

“Wife.”

Her interpreter hovered anxiously three steps behind her.

“Husband, it is impossible that I continue to live in these vulgar conditions. I have sent my steward to find a suitable house within the suburbs, near the vegetable and fruit market. Meanwhile, my handmaiden has gone to purchase silks for my wardrobe. These peacocks are very pretty, I’m sure, but the quality of the weave is mediocre.”

“Those silks were woven and embroidered in the women’s quarters of my father’s house!”

“Then I see that we will have to import Habakar weavers as well as the perfumer and the three cooks I have been forced to engage in order to afford a decent quality of living in this household.”

“And how are we to travel with this city of retainers? And pay for them? Lal, go tell Syrannus to send guards after the steward and the girl. None of these orders can go through.”

Lal nodded and slipped out, leaving Jiroannes alone with his wife. He braced himself.

“The orders must go through! I demand it. It is insupportable that I live out here among these barbarians. There are decent houses lying empty within the outer walls, not what one of my birth expects, but they will do until better arrangements can be made.”

“We’re not leaving the camp. To do so would insult the jaran. I would think you, of all people, would see the idiocy in such a course. Or would you prefer I had not married you and merely cast you off to the tender mercies of your conquerors?”

What frightened Jiroannes about Laissa was how swiftly her personality had changed once the Habakar priests had sprinkled perfume and holy water over them and proclaimed them betrothed and married by the laws of their Almighty God. At his threat, she merely drew up her chin and stared scornfully at him.

“You would have been a fool to do so, and you’re a fool to threaten me with it now. No merchant of my people would dare refuse to do business with me or with my husband’s ministers. You will keep that in mind, I hope, if you wish to prosper in these lands. I think you’re being unnecessarily sanguine about the possibility that these barbarians will hold on to their conquests. As Javani, it was one of my duties to study the records of my people, and let me assure you that barbarians have ridden through these lands before only to be chased out by our armies or by their own troubles back in the lands where they come from.”

He had thought the Habakar a civilized people. Marriage to Laissa had disabused him of this notion. Their noblewomen learned to read and write and were encouraged to study arts such as mathematics and philosophy and poetry that only men were suited to engage in, and any woman might conduct business in her own name, although it was true that she must be under a husband’s or father’s or brother’s protection.

“Furthermore,” she continued relentlessly, “whatever may become of these barbarians, you certainly won’t impress them with the paltry retinue that attends you now. If you wish for respect, then you must show that you deserve it. Your guards’ camp was a disgrace when I toured it five days ago, children running everywhere, sluttish women unsupervised and unkempt, and no priest to watch over them. I hope it is in better condition now because of my efforts, but do I receive thanks for that? Certainly not. You complain that I brought in a priest of my people to hold the hand of the Almighty God over those of us in this camp. You refuse me sufficient quarters, and then complain when I act to improve them. If you wish me to entertain jaran noblewomen, I certainly cannot do so in that cramped, colorless little tent that I had to share with my handmaiden. I have managed to enlarge the tent—”

She had, at that. Her tent, attached to his by a covered walkway so that she needn’t leave its seclusion, was twice the size of his own, now, and warrened with little rooms for sleeping and primping and administering and one with a cot for her handmaiden.

“—but I need more tapestries for the walls and more carpets. There is a certain kind of carpet from the south, near Salkh, which I should like four of, if they can be got. And some couches for visitors, and I refuse to serve anyone, even a barbarian woman, that swill you call tea. Furthermore—”

“Enough!”

“It is not enough! Furthermore—”

He cuffed her across the cheek. She gasped, and that quickly raised her right hand and slapped him. The blow didn’t hurt—she wasn’t strong enough for that—but it stung. “You dare strike me!”

Despite his anger, she didn’t shrink back from him. “The Almighty God teaches us that a woman must bow to her husband as the angels bow to God, but if he strikes her without justification, then she may strike back.”

“Without justification! A woman ought never to raise her voice to a man! Never! So has the Everlasting God proclaimed.”

“Then you are barbarians, as I thought. I encourage you to see how well you will prosper in Habakar lands without my assistance. I lived better than this before the jaran came, and had your guards not discovered my hiding place, I would have escaped and been treated among my own people as a woman of my station ought to be treated.

“Yet you were discovered, and if I judge rightly, you ought to have killed yourself rather than let yourself be dishonored.”

Her chin quivered. Silk trembled over the bridge of her nose, and her eyes flashed. “So speaks the man who dishonored me. That is for the Almighty God to forgive, if He judges that I did not do my duty toward Him. Not for an unbeliever such as yourself.”

“I hope you realize what forbearance I am showing in allowing you to bring a priest into my camp at all. It is only my respect for Bakhtiian’s proclamation that all priests must be tolerated.”

“It is only your respect for the power of Bakhtiian’s army. It was, in any case, part of the marriage contract that you signed.”

A contract witnessed by the Habakar priests and signed by him and by Laissa. As if a woman’s word was worth anything, although evidently it was to these people. Still, by birth as reckoned by Habakar standards she ranked far above him; in Vidiya, he could never have hoped for so advantageous a match: She was cousin to the reigning king and to the king’s nephew who, rumor said, was now raising an army in the southlands, and also to the princess whom Mitya expected to marry. The bitter truth was, she treated him like the commoner she considered him to be; although his family was an old and honorable house, they were not nobility. That he had been allowed to study in the palace school for boys was due to his uncle’s high standing as a Companion to the Great King, and the fact that his uncle had once saved the Great King’s father’s life in a battle. And imagine, if Mitya became king here, then the king’s wife and his own wife would be cousins!

“Well,” he said, quashing an urge to touch his cheek, where she had slapped him, “I forbid any expedition to look for a villa within the walls, but if you need rugs and carpets, and silks for your wardrobe, you have my permission to send your steward out to the market.” Her steward. She had a regular army of attendants, more than he had brought, certainly. Yet it was true that in some ways she made his life easier. She had taken over much of the day-to-day administering of the camp, which was by rights a servant’s job. Evidently she thought it a woman’s duty, and indeed, the Everlasting God proclaimed that women were the servants of men, so perhaps it was fitting.

The tent flap stirred and Lal appeared. “I beg your pardon, eminence. I thought to inquire if you had further orders for me before I left?”

Probably the boy had been listening outside. Jiroannes glanced at Laissa.

She bowed her head, but the show of humility did not fool him. “I abide by your command, husband.”

“Lal, the mistress will direct you. Also, I mean to attend the performance this afternoon. Wife, you will accompany me. Although I’m sure you feel reluctant to leave your seclusion, I think it best that the jaran noblewomen see you with me again, out in the camp, so that they can be assured that we are fixed as man and wife.”

“As you wish.” She retreated to the door and glanced back—not at him, but at the still, silent form that was Samae, kneeling motionlessly, head bent submissively, at the foot of the couch. Then she was gone, Lal scurrying after her, into the women’s quarters, a place that no man might follow Laissa into except her husband.

That sudden, lightning interest puzzled Jiroannes. Why should Laissa notice Samae? The girl now slept in the same tent as the two eunuchs, and now that he was married, Jiroannes had felt able to endure her touch again. He remained leery of bedding her so far, but he allowed her to massage him every day.

“Jat! Where is the boy, damn it? Samae, dress me.”

She did so without word or sign of what she thought of her new favor in his eyes. Perhaps Samae’s exotic beauty interested Laissa. Vidiyan women had their own diversions within the women’s quarters, and what they did to keep themselves occupied did not merit a man’s concern, as long as they did their duty by bearing him sons of his own seed.

In the afternoon he walked beside Laissa’s covered litter, borne by two guardsmen and two servants of her own people, to the ground where the Company performed. Lal and Samae and Syrannus walked in attendance on him, and four handmaidens as well as the interpreter accompanied Laissa, so that when they came to settle themselves in front of the platform, they made quite an unwieldy little group.

After so long with the jaran, Jiroannes had learned to recognize the various ranks within the jaran; today many of their nobles gathered to attend the performance. Evidently, this dance was being danced for the first time, and Bakhtiian himself, accompanied by the Prince of Jeds, meant to attend as well. Mother Sakhalin hurried up, and Laissa, no fool, eased herself out of the litter to greet the old woman. Except, to his horror, she did not offer greetings at all. Instead, she and the old woman began haggling over right of place.

“Wife,” he began, “naturally we will move to a different—”

Two heads turned. Both women stared at him, most brazenly, and he realized that they were enjoying themselves and that his opinion was not wanted. Fuming, he retreated to stand beside Syrannus.

“They’re all barbarians,” he muttered.

“Look, eminence, there is Bakhtiian. With his wife and the prince.”

Mother Sakhalin and Laissa finished their argument, and Mother Sakhalin moved away to intercept Bakhtiian.

“Husband, we will sit here, as I said.”

“But—”

“We are displacing one of the Ten Tribes, but the queen mother wishes them to learn a little humility on this occasion, so she has assented to our presence here. She also sees the expediency in honoring me as an ally in high favor. I hope you understand that this benefits your position as well.”

Jiroannes only grunted in reply. They settled down, Laissa within the litter, one flap thrown askew so that she could view the dancing platform as well as her husband. Her handmaidens knelt around her. Lal laid pillows on the ground for Jiroannes, and he settled there, Syrannus to his right and the two slaves seated between him and the litter. At the front of the audience, Bakhtiian sat down between his wife and the Prince of Jeds. Two girls helped Mother Sakhalin sit on a pillow to the right of the prince.

A man entered onto the platform, three small drums slung around his waist. He tapped on them, drawing out a rhythm by whose beat a woman entered. But not just any woman: this was Mother Sun, who sent her daughter to the earth. Mitya had told Jiroannes this story. Now, the actors danced it. It was as if they brought it to life: the daughter’s exile and the ten sisters she brought with her to be her companions, who bore the first tribes of the jaran; how she met the first dyan of the Sakhalin tribe; how they loved, how they parted. The Daughter of the Sun traveled away into dark lands, where she bore his child, and he followed her, but in the end, as is the fate of all mortal men, he died. And in the end, as must any child of the heavens, she returned to her home in the gods’ lands.

They danced well. Their audience sat with deep respect, in rapt silence. Syrannus sat with hands folded in his lap. Laissa, by her profile, was as busy surveying the ranks of the jaran as watching the performance. A tear trailed down Samae’s face.

A tear! Jiroannes stared at the slave-girl. A girl still, perhaps; she had been so young when his uncle had offered her to him at the marketplace that she had not yet begun her woman’s courses, although of course the merchant selling her had assured Jiroannes that she was a virgin. In five years, Jiroannes had never seen her cry. He had never seen her show any feelings at all, except once that flash of rebellion, as quickly stifled. Except once when he had thought she had smiled at Mitya. Except now, when a tear lined her cheek as she watched the performance.

What did he know about her? He knew more about Lal, who was a common boy, son of a tavernkeeper and a whore, sold into the palace service and lucky enough to gain a place in Jiroannes’s household, and who by dint of hard work and ambition had risen fast. Already Laissa considered him indispensable, and the boy was certainly clever and industrious. But Samae—she had come from Tadesh, the Gray Eminence’s lands across the sea. She had been taught the concubine’s arts there, while still a child—or she must have been, because she knew them, and where else could she have learned them? She danced finely. Perhaps she had once lived with such a company of dancers—of actors, that was their proper name—when she was a child; perhaps she remembered them; perhaps she mourned what she had lost.

Stirred by a feeling he did not entirely understand, Jiroannes reached out and patted her hand. She flinched and jerked away from him, startled, her eyes wide. As quickly, she pulled her hands in against her chest and bowed her head and sat as still as stone. Jiroannes drew away his hand and glanced up. Laissa watched him, watched Samae, through her sheer veil, and a moment later looked away.

Jiroannes grunted under his breath and returned his attention to the performance. Well, that would teach him to try to understand women. The Everlasting God enjoined men to rule women, not to understand them. Still, he could not help but wonder what Samae saw in the dance—in the play—to make her cry.

After the performance, Mitya trotted up, all flushed and cheerful. “That was very fine, wasn’t it!” he exclaimed. Then he recalled his manners and bowed his head before Laissa’s presence. She acknowledged him coolly and sent her interpreter to invite Mother Sakhalin to her tent for refreshments. The handmaidens closed up the litter and the guards bore her away.

Mitya watched her go, bemused. “It’s a curious way to travel. She can’t see out, can she?”

“There are a few cunningly concealed slits in the fabric, but otherwise, no. In this fashion a woman can travel from one place to another, when she must, without exposing herself to the eyes of strangers.”

“Oh.” Mitya nodded, staring after the litter with a look of incomprehension on his face. “Well. It was very fine, what they did though, telling the tale like that.” He glanced at Samae, glanced away, and fixed his attention on Jiroannes.

“Perhaps you would like to return with me to my tent for refreshments:”

“Oh, certainly!”

In such charity they went, Syrannus behind them and the two slaves behind the old man. Under his own awning, Jiroannes seated Mitya on a pillow and excused himself to go inside for a moment so that Samae could re-bind his turban, which had loosened at the back. He sat on the couch and she unwound the cloth from his head. His hair fell down around his shoulders and down to his waist, and Samae lifted the ribboned strands and wound them back up in fresh linen. The quiet lent a kind of intimacy to their endeavor, contrasted to the bustle outside as Laissa’s servants prepared for the arrival of Mother Sakhalin.

“Samae,” he said, surprising himself more than her, perhaps, “what did you do as a child? Who were your parents?”

Her hands stilled. She tensed, not so much in fear but in astonishment, or anticipation, or anger. How could he tell? He knew so little of her. He felt the tiny movements of her fingers, caught half in his hair and half in the complex folds of cloth wound around his hair.

“Husband!” Laissa swept in. “Move aside, girl!” She cuffed Samae hard on the right cheek, carelessly, but her eyes glinted as she surveyed the slave’s retreat to the foot of the couch. “Come, come. I want you to greet Mother Sakhalin, and then you may retire to entertain the boy, the young prince. He is Bakhtiian’s nephew? No, his cousin’s son. How curious their customs are, but evidently he has no children by his own wives yet.”

Jiroannes rose, the cloth tumbled in his hands. “It is a grave insult to interrupt a man with his hair unbound. Apologize instantly.”

She took a step back, retreating from his anger. It reminded him of those first days, when she had been in his power entirely, when she had groveled before him. “I beg your pardon, husband. I was not aware—”

“Then you will learn. The Everlasting God commands us never to cut our hair and to conceal it from the eyes of strangers, just as we conceal the beauty and worth of our wives from those who might covet them. Do you understand?”

She bowed her head submissively. He clenched one hand into a fist and opened it. Her fear lent her a sudden attraction, and he felt the immediate, full force of desire. But he had a guest outside. “You may go.” She turned to retreat, for once not answering back. “Wife.” At his clipped tone, she froze and looked back over her shoulder. “I will punish my own slaves, when they deserve it. It is not your place to lay hands on them. Do you understand?”

Her gaze shifted past him, seeking Samae, and then darted back. “I understand,” she replied in a low voice.

“I will entertain my own guest. How you choose to entertain women is no concern of mine. Be sure that they are gone by full dark, however, as I mean to come to your bed tonight, and I expect you to be waiting for me.”

She dropped her gaze to stare at the carpet, and he saw that the prospect frightened her. This power he still held over her, who had been virgin and protected by her God from the appetites of men for so many years. Invested as Javani in the year she began her woman’s courses, by the reckoning of her people she had reigned as priestess for over sixteen years before the jaran had burned the holy temple. Another woman would have borne many children in the intervening span and been aged and withered by the burdens of womanhood, but Laissa had remained young, her flesh unmarked by God’s punishing Hand. So had the Everlasting God decreed, that women bear children as a punishment for their weak natures. Jiroannes intended to get many children on her.

She ducked her head and padded away into the safety of her own chambers.

“Samae.” He said it softly. “Let me see your face.” She did not move. He walked over to her and lifted her chin. Red stained her pale skin, where Laissa had hit her. Jiroannes smoothed his fingers over her cheek. “Never mind it. It will fade. Here, now, bind my turban back up, and then you may attend me and the prince. And you may go to him tonight, if you wish it.”

Her gaze lifted to his face. She stared, eyes wide, and then recalled herself and averted her gaze. Her astonishment pleased him, and it fed his desire as well. Tomorrow night he would not go to Laissa’s bed. Tomorrow night, perhaps, he would call for Samae to attend him once again. He sat down on the couch and let her minister to him. Was it his imagination, or did she perform her duties eagerly now, with a certain tenderness? He would find out more about her, who her parents were, why she had been sold into slavery, how she had come to learn the mysterious arts of the Tadeshi concubines, why she cried to see the actors perform their play. Quickly she performed her task and followed him outside, where she knelt in silence three paces behind him, eyes lowered, while Lal served tea and cakes to Jiroannes and Mitya. The two men chatted together, about the return of the Prince of Jeds, about the marriage of Bakhtiian’s niece, about the siege of Karkand, about the relative merits of the weave of cloth from Habakar looms and how much the merchants trading this fine cloth to countries north and south ought to be taxed by the jaran on their profits.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“I’M NOT WELCOME AT this council, am I?”

Tess squatted down in front of the chest, lifted the lid, and rummaged inside. “Ilya, in all fairness, why should you be?” She found the length of gold cloth she was looking for and drew it out. “Charles wouldn’t be welcome at your councils, either.”

“There might be a time when it was appropriate for him to attend.”

“There might be, it’s true. I think I’ll use this gold cloth to make a shirt for Vasha.”

“A shirt for who?”

“You remember him. Your son.”

“Tess, he is not—”

“Ilya.”

In the silence, he paced while she heaved herself to her feet and went to the table, to unroll the bolt there, smoothing her hand over the fabric. “He’s a good-looking boy,” Ilya conceded at last, “and he seems well-mannered. Katya likes him.”

“Katerina has befriended him, yes. But then, she’s a generous girl, like her mother.”

“Unlike me?”

Tess grinned suddenly and walked across to him. She took his hand. “I know it was abrupt of me to adopt him like that. But he looked so bedraggled and so pathetic. He’s so young. Was his mother dark-featured as well?”

Ilya nodded absently, attention on the entrance flap, not on her. Outside, they heard Katerina calling out: “Vasha! Vasha! Come here!”

“But what are we going to do with him?” he asked at last.

“Raise him as our child.”

“Our child? But it goes against all our traditions … by no custom of the jaran would he ever come to me. Even so, we can never know if he is truly my child.”

“Do you doubt that he is? I don’t. Oh, it’s moving.”

He spread both hands over her belly and they just stood there. A smile caught on his lips and he closed his eyes. “Yes, I feel it. Our child, Tess.” He sighed, content, and drew his hands up to enclose both her hands between his. “Tess.” He hesitated, glanced toward the entrance, and then back at her. When he spoke, she could barely hear him. “We traveled alongside their tribe for five months, and every night I slept in her tent. It was stupid of me, to show any woman such exclusive attention, but—”

“But?”

“Roskhel’s tribe rode alongside ours for those same months, and I wanted away from my mother’s tent. I hadn’t a tent of my own, and anyway, Inessa was very pretty, so it was no hardship for me to lie with her every night. By the time we left them, she knew she was pregnant. Vasha is my child by the laws of Jeds, where such lines are followed through the man whose seed makes a woman pregnant. But we are not in Jeds. Nor do I rule there. By the laws of the jaran he is not my child, nor am I his father, except that I’m married to you, and that you adopted him as a foster-son.”

He released her abruptly. A moment later Katerina burst into the tent. “Aunt Tess! Vasha, come here!”

The boy pushed through the opening hesitantly and halted right on the threshold as if he did not want to intrude, the heavy flap caught on his shoulders. Katerina grabbed his wrist and jerked him forward.

“Look. Vasha, show them!”

“Little one,” said Ilya sternly, “he needn’t show us anything he doesn’t want to.” He turned a steady gaze on Vasha, and the boy stared up at him.

Oh, yes, the resemblance was strong enough that anyone might guess just by looking at them together that they were father and son. And Vasha had the eyes, the same fire there, burning. He stared at his father as much with awe as with apprehension. Ilya looked vexed. Finally, Vasha uncurled his right hand to display a finely-carved bone clasp, the kind one would use to close a saddlebag or a pouch.

“By the gods,” Ilya murmured. He lifted it up and examined it. It was long and narrow, like a finger, curved, with a small hole at one end for a leather strip to lace through. He laughed out of sheer surprise. “My father gave me this. He carved it for me, as a present, when my first cycle of years had passed. Do you see the eagle, here? How his wings curl and drape around the clasp, as if he’s embracing the winds?” Katya hung on her uncle’s arm, staring. Vasha did not move, did not even close his hand or withdraw it. “Where did you get it?”

Vasha shrugged, dipping his chin down, staring at the carpet.

“Vasha! When I ask a question, I expect an answer.”

The boy mumbled something.

“Gods, boy! I’m not going to punish you for it. I thought I’d lost this years ago, but I see that your mother merely stole it from me.”

His gaze leapt up to Ilya. He glared. “She did not! She said you gave it to her!”

“I never gave it to her! And it happened more than once, that she’d take things from me and tell people I’d given them to her—” His voice dropped suddenly, in the face of Vasha’s humiliated anger. “But perhaps I merely dropped it somewhere, and she found it and kept it to give to me again.”

“Only you never came back,” said the boy in a muted tone, looking down again.

“No, I never did. Well, here. I give it back to you, then.”

“To me!” His gaze flashed up to Ilya and down again.

“As my father gifted me with it, so do I gift it to you.”

“Oh,” said Katerina.

Vasha did not move. Ilya placed the clasp on the boy’s palm and closed his fingers over it. “Vasha, you are with us now. Let this be the seal between you and me, then, that … that we’ll raise you as we would any son of ours.” Still Vasha did not speak. Ilya glanced at Tess. “Well?” he demanded, as if she could help him.

“I have to go. Katya, I’m going to make a shirt for Vasha out of this cloth. Take it over to your mother and show it to her, please.”

“Of course, Aunt Tess.” Katya rolled up the cloth and hurried away.

Tess straightened her clothes over her belly. “Give me a kiss, little one,” she said to Vasha. He started and came to kiss her, once on each cheek, in the formal way. She kissed him on the forehead as well, kissed Ilya on the cheek, and went to the entrance. There she paused on the threshold.

Ilya examined the boy as if he hadn’t the least idea what to do with him. He coughed, glanced at Tess, and frowned. “Well. Do you know how to ride, Vasha?”

“Of course I know how to ride! How do you think I got here? Oh, I beg your pardon, I’m sorry. That was ill-mannered of me. Yes, I know how to ride.”

Ilya sighed. He put out a hand as if to pat the boy on the shoulder, withdrew it, and then reached out again and awkwardly touched Vasha on the arm. “You’ll ride out with me today, then. We’ll go find you a mount.”

Satisfied, Tess left them. She stopped to consult with Sonia about the shirt and then went on to Charles’s encampment. She enjoyed the walk; she much preferred walking to riding these days, although she sometimes had to stop when her belly tightened up, all the muscles tensing, practicing for the event scheduled to occur in about seventy days. She was seven months pregnant now, with two months to go, more or less, Earth-time, although the year and month were longer here on Rhui.

Sometimes, especially late at night, she really thought the best thing would be to return to Jeds. But Cara could care for her as well here as at Jeds, really, especially with the new equipment Charles had brought with him, and it was too late by now to get her off-planet. What if she died?

But there was no point in worrying. She couldn’t turn back now. What would come, would come. And she did have Cara, after all. Somehow, with Cara here, she couldn’t imagine anything going wrong.

So what would happen after the baby came? These days it seemed like a veil lay drawn between her here, now, and what lay after the baby’s arrival. What did she want out of life anyway? Mostly she wanted to be finished with the pregnancy, which weighed on her like a kind of mental torpor, as if all the activity in her body, mental or otherwise, had been channeled into her womb. Yet for two days now the thought of the female Chapalii had nagged at her. All this time humanity had read old human patterns onto Chapalii culture: males who possessed all the status and did everything important and females who lived in seclusion, as second-class citizens. Now it appeared that they had been wrong; now it appeared that the Chapalii possessed two cultures. Yet surely the two cultures intertwined somehow. Surely the pattern was readable, if only the right person, with the right skills, could investigate. Tess knew quite well who the right person was.

Yet she did not want to leave Rhui. She did not want to leave the jaran. Charles lived in a world made cold by his obsession; by joining with him, her world, her surroundings, would be cold as well. She would have to leave the warmth of her family behind. Because the jaran were her family, now. Somehow, she had to find a way to work with Charles and yet remain on Rhui.

“Tess!”

“Oh, hello, Aleksi. Where did you come from?”

He ran up to her and settled into a walk. Pink flushed his cheeks. “Sonia told me where you’d gone. I thought—” He broke off.

“You thought what? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” But his expression belied the comment. He hesitated, and then words came out in a rush. “Tess, don’t leave me behind when you go. When you leave. I’ve got no place here, except with you. Whatever there might be, out there, in the heavens, I’ll gladly risk it, as long as I can stay with you.”

“Aleksi!” She stopped. “I’m not leaving. Not yet, anyway.”

“But someday—?”

“Yes.” She said it reluctantly. “Yes, someday I’ll leave the jaran.”

“Then?”

She smiled sadly, thinking of Yuri, who had refused her offer to go with her to Jeds. Gods, it seemed long ago that he had died. “Aleksi, I promise that when I leave, I’ll take you with me if that’s what you truly want.” His flush faded. His expression cleared. “You may as well come with me now. You already know too much as it is.” He assented with a nod and walked beside her the rest of the way to Charles’s tent.

Charles waited outside. He rose when he caught sight of her, and came to greet her. “You’re looking well.”

“Thank you.”

He looked at Aleksi and then back at Tess.

“He knows already, Charles. I don’t see the harm in letting Aleksi sit in on the council.”

“You don’t?”

“Believe me, Aleksi has no standing whatsoever in the tribes except what I’ve given him. He knows it. I know it. We can trust him.” Beside her, Aleksi stood perfectly still, effacing himself in that way he’d learned over the years to avoid notice.

Charles studied the young man, and then Tess; he drew two fingers down the curve of his short beard, stroking it to a point at his chin. “What benefit?” he asked finally.

“Benefit! You would ask that. All right. This one. He has his own tent. When you leave, you can leave a modeler and communicator with him which he can keep in his tent, which I can then use without fear of it being discovered by Ilya or anyone else.”

“This assumes that when I leave, you don’t come with me.”

“I’m not coming with you.”

“Come inside. Everyone else is here.” He turned to go in, turned back. “And you as well, Aleksi.”

Aleksi glanced once, swiftly, at Tess. Tess knew well enough what the invitation meant: Aleksi had just stepped outside the boundaries of his old life and been accepted into a new one. He knew it, too. All of them knew that this was an invitation that would never be extended to Bakhtiian.

They ducked inside the tent. Tess sank gratefully into the chair Cara offered her. She greeted everyone: Marco, David, Maggie, Jo, Rajiv, and Ursula. Aleksi crouched beside her, one hand on the back of her chair. Better that he be here, to mark that although she was part of this world, this council, she also had inseparable links to Rhui. She rested a hand on her abdomen. The fetus moved, rolling under her hand, under the cloth of her tunic, under the skin and the flesh. That link alone marked her forever, mother to a child half of one world, half of another.

“I think,” said Charles into the silence, “that we need to consider the interdiction. We need to consider putting into place a matrix within which the plan of sabotage can develop and from which it can be launched at the appropriate time. Also, I’m running out of time. Now that I’ve proclaimed myself a player in court politics, I can’t be absent for too long without losing—what? face?—without losing position, certainly, and without causing so much suspicion that the emperor might feel called upon to act, to investigate what I’m actually doing here on my interdicted world. Comments?”

“No doubt that you must go back soon,” said Cara.

“I think we should pull everyone off Rhui,” said Rajiv, “except those vital to the matrix.”

“But if we pull everyone off,” said Marco, “then won’t the Chapalii be suspicious? We ought to let it go on as it always has, more or less.”

“Marco, you only say that because you still have continents you want to explore.”

“Selfishness is the root of human success in evolution, don’t you think?”

Cara snorted.

“Quite the contrary,” answered Rajiv, “cooperation has sustained human development.”

“But groups can be selfish as well.”

“Now, now,” said Maggie, “let’s keep to the subject at hand, if you please. For the sake of argument, let’s say we keep the interdiction in place without any obvious changes. Where do we install our base of operations? Where do we channel all the information? Where do we build the matrix? Jeds? Morava? Both at once? Somewhere else?”

“A single fixed base of operations is always dangerous,” said Ursula. “Easy to discover, easy to root out. I’d suggest two or three bases.”

“But when we increase the number,” objected Rajiv, “we increase the necessity for communicating between them, and that poses its own problems and its own dangers.

Maggie shook her head. “Rajiv, communication on Rhui is going to be a problem nevertheless. The interdiction works both for and against us in that way. But you’d know better than I how likely the Chapalii are to be monitoring all planetary communications and how thorough their coverage can be.”

David coughed. “And while Morava might seem best because of its size and its banks, we don’t know if there are other forms of monitoring going on there that we aren’t—can’t be—aware of. Yet we must stay in contact with Morava. It’s vital to the plan, isn’t it?”

Cara nodded. “Jeds provides a good landing point still, and an already established base of power on Rhui. Not to mention a good port, with trade routes spreading out all over the planet.”

“Jo?” Charles asked.

She shrugged. “Nothing to offer yet. I’ve finished my report on the samples I took from. Morava. I’m studying the samples Cara has taken from the jaran population now. We’ll need Jeds in the link just for the laboratory facilities, for one thing. Even Morava doesn’t have facilities we humans can use.”

“Unless we bring Chapalii down onto Rhui.”

“Marco!” David threw up his hands. “That’s absurd. That would be breaking the interdiction all over again.”

“David, they’ve already been at Morava. We’ve established now that Charles has a merchant house allied with him, established on Rhuian terms, I mean. Why shouldn’t they visit Morava?”

“Which still hasn’t answered the question of where to centralize operations,” said Maggie.

“Tess,” said Charles quietly, “you look like you have something to say.”

The answer stared her in the face. It answered both her problems. Neatly. Perfectly. Almost too perfectly. She already knew how to build matrices, and what Charles wanted built here was not that different from any language. She already led a jahar of envoys. A steady stream of visitors, envoys, ambassadors, merchants, and philosophers came and went from the camp of the jaran army. Tess could authorize their movement within the camp; she had the authority to receive them, or to send them away, or to conduct her own missions, to send her own people to Jeds, to Morava, to anywhere she wanted. And the jaran moved, always. They never stayed in one place for long. She had allies within the jaran, and allies outside the jaran.

“Base it with me,” she said softly, surprising everyone but Charles. Tess doubted she could ever surprise Charles. “Base it with the jaran.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

SONIA REGARDED THE GOLD cloth with some misgiving. Certainly Tess had every right to adopt the boy into her tent; indeed, Tess herself had gained a place with the jaran by the same means. But the truth was that this was not a simple adoption. Vassily Kireyevsky ought to have stayed with his mother’s relatives. She faulted the Kireyevsky tribe for casting him off, but it wasn’t unheard of that a family would rid itself of an unwanted child by giving it to a family who had need of a servant or even a child to adopt. But a child who had no father could not then be sent to the man who had, perhaps, sired him—as if it could ever be proven.

Sonia made a face and rolled the cloth up again. She disliked that Rhuian word, “sired.” Oh, she did not doubt that Vasha was Ilya’s son—by Jedan law—but this was not Jeds. Mother Sakhalin’s warnings seemed apt now. If the jaran took one step too many off the path the gods had given them to ride, then they would no longer be jaran. And why should Tess care what happened to this child, anyway? In Jeds, Sonia had read of noblewomen who murdered their husband’s or father’s bastards. What did Tess expect to come of taking in this child?

She signed and set the cloth aside. Looking up, she saw two riders and their escort halt at the edge of camp. A strange sense—not quite of foreboding but of dislocation—swept her, seeing her cousin and the boy together. There was something very alike about them. She got to her feet and went to greet them.

“Hello, Ilya. Vasha.”

The boy stammered a greeting. He looked deeply embarrassed at having the luxury of handing over his reins to another man, who would tend to the horse for him; indeed, he looked embarrassed at having ridden such a handsome horse at all, since they had, of course, gone out on two of the khuhaylan Arabians.

“Go on, then,” said Sonia, taking pity on him, “Katya is waiting for you. They’re over there—” She waved toward her left, where Katya and Galina and a handful of other girls were practicing archery on the empty stretch of ground lying between the Orzhekov tents and the next tribe.

Vasha looked up at—Sonia could not quite bring herself to think, his father—Ilya, and Ilya gave the slightest lift of his chin, which the boy took for permission. He ran off.

“Well,” said Sonia.

“It was not my choice!” Ilya exclaimed.

Sonia chuckled, resting a hand on his sleeve. “Ilyakoria, I would never tax you with something that so obviously has Tess’s mark about it.”

“I will never understand her,” muttered Ilya, sounding vastly irritated.

“You do hate that,” she agreed mildly. “And you would never have married her if you did understand her. Come. You look thirsty.”

He also looked as if he wanted to talk. He walked with her and sat down under the awning of her tent. She brought komis for them both, and while they drank they watched the girls shoot.

“Vera Veselov wants every girl to ride for at least one season with the archers in the army,” said Sonia. “I think she thinks of it as some kind of birbas, hunting the khaja as we hunt animals. Good training. But I and Mother Sakhalin and several other etsanas have argued against it. The experience will do some girls no good; others will prefer to ride for two years before it’s time for them to marry. And there are women who have lost their husbands who have asked to join as well, but others who wish only to return to the plains. Right now we have enough volunteers, and we haven’t even begun to draw young women from the tribes still out on the plains.”

“Right now,” said Ilya. “But eventually the novelty will wear off, and then it will no longer be enough to have volunteers and a casual place alongside the rest of the army.” His eyes narrowed. “Look.”

Galina had given Vasha her bow. He obviously had handled a bow before, although he did not have the skill of the girls.

“Will you stop him?” Sonia asked quietly.

Ilya glanced at her. “How can I?”

The sun baked down on the children, but they appeared not to mind it. Their game interested them more.

“What will happen to him, Ilya?”

“I don’t know. I scarcely know what to think of him.” He hesitated. His lips quirked up into a half-smile. “I scarcely know what to think of myself. Am I a father or not? What do I do with such a child? What does Tess want me to do with him? Gods.” He grimaced. “What does the child himself want? Or can he even know?”

The air lay still today, hot, oppressive, and crowding, as if it waited on some larger storm to break. But the sky remained blue, unsullied by clouds, and distant Karkand shimmered in the heat.

“Autumn will come soon enough,” commented Sonia, “though I don’t think it ever grows as cold here as it does on the plains.”

Ilya watched the boy out beyond as he shot another round and then gave the bow back to Galina. “Sonia,” he said. Faltered. Began again. “Sonia, don’t you suppose that Aleksi should marry?”

The change of subject surprised her. “Ilya! It would break Tess’s heart if he left camp.” She regarded her cousin questioningly. Surely he understood his wife by now. “And in any case, Tess rules him with an iron hand, however light it may seem to others. He wouldn’t go.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t mean that he should leave. Surely some woman can be found who might come to us.”

“Ah,” she said, understanding him now. “You think that if you bind Aleksi to camp as well, it will be yet another reason for Tess to stay.”

He flashed her a look so filled with indignation that she laughed. How he hated it when people saw past his words and his authority to his feelings. He knew better, however, than to snap at her. “I don’t—” he began, and stopped, because what she had said was true. He subsided into an offended silence that reminded her all at once of Nadine.

“Ilya,” she added, taking pity on him, “be assured that for my own reasons I am keeping an eye out for a wife for Aleksi.”

He did not deign to reply, but she saw that her answer mollified him.

Shadows lengthened around them, and the children ended their game. Katya and Galina and Vasha ran over to the tent and swamped the silence with their laughter. The two girls threw themselves down, unconscious of any need for dignity around their formidable cousin. But Vasha moved cautiously, like a foal testing its legs, and with a touching, stiff gravity that made Sonia actually feel a little sorry for whatever he had endured before. Clearly he was proud. As clearly, his Kireyevsky relatives had punished him for his pride, for him to be so leery of it now.

Katya gave a great sigh and rolled over onto her back. “You have to learn to read and write, Vasha. Doesn’t he?” And she rolled her gaze over toward Ilya. Sonia sighed. Katya rode moods the way she rode horses; right now, she was on a racing tear.

“Oh,” said Vasha, flashing a glance toward Ilya, and bit off a question.

“Katya! He doesn’t have to!” retorted Galina. “You’re being a bully.”

“Does so,” said Katya, and she sprang up and darted into Sonia’s tent, emerging moments later with two books. “Shall we start with Aristoteles? Or Sister Casiara?” She set the books down in front of Vasha and opened them both.

Vasha stared down at the pages filled with tiny words, all of which were certainly incomprehensible to him. He was flushed. Sonia doubted if he even knew what reading and writing were, but he could never admit that here, now.

“Katerina, my dear,” said Sonia, “Sister Casiara is a little dry and dense as something to start off with, don’t you think? I don’t recall that even you have managed to read farther than the first chapter.”

Katya scowled at her mother, but it was impossible to make her ashamed enough to blush. The little beast. How like her to generously befriend the boy and then embarrass him like this in front of the person he most wanted to impress.

“You all have far too much energy,” said Ilya suddenly. “I think all three of you must be old enough now to attend the envoy’s school along with Mitya. Afternoons.” He looked at Sonia. “There aren’t so many chores to do then.” Sonia nodded, pleased that he understood how much she needed the children in the mornings, especially since Galina still spent many mornings with Dr. Hierakis. “Any fool can see that Vasha can’t read Aristoteles or Sister Casiara,” he added directly to Katya, “since he doesn’t know Rhuian. Yet.”

Vasha’s shoulders had remained hunched all through this recital, but they lifted slightly now.

“Meanwhile, he must learn his letters. You two girls may teach him the letters Tess and Niko devised for khush, since I’m sure you know them all quite well now.”

“Oh!” said Galina, looking disgusted. “You idiot!” she hissed at her cousin.

“As for you, my young scholar,” Ilya added to Katerina, “you will write me a little book in the style of Aristoteles on the nature and kind of horses in this army.”

Katya looked dumbfounded. Sonia was pretty sure that Katya had not a clue what Ilya was talking about. The girl set her hands on her hips. “What if I won’t?”

“I don’t suggest,” said Ilya quietly, “that you disobey me, little one.”

Beaten by superior horsemanship, Katya gave up the race. She made a horrible face and flopped down on her stomach. Galina giggled. Katya kicked her.

“Do you mean it?” Vasha asked in a small voice. “That I’m to learn to—” He hesitated, touching the paper with one finger. “So that I can learn to hear what these marks say?”

“Gods! Of course I mean it!”

Vasha flinched back. Ilya let out an exasperated sigh. Katya had one eye open and one shut, as if she was trying to decide whether to venture any more mischief.

“Oh, Vasha,” Sonia interceded smoothly. “Since you’re here, let me measure you against this cloth.”

“What’s it for?” he asked sulkily, and then his eyes widened as she unrolled the golden silk.

“May I help, Aunt Sonia?” asked Galina at once. “I recognize that piece. Isn’t the weave fine?”

“Is Aunt Tess back yet?” asked Katya suddenly, evidently determined to make one last gallop or even, perhaps, to provoke a stampede. Sonia had a very good idea of how much Ilya disliked being kept out of any business Tess was involved in, especially when that business, that council, involved the Prince of Jeds. Sonia did not doubt that the council might last well into the night, and that Ilya might never learn the least scrap of information about what had gone on there. Sonia did not precisely distrust Tess’s brother; on the whole, she guessed he was their ally more than their enemy, but he had yet to impress her as a person who cared much at all what the jaran thought of him. As if he does not need us.

Ilya stiffened. Here it came.

“But I don’t understand,” said Vasha tremulously, “how these little marks can speak?”

Sonia had to bite her tongue to stop from laughing out loud. Outmaneuvered and outraced.

“Oh, here,” said Ilya, rising at once. “Come with me, Vasha. I’ve got a stylus and tablet. It’s the only way to learn letters. I’ll teach you.”

Vasha leapt up, his face bright. Katya stuck her tongue out at him, looking sour.

“That will teach you,” said Sonia to her daughter as soon as Ilya and the boy were out of earshot.

Katya ignored her mother. She had a stubborn set to her mouth now, and she pulled the Aristoteles over and opened it up and began the laborious process of sounding out the words. Sonia smiled.

“May I help you with the shirt?” Galina asked.

“Of course you may, my love.”

Together they worked to make a shirt for Vasha. Beyond Karkand the sun set, staining red a trailing growth of clouds that had begun to gather on the horizon.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

DIANA WATCHED MARCO SURREPTITIOUSLY. Outside, rain fell. Here in the Company tent, they all sat listening while Charles Soerensen and Owen and Ginny discussed the possibility of the Company breaking new ground.

“With my patronage, I think it’s quite possible you could actually tour outside of League space.”

“Think of it!” Diana recognized the gleam that lit Owen’s eyes. She had seen it before. She had seen it that winter morning three and a half years ago when Ginny first broached the idea that they travel to Rhui. “Does theater even translate to nonhuman species? Are there links between all intelligent species, or are we simply myopic in thinking that all other forms of life must have some discernible relationship to our own?”

Soerensen sat between Owen and Ginny. Marco sat next to Owen. Marco glanced up at Diana and they looked away together.

“Would this be an exclusive contract?” Ginny asked.

Soerensen smiled. “No, not exactly. I want to encourage arts of all kinds to spread. I want to encourage humanity to move out into the Empire, now that—” He paused. They all waited for him, the entire Company—all but Hyacinth, who was gone, and Anahita, who had stayed in her tent. Anahita rarely met with the others now, except at rehearsal or a performance. Gwyn said that she had succumbed to her own spiritual hollowness.

“—now that we have the means to do so.”

A “Hmm,” said Owen, and Diana wondered what he was thinking.

“Hmm,” said Ginny, echoing her husband. She cocked her head to one side, and she and Soerensen exchanged what Diana always called A Significant Glance. Diana had it in the back of her mind that Ginny had known Soerensen for quite a while, maybe even from before she had met Owen. Then Ginny surveyed her troupe, one by one: Oriana with her willowy, dark beauty; quiet Phillippe; Dejhuti, who looked half asleep but never was; Seshat, born into the profession, who had lived it and breathed it all her life; Helen and Jean-Pierre, who were snappish but good-hearted; sweet, silly Quinn. Yomi and Joseph sat patiently; everyone knew that they provided the foundation on which Owen and Ginny built. Ginny hesitated, looking at her son, but Hal for once met her gaze with curiosity not antagonism. Next to Diana, Gwyn sat, leaning forward over his knees, chin perched on his intertwined fingers; he looked alert, brimming with controlled energy, and he examined Ginny and Soerensen in turn, as if he read something from them, something that met with his approval. Last, Ginny met Diana’s gaze. She nodded, once, with finality.

“They’ll do,” she said. “We’ll see about Hyacinth, and we’ll have to do new auditions as well. Given that we’ll have fewer physical constraints, I’d like to add a few actors, and definitely we’ll need more crew.”

“Definitely,” echoed Yomi with a sigh of relief.

“Good,” said Soerensen briskly. He rose. “Once we’re off planet, we’ll deal with the particulars.”

The meeting broke up.

Diana leaned toward Gwyn. “Am I missing something?” she whispered. “This is all very exciting, but somehow I feel we’re not being told everything.”

“Think about it.” The others got to their feet around them. A few braved the elements, following Soerensen out into the sodden outdoors. Others lingered inside, chatting, while Joseph brewed tea. Gwyn kept his voice low. “Soerensen doesn’t do anything without a reason—that is, without a deeper reason. Humans have never been allowed to travel much outside of League space. Those of us who are allowed to might be able to find out things.”

“Oooh. Spies!”

“Sssh. This isn’t a game, Di.”

“Sorry. But we’re actors, not soldiers or diplomats.”

“Exactly.” Then he grinned. “What better cover? And what better people to play roles?”

“No! You don’t really think—?”

He shrugged. “Maybe I’m wrong. One’s thinking becomes a little warped after an extended stay in prison. Excuse me.” He rose and caught Ginny’s arm before she walked outside, and they went out together, Gwyn shrugging his cloak on. A finger of cool, damp breeze brushed Diana’s face and dissolved in the heat of the tent. An eddy of movement had trapped Marco between Oriana and Hal. He sidled past them toward the entrance. Diana jumped to her feet and pulled the flap aside for him, and followed him out.

“Thank you,” he said without looking at her. They stood under the awning. She slung on her cloak and hitched the hood up over her head. Rain drenched the ground. A wind threw mist under the awning, and out beyond the muddy canvas groundcloth on which they stood, the earth was soaked and weeping rivulets of water. “The soil doesn’t absorb the rain very well, does it?” asked Marco. Whether the rain beyond or her presence made him reluctant to leave the shelter of the awning, she did not know. He still didn’t look at her. The clouds lowered dull and gray over them. The sheeting rain blurred the distant shapes of tents. Gwyn and Ginny stood talking under the awning of her and Owen’s tent, stamping the mud off their boots and shaking water from their cloaks. Farther away, they saw Soerensen trudging through the rain into camp, his shoulders hunched, his pale hair slicked down against his head.

“It must be the rainy season,” said Diana, and then she laughed, because it was such a stupid comment.

“I must go.” He did not move.

“Marco. Are we going to become spies?”

He flung his head back, startled, and then he chuckled. He reached out and with one finger tilted her chin back and smoothed his finger over her lips. His skin was surprisingly warm. “Only if you wish it, golden fair.” He traced her cheek and jaw with his hand and as abruptly closed the hand into a fist and drew it away from her face. “Forgive me.”

“No.” She captured the hand in one of hers. “There’s nothing to forgive. It’s true, you know, that I have a right here to take a lover if I wish to.” His eyes flared slightly as he watched her. “How soon are we leaving?”

“I can’t say. We could leave anytime. Two days. Ten. Twenty. But it will be soon.”

“And the Company will go with Soerensen?”

“Yes. What will you do, Diana?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well—” He did not try to free his hand, but she felt his fingers move within her grasp. “Anatoly—”

“The Company is my life, Marco. If they go, I go with them. Or did you think I was like Tess Soerensen? That I meant to stay with the jaran?”

“I didn’t think—I mean, I didn’t know—it’s not my business to ask, is it?”

She heard Hal and Ori at the entrance, and she dropped Marco’s hand, but neither of them came out. “Di!” called Hal from inside. “Did you want some tea? Goddess, this weather is disgusting.”

“Come to my tent tonight,” said Diana quickly, in an undertone.

“Di! Where are you?” The tent flap rustled aside. Hal stuck his head out. “Oh,” he said, and ducked inside again.

They stood in silence, serenaded by the incessant pounding of rain. One corner of the awning sagged down under an accumulating pool, and with a rush the balance tipped and a waterfall began a slow trickle out of the pool, flooded with a tearing splash, and emptied.

Diana sneezed. “I beg your pardon! As if I would want to live like this for the rest of my life anyway!”

“Diana.” His voice was taut. “Do you mean it?”

“I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it!”

“I beg your pardon. I only—”

“I know what I said before. I know it was only six days ago. But it’s over, Marco. I mean, what are we talking about now? We’re talking about touring into Chapalii space! We’re leaving Rhui. I can’t hang on to here forever. I’ll have to let go, I’ll have to let him go.”

“You might be able to get a dispensation from Charles to let him come with you.” He said it reluctantly.

“Come with me? Do you think he’d want to?”

“I don’t know. Diana, I’m not the best person to ask that of. I’m not exactly a disinterested party.”

“No, I’m sorry. That was cruel of me.”

“Not cruel.” He took in a breath and let it out. “I would—” He broke off, shook his head, and started again. “I would like to—Of course, I—Oh, Goddess, I’m making a hash of this. The answer is yes. Excuse me.” He jerked the thong of his hat up tight and strode out abruptly into the rain.

Diana stared after him. But it was just as well. Her chest had gone tight with a sudden pounding. She had asked him; he had said yes. And he was just as flustered as she was. She watched him slog away through the mud. A smaller figure, a child, ran toward them through the pelting rain, fair head bent under the onslaught. Marco paused as the child raced by him and then he trudged on in the direction Soerensen had disappeared. The child began a detour toward Diana’s tent, but when Diana raised her hand, the figure halted, slipping in the mud, and jogged toward her.

It was one of the girls from the Veselov tribe. She halted outside the awning.

“Oh, here,” said Diana. “Come underneath.”

The girl did so gratefully. “Mother Veselov sent me,” she said after she’d caught her breath. Her hair was soaked through, but the rain slid off her long felt coat and dripped onto the ground. “A messenger came in. From Anatoly Sakhalin’s jahar. They’ll be here today.”

Today.

Wind whipped a sheet of rain in under the cover of the awning, spraying Diana’s face. She tugged her cloak around her. “Haven’t you anything to wear on your head?” she demanded.

“Oh, of course I do, but it was all so fast, Mother Veselov calling me in, and so I just ran. It’ll dry. I don’t mind.”

I don’t mind. They none of them complained about the hardships. It was one thing to live under these conditions for a short time; that was endurable. But to live under them always. Diana could not imagine how Tess Soerensen could choose to live here, year after year. Or how she could even want to have a child under these conditions. But then, she wasn’t Tess Soerensen, and Anatoly, for all his undoubted charms, was nothing like Ilyakoria Bakhtiian.

“I don’t know what to do,” said Diana in Anglais.

The girl smiled up at her, blinking drops of water off her pale eyelashes.

But it was worse just to stand here undecided. “I’ll go with you,” Diana said abruptly. They forged out into the rain. It hammered on her head, and soon enough she regretted that she hadn’t thought to get the girl a hat. Mud slathered her boots. Few people moved about; wisely, they had chosen to stay in their tents.

“Mother Veselov said to take you to the Sakhalin encampment,” said the girl as they slogged along. “Anyway, the jahar will have to report in to Bakhtiian before anything else.”

“And Anatoly will have to report in to his grandmother.”

“Well, of course!”

Halfway through camp, they found themselves caught in a swirl of movement along the avenue that led from the outskirts of the camp straight in to the central encampments. A troop of horsemen rode by. They were spattered with mud and drenched by the rain, windblown and yet impressive, unbowed by the weather. In better weather, Diana thought they would have formed a triumphal procession, but as it was, only a handful of jarah ventured out to watch them go by. Where had they come from?

She saw the prisoners all at once, three cloaked women and a small child riding on caparisoned horses. Riders surrounded them, but the prisoners paid no heed to their presence or even, seemingly, to the camp through which they rode. They looked thoroughly dispirited. The eldest woman’s nose ran with mucus, streaking her face, and she coughed deep from her lungs as they passed where Diana stood. Mud sucked and squelched under the hooves of the horses.

Then Diana saw the king. He could be nothing else. Even brown with mud, his surcoat glinted with gold where the rain washed the mud away in patches. He wore a crown, too, fixed somehow to his head so that when he fell, stumbling, sliding in the mud, struggling up again, it did not fall off. It was more like a mockery of a crown, because of that. A belt of ropes at his waist tied him to the harness of two horses, which were ridden at a taut rope’s length on either side of him. Just in front of Diana he slipped and fell to his hands and knees, and the riders kept moving, so that the ropes dragged him on through the mud. He wept, scrabbling to gain purchase, but he could not get up.

She could not stand to watch him. Whatever else he might be, he did not deserve this kind of treatment; it was inhuman. She dashed forward and yelled at the riders to stop. They obeyed immediately, unthinkingly. They stared, astonished, as she bent down beside the man and laid a hand on his arm. He flinched away from her.

“Here, let me help you up,” she said in khush, though she doubted he could understand her. Perhaps her tone reassured him; perhaps her woman’s voice amazed him. Perhaps he had long since given up hope. In any case, he did not resist as she helped him to his feet.

Lines etched his face. White streaks ran through his hair and his beard, where it wasn’t splashed with mud. Tears and rain melded together on his face, so that it was impossible to tell one from the other. His nose was red. His mouth quivered. He stared at her. A strangled noise came from his throat, and more sound, like choked words, and when his lips parted to reveal red-stained teeth, she realized that his tongue had been cut out.

Like a wave, revulsion washed over her, revulsion for the act and pity for the man. The rain poured down. Water seeped into her boots. She felt chilled to the bone.

“What is going on? Who gave you permission to stop?”

The king cowered, ducking his head and lifting an arm to ward off a blow. Diana turned.

Standing, Anatoly was no taller than she was. On a horse, he loomed above her. The horse itself invested him with power. His saber, his spear, the weight of his armor, invested him with authority. Flanked by his captains, he glared down at her, and she knew, in that instant, what it felt like to be a woman—any person, indeed—trapped and cornered by the conquering nomads. Like savages, like devils, ruthless and driven, they stood ready to strike down anything or anyone that blocked their path.

“Diana!” Without looking away from her, he spoke to one of his captains. “Mirtsov, get a horse for my wife.”

It was done. Given no choice, she let go of the king and mounted up on a gray mare, next to Anatoly. “The girl—” she said, and faltered.

“Mirtsov, take the girl up behind you and escort her to her family. The rest of you—Go on!” His men started forward again. The king stumbled along between them. Anatoly waited, reining in his horse, until the others had splashed past them, and then he started forward as well. Diana rode beside him. He said nothing. He looked angry. She studied him, noting how he had grown a straggling beard, how his fair hair was caught back in a short braid to keep it out of his face. Of the leather segments hanging from his cuirass to protect his thighs, three looked new, as if his armor had been repaired recently; as if he had been in a battle not too long ago. His red silk surcoat was frayed at the hem and mended all down the left side. She saw no trace of the cheerful young man who had left her more than three months ago; this man looked like Anatoly Sakhalin, proud and handsome, but he looked aloof and heartless and hard as well, as if out there in the hostile territory he and his men had ridden through, hunting down the king, he had become a predator in truth.

They rode together in silence until they came to the ring of guards that surrounded Bakhtiian’s encampment. With an escort of ten riders, plus the prisoners and the king still bound by ropes, Anatoly passed through with Diana and they came to a halt on the muddy stretch of ground that fronted the awning of Tess Soerensen’s tent. Bakhtiian emerged from the tent.

“Bakhtiian, I have brought to you the coat, the crown, and the head of the Habakar king,” said Anatoly.

“Still attached, I see,” said Bakhtiian mildly. The king simply stood there, looking stupefied. “Who are these others?”

“They attended the king. Wife and sister and daughter, perhaps. The child belongs to the young woman. There were two other children, but they died along the way. They were already sick when we found them. He ran like a coward, Bakhtiian, and in the end, he tried to barter the life of every woman and man in his jahar in order to save his own. He wasn’t worth the trouble.”

Diana saw how Bakhtiian looked up from the king with a sharp glance to examine Anatoly. “That may be so, but he killed my envoys and blinded Josef. Thus must he and his city serve as an example to the rest. It was well done, Anatoly. You may hand him over to my riders. Send your captains to my niece immediately. She’ll want intelligence, all your observations, on the lands you passed through. You yourself may attend me tomorrow.” With that, Bakhtiian retreated back inside his tent.

Thus dismissed, Anatoly handed the prisoners over to Bakhtiian’s guards and dismissed his own men in their turn, to return to their camps and families.

“I must go pay my respects to my grandmother,” he said, only now turning to regard Diana. His steely expression made her nervous. The rain had slackened finally, and drops glistened in the exposed fur lining of his hat. His helmet hung on a strap from his belt. The armor made him look burly and thuggish. What on Earth had possessed her to marry him in the first place? Well, nothing on Earth, of course. The picture had seemed much more romantic at first. Now it merely seemed primitive and brutal.

He guided his horse around and they rode back through the ring of guards and crossed a narrow strip of field and came into the Sakhalin encampment. Clearly, someone had alerted Mother Sakhalin to their coming. She waited under the awning of her great tent. Anatoly dismounted, handed the reins over to an adolescent boy, and went to greet her with the formal kiss to each cheek. Diana swung down and followed, hesitating at the edge of the awning.

“Grandson. You are welcome back into camp. I’m not sure what your wife has arranged…”

Diana felt like an idiot, as she was sure Mother Sakhalin intended her to. “I didn’t know—I just found out that Anatoly had returned.”

“Ah. Well, then, Anatoly, I have water and a tub for you to bathe in. You look filthy. Your cousins will help you remove your armor, and they’ll see that it’s cleaned.” Several boys hovered anxiously off to one side; at her words, they hurried forward, evidently eager to help their famous cousin, the youngest man in the army to have a command of his own. Diana wrung her hands. Anatoly glanced at her once, twice, and all the while kept up an easy flow of small talk with his grandmother.

“… and the water is still hot, so you must beware. Mother Hierakis has shown our healers how if we boil all the water we’ll have fewer fevers in camp.”

“Have there been fewer fevers in camp?” he asked.

“The khaja die in greater numbers than we do, it is true, but they are weak in any case. Still, Mother Hierakis is a great healer, and one must not discount her words.”

Stripped down to his red silk shirt and black trousers and boots, Anatoly looked suddenly much more—human. He handed his saber and sheath away to one of the boys, and he looked suddenly much more—gentle. His clothes smelled of sweat and of grime, but the sodden scent of rain dampened even that, although Diana imagined that he hadn’t bathed in weeks. Not on such a journey as he had ridden.

“Boris and Piotr will help you with the bath, if you wish,” said Mother Sakhalin. Two boys waited, each bearing a saddle pack.

Anatoly’s gaze flashed to Diana and away. “If that is your command, Grandmother, of course, but I had hoped that you might allow Diana to attend me.”

“Your wife has her own tent, and if it was not ready for you—” She sighed.

“Grandmother.” The dread conqueror softened, settling a dirty hand on the old woman’s sleeve. “Please.”

She gave way at once, before his blue eyes and pleading expression. “For you, Anatoly, but for no one else would I allow it!”

“Of course, Grandmother. You’re too good to me.” He kissed her again on either cheek.

“Hmmph.” She stood aside and gestured for them to go past, into the tent. Anatoly grabbed the saddlebags from the boys and went inside. Diana had no choice but to go with him.

Mother Sakhalin’s tent was huge, twice the size of any other tent in camp. To the right of the entrance a rust-red curtain embroidered with three leaping stags screened off a spacious alcove. A metal tub sat on a pile of carpets within, and a weary-looking old man poured a last pitcher of streaming water into the tub. Seeing Anatoly, he ducked his head and limped hurriedly out of the alcove.

“He’s not jaran,” said Diana, staring after him. The curtain fell into place behind him, shielding them from the rest of the tent. On this side, a herd of horses raced over a golden field toward the rising sun.

“He was a Habakar general,” said Anatoly, glancing that way as well. “Now he is Grandmother’s servant. She is kind to him, considering that he deserted his army on the field.”

“Oh,” murmured Diana, not knowing what else to say. She clasped her hands at her waist and stood there.

Anatoly tossed down the saddlebags and stripped. Diana just watched him. He paused, between pulling off his shirt and unbuckling his belt, and glanced at her, and grinned.

“Send one of the boys in to take these things away, if you can’t stand to touch them. Did you bring anything for me to wear?”

“No, I—I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

“Oh, never mind it. Grandmother will have thought of it.”

“Yes,” said Diana bitterly, “she always does think of everything.”

“There’s much you could learn from her, Diana. No etsana runs her camp as well as my grandmother runs hers.” He stripped out of his trousers and tested the water with a foot. “Ah,” he said, in a way that made her suddenly, achingly aware that he was naked, and close by her. He slid into the tub, which was barely large enough for him to stretch out his legs. Diana took a step toward him without realizing it, halted, and then walked over and knelt beside the tub.

“Where’s the—” he began. Diana found the stuff they used for soap and started to hand it to him, then set it down, threw off her cloak, and rolled up the sleeves of her tunic. “Here, could you unbraid my hair? Gods, it’s gotten long. I used to wear it that way when I was younger, but not since I joined the army.”

“You all wear it like Bakhtiian, now.”

Even with his hair as filthy as it was, she could not help but tangle her fingers in it as she unwound the braid. He sighed and lay back against her hands. She dipped a hand in the hot water and started to wash him, his neck, his back, his arms.

“How far did you ride?” she asked in a low voice, aware of his skin under her hands, of the gritty scrape of soap against dirt and sweat, of water sloughing off him. “Where did you find the king?”

“A long way. It would take the army—oh—one hundred and twenty days perhaps to travel as far as we rode southwest. In the end, the khaja bastard tried to row out across a lake. I think there was an island out there, and maybe his gods.” He chuckled. “But I was damned if I would let him get away after all that. I threw off my armor and rode after the boat.”

“Do you know how to swim?”

“Swim? Oh, in the water, you mean? No. My horse did.”

“But you might have drowned!” One hand, slick with soap, lay open on his chest. He caught the other in a now-clean hand and rubbed it against his beard. He smiled and shut his eyes.

“But I can’t die. When I saw you, after that battle, I thought you were an angel sent down by the gods from the heavens to take me up to their lands. The gods know my wounds were bad enough that they might have killed me, but they didn’t, because you were there. As long as you’re with me, I can’t die. So why should I fear?”

Diana buried her face in his neck. Tears burned at the back of her eyes. Absently, he stroked her arm with his other hand. “When the king’s men saw we were coming after them, even into the water, they threw him overboard, hoping to gain mercy for themselves. I’m surprised they rode with him that far. He’d abandoned his children and family already. So we caught him and brought him back. There were plenty of riches, too, with his family, but those will go to Bakhtiian.”

“You sent me some things, the necklace, the earrings, by a messenger.”

“Well, those were fairly won. Do you see the scar on my left thigh?”

She saw it, white and jagged but cleanly healed. She sank her hand into the water and ran it down his leg. He shivered all over and said something meaningless, and she drew her hand back up to his chest and kept washing him. “Did it gain them mercy?”

“Who?”

“The men who were with the king, giving him up like that.”

“Of course not. If they’d break allegiance to their own king, their dyan, then how are we to be expected to trust them? Diana, why did you lift him up off the ground?”

She pulled her hands away from him. As he shifted in the tub, arching back to look at her, the water slipped about him, lapping against his legs and the side of the tub. “I felt pity for him.”

“But he brought the gods’ wrath down on himself three times! First by killing our envoys, second by running away from battle, and third by abandoning his children. These khaja eat birds, you know.” He shuddered. “Savages. I only left him alive because I knew Bakhtiian wanted him. Here, can you find my razor? I’d like to shave.”

She rummaged in the bags and found the razor. He reclined and watched her through half-closed lids, the barest smile on his face. He looked content enough, having done his duty to Bakhtiian, gained glory in the doing of it, and come home to his beautiful wife. But he didn’t look smug, just at ease. Goddess help her, the truth was there for her to see, as bitter as it was. Even knowing how casually he had killed, how simple and pitiless his judgments were, how appalling, compared to what compassion and mercy she believed was due any human soul, still she cared for him.

“You look sad,” he said, puzzled.

Still, she would leave here, Rhui, the jaran, him. She had to. Her work lay elsewhere. “What would you do, if you weren’t a rider?”

“What would I do? But I am a rider, Diana. What would you do if you weren’t an actor?”

But I am an actor. She brought the razor back to him and watched him as he shaved. Then, because it gave her pleasure, because it gave him pleasure, she washed his hair. After that, she found the ceramic pitchers of warm water that the servant had left by the tub. “Stand up so I can rinse you. Look how filthy that water is.” But she did not look at the water, only at him.

Clean, he stepped out of the tub. “Now,” he said.

“Anatoly! Your grandmother—”

“—will not send us out into the rain this night, you can be sure. It’s a long walk from here to your tent, my heart. Shhh.” Rain drummed softly on the roof of the tent. “You see, she left pillows and a blanket along the wall, there. It’s raining again.”

Only much later, when he lay sleeping beside her, did she remember Marco. Had he come by her tent that night, only to find her gone? Anatoly stirred and shifted, opened his eyes, and smiled to find her there.

“Elinu,” he said. My angel.



CHAPTER TWENTY

THEIR TOUR OF THE engineering works led them under the ground, down to where the sappers worked. The khaja laborers pressed back against the damp earth walls of the gallery as Aleksi and his escort ducked by them.

“Once we’re under the wall,” said David, “we’ll burn the props and the fall of the mine will cause the wall to collapse.”

Aleksi did not like being underground, nor in such a closed space. The other jaran men liked it less. Only Ursula seemed more excited than nervous, peering around in the wavering lantern light, breathing in the dank, stuffy air, lifting one hand to touch the earth a hand’s-span above her head, but then, everyone knew that she was a little mad.

David wore a loose cotton shirt pulled up to expose his arms. Dirt stained the cloth, and sweat darkened it all down his back. He glanced at the others and bent to whisper to Aleksi. “We’ve twenty feet to go to the wall. But ten feet out and four to the side there’s another tunnel coming. They’re countermining. We’re going to need to post some kind of guard down here. Those sabers aren’t going to work down here, or your lances, or bows.”

“Short swords and short spears,” said Ursula. “Thrusting weapons, mostly. You won’t be doing much cutting in these close quarters. ‘The best use of the companion sword is in a confined space.’”

“David,” murmured Aleksi, “how do you know there’s another tunnel? Is it from your box, your machine?”

“Yes. We can measure it—oh, I can’t explain it now. We’ve seen everything we can down here. Let’s go back up.”

They edged back past the laborers. Aleksi noted how David said a few words, here and there, to the khaja men stuck down here. All of the people in Charles’s party were like that: they spoke to everyone, even to the khaja, however briefly. Only Ursula behaved like a normal person, interested only in the task at hand. After all, when the attack began, most of these laborers would die in the front lines, taking the brunt of the assault.

They wound back through the mines and climbed up until they came out into a trench covered by thick hides, and thence out along a rampart built to screen the mine entrance from arrows. From here, Aleksi looked out over the grassy sward that separated the outlying district from the massive walls of the inner city of Karkand. Once, he supposed, animals had grazed here. Now nothing stirred. Pennants fluttered on the walls above. A few figures moved, patrolling the heights.

With a sharp thud, a siege engine fired, casting a missile into the city. Up until yesterday, they had thrown rocks and dead animals and corpses in. Now, with the Habakar king in Bakhtiian’s hands, they had stepped up the assault. Aleksi himself had watched at dawn when the first pot of burning naphtha had been launched. The sun sank in the west, lighting the walls with red fire. In the district where the palace towers gleamed, a thread of smoke flared up. By the southern curve of the walls another column of smoke rose.

“Down,” said David abruptly, shoving on Aleksi’s shoulder. As Aleksi ducked, he heard the distant echo of a thunk, and he rose to see a cloud of dirt and splintered wood rise in the air behind them, in the suburbs, and dissipate, falling back to earth. The defenders of Karkand had their own siege engines, but unfortunately for them, the jaran camp lay far out of their reach. The defenders could only attack the well-defended siege engines brought up to fire on them, or those portions of their own suburbs that lay within range of their catapults. Still, as the preparations for the assault grew up, ringing the inner city, the defenders stepped up their fire as well.

“Shall we go?” Aleksi asked. “This khaja warfare leaves a bad taste in the mouth. I’d rather fight out in the open.”

“It’s true that, as Sun Tzu says, ‘Attacking a Fortified Area is an Art of last resort,’” said Ursula, “but you have to adapt yourself to the conditions that present themselves. Are you coming, David?”

The engineer drew a hand across his brow, wiping off sweat. “No. I’ve a few more things to supervise here. We need more guards here, too. Some equipped for the tunnels, and another jahar. There was a sortie out from the eastern portal last night, according to the laborers. The auxiliaries posted here had a hard time of it. I don’t want any more of my workmen killed.”

“Your workmen?” Ursula asked, with a grin that Aleksi could not interpret.

“Charles gave me a free hand. Indeed, he urged me to do what I could.” David glanced at Aleksi and then away. “Let’s not discuss this here, Ursula.”

She saluted him mockingly and. followed Aleksi out to where riders waited with their horses. That was another thing that puzzled Aleksi about these people from the heavens: He could not tell where each one stood according to the others. One might defer to another and then be deferred to by that same person. The prince was clearly in charge, yet he deferred in his turn, at times, and the members of his party usually treated him as casually as they treated each other. Was this how the gods behaved in the heavens, among their own kind? But they weren’t gods—Tess assured him of that, and he could see it for himself.

They rode out through the suburbs. Here, beyond reach of the Karkand catapults, siege towers rose, built by conscripted laborers marched in from the countryside and from as far away as Gangana and guarded by the Farisa auxiliaries who hated their former Habakar masters and who had been overjoyed to throw in their lot with the jaran. The wheels of the towers rose almost twice Aleksi’s height and were as thick as the length of his arm. Farther back, they built the scaffolding for the Habakar king.

At the gate of the outer wall, the grain marketplace did a brisk business, heavily guarded by jaran riders. Passing through the gate, they came to the huge churned-up field where once a portion of the jaran camp had lain. Much of the camp had moved a morning’s ride out from the city, having used up the forage and muddied the water beyond repair. Also, there were rumors that the King’s nephew had gathered an army and was even now marching north, to lift the siege. Aleksi knew that Bakhtiian fretted over Tess’s safety. Still, Sakhalin ought to stop the king’s nephew. And the governor of Karkand had not escaped to join the royal prince. Now and again riders slipped out from Karkand and eluded the jaran net, but such small parties could at best bring intelligence to the Habakar prince and none of them rode as fast as the jaran couriers.

At camp, Ursula left Aleksi to go to Soerensen’s encampment. Aleksi rode on past ambassador’s row and up to Tess’s tent. A council had gathered before the awning. Yesterday the clouds had cleared away, but the air still smelled of rain and the ground had only just begun to dry out. It was a bad time to mount a siege. Aleksi left his horse with his escort and walked around to listen in on the council.

“—despite Mother Hierakis’s directions, we’re seeing more fevers.”

“This rain makes fighting difficult.”

“Nevertheless,” said Bakhtiian, “it is time to take the city. We have the king, and I don’t want to winter here.” He glanced at Tess, and Aleksi felt sure that Bakhtiian also did not want his wife to bear their child here. Tess looked a little pale. Sonia sat next to her, and Mitya beyond Sonia. Josef sat next to Ilya, and next to Josef sat Kirill Zvertkov, who had been elevated rather quickly to such a place of honor.

Aleksi sank onto his haunches at the far edge of the awning and settled in to watch. A little later Ursula arrived, with David in tow, and the council shifted to accommodate them. They began to discuss how best to launch and sustain the assault on Karkand’s walls, and what to do with the Habakar king. Tess got to her feet and retreated back into her tent. Aleksi rose and circled around and slipped in the back entrance.

“Are you all right?” he asked, seeing that she was already resting on the pillows. Her paleness frightened him.

“Yes. Just tired. I’m just so tired today.”

“Shall I get the doctor?”

Tess shook her head. “You could get me something to drink. Cara’s at the hospital. She had a horrible argument with Ilya this morning over how many resources she ought to put into tending to the khaja laborers. Ilya wanted nothing done with them, but Cara told him that if he wanted to rule all people then he had to treat them all as his people. Gods, he was furious—spitting furious.” She smiled fleetingly at her memory of the scene. “But what could he do? She’s right.”

“She is?”

“Aleksi!” She sighed. “I hate it here. I just want to get away from here. I want to go back to the plains.” He brought her water and sat beside her. They listened as the council droned on outside. He felt comfortable with her, and he could tell that his presence, quiet and steady, comforted her. She shut her eyes and after a while she slept.

Aleksi ducked outside. Bakhtiian glanced back at him, and Aleksi nodded, to show that Tess was safe. Bakhtiian turned back to the discussion of scaling ladders and the assault on the towers, of shields and infantry, of mining and the vulnerability of mudbrick walls.

“As at Hazjan, we must bring the archers into firing range behind cover, and much of the early assault will be done on foot with some of our troops mixed in with the Farisa auxiliary behind the cover provided by the laborers. If we can get the gates open, then we can send squads in, but otherwise, as we’ve done before, we’ll use khaja warcraft to take the city. I see no point in further discussion. How soon will the mines be ready?”

“Oh, ah …” David glanced around and then, reluctantly, spoke. “Certainly in two days I can—”

“One day. Tomorrow we will roll the king out on the scaffolding onto the ground before the main gates of the city. He’ll be left there until we kill him or he dies by other means. They’ll have one day to consider him. We’ll start the assault at dawn, day after next.” Bakhtiian rose. “Excuse me, Josef. Kirill, Mitya, attend me.” He strode off, Kirill at his side, Mitya two steps behind, leaving the council sitting in silence for a moment before they all burst into talk and rose themselves, hurrying off, some after Bakhtiian, some to their own commands.

Sonia paused beside Aleksi. “He’s moody,” she observed.

“Bakhtiian?”

“Yes. He’s worried about the reports from the south. He doesn’t like sitting here in one place. He knows the army is better off in the field. Anyway, they’re going to wheel the khaja king out on a cart in front of the walls and offer to kill him quickly if Karkand will surrender.”

“And if the city won’t surrender?”

She shrugged. “He doesn’t deserve a merciful death for what he did to our envoys and to Josef.” She looked past Aleksi toward Josef Raevsky, who sat patiently, waiting for Ivan to come help him away. “Do you think I should marry him?”

“Marry who? The Habakar king? That wouldn’t be very merciful for him, would it?”

“Aleksi!” She laughed. “No, Josef.”

“Josef!”

“It would mean less work for us, if he slept in my tent, since he’s with us most of the time anyway. And a fair reward, for all he’s given, to marry into Ilya’s family.”

“Do you love him, Sonia?”

“No, but I like him very well, and the children do, too. When are you going to mark Raysia Grekov, Aleksi?”

His heart skipped a beat. “Never. I’m not going to marry.” He paused to catch his breath and had a sudden intuition that he ought to be honest with her. “You must know I don’t want to leave the Orzhekov tribe.”

Sonia considered him. “True enough. And we already have one of the Grekovs in our camp now. Two would be too many.”

He grabbed hold of this distraction. “Don’t you like the Grekovs?”

“They’ve gotten a little above themselves since Feodor married Nadine. Haven’t you noticed it?” Aleksi shrugged. “Well, I’ll look and see if I can find a young woman who might come to our tribe. Maybe one who’s lost her husband.”

It took him a moment to understand what she meant. “Sonia!” Why should she do this for him? Not just to make him happy, surely. “Is there some other reason you want me to marry?” he asked suspiciously.

“Yes. I need more help. Another woman in camp would be welcome.”

Stung by her honesty, he snapped at her. “Get servants!”

“Tess won’t have them,” she said reasonably.

“But you have authority over camp, through your mother.”

“That is true, but all the same, if Tess doesn’t want a thing to happen, it does not happen. She told me once she finds them too much like slaves to be comfortable with having any about. Aleksi, you might trust me that I do this for you as well as for the tribe.”

It was hard to stay angry at Sonia. And it was true that she had always treated him well. “You could use more help,” he agreed, placated by her even tone. He hesitated. “And it’s true I wouldn’t mind being married.” She accepted his confession equably. “If you can find someone, and I like her, then I’ll mark her.”

“Thank you.” Sonia kissed him on the cheek and, seeing Ivan crouch beside Josef, went over to them.

An unfamiliar emotion settled on him as he watched Sonia kneel beside Josef and solicitously help the blind man to his feet. Josef did not need her help to stand, of course, but what man would refuse it? It took Aleksi a moment to name the feeling: Envy. He envied Josef the simple kindness Sonia showed him now. Gods, it hurt, like his heart had cracked. He fought to seal it up. He forced himself to watch them dispassionately.

Sonia guided Josef around to the square tent, set back behind the two great tents, where Josef and Tess conducted their jahar of envoys and accepted petitions from khaja supplicants. Josef was a good man, still dignified, and only a few years older than Bakhtiian, and he had been a brilliant general, every bit Yaroslav Sakhalin’s equal, until the expedition to Habakar. Sonia was right. The Habakar king didn’t deserve a merciful death. Ursula had suggested that they pour molten silver down his throat until he died. In fact, Tess had left the council right after Ursula had made that suggestion. Would Tess try to talk Bakhtiian out of killing the king? And yet, Bakhtiian had to show the khaja that they could not kill his envoys, and he had to show the jaran that such an insult would not go unpunished. Even if Tess urged him to show mercy, even if he wanted to, he could not.

If Tess was appalled enough by the sight, would she leave with her brother and go back to Jeds? No, not to Jeds; to Erthe. Jeds was a khaja place. Erthe—Earth—was in the heavens. Soerensen meant to leave soon; how soon, Aleksi did not know. Perhaps no one knew but Soerensen himself. Certainly, Bakhtiian did not know. Aleksi supposed that Soerensen could not really leave until Karkand had fallen, since Bakhtiian had no troops to spare him for an escort. Except, if Earth lay in the heavens, then maybe the prince did not travel there by horse or by ship. Maybe he did not want an escort.

Aleksi ducked back inside the tent and checked on Tess, but she still slept. He lingered there, reaching out to touch her hair the way Anastasia had touched his hair all those years ago, soothing him to sleep. Tears stung his eyes. He blinked them back and wrenched himself away. And went to see the doctor.

The tall woman with skin the color of riverbank mud greeted him. “Oh. Aleksi. I’ll see if Dr. Hierakis can come out.” She returned a moment later and showed him all the way in to the inner chamber.

Dr. Hierakis glanced up from the counter. She smiled, and her smile warmed him. “Hello, Aleksi.” The machine that made pictures was on. It showed a strange spiraling pattern, doubled, like the spirals embroidered onto pillows and woven into tent walls. “Jo, can you finish these measurements? We’ll do the correlation later, but I think we’ve reached an endpoint here. I’m not getting any results I haven’t gotten before. We need something altogether new, and I don’t think we’re going to get it from this pool. Aleksi, how is Tess?”

He started, jerking his gaze away from the spirals. “Tired.”

“Hmm. In a bad way, or do you judge her just tired?”

“I think she didn’t like to hear the talk about how the king will be killed.”

“Ah. No doubt.” She stepped away from the counter, leaving room for Joanna Singh to take her place. “Why did you come by?”

He hesitated. She felt his hesitation and, kindly, she placed a hand on his sleeve. Embarrassed, he eased his arm away and yet he stood as close to her as he dared. And in any case, she held the answers to his questions. “Doctor. I know you’re leaving soon—”

“I’m leaving when Tess is safely delivered of a healthy child.”

“But the prince—”

“May leave sooner if he has to, it’s true.”

“But how will he go? How do you travel, in the heavens?”

Dr. Hierakis chuckled, and Jo Singh cast a glance back over her shoulder, looking surprised at his question. Then she turned back to her work. “Here, come with me, Aleksi.” They went into the outer chamber, and she gestured to the table. He sat, though he still did not like sitting in chairs. “If you traveled from Karkand to Jeds, you could travel by horse, or you could travel by horse to a port and then travel by sea. If you traveled to, say, the Gray Eminence’s lands, that they call Tadesh, you would have to sail in a ship because there’s a great ocean between his lands and these lands.”

Aleksi nodded. “Yes. I’ve seen a map that Tess drew. It showed a great sea as broad as the land itself. But Earth is in the heavens.”

“Well, think of the stars as lands. Well, no. Think of the stars as lanterns, and around some of these bright lanterns worlds like this one orbit. Earth is such a world, like Rhui, with lands and seas on it. We sail in ships from world to world.”

“Is there water out there? Vast seas? Is that what the ships sail on?”

“Think of it as an ocean of night. If I had time, I’d show you some programs, a stellar map. But I don’t. I’m due at the hospital. Do you know how soon Bakhtiian intends to start the main assault?”

“Oh, yes. It was just decided this afternoon. Day after next, at dawn.”

“Ah. Then we’ve much to prepare for. Well, Aleksi, keep an eye on Tess for me. Keep well.” She hesitated and then, to his astonishment, she kissed him on either cheek, in the formal way, and left. He sat for a moment, just staring. She had left some of her warmth with him. Surely Dr. Hierakis had no reason to be nice to him except simple kindness. Unless by winning him to her side she hoped to win Tess back to the prince. He sighed, gazing at the lantern that wasn’t a lantern—was that how the sun looked?—and wished mightily that he knew how to see these maps for himself, to understand what kind of ship might sail the ocean between the worlds.

Outside, twilight had lowered down over camp. At last, he strolled back to the Orzhekov encampment, wondering what kind of a woman Sonia would find for him to marry.

The assault began as the first hint of light paled the eastern horizon. Aleksi stood beside Tess on the ramparts of the outer wall and watched as, far away along the inner walls, flaming arrows arched into Karkand. He watched as the artillery flung trails of fire and sparks over the walls. As the sun breached the horizon, the siege towers rumbled forward and battering rams rolled into place, their crews sheltered by stiff screens of hide.

“Oh, God.” Tess sank into the chair that Mitya, who now stood up to the left in the height of a watchtower, had carried up onto the wall for her. Since the parapets on the outer walls faced outward, to protect the suburbs from an outside attack, these walls served as a good vantage point from which to observe the jaran attack on the inner city.

“Tess, you don’t need to watch,” said Aleksi. “You can go back to camp.”

“No.” She looked grim. “I need to watch. I won’t turn my eyes away from this.” She folded her hands over her abdomen, laced her fingers together, and an instant later unlaced them and stood up again. “Why couldn’t you people just have stayed out on the plains where you belong? Why did I have to fall in love with him, damn it? Why couldn’t I have married a nice sweet jaran man like Kirill?”

“Couldn’t you have married Kirill?”

“I’m not talking to you!” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Aleksi. I just don’t understand why we must always be blessed and cursed together.”

“But if the gods only cursed us, then we would hate them. And if they only blessed us, then—well, then we’d care nothing for their laws because we’d respect nothing but our own pleasure.”

She sank back into the chair. “Oof. Oh, I hate this.” She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, rubbing her belly. “It was meant to be a rhetorical question, but I suppose that answers it as well as anything does.”

“And that is why you are blessed and cursed? Are there no wars on Earth?”

“There are no longer wars like this. That’s something we learned at long last to stop. But Charles—well, in the end, what he’s planning may well lead to the same kind of thing. Who am I to judge what I see here? ‘More nor less to others paying/Than by self offenses weighing.’ So I watch, though it hurts. But I refuse just to look the other way, knowing what I married into.”

“Hurts?”

“All I can think of is all the people who are going to die, and the pain they’ll suffer.”

“Oh.” Aleksi crouched down beside her chair. She rested a hand on his hair, and he leaned against her, melting into this sign of her affection.

In the distance, the first line of siege towers jolted into the walls. They sat too far away to see anything but a tiny blur of movement; dust rose—or was that the blur of arrows?—and smoke streamed up into the clear morning sky. To Aleksi’s ears, the attack sounded like the distant roar of a cataract. Above, on the battlements, Mitya stared toward the conflagration. A small gold banner whipped in the wind above his head, snapping rhythmically. Next to him, his dark shadow, stood Vasha, the boy’s gold shirt like an echo of the banner. Katerina and Galina had also come to watch, but the rest of the children had stayed with the camp.

“Well,” added Aleksi after a while, “the gods send us to our fate. They sent you to Bakhtiian, after all.”

She blanched and removed her hand.

“Tess? Are you well?” he demanded, alarmed.

“It’s not that. It’s true, what you say. We might as well have been sent by the gods to aid Bakhtiian in his victories. Look at the modifications David made to the catapults, changing them from the lever to the counterpoise system. Look at Cara’s hospital. Gods, look at Ursula, advising him with all of her textbook knowledge.”

“What is textbook? Has she fought in such wars before? Certainly she knows a great deal, and Bakhtiian listens to her advice.”

“She’s only studied war before now, but still, the breadth of her knowledge…it’s inevitable that her knowledge, given to him, alters the balance of power.”

“But then if it’s true that the gods favor Bakhtiian, why should we be surprised that the jaran are always victorious?”

She only shook her head, but as much as if she agreed with his comment as disagreed. She stood up again and paced down the length of the wall toward the tower, turned, and returned to Aleksi. Their escort ranged out around the base of the tower: Anatoly Sakhalin’s jahar, resplendent in their armor and red silk surcoats, lances gleaming in the first light of the sun. Behind the jahar lay fields and the jaran camp; between them and the inner walls stretched the now deserted suburbs, emptied out by the army.

“Aleksi, go ride to see him.”

“To see who?”

“Ilya. I’m just restless. I just—feel strange; I’m afraid that something bad might happen to him today. Just go and make sure that he’s well and then come back to me.”

She needed him. Heartened, and yet disturbed by her mood, Aleksi examined her. Finally he rested a hand on her shoulder. “Very well. I’ll go. Shall I send someone up to sit with you?”

“Mitya and the girls are close by. Go on.” She smiled at him, grateful, and he felt content.

He left. Below, he mounted, reported to Sakhalin, and rode out. He circled the outermost walls, crossing a stretch of fields and bypassing a straggle of refugees thrown out of the suburbs, passed back into the outer city, and came at last to a rise overlooking the great main gates of the inner city. Here, Bakhtiian had stationed himself and his jahar. His gold banner lifted in the wind, stirring gently, and every rider’s spear bore a pennon of gold silk. No one spoke here; they only watched, and the pennants fluttered and snapped in the breeze. These ranks of riders wore gold and red surcoats, richly embroidered; their burnished helmets bore a tuft of horsetail, and the harness of their gray horses was ornamented with tassels and gold braid.

At the height of the rise, two riders sat side by side looking out of place in the midst of such panoply because they were so plainly outfitted. Bakhtiian wore lamellar armor covered with a plain red surcoat, and his stallion was distinguished only by the fact that it was the only black in the troop. He sat with his helmet tucked under one arm and turned his head to address a comment to Charles Soerensen, who wore a heavy quilted coat, belted at the waist, and no other armor. They might have been any two kings, allied in conquest, watching over their latest victory.

As Aleksi rode up to them, he considered what Tess had said. Perhaps they were. Although Charles Soerensen had no army here, and apparently no great army in his city of Jeds, perhaps he commanded stronger forces than soldiers.

“Aleksi!” Bakhtiian beckoned him over as soon as he saw him. “What are you doing here?” Soerensen turned his head to regard Aleksi as well.

“Tess was restless.”

“She can’t come in this close. I forbid it.” Bakhtiian looked out toward the great gate. From this vantage point, the figures fighting up against the wall appeared to be the height of Aleksi’s hand. Two troops of horsemen armored only in heavy coats and brocaded robes waited between Bakhtiian’s jahar and the troops besieging the wall. The arrow fire itself obscured the walls. The siege tower burned. Men swarmed up ladders, only to fall, stricken, or be drenched with steaming liquid. The constant pounding of the siege engines sent stones falling like rain into the city. Columns of smoke rose from inside the walls, and Aleksi saw, for the first time, the lick of flames on the roof of a minaret that stood within the walls. To the far right, missiles hurled from the siege engines crumbled the ramparts of a long stretch of wall. Like a still eddy in the midst, the scaffolding on which they had trussed up the Habakar king sat about two hundred paces away from the main gate. Aleksi could not see the king from this angle, to know whether the monarch was dead or alive. Certainly the heat of arrow fire around the gates was withering.

All at once, far to the right, to the north and west, a roar went up from the jaran army. In seeming concert, a rumble shook through the ground and to the left a portion of the wall sagged and gave way. Clouds of dust streamed into the sky. Bakhtiian drew his saber. Rags rose, passing the order down the line. A distant mass of Farisa auxiliaries, their wicker shields held angled in front of their bodies, charged forward toward the collapsed wall.

A small gate within the main gate opened. Khaja soldiers poured out, racing toward their king. Foot soldiers fanned out in a line and then men on horseback raced out, charging for the scaffolding. At once, the jaran troop below started forward, and a line of archers fired into the khaja ranks.

Bakhtiian turned. “Konstans. Go.” About a third of the jahar detached itself from the group and drove forward, heading for the sortie.

“You send your own men?” Soerensen asked.

“The other jahar is lightly armored. They can’t sustain under the fire from the walls. In any case, the insult remains against me.”

“Ah.”

Jaran fire peppered the ranks of the khaja riders and foot soldiers alike, from the women shielded by the front line of the troop. “That’s the Veselov jahar,” said Aleksi.

“So it is,” said Bakhtiian. “No doubt their dyan will choose caution and pull them back.”

Already Konstans’s unit pressed forward past the back ranks of the Veselov jahar, which split to either side to give them room to pass. But the foremost of the khaja horsemen had already reached the scaffolding, and four men flung themselves down off their horses and climbed to free their king.

A single rider broke away from the front rank of the Veselov jahar, spearing straight for the khaja ranks. They spun to face him, but he made it somehow through a barrage of arrows and leapt off of his horse onto the scaffolding, saber drawn, fighting. As two khaja warriors dragged the limp body of their king toward the horses, two more khaja arrived to confront the lone jaran man.

The pounding of hooves threw up dust, obscuring the scene below as Konstans and his riders charged into the enemy ranks beyond the scaffolding. Out of the cloud, figures appeared, running for the gate. A riderless horse caparisoned in the Habakar manner bolted free of the melee, followed by another. A man weighted down in armor stumbled wildly toward the small gate, but it closed before him.

The jaran unit emerged from the dust, wheeled, and drove back through. Arrows rained down from the walls, like a second cloud, like a storm of rain.

Out of the chaos the gold pennons appeared again, riding away from the walls. In their midst, they dragged along on the ground a figure dressed all in gold, gold surcoat, gold crown, tumbling in their wake—dead already or killed in the sortie, who could tell? Out of arrow’s range one of the riders turned back in his saddle and cut the rope free, leaving the corpse all forlorn out on the churned-up field. By the time the unit rejoined Bakhtiian, enough dust had settled that Aleksi could see the scatter of bodies strewn haphazardly between the gates and the scaffolding. Veselov’s jahar had pulled back out of catapult range. One of the archers set an arrow alight and fired; the arrow lodged at the top of the scaffolding, and flames licked at the pitch-covered wood. Three bodies lay at the base, two in khaja armor, one jaran.

“Konstans!”

Layered with dust and spattered with blood, Konstans rode up beside Bakhtiian. His face bore a cheerful grin. “That got the bastards.”

“Casualties?”

“A few, but we got everyone back except for him.” He nodded toward the lone jaran corpse.

“Who is it? It was foolhardy, but bravely done.”

“Veselov.”

“Anton Veselov!”

“No.” Konstans glanced at Soerensen, at Aleksi, at the scaffolding that was smoking and really taking fire now, and then back at Bakhtiian. “Vasil Veselov.”

Perhaps Tess could have read the expression that crossed Bakhtiian’s face at that moment. Aleksi could not. Rage? Agony? Relief?

“Aleksi.” Bakhtiian’s voice was as cold as the winter wind. “Ride forward and tell Anton Veselov that he is dyan now.”

Then, below, the jaran man moved, raising himself up on his elbows, and struggled away from the scaffolding back toward the jaran lines. His legs dragged behind him in the dust.

At once, four riders broke free from the Veselov jahar and rode for him. Arrows rained down from the walls. Bakhtiian swore, and his stallion shifted, reading his mood. He clapped on his helmet. And stopped.

“Konstans! Aleksi!”

Aleksi and Konstans exchanged a lightning-swift glance. As one, they rode forward, breaking into a gallop.

“Here,” shouted Aleksi, detouring for the back of the troop. “Give me a shield. Konstans!”

They grabbed the great rectangular wicker shields used to protect the archers and rode on. Of the four riders racing for Veselov, one had fallen and another was hit. Konstans cursed, almost overbalanced by the awkward shield. Aleksi raced forward, gaining speed, gaining on the others. There, in the lead, that was Anton Veselov; he reached his cousin and bent down, hanging from his saddle to grab Vasil’s outstretched arm. An arrow pierced his mount’s shoulder, and the animal screamed and spun, almost trampling Vasil.

Then Aleksi and Konstans arrived. “Go ahead!” Aleksi shouted. “We’ll cover your backs.” He swung his horse around and balanced the wicker shield on his back. Konstans did likewise. The fourth rider swung down and hoisted Vasil up over his mount, got back on, and in this wise they sprinted out of arrow range. A rock thudded to the ground, spewing dirt, and another, and then they were out of catapult range.

Up on the rise, neither Bakhtiian nor his jahar moved but only watched as the riders straggled in with the two injured men thrown over the horses like sacks, and half of the horses limping and squealing. Vasil’s eyes had rolled back. He looked dead.

“I need a new mount,” said Anton Veselov. “Take them back to the hospital.” He glanced up toward the rise, toward Bakhtiian, and then down at his cousin. Vasil’s legs were a mass of wounds, scored with blood. Two arrows stuck out at an awful angle from his left thigh. His right shoulder weeped blood. His face was pale and his left cheek torn by a ragged, ugly cut.

“You’re in command now, Veselov,” said Aleksi, tossing the wicker shield to the ground. He counted seven arrows stuck in its fiber, and two shallow wounds in his mount’s rump. Konstans’s shield had ten arrows lodged in it. “I’ll escort them partway, if you wish.”

Anton stared at him a moment. A roar rose up from the left. The Farisa auxiliaries wavered, driven back from the breach in the wall by a scathing round of archery and catapult fire. Flags signaled. Anton started. “Archers, reinforce left,” he shouted. He urged his new mount up to the horse across which Vasil lay and jerked the staff of command from Vasil’s belt. “Damned fool,” he said to his cousin’s lifeless form. “But maybe you’re better off dead. Go on, then,” he said to Aleksi.

Konstans nodded at Aleksi and rode off, returning to Bakhtiian. Aleksi guided the others forward, and the lines parted to let them through. Up on the rise, Bakhtiian watched them go and then turned away as a rider bearing the green pennant of Raevsky’s jahar galloped up to him. They fell into conference.

Aleksi rode beside Vasil, but the wounded man did not stir except as the movements of the horse jostled him. But he still breathed. Blood dripped from him onto the ground; leaving a trail. Aleksi parted from the wounded soldiers at the river and, alone, he made his way back to Tess’s position.

He gave the reins of his horse to one of Sakhalin’s men and took the stairs two at a time up to the walkway. There Tess sat in the chair, staring fixedly toward the battle. Mitya knelt at her feet, holding her hand. Smoke and dust obscured the city. Fires flared up in four different places within the walls.

“Tess?” All at once, fear seized his heart. “Tess!”

Slowly, slowly, she turned to look at him. He heard voices behind him, Katerina calling, “This way! This way! Hurry!”

Tess was deadly pale, as pale as Vasil had been. Mitya jumped to his feet. “Thank the gods,” he said.

“Tess!” Aleksi sprinted up to her and flung himself at her feet. He went hot and cold together in sheer, stark terror. “What’s wrong?”

“Aleksi.” Her voice was hoarse and unsteady. “I’m bleeding.”

Up on the tower battlements, Vasha stood alone, gazing raptly at the battle. Katerina appeared on the ramparts, leading four soldiers carrying a litter.

Tess shut her eyes and opened them again. “Damn it,” she muttered. She rubbed a hand over her lower belly. “Damn it.” She started to get to her feet.

“No!” said Mitya. “No, Aunt Tess. We’ll carry you. Don’t move.”

“He’s right,” said Aleksi, standing up as Tess rose. His hands, on her arm, shook. “We’ll carry you to the hospital.”

“No. To Cara’s tent.” A strange expression crossed her face. Her shoulders curled in and her left hand clenched up by her chin. “Breathe slow,” she said to herself, but her breath came ragged. “Let it pass.”

Then, without warning, she swore, a single word. Water gushed down her legs, staining her boots and the loose belled ends of her women’s trousers.

Aleksi stared in horror. His fear for her paralyzed him. He could only stand and shake, clutching Tess by the arm. Mitya gasped. Katerina ran up beside them.

“Quick!” she exclaimed, surveying the situation with a comprehensive glance. “Quick, you idiots! Get her on the litter. The baby’s coming!”



ACT FIVE

“THESE OUR ACTORS,

As I foretold you, were all spirits and

Are melted into air, into thin air:

And, like the baseless fabric of this vision,

The cloud-capp’d towers, the gorgeous palaces,

The solemn temples, the great globe itself,

Yea, all which it inherit, shall dissolve…”


	—SHAKESPEARE,

	The Tempest





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

BEYOND, THE BATTLE RAGED. Charles Soerensen watched it without any pleasure, but he watched it nevertheless. “If I were to die,” he said to his companion, “and Tess inherit Jeds, then you would gain Jeds by more peaceful means than this.”

Ilyakoria Bakhtiian glanced at him, then back at the battle. The fighting was fierce over the ruins of the wall, but neither side gained ground. “You would not have put yourself in my power if you thought I coveted Jeds, by whatever means I meant to use to get it. And I can’t marry every princess. Nor would I want to.”

“There are other means than marriage.”

“There are, but with what power should I enforce them? The Great King of Vidiya will not grant me his throne simply because I ask him for it.”

“Do you want his throne?”

Bakhtiian still wore his helmet. He had not taken it off since the death of the Habakar king and the removal of the injured jaran soldiers. Out on the field before the gates, bodies littered the ground surrounding the smoldering remains of the scaffolding. “I want an alliance with him.”

“For now. Who is to say what you will want later?”

Now Bakhtiian turned his head to look directly at Charles. “Jeds is a rich city, with ships that sail to ports across the seas, and it boasts a fine university, but my army could ride across the extent of the lands Jeds calls her own in two days. How can you understand what I might want?”

“Because trade is as powerful as land. What makes these cities rich, here in Habakar? Not just farming. Not just the metals and the crafts. Merchants caravan through here, and the governor of each city demands a toll, a tax, from each merchant. Jedan ships sail to more ports than you know of, and the more of that trade, the more of the seas, they control, the richer we become.”

“So it was to negotiate trading rights that you sent Tess over the seas. She was spying on the khepellis.”

“Is that what she told you?”

“I’m asking you.”

A messenger rode up, blue pennant snapping from his upraised lance. He reported to Kirill Zvertkov, who was stationed at the far left of the jahar. The two men spoke together, and then Zvertkov sent him away. Over the distance, the blond rider and Bakhtiian looked toward each other; Zvertkov lifted his spear once, twice, and a third time. A hundred riders split off from Bakhtiian’s jahar and rode away after the messenger. Bakhtiian watched them go and then turned back to Soerensen.

“The Chapalii control the seas,” said Charles.

“They built Morava.”

“They built it, yes.”

“Do they want it back?”

“I don’t know what lies in the mind of their emperor.”

“They are zayinu. It’s true that they might not think like we do. I often didn’t understand them, when I escorted their priests to the shrine. And if they want these lands—my lands?”

“If they want these lands back, they will take them.”

“They are so strong?”

Charles glanced up into the sky, but the clear blue was roiled by smoke and dust from the battle. He looked back down to regard Bakhtiian with an even gaze. “They are stronger than you with your army and I with my ships.”

“Stronger than I with my army and you with your ships, if we had an alliance?”

“Ah,” said Charles. His lips quirked up, not quite into a smile. “If we had an alliance. Don’t we already?”

“Because of Tess? Quite the reverse, I thought.”

“But don’t you see, Bakhtiian, that Tess links us. In the jaran, she is your wife and also the adopted daughter of your aunt who is, as I understand it, a powerful ruler in her own right. In Jeds, she is my heir.”

“But in Jeds, if you had a child, that child would be your heir.”

“I won’t have a child.”

“How can you know? You’re still young—no older than me, I’d wager.”

“I cannot have a child.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“No pardon necessary. It’s a simple fact. I can’t have a child, because any child that I have would be killed.”

“Killed!” Bakhtiian looked astounded. Inside the city, a wooden tower built up against the walls collapsed in flames, and like an echo, a siege tower far to the right buckled and splintered and sagged into ruin. Men fell from its heights, or scrambled, screaming, from the wreckage. Smoke billowed up into the sky, obscuring the entire stretch of wall. The catapults kept up their fire, a constant, numbing harmony to the roar of battle.

“The children Tess has will be my heirs.”

Bakhtiian took off his helmet and shook out his hair in the breeze. The acrid scent of burning, the pall of dust, tinged the air. “My children.”

“Exactly. So you see, Bakhtiian, that we are already allied by many forces, by our own ambitions, by the threat of the Chapalii, by the children Tess will bear, by your education at the university my father founded and I built.”

Bakhtiian considered in silence, and at last he spoke. “There is one thing I’ve never understood. Tess said that when you’re not in Jeds, you sail to Erthe. Your mother came from that country, and so do many of the people in your party. Tess went there to study. Do you rule there? Was your mother the queen? Is that why she married your father, the Prince of Jeds?”

Charles shook his head. “They do not govern on Earth as they do in Jeds or in Habakar lands. They rule, well, more like the jaran in the tribes: there is a council, and one woman or man who administers.”

“And you are that man.”

“Yes.”

“But also Prince of Jeds.”

“Yes.”

“How can you be both? Why visit Erthe at all when you rule entire in Jeds?”

“Why live with your aunt’s tribe?”

Bakhtiian grinned. “Any man must respect his mother’s and his aunt’s wishes.”

“So it is with us as well. I am a child of two countries, just as the child Tess is carrying will be a child of two countries. But there is one other thing that Tess did not, perhaps, explain to you.”

Bakhtiian lifted one expressive eyebrow. “No doubt.”

Charles chuckled. “I beg your pardon. It was in deference to my orders that she kept her secrets. If I may?”

“Soerensen, I have learned more from you today than I have in three years from Tess. Why now?”

“Because of what I learned at the palace—the shrine—of Morava. Bakhtiian, Earth does not rule itself. It is part of the Chapalii Empire, where it lies, far across the seas. We rule within our lands, by their favor, but they rule us completely.”

“But Jeds—”

“They are not yet concerned with Jeds.”

“Tess said that the khepellis had only recently learned about the shrine itself.” Bakhtiian stared, musing, at the city, at the figures struggling on the walls, at the archers below and above firing sheets of arrows, at the flames inside the city, at the trampled corpse of the Habakar king. The thud of artillery serenaded them. Yet Bakhtiian did not really seem to be watching the battle but rather something beyond it. “Gods. Then why—?” He broke off. “You mean to free yourselves, to free Erthe, from their rule.”

“Of course.”

“Of course,” Bakhtiian echoed. “Of course. And you want my help.”

“We of Earth can’t war with the Chapalii outright. They’re too strong.”

“Though they rule you, you aren’t part of their empire, not in truth. Not in your hearts.”

“Not at all.”

Bakhtiian considered Karkand. For a while his gaze rested on the Farisa auxiliaries, taking the brunt of the attack over the mined wall. “It’s true that a land may be won by war, but to hold on to it takes subtler skills. To hold on to what you’ve won, and to unite it. Since the khepelli are zayinu, there is even less reason to love them or to accept their rule. What profit for me in this alliance?”

“What do you want?”

“I want Jeds.”

Charles laughed. “I thought you didn’t covet Jeds.”

“I only said that you must not think I did, to put yourself in my power. If I said the word, my men would kill you.”

“True,” said Charles coolly. “But you’d still be no closer to having Jeds.”

Bakhtiian’s lips twitched up into a smile. “It’s true that Tess would repudiate me in an instant if I killed you. Well, then, if I can’t have Jeds, then I want all the lands that lie between.”

“I can’t promise you them. And I didn’t say that I wasn’t willing to bargain with Jeds.”

Stones lobbed out from the city fell harmlessly onto the ground a hundred paces in front of them, spewing clots of dirt into the air. A clay pot filled with water struck earth and broke into shards; the water spattered and steamed over the churned-up soil.

Bakhtiian stared at Charles, eyes wide and questioning. “But then—” He broke off and twisted around in his saddle.

“Bakhtiian!” A rider hailed him. The next instant, two other riders appeared, galloping, driving their mounts hard. They resolved into two of the Orzhekov children, the brother and sister, Mitya and Galina.

Bakhtiian muttered a word under his breath. His stallion shifted restlessly beneath him, sidestepping.

As they rode closer, the children could be seen to have pale faces and a drawn look about their mouths. Still, Bakhtiian held his place, waiting for them to attend him. Mitya held back so that his sister could take right of place before Bakhtiian. She reined her mare in beside him.

“Cousin! It’s Tess!” She broke off and cast a glance back at her brother. He nodded.

“Go on,” said Bakhtiian sharply.

Galina gulped and went on. “The baby’s coming early.”

Charles swore. “I must go back. Are you coming?”

Bakhtiian did not reply. A huge stone flung from Karkand struck the ground about eighty paces in front of them. The impact shuddered through the soil. Dirt sprayed out.

Konstans rode up beside Bakhtiian. “They’re getting better range. Perhaps we’d better move back.”

Bakhtiian flashed a furious glance toward Konstans. “I do not move back! We hold our position.” He was taut with suppressed emotion. “Mitya, you will stay with me. Galina, go with the prince.”

“You’re not coming with me?” Charles demanded.

Bakhtiian turned his dark stare toward Soerensen. “Don’t you think I want to go? But I have a duty to my army. I must remain here, to be seen, until nightfall.”

“Ah,” said Charles. “I understand.”

“Yes,” said Bakhtiian softly, “I think you do. Go. I will come when I can.” He was pale, and his horse minced under him. “Konstans, get Mitya some armor and take him back behind the lines until he’s suitably outfitted to sit up here with me.”

“Of course.” Konstans rode away with the boy.

“Well, then,” said Charles.

“Keep her well,” said Bakhtiian. His voice slipped and broke on hoarseness.

“Cara will be with her. Nightfall, then.” He reined his horse aside and followed Galina toward camp. Behind, Bakhtiian fastened on his helmet, clenched his hands on the reins, and stared out at the assault. Inside the walls a minaret burned, flames leaping up its delicate neck to scorch and engulf the ornamented tower. A din rose from the city like the distant clamor of the ocean: the blare of trumpets, the roar of flames, the constant arrhythmic thunk of catapult fire, the bellowing of animals, a multitude of sobs and cries all blended with the clash of the armies and the screams of the wounded and the pounding of stone against stone as artillery battered down the walls of Karkand. The sun sank toward the west, and as sunset came, the light ran like blood along the western hills.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

DAVID COULD NOT BEAR to go anywhere near the siege, now that he’d done his work so well. He could not bring himself to observe the fruits of his labors, since it had cost him nothing, and others—jaran soldiers, khaja civilians—so much. He condemned himself as a coward and a hypocrite. As penance, he worked triage in the hospital with Marco and Gwyn Jones. The wounded came in in a steady stream. Three times David almost fainted from the sight of blood and gaping flesh. After the third time, a numbness settled over him and he could follow Marco about, helping him hold down the screaming wounded, refilling the three leather flasks he carried—one with water, one with alcohol, and one with a jaran concoction, a blend of herbs in tea that dulled pain. At the water jars, he met Diana Brooke-Holt. Blood spattered her tunic, and she gave him a pained smile, filled her flasks, and went back out to the ranks of wounded.

Now and again David lugged some poor soul into the surgery where Cara and the best of the jaran healers worked. Jo Singh had set up several huge copper pots of water to boil, to sterilize instruments. After depositing his unconscious patient on a table, David took a break from the wounded for a while and cleaned the crude instruments and boiled them and lifted them out to dry with a set of metal tongs.

He was standing there, sweating from the steam and the heat of the coals, when Gwyn Jones and a jaran woman brought in a stretcher. A blond man lay on it, looking more dead than alive.

Cara glanced up. Her eyes widened. “Vasil! Here, Gwyn, I’m done here. Bring him to me.”

The transfer was made. “He’s badly wounded,” said Gwyn. “Do you think he’ll make it?”

“You know him?” Cara’s tone was sharp.

A ghostly smile passed over Gwyn’s lips. “Not in that way, if that’s what you mean. He comes to watch the acting. He has—what should I call it?—charisma, I suppose. And he’s a handsome man.” He paused, wiping his hands down his stained trousers. David could see the jaran man’s face where he lay, unconscious, on his back on the table: a huge gash had ripped one cheek open, and his forehead was bloody and torn. His other wounds looked worse. “Or he was, at any rate. Will he live?”

“I don’t know.” She turned to examine him, and her two young jaran assistants huddled around her, aiding her, observing her.

David steeled himself and went back outside. In truth, the noise bothered him more than the blood. Some of them moaned, a reedy, grating sound. Some of them screamed as if they meant to rub their throats raw. Others lay there in stoic silence, suffering their agonies without a word. A few whispered, begging for water. Under a huge canopy lay those Marco deemed would not survive or were too badly wounded to benefit from the crude surgery available. Jaran attendants moved among them, relatives, perhaps, providing succor. David saw Diana there as well, carrying two flasks, soothing the dying with her gentle hands and voice. Oh, Goddess, he was tired. He found a corner of ground and shut his eyes. Mercifully, he slept at once.

The thunder of hooves woke him. A rider dismounted, saw David, and ran over to him. It was Tess’s adopted brother, Aleksi.

“Where is the doctor?” he demanded. He looked wild-eyed, not at all composed as he usually was.

“She’s—what’s wrong?”

“Tess. The child is coming early.”

“Oh, hell! I’ll go tell Cara. Where is Tess?”

“I took her to the doctor’s tent.”

David sprinted for the surgery tent and burst inside. “Cara!”

She did not look up, “What is it, David?”

“Aleksi just rode in,” he said in Anglais. “He says that Tess has gone into premature labor.”

Cara’s head jerked up. Blood trickled over her fingers where they rested on her patient’s hips. “Let me finish here. Jo, you’ll be in charge of equipment, Sibirin of the healers, until I can return. David, go with Aleksi.”

David ran back outside. Aleksi had already commandeered another horse. “Where is the doctor?” Aleksi snapped.

“Coming in five minutes.”

“She has to come now!”

“I’ll come now. She’s finishing with a patient. Come on.

They rode off together, across the hospital grounds and on through into the center of camp, where Cara’s tent lay close by Tess’s. They gave their horses to Vasha and went inside. In the inner chamber, Tess lay on her left side on the examination table, breathing evenly. She looked pale but otherwise composed. Maggie stood beside her, holding her hand.

“Tess!”

She twisted her head to look behind her. “David. Where did you come from?”

“Goddess! Let we wash myself first. What happened?”

“My water broke.” The color leached from her face suddenly, and when she spoke, her voice was tiny. “Is Cara coming?”

“Yes. Let me wash. Aleksi, come with me.”

“David, I’m scared.”

“I know.” He felt a great sinking gap in his chest at her words. Her fear terrified him. “Cara will be here soon.”

“We sent Mitya and Galina to tell Bakhtiian and Charles,” said Maggie. She rubbed Tess’s hands between hers. “Katerina went to get her mother.”

David went over to the counter, where the sterilizing unit lay. “Here, Aleksi, help me move this to the outer chamber.” They lugged it out. Tess watched them go. David set it down and triggered it. “Now, do what I do. Listen, Aleksi, you’re going to have to run interference.”

“Interference?” Aleksi kept glancing back toward the inner chamber.

“I don’t know what Cara intends. I suppose it depends on how the delivery goes, but Tess is so early… You’re going to have to keep your people out of there.”

“Ah.” Having a job to do seemed to steady Aleksi’s nerves. “Dr. Hierakis will use her machines to help Tess and the baby.”

“If she has to. Charles is going to be furious.”

“Why?”

David looked up in surprise. “Well, Charles wanted Tess in Jeds. It’s dangerous…”

“I know childbirth is difficult for women, and that they die at times, and early babies usually die at once, of course, but Tess—” Aleksi’s expression pinched in, and David saw how frightened the young rider was. “The doctor doesn’t think Tess is going to die, does she?” His voice broke.

“Aleksi.” He hesitated. He didn’t know what to say.

“Is it because she isn’t in the heavens? Was she never meant to have a child down here? Oh, gods.” He lapsed into silence. David finished the sterilization procedure, and Aleksi mimicked him stiffly, jerkily. His whole body betrayed his agony.

David took in a deep breath. “Now. You go in and sit with Tess, and send Maggie out to sterilize. I’ll have to do some arranging here—”

Aleksi went in at once. Maggie emerged. “Oh, Mags, this is awful. Let me see. We’ll move some things aside, here, and get out this cloth. Oh, can you go outside and set several pots to boiling? We’ll need lots of hot water, more as a cover than anything.” Maggie nodded and hurried outside. In the inner chamber, Tess and Aleksi spoke to each other quietly. David could not make out their words.

At last, at last, Cara strode in. She stopped, surveyed the chamber, nodded once briskly, and then ran her hands and outer clothes through the sterilizer. She ran a damp cloth over her face and pulled a cap over her hair. “David, I’ll want you to attend and Aleksi will have to keep everyone out.” David followed her inside, and Aleksi retreated. “Well, Tess, what happened? I see. No, stay on your side. Let me attach this monitor here. Don’t move, I’m running a scan.”

David watched as Cara ran the scan down over Tess’s body. Tess faced away from them, lying quietly, working hard on breathing slowly. Cara’s hand stopped dead over Tess’s abdomen. An expression of horror passed over Cara’s face. She made a tiny sound in her throat and fiddled with her fingers on the scanner, and ran it again.

“Cara, what is it?” Tess began to crane her neck back to look.

“Don’t move!” Cara snapped. She sidestepped over to the counter, slotted the scanner into the flat modeler, and read the screen.

“Is the baby all right?”

“Fine. Listen, Tess, there’s no telling how long this will take, but I’m afraid it’ll be fast. Ah, here comes a contraction. Does it hurt?”

Tess took in seven tense breaths and let them out before she spoke. “Not much. And they’re short.”

“But damned effective. That’s often the case with premature labor. Goddess, you’re only twenty-nine weeks. Tess, if we were on Earth, I’d have few worries about saving the baby. But you realize—”

Tess shut her eyes. “Are you telling me it’s going to die?”

“The conditions—”

“It’s my fault for refusing to leave!”

“No, Tess! We’re not throwing around blame here. You seem to forget there is another person involved in this transaction: yourself. Tess.” She came over and took a tight hold on Tess’s hands. “Tess.” She bent and kissed her. David admired Cara’s calmness, her ability to bury her emotions in order to act professionally. It was what made her so effective. “There’s no guarantee that you’ll react, or when it will hit if you do, or how badly, but I want you to promise me that you’ll believe that I’ll pull you through, that you’ll trust me to do that.”

Another contraction came. David could recognize them now by the look of concentration Tess got on her face, a kind of dropping away from everyone and everything else. It faded.

Tess lay her face on Cara’s hand. Her own hands gripped tight onto Cara’s fingers. “I trust you, Cara,” she said in a whisper.

“Oh, my little girl,” murmured Cara. A single tear slid down her cheek. “Why are you so damned stubborn?”

Tess did not reply.

Voices outside. A moment later, thrusting the flap aside, Charles strode in.

“Have you washed?” Cara demanded.

He halted, turned, and went back out.

“Did Ilya come with him?” Tess asked in a small voice.

The flap stirred again, and Maggie pushed through. She raised her hands up. “Sealed and approved. What can I do, Cara?”

“Sit here with Tess while I go argue with Charles.” Cara bent and kissed Tess again, and eased her hands away. “David, come with me.”

“What are you going to argue about?” Tess asked, managing a tenuous smile.

“The Soerensen family stubbornness. I don’t want him to do anything rash.”

“Oh, gods, Cara. Don’t let him intervene now.”

“We’ll do what we have to, Tess. Don’t argue with me. David?”

In the outer chamber, Charles had thrown off his quilted coat and stood leaning over the table, keying in to a slate laid out on the flat surface.

“What are you doing?” asked Cara.

“Calling in a shuttle.”

“Charles!”

He looked up at them, and David saw how drawn, how tense, his expression was. “This is Tess, Cara.”

“This planet is interdicted, Charles. Do you intend to call a shuttle down in the middle of camp?”

“If I have to.”

“Against Tess’s express wishes?”

“If I judge that she’s incompetent to decide, yes.”

“Charles!” exclaimed David.

“I meant at this moment, under these conditions, dammit. Don’t argue with me.” He continued keying in.

“All right,” said Cara. “Let’s compromise. Call one in but keep it circling at a high enough altitude that it won’t be spotted, unless they think it’s some kind of a bird. There’s no guarantee you can even get it here before she delivers in any case. She’s already over halfway to full dilation.”

“There’s still the baby to consider. Surely this early it’ll need special care that you can’t provide. Most of your provisions were made for Tess’s care, not for this premature a child.”

“The point is moot, Charles.” Her voice cracked.

He straightened. “What do you mean?” His eyes narrowed.

Even this far from the siege, David could smell smoke on the air, the perfume of distant burning, a hint of dust tickling his nose. He sneezed.

Impatiently, Cara wiped another tear from her cheek. When she spoke, she spoke in a whisper. “No heartbeat. She went into labor because the fetus died.”

David felt sick with anger and shock. His throat tensed, choked, and he couldn’t swallow.

“Sometime in the last twenty-four hours,” Cara went on, her voice still soft, slipping into a cool, clinical mode although a third tear, and a fourth, trailed down her face. “There’s preliminary evidence that the placenta ripped away from the uterine lining, but I don’t know yet. Charles.”

He sat down. He said—nothing.

“Is Bakhtiian here?”

Still he said nothing. He covered his face with his hands and rested there, not moving.

David felt impelled to do something, anything. He walked to the entrance and peeked outside. Aleksi attended the great pots of water warming over two fires. He glanced back, saw David, and lifted a hand in acknowledgment. Already a crowd of children had gathered, and beyond them, a line of guards ringed the camp, Anatoly Sakhalin’s jahar, guarding Bakhtiian’s wife. A woman broke through the line and jogged toward them. David let the curtain fall and turned back. “Incoming,” he said. “It’s Sonia. I know she’s going to want to see Tess.”

“Here, Charles,” said Cara briskly. “Go in and pull the curtains over the countertop, and disguise the table. Let me see. David, what can I do with her? I need to start an IV, so I’ll need some excuse to get Sonia outside after she’s seen Tess.”

Charles lowered his hands. “Does Tess know? About the baby?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because she’s got enough ahead of her as it is. I didn’t think—”

“I’ll tell her.” He rose.

“Charles! You will not!”

He was angry now. “She has a right to know now. Or do you think it’s better for her to go through it and then find out? That we make that decision for her?”

Cara rounded on him. “Why, Charles, this is new. That’s your usual mode of operation, isn’t it? Hoard all the vital information to yourself. Make the decisions for others.”

“You’re very protective and self-righteous all of a sudden.”

“I’ll thank you,” said David curtly, “not to argue. Don’t be stupid. Now, what do we do about Sonia? Where is Bakhtiian?”

Charles moved abruptly. He crossed the chamber and embraced Cara, and they stood together for a long moment, silent.

“I’m sorry,” murmured Cara.

He just shook his head. David thought his heart would break, to see their sorrow. Then Charles kissed her and they separated. Charles sighed, crossed back to the table, and slid the slate into its slot underneath the wood grain surface. “Bakhtiian has to stay with the army until nightfall. Listen. Give me a few moments alone with Tess. Then send Sonia in to me, and I’ll let her talk to her. I’ll find some way that the two of us, Sonia and I, can go outside. There’s no point in me attending Tess, Cara. I can’t contribute anything except grief and anxiety and that won’t do you any good.”

Cara nodded. Charles went inside, and a moment later Maggie emerged from the inner chamber. The bells tinkled on the entrance flap, and Sonia swept in.

“I beg your pardon,” she said to Cara, “for charging in. But Tess—” She was pale, her lips set with worry.

From the inner chamber, they heard Tess start to cry, soft, despairing sobs. Sonia went white.

“Go on,” said Cara gently.

Sonia rushed in.

David and Maggie and Cara looked at each other. Tess sobbed. Sonia spoke soothing words to her, and once Charles spoke, softly.

“Well,” said Cara suddenly. “We’ve work to do. Maggie, I’m going to need Jo. There’s one thing I have to do, and it’s going to take all of our skill to pull it off.”

“What do you mean?” Maggie asked.

“You’ll switch with Jo at the surgery,” Cara continued, so preoccupied now that David wondered if she’d even heard Maggie’s question. “You know the routine in the surgery well enough. If you can’t stomach it, then—well, Sibirin can order things perfectly well.”

“I can handle it,” said Maggie. She looked at David, asking a question with her eyes, but he could only stare back. He had no answer either, for anything. He heaved his shoulders in a sigh and drew a hand back over his hair. His fingers tangled in his name braids, and as they smacked together and stilled, he mouthed a prayer.

“I’ll go, then,” said Maggie, and she left.

“What about me?” David asked quietly.

“We build what we can out of tragedy,” said Cara in a soft voice. “I can’t let this opportunity go by.”

“What opportunity? Cara, you sound like you’re trying to talk yourself into something.”

Charles pushed the curtain aside and poked his head through. “Cara, are you coming back? The contractions are picking up. Sonia and are I going out to get some things for the baby.” Behind him, David saw Sonia bend down and kiss Tess, and embrace her, holding her. Then she straightened and came over to Charles.

“Yes, we’ll need one of our stoves, and a cradle, and a scarf and blankets to wrap it in. If it can live at all, if it’s as early as it seems, then we’ll need to keep it warm. Some goat’s milk, perhaps.” She met Cara’s gaze. “I’ll arrange all this.”

“That would be wonderful,” said Cara. “I’ll attend to Tess.”

There was a pause. Then Sonia took hold of Cara’s hand, briefly, and let it go. “There is no healer in this camp I would trust as I trust you,” she said. Charles waved her forward and she preceded him out.

Cara crossed through into the inner chamber. The room lay swathed in cloth, which draped the counters and shielded the table readouts. Two holographic lanterns lit the space, suspended from the corners. “Increase illumination,” said Cara, and the light brightened.

Tess lay on the table with her eyes closed. Tears streaked her face. “Oh, God,” she said. “All for nothing.”

“Hush, child,” said Cara. She smoothed Tess’s hair down tenderly and let her hand linger on Tess’s cheek. “Let’s get these clothes off you.”

“One’s coming,” said Tess. “Shouldn’t it hurt more than this? It doesn’t really hurt at all.”

“Except in the heart, my child. David, can you help me with her trousers? We’ll need to prop you up, Tess, here at the end of the table, for the delivery. Maybe David can just sit behind you.”

“What about Jo?” David asked.

Cara shook her head. “At the rate Tess is dilating, Jo may not get here in time. Gloves. Stool.”

“Another one,” said Tess.

“David, go get Aleksi.” David dashed into the other chamber, called outside, and ran back in. “I’ll need a second covering, here at the end of the bed,” Cara continued as if he hadn’t moved.

“It’s changing. It’s going lower. Cara, is this what’s supposed to happen?”

“Yes. Breathe evenly. Lay back, I’ve got to examine you. This will be uncomfortable. David, uncover the counter and start the procedure that’s listed on the monitor.” Bells tinkled. Aleksi and Jo came in together. “Sterilize,” said Cara, and they went out and came back in. “Jo, thank goodness.” Jo nodded and went over to the counter. “Aleksi, sit with Tess.”

David moved aside to make room for Jo and looked back to see Aleksi staring at them in amazement.

“Where’s Ilya?” Tess asked. “Another one.”

“He’ll be here,” said Cara. “He’ll be here.”

“But the men are supposed to leave camp,” said Aleksi. “It’s bad luck for a man to watch a child’s birthing.”

“Aleksi, you may leave if you wish. I need your help, and jaran customs aren’t our customs. Which will it be?”

“Oh, stay, Aleksi,” said Tess, and Aleksi went to her at once. She let out her breath all at once, and her voice took on a sudden intensity. “Cara, I have to push.”

David watched, feeling useless. Jo worked on with efficient fury, linking equipment, setting up the IV. Aleksi helped Tess sit up, leaning into her, linking his arms under her arms and over her chest, so that she could prop herself up on him. Cara waited.

It didn’t take very long for the baby to come, and it was no wonder. In two pushes the head crowned, and on the third the body eased out into Cara’s waiting hands. Its skin had a strange bluish-gray color, smeared with some whitish substance, and the body was perfectly formed: miniature fingers and toes, testicles, button nose, and perfect rosebud lips, crowned by a shockingly black crop of hair. It was a tiny little thing, so tiny.

So still.

Aleksi buried his face against Tess’s hair.

Cara cut the cord.

Tess stared. “Cara,” she said. “It’s so hot in here. Could you get me a blanket, I’m freezing.” She shuddered, all through her frame. Her eyes rolled up, and she sagged back against Aleksi.

“David! Take the baby. I’ve got to deliver the placenta.”

“I can’t!” Still and dead, the baby barely stretched longer than Cara’s cupped hands. It was bloody, too, streaks of it that echoed the streaks of blood along Tess’s thighs.

“You must, David.” Cara’s voice cracked over him, and he obeyed blindly, through tears, taking the tiny thing from her and wrapping it in a white square of cloth that Jo handed him without looking at him. The body was warm and soft, cooling as he held it. One little hand peeped out of the cloth, each minute finger tipped with a white nail. He covered it hastily, binding it in under the cloth.

He felt dazed. A numbing roar descended on him, and he watched as through a haze while Cara and Jo fussed over Tess, hooked her up to this and that, flicked on the modeler, cut off her tunic, set into a glass dish the strange veined blood-red creature that was the placenta. Tess’s image appeared, floating in the air at the foot of the bed, turning, pulsing critical red all along its length.

Voices sounded outside. Cara did not even look up. David shook with exhaustion and realized that he was squeezing the bundle in his arms. He was filled suddenly with such revulsion that he thought he might well be sick.

“Think, you idiot,” he said under his breath. Bells chimed.

“I don’t think—” someone said, protesting.

“I will see Tess!” said Bakhtiian.

Without thinking, David stepped to the curtain and eased himself through so that the curtain sealed shut behind him. “Don’t go in!” he said. And came up short, facing Bakhtiian.

Rajiv stood wringing his hands a pace behind the other man. “Oh, thank goodness, David!” he exclaimed. Then, like a coward, he turned and hurried back outside.

David made himself look at Bakhtiian, but Bakhtiian only stared at the bundle in David’s arms. He smelled of smoke and dust, and his clothes still bore the impression of his armor. His face was ashen. Slowly, he held out his hands. David gave him the child.

He cradled it against his chest. Easy enough, that was, since the bundle did not reach from his elbow to his hand. With the other hand, carefully, he unwrapped the cloth. The hair showed first, all course and black, and then the impossibly perfect face, still and shuttered. The tiny arms, the fingers, the chest, the legs, and the tiny tiny little toes. He said nothing; he did nothing but breathe. Then, more carefully than David had, he wrapped the little body back up and hugged it closer against him. He raised haunted eyes to David’s face.

“Tess?”

“I don’t know,” said David. “I don’t know. Dr. Hierakis is with her. We can’t disturb her.” He braced himself for a torrent of protest, but Bakhtiian said nothing. David glanced back toward the curtain. He heard Cara and Jo, speaking terse, quiet phrases that David himself barely understood and Bakhtiian certainly could not understand: IV, anesthesia, transfusion, systolic pressure, basal temperature, placenta abruptio, antibody sensitization.

In the middle of the room, Ilya Bakhtiian stood silent, crying, holding his dead son.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

JIROANNES SAT UNDER THE shelter of his awning, a blanket over his legs, his torso and arms encased in a fine brocade coat, and watched the glow in the west where the sun sank down over the hills and blended its light with smoke and fire from distant Karkand. He sipped at hot tea. Steam rose from the porcelain cup; this cup alone, of all that Syrannus had so carefully packed back at his uncle’s villa, still remained fit for him to drink from. All the others had been chipped or broken or stained. Vines and peacocks circled the rim, a delicate round of painting. The aroma of the tea soothed him. Around him, the camp was quiet. At last.

He shuddered. He had not known that a woman could shriek that loudly, or that a woman who so clearly feared his attentions in the bed would show such anger when he informed her that he intended to visit elsewhere that night. As if it was any right of hers to dictate where he found his pleasure. But perhaps Syrannus had been right all along. The old man had, in his mild way, cautioned against the marriage. And yet, Laissa’s audience with Mother Sakhalin had proved successful, or at least, so Laissa had reported. With the Habakar king in the hands of Bakhtiian, Habakar merchants streamed to Jiroannes’s camp to beg for an audience with the princess Jiroannes had married. No, Syrannus had been wrong: The alliance would serve him well.

“Eminence?” Lal scurried toward him, bearing a thin-necked porcelain pitcher glazed white and etched with flowers. “May I pour you more tea?”

Jiroannes nodded. As Lal bent, Jiroannes saw a mottling on the boy’s dark skin. “What is this?” he asked, reaching up to touch the bruise with one finger.

“It is nothing, eminence.”

“It is a bruise. Where did you get it?”

Lal kept his eyes cast down. “It is nothing, eminence.”

“I command you to tell me.”

Lal finished pouring and backed away two steps. “The mistress struck me, eminence, when I entered her chambers after…” He faltered.

“After we argued.” Wind stirred the awning. Beyond, smoke obscured much of the western curve of the sky, but above, stars began to show in the high bank of the heavens. It was frustrating enough never to know what was going on in camp, except that the jaran had at last assaulted Karkand. Jiroannes felt strongly that Mitya noticed and cared for him, but he doubted if Bakhtiian even remembered that a Vidiyan ambassador abided in his train. In order to complete his mission, he needed Bakhtiian’s notice. And now—now Laissa had the audacity to strike his servants. It was all too much.

“Lal, you will cease waiting on my wife. It is insufferable that she treat you in such a fashion. Henceforth, you will serve me alone and cease going into the women’s quarters. I’m sure that will be a relief to you, in any case.”

Lal sank to his knees, balancing the pitcher in trembling hands. “I beg of you, eminence, it was nothing.”

“You want to continue to serve her?” Jiroannes was astounded. “After she, a mere woman, treated you in such a way?”

“Eminence.” Lal bent his head and shoulders, curving over the pitcher. From the guards’ camp, Jiroannes heard a hacking cough and a baby’s whimper. Darkness shielded the hills. The smoldering haze of the besieged city illuminated the western horizon. “I am not a man. My mother sold me into the palace service when I was still a boy, and after they cut me, I knew that only in the women’s quarters could I rise to a position of importance. Eunuchs are not allowed to hold any office higher than that of attendant of the sash in a lord’s household, and never any administrative office.” In the lantern light, Jiroannes studied the boy’s beardless cheeks. “You have treated me well, eminence. You have been generous and kind, but you know it’s true that while I can’t become an official in the Great King’s court, I am welcome within the women’s quarters.”

Jiroannes tilted his head back. The underside of the awning lay dark above him, but he knew the scene well enough, having seen it created in the slave workshop abutting the women’s quarters in his uncle’s house: fine Vidiyan lords in their Companion’s sashes riding to battle flanked by flags and standards and the Great King seated under a parasol, observing the march. A moment’s reflection assured him that Lal was right: a eunuch was not considered a fit servant in a man’s household, except as a body servant, and certainly not in the household of a Companion of the Great King. A eunuch might tie a lord’s sash, but neither eunuch nor woman was allowed to hold the parasol over the Great King’s head. Eunuchs belonged in the women’s quarters, as go-betweens, as guards, as master of the gate and master of the treasury, as ministers seeing to the administration within the cloistered walls.

“Very well,” he said at last. “But you remain under my protection.”

“You are all that is magnanimous, eminence.”

Jiroannes drained his tea, and Lal poured more into the cup. The warm liquid soothed him, and he felt the truth of Lal’s words. He had been kind and generous to his slaves, and yet, one still eluded him. “Lal, send Samae to me.”

Lal bowed his head and retreated. Soon enough, Samae appeared, dressed in striped trousers and a quilted damask robe, and knelt before Jiroannes, head bent in submission. Her hair had grown long enough to twine into a braid at the ends, fastened off with a silk ribbon. She folded her fine-boned hands in her lap and sat so still that the only movement he could see, on her, was the stirring of the ends of her hair on her collar. The carpet sank under her knees, forming a dark hollow.

“Samae, why did you refuse your freedom, when Bakhtiian himself granted it to you?”

At first she said nothing. Wind rustled through the tasseled fringe of the awning and shuddered the walls of his tent. He smelled smoke from the guards’ camp; or was that a taint on the wind, blown in from Karkand?

“I am a slave, master,” she said at last. Her voice was scarcely louder than the wind’s rustle. Her voice. It was deeper than he had imagined it would be.

“But I command you to accept your freedom.”

“Only the gods command me, master.” She doubled over and touched her forehead to the carpet and lay there for the space of twelve heartbeats before lifting her head up again. “I am a slave by their law.”

“By their law? What gods? What law is this?”

Under her lashes, she lifted her gaze to look at him. She had liquid brown eyes, dark and slanted against the pale ivory of her skin. “It is death to speak their name. Their laws are cruel, and they hate us for our ugliness.”

“Samae, surely I do not understand you correctly,” he said, exasperated. “The Everlasting God has given man laws in order that we may live as befits His Word. He shepherds us, in our ignorance, for we are His creation.”

“We are clay,” murmured Samae, as if she had not heard him, “clay and unclean water, and nothing else.”

Jiroannes was too appalled to speak. Here he had thought that the great Tadesh Empire was a civilized country; certainly their concubines and dancers and metalwork and pottery were of the finest quality.

“When my grandfather’s grandmother begged for their pity, because she was barren, they granted her wish but with this price: that one child from each generation be sold into slavery. I am the child the gods chose.”

“But—” He took a sip of tea and choked on it. “Even a slave has certain rights, as we read in the words of the Everlasting God and his three prophets. Among those rights, the right to be freed.”

“I am a slave,” said Samae in her stubborn, soft, deep voice, “so that my family will remain free of the curse of barrenness. I will not bring this curse back on them. I cannot. Freedom is forbidden us, who are slaves by the gods’ will.”

“So if I command you to be free, you will not accept?”

She bent double again, brushing her forehead on the stiff carpet. “You are my master on this earth of clay, but the gods rule me.”

Jiroannes realized that she was not bowing to him, but to her gods. A sudden compulsion seized him: to know her, to know of her, to make her speak her thoughts aloud, to fathom what lay behind her blank expression. “Then you serve the gods as your master?”

She remained bent over. Her voice emerged, muffled, out of the collar of her damask coat. “We cannot serve the gods, since they despise us.”

“But if you’re so much beneath their notice, then why bother to obey their laws at all?”

“They punish those who rebel against them.”

Jiroannes let out a great sigh. He lifted his cup up, and Jat padded out of the shadows and took it away. Without knowing why, he extended a hand and brushed his fingers back along her hair and toyed with the ribbon holding her braid fast. “Why did you cry, when we saw the play—the dancers who speak with both words and hands?”

“Because the jaran believe their gods are kind.”

“I don’t understand.”

The radiance along the western horizon swelled and brightened and then faded back down to a luminescent glow. “The woman came from the heavens, did she not? And the man loved her, and he got her with child. So she gave him a sword that she had stolen from her mother, the sun. But a sword brought from heaven bears two edges. For each blessing, it brings you also a curse.”

Her voice had a hollow unearthliness that made him nervous. He jerked his hand away from her hair. The wind picked up. Golden tassels danced and fluttered, spinning, along the awning. His sleeve quivered, like an animal shifting in sleep and then settling. “Why should you care, in any case,” he asked, “that the jaran believe their gods are kind?”

She did not speak for a long while. At last, she lifted her head enough that he could see her pale cheeks and the dark slash of her mouth. The lantern light caught the glistening of tears on her cheeks, and tears welling in her eyes gave those eyes the brilliance of jewels. “Because they will learn otherwise,” she whispered.

“But why—?” But he knew, to see her face, why she cared. She had lived long enough in Tadesh, perhaps even with her family, to learn their dances, the secret of which passed down only within their own race. Then, sold into slavery, she had sailed alone over the wide seas and come into a foreign country and been sold again, into the hands of a foreign master. Alone, at the mercy of her gods, it was no wonder he had never seen her smile. The only wonder was that he had never seen her cry before now. But she had never cared about him. He was only her master on this earth of clay. Probably she had never cared about anyone or anything in Vidiya; had not cared until she came to the jaran. Until she saw their women walking free. Until she was sent to the tent of a boy newly come to manhood.

“I will undertake to treat you more kindly,” he said, wanting suddenly for her to think well of him. “It’s too bad the jaran don’t allow slaves in their camps, or I’d give you to Prince Mitya as a gift.”

She gasped, harsh, as if he had hit her. Her hands moved frantically in a sign, warding him off. Or not him, perhaps, but the notice of her gods. She struck her forehead to the carpet once, twice, a third time, keening in a thin, muted voice, and then fell silent, and stilled.

Jiroannes stared at her, taken aback. “Go in to my tent,” he said brusquely. “You’ll attend me when I’m ready for bed.”

With no expression on her face, she rose, bowed, and retreated into his tent. Jiroannes swore under his breath, flung the blanket off his legs, and stood up. Jat padded forward and eased it off the carpet, and briskly folded it up, and vanished back into the shadows. Jiroannes strode to the edge of the carpet. The tassels spun over his head, gold thread glinting and sparking in the lantern light. Beyond, the camp of the jaran army stretched on endlessly into the night. A few campfires burned, in his guards’ encampment, along ambassador’s row, and farther on, into the main camp. Stars glistened above, as unobtainable as Samae. He saw now that he would never be anything to her but her temporary master, to be suffered while she served out her penance, which could only end, for her, when she died. Perhaps he would give her to Mitya, or into Mitya’s household. Perhaps he could explain the situation to Mother Sakhalin and ask her to advise him. Mitya would marry the Habakar princess, of course, but surely a man was allowed a secondary wife or a concubine. Surely some provision could be made for her. Yes, that was the right choice.

Determined, he spun and walked back across the carpet. The plush gave beneath his boots, and he had to step up, a little, inside his tent, where the carpets were piled five deep. A gauzy silk curtain screened off his bedchamber from the front portion of his tent, and as he crossed past his writing table, he saw a lantern shining through the fine silk, and movements silhouetted like the dancing of actors against the translucent fabric.

Like a play, he watched it unfold before him, at first in surprise and then in horror.

Samae knelt at the foot of his bed. Laissa, standing, extended her arm and offered the slave girl a cup. She said: “Drink this.” Samae took the cup and drank it down without hesitation.

Jiroannes lunged forward and pushed past the beaded entrance into his bedchamber in time to see Samae drop the cup and clutch her throat, clawing at her neck. She gagged and gasped and choked, and her pale complexion faded to an obscene gray color. One hand groped out. She grasped at the drapery ringing the bed, but the fine silk fabric slipped through her fingers and she fell, retching, but all that emerged from her mouth was a hoarse, rattling sound.

She gasped and choked out three words. “He is safe.” As she doubled over, the embroidered quilt caught on her bronze slave’s bracelet and slid down off the bed, half over, half under her. She lay still. Her head lay cushioned on crumpled quilt. Against the fine white silk embroidered with red leopards and blue peacocks outlined in gold, her black hair made a stark line, like coarse, unraveled thread.

“She was stupid as well as ugly,” said Laissa impassively. “You’re better off without her.”

Jiroannes could not make himself move. “What have you done?”

“Just so we understand each other, husband, I have poisoned her. I will supply you with concubines from now on, girls who are more suitable to our household. You will have to marry again, of course, but I expect that you will include me in the negotiation for your secondary wives.”

Samae’s damask coat was the same peacock blue as the draperies that shrouded the bed. A lantern hung from each carved bed post, each one a cunningly wrought bronze bowl girdled with an elaborate screen through which the light shone.

“I could have you killed for this!”

“This is commoner’s behavior, these histrionics.” Her voice was dispassionate. “I sought to provide you with a lesson. You will treat me with the respect I deserve. I run this household now, and with my influence, you and I can attain eminence at court. I warned the jaran queen that you might prove difficult. Be assured that without my goodwill you won’t leave this camp with the alliance your Great King so sorely desires. Why else would he send you so far?”

The truth was, Jiroannes was beginning to have doubts about Vidiya’s army and its ability to hold off the jaran army, if things came to war. He suspected that his future lay with the jaran, not with the Great King’s court. But he wasn’t going to let Laissa know that. “You’re a fool, Laissa. I meant to give her—” He jerked his chin toward Samae’s body. “—to the young prince.”

“Find him another slave-girl, then. There’s little enough to choose between them.”

The shadows stirred, down in the tunnel that linked his tent to hers. Jiroannes caught a glimpse, sliding away, of an observer: It was Lal. Maybe Lal had been trying to warn him all along. Maybe Lal had already thrown his lot in with her camp. She had stuffed the household full of retainers loyal to her; she controlled the kitchens; the guards’ camp was by now probably riddled with her informants. She was a princess.

“I’ll await you in my chambers,” she said. “If you cared for the girl, and she for you, then I’m sorry for it. Had you gotten her with child, I’d have had to kill her anyway.”

She eased her robes away from the corpse and turned and marched away down her tunnel, into her domain. She had sewn tiny bells around the hem of her veil and hood, perhaps in imitation of the jaran women, and they tinkled merrily as she vanished into the dark billowing hall. Lal hesitated, there in the shadows, and then followed her.

Jiroannes stared at the body. Samae, had fallen on the cup—his last porcelain cup, shattered into bits under her shoulder. A hand lay limp on silk, stretched out as if tracing the golden line of a peacock’s feathered glory.

Laissa was wrong, of course. Samae hadn’t cared for him at all.

“He is safe.” Samae had known it was poison. She had taken it willingly. The blessing for her, to go to Mitya, whom she cared for, would then become a curse to the prince; she had taken the poison to spare him.

It had been a long time since Jiroannes felt called upon to pray. He sank to his knees now and bent his chin to his chest and spread his hands on his thighs, palms open to God, and prayed a long reverent prayer of thanks to the Everlasting God, who judged His servants with more mercy than Samae’s gods had judged her.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

FROM NOTHING, SHE COULD suddenly hear.

“Signs are stable. We pulled her through, Jo, at least through the worst of it.”

“Should I go tell—”

“No. Remember, to Bakhtiian, we’d have no way of telling until she woke up.”

“Ah. Not that I want to go out there anyway. Cara, he won’t let go of the child. He’s been holding on to it for over four hours. Don’t you find that a little macabre?”

“Let him sit, Jo. Charles is sitting with him. He needs to mourn it before he can let it go.”

“David went out to—”

Their voices faded.

“I went through this once before,” said Ilya into the shuttered silence.

“You lost a child?”

Ilya glanced at Charles, startled. “Yes, that, too—a child. Not my own. My sister’s.” He did not look down at the still bundle cradled in his left arm. “I meant with Tess. Forty-five days I went not knowing whether she had lived or died. She was wounded in a skirmish—”

“The scar on her abdomen.”

“Yes, that’s right. I had to take the khepellis to the coast, to the port, so I had to leave her before I knew if she would live. Forty-five days.” He lapsed into silence again.

The lantern on the tabletop burned. Cara had in her tent one luxury: three pillows with soft satin coverings that could be tied together to form a hedonistic reading cushion. The light caught the fabric at such an angle that the satin gleamed. A single leather-bound book, Shakespeare: The Complete Works lettered in gold on its spine, lay on one of the pillows, tossed casually down. Otherwise, the chamber was spartan: a chest for clothes, a table, two wooden folding chairs, and a small cabinet for cooking utensils and odds and ends. Silence hung over them, dense. An occasional word or phrase drifted through from the inner chamber and once the sound of a short laugh being swallowed into a cough. What transpired in there might otherwise have been a thousand kilometers away, it remained so distant from the two waiting men.

“I lost my parents,” said Charles suddenly. “Do you ever wonder—” He broke off.

“I wonder a great deal,” said Ilya softly. “Most of it is fruitless, though.”

“Your wondering?” Charles asked. Bakhtiian did not answer, but the silence seemed as much of a reply as any words he could have spoken.

A slow, erratic drip sounded from outside, along one corner of the tent.

“Why did you allow her to marry me?” Bakhtiian asked suddenly.

“I didn’t. I’d have stopped it if I’d been able to. If I’d known. Not because of you, you understand. But because of who she is, and why I need her.”

“And if she dies?”

“She won’t die. Cara is taking care of her.” Charles turned his head to stare at the curtain, the veil that closed them off from Tess. “She won’t die. She can’t.”

“You don’t want her to.” Ilya bent his head and touched his face to the cloth that shrouded his child.

Charles did not move, but he shifted in his chair, restless, uneasy. “No, I don’t want her to,” he admitted.

“Well,” said Ilya, raising his head, “neither do I. Why is it that you and I suppose that if we want something, it must come to pass?”

Charles’s lips quirked up into a smile so colored by grief that it felt almost as if other people had been brought by that tiny expression into the hushed solitude of the chamber. “There’s an old saying: ‘be careful what you wish for; you might get it.’”

“Oh, gods.” A quaver shook Ilya’s voice. “The bargains we make with the gods never fall out as we think they will.”

Charles stood up abruptly and went over to the chest. Rummaging within, he drew out a bottle and two glass tumblers. “Here.” He returned to the table and poured out a round. “Have a drink.”

This time, when she woke, she saw the blurred edges of the lantern in the corner, illuminating an oval of plain canvas fabric. She saw a figure move, recognized it as Cara, and fell back under.

“…and then after the rebellion failed, I thought I would be executed. But they made me a duke—it’s a nobleman’s title within their imperial hierarchy—instead.”

“Is that so strange? If you want to unite an empire, and you only enslave the people you conquer, doesn’t it make sense that in time they’ll rebel against you? But if you make them part of your court, then in time they’ll become loyal to you. That’s why Mitya must marry the Habakar princess. Then her father will support us, to protect her, and her children will rule and yet be both jaran and khaja.”

“As your children will be—Oh, God, I beg your pardon. I’m so incredibly sorry.”

Ilya stared at the haze of lantern light. He felt lightheaded, with exhaustion, with alcohol, with grief, and the sensation gave the lantern a blurred, magical substance-less look to his eyes, as if it didn’t really exist at all. He tried to speak, once, but nothing came out. He tried again. “The gods will judge whether I may ever have a child, or whether I already bargained my children away.”

Charles shut his eyes. “I gave up the chance to have children before I knew I had done it. Only I didn’t know it until the day my parents were killed. They weren’t killed, I mean. They were murdered. It was made to look like an accident—a crash—they were traveling in a… carriage—but their agents left just enough evidence that I would know who was responsible. That I would know the emperor himself had ordered it, as a lesson. The only reason I didn’t lose Tess that day is that she happened to get the flu and stayed home with our aunt. How could I dare have a child under those conditions? I couldn’t protect a child, not against them. Maybe Tess is better off here. She’s safe here.”

“Safe,” said Ilya under his breath. He cupped his free hand over the round arc of the baby’s shrouded head.

“She will live,” said Charles. “You must believe me.”

“I want to believe you. The gods alone know how much I want to believe you. I’m sorry, about your parents.”

“Here. Have another drink. Do you ever wonder—? God, I don’t know what possessed me to tell you that. I must be getting drunk.”

“Because the khepellis killed your parents, because of you?”

“I killed them. Cause and effect. The blame lies nowhere else. I made the choice, knowing it would put them in danger. I risked them, and I lost them. They were wonderful people. They always supported me. They loved me.” He hesitated and went on haltingly. “I loved them. But I had to make the choice. I had to choose the rebellion, I had to choose the dukedom, I had to choose Jeds, and I have to choose to continue, now.”

“You told me because I understand,” said Ilya so softly that his words evaporated on the still air as a whisper of warmth vanishes in the cold of deep winter, out on the plains. “Eleven years ago, I bargained with the gods. I knew that my vision for the tribes was the right one, but I was young, and I wasn’t sure I could convince the Elders to follow me. Why should they listen to a dyan as young and inexperienced as I was? I was afraid—afraid they would reject me, and afraid of losing my vision. But I knew I was right. So I committed sacrilege.”

A scrape of shoe sounded from the inner chamber. Both men tensed, expectant, but nothing happened, no one emerged.

“I killed a bird.” His hands shielded his dead son’s body, although by now it was, of course, too late to shield the child from the fate he had brought on it. “I offered a hawk on the altar of Grandmother Night, She Who Will Bargain if you are desperate enough to call on her. I killed it, and I poured its blood on the soil. I offered her my dearest one, if she would make my vision succeed. But you see, I meant to offer Vasil, because I was willing to give him up. Not to kill him; I didn’t mean that, or maybe I did, but I told myself I meant only to send him away. To exile him.”

The lantern burned, constant, with only the barest flickering on the wick within its globe. “She agreed to the bargain. Grandmother Night never refuses a bargain. And then she took them all, one by one, everyone I loved best. My parents, my sister, my nephew. She only spared Nadine that day to mock me. She took my cousin, Yuri. And now my son. And She’ll take Tess, if She can get her. She’ll take her back to the gods’ lands, and we’ll have to burn her, and I’ll never—I’ll lose her forever. Do you ever wonder if the price was worth paying?”

Charles shook his head, just a little, eyes half closed. A sound caught in his throat. “I kept trying to ask you that. We’re so certain of our vision. But it is right. It is right. And yet, how many people will die? Some because they follow us, because they believe in us, and some on the other side of the conflagration we’ve started.”

“But what else can we do? The gods have called us to our path.”

They considered the path in silence. Nothing stirred. It was so quiet outside that they might as well have been camped in the middle of a wilderness, they two alone, fixed at some point no other woman or man had yet explored out to. Or in a clearing that some other, like them, had sat in, equally alone, and then turned back or forged on.

The urge to speak, to establish herself in the time-line, was so powerful that once she saw the lantern light again she opened her mouth and spoke. She spoke, she heard the words in her head, but her ears registered nothing. Her body existed, but nothing moved. She was aware but paralyzed.

“How long has it been?” she said. “How long was I out?”

Cara moved past her line of sight. Jo bent over a burnished counter, tapping her fingers on the modeler. Neither of them heard her. She couldn’t hear herself.

Everything faded out again.

“I don’t understand, though,” said Charles, pouring them out another tumbler of whiskey. “I thought your parents and family were killed by another dyan, a rival. Isn’t that—common? When there’s a war going on? How did the gods come into it?”

“We don’t harm women and children in the sanctity of camp! Gods, you khaja are savages! I beg your pardon.”

“No. No offense taken. I apologize if I offended you. It was poorly said, on my part.”

“No, I’m sorry. How could you understand? No one knows what happened that night. My aunt suspects, she alone, but we’ve never spoken of it. My mother discovered me, out there in the darkness, and she had Khara Roskhel with her. She often had him with her. They were lovers for as long as I could remember. And they found me, with the bird still struggling in its death throes, with its blood pooling on the ground.

“Well, Roskhel was outraged. Up until that moment, he had supported me. Then he saw what I was, what I was willing to give, that I had committed sacrilege, and all for my vision. Some already called me gods-touched, then. That night he called me cursed. He said to my mother, ‘Now you must repudiate him, because you see what he is.’ I knew at that moment that everything was in vain. I thought that Grandmother Night was laughing at me, by making me sacrifice myself and lose my vision, all at once, all together. Gods, we so foolishly think we understand the gods. Her price was much subtler and more cruel.

“You see, my mother smiled. She thought it was exciting that I was willing to break our holiest law in order to achieve my ambition. All the years of my childhood I had been a disappointment to her. Now, she was happy. She saw herself, her ambition, in me. And Roskhel said that he saw now that the taint spread through the entire family. He left. A few months later he rode into camp with his jahar and killed them, killed the corruption: my mother, who was the only woman he had ever loved; my father, whom the gods themselves had called to make a marriage that was never peaceful; my sister, who was the sweetest, most generous soul, and her little boy, who was far too young to be blamed for the rest of us. But he was my heir.

“So I tricked Roskhel down and I killed him myself, with my own hands.

“But my family was still dead. And yet, Grandmother Night kept her side of the bargain. The Elders listened to me. I united the jaran.” His voice dropped so low that Charles had to lean forward, straining, in order to hear him. “I have never lost a battle. My riders have taken terrible casualties; I’ve been wounded myself, and once we were forced to retreat, but even then, in losing, we won.” He stopped speaking abruptly and stared at nothing; at the past, perhaps, whose hand still worked in the present.

“It’s strange, how it works,” murmured Charles. “In leading a rebellion that failed, I gained a stronger position within the Empire. One that now might allow me to win Earth’s freedom. What we think is failure sometimes leads to success.”

“Perhaps. The gods aren’t yet done with us.” Ilya’s hand sought out the tumbler and he raised it to his lips and downed it. He shuddered. “Gods, this is strong.” He blinked. “But I don’t understand how both your parents could have been killed by the khepellis. You said they don’t yet know about Jeds—and wasn’t your father—? Your father was the Prince of Jeds, the nephew of the old Prince Casimund. How could he have been in Erthe? Wait.” He set down the glass and brushed his free hand impatiently through his hair. “Your father, the first Charles, was killed in Jeds. I know the story. They were laying the foundation for the university, and some quarried stones fell and killed him. But you said your parents were killed in a carriage accident in Erthe.”

“My mother was killed—” Charles broke off. He covered his eyes with a hand and swore under his breath. “I’ve forgotten what I told you. My mother was killed in that accident.”

“Tess said the same thing once, that her parents were killed—her mother and her father. And she didn’t mean the Prince of Jeds, only I just realized that now.” Ilya stood up suddenly, swaying a little, and took considered steps to the entrance. He pushed the flap aside with his free hand. Bells chimed softly. He stared out at the night. Two fires burned out beyond the tent, low now, almost coals, and the single figure tending them turned expectantly at the sound of the bells. It was Aleksi. The young rider waited patiently and then heaved his shoulders with resignation and turned away again, back to the kettles and the water simmering over the flames.

Ilya stepped out under the awning. The night wind hit him, a cold swell. The cloth in his arms stirred. Charles appeared.

“Well,” said Charles. “You’ve discovered our secret.” He staggered, just a step, and halted beside Bakhtiian.

“The Prince of Jeds wasn’t your father. But he was married to your mother. He acknowledged you as his children, you and Tess. Because he loved her, because he needed heirs—well, after all, a woman’s husband is the rightful father of her children.”

Charles was silent.

“But by Jedan law,” Ilya finished, “that means you’re not the rightful heir to the princedom. And neither is Tess.”

“No,” said Charles. “By right of birth, no, we’re not. But we needed Jeds, so we took it, when the opportunity came. That’s the plain truth. Old Prince Casimund had no heirs but his nephews. It had to go to someone. I’ve no excuses for what we did, except to say that we’ve been good stewards.”

For the first time, Ilya smiled, but it was a wry expression, filled with pain. “What, you don’t think I’m going to judge you, do you?”

“How did you guess?”

“It always pays to listen. Do you hear that? It’s very distant—a horse neighing. They don’t like being separated from the herd.”

The vista granted them from under Cara’s awning was of the sky, half clouded over now, and a dull red illumination along the western horizon. Darkness blotted out the camp, except for what few fires burned through the night, among the tents. “There’s an old story, an old legend,” said Ilya, “that the Singers tell, about why there are so many fair-haired jaran and so few dark ones. The Orzhekovs are a fair-haired family. All my cousins are fair-haired, and their children, their husbands, my aunt. My mother was fair-haired, and she married a fair-haired man—my father, Petre Sokolov, the Singer. My sister Natalia was fair-haired. She married a dark-haired man, her first husband, and their first child was dark—that is, Nadine. And I am dark. And this child has dark hair. Do you know who was a dark-featured man?”

“Oh,” said Charles in a low voice. “The boy, Vasha. He’s dark-haired. Tess told me that you acknowledged him as your son, even though by jaran law he isn’t—he can’t be.”

“Inessa—his mother—was also dark. But, yes, by the laws of Jeds, Vasha is my son.” He stroked the cloth bundle, stroked it, and said nothing for a long long while. They watched the clouds drift along the heavens. Aleksi sat as still as stone out by the fires. The awning sagged down and sighed up, and sagged down again, as the wind breathed on it.

“From the days before she married, and for all the years she was married, my mother and Khara Roskhel were lovers. He was dark-haired, like me.”

Through the flap, thrown askew, the lantern gave dim illumination to the chamber and dimmer light yet to the two men standing just outside. Like a beacon, it marked them, throwing vague shadows out from them into the night.

“By the laws of Jeds,” said Ilya slowly, “Khara Roskhel might have been my father.”

“How long have I been under?” Tess asked, and was relieved to hear her own voice both inside and outside of her head.

At once, Cara appeared beside her. “Aha! We’ve got you back. Jo, drape all the counters, cover everything, and then go get Charles and Bakhtiian.”

“But how long?” Tess insisted.

“About seven hours. I’m so pleased to see you, my dear. Just lie quiet. You’re stable. Everything is fine, Tess. Everything is fine.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

NIGHT ENVELOPED THE CITY of Karkand. The hellish noise of the day’s fighting had evaporated into the darkness, though echoes of it remained. Within the walls, a minaret still burned. Outside the walls, four siege towers smoldered, three of them collapsed into ruins. Beyond the range of catapults and arrows, Nadine heard knocking and pounding: the laborers built anew for the next day’s assault.

Smoke obscured the stars, here close to the city, and on the eastern horizon clouds streaked the sky, blotting out the moon. Otherwise, silence lay like a blanket over them. Nadine gave command of her jahar over to Yermolov, took three auxiliaries to bear torches to light her way, and went in search of her uncle.

Her jahar had been stationed halfway round the inner city walls, almost opposite the main gates, and she rode back through the abandoned outlying districts. In these suburbs, quiet reigned. Many of the trees and houses nearest the inner city walls had been demolished, either by catapult fire or by laborers or soldiers scrounging for materials to build, for food, for shelter, or for firewood. A line of men stood patiently in a dark plaza, waiting for their turn at a public well. The two jaran guards lifted their hands, acknowledging Nadine as she passed by.

Farther along, she skirted a flat field on which a new set of siege towers and artillery rose or were repaired. She paused to watch, and there, escorted by four men bearing torches, she saw David ben Unbutu on his rounds. She rode over to him.

“David! Well met.” She smiled and lifted a hand in greeting as she pulled up beside him. His torchbearers edged away from her. David spun around, startled. “Your engines did good work today.”

“Dina! I didn’t see you.”

The wavering torchlight gave him an ashen appearance, but then she realized that a fine white powder covered his hands and that streaks of it lightened his black skin. “You’re out late,” she said. She felt inordinately pleased to see him; his pleasant open face was such a relief to look at after watching the siege all day, after arguing with Feodor yet again at dawn over her decision to ride out with her jahar.

“Most of my work is done at night.” said David. He glanced to either side. The torchbearers—khaja laborers all—had averted their faces from the exchange. “Preparing for—” He shuddered, cutting off his words. “You didn’t see any fighting, Dina? You look no worse for the wear. I’m glad of that.”

“Saw plenty of it. We’re too heavily armored, my jahar, to be of any use in these conditions, except what archers we now have with us. But we can protect against sorties that come out beyond the gates, and if those khaja bastards look over the walls, they see how many of us there are. That ought to encourage them to surrender.”

A smile came and went on David’s face, and he looked uncomfortable.

“If you’ll excuse me. I’m off to report to my uncle.”

“Dina.”

“What is it? What’s wrong?” she demanded. He waved his torchbearers away impatiently and looked meaningfully at hers. “Go on,” she said, and they moved a few steps away. Her horse shifted restlessly, disliking the dark, and Nadine dismounted and stood at its head.

“Tess had the baby. It’s—there’s no way to say this gently, except to say I’m sorry. It’s dead.”

“Oh, gods.” She was shocked and saddened, mostly, but a second voice nagged at her: If the baby had lived, there might have been less pressure on her to contribute heirs. No matter what Ilya said, Nadine suspected that his children could inherit over any she bore, especially if they showed promise for command. “Where is she?”

“In Dr. Hierakis’s tent. You ought to go …”

“I’ll go. Thank you, David.”

“For what?” he asked bleakly. She took a step toward him, reached up, and kissed him lightly on the lips. “Nadine!” he whispered fiercely, and pulled back from her.

She sighed and mounted again. Her torchbearers hurried back to her, and she rode on. She did not ride directly to camp. Instead, she detoured along her original route and came to the main gates near midnight. Torches ringed the fallen stretch of wall, and now and again arrows sped out and thudded dully against the shields, but there was otherwise no movement along the collapsed wall except for an occasional slide of loose bricks.

“Zvertkov! Well met!” She hailed the rider, and he turned his horse aside and came to meet her.

“Orzhekov. Your position?”

“Quiet, for now.”

“You heard about Tess?”

“I heard.”

They said nothing for a while, ruminating in silence over the ways of the gods.

“We’ve a courier in from Vershinin,” said Zvertkov at last. “He’s turned south. Grekov’s jahar will ride to Karkand to replace him.”

“Garrisons?”

“They left Izursky’s jahar to patrol the area, but we can’t afford the men. There isn’t much resistance left there in any case.”

“Zvertkov!” This from a rider at the far end of the line. “Messenger riding in!”

Torchlight bobbed along the uneven ground, heading for their position. Nadine heard the bells before she could make out the figures. Soon enough the sound resolved into three men running with torches in their hands and a single mounted rider. He pulled up before them. His horse was lathered, and he himself look exhausted.

“Gennady Besselov. Sakhalin’s command.”

“Sakhalin!”

“There’s a khaja force marching north to relieve Karkand, under the command of the king’s nephew.”

“The Habakar king is dead,” said Zvertkov. “The nephew may well be the king, now.”

The courier shrugged. “Whatever he is, he’s good enough on the field, for a khaja, and he’s got twenty thousand well-trained men with him. Sakhalin could only spare two thousand of his army to harry him as he marched north; it was that, or lose the ground we’ve gained so far in the southern lands, which was hard enough won to begin with.”

“I’ll take you to my uncle,” said Nadine, and she looked at Kirill for confirmation. Zvertkov nodded. She led the messenger away.

The man regaled her with stories of Sakhalin’s advance southward and how stubborn the southern Habakar inhabitants were—except they called themselves Xiriki-khai, and some of them spoke a different language. The Habakar prince’s mother was a Xiriki-khai princess, and the merchants they had captured said that she had herself as a girl led an army and thus gained the title “Lion Queen,” and that it was her heart and courage the boy had inherited. The torchbearers trudged on beside them.

Once in camp Nadine found riders to send the message out that a council would meet immediately. They found Anatoly Sakhalin’s jahar ringing the tent of the doctor at a discreet distance. Nadine left the horses and the torch-bearers with them. Closer in, Aleksi sat alone beside twin fires. Nadine led the courier between the fires, for their purifying heat to sear away any untoward contamination she or the man might bring with them, and Aleksi motioned at her to go on. It was late, past midnight and turning toward morning. A woman emerged from the tent, holding a swaddled bundle in one arm.

“Aleksi! Oh, I beg your pardon.” It was Joanna Singh, one of Soerensen’s assistants. She nodded at Nadine and eyed the courier, who stared at her in astonishment—at her height and her brown skin—before remembering his manners and looking away. “Would you like to go in? Your uncle is inside. Aleksi, can you get some of the riders out there to help? We need a bonfire. Cara wants to cremate the child as soon as possible. You’ll need to get Sonia Orzhekov back here, too.”

Nadine regarded the tiny bundle with curiosity. Was that the baby? Besselov waited patiently. Since they spoke in Rhuian, he couldn’t understand them. “Besselov,” said Nadine, “you’ll have to wait out here. I’ll go get Bakhtiian.” She left the courier by the fires and ducked inside. The bells sewn onto the entrance flap sang, warning those inside that she was coming in. “Jo?” That was Dr. Hierakis. “Can you send for—? Oh, Nadine.”

Nadine examined the chamber with interest, but it did not look that different from the outer chamber of Tess’s tent: some khaja furniture and little else. A glass bottle sat, almost empty, on the table, with a crystal tumbler on either side. A book lay on a cushion, and a second book peeped out from the carved cabinet that stood against the far wall; the polished wood grain looked elegant compared to the plain fabric that made up the walls of this tent. Not a rich tent, by any means, but it was practical, and Nadine supposed that Dr. Hierakis prized practicality above luxury.

Light shone from farther in, from the private inner chamber into which no person but blood family or lover was ever admitted. The curtain between the two rooms had been thrown back. By the glow of two lanterns hanging from the corners of the chamber, Nadine saw a striking tableau.

For some reason, the doctor had shrouded her sleeping chamber with cloth, heaps of it, piled up and spread out everywhere, muting the edges in the room. Within all this fabric, almost seeming to float on it, Tess lay. Her entire left side was covered by gleaming silver silk. Nadine could not see Tess’s left hand, but her right hand grasped Ilya’s hands where he knelt beside her. He gazed up at her. Dried tears streaked his face. The prince stood down toward Tess’s feet with one hand resting on her legs, which were also concealed by a silklike fabric that gleamed white under lantern light. At Tess’s head hovered the doctor. Nadine could not see her left hand, but the doctor’s right hand lay open on the silvery silk, the contrast making her hand seem almost as dark as David’s.

Somehow, with Tess and Bakhtiian framed between the doctor and the prince, the picture held an ominous quality for Nadine, as if they—Tess and Ilya—acted out their parts within boundaries they were themselves not aware of. The prince and the doctor seemed like sinister figures to her, like demons in one of the old tales, working their plots in human guise. She shook herself, driving the thought away. In these dark hours, the interregnum between midnight and dawn, between one day and the next, ghosts touched the mind and whispered secrets that were usually lies. No wonder they wanted to burn the dead child now: better that its spirit fly away to heaven before dawn, better not to let it see the light of day when it had only known night than to risk its lingering here. These hours belonged to Grandmother Night, and it was never wise to draw Grandmother Night’s attention to oneself. She was just, but rarely merciful.

The tableau broke. Bakhtiian looked back over his shoulder at Nadine and rose at once. He bent to kiss Tess on either cheek and disengaged his hands from hers.

“I want to see the child, just once, before he goes,” she said. Nadine thought her voice surprisingly strong. Ilya nodded. The doctor nodded. Tess shut her eyes and seemed at once to fall back asleep.

Ilya backed three steps away from her, and turned and left the chamber. The prince moved to close the curtain behind him. The inner chamber vanished from their sight.

“What news?” demanded Ilya.

Nadine could see that his temper was uncertain. “I brought a courier. He’s waiting outside.”

Without replying, Ilya left the tent. He stopped dead at the sight of Joanna Singh holding the shrouded child, and then walked past her over to Gennady Besselov. Singh went back into the tent. Bakhtiian grilled the courier for a long while. After a bit, Zvertkov appeared and listened in on the discussion, asking a few questions himself. When Sonia arrived, she brought Josef Raevsky with her, and the Orzhekov children, who immediately ran off to help build the pyre. The stack of wood rose rapidly. More commanders filtered in, holding their council there, out beyond the awning of Dr. Hierakis’s tent while riders and children built the pyre. And there—damn it all anyway—there came Feodor.

“Dina! What’s going on? Is it true that Tess Soerensen lost the child? Gods!” He stared at the pyre. “And there’s a force riding north? A khaja army?”

“Yes, Feodor. Now will you hush? I’m trying to listen.” The discussion ran fast and furious, but for once Nadine could hear her uncle steering it forcefully in one direction. He wanted to ride out now, destroy the Habakar prince’s army in the field, and then return to deal with Karkand. For once, others objected and he thrust aside their arguments.

“But the distance—”

“We’ll take remounts, of course. We can surprise him. He’ll never expect us to meet him so quickly.”

“What if there’s stiffer resistance from Karkand? What if they’ve a strong force holed up inside that attacks while the bulk of the army is gone?”

“Zvertkov will remain here to deal with them. He can decoy them into thinking the army is as large as ever. And—” He cast a look around, and it lit on Feodor. “Grekov! You’ll remain here as well. Your uncle will be riding in soon, and his force and the auxiliaries can keep them quiet until we return. The siege engineers can keep up their firing. If we destroy much of the inner city without fighting, that will only demoralize them more.”

“But—”

“There, Dina,” said Feodor in an undertone. “We’ll stay in camp. He’s half crazed with grief, can’t you see that?”

Nadine surveyed her husband with disgust. “I’m not staying in camp. I’m riding with him.”

“You can’t know that! And anyway, you’re married now. You can’t put yourself at risk.”

“He didn’t take away my command. Gods, Feodor, my jahar is still my jahar.”

“He left me in charge of the army here. I can order you to stay.”

“He didn’t leave you in charge of the army! I’m beginning to think you only married me as a ploy to advance your family. Now leave me alone!” She shouldered him aside and pushed through the crowd to stand beside her uncle. Bakhtiian glanced down at her, marking her attendance.

“I’ll want your jahar, too, Orzhekov. With Vershinin’s troops, my own, and Sakhalin’s two thousand, that will give us almost equal numbers, and enough armored to carry the center. Very well, we’ll leave as soon as—” But here he stopped suddenly, just broke off, and could not go on. The commanders attending him glanced each at the others, and as one, without further words, they retreated, leaving him alone.

“It’s ready,” said Aleksi, coming back from the flat field about fifty paces in front of the tent.

The prince came out of the tent, bearing the child. They had changed the shroud to one of fine damask linen, folded in an elaborately elegant pattern, so neatly tucked in to itself that it seemed more the work of an artist than anything. He handed the bundle to Bakhtiian. At once, Ilya walked away from the others, out to the pyre. Everyone shrank away from him, his expression was so grim. Farther, like a muted, gleaming shoreline, Anatoly Sakhalin’s guard stood watch.

Soerensen followed him out, bearing two torches. They flared in the darkness. Their fitful light illuminated the scene.

Ilya halted at the base of the pyre. He did not move for the longest time, as if he simply could not bear to let go of the child. At last he put one foot on the pyre. Then he took hold of a corner of the shroud, to unwrap it for one last look.

The prince stepped forward so quickly that the torch flames shuddered and danced. Ilya flung his head up, but whatever Soerensen said convinced him to leave the child undisturbed.

He climbed up onto the stack and laid the child down in the very center. Kneeling, he remained there for a long while. Whether he spoke, to the gods, to the baby, or stayed silent, Nadine could not tell from this distance. But his back seemed bowed under the weight of his grief.

At last he stood up and climbed back down. Soerensen handed him a torch. They stood, each at one end of the pyre, and Nadine felt, watching them, that between themselves this gesture had a meaning that the rest of those watching could not fathom. Josef Raevsky held one arm around Sonia, who wept. Kirill stood silent to one side, next to Aleksi. Niko Sibirin had come up from the hospital, and he wiped a tear from his eye and hugged his wife. The children—Mitya, Galina, Ivan, Katerina, and Kolia—all stared, but only Galina cried. Vasha Kireyevsky waited farther out, half hidden in the darkness, and Nadine could not see the expression on his face. Feodor loitered to one side, attention caught between the men at the pyre and Nadine.

They put the torches to the wood. Flame leapt up. The pyre burned.

They walked back together, the two men. For an instant, Nadine thought their expressions a perfect match. Then Bakhtiian caught sight of Mitya.

“Cousin, my armor,” he snapped. His armor was brought, and in the roaring light of the bonfire, he tied on his cuirass and slung his helmet over his shoulder. Konstans appeared, leading his horse, and Vladimir and one hundred of his jahar waited, lit by torches, in the half-light thrown off by his son’s funeral pyre. A thin thread of light limned the eastern horizon.

“Nadine?” he demanded. “You’ll attend me.”

She cast a glance back to see Feodor fuming, hands clenched, before she mounted on a horse brought by Anatoly Sakhalin himself.

“You will watch over my wife,” said Bakhtiian to Sakhalin.

“At your command,” said Sakhalin. His eyes glinted, reflecting off the firelight. Nadine wondered if he was disappointed to be left behind.

They rode. Dawn came, and they picked up the pace, switching mounts frequently. They rode steadily throughout that day. The clouds burned off and the sun glared down, unseasonably hot. When night came, Bakhtiian drove them on. Nadine dozed in her saddle. She woke on and off, once when scouts came in and rode alongside Bakhtiian, delivering a succinct appraisal of the ground between here and the Habakar army. At daybreak, they reached the vanguard of Yaroslav Sakhalin’s scouting net, and these scouts gave Bakhtiian a breakdown of the khaja forces and their disposition on the march. It had cooled overnight and they passed easily over several fields before the sun, rising in the sky, broke through the haze to bake down again.

They rode three abreast through a steep defile and over a range of rolling hills washed green by the rains. Two villages they passed, but nothing stirred there, either because the inhabitants had fled or because they had barred themselves within their houses. They traveled through the hills all day, passing twice through broad, flat valleys, changing mounts, driving on.

At dusk, more scouts joined up with them, and they rode south while Bakhtiian conferred with them. Twilight came, and then night, and finally, near midnight, one of Sakhalin’s young commanders rode in and greeted Bakhtiian. Vershinin and his men were sent left, to complete the encirclement. Out there in the darkness, not so far ahead of them, the Habakar army lay bivouacked. A line of scouts went out to watch the khaja army, and the rest hunkered down for what remained of the night. Most simply lay down on the cold ground and slept. The horses huddled in groups.

Nadine could not sleep. She rode out with her uncle and the young Sakhalin commander to the crest of a hill overlooking the broad field on which the Habakar army had camped. Fires burned in two rings around the encampment, one on the outside, one within the tent encampments.

“Every night,” said the young commander, “they stop before nightfall and dig a ditch around their encampment and a wall of dirt inside that, and they build fires on the earth wall.”

“So that horsemen can’t surprise them.” Bakhtiian surveyed the field beyond. The night sky was brilliant with stars.

“Their prince must be a wise commander,” said the Prince of Jeds’ soldier, Ursula.

“Wise, indeed,” said Bakhtiian. “We’ll pull back before his march in the morning until we reach the first of the valleys we passed, where we’ll form for battle.”

“Ah,” said the young commander, “my scouts know that ground. If we surround him there and leave him only one way to retreat, southward where the path is widest, we can pick off his men as they run.”

“If they run,” murmured Ursula. “Your men have ridden far, Bakhtiian. They and the horses must be exhausted. Two hundred kilometers in two days!”

“What’s a kilometer?” asked Nadine.

“My men and my horses will do what I ask of them,” said Ilya.

They retreated back to the lines. Before dawn, the army roused and began to pull back the way they’d come. Nadine, in the rearguard, could hear the rattle and pound of the Habakar army as it followed their tracks. Now and again she heard shouts and screams and the sing of arrows as the young commander’s men harried them, but as the jaran army struck up into the hills, most of her unit joined up with Bakhtiian, leaving only a line of scouts in the rear.

By midday they fell back into position in a wide field, the armored riders massed in the center, the light troops out on the wings and in the rear. Bakhtiian had brought four units of archers with him, many of them inexperienced girls not much older than Mitya mixed in with riders and those archers who had fought before.

Out of the hills, down into the valley, marched the Habakar army. The prince’s banner shone, white with a blue lion, under the noonday sun. At first, to Nadine’s sight, the khaja army flashed with a confusing profusion of colors. Men in imperial blue marched in neat ranks. Rank upon rank of chestnut horses caparisoned in gold followed them, and around the prince clustered men in silver and purple surcoats wearing plumed helmets and riding white horses. Their striped pennons drooped from their lances. Rows of shields glinted in the unit behind the prince, stretching out to each side, burnished armor shining in the sun. Spears bristled above the heads of these men, tipped with blades and hooks.

Ilya let the khaja army march down onto the field. Already Sakhalin’s young commander had drawn his troops back and to either side, far out of range and mostly out of sight, to cast around to eventually encircle the unit.

The Habakar army spread out to take positions, but before they could settle, Ilya lifted his lance up once, twice, a third time, and the center moved forward to meet the enemy. Archers rode up within their ranks and began firing. Arrows sang into the khaja, and then, just before impact, the archers turned tail back within the ranks. From behind, Vershinin’s lighter troops and two units of archers swung around to either flank. It was here that the attack concentrated.

Nadine sat next to her uncle. The noise and cries of soldiers and animals mixed with the sound of weapons clashing.

“Orzhekov. There, a gap to the right. I want you to drive through and reach the prince. Konstans—now, the charge.”

Nadine lifted her spear and her riders moved forward with her. To her left, she saw the bulk of her uncle’s personal guard riding forward parallel to her, gold banner flying, gold and red surcoats a bright glare in the sunlight. The sight of them gave her heart. She stood a little in the saddle, thrusting her legs forward, and tucked her spear under her right arm. An imperial blue infantry unit held its ground in front of her jahar, and behind it rode the blue lion, fluttering in the breeze.

They held to a steady pace, gaining ground, and then some fifty paces from the line she kicked her horse to a pounding gallop and her men howled, a deafening ululation, and they hit the khaja line.

She plowed over the first man, who vanished into the maelstrom, and lost her spear to a flailing hook and pull from a knot of infantry men who had held together under the weight of the charge. Yermolov and Yartseva rode on either side of her, and then a sword cut into Yartseva and a hook dragged him down from his horse. A face, a man thrusting at her horse’s head with his spear, appeared to her right. She cut at his arm as she passed but could not look back. As she recovered her saber, blood sprayed her armor—not her own blood but the blood of the soldier she must have hit.

A square of some nine men blocked the path in front of her, but at once four more riders, three still with their spears, joined her and Yermolov. Four of the nine khaja soldiers wavered and scattered, faced with the charge of horses. A spear thrust for her leg; she deflected it. Yermolov shuddered in the saddle, rocked back by a blow, and for an instant Nadine thought he would be toppled from his saddle. She parried; a man with his face screened by mail threw his spear at her. She knocked it away and then he was bowled over from the side by the hooves and spear of another rider. His dark eyes met hers for an instant, pain and anger and fear melded, and then he disappeared beneath the horses.

A moment later she came out into an empty zone. Ahead of her, the blue lion of the prince whirled away in a clot of fighting. Behind, the charge had disintegrated into confusion; unhorsed riders dueled: There was Yartseva, fending off a soldier in imperial blue, but then a line of horses obscured her sight of him, and when they passed, she could not see him.

Shrieks and moans; horses screamed and, to her left, a mare struggled up to its feet and collapsed again in a pool of blood.

“Orzhekov!” That was Yermolov, reining in beside her.

“Form up the men. We’ve got to reach the prince.”

A shower of arrows shaded the sun, arching over her head and falling with a sharp resounding clatter into the ranks of the Habakar prince. She saw, for one instant, Vershinin, far away topping a swell and then he rode down into—what?—she could not tell.

Behind her, bodies littered the field, most of them still moving or writhing, groaning in pain. Riderless horses reared and circled and stumbled over the dead and wounded.

The ranks of her jahar formed around her. Yermolov thrust a spear into her hand, and she sheathed her bloody saber.

They rode into the chaos surrounding the Habakar prince. A line of Habakar horsemen wheeled to meet their charge, but somehow the two units simply passed between each other. Nadine cast a glance back over her shoulder; she caught a glimpse of another wave of her jahar some fifty paces behind, narrowing the gap. The Habakar riders milled, turning this way and then that.

A rider shouted a warning. Nadine parried a blow with the haft of her spear and then thrust hard. The spear stuck in the man’s segmented armor and she flung herself back to let it ride past her, and drew her saber. Cut to her right as an unhorsed man attacked her. The Habakar soldiers were mobbed in groups, infantry and cavalry side by side, disorganized, and they began to give way before her troops.

Except there, some hundred paces in front, bobbed the green pennant of Vershinin’s jahar, and to her left she saw the gold banner that marked Bakhtiian’s own guards. The white horsehair plume of Konstans’ helmet trembled as he pressed forward through the ranks. Then he was hidden by a sheet of fighting. The arrow fire had stopped, at least into these ranks. She heard its sound from farther away, accompanying the louder crash of metal weapons.

They battled forward. Here, though disorganized, the Habakar resistance proved fierce. The clot around the prince’s blue lion shrank, and shrank, but each gain was hard won. Yermolov fell, and then a rider to her left. All at once, she came up beside Konstans. He grinned at her. Blood spattered his face and surcoat, and blood leaked from an arrow wound in his horse’s withers.

“The stubborn bastard won’t surrender!” he shouted. She could barely hear him. “Here!” he cried. “Pull your jahar back. We’re getting pressed too close together.”

Obediently, she shouted aloud and found a flag to signal the withdrawal. Bit by bit, she pulled her jahar back and at last, coming out into the open, they formed back into ranks. What was left of them. She judged she had lost a third of her men.

The field lay open under the sky, churned into mud. Wounded and dead lay everywhere, in some places heaped in piles where they’d fallen over each other; in others, a single form lay tumbled alone on a sodden stretch of ground. From here, Nadine could see off to the north the line of riders and the gold banner that marked Bakhtiian’s position. To the south she could not see, but she heard cries and the clamor of battle retreating away up into the hills. The clot around the Habakar prince shrank, and shrank, under the deadly press of two jahars. Abruptly, by a signal Nadine did not see, the jaran riders pulled away and a unit of archers rode up and began firing at will into the last knot of defenders.

“We’ll ride south,” said Nadine, surveying her men. They rode, and for a while they hunted, cutting down the fleeing Habakar soldiers, those who had gotten that far.

But as afternoon lowered toward evening, Nadine turned them back and returned to the field to hunt for their own wounded and to round up those horses that could be saved. Already many of the light troops wandered the field, killing the Habakar wounded and stripping and marking the dead. A steady line of casualties walked or rode toward Bakhtiian’s position, but Nadine noted that his gold banner had moved.

She found him by the corpse of the Habakar prince.

He glanced up, seeing her. He looked tired. “He fought bravely enough,” he said, although Nadine was not sure he was really speaking to her, to his niece, at all. She had a strange feeling that he was speaking to Tess, almost as if he was defending himself to her. “But he refused to surrender. Had he led the army on the field outside Qurat, the victory might not have gone our way so easily.”

Vershinin’s nephew was stripping the body, and Nadine examined the dead Habakar prince with some interest—with his chest-length black beard, dark hair looped in double braids, and his throat red with his own blood. Not particularly handsome, but so few of the khaja were; still, he looked strong, and the wounds his body had suffered—some fresh, some old scars—proved his courage in battle. Evidently he had cut his own throat rather than surrender to the jaran. Or the arrow in his eye might have killed him. Of his guard, none lived.

“Vershinin,” Bakhtiian continued, “I’ll leave you to follow after, but I’m returning to Karkand with my guard now. I’ll leave you three healers who’ve been trained by Dr. Hierakis. They’ll judge those who can survive the journey back to the hospital, and those it would be more merciful to kill now.”

Nadine got leave for a few minutes to find her men among the wounded. She marked them, and was relieved to find over half those who had been missing, although at least one she judged would not make it back to camp. She found Yermolov; a chance cut by a khaja axman had severed the straps of his thigh armor, and a better aimed one had cut his exposed leg down to the bone, but already a healer cleaned mud and cloth out of it, muttering about something called sepsis.

“What is sepsis, Mother?” Nadine asked the elderly woman.

“There, you’re done to fight again, young man,” said the woman to Yermolov, who wasn’t all that young except perhaps in comparison to her. She grunted and got to her feet and crossed a patch of baked-dry mud to crouch down beside a wounded archer. Two young men trailed after her, burdened with strips of cloth, with pouches filled with water, and a paste of herbal ointment. “Commander,” she said, looking briefly up at Nadine, “it’s what kills most of these men, or used to, at least. Dokhtor Hierakis has shown us how the wounds become infected with dirt and khaja blood, and so if we stop the infection, then the wound is likely to heal cleanly.”

“Ah.” Nadine left her to her work. “Yermolov, I’ll leave you to come with Vershinin. You’ll take command of those of my jahar who are wounded.”

He nodded, and she changed to a remount and found her uncle again. It was dark by now. He had formed up his unit—most of whom had come through the battle with minor wounds or none at all—and was saying good-bye to the young Sakhalin commander and to Vershinin. Nadine waited patiently through the conference. She had no urgent desire to return to camp, but she could see that Ilya was obsessed with getting back to Karkand.

They started off. Nadine felt numb with exhaustion, and the torches bobbing up and down alongside her and all along the line disoriented her, making her dizzy. She rode without speaking, her jahar strung out in front of her where she rode beside her uncle.

“Dina,” said Ilya suddenly. He rode one of his remounts, a shaggy tarpan, and one of his guardsmen walked along to his left, bearing a torch to light the horse’s way. “I shouldn’t have let you come with me.” You’re more valuable to me alive than dead.”

“Thank you,” she said dryly. “Feodor reminds me of that all the time.”

“As well he might, since you’re more valuable to the Grekov tribe alive than dead, too. But you fought well, in any case.” They rode for a while in silence. A new torch-bearer came to take the place of the other one, and they switched mounts and went on.

“Dina.” The torchlight illuminated part of his face, shifting on him, highlighting first his eyes, then his mouth, then the straight line of his nose, then his beard, then his eyes again. Otherwise, he rode in darkness. “Why should Soerensen offer me Jeds? If Erthe defeats the khepellis, then won’t Erthe itself be a threat to us?”

“Erthe lies far over the seas, Uncle. Surely they’d need many ships in order to bring an army here.”

“But what if it’s the khepellis who have these ships? We know they can travel to any port along the coasts we know. And if the khepellis are as great a threat as Soerensen says they are, then we must unite against them. What if they want all the lands where humans now live?”

Nadine found herself a little confused by the conversation, since part of what he said made no sense to her. It sounded as if he had been negotiating with the Prince of Jeds. Over what, she wondered. “Then you really do believe that they’re zayinu? I never saw any khepellis. Those that came to Morava at the prince’s behest arrived after I left.”

“They’re zayinu. They’re not like us. But how can Soerensen possess the loyalty of one of their merchant houses?” He said nothing for a long while. Nadine dozed.

His voice startled her awake, though he spoke softly. “What if they want all the lands, from the plains north and east along the Golden Road, from Vidiya to Habakar all the way south to Jeds and even the lands that lie south from there? All the armies must unite against them. We must prepare for that. Someone who understands the threat must prepare for that.”

The night wore on. At last he called a halt and let them rest, men and horses alike, but in the morning they set off again, driven by Bakhtiian at a steady pace back toward Karkand.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

HE DREAMED OF A snow-swept landscape, of a single tree in a hollow, a scrap of cloth lying on the ground and a pathetic little fire burning but giving off no heat. His sister lay unmoving, pale gray, on the ground. For days she had tossed and turned in the grip of some demon, speaking words he could not understand. He had tried desperately to feed her with what little food he could gather from the winter-starved land, had tried to give her water, had tried to keep her warm. But at last the demon had drained her of life and now her last breath leaked out, too weak even to puff steam into the cold air. Her chest stopped moving, and her limbs went flaccid and, later, went stiff. He was alone in the wilderness.

“Don’t leave me!” Aleksi gasped, and jerked up to find himself tangled in his own blankets, in his own tent. Sweat dampened him. The night air cooled his chest and back. He shivered. He forced himself to lie back down, but he could not sleep. At last, he rose and dressed and shrugged on a felt coat and walked outside. In the distance, he heard the arrhythmic thump of the artillery firing and the delayed crash of the missiles landing. In the four days since Bakhtiian had left, the noise had continued at such a constant rate that it was only now, in the predawn quiet of the camp, that Aleksi noticed it.

At Dr. Hierakis’s tent, he hunkered down on his haunches just outside the awning and waited, knowing now that she had machines inside her tent that alerted her to his presence. Soon enough, the bells sounded as the doctor thrust aside the entrance flap and peered out.

“Aleksi! Why do you insist on sitting out there! You may come in without permission from me. I’ve told you time and again—and it would grant me some much-needed sleep.” He rose and smiled sheepishly but did not reply, merely followed her into her tent. “You can hang your coat up over that hook.” He did so gratefully. In her tent he was never too hot or too cold; it was as airy and comfortable as the great felt tents belonging to the etsanas. “Go on in,” she added, impatiently. She lay down on a cot folded out beside the table. “Tess is asleep.”

He went into the inner chamber. The counters gleamed softly in the light from the false lanterns. Tess slept, and beyond, on a black surface set within one countertop, colors pulsed in time to her breathing and her heartbeat. Feeling safe, Aleksi settled down on the floor beside her and rested his head against the couch on which she lay, and dozed.

“Aleksi? Where did you come from?”

He snapped his eyes open and looked up. Tess lay on her right side, gazing down at him. “I couldn’t sleep,” he said.

She sighed and reached down to touch him, but whether to reassure herself or him, Aleksi could not be sure. “What time is it?” she asked.

Since she had fallen under the sleep that the doctor called anesthesia, Tess had been obsessed with knowing the time of day. “I don’t know. I came before dawn. Not too long after dawn by now, I’d judge.”

“Then Jo should be coming in—” She stopped and they both listened, hearing the bells and then a conversation. A moment later the doctor came in to them.

“Color’s good,” she said cheerfully. “Readings good. We’re going to take you off the system today. I hereby pronounce you Out of Danger.”

“Insofar as any of us are out of danger,” Tess murmured, and Cara shot her a sharp glance and then smiled wryly.

“A wise observation, my child. Jo will do the dirty work. I’m going to do my rounds at the hospital. Tess, I want you to stay with me today and tonight, and then tomorrow you can return to your tent. You can sit, you can walk a little bit—in fact I recommend it—but nothing more strenuous than that.”

“I obey.” Tess smiled. Aleksi was amazed at how strong she looked. Her face was still rounder than usual, and her skin was pulled taut and shiny on her arms, a little swollen, but the doctor dismissed that as water retention and said it would go away in a hand more of days.

Jo came in, and the doctor left. Soon enough, Jo had disengaged Tess from the couch. “Aleksi,” Jo said, leading him over to the black screen, “I’m going back to the hospital. You see this pad here. I’ve coded it specially for you. If you press your right hand over this, it will send a signal to me and to Dr. Hierakis that one of us must return immediately. Only put your hand there if Tess somehow falls ill.”

“I understand.” He examined the pad with interest. It looked more like a kind of false skin, lacquered, except it looked slick as well. Jo left.

“I want to go outside,” said Tess. Aleksi shadowed her, but her legs seemed steady enough. At once he saw where she was headed: to the remains of the funeral pyre that now lay as cold ashes and a few pieces of charred wood fifty paces out from the awning. Nervous, he walked with her, but when she stopped she simply surveyed the circle of ground dispassionately. There were, thank the gods, no bones; either someone had raked the coals or an early baby burned more completely then an adult. All at once Tess bent down and rummaged in the ashes. She held up a scrap of damask linen, smaller than her palm. The singed edges framed a single red rose. She stared at it for a long while and then closed her hand over it and turned away.

“Bakhtiian wept,” said Aleksi in a low voice.

Her mouth pinched tight, but she showed no other emotion as they walked back to the doctor’s tent. He brought a folding chair out for her and she sat. As soon as she sat down, Anatoly Sakhalin approached to pay his respects. Others filtered by, and eventually Sonia appeared and chased everyone else away.

“You’re looking well,” Sonia said carefully.

“I’m feeling well. Is there any news from the army?”

“None yet, that I know of. Aleksi, sit down. Tess, I’ve been giving some thought to Aleksi marrying. Indeed, I’ve had my eye on a particular young woman for some time now. Her name is Svetlana Tagansky. She’s from one of the Veselov granddaughter tribes, and her husband died in the fighting at Hazjan. She was brought in to wet-nurse Lavrenti while Arina was so weak—Svetlana lost her own infant to a fever—” Sonia broke off. “Oh, Tess.” She laid a hand on Tess’s arm, but Tess’s expression remained blank. Her distraction worried Aleksi. Sonia exchanged a glance with him, but Aleksi could only shrug. Sonia withdrew her hand, looking troubled. “But I need your permission to approach her, Tess.”

“Oh.” Tess blinked. Aleksi wondered if she had heard a word that Sonia had said. He held his breath, hoping she would agree. “But Aleksi can’t marry. He has to have his own tent.” The disappointment felt sharp, but he said nothing.

“But men don’t own their own tents. I would have thought you’d want him to get married and have a respectable wife.”

Tess twisted around and regarded Aleksi. “What do you want, Aleksi?”

“Every man ought to be married,” he said slowly, “if he can be.”

“Yes, that’s what the jaran say, but what do you want?”

Aleksi had a sudden feeling that Tess did not want him to get married. He didn’t know what to do: tell her the truth and possibly offend her, or placate her with a lie? Like a wave, the memory of his nightmare washed over him. Tess was all he had; of course he must do what she wished. “Of … of course I don’t care about being married,” he stammered. “I’d much rather have my own tent—”

“You’re lying,” Tess snapped. “I asked you what you wanted, not what you think I want to hear. Do me the favor, Aleksi, of telling me the truth. I don’t like this.”

The cold edge of her anger shocked him into silence.

“Well?” she demanded.

He wrung his hands together. “I would like to get married,” he said under his breath.

“What?”

“I would like to get married to a kind, respectable woman, one I liked.”

“That’s settled then, Sonia,” she said in a curt voice. “Where is Josef? I have work to do.”

“Don’t you want to meet her first?” Sonia asked, looking affronted. “Know something about her and her family? See if you’ll get along?”

“Aleksi will make up his own mind. I don’t need to be involved.”

“Well!” Sonia rose and shook out her skirts. “I see that this is not the right time to discuss it. If you’ll excuse me.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Tess demanded as Sonia stalked away. Aleksi sighed and resigned himself to an unpleasant day. But at least she had agreed he might marry. That cheered him.

They sat outside for a while longer. Then, abruptly, Tess stood and went back into the doctor’s tent. Aleksi followed and found her seated at the table. She spoke three words in Anglais, and a latticework appeared above the tabletop. Tiny symbols spread out along the lattice, interwoven in a maze. With one hand tapping onto a screen and the other tapping impatiently on the smooth tabletop, Tess began to manipulate the symbols. She moved them around at a dizzying rate, muttering under her breath, speaking aloud sometimes in a strange, alien language.

“What are you doing?” Aleksi asked.

She did not even glance up at him. “Trying to figure out how the Chapalii language works. I thought I understood it pretty well, but now I see that I overlooked half of it. More than half, maybe. I hate it when a language doesn’t fall into place for me.” She pressed her lips together and laid a rainbow of colors over the lattice, shrank segments down and dragged them away to the edges, and began to build a new lattice in the middle. It reminded Aleksi of watching David ben Unbutu direct the building of a siege tower or a siege engine, only her architecture was more insubstantial.

The bells chimed, and Charles Soerensen walked in. He acknowledged Aleksi with a nod and then stood there and watched his sister for the longest time.

She grunted finally, annoyed with something, and looked up at him. “Oh. Hello.”

“Cara said you’re out of danger.”

“I suppose. I feel bloated. And my—” She broke off and crossed her arms over her chest. “Anyway, I’ve got some ideas here, but I don’t have enough information. I’d like to interview—well, just speak with—some female Chapalii. Do you think I never came across any before because they don’t move freely outside of Chapalii enclaves, or because my status as your heir made me an honorary male? If you’d treated me as your sister, not as your heir, would I have found access into their side of the culture? Is it even that separate, or is it somehow woven in with the male culture in ways we don’t understand? We still often think of the universe as dualistic and forget how simplistic that philosophy is. Especially when we’re dealing with what is alien to us.”

“Good questions,” said Charles. “I can’t answer them.”

“I should leave Rhui.” Tess stared into the floating pattern she had created. “I can’t do this here.”

A thrill of fear ran through Aleksi. But Tess had promised to take him with her. She meant that, didn’t she? He bit down on his tongue to stop himself asking her right here, right now. It wasn’t an auspicious time.

“I thought you were going to stay on Rhui and act as the information conduit here, for my saboteur network,” said Charles evenly.

“I’m sure you can make other arrangements. And it won’t work anyway. Aleksi is going to get married, so he won’t have a tent. I don’t have anywhere to hide the equipment I’ll need.”

Charles crossed the chamber and halted behind her, resting his hands on the back of her chair. She stood up at once and moved away from him. “But, Tess, I’ve been thinking about this. Ursula wants to stay, too. We’ll give her one of these large tents, and then there’ll be no problem with keeping any such equipment concealed.”

Aleksi didn’t like the way Tess was standing. Her back had a stubborn, angry line to it. She did not turn to look at her brother. “Ursula! By what right can she stay here? Isn’t that meddling a bit far with the interdiction?”

Charles sighed. “Tess. The interdiction is all shot to hell as it is.”

Now she spun. Her face was white. “What did you tell Ilya?”

“I told him the truth—”

She flushed red. “You told him the truth! You might as well have stuck the knife in his heart and killed him!”

“I told him the truth,” Charles repeated patiently, “in terms by which he could understand it. Tess, don’t you understand?” He twisted his head to regard the latticework glowing above the table, and he spoke two words. The latticework faded to black and out of black a sphere grew and formed, a blue ball laced with white wisps, like smoke or clouds, and muddy patches. “That is the planet you live on, Aleksi,” he said. “We call it Rhui, for no good reason except that it was the name of the first indigenous language any of us learned, who came here.”

The ball rotated slowly, floating in nothing. Aleksi reached out toward it. He felt a tingle as his hand neared its bright surface, but where his hand met the field, the field blurred and vanished until he withdrew his hand again.

“Tess,” said Charles softly. “I must sacrifice the interdiction in the end for the sake of the rebellion. It may take ten years. It may take one hundred. I don’t know whether the choice is right or wrong. I only know that I must do it.”

She did not reply. Aleksi watched her profile. Her face was taut, strained, and she looked angry, just so angry, not at Charles really, or at anyone. But maybe it was easier to be angry than to mourn her dead child.

“Tess,” Charles added in that same quiet, implacable voice, “I want you to stay here.”

She snorted. “You’ve changed your tune. That wasn’t what you came here for in the first place.”

Aleksi watched as the prince’s lips pulled up into a wry smile. “I didn’t get where I am today by refusing to alter my plans when it was necessary to. Even a river changes course from time to time.”

“That’s all very well, but I don’t want to stay anymore. I want to go—” She choked on a word, could not say it.

“Go home?” Charles asked.

“Go back. I want to go back to Earth. Oh, just leave me alone!” Her arms were pressed tight against her chest, and Aleksi saw that her tunic over her right breast was damp. She shifted her arms to hide the spreading stain.

“Let me go get Cara,” said the prince, and Aleksi was amazed to see him retreat from the engagement.

“I don’t want to see Cara!” Tess shouted after him.

The sphere floating above the table vanished, snapped into oblivion, as soon as the prince lifted the tent flap. Aleksi heard horses, and Soerensen paused half in and half out of the tent, squinting into the sun. “Thank the Goddess,” the prince murmured. “The cavalry arrives just in time.” He swept out. The entrance flap rang down behind him.

Tess stared into the shadowed corner.

Bells chimed. Looking travel-worn, Bakhtiian came in. “Tess?” He looked so tired that Aleksi was amazed he could stand up. He circled the table and stopped behind Tess. He rested his hands on her shoulders and leaned his head against hers.

“You smell,” she muttered.

He turned her around. “You’re all wet,” he said, sounding mystified, touching a finger to the front of her tunic. Then he said, “Oh,” in an altered voice as he realized what it was from.

Tess burst into tears, sobs that wracked her body.

Aleksi judged it prudent to leave.

Outside, the prince waited, listening. “Well,” Soerensen said, “she’s crying. That ought to help.”

“She must mourn the child,” said Aleksi, “before she can give it up.”

“Very wise,” agreed Soerensen.

Very wise, thought Aleksi, a little perplexed by this praise. A sudden image of Anastasia’s face rose unbidden in his mind, her sharp brown eyes and narrow face, the stubborn quiver of her chin and the simple generosity of her smile, the sheer brutal strength with which she had driven them on. She was as clear to him across the gulf of years as the day he last saw her, as the day he left her empty on the grass and went on alone. Gods, he hated the pain of seeing her. Better not to think of her at all—

Soerensen cocked his head to one side, watching Aleksi.

But he had to think of her. He had chained her to himself for all these years. It was time to give her up.

Tears rose and he let them run silently down his cheeks, sure that Tess’s brother—who was by some strange link his own brother—would not judge him for his grief. And Charles Soerensen ducked his head and looked up again, and tears ran down his face as well.

“Oh, hell,” said Soerensen. “I hate this.”

And thus they stood together a while longer, not needing to say anything else.

At last Soerensen broke the silence. “Aleksi, do you think Tess meant it, about leaving Rhui?”

Aleksi considered the question for a while. The prince allowed him the silence in which to do so. “No. I don’t think so. That was just her grief talking. They can always have another child, can’t they?”

Soerensen blinked. Aleksi read, briefly, in the prince’s face that an idea had emerged. “Well,” said Soerensen, musing. “I wonder. I think I will go talk to Cara.”

Aleksi watched him walk away. He felt—gods!—he felt at peace with himself in a quiet way. Riders milled out beyond, but they dissipated quickly, returning to their own tents, to wash, to eat, to sleep; to prepare for the next battle, Aleksi strolled aimlessly out through camp, and soon enough he discovered that his path had taken him to the Veselov tribe. He hailed a passing child and sent the girl in to convey his greetings to Mother Veselov. The girl ran off, returning quickly with Mother Veselov’s request that Aleksi come in to see her.

He found Arina Veselov reclining on pillows in the outer chamber of her great tent. She was pale still, but she greeted him with a smile.

“Aleksi Soerensen,” she said, nodding as he sat down before her. “I am pleased to see you. What news of Tess? Is she well? How is she recovering?” She glanced at her own little son, who lay on a pillow at her feet, pushing himself up on his arms and grunting as he tried to crawl.

Aleksi gave her a report, drawing it out. Arina considered it all gravely, as well she might, since she had come close enough to losing her own son, another early child.

“Ah,” she said, lifting a hand to interrupt him. “Here is Svetlana. Yes, Lana, Lavrenti is ready for you.”

A young woman with pale blonde hair drawn back in four braids ducked inside the tent and knelt to pick up Lavrenti. The child gurgled and flopped down on his face and then pushed up again, scooting toward Svetlana. Aleksi watched her from under lowered lids. She had a bright face and an easy manner, and she paused long enough to examine Aleksi carefully before she scooped up the baby and carried him off outside. He knew he was blushing, but he tried to convince himself that Mother Veselov would not notice.

She coughed into her hand. He glanced up at her in time to see her hide a smile. “Svetlana is an industrious young woman,” said Mother Veselov casually, “good with children, and handsome, too, I think. She lost her baby this summer to a fever, but she has another child, a healthy girl of about four winters. She also has a younger brother and sister who came with her when their mother died last year. They’re both very strong, and the younger sister is a fine archer already. The brother is good with horses and fights well, although he isn’t old enough to ride with the army yet. They don’t come from an important family, it’s true, but their aunt is a good weaver and they have a cousin who’s risen to become a second in the Veselov jahar.”

“Oh,” said Aleksi, stricken to dumbness. He felt a pang, knowing he could never marry Raysia Grekov; but then he thought of the smile that had played on the lips of Svetlana Tagansky, as she had measured her prospective husband, and he felt that he might endure her company easily enough.

“Go on.” Mother Veselov waved him away. “Tell Tess that she must come to me, when she can, since I’m not allowed to walk yet.” She sighed, and Aleksi could see the ready sympathy on her face for Tess’s loss. “Go on,” she repeated. “You’ve seen what you came to see. May the gods watch over you in the battle tomorrow.”

He bowed his head and thanked her for her blessing. Outside, Svetlana Tagansky loitered under the awning. She smiled at him as he passed, and modestly, risking a glance straight at her, he smiled back. She had brilliant blue eyes, as fiercely bright as if fire lit them. A girl of about Kolia’s age hung at her skirts, and farther off, two adolescents, a girl and a boy, stood staring at him. Aleksi had a feeling that the sudden addition of a family, so many and so varied, might well help Tess get over her grief. Or at least, it would keep her too busy to dwell on it. Even the prospect of a difficult and perilous battle tomorrow could not ruin his good spirits.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

VASIL LAY IN AN agony of pain, some of it physical. He had to stop himself from touching his face again, reading with his fingers the evidence of the wound that had destroyed his beauty. He raised himself on his left arm and tried yet again to get his legs to work, but they did not. He could see them, lumps underneath the blanket, and he could feel them, feel their presence, but he could not get them to move at all. He had only the vaguest memories of the event that had brought him here, to this blanket on the ground under an awning, here at the hospital. He remembered only succumbing to an overwhelming impulse to stop the Habakar king from being rescued: If he, Vasil, could spare Ilya that insult, then surely Ilya would be beholden to him; surely Ilya would turn to him in gratitude. Dr. Hierakis came down the aisle of wounded toward him, kneeling beside each patient, speaking a few words, examining them. A man two blankets down from Vasil moaned, helpless against the pain assaulting him, and his young sister, who attended him day and night, dabbed a damp cloth on his brow and spoke softly to him. It was all she could do. Others cried only at night, when they thought the rest were sleeping. But really, the men here had it best: They had received some kind of surgery and were expected to recover, and most of them had a relative who helped nurse them until such time as they could be released to their tribe. Vasil suspected that under another awning lay men who simply waited to die. He suspected that he ought to have lain under that other awning, but that other forces, other people, had decreed that he lie here. A young healer had told him that Dr. Hierakis herself had performed the surgery that had saved his life.

Reflexively, Vasil reached up and brushed his fingers along the ragged gash that had laid open his left cheek from his chin almost to his eye. It hurt, and it still oozed.

“Don’t touch that, please,” said Dr. Hierakis, crouching beside him. “You won’t do it any good if you worry it like that.”

“Gods,” he said harshly, “what does it matter? I’d be better off dead, anyway.”

“Possibly,” said the doctor curtly, and he flushed at her tone. “You’re going to have to find a different way to kill yourself next time, though, since I don’t think you’re going to be riding any time soon.”

He lay back down and stared at the awning. The fabric was, thank the gods, colorful enough, with the light shining through the pattern of squares set within circles set within a frame of squares. She pushed the blanket aside and examined his various wounds; a fine collection—she said so herself, in that dry, sarcastic tone she used. He winced when she touched his shoulder; winced at her hand on his abdomen, but below the hips he felt nothing but the weight of his legs and a steady, numbing ache. At last she shook her head and sat back on her heels.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

She sighed. As was fitting, the men on either side of him had turned their heads away to afford the healer and her patient privacy in these close quarters. “Vasil.” She sighed again. The awning rose, filled with air, and bottomed out again. A few squares of sunlight dappled the ground, piercing through the palest colors in the design. “I don’t know if you’ll ever ride again, or even if you’ll walk.”

He gazed at her, at her serious expression, and then he realized what she had just said. “What about my face?” he demanded. “Will it ever heal?”

Her eyes widened. “It will heal, in time.”

“But I’ll always be scarred.”

“Yes. It’s going to be a bad scar, too. I won’t lie to you.”

“Gods.” he murmured. What had she said? ‘You’re going to have to find a different way to kill yourself.’ He had never done anything as rash in his life as riding out alone into that skirmish. He had always been cautious. But it was true enough that he hadn’t cared any more whether he lived or died. But then why had he struggled back toward the jahar? Why had he cared enough to want to live? He should have just given in and let Grandmother Night take him, but every time in his life that Grandmother Night’s hands reached out to gather him in, he had fled from her. Maybe Ilya was right. Maybe he didn’t love Ilya more than he loved his own life.

“I’d be better off dead,” he murmured, but even as he said it, he knew he did not believe his own words.

“You have visitors,” said the doctor. “I’ll leave you now.” She rose and stepped away, and he saw Ilya approaching him down the aisle, flanked by his usual retinue.

Vasil grabbed the edge of the blanket, covering the laceration, and he turned his face to the side so that his right side, the unmarked side, showed.

Bakhtiian’s retinue halted some ways down the aisle and dispersed to walk among the wounded. Ilya came on alone. He was pale with exhaustion and with some other overwhelming emotion. His eyes were dark with it, and the mark of marriage on his left cheek glared vividly against his dark skin. And yet, on Ilya, the scar did not mar his beauty; it had simply become part of him. His steps slowed as he caught sight of Vasil, and he halted beside him and knelt.

“Veselov,” he said roughly. Stopped. He reached out and took hold of the blanket, to draw it down. Vasil gripped it tighter and pulled away from him. Ilya let go and sat back. “You saved my honor, in the battle,” he said in a low voice, in the formal style, “at great cost to yourself. Is there some favor I may show you, to repay you?”

“What I want, you will never give me,” said Vasil. Tears burned at his eyes but did not fall. “There is nothing else I want.”

“It was bravely done,” said Ilya in a whisper, eyes cast down. “You ought to have died.”

“I ought to have died many times in the last eleven years. But I never did.”

A smile touched Ilya’s lips and passed away into nothing. “No, you never did. By such means does Grandmother Night work Her justice.”

Vasil shuddered, to hear Her name spoken in daylight, and he shifted farther away from Ilya. And then realized that he had done so. “There’s nothing more I want from you,” he said finally, hoarsely, “except to see that my wife and children always have a tribe and a tent of their own.”

Bakhtiian lost even more color. Vasil listened to the ragged sound of Ilya’s breathing while he controlled himself; at last he spoke. “Tess lost the child. We burned it, five days past.”

Vasil felt the comment like a wound to his heart. All that pain in Ilya, and it was for the dead child, not for him. At that moment, he hated Ilya, hated him fiercely and without forgiveness. He had a sudden memory of the day when he had stood beside the couch where Ilya lay, his body empty and his soul taken up to the gods’ lands, and Dr. Hierakis had read him words and he had spoken them back to her. “‘How would you be,’” he murmured, recalling the lines, “‘if She, which is the top of judgment, should but judge you as you are?’”

Ilya’s gaze jumped to Vasil’s face. The fire that lit Bakhtiian’s eyes now was fueled by grief and helpless fury, and Vasil felt a sudden, surprising pity for the khaja who were sure to bear the brunt of Bakhtiian’s anger at the gods for taking from him the child he so desired.

But when Ilya spoke, his words only bewildered Vasil. “If you only knew,” he said softly, voice rough with pain, “you would be glad to be rid of me.”

“You will never understand me,” whispered Vasil. He closed his free hand into a fist and held the blanket taut, concealing his face, with the other. “I want no favor from you. Be assured that I will not bother you again. Goodbye.”

He gained some satisfaction from the hurt that passed over Ilya’s face and was as quickly controlled. Bakhtiian rose and left him. Vasil forced himself not to watch him go, not to follow his exit, and so he was startled when another man cleared his throat beside him and knelt, and addressed him.

“Veselov. I just heard you were badly injured. I’m so sorry.” Owen Zerentous sat there, looking concerned and intent, regarding Vasil with that keen eye of his. “Dr. Hierakis tallied up your injuries for me. They’re an impressive lot, and some of them are quite serious.”

“Your concern honors me,” muttered Vasil, mystified by Zerentous’s presence.

“You can’t ride again, can you?”

“The doctor says not.”

Then they sat for a while. Squares of light shifted on the wounded soldiers as the wind moved the awning up and down. A boy walked down the aisles, seeking his brother; a wife knelt beside her husband and farther away, a husband wept beside his injured wife. Vasil smelled like a faint perfume the bitter scent of ulyan, the herb the jaran burned with the dead. Zerentous regarded the air. The director sat perfectly still, except for his right hand, which twisted at intervals in the cup made by his left hand.

“I have this idea,” said Zerentous finally, and lapsed back into silence. From watching rehearsals, Vasil had learned that Zerentous often worked this way; that he thought aloud, not in words but in the way he projected the fact that he was ruminating over some idea of great moment. The actors simply waited him out, having long since learned patience. Vasil, of course, had nothing better to do. “I approached the prince, and he seemed to think we could work something out. But it makes a perfect coda to the experiment we’ve conducted this past year, don’t you think?”

“I don’t know,” said Vasil, curious now in spite of his pain.

“Well, wouldn’t you like to be an actor?” Zerentous demanded. “At least to try?”

The emotion that hit and swelled over Vasil was worse than the physical pain he endured, worse than the agony he had brought on himself by repudiating Ilya once and for all: It was hope. “An actor!”

“Oh, it won’t be easy. You’ve some instinctive talents, but there’d be much much work to be done, training, practice, endless rehearsals, and even with the Company to support you, you’re far behind them in skills right now. Still, to have brought our theater here and then to bring one of you back, to see how you might reflect our tradition back at us, how you might interpret it, that would be fascinating!”

“But—I’d have to leave the jaran.”

“We’d be your tribe. We theater people always have been a tribe unto ourselves.”

“But my family—?”

“Can’t they come? Are they fixed here?”

Vasil winced as a pain stabbed up from his hips and splintered into a thousand pieces all the way up his backbone. “No,” he said, gasping a little. “No, not at all. They live only on the sufferance granted them by my cousin. My wife long ago left her tribe, and my children only have her. But could they—?”

“Oh, they could come too,” said Zerentous blithely. “We’ll fix some kind of pension on them. You needn’t worry about leaving them behind. What do you say?” Zerentous was clearly in the grip of his obsession now. His dark face shone.

“But the doctor says I can’t walk.”

Zerentous coughed into his hand and glanced around, the gesture so acting-like that Vasil almost smiled. He bent down closer to Vasil. “We’re going back to our country,” he said in a low, conspiratorial voice. “To Erthe. There, you’ll find that…we can do things there…it won’t matter. Truly. It won’t.”

Vasil felt sick with hope and despair intermingled. He felt as if the gods themselves had conspired to offer him his heart’s desire and yet make it impossible for him to grasp it. Like Ilya, who had never really been his, because the gods had already marked him as theirs.

“I can’t be an actor,” he said finally.

“Why not?” Zerentous demanded, looking affronted.

Vasil took in a deep breath, for courage, and pulled the blanket down and turned his lacerated face to the air.

“Well?” demanded Zerentous again. The director’s gaze had flicked onto the gash and then returned to stare into Vasil’s eyes. The force of his gaze was immense, like a weight bearing down on Vasil. “Why not?”

“But …” Vasil faltered. “My face.”

“Oh.” Zerentous dismissed the terrible disfigurement with a wave of one hand. “I said it won’t matter. We have arts of healing—we can erase it. You must believe me. More than that I can’t say now. Veselov, what I’m offering you will be safe for you and your family. What’s left you here—if you’re crippled—I can’t guess. Stay here if you will. Or come with me and the Company. The choice is yours.”

There was, in Owen Zerentous, a certainty that Vasil found attractive. He was so sure of himself and of his vision.

“Yes,” Vasil said before he realized himself that he meant to say it. “I’ll go with you.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

BEFORE DAWN, MANY PARTINGS.

Diana had stayed up half the night, helping Anatoly and two boys from the Sakhalin camp polish his armor. She had persuaded him to come to bed at last, but she slept far more restlessly than he did, and she woke before him, before dawn. A kind of bitter fatalism had descended on her, and she lay curled around him and watched him breathe. Today they launched the final assault on Karkand. Everyone expected the fighting to be prolonged and bloody, and Diana knew that Anatoly meant to throw himself and his men into the thick of it. She had a horrible premonition that he was going to die.

He was a heavy sleeper. When she ran a hand down his arm he did not stir. From outside, she heard horses and conversation and the creak of leather armor. He opened his eyes and sat up.

“Diana!” He started to scramble to his feet, then flung an arm around her and kissed her warmly. He murmured something, sweet phrases, and then jumped up and dressed. She hurried and dressed and followed him outside. Already, the same two boys had arrived, waiting for the honor of helping him into his armor. Diana wanted to help, but it was a privilege reserved for the adolescent boys and she knew better than to interfere. She held on to his helmet instead, running her fingers through the black plume that ornamented its peak while she watched the boys tie Anatoly into his armor and check for the fourth time all the iron and lacquered-leather strips that made up the body of his armor. For her was reserved the honor of belting on his saber. She did so gravely, and handed him his helmet. He put it on. A boy brought his horse, and Anatoly mounted. The other boy gave him his spear and, last, one of Bakhtiian’s officers rode up and handed to Anatoly his staff of command.

Anatoly smiled down at Diana. He looked utterly confident. He looked magnificent, with his fair hair and his gleaming, plumed helmet, his polished armor and bright silk surcoat. He reined his horse aside and rode away, leaving her there. She watched him go. A horrible weight pressed against her chest, like a stone caught in her heart. She was convinced that she would never see him alive again. A bleak agony settled onto her, and she felt that every emotion except dread had been washed away with the first light of morning.

The boys had already excused themselves and run away to other duties. In such a camp, on such a day as this, no one had patience for idle hands. Diana went back into her tent. Shrugging on her old khaki tunic, she set out for the hospital. In the distance, she heard the steady thudding of the siege engines, hurling stones and flaming arrows into Karkand.

Ursula greeted David with a cheerful wave as he passed her on his way to Cara’s tent. She had risen so far in Bakhtiian’s estimation that she now had her own little entourage, including an adolescent boy and girl who helped her arm herself in her lamellar cuirass. David himself had deigned to borrow a heavy felt coat and a khaja helmet for the day’s work. He tossed the helmet on the carpet under the awning of Cara’s tent and went inside. In the inner chamber, he stopped short. Bright lights shone over the counter, and a transparent wall had been rolled down behind Cara and Jo where they bent over the counter, separating them from the rest of the room. He caught a glimpse of something tiny and pale, under their hands, and all at once he felt bile in his throat and he knew he was going to throw up.

“Out,” said Cara without turning around. He retreated, into the outer chamber and sat down heavily in a chair, panting. “What do you want?” she demanded from the other room, her voice penetrating the distance easily.

“I thought they burned it.” He barely managed to choke out the words. “Cara, how could you?”

But even as he said it, he knew how and why she could, why she had to. As an engineer, he understood the necessity for finding out why a structure had failed.

“But that doesn’t mean I have to like it,” he added and felt nauseated again, seeing the tiny perfect fingernails on a minuscule hand.

Cara emerged from the back. She examined him but did not, mercifully, attempt to touch him. “I know,” she said softly, “but it was too valuable simply to cast away.”

“How did you manage the switch—? Never mind. I don’t want to know. Does Tess know?”

“Of course not! And if you tell her, David, I’ll flay you alive.” Neither spoke for a moment. Cara suddenly wiped roughly at her cheeks with the back of a hand. “Dammit,” she said, her voice thick. “You know how much it hurts, David. I just can’t afford to cry. Not for the baby, not for any of them—all of them, every one I lose and all the ones I can’t save.”

“Oh, Cara,” he said, and got up and hugged her. “I’ll never tell.”

Cara wept efficiently. She allowed herself three minutes and then she marshaled her forces, wiped her eyes, and washed her hands. “Where are you off to, in that coat?”

“I’m going down to the line. Tess wants Rajiv. Do you know where he is?”

“He went over to the actors last night,” called Jo from the inner chamber, sounding repulsively jovial considering what it was she was doing. “I think he’s having an affair with one of them. Here, Cara, that will do it. I think we’ve got everything that we can do now. I’ll take it from here.”

“Good,” said Cara. “Go ahead and freeze it and pack it for Jeds.” David shuddered. “What does Tess want Rajiv for?”

“Rajiv promised to help her; they’re going to work on setting up the information network, the initial matrix. I guess Tess needs something to keep her busy today. Not that I blame her.”

Cara dried her hands on a towel. She rummaged in her chest and pulled out a tunic, stripped off the one she was wearing, and changed into the other one. “So she is staying on Rhui? Charles was worried that she might change her mind.”

“After all the trouble he went to, intending to convince her to return to Earth?”

“She’s more use to him here.”

David grunted. “No doubt. What’s he waiting for, Cara?”

“Who, Charles? I don’t know what you mean.”

“What’s he up to? I think he’s plotting something.”

“Charles is always plotting something.”

“Yes, but something else is going on, something beyond the saboteur network. Something to do with Rhui.”

“Ask him, David. If you’ll excuse me, I’m off to the hospital. Where we’ll doubtless be quite busy very very soon.” But, as if to take the sting from her words, she rested a hand on his shoulder before she left.

David followed her out. Ursula had already gone, but out beyond the tent waited David’s own little entourage, assigned to him for the duration of the battle: ten archers, ten riders, two of the khaja engineers, and two boys to act as messengers. He sighed. He didn’t want to go down to the city, but he felt obliged to. He had helped create the mines; he had helped design and build the engines and towers; he felt the responsibility not so much to Bakhtiian, but to the conscripted laborers whose sweat had built these siegeworks and who might well pay with their lives today. Maybe, if they performed well, he could argue to Bakhtiian that they deserved some kind of legal position within the army or at least to retain some of their old status as Habakar citizens. If he could couch it in the right terms, perhaps he could persuade Bakhtiian that it was to his advantage to make them feel as if they were part of the jaran army rather than just subject to it.

He mounted his horse and rode with his escort in the faint light heralding dawn out through camp, through the distant outer walls that ringed the suburbs of Karkand, down along colonnaded avenues toward the besieged inner city.

“Ummm,” said Nadine low in her throat, rolling her husband over in the blankets.

“Dina!” Feodor murmured. “Stop that!” All the while doing nothing whatsoever to halt her actions, and a few things that encouraged them.

There was silence for some time, broken only by the sound of their breathing and the occasional muttered comment, and the increasing noise of activity outside as the camp woke and prepared for battle.

Nadine sighed and sat back finally, running a hand through his tangled hair and combing it through her fingers. “I like you much better like this,” she said.

He cast a sudden, angry glance at her and sat up to let her braid his hair back. She bound the braids with blue ribbons embroidered with gold thread and brought him three gold necklaces and a polished and embossed belt of god plates to wear over his red shirt. She even tied the gold tassels onto his boots.

“That’s better.” She regarded him with a sardonic lift to her mouth. “Now you look fit to be my husband.”

He flushed. “Like a prize you won looting some city?” he demanded. “You don’t need to throw it in my face every day, Dina. I know you didn’t want to marry me.”

She shrugged on her own shirt, belted it with a plain leather belt, and tugged on her boots. “I have to go. I’m to meet my uncle at the main gates. Aren’t you riding out with your uncle today?”

When he did not reply, she looked up at him in surprise. He was staring at the carpet, cheeks stained red.

“What’s wrong, Feodor?”

He flung his head back, glaring at her defiantly. “You’ll find out anyway. Someone will tell you. My uncle is leaving me behind with the contingent that’s left to guard camp.”

“Ah,” said Nadine. “He doesn’t want to risk losing his new status in the army.”

“I had nothing to do with it! I didn’t ask to be left behind!”

“Gods, Feodor, I know you’re not afraid of battle. You have scars enough to prove you’re not. But your uncle is still being cautious. You’re not a prize for me; you’re a prize for the Grekov tribe, and they’ll do everything in their power to keep you intact.”

“You have no right to insult me or my family, Dina.” He was so angry that his voice shook.

She smiled. “I can do what I like. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

But when she brushed past him to go outside, he grabbed her arm. “No. You’ll apologize. My uncle has proved his worth to Bakhtiian.”

“What? Are you going to tell me that your uncle and aunt didn’t encourage you to mark me? That they didn’t goad you into it? How else could they have achieved such advantage in the tribes?” His hand clenched so hard on her arm that it hurt, but she refused to submit herself to the indignity of trying to break free from his grasp.

“Maybe no other man wanted you.”

“I’ve had as many lovers as any other woman,” she retorted, stung by his words.

“Wanting a woman as a lover is not the same as wanting her as a wife. Even with everything a man would gain from marrying you, I don’t think any man but me wanted to marry you.”

Now she did twist out of his grasp, wrenching herself away. “Have you finished insulting me? May I go now, Husband?”

“Go and get yourself killed! It makes no difference to me!”

“Why should it? In a few more years Galina will be ready to marry, and if you’re quick enough, you can replace me with her!”

She stormed out of the tent and found herself faced with a little audience: Vasha Kireyevsky and Katya and Galina Orzhekov, busy helping Bakhtiian into his armor. All four of them glanced her way and then away, pretending that they hadn’t heard a thing. She set her mouth and ignored them, calling over two of the Danov grandchildren to help her into her armor. Soon enough, Feodor emerged from the tent. He was pale now, and he flushed immediately, knowing as well as Nadine had that their argument must have carried well outside her tent.

With his eyes lowered, he came up to her. “I brought your saber,” he murmured. He dropped his voice even further, and motioned with one hand, and the two boys helping her sidled away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it. Let me tie on your saber for you.”

Seeing him thus, looking so mild, Nadine felt a sudden rash of affection for him. “I’m sorry, Feodor. I’m sorry that your uncle is being so stupid. I can talk to Ilya—”

His gaze lifted at once to her face. “No! Don’t you humiliate me, too.”

“I didn’t mean to humiliate you! I just—”

“Oh, Grekov,” said Bakhtiian casually from ten strides away. He shrugged his shoulders up and down twice to settle his armor into place, then leaned down and whispered something into Katerina’s ear. She nodded and ran off. Vasha circled Bakhtiian, eyeing the overlaid strips of the armor for any that might have caught or stuck together. Galina brought him his helmet. “Mitya will be riding out with me today, and I need a trusted captain to carry the Habakar prince’s banner behind him, to remind our army and the khaja army in Karkand that Mitya is now the heir to this country. I have sent Katya to tell your uncle that I need you for this honor.”

Nadine flushed. She felt humiliated by her uncle’s gesture, but when she looked at Feodor, she was appalled to find him smiling, appeased by Bakhtiian’s attention.

“Of course,” he said brightly and turned away from her to get his armor.

“Dina,” said her uncle gently, “your jahar is waiting for you.”

She glared at him but had no choice but to go. What right had he to interfere with her and her husband? Every right, of course, since he needed an heir. She mounted and received her staff of command and surveyed her troops, all of them ready to ride. Smoke curled up in the western sky as the sun breached the horizon. All around, horses shifted and harness creaked and bells jingled, and riders spoke to each other in low tones, waiting for the call to battle.

Tess felt wrung into nothing, that morning when she woke. Yesterday she had sobbed for what seemed like hours, and all that while Ilya had held her against him; soon enough she had realized that she was holding him up as much as he was holding her. In him, she had felt that same helpless, furious grief; he was the only other person who understood, who could ever understand, the terrible sick emptiness left in her by the death of their son. After a while she had felt, not better, but resigned to the long bitter agony of mourning.

He had left her for a time, to go visit the wounded. She had returned to her own tent, to find her healing there, because she knew she was better quit of Cara’s tent now. And when he returned from his tour of the hospital that night, he had come to her and sat before her, and he had said, “Tess, there is something I must tell you. I must tell you of my bargain with Grandmother Night.”

Now, lying awake at dawn, listening as he moved about in the outer chamber, she thought of the lantern light on him as he spoke softly but clearly, telling her the tale. It had the ring of an ancient tale told by a Singer, and the cadences of his voice lent it a rarified quality so that at the end she felt freed of an old weight rather than burdened by a new one. Like any confession, it had cleansed him, and, thank God, he had slept soundly afterward.

She heard him go outside. She stretched, feeling stiff, and then got to her feet and dressed slowly, aching all over but otherwise feeling strong. Her wrists looked suddenly small to her. She ran her hands down her ankles and found them back to their normal size as well. Her abdomen still hung in folds, and her breasts hurt, heavy with milk that no child needed, but that would pass, in time.

She sighed, heartfelt, wiped a tear from her cheek, and went outside. Ilya stood there, glorious in his armor. Tess paused outside the entrance flap just to gaze on him. He was looking toward Nadine’s tent, where Feodor Grekov was being helped into his armor by two of the Danov grandchildren. Behind Ilya, in the distance, his jahar waited, pennants flapping in the dawn breeze, armor gleaming; his golden banner shifted and curled in the wind.

“Hello,” said Vasha shyly and came to kiss her on either cheek, still formal with her as he was with everyone except perhaps Katya.

Ilya turned and smiled, seeing her, and Tess felt tears come to her eyes, because she loved him so much.

“Tess,” he said, and came to her and took her hands and bent to kiss her. “My heart.” He never needed to say more than that. That he loved her was written everywhere on him, in his expression, in the line of his body as he leaned toward her, in his voice.

“I brought you your saber,” she said. She belted it on him. It seemed to her a moment’s insanity, that scene with Charles when she had told him she wanted to leave Rhui; but then, perhaps it had been. Grief seen clearly can be overcome, though never forgotten; it was only when denying it that it distorted your vision.

“Tess,” he said in a low voice, “do you forgive me?”

“Forgive you for what?” she asked, bewildered.

He cast his eyes down, looking incongruously humble. “For the sacrifice. For my arrogance in believing that I could cheat Grandmother Night. For what I did to my family, and our son.”

What had he done, truly, but try to bring his dreams to life and, against all his expectations, succeed? What had he done that was different than what Charles had done, risking his own family and losing it? Losing the child had been a simple cast of fate, falling on the wrong side, but she could not possibly explain that to him. What could she explain? “Of course, I forgive you, Ilya. But it’s not my forgiveness you need; it’s the etsanas and the Elders who must judge you for that.”

He frowned and looked directly at her. “That is true enough,” he said softly, “but without your forgiveness, Tess, the rest is worth nothing to me.”

She swallowed past the lump in her throat and laid one hand on his chest, feeling the hard ridges of armor under the silky smoothness of his red surcoat. “Can you forgive me the lie, about Jeds?” she asked in a low voice. Yet even as she said it, she knew she had not done lying to him, and never would be done.

He looked startled. “Of course, I forgive you. You remained loyal to your brother, where your duty lay. Who am I to judge who ought to rule in khaja lands?”

Tess had to laugh. “Who are you to judge, Ilya, except perhaps to judge yourself the only fit ruler?”

“You’re laughing at me. Tess.” He just looked at her for a long while. Then he spun and walked out to his horse. Mitya waited, resplendent in a gold and blue surcoat that reflected half Ilya’s banner and half the blue lion of the dead prince. Feodor rode behind Mitya, the banner pole fixed against his saddle. Vladimir held Ilya’s gold banner, and Konstans Barshai—with his white-plumed helmet—and Kirill Zvertkov—with his bad arm awkward at his side—flanked Bakhtiian.

Ilya mounted and twisted in the saddle to salute Tess with his horse-tail staff. As one, the jahar started forward. Under a forest of spears they rode out, silk and iron, and leather lacquered until it gleamed, fluttering pennants and rank upon rank of sabers. Nadine rode past with her jahar, proud and confident of victory. A column of archers followed behind them, and then Anatoly Sakhalin’s jahar, riders and archers together, brilliant in the dawn.

Quiet descended on the camp.

“Where is Aleksi?” asked Sonia, coming up beside Tess and taking hold of her hand.

Tess leaned into Sonia, letting Sonia’s warmth and strength be her comfort. “I sent him out to escort Charles along the lines. It’s beautiful to watch them go, isn’t it? Yet what they’ll bring will be terrible.”

They stood for a time in silence. Their years together had brought them that as much as anything: the ability to find peace in each other, and the contentment of a friend who judged you solely on yourself, and nothing more, and nothing less.

“Well,” said Sonia at last, “there’s much to do. I brought Svetlana Tagansky to visit, but now Aleksi is gone.”

“Sonia. I’m sorry I snapped at you yesterday.”

“Oh, Tess. I understand.”

Tess smiled and brushed away a tear. “I know you do. Ilya and I started to make our peace with him, the little one—” She thought of him as Yuri, but she never dared say it aloud; a child born dead was never given a name, among the jaran, but it comforted Tess to know he had one, if only in her own heart. It consoled her to give the baby that link to the other Yuri, whom she had also lost. “Well. Let me meet Svetlana. Oh, look, here is Rajiv.” Rajiv came up then, with Maggie and Gwyn Jones in tow. “Sonia, I’ll come to your tent soon.”

Sonia greeted the others, excused herself, and left.

Tess turned to the newcomers. “Hello, Rajiv. Maggie.” She paused and regarded Gwyn Jones dubiously.

“He’s clear,” said Rajiv. “He knows what we’re doing. He had a few clever ideas, too. I thought we’d bring him in at the first iteration.”

“You have some ideas?” Tess asked. “I don’t mean to be—”

“Skeptical?” Jones grinned. “But I am just an actor? No, it’s all right. I was in prison before I studied acting, and—well, let’s just say I’ve learned a few things that might be of use. Consider me a recruit for the cause.”

“Rajiv, do you have the modeler with you?” Tess asked. Rajiv nodded. “Then go on in, but you’ll have to use the inner chamber. If you can rig a perimeter alert and track it for—well, you’ll know what to do. I’ve one more duty to perform, and then I’ll come in.” Thus dismissed, they disappeared inside the tent.

The camp was empty of soldiers now except for a single circle of guards around the Orzhekov encampment and a series of guards and scouts around the main camp itself, stretching out into the countryside so that no force might come upon camp or army unaware.

Under the awning of Sonia’s tent stood a young woman, a child, and two adolescents, one girl, one boy. The young woman chatted easily with Josef Raevsky, seeming unembarrassed by his disfigurement, and Tess liked her for that at once. The dawn wind stilled. A thin streak of clouds paled the western horizon, but Tess could not be sure yet if they were true clouds, or smoke. Faintly, far off, she heard the steady thunk of the artillery, firing on Karkand.

Tess rubbed her arms across her breasts, they ached so badly, and then regretted it immediately, because it made the milk let down. She swore under her breath and just stood there for a while, pressing hard against the nipples with her forearms. Tears brimmed in her eyes and spilled down. The leakage stopped quickly; already it had diminished, and soon it would dry up altogether.

“Oh, God,” she said on a long sigh, wiping her face yet again. She gathered together her self-possession and went to meet the woman whom Sonia had chosen for Aleksi to marry.

Aleksi passed by the Veselov jahar riding out, Anton Veselov in the lead, his cousin Vera leading the archers at the back. Ambassador’s row was quiet as its tenants waited for the outcome of the battle. In the Company encampment, no one stirred, although he saw the woman, the playwright, sitting under the awning of her tent, writing furiously. She did not even look up as he rode past and crossed a trampled margin and came into the encampment belonging to the Prince of Jeds.

Charles Soerensen waited for him, outfitted this day in a light cuirass of leather, with a smooth round khaja helmet strapped onto his head. Marco Burckhardt stood beside him, wearing a felt coat instead of a cuirass. Seeing Aleksi, they mounted the fine Arabian mares that Bakhtiian had given them.

“You’ll escort us to Bakhtiian?” Charles asked.

Aleksi nodded. “But we’ll have to hurry if we want to catch up with him”

“Hold on,” said Marco curtly. He blinked three times and tilted his head. “Incoming,” he said at the same time as Soerensen abruptly dismounted and threw the reins to Marco before darting inside his tent.

Ten heartbeats later he stuck his head out. “Aleksi. I need you.”

Like Bakhtiian, Soerensen did not give orders unless he meant them to be obeyed instantly. Aleksi gave his horse over to Marco and, with only the briefest hesitation at the threshold, went into the prince’s tent.

A woman he had never seen before sat at the table. She had black hair and pale brown skin set off by the shimmering blue shirt she wore: Aleksi stopped and gaped. She had no body below the waist. She only seemed to be sitting at the table. The prince stood bent over the table, marking words on a piece of paper.

“Repeat that charge for me,” he said.

The woman spoke, and Aleksi realized all at once that she was not there any more than the lantern illuminating Dr. Hierakis’s tent was there. She was an illusion. She did not exist. Yet the prince acted as though she did. “The Protocol Office has detained Hon Echido and other representatives from the Keinaba house for breaking the interdiction of Rhui on four charges: the lesser charges of trespass and of impersonating Rhuian natives and the greater charges of taking with them a female and the actual act of violating the Interdiction order of their own overlord.”

“Where the hell—?” muttered the prince. “And who instigated this, do you have any idea?”

The woman moved her eyes and to Aleksi’s horror he realized that she was looking at him. “Who is this?” she asked.

It was like being under the scrutiny of the gods. Maybe she was one of the gods, manifesting from the heavens to oversee her children on the earth.

“That,” said the prince, not looking up, “is Tess’s brother Aleksi.”

“Oh,” said the woman. “Hello, Aleksi. I’m Suzanne. Pleased to meet you.” Then she grinned, betraying her humanity. Aleksi did not think that gods introduced themselves.

“Well met,” he said reflexively, and was rewarded by a second smile before her attention moved back to the prince.

“The Protocol Office can, of course, act on the emperor’s behest or even its own behest, but in this case it seems to have been the officers stationed on Earth who moved against Keinaba, in which case—”

“In which case,” interrupted Soerensen, “it was Naroshi who put them up to it.”

The woman shrugged. “He did say he would keep an eye on you.”

The prince smiled suddenly, an ironic quirk of the lips. “So I can’t say that he didn’t warn me? This is all very well, but I’m going to have to come back now.”

“Yes,” Suzanne agreed, looking quite serious. “You must. You’re the only one who can extricate them.”

“And the information Echido alone holds, not to mention that ke, is far, far too valuable to fall into Naroshi’s hands, since we don’t know how much he knows, or how much he learned when his agents were at Morava, or whether they even got hold of a cylinder like Tess did. Suzanne, think of the consequences!”

“I’m thinking,” she said gravely.

“This could destroy everything we’ve started to build. Aleksi.” He straightened up. He looked, to Aleksi, somehow brighter and more vital than he had before this strange communication, as if the challenge animated him. As if this sort of challenge was what he lived for. “I have two notes here, one for Cara and one for Tess. Find a courier, someone trustworthy, to take the messages to them—there should still be actors in the Company camp, if need be. I’ll need you back at once, because we have to leave now. Suzanne, how will you pick me up?”

“Already arranged from this end,” said Suzanne briskly. “The question is how you can make the rendezvous.”

The prince looked again at Aleksi, and Aleksi hurriedly retreated outside.

“Well?” demanded Marco.

Aleksi hesitated. “Suzanne. Is she one of your kind? From the heavens?”

Marco raised an eyebrow. “Suzanne called? Goddess, it must be urgent.”

Aleksi ran over to the Company camp. There he found the playwright. She was so engrossed in her work that she did not even look up when he stopped beside her.

“I beg your pardon,” he said.

She glanced up. “Oh. Hello. Aleksi, isn’t it?”

“I beg your pardon,” he repeated, “but the prince has asked that I give these messages to you to send on to his sister and to the doctor. He’s leaving.”

“He’s leaving?” asked the playwright. “Oh, my.” Aleksi was afraid she would ask him to explain, but she merely took the notes and marched off in the direction of her tent. He jogged back to Soerensen’s tent to find that the prince had already mounted and was waiting for him.

“Now,” said Soerensen before Aleksi had settled into the saddle, “we must ride at first toward the battle, as if we’re headed in, so people will think that’s where we’ve gone. But then we have to somehow leave without being seen and make our way out to these coordinates—we’ll be headed north-northeast, into the near hills, to meet the shuttle.”

“What is a shuttle?” asked Aleksi.

“It’s a kind of a ship. Can you manage it?”

“Yes,” said Aleksi. “I can manage it. But why must we go so secretly?”

Soerensen looked out at the camp. “Damn it,” he said to no one in particular. “But it has to be done.”

“What has to be done?” asked Marco mildly.

Soerensen urged his horse forward, and Aleksi and Marco came up on either side of him. “Today, the Prince of Jeds has to die.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

DAWN CAME. DAVID WATCHED as the siege engines fired, and fired again. Clay pots filled with naphtha were launched into the city, and smoke began to rise up from within the walls into the heavens. He wiped sweat from his brow and helped a limping man back away from the engine, and sent another to take his place.

The rumble of the towers rolling into place reached his ears, and the higher sound of metal on metal, the clash of arms. He had no good view of the walls. He did not want one. Already wounded men—khaja laborers all—struggled back from the front lines, those that could. David knew well enough that others lay alive but wounded under the killing rain of arrows, helpless to get themselves free. If they were lucky, once the battle moved beyond the walls, they could be rescued. Cara had laid down the law firmly enough for Bakhtiian: All persons in the jaran army received care or none did. David wondered what would happen when Cara got hold of the first wounded enemy soldiers, assuming that any lived long enough to get so far.

Suddenly, a man shouted a warning and two riders escorting David shoved him down. There was a crash. Splinters flew through the air. A man screamed out in pain. Debris peppered David’s helmet, and dust coated his vision.

He scrambled up and ran forward. A lucky hit for the Karkand engineers: They had hit a siege engine far enough back from the lines that no one had thought it within range. Four men lay tangled in the wreckage, bleeding, moaning; one was silent and twisted at a horrific angle.

David coughed through the dust. “I need men to carry these wounded out!” Laborers had scattered back from the hit, terrified. Now, heartened by his presence, they hurried forward to aid him. David tested the mechanism, but it had been thoroughly smashed.

“We’ll give this one up,” he shouted. “Here, move that one back ten paces, and I want screens over the men there.”

Riders and khaja laborers ran to do his bidding. He had a sudden flash, watching them work together, that this was why he had come out here today to help kill poor innocents on the other side of the wall: so that in time, all of them could learn to work together. It was a poor excuse for a rationalization, but it helped him live with himself.

The other engines fired on with renewed vigor. David took himself back and sat down to try and figure out the trajectory of the rock, to see if they could target the enemy’s artillery.

Ursula el Kawakami braced herself as the tower shuddered forward toward the wall. Inside, it was dark and stuffy; she felt the others pressed around her, about half of them Farisa auxiliaries and half jaran riders—unmounted now, of course—who had volunteered for the first assault, mostly young men from granddaughter tribes and servant families, hoping to win a name for themselves and a greater share of the loot. From outside, she heard the steady hammering of arrows against the wooden tower and she smelled burning pitch: They were trying to set the tower on fire, but it was covered with leather soaked in water and a lotion called firebane, and she doubted it would catch.

What did it matter, anyway? For all of her life, Ursula had wanted nothing more than to fight in battle. Not for her the martial arts craze that had swept through League space, offering aggressive young men and women an outlet. War was an ugly, primitive business, and an unacceptable means for resolving conflict. Everyone knew that.

Ursula supposed it might even be true, but she hadn’t cared. From childhood on she had closeted herself in the net and immersed herself in accounts of Salamanca and Crecy, Cannae and Tyre, the bloody trenches of Verdun and the battle of the Pelennor Fields.

A thud shook the tower, slamming her into the side. She tucked and took the impact on her shoulder, and her armor absorbed much of it. The men were really packed too close here to fall down. Above her, she heard the sing of arrows from the covered platform at the top of the tower: the archers, spraying fire down onto the wall. From below, she heard shrieks and cries from the men rolling the great tower forward as stones rained down on them from the walls. Still, the tower advanced.

With a jolt, the wheels met the base of the wall. At once, Ursula sprang into action. She shouted and two auxiliaries cranked out the door, and as if by magic the plank reached and reached—not quite there—and then slapped down onto the parapet of the great wall of Karkand, making a bridge. Early morning light streamed in on them.

With two men on either side of her, Ursula led the charge. She howled. They took up her call and ran, to hit the Habakar defenders before they could foray out onto the bridge. The wood jounced under her feet, and she felt men behind, pounding after them. Arrows showered over them, toward the wall, and a spray of arrows peppered them from the defenders, but their armor was strong. And Ursula had drilled these units, in any case, in the use of shields and swords and spears in close formation.

Three Habakar soldiers scrambled up onto the bridge, but Ursula and the jaran man next to her hit them hard and simply shoved them back. They fell over the side, falling hard on the ramp. Men scattered away from them. Ursula jumped down, landing hard, and set about herself with her sword. She hacked through the first rank, pushing them back. Shields rose in front of her and she shoved and pounded at them, cut at faces and arms and exposed chests. An arrow stuck in her shield; another stuck in the armor covering her right thigh, and then the arrow fire ceased to bother her.

A spear thrust. She flinched away and felt the spear impact her companion. He fell, screaming, and she shouted: “Close up ranks! Close up!” And stepped over the fallen man and kept pressing forward. Another shieldman came forward next to her, and a man on the other side, and they took step by slow step forward, pushing, catching blows and turning them aside, striking—there!—and a man crumpled before them. She took a great stride, to get over his body, and moved forward.

Behind, she heard shouts. “Move up! There! Fire a volley!” Swords battered on shields. Men yelled. Feet thudded on the stone ramparts, and smoke and dust rose from the city, clinging to the walls and throwing the acrid scent of burning into her face. A roar of sound swelled up from the city itself, the blare of trumpets, the ringing of bells, the bellowing of pack animals, the neighing of horses, shouts and sobs and the clatter of wagons and troops of horsemen all soaring on the wind and blending with the din of battle.

Distantly, she heard: “They’re coming up the other side. Krukov is falling back!” But the enemy line before her wavered and she pressed forward.

“Fall back! Fall back!” The words came closer here, just behind her.

She risked a glance behind. By the bridge, fighting swirled and, on the bridge itself, men stood still, staring, stuck out there while arrow fire blurred over them, shattered into them. The archers atop the platform fired in sheets, but it wasn’t enough.

“Open up that bridge!” she shouted, but they could not hear her. “Close ranks!” she cried, and stepped back, letting another man come forward in her place as she pushed back through her own line.

Beyond, on the other side of the bridge, Habakar soldiers in blue and white shoved steadily into the jaran incursion, pushing them back. Ursula felt a cold rage descend on her. How dare they ruin her perfect tactics? A rush onto the parapet, down the ramps, and open the great gates; like Godfrey at Jerusalem, letting the Crusader hordes in to sack the city.

“Move forward! Let those men down! Advance, you fools!” What was it von Clausewitz said? ‘There is nothing in War which is of greater importance than obedience.’ “Advance!”

A spear thrust. She ducked instinctively away from it, and it took her two entire heartbeats to register the point that penetrated her back. The Habakar had broken through behind. She staggered. Another blow hit her hard, and she spun full into their charge across the scattered bodies of her own men.

Pain blossomed, hazing the world to white. In one instant, she realized an arrow had pierced her cheek. In the next—

When the men battling their way over the collapsed section of Karkand’s wall saw the golden banner heralding Bakhtiian’s arrival, they roared and shoved forward into the breach. Nadine watched them. Ahead, the golden banner of the jaran and the blue lion of Habakar rode high together over the ranks of Bakhtiian’s jahar. A commander rode up and delivered his report and rode away. Bakhtiian went on.

Nadine was getting bored. Evidently Bakhtiian had decided to circle the city with his jahar, so that at every point his own men, and the Habakar defenders, would be aware of his presence, and of the death of the Habakar prince. But as part of his entourage, Nadine did not find the circuit amusing. The morning was half gone already. She was bored and she was angry and she was beginning to get a headache from the noise and the dust and the agony of waiting for action. She looked back over her shoulder and could just see Anatoly Sakhalin in the ranks behind, eating the dust kicked up by her jahar’s horses. Surely he was enduring this honor no better than she was.

In front of the great gates, the Veselov jahar waited on the flats just out of catapult range. Two siege towers flanked the gates. One had caught fire, though men still battled over the bridge, and the other was too obscured by arrow fire and smoke for Nadine to see. Leaving Mitya on the height, Bakhtiian rode down with one hundred men to where Anton Veselov and his riders and archers waited.

As if they had only been waiting for him to appear, the small gate within the great gates swung open and Habakar soldiers streamed out; first a few on foot, and then armored cavalry, charging straight for the gold banner.

“Forward!” shouted Nadine. She urged her horse down the slope. A swarm of Habakar soldiers smashed into Veselov’s jahar, beating their way toward the gold banner. But instead of heading for the conflagration itself, she whipped her mount for the gates. Her riders followed her. They broke through the line of Habakar infantry fanned out from the gate and pressed forward.

Nadine slashed down to her right and cut a man off his feet. More soldiers raced out through the small gate, forming into ranks. Ahead, the siege tower loomed, and she squinted up to see men retreating back along the bridge, back toward the tower, being forced back by the defenders.

A man speared at her, and she batted the thrust aside and cut him down. Her horse squealed, throwing its head away from a boil of dust, and she had to fight it until it steadied under her hands. A rider pounded up beside her and reined his horse in. The front lines of her jahar had gone on, leaving her in an eddy behind them. Habakar soldiers lay strewn in their wake.

“Sakhalin!” she shouted.

“I’ll take my men through the gate!” he yelled.

“You’re crazy!” Then she grinned. “I’ll reinforce the tower. We’ll meet at the gates!”

Anatoly Sakhalin saluted her with his saber and they parted in the chaos of battle. She pushed through to the front and pulled as many of her men as she could away from the melee. There, she saw Anatoly Sakhalin charging with twenty riders at his back for the small gate, hacking his way through the defenders. And then he was through, disappeared into Karkand.

“Forward!” They galloped for the tower, and she threw herself off her horse and ducked inside. “Grab shields where you find them!” she shouted to the men pounding after her. She scrambled up the ladders, and her heart thudded fiercely and she gasped for air by the time they got to the top.

To find their own army shrinking back from the defenders.

She jumped out onto the bridge. An arrow hit her, sticking in her armor. Far below, men labored at a battering ram, and others ran scaling ladders forward. The height made her dizzy. She laughed and bent to tug a shield from a fallen man. Her men pressed forward with her, and they shoved back the Habakar defenders and reached the wall. One jaran man still stood upright, staggering under wounds. They surrounded him and swept past, shrieking and yelling so that their own voices deafened her to anything else.

At once she saw the danger, that there were two approaches to the bridge. “Split into two. You, just hold that section of wall. Don’t give way. To the stairs!”

Under their onslaught, the Habakar soldiers gave ground step by bloody step and then, like a dam breaking, abruptly gave way entirely.

“Forward!” They took the stairs with a fury. One poor fool tried to take the steps two at a time and overbalanced under his own weight and tumbled head over heels, crashing down and taking four of the enemy with him.

At the base of the wall, a maze of streets spread out before them, but Nadine navigated by the sound of weapons clashing.

“This way!” She led them at a jog, leaving contingents to guard the side streets, and emerged at last into a market square fronting the main gates. Anatoly Sakhalin and one rider were all that was left, mounted, of his assault; they laid about themselves. Then Sakhalin’s horse staggered under a blow and collapsed, throwing Sakhalin.

“Stay together!” she shouted, seeing two men break forward from the line to try to rescue Sakhalin. “Open the gates!” A whirlpool of fighting flowed past her, and she cut at a soldier dueling calmly with an unhorsed rider. He went down, and the rider turned, raised his saber—and recognized her and spun to join up with her troops.

A great creaking shuddered through the ground. The gates began to open. Nadine pressed forward with her line into the center of the square, sweeping resistance aside, pressing everyone back so that there would be room for the rest of Sakhalin’s jahar to flood in. She stepped over a body and then detoured around a downed jaran horse. A man struggled up from the ground.

“Orzhekov!” Anatoly Sakhalin grinned at her.

“Gods, I thought you were dead!”

“Not a scratch. The gods sent an angel to watch over me. Move aside!” The gates opened, and his jahar clattered in. What was left of the Habakar defenders fled, leaving the jaran in possession of the gates and the market square. On the walls above, jaran men and Farisa auxiliaries swarmed, and archers took up position to shoot down onto the roofs of nearby houses. “A horse!” shouted Sakhalin. He swung up on a mount. “To the citadel!”

Nadine sprang up the stairs siding the gate until she came to the parapet on top. Out on the flats, the golden banner rode high, and the sun it reflected rode higher still, at its apex. She watched as her uncle moved safely away, toward the south, to rally his army at the next gate. Below, the Veselov jahar rode forward, following Sakhalin into Karkand. Nadine hurried down to meet them.

Vera Veselov rode at their head. “Where is your dyan?” Nadine called from the stairs.

Vera glanced up at her and lifted the staff of command in her right hand. “Anton is dead. Killed in the sortie. Men! I want half of you dismounted and to the left. We’ll take each street on foot, clean out every house. Drive the women and children out onto the street and kill any man you find.”

Behind Veselov’s jahar, Farisa auxiliaries waited to enter.

“Orzhekov!” One of her men appeared, leading a horse for her.

She mounted and gathered her troops together with a lift of her staff. “We’ll follow Sakhalin to the citadel!” She cried. “Risanovsky, ride to the engineers. No firing into the city, and we’ll need the siege engines drawn up to the citadel.”

Soon enough she saw that Vera Veselov had the right of it. She dismounted half of her men and sent them in mixed groups to clear the streets. Fires burned and smoke choked them, mingled with dust, but the defense proved haphazard. She rode around a corner into a blizzard of arrow fire and jerked her horse back into cover and sent twenty men to root it out. She listened as they clashed. Beside her, a rider dragged a screaming, kicking woman out of her mudbrick hovel and left her on the ground, where she lay, black hair streaked with dust, stunned and terrified on the threshold. A clot of women cowered at a well, sheltering their children. Three Habakar men lay dead at their feet.

A messenger rode up. “Orzhekov!” He wore the gold surcoat and gold plume of Bakhtiian’s jahar. “Orders to all dyans. Burn the city.”

She nodded. “It’s not safe to go forward yet,” she said.

Already, the next street over, roofs caught fire, thatch flaming. Smoke roiled over them. The women at the well wailed and two riders drove them away from the well and kept after them until they fled away toward the gates, out of the city. A wagon trundled past, driven by an old woman, emptied of everything except blankets and a crowd of weeping children. Two riders commandeered the wagon, sending the old woman and the children on, on foot, and piled it high with valuables stripped from the houses. A baby cried.

The messenger cocked his head to one side. “Do you hear that?” he asked. The baby cried on, an awkward, reedy scream. Abruptly, he dismounted and paced down the street. Nadine watched him, bemused. One of her riders trotted out from around the corner to give her the all clear; they had found and killed the Habakar archers.

Fire leapt and crackled on a nearby roof. In the warren of streets beyond, mudbrick collapsed into a tower of dust. In the distance, she saw a minaret licked by flames. The messenger ducked into a house and, just as he entered, its roof went up in flames.

“Go!” said Nadine, pointing, and her trooper dashed down, but before he reached the house the messenger ran back out, body bent over a scrap of cloth as sparks showered down on him. The roof collapsed in behind him. He jogged up to Nadine and swung back on his horse and then displayed his prize: a little red-faced infant shrieking its lungs out.

“Barbarians!” he said with a grunt of disgust. “Leaving their own children to die.”

“Take it back to the hospital,” said Nadine. “I’ll pass the orders on down the line.”

A troop of horsemen clattered past. Refugees streamed in the other direction, ducking away from the jaran riders, running, stumbling, and sobbing, dropping wooden chests and cloth bundles in their haste. A jeweled necklace lay spilled in the dirt. A rider picked the necklace up with the point of his spear and let it slide down the haft into his hands. He glanced over to see Nadine and the messenger watching him, then shook the necklace free and tossed it to the men loading the wagon.

“Take that horse!” shouted Nadine, seeing a Habakar woman leading a fine mare, and her riders summarily took the horse away. The woman was wise enough not to protest. The messenger left, riding with the infant in the crook of his arm. Nadine headed on into the city.

By now it was midafternoon and the resistance had worn away almost to nothing. Fires rose on all sides, and auxiliaries and archers stripped houses and loaded purloined wagons high with the riches of Karkand. It was time to press on quickly. She called in her jahar, pleased to see that she had almost four hundreds still with her, the others wounded or scattered behind. They formed up and rode on up the hill to the great square that fronted the citadel. This close, the walls looked thick and forbidding, impregnable.

To her surprise, all was quiet here, except for the constant growling noise of the conflagration in the city.

She found Anatoly Sakhalin with about fifty riders. “What’s going on?”

“Bakhtiian is by the outer gates of the citadel, negotiating with the commander. On the other side of us.”

“Negotiating with him?”

“He’s agreed to spare the women and children if the garrison will surrender.”

“Ah,” said Nadine. “But surely from those walls they can see the refugees leaving the city. They must know that some are being spared in any case.”

Anatoly shrugged. “How can we know what khaja think like? They make no sense to me.” Then he looked abruptly guilty for saying it. As if to draw attention away from the comment, he glanced back. From this height, halfway up the hill on which the citadel lay massed, the city spread out in a maze of spirals and circling streets beneath them, all the way down to the great walls and over to the height where the royal palace lay sprawled across the sister hill. The city burned. A third of it was already obscured by smoke.

Nadine stared, realizing all at once how huge Karkand really was, how elaborate. Minarets thrust up into the sky, ornamented with delicate lacework that slowly disappeared into smoke and flame. The royal palace bore tiles all along its western front, gleaming in the late afternoon sun, but even as she watched, smoke began to curl up from its environs. Gardens lay green under the light of day. A colonnaded avenue led in pale splendor to a vast temple inscribed with tilework that formed huge letters, the words of their god. People milled in clumps, as small as insects, scattered everywhere she could make out from her vantage point. At a distant gate, she saw a steady stream of refugees leaving the city. Farther, the suburbs ringed the inner city, hazed now by the dust and the smoke, obscuring their white villas and verdant parks. Metal flashed against the sun as riders moved in the far distance, and here and there on the walls, where some skirmish fought itself to an end. No city she had ever seen, not even Jeds, was as beautiful as Karkand as it died.

Anatoly shrugged, turning his gaze back to the citadel, where the blue lion flag of the Habakar royal family still fluttered in the wind. “It’s going to take a long time to burn,” he said.

At the height of the citadel, the blue lion flag shuddered and began to descend. Nadine caught in her breath. A man appeared on the parapet, high above, and in his right hand he bore Bakhtiian’s gold standard.

Anatoly swore under his breath and urged his horse forward. Just as he reached the thick gates, they swung open. Nadine was shocked to see her uncle ride through them, Konstans Barshai and Kirill Zvertkov on his left and Mitya on his right. On foot, in front of him, walked three Habakar priests and a soldier in a fine nobleman’s surcoat and rich armor, heads bared to the sun.

Bakhtiian saw Nadine, and he beckoned to her. She rode up to him and fell in beside Mitya. They rode out of the square, paced by their prisoners, and down the great colonnaded avenue until they came at last to the huge temple that lay between the citadel and the palace.

It was a glorious thing, the temple of the Habakar god, so profusely tiled along its walls and up its minareted sides that Nadine wondered how long it had taken to build and decorate. Arches filigreed with elaborate screens gave access onto the inner grounds, and through the arches she saw a green courtyard bordered by slender columns, their capitals wreathed in leaves. She wished suddenly, fiercely, that David could be here to survey it, to draw it, to keep its memory alive.

In the square in front of the temple lay a fountain built so cunningly that the play of the water splashing down level to level raised rainbows in the air. An unveiled, white-robed woman sat, head bowed, on the edge of the pool at the base of the fountain, a ceramic pitcher and two shallow wooden bowls resting beside her.

Their party came to a halt before the fountain. Bakhtiian looked on the huge temple with an expression that Nadine could not read. He did not look triumphant to her, though his victory that day had been momentous.

Stiff with fright, the priestess dipped a bowl into the pool, rose from her seat, and brought the water to Bakhtiian. Her hands trembled as she lifted the bowl up, cupped in her pale delicate fingers, offering it to him. He accepted it, took three sips, and handed the bowl to Mitya, who drank off the rest. Then Bakhtiian urged his horse forward to the pool and let it drink. The white-robed woman went as pale as death, watching the stallion drink from her fountain, and a moment later she collapsed to the ground in a faint. The Habakar priests wrung their hands, terrified and distraught, but they did not object to this impiety.

Bakhtiian pulled his horse away and motioned to the rest to water their own mounts. He moved up beside his prisoners. Shadows drew out across the courtyard, thrown by the minarets and the ring of tall columns. The horses drank noisily from the pool, serenaded by the pleasant murmur of the fountain and the muted dissonance of the bedlam in the city beyond. Plumes of smoke clouded the sky. The sun sank toward the western hills in a haze of red fire.

“You may leave,” Bakhtiian said. “That much mercy I will grant you and your people.” His expression remained fixed and distant.

“But, Lord,” protested one of the priests, the eldest of them, “the holy books of the Everlasting God, which reside in the temple…” He bent his head over his hands. Nadine saw tears in his eyes and a look of bitter despair on his face. The others whispered fiercely to him. The nobleman knelt and bowed his head, not to Bakhtiian, but to the temple itself, as if saying farewell to it.

“Books!” Bakhtiian’s gaze jumped back to the priests for an instant. “Konstans. Give these priests wagons, so that they may save their books. Take five hundred men and strip everything else that is valuable from the building.”

“But, Lord, our temple took years beyond counting to build. And the palace—” The others hissed at him, but the old man set his mouth and continued. “Let him kill me if he wills. I am old enough to die without fear. Lord, surely once you have taken what you wish, we can return to our homes. Surely you or the young prince—” He glanced up at Mitya and away, as if he feared his impudence in looking directly upon the young prince might be punished, “—will wish to rule from here.”

“Karkand is no more,” said Bakhtiian in a quiet voice, deceptively quiet, Nadine understood now, seeing in his face the depths of his rage and of his anguish. “Nothing will be left of her once I am through. No one will live here, no thing will grow here, where I lost my son.”



CHAPTER THIRTY

ALEKSI KNEW HOW TO get places without being seen. Charles Soerensen knew how to be seen. Once they had ridden far enough in toward the battle, once the prince had been recognized and waved forward by enough people, Aleksi got them lost and brought them out on a different side of Karkand, three jaran riders of no particular importance headed out on patrol. He did not find it difficult to avoid jaran patrols. But the khaja who had been driven from the outlying districts of Karkand flooded every path and road and least byway, and in the end they cut up into the hills early and wound a laborious way through the scrub until they came at last to a small defile hidden between two ridges.

“Here,” said Charles, and they dismounted and led the horses down the steep hillside to the flat grassy floor. It was midafternoon by now, and already shadows covered the western flank of the little valley. They stood there, resting while they watched the horses graze.

“We’re only about eight kilometers from camp,” said Marco, “had we ridden straight here, but we rode over twice that. Goddess, what a lot of refugees.”

“Let’s hope,” said Soerensen quietly, regarding the sky pensively, “that none of them decide to hide in the hills until we’re gone. Or at least, in these hills.”

Marco sighed. “Just think of all the people still left inside the city. I wonder what will happen to them.”

The prince folded his arms on his chest and regarded the other man. A breeze slid through the grass. Here, in this peaceful valley, it was hard to remember that a battle raged a short ride away.

Marco clenched his hands. “Or what will happen to the people in camp if Bakhtiian loses.” He looked white.

“I’m sorry, Marco,” said Soerensen, more quietly still.

“You’re sorry!” demanded Marco. “You’re the one who abandoned Tess!”

“And Cara and David and all the rest of them, true. But I have faith that Bakhtiian will win. Hell, I have to believe it. And in any case, that’s not really who we’re talking about.”

Marco swore and stalked off to talk to the horses who were, no doubt, more soothing company.

“Romance,” said the prince, looking after him,” is vastly overrated.” He sat down and reclined on one elbow.

Aleksi crouched down beside him. “Is Erthe really such a place as this?” he asked, waving toward the ridges and the silent stretch of grass and brush lying within the valley walls. “Or is it like the plains? And if it lies up in the heavens, why can’t we see it?”

Soerensen smiled. “You remind me of Tess,” he said. “Hell, you remind me of me.”

The simple words provoked a sudden flush of happiness in Aleksi. By this, he was acknowledged. He could not help himself. He smiled back.

The prince chuckled. “Well, we have about two hours until the shuttle is due in. Let me see.” He settled into a more comfortable position. “I’m not a very good storyteller, and I don’t have any visual aids …”

“Oh, I don’t mind,” said Aleksi hastily. “Tell me a simple story first. Tell me about—” He hesitated, stunned for a moment by his own audacity. But Tess was his sister and, by some measure, Charles Soerensen his brother. “Tell me about your mother and your father and your tribe.”

“My mother and my father and my tribe,” mused the prince. “Well, then, let me start with the story of how they met—or at least, how they told it to me. I heard a different story from my mother’s sister, which I’m afraid I believe more.” But by his grin as he spoke, Aleksi saw that both these stories rose from love. Content, Aleksi settled in to listen.

The sun had fallen below the western ridge and twilight cloaked the valley when Marco left the horses suddenly and ran over to them, interrupting Soerensen right as he was getting to the part where Tess was born.

“Perimeter alert,” said Marco. “We’ve got two riders approaching.” He had a huge black stone attached to his wrist, and he stared into it now as a Singer might stare into feathers and bones to read omens.

“Refugees?” the prince asked, climbing to his feet. “Damn.”

“I don’t—No. They’ve got homing equipment. Must be ours.”

Aleksi heard the horses before he saw them, picking their way down the western ridge. Soon enough he could make out their riders as well: One person walked, leading both horses, and a second clung to the saddle of her fine mare.

“Tess!” Aleksi said her name on the same breath the prince did. Then Marco said, “Maggie! What the hell—?” They all stared.

Zhashi looked no worse for wear, although not surprisingly she wasn’t happy about going down an unfamiliar slope at twilight, but Tess looked awful. They reached the valley floor and Aleksi ran to help Tess down off the mare.

She collapsed into his arms and just hung against him while Maggie took the horses out to the others and hobbled them.

“And what the hell,” Tess demanded of her brother as he hurried up to her, “do you think you’re doing?” Her voice was strong, but still she clung to Aleksi. He wondered if she could even stand by herself.

“I might ask the same of you,” Soerensen said, looking shocked, but he did not move to take her out of Aleksi’s grasp. “Are you trying to kill yourself?”

“What? You don’t want me to? You still have too many uses for me?”

“I’m asking because I care, damn it!” he exclaimed, and Aleksi was astonished to hear how hurt he sounded.

She did not reply immediately. Instead, she tested her feet on the ground and Aleksi helped her to sit down. Her face shone gray in the dusk. She still had to lean against him, even then. “Oh, God,” she said. “It just happened so fast. God, I’m exhausted.”

“As well you should be,” interjected Marco. “Goddess, Tess, it’s hard enough to leave without worrying that you might—” He broke off and knelt down beside her, hugging her, and Aleksi let her go. “Why did you come after us?”

“That’s a stupid question,” said Tess. “I receive a note that states that urgent news from Odys forces Charles to leave Rhui at once, and you don’t think I’d—” She paused for breath. Marco let go of her and stood up. “I need something to drink.” Aleksi offered her water from his flask. She drank and gave the flask back to him. “If you’re leaving this way, you must be leaving for good. Forever. It doesn’t take any great brilliance to read your mind, Charles.”

Aleksi was amazed by her tone of voice, and by the prince’s expression, like that of a master of saber who has just realized that his apprentice can match him now. “It doesn’t?” he demanded. “Then how am I to negotiate the maze of Chapalii politics?”

“By not underestimating your opponent, first of all. What am I to tell Ilya? That you disappeared? Right out from under his army?”

With dusk, the wind had dropped. Now it picked up again, a faint moan through the air.

“We’ve got incoming,” said Marco.

Tess set her fists on the ground and took in three deep breaths. She heaved herself to her feet. Soerensen caught her by the arm and helped her up. “No, I’m all right. Just tired. So what am I to tell Ilya?”

“That I’m dead.”

“How do I prove it? It isn’t easy to fake a death, Charles. I won’t have a body. At least a dozen people know I left camp, against their wild protests, and I refused any escort except Maggie’s. I had to take messenger’s bells and a seal to get past patrols without any questions. Ilya will hear all about that, I can assure you.”

“You could come with me,” said the prince.

She cocked her head to one side. Fear washed through Aleksi, and he took a step toward her. If she went, by the gods, he would go with her. But Tess only grinned. “No, I couldn’t. You know that as well as I do.”

Soerensen sighed and rested a hand on her shoulder—the gesture looked both awkward and intimate. “Tess,” he said slowly, “I do regret how little time I’ve ever had just for you. I’m sorry.”

Her eyes widened. “So you really are leaving Rhui for good.”

“Yes! I don’t have any choice. Listen!” He bent toward her and repeated to her the words that the woman Suzanne had told him. Aleksi realized that they had raised their voices to talk over the rising roar of the wind. How had the wind come up so suddenly? A few clouds lay torn across the sky, building in the west and concealing patches of stars, but there was no sign of imminent storm. The horses flung up their heads and pulled at their reins, nervous, and Maggie stayed with them, calming them.

Tess listened to her brother’s recital in silence, and when he was done, she simply nodded her head. “Yes,” she agreed. “You have to go.”

As with one thought, the four khaja looked up into the heavens. It wasn’t wind at all. Aleksi tilted his head back and stared.

It was a creature, a bird—not a bird—some monster—not a monster. The prince had said a ship was coming. And Dr. Hierakis had told him about ships that sailed the ocean of night, as it was night now, fallen all around them. A huge shadow blotted out the stars, and the air sang in a bellowing howl around Aleksi as the ship sank like a bird sailing in on the wings of Father Wind and settled onto the ground.

Dust sprayed out. Maggie’s mare bolted and crashed down, constrained by the hobble, and struggled back up to its feet. Marco and Aleksi ran over to help Maggie, and the three of them led the animals back to Tess and the prince, fighting them, soothing them until they calmed, ears back, and resigned themselves to the presence of the beast. It roared; that was its voice, then. The swirling air was its breath, hot like summer, hammering at him, tearing at his clothes.

They showed no fear at all.

“What happened to Karkand?” Charles shouted, straining against the screaming voice of the ship.

“I don’t know. Last I heard the jaran broke into the city. That’s all I know. You really can’t come back now, can you?” She sagged, just slightly, and Aleksi left the horses to Marco and Maggie and went to her. She cast him a glance, relieved and grateful, and let him hold her up. She shook, she was so exhausted.

“No.” The wind pounded at Soerensen’s back where he stood facing Tess, his back to the ship. It hulked there; small lights caught and winked on it, like eyes opening and closing. “There must be no link between me and Rhui until we’re ready to launch the next rebellion, not anything else for dukes like Naroshi to grab hold of. I have to work as far into the Chapalii court as I can. In a way, I’ll be providing the distraction. Because once the rebellion is launched, we’ll need Rhui.”

“You have Rhui,” she yelled back. She squinted into the tearing gale, blinking back grit, and lifted an arm to protect her face.

“More than that.” His pale hair whipped and danced in the breath of the ship. “You have to unite Rhui, as far as you can, you and Bakhtiian, his descendants, if it takes that long. So when the interdiction lifts, as it must, when we need its resources for the rebellion, we’ll have some kind of central authority. But one that’s grown slowly, without alerting the Chapalii. Without that central authority to coordinate our efforts on planet, it will be far too inefficient to exploit her resources with the speed and initial secrecy we’ll need to make the rebellion work.”

“We’re such damned hypocrites!” The ship screamed behind her, and the wind battered them in waves. “By what right do we meddle on Rhui like this? By what right do you? You leave, but in turn you make Rhui the heart of your plans. And yet you made the interdiction in the first place. Now you’re breaking it worse than anyone else. By what right?”

A single bright white light speared out from the ship. It illuminated the prince and Tess as if the sun had risen on them alone, leaving the rest of the world in darkness.

“By the promise I made to free humanity,” the prince said. His face was shadowed though light spilled around him, but hers was all lit, white and angry, and then she rolled her eyes and laughed.

“I’ll never be free of you, Charles.”

“Never,” he agreed. “We never are free from ourselves and our heritage.” Abruptly, he wrung his hands together, a gesture that showed how deeply this parting hurt him. Only he wasn’t wringing his hands; he was pulling the signet ring off of his right middle finger. “This is yours, the sigil of the Prince of Jeds. I left the gold chain of office in my tent, and Baron Santer in Jeds holds the scepter in trust, until you return.”

She pushed herself away from Aleksi and took the ring from Charles and stared at it as if she had never seen it before. “How am I supposed to prove all this? When am I supposed to ride to Jeds? Is there any guarantee that Baron Santer will remember me, or be willing to give up his regency? And how in hell are Ilya and I supposed to unite Rhui, anyway?”

He lifted his hands, palms up, and smiled. “Tess, I never said it would be easy.”

She laughed. “Damn you!”

“The prince is dead,” said Marco, his voice almost obliterated by the ship’s voice. “God save the prince.”

“Marco,” said Maggie. “Go to hell.”

“No doubt I will.”

The ship coughed. Only it didn’t cough. Its mouth opened and a golden glow penetrated the night, washing into the hard white glare that illuminated Tess and her brother. A ramp pushed out from the maw of the beast, a bridge linking the heavens and the earth. A figure appeared in the glow and hurried down the ramp. An angel? One of Father Wind’s attendants?

It resolved into a man like any man, except for the strange cut of his clothes and the blithe way he strode out of the ship and ignored its screaming howl and the battering wind. Marco hailed him, and the two men shook hands—that strange Erthe greeting—and he came over to Soerensen.

“Ah, Javier, how are you?” said Soerensen. “This is Tess. I don’t believe you’ve ever met. Javier Lu Shen.” Formal greetings were exchanged.

“Hold on,” said Tess, turning first to look at the horses and then back to the new man. “Javier, can you ride?”

“Ride?” Soerensen turned to his sister. “What are you thinking about, Tess?”

“Charles, I have to tell Ilya something. He’ll never believe you’re dead unless he has more witnesses and a credible story of how you—God, it’s impossible. But what if I tell him the truth, in terms he’d understand? You already laid down half the smokescreen, you know, by pretending to ride into the battle. So if I tell Ilya that you’re dying here, as Prince of Jeds, in order to go back to Earth—to Erthe—to fight the khepelli, and if Ilya tells the army that you’re dead, who will question him?”

“Yes. I had thought that far. But what has this to do with whether Javier can ride?”

“A horse?” Javier demanded. “Do you mean a horse? One of those things? I’ve never ridden one.”

“You’ll learn,” said Tess with a brief smile. “I did.” She turned back to her brother. “Charles, you have to go on the shuttle. But if Marco and Javier ride north and swing back to Abala Port, where you came in last spring, and sail to Jeds, then they can go out on the shuttle through Jeds.”

“Which means that Marco can deliver the news of my death to Baron Santer.”

“Yes! And meanwhile, Ilya will get the report that two khaja men, you and Marco, rode through jaran territory and left by ship. For Erthe.”

“This is all very convoluted, Tess,” protested Charles.

Poor Javier looked appalled.

“How else can I explain it to Ilya? I’ve got the messenger bells and messenger seal—they’ll provide Marco and Javier with safe passage, new mounts, and supplies. They can ride as quickly as—well, as Javier learns. Speed and secrecy. Isn’t that what we need? To prepare Rhui for the rebellion? You leave, Ilya knows enough to satisfy him, knows that he’s part of the conspiracy, and he can say you died in the battle today. Cara can confirm it. We can burn some poor nameless soul as your body, and it’s done.”

“But what about Marco?” asked Charles. “Does Marco want to ride all that way?”

“What about me?” wailed Javier.

“I don’t mind,” said Marco in a low voice, barely audible above the roar of the ship. “I’m leaving camp anyway. What do I care? It has to be done. I think it’s a good idea.”

“Javier doesn’t look anything like me,” said Charles.

“That’s true, but you’re both khaja.” Tess dismissed this objection with a wave of her hand. “If he wears a hood and none of the patrols ever gets a close look at him, and they pass along quickly, then how much of the physical description will ever get back to us? None of the patrols or tribes you’ll pass will have seen you before anyway. It will do. It’s the best we can do. Trade clothes. You’ll be fine. I’m right in this, Charles. You know I am.”

He considered her. The trees tossed in the wind, and leaves tore free from branches and swirled away into the night. “Convoluted,” said Soerensen, “and worthy of a Chapalii duke’s heir. We’ll see if you can pull it off.”

“But, Charles,” said Tess sweetly, with a wicked gleam in her eyes, “you don’t really have a choice, do you? By this ring, you’ve given me authority on this planet. So I order you to do as I say. Damn you, anyway. We’re just pawns to you, Ilya and I, aren’t we?”

His lips quirked up, and he laughed. “Don’t forget how chess is played. With patience and cunning and wit, as well as the right strategy, a pawn can become the most powerful piece in the game.”

He bent and kissed her, once on each cheek, in the formal jaran style. He said farewell to the others, to Aleksi, and then he and Javier turned and walked back to the ship. Aleksi watched as he vanished into the golden light of the interior.

Tess’s legs gave out, and she collapsed to the ground. Aleksi dropped down beside her immediately, scared for her, but she nodded her head against him and just sat there, breathing shallowly.

“Tess!” Maggie exclaimed.

Tess shook her head and lifted—with great effort—one hand as a signal that she was all right.

Soerensen emerged from the ship, except it wasn’t Soerensen but the other man, dressed in his clothes and in his jaran armor, helmet strapped awkwardly onto his head. The maw closed behind him. The white light snapped off, bathing them in darkness.

“Why me?” he asked as he came up to them. Then he saw Tess. “Oh, my. M. Soerensen, are you—?”

A high-pitched whine pierced the roar of the beast, and the ground trembled under Aleksi’s feet. The horses pulled away, and Maggie and Marco tugged them down and tried to reassure them with their voices, only the ship howled and all at once bucked up and as slow as if Father Wind’s invisible hand lifted it, it rose up into the night, jewel eyes winking open and closed, open and closed.

Tess tucked her head down. The wind washed over her, where she sat huddled on the ground. Maggie fought her two horses, dragging on them as they whinnied and tried to jerk free, to bolt, even though they couldn’t bolt because they were hobbled. The hot breath of the ship slapped Aleksi’s face, and the creature spun and showed a new face to him, gleaming pale in the starlight, and rose up into the night, blinking, blotting out stars, and rumbled and roared, and the wind howled down, and the trees bent under its force, and dust clotted the air, and he choked on the grit and shut his eyes and held onto Tess.

And the roar lightened and faded and the wind dropped and a low moan rang through the night air. Stars winked in and out, and then only the wind blew and the night lay silent under the stars. The canopy of clouds grew in the west. The horses calmed.

“Now what?” asked Marco, his voice a ringing shout in the quiet.

“You’d better go now,” said Tess, her voice as soft as Marco’s had been inadvertently loud. Aleksi showed Marco how to bind on the vest of bells. Tess roused herself for long enough to discuss with Marco routes and strategies, and at last the two men left, leading their horses up the confining slope, heading northeast. The muted ring of bells faded into the night.

Weakly, Tess brushed dry grass off her trousers. She lifted her hand and squinted at the ring on her middle finger. “My God,” she said, to no one.

“Is that how the gods travel in the heavens?” Aleksi asked, looking from her up into the sky. Were any of those stars the ship? Were all of them ships? But, no, the doctor had said they were worlds—or not worlds, but suns. He shook his head. He was too tired to sort it all out now.

Tess sighed. “They’re just machines, Aleksi.”

“I’ve got a perimeter alert,” said Maggie. “Horses and men.”

Aleksi leapt to his feet and drew his saber. Maggie pulled a knife from her belt. Slowly, Tess drew her saber and rested it on her knees, but anyone could see she hadn’t the strength to wield it.

But it was only a group of jaran riders, twelve of them, picking their way down the western slope. It didn’t surprise Aleksi to see how astounded they looked when they discovered that they had stumbled upon a daughter of Mother Orzhekov, the woman who was also, of course, Bakhtiian’s wife.

“We saw a strange light in the sky,” said their captain.

“I saw it, too,” said Tess, without moving from the ground. “It was an omen.”

“We’ll escort you back to camp, then.”

“Tomorrow,” she said. “I just can’t go any farther tonight.”

So they spent the night in the little valley, Tess sleeping on coats and under blankets provided by the riders, guarded by a ring of fires, and in the morning they remarked on the strange burn on the ground in the center of the valley and saddled their horses and formed up around Tess. If they thought it strange to have found her out here, practically alone, they did not discuss their thoughts with Aleksi. Tess was pale and still horribly tired. They rode back toward Karkand slowly, stopping frequently. The day was overcast, and the light had an eerie yellow quality to it.

Soon enough they began to pass refugees from the city. At first clumps of them, cowering away from the patrol. A woman carried a baby on her back and held another child by the hand. An old woman stumbled along, weak and crying, and a little boy dragged a bundle behind him and followed in her wake. Larger groups, families, trudged along the road. Children wailed. A broken-down old horse bore an injured woman slumped over its neck, her thigh a bloody mass of tissue, open to the air. They had nothing but the clothes on their backs, and a few of the lucky ones, a handful of possessions wrapped in cloth, whatever they had grabbed before being driven from the city. A gray-haired woman walked under the weight of a silk bundle. A tall woman with a strong, dark face stopped to shift a pack of roughspun cloth to a better position on her back. A baby shrieked. A woman clad in rich damask linen sobbed with each step, holding a hand to her throat. Two girls held a limping crone between them, helping her along. Most kept their heads bowed. An adolescent girl, her face veiled, balanced a large ceramic vase on her head, walking steadily, only her eyes showing dark and angry as she watched the riders pass.

Tess wept, to see them struggling along.

As they rode on, as morning passed to midday and midday into afternoon, the trickle became a stream, the stream a flood. Hordes of them; Aleksi had not known so many people, even khaja, could live together in one place. No wonder they were weak, crammed like insects into a rotted stump or an old hollow log. They walked, heads bowed. A layer of ash covered their clothes, and at their backs smoke rose into the heavens, a dark blot against the gray clouds far above. As the riders neared the jaran camp, they could see Karkand burning.

“My God,” said Tess. “Isn’t there a rise, where we can look?”

It was a relief to veer away from the road and along a trampled field until they reached a low ridge which gave them a vantage of the city.

Karkand burned. A huge black funnel of smoke marked it, and spits of flame. Aleksi watched the lines of refugees, like tiny insects, leaving the city along the roads and out through the fields. He saw the riders, moving among them, and wagons trundling away toward the jaran camp. In the middle of the blazing city, the huge dome of the temple glowed red with fire. Clouds of heat shimmered out from it, and the intense glow of the flames cast a hot, violent light up into the sky. As they watched, the dome collapsed into a monstrous cloud of ash and smoke that billowed into the air and shrouded the western horizon so that they could not even see the setting sun.

“Goddess save us,” murmured Maggie. “Why did he order this? The whole city is going, all of it, even the suburbs are in flames. And it was so beautiful. Now it looks like a funeral pyre.”

Tears streaked Tess’s face. “Don’t you see?” she asked, shaking her head. “It is a funeral pyre. For our son. For everyone who died today, for everyone who will die. For Charles.” She wiped her face with the back of one hand, but it only streaked grime over her cheeks, blending with her tears. “For Rhui.”

“Look.” Aleksi pointed at the same time that the patrol captain did. “There is Bakhtiian’s banner. He must be riding out to look for you.”

“We’ll wait for him here,” said Tess.

So they met on the ridge, Tess and Bakhtiian, he with the pall of the dying city at his back, she with her face to it.

He said nothing, only drew his horse in beside her and raised one eyebrow, questioning. He looked remarkably neat for a man who had just destroyed a city and defeated an entire kingdom, with his armor newly polished and his surcoat untorn and marked only by a fine layer of ash. He wore his victory with pride but without gloating.

Tess lifted her right hand, to show him the ring. “I am now the Prince of Jeds.”

He regarded her measuringly, as he might measure any threat to his power. “Where is your brother?”

“He’s dead.”

He took the news with no change of expression. “We still have no treaty between your lands and mine,” he said quietly.

“That’s true.” She looked beyond him, toward Karkand. “I have seen what you and I must do: We must unite all the lands against the coming of the khepelli, whether while we live or when our grandchildren rule. What can you offer me, Bakhtiian, in return for my alliance?”

His mouth lifted, not quite into a smile. He twisted for the first time and cast a glance back toward the conflagration. Then he turned back to gaze on her again.

He drew his saber and held it up between them. “My army, which is my sword. And my vision, which was granted to me by the gods. That is all I have, and everything I have.”

Tess stared at the inferno that was Karkand. Over the night and on that day’s journey, she had seemed to Aleksi to change somehow, as if the ring her brother had given her had altered her forever. She was still Tess, but she was also a prince now, invested with a greater power than anyone here but Aleksi and Maggie, and she herself, knew. It was almost as if Karkand was her own pyre, burning away what she once was and creating her anew.

“Your army and your vision,” she said, meeting her husband’s gaze. “That will do.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

FINE ASH RAINED DOWN on David’s head. He brushed at his hair, but it was useless. It coated everything, fine white ash and grittier black chunks. His boots crunched on it, and the beautiful woven patterns of the jaran tents lay hidden beneath it. He coughed, and coughed again, and finally gave up and held a scrap of cloth over his mouth and nose.

Although it was late afternoon, some of the encampments were breaking up, loading their goods into wagons and heading south to escape the constant shower. He arrived at their own camp just as Maggie rode in, looking soot-stained and tired.

“David!” She swung down from her horse and beckoned him over. A jaran boy ran up and took the horse from her, and Maggie wiped her nose with the back of her hand and sneezed. “Goddess, this is terrible. David. Have you heard about Charles?”

David blinked through his exhaustion. “What about Charles? I’ve been gone from camp since yesterday dawn, since they launched the assault.”

“Charles left.”

He thought he had heard her wrong. “Left?”

Heavy clouds covered the sky, but the quality of sunlight was peculiar, a warm yellow light instead of the silvery gray of the usual overcast day. The air was dry and smelled of burning. “He left Rhui.”

“Is there a chair?” David asked, sure that he was simply so tired that he was hallucinating. “I think I need to sit down. Why?”

“Duke Naroshi had Hon Echido and a few other members of Keinaba House detained for breaking the interdiction. Only Charles can sort it out. But if Naroshi is watching him, then he can’t risk returning to Rhui. He doesn’t want there to be any chance that the Chapalii catch on to what we’re doing, at least not by trailing him. So he handed his signet ring over to Tess, and he left on a shuttle last evening.”

“On a shuttle?” David retreated under the awning of Charles’s tent, and there, groping, he found a chair and sank down into it. “Oy vey,” he muttered. “So much for the interdiction.”

“Oh, the Rhuians don’t know about the shuttle. He’s officially dead, as far as the Rhuian natives are concerned. And Tess remains officially deceased off-planet. But on Rhui, Tess is now Prince of Jeds. We have to make our own way back to Jeds—damn him, I wish I could have gone with him. And the actors. They’ll have to know as well. I’m not sure what Tess intends, but I think Charles wants her and Bakhtiian to centralize as much of the planet—or at least this continent, I suppose—as they can, so that when he begins the new rebellion he’ll be able to bring Rhui wholesale into the League with little resistance.”

“All the same,” said David. “So much for the interdiction. Maybe it was a vain hope.” Even under the awning, the breeze wafted flakes and fine chunks of charcoal along to land on the carpet. A singed scrap of parchment rolled in on a gust of wind and sank and came to rest against David’s boot. Reflexively, he picked it up. “Look at this, Maggie,” he said, raising it up for her to see.

It was a page from a book or a manuscript: a gorgeously painted miniature of a hunting scene, lions and gazelles in flight and horsemen in pursuit, their mounts lovingly portrayed; a piebald, two chestnuts, three blacks, and a dappled gray harnessed with gold bridles and saddles. Through the rocks and bushes behind the mounted men trudged servants bearing two fringed litters in which sat veiled women in rich damask robes. Stylized rows of the angular Habakar script bordered the edge of the painting, where they hadn’t been burned away.

“We are going to destroy her in the end.” As he said it, he felt the truth of the words, and he felt a deep and abiding sadness for what was bound to be lost.

Maggie took the parchment page from him and smoothed it out. “I’ll preserve this,” she said. “I’d say that the jaran army is already well on its way to destroying Karkand, and the kingdom, too, I suppose, although they did leave Hamrat and some other cities unmolested.”

“No,” said David softly. “I meant Rhui.”

She grunted. “Well, it’s too late to have regrets now. Oh, David. It was bound to happen. At least they’ll have a running start. And it will take decades to build up the saboteur network. Where is Ursula, anyway?”

“I haven’t seen her since yesterday dawn.”

“Let her know, if you see her. I’m going to see Cara and give her the details.” She strode away.

With the heavy cloud cover and the screen of smoke along the western horizon, afternoon hazed early into twilight. David cleaned himself up as best he could and crawled into his tent. The camp was deserted. He supposed that Cara and Jo were still at the hospital; certainly they had enough to do. Rajiv—well, wasn’t Rajiv having an affair with one of the actors? He leaned back on his bedroll and shut his eyes, but instead of peace he saw the beautiful painting, curled black at the edges, smudged by grit. What had Charles said? “And the approaching tide/Will shortly fill the reasonable shores/That now lie foul and muddy.” But who was to say which was more contaminated, the swelling tide or the waiting shoreline?

“David?” Her voice, a whisper.

“Dina!” The next instant, she had ducked inside the tent. Then, checking her movement, she paused and crouched at the entrance. There was no light in here. He saw her only as a dark shadow against the paler wall of canvas. “Dina. What are you doing here?”

“I don’t know.” But she shifted and sat, blocking the entrance. “I wanted to see you. My uncle says that the Prince of Jeds is dead.”

David swallowed. When he spoke, he found that his voice shook. “Yes. Yes, he’s dead. Tess is prince now.”

“Tess reigns there, Ilya here,” Nadine murmured. “How long until they want to unite their princedoms and all the lands that lie between? David, are you leaving, then? You and the others?”

“I—it’s all very abrupt. Yes, we’ll have to, as soon as we can get to a port, get ship to Jeds.”

“Tess, too? Will she leave for Jeds?”

“I don’t think so. I don’t know—it’s all so sudden.”

Even within the tent, the smell of soot and fire and smoke permeated everything. Yet he felt her presence just as strongly, not a meter from him, as still and silent as she sat. It was so unlike her to be so subdued.

When she spoke at last, her voice was so quiet he barely heard it. “May I stay, tonight? And on other nights, now and again, until you’ve gone?”

He wanted to ask about her husband, but he dared not. He wanted to ask, but he didn’t want to know, and in any case, weren’t jaran women free to take lovers if they wished to? He wanted her to stay. Tonight especially, after the horrible two days he had spent; for the comfort, yes, but for her more than anything, because he cared for her.

No, it was worse than that. He loved her, but he could not admit it, not to her, not to anyone; barely to himself. So wouldn’t a clean break be easiest? Wouldn’t it be harder, dragging it out like this, however many days or weeks they spent with the army, with her, until he left for good?

Even as he sat there, torn, she scooted forward. As soon as she touched him, her fingers brushing up his arm to his shoulder and curving around to the base of his neck, to touch, each one separately, his four name braids, he spoke without meaning to.

“Yes.”

By the evening of the second day, Diana was relieved and more than relieved when Dr. Hierakis dismissed her from her duties and told her to go back to the Company camp and sleep. Two days and a night of an unremitting stream of casualties had worn her down to a thread.

Gwyn walked with her through camp, his right hand light on her elbow. “This ash is disgusting,” he said, just to talk, she suspected, to have a normal conversation after hour upon hour of tending to bloodied and mutilated soldiers. Karkand lit the western horizon, a dull, ugly glow.

“Yes,” Diana agreed, playing into the part, “it’s terrible.”

“Hey! Wait for me!” Hal jogged up behind them, falling in beside Diana.

“Is there anyone else?” Diana asked.

“No,” said Hal. “We’re the only ones who can stomach it for that long. Why should they anyway, if they don’t want to?”

“How can they not?” demanded Diana. “How can they stand and watch when there’s something they could be doing?”

“Di.” Hal hesitated.

At once, she knew he’d had news of Anatoly. “What is it?”

“No, I just heard, from a rider—”

“Go on.”

“Just a rumor. It’s probably not true.”

“Go on!”

“That Sakhalin led a charge in through the main gates of the city, and his jahar got caught behind the lines and massacred. But you know it’s all confused. Half the army is still out in the city.”

Gwyn glanced toward the western horizon. “Surely not in the city still.”

“I don’t know. Goddess, I didn’t want to tell you, but I thought you ought to know what people were saying. What the reports were.”

“Thank you,” said Diana grimly. But it was what she had expected all along. All day she had waited for this news. She accepted it bleakly, without surprise. Gwyn’s hand tightened on her elbow, and a moment later Hal closed in beside her and rested a hand on her back, so that it was as if they two supported her, the grieving widow. It was some comfort.

At camp, Owen and Ginny had called a meeting inside the big tent, although it was mild outside. Only inside the tents were they free from the constant fall of ash. Gwyn and Hal made a little shield around Diana that only Quinn was allowed to penetrate. Quinn sank down beside Diana and draped an arm over Diana’s shoulders, and Diana sighed and leaned her head on Quinn’s tunic.

Owen was all on fire. He was focused, and pacing.

“We have two important pieces of news,” said Ginny, after Yomi had called everyone to order. “Charles Soerensen left Rhui abruptly, by shuttle, last night.”

Anahita, sitting in her usual sullen silence, flared to life. “And he didn’t offer to take us with him? The selfish bastard.”

“Anahita, shut up,” said Ginny mildly. “So, the Company line is that he’s dead, and that his sister is now prince. Owen and I just spoke with her in her camp. Poor thing. She’d ridden quite a ways, and her just having lost the baby.” She frowned, glanced at her son, and paused.

“We’re starting a new experiment,” said Owen into her silence, in his fiercest voice, which Diana knew betokened some great roiling plan. “I want your cooperation. I’m bringing a new actor into the troupe. A jaran man. I got a dispensation from Tess Soerensen to take him and his family off planet with us. I want to see how he adapts to theater, coming from the background that he does.”

“What?” Hal murmured, “like a rat negotiating a maze? Dad, don’t you think that’s a little cruel?”

Owen blinked. “Cruel? What curious words you use, Henry. Well, there’s nothing for him here. He’ll be crippled for life if he stays here. Why shouldn’t he come with us? He’ll be wonderful. It will take work, and you’ll all have to be very generous for a while—”

“But who is it?” asked Quinn.

“It’s Vasil Veselov, isn’t it?” asked Diana. She looked at Gwyn, and he at her, and they both nodded, together.

“Hold on,” said Ginny. “We haven’t done with the first bit, yet. Tess Soerensen will be escorting us to a port, so that we and those of Soerensen’s party who didn’t leave with him can return to Jeds and thence to Earth. Oh, and Veselov’s family will be joining us once we leave this area. He has a wife and two small children.”

“Ginny,” said Diana, “did anyone ask Karolla if she wanted to leave the tribes?”

“Karolla? Who is Karolla?”

“She’s Veselov’s wife.”

Ginny shrugged. “I don’t know, but Tess said that she had cleared it all with the headwoman of the Veselov tribe. Let me see. Burckhardt left with Soerensen, or not with him precisely—never mind. Yomi, what other details do they need?”

Yomi discussed logistics for a while, but Diana could not concentrate. She felt a kind of numb relief that Marco Burckhardt was gone, insofar as she could feel anything. Mostly she felt hollow. Someone would come, tomorrow, the day after, a week from now, bringing Anatoly’s body. Then she felt faint, sick with horror. What if they had already burned him? What if the jaran dead had just been left in Karkand, if Bakhtiian had used the city itself for the funeral pyre for his soldiers? She tried desperately to picture Anatoly exactly as she had last seen him, proud and confident as he rode away into battle, but she could not bring the image into focus.

“Di? Are you all right?” Quinn whispered.

“I just need some air,” she said, rising abruptly. “No, I’ll be fine. No one needs to come with me.”

“Let her go,” Gwyn said. She pushed past the others and out underneath the awning. At long last the wind was dying, though ash still pattered quietly onto the cloth above her, a light, shushing sound. What did it matter, anyway, if the ash fell on her? What if some fragment of it was his remains, come to touch her one final time? She headed out into it, walking back to her tent through the darkness.

And there he was, the rider, standing beside his horse outside her tent, waiting to give her the news of her husband’s death. She hadn’t expected the message so soon.

“There’s no point in even washing,” he said, seeing her approach, “under all this dirt. Of course, the khaja would pour filth down on us.” He took off his helmet, shook out his hair, and drew his fingers through the plume. “Everything, just everything is covered with it. Grandmother is going to move her camp south. The winds are blowing north and east, so it ought to be clear a day’s ride in that direction. And anyway, Bakhtiian will have to send part of his army south to Salkh soon enough, to my uncle.”

Diana stopped dead.

“Where did those boys go off to?” Anatoly continued. “They were just here. Can you light the lantern?”

She could not speak.

“Oho, there they are. Viktor! You imp. Come get this damned stuff off me. Bring that lantern!” He laughed. “Look at them. They grabbed some khaja shields. No, no, you idiots. You can’t cut as if you’re on horseback when you’re on foot.”

The two boys panted up with a younger boy in tow. They threw down their shields and helped Anatoly out of his armor and stowed it under the shields to protect it from further ashfall. Then Anatoly took the lantern from them and ordered them away. He went into the tent.

Diana could not move.

A moment later, he ducked out again. “Diana?” He walked over to her. “Come on.” He grabbed her hand and tugged her in, and she went. His grip was firm enough. He wasn’t a ghost.

“Is there something for me to drink?” he asked as he tugged off his boots. “I’m famished. I came straight from the field here, as soon as I could. I would have sent a message, but—oh, Diana, I’m sorry if you were worried. But you know I can’t be hurt in battle. The gods sent you to me.”

This once, thank the Goddess, there was food and drink for him in the tent, although not, of course, anything as elaborate as his grandmother would have served him. But he was content.

He was content. She watched him eat. Obviously he was starving, but he ate neatly and efficiently. When he sighed, replete, and reclined on the carpet, smiling at her, she felt wretched.

“Diana?” His face changed at once. “You’ve heard, then, haven’t you? About the Prince of Jeds?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Who else? One of the Vershinin sons died. Anton Veselov is dead, too, and the amazing thing is that Mother Veselov asked that their cousin Vera be named dyan. But the Veselov riders demanded it! Evidently she took the staff of command out of her cousin’s hand as he died and led them wisely enough through the rest of the battle. It was my men who brought the madwoman’s body in. They found her up on the walls.”

“The madwoman?” She was too stupefied by his presence to understand, what he was talking about.

“The prince’s soldier—”

“Ursula el Kawakami is dead?” The conversation seemed unreal to her. Anatoly was dead; it was impossible that he was here, now, not one meter from her, regarding her with his beautiful, expressive eyes.

“You hadn’t heard? Diana.” He reached out and caught her wrist and drew her down beside him. He was warm and solid. She pressed her face against his chest. He smelled of smoke. “It’s all right, Diana. I know what you’re thinking. The prince’s entourage must return to Jeds, and your Company with them. I know that you have to go with them. Grandmother still thinks I married beneath me, but she doesn’t understand that you’re a Singer, that the gods have called you. How else could you be both yourself and the Daughter of the Sun? Or Mekhala, or Mekhala’s sister, or the youngest daughter of the headwoman? Or the mother who saves her child? So I understand that the greater honor is mine, for gaining you. But you don’t need to worry, Diana. I know what we can do. I’ll ask Bakhtiian to send me and my jahar to Jeds. Someone must protect his wife’s possessions until she can come to claim them. Someone must act as regent. Grandmother likes the idea. It’s an honor well due to our family. Then you and I can stay together, in Jeds.”

She tilted her head back. He looked so damnably optimistic, like they all did, because they thought that their gods had granted them the right to rule their world. And who was to say that it wasn’t true? Certainly, Tess Soerensen and her brother had come down from the heavens and now even more than before were prepared to push the balance in favor of the jaran.

“But we’re not going back to Jeds. We’re going far away, far across the ocean, back to Erthe, where we came from. Anatoly.” Already she felt stripped to the bone with misery. It hurt to have to tell him, while he was holding her this close. He looked bewildered by her anguish. He was so sure there was some solution when there wasn’t one and never could have been one. “That journey can’t be taken twice, Anatoly. Once I go, I can never come back.”

“But, Diana—”

“Oh, you could go with me, perhaps, if Tess Soerensen agreed, but you’d have to leave the tribes forever.” Her chest was so tight, her throat so choked with emotion, that she found herself breathing hard. She could not catch her breath. But she had to make him understand how final it was, that there was no hope. That she had no choice. “You’d have to leave your jahar. You could never come back either. You’re right, about the gods. They called me to be an actor. I can’t turn away from that, no matter how much I might want to stay with you here.” She faltered, because his expression frightened her.

Suddenly he embraced her and held her hard against him. She tightened her arms around him and just hung on, for the longest time, forever.

“You mean it,” he said finally, but she could not see his face as they lay together on the carpet. “There is nothing I can say, nothing I can suggest, that will change your mind. I can’t come with you. You can’t stay here. There’s no hope even of finding a place between your land and mine, in Jeds.”

“No hope,” she whispered, wanting never to let him go. He broke free of her and gently pulled away from her grasp. Standing up, he pulled on his boots and sorted out his clothes from the chest and rolled them up in a blanket with a few odds and ends and his scraps of embroidery. She scrambled up to stand beside him. “Anatoly—?”

“Then let it be a clean break, and a swift one.” He took her by the shoulders and kissed her once on each cheek, in the formal style. “Good-bye, Diana. I will always love you. But you must do as the gods have called you to do, and so must I.”

And he left.

All that night, all she did was walk from her tent to the main tent and back again; from her tent to the main tent and back again. Quinn came out and walked two circuits with her without speaking a word, and then left to go to bed. Later, in the middle of the night, Gwyn appeared and walked beside her for a time, and before dawn, Hal, from her tent to the main tent and back again.

At dawn, she took down her tent and stowed what she had brought from Earth in a single chest. Gwyn came over, and in the end he persuaded her to let him help carry the rolled-up tent and chest and pillows. They arrived at the Sakhalin encampment just in time: Mother Sakhalin was checking all the wagons. She turned, seeing Diana, and beckoned her over.

“Mother Sakhalin,” said Diana. She did not want to play this scene, but she had to. She made herself play it as if she was on the stage. “Because I must leave the jaran, and your grandson, I thought it only right to return these things to you.” She risked a glance around and prayed that she would not see him. If she saw him, then everything would go for nothing. If she saw him, she would break down into tears and beg him to give up everything he knew and loved and come with her to Earth.

“Anatoly and his jahar rode out last night,” said Mother Sakhalin in a cold voice. “With Bakhtiian’s blessing. They rode south, to join up with my nephew’s army.”

Ah, Goddess, he had meant what he said, that the clean, swift break was the best one. She felt sick to the very core of her heart. She did not know what to say, but Gwyn, good soul that he was, asked Mother Sakhalin in a polite voice which wagons the tent and chest and pillows ought to go in.

She pointed. “In the jaran,” she said to Diana as Gwyn carried the other things away, “a woman is married to a man for as long as the mark remains on her face, or he lives. What am I to tell my grandson?”

Diana felt crushed under the weight of Mother Sakhalin’s withering stare. The old woman hated her, that was clear, for breaking her favorite grandchild’s heart. And why shouldn’t she hate her? Mother Sakhalin had known all along that Anatoly should never have married her.

“Tell him,” she said, and choked on the words, “tell him that I love him still.” She meant to say more, but her voice failed.

Gwyn returned. He held in his hand a small, supple leather pouch. “Di.” He faltered. “These fell out of the pillows.” He opened the flap to show her the loot, the necklace, bracelet, and earrings that Anatoly had sent her.

“Those you must keep,” said Mother Sakhalin. “I insist upon it. It would be rude beyond belief and forgiving to return them to him, who risked his life to gain them for you.”

“But—” Diana fished in the pouch and drew out one of the earrings. “Give this to him. Please. To remember me by. So he’ll have one, and I’ll have one. I—” She cast an anguished glance at Gwyn, pleading for help.

But it was Mother Sakhalin who had mercy on her. “Go on, then. We’re leaving now. There’s no more time for this. I’ll take the earring and I’ll see that he gets it.” She took the earring and turned away, just like that.

“Come on, Di,” said Gwyn gently. “We may as well go. I’m so sorry.”

And that was it. That was the end.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

THEY LAID URSULA’S BODY, shrouded in a simple linen winding-cloth and topped by her beloved helmet and her torn, bloodied surcoat, on the pyre at the feet of the man she had followed here. It was fitting that Ursula be burned. She had died in battle, fighting for the jaran. As for the other corpse—well, Sonia hoped the gods would forgive them for the impiety.

He had, at least, been a soldier, and he had died fighting for his people—khaja though they might be; that ought to satisfy the gods. She only hoped his spirit would not take offense at the substitution. She had made sure that the necklace of gold beads he wore had been left with him, so that he might go to the heavens with something familiar and not just the shroud of the Prince of Jeds.

One of the actors sang a haunting song in farewell. David ben Unbutu spoke a long prayer. Most of them wept, even though Sonia did not think they had loved Ursula overmuch. More than anything, she thought they were simply shocked that Ursula had died. As if they thought that Ursula couldn’t die, that none of them could die. Sonia made a sign against Grandmother Night, for even contemplating such a blasphemous thought. Certainly they did not weep for the prince, All of them knew, as she knew, as Ilya knew, that Charles Soerensen had not died but simply given up Jeds in order to return to his mother’s homeland of Erthe.

Dry-eyed, Tess put the torch to the wood, and it caught. Farther off, ambassadors attended, and etsanas and dyans, out of respect for the dead prince, and behind them, farther still, a knot of soldiers, riders and a few Farisa auxiliaries, who attended out of respect for the woman who had led them. Karkand smoldered behind them and, in some places, still burned.

Flames leapt up the pyre and engulfed the two bodies. The scent of ulyan permeated the air. Tess moved back to stand beside Ilya, and Sonia went over to her and put an arm around her, supporting her. Tess still suffered from exhaustion; she had not yet gotten over her ride of two days past.

“Poor Ursula,” said Tess to the air. “I hope it was quick.”

They stood there for a while longer. The fire fanned heat over them in waves, and at last the smoke drove them back.

“We’ll go home,” said Sonia.

“Yes,” said Tess. Together, they walked a few paces. First Sonia halted, then Tess. Beyond, others moved away as well, seeing that the formal ceremony was over. The actors walked off en masse. The golden-haired Singer wept copiously, and three of the others surrounded her as guards might, fending off the world. Ambassadors trailed away. David and the remaining members of Soerensen’s party circled the pyre a final time and left without looking back.

“Are you coming?” asked Sonia, since Ilya had not moved.

“No,” he said, watching the flames. “Not yet.”

And it was true, Sonia reflected, that for Ilya this was a farewell to Charles Soerensen. He could hardly expect to see him again. Certainly Tess did not expect her brother to ever return, and even with the Jedan fleet, Sonia doubted that Ilya would ever have the opportunity or the means to sail across the vast oceans to a land as distant as Erthe.

“Given more time,” said Tess softly, “I think they would have become friends. At least, they understood each other.”

“Understanding,” said Sonia, “is truly one of the most precious gifts. You look tired, Tess.”

“I am.”

“Well, then, leave him here to do what he must.”

“It reminds me,” said Tess, and her voice cracked just a little, “of the baby.”

“If the gods are merciful,” said Sonia, “then they will grant you many children.”

“Are the gods merciful?” Tess asked, an odd note in her voice.

“The gods are just,” said Sonia, “and their justice is sometimes harsh, but it is their mercy which sustains us.”

Ilya still had not moved: The pyre seemed to fascinate him, or else it merely gave a focus for his thoughts—whatever they might be. Sonia drew Tess forward, and they left him there alone to say farewell.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

BAKHTIIAN HELD COURT IN the ashes of Karkand.

“An impressive show,” said Laissa, drawing aside the curtain of her litter. She gazed out on the desolation that had once been the royal city of the kingdom of Habakar and at the white tent staked out and surrounded by carpets and, beyond the carpets, a flat stretch of ground that had once been a marketplace. Bakhtiian and his wife—now the Prince of Jeds—sat under the awning, elevated on a dais. One by one, they called embassies before them. One by one, embassies knelt at the base of the dais and gave gifts and were sent away with scrolls bound with gold braid, signed by the hand of Bakhtiian himself.

Six days after the final assault, the city lay stark and ruined under a clear sky. Karkand had seemed huge before, but burned and razed its endless fields of ash and shattered masonry and blackened walls and broken towers just seemed to stretch on and on and on. Yesterday it had rained, and the drizzle had chased the last pall of smoke from the air. It still smelled of smoke and ash and burnt things, here in the city, but a chilly dampness overlaid it. The cold season was sweeping down on Habakar.

“Why impressive?” asked Jiroannes, turning away from this depressing scene to look at his wife. Beneath her sheer veil she looked impossibly serene.

“Every ambassador who comes before Bakhtiian today will see this, and know that he and his people must fear Bakhtiian’s wrath. You would do well, Jiroannes, to consider wisely when it comes time to accept whatever treaty Bakhtiian offers to your Great King.”

“Your King as well, now that you are my wife,” he snapped.

“I may place my allegiance where I please,” she said, untroubled by his outburst, “since that is the right of every man or woman born into the House of the Lion and the Moon, the most noble of all royal lines of Habakar. Mother Sakhalin came to me last night and said that she and Bakhtiian had come to an agreement, that they would ask me and my cousin, who is father to the child Melatina—the girl who is to marry Prince Mitya—to act as regents in Habakar in concert with two jaran Elders until the young prince and his bride come of age.”

Jiroannes had a sudden sinking feeling that there was a great deal going on in the camp that he was not privy to. He had not seen Mitya for days and days, not since before Laissa had poisoned Samae. Did Bakhtiian truly think so little of the Great King of Vidiya that he would snub the King’s ambassador like this, and take this Habakar princess into his confidence and his trust? Did Bakhtiian’s intelligence net spread so wide that he knew that in truth the Great King did little more than hunt and luxuriate in the women’s quarters, overseeing not his lands and his army but the innumerable petty quarrels that erupted every day in the kennels and the harem? The Great King did not want to go to war. Indeed, Jiroannes doubted he was capable of leading an army, or even of presiding over one. His mother had poisoned or strangled all of his half brothers and male cousins, to leave him free of that sort of intrigue, but the Queen Mother was dead now, and upon her death he had banished all of the ministers she had so carefully chosen for him and installed his cronies, each and every one of them young princes and noblemen of similar dissipated habits to his own. His one living sibling, Her Highness the Princess Eriania, he indulged shamelessly, going so far as to let her ride out to the hunt with him and his entourage, and everyone knew she kept her own harem in imitation of the men, but for all that, she was more of a man than he was. Which man did Jiroannes respect more, Bakhtiian or the Great King? It was no contest.

“Thought becomes you,” said Laissa.

He hated her at that moment, for her mocking superiority and her patronizing way of talking to him.

“Jiroannes,” she said on a sigh, “you are scarcely more than a boy. It’s no wonder the young prince likes you. Don’t bridle up at me like that. You’re intelligent. Certainly you’re ambitious, or you would never have thought to marry me. Surely you and I can work together, rather than at odds, despite all the years there are between us and the difference in our stations. I must have a husband. Clearly, you need an older head than your own to guide your actions until you’ve grown a few years wiser than you are now.”

“How dare you address me in this impertinent fashion!” he demanded, and faltered, seeing that his anger did not frighten her anymore. She was secure. Oh, she might have to endure his attentions in the bed, but that lasted but a small part of each day. The servants obeyed her; the jaran honored her; she was free of her servitude to her God, although she still prayed three times each day with apparent piety.

Maybe Laissa was right.

“I will never care for your attentions in bed,” she added, as if she had read his mind, “but I will accept them as I must, and once I have borne you a healthy son, we can negotiate for secondary wives, and certainly choose a few pretty concubines for your pleasure.”

He did not trust her in this placating mood. Why should he, indeed, after what she had done to Samae? She could as easily poison him, he supposed, though he had Jat tasting all his food these days, before he ate anything. Of all his entourage, he trusted only Syrannus now. Even his guards showed a partiality for Laissa, because she had busied herself about their camp in her managing way, setting it all into an order that pleased her and presumably them as well.

She leaned out a little farther. A net woven with tiny jewels and silver thread covered her hair and from it draped the veil and a shawl of fine embroidered citron silk, falling down over her shoulders to her hips. Her robes slid around her, revealing the curve of a breast and then concealing it again as the fabric shifted and she bent forward.

“Syrannus,” she said. “Announce us. We will be seen now.”

We will be seen now. As if she could simply dictate to Bakhtiian that he interrupt his business in order for her to come before him. As if they would not have to wait, just as the other ambassadors had always to do, as Jiroannes had always done; as embassies did now, shivering in their robes and cloaks as a damp wind blew, shuffling their feet in the black ash that coated the ground and their shoes. They all looked nervous. Well might they be nervous. Now that Bakhtiian had so thoroughly defeated the armies of powerful Habakar—though it was rumored that in the far south the Xiriki-khai province still held out against one of his generals—no one knew where he meant to turn his eyes and his sword next.

Syrannus padded back to them, escorted by one of Bakhtiian’s personal guard. “Bakhtiian sends his greetings, princess,” he said, “and hopes you will honor him with your presence.”

Astounded, Jiroannes could only follow silently in Laissa’s wake. Syrannus walked beside him. Mercifully, the old man kept his thoughts to himself.

They stepped off ash and onto the bright carpets surrounding the court. The gold banner rode on the wind at the top of a single column, standing to the left of the tent. At the center, raised on a dais draped with cloth embroidered with birds and horses, Bakhtiian and his wife sat on silk pillows. Mitya sat next to Bakhtiian, attended by his aunt, and next to Tess Soerensen sat Bakhtiian’s niece Nadine Orzhekov, looking as bad-tempered as always. A fair young man sat beside her; Jiroannes did not recognize him, but he was clearly a prince, prettily decked out in a beautifully embroidered shirt caught in at the waist with a belt of embossed gold plates, his neck wreathed in gold necklaces. Even the hilt and sheath of his saber were plated with gold.

To Jiroannes’s shock, Bakhtiian rose and stepped down from the dais to come forward and greet Laissa. “Your highness,” he said. A jaran woman came forward and offered Laissa a hand, to help her out of her litter. She accepted the hand gravely and climbed out gracefully enough, and thanked the woman, who then retreated.

“Where is Mother Sakhalin?” she asked. “I haven’t seen her for several days.”

“She has ridden south.”

“Ah.

“I hope, your highness, that you will sit beside Mitya.”

“I would be honored,” replied Laissa.

For one wild moment, Jiroannes had the improbable idea that she actually liked and respected these barbarians. But surely not. She was no fool, he knew that well enough, and she could see where her interests lay: with the jaran, of course.

Bakhtiian escorted her back to the dais and two women helped her up. Mitya sat with his head bowed, blushing faintly. Poor boy. Was she truly to be his regent? Jiroannes hoped Bakhtiian would employ a slave to taste the boy’s food. On the other hand, surely Laissa would not do anything so stupid. If she poisoned Mitya, she would have Bakhtiian’s wrath to face, and she herself could see right here, around her, how ruthless Bakhtiian was willing to be.

“Ambassador.”

Jiroannes started. Bakhtiian still stood there, regarding him with an amused expression on his face. On the level, Jiroannes was surprised to find that they were of equal height. Presiding over his court, riding out with his army, Bakhtiian seemed much—bigger.

“You will attend me now,” finished Bakhtiian. He returned to the dais. Jiroannes followed him forward and waited. “Ah, thank you, Kirill.” Bakhtiian took a scroll from one of his captains. He handed it to his wife, who unrolled it and smoothed it out. Jiroannes risked a glance at her. She was pale, but her face was set and strong, and she wore a signet ring on her middle left finger and a heavy gold chain around her neck.

“To my brother, the Great King of Vidiya,” said Bakhtiian, appearing to read from the scroll, “I send this message. By the power that Mother Sun and Father Wind have invested in us throughout our own realms and through the realms of the great world, let this be known: that we wish only to live in peace and to rejoice in the good things of life and to act for good, and that those who speak to us of war will find war, and those who speak to us of peace will find peace.

“These things, I grant between us, as long as there is peace between us: the borders as they stand now, to the full extent of the Habakar kingdom and her provinces; free trade over the pass south of the city of Targana; safe passage for merchants and envoys and couriers. To show your understanding of my decree, you may send to the jaran gifts, and ten young women and ten young men of noble birth to attend my court, so that our people and yours may come to know one another.”

Hostages. Jiroannes noted that Bakhtiian said nothing about sending young jaran men or women to the Vidiyan court, though doubtless the Great King would be amused by a jaran concubine.

“For our part, as we honor our brother, we send to you—”

Bakhtiian paused, quite deliberately, and looked at Jiroannes, clearly expecting him, as ambassador, to suggest a suitable gift. Jiroannes glanced toward Laissa, and she gave him a slight nod, almost as if she was encouraging him. Well, probably it wouldn’t be wise to ask for a concubine. It must be a gift that honored the Great King, and yet a gift that Bakhtiian would not interpret as tribute, going from himself to Vidiya.

“Horses,” said Jiroannes abruptly, remembering the fine mare that Mitya rode. “A fine gray stallion for the Great King, and a gray mare for Her Royal Highness, his sister.”

“Yes,” said Bakhtiian. His wife wrote in with her own hand the decree, appending it to the letter.

Laissa nodded at Jiroannes. He even caught a glimpse of her smiling, under the gauze of her veil. Did she actually approve of his choice?

“… and a gray mare for Her Royal Highness, his sister,” Bakhtiian was saying, repeating the words his wife had written down. He took in a breath and looked up at the sky, clear and blue above them. “When by the power of the heavens the whole world from the rising of the sun to the setting of the sun shall be at one in peace, then so shall we all be at peace. You may believe that your country is far away, but not so far away that we cannot ride there. You may believe that your mountains are high beyond measure, but not so high that we cannot cross them. You may believe that the seas are vast, but not so broad that our ships cannot sail them. The gods who live in the heavens will make what was difficult easy, and what was far away, near.”

He fell silent. The court fell silent, waiting on him. Like a faint echo of his words, Jiroannes heard the sound of falling rock; perhaps some wall had tumbled down, out there in the wasteland that was all that remained of Karkand.

Bakhtiian took the pen from his wife and signed the letter. He rolled it up absently. “I’ll send Venedikt Grekov and his jahar as envoy and escort, with the ambassador,” he said.

Half the court swiveled their heads to look at the fair young man who sat beside Nadine Orzhekov, then looked away. Bakhtiian’s niece smiled, but made no comment.

“Who is next?” said Bakhtiian, turning to his ministers. “Ah, the embassy from Parkilnous.”

Tess Soerensen glanced up. “Good. It’s the closest port. If we can manage it, I’d like to send the Company and the rest of Charles’s party back to Jeds from there.”

Bakhtiian regarded her for a moment, looking puzzled by her words. If we can manage it. How should they not manage it? Jiroannes thought. Bakhtiian was master here, and Parkilnous, however powerful and rich it might be, was simply an independent city-state, not a great kingdom like Habakar.

“Ambassador.” Bakhtiian leaned forward and offered the scroll to Jiroannes. “You may leave in the morning for Vidiya. I will send Venedikt Grekov to you at dawn. Treat him with honor. His nephew is my niece’s husband.”

Jiroannes bowed and retreated. Laissa, the bitch, remained where she was, beside Mitya, but Jiroannes had no choice but to leave court with Syrannus. On his way out, he passed the Parkilnous embassy coming in. They were so heavily laden with tribute that it took thirty strong men to carry all the gifts.

At dusk, Jat came in to him.

“Eminence, the prince has come and hopes to see you.”

Jiroannes leapt up at once. “Show him in. Bring us tea, and food, Jat. Syrannus, you will taste it for us today.”

Syrannus bowed. Jat bowed and left, and a moment later he showed Mitya in.

The boy still wore his court clothes, which were rich and looked heavy to wear. Jiroannes offered him a chair, and after hesitating, Mitya sat.

“I suppose I’ll have to get used to sitting in chairs,” he said. “I’m sorry you’re leaving.”

“I must go.”

“I know.” He brightened. “But the journey isn’t too long, is it? It won’t take you above two or three years to return, will it?”

“To return?”

“But the princess said that you were coming back to be my chief minister. After all, since she is staying in Habakar, of course you will have to return—”

“She is staying in Habakar!”

Together, as if by mutual consent, they lapsed into silence.

Jat brought tea and cakes and delicately carved slices of fruit, all arranged pleasingly on a silver tray. Then he retreated to the shadowed corner.

“I thought—it isn’t my right to ask—I wondered where—” Mitya broke off and stared at his hands. He murmured her name under his breath, so softly that if Jiroannes hadn’t been expecting it, he wouldn’t have heard it. “Samae.”

Laissa, with her usual expediency, had had her servants dispose of the body. These days, there were so many, it was easy to lose one. Jiroannes felt cold all through him, and a sudden pity for Mitya, whose face betrayed clearly enough that he had cared for Samae, slave though she was.

Hesitant, Mitya went on. “I asked Princess Laissa about her, but she said that—that Samae had displeased her and that she had been forced to give her to new masters. Is it true?”

“I’m sorry, Mitya,” Jiroannes said, stumbling over the words. How could he explain? He could not—especially since Laissa had managed to both lie and tell the truth at the same time. Clearly she was experienced in court intrigue. He forced himself to go on. “Once I married, the females in my house came under my wife’s jurisdiction. I cannot interfere.” The lie tore at his throat, he who had learned from the words of the prophets that lies were evil, who saw how terribly the words hurt Mitya. “You couldn’t have married her, my prince, and her presence—since she is not a jaran woman, and bound to laws not your own … it would only complicate your life.” The poor boy fought himself, trying to keep his expression controlled; Jiroannes ached to see him suffer so. “She is a slave, Mitya, and in her land, by the laws of her gods, she can never be anything but a slave.”

Mitya’s hands lay in fists on his thighs. He did not move except to bow his head so that shadows covered it. In the uncertain light of the lantern, Jiroannes could no longer read his expression.

“But she cared for you, Mitya…” He faltered.

Silence lay over them as heavy as sorrow.

From outside, he heard a woman laugh and a guard curse, and a goat bleat, and the ring of bridle as a troop of horsemen passed by.

Mitya stood up abruptly. “You’re not coming back,” he said.

“I don’t—I didn’t think—”

“No, I’m not accusing you. I’m not angry. Of course you want to return to your own land.” He strode to the entrance, but hesitated there, facing out toward the camp, as if he did not know how to say farewell.

Jiroannes was struck by a reckless urge. Of course he would want to return to his own land: Back to the endless, cruel intrigues at the Great King’s court, where his uncle lived on sufferance and he himself walked the veriest tightrope between royal favor and banishment to the provinces, where a man who did not die from swamp fever was in any case doomed to poverty, since banishment brought with it a ban on all the luxuries that made life worth living. Or he could leave Vidiya forever and come to live in Habakar, where his wife was regent and his patron and friend would be, in four short years, the reigning king.

Jiroannes rose from his chair and hurried over to the entrance. Mitya turned back, to face him, with his pale, young face and his unconsciously arrogant carriage. “I would be honored to act as your chief minister, Prince Mitya.” Then, on impulse, Jiroannes knelt in front of the boy, as any man kneels in front of his sovereign lord. “When this duty is discharged, I will leave my country and return here to serve you.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

THE RAINS BROUGHT A second flowering to Habakar, turning the grass green and encouraging late flowers to bud and open, but frost soon killed it. The army left, in its wake, pasture eaten down to dirt and villages that would have been stripped of their winter stores if Tess had not forcefully pointed out to Bakhtiian that the legacy of such an action would be a revolt by the Habakar people against Mitya.

“I don’t understand,” said Ilya as they sat under the awning of her tent in the late afternoon, “not truly, why your brother would leave Jeds forever, forsake his power there, to return to a place where at best he might hope by the time he dies to make some incursions against a power he claims is far greater than his own, and at worst expect to be killed for his trouble.”

“Because Erthe is where his heart lies,” replied Tess. The towers of Birat caught the last golden rays of the sun, gleaming against a backdrop of snow-laden mountains to the west.

“But not yours.”

She sipped at her tea, cupping the ceramic mug—it was of Farisa make—in her hands and letting the steam that curled up from the depths warm her face. “Well, it is the land where I was born. But when I think of it now, I think of being ten years old with my parents dead. I think of being sent back to study there, by Charles, and being so lonely, and hating it. This is my home, here—well—” She squinted toward Birat and the mountains. “Not here, not Habakar, but Jeds, and the plains.”

He leaned across and touched her on the knee. “We’ll go back to the plains, my heart, once I’ve set things in order here. We can have a child there, Tess, on the plains.”

She bowed her head and lowered the mug to nestle in her lap. “I don’t know,” she whispered, not wanting to tell him that probably they could never have a child, knowing what it meant to him. Not wanting to say it aloud, knowing what it meant to her.

“It’s early still.” He withdrew his hand. “We won’t speak of it now.”

They sat in silence for a time. Birat’s fields lay at peace beyond, harvested. A few bore the green sprigs of winter wheat, growing apace already. Canals glittered in a net of pathways that crisscrossed in the fields, reminding Tess of the saboteur network that she and Rajiv and the others were going to build, here, in Jeds, in Morava. The army spread out around them, but it was halved in size, now; Mother Sakhalin had gone south to her nephew, and other troops had gone in other directions, south to aid Sakhalin, north to investigate word of a revolt. Kirill Zvertkov had led a troop ahead, west, toward Parkilnous, escorting the city’s embassy back and laying the ground for Bakhtiian’s arrival.

“Tess,” said Ilya, and stopped.

“What is it?” Then she looked at him.

He would not look at her, at first, like any modest jaran man would not, faced with a woman not of his own family, but finally he lifted his eyes to her face. “Do you think the gods know that I killed my own father? But if they do, then why would they still grant me their favor?”

“But he wasn’t your father.”

“Not by our laws. But by the laws you insisted I acknowledge in claiming Vasha as my son, I am certain that Khara Roskhel was my father.”

“I’m sorry, then, not for Vasha’s sake, but for yours. I’m sorry you killed anyone, that anyone has ever died and will ever die because of choices that other people make for them. But isn’t that the nature of war? I’m not sure it ever accomplishes anything but killing, and yet we turn to it again and again, even Charles, knowing that any rebellion he leads will in the end be no different in kind than what you’ve done in the coastal princedoms and in Habakar.”

“But once we unite the lands, and his rebellion succeeds, then there will be peace,” said Ilya reasonably. “I would like to visit Erthe someday. Your philosophers are very different from ours. Do they have an elixir for long life there?”

She started and almost spilled her tea. “What makes you ask that?”

“Oh, that Habakar philosopher the old king sent us as an ambassador, he said that while he had means of protecting life, he had none to prolong it, but that he had heard that there is a country that lies along the Golden Road where the magicians brew such an elixir. I thought perhaps the philosophers of Erthe knew something of it.”

“Ah. Well. Perhaps they do. I’m not a philosopher.” Now it was her turn to falter. “Ilya.”

He said nothing, only watched her, forcing her to speak.

“We can’t send a regent to Jeds. I have to go.”

At once, his expression shuttered.

“You know it’s true, Ilya. You know I have to go, to establish my power there, so that they can see me and acknowledge me. I haven’t been in Jeds for years and years. They’ll have no way to recognize me, not truly, except by this ring and the chain. Well, Baron Santer and some of the other officials at court will probably recognize me, but I was a child when they last saw me. Tell me you see that I have to go, Ilya.” Her voice broke on the last sentence.

“So your brother wins what he wanted, in the end.” He stood up, that abruptly, and walked off the carpet. Twenty paces away from the tent, two guards fell in on either side of him. They vanished into the camp.

“Oh, God,” said Tess, and started to cry, not just because of him but because ever since the baby had died everything made her cry easily.

Children’s laughter rang through the camp.

“Tess! Tess! Come quickly.”

Vasha and Katya and Galina raced into view and they halted, panting and giggling, on her carpet.

“Come on!” cried Katya, tugging at Tess’s arm and spilling the remains of the tea on Tess’s trouser leg and onto the carpet.

“Tess, why are you crying?” Vasha asked. At once the three children hushed and heaved themselves down beside Tess with such attitudes of attentive concern that Tess could not help but laugh at their grave faces.

“It’s nothing,” she said, wiping her eyes.

“Well, then!” exclaimed Katya, leaping up again. “You must come now!”

“Where is—?” Vasha faltered. He never called Ilya anything, not Uncle, not Ilya, not Bakhtiian and certainly never Father, except to leave a pause where his name went.

Tess waved vaguely in the direction Ilya had gone, not trusting her voice.

“I’ll find him,” said Galina, and jumped up and ran away.

Tess allowed Vasha and Katya to tug her up and drag her toward Sonia’s tent. “But what’s going on?” Tess demanded.

On the other side of Sonia’s tent, out of sight of Tess’s own awning, Josef Raevsky stood with his saber drawn and little Ivan’s hand covering his own on the hilt. Ilya arrived just in time to watch with the others as Josef, with Vania’s hand guiding his, marked Sonia with his saber, drawing the line of marriage down her cheek, parallel to the scar that had marked her first marriage to Mikhal Yakhov.

Tess burst into tears. A moment later she felt Ilya beside her.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, sliding an arm around her back. “I’m sorry, Tess. It isn’t your brother’s fault or even his victory, but my own fault, and Her victory, who has paid me back in my own coin.”

“Oh, you idiot!” she said through her tears. “I just said I had to go there. I didn’t say I wasn’t coming back!” She broke away from him and went forward to hug Sonia.

“Well, you don’t have to cry!” exclaimed Sonia, laughing at her until her tears stopped. “After all, since I must go into seclusion, you’ll have to be in charge of the camp for the next ten days.”

“But I don’t know how to run the camp—”

“If you’d encouraged Aleksi to marry, you’d have more help, wouldn’t you?”

“Oh, thank you,” said Tess, laughing. “Where is Aleksi? He was just here.”

“He took one of the guard’s horses,” said Vasha, “and rode out that way.” He pointed, and Tess knew that in that direction lay the Veselov encampment.

“He isn’t going to mark her if I’m not there to see, is he? We’d better go.”

Sonia laid a hand on Tess’s arm, restraining her. “Tess. I think if he’d wanted you there, he would have asked you to come with him. Look how dark it is already. I don’t think Aleksi wants a public marking. There’ll be enough celebration in ten days.”

“Well,” said Tess, not knowing whether to be offended or pleased. Aleksi had been her shadow for three years, a steady, reliable presence but in his own way still insecure about his place in the Orzhekov tribe. It was encouraging to see him act on his own at last, and yet it felt odd as well. “Josef.” She kissed the blind rider on either cheek. Then she went to consult with Galina and Juli Danov about running the camp. Tonight it was not Aleksi, but Ilya, who shadowed her, sticking close by her, saying little but never letting her out of his sight.

Aleksi returned, alone, much later, but he had a smile on his face.

So they stayed outside Birat for ten days. There was a sudden flood of markings, many of them unmarried riders marking widowed women, and a great celebration at the end of that time, observed by the Habakar from their walls and their fields with apprehension and by the jagged western mountains with supreme indifference.

Aleksi astounded Bakhtiian by demanding his share of the treasure gained from the Habakar kingdom for his services to Bakhtiian, and he sent so much gold and jewels to the Veselov camp that when Svetlana was carried out to the fire to meet her new husband, she was almost as heavily laden in riches as was Sonia Orzhekov. Arina Veselov had gifted Svetlana with a good tent, much larger than Aleksi’s, and Svetlana herself gave wedding gifts to all the children and a beautiful carpet to Tess and Ilya that she and her sister had made, as her wedding gift to them.

“I don’t know,” said Cara late that evening, while dancing went on around three bonfires, “if I approve of this business of marking the women.”

“Oho,” said Tess, lifting a hand to touch her own cheek, where she was marked. “Do I detect the superior note of advanced civilizations in your words, Cara?”

“Probably,” said Cara. “I suppose we’ve just found less obviously violent ways to alter our bodies. Tess, do you want to try again for a child?”

“Try again!”

“Charles suggested it, in fact. I think you and Ilya can have a child, with some help from me. A little additional lab work on you, but since you’re coming to Jeds, we can do it there. And you’ll need a communications implant, too, and Rajiv suggests a mini-chip demi-modeler straight into the cranium with a retinal scan trigger. Charles will send a technician down for that.”

“When did Charles suggest that? About me trying again for a child?”

“The morning before he left.”

“Hmm.” Tess broke away from Cara to go forward and greet and kiss Arina Veselov, who was being carried by on a litter, and then came back. “What scheme is Charles hatching now?”

“Tess! Maybe Charles just acted out of pure sentiment.”

Tess considered the possibility. She realized that she had a hard time imagining Charles acting out of anything but expediency. “Well,” she admitted, “maybe I’m not always fair to him.”

Cara snorted. “How often are we ever fair, to others and even to ourselves? Do you want to put a call in to Charles?”

“No. I know he’s safe on Odys. I’ll wait until we can get a safe channel from Jeds. He’s a damned bastard anyway. Ilya is right. Charles accomplished what he wanted—me to leave the jaran and to accept my duties as his heir whether I wanted to or not—”

“Are you leaving the jaran?” Cara asked without a blink.

“Of course not! I mean, only to go to Jeds for as long as I have to, and I’ll have to take jaran with me, a jahar, probably—but I’ll come back to the plains as soon as I can.”

“Then, my dear, I would advise you not to exaggerate the case. Of course you must go to Jeds temporarily, but it’s become equally important that you return to the jaran.”

“Maybe Yuri was right,” said Tess, musing.

“Yuri?”

“My brother Yuri. He said that the gods had brought me to the jaran to find him, to reunite us, who were brother and sister in another life. But maybe the gods had other plans. Maybe Yuri was the jaran, what they were before I came, untouched and—oh, I don’t want to say innocent. Uncorrupted. And so in the end he died, because of what I brought to him and to them.” She shook her head. “He would have hated this.”

“The gods usually do,” replied Cara, looking grave and amused at the same time.

“Do what?”

“Have other plans.”

At first, Tess laughed, but as she stared out at the fires and the musicians and the dancing, the whirl of skirts, the flashing gleam of gold and bronze, the distant torches that rimmed the walls of Birat, she thought of Ilya, who had by his own lights and by the laws of his people already begun the corruption, long before she came. And yet, who was to say if that corruption hadn’t begun while Ilya was in Jeds, a Jeds already deeply influenced by Charles? And yet, who was to say if it hadn’t begun when a fair-haired Singer named Petre Sokolov marked an ambitious woman who didn’t want him, driven by a vision that he was granted from the heavens, of the gods-touched child that he was meant to father?

It took them ten days to cross the mountains over a high pass already coated with snow. Down they rode, into a great forest that stretched endlessly out on all sides. Through this watershed they passed and in fifteen days farther on came to a great river and the fortified city of Parkilnous.

Neither Parkilnous nor its people had any of the grace and light and elegant trappings of Habakar lands. They were a somewhat lighter race in coloring, more akin to the black-haired jaran than to their darker Habakar neighbors to the east. The river streamed by, sluggish and especially filthy downstream from the great walls that rimmed its bank. There were no suburbs spread out in harmonious lines around the inner city. All the houses and markets, palaces and great merchants’ mansions and hordes of poor, lay crammed in together within the confining walls. Hovels sprawled out beyond the gates, out on the dumping grounds for the city’s refuse and into the marshlands that bordered a tributary stream where it fed down from the forest and into the great river itself. Farther out, fields spread, each one ringed by a rough wall of stone.

The governor of Parkilnous had already opened his gates to Zvertkov’s jahar, and he came himself, barefooted and bareheaded like a penitent, to greet Bakhtiian and usher him into the city.

Parkilnous stank. Unlike the Habakar, the Parkilnese evidently had no concept of sanitation, however primitive. Tess could not bring herself to eat much of the feast laid out in her and Bakhtiian’s honor in the great hall of the palace, and the entertainment—dancing girls, jugglers, and a poor emaciated bearlike creature that a burly one-eyed man wrestled—was not much better. Then the merchants came, a representative from each house, many of them elder women, and one by one they piled gifts in front of the great conqueror and the Prince of Jeds. Tess wondered if the old women really headed their families or if the Parkilnese were simply canny enough to have seen the power Mother Sakhalin had in the jaran camp and use it now to their own advantage. Obviously, they planned to buy their way to safety. Give the barbarians enough tribute, and they would leave.

It was a relief to return to the camp at dusk, where the air didn’t reek of refuse and urine and rot, and the tents were airy and the carpets clean.

Ilya sat down with Nadine on pillows in the outer chamber, and they studied her maps.

“You see,” Nadine was saying as Galina brought in komis and tea and Tess paced back and forth along the inner wall of the tent, “David helped me get a fair measurement of the mountain pass and the forest, and I managed to talk to a ship’s captain today and got a sense of how far it is down this river to the sea and thence to Jeds.”

“By sea,” said Ilya. He drew a hand across the vast blank reaches of the parchment, south, to where Nadine judged that Jeds lay. “Jeds has many ships, that can sail up and down the coast. But ships alone or land alone will not make an empire.”

“Send me to scout it, then,” said Nadine, as if daring her uncle.

“When you’ve given me heirs,” he said calmly.

Tess almost laughed, to see Nadine’s expression change so swiftly from smugness to anger. She might as well have had sparks flying off of her. But as quickly, Tess’s amusement turned to pity. Nadine wasn’t suited to be a brood mare. Well, no woman was, to be prized for nothing but the children she could bear. “Perhaps Nadine could be regent, in Jeds, together with Baron Santer,” Tess said into their silence.

“Dina?” Ilya frowned and considered his niece. He sighed. “I wanted to install Anatoly Sakhalin as regent. He is a prince in his own right, and it would have pleased Mother Sakhalin, and I had thought that the Company meant to stay in Jeds—poor boy. Mother Sakhalin said he was heartbroken when he rode away to his uncle. That he couldn’t bear to stay, knowing his wife would leave him soon.” He cast a recriminatory glance toward Tess.

“Ilya! His sort always recovers quickly. Surely he can marry again.”

“I think,” said Ilya slowly, “that women give pretty men like Anatoly Sakhalin too little credit for intelligence and feeling. We shall see.”

“What about Jeds?” demanded Nadine.

“No.” Ilya shook his head. “Nowhere, my girl, until you’ve done your duty to me.” Fuming, Nadine rolled up her parchments and jumped to her feet. “Ah,” said Ilya, raising a finger. “You may leave if you wish, but I’ll keep the maps here for tonight.”

Nadine was too solicitous of her maps to treat them roughly. She set them gently on the table, and then stormed out of the tent.

“I don’t think Feodor is a good husband for her,” said Ilya mildly. “I have it in mind to send Niko and Juli as co-regents, to watch over Jeds with Baron Santer. Niko has always wanted to visit Jeds.”

“Niko Sibirin is a wise choice,” she agreed. She circled back to stand behind him and rested a hand on his shoulder, running her other hand through his hair. “But you could come to Jeds, Ilya. We could establish our reign, and you could strike north from Jeds. And send your armies south from here…”

He rose, went over to the table, and unrolled one of the maps. “Across lands we know nothing of? No. We’re not prepared for that yet. We need a greater army than the one I have now. I must consolidate here and then move forward. There is the Xiriki-khai province still to be won in the south, and the outlying desert cities beyond it. We must not just fight wars but build, a city for Mitya to rule from, armies of Farisa and Habakar soldiers as well as our own. We may not unite the lands between Parkilnous and Jeds while we yet live, Tess, but our heirs—” The sheen of the parchment glowed in the lantern light. He looked young, in the soft light, and all unbeknownst to him he would stay young, perhaps even for long enough to reach Jeds with his army, with all the lands between under his authority. She could not bring herself to regret the decision, what she had begged Cara to do to him, but she wondered if it had been wise. “Still, though,” Ilya continued, so focused on the map that he was oblivious to her stare, “we must send merchants and envoys south from here, and with their intelligence we can trace the route along which we can march our armies.”

“But, Ilya, if it was only for a year, why couldn’t you come with me?”

For the longest time, he stared at the table, as if its swirling grain fascinated him. At first, he spoke to it, not to her. “No. I—Tess—” He took in a deep breath and turned to her. “I have to make my peace with the tribes, with the Elders, with Mother Sakhalin and my own aunt. I have to tell them the truth. I have to stand before them as I wasn’t willing to or brave enough to eleven years ago, or even three years past at the great gathering of tribes at the khayan-sarmiia. I must tell them of the bargain I made with Grandmother Night. They alone can judge me, and choose whether they wish to follow me any farther.”

Ilya always managed to stand so that the light lent him grace and power, as if the light itself existed on this earth in order to illuminate him. He had radiance, which quality can never be learned but only given. It was hard for Tess to imagine that the tribes might repudiate him now, but then, he had broken more than one of their holiest laws.

“Your father was right, you know, about his vision,” she said. “About you.” She crossed to him and laid her hands on his chest. “When I come back, we’ll have a child.”

“Two,” he said instantly, and then embraced her and just held her. He was warm and so close that they might almost as well have been one person. “Tess,” he whispered, “haven’t two new moons passed since you were delivered of the baby?”

“Yes. Why?” But she laughed even as she asked the question, knowing what he meant by it. “Yes, Ilya,” she said, and kissed him.

Two days later, they boarded the ship: Tess and Aleksi and his new family; the Bharentous Repertory Company; and what was left of Charles’s party: Cara and Jo and Maggie and Rajiv. Hal Bharentous and Gwyn Jones carried between them the litter on which Vasil Veselov lay, his face drawn with pain and his beauty forever mutilated by an ugly scar. Until he got to space, of course, where it could easily enough be repaired.

Poor Karolla walked behind her husband, her face set. She was hugely pregnant. A great argument had ensued over whether Karolla could bring her tent. In the end, Tess had told Owen she would herself pay for any extra weight charges and that Karolla might bring anything she damned well pleased. The gods alone knew how difficult life was going to be for her, torn away from the tribes, without stripping her of all her worldly goods that might anchor her in the strange new world she was going to. Tess wondered if Karolla had had a choice whether to go; a real choice, that is, not just Vasil convincing her that, of course, she would go with him. But Tess was glad Vasil was leaving, for Ilya’s sake. For her own peace of mind. Diana Brooke-Holt came after, holding the hands of the two children. Diana looked pallid and fragile. Tess noted how solicitous many of the other members of the Company were toward her.

On the other shallow river ship, Niko and Juli and two of their grandchildren and various of their train and one hundred riders boarded. The horses, disliking it, were led below. On the shore, David huddled over a map with Nadine. Maggie hailed him, and he started and glanced up. There was an awkward moment, one could tell by the way he stared at Nadine, and then they said good-bye without touching and he hurried up the ramp, hands clenched. He came and stood beside Tess on the deck.

On the shore, Ilya waited, he with his jahar arrayed gloriously behind him and his gold banner whipping in the breeze that skirled in off the river, rising with the dawn. What words did they need here? They had said what was in their hearts many times.

She watched him. He watched her. The captain of the ship bellowed orders. The ramps scraped up over rails. Ropes were cast free, and with poles they thrust themselves away from the dock, and then the stroke for the oars called out, a steady, pleasing pattern.

The docks receded. Beside her, David wiped a tear from his cheek and farther along, Diana clutched the railing and stared at the gap opening between her and the jaran. Karolla Arkhanov knelt beside her husband, not looking back, but her children did.

Tess turned away from the railing, finally, leaving David and Diana and the others to stare until a broad curve in the river hid Parkilnous and the jaran army from their sight. She went to help Karolla. What need had she to linger there, to mark for one final time all that was being left behind?

After all, she was coming back.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

KAROLLA GAVE BIRTH TO a healthy son the day after they sailed into Jeds. She named the child Anton. Her husband was too wracked by pain and the agony of the voyage to be aware of much beyond the fact that she had delivered the child. Diana also suspected that Dr. Hierakis had Vasil drugged, but she was not privy to the councils of the Prince of Jeds and her retinue.

They spent forty days in Jeds, and Diana had, thank the Goddess, no time to dwell on anything except work. Owen drove them through rehearsals and arranged a series of performances that included “The Jaran Diptych,” as he and Ginny called the folktales. When Diana wasn’t rehearsing, she took care of Valentin and Ilyana, who were not as overawed by Jeds as Diana had feared they might be. On the other hand, they had seen Hamrat and Karkand, so they knew now what a city was. Only in that small space of time between winding down from the night’s performance or rehearsal and actually falling asleep did she have leisure to brood.

“Diana, my dear,” said Dr. Hierakis one night, “whatever are you doing out here?”

Jeds had a mild climate, and even at midnight in winter, with the winds blowing in off the bay, Diana did not need a cloak to walk the battlements. Although a cloak might have lent more drama to her situation. “I can’t sleep,” she said as she turned to greet the doctor and her companion.

“Ah,” said the doctor, and Diana wasn’t sure whether to be annoyed or grateful for the tone of the word. “You haven’t met Dr. Kinzer. She just arrived.”

Dr. Kinzer was a heavyset woman with wicked blue eyes. Diana shook her hand reflexively. “How do you do?”

“Glad to get off that choppy bay,” said Dr. Kinzer with a laugh. “I don’t have sea legs.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know your connection here …” Diana trailed off, feeling stupid.

“Owen Zerentous brought me in to look at a trauma case. Spinal injury. Quite a mess, from the preliminary imaging I’ve seen.”

“Oh,” said Diana. “Owen brought you in to look at Vasil. Can you—fix him?”

Kinzer smiled easily. “I imagine so. I can only do a preliminary operation in these conditions, though. The reconstruction work will come later, on Earth.”

“Dr. Kinzer,” said Dr. Hierakis dryly, “is one of our foremost experts on spinal cord trauma. Owen is spending a good deal of credit on Vasil Veselov. I hope he appreciates it.”

“Who, Owen? I’m sure he does, but then, when he’s in the grip of an obsession like this one … oh, you meant Vasil.”

Dr. Hierakis nodded. “Yes, I meant Vasil, who will probably never think but that he deserved it. Are you going to stay with the Company, Diana?”

“Of course!” The anger hit with the force of storm waters. “What point is there in anything if I don’t stay with the Company? Oh, I know what you meant—if we tour out into Chapalii space, but as long as it’s theater, what do I care? As long as I’m working, as long as we’re touring, it doesn’t matter where I am, and I’m used to Owen and Ginny, and we do marvelous work and—” She broke off, aware all at once of how strident her voice had become.

There was a pause.

“It’s an odd view, in a way,” said Dr. Kinzer kindly, walking over to the battlements. “I’m not used to the lack of lights. And it’s remarkably quiet.” Together, they listened.

Diana could hear the lap of the waters on the rocks below and not much else. A woman was singing in the palace, in a room that opened out onto the battlements. In a pleasant if rather thin voice, she sang the words to a jaran song, something cheerful and tender about a baby’s laughter and a brand new foal.

“That’s Svetlana,” continued the doctor, as if aware that Diana would rather not think, much less talk. “She helps poor Karolla at night. What a pleasant, capable young woman she is. I’m so pleased, for Aleksi’s sake.” Then she paused and peered through the darkness at Diana. The moon gave pale light to her face, framing her dark curls against the night-gray of her skin. “I’m sorry, Diana.”

Diana had taught herself to close up the instant she began to think of—anything but what was safe to think of. “Poor Karolla,” Diana repeated. “What do you think of Jeds, Dr. Kinzer?”

“I really did just arrive. The palace is nice—what I’ve seen of it.”

Again they lapsed into silence, and into their silence a voice called out from the darkness. “Cara? Are you out here?” It was Tess Soerensen. “Marco and Javier just got in, can you believe it? And here I thought they’d get here first!” Then, fainter, her voice floated out as she evidently turned her head and spoke in a different direction. “Yes, Marco, the Company is still here. They can’t leave until Veselov is able to travel.” The voice grew louder, and Diana heard footsteps as well, more than one set. “He almost died twice on the voyage here, and then there’s the baby, too, now.”

“You still haven’t told me,” said Marco Burckhardt, his voice clear and carrying on the night air, “how Baron Santer reacted when you arrived with your escort of savages.”

Diana felt her blood run cold. “I don’t want to see him!” she whispered, suddenly frantic.

Dr. Hierakis’s hand settled fleetingly on Diana’s arm and then the doctor moved away from her. “Here I am!” Dr. Hierakis called out cheerfully enough. “And Melissa Kinzer has arrived as well. But let’s do go inside. I’m sure Missy has had enough sea air for the day, and if you’ve been on a ship, Marco, I can’t imagine you want to stare at whitecaps any longer either. Was Javier horribly seasick?”

“Horribly,” said Marco, and laughed. “Who’s that out there?”

“Oh, one of the serving girls, frightened that she’s going to lose her employment here because her father wants her to marry some old goat. She’s better off in the prince’s service, and she knows it. Tess, let’s take some tea up to Svetlana. She’s still awake with the baby.”

Their voices receded. Diana stood alone again on the battlements. The sea beat on the rocks below. She buried her face in her hands and managed by sheer force of will not to cry.

The days passed, and Diana stayed busy. She did not see Marco again.

The night they premiered “The Daughter of the Sun,” all the actors were aware of an additional buzz in the audience. It was annoying, as if the audience had their attention half on the stage and half somewhere else. At the Royal Court Theater, it had become the tradition that the lead actress visit the prince’s box at the intermission if the prince was in attendance.

“When the first Charles commissioned and built the theater,” explained Baron Santer as he escorted Diana in all her makeup and costume up the steep flight of private back stairs that led to the royal box, “he insisted on the tradition.” The baron was an elderly gentleman who looked mild and had the eyes of a shark. “Some say the better to view every beautiful actress who played here. He was quite a ladies man.”

“You knew him?” Diana asked politely, and then recalled with a jolt that the first Charles had been Marco.

“I was a young man, and I had the honor of counting myself his friend.” He surveyed Diana in the dim light, and for an instant such a light came into his eyes that Diana hoped she wouldn’t have to do anything drastic, like shove him down the stairs. “He would have approved of you,” he finished, as if he thought she cared about his approval.

“I’m sure he would have,” she replied glacially.

The baron bowed. Then he led her on by a private door into the prince’s box, where Tess Soerensen sat with the Baroness Santer, a woman considerably younger than her husband, and Niko and Juli. Aleksi and a young captain of the Jedan militia stood on guard.

“Diana,” said Tess, but did not rise to greet her. She merely extended her hand, and Diana knew the part expected of her here. She curtsied deeply and kissed Tess’s hand, on the signet ring.

“Your highness,” she murmured and glanced up in time to catch a spark of humor in Tess’s face.

There came a knock on the public door. “Ah,” said the Prince of Jeds. Diana noted for the first time that Tess held in her other hand a folded square of paper. Perfume wafted from it, a sweet, rich scent. “Show her in.”

The captain went to the door and opened it. Baron Santer raised his eyebrows, and the Baroness hid her mouth behind her fan.

A woman swept in. At once, Diana realized that she, Diana, had not done justice to her own entrance into the box. A moment later, she realized that the audience had turned its attention here, and that it must have been this woman all along with whom the actors were competing.

“Your highness,” said the woman, curtsying even more deeply than Diana had and thus displaying a generous amount of white bosom from her low cut gown. She kissed the signet ring, and then promptly destroyed the illusion by lifting her head and smiling straight at Tess Soerensen, meeting her eyes.

“So you’re Mayana,” said Tess.

“So you’re Tess,” said the famous courtesan, for it was indeed she. Even Diana and the other actors had heard of her. She was a legend in Jeds, and now, this close, Diana could see that she was gorgeous, but more by self-assurance and ready laughter than from physical beauty.

“How do you know who I am?” Tess asked.

“Ilyakoria writes me letters, of course. Didn’t he tell you?”

Tess laughed. “I had hoped to meet you sooner,” she said, “but the affairs of state…Still, I’m not surprised to find you here, at the performance of this particular tale.”

Mayana bowed her head in acknowledgment, as if the comment was somehow a tribute to her. She had hair more bronze than gold in color, perfectly curled, and whereas the box itself was decorated in a spare Florentine style, the courtesan’s gown was simply cut but floridly ornamented in a manner reminiscent of jaran embroidery, and yet the contrast was not unflattering to Mayana.

“Come to see me at the palace,” said the prince.

“Is that a command, your highness?”

Tess smiled. “No, I ask it as any woman might ask another, whom she hopes will become her friend.”

Baron Santer coughed into his hand. Through the sheer, painted fan, Diana saw the Baroness smirking. Or maybe not, because at that instant Mayana cast a sidewise glance at the Baroness and the two women’s eyes met in some kind of communication: Diana could not be sure what.

The private door opened. “I beg your pardon,” said Yomi, sticking her head through. “But I’ve got to call places for the second act. Diana?”

Diana curtsied again and made her exit.

Eighteen days later they made their farewells at court. Tess Soerensen sat on her throne and received them formally. She spoke with each of them, most briefly, Owen and Ginny longest, and when Diana knelt before her, she bent to take Diana’s hands in her own.

“I hope, Diana, that you will keep well. I’m sorry about Anatoly.”

Diana kept her gaze fixed on the pillow on which she knelt, on the sleek ship painted on the fabric and the eagle rising, wings elevated and displayed, emblazoned on the ship’s sail, the heraldic device of the Jedan princely line. She could not bear to look at Tess, who had made a choice so different from her own. Who had been able to.

Tess sighed and released her hands. “Good luck, Diana.” And let her go.

They boarded a sloop at the harbor and set sail out into the bay on a calm winter morning. The actors crowded the rail, waving and calling out to their admirers, to their friends and lovers from the jaran who had come this far with them, to Tess and Dr. Hierakis and Jo Singh, who were staying behind. David and Maggie and Rajiv, who had his arm around Quinn, lined the rail as well. Diana held the baby for Karolla while she helped her husband drink some water. Vasil looked strangely frail, but he had movement in his legs again. Dr. Kinzer had gone with the others to the rail to watch the city recede from their sight. Even the children had gone to look, everyone except the man too weak to move from his pallet, the baby too young to understand, and the two women who refused to look back at what they were leaving behind.

They sailed out through the islands and that evening put into the tiny fishermen’s port on a windswept beach. Wagons met them, and a handful of Earth staffers, bearing torches. The mood of the actors was contagiously cheerful. They sang obscene drinking songs, and Oriana remarked that she missed Hyacinth’s falsetto. Even Anahita smiled. Karolla, carrying the baby, trudged along behind the wagon on which her husband rode. Diana held onto Valentin’s hand. Ilyana walked at her mother’s side, staring wide-eyed around her.

The girl’s eyes grew even wider when she saw the shuttle, its lean bulk gleaming silver in the little valley as the last light faded away into the chalk hills. Dr. Kinzer had Vasil deeply drugged.

“What is that?” Yana asked. Her mother looked up, and faltered.

“It’s an arrow,” said Valentin.

“It’s a ship,” said Diana, “a ship like the one we sailed to Jeds on, only this one will take us even farther away, up there, into the heavens.” She pointed to the sky, where even now stars came into view as night fell.

“But only the gods live in the heavens,” said Yana reasonably, “and you can’t be gods, because that woman died, the one who was a soldier. And the prince died. Gods can’t die.”

“Well,” said Diana. She did not know what else to say.

“Come on! Come on!” called Owen impatiently from up ahead. “Let’s get loaded up.”

Yomi hurried back down along the line. “Di! Are you having any trouble? We’ve only got a short window here, so we must get everyone onboard quickly.”

“Karolla.” Diana took hold Karolla’s free hand. “This will all seem very strange to you, but you must trust me. It’s only there, up there in the heavens, that your husband can be made well again. It will be as if—he was never injured.” Karolla looked down at the horrible scar disfiguring Vasil’s face. He slept, unconscious of her stare, and Karolla brushed her fingers along the scar and then traced his lips, and then drew her hand away self-consciously. “You’ll always be with us, Karolla. We’re your tribe now.”

“Yes,” said Yomi, taking her cue, “and we need you, too, Karolla. We need a woman who can sew and weave and—cook and—there are many chores to be done, isn’t that always so?”

“Here, I’ll take Valentin on,” said Gwyn, coming up. “Will you walk with me, little one?” Valentin thought about this and finally deigned to hold Gwyn’s hand, although he would not stray more than ten steps from his mother.

“Your father and mother need you to be brave, little one,” said Diana to Ilyana, and then Hal and Quinn trotted up.

“Here, Yana,” said Hal. “I’ll carry you on my shoulders, if you want.”

“Can I help with anything?” Quinn asked.

Oriana and Joseph carried the litter on, bearing Vasil between them, and Karolla walked on one side and Dr. Kinzer on the other. Karolla glanced once round the passenger cabin and then sat where she was told and stared at her husband as Dr. Kinzer secured him into the larger of the two stress tanks. Valentin and Yana crept around the cabin and touched everything until at last they had to sit as well and strap in. The baby did not cry at all until the doctor took him and secured him in the smaller stress tank. Then he squawled mightily with that awful frantic infant wail through the entire lift-off and most of the trip from the surface into orbit. But at least his crying distracted his siblings and his mother from the other noises, from the pressures, and the odd sensations that surely disoriented them. At least his crying linked them to what they knew, what they were sure of—which was, that baby Anton was very very unhappy.

In orbit, the shuttle docked with a yacht sent out from Odys. Crossing the lock threshold, Diana felt as if her last physical link to Rhui had been severed. She had spent a year and a half on Rhui, and almost a year with the jaran. It seemed like a terribly long time; it seemed like no time at all. A deep sadness weighed her down, and yet, when she saw the gleaming, sterile passageway of Charles Soerensen’s yacht, her spirits lifted. She was going home.

David loved the iris beds in Charles’s greenhouse. He escaped from the inevitable commotion brought on by their arrival and fled to the quiet of the gardens. He sat on a bare patch of turf and just breathed in the scent of Earth. But he recalled the smell of the grass, whipped by the wind on the plains, and a whiff of smoke on the breeze wrenched him back to Karkand, that night after the siege when Nadine had come to his tent, her scent mingled with the smell of burning that had permeated the air. That night. Other nights.

David sighed. Then he heard voices, and there came Charles, leading a tour of the greenhouse for Owen and Ginny and several of the actors. Ah, well, one never could escape the world. One way or another, it always intruded. There was no point in dwelling on things that couldn’t be changed. He got to his feet and went over to the others.

“Look,” he said, by way of greeting. “Is that a group of Chapalii coming in? They look like protocol officers.” He pointed toward the southwest entrance, beyond the vegetable flats.

“That was fast,” said Charles. “If you’ll excuse me,” he said to his guests. “David?”

David went with him, circling the roses and the rhododendrons and crossing carefully through the neat lines of daffodils. They met the officials under the grape arbor.

“Tai Charles.” The protocol officers bowed and folded their hands together. Behind them stood two Chapalii in mauve robes, three stewards, and a heavily veiled female ten steps back. Leaves curled down, framing them in green. It smelled of growing things here, heavy and rich.

“You have acted swiftly, as I ordered,” said Charles, “to restore to me these members of my house.”

One of the officials flushed red, the other blue. “Tai Charles.” Blue faded from the official’s skin, and he folded his hands into a different arrangement. “We have restored these of your retainers, as you ordered, but charges still endure on the protocol lists. As well, it is written that any ke who violates an interdiction must face the rite of extinction.” Both protocol officials turned to look toward the veiled female.

David hissed softly on an exhalation.

“I will see that justice is done on the matter of the ke,” said Charles. “As to the other, I order that all the charges be withdrawn.”

This time, both officials flushed blue. “I beg your pardon, Tai-en, but only the Tai-en Naroshi may remove these charges from the notice of the Protocol Office, since he tendered them. If he does not wish to remove them, then they will be brought to the notice of the emperor.”

“Ah,” said Charles, expressionless. “I see. You may go.”

They had to go, of course. Charles watched them, and when they were out of earshot, he said. “An interesting legal concept, that he can define how I choose to interdict my own planet.”

David shrugged. “Come now, Charles. Be fair. They did break the interdiction, you know.”

A smile caught on Charles’s lips and vanished. He turned to regard Hon Echido and his retinue. “Hon Echido. Your presence is welcome.”

Echido bowed. “You are magnanimous, Tai-en. I will dispose of this nameless one immediately, so that you need not be bothered with such a trivial matter.”

Dispose of the ke. It suddenly occurred to David that since the ke had no name to lose, she must therefore lose the only other thing she possessed: her life. She did not move, and he could see nothing of her under the veil. Was she glad of the thought of death? Resigned? Rebellious?

“I have other plans for this ke,” said Charles, and he paused. “If she so wishes.”

There was a long silence. The female stirred and was silent. Both Echido and the other merchant flushed green, the color of mortification.

“Nameless ones have no wishes, Tai-en,” said Echido, and what his colorless voice could not betray, his skin did. David wondered if they had ever before encountered a Chapalii lord who cared what a ke wished for.

“Nevertheless,” said Charles, “this ke has acted to serve my house, and I will not allow her to be killed unless she herself prefers death to exile. Good Lord, Rajiv would never forgive me, for one, and for the other, she’s too good at what she does for us to lose her.”

“What about Duke Naroshi?” asked David, suddenly fiercely glad that Charles could save one life, at least. It was a tiny victory, but a victory nonetheless.

“Hmm.” No evidence showed on Charles’s face that his flying in the face of Chapalii convention bothered him one whit. David could practically see the wheels beginning to turn in his head. “The Tai-en Naroshi and I will have to have a meeting.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

“ON THIS DAY COMES the Tai-en Mushai to Sorrowing Tower.”

Tess blinked twice, but she could not get the field of vision to narrow in. A wilderness of towers grew out beyond her eyes, and like a faint tracery beneath them she could see the parquet flooring of the minor audience hall in the palace in Jeds.

“Damn,” she muttered. The towers blurred and began to coalesce, and Tess chuckled and said, “Terminate.” A whitish haze spread over her vision and faded, and she looked out over the audience hall, empty now except for herself, Aleksi standing guard at the far door, and Cara sitting on the steps beside her, reading a book.

“Hmm?” Cara asked, looking up.

“It’s very disorienting,” said Tess. “Looking at two things at once.”

“Evidently that’s one reason that particular technology has never become widespread. See what you can do with it. It seemed the best solution to you needing access to a modeler without any awkward physical presence.”

“No, just me sitting and staring into space and muttering to myself while people wonder what I’m doing.”

Cara smiled. “They’ll think you’re wise, or mad.”

“Or both.” Tess jumped to her feet suddenly and paced over to the arched windows which looked out onto the loggia which in turn opened up onto the central courtyard. Beyond the courtyard lay the greater audience hall, with its elaborate arcade fronting the great avenue that led into Jeds proper. “Ah” she said, watching as two carriages escorted by twenty Jedan militia rolled up on the paved bricks below. A swallow-tailed pennon emblazoned with a falcon rising fluttered from the first carriage. “There is the baron, finally.” She practically ran back to the dais and threw herself into the prince’s seat. “What are you reading?” she demanded of Cara, who closed her book in a leisurely fashion, stood, and came to stand beside Tess.

“The new tract by Sister Casiara. She seems to be formulating a legalistic argument against slavery, of all things, based on the principle of the spiritual equality of man.”

“Good Lord,” said Tess mildly. The far doors swung open and four guardsmen entered, bowed, and retreated.

“But she is a bit of an iconoclast,” added Cara, “so I’m not sure if this argument will fire the church or Jedan society at large.”

Tess tapped one foot impatiently on the fired tile on which the prince’s throne sat; the tile lapped up against the low steps that led down to the parquet floor. It was stuffy in here, since the windows had not yet been opened for the summer, but Tess preferred the minor hall to the greater one since the huge mural celebrating the triumph of philosophy that decorated one wall of the greater hall made her feel as if Charles was watching her. Finally, a second set of guards appeared. They marched in and knelt before her, resplendent in polished breastplates embossed with the prince’s eagle. Behind them walked Baron Santer in his court robes, gray hair crowned by a soft cap, and behind him, a figure veiled from head to toe. Not even its hands showed.

“Your highness,” said the baron, bowing. He looked at her. Every time Tess looked in his eyes, she thought of some creature that had been dead and was now reanimated; his gaze was cold and flat, his expression bland. “I have delivered this emissary from the docks, as you desired me to do.”

It was a little test. They both knew it. She ran him through hoops these days, keeping him busy, reminding him that she now held power in Jeds. He had given over his regency gracefully enough, but she did not trust him.

“You may withdraw, Baron,” she said. “Attend me this evening.”

He bowed again and left. Tess dismissed the guards to the loggia beyond the doors. With mounting excitement, she regarded the veiled figure. “You are safe now,” she said finally, in formal Chapalii. “You may unveil.”

The ke stirred but did not remove her heavy veil. “Tai-endi.” Her voice had a strange sibilance, an eerie echoing quality, that sent pure thrilling shivers up and down Tess’s spine. A Chapalii female, at last. “Once already has this nameless one violated an interdiction. Only before another nameless one or a female am I allowed to reveal myself.”

“But I am a female!” said Tess, standing up.

“You are Tai-endi, heir to the Tai-en Charles,” replied the ke.

Tess sighed, exasperated. “And therefore I must be male. But I’m not—” She broke off and switched to Anglais. “Oh, hell, Cara, now what? How do I convince her?”

“Maybe you let her get her bearings, Tess. Like Yevgeni Usova, she has just been exiled to strange climes, away from everything she once knew. I’ll take her back to my quarters. I’m not burdened with a title.”

“Yes, Doctor,” said Tess. She turned back to the ke. “You may go with Cara Hierakis. She is a female, and in our lands, females do not go veiled in front of anyone.”

“As you command, Tai-endi.”

“Oh, and Cara, let her come to the audience with the baron. Perhaps if she sees the way he treats me, she’ll understand that I’m female, too.”

Cara paused by the small door set into the wall on the dais which led into the private apartments beyond. “What? Are you saying that you think Baron Santer treats you differently than he did Charles?”

Tess gave a short bark of laughter. “I suspect that the baron believes that if he could only bed me, he could take control of Jeds back into his own hands. It’s time he and I had a little talk.”

“I’ll be sure to be there,” said Cara, and she led the ke into the private quarters.

Aleksi sauntered up from the far door. He had changed, Tess reflected, watching him. He had grown, or refound, his confidence. To her surprise, she liked him better this way, and at times she felt a little embarrassed at the way she had treated him before, using him for her own purposes, her own needs, rather like Charles used her.

“I don’t think Baron Santer likes taking orders from you, or running your errands,” he said now.

“I don’t either,” said Tess. “Let’s go find Niko and Juli. We need to plot out our tactics.”

In the end, she met with the baron in her private salon, a setting intimate enough to suggest that she wished to confide in him and yet provided with a curtained gallery from which Cara and the ke might observe the scene. She kept Juli with her, like a chaperone.

Shown in by her chatelaine, the baron bowed, remarked the elderly jaran woman with his eyes but without a greeting, and seated himself in a chair opposite Tess at the only table in the room. It was cool enough this evening that Tess had built a fire in the fireplace, and candles burned on the mantelpiece, echoing the lanterns set at intervals into the whitewashed walls. “Cakes, Baron?” Tess asked, offering him the platter with her own hands. He took one, and thanked her. “You have administered Jeds wisely, Baron,” she remarked casually as he nibbled at the cake. “I commend you. But it is past time that we discuss how Jeds must be administered in the future.”

Coolly, he finished the cake and then regarded her with his flat gaze. “Your wish is my command, your highness.”

“But surely, Baron, you must know that your understanding of the minutiae of Jedan governance far exceeds mine. I rely on you to continue to administer wisely together with the governor I have brought from my husband’s empire. I, of course, have only my inheritance from my brother, may he rest in peace, what trifling knowledge I learned at the university I attended in Erthe, and my husband’s army to sustain me.”

Startled by this last addition, he flashed a gaze up at the two portraits hanging side by side over the mantle, the portraits David had painted: one of her, one of Ilya. Tess was inordinately fond of Ilya’s portrait. “Your husband’s army?”

“I have this map—” She lifted a hand, and Juli brought the map over to her, took away the platter of cakes, and brought a lantern. Tess rose. The baron rose at once. Smoothing out the map, Tess spread it over the surface of the table and placed the lantern on one corner. Its glow spread out over the parchment like the favor of God, bright nearest the flame and fading to darkness at the margins. “You see, Baron, that even with the new information I have added to my map, gleaned from Jedan merchants, I can’t be sure how long it will take for Bakhtiian’s army to reach Filis, given the ground he must cover and secure in between.” She covered Filis, the principal city of the great princedom that lay to the north and east of Jeds, with her index finger.

“An army can meet many obstacles,” said the baron cautiously.

Tess smiled and looked up to see him staring straight at her. He lowered his gaze at once, reminding her incongruously of a jaran man, although in his case modesty had nothing to do with it. “Yes,” she agreed. “That is why I feel inclined to install your son as head of the Jedan force that will, slowly and cautiously, of course, push our sphere of influence northward, in order to prepare the ground for the advance of the jaran army. Better that they stable their horses in Filis than in Jeds.”

He blanched. “My son? But he just turned twenty!”

So there was something he cared about beyond himself and his power. “It is a great honor for your son, Baron, and may he bring your house glory by his exploits. You have a daughter by your first wife as well, a bit older, I believe, than the boy and sadly enough, unwed, is she not?”

This time he went gray. “Yes,” he said stiffly. A certain fire sparked in his eyes. The daughter was as old as his second wife, and while not a beauty, neither was she a horror; perhaps sentiment had kept her by her father’s side all these years.

“There are few families, Baron, who will have the opportunity of marrying into the princely houses of the jaran. I know you will welcome this chance to marry her to a jaran prince. Certainly, from all I have heard, she is worthy of the honor.” She rolled up the map and tied it closed with a thin strip of leather. She did not sit down. “It will mean she must travel north. I will take her with me when I return to the plains.”

For a long moment, he said nothing. Juli watched in the background. The windows here looked down on the prince’s private garden, a riot of buds and blossoms during the day, now that it was spring. A sliver of moon shone through the windows, and the garden lay dense and shadowed beneath, the gray walls of the farther apartments rising on the other side, locking her in. A sudden pang struck Tess. Gods, how she missed the plains. How she missed Ilya. And Sonia, and the children. The jaran.

“What if I refuse?” asked the baron softly.

“Baron, your daughter will be safe with me as long as you administer Jeds wisely in my name. Your mother was old Prince Casimund’s only niece, and by such lineage you were granted the regency. And you have proven your worth to me. I would prefer to keep you as regent. That way your daughter’s children may come to govern Jeds in time.”

“My daughter’s children!”

Even in the coldest fish there lurked surprising heat. She could see that the idea, shocking as it might seem, attracted him. “Your daughter’s children, sired by a jaran prince.”

He hesitated. But she already had him. “Do you have a prince in mind, your highness?”

“Why, yes,” said the Prince of Jeds. “I do. His first wife, ah, died recently. He comes from the eldest house of the jaran.”

There was a long silence. It was very quiet here, muted by walls. The wind could not move freely within the palace, and in some ways, that was what she missed the most.

“Even before you arrived,” said Baron Santer suddenly, “we heard reports of a great general in the north, leading his hordes against ancient and civilized lands. It seems that every kingdom he has met has fallen before him.” He paused and touched the end of the map. “But you and I both know how far away that is.”

“Do not forget, Baron,” she replied softly, “that a part of that army has already come to Jeds.” In deference to the customs of Jeds, she wore now, as she always did in public, a gown, but in the four months since she had arrived, black and red had quickly become the most fashionable colors and the cut of the gowns had altered from a high, loose waist to a lower, more fitted one. Because she also wore her saber. “You are wise enough to make your own judgment.”

He bowed. “You flatter me, your highness.”

“I don’t think so,” said the Prince of Jeds. “I feel sure that you understand where your advantage lies.” She did not add, as an important and well connected governor in a growing empire or as a minor, and threatened, prince of a small trading city. If he could even usurp the throne. He could bide his time and wait to see what happened. Doubtless he would. But meanwhile, Jeds would remain stable under his—and Niko and Juli’s—guiding hands.

“I understand,” he said, and bowed in the florid style that was usually reserved for the audience hall.

“Thank you, Baron. You may go. Have your daughter call on me tomorrow.”

He met her eyes one last time. He had banked it all down again, concealing himself. “As you command,” he replied. Juli showed him out.

“How in hell,” said Tess to the air, “did Marco ever make a friend of that?”

“Not bad,” said Cara from the balcony, drawing the curtain aside, “though perhaps a little overplayed. Baron Santer was a notorious ladies man when he was young. He and Marco got along famously. You’d never guess it now, but when Marco as the first Prince Charles instituted those odd sumptuary laws that helped reform the horrible brothels, the baron was one of his great supporters. There was even a rumor that his first wife was barren, and that the two children were actually the children of a girl off the streets, a courtesan he fell in love with who was later murdered by his wife.”

“Oh, God.” Tess walked back to the stairway that led up, behind an arras, to the gallery above. She laughed, just a little. “It’s an endless tangled web, isn’t it?” Then she stopped stock-still, holding the arras aside with one hand, because there, in the dimness at the top of the steps, stood the ke.

Unveiled.

Tess stared. Then she chuckled. The ke looked like a Chapalii, only its skin was scalier, more alienlike. Had Tess expected a revelation, like the visitation of an angel? “I am pleased,” she said carefully to the ke, “that you trust me.”

The ke descended the steps, and Cara followed behind her. Tess backed up to give them room to come through into the salon. The ke examined the chamber for a long while. Tess only watched.

“It is true,” said the ke suddenly, “that these humans are quite primitive. Scarcely better than animals.”

Tess felt her mouth drop open. She snapped it shut. The ke had addressed her in common Chapalii, without one single honorific.

“I beg your pardon,” added the ke, “for addressing you in the che-lin tongue, but surely you cannot know the deeper tongue.”

It took Tess a moment to answer because she thought her heart would burst, she was so excited. “I do not know of such a tongue—but what may I call you? And how did you come to realize that I am female?”

“Are you female?” asked the ke. Her voice, like that of the males, was colorless, and because of her skin, Tess could not tell at all what emotions she felt.

“Yes, I am. But then why unveil yourself? I don’t understand.”

“By your own testimony you are married to one of these humans. Thus you have become a nameless one, just as I am. The Tai-endi is dead, just as the Protocol Office has proclaimed.” The ke wandered over to stare at the fire as if the lick and spit of flame engrossed or appalled her. “It is no wonder that the Tai-en has kept you in exile here on this planet.”

Tess looked at Cara. Cara shrugged. The ke lifted a hand to the candles and held it close, as if testing their heat. Kept her in exile to spare himself the shame? Or to protect her? Or for some other, alien reason that Tess could not guess? And at the same time, Tess felt an odd exhilaration, as if the extinction of the Tai-endi—in this ke’s mind, at least—granted her a sudden, reckless freedom. “You may call me Tess. Is there some—name—some word, that I might call you?”

The ke touched two fingers to the cherubs carved into the mantlepiece and drew her hand along the frieze, studying its heights and valleys. “By decree older than the eldest of the emperor’s towers did ten of the first families lose their names because of their rashness and their pride.” She turned. Tess walked closer. The ke was tall, as all Chapalii were, but layers of robes disguised her thinness. Her eyes gleamed, golden irises slit vertically by lozenge-shaped pupils. “So they became the nameless ones, and so did other names become extinct as time passed, as years turned back on themselves and followed the same course again, and again. Without a name there is no true existence, and yet, without a name, existence is boundless. So must the prince who becomes emperor lose his name. So must the ke live without names.”

“But the Tai-en Mushai lost his name, and yet he is still remembered.”

The ke wandered over to the table and unrolled the parchment, using her hands as much as her eyes to explore it. “So is he imprisoned in Sorrowing Tower forever,” she replied.

“Well,” said Tess in Anglais. “But is it possible that I might learn the—” She hesitated, shot through with hope and the fear of disappointment, riddled with it, like the very pain of the wound itself. “That I might learn the deeper tongue?”

The ke rolled up the map and tied it exactly as Tess had tied it before. “You might. But you must master che-lin first.”

Cara raised her eyebrows. Tess had to smile. How blithely they all praised her for speaking Chapalii so well. But that did not mean that by Chapalii standards she was fluent. “With your help,” said Tess humbly, “I will endeavor to do so.”

The ke nodded, like master to pupil. “When do you wish to begin?” she asked.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

DIANA COULD NOT HELP but compare the two modes of travel: the constant jarring sway of the wagons in the army’s train against the luxurious appointments of Soerensen’s ducal yacht. On this yacht, the Company returned to Earth.

Vasil was in a foul temper, because every time he looked in a mirror he saw his scarred face. He even yelled at Yana one day, when she came to show him the three-dimensional picture she had drawn on a demi-modeler under Hal’s supervision. Yana burst into tears and ran out of the room.

Karolla, for the first time in that long trip, came to life. “You selfish beast!” she cried, standing up. Anton lay cradled in her arms. “How dare you speak that way to her!” Diana, sitting with her, rose at once.

Vasil practically snarled. “Leave me alone,” he said, and turned his face toward the wall.

At that moment, the door whisked open to reveal Yana, crying noisily in the passageway, and Dr. Kinzer. “Aha!” said Dr. Kinzer tartly, tapping her fingers on her slate. “Feeling sorry for himself again, is he? M. Veselov, you really are going to have to learn some patience. Now, I beg your pardon, M. Arkhanov, but I do need a few moments alone with my patient.”

Diana took Karolla by the arm and they went out together. Anton hiccuped, stirred, and went back to sleep. Seeing her mother, Yana gulped down her tears and ran away down the corridor. Karolla looked white.

“Here,” said Diana. “We’ll go rest in the chapel.” It was the most peaceful place she could think of. They found David praying in the chapel, but he rose when he saw them, made a final circle of grace with his right hand, and retreated to leave them alone. “I hope you don’t mind,” Diana continued, taking Karolla down to sit on the front row of benches that ringed the altar.

“Why should I mind?” asked Karolla in a choked voice.

“Well, it isn’t a temple to jaran gods, but it’s still a holy place.”

“Our gods aren’t jealous,” murmured Karolla, and suddenly she flushed bright red. “If only I were as worthy.”

“Karolla!” This was too much. “How can you be unworthy? To leave everything you knew, everyone you loved, and all for—him. I think you are the most selfless person I know.”

Karolla stared at baby Anton’s downy head, not seeming to see the soft glowing lights in the walls, the pale dome that enclosed them, the seamless benches, and the doors that opened without a touch. It was, Diana reflected, how Karolla dealt with things: She pretended she did not see them.

“If I truly loved him,” Karolla said, “then I wouldn’t care about—” She broke off. “But I want him to love me more. And he never will.”

“Love you more than—what?” Or whom?

Karolla threw back her head. At first, Diana had wondered why a man as handsome and as vain as Vasil had married a woman who was, truly, as plain as Karolla, since she doubted Vasil cared about Karolla’s finer qualities, but now she supposed he had done it because it ensured him an acolyte.

“But this place,” said Karolla, seemingly at variance, “it isn’t a place he can ever come, is it? He can’t follow Vasil here. Vasil must have known that. Either Bakhtiian threatened to exile him again or else Vasil chose to leave him.”

“Bakhtiian?” asked Diana haltingly. Still half asleep, Anton stuck two fingers in his mouth and sucked quietly on them.

“He wouldn’t have left if it wasn’t for the scar to his face. He would never have let Bakhtiian see him with that scar. Is it true that this dokhtor can take the scar away?”

Diana lifted a hand slowly and traced the scar of marriage on her cheek. “Yes,” she said. “It’s true. The doctor can make his face look as if it was never scarred in the first place.”

“Then I am content,” said Karolla.

They made landfall at Nairobi Port and took the train to London. Half the time Diana was thrilled to be back. The other half, she felt as if she weren’t there at all. She felt as if she were someone else, watching through her eyes.

At Victoria Station, a familiar face waited on the platform to greet them.

“Hyacinth!” Oriana whooped and ran to hug him.

Hyacinth basked in their welcome. He looked wonderful, but then, Hyacinth always looked wonderful. He was aware also, of course, of the number of passersby who paused to stare at the commotion before recalling their manners and walking on. But when he had hugged them all, he turned to regard Owen.

“Well, Owen,” he said in a tone that Diana had never heard from him before. “I’m sorry for the trouble I caused you. It was rash and stupid, what I did, and it caused more grief than you can ever know.” He glanced to his left, and all at once Diana saw the slight, black-haired young man loitering twenty steps away.

She felt sick with envy.

And a second later, relief that she stood here unburdened of any awkward jaran presence. And then terrible guilt.

“How is Yevgeni adjusting?” asked Yomi in a low voice.

“Well.” Hyacinth sighed, and he looked abruptly tired and discouraged. “It hasn’t been easy. We take each day as it comes. I got your message, Ori, about them.” He glanced toward the floating litter and the little family huddled around it, still in their alien clothing, like painted barbarians escaped from their cage. Vasil Veselov had his eyes open, and he squinted at the other man, across the distance. Diana watched as Yevgeni caught sight of the other jaran. His eyes widened and he took two steps forward and then halted, unsure of his welcome.

“Owen,” Hyacinth continued, returning his focus to the director, “I’d like to audition again, for the Company, if you’ll have me.”

“Can’t get work, huh?” said Owen.

“Owen!” scolded Ginny.

Hyacinth grinned. “Quite the contrary. I made good use of all the publicity I could get, and I have my pick of parts, by and large, though mostly in the vids.” He cleared his throat. “But I miss the work. If you think there will be openings …” He trailed off, not bothering to hide his hope. The old Hyacinth would never have shown that kind of vulnerability so openly.

“Hmph,” said Owen. “We will have openings.” He glanced toward Anahita, but she had already left the group and they saw her striding purposefully down the platform toward the exit. “And more openings even than you might expect. There’s something new afoot.” Ginny kicked him. But she couldn’t kick the light out of his eyes.

Hyacinth’s face opened up. “Thank you. We need something new, Yevgeni and I.” Then he made a great, exasperated sigh. “Damn it anyway, he always does this, lurking in the background. I hate it! Yevgeni! Come over here!”

Reluctantly, Yevgeni walked over. Hyacinth draped an arm around the other man. “Now. You haven’t met anyone, so let me introduce you.”

They made the rounds. Most of the actors even kissed him in the jaran style, formally, on each cheek. Yevgeni stopped at last beside the litter. He stared at the man lying there.

“Yevgeni?” Vasil asked in a hoarse voice. “I thought you were dead.”

“We are dead, Veselov,” said Yevgeni; low, in khush, so that Diana realized that he had been speaking Anglais to the rest of them. Then he turned away and retreated back to Hyacinth.

No,” said Vasil softly. “It’s we who are alive, and they who are dead.”

“They’re not dead, Father,” said Yana tremulously. “Are they?” She clutched Valentin’s hand and lifted her head to stare at the wild bustle of Victoria Station, which surely must seem unimaginably strange to her. “I thought they were all just—left behind.”

“Dead to me,” said Vasil. No one answered him. He did not seem to expect a reply.

“Diana! Di!”

The shout carried across half the station. Diana turned. There, late as usual, came her family, all pell-mell and haphazard and swarming the other travelers on the platform: her mother, her father, two sibs, one niece, darling Nana, an aunt, three uncles, and four cousins. She laughed with joy just as her father reached her and scooped her up and spun her around. At last, she was home.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

AT THE TAIL END of summer, Tess came home. She had sent no message before her, only a courier from the coast, and she rode into camp with her escort in the late afternoon, hard on the messenger’s heels, having made good time herself.

“You might have warned me,” said Sonia grumpily, hugging her. “I’ve no celebration prepared to welcome you home.”

Tess kissed her on either cheek. “You are my welcome, Sonia. Oh, gods, look how much Katya has grown. Is that Vasha?” She laughed. “And who are you, young man?” she said to Ivan. “I scarcely recognize you.” Tess shone with happiness. Sonia felt, to be truthful, unutterably relieved to have her back. She had been gone for almost nine months, and at times, Sonia had worried that she might simply decide to stay in Jeds or even to follow her brother back to Erthe. Now, Sonia saw that she had worried needlessly. This was Tess’s home now.

Tess caught sight of a figure wavering under an adjoining awning. “Good God, is that Nadine?” She broke away from Sonia and strode over. She could not embrace Nadine very well, since Nadine was by now so incredibly pregnant that her belly overwhelmed every other feature. “Dina! How are you?”

Nadine flushed just as Sonia hurried up to forestall the explosion. But she was too late. “I hate this!” Nadine exclaimed. “I just hate this!” She pushed Tess away and turned and waddled back into her tent.

Tess turned to Sonia. At once, her happy glow subsided. She looked guilty. “Oh. Is that the way it’s been with her?”

“Let me tell you,” said Sonia, drawing Tess away from Nadine’s tent, “that pregnancy has made her even more foul tempered than usual.”

Tess cast a glance back at the tent. The entrance flap stilled and hung there, heavy, cutting Nadine off from the rest of her family. “Can that be possible? Poor Nadine.”

“Tess, my dear, you ought to save your sympathy for those of us who deserve it. And Feodor Grekov is impossible. If he’s not fighting with her, then he spoils her. I can’t imagine why I ever agreed with Mother Sakhalin that he would make a good husband for Dina.”

“You agreed!”

Sonia arched an eyebrow. “Certainly Mother Sakhalin consulted me since my mother was not available. To be frank, there were other young men I preferred—a very well-mannered and clever young Raevsky son, for instance—but it might have proven difficult to persuade any of them to marry her.”

Tess snorted. “Well, then, you got what you deserved.” She grinned, surveyed the camp, and sighed, happy again. Kolia went up to Svetlana Tagansky’s daughter and the two children circled each other like two horses getting acquainted. In her competent manner, Svetlana oversaw the unpacking and the rolling out of tents, and Aleksi took the horses out to the herd. Farther back, a young woman in a Jedan gown sat stiffly in a wagon, hands clasped in her lap and her hair covered by a loose white scarf.

“Who is that?” Sonia asked.

“She’s my hostage,” said Tess lightly. “A Jedan noblewoman. Baron Santer’s daughter. I thought I might marry her to Anatoly Sakhalin.”

“Anatoly Sakhalin!” Sonia surveyed the young woman, who seemed unremarkable except perhaps for the calm with which she regarded the jaran camp. She appeared to be an extremely self-possessed young woman. “Have you asked Anatoly about this?”

“I thought I would discuss the matter with his grandmother.”

“Well,” said Sonia, with deep misgivings, “I will see that a messenger goes out to them. Not that I don’t think it’s a good idea. Of course, I know who Baron Santer is. But keep in mind that there are other young men—Georgi Raevsky, for instance—”

Tess gave her such a look. “You’re showing a sudden partiality for the Raevsky tribe, aren’t you?”

“I am giving my husband the honor he deserves. In any case, I suggest you speak with Anatoly first. He just returned from the south, from his uncle’s army, two hands of days ago.”

“Hmph,” said Tess, and then grinned hugely and hugged Sonia again. “Oh, I missed you so much.” She broke away and swept her gaze around the camp. It halted on her tent, sitting there, looking silent and alone at the heart of the camp. “But where is Ilya?” she asked, sounding rather plaintive.

“Sulking in the tent.” Sonia laughed. “Or pacing, more like. The truth is, I think he’s afraid he’ll embarrass himself if he meets you in public.”

“Wise of him, I’m sure,” Tess replied, but her face had already lit. “If you’ll excuse me.” She had enough dignity not to run, but she vanished into her tent swiftly enough.

The next day, Mother Sakhalin and her grandson arrived from the Sakhalin encampment a half-day’s ride downriver. Tess received them under the awning of her tent, and Sonia saw how unconsciously Tess carried authority with her now, as if she had grown used to wielding it in Jeds. It made her at once more formidable and yet more easygoing. Ilya sat beside her, looking remarkably subdued. Sonia reflected that it had not, on the whole, been an easy nine months, what with Nadine pregnant and Ilya’s moods swinging wildly from day to day. They had traveled slowly back through Habakar, de-marking territories, installing governors, and sending Kirill Zvertkov to the south to reinforce Yaroslav Sakhalin in the Xiriki-khai province. Gangana had revolted and, quite rightfully, Ilya had laid the city to waste as an example to the rest. All in all, Sonia had been relieved when they reached the plains again at the beginning of summer and Ilya had announced that he intended to remain on the plains for at least a year. For almost five years he had been fighting; it was time to rest while others consolidated and pressed forward.

“Mother Sakhalin,” said Tess, “your presence honors me. Anatoly, I am pleased to see you as well.”

Mother Sakhalin looked tired. Her grandson looked nothing like the expressive young man of almost two years ago who had won by his own exploits the right to command a jahar. He looked a little unkempt. He had let his hair grow, tied off in three braids, and his eyes had a hard, cold gleam to them now, echoed by the set of his mouth. There were stories—that he had covered himself in so much glory in the past year, fighting in the worst skirmishes and the fiercest battles, throwing himself always to the front of the engagement, that one could scarcely recount all of the tales in one evening. His jahar took the worst casualties, and every man who fought beside him had either been killed or badly wounded, and yet Anatoly came through every engagement without a scratch. And then, ten days ago, like a horse bolted for home, he had turned up at his grandmother’s camp.

Now he regarded Tess Soerensen, his expression so masked that Sonia could not read his feelings. “I want to go to Erthe,” he said without preamble.

Shocked, Sonia looked at Mother Sakhalin, and what she saw there dismayed her further. Mother Sakhalin looked not just tired but frail and old. A month ago she had not looked like this.

“But that’s impossible, Anatoly,” exclaimed Tess.

“It can’t be impossible,” said Anatoly stubbornly, “if others have gone before me.”

“It is impossible,” said Tess so coldly that Anatoly shrank back from her and, abruptly, hung his head to hide his face. “She is gone. She left you by her own choice.”

“Only because I would not go with her,” he said to the carpet. His hands lay perfectly still on his lap, except for his right forefinger, which twitched as he spoke.

“Tess,” said Ilya in his most reasonable voice, “perhaps this is not your decision to make.” Tess shot him a look filled with venom. He smiled, unruffled by her anger. “I suggest you allow Anatoly to address a letter to Diana, to ask her.”

“That could take months!” Tess objected. “A year! More!”

“If Anatoly is willing to wait,” said Ilya, “then I see no reason a letter should not be sent.”

Anatoly’s head jerked up. A light sparked in him, and Sonia realized that the coldness stemmed not from lack of feeling but from too much feeling. She had thought it the mark of a new-found cruelty. Now she thought he was just in pain. “I am willing,” he said hoarsely, and Mother Sakhalin aged ten years in that moment.

Tess stewed. “Very well,” she said finally. “You may tell me what words you wish to write to Diana, Anatoly. I will write them myself and I will send the letter. But if she says she does not want you, then you must agree to consider yourself a widower and abide by my wishes.”

“Very well,” he echoed meekly. He paused. “What are your wishes?”

She contemplated him a moment, and Sonia could see that Tess found this changed Anatoly a bit puzzling, as if he was both more, and less, than she expected. “I wish you to marry a Jedan noblewoman and together with her act as regents in Jeds under our suzerainty.”

At these words, Mother Sakhalin rallied. “It would be a good marriage, Anatoly,” she said firmly. “And a proper position for you. And for the tribe.”

The light still burned in Anatoly’s face, but it was as if it had been shuttered by glass now. “It would be a good marriage,” he agreed in a soft voice. “And one due my position. But how can I know what to think of Jeds if I have never been there? Perhaps I would rather ride with the army instead.”

Well! Anatoly had certainly learned something from his grandmother. He had learned how to negotiate. In time, Sonia thought, he might surpass even Yaroslav Sakhalin as a general.

Tess considered. Ilya settled his chin on a fist and watched her, a trifle bemused by a negotiation going on in which he had no real say.

“So be it, then,” said Tess finally. “I will send you to Niko in Jeds. You can carry the letter that far and give it to Dr. Hierakis, who will see that it is put on a ship to Erthe. You already speak some Rhuian. Now you can see how the khaja rule there, and you can learn how to live among them and guard our interests.”

Anatoly inclined his head obediently. “As you command.”

Mother Sakhalin did not look happy, but she looked satisfied.

“Come back this evening,” said Tess to the young man, “and I will write the letter for you.”

He nodded, and he and his grandmother took their leave.

“You terrify me, my wife,” said Ilya. “I am relieved that you are my ally and not my enemy.”

Tess still looked angry, but she laughed curtly. “How like Charles I am,” she murmured, “to push him toward an end which I have already devised.”

“Anatoly is no fool,” said Sonia. “He will do what is best for the Sakhalin tribe.”

“No doubt,” said Ilya dryly, “he will do what his grandmother wishes. But what will you do, Tess, if Diana asks him to come to her?”

But already Tess’s anger had subsided into an odd ruefulness. “She won’t,” said Tess with such certainty that even Sonia was taken aback. Ah, well. Tess’s heart might belong to the jaran, but her soul would always remain khaja.

Sonia rose and shook out her skirts. “Come, Tess. If you can manage to leave your husband for a moment, I thought we might just walk through camp for a little while, so you can see everyone again. They all want to greet you.”

“I will languish here until your return,” said Ilya with a smile. He looked more at ease than he had for—well, for years, really—but there was still an edge on him beyond the pure, stark vision that drove him on.

“I brought him six books,” said Tess to Sonia as they walked away.

“Six!” But Tess was prince now. No wonder she possessed such riches.

“And four books for you. And three colloquies for the children.”

This bounty struck Sonia to silence. They walked together through the sprawl of the camp, greeting children, women, and men, all the members of the Orzhekov camp.

“Aleksi says that a zayinu holy woman came from across the seas to Jeds,” said Sonia at last. “That she wears heavy veils, since it is a grave offense to her gods if folk like us look upon her. Is that true? Why would a zayinu holy woman come to you, Tess? Especially if your brother wars against her kind?”

“Her own people sent her into exile. I wanted to bring her with me here, because there is much much more she can teach me, but—” She faltered. A fire lived in Tess as well, Sonia knew, a fire kindled out of a desire to seek and to know, a kind of discontent that wore away at her constantly as if she feared that too much contentment might kill her own seeking spirit. “But that will have to wait. I thought it better to leave her with Cara in Jeds. For now.”

“You and Ilya are very like, you know,” mused Sonia. “I saw that long ago, when you first came to us.”

“You have a wise soul, Sonia, just as your brother did.”

Sonia pressed a hand over her heart. She smiled sadly. “I am sure the gods will send him back to us, Tess.” They walked a little while in silence. But Sonia had a restless, inquisitive spirit as well. “Ilya plans to call a great meeting of tribes,” she said after a while. “Do you know what he is about?”

“Yes.” Tess shaded a hand to stare up at the sky, toward the sun, and her mouth turned down. She was troubled.

“And you won’t tell me!

“You must ask Ilya.”

“I have asked Ilya. He is certainly no more maddening than you are!”

“I beg your pardon,” said Tess with a laugh.

Sonia stopped suddenly, overwhelmed by a feeling of great contentment. Knowing, too, that because she was not afraid of contentment, she could embrace it. “I’m so glad you came back to us.”

“Where else would I go?” Tess asked quietly.

Where else, indeed? Arm in arm, they walked on together.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

“WINTER ISN’T REALLY THAT cold here, is it?” asked Yana on a January morning as she and Diana walked back from the greengrocer with their prize of Brussels sprouts, potatoes, and two dozen pathetic apples.

“Well, no,” Diana admitted, “not compared to what you were used to, I suppose.” Ilyana was the kind of girl who turned heads, her features were so perfect. She was not yet ten years old, innocent in many ways and yet a confirmed skeptic. “Will you come upstairs to have early tea with Hal and me? We have to leave for the theater in an hour.”

“Can’t,” said Yana reluctantly. “Dr. Kinzer is coming for tea.”

“But I thought you liked Dr. Kinzer.”

“I do. I like her lots. But—” Then she clammed up.

Diana knew what she was going to say, anyway. It was her father’s behavior that embarrassed her.

They arrived at the door to their building—an old nineteenth-century townhouse now split into five flats—at the same time as the doctor did. She had a boy of about Valentin’s age with her. Yana lightened immediately. “Evan!” Yana cried, delighted. “I didn’t know you were coming, too.” She grabbed Evan’s hand and tugged him after her though the door. Together, they pounded up the stairs, pushing past her father.

Even after a year, Diana had not gotten used to seeing Vasil whole and walking again, as lithe and charming as ever. He paused at the bottom of the stairs at the mirror set into the wall between the coat racks and lifted a hand to brush the flawless beauty of his face. Then he turned to Dr. Kinzer.

He bowed, took her hand, and kissed it. “Dokhtor, I am struck to the heart once again by the beauty of your eyes. Were they a gift to you from the gods, perhaps?”

The doctor held up pretty well under this onslaught. She smiled. “No, I got them from my grandfather.” Then she winked at Diana and let Vasil escort her up the stairs to the flat in which he and his family lived. Diana did not pause to look in the mirror. She followed them up, waved to Evan through the open door of the flat, and kept going up the next flight of stairs to the flat she and Hal shared.

“Poor Karolla,” she said to Hal as she dumped her bag on the tiny kitchen table. Hal was on his hands and knees in the sitting room, putting the finishing touches on a miniature stage set. “But at least it’s a respectable visitor this time. Do you remember that fiasco when that producer and his friend—” She shuddered. “The kind of people who make you want to go wash after you’ve shaken hands with them.”

Hal replied without looking up. “Valentin said it was Missy Kinzer and Evan coming over. And you know she comes more for Karolla’s sake than Vasil’s. What do you think?” He rocked back on his heels.

Diana studied the mockup. She sighed. Nana always said to be truthful even when you couldn’t be honest. “Well, it’s an improvement. I’m taking Yana and Valentin out to the farm on Monday. Do you want to come?” But he had already gone back to studying his model, and ignored her.

Two hours later, Diana propped her elbows on the counter and stared at herself in the Green Room mirror. A handsome enough face, if a little pale. She pulled her hair back tight to cover it with the wig cap, and then sighed and let it fall down around her face again. Out in the hallway, Hal was arguing with his father.

“I don’t care! This is it! This is the last time I play this part, or any part, for that matter. I quit!”

“How dare you speak to me in this fashion!”

“Oh, Dad, don’t start your ‘ungrateful child’ lecture, please. If you could see past your own nose you’d have known for years that I don’t want to be an actor.”

“But you are an actor. We made you so.”

“Yes, you and Mother never did give me any choice in the matter—”

The door opened and Hyacinth slipped inside. “Goddess forgive me,” he muttered, “and I beg your pardon for coming in here, but I can’t get past them and I’m damned if I’m going to stand there and listen to them scream.”

“What happened?”

“Oh, Prince Hal told Ginny that he wanted to go into scene design. You know what I think, Di?” He stared at himself in the mirror, smoothed the coarse hair of his black wig, and rubbed at the foundation in the hollows of his cheeks. “I hate that woman who designed the makeup. This always makes me look too thin.”

Diana could not help but smile.

“And why shouldn’t I go into scene design—!” from outside.

“What do you think, Hyacinth?” she asked.

Hyacinth glanced at her and then back at himself in the mirror. “I think Hal would make a damn good actor if he’d only stop thinking he can’t be one because he has to rebel against his parents.”

“I keep telling him he should quit the Company, but he won’t.”

“Well.” Hyacinth sighed. “The costumes are gorgeous though, aren’t they?” He straightened and admired his robes as they swayed around him. “Joseph did a wonderful job, blending styles. Look how he used the jaran embroidered patterns and the cut of their armor for Tamburlaine, and Habakar patterns for the robes. Did you go to his exhibit at the Globe Annex, where he’s showing the models?”

“Hyacinth, did you have something you wanted to tell me?” She dipped her fingers in cold cream and smoothed it onto her face.

He sighed and sat down on the other stool. The Green Room was small but pleasant, with a carpet, the counter and mirror, a writing table and chair, and the two stools, and a modeler and theater readout built into the other wall. “Full house, my dear. And a real live Chapalii duke in attendance. Can His Royal Highness pull it off? Even with all of us covering for him?”

“Does it matter if he can’t? Gwyn takes over the part next month. The audience didn’t come to see how well Vasil can act. They came to see if he can act at all. You must admit his lack of accent is amazing.” Then she recalled his greeting to Dr. Kinzer. Vasil put his accent on and off depending on where he thought the advantage lay.

“It’s true that Veselov has a better memory even than you.”

She laughed. “His memory is a hundred times better than mine.”

“It’s nice to see you smile, Di,” said Hyacinth softly. “You’ve been so gloomy since the holidays.” He rested a hand on her shoulder companionably.

She drew away from him, knowing what was coming next. “I’ve got to get ready,” she said stiffly.

“Di, don’t you think it’s time to give it up—?”

Then he had the audacity to reach out and with one beringed finger brush her cheek where the scar ran diagonally from cheekbone to jawline, faint and white.

She rose. “I’m busy, Hyacinth.”

A knock came on the door. It opened, and Yomi stuck her head in. “Sorry to bother you, Di, but—well, he says he has to leave London in two hours, and since we’re doing the marathon today I said he could come see you now. I’ll give him ten minutes. Hyacinth, go!”

“Your word is my command, oh bountiful Yomi,” said Hyacinth, bowing extravagantly.

Yomi slapped him on the rear. “Out!” They left together.

Diana felt a sudden foreboding. She watched the doorway in the mirror. Soon enough a man appeared there. He hesitated, stepped inside, and closed the door behind him.

She gasped and whirled around. “Marco!” And took a step back, running up against the counter.

“Hello, Diana.” He wore a simple thigh-length jacket over loose trousers, but even in the latest fashionable style he bore with him that air of suppressed wildness and incipient adventure that made him so attractive. “You’re looking—well.” His gaze darted to her cheek. He got pale all at once and then recovered. He was lying in any case. She wasn’t looking particularly well and everyone knew it. When she didn’t reply, he went on. “I saw the preview last night. It didn’t go badly at all. I keep wondering how you actors manage to memorize all those lines …” He lifted his hands up, wrung them together, and let them drop back to his side. “Goddess, that was a stupid thing to say. I’m sorry to disturb you.”

“Why didn’t you come backstage last night?” she asked. “This isn’t a very good time for me.”

“Oh. I thought I’d come tonight after the show, but I got called away unexpectedly …” He trailed off and paced over to the table and laid a hand flat on it, and stared at the hand. “No. The truth is I didn’t have the nerve.”

The thought of Marco Burckhardt not having the nerve to do something astounded her. “How long have you been in London?” she said instead of the words she should have said, the apology she needed to make to him.

“Two days.”

“A short trip.”

“Yes.”

Together, they lapsed into silence.

He broke it. “Charles sent me to deliver a crystal wand—that’s a summons wand—to Duke Naroshi. Did you know he’s in your audience tonight?”

“Yes.” She didn’t much care about Duke Naroshi. He had attended performances before.

There was silence again.

“I’ve got to get my makeup on,” she said finally. She sat down and dabbed on foundation with her fingers.

“It’s amazing,” said Marco. She watched him watch her in the mirror. “You’d never know to see Veselov now what terrible injuries he suffered. Even that awful facial scar is gone.”

With a sponge, she blended the foundation on over her cheeks. Over her scar. “Yes,” she replied.

The silence was worse than the talking, and there wasn’t even Hal’s argument with his father to cover it.

“Diana—”

She set down the damp sponge. “Marco. I’m sorry. I treated you horribly. I’m sorry. It wasn’t deliberate, but still, that doesn’t excuse it.”

He lifted his hand from the table and closed it into a fist and, slowly, opened, it again. Then he walked over and put his hands on her shoulders and met her eyes in the mirror. “Diana. I love you. I thought—I’m asking … we could handfast, just a trial, one year….” He faltered.

She stared at him, only she wasn’t staring at him, she was staring at his reflection, as if that was all she had ever seen of him, of Marco Burckhardt, the reflection she had made of him in her own mind. Not the real Marco. She had never known the real Marco. Maybe she had never really tried to know him, preferring the legend to the man.

In that moment, the dam broke.

“I wanted him to die,” she whispered. “I wanted him to die a clean romantic death. Then I wouldn’t have had to leave him because he would have been dead. I’m ashamed. I’m so ashamed of that. Do you know that he thought he couldn’t die as long as I was with him? By leaving him, I as good as sent him to his death.”

“Diana, they’re at war. People expect to die.”

“That doesn’t absolve me. It’s all I can think about, wondering if I’ll ever hear.”

“It’s been over a year. I thought you’d have—done all your grieving by now.”

“I know. I know. I thought I had. We left the jaran at Winter Solstice, did you know that? Our calendar, not theirs.” She put a hand to her bracelet and twisted it, twice around. It was the bracelet he had given her, opulent and showy enough that Joseph had given her permission to wear it as part of Zenocrate’s costume. “That was my penance, to wear the mark for a year and then let him go. And now I’m afraid to do it. I’m afraid if I erase the mark, that I’ll kill him.”

He took his hands off her shoulders. “Do you miss him?”

“I don’t know. We had nothing in common, really, except we were both pretty and blond.” She laughed at that, and heard herself how false the laugh sounded. “And I liked him. That’s what I realized finally, after it was too late. After I’d already left. Maybe it was never more than infatuation. Maybe I was just in love with him being in love with me. But I liked him, too. And, Goddess, every day, there are Karolla and the children, like a constant reminder. And poor Yevgeni, struggling to make sense of it all. And Vasil, who I’d like to strangle. He’s got it into his head that since I’m one of the leads that he has to sleep with me in order to consolidate his position, but at least I know it’s not just me. Gwyn has been fending him off, too. They’re always there, reminding me.”

“Then leave the Company.”

“But, Marco, I don’t want to leave the Company. We’re doing repertory for six months, and then there’s the chance that we’ll get to tour out into Imperial space. You must know about that. Owen is hoping that we’ll be the first humans ever allowed to perform before the emperor himself.”

Marco snorted. “Owen has grandiose dreams.”

“Someone must,” she said bitterly.

She saw him swallow, saw the movement of his throat. His hand slid under his jacket and he drew out a thin rectangular slab—no, she recognized it an instant later. It was paper, all folded up.

“I brought this,” he said in a low voice. “I thought maybe you wouldn’t want to see it, but—” He tossed it on the counter and turned and paced back to stand by the table, setting his hand flat down on the surface and staring at it. “It’s a letter from Tess Soerensen.”

A letter from Tess Soerensen.

There was only one thing it could be. Tess Soerensen had taken pity on her and written to tell her of Anatoly’s death. She stared at the creamy, stiff parchment. She did not have the courage to open it up and read the words, because set so baldly on the page, black ink on pale paper, such words could never be erased. Yet those words would allow her to rest. And anyway, she owed it to Anatoly to use the courage she had, to honor his memory.

Tears blurred her eyes as she opened it. It crackled as she unfolded it, and the noise of it opening resounded in the room. Tess Soerensen had a neat, readable hand, but then, she had doubtless had a great deal of practice writing by hand in the last five years.

“To Diana Brooke-Holt. From Terese Soerensen. Dear Diana, Anatoly Sakhalin is sitting with me and he asked me to write these words to you: My beloved Diana, I have tried for months now to get myself killed in battle, but it’s no use, I can’t seem to manage it. The gods watch over me too well. They know I married a Singer. After all, they sent you to me. Now they’re punishing me for my arrogance in thinking I could let you leave and not suffer for it. Now my grandmother and the prince want me to marry a jaran noblewoman from Jeds, to act as regent there. But I am married to you for as long as I live or the mark of marriage remains on your face, and since the mark can never be erased from a woman’s face and I am still alive, then therefore I am still married. It is true that I am a prince of the Eldest Tribe of the jaran, but there are other Sakhalin princes who can ride to war or act as regents. I am the only one married to a Singer. I would ask you, that if you desire it, that I leave the tribes and journey across the seas to return to you, my angel.

“I have explained to Anatoly what he must give up in order to go. He will not be a prince there. His name, his grandmother’s name, will make no difference to anyone, and the privileges he receives here as part of a princely family, which he never thinks of because he takes them so completely for granted, will all be missing there. I hope you realize how great a sacrifice that would be for him. You must remember that the other jaran who left the tribes and are now on Earth gave up nothing, because they had nothing to give up anymore, being what the jaran call arenabekh, black riders, which also means, the orphaned ones.

“As well, he can’t read or write or use a modeler. He knows nothing about the world he would be living in, and you would be his only anchor. He could never return to Rhui, not as long as the interdiction holds, and since it would be cruel to withhold from him the life extension treatments, he would live, beside you, for a long long time. I myself can’t recommend that you encourage him to leave the jaran. It will be hard for him to stay here, but I trust that in time he’ll see the wisdom of your choice, and our choice, and marry again. Anatoly has in any case agreed to abide by your decision. I hope this finds you well and flourishing. Regards, Tess.

Then, below this and written in an entirely different, almost painstakingly-precise handwriting, was another sentence, this one in Rhuian rather than Anglais. “I beg your indulgence for addressing you in this impertinent fashion, Diana, but I hope you will at least for a moment look at this as a man would and not let that damned female practicality push aside the feelings of the heart. This was signed simply, Ilyakoria Bakhtiian.

At the bottom, someone had traced onto the paper the outline of the earring Anatoly had given to her, and she back to him. It was like a signature. It was a promise.

The five minute call came up on the theater screen. “Oh, hell.” Her hands shook, but she forced herself to put the letter down. She took in three breaths to steady herself and then started furiously applying makeup, eyes first. “I come on in scene two. Oh, damn.”

The door burst open and Joseph charged in. “Di! Your hair! Where’s your wig? You didn’t give your ready call—” He jerked to a halt, seeing Marco. A look of quick sympathy passed over his face. “I will go out,” he announced. “In sixty seconds I will come back in.” The door shut behind him.

Diana set down her pencil and rose and turned to face Marco.

“What are you going to do?” he asked. “Tess told me what was in the letter, more or less. I agreed to deliver it because…well, because I was coming here, and we had to hand-deliver it. You’ll have to burn it, you know. We can’t leave any evidence that she’s alive where the Chapalii might find it.”

It was a grandiose dream she had had, two years ago, meeting him and wondering if he and she, the hardened explorer and the young adventurous actor—Goddess, it was a horrible cliché, and maybe that was why it had gone so badly. But he deserved honesty. And she had a play to perform.

“Marco, I don’t know what I’m going to do. But don’t wait for me. I can’t promise you anything, not yet, maybe not ever.” Then she crossed over and kissed him, once, lightly.

The door opened. “Scene over,” said Joseph. “So sorry. Out. Di, damn it anyway.” The wig mistress charged in and stuffed Diana’s hair into the wig cap and then peeled the wig on over the cap. Joseph stood over Diana while she blended on the base to cover the seam and finished with her mouth and eyes, and did the rouge. At some point during this frantic activity she saw Marco move, in the mirror, and leave, that quietly. He left a single red rose behind him, on the table.

“Stand!” ordered Joseph. He dressed her in the swathes of robes that Zenocrate, the daughter of the Soldan of Egypt, wore on her first entrance, led in by the great conqueror Tamburlaine as his captive and intended mistress.

The cue light came on above the door.

“I’ll guide you up the stairs,” said Joseph.

In the darkness backstage, he gave her hand into Vasil Veselov’s. They entered.

It was a good, attentive audience, eager to be enthralled by the story and patient enough, with both parts of Tamburlaine before them, to be forgiving of Vasil’s novice errors, snags in the way the energy ran, a focus thrown the wrong way, a glance held too long, although never, ever, a missed line.

To be fair to Vasil, he performed well, very well, considering how short a time he had been acting. The part was made for him, of course. She knew who he was playing. He wasn’t playing Tamburlaine, he was playing Ilyakoria Bakhtiian, the way he moved, the way he turned his head, the way the sword swayed at his hips, the way he looked toward the heavens when he spoke of his destiny—Vasil had studied Bakhtiian so closely that he had internalized Bakhtiian’s bearing, his tone, almost his whole being. But for his fair hair and his beautiful, flawless face, he might have been Bakhtiian, cruder, even a little comic in his excesses, but a man bent on conquering the world. It was easy enough, as Zenocrate, to fall in love with his power.

They ate dinner backstage in the two-hour break between Part One and Part Two. Yevgeni came backstage. He always did. He as good as haunted Hyacinth wherever he went, except when he worked. Yomi had found the young rider employment at a cobbler’s shop, building handcrafted boots, and he seemed happy enough there and proud of his work. But then, he came from a common family. Diana tried to imagine Anatoly making boots for a living, and could not.

“Places!” Yomi announced. They went back on, for Part Two.

Zenocrate dies.

“Black is the beauty of the brightest day,

The golden ball of heaven’s eternal fire,

That danced with glory on the silver waves …

For amorous Jove hath snatched my love from hence,

Meaning to make her stately queen of heaven …

Behold me here, divine Zenocrate,

Raving, impatient, desperate and mad …

Come down from heaven and live with me again!”

In the end, Tamburlaine himself cannot triumph over his own mortality. He takes ill, he fights and wins his final battle, and when he admits at last that death is upon him, he calls on his men to bring in the hearse of Zenocrate.

From the hearse, lying still, visible to the audience and yet disguised somewhat by the frosted glastic walls, Diana watched Vasil give his final speech. She watched him cry. Not for himself. Tess Soerensen was wrong about one thing, at least: It wasn’t true that Vasil hadn’t given up anything. This much Diana had learned—obliquely—from Karolla. Vasil had simply given up the only thing—the only person—he had ever truly loved outside of himself.

“For Tamburlaine, the Scourge of God must die.”

He died, and still tears leaked from his eyes as Hal spoke the final lines. “Let heaven and earth his timeless death deplore. For both their worths can equal him no more.”

Vasil was crying for what he had lost, and for what Ilyakoria Bakhtiian would never know.

Diana cried, too, because Tess Soerensen was, after all, right. Anatoly couldn’t come to Earth. It would be cruel, above all else. Anatoly belonged on Rhui, just as she belonged here. He had agreed to abide by her decision, and though so often he found some way to make the decision fall the way he wanted it to, this time she had to make the choice. She knew what her decision must be. It was time to let him go.



CHAPTER FORTY

DAVID LIKES MEROE TRANSFER Station because he had designed it. Together with his two codesigners, he had worked in a unifying motif of huge pyramidal chambers and buttresses in the open concourses that resembled giant wings, all linked by an enclosed stream that ran through most of the station. He had managed to weasel out enough money from the design budget to commission fifty artists from varying disciplines to decorate the interior, with serpents and rams and giraffes, groves of date palms and acacia trees, sandstone statues and intricate mosaics of fused glass inlaid into gold.

Twenty years later, he still liked it, he decided as he strolled through Concourse Axum on his way to the gate from which he would take ship back to Odys, and Charles.

He wished Nadine could see it. He would have liked to share it with her, to show her how it interlocked, how the architecture and the ornamental motifs reflected each other, how the dimensionality of building in space both freed and limited the engineer. Had it really only been eighteen months since he had left her? It seemed like one month, she remained so clear in his mind. It seemed like a hundred years.

Impatient with himself and these pointless reflections, he tapped his one piece of luggage against his leg. The plastine tube thudded gently against his thigh, light but sturdy. It contained three hand-drawn maps that David and Rajiv had done together, to send on to Rhui, to Tess. They were ostensibly a map of the principality of Jeds, a detailed map of the city, and a detailed map of the palace of Morava and its grounds, based on his survey, but coded into the key was a secondary matrix on which Tess would build a secondary architecture for the saboteur network based on the architecture and layout of the palace of Jeds, the palace of Morava, and—although this wasn’t mapped—the traditional spiral layout of a jaran camp, which made the arrangement of tents look haphazard until one divined the pattern by which they were set up.

Under a winged buttress, he paused to admire his second favorite sculpture, this one done in light, in three dimensions, by the famous artist Surya Neve Lao. It depicted the Meroite queen, the Candace Amanirenas, as she directed a dawn attack on the Roman garrison at Syene together with her son, Prince Akinidad. Silhouetted against the flames rising within the garrison walls, David recognized a woman as she tipped back her head and stared up at the sculpture curling back along the concourse wall.

“Diana!” he cried.

She turned and blinked at him for a moment. Behind her, the battle raged endlessly on, never to be lost, never to be won.

“David!” She smiled suddenly and it seemed that the whole concourse was brightened by her. She hurried over to him, and they embraced.

“Where are you off to?” he asked. “When I left Rajiv, he said the Repertory Company was in Bangkok. You haven’t left them, have you?”

“No, I—” She hesitated and glanced behind at the sculpture, then back at him. To his surprise, she still wore the scar of marriage on her face. Right now, she looked nervous, and even a little embarrassed. “I’m meeting someone. At Scarab Gate.”

“Oh, I’ll walk you. I’m leaving through Antelope Gate, and it’s right next door. Anyway, my favorite sculpture is at Scarab Gate.”

“Your favorite sculpture? Do you go through Meroe often? You must be quite the traveler.”

David grinned. Oh, well. He was proud of his work, and it was worth being proud of. “I designed it.”

“This station!”

One of the things David loved about Diana was that her emotions were so wonderfully distinct. He laughed.

“But it’s wonderful! Why did you make the buttresses like that, like they’re wings?”

“Because they are wings. They’re the wings of the Goddess.” So they walked to Scarab Gate and he told her about the design and the arguments and compromises and the choices that had gone into building Meroe Transfer Station.

A beautiful bronzed arch made of huge linked scarabs bridged the concourse wall that led into the steep, four-walled chamber that was Scarab Gate and a lounge for departing and arriving passengers. A second scarab arch, smaller and less ornate, sealed off the port tube that led to the pier and the locks.

“Where are you going?” Diana asked finally.

“I’m going to Odys. Business for Charles.”

Diana smiled. “His Nibs. That’s what Maggie O’Neill always called him. Where is she?”

“There. On Odys.”

“Ah,” said Diana, and that was another thing David liked about her. She knew when he had said as much as he could say.

“Here it is. My favorite sculpture.”

She stopped. “It’s very simple.”

It was simple, a simple gray sandstone statue of a young Candace, a queen, a resolute soldier bearing a sword and wearing a crown. To David, that statue was Nadine; not that it looked anything like her, but that it captured her spirit.

“I like the way the sculptor has suggested hair just by using hatching,” said Diana.

“Are you coming to meet family?” David asked.

Her mouth tightened. She held in some overwhelming emotion. “Tess Soerensen told me once that it’s easy to act on impulse and much harder to think about what the consequences might be. But the consequences will show up sooner or later, and then you must prepare yourself to deal with them.” She looked up at him. A man could drown in the blue of her eyes. Despite himself, he found his gaze darting down to the scar. It looked oddly fresh. “It’s what we’ve done to Rhui, isn’t it?” she asked bitterly. “We walked blithely in and watched how it changed us, but we never thought about how it might change them. They’re the ones who will suffer the most.”

He had thought the same thing many times. “Who are you meeting?” he asked, but by the expression on her face, he could guess who it was. So this was her guilt talking, that she had wanted Anatoly and had somehow managed to persuade Charles or Tess to let him come to her, and only now did she realize how hard the transition would be for her husband.

The boards lit. The familiar monotone announcement began, detailing the arriving ship and its coordinates. Diana’s hands flew to her cheeks. She had gone suddenly pale.

“It was so good to see you, David,” she said, lowering her hands with conscious embarrassment. “But I have to go. Please. Please, come and visit me when you come back, or if you see us, if we tour, come and see me backstage.”

“I will. I wish you the best of luck, Diana.”

She kissed him on each cheek, in the formal jaran style, and smiled, and left him.

Thus dismissed, he had no choice but to simply stand there and watch as she ran over toward the small gate and then jerked to a halt at the waist-high wicker fence that blocked off the egress. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, too nervous to stand still.

Passengers streamed out. Diana waited. David watched.

The floor was sloped so that he could see farther into the port tube than Diana could, so he saw the uniformed attendant first, and her companion, a shell-shocked looking young man. Next to the attendant’s dark uniform and olive skin and robust build, the young man looked almost fragile, he was so fair and so slight. But he was here.

David felt sick with envy.

It was a little scene, complete in itself. Diana wiped a tear from her face, and then she saw him. The attendant jostled his arm—what need had she to know Diana? It was apparent who was waiting for the young man—and Anatoly looked up and saw Diana.

David turned away. He could not bear to watch any more. It was too painful.

He skirted the sandstone statue and trudged back through Scarab Gate and on down the concourse to the gentler lines of Antelope Gate. Thank the Goddess, there was no delay for his flight. He boarded, found his cabin, locked the door, stowed the precious tube between his leg and the bunk wall, and plugged straight into hibersleep for the voyage.

He had no dreams.

But he did wake up with the usual horrible nausea and vertigo. Maggie was sitting on the pull-down chair, squeezed into the tiny cabin, regarding him with a frown on her face. Her freckles were prominent today for some reason, making her red hair seem all the more red. Or maybe it was just his eyes adjusting to the lights.

“You don’t usually do hibersleep, do you, David? I thought it made you sick as a—Aha!” She jerked the siphon out of the wall and caught most of the phlegm that was all he had to throw up, and then wiped his face with a cool towel.

“You’re a peach, Mags,” he said. His mouth felt like it had a thousand-year-old growth of fungus in it. “I don’t dare sit up.”

“No sympathy from me,” she retorted. “I hate the fumes of that stuff. Here.” She bent over and extracted the tube of maps. “Do you want me to wait for you to recover, or just take this downside?”

“Maggie!”

“Oh, David.” She sat down beside him and smoothed his hair with a hand. “You look rotten. Why did you do it?”

“I didn’t want to think for that long, cooped up on a ship.”

She regarded him thoughtfully. “Oh,” she said at last. “I don’t suppose you crossed paths with Diana Brooke-Holt, did you?” He didn’t need to reply. Maggie knew him well enough to read his face.

“Poor Diana,” she said.

“Poor Diana!”

“No, you’re right. Poor Anatoly’s more like it. You know she sent him back a message saying he should stay on Rhui, didn’t you?”

“What?” David felt utterly confused.

“But it was already too late. The damned scheming boy had evidently planned it all along. He got himself sent to Jeds and by one means or the other—no one is willing to take responsibility for it—he buffaloed his way onto one of the sloops by claiming he had a dispensation from Tess to go to Erthe, and by the time they realized their mistake, he’d seen a shuttle. So what could they do? They sent him to Odys. We never gave him Diana’s message. So maybe it is poor Diana after all. She was wise enough to see that he ought to have stayed on Rhui.” She broke off. “Oh, David,” she said on a sigh. She bent and kissed him on the cheek. “David, she never could have left the planet. You know it’s true.”

“I know. I know.” But it still hurt. “Has there ever—been any news of her?”

She opened her mouth and then shut it again. “Well. We did hear that she had a baby, a daughter, recently. Tess is pregnant again. Did you hear that?”

“No, I—I haven’t been much in touch with Rhui lately,” he said, and realized how stupid the comment sounded, considering the maps he carried with him. “I’ve tried to put it behind me, that year.” But he thought of Nadine, holding a little child who probably looked like her fair-haired father. “Damn it,” he murmured. “It’s so stupid to dwell on something that wasn’t meant to be.”

“Oh, my dear friend, I didn’t know you still missed her that much. Let me get you something to drink to settle that stomach of yours. Charles is waiting for you. And I’m always glad to see you. I missed you.”

David felt comforted, knowing he had the solace of friendship waiting for him here on Odys.

At the palace, Charles sat in conference with Hon Echido Keinaba in the domed audience chamber that overlooked the massive greenhouse wing.

Suzanne, seated next to Charles at the ralewood table, saw David and Maggie at the door and beckoned to them to come in. Evidently Echido was by this time used to the casual way in which humans came and went, although he did stand and acknowledge the new arrivals with a pallid nod.

“…and when I officially open the female wing here on Odys, Hon Echido, I hope your family will be able to provide me with suitable females with whom I can extend my staff. Ah, hello, David. Sit down. Maggie, can you deliver—the gifts—and then go and make sure the reception room is ready? I’m expecting Tai Naroshi Toraokii anytime now.”

“Naroshi?” asked David.

“In response to my summons.”

“It took him long enough,” said Suzanne tartly.

“Only by our standards,” replied Charles. He turned back to the merchant. “So is it well with you and the Keinaba elders, Hon Echido, that I send twenty-seven apprentices into your service to learn the craft of commerce from your masters?”

“At your command, Tai-en. The proper arrangements have been made. As well, we have chosen three chay-hon, nine sendi-nin, and eighty-one ke di to enter your female house.”

Charles glanced at Suzanne, who said in a low voice, “Three of the merchant class, nine of the steward, and eighty-one ke, all female.”

“I beg your pardon, Tai-en.” Echido flushed blue about the cheeks.

“It is granted,” said Charles impatiently. He looked at Suzanne, who looked at her slate and shook her head. Charles frowned. “He’s late. Well. Now, Hon Echido, about the other matter.”

“Tai-en. Neither I nor the Keinaba House have the authority to allow these disciplines you call The Arts free movement along transport lines or, indeed, access to ports of call. But if I may be allowed to take an orchestra back with me to Keinaba Mansion on Paladia Major, I would be triply honored by your magnanimity.”

“Umm.” Charles turned to look out at the greenhouse that sparkled in the pale sunlight, a swath of brightness thrust out across the curry-colored massif flats. “That will do. Perhaps once guests at your mansion hear the orchestra, they, too, will wish such human artisans to grace their homes and mansions.”

“Indeed, Tai-en, if it is considered a sign of ducal pleasure, many will be eager for such a mark of distinction.”

“Aha!” Suzanne jumped to her feet. “Incoming.”

Hon Echido rose as well, and he bowed to the precise degree due a duke being honored by his least worthy servant. “I will withdraw, with your permission, Tai Charles.”

“It is granted.”

Hon Echido withdrew.

“You know what I think,” said Suzanne, “I think he’s beginning to read us.”

“Read us?” David asked.

“I think he’s beginning to get a sense of how we work, we humans. Frightening thought.”

“Good thing he’s on our side,” said David. “If he is. If any of them can be. Why is Naroshi coming in?”

“I asked him to,” said Charles. “Maggie is going to send the maps on to Rhui.”

“Is she going to take them down herself?”

“No. Marco wants to go back downside.”

“You’re letting him?”

“We need more survey. Tess needs more intelligence, especially in Rhui’s other hemisphere. He’ll transfer over the maps to her and then head east, as far as he can go.”

“Until he comes around back to the other side? Wait. Does this have something to do with Diana Brooke-Holt and the sudden appearance of her interdicted jaran husband on Meroe Transfer Station?”

“What do you think?” asked Suzanne sourly. “I told him he was being a fool.”

“Which comment,” said Charles dryly, “he appreciated greatly. In part to do with her, yes, but mostly to do with Marco. He’ll be circling that globe for the rest of his life, because he’s too damn restless to settle in any one place, and he always has to be testing himself.”

“And seeing how close he can come to getting himself killed, without ever quite managing it.” Suzanne snorted and wiped her hands together briskly, brushing them off. “I wash my hands of trying to improve him and his miserable life.”

Charles and David burst out laughing together, and Suzanne set her hands on her hips, glared at them, and then stalked out of the room. It wasn’t a particularly effective exit, if only because it took so long for her to cross the tiled floor that the drama of her affronted expression had long since expired by the time she reached the far door. When she glanced back at them, David saw that she was smiling.

“Only twenty-seven apprentices? That’s not very many,” David said to Charles.

“David, I have three yachts in my private fleet, which are allowed to ferry on the shipping lanes between human regions and Paladia Minor and Major. Each one is manned by a crew of twenty-four, more or less. Of these twenty-four, two of each crew, the captain and the purser, are allowed to disembark at either port. As well, Tess’s old friend Sojourner and her husband Rene are in residence on the Keinaba flagship. And I have one human representative who sits as my shadow in the Hall of the Nobles, in the outermost circle of the emperor’s palace, just as all the other dukes have such shadow markers—well, only theirs are Chapalii, of course. Then again, that one representative changes every three months so the poor soul doesn’t go stark raving mad.”

Charles walked over to the field that separated the inside air from the outside air and set his hands, palms out and open, against it, and regarded the luxuriant growth within the greenhouse. David could not tell whether he was a nobleman surveying his domain, or a prisoner staring out from his cell.

“That’s it. That is the entire sum of the human presence within Imperial space. Twenty-seven apprentices is a big jump, compared to that. I don’t want to move too fast.”

He peeled his hands away from the field and sniffed, dabbing at his nose with a handkerchief. “My hay fever is acting up again. I don’t know how it carries from there into the main building.”

David chuckled. “That’s the thing about weeds. No matter how hard you try, you can never get rid of them.”

Charles grinned. “It’s good to have you back, David. I hope this time you’ll stay longer. Oh. Hell. Let’s go.”

David had deduced one thing about the Chapalii. They loved grandeur. They loved huge, towering spaces and masses of intricate and floridly-overwhelming decoration. So Charles had built a new reception room, a small, intimate reception chamber set into one of the corner towers and furnished to his own taste.

It was David’s favorite room in the entire palace.

Two walls were windows, opening out onto a balcony that looked out over the tule flats and the far green glint of the greenhouse wing. David sat on one of the two sofas while Charles went to the bureau and rummaged for drinks.

“Canadian or Martian?” Charles asked, setting out two bottles of whiskey.

“Three of those pieces are new,” said David, nodding toward the white wall above the bureau, where Charles displayed his favorite art. He stood up and walked diagonally across the room, skirting the cartograph-lectern, to the opposite corner and stared at the full suit of lamellar armor that stood out on the balcony. The lacquered leather strips and polished iron segments gleamed in the long light of the setting sun. “This is new, too. That’s jaran armor.”

“Yes, it is.” Charles handed him his whiskey.

Suzanne came in. “He’s here.”

Charles walked back to sit down on the other sofa, so that he could look both out the window and at the plain teak double doors that opened into the room. David remained where he was.

Suzanne opened both doors, and Tai-en Naroshi entered, followed by one of his ubiquitous stewards. The duke held a crystal wand in his right hand.

“Tai-en,” said Charles.

“Tai-en,” said Naroshi.

The room itself was pale, lit by the two walls of windows and by the two white walls and by the furniture, all of it a light teak. Even the accents, the throw rug and the linen cushions on the sofas, were white. Even so, Naroshi’s skin was paler still.

He examined the room, and Charles allowed him silence in which to do so. He paced slowly along the wall against which the bureau stood, looking at each piece of art in turn: the tapestry of birds; the woven doormat of green and red stripes; a saber sheathed in a gold case studded with pearls and emeralds; a silk robe embroidered with the lion and the moon of the Habakar royal house; the embossed bronze teapot and the enameled vase set on the bureau; a painting of Jeds, seen from the harbor, which was in fact the only piece of art along the wall. The other things functioned, on Rhui, as utilitarian objects, however beautiful they might appear displayed here.

Naroshi circled back, paused beside the tilted podium which was Charles’s cartographer’s table, and crossed the room to sit on the other sofa. Suzanne and the steward stood silently on either side of the open doors.

“I received your summons,” Naroshi said. He placed the wand carefully across both knees.

“I am distressed, Tai-en,” said Charles, “by these charges which the Protocol Office has brought against members of my house.”

“It would sadden the emperor, indeed,” replied Naroshi, “to have this matter brought to his attention. If only I could be assured that such a transgression had not occurred.”

Which it had, of course. David glanced at Suzanne, but she was watching the two dukes.

Charles placed a hand on each knee, echoing the placement of Naroshi’s hands. “My people would never have gone down to Rhui of their own volition because they know the strength of the interdiction, and, indeed, the only reason they would ever have been forced to go down there would be because another house, other Chapalii under another lord, had violated the interdiction and thus forced these, my own people, to investigate.”

Naroshi’s pallor did not alter. But David waited, breathless, to see how he would respond. It was a classic gambit, of course: I know you sent your people down; yes, but I know you sent your people down.

“I am certain,” said Naroshi finally, “that it would take considerable provocation for any lord to break an interdiction approved by the emperor himself. I must be mistaken. I will inform the Protocol Office that they must erase all charges on their list.”

“We are agreed, then,” said Charles. Now they knew exactly where each of them stood—more or less. Did Naroshi know that Tess was still alive? Did he guess? Did he know that Tess had transferred to her brother the cylinder from the Mushai’s banks? Did Naroshi have such a copy himself? David hid a cough behind his hand. He decided that less had the advantage over more.

“But that is not the only reason I requested your presence here, Tai-en,” added Charles.

Naroshi lifted his chin, acknowledging the comment. “I am honored beyond measure that you would allow my sister to design the mausoleum for your departed heir. I have brought her design with me, for you to view.”

“You are generous, Tai-en. May I hope that we can view it now?”

The two sofas sat perpendicular to each other, one with its back to a windowed wall, one with its back to the bookshelves that lined the rest of the wall out from the doors. Up from the rug that lay between them, an edifice rose.

David caught a gasp back in his throat. It was a clever insult. Or perhaps not an insult at all, but a tacit acknowledgment of their shared crime. It was the palace of Morava, clearly, in its essential design, but twisted and turned in on itself, crossed with the starker classical lines of the Parthenon and made feminine by a profusion of bright frescos of elegant ladies in belled skirts and fitted jackets surrounded by flowers, and by the tiers of columns surrounding the central dome. The design was a clear reminder of the rebel duke, the Tai-en Mushai, and yet it was also uniquely itself. It was stunning.

Charles rose and paced once around the edifice and sat back down again.

“What site have you procured?” he asked.

Naroshi inclined his head. “We have received a dispensation from the emperor’s Chamberlain of the Avenue of the Red Blossom to build the mausoleum along the Field of Empty Hands.”

David had not a clue what or where the Field of Empty Hands was, and he wondered if Charles did, either, but Charles certainly did not show any uncertainty in his reply.

“That would be well, Tai-en. I am honored by your interest, and by your sister’s skill.”

“We all mourn, when a member of one of the great families dies, whether by the cessation of breath or the act of extinction, of leaving, that forever separates them from their kin.”

Charles bowed his head, perhaps the better to shadow his expression. It was true that, by Chapalii law, now that Charles had acknowledged Tess’s marriage to Bakhtiian, Tess did indeed lose her position as Charles’s heir. So ran the Chapalii inheritance laws, and laws of marriage: a female upon marriage takes her husband’s status exclusively. Presumably Naroshi’s own sister was unmarried, else she would not still remain in his house. Naroshi might believe Tess was dead—Bakhtiian had told his agent that. But Cara had also told David that Tess’s original marriage had taken place at Morava; did Naroshi know about that? Or was his comment not about Tess at all but simply a reference to the emperor, who severed all ties of kinship, all ties with his past, on the day he stepped up to the imperial throne? There were a hundred other possibilities, all of them too damned convoluted for David’s taste.

“Tai-en,” said Charles into the silence. “I have a proposition for you.”

Naroshi regarded him steadily.

“Just as you have brought this to me—” He gestured toward the edifice, now curling into mist at the edges as it faded away. “—I propose to bring a human art to you. We humans create an art form that is transitory, played out each night once in a way that can never be duplicated, and yet, played out the next night in the same way that is, still, different from what it was before. It is called theater. I would bring this theater into Imperial space, if you would be willing to sponsor its travel.”

“Theater,” said Naroshi. The human word sounded strange and ominous on his lips. “I know what this art is.” He inclined his head. “I would be pleased to sponsor a—ah, I know the word. The tour.”

Charles inclined his head in reply. David could not imagine how Charles could keep his face so straight as he recruited a Chapalii duke, all unknowing, to start the wheel spinning, to start the first corruption, the first step, the first wedge into the edifice of diamond and steel that was the Empire. To introduce the first tendrils of the saboteur network into the heart of Chapalii space.

Or did Naroshi know? Did he suspect? Knowing that his own agents had been in Charles’s territory—knowing that Charles knew—did Naroshi then accept Charles’s agents into his? Like any great dance, whirling along in brilliant colors across a ballroom floor, the movement and countermovement that flowed naturally from the interaction of the dancers seemed merely bewildering to an inexperienced bystander. On neither duke could David read the slightest expression or color.

“I will send the Bharentous Repertory Company to your palace, Tai-en,” said Charles.

“I will receive it,” said Naroshi.

He rose. Charles rose. The edifice dissolved into steam and vanished into air between them, where they stood at either end of their respective sofas. They made polite farewells. Naroshi left, with his steward trailing behind. David and Suzanne stared at each other. Charles sat down and drained his whiskey in one shot.

“Well,” said Suzanne. “I wasn’t expecting that. Getting him to sponsor the tour.” She walked over and sat down where Naroshi had just been sitting.

“Neither was I,” admitted Charles. “It just came to me.” He grinned. “Did you see that design? It practically shouted my link to Rhui and to the Mushai and from there, I suppose, to all rebels.”

“Or Tess’s link,” said Suzanne, “since Naroshi must know that she was last seen alive there.”

“How can you risk it?” David demanded. He thought of Diana as he said it. Of Diana and her husband, who must surely end up following her wherever she went. “Putting the actors into Naroshi’s hands?”

“‘I’ll deliver all,’” said Charles. He leaned back into the cushions. “How can I not risk it?”

David sighed and went to lean on the lectern, but he watched the sun sink down over the horizon. The polished black surface of the table stared blankly at him.

“Earth,” said Charles, and a flat map of Earth and her continents flowered into being on the table. He went on, through the planets bound together by the League covenant, by their human heritage, by the many space stations and mining colonies and frozen outposts linking them along the shipping lanes. “Ophiuchi-Sei. Sirin Five. Tau Ceti Tierce. Eridanaia. Hydra. Cassie. The unpronounceable one. Three Rings.” He did not say Odys. Odys was not a human planet, only the seat of his ducal authority.

Maggie strode in, poured herself a drink at the bureau, and walked across the room to sprawl out on the sofa next to Charles. “I got rid of Marco,” she said. “What a relief. He needs a vacation. But you know—” She sipped from her glass and set it down on the end table. “I almost asked him to greet Ursula from me. It’s still hard to believe that she’s dead. What a terrible way to die.”

“She wasn’t the first. She won’t be the last,” said Charles.

Maggie had evidently come through the greenhouse, because David could smell the perfume of newly-mown grass on her. Suzanne sighed. Under David’s elbows, the screen shifted again, to show the ongoing design and work index for Concord, the great space station that housed the League offices and the League Parliament. The Chapalii Protocol Office allowed the work to continue, as long as it did not interfere with whatever quotas and taxes their human subjects must pay to the emperor. David ran a finger along a hatched grid. Nadine would have loved this, this table, with its cornucopia of maps stored within, each one available at the touch of a finger or with a single spoken word, each one a discovery, a new journey, a fresh path to explore.

“Where did you get that sword?” Maggie asked. “That saber? That’s a jaran saber.”

“Bakhtiian sent it to me,” said Charles, “together with the armor and a beautifully embroidered red shirt.”

David looked out at the armor. He hadn’t noticed the shirt before, but it was there, under the cuirass, sleeves flowing out in a pattern of red interlaced with a golden road and silver eagles. And David had to smile. As if, by giving him the shirt, Bakhtiian had made Charles a member of his army.

Charles caught David’s eye and smiled. Then he said, “Rhui,” and the surface of the table flowed again, becoming Rhui.

Maggie got up and went over to stare more closely at the saber. She made a comment, more of a grunt, really, that meant nothing except perhaps, “Oh, how interesting.” The only color in the room came from her teal shirt, and from the Rhuian artifacts arranged artfully along the wall. The display itself seemed to flow right out onto the balcony, encompassing the suit of armor and moving beyond it to the horizon. As the sun set over the quiet waters, the evening star woke and burned in the sky, so that it, too, seemed part of the room. The evening star, which was Rhui.

“I miss him,” said Charles. “It’s strange, knowing I’ll probably never see him again.”

David wiped the table clear with a sweep of his arm and went and sat down next to Suzanne. After a moment, Maggie retreated to her place. The four of them sat there in companionable silence. Night bled down over them. The bureau light snapped on, illuminating the wall, spraying a fan of soft white light up onto the saber and the robe.

“‘I long to hear the story of your life,’” said Suzanne, “‘which must take the ear strangely.’ That’s what comes before that line.”

“What line?” demanded Maggie.

Rhui blazed in the sky, and around her, the other stars appeared, thousands upon thousands of them like the fires of the jaran army, like the torch-burdened walls of Karkand, like lights burning in the forest of towers that surrounded the emperor’s palace on Chapal.

“‘I’ll deliver all.’” said Charles, “‘And promise you calm seas, auspicious gales/And sail so expeditious that shall catch Your royal fleet far off.’”

“Oh,” said Maggie. “That line.”

David felt at peace. Not for the past, not for the future, but for this moment. For now.



EPILOGUE

“We’ll lead you to the stately tent of war.

Where you shall hear the Scythian Tamburlaine

Threatening the world in high astounding terms

And scourging kingdoms with his conquering sword.

View but his picture in this tragic glass,

And then applaud his fortunes as you please.”


	—Marlowe,

	Tamburlaine the Great



THE RIDERS LEFT THE SPRAWL of the jaran camp at dawn, a pack of fifty soldiers, lightly armed, and one khaja man dressed in a drab tunic, carrying a heavy wooden tube strapped along his back. They rode that day across grassy plains transformed into pale gold by the summer sun. They camped, tentless and fireless, under the cloud-streaked sky, and stars and the full moon watched over them.

The next day they came to a low range of hills and a khaja village with tumbled-down walls, and through this they rode without a passing glance, and the khaja villagers trudged on about their tasks with scarcely a look in their direction. In the afternoon they saw a great butte looming before them.

“Goddess in Heaven,” said Marco, “that’s an impressive thing.”

“It is the khayan-sarmiia,” explained Aleksi, “Her Crown Fallen from Heaven to Earth.”

“Whose crown?”

“Mother Sun’s crown. There’s the camp.”

Five and a half years ago, Aleksi had ridden here bringing the news of Sergei Veselov’s death to the army. Now he delivered a messenger from a dead man. No army camped now in the shadow of the huge rock, and yet the camp pitched here was large, riders and archers and women cooking and children carrying water. Set out in a great spiral at the northeastern corner of the butte stood the ten great tents of the ten etsanas of the Eldest Tribes. Two tents shared the middle ground: that of Mother Sakhalin and that of Mother Orzhekov, Bakhtiian’s aunt.

“I don’t see Bakhtiian’s tent,” said Marco as they rode into the Orzhekov encampment.

Aleksi pointed up, toward the heavens. “His tent is pitched up there,” he said.

Marco tilted his head back and stared up at the grainy cliffs that blocked off half the southern horizon from this angle. The sun was already hidden behind it, and its shadow made a cooling screen for the camp against the summer heat. Aleksi dismounted and gave his mount to one of his riders. Marco did the same.

“Papa!” An instant later, a small but fierce object hit Aleksi broadside, and he grunted and laughed and grabbed his daughter under her arms and swung her around. “Dania, you imp,” he scolded, setting her down. She wore a little bow and quiver strapped on her back, and a curved stick thrust in her belt. “Marco, this is my daughter Dania.”

Marco eyed the child with distrust. She folded her arms across her chest and regarded him with disdain. “Your daughter?” he asked, clearly puzzled.

“Yes,” said Aleksi, taking pity on him, khaja that he was, for not understanding immediately how Aleksi could be the father of a child too old to have been born to his wife in the nearly two years since he had seen Marco Burckhardt last. “I married her mother, Svetlana, some months after you left us.”

“Papa,” Dania announced, “Kolia got into trouble again. He burnt his fingers because he was trying to—”

“Hush. I don’t want to hear about it. Did Tess have the baby yet?”

“No, but the doctor sent a runner down today and called Mama and Aunt Sonia to attend, so perhaps she’s having it now.”

Marco gaped up at the rock. It towered up into the heavens, its flat peak seeming to scrape the pale down of clouds that streaked the sky. “Tess is up there having a baby?” he exclaimed.

“She got so huge, and the baby still hadn’t come, so she decided that since she wanted to stay with Bakhtiian anyway, through the council, that she might as well walk up with him and try to start her labor that way.”

A sudden gleam lit Marco’s eyes. Aleksi recognized it: Nadine got the same gleam in her eyes when it came time to scout a new path. “There’s a path that goes up to the top? Can we hike up there?”

“No, you can’t,” said Dania severely. “Only the etsanas and the dyans have walked up. They’re speaking to the gods.”

“Yes, you can,” said Aleksi mildly, bending down to kiss the girl on either cheek. “Go on, little one. Go find your Aunt Nadine and send her to us.” He straightened up to regard Marco, who still had his head thrown back, gazing up at the height. “Tess said we should come up, you and I, once we arrived. But it’s true that it’s a holy place, and that the gathering going on there now is not for any eyes and ears but those of the Ten Elder Tribes.”

“What is going on?” demanded Marco. “Are they all overseeing the birth, or something? To make sure it’s legitimate?”

“What is legitimate?” asked Aleksi. “Well, never mind. Let’s go to Nadine’s tent. She’ll want to see the maps.”

Nadine arrived at her tent at the same time as they did, and she greeted Marco with every show of sincerity. While he unsealed the tube and drew out the maps, she asked him a string of questions about the voyage and what the great seas were like to sail on and if it was true that there were monsters sunk in the deeps. Nadine had furnished her outer chamber in a khaja manner, with a table and chairs and a cabinet built and carved in Jeds. Marco unrolled the maps on the table and she gasped and leaned beside him, smoothing her hand out over the heavy parchment.

“David did these, didn’t he?” she said in a low voice.

“David and Rajiv Caer Linn, yes,” answered Marco. “David is well.”

Nadine glanced up at him, at these innocuous words, and then down at the map again. “They’re beautiful maps, and so detailed. How comes it, Marco, that you can sail over the far seas and back again, and yet none of the others can?”

Marco grinned. “I don’t ask permission, for one, and for the other, I’m willing to take the risks onto myself.” Then his face changed abruptly, and he turned to stare at the curtain that separated the outer chamber from the sleeping chamber. “I’ve no one waiting for me, back there, in any case.”

Nadine traced a warren of chambers in a finely detailed corner of the map of the shrine of Morava, and her finger came to rest on one particular room, a tiny little chamber that bore no distinguishing mark to separate it from the rest, nothing except what lay in her memory. “Kirill Zvertkov is taking a jahar of twenty thousands and riding east along the Golden Road, to scout it,” she said, sounding casual. But Aleksi knew her well enough—and had been privy to the arguments—to know how badly she had wanted to go on that expedition, and how firmly Bakhtiian had refused her request. One daughter was not enough to secure the succession.

“East from the plains?” asked Marco. “I haven’t been that way. The Empire of Yarial lies on the eastern shore, they say.”

“There’s a country that lies athwart the Golden Road in the midst of an empty desert,” said Nadine, her voice becoming rich with eagerness, “where the lands shift, where no traveler can walk without becoming lost, where the mountains move at night, and the rivers change their course between the seasons.”

“But, Dina,” said Aleksi, “a country like that could only exist if the khaja there were all sorcerers, or if the gods had put a curse on it.”

“That may be,” said Nadine tartly, “but I’d still like to see it for myself.”

“When did you say that Zvertkov is riding east?” Marco asked.

“In a few days,” answered Nadine. “Are you going to go with him?”

“I just might, at that,” murmured Marco.-”I just might.” Then, to his credit, he read her expression. “I promise to send you reports by every courier who returns to the army.”

Nadine sighed and placed her hands on two corners of the maps, holding them down and staring at them. The entrance flap got pushed aside. A baby announced its presence in a long musical trill, complete with a babble of meaningless but perfectly sweet syllables. “Hello, Feodor,” Nadine said to the table.

Aleksi turned. It was Feodor, of course. Grekov was so proud of his fat baby daughter that the whole camp made fun of him, but then, a father was meant to spoil his daughters. Lara sat propped on his hips, riding on his belt, her chubby little hands gripping his shirt tightly. She had a smile on her face, and she gurgled happily, recognizing Aleksi and her mother. But then, she always had a smile on her face. She was the most easy-natured child that Aleksi had ever met, so sweet-tempered that everyone joked that she must not be Nadine’s.

“Hello, Aleksi,” said Feodor, but his gaze jumped straight to Marco. Aleksi had long since divined that Feodor did not, on the whole, like khaja of any sort, but perhaps that was only because Nadine often seemed half khaja herself. “Well met,” Feodor added politely, addressing Marco.

Marco looked stunned. He stared at Feodor and then at the baby and then back at Feodor again. Finally, thank the gods, he recalled his manners. “Well met,” he replied, equally polite. “I’m Marco Burckhardt.”

“Yes,” said Feodor, “I remember you, of course.” His face softened all at once. “This is our daughter, Lara. She was born last year.”

Marco took one step and then a second, and fetched up in front of the baby. He put out a hand to touch her cheek, and she batted at his hand and laughed. Feodor smiled fondly on her. Marco looked back and at that moment Nadine lifted her head to gaze at him, and at her daughter. Their eyes met, hers and Marco’s, and some message passed between them that Aleksi could not read and Feodor, tickling Lara’s chin, was not even aware of. He set her down and steadied her, and she took a step, another step, a third, and more by dint of forward motion than of balance crossed the space to her mother. Nadine scooped her up in her arms. The contrast was greatest with Feodor, of course, with his fair hair and complexion, but even next to Nadine and her dark hair, Lara looked quite dusky, like twilight, with her creamy brown skin and her coarse black ringlets.

“She’s hungry,” said Feodor. He looked at Aleksi, and Aleksi looked at Marco, and the three men left the tent, leaving Nadine to her daughter and her maps.

Outside, Feodor excused himself and went off to mediate a dispute that had erupted between two packs of children.

“Does he know?” Marco demanded.

“Does he know what?” Aleksi asked, mystified by Marco’s sudden fierce expression.

“Does David know he has a child?”

“David ben Unbutu, do you mean? How should I know? Does he have a child?”

“Aleksi, you’d have to be blind not to see that that child isn’t Feodor Grekov’s daughter, not with that coloring. She’s David’s.”

The comment puzzled Aleksi. “I beg your pardon, Marco, but she is Feodor Grekov’s daughter. Perhaps no one has told you, but there is nothing more insulting you could ever say to a man, except to insult his mother or sister, of course. I thought even the khaja knew that.”

The speed with which Burckhardt backed down surprised Aleksi. “No, you’re right. But—how did she—? She ought to have died.”

“Who ought to have died? Oh, you mean Nadine and the child, just like Tess almost did, with the early one? It’s true that she was sick for months after the birth. Everyone thought she was going to die, even Feodor. Even Bakhtiian. Tess was the only one who thought she might live. Bakhtiian sat at her bedside for twenty days straight and served her with his own hands, until he saw that she would live. He and Varia Telyegin nursed her through it. Even Dr. Hierakis says that Varia Telyegin is a great healer. But the baby was always strong. Feodor got the baby a wet nurse and then they had the worst arguments when Nadine recovered and he wanted her to nurse the child herself. I’ve never seen Nadine so weak and subdued. I think she only said one ill-tempered thing a day for an entire season. She’s much better now.”

“Of course, it’s none of my business,” said Marco hastily, looking uncomfortable at hearing these revelations.

“Why should Nadine have died, though?” Aleksi insisted.

Marco dragged a hand back through his hair, looking like he was reminded of something he didn’t want to think about. “Because blood half of the earth and half of the heavens doesn’t mix easily,” he replied curtly. “May we go see Tess now?”

So they climbed the butte, winding up the steep trail as the afternoon wind tore at their shirts. At each switchback, Marco paused and stared out at the view growing beyond and beneath them. From above, the spiral along which the camp was laid out showed clearly enough, although it was hard to distinguish the pattern from the ground. The southern mountains lay in a distant blue haze, tinged with pink from the sun’s long rays.

“That’s where Habakar lies, that way, isn’t it?” Marco looked toward the distant south.

“Yes. Mitya is still there. They’re building him a new city, west of Hamrat. The Princess Melatina and her brother have lived with Mother Orzhekov for six seasons now, and she’s not nearly as shy as she used to be. The princess, that is.”

They climbed on. West lay the sea, hidden from their view, where the sun set, and north and east past the rolling line of hills stretched the vast golden blur of the plains.

“East,” said Marco, pausing to catch his breath. Already the eastern horizon dimmed to a dusky blue, shadowed and mysterious. “East, on the Golden Road. But, Aleksi.” He paused. “What about Bakhtiian’s son?”

Aleksi warded off the notice of Grandmother Night with a quick turn of his wrist. “Bakhtiian’s son died.”

“No. His other son. The one who’s Katerina’s age. Vasha. He must be Bakhtiian’s son the same way Lara must be David’s daughter.”

Aleksi sighed. “Marco, you khaja always care so much which man’s seed made which child on what woman. Vasha is Bakhtiian’s son because Tess adopted him as her son, and Bakhtiian is her husband. Just as she adopted me as her brother.”

“But—” The wind whipped at them, tearing their hair away from their eyes, stinging and sharp and hot.

“It’s true enough, I suppose, that Vasha is Bakhtiian’s son by khaja laws, too, and since his mother never married…well…” Aleksi shrugged. “It might even be true about David, by khaja laws, but still, Lara—”

“—is Feodor Grekov’s daughter,” said Marco. “I understand. I suppose it’s better that David never hears about it. It would break his heart.”

“But he isn’t married to Nadine—” Aleksi broke off and trudged on after Marco, who had started on up again. The conversation was pointless in any case. The khaja were very strange, all except Tess, of course, and even she—Then he grinned. Tess and her brother and the khaja from Erthe were the strangest ones of all, because they had come down from the heavens.

They reached the summit and the wind skirled around them and then, as they crossed the flat ground scoured clean by years upon years of Father Wind’s rough touch, died altogether. A single tent stood on the plateau, staked down. The gold banner at its height hung limply, stirred as the wind fluttered the cloth, and stilled again. Clouds shone pale in the sky above, touched orange in the west where they feathered the horizon.

Ilyakoria Bakhtiian knelt on the ground some twenty paces in front of the tent. His head was bent. Before him, in a semicircle, sat the ten etsanas and the ten dyans—well, only nine since Venedikt Grekov was still away on his expedition to Vidiya—listening intently. It was so quiet, with the sun’s rays bathing the plateau in a rich golden light, that even from twenty paces away, where they halted, they could hear Bakhtiian’s voice as he spoke.

“… and I said to Grandmother Night, ‘I will give to you that which I most love if you will make me dyan of all the tribes.’ And I sealed the bargain with the blood of a hawk.”

Aleksi noticed, at once, that Bakhtiian wore no saber. He had disarmed himself. His horse-tail staff lay over the knees of Mother Sakhalin, and his own aunt had laid his saber on the pillow on which the dyan of her tribe—which was him, of course—would otherwise be seated. From the tent, he heard a muffled, steady drumbeat, and he heard Svetlana singing, and then laughter. Steam boiled up from two great copper pots set over a fire to one side of the tent. Vasha, who was getting all gangly and overgrown these days, sat in mute attendance on the fire.

“Afterward,” Bakhtiian continued into the silence, not looking at the women and men who in their turn watched him with unnervingly intent gazes, “I thought that she had cheated me, but then I realized that she had held to her end of the bargain. Vasil was not the person whom I most loved. I was the one who tried to cheat Grandmother Night. I paid dearly enough for my presumption.”

There they sat, in silence, Sakhalin, Arkhanov, Suvorin, Velinya, Raevsky, Vershinin, Grekov, Fedoseyev, and last, Veselov and Orzhekov. Arina Veselov sat on a litter, since she had never regained enough strength to be able to walk very well. Her odd cousin sat next to her. Scars had obliterated the beauty of Vera’s face; her riders called her a hard dyan but a fair one, and she was known to be ruthless and aloof. Yaroslav Sakhalin had ridden two thousand miles in twenty days to come here, and the others had come long distances as well. Irena Orzhekov regarded her nephew gravely. Alone of all of them, she did not look particularly surprised by his confession.

“And what,” asked Mother Sakhalin, “did you pay, Ilyakoria Bakhtiian?”

He lifted his head to look directly at her. “These lives. The life of my mother, Alyona Orzhekov. The life of my father, Petre Sokolov. The life of my sister Natalia and of her son. Of my cousin Yurinya. Of the Prince of Jeds, Charles Soerensen, my wife’s brother. The life of my son.”

The wind picked up again. The gold banner stirred and fluttered and spread, like a last ray of the sun, out against the vast arch of the sky. “The lives of those who followed me, and died, not knowing of the bargain I had made and then hidden.” He bent his head and ran his fingers up the embroidery on his shirt. His aunt watched him, her face stern. He looked up again, for the final time. “The life of the boy I once was, Ilyakoria Orzhekov.”

Katerina ducked out of the tent and ran over to the pots. She dipped a kettle into water, whispered something to Vasha, glanced toward the assembly, and then hurried back inside. Very clearly, in the silence, they all heard a woman swear forcefully and fluidly. Arina Veselov hid her mouth behind a hand. Every gaze flashed toward the tent and then away. Every one but Bakhtiian’s. His gaze did not stray from Mother Sakhalin’s face.

“Two more lives hang in the balance, Bakhtiian,” she said quietly. “As the gods judge you today, so will our judgment be.”

Aleksi shuddered. He had seen how harsh the gods’ judgment could be. It wasn’t fair that their judgment should be passed through Tess. And yet, Aleksi trusted in Cara Hierakis maybe even more than in the gods.

Marco crouched and settled in for a long wait, and Aleksi crouched beside him. He liked Burckhardt, really. He was an easy companion. He knew when to be silent and when to speak, when to act and when to be patient.

So they waited. The sun set and its light died and gave birth to a darkness patched with stars. Yaroslav Sakhalin and Mikhail Suvorin rose and lit torches and posted them on lances thrust into the ground at either end of the semicircle. The wind picked up and battered at the sides of the tent. The drum beat. Inside the tent, Svetlana sang, and Aleksi closed his eyes and listened to her. She had a pleasant voice, a little thin, but it was strong and steady. Of course, compared to Raysia Grekov…but Svetlana was not Raysia Grekov; she wasn’t a Singer. She was a simple, hard-working, practical woman. She was his wife. The thought of that, of having a sister and a wife and her siblings and a daughter and a little one on the way, warmed him through to the core of his heart.

Sakhalin and Suvorin replaced the torches with new ones. The stars wheeled around the sky, and the clouds chased away into the north to leave the black span above brilliant with light.

They waited, and out of the darkness and the silence, they heard a baby’s sudden strong cry.

Bakhtiian jumped to his feet, and spun, and stopped in his tracks.

The baby cried again, and then cut off.

Silence.

Bakhtiian was shaking so hard that Aleksi could see it, even with the night and the distance between them. He was afraid. Aleksi rose then, and Marco with him, and all of them rose, the etsanas and the dyans. Vera Veselov slipped a strong arm around her cousin Arina and helped her to her feet, and Irena Orzhekov steadied Arina on her other side, and between them, Arina managed to stay upright. Aleksi felt how desperate they all were—they wanted the gods to judge in Bakhtiian’s favor not just for his sake, but for the sake of the jaran.

Svetlana threw the entrance flap aside, and Katerina and Galina emerged, each girl bearing a torch. Blood streaked Galina’s hands, and she grinned hugely. Sonia ducked out behind them. She held a bundle in her arms, and it hiccuped a cry as the cold air hit its face and then it began to squall.

Sonia laughed at something someone said behind her. She marched over and deposited the screaming bundle into Bakhtiian’s arms. At once, the child ceased crying. Ilya stared down at it. Alert but calm now, it stared up at him.

“Tess says that her name is Natalia,” said Sonia. She crossed to kiss her mother, Irena Orzhekov, and then turned and hurried back inside the tent.

“Natalia,” whispered Bakhtiian. He looked stunned.

Svetlana drew aside the entrance curtains again, and Sonia and Dr. Hierakis helped Tess out of the tent. Tess moved gingerly, leaning heavily on the two women, but she smiled. Aleksi took in a breath, able to breathe again. Marco heaved his breath out abruptly in a relieved sigh.

Bakhtiian’s expression blossomed into a smile that even darkness could not dim. He went to greet his wife. He kissed her on either cheek, and then he turned and regarded his audience. Aleksi had never seen him look more triumphant.

Mother Sakhalin walked over to him and offered him the horse-tail staff. “It appears, Bakhtiian,” she said, “that the gods have forgiven you. Far be it from me to judge otherwise.”

But, of course, with the baby in his arms—and a big, thriving child she appeared to be, too—he could not take the staff.

“Vasha,” he said, and immediately the boy leapt up and ran over to him. “Hold the staff for me, if you please.”

Mother Sakhalin hesitated for one instant. Then she gave Vassily Kireyevsky the horse-tail staff.

The others came forward, one by one, and greeted the new child with a blessing and Tess with a kiss on either cheek. Last, Irena Orzhekov stopped before her nephew and held up his saber.

“This is yours, I believe.”

“Here,” said Tess, the first time she had spoken at all. “I’ll belt it on him.” Sonia still supported her, but Tess took the saber from Mother Orzhekov’s hands and secured it with her own hands onto her husband’s belt. Irena Orzhekov embraced her, and then Tess stepped back and turned to the doctor. She looked utterly exhausted, but pleased. “I’m going to go lie down now,” she announced.

And that was that. The first pale line of light, heralding dawn, limned the eastern horizon.

Smiling besottedly down at his daughter, Bakhtiian followed Tess inside. Sonia and the doctor went in behind him. Vasha placed the horse-tail staff reverently in its wooden holder, under the awning, and then Katya pushed him, and he shoved her back, and Galina huffed and rolled her eyes and they all laughed and raced away toward the trail.

“Beat you there.”

“No, I will.”

“I’ll be first!”

The two youngest dyans took either end of Arina Veselov’s litter and carried her away. Her cousin followed, and the other etsanas and dyans, with Mother Sakhalin steadying herself on her nephew’s arm. The morning sun made palest parchment of the old woman’s skin, and Aleksi saw clearly how very old she was, and how frail. The change had come suddenly on her, after her grandson had left.

Sonia emerged from the tent. “Marco! It is you! I’m so very pleased to see you. Come in. Come in.”

But once inside the tent, which smelled of blood and other musky things, Aleksi had only the chance to kiss Tess on either cheek before he had to move aside so that Marco could kneel beside her.

“Marco! You arrived safely. Did you bring the maps?”

“Yes. I—”

“Oh, can’t it wait until tomorrow? I really—”

He laughed. “Of course, Tess. I was just about to suggest that myself. We’ll go.”

They went, he and Aleksi. Aleksi paused by the entrance to look back. All the curtains within had been thrown back, making one huge chamber of the whole. Tess reclined on a couch of pillows and Bakhtiian sat up against her, one arm over her shoulders and one cradling their baby. He looked, Aleksi decided, just as stupidly ecstatic as Feodor had when he had first held Lara.

Svetlana met him outside, her belly swollen under her skirts. After he introduced her to Marco, she smiled and kissed Aleksi on the cheek. “Sonia and I are going to stay up here with the doctor. You don’t mind, do you?”

He leaned his head against her hair and just breathed it in, for a moment. She always smelled of sweet things, of grass and flowers and fresh herbs and babies. “I’ll see things are made ready down in camp,” he said, “and send some men up with a litter for Tess.”

She smiled at him and let him go.

They went down. Dawn rose in the east, and light spread out over the lands.

In the camp, a great celebration was being prepared for the birth of the child. Aleksi left Marco with Nadine, found Galina already preparing a childbed tent for Tess, and directed four riders with a litter up to the height. Then he wandered, just wandered around the camp, observing, as he liked to do. He felt deeply content.

In the Grekov camp, Raysia Grekov was directing a rehearsal of her new telling of the “Daughter of the Sun.” She had picked out musicians, each of them with a good voice, and given them tabards to wear as costumes, and built out of the old tale as told by one Singer over ten nights a new tale sung by seven singers in a single afternoon. She herself sang the Daughter’s role, and Aleksi could not help but stay to watch.

The singers did not move, as they walked and sang, with the fluidity of the actors, but perhaps Raysia did not want to create the same kind of story as the actors had. Here the song itself was preeminent, supported by slow, sweeping gestures and the long frozen poses taken by the singers. The plain, bold colors and simple lines of the tabards gave each singer a distinctive look. Mother Sun wore the yellow-orange, of fire. Her daughter wore the blue of the heavens, and the dyan Yuri Sakhalin wore red, which is the strength of earth and blood. One demon wore black and the other wore white. The woman who sang the sisters wore green, and the man who sang the riders of Sakhalin’s jahar wore the pale gold of grass.

Raysia had used her own telling of the tale and wound it in on itself, and Aleksi found himself rooted to the spot and unable to move, listening to it, seeing it. Mother Sun exiled her daughter to the earth, and sent with her ten sisters to be her companions. These ten sisters bore the tribes of the jaran, and one day, the first dyan of the tribes fell in love with the Daughter of the Sun. She refused him, as surely any heaven-born creature must. He led his jahar into battle, and fell to a grievous blow.

Wounded unto death, he begged her for healing. Healing him, she loved him, and together they made a child. And she gave him a saber—the sword of heaven—because of which he could from then on never lose a battle.

Just as Tess and her brother had given Ilya a sword, which not even he knew the strength of.

Yuri Sakhalin never lost a battle after that, or at least, that is how the Singers sang the tale. No battle but the one every mortal being lost—that against Grandmother Night.

Aleksi strolled back to his tent, feeling thoughtful, feeling … curious. He knew the art of moving without being seen; it had saved his life more than once, when he was an orphan. He slipped unnoticed into Dr. Hierakis’s tent, even keeping the bells from ringing, and he stood in front of her table and spoke the words he had memorized from hearing Tess say them: “Run League worlds.”

Rhui he now recognized. He could recognize the broad pale expanse that marked the plains and the tiny tiny bay far to the south that marked the city of Jeds. Then the other worlds appeared, strange spheres with yet stranger names: Three Rings. Something unpronounceable. Cassie. Hydra. Eridanaia. Tau Ceti Tierce. Sirin Five. Ophiuchi-Sei. And last, her planet, the only one as heart-wrenchingly beautiful as Rhui, the only other one that wore as brilliant a coat of blue, symbolizing the heavens: Earth.

Aleksi sank down into a chair and watched as the program ran on, showing paler worlds and fiercer stars, showing webs of light dangling against a black void and many-eyed globes of polished metal and ships like blunt arrows docked at piers built of sparkling gossamer threads. He watched as thousands upon thousands of towers rose up from a bleak plain and became invested with lights as numerous as the stars, or as the fires of the jaran army.

No one disturbed him, hidden here in the doctor’s private chambers. Outside, the celebration had already begun. Inside, in the quiet of the tent, Aleksi discovered the universe.
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“In this world below the dome of heaven, nothing that is or does can be eternal, for the law of the harvest is the law of becoming. All that is sown must be reaped, and all that is reaped must be sown again back into the world from which it sprang. Thus every change becomes another turn in the great wheel of years.”

—from The Revelation of Elia



PROLOGUE



1

The Plains

HE WOKE BEFORE DAWN and snuck away from the tents to watch the sun rise, both of them solitary—he and the sun. He had done so every morning since his mother died. On cloudy days only the light changed, paling into day. When it rained, the night leached away reluctantly, spilling into the soil. In the deep winter blizzards snow settled like a blanket over everything. But on other mornings, clean, sharp mornings like this one, the sun rose like a splintering blow, sundering day from night all at once and with the promise of brilliance to come. The promise was for him. At least, that was how he thought of it; he lived here in night, but someday that would change. It had to.

“Vasha! Come here at once!”

Vassily turned away from the east and the light and trudged back into camp. Mother Kireyevsky cuffed him on the ear. “Have you milked Tatyana’s goats yet?” she demanded. “Uncle Yakalev needs your help this instant! Lazy boy! You’re a disgrace!”

A chill edged the morning, but it was no worse than the looks he got from old Tatyana and her son when he caught up with the flock. They spoke not one word to him, not even to greet him. He settled down to milk the goats. When he had finished, he slung four heavy flasks of warm milk over his shoulders and carried them back in toward camp. Passing the herd of glariss yearlings, he made the mistake of looking straight at the Vysotsky cousins where they stood watching over the herd.

“Watch your eyes, pest!” shouted the elder, who was only three years older than Vasha himself.

“Bastard!” The younger casually picked up a rock and threw it at Vasha, and he ducked away, but not in time. The rock stung his cheek. The Vysotsky cousins jeered and laughed. “Thought you were better than us, didn’t you?” they called, the familiar refrain. “Now you’re the lowest one of all.”

The fire flared within his heart, but Vasha hunkered down and walked on, fighting it back. It did no good to scrap with them. He had learned that quickly enough: His punishment from Mother Kireyevsky would be severe and swift. Tears of shame burned in his eyes, shame that they all despised him, shame that he had to act like any common servant, shame that he had never made any friends before, when his mother still lived. She had closed him off from everyone else. She had wrapped herself around him, and she had told him over and over again that he was special, that it was the others who were less than he was. It wasn’t fair that she had lied to him.

He swallowed the tears, forcing them down as he came back into camp. His throat choked on them. Never cry, his mother had said, you are a prince’s son. Don’t play with those Vysotsky boys; they aren’t good enough for you. When your father comes, then they’ll understand exactly who you are and how much power you have. Well, they did understand who he was: He was a bastard, the only child in the tribe who had no father and who never had had a father, despite what his mother claimed. They understood exactly how much power he had, which was none.

Mother Kireyevsky used him as a servant, and the elders themselves had refused to make his mother headwoman of the tribe, as she should have been after her own mother, his grandmother, had died. Because they had all despised his mother as well. They had rejoiced when she had died two winters ago. And he had learned how to survive their contempt and to endure alone.

As he crossed behind Mother Kireyevsky’s tent, he heard messenger bells and saw, out beyond the other tents, a figure swinging down from a spent horse. He would have liked to stop and look, but he knew someone would tell on him if he faltered at all, so he walked on.

“Vassily!” His cousin Tamara called to him. “Give me those flasks. Go to Mother Kireyevsky at once!” Her face was flushed.

He was too shocked to do anything but obey, but as he circled the tent and ducked under the awning a sudden foreboding washed over him. Now what had he done wrong? What was she going to punish him for?

“Aha!” said Mother Kireyevsky, catching sight of him. “You will attend me here, Vasha. You will do exactly as I say, you will not speak one single word, and you will serve komis to our guest. Do you understand?”

He nodded, mystified. She hurried away, and he knelt down and waited. What could this be about? When guests came to visit at Mother Kireyevsky’s tent, he was banished from the family circle because he represented a shameful stain on the Kireyevsky line.

Mother Kireyevsky soon returned, bringing with her the messenger—who was a woman! Dressed in soldier’s clothing, too! Vasha dutifully offered the woman a cup of komis, which she accepted without looking at him. Tamara brought her food, and she ate with relish and politely complimented his cousin on the meat and the fine texture of the sweet cakes.

Then, just as Vasha moved to offer her a second cup, Mother Kireyevsky said the fateful words. “Ah, you are Bakhtiian’s niece.”

Vasha almost dropped the cup, but the woman took it from him as if she did not notice his shaking hands. As the rest of the cousins and aunts and old uncles filtered in to listen, they lapsed into a long discussion of the disposition of the Kireyevsky riders in the great jaran army, the army led by the great general and prince, Ilyakoria Bakhtiian. This dragged on endlessly while Vasha stared surreptitiously at Bakhtiian’s niece—Nadine Orzhekov—from under the screen of his dark hair. As if by examining her he could divine something—anything—about the man who was the greatest leader the jaran had ever had, the man who commanded the combined jaran tribes in their war against their ancient enemies, the khaja, the settled peoples.

“Vasha!” said Mother Kireyevsky tartly, no doubt divining his purpose in her turn and deciding now, at last, to dismiss him. “Bring more sweetcakes.”

For an instant, Vasha’s gaze met that of Nadine Orzhekov. She had a sharp, penetrating eye, but she did not appear to scorn him. Of course, she did not yet know the truth. He hurried away.

When he returned, Mother Kireyevsky did an unheard of thing. “Vasha, set those down. Then you will sit beside me.”

Sit beside her! Stunned by this sign of favor, he obeyed, sinking down beside her and folding his hands in his lap. He risked another look at their visitor. Bakhtiian’s niece! She looked no different, really, than other women, except that she dressed and walked like a soldier. Her black hair was caught back in single braid and her cheek bore a recent scar. Again her gaze met his, measuring, keen, but this time he forgot himself enough that he did not drop his away immediately.

“Vasha!” scolded Mother Kireyevsky. He stared at his hands. Then the horrible truth came out. “Inessa Kireyevsky was not married when her mother died, although by this time she had an eight-year-old child. She had no husband. She never married.”

“But then how—” Nadine Orzhekov broke off, looking at him. How could she then have a child?

Shame writhed through Vasha. He felt it stain his cheeks, a visible mark of the disgrace that his mother had brought on her tribe.

“Luckily,” Mother Kireyevsky was saying, “she died a year after her mother died.”

“Leaving her son,” said Orzhekov. Vasha could not bear to look up now, knowing he would see contempt, not curiosity, in her gaze.

“Leaving a boy with no father, dead or otherwise, and no closer relatives than distant cousins. That line was not strong.” Mother Kireyevsky’s voice rang like hammer blows, unrelenting. Gods, why was she humiliating him like this? What was the point? Hadn’t he been brought low enough already, that she had to make sure that Bakhtiian’s niece knew of the scandal as well? Would she never be satisfied?

Like a spark, like his thoughts had triggered the words in her, Nadine Orzhekov spoke. “Why are you telling me this?” Then, secure as he could never be, she carelessly took another sweetcake.

Vasha felt more than heard Mother Kireyevsky take in a breath for the momentous pronouncement. “Inessa claimed to know who the child’s father was. It was her last wish, as she lay dying of a fever, that the boy be sent to his father. If it is at all possible….” His hearing hazed over as a roar of fear and hope descended on him, claiming him. Mother Kireyevsky continued to speak, but he did not hear her words, not until she pounded the final strokes: “She claimed that his father was Ilyakoria Orzhekov.”

Into the silence, Nadine Orzhekov’s reply was so light-hearted, caught on a laugh, that it seemed false. “My uncle, Bakhtiian.”

Vasha hunkered down. He knew what must come next. Now Nadine Orzhekov would repudiate the connection. She would laugh.

“Of course he must return with me,” said Orzhekov cheerfully, as if she had just been offered a prime stud. “I’m riding back to the army now. I will take responsibility for his well-being myself.”

Shocked, he looked up right at her. Did she mean it? Nadine Orzhekov eyed him coolly, disapprovingly.

“You are recently married yourself,” said Mother Kireyevsky, eyeing the scar on Orzhekov’s cheek.

“Yes,” replied Orzhekov in a cold voice. “I also command a jahar. You may be assured that the child is safe with me. What is his name? Vasha is short for—?”

“Vassily.”

“Vassily!” Now she looked astounded, where none of the rest of his sordid history had shocked her. “How did he come by that name?”

Stung, he forgot himself. “My mama told me that that is the name he said to give me.”

Mother Kireyevsky slapped him, and he hunched down, berating himself. Idiot twice over, for speaking at all and for giving Nadine Orzhekov any reason to think ill of him, to think he might actually believe the fiction that his mother had claimed was the truth: not just that Ilyakoria Bakhtiian was his father, but that Bakhtiian had known of her pregnancy and even told her what name to give the child. Only he did believe it. It was all he had to believe in.

“…and he’s always been full of himself,” Mother Kireyevsky was saying, “thinking that he’s the son of a great man. You needn’t mind it. Of course Bakhtiian can’t recognize him as his son—it’s all quite ridiculous, of course, that an unmarried woman…” Mother Kireyevsky was practically babbling, fawning over Bakhtiian’s niece in her desperation to be rid of him. “Of course he has no father, but we’re grateful to you for taking him—”

“He looks like him,” said Orzhekov curtly, cutting her off. “As I’m sure you must know.” She sounded disgusted, and in a blinding moment of insight, Vasha realized that she was disgusted with Mother Kireyevsky, not with him. “But in any case, I must go. I’ll need a horse—”

A horse! He was leaving!

“He’s got nothing,” said Mother Kireyevsky. “Her tent and a few trinkets.”

“He gave my mother a necklace,” said Vasha abruptly, emboldened by Orzhekov’s sympathy. Because he so desperately wanted her to believe him, to prove to her that it was all true, that it must be, because he knew things that a common boy would never know. “It’s gold with round white stones. He brought it from over the seas. From a khaja city called Jeds.”

“Go get your things, Vasha,” snapped Mother Kireyevsky, and he flinched, but she did not hit him again.

And when a horse was saddled and his pathetic handful of belongings and his tattered blanket tied on behind the saddle, and he mounted up and waited for Nadine Orzhekov, he realized all at once that Mother Kireyevsky would never hit him again. The thought terrified him. He had never in his life strayed farther than herd’s distance from his tribe. He was scared to leave, and yet he wanted nothing more than to go. No one came to see him off. That quickly, they rid themselves of him and went back to their lives, free of the burden of his presence.

They rode out in silence, he and Bakhtiian’s niece. He concentrated on his riding, and on keeping his hands steady and his mind clear, because fear threatened to engulf him, fear and excitement together.

Finally, she spoke. “How old are you, Vasha?”

He took heart at her straightforward question. “I was born in the Year of the Hawk.”

“Oh, gods,” she murmured, as if she was talking to someone else. “Eleven years old. Eleven years old.”

“Is it true?” he asked. “Is he really my father? My mama always said so, but… but she lied, sometimes, when it suited her. She said he would have married her, but she never said why he didn’t, so I don’t think he ever would have. Only that she wanted him to.” He knew that, like Mother Kireyevsky, he was babbling out of desperation, but he couldn’t stop himself. He recalled his mother so clearly, her pretty face, her warmth, her scent, her cutting words to her cousins and the others in the tribe, to men who courted her, to women who tried to befriend her, her constant harping on the man she had loved and borne a child to—a man who had never in all the years afterward returned or even sent a message. “Every tribe we came to, she asked if they’d news, if he’d married. He never had, so she said he still meant to come back for her. Then after my grandmother died, the next summer we heard that he’d married a khaja princess. Mama fell sick and died. Both the healer and a Singer said she’d poisoned herself in her heart and the gods had been angry and made her die of it.” He gulped in air, it hurt so badly to think of her, of her dead, of being alone. “No one wanted me after that.”

And why should the Orzhekov tribe want him? Why should Nadine Orzhekov take responsibility for him? Perhaps she needed another servant in her camp. Better to know the worst now.

“I think you’re his son,” she said so calmly he thought at first he had heard her wrong.

“But how can I be?” he demanded. “He wasn’t married to my mother.”

She sighed. “I’ll let him explain that.”

Him. It hung before him like a talisman, and though their journey was a strange one for a boy who had never before traveled outside of his tribe, that him hung before Vasha as a fog disguises the land, all through the days that they rode, with strange companions and into khaja lands, toward him.

Their party came at last to a vast army camped before a huge, gleaming khaja city, and Nadine took Vasha beside her, riding forward alone to come into camp at sunset. He had never seen so many tents, so many horses, so many people—women and children and countless men armed for war—all in one place. They dismounted at the very center of camp, and two men led their horses away. Nadine herded him forward toward the great tent that loomed before them. Terror clutched hold of him, and he slunk back behind Nadine when she stopped under the awning of the tent. She greeted the two guards and rang a little bell three times. The guards eyed him curiously but said nothing.

A cool, commanding voice answered from inside the tent. “Send them in.”

A shudder shook through Vasha, so hard that at first he thought he could not walk. But Nadine Orzhekov was all he had. When she swept the entrance flap aside and ducked in, he followed tight against her, practically hugging her side. Vasha had never felt more afraid in his life.

Two men stood on either side of a table in the outer chamber. In that first instant, glimpsing them—one dark and stern, one fair and breathtakingly handsome—either one could have been the man he had dreamed of all these years. Dressed simply, and yet gifted with the commanding presence a general and great leader must have. Both tall. Both of them radiant. He could have fallen at the feet of either of them, and been happy to gain their notice. He clenched his hands and fought back tears. And remembered that his mother had always spoken of Bakhtiian as a dark-featured man.

Like an answer to his thought, the dark man started forward and embraced Nadine. “Dina! Have you just ridden in? Where is the prince?”

“About two days behind us, with the pack train. I rode ahead, Uncle.”

Oh, gods. Bakhtiian looked past her. It took every ounce of courage that Vasha possessed to hold his ground against that severe gaze. Bakhtiian had dark hair, a beard, and eyes that pierced right through him. “Who is this?” he demanded of his niece, without taking his eyes off of Vasha.

“I see I’ve come at just the right time,” replied Nadine sarcastically. “Where is Tess?”

“Come here. What’s your name?”

Vasha gulped down a breath and stepped out from behind Nadine, into the full force of Ilyakoria Bakhtiian’s stare.

“Vasha, this is Bakhtiian,” said Nadine brusquely. “Pay your respects.”

All the years of waiting and dreaming weighed on him. He had never believed it would come to this. How badly he wanted to make a good impression. “I am Vassily Kireyevsky,” he said softly, because it was all the volume he could manage. “My mother was Inessa Kireyevsky.”

“Inessa Kireyevsky! Gods.” Bakhtiian stared at him, and Vasha wanted only to drown, to spin away into the air, into nothing. The haze descended once again, and although he knew the others went on talking, he paid no attention to them, he only stared at Bakhtiian, memorizing him, the man he had never seen and yet knew as well as … his own father. But a spark rose burning within, fighting his paralysis: Bakhtiian remembered Inessa Kireyevsky. That was hopeful.

The curtain into the inner chamber stirred and opened, and a woman stepped out. “Isn’t Inessa Kireyevsky the one you lay with out on the grass, under the stars?” Her voice was low, touched with a kind laughter, generous and full.

Bakhtiian did not shift his gaze from Vasha, and the boy felt smothered under the weight of his stare. “You’ve a good memory, my wife,” he said in that same even voice that smothered the turmoil in its depths.

“For some things,” she replied.

An odd accent graced her voice, light, even pleasing, but obvious. Vasha tore his gaze away from Bakhtiian and stared at her: at her brown hair and her fine, exotic features. Her calves and feet were bare, but a silken robe of gold covered the rest of her. The fine sheen of the fabric caught the light, shimmering as she moved forward through the chamber. She was pregnant. She was not a jaran woman.

“You’re the khaja princess!” he blurted out.

“Yes.” She examined him. “What’s your name again? Vasha?”

Her interest seemed benevolent enough, although he was not sure he could trust her. “Vassily Kireyevsky.”

“How old are you, Vasha?”

“I was born in the Year of the Hawk.”

“And you’ve no father? Did your mother never marry?”

He hung his head in shame. Again, the truth had to be told. He wanted so desperately for them to like him. “My mother never married. That’s why my cousins wished to be rid of me.”

“Inessa never married?” said Bakhtiian, sounding skeptical. “I find that hard to believe.”

To Vasha’s surprise, it was Nadine Orzhekov who came to his defense. She rested a hand on his shoulder. He hadn’t even known if she liked him. “They treated him poorly enough. They didn’t want him. That’s why I thought he’d be better off here. Especially since Inessa claimed up until the day she died that you were the boy’s father.”

Bakhtiian flung his head back. He looked astonished. He fairly crackled with life. “How can I be his father? I never married her!”

“Vasha,” commanded the khaja princess. “Come here.” He obeyed, walking over to her. She placed a finger under his chin and gently tilted his head back, the better to examine his face. She was—not beautiful like his mother, but strong, with her odd khaja features, and she measured him kindly, with compassion in her eyes such as he had not seen since his grandmother died.

At that moment, he fell in love with her.

“It could be,” she said generously. “There’s a strong enough resemblance, once you look for it.”

“But, Tess—”

She cut off her husband ruthlessly. “Don’t be stupid, Ilya.” Then she lifted a hand and brushed Vasha’s dark hair lightly. “Vasha, do you know why your mother never married?”

He risked a look at Bakhtiian, who stood glowering at them. He swallowed, but knowing the princess expected him to speak, he managed to. “Because she thought that Bakhtiian was coming back to marry her. But he never did. And she never wanted anyone else.” All at once he realized that these words might offend the princess. He flushed, sick with worry. Bakhtiian’s fixed expression cowed him, and he was too afraid to look at the princess.

But the princess, when she spoke, merely sounded puzzled. “Surely this was inevitable?” she asked the others. Her hand traced a path down Vasha’s neck and came to rest on his shoulder. He melted against her, seeking shelter, and she gave it to him, tightening her arm around him.

Bakhtiian just stared. “Gods, I didn’t think she meant it when she told me she was pregnant.”

“Is it just a coincidence that he’s named Vassily?” asked the princess calmly.

In reply, the other man came to life, the fair one who stood over to one side of the princess, saying nothing, only watching. Given an instant’s choice between them, Vasha would have guessed that the fair man—on beauty alone—must be Bakhtiian, but he was someone else and thus did not count. Until now. “Do you mean to say,” he asked hoarsely, “that you told her to name the child after me?”

Frightened by this outburst, Vasha huddled closer in against the princess. As if in answer, she looked down at him. “Vasha. Is that what you wish? To be our son?”

The ground dropped out from under his feet. He could not speak, not even to beg for what he wanted more than anything in the world.

Like a slap, bringing him back to earth, Bakhtiian snapped at his wife. “Tess! We can’t take him in. That’s absurd. I’ll raise no objection if Nadine wishes to foster him, but—”

“You already made the choice, Ilya. You lay with her. She bore a child.”

“But, Tess—”

“Gods, Ilya, just look at him. By the laws of Jeds, this boy would be recognized as your son.”

Bakhtiian stiffened, and Vasha recognized, even through his stupor and the pain of his hope, the bearing of the general who had united the jaran tribes. “This isn’t Jeds,” he said in a taut, threatening voice, “and neither are the laws of Jeds my laws.”

Gulping in air, Vasha recovered himself. That was that, of course. As he had known it must be. But still….

“That may be,” said the princess with terrible gravity, “but by the laws of Jeds, and by the laws of Erthe, I acknowledge him as your son, and by that connection, as my son as well.” Her hand tightened on his shoulder, claiming him, and the world seemed to go white in deference to the fierce passion of her words, each one a force in and of itself. “And by the law of the jaran, by my stating it in front of witnesses, it becomes true.”

She had just claimed him as her son.

She had just claimed him as her son! Which made him, by the laws of the jaran, Bakhtiian’s son as well.

He burst into racking sobs and collapsed to his knees in front of her.

A little while later, she knelt down beside him, stroking his hair, murmuring soothing words. “Vasha. Shhh. Don’t cry. Come now, stand up. Here’s something to drink.”

His nose was running, and he wiped at it, at his cheeks, with his sleeve and hid his face with his arm until the worst of it was gone. Then, on unsteady legs, he rose.

Only to face a worse apparition: that of Bakhtiian standing, looking angry and perplexed, holding out to him a cup filled with steaming tea. Vasha hesitated.

“Take it,” snapped Bakhtiian.

Long used to obedience, Vasha obeyed. His hands trembled as he took the proffered cup from the hands of his—from him. He shook so badly that a little bit of liquid slopped over the side, stinging his hand. “Thank you,” he murmured.

For some reason the comment made Bakhtiian give an exasperated sigh. “I need to go—” he began.

“No, you don’t,” said the princess mildly. “You need to stay here.”

He grunted, annoyed, and turned his back on them to go stand at the table. He lit another lantern and rolled out a thick slab of parchment that bore many little marks on it, and stared grimly at it, ignoring them.

Vasha drank down the tea. Gods, he was thirsty! The lantern light shadowed the man, but the thing studied lay illuminated. He gathered up his courage. “Is that a map?” he asked softly of the princess.

Bakhtiian glanced back at him. Vasha flinched, afraid he had said something he oughtn’t. Despair swamped him. Now that he was here, he could see how foolish dreams were: He had what he wanted, what his mother had told him was his rightful place, only Bakhtiian didn’t want the unwanted child any more than the Kireyevskys had.

“Yes,” said Bakhtiian curtly. “It is a map.”

There was a long pause.

Grudgingly, Bakhtiian spoke again. “Come look at it.”

Vasha took one step and halted. The princess took his arm, and thus encouraged by her closeness, he went to stand next to his…to his father. Together they examined the map.
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Earth: One Year Later

ANATOLY SAKHALIN SAT ON a pillow and stared out the window. His hands lay open on his knees, but it was only by main force of will that he kept his body relaxed. On the street below, bordered by flowers and divided into two paths by a line of scrubby trees running down the middle of the paved surface, women and men passed at odd intervals, intent on their own business but greeting each other as they passed. Close to the trees other people flew by, legs pumping the strange two-wheeled creatures called bicycles. Here in the vast city called London, they all wore such strange clothing that Anatoly could not always be sure which were women and which were men. The sun shone down, and squares of light patched the rug on which he sat.

The flat lay quiet behind him. That had been their first fight. Twenty days ago he had walked off the ship into Diana’s arms, and since that time she had kept him next to her every instant. For the first eight days, they had stayed at her family’s house, and although he liked her rather loud and enthusiastic relatives, they had all, it seemed to him, conspired with her to keep him always under her eye. Then Diana had returned to the city and he, of course, went with her. When she rehearsed, he sat in the theater and watched. When she performed, he did the same thing, or waited in her dressing room. She ate with him, slept with him, stuck next to him as a father dogs his daughter’s first steps or as anyone leans over a new-built fire, coaxing it to burn on a windy day.

Gods, it infuriated him. She was sheltering him, damn her. Today he had refused to go with her to the theater. And when she had protested, when she had scolded him, he had finally said what he had known in his heart at that first embrace on the transfer station, twenty days past.

“You don’t want me here!”

Any fool could read the look that crossed her face. “But you are here, Anatoly,” she had said, not denying it, damn her twice, “and I’m responsible for you.”

In reply, he had seated himself on the pillow, turning his back to her, and refused to be budged. Eventually she had left.

He felt no triumph in the act, but, by the gods, a prince of the Sakhalin was not a child to be watched over! And yet, the bitter fact remained: Not one soul out there in London, except the members of the repertory company who had spent a year with the jaran, cared or even knew about the Sakhalin tribe, Eldest Tribe of the jaran. None of these khaja had heard of Ilyakoria Bakhtiian, who even now led the jaran army on a gods-inspired mission to unite jaran and khaja lands. Anatoly had left that army to follow his wife to her country, and a damned strange country it was, too.

He had taken a long and confusing and often inexplicable journey to get here to this city called London, to this province (or was it a kingdom?) called England, to this planet (that had been explained to him, but he remained skeptical about the truth of the explanation since he was well aware that the khaja honored different gods and thus must believe a different story of the world and of creation than the jaran did) called Earth. And the worst of it was, for all his skill at tracking, for all that he had chased the Habakar king a hundred days’ ride into unknown territory and found his way back with no trouble to Bakhtiian’s army and known lands, he did not know where he was. As terrible as it was to admit it, he did not think that, if he wanted to return, he could find his way back to the plains by himself.

But he refused to return, because it would give his grandmother and Tess Soerensen the satisfaction of knowing they had been right to counsel him not to follow his wife.

These khaja were like grazel, he reflected as he examined the scene outside with distaste. They preferred to clump together in huge herds rather than roaming in smaller, freer groups as did wild horses and the jaran tribes. He felt closed in. And it smelled funny, too.

Like an echo of his thoughts, a familiar scent caught at him, and he turned his head to look back into the flat. While not a particularly large room, it had been furnished with little enough furniture that it almost gave the illusion of a tent as spacious as his grandmother’s. In the doorway leading into the hall, a vision appeared, a woman dressed as any proper, well-born jaran woman would dress. Standing there, she seemed a sudden and stark reminder of what he had left behind.

“I beg your pardon,” said Karolla Arkhanov. “May I come in?”

He rose at once. “Cousin,” he said, acknowledging her in the formal style.

She walked into the room, skirted the couch, and sat down on a pillow opposite him on the rug. Her children trailed after her, the fair-haired, sullen, small boy and the gorgeous daughter who carried the infant Anton in her arms.

“Mama,” said Ilyana in an undertone, shifting her baby brother in her arms as he squirmed to get free and down on the carpet, “we’re supposed to be in school.”

“Hush,” said Karolla, slanting a quick glance at her daughter. The girl did not look like her mother at all. Karolla was a pale, undistinguished, weary-looking woman, and Anatoly found it odd and rather disturbing that she acted more like her husband’s servant than his wife. “It’s a khaja thing, this school. There’s no reason you need to go.”

The girl set her lips tight, but to Anatoly’s surprise, she did not protest. The boy flung himself down on the carpet and stared at the flowered wall, or at nothing.

Anatoly got up and went over to Ilyana. “Here, I’ll take the little one,” he offered. Anton was a robust boy, not quite walking yet; solemn, a little grumpy, but coaxable. Anatoly liked holding him. He set the baby on his knee and turned back to Karolla, careful not to look at her directly. “Cousin, I apologize for… my impertinence, but as my wife says, the children must learn khaja ways as well as jaran ways if they are to get along here.” He pretended not to see the grateful glance Ilyana threw his way. Valentin stared dreamy-eyed into the air and did not appear to hear him. Anton wiggled off his lap and crawled over toward his mother, thought better of it, sat up, and began chewing on his fat fist.

Watching him, Anatoly conceived the first element of his campaign to win his wife back. They must have a child, preferably three or four.

“Go on, then, if you want to,” said Karolla suddenly into the silence.

Ilyana leapt to her feet, grabbed Valentin’s wrist and yanked him up, and tugged him out of the room before he seemed aware that his feet were moving. Anatoly heard their feet pound down the stairs. “At their defection, Anton broke into hiccupping little sobs, and at once Karolla pulled him to her lap and let him nurse.

“We shouldn’t be here,” she said in a confiding voice. “The gods cannot approve.”

Irritated, Anatoly nevertheless was far too well-bred to show it. The two situations were scarcely comparable. He had, as was fitting, followed his wife to her people’s tribe. That his wife was also a Singer and thereby touched by the gods (although here on Earth they called her an actor) had made his duty all the more clear, and indeed, while the pressure for him to stay with the jaran had become intense, once decided he had not faltered from his choice to follow her.

“We are here,” he said mildly, finally, “and surely that is the duty the gods have given us.”

“To live exiled from our people?” asked Karolla bitterly. Then she answered herself. “But I have always lived in exile from my tribe, since I chose to follow my father and my husband.”

Unnatural acts both, thought Anatoly, but he did not voice the thought aloud, not wishing to hurt her feelings. “These khaja are strange,” he said instead. “Stranger even than the Habakar and the Xiriki-khai.”

“What will you do here?” she asked.

“I will study the lay of the land,” he replied. And thus was born the second element of his campaign, the second prong of attack.

Karolla glanced toward the window and away. “I don’t like it out there,” she said softly.

Anatoly didn’t think he would like it much out there either, but the longer he sat here, the clearer it became that he must go.

“But as long as Bakhtiian can never come here,” added Karolla in a whisper, “then I am content.”

Anatoly risked a glance at her, puzzled by her odd comment, but he could not read her expression.

Karolla excused herself finally and left. Anatoly rose at once and strapped on his saber.

Then he thought better of it, and took it off. He would rather go outside without his shirt than without his saber, but Diana had told him time and again that on no account was he to wear it outside of the flat. He had yet to see anything that looked like a weapon on any of these khaja, indoors or out.

He went down the stairs, touched his hand to the door panel, and flinched back slightly when the door opened. Then he descended the five stone steps to the path. He was outside, alone in the great khaja city.

It was noisy. It smelled. But he had thought the same thing about every other khaja city he had been in. It was time to look for the differences, the things that made Diana’s people, Diana’s land, different from the cities of Karkand and Salkh and Jeds.

No horses. No wagons pulled by draft animals. The broad paved paths nearer to the houses were meant for foot traffic. In the center of the street (Diana had made him memorize the name: Kensington Court Place) the bicyclists pedaled past. He walked, although he still found it strange to walk and not ride.

On the greater road, next to the huge expanse of trees and short green grass called Kensington Gardens, huge red wheelless wagons called buses hummed along above the paved road at a sprinting clip, disgorging and engulfing riders, while the boxier lorries seemed, like merchant’s wagons, mostly to be transporting goods. These great wagons puzzled Anatoly because they had no wheels and no scent. Diana called them solar powered, and had explained that Mother Sun (only she also claimed that this was a different Mother Sun from the one the jaran knew, so how was he to know whether this was more khaja superstition or the truth?) gifted them with the power to move, and that Father Wind granted them an air cushion on which they floated above the ground. He kept walking.

Fruits and vegetables lay in bins, smelling sweet and earthy. At another shop, slabs of meat hung open to the air, but as he approached, confused by their lack of smell, he felt the warning tingle of a field generator; Diana had explained to him that, like glass, it protected objects from the open air. He stepped back quickly, not trusting khaja sorcery. Well, he knew it wasn’t sorcery, but he still didn’t trust it. Above awnings, huge images of people and things lay flat against the buildings, holding on by some agency he did not understand (Diana called them projections or billboards) and here and there, in shop windows and in little tableaus and often moving around, he saw people—whole and living and breathing like himself—that he could see right through. It seemed to him that there were far too many things in Diana’s country that weren’t solid, that didn’t have weight. Once he caught the smell of horses, from somewhere out in the park, but they had the close, pungent scent of khaja horses, boxed into stables. He did not choose to investigate that way…yet.

It was just past midday, hot, a little sticky. A few clouds obscured the sky, and now and again they drew a welcome blanket over Mother Sun’s bright face. Farther along, where the park gave out onto more (more!) buildings, an arch and a statue of a soldier mounted on a horse graced the corner of the park. Pausing here, he felt the ground tremble deep beneath his feet, the dull rumble of the subterranean creatures called the Underground that swallowed and disgorged travelers. But he wanted to go on, not down. He could not read any of the signs, but he could manage to cross the great roads alongside other people. That was the other thing: London was an inconceivably great city, filled with people, many of whom walked briskly along beside him or passed beside the walkers on their bicycles or clambered on and off buses or climbed up stairs into the light from the passages below. Yet it did not have the intense, galloping pace of Jeds, whose streets had been crowded with wagons and horses and animals and people in a hideous roar of activity that had reminded Anatoly of the chaos of the attack on Karkand.

He followed a straight broad avenue down past what could only be a palace—although compared to the graceful, light palaces of the Habakar kingdom, this one seemed heavy, dense, and drab—circling past a monument boasting a golden winged woman at the top, and farther yet, to a square guarded by stone lions where some poor soldier stood frozen in stone so high up on a column that Anatoly supposed him sick from the height. At last he came to the river.

Boats passed quietly on the waters which lapped at stone banks. A path led along the bank. He followed it. It smelled of water here. The sun played light over the slow course of the waves. Passengers on a barge waved at him, and he lifted a hand in greeting, felt at once awkward, and then cheered when a child called out an incomprehensible but perfectly friendly greeting. A breeze lifted off the waves and laughed in his hair, which he had cut short again. He had sheared off his braids on the day he had boarded the thick iron arrow that had lifted far above the land and brought him (in time and taking him to other metal ships along the voyage) here. One of the braids he had sent back to the jaran, hoping it would reach his sister. One he had given to Diana. The third he kept with him, to give in time to his firstborn daughter.

He was alone in the middle of a great khaja city. Yet he was not lost. He knew exactly how to make his way back to Diana’s tent—to her flat. So it was possible physically to explore. Now he must learn the khaja language. Although from all he had seen, he wondered if he would ever understand them. They seemed completely indifferent to his foreign-ness. They carried hand-sized thin slates called modelers, or computers, with them everywhere as if they were holy charms. But it was the total absence of weapons that puzzled him most, as if they either knew nothing of weapons or were prohibited from carrying them, and Anatoly knew very well that only khaja slaves or the lowliest jaran servants were forbidden to carry weapons.

Coming out from underneath a bridge that spanned the river with massive grace, he saw a great bridge that looked like a fortress. And there, closer, almost beneath its feet, stood a real fortress.

The river shouldered up against a wharf and bled into the moat that surrounded the castle’s outer walls. He stopped dead and examined it. Here stood something he understood.

He ventured out along the wharf. Water lapped at an arched gate set into the wall below, but a bridge led him across the greenish moat waters which smelled of dense rotting vegetation. Walls enclosed him. Passing through an inner archway, he found himself on a broad green lawn shaded by trees. In the middle of this ward stood a white-bricked tower capped with a rounded turret at each corner. Like any citadel, it looked imposing. Wooden stairs led up, and openly, into the tower. Why would they build such a thing and yet let people pass in and out so freely? Here and there on the grounds he marked uniformed men, dressed in brilliant red and gold or somber black and red, who stood with the posture of soldiers, but they carried no weapons, although one of them held a burnished black staff.

Anatoly wove in and out among other people who seemed, like him, merely to be looking. He followed a clump of them up the stairs, and suddenly he came into a cluster of rooms where he felt, at last, at home. Armor and weapons stood displayed along the walls. He knew better than to touch anything. Yet just the sight of it eased his worries. These khaja knew and understood war, that much was obvious. He understood vaguely from things Diana and the Prince of Jeds (no longer the prince, but still alive) had said to him that there were people, not human people but zayinu, the ancient ones, who ruled Diana’s people. Diana called them aliens; the Prince called them Chapalii. Perhaps these Chapalii had forced the humans to lay aside their weapons—it would make sense, if they had conquered them—but let them keep a few here for some strange zayinu reason.

It was dusk by the time he went back outside, pondering all that he had seen. Glowing lanterns without flame lit the streets, so it was no trouble to find his way back, although by the time he turned the corner onto Kensington Court Place his legs ached from so much walking. A man ought not to walk so far. He ought to ride.

He placed his palm on the panel, and as the door opened he heard her voice and then her feet pounding down the steps.

“Anatoly!” Diana jerked to a halt at the base of the steps. He stilled, watching her. Her expression passed from fear to relief and straight into anger. “Where were you?” she demanded.

At the door above, Ilyana peeked out.

Anatoly brushed carefully by Diana and took the steps at a dignified pace up past Ilyana and on to their own flat. Another actor, Hal, lived here also, but he had gone to stay with a friend for the month, to give them privacy. Diana practically trod on his heels following him up.

“I was terrified!” she yelled at him even before the door shut behind her. “How dare you go out like that on your own! You could have gotten lost! Anything could have happened!”

He went all the way forward to the sitting room, to the window, and laid a hand on the cool glass, staring down at the lamplit street below. He felt… satisfied. Fuming, she stood behind him.

Finally, he turned. “But I did not get lost. And why should I not go out? Is there some law that prevents me?”

“No, but—”

“Then I don’t understand why you are angry,” he added, understanding full well. “Unless you want me never to do anything on my own.”

Her blue eyes shone even brighter, sparkling with unshed tears. She made a face, grimacing, and looked wretched, and for an instant he felt guilty, making her feel this bad, but restrained himself, knowing that to hesitate in attack is always fatal.

“Oh, Anatoly,” she said, throwing her arms around him. “I was so worried.”

Anatoly decided it wouldn’t hurt his cause to embrace her back.

“What are we going to do with you?” she murmured into his ear. Unlike so much of her world, Diana was solid; she had weight. She had warmth. But he said nothing, just held her. After a bit she pushed away from him, sniffed once, and regarded him pensively. She had tied her hair back with a ribbon, and he reached up and unbound it, liking it better when it flowed around her face and along her shoulders. She hesitated, then went on. “Yevgeni Usova thinks he can get you work at the cobbler shop.”

“I think not!” he retorted. “A prince of the Sakhalin does not make boots for other people. And certainly not side by side with an arenabekh, and a lover of men, at that.”

“Anatoly! That is one thing you will not say in my tent. Do you understand?”

“Yes, my wife,” he said meekly.

She sighed and folded her arms on her chest. “I don’t know what to do with you.”

But he already had some ideas. “Do you khaja mean to go to war with the zayinu, the Chapalii?” he asked. She started, looking guilty, but did not answer. “Did the Prince of Jeds—not Tess Soerensen, but her brother—not give up Jeds in order to come here to fight the Chapalii?”

She shrugged. “We want our freedom, it’s true.”

“Well, then, I’m trained to fight. Why shouldn’t I offer my services to Charles Soerensen?”

Diana sighed and rested a hand on his sleeve and stared out at London, at the gently glowing streetlamps, at the steady light glimmering through windows, at the distant lambent glow above the rooftops of a million more lights of the vast khaja city. “The way we will train to fight and the way the jaran fight, well, Anatoly, they aren’t very alike any more.”

But her words heartened him. She was a Singer, an artist, touched by the gods to perform her art. But as much more as she knew of this art called acting, he knew of war. He had seen the khaja weapons. They looked the same. Even supposing they had other weapons, ones that weren’t solid, that didn’t have weight, still, he could learn to use them. And if, as slaves, these khaja had not used weapons in a long time, then they would need a person trained as a soldier.

Every campaign must have an objective. Bakhtiian and Charles Soerensen had an alliance of some sort. Soerensen had told him as much. Just as Anatoly had gone ahead into Habakar territory, hunting down the Habakar king and gathering intelligence for the army, now here, too, he would act as Bakhtiian’s scout, as the vanguard of Bakhtiian’s army in alliance with Charles Soerensen in his revolt against humanity’s alien masters.



PART ONE

The Web of Fate

Seven Years Later



CHAPTER ONE

With the Jaran

SONIA HAD A NEW loom. She had strung the warp, taut vertical lines of coarse thread that striped the distant horizon and the lightening expanse of the sky. Seen through the warp, the rolling hills and endless grass of the southern plains did not look fractured but rather like a promise of the weaving to come. As she did with every new weaving, Sonia had sited the loom so that the weaver and the unadorned warp faced east, to catch the rising of Mother Sun.

Tess Soerensen watched as the sun rose, splintering its glory into the yarn. The grass turned gold. A wandering river, twisting and turning through the land like a child’s careless loops, flooded with gold briefly before shading to a humbler tone of murky blue. In the distance, a solitary rider approached camp at a gallop, eerie for the sight as yet untouched with sound. The quiet that permeated these vast plains was in itself a kind of sound, a note of expectation combined with a deep abiding peace. Although, Tess reflected, perhaps what people heard as peace was only nature’s monumental indifference to the tides of history that rose and fell on its shores.

Sonia poured a cupful of milk onto the ground and threw a handful of earth into the air, where the wind caught it for an instant before it sprayed in a hundred hissing droplets into the grass. Then she took her shuttle out of its case and knelt to begin the weaving. Tess sat beside her, helping when necessary.

“In the long ago time,” Sonia began, telling a story to help pass the time as she threaded the weft through the warp, beating it down, “a pregnant woman began to weave a blanket for her unborn child. And as she wove, she pulled down threads of moonlight and sunlight, threads of the wind and threads of river water and of earth, and patterned the blanket as her child’s life, as she wanted her child’s life to become. But soon enough she was no longer content just to weave the new child’s life but began to weave the lives of all of her children and of her husband and her sisters and mother and father and aunts and uncles and at last of her entire tribe. And because such a blanket can never be finished, the child could not be born.”

Tess listened distractedly. In the end, after many trials, the weaver’s ancient grandmother had to unravel the weaving for her, and thus was the child delivered, to live its own life.

Tess felt like that weaver. With a net of invisible threads, she wove the destiny of the jaran. Her loom had no substance, except perhaps for the implant embedded in her cranium that allowed her access to a vast network of information and structural ramparts on which and out of which she could build the matrix—weave the pattern—that had become her task. Her warp, strong and straight, was the tribes of the jaran. Across it she wove the strands of human space, of the Chapalii Empire, of the rebellion against the Empire that Tess’s brother even now laid the groundwork for, of the infinite twists and turns any event might take as it became part of the texture.

But she could never be sure that what she was doing was right.

“You’re quiet,” said Sonia.

“Unquiet,” retorted Tess, “in my heart.”

Sonia smiled without faltering as she wove. “My sister, you think too much. You must accept the task the gods have given you to do, and then do it.”

They had had this conversation a hundred times before over the twelve years they had known one another. No doubt they would repeat it a thousand times more in the years to come. But Sonia knew only part of the truth.

The threads of starlight Tess used in the weave were invisible to the jaran. She kept them that way. She had devised a complicated web that concealed and revealed the true nature of her life, her origins, her purpose here, in alternating strands, so that no one strand was so weak, foundering on half-truths, that it might break and thus collapse the entire fragile edifice.

Strand One (revealed): Tess Soerensen was the sister of Charles Soerensen, formerly Prince of Jeds, a flourishing city-state far to the southwest of the plains, and now a fugitive in his mother’s country of “Erthe,” far across the seas. Having given up his princely seat, Charles had gone to fight against the Empire that had conquered and subjugated Erthe, hoping in time to free his mother’s land from the Chapalii yoke.

Strand Two (concealed): Earth was not a country far across the seas, but a planet orbiting a distant star, up in the heavens. Far from giving up any pretense to power, Charles had indeed passed the princedom of Jeds into Tess’s hands, but only to resume with full force the dukedom granted him by the same conquering Chapalii.

Strand Three (revealed): The Chapalii were not human. They were zayinu, the ancient ones.

Strand Four (concealed): The Chapalii were aliens. Their interstellar Empire had swallowed Earth and her sister planets a hundred years before, bringing a period of peace and stability and a number of technological advances to the mostly human population of the amalgam of planets known as the League. But Earth and the League were subject states. They were not free.

Strand Five (revealed): Charles Soerensen meant to lead a rebellion against the Chapalii Empire, and so Tess (as Prince of Jeds) had allied herself with Ilyakoria Bakhtiian, the leader of the united jaran tribes.

Strand Six (concealed): The jaran, Jeds, the lands the jaran had already conquered, all lay on an interdicted planet called Rhui, in the Delta Pavonis system. Charles needed the mostly untapped resources of Rhui for his rebellion. To this end, he and Tess had agreed to do what they could to aid the jaran in uniting as much of the western continent of Rhui under one authority—jaran authority—as possible, so that when they needed the resources of Rhui a decade or a century from now, these resources could be swiftly commandeered.

Strand Seven (revealed): Tess was married to Ilya Bakhtiian.

Strand Eight (concealed): Well, she really was married to him. That had happened before the rest of the plan sprang to life. But she had concealed her true origins from him. He didn’t know she came from another planet. He didn’t even know that he lived on a planet, much less that there were other planets with other life or that the universe existed on any but an abstract, philosophical scale even as it rested within the hands of the gods themselves.

By what right did she keep from him, from Sonia, from all of them, knowledge of the stars? She could list the rationales easily enough, one, two, three:

If she hadn’t come here, accidentally, in the first place, they would never have known or suspected anyway; their technology was medieval and their mind-set, however flexible, however laudable in many ways, was primitive.

If Ilya, the greatest leader his people had ever known, knew the truth and how inconsequential it made the vision that had driven him, even before Tess had arrived, to unite the jaran and begin his conquest of khaja—of settled—lands, it would destroy him; it would cut out his heart.

And anyway, now that she and Charles and the rest of the cabal were set on this plan, they had to proceed in complete secrecy; they could not afford to arouse Chapalii interest in any fashion; and so, since Rhui was interdicted, it must stay that way, and there must be no awkward questions asked or betraying traffic to and from the planet other than that initiated years before when Charles had first established a foothold here as a kind of sanctuary from his duties as the first human duke, the first and only human to be granted a rank within the labyrinthine imperial Chapalii hierarchy.

But she still wondered. Should she tell them the truth? And if so, when? And if not, how long could she stay with them, truly? Because in the end she would have to return to Earth.

“Mama! Mama!”

Tess smiled, turning to greet her son. Yuri’s enthusiastic hug almost bowled her over. She laughed and steadied herself with one hand on the grass. With an impish grin, Yuri untangled himself from her and regarded Sonia gravely.

“I beg your pardon, Aunt Sonia,” he said, but Sonia merely smiled in answer and kept weaving. Yuri squatted down to watch her shuttle, and Tess just studied him, this wonderful boy whom she loved with an unsettlingly fierce passion, he and his older sister. Yuri was a sturdy five-year-old, still growing out of his baby fat. He had the world’s most equable temperament, quite unlike either of his parents, and a penchant for silliness. Sitting so still, though, his gentle child’s profile showed him serious and intent.

“Where is Natalia?” asked Tess.

“I don’t know,” he replied with a younger child’s blithe irresponsibility. “What pattern are you weaving, Aunt Sonia?”

“The Moon’s Horns,” she answered.

He grunted, content, and slipped onto his knees in order to watch her more closely. The rising sun shone gold lights through his brown hair. He fit there, beside Sonia, with uncanny ease. At five, he had greater patience for weaving than Tess had, but she was used to patterns taking shape more swiftly, nets and structures that she could build and dismantle at whim. She was trying to learn patience, but she hadn’t mastered it yet.

Instead, Tess rose, touched Sonia on the shoulder and gave Yuri a kiss, and walked down the hill toward camp. The wind fled in waves along the grass, great ripples darkening the ground for a moment as they spread and, at last, faded into the distance. Far off, she saw the amorphous mass of the horse herd and farther still, a glint of white marked the edge of the grazing line of sheep.

A hundred sounds drifted on the breeze, plaiting her footsteps into a greater whole. Tess hummed to herself. She smelled meat cooking. A hawk screamed above, and she tilted her head back to watch it soar on the cold blue bell of the sky. Already it was warm. By afternoon the camp would be well sunk into summer stupor; that was why everyone was so active now, in the cool of the morning. The bright spiral of the tents wound out before her, losing shape as she neared the bottom of the rise and the camp rose up and took shape as an inviting maze before her.

A whoop startled her out of her thoughts. She held her ground against the charge of three horsemen. Girls, to be more exact, on what were supposed to be quiet old sleeper horses. Her daughter grinned at her as she galloped by, chasing her reckless cousin. Tess winced. She could not get used to that child riding that way at such an age. She wasn’t even eight yet.

At a more sedate pace, riding a kind of distant herd on the trio, came another rider. He pulled up beside Tess and swung down in order to give her a kiss.

“Your daughter is wild,” she said accusingly.

“She is not!” Ilya laughed. “She is merely determined. Lara is the wild one, as you well know. Natalia and Sofia are just trying to keep up with her.”

“Lara is wild because her father spoils her,” said Tess, determined to have a pleasant argument with her husband.

“Just as I spoil Natalia?” asked Ilya. Then he grinned, knowing full well what she was about. He caught her face between his hands and stared soulfully down at her. “No more than I spoil you, my heart.”

Tess rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible to argue with when you’re in this kind of a mood.” But she kissed him anyway and then greeted his stallion, Kriye, who nosed at her sleeve, affronted by her lack of attention to him. He was an incredibly vain horse, as he, of course, had every right to be, and smart enough to know what he deserved.

They walked along, following in the general direction the girls had taken.

“I saw a rider coming in,” Tess said. “What news?”

“He rode from Yaroslav Sakhalin’s army,” said Ilya. “Sakhalin has received submission from the prince of Hereti-Manas, but he has reports that the prince of the neighboring land of Gelasti is raising an army, perhaps with Mircassian soldiers among them.”

“Does the Mircassian king intend to support Gelasti?” Then she shrugged. “Well, why not? He hopes they will act as a buffer. If you are forced to waste your strength on Gelasti and the neighboring principalities, then it will go harder once the main force of Mircassia’s army takes the field against you.”

“It isn’t that simple,” began Ilya. She gave him a look. “But I feel sure,” he added hastily, “that you have more to say.”

“No. Not right now. I want to speak again with the merchant from Greater Manas who arrived here last month. The better we understand the relationships between the princely houses of the Yos princedoms, the better we will be able to exploit what seems to me are any number of internecine quarrels within their ranks.”

“Spoken like your brother,” said Ilya softly.

“No doubt,” replied Tess dryly. She felt a stab of guilt. She much preferred war in the abstract, discussing it, directing it, from out here on the plains, never having to see her words put into action. “Did Vasha send a letter?”

Ilya’s shoulders tensed. “Just a few lines, that said nothing.”

“And?” she asked, hearing the silence he did not want to fill.

“No mention of him by Sakhalin at all, but appended to Vasha’s letter was a lengthy diatribe from Katerina on how badly he’s getting along.” He paused. Tess waited him out. Finally, on a let out breath, he finished. “I shouldn’t have let him go.”

“You should have. Ilya, he had to leave, to go out on his own. You can’t keep him in camp. He has to grow up, to become his own man. Otherwise—”

“Otherwise?” Ilya demanded. This was not the argument Tess had wanted, but she braced herself to carry on with it anyway. “He will never be accepted as my heir in any case, Tess, so what does it matter?”

“He must be accepted as himself. Whatever else comes, will come. We can’t know what that will be.”

“He doesn’t get along well with other people.”

“You have been protecting him, Ilya. He has to learn to fend for himself.”

“He can’t fend for himself. He’s too young. He’s hotheaded and he plays the prince’s son too often.”

“He’s a good boy, Ilya. You know that, damn it. I admit he has too high a sense of his own consequence at times, but he’s willing to learn. But for God’s sake, he’s nineteen now. He’ll never become a man unless you are willing to let go of him.”

“But what if he—?”

“You have to let him make his own mistakes!”

Ilya relapsed into a stubborn silence. Irritated, Tess eyed him, feeling equally stubborn. After a bit, she began to enjoy the sight of him fulminating. He did it so splendidly.

His lips quirked. “I don’t want to argue with you,” he said in a stifling tone.

“You don’t want to, but you like to,” she retorted instantly. “Well, my love, Vasha is riding with Sakhalin’s army now. He’s out of your hands for the time being.” She forcefully restrained herself from adding: And it’s just as well.

“I’d better go see what’s happened to those girls,” said Ilya, choosing evasive action.

But an instant later, two riders came pounding back to meet them. A flushed Natalia, flanked by an even redder Sofia, pulled up before them.

“Lara’s broken her arm!” Natalia announced in a satisfied voice. “She tried to jump old Flatrump over the hide that Grandfather Niko has staked out, and he balked and threw her. Serves her right.”

“How charitable of you, Talia,” said Tess. “I did not, of course, see you following after her at the same ungodly pace.”

“I didn’t try to jump!” protested Natalia. “Mother! I’m not stupid.” She patted her bay on the neck. “She’s too stiff to jump.”

“Who balked?” asked Ilya. “Niko?”

Natalia giggled. “No. But he’s scolding her right now.”

“And setting her arm at the same time, I hope.” Tess sighed. “Talia, let me tell her mother. Please.”

Natalia bit down so hard on a grin that her cheeks puckered in. Even Sofia, a preternaturally solemn child, smiled. “It’s too late. Her father saw it all.”

“What did he say?” asked Tess, dreading the worst. Sofia giggled and clapped a hand over her mouth. Natalia preened for a moment, well aware that she held important information like a great treasure. She had her father’s black hair and dark coloring, and spirited eyes. She wasn’t really wild, but it terrified Tess that she didn’t seem scared of anything. “He said that he’ll have to get her a real horse, one that won’t balk.”

“Gods,” muttered Tess.

“Father…” began Natalia coaxingly.

“No,” said Ilya.

“But—”

“No. When you are ready, not before.”

Natalia, thank goodness, did not pout. “Oh, all right,” she said, all reasonableness now. “Lara made a fool of herself, anyway.”

“A practical attitude,” mumbled Tess. The two girls rode off to spread the news, looking gleeful. “It’s true that you spoil your children,” Tess commented, “but unlike Feodor Grekov, at least you know where to draw the line.”

“Your flattery is boundless, my wife.”

“You and Kriye are very alike, you know. You both demand a certain amount of praise. Otherwise you grow peevish.” But she had made the mistake of amusing him. He looked at her out of the corners of his eyes, playing at modesty while she flattered him in tone although certainly not in words. He knew how to look at her just so. Her heart took that familiar awkward lurch and she smiled, agreeably overwhelmed by the sudden warmth of her feelings, and shook her head. “Oh, stop it,” she said.

“Stop what?” he asked innocently.

She ran a hand up his sleeve, brushed under his beard with her knuckles, and traced his lips with the tips of her fingers. His eyes sparked. “Never mind,” she said softly, knowing he knew she was laughing at him. After twelve years, she felt so comfortable with him on this level that it was as if she had always known him. It was the same way with the children: They were now so completely a part of her consciousness of the world that she could scarcely recall the day when they did not exist.

She just held his hand for a moment. Even out here, such simple shows of affection might be considered unseemly. Then she dropped his hand and turned to face the camp. “We’d better go stem the tide which is no doubt swelling even now.”

Ilya raised dark eyebrows and examined the vast sprawl of the camp. “I’m sure if it was quiet enough we could hear Nadine roundly cursing Feodor for all the ills of the world, not to mention Lara’s wildness.”

“She’s such a sweet girl, though. Most of the time.”

“But aren’t all of us like a fine weaving? The pattern the world sees often hides the threads.” Tess stared, his words were so close to what she had been thinking earlier. He had one hand on Kriye’s withers, and he stared over the horse’s shoulders toward camp, that huge, living entity that was itself an unfinished, ever-changing pattern. “We don’t see the warp and the weft that created us, but only the bright design. And some, like Lara, are woven in two faces, a different one on each side of the weaving.”

Was he thinking of her as he spoke? Did he suspect how much she was keeping from him? Tess wasn’t sure that she wanted to know the answer to those questions.



CHAPTER TWO

With Yaroslav Sakhalin’s Army

THE RIM OF THE sun crested the eastern hills and flooded the clouds striping the horizon with a pale light. Vassily Kireyevsky shaded his eyes and looked down at the villa. It was a typical Yossian nobleman’s house: a great house with a central courtyard ringed by a wooden palisade. Outbuildings and livestock pens lay within the palisade, but the fields that fed the inhabitants were outside the protecting wall. A barred gate marked one wall. Four towers studded the corners. In the central courtyard two women emerged through a door and carried buckets out to the well to draw water.

“It’s well fortified,” said Stefan casually, leaning his chin on his arms where they rested on dirt. His tone irritated Vasha. Next thing, he would say that the whole expedition was foolhardy.

The three boys lay close together on a spine of rock on a ridge overlooking the villa. Behind them, at the steep base of the hill, Ivan held onto the horses, his duty as the youngest of the four.

“We don’t have to get into the house,” Vasha pointed out. “We only have to get past the palisade in order to get to the horse pens.

“Well worth the risk,” said Stefan sarcastically, since even from this height they could see that the ponies and horses confined within the pen were the usual sorry excuse for mounts that the khaja bred.

“We can manage without you,” retorted Vasha, stung. But Stefan didn’t stir, and would not. He and Vasha had been the best of friends for too long now for him to abandon Vasha, especially since he had volunteered to come along just as enthusiastically as Ivan and Arkady had.

“Look!” said Arkady in a sharp whisper.

Out of the east came a rider, galloping. But Arkady was looking southwest. In the distance, four wagons jerked and pitched along a rutted road, whipped along at a brisk pace, aiming for the villa. Four armed men marched alongside the wagons. A flag went up on one of the villa’s towers, and the palisade gate swung open just as the rider pounded up and entered.

At once, activity erupted throughout the compound. Men yoked cattle to wagons. Two girls at the bird coops fought feathers and flapping wings to cage the birds inside tiny pens. A trio of boys linked the horses up on strings and led them out to the big gate. Women streamed in and out of the great door leading into the villa, bearing chests and bundles of clothing. It all looked quite disorganized and frantic. A child sat in the dirt beside the door and wailed.

“If that rider’s brought news that the jaran army is advancing,” said Stefan, “then we’d better go back.”

“Not before we get a prize to take with us,” said Vasha stubbornly.

Stefan shot him a look but mercifully said nothing more. It was all very well to advise caution, but Vasha knew that Stefan was as frustrated as he was, too young to ride with the army, too old to be satisfied to stay in camp. Vassily had seen khaja boys—men—led in as prisoners or fallen on the field of battle who were no older than he was. And Stefan’s twin sister Elena, and Vasha’s own cousin Katerina, had already ridden with the archers; of course, they were already women even if they were all nineteen; it was different for them.

“But if they’ve news of the army,” said Arkady suddenly, “then they won’t expect us to be here. Look at them run around. They must think they have time to escape.” Sharp-eyed, he squinted toward the villa. “Besides the four on foot, I only see two archers in the northeast tower and one other khaja with a spear. Only that messenger is armed and mounted, and he just has a short sword. It should be easy to steal some of those horses.”

“What do you think those other wagons are?” asked Stefan, jerking his head toward the four wagons that approached from the southwest. “Why are they guarded?”

“What does it matter?” asked Arkady. “Only women ride in wagons anyway. And khaja women don’t know archery.”

Vasha studied the situation a moment longer. From this height, he surveyed the fields that stretched out around the palisade. At the base of the ridge, a line of trees rimmed a stream that flowed down from the heights.

“Come on.” He scooted backward from the rim. Jumping to his feet, he leapt down the slope, his boots sliding on shale as he picked up speed. Arkady followed, falling flat out once in his haste and rising with a grin. Stefan picked his way down more carefully.

“Well?” demanded Ivan.

“They’ll all have to emerge through a single gate,” said Vasha, “and advance along the road, with those wagons, so that will string them out. If we time it right, there’ll be some confusion when they meet the four wagons coming in. They’ll have to turn around, trade places, discuss what to do next. We’ll approach along the stream and break in when they’re distracted. Whichever horses are farthest north and east we’ll strike for and cut away. Ivan, you’ll hold back and be in charge of—”

“I’m always left behind!”

“You’re the best one of us with horses,” said Vasha, “so you’ll be responsible for herding them in the right direction once Arkady and I have cut them loose. Stefan will cover our action and strike in if necessary.”

They all nodded. It had been Vasha’s idea, and anyway, they all knew who his father was. They had agreed to come as friends, they were friends, but while they might question his authority they could never supersede it. Satisfied, Vasha swung onto his mare and urged her forward. She hesitated one instant as if to say: What fool notion have you got into your head now, young man? But Misri loved him too well to refuse, even if she was, perhaps, wiser than he was. She pricked her ears forward and led the other horses along the hillside.

Farther down, a scrubby vale of woods cut through the ridge and led out onto the flat where the villa lay. They cut through the woods, keeping the trees between them and the villa, and found the stream that wound out into the valley. In short order they had advanced far enough out onto the flat to observe the palisade gate at fairly close quarters while remaining hidden in the trees. The palisade loomed large from this angle, but they had all seen higher walls fall to the jaran army, and in any case, this was a mere villa, scarcely worth stopping for. More likely if a jahar of the army did pass through here, the house would simply be burned. They might not even bother to knock down the palisade. Of course, the khaja themselves all seemed to be leaving, so perhaps the work would be done for them.

Stefan leaned toward Vasha. “They’ll turn that into a messenger station,” he said in a low voice.

A flash of irritation sparked through Vasha, smothered quickly by envy and the usual admiration. Stefan always thought of things like that. Of course he was right.

“The wagons are coming in!” said Arkady. His mare, as high-strung as he was, minced under his restless hands. Ivan looked pale, but he was steady.

Vasha took in a big breath. Out on the road, the four wagons from the southwest jerked to a halt as the first line of wagons retreating from the villa slowed down and halted in their path. An armed guard and one of the men from the villa shouted at each other, gesticulating. The first clump of horses emerged through the palisade gates.

“Come on!” ordered Vasha, starting Misri forward. She caught his excitement and went eagerly. Arkady had to rein his mare back to restrain her from bolting forward.

“There could be arrows from the palisade walk,” said Stefan quickly, hanging back.

“Yes!” snapped Vasha, “but look how those riders are swinging out. They’re leading the horses around the wagons. By the time we reach them, they’ll be out of range of the walls. Come on!”

They forded the stream and broke out of the trees. At once, the horses broke into a run and Arkady let out a whoop. They pounded over the grass. Vasha’s heart beat fiercely, and he grinned. The khaja boy herding the horses hesitated, seeing them. Vasha drew his saber, and on either side of him, he felt more than saw Arkady and Stefan draw theirs as well.

More men burst out of the gate. At the wagons, the guards turned and a man shouted.

Arkady edged out in front. He made a tight turn between the khaja boy and the lead mare, shoving against the boy so hard that the khaja fell off his horse. Vasha and Stefan fanned out on either side. For a moment, nothing happened. Some of the khaja men went down on one knee submissively, watching them. Others simply stared. One fell down flat, as if he’d been struck down.

“Look!” shouted Arkady abruptly. The lead mare sidled away from him. “To the northeast. Dust. More riders approaching.”

“Into the trees!” ordered Vasha, and they pushed the horses back toward the line of trees. After a moment, the lead mare decided to go with them, and the rest followed her.

“Faster!” shouted Stefan, craning his neck around to look toward the approaching riders. “Those are soldiers!”

Catching their mood, the horses began to run. Arkady was laughing desperately, the way he did when he got excited. Ivan rode out to meet them, and they drove the horses on, passing through the trees and splashing noisily through the stream.

Vasha hesitated, struck by an instinct and also because he was a little angry that everything had gone so easily, that it had been khaja soldiers, not jaran, who these khaja were afraid of. And he was curious: Who so frightened them that they would let four unknown riders steal seven horses without a fight?

“Go on!” he shouted to Stefan. “I’m going to scout.”

Stefan could not protest. Once over the stream, the horses broke into a run, clearly enjoying their stampede. Stefan had to follow, and Ivan chivied the herd along from the rear. But Arkady turned back.

“I said—!”

“Oh, they can manage. We’ll catch up. Anyway, I want to see.” Arkady laughed again. Like the horses, he relished the excitement.

At the villa, the khaja now streamed back into the palisade. Two riders came racing out through the gate and headed southwest, passing the wagons, which still blocked each other. With a great deal of tugging and swearing, the wagons from the villa lurched out onto a field where their wheels promptly mired in mud while at the same time the four wagons from the south inched forward along the road toward the safety of the palisade, trying to skirt the two wagons that still blocked the path. Even at this distance they could hear shouting and cursing. The dust thrown up by the approaching riders drew closer. The fleeing messengers shrank and dwindled into the west.

“Look there,” said Arkady. “Some idiot is trying to escape on foot.”

Overlooked in the chaos, a single, small figure swathed in robes and veils clambered down from the second of the four arriving wagons and scuttled out across the field toward the safety of a clump of high grass edging a ditch. The boys watched with interest as the black-clad figure made the ditch safely and threw itself down where they could no longer see it. Wagons jerked forward and all at once a shout rose up and the men fighting the wagons mired in the field let go of them and in a great streaming cacophonous wave the four southern wagons, the guards, and the remaining people outside ran and rumbled for the gates. The gates swung to and closed just as a party of eighteen armed and mounted men outfitted in khaja fashion rode up and stopped outside of arrow range.

From the ditch, nothing.

At once, four men detached themselves from the group and galloped southwest along the road, following the messengers. The others rode over to the abandoned wagons and leisurely cut through the traces, two men dismounting to rummage through the goods while the others kept watch on the gate and the towers.

Arkady gulped down a cough. “Maybe we should go,” he said tentatively, sounding torn.

But Vasha was transfixed by the scene before him. A few arrows peppered the ground before the raiders, but they were out of range. Why were the khaja fighting amongst themselves when they must know that the jaran army advanced steadily on their lands? Why weren’t they uniting, as the jaran tribes had, to fight their common enemy? Did they not know? Not care? Were their own hatreds stronger than their fear of the jaran? Or were these raiders simply out for a quick profit before running before the jaran army? If they would not help each other, then it was no wonder they gave way before a united and single-minded force. Piecemeal and divided, they could never hope to defeat the jaran.

Black stirred in the rushes at the edge of the ditch closest to the boys, like an animal creeping out from its den. The fugitive at least had the sense to move slowly, a bit at a time, and to keep low, and he wasn’t afraid to hold still for long periods of time, trusting to stealth over speed. Knowing full well he could not outrun mounted men.

“That’s not a man,” said Arkady in a low voice. “It’s a woman.”

“She has a veil,” agreed Vasha, squinting as the figure wiggled along a bare patch of ground and then lost itself in a waist-high field of grain.

“And she has breasts under that cloth.” Arkady managed to smirk and blush at the same time. Then his eyes widened. “Look, they’re setting their arrows on fire.”

The bandits began to fire flaming arrows into the compound. The skirmish had begun. Smoke trailed up from a thatched roof. Animals bellowed. The human noise drifted out to them like the distant roar of a waterfall.

Whether the fugitive chose that moment to panic, or simply judged herself far enough away for a dash to freedom, Vasha could not know. Or even—at that moment—where she thought she was escaping to. But she reached the edge of the grain field, jumped up, and ran, flat out. Shocked, Vasha stared. Unlike any other khaja woman he had seen, she wore not just skirts but belled black trousers under her skirts and robe, and because of them she could run. But horses ran faster, and the bandits had seen her. Two of them broke away in pursuit.

Arkady moved before Vassily did. His mare danced forward and as Arkady urged her on, clearing the stream with a single clean jump, Vasha and Misri skirted a dense clump of underbrush and made it out to open ground while Arkady was still thrashing through.

The two bandits closed in on her. They shouted, seeing the two boys emerge from the trees, drawing the attention of their comrades. At that instant, Vasha realized that the fugitive must have seen him and the others as they stole the horses, that she was following them, because she veered toward them even though it meant crossing the path of the nearest bandit. She clutched at her waist and drew a long knife, dodged the mounted man and kept running while he jerked his horse around. Four more men broke away from the main group of bandits.

Driving his mare at a dead run, Arkady reached her first. As if they had rehearsed it, she stuck the knife in her teeth, reached up just as Arkady drew his mare in, and he swung her on behind him and turned all at once. Vasha cut across the path of the second bandit. He saw the man’s face, the glint of gold in his teeth, his blue eyes and the bronze embossing on his leather breastplate. Vasha wore no armor at all, except for the thick padding afforded by the embroidery on his sleeves and along the collar of his gold shirt. He felt paralyzed.

The man swung at him, and Vasha parried instinctively. He had never fought anyone before who meant to kill him. Parried, and struck back, heard Arkady yell something. Misri sidestepped and Vasha cut again, a head cut that unbalanced the bandit and sent him reeling back… open. An arrow, and then another, skidded past his vision.

As if someone else saw it, Vasha realized in the next instant that four riders were bearing down on him. The gate to the villa swung open and a ragtag, screaming clot of fighters burst out, charging the remaining bandits. But the arrow fire came from his side. An arrow lodged in the bandit’s shoulder and dangled there while Vasha stared dumbly and the bandit, righting himself, cursing, fought to stay on his horse.

“Let’s go,” Vasha shouted. Misri moved with him as if with one thought. Arkady was already two lengths in front, headed for the trees. Behind, the bandits hesitated, torn between the sortie from the villa and the lost fugitive.

Out in front of the trees, Ivan sat on his stockstill mare and shot, calmly, accurately, swiftly, just as his sister and cousins had trained him to do.

Arkady was laughing again.

An arrow sprouted in Ivan’s shoulder. Ivan went white and swayed, but he did not drop his bow, although the arrow nocked there slipped over his bay’s withers and fell to the ground. Vasha came up alongside him and grabbed the bow out of Ivan’s hands. Gritting his teeth, Ivan reined his mare around and followed the others into the trees.

Behind, a melee cluttered the muddy ground before the villa. With halberds and scythes, the defenders gave as good as they got, but it was easy to see that before long numbers would win out.

They followed the trail left by the horses. Stefan had encouraged them back up the vale into the hills and along the base of the ridge. Their fugitive said not one word, only watched them with dark eyes, her face hidden by a scarf. After what seemed like forever, they found Stefan, who had run the horses into a shallow defile and boxed them in.

“Ivan,” said Vasha curtly, dismounting. “Let Stefan get the arrow out and bind that wound.”

Ivan obeyed meekly. He bit on a strip of leather, sweating and pale, while Stefan eased the arrow out and staunched the bleeding. Surprisingly, the woman ripped strips of cloth off of her robe and gave them to Stefan to use as a bandage. Otherwise she stayed away from them. Her hands looked soft and smooth, and her nails were tipped with gold paint. She did not speak, and Vasha was not inclined to ask her questions, knowing that pursuit might be close behind.

When they mounted again, she stuck next to Vasha and without words made it obvious she intended to ride with him. She had a decent seat on a horse, but he felt incredibly aware of her close up behind him. Her presence embarrassed him. Why did she choose him now? Why had she run to them at all? Did she know they were jaran? But how could she know, since none of them had yet been granted the privilege of wearing the red shirt of the jahar. They wore boys’ shirts still, green or gray or the gold he wore, with embroidery on the sleeves.

Then he looked closely at Ivan and saw how pale the younger boy was. “Ivan, you can truly ride?” he demanded, his fear making him angry. “You’d better get up behind Stefan.”

Ivan bit down on his lips. “Just because I’m sixteen doesn’t mean I’m a baby. I’m fine. I can ride. It doesn’t hurt too much.”

“It’s a clean wound,” added Stefan, and because he had been trained in healing by his grandfather Niko, Vasha accepted his judgment.

Chastened, they rode on. Before too long, they came across the forward units, battle-hardened veterans who looked more amused than angry to see them out in front of the lines, where they assuredly should not be.

“Look what we’ve caught us, Riasonovsky,” said the man who commandeered them, leading them back to his captain. “It’s Bakhtiian’s son, doing a little horse stealing out in front of the lines.”

Riasonovsky was a light-haired man with steady eyes. Vasha knew his type: Risen from the ranks to command his own hundred, he undoubtedly did not suffer fools gladly, nor did he have to. Bakhtiian gave his generals complete authority over their own armies, and the general of this army, Yaroslav Sakhalin, was notorious for strict discipline and an unswerving instinct for the right men to promote. Everyone knew that he had thrown a Suvorin prince out of a command and into the ranks for not following orders to his satisfaction during a battle. So Riasonovsky, wherever he might have come from before, was not afraid of Vassily.

“Bakhtiian’s son must be all of six years old now,” said Riasonovsky calmly. “What’s that to do with these four boys?”

Vasha flushed.

“How dare you—!” began Arkady.

“I am Bakhtiian’s son,” cut in Vasha, “as you well know.”

“You are Vassily Kireyevsky, and if Bakhtiian was ever married to your mother, I wasn’t aware of it.”

“I do not expect to be insulted like this!”

“I do not expect to have boys out in front of my lines causing trouble for me! And I expect you to hold a civil tongue in your head, young man.”

Vasha was furious, but he knew better than to say anything that would put him in a worse light, and, mercifully, Arkady said nothing stupid. Stefan kept quiet, and Ivan just looked white and weary. The old veteran snorted, vastly amused, and Vasha felt humiliated as well.

“Well, Zaytsev,” finished Riasonovsky, who clearly had better things to worry about, “escort him back to Sakhalin, where he’s supposed to be. And don’t trouble us again, Kireyevsky. Gods!” He turned away to talk to his scouts.

Stefan shot Vasha a look, but that was all that was needed to plunge Vasha into a morbid gloom. Stefan would never say so now, not in front of the others, but his eyes spoke as loudly as words: I told you so.

The veteran, still chuckling, led them to the back of the unit and rode out toward the northeast hills, beyond which the bulk of the army lay. “My cousins and I stole horses from the Vernadsky tribe back when we were lads. Got one of us killed, too. That was before Bakhtiian united the jaran.” But then his gaze slipped to the black-clad figure sitting, silent, behind Vasha. The woman had scarcely stirred and not made a single sound since they had reached the jaran line. “We never stole women, though,” he added, and those words hurt, they were spoken so hard.

“We didn’t steal her!” Vasha was appalled. “We would never do anything like that. She ran after us. If we’d left her, khaja bandits would have taken her, and you know what they would do—!” He broke off, furious and ashamed that any man would think such a thing of him. Especially an old soldier like this: Vasha desperately wanted the old rider to think well of him. He wanted all the riders to think well of him, to think that he was one of them, that he deserved to be.

“Well,” said Zaytsev thoughtfully, “no doubt trouble rides in on its own horse. Sakhalin will have to judge the case.”

They rode the rest of the way in silence. Vasha smothered his dread by riding close by Ivan and asking him if he felt well enough so often that the boy finally set his lips and refused to reply.

The army was on the move, so no one remarked the five riders and seven extra horses passing back through the line. But there was no such luck when the old rider handed them over to one of Sakhalin’s personal guard and went on his way with a casual farewell. Yaroslav Sakhalin was waiting for them. He wasn’t alone.

Sakhalin rode beside the wagon that his much younger cousin drove. Konstantina Sakhalin was Mother Sakhalin of her tribe in all but name: Her grandmother was still etsana, but she had been failing for years now, ever since her favorite grandson had left the tribes, and Konstantina had taken over most of her duties. Worse, far worse, on the other side of the wagon with her bow and quiver rode Katerina Orzhekov. Vasha’s cousin, more or less. Ivan’s sister.

“Ivan!” Katerina exclaimed, seeing them approach.

Sakhalin sighed, looking exasperated. “Where have you been? I do not recall giving you permission to scout. But perhaps you decided to override my authority?”

Vasha rode out in front of the others, to spare them the worst cutting edge of Sakhalin’s anger. Yaroslav Sakhalin was not a man worth angering. “I just—” he began, and faltered. The whole expedition seemed incredibly stupid, now.

“What is that behind you on the horse?” demanded Konstantina Sakhalin.

“Oh, Vasha!” cried Katerina. “What are you doing with a khaja woman? It’s bad enough you’d ride off like an idiot, but this! Ever since Tess took you to Jeds with her, it’s as if you want to be khaja yourself.”

Vasha flinched. “We didn’t steal her! Gods, Katya, you can’t possibly think that—”

He broke off when the khaja woman moved. She slipped off the horse and flung herself down before the wagon. Not before the men, of course, but before Konstantina Sakhalin. She spoke, a flood of words. Vasha was mortified to hear how light and youthful her voice sounded and yet how collected.

“Can you understand her?” Konstantina asked Katya.

“I don’t know this language,” said Katya, but she dismounted and went over to the khaja woman and put out her hand. “But of course we must offer her sanctuary. I feel sure,” she added scathingly, “that Vasha will explain himself.”

As if Katya’s hand bore a promise, the khaja woman sat back on her heels. She pulled aside her scarf, and all four boys gasped. She was young, no older than they or Katya, and, in an exotic khaja fashion, pretty. She was also laden with gold jewelry, as if she bore her own ransom with her. They stared, until Konstantina sharply reminded them to mind their manners.

“Well,” said Yaroslav Sakhalin curtly. “That’s settled then. My men will take the horses. Kireyevsky, I’ve had enough of you and your insubordination. I’ll give you one hundred riders as escort. I’m sending you back.”

Vasha felt the world go white. He thought his heart would stop. “But you can’t!”

“I can and I will!” snapped Sakhalin. “I don’t have time for any boy’s nonsense, especially not yours.” The words cut like a red-hot blade. “Your companions will stay with me. Perhaps they’ll do better without your bad example, since you always seem to be the ringleader.” His gaze rested briefly on the seven stolen horses. “The prize looks pretty damned worthless in any case.” Not even Arkady, rash though he was, was unthinking enough to protest Sakhalin’s judgments.

But Stefan said quietly, “If Vasha goes back, then so do I.”

“Stefan!” protested Vasha. “Don’t ruin it for yourself. Or you other two, either.” Looking guilty, Arkady said nothing.

“I will go back with you,” said Stefan stubbornly.

Sakhalin shrugged. “So be it.” He turned back to Vasha. “I told Bakhtiian you weren’t ready to ride with the army. I’m not sure you ever will be. Despite what you may have hoped to gain, I don’t find that this little raid of yours has convinced me otherwise.”

“You may go,” echoed Konstantina, whose word was equally law. “Who can you spare to ride with him, Cousin?”

Sakhalin was a brilliant general. Everyone knew that. But he also had an uncanny instinct for how to handle men, either by rewarding them or by making sure their shame was complete. “Riasonovsky’s jahar deserves a rest from the front. I’ll send a rider to call him back in. He can escort the boy back to his—” There, always, the hesitation. He could not bring himself to say the word, father. “To Bakhtiian.”

At that moment, Vasha thought, there was nothing, nothing, that could make the situation worse.

Ivan made a choking noise in his throat. He turned paler than pale, swayed and, fainting, fell from his horse.



CHAPTER THREE

Earth: There

ILYANA TILTED HER HEAD back and blinked twice, and at once she was out of the funerary chamber and back walking—floating more, since neither she nor the vision of Egypt she walked within were real—along the terrace colonnade of the temple of Hatshepsut, where huge painted statues of the Queen stood in front of square pillars. Myrrh trees graced the terrace, and the pink-stained limestone cliffs of Deir el-Bahri rose into the stark sky above. The Valley of the Nile lay beyond and below, and farther, the river itself stretched north and south like the trail of some great beast.

Ilyana descended both of the stairways and at a dizzying speed raced out along the causeway across the flood plain toward Karnak. Her bare feet slapped down on the coarse dusty stone of the avenue that led to the great temple of Amon. Ram-headed sphinxes gazed into and beyond her, quiescent but aware. She passed the first great pylon, through a courtyard, and into the great hypostyle hall. Row upon row of huge columns supported the stone and wood roof, all of them covered with the carved and painted reliefs of gods and pharaohs, beasts and birds and cartouches swollen with hieroglyphs. Dust glimmered and swam where light filtered through the stone window gratings.

Around her, the temple unbuilt itself. Columns vanished, and the complex lost parts of itself to the slippage of time running backward until she stood before the vague outlines of the Middle Kingdom temple, square and simple.

And rebuilt. First the architect Ineny under Tuthmosis I, who enclosed the old temple with a wall, added two of the great pylons to serve as monumental gateways, added an entrance court and statues of Osiris. Then, to the east, Tuthmosis III constructed the Festival Hall and a small temple to Amon-Re, and finally a great hypostyle hall where the New Kingdom pharaohs were crowned was added, as well as two other temple groups, one to the local deity and one to the goddess Mut.

Ilyana turned and walked back out into the blast of the noonday sun to follow the procession of Amon’s boat along the avenue of the sphinxes that led to the temple of Amon-Re at Luxor. Ahead of her, the boat sailed on the shoulders of the priests. Their hawk and jackal masks muted their voices, but she could see the pale linen of their robes slide around their bodies and the sere brown skin of their hands, holding up the god’s boat. She let herself feel the sun searing her back and the dry heat of the air, the parching dust, and the distant breath of the river.

Ten years ago she had not even known that this fantastic complex of temples existed. She had never heard of an ancient land called Egypt, nor had she known such marvels—such tools, such technology—existed that she, not the real Ilyana but an ephemeral construct of herself, might walk through these buildings without actually being there.

A sphinx yawned and reared itself up, stone limbs crackling, and regarded her quizzically. “Yana,” it said, “it’s past time to go home. The system is going down in five minutes.”

“Thanks, Kori,” she said. She reached out, farther, farther, toward the great gateway, through the fading priests and Amon’s boat, and dove through. Egypt whirled away in a great blaze of light and she veered, flying, for the metal gleam of the docking bay, the artificial construct embedded in the teaching programs so that children would learn to make the transition from there to here as safely as possible.

On the farthest rose-tinged rim of the horizon, a red light winked on and off. She leapt, closing in on it. It was, of course, the portal she had long ago built so that she could spy on Valentin. Right now it stood on a spinelike ridge of rock, a corbeled arch lined with flashing neon whose other side hovered over the brink of an abyss. Frowning, she slowed and stepped cautiously through. She never knew where she would find her little brother. Usually it was no place good. Cold pierced her to the bone, and she clamped her eyes shut against a stab of wild color. Abruptly, there was no ground beneath her feet. She opened her eyes, caught in an instant of stillness.

From a great height, she plunged. Wind screamed past her and the fall thrust pressure against her flesh. It was painfully hot. Each breath stung. Hills undulated out on all sides, a rich golden haze. Nothing but gold, as if the ground were plated with gold leaf. A dark filigree wound over a distant curve, the only break in the monotony.

As the ground neared, she recognized her surroundings: an endless desert of sand dunes. She caught a glimpse of the tail end of a caravan swaying away over a dune. The ground rose to meet her. Of course, in Valentin’s construct, she had no ability to manipulate. She was herself a kind of artificial intruder. When she slammed into the sand, would she be wrenched back into her body? Would her construct-self, her nesh, be obliterated? If she was lucky, the worst thing that would happen would be that she would return from there to here and throw up all over the couch. But she had heard of more horrible fates.

A sharp gust of wind pulled her free of gravity and with a disorienting twist she landed lightly on her feet.

“Ah! Gods!” she yelped and began jumping back and forth from foot to foot. The sand burned. The heat baked her.

At once a whole crowd of camels, spitting and slobbering, materialized around her. They reeked. They were disgusting. Valentin always was obsessed by sensory detail.

“Valentin!” she shrieked, more horrified by them than by the prospect of smashing into the dunes. The camels honked and chewed and farted. A thick yellow gobbet of spit landed on the skirt of her tunic, staining it dark, and remains of it slid down and fell toward her feet. She yelped and jumped to one side to avoid it. “Valentin! You worm! Stop this right now! They’re closing the system in five minutes!”

A low haze swelled on the horizon. The sky darkened. The sun turned in an instant from brilliant white to a bloody ball of fire smothered in a rising wall of dust. A howl rose like the scream of a thousand agonized animals from the sands, pierced by a whistle.

The storm hit. Ilyana collapsed to her knees and covered her head. Sand battered her. Sharp waves of pebbles flung hard by the wind pelted her on her bare arms and through the thin weave of her tunic. The wind roared and the stones rattled and clashed in a perfectly hellish din.

And was silent.

Ilyana spit sand out of her mouth and cracked her eyes open. Sand leaked from her hair and weighted down her braids. Grit coated her tongue. It tasted stale and metallic. The camels, thank the gods, were gone, but now instead of the curve of dunes she saw only a rock-strewn flat plain, empty of life. The raw blue of the sky hurt her eyes. There was no sun, but it was as light as day.

On a six-legged beast, a rider approached across the flat. Ilyana clambered to her feet and brushed off her tunic, the sleeveless shoulders, the fitted waist, the culotte skirt. But even though the cloth was navy blue, encrusted by sand she just looked clothed in brown.

A demon rode the six-legged creature. It had bulging eyes and red-rimmed tusks and an inventive assortment of claws on its four arms. It pulled up its beast in front of her. Its curled hair gleamed like iron. Fire licked out from its tongue.

“Valentin,” said Ilyana in disgust, “as you know, this doesn’t impress me. Now come on. The system is closing down for the day. You know that. If you break the rules again, they’re gonna suspend you from guising completely. You’re already on limited runs.”

Flames licked threateningly from the demon’s mouth.

Ilyana sighed, exasperated. Valentin was never a person in his constructs. His nesh was always an animal or some strange animalistic demon, like this one, culled from mythology or from his own nightmares, which were plentiful. Ilyana had experimented as most children did with other guises, guising as different animals and real or imagined aliens, even just in other human bodies, but for the last year, as she had grown more and more interested in exploring the great monuments of Earth and Ophiuchi-Sei and the other human planets, she had mostly stayed herself.

“And anyway,” she added, “we have to go to that reception for Father tonight.”

“I won’t,” said the demon petulantly, and it vanished in a swirl of smoke. She caught a glimpse of Valentin’s unguised nesh, a slight, sallow-eyed boy of thirteen, but his image faded and with a jolting wrench and a tear in her chest she found herself back on the other side of the archway. Bells rang, echoing up from the abyss. She dove for the docking bay, sealed herself through the lock, and felt the shift of pressure, the reorientation to the gravity of the real world. The inner lock unsealed and M. Lissagaray popped the seals off her eyes and she shook the gel tips off of her hands and swallowed bile.

“That was a bit close,” said M. Lissagaray tartly. “Chasing your brother again?”

On the other side of the aisle, Kori had already grabbed her duffel from underneath her couch and stuffed all her tack into it. “Heyo, Yana. You wanna go blading this afternoon? You look green.”

Reflexively, Ilyana checked the skirt of her tunic, but, naturally, no gobbet of camel spit stained it. It looked crisp and clean, unrumpled by her sojourn on the couch. “I can’t,” she said reluctantly.

Kori made a face but said nothing. M. Lissagaray moved away to untangle Zaid from his wires and tips; Zaid was one of those unfortunates who twitched constantly while in nesh. Ilyana sighed and regarded Kori enviously. Kori was also sixteen, but she was perfect. She was smart and tall and strong, she wore her coarse black hair in gorgeous locks, and she had a flawless mahogany complexion every bit the equal of Jane Zhe, the actress who played Infinity Jilt, girl pirate of the never-never, on the interactives. Ilyana hated her own paleness. She stuck out here.

Kori sat down next to her and put an arm around her shoulders. “Valentin; again?” she asked. “Maybe your mother is gonna take him to see a physician.”

“Yeah,” said Ilyana sarcastically. “A brain doctor. Gods, Kori, I think he’s gone loony.”

Kori shrugged. “You wanna come over after supper? We can do our trig homework together.”

Yana bent out from under Kori’s arm and stuffed her tack into her duffel: It was not a true duffel, of course, with shiny gray or black sides, but an old carpet her mother had sewn into a bag. It embarrassed her. Especially because all the other kids thought it was new just because they’d never seen anything like it before.

“No, I really can’t.” Ilyana laced the bag shut. “My…my dad, I gotta go to a reception tonight….”

“Neh. Sounds terrible. My cousin Euterpe said yesterday she’d seen something on the net about it. All kinds of important people—maybe even Charles Soerensen. Heyo. How about tomorrow?”

“Yeah,” agreed Ilyana. “Now I gotta go see what trouble Valentin’s gotten himself into.”

“I’ll come with.”

Ilyana glanced at her friend, but she knew better than to think Kori’s offer came from anything but compassion and a simple desire to help. Kori had been the first friend she’d made, eight years ago, moving into this neighborhood. “Thanks,” she said.

They waved good-bye to M. Lissagaray, who was decelerating the nesh-drives, and went down to the school courtyard, where the other kids hurried out the gates, heading home. They cut through the maze to the junior wing. The door wafted open into the junior nesh-pods, and the smell of vomit hit the two girls. Kori gagged audibly and choked it down, looking apologetic.

“Oh, gods,” muttered Ilyana, washed by humiliation. “This is so embarrassing.” But she was also terrified. Kori followed her as she wound to the back, where M. Tioko, with infinite patience, swabbed down a deathly pale Valentin. He had thrown up all over everything. Luckily there was no one else in the room.

M. Tioko did not look up as he wiped Valentin’s mouth clean. “There’s a spare set of clothes in the closet.” Kori dropped her duffel and headed for the closet.

“Valentin,” said Ilyana. His eyes were shut. “This is the fourth time this month!” He did not respond.

Now M. Tioko did glance up. He was a good, decent person and Ilyana trusted him. And anyway, he was about the only person besides her who really cared about Valentin anymore. “He’s overdosing,” he said in a tired voice. “He’s got to be guising at home, or some time away from school, because I’ve got him on a strict schedule here.”

“But I made Mama get rid of the nesh-drives,” Ilyana protested.

“What about the two other families in your house?”

“They’re actors. They don’t nesh at all. And anyway, I…I talked to them about it. You can’t cut off his time here?”

M. Tioko tossed the wet cloth into a hamper, which immediately sucked it into the cleaning tubes. “He’ll go into withdrawal, which will be worse, and we can’t deal with that unless your parents agree to put him under medical supervision.”

Which they never would. Ilyana flushed, feeling cold with worry. Valentin just lay there, breathing shallowly. He looked so sick. He looked so young. Most of the nesh addicts that the nets did those awful docuwraps about were mid-aged, in their seventies or eighties. Valentin was barely thirteen. It just wasn’t fair.

Kori returned with the clothes. “All right, girls,” said M. Tioko with a resigned half-smile. “Thanks. I’ll send him out when he’s changed and cleaned up his couch.”

Valentin cracked an eye, tilting his head back like a one-eyed bird to squint at his sister. “I won’t go,” he muttered. “I’m gonna stay late at school and do my leftover geo homework. So there.”

“Can you send him out to me as soon as he’s done?” Ilyana begged, hating the sound of her voice.

M. Tioko nodded and waved them away. As they left the room, they heard him start in. “Now, Valentin, stop that shamming and get into these clean clothes—”

Ilyana blinked away tears brought on by the sudden light of the courtyard.

“Heyo, look, it’s Uncle Gus!” Kori whooped, grabbed Ilyana’s hand, and tugged her along after.

Heat flooded Ilyana’s cheeks. Gods, how she hated her complexion, which betrayed everything. She wanted to die right now. She fixed her eyes on the pavement.

“Little squirt. How you doing?” Gus gave Kori a hug.

“I didn’t know you was back,” said Kori.

“Were back. Yeah, the tour ended early, so I came back home. Hello, Ilyana. Pleased to see you again.”

Ilyana lifted her eyes just enough to see where he had stuck his hand out, so she lifted hers, and they shook hands.

“I hope you’re well,” added Uncle Gus solemnly.

She mumbled something in the affirmative, as reply. She wanted to shrivel up into a worm and just die. Kori’s Uncle Gus was a dancer and a choreographer, very well known and quite well connected, and the last time she had seen him he had been politely but firmly extricating himself from her dear father’s attempt to seduce him.

Uncle Gus took pity on her, released her hand, and turned back to his niece. “And I’m getting married.”

Kori shrieked, and then laughed. “To who? To who? Oh, not another dancer—!”

He chuckled. “To whom. To whom. You kids and your grammar. Not to a dancer, to a nice woman I went to university with years ago and just met up with again during the tour. She’s doing soil research right now on Tau Ceti Tierce.”

“A scientist!” Kori snorted. “What? You had to bring someone in to keep Mama company?”

“She’s at the flat now,” he said. “I was hoping you could come right home and meet her.” But then, because like Kori and everyone else in her family he was a sympathetic and perceptive soul, he hesitated. “But perhaps you are off to do something with Ilyana.”

“No, no,” said Ilyana quickly, cutting off Kori’s reply. “I’ll see you later.” She backed onto the grass until she shouldered up against the hedge. Kori lifted a hand in farewell and then dropped it, seeing very well that Ilyana meant them to just go on. She took her uncle’s arm and, chatting away, they walked off under the archway to the bike rack.

This time, it wasn’t the sun that brought tears to Ilyana’s eyes. Why couldn’t she have had a family like that? Or like Diana Brooke-Holt’s family, who always made her welcome even if Ilyana knew she would never really be one of them? Or like a real family: mother and father, aunts and uncles, siblings and cousins and grandparents, all living in one set of tents….

She winced at her lapse. Not tents, but flats or houses or a complex, all the things they had here on Earth. But even back where she had been born, even back on the planet Rhui, with the jaran, she had never had a real family. She had always been different. Just a mother and a father—when her father was around—and one sibling. That was all. It wasn’t healthy to live like that, without cousins and aunts to surround you, without a grandmother and ancient wizened great-aunts to give a child sweets and whisper to her the secrets of weaving and tell her at bedtime the old stories of the moon and the sun. Well, now she had another brother and a sister, and yet another on the way, but still, they were alone.

Disgusted at herself, she sniffed, hard, and wiped away her tears. It didn’t do any good to cry. They all depended on her.

“Heyo,” said Valentin from the maze, startling her. He emerged, blinking hard against the sunlight. But he didn’t look as pale and sickly as he had in the nesh-pod. “I’m sorry,” he said, and touched her arm fleetingly. “But I won’t go anyway,” he added quickly. “I hate those receptions. You know I do. They’re disgusting. Dad is disgusting.”

“Stop it! It doesn’t matter what he is—”

“—he’s still our father,” he finished in a mincing voice, which changed abruptly. “And I wish he’d go away again.”

“Well he won’t go away!” she shouted. “Don’t be stupid, Valentin. I know you hate him, but he’s still our father. He tries to be nice.”

“Oh, he is nice, when he wants to be.” Valentin sat down on a bench and slid his blades onto the soles of his shoes. “He’s just so wonderful. Everyone says so.”

It bothered Ilyana that Valentin had so little balance that he had to sit to pull on his blades. She tugged hers out of her duffel and stood first on one foot, then the other, and sealed the blades onto the latches on her boots. With a like gesture, they slung identical duffels each over a shoulder to hang along their backs. Then they skated on the path out under the archway, toward home.

“I just want to live in nesh forever,” Valentin said, and Ilyana felt cold fear stab straight through her heart.



CHAPTER FOUR

A Transaction

HILLS AND FOREST BROKEN by fields and villages and an occasional town—such were the khaja lands that Vassily and his escort rode through, day after day after day, heading north. Some of these Yossian princes and dukes had mustered armies and fought Sakhalin; most of them had died or fled, and two, with their captured children and wives, had been sent north to pledge loyalty to Bakhtiian. Rather like he was being sent north, except that Bakhtiian was probably more merciful to the khaja princes than he would be to Vasha.

But that was too distressing to think about for long. Vasha knew how to hunker down and go on without staring his worst troubles in the face.

The land lay quiet. More, Vasha thought, because the khaja were still shocked by the sudden and devastating appearance of the jaran army than because they were now at peace. Sakhalin sacked cities that resisted and spared those that surrendered immediately. More and more, the khaja surrendered. He ought to have taken that tack with Sakhalin, he ought to have just obeyed, but to be sent out to groom horses with fifteen-year-olds! It was too much to endure.

“Shall we go over to the merchants’ camp?” Stefan asked, his question a welcome relief. They’d done with watering the horses and had hobbled them for the night, and it wasn’t their duty this evening to stand guard.

Vasha sighed, glancing back toward the jahar’s camp, where the captured khaja woman’s tent had been set up by older riders. Her name was Rusudani, and she was evidently a daughter or niece or cousin of Prince Zakaria of the Yos princedom of Tarsina-Kara. That was all he knew about her or was, at this rate, ever likely to know.

“You can’t talk to her anyway,” added Stefan, reading his mind.

“And you can’t talk to Merchant Bathori’s wife, either,” retorted Vasha, stung, “even if you do make eyes at her shamelessly.”

“Can too talk to her. She speaks Taor. So there.”

“But you never have, so what difference does it make?”

Stefan punched at him, and Vasha punched back, and they sparred a bit until they both broke off, laughing and out of breath.

“Come on, let’s go,” said Vasha. “The merchants’ camp is the only interesting place here, since we can’t go into that town.”

“We could sneak out…” suggested Stefan, but Vasha only shook his head. Riasonovsky had laid down strict rules for his charges, and Vasha did not intend to get into any more trouble.

They skirted the horses and started off along the river. At dusk, the river bank melded with the water and the moon’s reflection swam on the rippling current. On this side of the river lay the princedom of Hereti-Manas, across it that of Gelasti, but the land looked exactly the same to Vassily. A ford lay down at the bend in the river, and on the other bank stood the town of Manas the Smaller, itself a kind of younger cousin to the city of Greater Manas, the prince’s seat.

Here where they camped, the merchants’ wagons covered a whole grassy area, bounded by trees on one side and on the other by the high grass and reeds of the damp ground nearest the river. Insects riddled the air, except where fire and smoke drove them away. Riasonovsky had a third of his men on watch, but many of the rest had wandered over to the little bazaar the merchants had set up. A fair number of people, mostly women and old men, had forded the river from Manas the Smaller to come to bargain and barter and buy.

Even the newest boy sent to the army from the plains could have as many copper coins as he could carry, so Vasha and Stefan had money. They paid two copper coins each to the merchant from Parkilnous who doled out kava in tin cups. They lingered at the edge of his stall, sipping at the hot, bitter drink while they surveyed the makeshift bazaar, which they had come to know well in the twenty days since Riasonovsky had agreed to let the little caravan of five merchants and their entourages and goods travel with the jahar.

Master Larenin, the Parkilnese merchant, sold spices and seeds and nuts and beans, as well as salt, and the exotic smells alone were reason enough to linger by his stall. A Jedan man, Benefract, displayed his usual array of utensils and pots. Skins and worked leather and furs, some of which were traded for local varieties, came from the stall of the Yossian merchant Hunyati, who hailed from the Yos kingdom of Dushan.

But Vasha found Sister Yvanne’s tables most interesting. Sister Yvanne sat, as she usually did, in a heavy brocaded chair and supervised while two young men (Vasha wasn’t sure if they were her sons, her nephews, her apprentices, or her slaves) did a brisk business in what Katerina had condescendingly informed him were religious goods. Tiny silver knives, pendants to hang from gold and silver chains, rested on cloth. There were boxes, too, some of them small enough to hang on necklaces, other, larger ones made and decorated in different styles: cloisonné enameling, painted wood, even one that appeared to be carved from black bone. Once Vasha had seen Sister Yvanne open one (they each had some secret way of opening) for a customer; he could have sworn there was a bit of frail yellowed bone tucked inside, a fingerbone, perhaps. There were also leatherbound books in any one of several languages, stamped with gold leaf titles. The ones in Rhuian and Taor read The Recitation. Strangely, Sister Yvanne only sold this one particular book, and commentaries on it. She did not have a whole sampling of books such as a book merchant in Jeds might have.

“Look,” said Stefan, elbowing Vasha. “There she is.” He hastily handed his empty cup back to Master Larenin’s apprentice and sidled over toward Sister Yvanne’s tables.

She was the very young and very pretty wife of Merchant Bathori, a fat, middle-aged man who always seemed to Vasha to have been recently dipped in lard. She stood staring at the tiny silver knives, wringing her hands together and biting prettily at her lower lip, while Sister Yvanne eyed her with evident disapproval. Each woman wore a scarf to hide her hair, but while Sister Yvanne’s drab gray scarf matched her shapeless robes and covered her hair entirely, the young woman’s scarf was gaily bright. Wisps of pale hair escaped from under it to curl around her face.

“How can she stand to be married to that horrible old man?” Stefan whispered. “I didn’t think the khaja men marked women.”

“No, but a girl’s parents might sell her to a rich man, or a rich girl might be sent with some of her riches to a noble one. That’s how the khaja do it.”

“Oh.” Stefan looked mollified. “Poor woman. At least it wasn’t any of her choice. Still, it must be awful. Can you imagine—?” But he broke off, unable to voice what he didn’t want to imagine, or at least, what he did want to imagine, only for himself. He blushed and finally looked away from her, recalling proper manners. At least enough people moved about the bazaar that no one bothered to notice two young men loitering. Or if they did, they noticed Stefan, who was not just good-looking but had enough healer’s training to warrant respect. No one bothered to notice Vasha; he was just another dark-haired, slender boy a bit too old to still be helping with the horses. Surely that was what the khaja travelers thought of him. It galled.

At last Merchant Bathori ambled over, leaving his own stalls where he sold cloth. The way he casually rested a hand where the back of her skirt curved out over her buttocks, the way he publicly patted and squeezed her, made Vasha’s skin crawl. Stefan, glancing over, jerked his gaze away. She did not seem to mind, however. Perhaps she had grown used to it.

Vasha watched the transaction. The young woman wanted one of the tiny silver knives. But the odd thing was not that Bathori did not want to buy it for her—he seemed amenable—but that Sister Yvanne did not seem to want to sell it to her. They were the only two women in the merchants’ train. Surely as women they would have befriended one another. And what merchant refused a sale?

The khaja were very confusing.

“Vasha! What are you doing out here?”

Vasha started and turned around, tensing. Even since he had arrived at Sakhalin’s army six months ago and seen Katerina again, he had felt awkward and stupid around her. She had been his dearest cousin, and his first lover, before she had left two years ago to ride with a jahar of archers in Sakhalin’s army. At first she had been happy to see him, but that had all changed. Now he wished she had stayed with Sakhalin instead of choosing to act as Rusudani’s escort back to the main camp.

“What are you doing here?” he retorted.

“I may go where I please, which is more than I can say for you!”

“No doubt you’re still feeling clever because Sakhalin gave you the imperial staff.”

“Oooh. That still rankles, does it? But why should Sakhalin vest authority for the journey in your hands when he won’t even trust you in his army? Because he’s sending you home in disgrace?”

“Thank you for reminding me, since I’d obviously forgotten it.”

“Oh, Vasha,” she said plaintively, her mood changing abruptly, as it often did. “Why did you have to act so stupidly?”

But Vasha was too angry with her to listen to her sympathy now. He pointedly turned his back on her and looked back at the dispute going on between Sister Yvanne and Merchant Bathori. To his astonishment, a new party had entered the fray: Rusudani. She no longer concealed her face, but like all the women in Yos lands, she covered her hair with a scarf. She had a softer, rounder face than Bathori’s wife, and she was small, with plump hands, a delicate olive complexion, and dark eyes. The sight of her always made Vasha horribly embarrassed; not just that he thought her so pretty, but that he remembered what it was like to have her holding on to him so very very closely when they had ridden together away from the bandit raid, escaping back to the army. She had not so much as looked at him once since coming under Katerina’s wing.

“She wanted to visit the bazaar,” said Katerina, sounding disgruntled, “so of course I came with her, since we’re the only women here. One never knows how the khaja will treat a woman alone.” But with her long knife at her belt and her quiver with arrows and unstrung bow, Katerina looked like a woman any person, even a khaja, would treat with respect. “Even if she is a princess.”

“A noblewoman,” he replied, “but you can’t know she’s a princess. She could just be a lesser relation to Prince Zakaria.” He trailed off because Katerina gave him such a superior look.

“She has a prince’s manners, Vasha, as you ought to know.”

“Because I have them myself?”

“At the most inappropriate times.”

“Thank the gods I’m not as meek and humble as you are!”

“You two!” said Stefan. “My ears hurt.”

“Anyway,” Vasha added quickly, wanting to change the subject, “why shouldn’t she be safe? There are other women riding with us, Sister Yvanne and Merchant Bathori’s wife.”

Katerina snorted. “Bathori’s wife?” She blinked several times in quick succession. “Don’t you know anything?”

“But she rides in the finest painted wagon, over there,” protested Stefan, abruptly defensive, “which must be hers, and Bathori goes in to her every night.”

“I have no doubt he does,” said Katerina rudely. Both Vasha and Stefan blushed furiously, and Stefan, abashed, looked down at his boots.

“Katya!” exclaimed Vasha. “What’s happened to you?” Her coarseness shocked him more than her disdain for everything he did and said.

“You couldn’t understand,” she said bitterly. Then, like lightning, her mood shifted, and he saw tears in her eyes. Her lower lip trembled, and for an instant he thought she was going to start crying. Once, he would have been her first and most precious confidant.

“No doubt I’m too stupid to know,” he snapped, annoyed that she had abandoned him.

Her face stiffened at once. She brushed the ends of her braids back over her shoulder and strode away, over to the table.

“Oh, Vasha!” said Stefan, exasperated.

“Be quiet.” Vasha crossed his arms and stared after her, unwilling to admit to any wrongdoing. She had started it, after all.

And there was enough to distract him. At Sister Yvanne’s table, a strange spectacle unfolded. Rusudani pulled back the sleeve of her long tunic and displayed her wrist to the Sister. The change this small gesture wrought was miraculous. At once, Sister Yvanne agreed to give up one of the tiny silver knives, and Merchant Bathori exchanged coins with her.

But then the transaction changed yet again: Rusudani turned and addressed Bathori’s wife, and soon Bathori joined in until all three of them were, evidently, haggling over something. By degrees, Stefan inched closer to the conversation, and Vasha followed him, grateful to have any chance to see Rusudani.

Bathori was a great haggler. In the twenty days the merchants had traveled with them, Vasha had watched him wear down his customers with sheer volume of words. This time, he spoke infrequently and deferred more and more to Rusudani. After a bit, nodding her head, she reached into the complicated layers of robe, skirt, and trousers that she wore and brought out a purse. From that purse she removed five coins. Four she gave to Bathori and the fifth to Bathori’s wife.

Bathori’s wife curtsied and said, in clear Taor, “Lady, I am called Jaelle.” Then the two khaja women walked away together, Jaelle trailing three steps behind Rusudani.

Katerina still stood by the table. She glanced at Vasha and Stefan, turned her back toward them, and spoke briefly with Bathori and Sister Yvanne in Taor, the trade language many of the children of the Orzhekov tribe had learned during their time in Tess’s school. Toward Katerina, the khaja merchants’ demeanor was not just deferential but fawning.

“No wonder she has such a fat head,” said Vasha.

“What? Are you still angry with her?”

“What do you think! I have every right to be!”

“No need to be angry with me, too,” retorted Stefan. “I know how much she loved you before, Vasha, but she has been two years with the army. Surely she must prefer to spend her time with the women.” He paused, and then said it anyway. “And with older men, now.”

“Not with a rash, stupid boy like me? Well, I don’t care what she thinks about me.”

“Of course you don’t.”

But Vassily waited, anyway, while Katerina finished her conversation with the two merchants and walked back to them. She had developed a kind of saunter that he detested.

“So,” she said, coming up beside them, “Bathori’s wife has gone to be handmaiden to the princess. But maybe Bathori can find a new wife there.” With her chin, she indicated a section of the bazaar where a cluster of khaja women with uncovered hair loitered around a circle of small wagons, each wagon crowned with a tent over the bed of the wagon.

The wagons had come over from Manas the Smaller, Vasha supposed to cart goods back into town. He hadn’t seen the little tents go up, and now he realized that a fair number of jaran riders stood around there as well, drinking hot kava and oilberry wine from Merchant Larenin’s wagons and flirting, most of them with discreet good manners, with the khaja women. Vassily knew about khaja women: It was commonly believed among the tribes that khaja women covered their faces, kept their eyes cast down, and in general were afraid of men, quite the opposite of how real women were supposed to behave. It was just another example of what barbarians the khaja were. But these khaja women were much more like jaran women. A horrible suspicion took hold of Vasha.

“Do khaja really marry again so quickly?” Stefan asked. “Does he even know those women, or anything of their families? How can he? I suppose without the mark on a woman’s face the khaja have no real respect for marriage, then, if it can be given up so easily….”

Katerina’s look silenced him. Vasha could tell, anyway, that Stefan was babbling, something he never did except when a powerful emotion took hold of him. “I’m going to bed,” said Katerina, and left them.

Meanwhile, Merchant Bathori excused himself from Sister Yvanne and strode purposefully over to the clot of khaja women. They clustered around him while he talked. As he finished, all but three of the women laughed and filtered back to flirt with the soldiers once again. Bathori himself dismissed a pale-haired older woman in favor of the two younger ones, one raven-haired, the other with features similar to those of his former wife, although her complexion was not as fine. The three of them began to haggle.

Suddenly, the raven-haired girl unlaced her blouse and bared her breasts, right there in front of everyone. Stefan choked. Vasha could not help but stare. The other khaja women went on with their talking and flirting without blinking an eye, but every man within sight of her—every jaran man, that is—stopped stock-still in shock. Well, she had fine, full breasts and ample, pleasing flesh. Bathori examined her the way a man would examine a horse he was planning to acquire. He squeezed her breasts, then her buttocks through her skirt, and patted her briskly as if to pronounce himself satisfied.

The blonde woman looked disappointed but shrugged and walked away. Without any sign that she cared one whit that every man there was trying not to stare at her—or perhaps even pleased that it was so—the raven-haired girl laced up her blouse and began haggling with Bathori again.

“I will never understand the khaja,” said Stefan. The words caught in his throat. He looked mortified.

“She’s a whore,” said Vasha.

“What’s a whore?”

“A woman who sells having sex with men for coins or goods. I saw them in Jeds.”

“No. You’re lying. I don’t believe it. I know khaja are barbarians, but—” He broke off. Like the other children in Tess Soerensen’s school, Stefan had received a rigorous education. It wasn’t khaja he couldn’t believe it about. It was the conclusion he must then draw about Jaelle, the pretty young woman he admired. “But she couldn’t be,” he finished plaintively. “What would drive a woman to behave like that? How could her mother and aunts ever let her come to such a pass?”

“Tess says that many khaja lands don’t even have etsanas.”

“I hate the khaja,” said Stefan suddenly. He turned and stalked away.

But Vasha did not move. It was true that the khaja were barbarians. It was no wonder that the gods had given Bakhtiian a vision, that their favorite children, the jaran, must rule over these less-favored lands. But still, now that the jaran ruled khaja lands, it did no good simply to condemn, simply to sneer, at khaja ways. A ruler must set down true and good laws, of course, and hold to them, but simply crushing the khaja would not make them good subjects.

But he shied away from thoughts that might lead him to think too keenly about his father.

Most of the riders had abandoned the whores, shocked by the raven-haired girl’s display. The few left looked quite drunk. Vasha wandered back by Sister Yvanne’s wagons and paused there to peer at the silver knives. He had seen these in Jeds, too, had even been in the great holy church there, but he had never gotten a satisfactory explanation for them. Tess had an annoying habit of only answering those questions she wanted to. Why would anyone want a tiny image of a knife rather than a real knife, which was useful?

By the light of two lanterns, Sister Yvanne and her two assistants were carefully bundling up their wares and putting them away.

“The jaran may be barbarians,” Sister Yvanne was saying tartly to one of her boys, a black-haired young man dressed in gray robes similar to those the Sister wore, “but at least Hristain has granted them a proper sense of modesty, though I fear they are sadly lacking in humility. But we may yet be successful, Brother Saghir, in our mission, if God favors us.”

“What is Hristain?” Vasha asked. “Isn’t that the name of your god?” He started because they both started, surprised that he could understand them.

“You speak Taor, most honorable young man?”

“Yes, my lady,” replied Vasha, uncomfortable now. He didn’t like the way she fixed her eye on him. It reminded him too much of the way she had looked at the poor woman Jaelle, disapproving but also, in a perverse way, hopeful.

“We speak of our Lord, the Anointed One,” she went on, making a funny little gesture with one hand in front of herself. “Hristain is one of His titles. Indeed, in the language of the true church, it is His name. In this book is written the recitation of His word. May I tell you of His sundering?”

“Uh, no, I thank you.” Vasha backed away. She had a light in her eyes that reminded him of his father, and he didn’t want to think about his father.

He fled back to the jahar’s camp, and found Stefan easily enough, standing morosely in the darkness beyond the firelight outside Rusudani’s tent. Both of the khaja women knelt outside the tent. Rusudani was speaking, but in such a low voice that Vasha could only just see her lips move, not hear her words—which he couldn’t have understood in any case, since she did not speak Taor. She held her little knife in her right hand and with her left clutched a book. Vasha thought that she was, perhaps, praying.

And while Rusudani spoke, her new servant, Jaelle, lifted the tiny knife she had just acquired and brought it to her lips and kissed it ardently. She had tears on her cheeks.



CHAPTER FIVE

Home

ILYANA SKATED HOME FROM Kori’s house with her duffel banging against her back. Her homework was done, it was fine summer weather, and she held a bouquet of fresh flowers from Kori’s mother’s garden in one hand. She paused at the Cornwall Gardens playing field to watch a group of rebellious university students, probably from Imperial College, playing soccer. As university students liked to do during the summer, they were flouting the dress protocols, marking their teams with shirts-and-skins rather than arm flags.

And sure enough, a bystander called out, “quisling peep!” There was a pause in the action, but none of the skins players made any move back to their shirts until the protocol ʼcar drifted into view, humming down to hover about twelve feet above the center of the field. Even from the edge of the street, Ilyana could feel the uncomfortable pressure of the air field. No one moved for a moment. Finally the young women and men sauntered back to the sidelines to pull on their shirts. Ilyana admired their insouciance. It lent the trivial nature of their defiance some excitement.

She tugged self-consciously at the hem of her shorts. Her knees and calves were showing, but she was still classified as a child, so it ought not to matter. And the protocol ʼcar didn’t have Chapalii stripes, which meant it was human officers, and especially in the summer they tended to go easy on people. The ʼcar banked, skipped on an air current, and moved away, and the game resumed, with arm flags now. Ilyana peeled a wet leaf off her left blade and skated on.

Coming down Kensington Court Place, she called a greeting to a neighbor and stopped in front of her door. She unsealed her blades, caught them under an elbow, and placed her left hand on the doorplate. The front door opened. At once she knew that her good mood was not to last. As if she had really believed it could.

Valentin sat on the bottom step, feet planted on the entry-way tile. He looked cross. Way, way up at the top of the flight of steps that angled around and around, she saw a face peering down from the third level, withdrawn quickly when it saw her movement below.

“Who’s that?” she asked, jerking upward with her chin. “It wasn’t Hyacinth or Yevgeni.”

Valentin shrugged. “Hopeful actor, probably. How should I know? Why should I care?”

“Just that they’re spying!” said Ilyana in a loud voice, hoping the person upstairs could hear her. “What are you doing down here?”

He shrugged again, but said nothing.

“Answer me!”

He had dark shadows under his eyes, set off by the pallor of his face, and he was thinner than ever. Ilyana bit down on adding: You’ve got to eat more! because she had learned that to draw attention to that problem only made it worse. Valentin made a face and stared down at his bare feet. He had grown prettier with puberty, maybe because he was just undernourished enough that he hadn’t quite yet grown into that awkward half-man stage, but it was an unhealthy, waiflike prettiness. It attracted the wrong kind of attention.

“Oh, gods,” said Ilyana, feeling a sick thread of doubt claw through her. “Dad didn’t invite over that awful groping old woman again, did he?”

Valentin shut his left eye and squinted at her through his right one. “Neh. I didn’t mind her. I made her pay for it with nesh time.”

“Valentin!” Ilyana shrieked. She wanted to punch him and protect him, at the same time. Somehow, her father managed to attract the most horrible old perverts, maybe just because he was willing to do anything he had to in order to get better acting parts and more access to the people who held the reins of power in the entertainment tribe. “Or are you just joking me?”

For a second she thought he was going to say: “Oh, what do you care?” But the last time he’d tried that she’d slapped him once hard. Finally he traced the red curlicues fired into the tile with a toe. But he didn’t answer.

Like a winter storm blasts in, bleakness hit. “Oh, Valentin,” she whispered. “Did you really?”

His toe moved, but none of the rest of him did. “I just gotta have the nesh time, Yana,” he said finally without looking at her. “I don’t care anymore what I have to do to get it.”

She sat down next to him, and he made room so she could. She set her blades to one side and slipped the duffel off to sit on the step above. The marble felt cold through her shorts. She put an arm around his thin shoulders. “Valentin, you don’t got to. I don’t know—I could ask Diana. She’ll take you to see a doctor. If I go, too, and explain, they’ll have to waive the consent. Everyone knows both our parents are crazy—”

“Then they’ll take Anton and Evdokia and the new baby away from Mother.”

“It would serve her right,” muttered Ilyana fiercely.

“How can you say so?” demanded Valentin, flaring. “It would kill her.”

“It will kill you—!”

“I don’t care! It’s better than here. I hate it here!”

They both heard the exhale of the door opening on the landing above. Ilyana started and twisted to look up, but Valentin did not move. He had the ability to remain utterly still, like a statue, like a body unanimated by soul.

There, on the landing, looking down on them as an angel regards mortals from on high, stood their beautiful father. The most beautiful man on Earth. Everyone said so. Well, he never said so, but he didn’t have to. And his reputation was all the more astonishing because golden-blond hair and a pale complexion and that peculiarly piercing blue of the eyes hadn’t really been fashionable for a hundred years or more. He had made it so, or at least, for himself.

“Hello, heartling, you’re back early.” His expression, severe, softened as he regarded her.

Always, she betrayed herself. Always, she smiled, and her heart melted. “Heyo, Daddy,” she said, just like a little girl again, wanting to make him proud of her. “We finished all week’s homework, too. Kori and I are gonna apply to go Frejday to see the rehearsals of her Uncle Gus’s new piece, the one about Shiva and Parvati.”

He didn’t have to say anything. He could simply radiate approval. She basked in it. Then his gaze shifted to Valentin’s back. The world darkened. Her fingers, still cupping Valentin’s shoulder, tightened, as if with this shield she could protect him.

“You must apologize to your mother, Valentin,” said Vasil emotionlessly.

“Come on,” said Ilyana to her brother in a low voice, nudging him with a knee. She didn’t have the strength right now to play spectator to this endless battle of wills. “You can take the baby out to the garden while I make dinner.”

There was a long hesitation, but finally Valentin stood up. As if that was his cue, Vasil disappeared back inside the flat and the door inhaled shut behind him.

“What did you say?” Ilyana whispered as they climbed the seven steps together, pausing on the landing. Valentin shrugged. She growled at him, then snaked her foot forward toward the toe panel. Hesitated. Always, that split second hesitation before going inside. Always, she had to consciously press the panel with her foot, rather than reflexively tapping it, because she dreaded what was inside. The door whisked open.

Scent and smell and sight, all conspired in this wave that swelled over her every time she came home. Humiliation and loathing together.

All the internal walls in the flat had been torn down, leaving it a single space. In this space her mother had put up her great circular felt tent, surrounding that tent with two smaller tents as well as a cunningly devised fire pit that really wasn’t one but looked like one. Not one transparent window looked onto the street or onto the garden and the alley. Not one stretch of plain white wall betrayed that they lived in a khaja building, in a great khaja city, on a planet far distant from the planet and the lands which had given them—well, all of them but the two littlest ones—birth. Because her father was a famous actor, they had resources to draw on. Her mother liked to think it was because he was a Veselov and she an Arkhanov, princely scions of the most important tribes in the jaran, that they had access to such tribute, but Ilyana knew better. Because her father was rich and courted by the rich, he had done what his wife wished: He had paid or bartered to have projection walls installed in place of the windows and the regular walls. So that when you stepped into the flat, you stepped into another world: You walked into a jaran camp.

Other tents sprawled out on two sides, and occasionally a person moved between the tents. Beyond the tents, herds of animals grazed. On the other two sides, instead of looking at the street below or at the blank wash of wall, you looked out at an endless horizon of grass and hill, and the wind brushed the grass in wave upon wave upon wave, sweeping layers of bright and dark across the plains in a pattern that never repeated itself. The distance was so real, so four dimensional, that even knowing better Ilyana still caught herself at times on the verge of walking out into it.

The carpet she stood on had been handwoven of grass. It gave beneath her feet just as a mat of trampled grass would, and its dry scent stirred in her nostrils. The ceiling lofted above, disguised by an infinite projection of sky, sometimes cloudy, sometimes bright, and always with a sun different than Earth’s sun, and with a moon larger than Earth’s moon.

Vasil’s patrons and flunkies loved this flat. It was part of his reputation. Even Valentin, entering, relaxed, but Ilyana tensed. She hated it. She despised her mother for hiding here. Because of the fire codes, one old-fashioned latched window had been left in the streetside wall. A seamless holo projection covered it, but now and again, when everyone else was asleep or out, Ilyana would sneak it open, as if to let in a whiff of London—the curved, supple roofs, the unearthly lights, the breath of here and now.

“Your mother is resting,” said Vasil as the door shut behind them. He ducked inside one of the small tents; Ilyana shared the other small tent with Valentin. By the fire pit, little Evdokia crouched next to a pot of water in which she washed vegetables with four-year-old solemnity. Anton stood by the corral, the stretch of wall that disguised the door into the bathroom, beating on a pillow with a piece of wood shaved to look like a saber. One of the flunkies was here, in the corner where the big carpet loom was tacked down on the ground; she was an aspiring actress who had decided instead that she had been given a mystical calling to apprentice at traditional weaving with the great actor’s wife. Ilyana thought the sloe-eyed young woman looked ridiculous dressed in cast-off jaran clothing, but her presence meant that Ilyana didn’t have to spend hours every night weaving and spinning.

“Here,” said Ilyana, giving her duffel to Valentin. Then she went into the great tent. The projection walls were fantastic, of course; it was practically impossible not to believe in the illusion. But inside the tent even Ilyana could forget for an instant that she had ever left the tribes.

Weavings curtained the interior. Embroidered pillows were piled neatly in one corner. The bronze warming stove sat on its stag-headed legs next to a carved wooden chest inlaid with bone and gold. Leather flasks hung from the ceiling poles, and the great leather vessel used for fermented milk sat on a metal trivet, surrounded by its attendant dishes and a wooden scoop. Ilyana opened the chest and got out wooden bowls and spoons. She set them on the rugs, which were layered three deep in the outer chamber of the tent, and then pushed past the curtain, stepping up onto the six deep carpets of the inner chamber of the tent.

Karolla Arkhanov reclined on a raised wooden bed. Sitting on a stool by her feet was another flunky, this one a producer’s daughter who had recently managed the transition into being allowed into the intimacy of the family quarters of the tent by virtue of having accidentally been in the flat when the new baby had come five days ago. She had made herself useful by boiling water and pounding the birth rhythms on the drum, and had thus been granted a status which she evidently deemed glorious but which Ilyana knew was the equivalent of a favored servant. Right now she was spinning, and rocking the baby’s cradle with rhythmic pushes of one foot while Karolla gave her a desultory lesson in khush.

“Here is Yana,” said Karolla. Yana went obediently over to her mother, gave her the flowers, and kissed her on either cheek, in the formal style. She nodded at the flunky, who bobbed her head enthusiastically in return. Thank the gods that Rory wasn’t there; he was the first, and the worst, of the flunkies, and had, in fact, made himself useful to her parents, but recently he had been eyeing Ilyana with unbearably sexual interest. At least the women, whatever their inclinations, were polite and discreet.

The baby was sleeping. Ilyana knelt and brushed her fine pale skin with a finger. The newborn had no hair, but she had a thumbnail-sized red blemish below her left ear. Because of this blemish, Karolla refused to name the baby until she was blooded again—until her menstrual cycle started. It was an old superstition, and it embarrassed Ilyana even while the flunkies and patrons thought it charming.

“Do you want Valentin to take the baby outside, for some fresh air?” Ilyana asked her mother, switching to khush.

There was a silence. “Valentin has been rude,” said Karolla gravely. “Our visitor was forced to leave.”

“Uh, who was it?” Ilyana flicked a glanced toward the producer’s daughter. Karolla had no sense of privacy. All the serious flunkies used language matrices to learn khush and put up with Karolla’s verbal lessons as part of the game of playing court.

“M. Pandit,” said the producer’s daughter, who went by the unfortunate nickname of “Nipper.” Valentin always said, coarsely, that it was because she liked to be bitten, but Ilyana had overheard someone at a party say it was because her grandmother had raised her in Old Japan. Ilyana didn’t know what her real name was.

Ilyana shrugged, kissed the baby, and retreated outside, gathering up the bowls and spoons as she went. M. Pandit was a new visitor, and while Ilyana didn’t much like her, she hadn’t pegged her yet. Definitely not a flunky: M. Pandit had a greasy aura of power around her, as a potential patron would have, though she was not, as far as Ilyana knew, connected with the vast entertainment tribe in any way. Neither did she seem to be interested in Vasil Veselov in that way. With a few notable exceptions, those were the only three reasons anyone ever came to visit the Arkhanov camp.

Valentin sat chatting with Evdokia by the fire, encouraging her to count the vegetables as she washed them. He didn’t help, of course. Their mother would have an absolute fit if either of the boys helped to cook: Jaran boys didn’t cook; they learned to help with the herds, to work with hides and leather and harness, to embroider, to fight, to do men’s work. There was very little men’s work to do here, but Karolla managed not to see that, and since she rarely went to other people’s homes, she never saw that both women and men cooked here on Earth. She was content that Anatoly Sakhalin instructed the boys in fighting and in embroidery. She was resigned to the fact that the children had to attend khaja school. She ruled over her flunkies, received homage from her husband’s admirers, and had babies.

Ilyana fetched a shank of lamb from the pantry hidden behind the bank of potted shrubs that flanked the “spring” from which they got water and hunkered down beside Evdokia to slice it up for stew.

“I went upstairs,” said Evdokia in a soft voice, “an’ Portia and I played with—” She broke off and glanced over toward the weaver, lowering her voice further. “—real toys. Yana, when can we live in a real flat? When do I get to go to school like Portia?”

“I don’t know, little one,” replied Ilyana, feeling suddenly sick with guilt for her afternoon of freedom at Kori’s house. She should have been home, spending time with the little ones. The gods knew, they needed it. “Maybe not till you’re six. Go pour that water out down the drain, heartling.” Obediently, Evdokia trotted off. “Valentin,” hissed Ilyana, lowering her voice so that it barely sounded. “What did you say to M. Pandit?”

“Didn’t say anything to her,” retorted Valentin. “I just told Mother that she’s an oily old quisling and anyway she’s just sniffing round here ʼcause she thinks her smart young trophy husband is interested in Dad, and she dun’t want him to be.”

“Valentin!” Ilyana squealed, and clapped a hand over her mouth. In some ways Valentin was grossly ignorant, but in others he was far, far too knowing. “How could you? Why do you think that anyway?”

Valentin rolled his eyes. “You were at that awful reception, Yana. Didn’t you see her? Didn’t you see Dad making eyes at her husband?”

“No. They had those great reproductions of Greek and Roman amphitheaters in the salon. I just stayed there the whole time.” No one had bothered her there, a quiet girl lingering by three-dimensional models that most of the adults ignored. “Anyway, if M. Pandit is a quisling, then what can her trophy husband do for Dad? He never makes eyes at anybody unless he thinks they can do something for him.”

“I don’t know everything, Yana! You oughta pay more attention.”

“Why?” she asked, and then they both clamped their mouths shut when their father emerged from the spare tent. He looked at them but, mercifully, decided to go in to his wife instead. Evdokia returned, Anton tagging along behind.

“Can we go out, Valentin?” Anton asked querulously. “I’m bored.”

Valentin glanced at Ilyana. “Oh, all. right,” he said.

“Voice tag yourself for forty minutes,” said Ilyana. “Then it’ll be dinnertime.”

“Can I go, too?” begged Evdokia.

“You’re too little,” said Anton with all the scornful superiority of an eight-year-old.

“Yes, you can come,” said Valentin swiftly. “Let’s get out of here before Dad comes back out and says we can’t.” They vanished out the door—a stretch of gold and blue horizon that opened into the startling blank flatness of hallway and then merged back in with the endless land again—and it was suddenly quiet. The flunky at the loom shifted position now and again. Ilyana chopped up the vegetables, humming to herself.

The sudden appearance of her father startled her, he arrived so silently. He crouched down beside her. “I have to attend an opening tonight, and your mother is too ill to go with me.” It was a convenient fiction: Her mother was almost always “too ill” to attend functions, even if in this case it was true, the baby just having come. He settled a hand tenderly on her knee and smiled at her. “Will you come with me?”

“What kind of opening?” she asked reluctantly, even while she knew it was already decided.

“Oh, nothing too overwhelming, I think. Not as bad as the last one, anyway.” His smile became conspiratorial, including her in the memory of how stultifyingly official the last reception had been. “It’s an exhibition of photography.”

“Photography? Like the two-dimensional stuff?”

He chuckled warmly. “Some of it, I suppose. I don’t know all the technical terms.”

“Father,” she asked suspiciously, “why are you going to an art exhibit? Are you angling for someone to do a portrait of you?”

Now he really laughed. It was such a rare sound that Ilyana cherished it. “I don’t think so. There’ve been so many, after all. But you will come with me, won’t you? It’s at the Little Tate, and there’s that nesh-enhanced exhibit of the Floating Gardens of Babel in one of the adjoining galleries.”

It was actually the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, but she didn’t correct him. “Oh, all right,” she said, not immune to bribery. Then she felt a pang. “But I really should stay home with Valentin and the little ones.”

“I’ll send them upstairs.”

“Valentin doesn’t get along with Anatoly Sakhalin, Father. You know that.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Her father clenched one hand, and his gaze fixed on the haze of the false fire. “Certainly Anatoly Sakhalin has his own views of the world, and a certain position to maintain as a prince of the Sakhalin—” Which was to say that Vasil did not like him much, either. “—but if Valentin behaved like a boy and not like indolent khaja chattel, Sakhalin would not despise him. Valentin has to become a man someday.”

Ilyana winced, her father’s tone was so biting. “But, Daddy,…” she began.

He cut her off. “It is kind of you to plead for him, Yana, but if you continue to protect him, he will never grow up.”

Tears stung at her eyes. She bent down and chopped furiously at the vegetables. It wasn’t fair. Why could no one see that Valentin had taken it hardest of all, torn out of the tribes and transported to this strange new world? It had happened to Valentin twice now, first losing his father before he could understand what had happened and then losing the aunt and uncle who had sustained him through those difficult years when Karolla had lived in the Veselov tribe alone, her husband an outlaw. Their father had returned to them, but Vasil had never forgiven Valentin for not accepting him instantly, even though it was too much to expect from the wary five-year-old child Valentin had been back then. And Vasil had compounded the offense by taking them away from the jaran forever.

Her father’s hand touched her hair and stroked down to cradle her neck and jaw, the way he had comforted her when she was a child. “I… I…” she said through her tears, but she could not go on.

“Tell me, heartling,” he said quietly.

“I’m worried about Valentin. I’m worried about him guising too much.”

He withdrew his hand. “There is nothing wrong with Valentin that he can’t cure by acting as he ought! We will not discuss this any further, Yana. You’re making excuses for him. And he still hasn’t apologized to your mother.” But, relenting, he kissed her on the forehead and then stood up. “We’ll leave after supper.”

She sighed, brushed away her tears, and dumped the vegetables into the stew.

One of the reasons Ilyana hated going to receptions with her father was that he never, ever, traveled like most people did, on public lines. He always had to hire a private carriage, no matter how expensive, no matter how exclusive it made him look. Vasil Veselov liked being exclusive. He liked pressing the sumptuary laws to their edge, never quite crossing into the pale. Not even Kori’s Uncle Gus or her Aunt Parvati, who was a member of Concord Parliament, took private carriages. Gods, even Charles Soerensen, the only human who had gained a rank within the Chapalii Empire, traveled like everyone else did. Everyone knew that.

Ilyana wore a plain blue silk tunic and a calf-length silk skirt, ornamented with a belt of wooden beads and a single gold necklace, but her father, to her horror, got himself up in jaran clothes: the scarlet shirt gaudily embroidered down its arms and along the collar, the black trousers and black leather boots decorated with gold tassels, and gold bracelets and enough necklaces to make him gleam. He looked positively barbaric.

Their arrival at the Little Tate Gallery caused a sensation. The carriage sank down beside the broad steps and spit out a tongue of stairsteps down which Vasil made his entrance onto the street amidst the crowd of arriving pedestrians. Ilyana slunk along next to her father, trying to disappear, while he was pointed at and swarmed and in general made much of. He had a word or a touch or a glance for every soul who came within ten feet of him. They bogged down in the gallery foyer until a tall, red-haired woman plowed through the crowd and made an opening for herself before them.

“Veselov! I’m honored to see you here! I’m Margaret O’Neill.” She stuck her hand out, the khaja way of greeting.

“I remember you,” he said, taking hold of her hand and lifting it to his lips, an affectation he had picked up from old-time “moving” flat films.

She snorted, giving him time to finish the gesture before she extricated her hand and turned to look at Ilyana. “Charmed, I’m sure. This is—” She hesitated, and a peculiar expression swept her face and vanished. “Ilyana, isn’t it?”

“Ilyana Arkhanov,” said Ilyana crisply. “I’m sorry, M. O’Neill, but have we met before? If we have, I beg your pardon for not remembering.”

“Call me Maggie.” She smiled, and Ilyana liked her immediately. “You were younger though. I last saw you—what?—eight years ago when we were all leaving Rhui. I don’t expect you would remember me. Here, come inside. There might even be a photo of you, Ilyana.”

“Of me?” Ilyana’s heart sank, weighted down by an awful sense of foreboding. Maggie O’Neill. Leaving Rhui eight years ago. They passed through the double doors and into a well-lit gallery cut by zigzagging white panels and spittled with big white cubes. Maggie O’Neill’s records adorned these surfaces. Her records of the jaran.

With leaden feet Ilyana stalked over to the nearest cube and gaped at the three-dee film grown up from its surface. A young jaran woman played and sang, accompanied by an intent young man on a drum. Ilyana could understand her, of course; she didn’t need to read the words scrolling by along the rim of the cube or listen in to the translation plug. The Singer sang the story of Mekhala and how she had brought horses to the jaran tribes, freeing her people but in turn binding herself in marriage to the wind spirit who had aided her.

“Isn’t this marvelous?” said a man in passing to his companion. “And they made it a flesh-only viewing, too. It’s all of a piece with the subject and materials.”

Ilyana hunched down just a little lower and sidled over to the nearest panel. Old-fashioned flat photos were displayed here, but somehow the primitive subject matter looked right on the two-dimensional surface. She reached out to touch a photograph of a woman, heavy in a felt coat, seated before a loom, then withdrew her hand abruptly. There, two boys stood by a cluster of sheep, faces dirty, smiling at some joke. And there, a light-haired girl sat on horseback, a bow slung over her back. And there, a troop of riders marched off to war, gloriously armed with spears tipped with flags and rank upon rank of sabers.

All her unwanted old childhood memories came rushing back, overwhelming her. She could hear the harness jingling and the noise of the horses, and then she realized that there was another white cube behind this panel boasting a living, moving three-dee, this one of a jahar riding endlessly off, ready for battle.

“And look, Amber,” said a woman’s voice breathlessly behind her. “I told you braving the crowd would be worth it. Isn’t that Vasil Veselov in the flesh? Goddess, look how he’s dressed. I could just die.”

Ilyana cringed. She edged away toward another panel and pretended to examine a panoramic photo of a jaran camp spread out along a flat horizon of gold. She could hear conversations from the other side of the panel, but she felt protected here, invisible. She had lost track of her father.

“I don’t know, Youssef, I think all the fuss a little ridiculous myself. Consider the genre as well. I just don’t think the primitive recording techniques add anything to the subject, even though I’m sure they’re meant to be a commentary on the planet’s interdicted status.”

The comment elicited only an uninterpretable grunt.

“M. O’Neill, how nice to see you again,” said a familiar, sharp voice that Ilyana couldn’t quite place.

“Ah, M. Pandit. How wonderful to see you. I’m so pleased you could come.” Maggie O’Neill’s voice sounded so deadpan that Ilyana couldn’t tell whether she was being sarcastic or polite. “But a little surprised to see you at this kind of event.”

“My husband is interested in the arts,” replied M. Pandit. “I can’t help but be interested as well in an exhibition of this kind. The planet of Rhui is interdicted by Chapalii protocol dictates, after all, and under Duke Charles’s order, as well. I’m just surprised that this kind of material would exist at all. Of course, we all know about the unfortunate death of his sister on Rhui. Such a shame. But one can’t help but be interested in seeing pictures of a planet few of us will ever visit, especially knowing that Terese Soerensen spent her last days there. That she might even have been—why, here, look at these native women. How easily any of us might blend in among them.”

Ilyana had a sudden vivid memory of Tess Soerensen kissing her good-bye, in the formal style, on either cheek. She had really liked Tess Soerensen. But she also had a premonition that Tess’s image would appear nowhere in this room.

“So true,” said Maggie in fulsome tones. “As you know, Marco Burckhardt has been doing anthropological surveys of the native populations on Rhui for many years now. I happened to spend some time with him, and I did a little recording of my own. I did so feel that it might be important to make a permanent record of some of the Rhuian natives. I think it illuminates something of our own past to us, don’t you? I couldn’t resist showing it here.”

“Especially not with a native brought back from Rhui, in defiance of the interdiction.” M. Pandit’s tone was menacing.

Maggie laughed easily. If she was cowed by M. Pandit’s veiled threats, Ilyana could not hear it in her voice. “Yes, there were compelling medical reasons, as well as aesthetic ones… but I won’t go into that here. Also, as you know, Veselov originally was contracted to the Bharentous Repertory Company, a bit of an—experiment—by Owen Zerentous, but he went on to—ah—bigger and better things. I’m lucky to have him here today. His presence can only add luster to my exhibit. He’s so very famous now, you know, as well as quite handsome. But they were all in general a good-looking people.”

Ilyana bit down on a smile, liking Maggie O’Neill even more; she was being so obviously sardonic with the stiff, nosy old M. Pandit, not caring about Pandit’s ominously authoritarian curiosity. Ilyana wished she had such confidence.

“Ah, there you are, Jazir,” said M. Pandit abruptly in an altered tone. She almost purred. “M. O’Neill, have you met my husband?”

There was a strange, brief silence, like a skip of breath. “No, I haven’t,” said Maggie finally. “How do you do?”

Ilyana suddenly caught sight of her father, standing at the end of the row of panels, staring, staring, at a still three-dee portrait of a black-haired, bearded man dressed in the simple red and black of a jaran soldier, one hand resting casually on his saber hilt, his glance thrown to one side. The jaran man looked intensely severe. But Ilyana knew, seeing him, recognizing him with a stab that ran right down through her and flooded her with prickles, that he was caught forever in the moment just before he smiled at someone unseen, beyond the range of the camera.

How could she not know? She bore his name. The extraordinary fervor of her father’s concentration as he stared at the image of Ilya Bakhtiian troubled her. Vasil never showed this kind of emotion outside of his acting; it might give other people power over him. She knew, as she knew when the air changes, heralding storm, that something was about to happen. With a jolt, she uprooted herself and hurried over to him.

In time to see him lift his eyes and focus on a group of three people on the other side of the panel. One was Maggie O’Neill. At first Ilyana didn’t recognize M. Pandit because the emerald uniform disguised her, overwhelmed her. A quisling uniform. M. Pandit was one of the human officers in the Protocol Office—oh, they didn’t call themselves quislings, of course. Everyone else called them that behind their backs. M. Pandit wore three platinum bars on the lapel of her uniform, and Ilyana gulped down a sudden lump in her throat. Three bars. It was the highest rank a human officer could attain in the service of the Chapalii—the highest rank, that is, except for the ennobling that Charles Soerensen had inadvertently achieved.

Between the two women stood a young man, one arm folded passively around M. Pandit’s elbow. He was a good-looking young man, as befitted a trophy husband, with short dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard, deep brown eyes and a narrow, defined face. His expression was serious. But then he glanced up at Vasil Veselov, smiled brilliantly and briefly, and looked down again.

In that brief gesture Ilyana clearly saw the resemblance. He looked enough like Ilyakoria Bakhtiian that anyone might laugh good-naturedly over the odd coincidence. Anybody but her father, who gazed with unnerving steadiness at the other man. Anyone but M. Pandit, who skewered the famous actor with an aggressive stare.

Anyone but Ilyana, who had long ago learned to recognize trouble coming. And she had a very, very bad feeling about this.



CHAPTER SIX

Spider’s Web

THE JARAN CAMP DROWSED under the afternoon sun. The dusty air hung in a heat haze over the tents, and the cloudless sky seemed to breathe in and out with the pulse of the sun.

Tess liked these lazy afternoon days. Time suspended; there was no past or future, nothing but an endless present with her children playing nearby, her husband sitting beside her under the awning, usually in quiet council with one or another of his commanders, her sister twenty steps away weaving, her tribe—for that was what the jaran were to her, now—surrounding her. On these long afternoons she could easily sit motionless for an hour at a time without anyone thinking it strange.

So she sat now, scrolling through information about Chapalii shipping schedules recently sent to her by her brother. The screen, which didn’t exist physically, seemed to float in the air about an arm’s length in front of her, and periodically she blinked twice to move the information on. The implant in her cranium produced these images and processed the information, and she used her eyes as the interface, processing visually.

“All encryption is cyclic,” she said aloud.

“Hmm?” murmured Ilya. He was reading, or dozing, beside her, sprawled comfortably on pillows. They weren’t quite touching—it was too warm for that—but she felt the length of his body all along hers, his back to her side.

“Encryption. Ciphers, also called codes. They’re cyclic, so they can eventually be decoded, be broken and deciphered, but a cycle could be so long that by our standards it’s essentially unbreakable….”

He shifted around to look at her. “You think about the oddest things.”

She made the mistake of glancing at him. The two sights, her screen of numbers and linked spatial codes and his face, blurred together and made her head hurt. She blinked four times hard and the implant switched off. “Ouch,” she said reflexively. Even after years of living with the implant, it still caught her out at times.

“Staring at the sun again?” he asked lightly.

“No.”

He watched her for a little while in silence. For a moment, he seemed on the brink of asking her a question. But he didn’t.

“I’m just thinking about why merchants use encryption,” she continued, and he let her go on, knowing she liked to talk things out. “To conceal their manifest of cargo, or to avoid a prince’s tax they don’t want to pay. Plotting treason. Or if their cargo is particularly valuable, they might want to discuss and plan out the route of travel in secret, so that no bandit or competing house would know where to lie in wait for an ambush.”

“You’ve been talking to too many merchants.”

“Actually, I was thinking about something my brother said to me in his last letter.” She hesitated. Charles sent information embedded in the tiny cylinders used to seal the handwritten parchment and paper letters that were his overt communications. Even these handwritten letters, although not the main part of the information he continually fed to Tess, were themselves partially encrypted so that Ilya could read them without suspecting that he was seeing only part of the message. But seeing Ilya’s expression now, Tess wondered if he knew that he was being served only part of the truth. “About Chapalii merchants. He thinks they may be using ciphers, but he wonders why they would use them. Especially since the emperor controls all the shipping routes with an iron hand.”

“You know that the emperor controls these routes? Or only believe that he does? We watch the merchants travel from one city to the next, from Hamrat to Parkilnous to Jeds, and we may think they travel on a set pattern fixed by years of tradition or by a king’s will, but then if you speak with these merchants you see that the truth is not so simple. Sands shift and cover old roads and watering holes. Alliances shift and turn two princes into enemies where they had once been friends. A grandson may choose to rebel against his grandfather’s set ways, and he may try a new road and find that it leads to disaster, or to riches. And yet again one family may have trodden the same paths for generations, never changing. By walking the same road, each girl after her mother, each boy after his father, so does that road become their family and each of them lives on forever in the ones who come after.”

Insects droned in the quiet. Harness jingled and stilled. “Are you going to give up conquest for philosophy, my love?”

A smile tipped his, lips. “Your own brother once told me that knowledge is power. Is philosophy not a form of conquest?”

“I thought it was more like a search.”

“Isn’t that the same thing?”

Tess touched his cheek, but it was so damned hot that even that contact was too sweaty to prolong. “Only for you, my heart. Ilya—?”

“Yes?” He smiled now, a real smile. He looked so youthful that it was uncanny, even though she knew why he wasn’t aging at a normal rate. Still, at forty-five, he wasn’t quite yet old enough that the few strands of gray sprinkling his hair weren’t enough; that the gray hadn’t increased in eight years had not yet excited suspicion. But it would. Soon enough, seeing time somehow suspended in him, people would begin to wonder how he stayed so young.

“Nothing,” she replied.

“A wise ruler,” added Ilya after a few moments, “maintains stability so that merchants may trade and increase his wealth through taxes as well as their own through profit. If these same merchants follow the rule of law, then it is in any emperor’s interest to let them carry on their trade, which they understand best just as he understands how best to rule, without his interference.”

“True,” mused Tess. She examined him, where he lay so close: the coarse black hairs of his mustache which curved down around his lips to meld into his beard; the lines on his forehead, wrinkles brought on by frowning. Ilya had never developed laugh lines. An odd light dwelt in his eyes, as it had always done. He had never bothered to conceal it; thus had the gods marked him as one of their own. He could not have concealed it in any case. He lived in the world differently. For Ilya the world was one great long vision illuminated by the gods’ touch and through it he walked according to some hierophantic time.

“Is there something wrong with me?” he asked suddenly, touching his face with his right hand.

“Nothing cooler weather and a little privacy couldn’t cure,” she said with a grin.

“Mmmm,” he replied. He sat up. “Here comes Niko.”

Tess jumped to her feet and hurried out into the sun to give her arm to Niko. Even that short movement made her break into a sweat. “It’s too hot to walk around, Niko,” she scolded.

“I’m bored,” said Niko, “and there are twelve children singing loudly in my wife’s tent. Including yours. So I have come here to play a game of khot with your husband.”

He moved slowly, and although for years she had stood eye to eye with him, now he stooped enough that she could look down on his head. Ilya set out pillows. Tess helped Niko ease down to sit and then filled a cup with lukewarm tea for him and arranged a plate with sweetcakes and fruit. Carefully, stiffly, glancing once at Tess to make sure she did not interfere with the labored movements of his hands, Niko untied a leather pouch from his belt and set it on the carpet. Although khot could be played on a grid drawn in the dirt with sticks, Ilya had a gracefully carved wooden board which he brought out from the tent along with his own stones. Then the two men settled down to play. Tess reclined back on her pillows, blinked, and set up her program again. The quiet snap of stones being placed on the board serenaded her.

Twelve years ago, Charles had obtained the allegiance of a Chapalii merchant house. Eight years ago, Tess’s old friend Sojourner King Bakundi and her husband Rene Oljaitu had managed to talk Charles and the Keinaba house elders into letting the two humans apprentice to the Keinaba family. Bit by bit, information trickled in. Charles—or, that is, a consortium of people who worked with him—had collected it and other stray strands of information, packed it on a cylinder, and sent it to Tess. She had loaded the packet into her implant and now she picked her way through. It was rather like cutting a path through a dense jungle. The vegetation obscured the landmarks.

First and foremost, any great empire thrives on movement: stable lines of supply, of trade, of information. This movement must be unobstructed for officials on imperial business, and monitored and restricted for others on a scale that varied depending on the necessity of these functions to imperial strength and the likelihood of such restrictions causing dangerous levels of dissent.

In order to effectively sabotage the movement of ships and information in the Chapalii Empire, Charles had to figure out the logic of their transportation and communications web.

“Damn,” muttered Ilya suddenly, jolting Tess back to the real world. “Why do you always beat me, Niko?”

“Because you still try to use force and the weight of numbers to take territory, rather than building a spider’s web which looks fragile but in the end spreads its tendrils everywhere and takes over the board.” Niko chuckled. “Shall we try again?”

Ilya grunted. Tess heard the sweep of stones being collected, a cascade as stones were poured back into their pouches, and then, starting again, the taps at uneven intervals as the two men took turns setting their stones on the board.

In the twenty-first century, humanity had braved the stars with a sublight drive. Soon after this momentous occurrence, the Chapalii had appeared and given the humans and their fledgling League the key to the vector drive, which allowed them to travel through space rather as ships had once sailed the seas between the continents of Earth. It reminded Tess all at once of the game of khot, if one warped the board so that the grid had a three-dimensional curve rather than a two-dimensional flat expanse. Relay stations (the stones) created the windows (the lines of the grid), the singularity in the time-space continuum through which ships traveled. The velocity and angle of entry—the vector—determined where and how far the ship would then travel in that “window” between two points in normal space. Thus, with this network of relay stations, the Chapalii Empire controlled a system of movement that encompassed navigable space.

That much humans knew for sure about the vector drive, that, and that their routes of passage were strictly controlled by the Protocol Office. Tess could not help but wonder, though, if the relay stations created the windows or merely allowed them to be accessed. As far as human scientists had discovered, the windows existed naturally somehow, since it was remotely possible—if terribly dangerous—to navigate with the vector drive without the aid of relay stations, devising calculations by instinct, skill and sheer good luck. Perhaps in a long, slow outward expansion the Chapalii had mapped the network of windows and marked them for their own, creating a web on which they could traverse the stars. Like a spider’s web. The thought triggered a series of connections deep in her implant, and abruptly an old Machine Age flat poem wavered onto the screen:

A noiseless, patient spider,

I marked where on a little promontory it stood isolated,

Marked how to explore the vacant vast surrounding,

It launched forth filament, filament, filament, out of itself,

Ever unreeling them, ever tirelessly speeding them.

“Better,” said Niko, breaking the silence. His voice was still lucid, but heavy with age. “But you’ve still let me encircle you. Shall we try again?”

Ilya grunted, too irritated, too intent, to reply in words. Stones poured.

Tess flickered her attention back to the screen and the spider.

… Ceaselessly musing, venturing, throwing, seeking the spheres to connect them,

Till the bridge you will need be formed, till the ductile anchor hold,

Till the gossamer thread you fling catch somewhere—

Only Walt Whitman was talking about the soul, which wound her around to that days-ago conversation with Ilya, in which a woven pattern had seemed to her to express as much about her own and little Lara Orzhekov’s personalities as any straightforward listing of attributes might.

Unless one thought of the web of windows linking planets and stations each to the other across the “measureless oceans of space” as the soul, the breath, of the Empire. Like a great net, pulsing with the inspiration and expiration of its own being.

Ilya chuckled suddenly, distracting her. Like an echo ringing faintly after his laugh, she heard bells. She blinked hard four times and the screen snapped into oblivion, leaving her with a lingering aftervision that dissipated as a belled messenger rode through it, pulled up, and dismounted, handing his reins over to one of the day guard.

Without looking up from the game, Ilya lifted a hand, and the soldier approached. He was a young man, his black hair twisted into three braids, his cheeks ruddy from the heat. He knelt just under the shade of the awning, bells chiming softly, and sat back on his heels, resting his palms on his thighs. He looked content enough to wait; out of the sun. Tess poured him some tea, and he thanked her prettily and sipped at it with commendable restraint.

Ilya and Niko finished the game, which, naturally, Niko won. As far as Tess knew, Ilya had only ever bested Niko at khot two times in his life.

Niko shook his head. “Ilyakoria, I despair of ever teaching you the serenity that will allow you to master the game. Yet somehow the lesson you cannot learn on the board you have learned to apply in war, so I have not utterly failed.”

Ilya glanced up sharply at the old man. “You have not failed at all, Niko,” he said harshly, and then subsided when he saw the smile on Niko’s face. “You will stay here, of course, and listen to the report.”

“Of course,” murmured Niko, still looking amused, although Tess also saw that he was beginning to look tired.

Ilya turned to the messenger. “Your name?”

“Daniil Obolensky, of Zvertkov’s army,” said the young man promptly. “I bring two pieces of news. The first is of a revolt in Salkh, led by a bricklayer dressed in rags who claims to have heard the word of their God through a fog that set upon him in the night—”

“And no doubt gained the backing of their discontented noblemen as well,” muttered Ilya.

“That is so,” agreed the soldier, “according to the messenger who got through to us. The jaran garrison was set upon, although some tens are still barricaded in the citadel and others escaped to the ruins in the sands which the khaja will not visit for fear of demons.”

Tess sighed, though she said nothing. Ilya listened intently. For eight years Salkh had remained a sore point in the southern Habakar district of the growing jaran empire, under jaran suzerainty but never quite yielding.

“What action has Zvertkov taken?” asked Niko.

“He has called back the advance troops from the Heaven Mountains to throw a perimeter around the city. But he has only just established himself in the city of Kalita, which lies thirty days’ ride across the wastelands from Khoyan, which itself lies twenty days’ ride across desert from Salkh, so he does not wish to withdraw any significant portion of his army back across these wastelands. By his order, I delivered these tidings as well to Prince Mitya as I passed through Hamrat in Habakar. The prince has sent two thousands south to help establish the perimeter. Otherwise he awaits your word.”

“Did Prince Mitya send word to me on how he intends to deal with Salkh?” Ilya asked, looking annoyed that such a matter had been brought to his attention rather than summarily dealt with.

The rider dipped his head, acknowledging the unspoken censure in Bakhtiian’s question. “Prince Mitya adds these words: ‘While I would otherwise simply destroy Salkh and its people for their rebellion, my wife begs that I spare the city, since in it rests a great and ancient temple to her God founded by a holy man whose daughter many daughters removed is her mother.’ ”

Ilya grunted. “Tell Prince Mitya this. ‘You will level Salkh until it is no higher than the sands which surround it. If you first set the town on fire, then the holy sanctuary may be spared if it is built of brick; if it is spared, then it alone may be allowed to stand while what remains is leveled, to show our mercy toward those who submit to the will of the gods.’ ”

“What about the inhabitants of Salkh?” Tess asked. Ilya glanced at her. Tess knew it puzzled him, her concern for a thousand, ten thousand, insignificant lives, but he was used to her quirks by now.

“Those who led and countenanced the rebellion will be executed.” He hesitated and considered Tess for a moment, frowning. “Artisans and craftsmen may be dispersed to where they will do the most good. Those with special skills will be sent to Sarai. Of the rest, they may be made servants of the empire or sold into slavery, as Prince Mitya and his wife and ministers see fit.” He nodded once, decisively, to show that the matter was ended. Tess said nothing. It was a more merciful fate than some cities had met. “The other message?”

The rider reached under his coat of bells and carefully drew out oiled cloth, which he unwound. Two thick slabs of paper lay protected within. He offered the first to Tess.

“ ‘From Kirill Zvertkov to the Prince of Jeds,’ ” he recited from memory.

“ ‘Greetings, and a treaty from the merchants of Byblos, who lay at rest in the caravansaries of Kalita and were brought before me. After two days of feasting we agreed to the following terms.’ ”

Supple with oil, the parchment unwrapped smoothly. Jaran commanders usually used foreign scribes, writing in Rhuian, to record their treaties. Tess could tell by the formality and flowing curves of the calligraphy that this was done by a Habakar scribe now in the service of the jaran conquerors. Underneath the Rhuian, a second hand had roughly traced in a translation, in the script (derived from the Jedan script) which Tess had devised for khush, the language of the jaran.

“ ‘By the authority invested in me by Ilyakoria Bakhtiian, dyan of the jaran, and by Tess Soerensen, Prince of Jeds, I, Kirill Zvertkov, commander of the Army of the Right Hand, hereby authorize this treaty. As Kalita is the northernmost city to which the merchants of Byblos travel, so shall they henceforth send detailed reports to the jaran army as they travel of the worth of the local merchants and the routes of the caravans and the strength of the princes both in soldiers and in wealth, and reports as well of the movements of any soldiers in the lands through which they travel. As well, the merchants of Byblos shall tell at every city through which they travel of the great strength of the jaran army and of the favor shown us by Mother Sun and Father Wind, such that no prince and no people can stand against us. In return, wherever the jaran ride that is south and southeast of Jeds, we will destroy any trading station that does not hold allegiance to Byblos.’ ”

When she had finished, the messenger handed her the second note. This one, a little drier, crackled as she opened it. Inside was a brief letter written in a hand Tess recognized, one she had trained herself, that of Shura Sakhalin.

“ ‘Here follows a description of the merchants of Byblos,’ ” she read aloud,

“ ‘given by Kirill Zvertkov, commander of the Army of the Right Hand and husband of Mother Veselov, and written down by Shura Sakhalin, eldest granddaughter of Mother Sakhalin. The men of Byblos are small of stature, with red-brown skin. They come from lands far to the south of Kalita. They wear loosely draped finespun cloth of white with blue or purple borders and they comment constantly on how cold it is, although it seems hot enough to me. They have no women with them. Neither do they travel with soldiers, trusting to their god, Son-of-Falcon, to protect them as he does all travelers. They wear delicate necklaces of gold and of jewels unknown to me. They all know how to read and write and tally accounts, a gift granted to their people by a goddess named Bird-Woman, whose claws left tracks in the mud, the first writing. By this veneration of birds I judge them to be civilized people.’ ”

Finishing, she made no comment. They all sat a while in silence. No wind stirred the tents at all. The heat of the sun seeped down through the grass and into the earth as if it had weight. A child’s pure voice lifted in a song, and soon a ragged chorus joined it, nearing them.

“Go to the tent of Eva Kolenin,” said Tess finally to the rider, remembering her manners. “She will feed you and give you a place to rest. Her husband is Konstans Barshai, who is the captain of Bakhtiian’s jahar. In the morning you will return to us, and we will give you messages to take back to Zvertkov.”

The rider inclined his head and took himself off, bells whispering as he walked away from them. He passed an unruly pack of children, two of whom broke away from their companions and ran over to the tent.

“Mama! Papa!” cried Natalia, dancing around under the awning in excitement. “Mother Orzhekov says there is to be a birbas in ten days, with ten tribes, or more!”

Yuri sat down in his mother’s lap, and then reached over and stole a sweetcake out of his father’s hand. He smiled sweetly, and Ilya let him keep it.

“Sit down, Talia,” said Niko. “You’re making my head hurt. Here, you can play a game of khot with me. At least you’re more of a challenge than your father.”

Natalia flung herself down opposite Niko, her back against her father, and transformed herself into a paragon of stillness. “I am not! He beats me all the time.”

“But you will be,” replied Niko mildly.

“Niko,” broke in Tess, “are you sure? You look tired—” Niko shot her a look that said, perhaps, more than he meant it to, or perhaps not: Let me play khot with the child while I still can.

“What do you know of Byblos?” asked Ilya suddenly.

Tess considered. “I don’t even know if it’s a trading house, a city, or a kingdom. I confess I know very little about the lands south and southeast of Jeds, except that they must be very hot. It was clever of Kirill to word the treaty like that.”

“Indeed,” said Ilya coolly. Tess glanced over at him. Was it possible that he was still jealous of Kirill? Surely not. Ilya admitted few women and fewer men into his circle of absolute trust. His aunt, his female cousins and especially Sonia, his niece Nadine, a courtesan of Jeds named Mayana, Niko’s wife Juli Danov, Dr. Cara Hierakis, and Tess, of course: Nine women that made, but Tess could only think of five men. Three men had been with him since the beginning, Niko, Josef Raevsky, and Tadheus Lensky; the fourth was his first and most valuable ally, the great general and prince Yaroslav Sakhalin. But eight years ago by some invisible process impossible to understand or describe, Kirill had become the fifth.

“Yuri, you’re too hot,” said Tess, abruptly irritated that Ilya might find any praise she gave Kirill to be suspicious. Yuri opened his mouth to complain, thought better of it, and popped in the rest of the sweetcake instead. Then he pressed his sticky fingers onto her cheek and giggled. “Off!” He grinned and jumped up, unaffected by the heat, and ran out into the sun to greet Mother Orzhekov.

Ilya’s aunt Irena, etsana of the Orzhekov tribe and the most powerful woman in the jaran tribes now that Mother Sakhalin was failing, took Yuri’s hand, dropped it, and said a few words to him which immediately caused him to look abashed. He ran off in the direction of the river. Mother Orzhekov advanced without any loss of dignity, even when she licked her fingers clean.

Tess rose at once and gave her a kiss on either cheek.

“I won’t sit down,” said Irena, twitching her skirts away from the half-empty tray of sweetcakes. At sixty-two, she still had strength and vigor. “I have only come to tell you that a birbas has been arranged for ten days from now, at the great wilderness to the west of Sarai. We have not had a princely birbas for two years now.”

Ilya inclined his head, looking, before her, incongruously very like the messenger had looked before him. “That is well, my Aunt,” he agreed. “How many tribes will come?”

“Those who can,” she said. “It will be good training for the men who will return to the armies this fall, and for those young women and men who will ride out for the first time.”

“In Sarai,” added Ilya, “we can ask the merchants what they know of Byblos.”

A horrifying thought struck Tess. What if it wasn’t her praise for Kirill—the old rivalry between the two men for her love—that had annoyed Ilya? What if it was a lingering suspicion that she knew more than she would ever tell him? What if Ilya didn’t truly trust her?

And why should he, in any case?



CHAPTER SEVEN

In the Princedom of Hereti-Manas

IN SIX DAYS THEY came to Greater Manas, but Riasonovsky made sure to camp well upstream from the town. Even so, a delegation ventured out to pay their respects and to bring food and drink for the riders and grain for the horses, as was prudent. A jahar had been through these parts just the day before, they reported, so no doubt the khaja were unpleasantly surprised to see another one so soon.

But when the prince’s chamberlain saw Rusudani, than he sent a man back to town immediately. It was barely full dark when a new delegation emerged from the gloom, this one headed by the prince of Hereti-Manas himself.

Vasha dragged Stefan away from his self-imposed watch over the two khaja women and stood in the shadows beside Riasonovsky’s tent, where Riasonovsky and Katerina received Prince Sigismar.

“I ought to be with them,” Vasha muttered, but he stayed in the shadows, not wanting to make a scene, knowing what reception he would receive.

Sister Yvanne acted as interpreter, and when the khaja prince had acknowledged Katerina as befitted a princess of the jaran and Riasonovsky as befitted a soldier who could, at the merest breath of treason, order his head cut off, Katya allowed Rusudani to be brought forward. Her servant, Jaelle, trailed after her, looking nervous.

At once, Prince Sigismar came forward and gave Rusudani the embrace of a kinsman. They began talking in the Yossian language common to these lands.

“Sister Yvanne,” said Katerina, “you will translate all the words of the prince into Taor, and Jaelle, you will translate the words of Rusudani into Taor, so that we may understand what they say to each other. Tell them that this is what I intend.”

Sigismar knelt in front of Katerina. “I beg you, my lady,” he said through Sister Yvanne’s translation, “allow me to receive Princess Rusudani into my family, since the news I bring her is sad, that she is so recently bereft of two brothers who, alas, chose to follow a rash cousin into the war against your own people. They perished with the other Yos princes at the battle at Salho River. But Princess Rusudani has been in the convent since she was a child, so she is an unwitting accomplice to their crime. As well, her father, Prince Zakaria, gave no aid to the rebels, so she is free of taint from his side, and her mother, Helena Mirametis, has been dead these past seven years. Her father’s sister is my own wife. It is right that she be embraced in the bosom of her own kinswoman in this unhappy time. She is young, and untutored in the ways of the world. You know that I have been the faithful servant of the jaran since your people first appeared in Yos lands.”

Vasha crept forward to better examine the participants. Rusudani knelt next to her kinsman, her gaze cast toward the ground. Her face was quiet and composed. If she grieved for her brothers, Vasha could not read it in her expression. Katya stared hard at the other woman and then, looking up, caught sight of Vasha and beckoned him forward. She was seated on a pillow next to Riasonovsky, outside his tent, and Vasha knelt on one knee in order to hear her. She covered her mouth with a hand and whispered into his ear.

“Did you hear what he called her mother?” she said in khush, so that only they could understand. “Helena Mirametis!”

It took him a moment to register the name, but when he did, he sat back on his heels in shock. Rusudani’s face was as still, as sweetly rounded, as that of an angel carved above the doors of a khaja church. With her hands clasped in front of her and her eyes half closed, she appeared to be praying. Prince Sigismar eyed his jaran hosts uneasily.

“What have you discovered?” asked Riasonovsky of Katerina, leaning forward. He, too, was seated on a pillow.

Katerina was gracious enough to allow Vasha to answer.

“Only the kings of Mircassia and their children are granted the family name Mirametis. Which means—”

“That Princess Rusudani’s mother was the daughter of King Barsauma of Mircassia,” finished Riasonovsky brusquely. “Then she is a more important hostage than we could have imagined. What is a convent?”

“A holy community, where women live together to serve their god,” said Vasha, eager to show off his knowledge and perhaps to impress Riasonovsky. “There is one in Jeds, called Jedina Cloister, but I could not visit inside of it, since men are forbidden.”

Riasonovsky folded his arms across his chest and returned his gaze to Prince Sigismar. The old prince fidgeted under that grim stare, his face gray in the firelight.

“Princess Rusudani,” said Katerina finally, “I am grieved to hear of your brothers’ death, although I must condemn their allegiance to the princes who fought against us. But I hope your father has other sons and daughters by your gracious mother, may her memory be praised, who may console him in his grief.”

Rusudani glanced up. Her expression was so guileless that Vasha had a wild urge to warn her not to speak, but she did so anyway. “I thank you, my lady,” she said in her soft voice, and the servant, Jaelle, translated the words into Taor. “I did not know my brothers well. They lived away from the women’s quarters and had their own pursuits, as men do, and I was given to the convent early. And it is true that my father has children by his second wife, but they are very young. Please do not blame them for my brothers’ actions.”

Prince Sigismar looked grayer than ever. Katerina smiled triumphantly.

“I beg you, Princess Katherine,” said the khaja prince, naming Katerina in the Yos style, “to consider my petition.”

“Princess Rusudani travels with us to Sarai,” said Katerina. She inclined her head. “But you may send a chest of clothes to her, if you will, so that she may dress in the way of your people while she lives among mine.”

It was a polite way of dismissing him, and he recognized it. A cautious man, Vasha judged him, who had seen fit to bow before the storm rather than battle against it. “May I pray with her?” he asked, “as is the custom among my people?”

Katya nodded.

He turned and grasped her hands, and spoke in a low voice, quickly. Rusudani shook her head, troubled by his words, and pulled her hands out of his as he went on more passionately. Sister Yvanne cut him off.

“I have reminded Prince Sigismar that I have pledged to tell you each word he speaks,” Sister Yvanne said, “though you must know, Princess Katherine, that I am of his kind and not of yours.”

“All of you live on the sufferance of the jaran, Sister Yvanne.”

“I live on the sufferance of God, my lady. I wish only for permission to accompany you past Parkilnous, to Sarai itself, where God calls me to take my mission and those of my holy brothers.”

“I will consider it,” said Katerina. “What did he say to her?”

“He reminded her that she is now the sole heir to her mother’s holdings.”

“Which are?”

“He did not say.”

“Ask him,” ordered Katerina.

When Sister Yvanne repeated the question, Prince Sigismar looked remarkably mulish. Rusudani answered, hands clasped still, lifting her gaze to look on Katerina.

“My uncle meant only to remind me of my duty to my family, Lady Katherine, but I am pledged to God, and would have spoken my final vows next spring. Worldly ties mean nothing to me.” Her servant translated the words. Vasha thought for a moment that Rusudani was about to look at him, to include him in her answer, but she did not. Plunged into gloom, he scarcely noticed as Prince Sigismar took his leave and Rusudani was escorted back to her tent. Why should Rusudani notice him in any case? He was nothing, no one, not even acknowledged as Bakhtiian’s son by men like Yaroslav Sakhalin.

He realized his hands were shaking and that, despite the cool night air, he had broken out in a sweat. Oh, gods, what was Bakhtiian going to do when he returned in disgrace to Sarai? What would happen to him?

But no answer revealed itself. Katerina went away to her own tent, and Zaytsev, the old veteran, chased Vasha and Stefan away, reminding them that it was their turn to be on guard duty by the horses. They wandered back and forth along the lines, the horses a calming presence. Stefan whistled softly. He seemed infuriatingly cheerful.

“How did Jaelle learn to speak Taor?” he asked after a long while. “She speaks it so well.”

“How should I know? The same place she learned to speak Yos, I suppose.”

“Oh, Vasha, I’m sorry.”

“What for?” Vasha snapped.

Stefan shrugged, and Vasha looked away from his sympathy, afraid that he was about to blurt out something stupid.

“Kireyevsky! Danov!”

Vasha turned to see Riasonovsky striding toward them out of the darkness. Now what had he done? Had Riasonovsky come to berate him for speaking out of turn?

“Saddle horses,” said Riasonovsky. “We need every man to search.”

“Search for what?”

“The khaja woman, the Mirametis. She’s run away, leaving the other one in her bed as a decoy.”

Vasha flushed, and his heart raced. “But she said—”

Riasonovsky gave him a look, and Vasha swallowed the rest of his words. What she said and what she meant in her heart were clearly two different things. Stefan was already saddling horses, and soon other riders arrived and they rode out with them, branching off as a pair to search down by the river.

The moon hung high, lighting their way. Thin threads of pale cloud lay tangled across the sky in an unpatterned web, and the moon hid behind them at intervals, but never for long. The breeze here tasted more of the ambling river water than anything else, lazy, drowned in earth. But Vasha could also smell the late summer reeds and the last faint odor of the soil steaming under the summer sun. Misri moved cautiously, and Stefan’s halfblood mare walked beside her with stolid equanimity.

“Where will she go?” asked Stefan in a half whisper.

“She must be running to Prince Sigismar. Isn’t there a ford by the khaja town?”

“Surely she’ll know we’ll look there.”

Vasha shrugged. “How else can she cross? We crossed by that ford two days ago. She might backtrack. She could walk back to Manas the Smaller.”

“Why would she run to us at first, when we found her, and then run away now?” Stefan asked, reining his mare to a halt at a thin stretch of rocky beach. The river sang to them in three voices: a little boy’s voice among the pebbles, high and sweet, the constant steady murmur of a young lover, with grandfather’s bass roar underlying it all.

“Maybe she just wanted to escape those bandits. Gods, perhaps they weren’t bandits at all. They might have been anyone, another khaja faction. How are we to know? And she didn’t know then that her brothers were dead.”

“I still don’t understand why that is important.”

“I suppose you were lost in staring at the servant woman instead of listening! She is King Barsauma’s granddaughter. And Mircassia is the greatest kingdom between Parkilnous and Jeds.”

“But I thought in khaja lands the inheritance always passed through the male line. Does King Barsauma have no sons of his own?”

“He had at least two, but I remember that when I was in Jeds we got news that one had died unexpectedly.”

“Hush, look there!”

There was one place they had not expected to look: out in the river itself. But the moon slid out from behind the concealing clouds and betrayed her, a shadowy figure with bulky shoulders, up to her chest in the water.

Vasha swore and urged Misri forward. She flattened her ears, but she rarely disagreed with him, and anyway, she had no fear of water. She plunged into the water with great splashes, the bank gave out from under them, and they went in hard. Water streamed around him, hitting in gusts. At once, snorting, Misri came up and began to swim, and Vasha flung himself off the saddle and clung to her neck, trying not to hinder her. The figure moved swiftly, seeing them, and struck out into the current.

Behind, Vasha heard Stefan call out. He was soaked through and his boots dragged him down. His saber caught against one of Misri’s legs and he shifted, trying to thrust his body away from her to free her to swim, but there was nothing to push against but water until the current caught them and swept them steadily downstream toward the ford. The girl thrashed with her arms, but she somehow moved as much across the river as down with it.

Warned of the treacherous bank, Stefan and his mare had made a better start. They forged out across the river and Vasha barely saw them gain the other side about the same time as the slight figure of Rusudani struggled out of the water just as his feet scraped bottom, lost ground, and found purchase again. By the time he and Misri had scrambled up the bank, dripping, Stefan had the girl cornered on a stretch of beach upstream. Vassily saw them clearly with the moon so bright between a rent in the clouds that he could almost make out their features. She had a knife in her hand, but she did not move. She had tied her extra clothes onto a roll on her back.

Vasha led Misri down the bank, picking carefully along the brushy slope, slipping once to send a spray of dirt and pebbles into the water. She just stood there. She wore only a shift. The cloth clung to her form, outlining every curve, the more so because her thin shift was white.

From far away, Vasha heard a man call out a challenge. The river rippled by. Stefan held his position in front of her.

“Thank the gods,” he said as Vasha came up beside him. “Now what do we do with her?”

“Take her back to camp.” But she still held the knife up. They stood there, not knowing what else to do. She faced them. Stars shone through the rents in the cloudy web above. Air lifted off the river and brushed Vasha’s face, chilling his ears and neck. He shivered. His shirt stuck and slid against his skin as he shifted. Water squished in his boots. His toes were cold.

Like an echo, Rusudani shivered as well. With sudden decision, she sheathed her knife, unslung her roll of clothing, and covered herself in a kirtle that draped from her shoulders to her knees.

They all looked at each other for an unguarded moment. Vasha risked looking her straight in the face. She appeared resigned, but not beaten, and she met his gaze firmly, so that he looked away first, heart in his throat at the clear beauty of her face. Slowly, they walked down to the ford where they met some of the soldiers. Zaytsev arrived and took over.

“Get dry clothes on,” he said to Vasha and Stefan, and they went obediently.

Katerina met them by the tents. “Where did you find her? Gods, you’re both soaking wet.”

“We went in the river,” he said. He shifted from one foot to the other to keep warm, not wanting to shiver in front of her. “Do you think she was trying to escape to Prince Sigismar?”

But now Katerina looked smug. “I just spoke to her, through her interpreter. She says that she wanted only to return to the convent. She wants only to serve her god.”

“Do you believe her?”

Katerina shrugged. “What difference does it make? If she is truly the daughter of a daughter of King Barsauma, then she is a cousin twice over to the prince of Filis, Basil Atvandis. And Mircassia and Filis are the last great obstacles lying in the army’s path before we reach Jeds. She is a valuable hostage.”

“But you granted her sanctuary, Katya!”

“She is a hostage, nonetheless. It’s a good thing you ran off to steal horses.”

But that stung. And she knew it did; he could see it in her face. “You didn’t need to say that,” he said quietly. More clouds had drifted in by now. The sky grew as dark as Vasha’s thoughts.

“You didn’t need to antagonize Yaroslav Sakhalin the instant you rode in six months ago.”

“It wasn’t my fault! He hates me because I’m a bastard. As soon as I arrived, he sent me to groom and care for the horse herd like any common boy.”

“Every boy who comes to the army starts with the horse herds. You wanted to be treated differently. That’s what’s wrong with you, Vasha.”

“And you don’t take advantage of the deference shown you because you’re an Orzhekov?”

“I’ve proven my worth,” she said, her voice shaking. She turned and stalked off.

“Maybe if you two would just lie together you wouldn’t fight so much,” said Stefan, pulling a hand through his wet hair.

Vasha was too angry to reply. His head ached. “It isn’t fair,” he said finally, “to say that I wanted to be treated differently.”

Stefan coughed.

“Well! Is it?”

“I’m going to change into my dry clothes,” said Stefan.

“I just hate being treated like a servant!” Vasha shouted after him. The air had warmed a little with the promise of rain. Insects chittered. An animal slithered through the brush. Vasha slapped at a fly on his cheek and, cursing, slogged after Stefan, water still squelching in his boots.

Stefan was waiting with his saddlebags, and they changed quickly under the trees, slapping away bugs until they were both laughing.

“I suppose,” said Vasha, chastened, “that we ought to go back to the horse lines. It’s still our watch.”

“Yes,” said Stefan, and nothing more. Vasha went glumly. It hurt, that Stefan agreed with Katerina. But they hadn’t lived in the Kireyevsky tribe. The memory hit him so hard he almost staggered. His mother…dead, and the whole Kireyevsky tribe had turned against him, and cast him out of the etsana’s tent and sent him to sleep with the herds together with the other servants.

“Never again,” he mumbled.

“What?”

“Nothing. Who’s there?”

It was Zaytsev. “There you are, boys. Have you given your report to Riasonovsky? He’s waiting for it.”

Vasha gulped down a retort and simply nodded. They strung up rope next to the horses and hung their clothes out, hoping it wouldn’t rain. Crossing through camp, Stefan led them by angles past Rusudani’s tent.

“Don’t make a fool of yourself,” said Vasha, catching Stefan’s elbow and dragging him past the tent once he had seen that Rusudani was not outside. A ring of guards stood around the tent, and he didn’t want them to think he was… well, he didn’t want them to think anything about him.

“I’m not making a fool of myself!”

“You are, too. You stare at her like a stupid grazel.”

“And you don’t stare at the princess? Now I suppose you think that Bakhtiian will want you to marry her, so that he has a claim to the Mircassian throne.”

“Why shouldn’t he?” For the first time, Vasha felt abruptly hopeful. “It would be easier to conquer Mircassia with an alliance than with soldiers.”

“I have to piss,” said Stefan, and detoured into the underbrush. Vasha waited, brooding, knowing Stefan well enough to hear in his silence the words Stefan would not say but that other people would say: Why should a bastard receive any blessing, any favor, from the man who could not truly be his father, not by jaran laws. Only by khaja ones.

“Anyway,” said Vasha toward the bushes, “why shouldn’t he marry me to a khaja princess? Do you think the jaran would ever follow me, truly? They’ll follow Aunt Nadine’s children, or Aunt Sonia’s. But not me. So why shouldn’t he provide for me by granting me a kingdom, as he did for Mitya.”

Stefan swatted branches aside and came out, buckling his belt. “Mitya has a better claim to be Bakhtiian’s heir than you do.”

“I know that! But why shouldn’t he, anyway?”

“Is that what you want? Truly?”

Standing knee-deep in thick grass, Vasha heard Father Wind’s thick voice talking in the deep-leafed trees. Through a gap in the trees, Vasha saw a few torches and lanterns still burning, marking the merchants’ camp. Behind them, three fires burned down toward coals, orange flames shooting up from banks of glowing red. Occasional noises sounded on the night air, a voice, a twig snapping, farther off the startled lowing of a cow in a nearby village or the uff-uff of one of the bad-tempered little guard beasts that the khaja loved.

“Yes,” said Vasha finally. “Not that one thing, only of itself, but to be at the center of something, like Father and Tess are, and to build a web of alliances as strong as a weaving, that can never be ripped apart.”

“But then why did you steal the horses?”

“I don’t know. Why did you come with me?”

“I don’t know.” Stefan grinned. “We did manage it, though, even if it did make Yaroslav Sakhalin furious. I’ll bet he never stole horses when he was a boy.”

“I’ll bet he did.”

“Bet he didn’t.”

“Who’s going to ask him?”

Stefan laughed. “Come on. We’re supposed to report to Riasonovsky.”

They walked on, sidestepping riders sleeping curled in blankets on the ground.

“Do you really think Yaroslav Sakhalin never tried to steal horses or even grazel when he was a boy?” Vasha asked finally as they came up to Riasonovsky’s tent. They heard voices inside, two men talking together. By the light of the lantern hung within the tent, they saw two shadowy outlines, men standing by the tent flap.

“None of those Sakhalins stole horses. They didn’t have to.”

“What about my cousin Galina’s husband? They say he was pretty wild when he was young.”

A hand snaked out abruptly from the tent and yanked aside the tent flap, revealing Riasonovsky and a fair jaran man dressed in Sakhalin colors. “Who says that?” asked the second man. He grinned. “Well met, Vassily Kireyevsky. I heard you were riding this way. As it happens, I’m returning to Sarai as well. I’ve just told Riasonovsky that I and fifty of my men will be riding north with you. Galina is expecting our second child, as you know.”

Vasha’s first thought was that Riasonovsky could not have looked more expressionless had he been a Habakar holy man in the grip of a God-induced trance: He had seen one himself, and would have sworn that the holy man was dead, except he was sitting upright and unsupported, and had miraculously come back to life two days later.

His second thought was that no one could possibly have as bad luck as he had.

“Well met,” he stammered. “I didn’t know you were riding through these lands.”

Andrei Sakhalin smiled. As the feckless youngest son in a string of good-looking and hard-fighting boys (the eldest being his famous brother Yaroslav), he had profited by the others’ loyalty and service to Bakhtiian: When Galina Orzhekov, eldest granddaughter to Mother Orzhekov, came of age to be married, it had been agreed by the etsanas and the dyans of the Orzhekov and Sakhalin tribes that a Sakhalin prince ought to be granted the alliance. That prince had originally been meant to be Mother Sakhalin’s grandson, Anatoly, but he had been poisoned with love for a khaja Singer and had disappeared into khaja lands. That left Andrei, who was suspected of being light-minded; he was also thirteen years older than the girl, but he was unmarried. Galina had done her duty, not that she had any choice in marriage in any case.

“I hear you stole horses from the khaja,” added Andrei.

Vasha flinched and barely nodded.

Andrei chuckled. “Good for you. I stole horses from the khaja once, when I was a boy. They were filthy creatures—the horses, that is. Thank the gods I never got close enough to the khaja to tell what they were, although why do we even need to? Their stone tents reek from a morning’s ride away. I would have tried stealing grazel from the other tribes, which would have been more interesting, but even by then Yaroslav had pledged to aid Bakhtiian in uniting the tribes, so we were forbidden from trying anything that might have started a feud.” He sighed, looking wistful. “Ah, well.” He turned back to Riasonovsky. “I’ll bring my men over in the morning. I need fodder for the horses.”

Without further ado, he swept out of the tent, winked at Vasha, and walked out into the darkness.

There was silence.

“What is he doing here?” Vasha asked finally.

Riasonovsky grunted. “Going back to Sarai,” he said in a voice that made it obvious that he had nothing more to say on the matter. “Your report?”

They gave it, succinctly, and he dismissed them, leaving them to stand awkwardly out in the darkness. They looked at each other.

“What will happen to us when we get back to the tribes?” Stefan asked softly, the question Vasha most dreaded to hear. Suddenly his throat was choked with fear.

“Grandfather Niko will make sure that you get sent out to a good jahar, maybe Kirill Zverfkov’s or Tasha Lensky’s. Somewhere you could make a name for yourself.”

“I wouldn’t go. You’d never manage without me.”

“You might not have any choice,” Vasha said hoarsely. “I don’t know what’s going to happen to me. Oh, gods, Stefan…” Then, because it was cowardly not to say it, he forced himself to, though his voice was the merest whisper, almost lost on the breeze. “What if my father casts me out? What if the tribe disowns me?”

“Tess wouldn’t disown you.”

Vasha just shook his head. Tess was khaja, after all, not jaran. In the end, it was the jaran council that would speak.

“Well,” repeated Stefan stubbornly, “I won’t go anyway, no matter what happens.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

Ardhanarishvara

ILYANA WOKE EARLY ON Frejday, feeling a pleasant sense of anticipation. The dust-eater purred at her feet. When she shifted to get up, it slid away under the bed (a real bed, which Diana’s Aunt Millie had built for her). She swung her feet down and kneaded the soft pile of rug with her toes.

“Up! Valentin, it’s morning time—” She broke off. Valentin’s sleeping pillows lay empty, his blankets still folded neatly in their center. Ilyana dressed quickly and ducked outside. Anton sat by the fire, drinking milk. “Where is Valentin?”

“I dunno.” Anton slanted a glance up at her, gauging her mood. “Doing something you don’t want him to, probably.”

“Anton!” Infuriating beast. Ilyana could see trouble building with Anton; he was getting more and more bored with his life and the restrictions set on him, and he had long since learned to be underhanded in his dealings. “Have you seen him?”

“No.”

Gritting her teeth, she went to her mother’s tent. Karolla was still asleep, and Vasil, with the baby snuggled in a sling against his chest, was playing a counting game with Evdokia. Ilyana slunk out quietly. Evdokia got so little attention from their father that she didn’t want to disturb her now. She went back to the pantry, drank some milk, and went out to the hallway.

No Valentin at the bottom of the steps, where he liked to sit and brood. She sighed and stared up the twisting flights, wooden banisters polished to a dark sheen. From the next level she heard, faintly, Hal and Diana and Anatoly singing a song together, and Portia giggling. Their door was cracked open, and Ilyana smelled frying bacon, so strong and tantalizing that she had to swallow. But Valentin wouldn’t be there, not if Anatoly Sakhalin was there, too. Higher, at the top, she knew that Hyacinth would not yet be awake and Yevgeni would already have left for the shop where he worked. She cursed under her breath and went out back to the garden.

The garden consisted of a bed of flowers and a vegetable patch, with a five-meter-square lawn in the back. Hal took the younger kids out there on afternoons he was free (and the weather was good) and taught them baseball. One dwarf Myriad grew by the back gate, an arthritic old tree developed in the heady days of hybridization; the pear and apple limbs still bore fruit, but the peach and apricot only leafed out and then faded. Valentin liked to sit in its shade, but he wasn’t sitting there now.

Back by the house the cellar doors lay shut, but the bolt was retracted. Mired to the earth by a sudden sense of dread, Ilyana forced herself forward, heaved up one door, and took the steps down into the darkness. It remained cool and dank down here, even with the filter running. Various kits, chests, cupboards, and power nodes cluttered the cellar. None of the residents of the house really bothered to straighten it up except at the winter reset. Beyond this storage the bulk of the cellar simply drifted into a melange of beams and plascrete reinforcements and darkness.

In the farthest back corner, she found Valentin shivering. He was all over gooseflesh. His fingers twitched spasmodically under gel tips and his left foot, curled awkwardly under his rear, was tangled in a wire. He had old-fashioned goggles on, although he could not have seen her in any case. The tray of nesh-drives sat on the ground just out of his reach. Either he had slid away from it, or he had stationed himself out of reach on purpose.

Ilyana bit down so hard on her lower lip that she swallowed blood before she realized that she had broken her skin. She wanted to scream. She really wanted to panic. Had he been here all night? But she blanked out her emotions and knelt down to begin the sequence of drive deceleration. It wouldn’t do any good to run the return sequence that would alert the person in nesh that it was time to get out. She had to compel him into a narrowing sequence of paths, like jaran hunters on a birbas driving game into a shrinking center, and thus push him into the “air-lock” that would return him to here.

She picked up the monocle that allowed an outside observer a fail-safe to peer into the nesh environment and squinted into it. A bewildering array of images rushed by her. The sun rose over a golden, infinite plain and shivered, transforming as a wave like heat passed over the scene so that a paler sun gleamed coldly down at midday on an army retreating in disarray through a frozen wasteland of snow and trees. Tower Bridge slid by in twilight. A vast spaceship loomed and faded. Infinity Jilt blasted through a space lock and crossed the threshold into a council chamber whose walls were a hundred swaying slender tree trunks that shot up into a sky filled with the lights of the aurora borealis, shifting, weaving, a spider dropped silken strands down and the delicate threads caught and bound a crippled bird that dragged its shattered wing along the ground and it fought against the binding and Valentin began to retch, dry heaves.

Ilyana dropped the monocle and pulled the goggles off his eyes. He was doubled over, wires knotting, and she ripped them off his fingers. He was shaking hard and gagging and vomiting, but nothing came out, only a little spittle. His shakes turned into shivers. The cellar light snapped on and Ilyana started back, gripping Valentin’s hands protectively. His fingers were blue with cold. He was back, in this world, but he wasn’t yet aware.

“What is this?” asked Anatoly Sakhalin.

Trust him never to let any covert action go undetected, not in this house.

“Oh, gods,” said Ilyana under her breath. Still holding Valentin’s hands, rubbing them, she looked back over her shoulder.

Sakhalin regarded her and Valentin in silence. Like all the Sakhalin princes, he was a good-looking man, and Ilyana found him imposing, even though he always treated her politely. She adored Diana. Anatoly made her feel—well, anyway, a man like him never noticed girls like her. She flushed.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“I am also sorry,” he replied in khush, walking forward now, “that there are not Singers here trained to guide a boy’s journeys. He is sorely in need of help.”

Hope flared. “He needs to see a dokhtor,” she said hurriedly, before Valentin regained his wits. His retching had subsided into hoarse coughs. He sounded like he was coughing his lungs out. Ilyana flinched at each convulsion. He began to blink frantically as he reoriented.

“Then the etsana must order it done,” he said, and hope died. Karolla Arkhanov was “etsana” of the jaran exiles, and she would never admit anything was wrong with her eldest son. Anatoly crouched on the other side of Valentin, examining the boy with a frown on his face. “But if the dokhtors here are also Singers, I have not heard of it, and it is the Singers who must sing to the spirit of the wounded, to grant it healing.”

“Wounded?” Ilyana stuttered.

Valentin’s hands tightened on hers and his gaze focused on her face. “Yana?” he whispered. He swallowed, hard. “Damn it. Why did you do that? I was just going good.” The harsh cellar light made his skin look stretched and white.

“Do not speak to your sister with such disrespect,” said Anatoly mildly, still in khush. Valentin began coughing again. “These khaja machines are poison to you,” added Anatoly, in the same deceptively bland voice.

“What do you know?” Valentin retorted, made belligerent by the aftereffects of the guising. “You’ve never lived anywhere but on the surface world.”

“What is the surface world?” Anatoly asked, looking at Ilyana.

“Never mind,” said Ilyana hastily. “Won’t you and Diana try to help me get him to a dokhtor?”

“He doesn’t need a khaja dokhtor. He needs a Singer. He should have been apprenticed to a Singer years ago. That is why the khaja machines have poisoned him, because they make ghosts of the gods’ lands and lure spirits like his there.”

“But we don’t have a Singer—” began Ilyana just as Valentin said, “See, he knows I don’t need a doctor.”

“Can you walk?” Anatoly stood. He picked up the nesh tray, weighing it in both hands, and sniffed at it. “It smells of nothing,” he commented. “It is only ghosts.”

“You don’t know anything!” gasped Valentin, struggling to his feet, but his legs gave out on the first try and then Ilyana yanked him back down.

“Just sit down!” she snapped. “That’s a bootleg model, Valentin. You’re not supposed to be neshing outside of school.”

“That is true,” added Anatoly, “and you must do as your sister says. As far as what I know, Valentin, I know enough to have tried these khaja machines before passing judgment on them. If you will, Yana, I will get rid of this.”

Valentin fought against her, but he was too weak, too thin, and still too freshly emerged from guising to have any hope of getting free of her grip.

“Thank you,” she said and glanced up in time to see Sakhalin smile at her and then, abruptly, modestly, look away from her as any proper jaran man would from a woman. Ilyana felt her face burn, but, thank the gods, he left, carrying the nesh-drive. Men didn’t treat girls like that; that was how they responded to women. Confusion boiled through her heart and then dissipated as Valentin stopped struggling and just lay there, looking bleakly up at her.

“Oh, gods, Valentin,” she said, letting him go. “Where did you get that? Don’t you know bootleg machines can be dangerous?”

But he had gone silent now. She recognized the look.

“Let’s go upstairs and get you ready for school. I’m going to have to nesh a message to M. Tioko, though. Valentin, if you were guising all night—!” She stopped, too full to go on. What was she going to do with him? Oh, gods, and she and Kori were supposed to leave soon for the rehearsal. What if Valentin was too sick to go to school and she had to stay home with him? At once, she felt ashamed of her own selfishness, and then angry at Valentin for acting this way. “Come on!” She grabbed his wrist and hauled him to his feet. He coughed a final time and followed her meekly.

“He hates me,” said Valentin suddenly.

“Who—? What? Anatoly Sakhalin? You’re feeling sorry for yourself, Valentin. He doesn’t hate you at all.” She voiced off the cellar light and they climbed the stairs and blinked hard in the morning sunlight.

“He can’t like me,” mumbled Valentin, and clammed up again.

“Where’ve you been?” demanded Anton when they slipped into the flat. In the camp, phantom jaran busied themselves about their morning tasks. Nipper had arrived and she waved at them and went back to carding wool, sitting cross-legged on the ground next to the fire. She had the baby now. Its pale head peeped out above the brightly woven sling.

“Go eat something,” said Ilyana.

“I’m not hungry,” said Valentin.

“You’ve been guising again,” said Anton.

“Shh!” hissed Ilyana, but Nipper was too far away to eavesdrop.

“I want to go play soccer tonight,” said Anton.

Valentin sighed. “Oh, all right, I’ll take you,” he said, paying out on the blackmail. “Let’s just go to school now, Anton. You’re not going to school today anyway, are you, Yana?”

“Valentin—”

“I’ll tell M. Tioko. I promise.”

She bit at her lip. “All right. But go. Before—”

“Ah, there you are, Yana,” said her father, emerging from the big tent. Valentin grabbed Anton by the wrist and led him away.

“Good morning,” said Ilyana cautiously. Vasil looked sunny this morning. That was always suspicious.

“It isn’t often you get a day off school and I get a day off rehearsal at the same time,” he said cheerfully. “How about I come with you today?”

The ceiling could have fallen in on her and she wouldn’t have felt any more crushed. “That would be wonderful, Father,” she said brightly. “But I don’t know if they’re running open rehearsals…”

“Oh, I’ve already cleared it with the stage manager. Don’t worry about that. Take Evdokia upstairs. She’s to sit with Portia until your mother wakes up. She’s very tired today.”

Sometimes, in her more uncharitable moments, Ilyana wondered if her father was really as solicitous and considerate as he seemed, or if it was all acting. A snap sounded from the door panel, and the double chime of a nesh message sounded.

“Receive sight only,” said Ilyana, and watched as Kori appeared, standing in the front of the door, her image so real, so three-dimensional, that she could just as well have been standing there. “Transmit sight,” added Ilyana, and Kori’s eyes tracked round the room and caught on Ilyana. She grinned.

“Uncle Gus and I are leaving now. You wanna skate over and come with us?”

Ilyana winced, wondering if Kori or her uncle knew about Vasil’s plans. “I gotta take Evdi upstairs, so I guess I’ll meet you there.”

“See you, then. And out.” Kori vanished.

Vasil agreed to take regular transport, thank the gods, but Ilyana knew people were staring at them. They got off the Underground at Covent Garden and walked to Covent Annex, which snuggled up behind the Royal Opera House. The porter at the stage door recognized Vasil at once—he had performed here when he was still with the Bharentous Repertory Company—and they let themselves into the back of the auditorium. Kori sat in the back row, watching as Uncle Gus and the other dancer chatted with the musicians, and two members of the tech crew paced and repaced the stage, marking out the light and nesh coordinates.

“First tech rehearsal?” Vasil asked Kori in a low voice.

If Kori was surprised to see him, she didn’t show it. “Neh. Second. Yesterday was first, but the new lighting system kept shattering the nesh so they’re trying different settings today. Uncle Gus says the designers and the nesh tech had a terrible argument yesterday but it was really only because the light designer’s grandmom just hit the Decline, so he needed to be angry with someone.”

“Is that Ajoa Sen?”

“Neh. He got the commission to do the first run at Concord, so he’s gone for at least two years. It’s Kwame Jones Bihua.”

“He did the lights for the Mahabharata,” said Vasil instantly. Ilyana had long since noted that her father had an astonishingly poor memory for people who couldn’t do him any good, especially if they had no essential power which they might turn to his benefit, but, conversely, he had total recall for anyone whom he deemed useful. He showed particular notice to lighting and costume designers. In return, they treated him well.

Uncle Gus glanced up, saw them, and lifted a hand in acknowledgment, then went back to his discussion. After a bit, they took their places, Gus stage right and his partner stage left. The woman dancing the part of Parvati was long-limbed and tall and voluptuous, a typical dancer, graceful and confident in a way that gave Ilyana the usual pangs of envy. She was barefoot, the soles of her feet in pale contrast to the lush mocha color of her skin, and she was dressed in a sari spangled with tiny shimmering mirrors, an anklet of bells around each ankle. She triggered her nesh, and she appeared center stage. Behind her, upstage center, stood a small shrine draped with a garland.

When Ilyana had first come to Earth, she had not been able to distinguish a person from her nesh, if both were indoors. It was easier outside. The right kind of light betrayed many things, including the lack of weight. Inside, Ilyana had learned subtle cues: For instance, the mirrors sparkled and flashed to angles of light that didn’t match the way the lights illuminated center stage. The dancer stamped her feet and spun, both of her spun, and the mirrors shot splinters of light all through the auditorium while the bells shook and rang. She stopped and bells whispered to silence.

Gus triggered his nesh. He wore plain rehearsal clothes, and he stood a foot downstage so that his nesh stood alone in front of his partner’s nesh while he turned once and twice. They both squinted expectantly toward the back of the auditorium. An unspoken command reached them. Gus took one step back, and the two neshes intermingled. It looked strange at first, Gus superimposed on the woman, she on him, and yet each separate on either side. Their stillness radiated out like a force in the hall. Ilyana held her breath. Then a drum opened a beat, a sitar and flute entered, and Shiva and Parvati began to dance.

Ilyana rested her arms along the silken back of the seat in front of her and stared. The Hindu god Shiva was many things; among others, he was Lord of Dance, who, dancing, set the universe in motion. He was also a renowned lover. His second wife, Parvati (who was the reincarnation of his first wife), was so beautiful that he loved her divine body without respite for a thousand years. Ancient artisans in India carved statues of Shiva and Parvati integrated into a single body. Thus had Uncle Gus named this piece “Ardhanarishvara,” the Lord whose Half is Woman.

As he and his partner danced in perfect separation so their nesh dance commingled, blending together until their arms became the four arms of a single being, their bodies sculpted and flowing so that at times they were hermaphroditic and at times sexless and at times a seamless unity, as any divine beings might love, coalescing into a new form that partook half of the female and half of the male. Parvati’s braid, as thick as a child’s arm, floated up as she—as they—spun, wrapping around her—around their—waist like a belt, like a symbol of their joining, and fell back again. Their hands made the most expressive gestures, nuanced and emotional, speaking of longing and love and bliss. Ilyana was amazed by how strong and supple the dancers’ feet were.

Ilyana forgot time, caught in the endless cycle of birth and death, destruction and rebirth, union and sundering, the melody itself repeating with different rhythmic intonations and the dance repeating and changing and then her breath caught and suddenly it was over.

Two new people walked onto the stage and an intense discussion ensued. Ilyana sat back and grinned at Kori.

“That,” proclaimed Kori, “is why I’m gonna be a scientist, not a dancer. I could never be anything but Augustus Gopal’s niece. Isn’t he grand?”

Ilyana realized that her cheeks were hot. “Do you think that’ll get past the Protocol Office?” she asked, not that the dance was explicit, just that it suggested so much.

Kori grunted. “Already cleared. It’s not as if they really touch, after all.” They remained silent for a moment. Then Kori added, in a very low voice, “Do you think that’s what it’s like?”

Ilyana’s cheeks burned. “I dunno!” she retorted. A second later she realized that her father was missing.

She looked around, but he wasn’t in any part of the auditorium that she could see. “Where’d he go?”

“Shh,” said Kori. “They’re starting again.”

The music began again. The dancers started, but now they worked in fits and starts, fine-tuning the nesh and the lighting and whatever else they had to niggle with. Vasil did not return. After a while, Ilyana leaned up against Kori and whispered, “I gotta go use the loo,” and crept out like a spy or a refugee.

She didn’t have to use anything, but it bothered her that her father had vanished like that. Why would he make such a business of coming with her and then disappear? If he had wanted to act the whore with Gus Gopal he certainly couldn’t do that with the dancer on the stage the whole time; not that Uncle Gus had ever shown any sign of being interested in Vasil. Ilyana often suspected that her father simply did not believe that any person could be uninterested in him. Maybe that was why he was so attractive: sort of like a self-fulfilled prophecy.

She slunk back into the dressing rooms, but there was no one there. She tried below, remembering the layout of this theater from the times the Bharentous Repertory Company had performed here, with Vasil as part of the company, and she and Valentin had explored the place. Those had been good days, before Valentin had discovered neshing. Or at least, most of those days had been good. The Company had given Vasil stability and Karolla some measure of support, and Owen had always been able to squash Vasil’s worst pretensions without alienating him.

She climbed the metal stairs to the attic storage rooms, not expecting to find him—why would he come up here?—but recalling with sudden clarity the musty smell of the costume attic where she and Valentin would hide, burrowing beneath mounds of old moldering costumes and choking down giggles when their father or Yomi, the stage manager, came looking for them. Old habit made her cautious and quiet.

The hallway was unlit. She found the door more by touch than by sight. It was an old swing style door. With a slight pressure from her fingers, it opened silently into the vast murky loft of the costume attic. A thin slit of windows cut through at the eaves. Dust spun like snow there, blending into twilight and thence into the swollen shadows that filled the rest of the space. Racks of clothes like lines of summer trees ranged along one side of the space. Barrows rose behind them, burial mounds for forgotten costumes. Some creature was rustling around up here, a mouse maybe or a cat or…

Her eyes adjusted at last.

Like Shiva and Parvati, commingling in nesh, two people stood back among the costumes, intertwined, kissing. Dust settled in silence, leavened by the soft rustling of their feet, shifting, and their breath forming into sounds that were not quite words and yet not only sighs. One was her father. She knew his shape instantly. The other she did not recognize, except that the cut of the clothing he wore seemed oddly familiar but unidentifiable in the dimness. Did they not realize she was here? Or did they simply not care?

Ilyana had seen her father flirt. She had even seen him insinuate a hand on a lover’s arm or thigh, a half-hidden, intimate gesture, always brief. But she had never seen him actually in the act before. She was mortified. She couldn’t stop watching. She just stood there, rooted into the ground, staring through the darkness at them, at the way a hand snaked up a thigh and buttocks to come to rest on the small of the back, at the way a finger interposed between lips and was itself kissed and made part of their joining, at the way their bodies flowed against each other, pressing, moving, seeking a new fit.

Vasil’s lover arched back just enough so he could play with the buttons on Vasil’s tunic, and somehow, with the angle altering subtly, Ilyana felt as if she had just succumbed to a sudden hallucination. A dark-haired, bearded jaran man, undressing her father with slow sensuality. It couldn’t be… except she knew those clothes. But no other jaran had left Rhui. The other man had Vasil’s tunic half off. Ilyana didn’t know what to do. If she moved now, they would surely notice her. If she didn’t move, then she would see everything, things no child ever ought to know about their parents, her father and Ilya Bakhtiian—

Ilyana’s heart pounded in her ears like the stamp of feet. For an instant, she could believe it, even though she knew it wasn’t true. For an instant, she thought it was still her heart beating so loudly.

The door swung open behind her, just missing her back, and a wash of noise and the press of bodies bore in behind it and thrust her forward as on a rising tide into the room.

A light snapped on, flooding the attic with unforgiving brightness.

M. Pandit came to rest not three steps from Ilyana. She had a half-dozen thugs dressed as quisling officers with her.

“Separate them,” she said in a frigid voice.

The thugs swarmed past Ilyana, but by the time they reached the two men, Jazir had already jumped away from Vasil. Pandit’s husband was indeed dressed as a jaran rider: scarlet shirt, black trousers, black boots. Under the hard light, he looked absurd.

The thugs surrounded Vasil, who looked more dazed than anything, and began to beat him up. Outnumbered and outweighed, Vasil covered his face with his arms and dropped to the floor. They kicked him, eerily silent about their task.

“Hey!” yelped Ilyana, and bolted for him.

Pandit grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked her to a stop. “Get out of here,” she said.

Ilyana kicked her. Pandit grabbed Ilyana’s right arm and wrenched it up behind her back until the pain made her cry, and she watched her father get kicked and beaten through a haze of tears.

Jazir circled around the thugs and slunk over to M. Pandit.

“I didn’t—” he began.

With a sour frown, M. Pandit fingered the fine red silk of his shirt. “This is obscene.” She let go of the shirt and brushed her fingers together as if she was trying to wipe off slime. With her other hand she tightened her grip on Ilyana’s arm.

Ilyana yelped. “It hurts! You old pig.”

Pandit slapped her. She had strong hands. Then she turned back to her husband. “Get out of those things and go home.”

So briefly that Ilyana almost didn’t see it, he winced. Then he smoothed over his expression, turning the full force of his gorgeous brown eyes on his wife. “Don’t be angry with me.”

“Go.” She turned her attention back to the thugs. “Not his face, you idiots. That’s enough in any case. You three, escort my husband home.” They left. The remaining three stationed themselves equidistant around their quarry.

“You may stand up,” said M. Pandit in a calm voice. “I trust you have learned your lesson.”

Vasil unbent stiffly. “Gods,” he said, blinking at the floor. Gingerly, he touched his fingers to a bruise already forming on his naked left shoulder. He swore, and then explored his face. Finally he looked up. His eyes widened, seeing Ilyana, and he swore again. “Let go of her!” he demanded, and Ilyana saw him reach instinctively for his saber. Which was, of course, not there.

Pandit let go of Ilyana’s arm, and Ilyana gasped in relief and ran over to her father.

“Not so hard,” he said, flinching when she hugged him. She choked down a sob and turned to look at M. Pandit.

“Now.” Pandit lifted a hand, and the thugs retreated, coming back to stand behind her. “I don’t like other people seducing my husband, especially not you, M. Veselov, with your obvious attractions. I don’t intend to risk that you or he will be rash enough to try this again. Therefore, you will leave Earth. Your family does not have to leave, just you. But I can make life very difficult for you if you don’t go of your own free will. Do you understand me?”

Vasil had found a bruise on his left cheek and seemed to be more interested in exploring the extent of the damage than in listening to Pandit’s threats.

“You can’t just make us leave!” cried Ilyana.

Pandit blinked, looking bland. “Of course I can. I can do many things. I can destroy your father’s face and career. You’re a particularly lovely child. I can see that you disappear into a servitude that you would not enjoy.”

At this, Vasil did look up.

“But that’s illegal,” said Ilyana.

“You may be assured that I know what is illegal and what is not. There is always a black market for handsome boys and girls. Both you and you brother would serve my purpose, your brother especially, since he would be easily controlled. The younger children don’t seem blessed with looks, unfortunately, although at their age that might not matter to some people.”

“You wouldn’t dare,” said Vasil suddenly. “It goes against every law of the gods to treat children in such a fashion.”

“I am not concerned with the law of the gods, M. Veselov. I am concerned about my husband. Because I’m generous, I’ll grant you one month to make your plans.”

“But, Father—!” began Ilyana.

“Hush,” said Vasil. He looked remarkably intent now, as if the threats to his children had focused his thoughts.

“Do you understand me?” M. Pandit asked.

“Perfectly,” replied Vasil coolly.

She left. Ilyana heard footsteps ringing down the steps, and then they faded and she and her father were alone.

“How could you?” she demanded, letting go. A horrible wrenching misery took hold of her. Everything they had built here, her friends, her school, a place for the little ones, all gone because her father wanted to pretend that he was—well, anyway, she didn’t understand what her father wanted or what drove him. He was hugely successful, everyone said so, and yet she could never shake the feeling that he had left something behind on Rhui without which he was doomed to remain incomplete.

“She reminds me of Ilya,” said Vasil suddenly, softly. “He made me leave because he was afraid that Tess was falling in love with me.” He winced. “Gods. I’m going to look like hell for the next ten days. I’ll have to cancel my appearance at Cannes.”

“But what are we going to do?” She sniffed hard, strangling tears.

“Oh, gods,” he said under his breath, and assayed a step, and another, flinching each time. “We’ll go, Yana.”

“But I don’t want to leave! Daddy, I don’t want to leave! Please, don’t make us go.”

“Oh, I’m sure we can come back in a year or two or three. She’ll forget. And I won’t bother him anymore. These khaja are very strange. They let two men or two women marry, so why should she object to me taking him as a lover? I don’t understand them.”

Ilyana knew that if she tried to say anything more, she would begin to cry in earnest, so she said nothing. What could she say, anyway? Nothing that her father would hear. Her feet felt heavy with the weight of her desolation. She didn’t want to leave, but he would never leave his family behind, especially not knowing that M. Pandit had her eye on them. She dragged along after her father. Even beaten badly enough that it hurt him to move, he seemed unaffected by the whole episode. It didn’t matter to him if they left Earth.

Ilyana had to stop, the illumination hit her like a blast of light. Nothing mattered to him, not really. Nothing had, since they had left Rhui.

“What are we going to tell Kori and her Uncle Gus?” she asked finally as they paused at the door.

Vasil smiled. “That I fell down the stairs.” He winked at her. Ilyana giggled. He held her to him, and she laid her head against his shoulder. “Gods, you’re getting tall.” He examined her quizzically. His left eye was purpling. “M. Pandit is right. You’re a beautiful girl, just as you should be.”

Uncomfortable, Ilyana extricated herself from him and snapped off the light. They negotiated the steps, made their excuses to Kori and her uncle, and went home in a private car.

A package waited at the door for M. Veselov: a set of jaran clothes, scarlet shirt and black trousers, pressed and impeccably folded, and black boots polished to a supple sheen.

Ilyana helped her father upstairs. “Put in a call to Owen Zerentous,” he said as soon as they crossed the threshold. “Voice only.”



CHAPTER NINE

Recompense

“ARE YOU SURE,” DIANA asked for the fifth time, “that you want to come with the Company? I don’t know how long we’ll be on this tour, or even exactly where we’re going, if it’s true that we actually get to go to Duke Naroshi’s palace. You know you and Portia are welcome to stay here with my family. You know they’ll be glad to have you.”

“Gods!” Anatoly Sakhalin jumped to his feet and stalked to the edge of the brick patio. Beyond lay the bright patchwork of the flower garden, exhaling in the sun, and beyond that the fields of rye and barley and the stark frame of the great greenhouse. The wooded hill that had given the farm its name loomed above the greenhouse. Behind him, through the open patio doors, he could hear the cheerful rumble of Diana’s family as they chatted and worked and prepared family dinner inside the house. He smelled bread baking, and a soufflé. Portia shrieked with laughter. A bee droned lazily through the flowers, and from the lawn to the west of the house he heard the crack of a cricket bat and one of the cousins yelling.

“You don’t want me to go with you,” he said.

“Well, what will you do? We’ll probably be confined in a small area, we’ll be rehearsing and performing all the time, everyone else there will be part of the Company.”

He turned to look at her. She wore the face he liked least: She was going to be reasonable, to appeal to practicality, to rationality, whatever that meant. Anatoly was damned tired of being reasonable. He had been reasonable for five years now, after the fiasco with the Couture Festival, and the only thing it had gotten him was a daughter, although Portia was certainly worth every otherwise monotonous year that had passed.

“How can I be any more confined than I am now?” he demanded. “At least I will get to see something of the lands away from Earth.”

“If you would bestir yourself to get some kind of occupation, then you wouldn’t be so confined!”

“I have an occupation! One I trained for for many years. I am a soldier, and I offered my services to Charles Soerensen when I left Rhui.”

“Not this again! You are so inflexible and stubborn, Anatoly! This isn’t Rhui. This isn’t the jaran. You’re as bad as Karolla, living in the past.”

“I beg your pardon!”

“Oh, I know, I know. You get along very well here. You take your classes and ride at the stables and fence and teach at the Academy. You’ve learned how to get around and I swear you know how to use all the obscure bits of technology better than I do—!” That made her chuckle, and he saw her soften; she always did, eventually, when they fought. This time he was not inclined to forgive her. “No one can ever accuse you of not being single-minded. Or of not being smart enough to do what you want.”

“Thank you,” he replied sarcastically.

She stood up, defensively crossing her arms on her chest. “Then why can’t you admit that you aren’t a jaran soldier anymore? You’ve got to make a new life for yourself. It’s been seven years since you left Rhui!”

“I am a jaran soldier.”

“Ah, Goddess, you’re impossible!”

They lapsed into an angry silence, glaring at each other. Diana’s Aunt Millie, laughing at something someone had said behind her, stepped out through the patio doors, halted, frowned, and went back inside, leaving them alone on the patio again.

Diana sighed, finally, running a hand over her eyes. He could see that she was close to tears. “Oh, Anatoly, why do we have to argue all the time?”

She was in a mood to soothe him, but he wasn’t in a mood to be soothed. “You have done nothing to help me. Why did you ask me to leave Rhui when you never intended that I become a part of your tribe?”

She bit down hard on her lower lip and did not reply, but he saw tears brimming in her eyes and he pressed his advantage.

“You only had the baby to placate me.”

“That’s unfair! I love Portia!”

“But you wouldn’t have agreed to have her, would you, if it hadn’t served to distract me from the discovery that all those enterprises I had gotten involved in, that all of them were just using me as a pet, as a… what do you call it?…a sideshow freak? If you truly cared for me, you wouldn’t ask me to stay behind, as if I were a servant. A man does not stay behind when a jahar goes riding; he rides. It’s insulting, Diana. As if you think I can’t take care of myself. You could think about me for once, instead of only thinking of yourself.”

“Only thinking of myself!” she gasped. “How dare you? If you think I haven’t struggled all these years… how dare you say that! I’ve had to make sacrifices, too.”

“That is all I am to you now, an obstacle. You would rather leave me behind with your family who will smother me with their kindness and conceal your shameful infatuation within the walls of the tent. So I won’t embarrass you again, because I know you were mortified after I showed those whimpering festival producers what a battle is really like. No one patronizes a Sakhalin!”

“I stood up for you!”

“Only because you had no choice! Not because you truly meant it!”

She burst into tears. “You can’t even see that it’s been hard for me, too,” she choked out, and she broke past him and ran out along the graveled path that led toward the greenhouse.

Anatoly contemplated the ruins of their argument with grim satisfaction. After a moment he realized that his hands were shaking, and he clenched them.

Aunt Millie stepped out onto the patio and surveyed him. He lifted his chin and faced her stubbornly. “Routed the enemy, I see,” she said conversationally.

“I didn’t—!”

“Now, Anatoly, come inside and help me wash the vegetables for the salad.” Once he would have protested that men did not cook, but that excuse was not tolerated at Holt Farm. He followed Aunt Millie inside meekly and took up a station beside her at the double sink. Most of the rest of the family—and there were a lot of them—had adjourned to the west lawn to watch the cricket game. Through the west window he saw Portia sitting on her grandfather’s lap, golden head resting on Granfa’s arm and two fingers stuck in her mouth. She was tired.

“You’re discontented,” observed Aunt Millie.

“It isn’t right that Diana should want me to stay behind,” he said promptly, taking the dispute to where it should have been essayed in the first place. “This could be a chance for me to use my skills, the only chance I’ve truly had so far.”

“It could be,” she agreed mildly. She was a big-boned woman, quite unlike her niece, appealingly strong, with powerful hands and arms from decades of carpentry work. “But I can’t say that you further your cause by driving Diana to tears.”

“She fights just as well as I do.”

“Certainly she can be just as cruel and cutting when she wishes to be, but she doesn’t have your years of tactical and strategic training, so, I would give the advantage in that department to you, I’m afraid.”

He had the grace to look ashamed.

“I know from my own experience that it’s sometimes impossible to forgo a chance to make a person whom you’re angry with cry just because it feels like recompense for your anger. But that isn’t the way to build a marriage. If I say that Diana has had to struggle these last years, I don’t say it to belittle what you’ve gone through, Anatoly. But you have to accept that she has had to make as many adjustments as you have.” She paused and looked at him with what he knew was a keen eye. “Do you disagree?”

Anatoly was not in the habit of disagreeing with aunts and etsanas, and in any case, he had discovered over the years that Aunt Millie did not give advice often, or lightly. Nor was it wise to ignore her. He tried to sort out his feelings, but they were far too chaotic. He settled for the direct approach. “I’m very angry. I want to go.”

She nodded, and he was relieved to see that this confession contented her. “Then that is what you must tell Diana.”

They washed and cut broccoli in silence for a while and finally, driven by the quiet, he blurted out, “No one seems to understand. If I were still with the jaran, I would be a dyan, a commander, of my own army. These are the years that a soldier does his best fighting, and I’m wasting them away.”

“So you’re frustrated. I understand that. But, Anatoly, you know that you’ve received treatments that will allow you to live far longer than you could have expected to on Rhui.”

“My body has received these treatments, and my mind benefits from them, but my mind still lives on Rhui. That is, I mean—” He flushed, angry at himself for repeating the worst of Diana’s accusations against him, when that wasn’t what he had meant.

“I know what you mean: Intellectually you understand that you’ll live longer, but in your own mind, emotionally, you still age each year the way you always expected you would. Or at least, is that what you mean?” She smiled.

Relaxing, Anatoly smiled back. “Close enough. I can’t help but think that I ought to be doing something, but I’m not.”

“That is up to you.”

Diana sat at the other end of the long, long table at dinner, with Portia next to her, and Anatoly had no chance to get her alone until evening. He ran her to ground when she came downstairs and went out onto the front lawn after putting Portia to bed.

“Diana,” he said softly, coming up behind her. He did not touch her.

She shrugged without answering, without turning to face him.

“I beg your pardon for the things I said. I was angry because I want to go with the Company.”

Now she turned, looking startled. In any light, she was beautiful. Dusk softened her expression, and for an instant he could believe that she had forgiven him everything.

“Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate you offering an apology and explaining yourself.”

He flinched as if slapped, but he kept Aunt Millie uppermost in his mind and he forced himself to stay calm. “Diana. I had hoped we could—”

“Kiss and make love and wake up in the morning as if nothing, no argument, had happened, like we always do? I’m tired of running that same cycle over and over and over, because we aren’t getting anywhere new.”

She paused. It was so quiet that he felt as if he could hear the exhalation of the sky, the music of the stars, and the slow drag of the moon on the distant tides.

A gleam of bitter humor surfaced in her face. “But I am willing to enter negotiations,” she added, “if it’s worth it to you, to build something we can live with.”

“Of course it is worth it to me! How could you think otherwise? I left everything for you, Diana!”

“How could I ever forget it?” she whispered, ducking her head down, as if to avoid a blow.

“My heart,” he murmured, and caught her shoulders and pulled her into him. It was the only sure way he knew to show her that he loved her. For a moment she resisted. Then she muttered something uninterpretable under her breath and abruptly wrapped her arms around him and kissed him. They stood that way, under the stars, for a long time. No one disturbed them.



CHAPTER TEN

Sarai

THE ORZHEKOV TRIBE CROSSED the great sea of grass in an untidy line, a thread pulled across a golden tapestry. Out on the plains, it was easy to love the passage from one pasture to the next for its own sake, to feel at one with the migration of the wind, to believe that the journey itself was endless, that no destination, once reached, was ever final.

Tess urged Zhashi along the line. In the back of one wagon, Yuri slept soundly despite the constant movement, his head cushioned on an arm, his body swaying to the rhythm of the wagon’s ride. She lifted a hand to greet Niko as she passed him as well. He could no longer ride long distances and had to drive wagons now. But he smiled at her. The duty seemed not to bother him.

“Dammit,” she said, coming up beside her husband in the vanguard, “it hurts me more to watch him get old than it does him to get old.”

Ilya glanced at her, then went back to surveying the ebb and flow of grass along the low hills, rippled by the wind while the clouds sailed with majestic disinterest above. “So do we all grow old and die,” he said finally. “He has lived a long life, and has seen a child born to his granddaughter. No doubt, having lived lawfully and well, the gods will allow him to be born into his next life as a woman.”

Tess laughed. “No doubt that will be his reward.”

“You don’t think so?” Ilya asked, looking truly puzzled. It was at moments like this that Tess remembered how different they were. Abruptly distracted, he reined Kriye aside and headed out away from the tribe, motioning her to follow.

Mystified, she did. They came to the crest of a rise and there, below, lay Sarai, distant enough that the line of trees along the river looked narrow and low. Ilya dismounted.

“Here is the spot where you marked me, and I you,” he said. He looked not as much joyful as smugly satisfied.

“How can you possibly tell?”

Looking down on him, she saw how the sun lit his hair and shone, for an instant, on his face before the clouds muffled its light. “How can you not tell? You khaja have been crippled by your maps and your timepieces and your walls.”

“Our maps have been very useful to you!”

“That is true. But nevertheless, you are like the prisoners in the cave, your legs and necks shackled by your maps and your walls so that all you can see is the shadows thrown by the fire on the wall of the cave. You think they are the truth, but they are only a shadow of the truth, which lies—” He gestured to the sky and the plain and the distant spiral curl that was the growing city of Sarai. “—out here, under the gaze of the sun and the moon and the stars.”

“Well!” Tess laughed again. “That is why you have so often been accused of loving khaja learning too much! I thought you didn’t like Plato.”

“I don’t.” Ilya grinned and swung back up on Kriye, who sidestepped away and was in general feeling lively. “But I must use the weapons I am given or else lose all.” As soon as Ilya was on Kriye’s back, the stallion broke away and ran along the crest until Ilya finally reined him in and turned back. Zhashi snorted and lowered her head to graze, disgusted by this masculine idiocy.

But Tess enjoyed watching it. Ilya and Kriye together made a beautiful picture. And they liked being admired. “Vain creatures,” she said to Zhashi, who found the subject too uninteresting to reply to.

She inspected Sarai, which from this height and distance bore more resemblance to the ruins of a whorled seashell than to a city. She blinked her implant on. If she had been alone, she would have used voice triggers to bring up the program she wanted; instead, she had to sort backward through the entrance architecture by focusing her eyes on and blinking at each subfile she wanted, as if she was descending a long staircase. It took longer, but it was silent.

They had laid out the pattern first, a great spiral at whose center rested an oval plaza, the heart of the city. Through her implant, the image overlaid on Sarai-as-she-was-now, Tess saw that pattern marked on the ground as she and David ben Unburn had envisioned it, a city blending both worlds, jaran and khaja. At last, she focused past the pattern and examined the actual city.

On one side of this plaza spread the khaja city, on the other, the haphazard strings of jaran camps. Swathes of parkland cut through the khaja city. Following David’s plans, the surveyors had marked out areas where khaja settlers—mostly artisans and laborers and merchants brought in from conquered territories—could build their own houses. Within those districts an untidy array of houses and hovels and villas rose in clumps, warrening together by clans or religions or some other designation Tess hadn’t yet figured out. These districts grew in fractured rings out from the innermost city, where the first of the public buildings now rose beside the plaza.

“It looks like the marketplace is finished,” said Ilya.

The image of the marketplace took form and commingled with the actual marketplace, a vast space of arches roofed with stone and wood open on the sides. Tess smiled to herself and a new image asserted itself, that of David’s third tier design, a fanciful combination of arches and fluttering cloth and elegant thin spires all bringing more loft and air to the market. But they could not build such a thing now. Not yet.

She let her eyes roam, spiraling out and seeing the image of the city that was meant to be: a glorious shell open to the sky, with the broad oval paved in white stone and a great fountain at its center, with a forum and a second marketplace and a palace for the bureaucracy (since it was certainly not anything Ilya would agree to live in) and an audience hall and a granary and guild halls and a library (her addition) and a stadium and a theater modeled after the one at Ephesus, and at this point she and David had spent more time laughing over what Utopian absurdities they could think up than actually planning anything useful.

“What do you see?” asked Ilya casually.

Tess started, blinking down hard on the third tier construct and reining Zhashi—who had caught her sudden shift of mood—in with a touch of her knees. Her eyes caught an unfamiliar gleam of pale tile, and she gasped.

“The bathhouse roof is on! It must be finished!”

Her enthusiasm surprised a laugh out of Ilya. “Very well. Perhaps we’d better go down and investigate.”

Tess slanted a sidewise glance at him, but mottling his face and form she saw instead David’s five-hundred-year projections for the growth and spread of the city, an ugly sprawl that reminded her bitterly of what the jaran had already lost, and what they had yet to lose. She blinked the implant off and, frowning now, followed Ilya down the slope.

They rode into Sarai along a paved thoroughfare that began abruptly in the middle of grass and ran straight into the city. Fifty riders from Ilya’s jahar fell in around them and escorted them to the park on the jaran side of the oval in which the great tent of the Orzhekov tribe stood, the permanent symbol of Orzhekov authority. To the right, half-hidden by stands of young trees, sat the Sakhalin tent topped by a red pennant edged with gold, and to the left, farther back behind a young planted wilderness that would in time hide them from view, rose the tents of whichever of the other Elder Tribes were in residence at any given time. Right now, Tess counted three flags: the golden sword of Veselov, the blue horse of Raevsky, and, of course, the green tent striped with gold that marked the Grekov tribe.

Tess dismounted and unsaddled Zhashi and rubbed her down while Ilya went to greet his cousin Kira and her daughter Galina, who had stayed in Sarai. Then, handing the mare over to a boy who would lead her out to pasture, Tess followed Ilya inside the great tent.

It was vast, more like a great round hall than a nomad’s tent. It also boasted a slatted wooden floor and huge beams rising above, on which the felt roof rested and from which tapestries hung, decorating the long inner hall and closing off a series of smaller private rooms along the sides, although any one of those private chambers was the size of many an etsana’s tent.

Ilya laughed, and she saw him at the opposite side, kneeling beside Galina’s firstborn, a chubby three-year-old.

“Gods,” said Tess as she greeted her eldest adopted sister, Kira, “it’s hard to believe that little Galina is old enough to be having her second child.”

“Even if she did have to marry that worthless Sakhalin prince?” asked Kira tartly.

“Well, it isn’t my fault that Anatoly Sakhalin disappointed both his grandmother’s and my plans and Galina ended up with his uncle instead.”

“Anatoly Sakhalin would have been a better match,” agreed Kira, perfectly willing to malign her son-in-law. “At least Andrei spends more time with the army than here. Hush, now. She cares for him, so that’s all that matters.”

Galina waddled over and Tess embraced her. “You’re looking well, little one,” she said, and everyone laughed, since Galina was hugely pregnant. “What news?” she asked Kira, but they were interrupted by the arrival of the rest of the family from the wagons: Sonia and Stassia and the children, and Irena Orzhekov.

For a while, bedlam raged. The gods had smiled kindly on the Orzhekov tribe. Not only had they granted one of their sons a vision that had led him to unite the tribes and lead the jaran to conquer their rightful subjects, the khaja, but they had also gifted Mother Orzhekov with five daughters (one adopted) and many healthy grandchildren, and particularly many fine girls to carry on the line. In fact, Tess reflected, sitting on a pillow with a still sleepy Yuri heaped in her lap, most of the Orzhekov line was here right now, which was why even with the muffling properties of the tapestries and the felt walls, their mingled voices rang with such an overpowering swell of noise.

Irena’s eldest daughter Kira and her husband Sevyan had six children, of whom only one had died in infancy; Kira’s eldest son Mitya was now governing prince of Habakar, but her daughter Galina was here as were the other two girls and one boy. Stassia, the second daughter, and her husband Pavel had eight formidably robust children; two boys and one girl were out with the army, but of the other five girls, one was married and four still young. Anna, who had died over fourteen years ago, had left a boy and a girl; her husband, Gennady Berezin, was a long-standing member of Ilya’s jahar.

Sonia’s elder children Katerina and Ivan were with Yaroslav Sakhalin. Little Kolia—well, no longer little now, since he was thirteen this year—was outside with Dania Tagansky helping with the horses while his baby sister Alyona, the daughter of Sonia and her second husband, Josef Raevsky, sat on her mother’s knee and wailed at some imagined slight. Tess’s adopted brother Aleksi was gone; he had ridden out two months ago to lead the expedition along the Golden Road. But his wife Svetlana Tagansky and their three children were here. Feodor Grekov had his younger daughter riding on his hip. Tess guessed that Nadine would be outside, already gleaning reports from whatever couriers had ridden in recently; as for Feodor and Nadine’s elder daughter, Lara, neither she nor Natalia nor Aleksi’s younger daughter Sofia were in evidence. No doubt trouble was brewing.

“That is disturbing news indeed,” said Irena Orzhekov calmly to Kira. “Alyona, my heart, you must cease crying this instant.”

Yuri reflexively stuck two fingers in his mouth and sucked on them intently, watching his three-year-old cousin decide whether it was worth continuing to cry. Aleksi’s wife Svetlana, with her youngest child in tow, swooped down and spirited Alyona off Sonia’s lap. Yuri settled a hand possessively around Tess’s elbow as Alyona’s indignant wails faded away when she was taken outside.

“What is disturbing news?” asked Sonia, resettling herself more comfortably next to Tess. Stassia squatted next to them, and Kira threw a pillow down so that both she and her mother could sit.

“Mother Sakhalin is failing. The healers agree that she is in her last days,” said Kira. She and Stassia resembled their mother, with lean faces and bright blue eyes and pale blonde hair washed even lighter with silver.

Tess nodded gravely with the other women, but her eyes caught on Ilya where he stood by the entrance, conferring with Konstans Barshai. Konstans was ten years younger than Ilya, and yet they looked, where the sun filtered through and cast stripes of light along their figures, illuminating their dark hair, their beards, to be about the same age. Except it was Ilya and his cousin Kira who were born in the same year.

“At least the succession is not only assured, but in safe hands,” said Irena. “Konstantina Sakhalin will be a worthy Mother Sakhalin. What concerns me, Kira, is this news of Arina Veselov.”

“Arina?” Tess’s attention snapped back to the council. “Is something wrong with Arina?”

“She is pregnant,” said Kira. “As we suspected.”

Tess gasped.

“As she would not admit,” added Sonia. “But how could she have risked it? Not only her tribe’s elders and Varia Telyegin but Tess’s Dokhtor Hierakis all warned her that this time it would probably kill her.”

“Well,” said Kira solemnly. “We shall soon find out. Varia Telyegin says she has had strong rushes all morning.”

“Then she hid it for a long time,” said Tess, since they had only been out on the plains for four months, “or else she’s early again.”

“Early or late,” said Irena, “if she dies, there is no woman in the direct Veselov line to become etsana. The tribe will never have Vera Veselov—”

“I doubt she would give up being dyan in any case,” put in Tess, “a position for which she is far better suited.”

Irena Orzhekov’s lips quirked slightly, while Sonia rolled her eyes and Stassia made a face. “Although it pains me to agree with you on this matter, I fear it is true,” said Irena. “So be it. Who then will become etsana of the Veselov tribe? Mira Veselov is only eleven years old.”

“Could someone hold it in trust for her, until she is old enough, and proves herself worthy?” Tess asked.

“This is also what I am thinking,” said Irena. “I am thinking that Galina should. In time she will become Mother Orzhekov, if the gods will, and in this way she would gain experience and yet there could be no suspicion involved that she hoped to supplant Mira herself.”

“And it would give her good-for-nothing husband a bit more responsibility, which he sorely needs,” said Kira sourly.

“Kira!”

Kira glanced around to make sure that Galina was out of earshot. “I am sorry to say that my son married a timid khaja girl and my daughter a son of the Sakhalin tribe, and of the two I far prefer the little khaja princess, barbarian though she may be. Begging your pardon, Tess.”

“Granted willingly.” As an afterthought, all five of the women looked at Yuri. He stopped sucking on his fingers and slowly drew them out of his mouth. He squirmed closer against his mother, folded both his hands around her elbow, and hung on. “You’d better go, Yurinya. This is women’s business.”

He opened his mouth to screech, caught Irena Orzhekov’s eye, and decided against it. With a pronounced sigh, he heaved himself to his feet and wandered away, dragging his feet until he caught sight of his father. Tess watched him trot over—he had an endearingly uncoordinated lope that could not quite be dignified with the word “run”—and attach himself to Ilya’s leg. Startled, Ilya looked down at him, up toward Tess, and then scooped the boy up and set him on his shoulders. Together, they walked outside with Konstans, Yuri ducking as they went under the threshold. Yuri was already chattering away, and Tess cringed, hoping that he was not repeating in some fragmented fashion the conversation he had just heard: He had an astonishingly good memory for a five-year-old.

“We have decided to postpone the birbas for at least ten more days. There has been the usual nonsense with the Grekov tribe, who are determined to quarrel with the Raevskys, this time over right of place in the birbas,” added Kira.

All the women except Sonia shook their heads. Tess dipped her head down to hide a smile.

“Why are you smiling?” asked Sonia suddenly.

Tess chuckled. “I don’t know. Maybe only to wonder how I could have been so naive as to imagine that the four of you hadn’t planned it all from the beginning, for Feodor Grekov to mark Nadine. I just find it so amusing to see you all so irritated that it hasn’t worked out as you’d planned.”

“She has given birth to two fine girls,” retorted Sonia, nettled.

Kira snorted. “If you call Lara fine. I would call her wild, myself.”

“I grieve for the little boy they lost,” said Irena, “but nevertheless, Tess is right. The gods always find ways to remind us that we aren’t nearly as clever as we believe we are. I will have to consult with—” She hesitated, reading her eldest daughter’s expression. “Is Mother Sakhalin so ill that she can’t be consulted?” she asked, startled enough that Tess caught a hint of alarm in her voice.

Kira bowed her head. “Three days ago she fell into sleep and has only woken twice briefly since.”

Irena rose, shaking out her skirts. “Then we must go at once to her tent. After that, we will visit Arina Veselov. Tess, you will come with me. Sonia and Stassi, you will remain here now and then attend Mother Sakhalin this evening. From now until she dies, one of us should remain at her tent at all hours.”

“I’ll see that our tents are put up,” said Stassia, rising.

“Oh, Stassi,” said Sonia, “let me supervise the tents today. The sight of food makes me ill. You promised yesterday you would see to dinner until I’m feeling better.” The other women paused and examined her with critical eyes.

“Aha!” said Tess. “You are pregnant, aren’t you?”

Sonia laughed. “You know the answer to that as well as I do. But I must say, Tess, that—”

“No! I’ve had two. That’s enough!”

It was an old argument that had been raging for over two years now, ever since Yuri had turned three. Tess had avoided it for a time by going to Jeds, but on her return it had simply resumed with more force.

“Don’t tease her, Sonia,” said Irena mildly. “Although I admit I now understand why the khaja princes are so weak, and why their houses die out so quickly, if they think two children are enough to secure their line.”

Tess sighed. It was all very well to have a mother and older sisters, but it also meant that she had to bear up under the brunt of their advice and scolding.

“Come, Tess,” said Irena. Tess followed her away, making a face at Sonia over her shoulder. Sonia only laughed.

They walked toward the Sakhalin tent across an expanse of flourishing green grass. It was lawn grass, truth to tell, not the coarser plains grass that grew everywhere outside the central grounds of the park. In the year he had spent here on the site of Darai, David had devised many ingenious marvels, working with Habakar and Vidiyan engineers brought to Sarai by the army. One of them was the unobtrusive irrigation system, which was almost as marvelous as the citywide plumbing system, both of them built with the technology and manpower at hand. It was amazing what one could accomplish with enough hands and enough time and enough patience. Tess had schemed for this lawn. She would have taken off her boots just to feel the soft grass between her toes, but Irena would probably think her odd for doing so. In any case, they crossed over a small canal, skirted a line of saplings, and came to the Sakhalin tent. The sight of it sobered Tess.

Elizaveta Sakhalin was dying.

Inside, incense could not cover the sour-sweet smell of illness. Mother Sakhalin lay on pillows, breathing shallowly. She looked impossibly tiny, as if the illness itself was shrinking her. Her skin was so pale and dry that Tess was afraid the slightest touch would mark her permanently. Irena knelt down beside the old etsana and took her ancient, veined hand in her own. She regarded the old woman calmly. A Sakhalin girl hovered in the background, and the Sakhalin healer sat quietly opposite Mother Orzhekov.

Tess remained standing. She sniffed back a tear and caught a second on a finger. But she wasn’t really crying for Mother Sakhalin, although she grieved to see her so close to death. Even as Mother Sakhalin had grown old, had grown weaker, and finally failed, Tess knew she was seeing the beginning of Niko’s decline, and that was far harder to contemplate.

Niko would not thank her for interfering with the natural course of life, and yet she could not help but wonder if she ought to try to give longevity to all the jaran. Yet even with the treatments that extended youth, a swift decline set in at around one hundred and ten years. Inevitably, this scene was played out in every family, with every individual. Even if Cara Hierakis found a formula that would double the human life span, still, in the end, mortality faced them all.

The sweetish smell caught in Tess’s throat, and she gagged.

Mother Sakhalin stirred. Her hand fluttered in Irena’s gentle grip. Her eyes opened and closed and opened. Her gaze had lost its sharp intelligence; it pained Tess to see how lost and confused the old woman seemed. Mother Sakhalin glanced around the dim chamber as if looking for something that wasn’t there, and her fingers moved, clutching Irena’s hand.

“Anatoly,” she said in a hoarse whisper, “kriye, dear one.”

She fell back asleep.

Irena let go of her hand and sat back on her heels. “Kira said she was woken twice before from this sleep.”

The healer nodded. “With the same result. It is always the boy she asks for.”

Irena rose. She carried with her such vast reserves of serenity that Tess could not imagine seeing her flustered. “My other daughters will come as well,” she said to the healer. They took their leave.

Outside the tent, blinking as they adjusted to the sunlight, Irena spoke without looking at Tess. “It is hard for you, I can tell, my daughter. But I hope you remember that a woman who survives her childbearing can expect to see her husband die before her.” Tess shuddered. Irena rested a cool hand on Tess’s arm, a fleeting, comforting gesture. “But it is true that he is holding up well under the weight of his years and his vision. Perhaps the gods have chosen to grant him youth past the normal measure, so that he may better lead his armies as far as the gods want him to.” She dropped her hand and walked on, as if she knew that Tess did not want to speak of these matters.

At the Veselov tent, Arina looked peaceful enough. Her eyes lit, when she saw Tess, and she extended a hand. Tess grasped it and sat down beside her.

“You are well?” asked Tess, feeling stupid as she said it.

“I am fine,” said Arina, but she looked worn and pale, her small body dwarfed by her pregnancy. Even her gorgeous black hair hung lankly down over her shoulders as if it had lost an essential spark of life.

“I wish you hadn’t done this,” Tess blurted out. “I’m very worried for you, Arina.”

Arina’s expression softened. “I am not as worried as you are. But it was nice of you to come so swiftly. You must just have ridden in.”

“Oh, gods, I ought to be reassuring you, not you, me. Everything will be all right.”

Arina smiled. “You can only say that because you have not been in camp with the Grekovs and the Raevskys arguing around you. Why, at least once a day some one or other of them comes to me to complain.”

Tess laughed, and they chatted for a while on these other, safer topics, until the healer Varia Telyegin chased her out.

“She didn’t seem to be having any pains,” said Tess when they were outside, and out of Arina’s earshot.

“They stopped just before you came,” said Varia, “but that, too, discourages me.”

“Do you truly not believe she can survive the labor?”

“She has scarcely been able to walk for eight years now. How can she be strong enough to give birth to this child? None of her other births went easily—not of the two children who yet live and certainly not the one six years ago when we lost the baby and almost lost her.”

“But that happened to me,” said Tess obstinately, “and I went on to give birth to two healthy children afterward.”

Varia only shook her head.

“There is nothing we can do,” said Irena as they walked back to the Orzhekov encampment, growing now as tents were set up beside and behind the great central tent. “Arina has been a wise etsana, for all that she came so young into the position, but she has a weakness for men. First, to let her cousin Vasil return when he had been exiled.”

“Yes, but he’s gone now,” said Tess impatiently, not liking the way Irena was looking at her. Tess suspected that Irena suspected many things about her and Ilya and Vasil, all of which were probably true.

A smile cracked Irena’s stern expression, then vanished. “And second, she badly wanted to tie Kirill closer to her by giving birth to many strong children.”

“But Kirill loves her!”

“That is true enough. I confess I misjudged him early on. I believe now that even were she never to give birth to any more children, she could not shake his affection and loyalty to her. But Arina has always lived in the shadow of your tent, Tess.”

Tess winced. “But—”

“I am not blaming you, my daughter. I doubt if Arina Veselov does either. She is far too wise and generous for that.”

“Certainly she has always been generous,” muttered Tess, feeling guilty.

“That does not change the fact that her life would have been very different if you had not come to the jaran.”

“I wish—” began Tess, and broke off. Irena regarded her evenly. Tess finally produced a lopsided smile. “I wish you wouldn’t tell me things I don’t want to hear.”

Irena stopped, placed a hand on each of Tess’s shoulders, and kissed her on either cheek. Then, without another word, she walked into the great tent, leaving Tess standing outside.

Ilya strolled up, as if he had been waiting for her. “And?”

“I’m sure you’ve heard the worst from Kira, and there isn’t any better news to replace that with. Let’s go see if the baths truly are finished.”

“You and your baths. I think the only reason you wanted Sarai founded was so that you could have those baths built.”

Tess smiled, because David had accused her of the same thing, six years ago.

They went in relative solitude: an escort of only twenty riders. She walked, the better to inspect the foundations of the fountain being built in the center of the great plaza. About a dozen men were digging here, installing pipes, and they ceased work immediately and knelt, bowing their heads, when she approached. Their subservience made her uncomfortable, but Ilya climbed right down into the pit and inspected the workings with interest. Tess watched the laborers eyeing him from under the brim of their caps, but none spoke a word except in answer to his direct questions.

“Very clever,” he said finally, climbing out. They strolled on across the oval, which was already paved in smooth stone. Tess had insisted that David site the archives, which she called the library, directly opposite the Orzhekov tent, so that the two faced each other across the white expanse of the plaza, although the Orzhekov tent was set back so far in the park that only the gold banner and the slope of the roof were visible above the screen of new trees that would eventually grow to hide it entirely from view.

Jaran guards stood impassively at the great double doors that led into the main reading room. Tess set a foot on the stairs and gazed up. The library had been the first building they had built, and they had built it in unseemly haste, taking only five years to do it. And she had business within, important business. Of all the buildings here, of all the buildings dreamt of, it was her favorite.

She withdrew her foot from the stairs. “No, I want to see the baths first.”

“You want to see the khepelli priestess,” said Ilya.

Tess shot him a glance but did not reply. Instead she kept walking, circling the elegant marble dome, a smaller version of the Pantheon, and its ringed portico and meeker octagonal annex, the scriptorium.

Behind the library stood the huge baths complex. They were a vile luxury, and Tess found them utterly enchanting. They were divided into four sections: the cold pool (which stretched outdoors), the Greater Baths, the Lesser Baths, and the Imperial Baths, together with the annexes, the lavatories and (the most obscene addition) a bank of showers.

The Imperial Baths were reserved for jaran, but at midday, except for the guards, they were empty. They paused in the foyer.

“I will wait out here, then,” said Ilya, “or perhaps go back to the archives.”

“You will not!”

Ilya glanced at their escort. “Tess,” he said in an undertone, “it is unseemly for a man and a woman to bathe together.”

“It is not. Your aunt need never know in any case.” He looked unconvinced but he hesitated, so she turned to Konstans. “Konstans. Take the men outside and place a ring around the building.”

Konstans looked amused. “Does this mean I may bring my wife here some evening?”

Ilya flushed.

“If you move swiftly, now, and don’t say anything about this to anyone else. Out.”

They went.

“I don’t—” began Ilya.

“Yes, you do. We’ve been traveling for ten days to get here. There you stand in all your dust, and the truth is, the only thing that stops you from going in with me and enjoying these miraculous baths is your own embarrassment. Ilya, your armies have swept through more princedoms than I can count, and you’re afraid that back at camp they’re going to gossip about you because you bathed with your wife!”

“You have never been scolded by my aunt for improper behavior.”

“I have, too! She doesn’t scare me. Much.” She threw up her hands. “I’m going in. You may follow or not, as you wish.”

She passed through the vestibule and walked across the silent exercise court that fronted the baths themselves. Inside, in the dressing room, she stripped. She had just taken off the last of her clothes when Ilya appeared.

“I was thinking—” he began, and broke off, seeing her naked.

Tess rolled her eyes. “You aren’t this shy in my blankets.”

Crossing into the warm baths chamber, she eased herself into the circular pool and just floated there a while, enjoying the lap of gentle waves against her arms and chest. Then she swam a slow lap, luxuriating in the warmth and the sensuous slipperiness of the water against her skin. She dove under and surfaced next to the stairs, to find Ilya sitting on the steps, half in the water, looking… uncomfortable.

“I forgot,” said Tess, suddenly illuminated. “You don’t know how to swim.” She caught back a laugh, because she could tell he was in an uncertain mood.

“Damn you.” He took her by the arm and hauled her in against him, and Tess instantly revised her evaluation of his mood.

“Mmmm.” said Ilya after a while. “It is no wonder the khaja are so weak. We bathe in cold streams and rivers, where we certainly aren’t tempted to linger on doing this sort of thing.”

“Are you complaining?”

“Not at all.”

Even the floor was warm, because of the hollow pipes running underneath that conducted hot air from the furnace. The finest grade of stone had been chosen for these rooms, so that although the floor was hard, it had an almost silken smoothness rather akin to the flow of Ilya’s skin under her hands.

“You were thinking,” she said later, lying half on top of him, idly tracing the curves of his face with a finger, studying its lines, as she liked to. He shifted his hips, easing away from where her knee pushed hard against his thigh.

“I was thinking,” he said slowly, “that it is time for me to return to the army. The horses are fat from the spring grass, and if Kirill can push west quickly enough, we can catch the king and army of Mircassia between two pincers and so make an end to him. Then only Filis and its prince will remain between us and Jeds. We could reach Jeds by midwinter, if all went well.”

Tess froze. All of her pleasure evaporated. She rolled off him and plunged into the pool, swam across it, and clambered out the opposite side, dripping water, and hurried away under an archway and into the chamber with the cold pool, which was likewise deserted. She dove in. The numbing cold of the water stung her, and she surfaced, gasping. Waves surged out from her and swelled out under the arches that opened onto the outdoor portion of the pool, where they dissipated under the sun. She heaved herself up and sat on the lip of the pool. After a little bit, Ilya came in.

“I’m sorry,” she said before he could say anything. “You’re right, of course.”

He sat down beside her, dipped a foot in the water, and hid a wince. Then he threw himself in, shattering the surface into a thousand drops of spray. He came up, sputtering, and wiped his eyes. “Naturally you and the children will come to Jeds as soon as the way is clear.”

“Naturally,” she echoed, missing him already. But this, too, was part of the life she had chosen.

“I beg your pardon.” Konstans’s voice broke into their conversation. “Mother Orzhekov has sent a message.” Tess spun to look behind her, but Konstans stayed discreetly out of view. “Mother Veselov’s baby is coming, and it isn’t going well.”

“Oh, hell,” said Tess, leaping up. “I’ll come at once.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

A Prince of the Blood

ANDREI SAKHALIN LIKED TO talk.

“We have passed into the kingdom of Dushan, another of the Yos lands, although King Zgoros of Dushan has less power and less land than Prince Sigismar of Hereti-Manas, and was himself a vassal of Prince Dragos of Zara before he became our vassal.”

“How can a king be a vassal to a prince?” asked Stefan.

Vasha and Stefan flanked Andrei Sakhalin, one on each side, while they watched the merchants’ train of wagons ford a river, carts bucking and heaving over the shallow rocky bed.

“The khaja are not like us,” said Andrei. “They give themselves names, king or prince or priest, but the names mean nothing unless they hold land to themselves and have soldiers enough to keep others from stealing it.”

Stefan snorted. “You can’t steal land.”

“But they’re bound to the land,” interposed Vasha, feeling a flicker of interest in the conversation, “because they are farmers.”

“They’re not all farmers,” objected Stefan. “Some of them are merchants.”

“What Vassily means to say is that their wealth is bound into the land they hold,” said Andrei, “and so without land, even a mighty king will rule nothing, and his mother’s name will be forgotten. That is why they cannot stand against us. We do not forsake the names the gods gave us. The Sakhalin will always be First of the Elder Tribes, even if Mother Sakhalin has only one tent and ten grazel.”

On the far bank, the princess and her escort appeared, and Vasha watched as Princess Rusudani and her servant and her ten guards picked their way across the ford. Vasha could not help but notice what a good seat on her horse Rusudani had, especially compared to Jaelle, who still after all these weeks rode with the uneasiness of a person who distrusts horses. He envied the khaja, suddenly; by khaja law, his position was assured.

Sakhalin began talking again, and Vasha let the words wash over him, drowning his fear in noise. “But King Zgoros of Dushan was grateful to ally himself with us, since his own father had been forced to kneel before the prince of Zara. When the younger Prince Dragos of Zara was killed fighting at the River Djana last year, King Zgoros sent an envoy to Bakhtiian to ask that his youngest son Prince Janos be granted the Zaran throne, since in his great-grandfather’s time the prince of Zara was the nephew of the Dushan king and subordinate to him. In those days, the Dushan king was preeminent over all the princes in Yos lands, Zara, Hereti and Manas, Gelasti, and Tarsina-Kars, and allied as an equal with Mircassia. But an ambitious nephew of a younger line stole the land and put in a claim for himself, and the other princes supported him, so Zara was again torn from Dushan’s grasp. That is why—” Sakhalin broke off.

Vasha jerked his gaze away from Princess Rusudani and looked over at the Sakhalin prince.

Andrei, too, was studying Rusudani, his eyes narrowed. His face bore a calculating look, which surprised Vasha, since Andrei seemed to chatter more than to think.

“Is it true that the khaja princess has no brothers or uncles?” Andrei asked suddenly.

“As far as we can tell. The two brothers died at the Salho River, and there must be the one uncle left, who would be King Barsauma of Mircassia’s heir.”

“I heard a different rumor, in Dushan, that all of King Barsauma’s sons had died, the last only recently, and that he has but a nephew left, a boy who is feebleminded and crippled.”

“How do you know so much about the khaja?” asked Stefan, who returned his attention to the Sakhalin prince as soon as the women passed down the road and out of view.

“It is my duty to know a great deal about the khaja, and it should be yours, as well. You come from a good family, Stefan Danov, and your grandfather Nikolai Sibirin is a respected healer, a man of influence. If you fight bravely and listen well, there is no reason you could not command a jahar in time.”

“I’m going to be a healer,” said Stefan quietly, but Andrei had already turned to Vasha.,

“What do you think, Vassily Kireyevsky? Should such a valuable khaja princess be allowed to marry back into the khaja lines, or should some clever young jaran prince marry her to keep her power within the tribes?”

Vasha flushed. It was as if Andrei, like a Singer who can divine the words of the gods, had known his ambition. “I think any jaran man who wishes to marry her had better speak with Mother Orzhekov and Mother Sakhalin before he marks her,” he stammered. “What if she refuses to marry any man who does not dwell in the same church as she does?”

Andrei rolled his eyes. “Women do not have a choice in marriage. Why should it matter to them in any case? They may pray to their gods as they wish. When Prince Mitya’s khaja wife brought in builders and priests to lift up a temple to her god in their new city, no one spoke against her.”

Vasha smiled, thinking of Mitya, the one bright spot in this whole gloomy journey. “I think the Habakar do not mind so much, because so many people of different lands travel through their kingdom, and their kings and rulers marry women from so many different places. But I think the khaja who follow Hristain’s church think differently.”

Andrei smiled indulgently. “Well, my boy, it does not matter what these khaja think, since they are subject to us. They will follow the laws we set down.” He urged his horse forward and fell in with the rearguard as it cleared the river and headed down the road. A few ramshackle old wagons and clots of travelers on foot trailed behind them, khaja stragglers who were not part of the official party but who crept along in their wake, hoping to find safety by sticking as close as possible to Riasonovsky’s soldiers.

Andrei went on talking, as always, telling them old stories about the mischief he and his brothers and cousins used to get into and newer stories about the skirmish he had recently fought in and the story of the Djana River battle (for the third time) and how Yaroslav Sakhalin’s army had routed the combined forces of the Zaran and Gelasti princes and their allies.

In this way, Vasha reflected, Andrei was refreshingly different from Ilya and Tess. Tess rarely told stories. Mostly she taught, but even then the words she used and the knowledge she related seemed more characterized by the silences between the words than by the words themselves. When Ilya spoke, even the most casual remarks bore so much weight that one could not afford to miss any least syllable he uttered. But Vasha did not want to think about his father.

Katya had used to be like Andrei Sakhalin, just going on and on and not seeming to care if you were listening with your full attention all the time, but since their last fight, she did not speak to Vasha except when civility demanded.

He sighed. But even as the last bit of air escaped his lips, a thought struck him with such force that he gulped in air again. Had Andrei Sakhalin been suggesting to him that he take matters into his own hands and mark Princess Rusudani? Just like that? A woman could not erase the mark from her face, nor could a man withdraw a stroke of the saber once it was cut. And once he had married her, he would hold position and power through her that could not be taken away from him.

Then he imagined what his father would say.

Even so, the idea nagged at him for the rest of the day. When they stopped for the night, Vasha went along with Stefan who every evening without fail helped Jaelle with her most onerous chores. Tonight the young woman handed Stefan four buckets without a word, as if she now expected his help. Rusudani sat on a stool outside her tent, sewing. Vasha wanted to linger, to see if she would possibly, just possibly, ask Jaelle to talk to him, but it wasn’t fair to make Stefan go down to the river by himself. Once they were out of sight of the tent, Vasha took two of the buckets from Stefan.

They walked down to the river, batting away flies and underbrush on the overgrown path that led down to the bank, shrouded in bushes and overhanging trees. It was sticky hot this evening, and there was no breeze to move the air.

Vasha slapped his neck and cursed. “I don’t understand why you do this every night.”

“I don’t know,” mumbled Stefan in a voice that made it obvious that he did know.

“Has she asked you to lie with her yet?”

Stefan flashed him an angry glance. “Be quiet! Didn’t you ever listen to Tess? I’ve been thinking a lot about what she told us about khaja women. I didn’t believe it then. Who could believe that people could be such barbarians?”

He trailed off where the path gave out. They slid down a ragged slope and knelt to fill the buckets with water. The river burbled along. On the dim bank opposite, trees bent down over the waters and the sky rose, night-gray with clouds, above the vegetation.

Stefan’s voice dropped to a whisper. “If it’s true that khaja women are taught not to take lovers, then why should Jaelle ask me to lie with her? And if she is a whore, then if I show my interest in her by giving her a gift, as I would with no shame if she was a jaran woman like Katya, then she will think I am buying her. So I wish you would stop asking me about it.”

“I’m sorry.” Vasha felt like an idiot. He should have seen how upset Stefan was. “If you feel that strongly for her, you could… marry her.”

Stefan snorted. He hung the buckets from notches on a heavy pole and stood up underneath them, balancing the weight on his shoulders. “Everyone knows that Anatoly Sakhalin made a fool of himself by marking that khaja Singer impulsively. Gods, I’ve even heard Grandfather Niko say that same thing about Bakhtiian.”

“You did not!”

“Did, too!” Stefan scrambled back up the slope. Water sloshed in the buckets but only a tiny wave splashed over and spilled. “Even if it was possible, I would talk to my sister and mother and grandmother first. She would have to come live with us, wouldn’t she? It wouldn’t be fair to a khaja woman if she had to come to live with the tribes for the rest of her life, if her new sisters and aunts didn’t want her.”

“Well, it isn’t true about my father, anyway.”

Stefan paused two steps up the path and looked back. “Is, too,” he said in an undertone. “Grandfather Niko says that everyone knows that he was desperately in love with Tess, but she wouldn’t have him. Or at least, not until later.”

“Is not.”

Wind stirred in the trees, bringing with it the sound of harness, a ring so faint it almost drowned under the noise of the river.

“But, Vasha, they all saw—” Stefan broke off. The ring of bridle sounded again, closer now. Vasha leapt up the path and stopped in the shadows beside Stefan. There was only silence and darkness, but then they heard the noise again. A shadow moved. A man appeared, dismounted, out of the trees. He looked up and down the bank. He had the bulky shape of a man dressed in chainmail. He was not jaran.

A hissed whisper drifted out, and he quickly retreated back into the bushes. A horse snorted and stilled. Then nothing, only the rush of river water flowing by.

Stefan bent his knees to set the buckets on the ground silently. Twigs snapped. They froze.

A figure formed in the shadows along the path leading back to the jaran camp. Andrei Sakhalin halted beside the two young men. He lifted his chin and indicated the opposite shore.

“Those are khaja soldiers. You two, go back to the princess’s camp and stay there all night. I will let Riasonovsky know.” His voice was the merest shadow, scarcely audible. “Take the buckets, so they won’t know anything is amiss. We don’t want her to try to escape again.” He stepped aside to let them pass, and they went quickly, heeding his urgency.

As they came out of the woody bank and into sight of the camp fires, Stefan gulped in air, as if he had forgotten to breathe. “Do you think they’ve come to steal Princess Rusudani?”

“I don’t know. We couldn’t even tell how many men there are.”

They crossed through the unobtrusive ring of guards that surrounded Rusudani’s tent.

Vasha paused by the old veteran Zaytsev. “Be on alert,” he said. “We saw some khaja soldiers across the river.”

Zaytsev took in this information without batting an eye. “Does Riasonovsky know?”

“Yes. Sakhalin went to warn him.”

Zaytsev grunted, and Vasha hurried to follow Stefan, who had set the buckets down beside the smaller tent. From here, the two young men could see the princess sitting within the halo of lantern light, reading aloud from a book while Jaelle sat at her feet, mending a torn blouse. It was so quiet that Vasha heard Rusudani’s words clearly, each syllable, although he understood none of them. She recited more than read, and her voice was clear and plain. He admired her for sitting with such composure, a hostage in an enemy camp. She could not know what fate awaited her, but she did not seem to fear it.

Not like he did.

Abruptly she looked up, straight at them, although surely it was too dark to make them out clearly. The lantern’s gleam gave her eyes a lustrous cast, and her face was fair, her expression tranquil, perhaps a little stern. Vasha’s heart lurched, and his knees felt weak. He could not help himself. He stared at her, even though it was the worst manners, and unseemly behavior for a man.

She dropped her gaze and spoke a few words to Jaelle. The servant rose and picked her way across the ground toward them. Vasha felt Stefan go tense beside him.

When Jaelle reached them, she flashed a glance at Stefan first and then regarded Vasha. This close, Vasha saw that she too, did not look frightened; resigned, perhaps. Where Rusudani carried with her a kind of uncanny calm, Jaelle looked more exhausted in spirit than anything, as if she had ceased fearing the jaran not because they couldn’t hurt her, but because she was used to being hurt. All at once he wondered what Jaelle thought of them, of him, of Stefan, who every night came dutifully to help her simply because he had fallen in love with her pretty face and quiet manners.

“The princess wishes to speak with you,” she said finally.

Vasha stood rooted to the ground. She wanted to speak with him. With a last glance toward Stefan, Jaelle walked back toward the princess. Vasha followed her reflexively and Stefan, not to be left out, practically trod on his heels.

Because Rusudani was sitting, it was polite to sit, cross-legged on the ground three strides from her. Jaelle knelt equidistant between the two and Stefan hovered, undecided, and then took up a position a step behind Vasha, kneeling as well. Vasha smelled the faintest aroma of incense, or perhaps it was her scent, the exhalation of a khaja perfume. He felt dizzy, she was so close beside him. The rest of the world vanished, and Rusudani regarded him steadily, with interest but without fear.

She spoke, and Jaelle translated. “Princess Rusudani wishes to know who you are, and what your name is, and why you led the expedition that rescued her from the Lord of Sharvan.”

Words caught in his throat and he could not speak. He dropped his gaze to stare at the hem of her skirt. Stitched along the hemline ran a series of sigils, embroidered in pale gray thread against the plain dark blue of the fabric, a practical color quite at variance with the wealth of jewels she wore. Her feet stirred, shapes molding the curve of the skirt into a new contour. His elbow, shifting, caught on the hilt of his saber, and he realized with a flush so strong that it made his heart pound that he could mark her right now and with that mark make her his wife.

By jaran law. Lifting his eyes to look at her, at her lucid expression, at her right hand resting lightly on the tiny knife suspended from a gold chain around her neck, he experienced a revelation: Marking her would be an incredibly stupid thing for him to do.

Even by becoming the husband of a powerful khaja princess, he could not force the Orzhekov tribe to look more kindly on him. He could not make Ilya Bakhtiian love him as a son.

Still, he succumbed to temptation. He wanted to impress her. “Tell Princess Rusudani,” he said, proud that his voice barely shook, “that my name is Vassily Kireyevsky, and I am the son of Ilyakoria Bakhtiian.”

The world had long ago ceased holding any surprises for Jaelle. She had, by necessity, learned how to measure men: Some wanted companionship on the long road, others a hard-working, uncomplaining girl to do their washing and bring them wine; a few cared mostly about their pleasure in bed, but those rarely expected her to do any other work. Once she had taken a hard slap from a merchant rather than hire herself to him; later, along the train of gossip that passed down through the women who followed the caravans, she had heard that he had beaten a girl to death.

But to have this slender, unexceptional jaran man sit down modestly beside her and quietly announce that he was the son of the great and terrible leader of the barbarian hordes… that shocked her so completely that she forgot to translate his words.

“What did he say?” asked Rusudani in her cool, hard voice.

“I beg your pardon, mistress,” stammered Jaelle, selfconsciously pushing a strand of hair back under her scarf. The two young men smelled of horse and grass and sweat, but otherwise seemed clean, and that, too, surprised her. “He says he is named Vasil’ii Kir’yevski, and that he is the son of the Bakhtiian.”

Rusudani’s expression, always impassive, did not change.

“Do you think he is telling the truth, my lady?”

Rusudani examined the young man, who stared in his turn at her feet. The princess had the same huge, dark, lovely eyes that adorned the images of Our Lord’s sister, the blessed Pilgrim, in the frescoes that told of Her life and journey. Here in the lands where the False Church reigned, there were, of course, no frescos, no images at all to spread the story of Hristain and His Sundering. But Jaelle remembered them vividly from her childhood, when she had knelt for hours in the chapel and stared at the brightly painted people on the walls.

“What reason would he have to lie?” said Rusudani at last. “But it is true that except when he led the riders I have not seen him act as a king’s son should, nor do the other soldiers treat him with any deference. He does not bear the Bakhtiian’s name. I do not know.”

“What do you wish me to say to him, mistress?”

“Ask him what his father means to do with me once we reach his lands.”

Jaelle coughed. She knew very well what was done with captured women, but the princess wore a kind of exalted calm like a mantle around her. “My lady, is it wise to ask—?”

“Ask him.”

Jaelle flinched. She knew that tone from her childhood. Her mother, with her exotic Northern paleness and her compliant nature, had been a prized slave in a nobleman’s house. “Yes, my lady.” She repeated the question in Taor to the young prince, if prince he was.

His shoulders stiffened, and behind him, his slave stirred restlessly. “Tell Princess Rusudani that she will be treated with the respect jaran show all women,” he said, for the first time sounding as curt as a prince. “Remind her that all the lands we ride through are jaran lands.”

Rusudani’s reply was swift. “Ask him if his father will send me back to my father, Prince Zakaria. My father will pay a handsome ransom for me.”

The question brought a strange expression to Prince Vasil’ii’s face. He did not reply immediately. Jaelle studied him surreptitiously. He was one of the dark barbarians, with their odd brown-black eyes and severe features. Most of them, though, like his slave, were as pale as she was, as if they shared Northern blood in common. “That will be decided by Bakhtiian and Mother Orzhekov and Mother Sakhalin, and the Prince of Jeds, and their council.”

“Ask him,” continued Rusudani in the same level voice, “if his father would accept ransom from the envoys of the Peregrine of the Church, for I was pledged to the service of Our Lord as a child.”

“I do not understand who is the Peregrine,” said Prince Vasil’ii. “But if she is pledged to your god, does that mean she is a priest?” He looked a little angry as he said it. Jaelle shrank back. A season ago she had never seen a barbarian, only heard tales of them. Now she traveled with them as a prisoner, and their arrogance and cold indifference bewildered her. Only the fair young man who helped her every evening had the slightest measure of the humility that God required of the faithful, but he was only a slave.

“What are you doing here, Vasha?” demanded a new voice, in Taor.

Jaelle started. The jaran princess was the most arrogant of the lot.

Prince Vasil’ii leapt to his feet, looking even angrier. He directed a long comment at Princess Katherine in their own language, to which she delivered a stinging retort. Through all this Rusudani sat with a heron’s stillness, waiting in quiet waters for a fish to swim too near.

“I beg your pardon,” said Lady Katherine to Rusudani, signing to Jaelle to translate, “if my cousin is disturbing you.” Her demeanor was so haughty that Jaelle could easily have believed that she was the child of the Bakhtiian, although she claimed only to be his cousin’s daughter. She wore a bow quiver slung over her back and she also wore wide trousers covered by a calf-length skirt. She was truly a barbarian!

“He is not disturbing me,” replied Rusudani coolly, but hard on her answer Prince Vasil’ii excused himself and stalked off. Princess Katherine, without excusing herself, chased him down, and they were not even out of earshot before they launched into a furious argument.

“Can you understand what they say, Jaelle?” asked Rusudani.

“No, my lady, I cannot. They speak in their own language.”

“You will learn it,” said Rusudani, and Jaelle could not tell whether she meant it as a command or a threat. “You will teach me Taor.” She bowed her head over clasped hands. Beyond, only half covered in darkness, the jaran princess embarked on a scathing diatribe which was interrupted explosively at intervals by the young man. “He must be a prince,” murmured Rusudani into her hands, “or else he would never speak to a woman of her rank in such a fashion.”

“I am surprised he does not beat her, then.”

“Do not try to understand those who are above you. In any case, I have heard that the women in their tribes are queens in their own right.”

Reflexively, Jaelle touched her middle finger to the tiny knife she wore on a chain around her neck. “Like the blessed Pilgrim,” she breathed, and felt the vaguest stirring of an inchoate hope.

“Not like the Pilgrim,” said Rusudani sharply, “blessed though she is. You must cleave to the True Church and end this profession of the heretic faith, Jaelle. I will go in now.” Rusudani closed the holy book and with it in her hands she retreated inside her tent.

Jaelle rose, dusted off her skirt, and rolled up the blouse she was mending. At once, she became aware of the slave’s presence—Stefan, that was his name. He did not move. The argument between his master and the jaran princess still raged, but at a lower volume.

As soon as she looked at him, he spoke, although like all the jaran men he did not look at her directly. “Is there any other way I can help you?” He had a quiet, modest voice, and spoke Taor as well as she did, although with a harsh accent.

Jaelle examined him warily. She recognized the look: He desired her. While it might be to her advantage to lie with a man so closely connected with a jaran nobleman, still, she couldn’t see what direct benefit such a union would bring her. In any case, if Rusudani found out that she had gone back to her old profession, she would be summarily cast out. That had been made clear at the outset.

“No,” she replied, and then, impulsively, because he had asked so gently, “thank you.”

He made a gesture with one shoulder, an embarrassed shrug, and turned away. Jaelle skirted the princess’s tent and headed out toward the trees to relieve herself. He followed her, and she stopped and turned to look at him, suddenly nervous.

He halted as well, looking uneasy. “Don’t go far,” he said abruptly, as if there was anywhere she could go. He walked away to the ring of guards and fell in with them. The old soldier named Zaiyt’zev let her through, seeing where she was headed, and he said a few words to her that she did not understand but which she took for the same warning as the young slave had given her. How odd that they should think so little of foreign women that they refused to look at them, and yet warn her on a dark night not to wander too far from camp. She knew already what happened to girls wandering alone in foreign lands, where they had neither family nor lord to protect them.

As she reached the line of trees and undergrowth, she clutched the Sunderer’s Knife that hung at her throat and mumbled a prayer to the blessed Pilgrim, who had wandered alone for so many years in search of Her Holy Brother’s remains. She had suffered, too, and through Her suffering taken upon herself the suffering of others. Here where the False Church reigned, they said that She was only a handmaiden, the sister who served the anointed Lord Hristain, whose Sundering at the hands of his jealous brother defined the wickedness of the world, but Jaelle knew they were wrong, that they heard the recitation of the Lord with closed ears.

Still, although Princess Rusudani was the worst kind of unbeliever, even desiring to enter the Order of Sisters who devoted their life to prayer, Rusudani had interceded with Sister Yvanne, who had at first refused to sell a holy relic to a woman she called a heretic. For that alone, Jaelle was grateful to her new mistress.

She relieved herself behind a screen of bushes and pressed farther forward, wanting to wash the smell of horses off her hands. She paused under the silent bower of trees at the river’s bank and waited, cautious, to be sure no one was near. The spill of the water over rocks melded with the low whisper of the wind, except it wasn’t windy. As she leaned forward, bracing herself on the trunk of a tree, the moon slipped out from behind her veil of clouds, and Jaelle saw a strange sight.

A jaran man sat on horseback in a shallow eddy of water where the river curved away out of sight. She recognized him instantly: He was the prince who had joined them with a troop of his men some days back. As fair as a Northerner, he had the pride which God finds most displeasing in a man, but he was clearly a man of consequence.

And he was close in conversation with a soldier who wore a dark surcoat over mail. Who or what this soldier was Jaelle could not tell, except that he was not a jaran man. She could not hear any part of their conversation save as a melismatic counterpoint to the river’s melody.

She did not move until the clouds swallowed the moon again and cast a cloak of darkness over the river. Then, cautiously, she retreated back to camp. The guards marked her return but asked nothing, not even the slave, whose notice now disturbed her. It was always dangerous to draw attention to oneself. Jaelle had learned long ago that it was better to watch and to remain silent. She did not tell anyone what she had seen.



CHAPTER TWELVE

Meroe Transfer Station

ANATOLY SAKHALIN SETTLED HIS daughter on his lap, switched on her flat book, and watched his wife as she laughed and talked with colleagues she hadn’t seen in months. He rested his chin on Portia’s flaxen hair, tucking an arm more tightly around her, and studied the scene of actors before him. He felt more lighthearted then he had in months. The Bharentous Repertory Company had taken a sabbatical while Owen and Ginny made the final arrangements for their tour into Chapalii space, and now, finally, they had reassembled at Meroe Transfer Station for their departure.

“Kostra,” said Portia, using the khush word for “father” as he had taught her to, “let’s see the war.”

Anatoly gauged the distance between them and Diana, who was deep in conversation with Gwyn Jones, and called up the program. The thin slate itself had solidity and heft, sitting on his knees with Portia’s little legs stuck out on either side, framing it in a “v”. But the image that appeared on the flat black surface was insubstantial although it looked as if they were peering through a window into a tiny world, complete with depth and movement, a range of sharp hills and a distant city, and two armies facing off on a flat stretch of ground. Anatoly had learned to model these programs himself: The walled city in the distance was the Habakar city of Qurat, where, nine years ago, Bakhtiian had won a decisive victory over the Habakar king.

“Which ones are the bad guys?” Portia asked, and answered herself by putting a finger on the Habakar army, with its bright pennons and flags. “The khaja are the bad guys. They had a king and he ran away from you.”

“That’s right.” Anatoly could not help but smile over past glory. “Now, when two lines meet like this, what should the general ask himself?”

“Hmmm,” said Portia. “Why do all those soldiers there have gray horses?” She pointed to the center rank of the Habakar army. The image was as distinct as if they were watching the real battle from a hilltop.

“Because those are the king’s guard, and they all wear the same color coats over their armor and ride the same color horses to show that—”

“Anatoly!”

Reflexively, he tapped the screen to black. “Awww,” complained Portia. “Kostra, I wanted to count the gray horses.”

“Oh, Anatoly.” Diana grabbed Portia under the girl’s arms and heaved her off Anatoly’s lap. “If you have to do this, could you not do it in public? It’s so embarrassing.”

“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” he snapped. “It’s just a picture.”

“Oh, yes, just the thing for people to see: The barbarian gloating over his last battle where uncounted human beings were slaughtered. I told you I don’t want you to—”

“Then what would you rather have me do? Argue with my wife in public?”

She flushed. She took in a breath and forcibly took stock of their argument and any potential eavesdroppers. Hyacinth stood close by, but after living upstairs from them for eight years, he was bored by their bickering. “Anatoly,” she said in a calmer voice. “I know you’ve found other people through the net who are interested in war history, but most people aren’t like that. It’s very old-fashioned.”

“And it is still new-fashioned to bring home a barbarian husband?” he asked, just to see her flinch. “Or is that old-fashioned now as well?”

“I don’t like this,” said Portia, and she squirmed out of her mother’s arms and darted off into the crowd toward Hal.

“We, agreed at the farm that we wouldn’t talk about that again!” said Diana through clenched teeth. “You’re not fighting fair.”

“What is fair in fighting? I’m fighting to win.” He leaned to one side, looking around his wife, to make sure that Portia had reached Hal without incident. She had, and was even now hanging on Hal’s leg, an impediment the other actor took with his usual good grace: He ignored her while continuing his conversation with the stage manager, Yomi Applegate-Hito.

“Exactly! You’re stuck in primitive patterns of thinking. Everything has to be win or lose.”

“But, Diana, if you are fighting a war, then someone must win and someone must lose.”

“That’s why we don’t fight wars anymore!”

“Then what is Duke Charles doing? I would call that fighting a war, to drive away the khepellis who have conquered these lands.”

“Shhh! Anyway, that’s different—”

Anatoly snorted. “Different! In what way?”

“We want to regain our freedom—”

“I want to do what I wish, and not have you tell me that you care more about what other people think of me and what I’m doing than about me.” At once, he was sorry he had said it. Her face closed, like a blanket being drawn across a tent’s entrance.

“I’m sorry,” she said curtly. “You’re right.”

Then, damn her, she left him and went over to greet the actors Dejhuti and Seshat, who had just arrived in the concourse. Anatoly cursed himself silently. Diana was right: They had the same argument over and over again. Irked, he keyed on the screen and watched the battle play itself out in collapsed time.

“Do you mind if I give you some advice?”

Anatoly glanced up. “Yes.”

Hyacinth did not take the hint. Instead, he crouched down beside Anatoly’s chair. The actor no longer wore his hair blond. It had reverted to a coarse black, shorn tight against his head, and with his dark almond eyes and his yellow-brown complexion, he looked much more foreign than he had when Anatoly had first met him. Then again, most Earth humans Anatoly saw looked more like Hyacinth than like Diana, with her golden hair and light skin. “Yevgeni isn’t coming with me, you know,” said Hyacinth, seemingly at random. “He’s off to another crafts exhibition. I’m getting a little tired of him winning all those awards for his leather-work. He’s had an offer from Passier to do his own exclusive line of saddles for them.”

Anatoly endured this confidence in silence. He didn’t want to like Hyacinth. He could just imagine what his grandmother would say to the thought of a prince of the Sakhalin befriending an avowed lover of men, especially a man who lived as if in marriage to a jaran man whom his grandmother had exiled from the jaran.

“At first I thought it would be impossible for Yevgeni to adjust,” Hyacinth continued. “Yevgeni was so dependent on me for everything. But it’s odd that he was able to take the very things that made him so out of place here and create his own life with them. He’s built a reputation for himself that he never could have gained in the jaran. Of course, he had no standing to lose. It’s not as if he was a prince of the Sakhalin.”

“I can’t imagine that anything that an arenabekh, an outcast, like Yevgeni might do would have anything to do with me,” said Anatoly, affronted.

“Yes. That’s exactly the problem, isn’t it?”

Anatoly closed his lips hard on a sharp retort. At the same moment, movement eddied around the concourse entrance, and with the instincts that had made him a successful actor, Vasil Veselov entered. Behind him, mobile cameras nudged up against the concourse archway, passing through nesh images of interviewers and hangers-on in their efforts to get a better angle and that one final shot of the departing star; the ephemeral escort of nesh figures halved in number, vanishing into the ether, as soon as they reached the archway, which blocked their entrance. One of the hangers-on was real, then, Anatoly noted, because she walked into the waiting area alongside Karolla, carrying a pack, with the baby in a sling at her hip. The children followed at their mother’s heels. Veselov went to greet Owen and Ginny. Karolla found the nearest seat and sank down, looking tired.

“Oh, I won’t say you’re worse than poor Karolla,” added Hyacinth, who had also been watching this display, “with her odd notions about what is due her and that awful place she’s made to live in, but you’re certainly no better. In your own way.”

“I beg your pardon.” Anatoly stood up. “If you will excuse me.”

Hyacinth rose as well. “No. Now let me say this, because I’m the only other person here who’s gone through what Diana is going through, and I care about her very much. Hell, I even like you. Portia deserves better than you two fighting all the time.”

The mention of Portia stopped Anatoly. He looked for her. She had found little Evdokia, and the two girls were giggling at something Ilyana Arkhanov was telling them. The two boys had lost themselves in the crowd, but Ilyana herself inevitably stood out: She had her father’s beauty as well as a precociously self-possessed manner. Born into the Arkhanov line, she would have been a fine candidate for etsana of the Arkhanov tribe, had her mother stayed with her family, as she should have.

“Diana is stuck with you, Anatoly.”

The comment jerked Anatoly out of his wandering thoughts. “Diana is my wife!”

“By jaran law. I don’t recall that she has taken any steps under Earth laws to marry you, except for the child-license certificate, and that’s simply a legal agreement. I notice she no longer wears the scar of marriage.”

Stung, Anatoly defended himself. “We agreed that because of her work it had to be covered up. It isn’t really gone. That had nothing to do with our marriage.”

“Except that she can’t leave you because she’s all you have here, and she knows it. I felt the same way about Yevgeni for a long time. But he wasn’t too proud to change. You are.”

Drilled in a harsh school of manners, Anatoly only barely stopped himself from slugging Hyacinth right there in front of everyone. But Hyacinth was a Singer, and Singers were allowed to say whatever they wanted to, even to a prince of the jaran. Even to a prince who was not a prince in these lands. Gods, he knew in his heart that Hyacinth was right. But he felt helpless to do anything about it. He had no family, no tribe, to give him stature, and wars, as Diana constantly pointed out, were old-fashioned here.

“Nor did I ask Yevgeni, obviously, to take the kind of risk you demanded of Diana, that she have a child, which we all knew would endanger her life because of the incompatibilities.”

“It was her choice as well!”

“She had that child for you.”

“She loves Portia! She’s a fine mother to our daughter! You know it’s true.”

“It’s nice to hear you defending her, for once.” Hyacinth smiled slightly, if sadly.

Anatoly suddenly realized why he didn’t want to like Hyacinth. It wasn’t truly that Hyacinth was a lover of men, although that was bad enough. It was that he felt sorry for Anatoly. That was worse than any insult. “I offered my services to the Duke years ago,” he said finally, roughly, “for the—”

“Yes, for that.” They never used the word “rebellion.”

“His councilors sent a message to tell me that I must wait. So I have waited. I have tried to learn about this place, even though half of it seems to be shadows and air. What else is there for me to do?”

“We are going into Chapalii space now. Finally. We’ll have unprecedented access to their—well, to their lands.”

“To zayinu lands.”

“Maybe this is what Charles Soerensen has been telling you to wait for.”

During his seven years on Earth, Anatoly had found a dark corner of himself that he had not known existed. He hated it and feared it in equal measure, but it had grown steadily. What if Duke Charles had told him to wait not because he had a jahar for Anatoly to lead at some distant point, but because he had no use at all for an exiled jaran prince? At first, certainly, Anatoly had thought that Bakhtiian’s army could sweep as easily across Earth as across Rhui, since no one here seemed versed in the ways of war and no one carried weapons and there were no fortresses except as museums. He knew better now. “I—” he began, and stopped. He could not bring himself to say it aloud. I’ve mounted a horse that’s too wild and too strong for me to ride. Bad enough that they all pitied him covertly. He could not stand it if they did it openly.

“We live longer. You know that. So we take longer to make decisions and to take action, because we have the luxury of taking time. We don’t even know how long the Chapalii live. They seem to be even more leisurely than we are. It doesn’t mean you aren’t wanted—”

“I didn’t say I thought I wasn’t wanted! Of course I—” Anatoly broke off and lapsed into silence.

“—it means,” Hyacinth went on, “a lot of things. Your people fell in love with the vision of destiny, and it’s like a great engine turning at high speed. It’s huge, and it’s visible, and it has immense weight and force. We don’t work that way anymore. The Machine Age is over. And right now, especially, we can’t. We have to work in insubstantial ways. We have to work under the surface.”

“You understand about the way your world is like the breath of Father Wind, all air and ghosts.”

Hyacinth chuckled. “What other way should it be? No, I’m not laughing at you. I think I see what you mean. Listen. Talk to Gwyn Jones.”

“Why Gwyn Jones?”

“Because he is… oh, I guess I could say he is the dyan of the new jahar that’s forming. A scouting jahar.”

At once, Anatoly bridled. “I was a dyan—”

“In Bakhtiian’s army. Were you born a dyan?”

“No! I earned the right just as any soldier must.”

“Mother of Gods, Sakhalin, you’re not stupid. I’ve seen you use the net. You speak our language very well, and I’ve heard you working at the Chapalii language, which most of us are too damned intimidated to even try to grasp. So earn the right here, as well. That’s what I’ve been trying to say all along. You want them to come to you and give it to you because of who you are. But you wouldn’t have expected that from Bakhtiian, or at least you say you wouldn’t have.”

Anatoly flared. “One thing Bakhtiian learned from my cousin Yaroslav: that a boy must earn his saber and a soldier earn his command.”

“Then I’ve made my point.”

Fuming, Anatoly found Diana in the crowd—now she was talking with the good-looking man who built the lights for the plays—and he was filled with an immense irritation that she seemed so interested in the other man. It was bad manners for a woman to flirt openly with another man when her husband was around to see. Portia, still giggling, sidled up to her mother, and Diana hoisted her up without even looking at her and continued talking, her face so animated, so bright.

Anatoly looked away. The sight of them together pained him too much. At that moment, more than anything, he wanted to ask Hyacinth: How do I make my wife love me again? But he could not.

Ilyana wondered if she could throw herself out an air lock, up here in space, on a transfer station whose knobbly docks were like blunt fingers from which the webs that connected the vast reaches of space together were woven and sent into the heavens. It just wasn’t fair. She had said g’bye to Kori at Victoria Station and then hid her tears on the long ride to Nairobi Port by pressing her face up against the glass and staring out the window at the sea until her father had grown tired of entertaining Evdokia and Anton and left them in her care while he went forward to the salon car. But Kori’s Uncle Gus had taken her aside right before they’d left and told her that he was also negotiating for a tour into Chapalii space; that if he managed it, he’d bring Kori with him. Ilyana clung to that faint hope.

Darling Portia ran over to giggle with Evdokia and then wiggled away to go to her mother. Ilyana glanced quickly around the room but did not see Portia’s father anywhere.

“Yana! My dear girl. You’ve grown again. How nice to see you.” Dejhuti and Seshat, Yomi and Joseph, Oriana, Phillippe, and Ginny all came up to greet her, and Phillippe, as usual, tugged on her braid. She would have kicked him, but that would have been childish. Owen was so engrossed in his conversation with a man Ilyana vaguely recognized but could not place that he only acknowledged Vasil with a sketchy wave of the hand without giving him any attention at all. But Vasil insinuated himself into the conversation anyway. He was like those kids who always have to be where the center of attention is.

By now overexcited, Evdokia was beginning to run in circles, so Ilyana led her back to their mother and sat down with her. Nipper stood guard over Karolla, who had yet to regain her strength even though the baby was now three months old. Nor had she begun her courses again, and because of the child’s blemish, Karolla could not name the infant until she had offered the blood of her body to Grandmother Night, so that She might forgive the blemish on the body and allow the child to live.

Karolla gave her daughter a tired smile and let Evdokia crawl up onto her lap. “It’s a pity about them,” she said.

“About who?” asked Ilyana suspiciously. She hated it when her mother gossiped.

“That they haven’t had another child yet. Porzhia is a sweet girl, and they ought to have had another one by now.” She clicked her tongue disapprovingly. “It’s no wonder they argue so much.”

Ilyana caught sight of Anatoly Sakhalin on the other side of the room. Like a good soldier, he stood alert and on guard, surveying the crowd for danger. He was really old, almost as old as her mother, but still…the boys her own age were just so uninteresting. Most of them didn’t even know how to ride a horse. They hadn’t commanded a jahar. They hadn’t captured a king. She bit at her lower lip and looked around to see that her mother was eyeing her speculatively. At once, Ilyana clasped her hands in her lap and fixed her gaze on her knuckles.

“If you had completed your woman’s passage,” said Karolla suddenly, “you could name the baby in my stead.”

Ilyana felt her ears burn. She said nothing.

“A prince of the Sakhalin would be an appropriate choice for a girl’s first lover,” continued her mother relentlessly. Ilyana would have clapped her hands over her ears, but it wouldn’t have done any good. “You are sixteen years old, Yana, and you began your courses two years ago. It’s past time for your tsadokhis night. When I was your age—”

“You had four ankle bracelets to show you’d had four lovers. You were married just before you turned seventeen. I know. I know. You’ve told me all this before.”

“You will show me the respect I am due, child!”

Ilyana could not stand it anymore. She leapt up and hurried off into the crowd, knowing Karolla would not follow.

She promptly careened into a man.

“I beg your pardon,” she gasped, preparing to bolt.

Her victim chuckled. “If only I had that much energy. You’re Ilyana Arkhanov, aren’t you?”

Stuck, Ilyana slanted a glance up at him. He was the man Owen had been talking to. He had a pleasant face and an open expression, and like all adults, he looked old. Not old like dying-old, because she knew that here on Earth most people lived for a long long time without ever looking like Elders, but so old that Ilyana couldn’t quite imagine that she herself would ever be that old. But he looked approachable. “Yes,” she agreed. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember you.”

“No reason you should. I won’t embarrass you by telling you how young you were and how much you’ve grown since I saw you last.” He grinned, and, tentatively, Ilyana grinned back. “I’m David ben Unbutu, by the way. Pleased to meet you.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Ilyana echoed. “Do you know M. Zerentous? Are you one of the new actors?”

“I know Ginny better than Owen, and no, I’m not an actor. I’m—well, it looks as if I’ll be traveling with you. I’ve done that before, when the company went to Rhui.”

“Oh,” said Ilyana, enlightened. “I think I sort of maybe remember you. Didn’t you—aren’t you the one who painted the portraits of Tess Soerensen and Bakhtiian, in Jeds? I used to come watch you paint.”

Now he really smiled, so that it creased his face with warmth. “You knocked over the easel once while Tess was doing a sitting.”

Ilyana giggled. “Only because I tripped. I didn’t mean to, and it ruined the painting, but then you said you had barely started and it didn’t matter.”

“In fact, when I started over, I realized that I’d had the wrong image in my mind, so really I should thank you for it. It’s as if you knocked my preconceived notions to the ground and made me rethink them.”

Ilyana smiled and tried to think of something to say.

“If you don’t mind my asking,” he went on, “why did your father come back to the repertory company? I’m surprised he walked away from the string of successes he’s been having.”

“Uh,” said Ilyana, tensing, “I dunno.”

“Well, never mind,” said M. Unbutu quickly. “No doubt the artistic rewards are greater. Have you heard that we’re going straight to Duke Naroshi’s palace? It’s said that it was designed by his sister. In Chapalii culture, she’s evidently a renowned architect.” He hesitated.

“No one knows much about Chapalii architecture,” Ilyana said into the silence, enthusiastic now. “I did my last year’s depth survey on it, but there wasn’t much—” Another scrap of memory swam into sight. “You compiled one of the files I used as a reference, didn’t you?”

His eyes widened, and she saw she had surprised him. “It’s a hobby of mine, yes. I know which program you mean. It doesn’t get a lot of use-tags. Most people only pick and choose and browse through the upper layers. As I recall, I only got fifty complete downloads of that file all last year.”

“Well! One of them was me!”

“I’m not going to fall into the trap of asking you how old you are,” he said with a laugh. “What interested you in Chapalii architecture? The architecture, or the Chapalii?”

“Oh. I like buildings and stuff. I dunno why. It’s just sort of, the way they’re built, and then to look at them and I just like them, and I really like to do the unbuilding programs in nesh. That’s my depth survey for this year, an unbuilding project on ancient temple complexes.” She stopped, hearing how stupid she sounded.

“Have you picked any particular complexes?”

“Well, uh, I thought maybe Karnak.”

This time when he smiled, he looked more like a child planning mischief than a responsible adult. “How about the Imperial Palace?”

“The one in… uh…” Ilyana felt an urgent and discomforting need to impress him. “…Beijing?”

“That would be interesting. I was thinking of the Chapalii Emperor’s imperial palace.”

“But—how could we—I thought—wouldn’t that be impossible?”

“Probably. Just wishful thinking. I don’t have access to Duke Naroshi’s sister anyway, because I’m male.”

“I’m female,” said Ilyana brightly.

There was a short silence. M. Unbutu blew all his breath out between his lips and pulled a hand back through his mane of dreadlocks. The hand came to rest on the back of his neck, playing with four thin beaded braids. “Yes, you are,” he said finally. “No doubting that.” Ilyana felt like she’d missed something. “But I’d be happy to help you with your survey, if that’s allowed in your tutorial.”

“Certainly it’s allowed! You’re allowed to use a mentor! Are you an architect?” Ilyana began bouncing from one foot to the other, realized she was doing it, and stopped, fixing her feet to the ground. Her teachers approved of her ability to focus and explore, but she had never before met an adult who really truly was fascinated by architecture the way she was.

“I’m an engineer, but I have a special interest in architectural and historical engineering. A bit of a hobby. But I’ll have to talk to your parents first.”

“They won’t care.” Her mother thought her interest in buildings to be slightly obscene, and her father treated it with the same approbative disinterest with which he treated all her activities. “Are you going to stay with us the whole time?”

“I don’t know about that, but I’d like to find out as much as I can about architectural and engineering techniques and traditions in Chapalii culture. That’s why I’m coming along. It’s a great opportunity. We don’t truly know anything about the Chapalii except what they’ve given us permission to know. No human has ever been invited into a Chapalii nobleman’s palace and private city before. Never been farther than certain restricted areas of port authorities.”

Suddenly it didn’t seem quite so bad to be leaving London behind. The communique-implant on Ilyana’s right ear rang, and she heard Yomi’s calm voice calling them to board.

“Remember,” Yomi intoned, sounding bored as she said it, “this is a Chapalii passenger liner, and if I find out that any of you haven’t scrolled through the protocols for shipboard, I’ll personally vent you out an air lock myself.”

“I’d better go, Ilyana.”

She flushed. “Everyone calls me ‘Yana.’ My father doesn’t like—well, anyway, they just do.”

“Oh,” said M. Unbutu in an odd tone. “All right, Yana. We’ll set up a meeting once I’ve spoken with your father and mother. We could do a regular tutorial if you’d like.”

“I would!”

He left. Ilyana reluctantly returned to her mother, who was frantically searching for Valentin. Half the company had already filed into the port tube by the time Ilyana tracked him down.

He had shinnied past the rope barrier at the bubble that looked out onto space, and he lay on the transparent curved surface, braced on his palms and knees, staring out.

“Valentin!” Ilyana whispered, afraid someone would find him here. “Come on. We’re leaving.”

He mumbled something inaudible. She finally squeezed past the barrier and eased out onto the curved bubble, careful of her footing, to grab him by the back of the shirt and tug. Out here on the surface of the bubble, the stars swam in depthless night and the transfer station itself ran like a blot of darkness against the backdrop, covering stars and half of the brilliant globe of Earth. Dizziness made her sway. She yanked Valentin back and gulped down nausea, and they ran up against the barrier. It stung where the forcefield touched her bare arms and made her scalp prickle through the veil of her hair. Then they were through and out into the concourse. Valentin walked dazedly along beside her, saying nothing. She had no problem getting him in line. By the gate entrance, David ben Unbutu greeted a surprising new arrival: Margaret O’Neill.

“Mags!” He was laughing again. “You’re up early, and late as usual. Congratulations on arriving before departure.”

“It’s too damned early in the day to be taking ship,” she growled. “How can you be so bloody cheerful?”

“Oh, to be seventeen again. I’ve lost my heart.”

“You’re making perfect sense. Here I thought it was me. Where is Yomi?”

They walked out of earshot. Nipper arrived, breathless. “Oh, thank goodness, Yana, you found your brother. We’d better go. The cabin arrangements are already made.”

Ilyana let go of Valentin and allowed Nipper to herd him forward. She trailed behind. Everyone was on board, except for Yomi, who ticked off the roster with the touch of a finger as each individual crossed into the port tube, the last stragglers, and Anatoly Sakhalin. Like a good soldier, he was bringing up the rear. He caught her gaze on him, smiled at her, and then looked away quickly. Ilyana ducked her head to hide her blush and hurried after Valentin.

They stopped beside Yomi. The stage manager glanced up and tapped a finger three times on the slate. “You’re clear.”

Nipper went on ahead. Ilyana winced as the khaja woman almost stepped on the threshold, the inch-high seal-ring that circled the port tube entrance. But her heel passed over it without touching it, and she walked away down the tube. An alien scent wafted out from the tube, like the current of a freshwater river mingling with the saltwater sea. Ilyana took in a deep breath. It was different, weird, but not unpleasant. Coming out of his stupor, Valentin grabbed her hand, and together they passed over the threshold and entered the domain of the Chapalii.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

In the Tent of Stone

TESS ARRIVED AT ARINA Veselov’s tent out of breath and anxious. Irena Orzhekov stopped her. “You can’t go in.”

Tess’s stomach twisted into a knot of fear, “I don’t hear the drums. Did she already have the baby?”

Irena turned the comment away with a flick of her wrist. “She has fallen into the gods’ sleep. The child has not yet come. Varia Telyegin says she has bled too much, and she no longer has the strength to push the child out.”

“She can’t die!” Irena put an arm around her, comforting her. Tess wept onto her shoulder. She heard voices from inside the tent, but they were indistinct, smothered by the felt walls between them. “What about the baby?” she asked finally. “If only Cara were here! Wait. Let me speak with Varia. Perhaps…” If she could record Varia’s account of the labor, then perhaps she could transmit it to Cara via console hidden in the library and receive in turn at least some advice, whether they might save Arina and the unborn child. “Perhaps I could find some answers in one of the texts in the library.”

“Juli Danov and Niko Sibirin are also attending,” said Irena.

“Ah, Niko, then. He can give me a detailed account.”

Quickly enough, by sending a Veselov girl into the tent, Niko was brought forth. He looked tired, and when Tess set off at once toward the library, she had to stop and wait for him. He smiled wryly at her and took her arm to support himself. His halting pace depressed Tess even further.

Finally, blinking on her implant and locking off the visual, she asked him to describe the labor. As he spoke, she recorded, asking a clarifying question now and again. Niko’s mind suffered from no infirmities; his account was comprehensive. Because he walked so slowly, they were only to the edge of the plaza when he finished.

“I’ll run ahead and search out some texts,” Tess said, impatient to be off. “If you can—”

“I can manage.” Under other circumstances, he would have looked amused. Now he simply let go of her. She blinked the implant off and ran.

At the library she took the steps two at a time and cut around to the outside entrance built specially for the ke, the Chapalii exile who now lived permanently in Sarai. There were several ways to override the privacy lock that kept these rooms off limits to everyone but the ke, Tess, and the rare visitor from Earth. Tess spoke her name out loud and heard an audible click, the override signal.

As she tugged the door open, a wave of warm air spilled out from the corridor and anteroom. She had to stop for a second inside the door to adjust. The corridor was about twelve strides long, whitewashed, paved with brick. At opposite corners of the corridor wall a design grew out, engulfing the blank white of the walls with bright colors, odd shapes, and interesting textures. It had manifested soon after the ke had arrived here and now it expanded according to some unknown principle. Tess could not tell whether the ke was in the process of creating it or whether it was an organic construct that blossomed at an excruciatingly slow pace. It smelled different here, too, as if through an unseen portal the Empire touched these lands that were nominally free of it.

Tess caught her breath and advanced to the anteroom. The ke waited for her there. The ke wore gloves and long robes. Here in the private suite the ke had thrown back the hood and face-covering to reveal the slate-gray epidermis and lank tail of hair. The ke was by now so familiar to Tess that she could not help but wonder if she would find the white-skinned Chapalii males strange-looking, although in her other life they were the only ones she had ever seen.

“Assistance is necessary,” said Tess at once in the form of Chapalii that the ke termed “the deeper tongue.”

“What is necessary?” responded the ke, perhaps rhetorically.

Tess shifted restlessly. To her surprise and annoyance, she was finding the idiom that the ke was teaching her particularly difficult to learn. “Anna Veselov, a female unnamed also fertile, suffers with a difficult—” She struggled to find the right word. The closest match she could find was: “—flowering. Niko Sibirin, a male unnamed also learned in the art of healing, comes to consult the texts which teach of this.”

The ke made no movement with head or shoulders to show agreement or negation but only said, with no inflection, “The texts will be laid out on the scribe’s table as necessary.”

“Yes.”

The ke lifted the hood to cover its hair and masked its alien face with a veil. Once, Tess had expected all Chapalii to show her deference, because she was a Duke’s sister and heir. The ke, with no further words or gestures, simply left.

Although this was ostensibly the ke’s suite, built so that the ke could isolate herself according to the precepts Tess put forward for the Chapalii religion, one of the rooms was set aside for Tess’s use. As soon as the ke had gone out through the interior door that led into a side room of the central library, Tess went to this chamber, a starkly furnished room with a single spot of color: a plush couch upholstered in a gorgeous red and gold fabric patterned with affronted birds wreathed by vines. Woven in Habakar, the cloth had been a gift to Tess from Mitya’s wife, Princess Melatina.

“I want a call through to Cara Hierakis in Jeds,” Tess said aloud as soon she shut the door.

“What level?” the console responded in its alto voice.

“Urgent. I’m uploading a file.”

The implant was embedded in the hinge of her jaw. An interface melded with the exterior of the bone, accessible through a permeable membrane grown through the skin. Tess triggered the implant, pressed a node from the console against her skin, and loaded Niko’s description into the console. Moments later, Cara’s head and shoulders appeared above the console. Tess could see through her to the wall beyond.

“I’m in luck,” breathed Tess. “I was hoping you would be in the lab.”

Cara did not look up at her. She was reading the transferred account on a screen which sat out of Tess’s sight. After a bit, she shook her head, and her gaze, lifting, was painfully compassionate. “If I was there,” she said, and closed her lips on the thought. “But I’m not. How in hell did she get pregnant?”

“I suppose the usual way! What can you do?”

“I can’t do anything, except to advise you to find the commentary by Sister Matthia of Maros Cloister and the treatise on the womb attributed to Shakir al’Quriq. They’re both obstetrics texts and one of them discusses a primitive version of a cesarean section. I gave you copies myself for your library. There’s nothing else I can tell you. I spent many evenings discussing midwifery with Varia Telyegin and Juli Danov, and I think they taught me more than I taught them. Except for technological intervention, there frankly isn’t anything I can do that they won’t already have thought of. You know how sorry I am to hear this.”

“I’ll go. Niko is in the library already.”

“Let me know—”

“Yes. And off.” Cara vanished, her black hair and white blouse replaced by the ivory surface of the console desk. Tess took in a shuddering breath and hurried out of the room.

Even with these side trips, she arrived at the inclined table where the ke had propped up four leatherbound volumes of varying sizes before Niko did. Tess hurried outside and found him contemplating the steps. She gave him her arm, and together they climbed to the top. Inside, she found him a stool. He sank onto it gratefully and without preamble pulled the commentary by Sister Matthia toward himself and opened it reverentially. He read slowly, negotiating a crabbed script, and his lips moved as he read although no sound emerged. Tess shifted from one foot to the other.

After a bit, he glanced up at her. “Go on. You’ll be happier waiting impatiently there. Send one of the children to help me back when I’m done, or better yet, Svetlana. It will do her good to learn some of these things.”

Torn, Tess hesitated, then went. The ke hovered in the background, robed and veiled so that no part of her skin was visible. What did the ke think of these human visitors and of her strange and sometimes trivial duties as librarian? Tess did not know. She took the steps three at a time, leaping down, and broke into a loping run when she reached the plaza. Her mind skipped to Niko’s request to have Svetlana Tagansky attend him. Aleksi’s wife was almost as old as Tess; she was a practical, competent woman with a growing reputation as a good attendant at births. Tess rubbed at a pain in her side. What if Niko knew perfectly well that he was not going to live all that much longer? What if he saw every birth now, especially the difficult ones, the unusual ones, as a means to pass on the vital knowledge to the younger healer who would take his place?

Such thoughts, more than the running, made her breath come ragged. Losing Niko would be like losing her father all over again.

When she came up, panting, to the awning of Mother Veselov’s tent, she found Irena Orzhekov holding a bundle: an infant with vivid blue eyes.

“I brought her outside while they prepare Arina for the pyre.”

At first, the words did not register. “I have to send for Svetlana Tagansky to escort Niko back from the library,” she said, staring at the infant, whose stare was fixed on Irena. “Then they can—” It hit like a shock wave. “Arina is dead?”

“She stopped breathing. Varia and Juli chose to attempt this cutting open that Dokhtor Hierakis has taught them, to see if the child still lived, although I am not sure the gods will approve of a child coming into the world in such an unnatural way.”

Tess could not find words to reply. Without asking permission, she simply pushed aside the entrance flap and went in. The sheer weight of smell overwhelmed her, blood and excreta, all the leftover products of childbirth swamped by the iron stench of blood. Tess sank down onto an empty pillow and watched, stunned, while Varia Telyegin and Juli Danov cleaned up the blood and composed the body, while Varia and Anna’s adopted sister Yeliana wrapped Arina in a shroud until only her face, pale, lax, and her cloud of dark hair remained unshrouded.

Then Mira was led in with her little brother Lavrenti. Lavrenti was allowed to kiss his mother, but to Mira fell the duty of braiding her mother’s hair for the final time. Dry-eyed, the eleven-year-old set about this task with horrifying calm. Lavrenti huddled beside her, shivering although it was hot and stuffy inside the tent. Tess shook herself out of her stupor and moved forward to coax the boy back next to her, but he wouldn’t budge. At last, Mira finished. Arina’s brother and father and uncles were all long since dead. Her husband was far away, so there was no man to pull the shroud across her face in order to shield her eyes from the living world. Numb, Tess listened to women whispering in the outer chamber. Meanwhile, the two children stared. Suddenly little Lavrenti took the last corner of the shroud in his right hand, covered his mother’s face, and tucked the cloth down to seal her in. He burst into tears.

“Here,” said Juli Danov, her voice so close to Tess’s ear that Tess jumped, startled. “You may light these.”

Obediently, Tess lit and hung four sticks of incense in burners at each corner of the chamber. But there was nothing else she could do. Already, from outside, she heard women discussing where to find a wet nurse for the baby, and how they ought to go about naming it since its mother and aunts and grandmother were all dead and its only sister not yet a woman. Tess went forward and kissed both children, but they did not acknowledge her nor did they really seem to realize that she was there. Nor did Tess truly belong here, in the tent of death, a woman who was no blood relation to the deceased.

Wrung out and feeling utterly useless, she touched the top of the shroud with her right hand, as a last farewell, and left the tent that no longer belonged to Anna Veselov.

The ke, the one who is nameless, grows and lives, in the tent of stone. Like organic creatures which have ceased to grow, stone is cold to the sight. The tent of stone, a temporary shelter which may only last a thousand orbits around the sun, grows in a primitive fashion, by the work of hands. This cold growth is strange to observe, awkward, tensile. A true building grows organically and never ceases to grow, just as it reflects the exposition of the universe. But one mark of the half-tamed animal called early cognition is that in building, the act of finishing also occurs, although the civilized know that nothing is ever finished. Living things are warm. Unliving things are cold. Thus primitives grow buildings which are dead even as flowering occurs.

The ke perceives that the heat of the daiga—the half-tamed animals who name themselves human—has left the chamber labeled the reading room. Soon all traces of daiga presence dissipate into the air. The daiga, being primitive, have the impulse to name and to label in the same way that bacteria have the impulse to divide. By these markers, the web that structures the universe is constructed, although like bacteria the daiga web is shallow, shorn of depth by the indiscriminate quality of their desire.

Under the central dome of the library, placed on a carbon table, sits a building by definition dead and also never living, a tiny simulation of a building that once lived. The daiga like to look at it for reasons impossible to fathom. The daiga name the building Morava and the simulation a model. Once the great palace sheltered the Mushai, but the great palace, the actual palace, has ceased living because of the rite of extinction; it has also become a tent of stone. Yet the Mushai is imprisoned within its walls and within the still growing walls of the great towers named Sorrowing, Reckless, and Shame, caught without means of escape, because the act of remembering has imprisoned the name of Mushai in the universe’s binding architecture. Only the nameless are not bound by the web whose filaments secure the patterns of heat and death. Without a name there is no true existence, and yet, without a name, existence is boundless.

Existence, measured by heat, by a net of turbulence, enters the reading room. The one who is nameless but who also has brought namelessness onto the daiga called Tess Soerensen hesitates, a stab of time halting movement. Except in size the daiga appear alike. Nothing distinguishes one from the next, although slightly different patterns of turbulence flow through and around the females and the males, and the small ones called children are different again, hotter, brighter, lucency diffused across the diminutive bodies rather than focused in certain spots. At first, the ke believed that the diminutive ones were a third kind of daiga, the ones who cannot flower, but instead the daiga Tess showed how over time the children flower as buildings flower, to become daiga. In this way, as the civilized grow buildings, the daiga grow themselves. In this way the potential to become civilized manifests.

But the daiga who is nameless but brought namelessness bears a peculiar tincture of heat and lucency that leaves an indelible mark. By this tincture, the ke can recognize this daiga apart from other daiga. Tess names the daiga Ilya, but with the promiscuity so evident in daiga behavior, this daiga wears other names as well.

The hesitation ends. Ilya moves forward into the chamber. A flare of heat reveals that the daiga has registered the ke’s presence. The warmth subsides into the usual reticulation of turbulence patching the daiga’s surface. An inclination of the head, now given by the daiga, signifies notice of the ke, perhaps. Daiga are promiscuous with gestures as well, shifting legs and arms and torsos and heads in a chaotic and restless dance. This daiga Ilya knows something of the art of stillness, perhaps learned from the nameless one Tess; perhaps not. But the ke has seen only one daiga who truly understands it: the Tai-en Charles Soerensen. The Tai-en could not have passed across the threshold of rank without the knowledge of the great dance, where movement and stillness each signify particular messages. Notice is given. The daiga crosses the chamber and passes into a separate room. The tincture of heat lingers and fades, swirling into the air’s ever-present taste.

Quiet reigns.

The ke picks up the four bound collections of parchment leaves. Here, also, the daiga confuse the living and the unliving. Knowledge is a growing thing, not a thing sewn into thin dead surfaces marked with scratches. Nevertheless, the books must be returned to specific and arbitrary places. By such means do the daiga order the world. As the ke circles back to examine the empty chamber, the door opens and on the wings of the air swirling in from outside, the daiga Tess arrives.

Of all daiga, only the nameless one called Tess can speak any of the civilized tongues. Thus, although the aura of turbulence patterning. Tess is in no fundamental way different from that of other daiga, the ke can recognize the presence of a civilized being.

There is no hesitation. Tess crosses the room to a carbon table and sinks onto a carbon stool, which is also dead. All the furniture worn by daiga is dead. Head dropping to arms, legs drawn up, the daiga Tess forms a seamless maze to the ke’s sight, hot mostly, but with the tint of cold death chasing living warmth like an echo through the pattern of the daiga’s lifewarmth.

As if sight or some daiga smell has raised a signal in farther rooms, the daiga Ilya enters. There is no hesitation. Time quickens with swift footsteps. The daiga male places a hand on the daiga female, and the ke is allowed to observe the strange and disorderly communication which goes on between the two. Some of the communication occurs through the vocal boxes. The ke cannot interpret the primitive speech without aid. Nor can the ke interpret the coils of heat and cold, brightness and shadow, that flow wildly from one to the other and back again. Heat blazes and subsides on different portions of the body.

The ke has learned to distinguish male daiga from female daiga because certain patterns of heat recur more frequently and more obviously with the males, while the female daiga manifest subtler patterns. And with these two, best known, most observed, the ke recognizes iterations in the conversation of heat and cold, as if the body of the one is familiar with the complex web of the body of the other, and back again. Although how two might interweave patterns in such a fashion, the ke is not certain.

But all creatures, even animals, deserve privacy. The ke returns to the necklace of rooms in which civilization grows, the merest seedling, on the shores of this wilderness. There, on all the walls, grow restful scenes shaded in degrees of life, hot and towering, slender and warm, cool and sluggish, tinged by motifs of incandescent blue heat and smoldering orange coals, all wrapped around and penetrated by the sinuous reach of the vine of life, ever-probing, ever-seeking, ever-enclosing.

But the ke also wonders. The daiga Tess has many shades. A new one, stained with coldness of stone, has insinuated itself boldly into the pattern today. The ke examines the walls of the entrance corridor, whose slow growth is pleasing but as yet unfinished, creeping forward to overcome the chill blankness of the daiga-built walls. Satisfied, the ke walks as far as the door which is the threshold to the daiga world.

There is a hesitation. But beyond lies only the daiga world, after all. The ke could have chosen the final act of extinction. That act was not chosen, and so a different choice was made, a choice that includes the daiga world.

Opening the door, the ke sights at once the leaping, unruly heat of fire. The ke pinpoints and locks in on the distant fire, drawing the image closer to identify the source. This custom the daiga Tess has explained; the daiga name is funeral pyre. The pyre is an odd daiga custom, celebrating death with heat.

The ke watches in stillness. One mystery has linked up with another, thus creating a bridge across which an answer can travel. A pyre means that a daiga has passed from life to death. The stain of cold on Tess’s pattern reveals that this death has touched the complex web of Tess’s being. Thus are the two related. Satisfied by this small but precious understanding of the daiga world, the ke closes the door.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Prince Mitya’s Court

THEY LEFT THE TRAIN of merchants at the khaja city of Parkilnous and headed up over the mountain pass into the kingdom of Habakar, riding hard now that they were free of the wagons.

At the Habakar city of Birat, Andrei Sakhalin requisitioned fresh horses from the garrison, and the Habakar governor, an obsequious merchant whom Vassily disliked immediately, slaughtered twenty cattle that evening so that the party could feast as befitted a prince and princess of the jaran. Andrei insisted that Vassily sit beside him and the governor. Princess Rusudani remained secluded in her tent, but Vasha got some little consolation out of the evening by watching Katerina outface the governor, who was alternately embarrassed by her presence and perplexed by Andrei Sakhalin’s deference to her. As for Katya and Andrei, they seemed rather like two soldiers dueling with sabers, except that Andrei, instead of carrying the attack to her, used feints to draw her out.

“You’re making a fool of yourself,” said Vasha finally, leaning over to whisper these profound words to her at a safe moment when Andrei Sakhalin had left the feast to go relieve himself.

“You’re drunk,” retorted Katya. “You’re jealous.”

“Jealous of what?” he demanded, but then Sakhalin came back. Vasha could not properly leave until the others did, so he endured the rest of the feast in silence, drinking heavily.

When at last the feast ended, Vassily managed to walk out under his own power, a brooding sense of injustice weighing on him. Ahead of him, Katya laughed at something Sakhalin said, and Vasha stumbled. Stefan, appearing out of nowhere, caught his elbow and steadied him.

“You looked miserable up there,” said Stefan. “Are you going to be sick?”

Vasha waved toward Katya who, with Andrei, was making a florid and perfectly obscene farewell to the Habakar governor. “How can she stand it? She doesn’t even like him. She never has.”

Stefan cocked his head and considered Vasha. “Is that so? That must explain why she’s taken him for a lover.”

“She has not!” He said it so loudly that both Katya and Andrei glanced toward him.

Stefan got a firm grip on Vasha’s arm and led him away. He didn’t speak until they were outside of camp. “You shouldn’t get drunk. You’re making a fool of yourself.”

“I am not! She’s the one—”

Then he did get sick. Thank the gods, only two of Riasonovsky’s riders, on sentry duty, were around to see.

In the morning, head throbbing, he assessed the situation with cold agony as they rode away from Birat. Like landmarks, the signs sat clearly for him to recognize, now that he bothered to look: Katya was ignoring him in favor of Andrei Sakhalin although, as was only proper for a young woman sleeping with her cousin’s husband, she was discreet about it.

“I don’t understand it,” he said to Stefan that evening when they halted for the night. “She really never did like him before.”

Stefan shrugged. “That’s how women act, Vasha. They don’t mean it.”

“No, really. When Galina married him, Katya really told me that she didn’t like him.”

“She’s free to change her mind.”

“Are you going to help Jaelle?”

“Yes.” Even Riasonovky’s riders had ceased teasing him, since he so faithfully went each night to help her and so stolidly refused to be baited by their jokes.

“I’ll come with you.”

So Vasha went. Rusudani had a second attendant now, the young priest, Brother Saghir. Together, Rusudani and Sister Yvanne had successfully petitioned Katerina for a Hristanic priest to be allowed to go to Sarai, and since Sister Yvanne was not robust enough for the long journey, Saghir had been sent in her place.

With the priest and Jaelle as chaperons, Vasha was allowed to sit five paces from Princess Rusudani and listen to her read from her holy book. He examined her profile surreptitiously and breathed in the scent of incense that hung over her.

So he went the next night, and the one after that, and the one after that, listening to them read in a language he could not understand. They crossed the length of Habakar, rising before dawn and keeping up a brisk pace, switching horses, straight to sunset. Every night by lantern light Princess Rusudani read from the holy book before she retired for the night. Her calm voice allowed him to forget everything else, to forget what they rode toward, to forget to whom they rode… and what might happen when they got there.

They passed the ruins of Karkand, a plain of tumbled, cracked stone and fields poisoned with salt. Even in so forbidding a wasteland, a village grew up in the ruins, pale brick houses roofed with thick reeds dried and bound together in sheets. Gardens patched the wilderness of stone and barren earth as flowers inhabit the wild, wide plains: Startling where they showed up, bright and flowering, their contrast gave the landscape its true character.

“Do you remember?” asked Vasha, boldly pulling his horse up alongside Katya’s. Now that they traveled through Habakar lands, she usually rode with the two khaja women, like an extra guard.

“There is the watchtower where Tess’s birthwaters flooded,” said Katerina, pointing. Somehow, the tower had survived the destruction, although the walls on either side had crumbled.

Vasha started. He hadn’t been thinking of the birth, and the baby who had died. He had been thinking of the great battle that ended several days later, and of the inferno that followed it, destroying the city.

“I beg your pardon,” said Jaelle to Stefan, using him as an intermediary as she now did when she wanted to initiate any conversation. “My mistress wishes to know what is this place?”

“It was a city,” said Katya.

“It was the Habakar king’s city,” said Vasha.

“It remains as a lesson to those who would defy Bakhtiian,” finished Katya.

Princess Rusudani regarded the ruins of Karkand tranquilly. She spoke, and Jaelle translated. “God shelters the righteous.”

Jaelle added, in an undertone, “And the blessed Pilgrim watches over those of humble estate.”

Riasonovsky rode up to investigate the delay. The soldier seemed uninterested in the dead khaja city; it evidently had no significance to him except as an unimportant marker of the course of Bakhtiian’s campaign. His tranquillity of purpose had much in common with Rusudani’s serenity.

They rode on. In the afternoon, they met up with a jahar sent by Prince Mitya to escort them the rest of the way to his court. In a matter of days, they arrived at Hamrat.

“I remember Hamrat from the first time I saw it eight years ago,” said Katya. “It was so beautiful. All the other cities we saw were either under siege or already burning.”

Vassily regarded the city with interest but without passion. “I don’t remember it at all, although I suppose we must have passed by it.”

“No,” agreed Katya, sounding almost like her old friendly self again. “You weren’t with us then.”

Once, the old city had been bounded by gleaming white walls. With its new prominence, Hamrat sprawled out from the walls along the river, new buildings erected on the path of the crossroads that led to the great gates. Vassily could see the city walls and the profusion of silver towers within, as well as the massive dome of the temple, looming above the sprawl of the outer city. No wall protected these villas and environs, as if the new residents of Hamrat felt that the presence of Prince Mitya was surety enough for their safety.

Mitya’s court lay slightly south of Hamrat. Called sarrod-nikaiia, “Her Voice is Merciful,” the palace’s foundation rested on the very spot where Yaroslav Sakhalin had been camping when he heard the news that Bakhtiian had won his contest with Habakar sorcerers and returned to the world of the living. Now, set out among fields gone to pasture for the prince’s horses, it was a new-looking place, with cold walls and a temple rising in stark white stone within the palace complex. A temple to the Habakar god.

Behind the temple lay a broad park that stretched all the way to the river. Horses grazed in the distance. In a little gazebo, painted white, Mitya waited for them, fanning himself against the heat. He sat on a wide couch, and next to him sat his wife, the Habakar princess Melatina. She wore white robes trimmed with blue crescents, her hair hidden by white cloth, but the silk veil that covered her face below the eyes was so sheer that one could see the rich rose of her lips. A small child played on a carpet at the foot of the couch, with a nurse hovering in attendance.

Mitya rose at once, seeing them. As soon as they dismounted he signaled to his guard to take the horses away. Then he came forward and kissed Katerina on either cheek, in the formal style.

“Vasha! What are you doing here? I thought you were riding with Sakhalin’s army.”

Vasha shook his head. Mercifully, Katya held her tongue.

“Sakhalin.” Mitya acknowledged Andrei Sakhalin gravely, as one prince acknowledges another, and the older man inclined his head in return. Mitya waved toward the park. “You may, of course, camp anywhere as long as you are here. And you are? Riasonovsky? Ah. You’ll find everything you need here, horses, supplies, if you’re to continue all the way to Sarai.”

“Thank you, Prince Mitya. We also, have a khaja princess to safeguard while we are here. We are taking her to Sarai.”

Mitya looked immediately toward Katya, thereby putting the matter in her hands.

“Set up the Princess Rusudani’s tent next to mine,” said Katya, “and maintain a guard as before.”

Thus dismissed, Riasonovsky took his men and Rusudani away. Stefan glanced at Vassily, then at his cousins, and finally followed the khaja women. Andrei Sakhalin lingered a few minutes more, but Mitya merely smiled blandly at him until, taking the hint, he left as well.

“I can’t stand him,” said Mitya as soon as the Sakhalin prince was out of earshot. “Prince” Mitya sloughed off him to reveal the mild and rather transparent cousin Vasha knew and loved best. The three of them stood together on a tile mosaic that fronted the gazebo. Princess Melatina still sat on the couch, watching them. “The Sakhalin princes are all proud bastards, but at least the others deserve it.”

“You’re getting fat,” said Katya.

“I am not!” retorted Mitya indignantly, although he was certainly thicker in the face. “Where is Anna?” He turned around to regard the gazebo. “Anna! Come here and greet your cousins!” The child on the carpet lifted her head, hesitated, and then, nudged by the nurse, got to her feet and carefully negotiated the stairs. “Katya,” Mitya said in a low voice, “I want you to ask my mother to send someone to care for my children.”

“Children?”

He flushed, looking pleased. “Melatina is pregnant again. But these khaja nurses are terrible. They tell Anna never to shout. They cover her hair and they weigh her down in khaja clothes so she can’t run. Even Melatina says that a little girl like Anna, because she is a princess, ought to go veiled in public. That’s not how a girl ought to behave!”

Katya regarded the child seriously. The girl hesitated again, was urged forward by her nurse, and slowly, then picking up speed, walked across the mosaic to her father. Reaching him, she wrapped her arms around one of his legs and clung there.

“I’d better take her back to the tribes with me,” said Katya. “There’ll be nothing but trouble for her if she’s raised by khaja women.”

At once, Mitya grew agitated. “Don’t take her away from me!” he pleaded, reaching down to lift her to his hip. Anna circled his neck with her arms, laid her cheek against his shoulder, and stared at Vasha and Katya with dark, Habakar eyes.

“It would be better for her to go, Mitya.”

“Oh, Katya, don’t be mean,” said Vasha. “A daughter wants to be with her father. By what right do you take her away from her mother and send her to her father’s kin?”

“At least there’s no doubt about who her father is,” retorted Katya.

Vasha flushed. Gods, that hurt.

“That was unkind,” said Mitya in a cool, un-Mitya-like voice, bristling with authority. “I invite you to apologize.”

“You can’t make me,” said Katya stubbornly, “nor should you speak to me that way. And anyway, it’s true.”

“I am your cousin. I am older than you. And I am right.”

Vasha lifted his gaze in time to see Katya wince. Very few people could make Katerina ashamed of herself.

“I apologize,” she mumbled. “It was an unkind thing to say.”

Vasha, still angry and embarrassed, said nothing, but Mitya seemed satisfied. “You haven’t greeted Melatina yet. Katya, you come first. Vasha, you wait here for a moment.” Mitya looked vexed. His voice dropped confidingly. “You went to Tess’s school with her. I remember that she used to sit out under the awning with everyone else, even if she still did always wear the veil. But ever since she came back to Habakar, she’s gone back to all her barbarian ways. The palace must have separate rooms for the women, and she and Princess Laissa keep separate audience rooms for women. Even though she rules as queen by law, she will not sit in open court with me and pass judgment, not even on things that by right a woman ought to rule on.”

“She won’t pass judgment at all?”

“Oh, she will pass judgment, but only—” He hesitated, as if the next words were too unbelievable to utter. “—only through me. Unless it is a matter she may hear and judge in the seclusion of the women’s chambers. Being king here isn’t anything like being an etsana’s husband. It’s as if I’m the etsana.” Having uttered the awful thought, he clamped his mouth shut, turned, and strode to the gazebo, briskly mounting the steps to the shaded platform within. A trellis hung with vines and sprays of purple flowers half-concealed the couch and the servant women waiting in attendance.

“Even if it isn’t right that a child go live with her father’s kin,” muttered Katya without looking at Vassily, “I still think we ought to take Anna with us. It would be worse to have her raised as a khaja.”

“What about the other children? Will you take them, too? If we can only rule the khaja by force, then our rule will not last long. That is why Bakhtiian married Mitya to Princess Melatina, and why Tess married Georgi Raevsky to Isobel Santer in Jeds.”

“I’m not going to marry a khaja!”

Surprised by her vehemence, Vasha laughed. For all that he was furious with her, Vasha could not help but see Katerina as the very model of what a young woman ought to be. Aware of her power, as all the Orzhekov women were, she could ride, weave, shoot with devastating accuracy, and organize the setting up and taking down of a camp. She wore eight lover’s bracelets on her ankle; the first one was the one he had given her four years ago. The only thing she had not yet shown was whether she could bear strong daughters and sons, but the evidence of her mother and aunts and cousins suggested that she would. Marriage to a khaja prince would bring no benefit to her.

“None of them would have you,” he retorted, and was pleased to see her go red. She turned her back on him and stalked away, mounting the steps and sitting down hard on the couch between Mitya and Melatina, not waiting for an invitation. Mercurial as ever, she took Melatina’s hands in hers as if they were cousins and the two women began talking to one another.

After a moment Mitya got up and returned to Vasha, looking disgusted. He was getting thicker around the middle. “We’ll walk in the park. Katya has dismissed us.” They walked away from the gazebo along a path of smooth white pebbles that wound through a garden and toward the palace wall. “I thought you were to ride with Yaroslav Sakhalin’s army.”

Stones whispered under Vasha’s boots.

“Just tell me.” Mitya had always been a good listener.

Vasha could not resist his sympathy. “I know the boys coming to a jahar start by caring for the horses and then—but I’m older than them. I don’t think it’s right that I be treated like boys three and four years younger than me just because my—because Bakhtiian refused to send me away earlier. And Sakhalin never liked me. He didn’t want me with him, even though Bakhtiian sent me to him because Sakhalin is his best general. But it reminded me of—!” He broke off, unable to go further.

“Of what?” They reached a courtyard of red brick surrounded by a flowering hedge. In the center, a fountain splashed.

“Of when my mother died and then Mother Kireyevsky and all the others suddenly began treating me like a servant.”

“Ah.” Mitya led Vasha under the shade of a grape arbor. He sat down on a wood bench whose legs were themselves carved with clusters of grapes and leafy vines, but Vasha was too humiliated to sit down. He hadn’t known he was going to say that; it had just popped out. Now Mitya would scorn him. But Mitya put some grapes in his mouth and ate them, looking thoughtful. “What did you do to make Sakhalin send you back, then? You must know that Bakhtiian will be angry.”

Vasha paced. “Stefan and Arkady and Ivan and I went out and stole some khaja horses.”

Mitya snorted. “And?”

“And? That was enough.”

“Are you sure there wasn’t more?”

“It isn’t that we took her, Mitya, it’s that she… came along with us.”

“Who?”

“Princess Rusudani.”

Now Mitya looked startled, but Vasha was saved from his recriminations by the arrival of a dark-bearded, turbaned man floridly dressed in a jade-green overtunic embroidered with stylized gold suns and, under it, blue and white striped baggy trousers. He halted ten steps away and bowed low. “Your Highness.”

Mitya beckoned him forward. “What news, Jiroannes? There will be a feast tonight, out in the park.”

Jiroannes glanced at Vasha and away as quickly. “I will see that the pavilions are set up, Prince Mitya. Will the queen and her ladies be allowed to attend? The queen’s pavilion can be set up a decent distance away—”

“No, no,” said Mitya impatiently. “That is, well, my cousin Katerina Orzhekov is here. Oh, Vassily, perhaps you don’t recall my chief minister, Jiroannes Arthebathes.” Vasha acknowledged the minister with a nod. The minister looked puzzled, but merely bowed, saying nothing. “In any case, you must consult her as to the arrangements.”

“I will ask the queen’s chamberlain to deal with the matter, sire.”

“Was there other news?” Mitya asked, evidently content with this settlement. “You have that look about you.”

“Nothing, sire, except that my wife Lady Tarvesi… but it is nothing.”

“Ah. Is she not expecting a child?”

“She has given birth, sire.”

“The baby is healthy?”

“Yes, your highness.”

Mitya grinned. “Well, then, I am happy for you, Jiroannes. The gods have blessed you.”

To Vasha’s surprise, the minister did not look particularly pleased. “It is only another girl, Prince Mitya. Nothing to celebrate. I beg your pardon.”

Mitya rolled his eyes and cast a glance at Vasha. “I have never thought it safe to begrudge the gods the gifts they choose to give us, Jiroannes.”

“No doubt you are wiser than I, your highness.”

“A tribe’s name lives on through its daughters, may they prove numerous and healthy. But of course, it is different with you khaja.”

“Yes, sire. I hope I have not offended you.”

Mitya scratched an ear. “Not at all. I hope the child flourishes. If she is too much bother to you, I am sure you could foster her to the tribes.”

The expression that passed across the minister’s face was almost comical as he tried to hide his dismay. “Of course, if that is what you wish….”

Mitya sighed. “But you have two fine sons by Princess Laissa, Jiroannes. Surely that contents you.”

“They are fine boys, it is true. But it is also said that the Everlasting God shows love for a man by granting him the strength to sire many healthy sons. Whereas I…the two boys, that is all, and from my other wives and concubines, only girls.”

Mitya cleared his throat, and at once, Jiroannes bowed again. “Thank you, sire.”

“You may go,” said Mitya.

“The khaja are very strange,” said Vasha once the minister had vanished behind the hedge, hoping that Mitya had forgotten about Vasha’s horrible misdeeds.

“Melatina apologized to me when Anna was born.”

“Apologized to you? What for?”

“That she had failed to give me a son. I was furious. What man would not want a daughter?” Mitya paused and glanced around, looking unsure of himself for the first time. “Vasha, do you wonder, sometimes, if jaran and khaja can ever truly breed together? Or live together in a land, or rule together? Or their children live as both one thing and the other?”

“But they must. That is the vision the gods granted to Bakhtiian.”

“It is not so easy from where I sit,” said Mitya.

They feasted that evening under white pavilions set out on the grass. In the distance Vasha saw a gold pavilion. It was empty, a reminder of the argument that had raged all afternoon about the disposition of the women. The argument had raged in Habakar fashion, delivered by messengers and go-betweens, Princess Laissa scolding Melatina for even considering feasting in public with her husband, Melatina begging Mitya to allow her to set up a tent for the women to feast separately and Mitya, of course, acceding to her wishes. Once settled, the accommodation had fallen apart when Katya declared that it was unseemly for women and men to feast separately. And when a daughter of the Orzhekov tribe gave an order, it was obeyed.

Given no choice, Mitya simply proclaimed that it was to be a family meal and thus, an intimate one. Vasha could count the number of diners on his fingers: Prince Mitya and Princess Melatina, and Melatina’s young sister who lived with her at court; Princess Laissa and the minister Jiroannes; Katya, Vasha, and Andrei Sakhalin. At the last minute, no doubt to foment trouble, Katya had brought along Princess Rusudani, who sat quietly at one end of the table, Jaelle attending her. It was a quiet dinner. Mostly, Andrei Sakhalin talked. Vasha could see nothing of Princess Laissa but her dark eyes, and they made him nervous.

Servants passed to and fro, serving and removing food, lighting fresh lanterns, and Andrei Sakhalin told (again) the story of the battle on the River Djana, this time against the counterpoint of the murmuring of the interpreters. Vasha caught a moment of delicate interplay between Laissa and Melatina, and a moment later Melatina quietly suggested to her husband that it was time for the women to retire. Mitya agreed at once. To Vasha’s surprise, Katerina did not object.

It was Princess Rusudani—isolated at the far end of the pavilion—whose reaction surprised him the most.

“I beg your pardon, Prince Mitya,” she said suddenly. She had said not one word before this, except to acknowledge Mitya’s first greeting. “I would beg an audience with you.”

Mitya blinked. Melatina, who had already risen, sank back down onto her couch. “You may speak. Of course.”

Rusudani’s uncanny calm amazed Vasha. “In my company rides a holy priest of the Church, to whom Princess Katherine has given permission to travel to the great city of Sarai. It is my hope that Brother Saghir be allowed to meet with the Bakhtiian, that he may speak to the Bakhtiian of the true faith and expound the word of God.”

“For what king is this priest an envoy?” asked Mitya.

“For no king but He who is King of all of us.”

“Does this mean, then, that he is an envoy of Bakhtiian?”

Katerina coughed. Nonplussed, Rusudani simply repeated herself. “He is God’s envoy, Prince Mitya.”

Mitya glanced at his wife, but she said nothing. “It is a matter for Bakhtiian. You must present your petition to him.”

Princess Rusudani accepted this pronouncement with equanimity. Princess Melatina rose again, and this time in a sudden flurry of activity all of the women left, escorted by various attendants. Minister Jiroannes begged to be excused as well, and Vasha watched as Mitya by almost imperceptible means and without saying as much, convinced Andrei Sakhalin to take his leave as well.

“When did you learn to do that?” Vassily asked when they sat alone under the pavilion. Servants carried away the remains of the meal and brought a silver-plated tureen and a pitcher of cool water for the two men to wash their hands. “How did you do that?”

“Do what?” asked Mitya. He was a little drunk.

“Get everyone to leave like that? Even Andrei Sakhalin.”

Mitya considered Vasha, frowning. “Do you like Sakhalin?”

“He’s kind enough to me. He’s very friendly, and he doesn’t scorn me.”

“He tolerates you because you’re useful. I tolerate him because he’s a Sakhalin. And he tolerates me because I’m Galina’s brother.”

Impulsively, Vasha blurted out the next words before he realized he meant to. “Katya’s taken him as a lover.”

Mitya grunted.

“Don’t you care? I think it’s disgusting.”

“I am not about to dictate to any woman what lover she ought, or ought not, to take. Katya has spent two years with Sakhalin’s army, Vasha. She has enough demons chasing her that you don’t need to add to them.”

“What do you mean?”

Under the lanterns, Mitya’s pale hair glinted, and he looked for an instant as young as the fifteen-year-old Mitya Vassily had first met, when he came to the Orzhekov tribe eight years ago. “If you don’t know, then you had better ask her.”

“She won’t talk to me.” Vasha rested his arms on the table and stared out at the park. Wind soughed along the walls and roof of the pavilion, and the tiny silver flags trimming the open sides fluttered and stilled. A haze hung over the sky, dimming the stars. He could smell the city, now that the wind had shifted. Mitya said nothing. Vasha did not like the way the silence pressed in on them, and since he feared to talk of his own problems, he changed the subject. “Mitya …do you… are you glad you’re here?”

“I am doing my duty for Bakhtiian.”

“Yes, but…” A lantern guttered out, and at once the shadows shifted, spreading and altering in shape. “Are you glad to have married a khaja woman? Do you… do you love her?”

“Naturally I love her,” Mitya said carelessly. “She is my wife.”

“But what do the Habakar think of having a jaran prince to govern them?”

There was no answer for a moment and then, a soft snort. Mitya had fallen asleep.

Vasha stood up and crossed to his cousin, touching him affectionately on his fair hair, and went to stand under the line of flags. The servants had gone, all but two silent jaran guards and, farther, like the shades of ghosts, four riders at attention. It was so quiet that Vasha could hear the distant slur of the river. Closer, he heard the slip and slide of fabric.

“My lord. Mitya!”

Mitya snorted and roused. “What is it?”

Vasha, caught in shadow, turned to see Princess Melatina sit down beside her husband. Mitya draped an arm over her shoulders and pulled her close against him, murmuring something Vasha could not hear.

Melatina rested a palm on his chest. Seated thus, with the light caught on her torso, Vasha could see the swell of her belly, still slight, under the soft lines of her silk robes. “Mitya! It is unseemly to let the false prophesiers consort with the jaran.”

Mitya blinked several times in quick succession. “Hmm?”

“The unbeliever. The Almighty God enjoins us to tell only the truth, and the words her priests will bring to the jaran are lies.”

“My heart,” said Mitya, sounding a bit annoyed, “that is for Bakhtiian to judge. I have given you your temple here in the palace. I have saved the temple in Salkh. What more can you want?” He shook his head, clearing it. “Vasha was here. Where did he go?”

Suddenly embarrassed to be eavesdropping, Vasha slid around the corner while the two of them were looking elsewhere and escaped into the darkness.

They spent one more day reprovisioning. The next morning Katerina had an ugly fight with Mitya, but in the end, when they rode out of Hamrat, Mitya’s little daughter Anna went with them.

Dread overtook Vasha. They had begun the final stage of the journey. All too soon, he would come face-to-face with his father.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Gateway

DAVID BEN UNBUTU REGARDED the horde of children surrounding Ilyana with dismay. Recovering, he smiled wryly. “Who are these?”

Ilyana let go of a held breath. He was going to agree. He hadn’t said so yet, but she could tell by his expression that he had accepted his fate. “These are my brothers Valentin and Anton, and this is my sister Evdokia. This is Portia. She’s Diana and Anatoly’s daughter.” She added, “She and Evdi are both four years old,” and then wondered if M. Unbutu would be insulted by having the obvious pointed out to him.

“Perhaps I need to clarify my question.”

“Oh, I know,” said Ilyana quickly. “It’s supposed to be my tutorial, but I have to take care of them, so I thought, maybe, I could bring them along, maybe, I hoped, that they could….” She trailed off. They all stood in one of the passenger lounges, a rectangular room lined with benches. The alien fragrance was muted here, but then again, she never saw Chapalii on the passenger deck, so it was no wonder it smelled neutral here.

“I can take care of myself,” muttered Valentin.

Ilyana bit down on a retort. “Valentin,” she said reasonably, “it isn’t my rules, it’s the ship rules. You’re not allowed to run around on this ship. Or even just sit anywhere you want to.” There were not, thank the gods, any obvious neshing ports here either. Maybe the Chapalii didn’t nesh.

“You’re the eldest, I see,” said M. Unbutu. “That puts you in charge.”

She nodded warily. Maybe he did understand.

He rubbed at his chin with his knuckles. “I was going to start by discussing tension and compression, but… on the other hand, maybe we could build some tiered programs so that we could all follow along the same lesson at different levels.”

“If you got a nesh port, I can do some building for you,” Valentin blurted out. “I can build an immersion program, even.”

“Uh—” Ilyana began.

“Slow down.” Chuckling, M. Unbutu sat down on a maroon bench that seemed more grown out of the wall than set there and shook his head.

“What’s a mersion program?” asked Evdokia.

“I got a suitcase of multiblocks in our cabin,” said Portia, piping up brightly.

“Those are little blocks you can stick together any way, into people or buildings or animals or stuff,” added Anton.

“Don’t worry.” M. Unbutu seemed to be stifling a laugh. “I had those when I was a kid. Those would be good for model building, and for the little girls—”

“I am not a little girl,” interrupted Portia. “I’m a big girl.”

“—for the two younger girls to play with. They shouldn’t be spending all their time sunk in an immersion program, anyway.” He looked at Valentin with interest. “Can you really build an immersion program?”

“Yes.” Valentin’s clipped reply had the effect of making the boy seem more, rather than less, knowledgeable.

Ilyana clenched her hands so tightly that her nails bit into her palms. She didn’t want to betray Valentin’s addiction to M. Unbutu. What would he think of them? But she hadn’t expected this. She hadn’t wanted to bring the younger children along in any case, but she hadn’t had any choice. They were her responsibility.

“I just don’t have experience teaching kids this young,” said M. Unbutu with a sigh. Fear gripped Ilyana’s heart. What if he wasn’t going to agree? It was a lot to ask, not just that he tutor her, but that he put up with the younger kids as well. “Do you have any suggestions?”

“I could—” Valentin began.

Ilyana cut him off. “They could play some games, play with blocks, and maybe do some basic immersion programs. It isn’t like we’ll be on the ship for that long.”

“Yes, but what about when we get to Duke Naroshi’s planet? Has there been any discussion of what kind of tutorial program you kids will be on?”

Ilyana shrugged. Probably Diana had plans for Portia, but Ilyana knew that her parents would expect the children to do their work around the tent and otherwise take care of themselves. She didn’t want to say that aloud.

M. Unbutu sighed. “Well. I may have some old programs buried in my modeler, some elementary mathetics programs, that kind of thing. Valentin, perhaps your first project could be to excavate those for me.”

They had been on the ship for almost a whole day. Ilyana could see how Valentin’s hands practically twitched at the thought of getting onto M. Unbutu’s modeler. Sure, each room had a net screen embedded in the wall, but Valentin hated flat screen work.

“Sure I can!” Valentin said enthusiastically. “But I could do a better job getting it out through a nesh port.”

“Yeah, I’ve got one of those.”

“Valentin,” muttered Ilyana.

“I’ll have to get your parents’ permission first, though.”

Valentin shifted from one foot to the other, impatient. “Sure, M. Unbutu, but you know that we did nesh work all the time at school. It’s part of the mathetics program.”

“Is that true?” M. Unbutu asked Ilyana.

“Yes,” she said reluctantly. She chewed at her lower lip. What was she going to do? Just blurt out that Valentin was nesh-addicted? But he had to do some nesh anyway, to avoid going into withdrawal. Maybe if she could just monitor him closely enough, she could ease him off the addiction; “We do. Valentin even got a recognition for his chamber that he added to the big Memory Palace project.”

Valentin snorted. “That wasn’t that good. That was just our flat, with all of Mother’s crazy walls and stuff.”

“That’s exactly the answer, then,” said M. Unbutu. “I’ve got a partial version of the Memory Palace. We can let the younger kids explore it. There are a number of teaching chambers on different subjects embedded in one of the wings of the palace, and there’s a whole wing on architecture and engineering that I was planning to use with you, Yana. My modeler is just capable of holding open several chambers at one time.” He set his modeler on the floor and knelt in front of it, opening it up so that it resembled a flat black plus-sign against the pale marbled floor.

“Memory Palace,” he said aloud. He sat back on his heels. “This is another form of architecture that might be interesting to explore. Back when computers were first developed, people built multiuser habitats out of text and explored them.”

“What if you couldn’t read?” asked Ilyana.

“My mother can’t read,” said Anton suddenly.

“Shh!” It was true. That didn’t mean Anton had to tell everyone about it. Of course, Vasil couldn’t read very well either, but he had an excellent memory and a fine sense of navigation, so he had learned to negotiate in a world where visual landmarks were as common as textual ones.

M. Unbutu chose to ignore the remark. “It’s true that in those days people were dependent on the word for many things. Even farther back, before the wholesale diffusion of writing, people were dependent on the oral tradition for the transmission of knowledge. That’s something actors still do. They’re able to memorize at rates the rest of us usually can’t manage, because they’re practiced in the art of aural recognition.”

“I’m hungry,” said Evdokia.

“Evdi! We just ate.” Ilyana turned to M. Unbutu. “She isn’t really. She’s just bored.”

“I’m bored,” said Anton.

“Do you have a nesh port in there?” Valentin asked.

“Here it comes,” said M. Unbutu.

The lounge filled up with a gateway.

It was a pretty good representation considering that it came from a portable modeler. It only shimmered in a few places, although the sharp corners of the lounge caused the edges of the visual representation to fade toward transparency where the walls met.

A plain white arch represented the gateway into the labyrinthine sprawl of the memory palace. Literalists, Portia and Evdi clasped hands and, giggling, crossed under the arch. As they moved, the arch itself stretched out into a barrel vault, becoming a corridor lined with blank marble walls down which the visitor progressed until she reached the courtyard.

There was a moment of reorientation as the three-dimensional picture shifted, blanked out, and reconstructed a new chamber: a spacious courtyard ringed by arches and centered around a circular fountain.

Valentin sighed. “I hate this. It’s so flat. It’s so primitive. It’s jerky.”

It was true that a three-dimensional rendering that simply filled the room around you didn’t have the fluidity of nesh, where an icon of yourself inhabited the seemingly endless web of cybernetic space, but it had its uses.

“We’ll split up here,” said M. Unbutu. “I can maintain three separate chambers. Girls, where do you want to go?”

“Dinosaurs,” said Portia at once.

“Hmm. Menu, is there a Cretaceous room suitable for four-year-olds?” One of the arches turned blue. “That way. Anton, what about you?”

Anton yawned. “I don’t care. I’ll go with them.”

M. Unbutu shifted and let one half of the passenger lounge turn into a prehistoric landscape. Quickly enough, Anton had a Tyrannosaurus Rex and a Triceratops engaged in a duel to the death, while Evdi and Portia busily constructed odd-looking dinosaurs, mixing the head of one with the body of a second and the tail of a third, giggling over the results.

M. Unbutu turned his back on the jungle and regarded Ilyana and Valentin. “Do you mind if we just use discrete holographs? The modeler can maintain three chambers, but I can’t. I keep seeing both sides and overloading. We’ll just blank this side of the room and build models. That’s all I need to talk about tension and compression, anyway.”

“If you have a nesh port, I could excavate for those programs you talked about,” said Valentin.

“It’s back in my cabin. Why don’t you stick with Ilyana and me today? I’ll bring it next time.”

Valentin swallowed. “Yeah.” He wrapped the fingers of one hand in his pale hair and twisted them around and around.

“Now.” Freed of the younger children for the moment, M. Unbutu relaxed. “How does a structure stand up?”

Valentin took his fingers out of his hair and began chewing on his lower lip.

“Through tension and compression,” M. Unbutu continued, clearly taking pleasure in this subject. “Tension is ‘pull.’ Compression is ‘push.’ Let’s look at a column and an arch, which are both examples of structures that are in compression.”

The Tyrannosaurus roared triumphantly on the other side of the room. Ilyana plopped down cross-legged in front of a plain Doric column and an arch bridge that materialized next to the modeler, little holographs complete in detail, if lacking solidity. Content, she listened as M. Unbutu began to discuss the compressive strength of stone. Sitting down beside her, Valentin had put on his polite mask, but he worried at his lower lip until he drew blood.

That night, she woke up when she heard the sigh of the door. She and Valentin shared a tiny four-bunk cabin with Evdi and Anton, but the two younger children slept so soundly that an explosion wouldn’t have woken them up. Ilyana cracked open her eyes in time to see the dim lights of the nightshift corridor flash and disappear as the door slid shut again.

She was out of bed instantly. By the time she pulled a skirt on, belting it closed over her nightshirt, and got out into the corridor, Valentin had already disappeared.

She cursed under her breath. Kneeling, she examined the floor, but its sheen was uniform, hiding any trace of Valentin’s passage. The entrance to her parents’ cabin was closed. The distant murmur of voices whispered along the corridor. The air itself seemed charged, scented differently, as if during nightshift the aliens allowed a breath of their atmosphere to infiltrate the human passenger deck. Under the dim lights, the walls of the corridor gave off a light of their own, a pattern manifesting under the surface of the wall, slowly revealing itself. Ilyana stood, then headed to the left.

Whoever had designed the ship had spent more thought on the lounges than the cabins, which were cramped and utilitarian. Just as the inner walls of an etsana’s great tent could be shifted around to create a variety of different chambers, so could the public chambers the humans called lounges be rearranged to create greater or lesser, or more private, chambers. Rather like, Ilyana thought, a physical Memory Palace whose walls could be altered at will.

Owen Zerentous was rehearsing Vasil and Dejhuti in a scene from Oedipus Rex; the actors were screened from Ilyana’s view by a white trellis. The trellis spread out from a single trunk in the floor, like the ivory channels of a delta reaching for outlet in the sea. It grew into the ceiling, and Ilyana could not help but wonder if it reappeared on the deck above, or if it was, like ganglia, some kind of nerve outgrowth of the ship. She dismissed this fanciful idea and paused inside the door to see if Valentin was anywhere in the rest of the lounge, which was cubbyholed into a series of cubicles by the arrangement of walls of various height.

Owen said, “Vasil, you’re not in the interactives anymore. This is theater. Use your voice and your body, not just your damned face.”

Another lattice, polished and sharp like obsidian, veiled four shapes sitting around a table. Ilyana crept closer, draping herself along a bench, trying to find an angle that would allow her to see faces through the lattice.

“Let me go home,” said Vasil, and she jerked, startled. Then froze, one hand clutching the curve of the bench. Her heart raced. He was just saying lines from the play. “ ‘Bear your own fate, and I’ll bear mine. It is better so: trust what I say.’ ”

She breathed again, and discovered that she could make out the party around the table with perfect clarity: Anatoly Sakhalin, David ben Unbutu, the actor Gwyn Jones, and a woman named Wingtuck from the tech crew whom Ilyana didn’t know. Sakhalin sat carelessly, one arm flung over the back of the chair next to him, the other hand resting on his belt. Somehow, the acoustics of the room had clarified as well with her change of position, and she could hear them, interposed with the soft tones of her father’s voice. She could not quite hear Dejhuti, playing Oedipus the king to Vasil’s blind seer, Teiresias.

“The actors and the crew are covered. They have a reason for being here, and since all of them are legitimate and only a handful actually part of the survey, the cover deepens. How do you determine which are seeking information and which are simply doing their job?” That was the woman.

Anatoly stirred. “That is one way Bakhtiian would get intelligence in a region. Not only would he interview every merchant and traveler from that place, but he would send a group of merchants out on selected routes and put spies in with them, but men and women who could also trade.”

“ ‘You are all ignorant. No; I will never tell you what I know. Now it is my misery; then it would be yours.’ ”

“What about you, then, M. Sakhalin? You’re neither fish nor fowl.” This, again from the woman.

“I beg your pardon?”

“ ‘I do not intend to torture myself, or you.’ ”

“A figure of speech.”

“I think what Wing is asking is this,” said Gwyn Jones with a glance toward the woman, who flipped her long black braid over her shoulder so that she could play with its tip. Ilyana did not know Jones well, but she did know that he was the only actor her father actually respected enough to leave alone. “Should we pass you off as part of the Company’s crew?”

After some thought, Anatoly replied, more to the group at large than to Jones specifically. “It seems to me that only a fool would believe that none of the humans wish to discover more information about the khepelli. I do not believe that the khepellis can be fools, to have become as powerful as they are, to have sailed between stars and to control so many different peoples. Think of the logistics! Clearly their women are wise and efficient, to have created such an empire.”

“Their women!” M. Unbutu chuckled. He seemed different. Ilyana thought him the most unpretentious adult she had ever met, diffident without being dithering, but after all these years with her father she had learned to read lines of authority, and it was clear that he sat at the focus of this conversation. Although, of course, the flurry of energy stirred around Anatoly. “We’re not sure their females have any position at all, any status, any real power, in their culture.”

“Is it not women who run the camp and the wagon train? It is on the strength of its supply lines that an army can move. Everyone knows that my grandmother knows how to organize a camp better than any other woman of the tribes, and it is true as well that Mother Orzhekov built the great system of logistics and supply on which Bakhtiian feeds and maintains his armies.”

“ ‘I have gone free. It is the truth sustains me.’ ”

M. Unbutu set a brown hand on the table and stared at his nails. “I saw that myself. But that doesn’t mean that it is the same everywhere. We do know that Chapalii females are secluded, and that under their law a Chapalii woman who marries loses her birth status and takes on her husband’s status completely and irrevocably. The judgment xenologists have drawn from that is that Chapalii females have a lesser and markedly unimportant status, compared to the males.”

Anatoly digested this information in silence. “You khaja are very strange,” he said at last. “It is no wonder you have fallen to the armies of these khepelli, if everything I have read about your history is true. It seems to me that you think they are khaja like you, but they might not be.” He frowned.

“If only Bakhtiian and the tribes could breed horses that could sail the seas of night….”

“ ‘Are you tempting me?’ ”

Jones laughed. “Now there’s a thought.”

“You’ll have to fill me in on the joke,” said Wingtuck caustically.

“Which doesn’t bring us to a consensus,” added M. Unbutu mildly.

“I mean to say this,” said Anatoly, now addressing himself to M. Unbutu. “The khepelli must know we will seek intelligence about their Empire and their emperor. If we do not seem to be seeking such information, then they will become even more suspicious. So there must always be one person who is clearly a spy. That will be me.”

“That puts you in a vulnerable position,” said M. Unbutu.

Anatoly shrugged. Ilyana admired the lack of concern with which he greeted the prospect of such danger. On the other hand, he had put himself in as great a danger years before, riding, as he was now, into enemy-held lands.

In the quiet, she heard Dejhuti.

“ ‘You child of endless night! You cannot hurt me or any other man who sees the sun!’ ”

Her father’s voice was oddly calm. “ ‘True: it is not from me your fate will come.’ ”

At that moment, Sakhalin turned and looked straight at her. Instantly, she realized that her thin nightshirt exposed her arms, and that the lace trim at the neck drew attention… but as quickly as he saw who it was, he looked away. By then the others had all seen her.

“Yana!” M. Unbutu beckoned to her. “Come here.” He said it so pleasantly. But however easygoing the words, and his expression, might appear, he expected to be obeyed.

She crossed her arms over her chest and slid around the obsidian lattice, and stood there, shifting from one foot to the other while the three khaja examined her and Anatoly Sakhalin looked at her obliquely.

“Damn,” said Wingtuck. “She does look like her father. Is she past the age of consent?”

“Mother’s Tits, Wing,” snapped Gwyn Jones. “Shut up.”

“Were you looking for someone?” asked M. Unbutu.

Ilyana was struck by revelation. Looking at M. Unbutu, who had, by the evidence of two empty cups sitting by his right hand, been here for some time, she knew where Valentin was.

“ ‘But I say that you, with both your eyes, are blind.’ ”

Ilyana gulped. “I…I was just looking for Valentin. He said he wasn’t feeling well, but I guess he must have gone to… the infirmary.”

“Go on,” said M. Unbutu gently. “If you need any help with him….”

“No! No.” Freed, she backed away, bumping into the lattice. It felt warm. A hum like distant singing throbbed through her. She stepped away, smiling stupidly, knowing they were all still looking at her, hugged herself even more tightly, and sidestepped toward the door.

“Vasil,” said Owen in a voice that combined patience, disgust, and excitement, “you’ve picked up so many bad habits in the last four years that I don’t know what I’m going to do with you. Maybe I should have left you on that Mother-forsaken planet. I don’t know where your mind is right now, but I want it here with me! Go on.”

As Ilyana paused by the door, she saw her father direct his next line not at Dejhuti but at Owen. “ ‘I would not have come at all if you had not asked me.’ ”

She fled into the anonymity of the corridor. There, she took in three deep breaths. She knew where M. Unbutu’s cabin was. She and the children had escorted him there just hours before, while she had peppered him with more questions about suspension bridges, elasticity, and plasticity. He had only escaped because it was dinnertime. She ran. Once she had to slow down to a walk and, breathing hard, she smiled blandly at two of the actors—new ones, whom she didn’t know—who were evidently headed down to the lounge for their scene. She crossed into the sleeping ring and counted doors until she stopped in front of a door as unremarkable as the rest. Not knowing what else to do, she touched the wall panel. To her shock, it was not locked. It opened immediately.

She groaned. Remembered where she was, and darted inside. The door closed behind her.

Valentin had a look of bliss on his face and a trail of spittle running down his chin. He was curled into a fetal position on the bunk, two transparent patches covering his eyes so that she could see the movement of his eyeballs underneath. Spasmodically, his hands clutched an egg-shaped control sponge that was slightly smaller than his head.

Ilyana felt sick and furious at the same time. This was the kind of stuff kids were not allowed to use. She didn’t even know how to work it. Worse, Valentin had broken in here and was stealing time, blundering into places he wasn’t supposed to be. She wasn’t an idiot. David ben Unbutu worked for Charles Soerensen. What if there was top secret information on here? What kind of awful trouble could Valentin get in if they were discovered?

Strewn on the bed were two additional pairs of eye patches. Not knowing what else to do, she sealed one set over her eyes. It was odd to be able to see the room through the patches, even mottled with a distant, because tiny, grid. She knelt on the bed beside Valentin and twined her fingers between his, and touched the sponge.

She fell. From clear to opaque to blinding light, her sight vanished. First she felt. Wind tore at her skin and sand blasted her hands and fingers. Then she saw, first her hand and the sleeve of her school tunic, then the yellow screen of sand whipped into a wild dance. Her nostrils choked on it. When she opened her mouth to breathe, her tongue was instantly parched by the grit. Last, the sound: howling, howling. She had been here before.

“Valentin!” She didn’t really say it, but the shout emanated out from her. “Valentin!”

Like a ship pitched on stormy seas, he stumbled and fought forward not twenty paces in front of her. Except it wasn’t quite him. The wind had flayed the skin from the muscle and scoured through layers of tissue until bone gleamed like a beacon against the overpowering blizzard of sand. His hair was black and twisting, and as she struggled nearer, she saw it was snakes, hissing and writhing like an echo of the storm.

He turned, although he couldn’t have heard her frail voice over the roar of the wind and the clashing din of earth cast up into the air. He had no face, only a skull.

“Valentin! What are you doing here? Where are you going?”

“I’m trying to get there! I’m trying to get there! Let me go home!”

She grabbed for his arm before he could walk on. Her fingers oozed through his flesh as if through butter, closing at last on dry bone. “Come home with me!”

A blast of wind caught her in the face, blinding her. The force of it scraped her skin raw. Blood welled and dripped onto the sleeve of her blouse, mixing with the layer of grime that contaminated the pristine white cotton. Droplets of blood spun away into the storm, and she focused on one, fixed her gaze on it no matter how much it hurt as the wind screamed against her face, and willed it to wink into existence as a portal. The blood flashed scarlet, and grew, and there was an arch, the plain white gateway of the Memory Palace. She threw her body to one side, twisting, and with that torque spun them down into it.

They tumbled down the great entrance hall spanned by a barrel vault and landed in the courtyard where the fountain’s cool spray bathed them and washed away the grime and washed away Valentin’s horrible guise until he became Valentin again. Looking sulky, and queasy.

“Oh, gods, don’t throw up,” said Ilyana.

“Much you care. Why can’t you just let me alone?”

“Stupid question.” She stood up, keeping a firm grip on him. There were only four arches on each side of the quadrangular courtyard, but the number was deceptive. Each one split into multiple archways, so that depending on the angle at which you passed through any individual archway, you found yourself at a different destination, at a different wing of the Memory Palace. “Where’s the room you built. Valentin?”

“We have to go upstream.”

She let him lead her. Gods, he knew this place well. Passageways branched off into vast warrens; chambers flew past, and then at a dock they clambered onto a barge. Towed by horses up a torpid river, the barge breasted the current and sent a lazy wake flurrying out from its stern. Wings of the palace lined the river, and suddenly they swung onto a side channel, passed under a bridge, and were back inside the palace, in a dark chamber that rang with the lulling slap of water against a stone jetty. The barge bumped placidly up against a piling.

Valentin scrambled up onto the jetty. Utterly lost, Ilyana climbed out and followed Valentin down a wainscoted corridor whose windows looked out onto the ocean. They turned a corner and walked into their flat in London, with the great etsana’s tent and the walls that masked the real world and pretended to show a false one instead. At once, her stomach clenched with the old familiar loathing, the awful feeling of being trapped.

“Now,” she said. “We’re going back to the ship.”

“I don’t want to,” said Valentin, straining against her. “Just let me go, Yana.”

“Don’t you have any idea what kind of trouble you could get us into?”

He looked about to say, “I don’t care,” but he didn’t. She dragged him over to the panel that opened the door into the hallway.

Aloud, she said, “I don’t know how this program works, but when we step through this door we’re going to be back in the cabin. In M. Unbutu’s cabin. And the program will be over. End run.”

She opened the door and stepped through.

And jerked her hands back from the sponge and yanked Valentin’s hands off, but he was already blinking, awake.

“Are you going to throw up?”

He gagged. “No. Why did you have to go so fast?”

“Oh, like I want to be found here when M. Unbutu comes back. You may not care about getting tutorials, but I do!” She pulled the patches off their eyes, and stood over Valentin while he replaced everything exactly as he had found it. “Hurry! Hurry! No, you idiot. Smooth out the bed. Any fool can see someone’s been lying there. Now come on.”

They got out the door into the corridor. No one was around. The dim lights made her feel safer.

“How did you get the door open?”

“It was unlocked.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care whether you believe me. So there.”

Voices sounded from the right.

“Come on!” She grabbed him by the wrist and dragged him in the opposite direction.

“Slow down, slow down,” he gasped. “I feel sick.”

He was shaking. His forehead and neck were wet with sweat, and he felt hot. She stopped and put her arms around him, holding him.

“Valentin, why do you have to do this?”

He did not reply, just rubbed his face against her shoulder, back and forth, like he was trying to wipe something off.

David ben Unbutu came around the corner. He was alone. He pulled up, surprised. “Well. Hello. I see you found him.” His eyes widened, taking in the scene. “Is he all right?”

“Yeah, fine. I mean, no, he’s sick, but everything is fine. I’m just taking him back to the cabin now.”

“Oh, well. Maybe we won’t be able to meet tomorrow.” Was it her imagination, or did he sound a little disappointed?

“Of course we will! No, really, everything will be fine tomorrow.”

“I hope so.”

“Good night,” said Ilyana firmly.

“Good night.” He walked on, looking back once over his shoulder.

Ilyana waited until he had curved away out of sight. “I’ll get you nesh time somehow,” she said in a low voice. “But you gotta do it legally. You can’t sneak in—”

“Just let me go home,” he muttered, so she took him back to the cabin. He fell asleep at once.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

BIRBAS

TESS WOKE SUDDENLY. Ilya breathed beside her. He was, and always had been, an extremely quiet sleeper. A curtained alcove screened off the tiny chamber in which the children slept. She listened, but she heard nothing. It was too early for the camp to be stirring, even on the day that the women and the army would ride out to the great hunt, the birbas.

The noise came again. A cough. Tess pushed back the blankets, stood, and deftly lit the lantern hanging from an overhead pole. She looked in on the two children. Natalia slept with her limbs all akimbo, Yuri more compactly, but both of them with such angelic faces in repose that Tess’s heart ached just to look at them. Yuri shifted and coughed again.

Ilya stirred and a moment later stood beside her. He slipped past her and knelt beside Yuri, gently touching the boy’s cheeks with the back of a hand. “Hot,” he murmured.

Yuri coughed again and woke himself up. He whimpered and licked his lips and wiped his nose on his wrist. “My mouth hurts,” he said, his voice rising with a sick child’s wail.

“Shh.” Ilya moved his son to rest against his chest, stroking his hair. He glanced up at Tess, and she fetched a water-skin. As Yuri was drinking, Natalia woke up. Like her father, she was a light sleeper, one who woke from sleep straight into focused consciousness.

“He won’t be able to ride out on the birbas, will he?” Natalia asked, cutting to the chase.

Yuri began to wail in earnest.

“Hush, little one,” said Ilya. “I’ll stay here with you.” He looked up at Tess, anticipating her question. “The young riders and archers will have my aunt’s eye on them. That should be more than enough to convince them to perform well.”

That hadn’t been quite the question she was going to ask, but it served to answer it just as well. Would the young riders not want Bakhtiian himself to oversee their prowess? In fact, when she could untangle herself from her Earth-bound prejudices, Tess knew perfectly well that Mother Orzhekov’s stature was equal to her nephew’s.

“You cry too much,” said Natalia to her brother, which merely set him wailing again.

“That is enough of that,” said Ilya sternly to his daughter, and Yuri was not sick enough to miss the opportunity to stick his tongue out at her in triumph. The tongue was coated with a white film.

Tess sighed. “Talia, get dressed and run and get—” She almost said Niko. But he needed his rest. But wouldn’t it be worse to begin to overlook him just because he was getting old? “Get Niko.” Natalia jumped up and left. Yuri coughed again. What if, this time, it was a truly serious illness? She lived with that nagging fear all the time, that and brooding over how she was going to educate her children properly. Ilya kissed Yuri on the forehead and whispered something to the boy which made him smile. Tess watched him. Ilya was impossibly patient with his children when they were sick; it was perhaps the only thing for which he had any patience. What was she going to do when they grew into adults? She did not want her children to live only in this world.

Ilya lifted his gaze and smiled at her. He seemed unconcerned about Yuri’s cough and fever, but Tess had discovered that Ilya was a better judge of illness than she was. “The truth is,” he said, “hunting bores me. There are some books in the library I haven’t read yet.”

Tess snorted. She crouched beside her husband and took Yuri’s hand in hers, but Yuri had already slipped into a doze again. “Ilya, what do you want?”

His smile vanished. When he contemplated his vision, his gaze narrowed until Tess could almost imagine it as a single beam, piercing to the heart of the universe, capable of vaporizing any object that stood in its path. “The world.”

It was at moments like this that Tess was forced to acknowledge that he was, in some small way, insane. Sometimes out here on the plains, she could forget his vision—or at least, not the vision, since Ilya would not have been the person she fell in love with without that vision, but the plain bald fact of what it meant.

“I was dreaming,” said Ilya abruptly, “before I woke up. I had a vision of a god with four arms, and he was dancing, and as he danced he created the world. I thought, this is a vision given to me, that with every great change comes a new making.”

Tess hung the lantern from a pole and favored Ilya with a wry smile. “Was it a true dream or a false one?”

“The gods only send me true dreams.”

She kissed him, and Yuri, and went outside. What could she say to him? Because he was right. His own children would not be jaran, not truly. Already his vision and his armies and the deadly influence of Tess and her brother Charles wove a new pattern into Rhui’s history.

Outside, dawn limned the distant hills. The Orzhekov camp rose and readied itself for the great hunt. Tess greeted Niko and packed saddlebags and took Natalia out to help her bring in her string of horses. She left the horses with one of the Orzhekov boys and returned to say good-bye to Ilya and Yuri. Irena Orzhekov met her under the awning of her tent.

“Your husband is not riding out with us.”

“Why is it, Mother Orzhekov, that you call him ‘your husband’ instead of ‘my nephew’ only when you are displeased with him?”

“Humph.”

“He is concerned for his son.”

“Ilyakoria spoils his children,” said Irena firmly. Tess knew better than to disagree. But for some reason Vasha’s image leapt to her mind. Ilya had never spoiled Vasha, but perhaps he had sheltered him too well. She wondered how Vasha was faring in Yaroslav Sakhalin’s army, but then Niko emerged from the tent.

“How is Yuri?” she asked anxiously.

Niko shrugged. “I saw four other children yesterday with the same complaint. I am not concerned. Nor should you be.”

Irena made a movement toward the tent and then checked herself.

“Are you going to go back in and try again?” Tess asked, amused despite herself.

“I know him too well,” said Irena. “We are leaving now.”

“I will come at once,” said Tess, but she went inside the tent first. “Your aunt is very annoyed with you,” she said to Ilya as she kissed him good-bye. Ilya merely smiled. He sat in the front chamber. Light streamed in through the entrance flap to illuminate the pages of the book he had set on his knees where he sat in a heap of pillows. Tess could hear Yuri’s soft snore from the back. “Anatomy?”

“On the Nature of the Body, an old text from Byblos written by the great physician, Antomis of Thene.” The book was open to a page illustrating a pregnant woman with a child curled up inside her. Ilya flushed suddenly and turned the page, as if such matters were only for women’s scrutiny, but Tess thought at once of Arina, dead for ten days now. She pressed her lips together and clenched one hand, so she would not cry. “Do you have to go?” he asked softly.

“Yes. I’m a woman. Of course I have to go. As does most every other person in camp, except those too old or too young or too pregnant. Or too self-important.”

“You’re exaggerating.”

“Yes.” She relented, grinning. “I don’t mind. I like it.” She kissed him a final time for good measure and left.

They spread out in a long line and rode southeast for six days, driving game before them. At dawn of the seventh day the jahars on the wings broke off, advancing ahead of the center until they vanished into the rolling hills. By the end of the eleventh day, the wings met up with each other again to form a vast ring of riders around the chosen hunting ground. When at last the call came that the circle had been completed, the advance began: The circle slowly contracted as they drove the animals before them in toward the center.

Indeed, this was the test of the birbas which Tess most enjoyed. It was forbidden to kill the game, but more importantly, it was a point of honor for each rider not to let any animal, no matter how small, how fleet, or how ferocious, escape out of the ring as it contracted. Children rode behind the front lines, which were made up on this birbas primarily of young archers and riders who would after this be sent out to the armies in the field. What worse fate, Tess reflected, than to prove oneself unworthy of riding with the army?

At night, a string of lights—campfires—curved off into the distance on both sides. Tess took her turns at watch and slept tucked in a blanket with Natalia.

On the fourteenth day as the ring contracted further and further, she dropped back from the second rank to ride with Natalia, who wanted to range along the ring itself.

A herd of skittish antelope had fallen back against the line, and Natalia watched with interest as a jahar of young riders shifted and drove the animals on. A single antelope bolted for freedom, heading for a gap that had grown in between this jahar and another, but at once a flag went up and riders split off from the other jahar to contain it. Tess was, as usual, impressed by the coordination of parts.

“Mama,” said Natalia, “why do women and men hunt together in the birbas?”

“It trains the army, little one. An army in the field must be able to accurately judge the ground it crosses, and in battle a jahar must judge distance and time.”

“Do the khaja armies train like this?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Is that why the khaja must always fall to the jaran?”

“Well, that is one reason.”

“Is Papa really the emperor of the world?”

Tess glanced at her daughter, but Natalia’s expression was serious. “Who told you that?”

“I went to the market with Aunt Stassi, the khaja market in Sarai, and that is what one of the khaja said.”

“There is a great deal of ‘world’ out there, Talia. You might as well call me emperor of the world, as him.” It would be more true.

“Are you emperor of the world, Mama?” Natalia asked, and Tess supposed that she might well seem so, to her daughter. Or at least, to her daughter at this age. That would pass.

But the question made her ponder, and her mind wandered. How tempting it would be to enforce her views onto every society on Rhui. How hard it would be to stop once she started. Perhaps one reason she stayed with the jaran was to keep herself to some degree removed from the ability, the opportunity, to meddle outside of this one (rather significant) spot. Yet the simple fact was that even with the force of Earth’s knowledge behind her, she would need an army ten times the size of the jaran army, she would need a communications network far more sophisticated, which would all have to be laid in, and she would need time and more time yet, to achieve any wholesale unalterable change in the complex web of Rhuian culture.

So how did the Chapalii do it? They did not, as far as she knew, possess a standing army with which to control their great stellar empire. They had no obvious military presence on Earth except for the Protocol Office, which was bureaucratic and not military, and the security force, which was drawn exclusively from the human population and which worked with the Protocol Office to prevent breaches of Chapalii law.

Yet they had crushed Charles’s first rebellion decisively. They had destroyed, or at least outlasted, the Mushai’s rebellion millennia ago, but in all the stories about him Tess had never once heard the name of a general or a battle; neither had she found any such stories or names or titles honored anywhere in what (presumably) little she knew of Chapalii literature, if it was even literature as humans knew it. There was one whole story cycle about the clever dealings of a probably mythical merchant house called Sashena, but nothing of the noble deeds and great sacrifices of a warrior class.

A great empire thrives on movement. But a great empire must be established somehow. It does not just spring fully formed from the brow of Zeus or from the angry frown of Brahma’s forehead.

“Mama! Look! Look!”

Torn out of her thoughts by Natalia’s shout, Tess blinked rapidly, accidentally turning her implant on and then off in quick succession. Slightly dizzy, she finally found Natalia’s arm and looked where the girl was pointing.

A clot of grim-faced young riders battled with poles and the flats of their sabers against a pack of terrified, furious sargis, wolves, who had struck out into the line.

Natalia looked pale. One of the young men had fallen back, his right arm hanging limp. The struggle was made more eerie still by its silence. The riders did not shout or curse except to give terse commands.

“Should we move back, Mama?” asked Natalia suddenly.

“No,” said Tess, caught up by the contest. “Those boys would rather die than let those wolves break back through the line. They won’t get to us.” Once, she had gone on such a hunt in the front ranks; once she had turned back a great cat, tawny and powerful. The memory made her heart pound fiercely. “Never run away from what frightens you, Talia.”

“Yuri once said he wished all the animals could get away free.”

“What do you wish?”

“I wish I was old enough to hunt.”

Yipping, calling out to each other, the pack of wolves broke away from the riders and turned and ran toward the center. Even now, as the day waned, Tess saw the grass move as animals were forced closer and closer together. Dark stains in the distance marked herds of grazing beasts driven against each other. This was not the greatest birbas Tess had ever ridden on. That one had started not with a circle but with a huge drive over hundreds of miles that formed only at the end into a circle, a hunt that had taken weeks and had taxed the army’s skill at working as a unit, and under unity of command, to its limit. That birbas had been led by Mother Sakhalin, with her nephew Yaroslav and with Ilya at her side. Still, even now as they closed the ring, the ground teemed with wildlife.

They camped that night, and almost everyone stayed awake. It was almost impossible not to. Lions roared, wolves howled, and the restless, terrified calls and bleats of animals drifted on the air. Tess could smell their fear and, overwhelming it, the palpable excitement of the young women and men who were proving themselves on this birbas.

Natalia had already fallen asleep, muttering about how sorry Lara would be that she hadn’t been able to go along because of her broken arm. Tess visited desultorily with Ilya’s niece Nadine Orzhekov while watching the flow of visitors into and out of the field awning set up for Mother Orzhekov.

“The fact is,” Nadine was saying, “that Lara’s arm has healed enough that she could have come along, but I wouldn’t let her. I won’t trust her on a birbas until she’s sixteen. She’ll do something idiotic. Feodor would let her do anything. He doesn’t care that she’s headstrong and won’t listen to reason because she always knows she can get him to do whatever she wants. She’ll turn out just like—”

“Dina,” said Tess abruptly, distracted by the appearance of a travel-worn old rider whom she didn’t recognize in the circle of lanternlight that illuminated Mother Orzhekov and her court. “I think it’s time for me to convince Ilya that you need to ride out with your jahar and get away from camp for a few months.”

Nadine flushed angrily. “Don’t patronize me!” Then, her mood changing, she shifted forward eagerly. “Do you think you could? I’m going crazy. I’ll murder Feodor and the whole Grekov tribe if I don’t get out of here. He’s after me to get pregnant again. Aren’t two girls enough?” Her voice was so plaintive that Tess felt suddenly sorry for her. “He’s wild with jealousy that Galina has a boy, and by that no-good Sakhalin, too. He’s utterly convinced that if we don’t have a boy to become dyan after Bakhtiian dies that the Grekov tribe will lose all its influence again. As if they—”

“Good Lord,” said Tess, breaking into this tirade. “Speak of the devil. Is that Andrei Sakhalin?”

Nadine flung her head around. “Gods!”

“What in hell is Andrei Sakhalin doing here?”

“Come back to see his wife give birth again, I don’t doubt. Why else? He’s certainly never distinguished himself more or less in battle than any other common soldier, so Galina is the only real power he has. Or at least, that’s what Feodor thinks.”

Tess snorted. “Feodor should talk.”

Nadine flared at once. “Feodor has distinguished himself in battle many times! I’ll thank you not to compare him to that good-for-nothing Andrei Sakhalin.”

“Why is it, Dina, that you may criticize him, but no one else is allowed to?” But that was going too far. Nadine jumped to her feet and stalked away into the night. Tess shook her head and then got to her feet and walked over to Mother Orzhekov’s awning, curious about Andrei Sakhalin’s arrival. But he left just as she arrived, acknowledging her with a nod but nothing more, so Tess had to be content to sit down beside Irena Orzhekov’s pillow.

“What is he here for?” she asked.

“He is traveling back to Sarai in order to celebrate the arrival of his next child. Tess—” Irena hesitated suddenly, and got a peculiar look on her face.

“Yes?” asked Tess after a moment when it became apparent that Irena was not going to go on.

“Nothing. Was that Nadine who walked off so suddenly?”

Nothing escaped Mother Orzhekov’s keen eye, Tess reflected ruefully. “Yes. She needs to leave camp, you know.”

“I know.” Irena lifted a hand, dismissing all of the folk under the awning except her eldest daughter, Kira. Stassia and Sonia had stayed in Sarai, and those of her grandchildren who rode on this birbas were old enough to ride in the front ranks or else were in charge of the fires and the horses. “My nephew has developed a bad habit of keeping close to him for too long a few people for whom he feels overly responsible, and whose welfare he has taken onto himself as a gods-given obligation when in fact he ought to be freeing them to make their own mistakes and their own decisions.”

“Are you criticizing your nephew, Mother Orzhekov?” asked Tess, biting down on a smile. She enjoyed hearing Irena Orzhekov cut Ilya down to size.

“I have not yet begun on you, my daughter,” replied Irena mildly.

“I have argued before that it is time to release Nadine from camp,” said Kira. “Birthing is difficult for her. There are enough Orzhekov children from which to choose the next Orzhekov dyan.”

“Yes,” agreed Irena, “but we have agreed that a child with the vision is more likely to come from the line whose grandfather was a Singer, that is, from the line of Alyona Orzhekov and Petre Sokolov.”

“But Nadine has two daughters now, who will in time have children,” argued Kira. “They may prove stronger. Anyway, I’m going to strangle her one of these days. I’m surprised I haven’t done it yet. She complains constantly about Feodor, but the fact is, he knows exactly how to play her, so that for all that she grumbles and whines about the influence of the Grekov tribe, she still takes their side without realizing she does so.”

“Nadine’s strength does not lie in diplomacy,” said Tess.

“Spoken kindly,” retorted Kira.

“Let her go,” said Tess softly. “Let her take her jahar and lead an expedition—oh, anywhere. Let her go south to Kirill Zvertkov’s army, or farther south still on a reconnaissance. We know little about the lands south and east of Jeds. There are some interesting manuscripts coming north to us from Byblos.” Like the anatomy manuscript Ilya had been looking at. Tess was impressed by the Byblene scholars; they were strangely ahead of their time.

“Leaving Feodor to raise the children?” Kira asked sarcastically.

Irena coughed. “In fact, Feodor is a good father. He might have made a good etsana’s husband, had he only married one. He would not indulge Lara so much if it didn’t irritate Nadine. But I think you are right, Tess. Nadine has given our tent two healthy daughters. If her heart lies elsewhere, then I think we may safely let her go.”

Tess chuckled, low in her throat. “I know what she would like most. Do you recall Marco Burckhardt, the khaja man who rode with my brother’s court?”

“I do,” said Irena.

“The one Sonia took as a lover,” Kira said.

“The same. Nadine and Marco could travel into the southern lands, or east along the Golden Road, without a jahar. They could bring back far more valuable intelligence that way, and travel as far and as long as they please.”

“That would be dangerous.”

“Exactly. Now we must only convince Ilya to agree.”

“My nephew will agree once I have spoken to him.”

There was no answer to that. Tess kissed Irena and Kira on either cheek, in the formal style, and went to curl up in the blanket with Natalia.

On the final day Tess held Natalia back from the front ranks as the army closed the animals into an arena circumscribed by their own line of advance. This part of the hunt she did not like as well, because it reminded her too much of a siege. When Irena Orzhekov rode forward through the lines to let loose the first arrow, as was her right and duty, Tess could not bring herself to let Natalia, who was after all not yet eight years old, go along and watch.

“But, Mama—!”

“It isn’t safe. You couldn’t see anyway.”

But they could hear the howling and screams of the animals, muted by the cheers of the riders. Tess was reminded suddenly and bitterly of the first—and as it happened the last—battle she had actually fought in. She remembered eleven-year-old Katerina finishing off wounded khaja soldiers with a dagger up through the palate, not enjoying it but simply doing it because it had to be done. Was that what she wanted for Natalia and Yuri?

Natalia, fuming, eyed her with a blend of rebellion and resignation. She was not quite ready to go directly against her mother’s wishes. “Papa would let me go,” she said suddenly, trying a new line of attack.

“He isn’t here.”

“I’m going anyway!”

Tess stared her down. Natalia began to sniff and then to cry. “Oh, Talia….”

“Tess! Tess!” Like her uncle, Nadine had never shown much interest in hunting, going along mostly because it was expected of her.

At this moment, Tess was glad to see her. “Why did you leave?”

“Nothing interesting left to watch. I think Mother Orzhekov is going to break the circle early. Talia, whatever are you crying for? Tess, did you hear about Vasha?”

“About Vasha?”

A roar went up from the assembled army. Tess grabbed for the reins of Natalia’s horse and steadied Zhashi with her knees. They were not in the direct line of escape, but as the first animals broke for freedom in the gaps opening for them in the ring, it was like a force of nature roiling forth. The ground shuddered with their running. With shrieks of laughter and fierce yells, bands of mounted archers raced after the fleeing animals. The simple energy of it sent Tess’s adrenaline rocketing, and she laughed. Natalia watched with wide eyes as the arena collapsed and wild animals of all sizes, riders galloping after them, dispersed back into the plains.

After a long while, the army that still remained formed into orderly groups and began the ride back to Sarai. Tess let go of Natalia’s reins and swung Zhashi around to fall in beside Nadine. “Were you saying something about Vasha? Did Andrei. Sakhalin bring word from his brother’s army? Vasha isn’t—!” She broke off, but the twinge of worry faded as quickly, because Nadine looked positively smug, as she only did when she saw trouble brewing for someone else. Yes, it was long past time to get her out of camp.

“No, Andrei Sakhalin didn’t bring back word of Vasha from Yaroslav Sakhalin’s army. He brought back Vasha. In disgrace.”

“What! But then Irena must have known last night… why didn’t she tell me?”

“She didn’t want you riding back to Sarai to intervene, no doubt.”

“It’s nothing to laugh about! In disgrace. What does that mean?”

“How should I know? Except I caught up to him last night, to Andrei Sakhalin, that is, and he reports that Yaroslav was disgusted with Vasha’s behavior and threw him out.”

“Oh, gods. Talia, I want you to find Mother Orzhekov and ride with her.”

“But, Mama, I want to ride with you!”

“Talia, my love, I don’t have time to argue. Do what I say.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Dina, give me your horse.”

“No. You have your own string. Can I come with you?”

“Vulture,” said Tess. Nadine only laughed.

Tess was far too worried to try to stop Nadine from coming with her. She did not even bother to stop to remonstrate with Irena Orzhekov, who would feel no need to defend her decision in any case. She paused only long enough to make sure that Natalia was safely under her grandmother’s wing.

Then she and Nadine rode in stages, back across the rolling plain to Sarai. Even so, the jahar they followed rode faster. She reached Sarai six days later without having met up with it.

Riding up behind her own great tent, seeing Ilya’s golden banner flapping peacefully at the top, Tess hoped wildly that perhaps, just perhaps, she and Nadine had beaten the jahar to Sarai. But when she dismounted and came around front, handing off her horse to one of the guards, she saw a scene that dismayed her. The ring of guards had been pulled up tight against the tent, as if the tent itself was under siege…or had walled itself off against outside interference.

“Mama! Mama!” Yuri ran to her from Sonia’s tent. She scooped him up and kissed him. “Papa won’t let anyone in the tent. He’s very angry at Vasha.”

Tess looked Yuri over and reassured herself that he was healthy. “What do you mean he won’t let anyone in the tent?” She set him down and marched over to her awning, placing herself squarely in front of Konstans Barshai, who stood at attention, fully armed, together with nine of his men. “Where is my husband?”

“Inside the tent.”

“Why? Is it true as my son tells me that he refuses to see anyone?”

“No, Cousin,” said Konstans, lapsing into the formal style, so that Tess understood that he was acting wholly in his capacity as dyan of Ilya’s personal guard, “he refuses to see the young man known as Vassily Kireyevsky, who has brought disgrace onto this tent.”

“Where is the young man known as Vassily Kireyevsky?”

He pointed with his spear.

The central tents of the Orzhekov tribe were laid out around the huge tent that served as Mother Orzhekov’s residence. All tent entrances faced east to let in the light of the rising run, and Tess had sited her tent so that she could see the central plaza and the library to the front and, horizontally, the awning and carpets that marked the entrance of Mother Orzhekov’s residence. It was unnaturally quiet for this time of day, midmorning. To the left, Sonia sat under her awning and wove. She lifted a hand to acknowledge Tess’s arrival but curiously did not move to come greet her. Nadine practically bounced, she was so excited.

“That’s him!” Nadine said loudly. “That’s Vasha. Why is he sitting there under the awning with Niko?”

Holding Yuri’s hand, Tess walked over to Mother Orzhekov’s great tent, Nadine hard on her heels. It was indeed Niko, sitting composedly on a pillow and playing….

Khot! Tess stared.

Vasha sat hunched over the board. He always looked intense, but sitting there playing khot with Niko he seemed to have honed that intensity to such a fine point that it was painful to look at him. He was concentrating all his attention, all his nerves, on the game itself. When he reached out to set down a stone, his hand trembled.

Niko grunted. He glanced up, took note of Tess, and looked back down at the board. “Well, my boy, I think you’ve won again.”

A pained noise came out of Vasha’s throat, forced through closed lips. Clearly, winning at khot even against as wily and experienced a player as Niko gave him no pleasure. His dark skin had a leached-out undertone, as if he were sick or sick at heart. His black hair looked unkempt.

“Shall we play again?” asked Niko in the voice he might use to quiet a nervous horse.

“Why do you keep me sitting out here?” said Vasha through gritted teeth. “I feel like an idiot.”

“It’s good training.”

Tess could tell by the shift of Vasha’s shoulders that he was about to protest. Abruptly his shoulders sagged, and he gave in. “Very well. Another game.” Then, alerted by Yuri coming to crouch down next to him, he looked up and saw Tess.

He went red. His body stiffened and his expression froze into a rictus of shame and dread that struck Tess dumb. Nadine drew in breath to speak. Vasha leapt up and fled into the safety of Mother Orzhekov’s great tent.

“Vasha?” Yuri stood and pushed past the tent flap to follow Vasha inside.

“Well!” said Nadine into the silence.

Niko gathered up the khot stones.

“What happened?” asked Tess, kneeling down to help him. She was shocked to find her hands shaking.

Niko cleared his throat. “There was an unfortunate scene. That was yesterday.”

“Why are you sitting out here playing khot with Vasha?”

“To make sure that everyone sees him, to see that both Stassia and Sonia Orzhekov, as representatives of their mother, accede to his presence under the Orzhekov awning.”

“As I recall, Niko, you were among those who expressed misgivings about bringing a boy into my tent on the strength of khaja inheritance laws, by acknowledging Ilya as his father.”

Niko smiled down at the khot board, a musing smile. Then he slanted his gaze up at Tess. “It is true I did not approve of the khaja inheritance laws then. Nor do I now. Nor will I ever. It is also true that Vassily is young and has a great deal to learn, and has conducted himself badly. But you adopted him as your son, Tess. That counts for a great deal. And, gods,” he shook his head admiringly, “the boy can play khot!”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

A Ring of Guards

WHEN THEY CAME ACROSS scouts from the great birbas, Riasonovsky suddenly turned stubborn.

“No,” he said to Vasha, “you may not go to Mother Orzhekov or to the Prince of Jeds. My orders were to deliver you to Bakhtiian, and Bakhtiian is in Sarai. That is where we are going.”

So they rode on. With each dawn Vasha grew more nervous until he reached such a high pitch of anxiety that he thought he would burst. By the time Sarai rose out of the plains, an exotic blend of jaran camp and khaja city, he could only choke out one-word answers—when anyone bothered to address a comment to him, which wasn’t often.

They rode into the city. The khaja along the avenue spared them not a second glance. But as they moved into the great jaran camp, they gained a second escort: children and elders, mostly, all those who had not ridden out on the birbas and were eager for some excitement. Vasha endured their presence without flinching. First Katerina began to wave and call out to people she knew, then Stefan. He heard his own name called, but he had to keep his eyes fixed on Riasonovsky or he would not have the courage to ride up to Tess Soerensen’s tent. The closer they got, the more his vision narrowed, until at last he saw the gold banner in the distance, riding ever closer, ever closer, until he could see Mother Orzhekov’s huge tent beyond, could make out the colors and patterns on the walls of Tess’s great tent, could see the awning itself where a dark-haired man sat on a pillow playing khot with Stefan’s grandfather Niko while a soldier read to him from a report. Vasha thought he could practically read the words on the parchment, his sight had grown so keen and so focused.

Bakhtiian looked up. He jumped to his feet.

As if in slow motion, Riasonovsky dismounted and walked forward to speak to Bakhtiian. All the while he talked, and it went on and on and on until Vasha thought probably the whole day had passed and another one taken its place, Bakhtiian stared straight at Vasha.

In one more instant his father’s stare was going to obliterate him. Misri stood with perfect stillness, his only ally, even as Vasha’s hands convulsed on the reins. And all the while Bakhtiian’s expression grew colder and more furious.

Riasonovsky finished speaking and, as if in precaution, took one step back.

There was silence. Vasha hoped it would last forever.

“Katya!” That was Aunt Sonia’s voice, full of joy. “My dear girl—” But her voice faltered, swallowed by the stillness that radiated out from Bakhtiian.

When he spoke finally, his voice was not loud but so clear and cutting, so steeped in rage, that it resounded through the assembly.

“I turn my face away from him. I will not see him.” He turned and walked into the tent.

At once, a ring of guards closed in around the tent. Vasha just sat there, numb. His ears filled with a roaring, like a river rushing past. He stared at the awning. A few shapes moved around underneath the awning, men, guards, but it was empty of what mattered. His father had repudiated him. His worst dream had come true.

Fingers touched his arm. He jerked so hard that Misri sidestepped until Stefan caught her bridle and stopped her.

“Vasha! Dismount, you idiot. You’ll just look worse if you sit up there and gape. Come to Grandmother’s tent.”

After a moment he realized that it was Katerina who was talking to him. He swung down reflexively from the saddle and let her lead him away, but he could not help but look back over his shoulder toward the tent. Perhaps in another moment his father would emerge and agree to talk to him, to let him explain what had happened, to just see—

“Vasha!” Katerina hissed. “Don’t look back. Look dignified.”

“I have to talk to him,” he blurted out, and wrenched away from her and half-ran back to the tent. His father’s guards crossed their spears before him. “Just let me talk to him!” Vasha cried. “Konstans!” he pleaded, fixing his gaze on Konstans Barshai, who had taught him saber. “Just let me in, just—” He faltered.

Konstans, stone-faced, made no reply, only blocked Vasha’s path. This time, when Katerina took hold of Vasha’s arm, she got a good strong grip and tugged him along so hard that he stumbled backward, trying to turn himself.

“I said come with me, you fool!” she said in a low voice. She dragged him all the way to Mother Orzhekov’s great tent and shoved him over the threshold and inside, where he found his Aunts Stassia and Sonia and a mob of young, curious cousins.

“Go to the back, Vassily,” said Aunt Sonia curtly. “We are making a bath for you. I want you clean. Katya, you will tell us what has happened.”

He waited at the back while a big metal tub was filled with steaming water. No one spoke to him, not even the littlest ones. But he was glad of it, since his throat was thick with grief. He could hear a discussion going on at the front, but it passed in a haze. Someone, he wasn’t sure who, drew a curtain closed, screening off the bath, and he undressed mechanically and sank down into the water. Just sat there, staring at the tent wall. It was an old panel, fading: Wolves chased a stag.

“Vasha?” The merest whisper. The curtain stirred. Yuri slipped through. “Shhh. Don’t tell anyone I’m here.” Yuri put two fingers to his lips and grinned. “I missed you. I’m glad you came back.” He set his hands on the edge of the tub and leaned forward and kissed Vasha on the cheek. “Why is Papa angry with you?” It was said so innocently by him, who could not imagine his adored older brother doing anything wrong.

Vasha began to cry. The more he dug his nails into his palms, the more he bit his lower lip, to try and stop himself, the more the tears ran from his eyes.

Troubled, Yuri watched him. “Well,” said Yuri matter-of-factly, “everything will be all right when Mama gets back.”

Only it wasn’t. Stassia and Sonia treated him courteously, even perhaps with some sympathy, but coolly. He slept in one of the side chambers of Mother Orzhekov’s tent. Only three people visited him: Stefan and Niko Sibirin, and, once, Katerina, who frowned at him for the longest time and then got up and went way without saying anything. Niko made him sit outside under the awning and play khot, and Vasha’s humiliation was complete, to be put on show like that. The only way to ignore the stares he knew were being directed at him was to focus on the game so completely that he didn’t notice anything else.

That was why he never noticed Tess’s arrival until she stood not four paces from him, regarding him with pity. Even with Niko’s remonstrations echoing in his ears, he jumped up and retreated inside the tent, into the tiny closed-off chamber, because he could not bear to face her. She had given him everything. At that moment, sitting in darkness on a pillow, wringing his hands, he wasn’t sure which was worse: his father’s anger or her compassion. He sat there for a long, long time, alone. Finally he lay down. He had been strung too tight last night to sleep. Now, in the stuffy tent, he dozed.

Someone lay down next to him, embraced him, pressed against him. He rolled over. “Mmm? Katya!” That woke him up.

“Shhh.”

“What are you—?” But it was obvious what she was doing. Her body was agreeably familiar to him, and his to her, as if his hands remembered their old paths better than his mind did. Gods, he was angry at her for treating him so badly for the past months, but all that suddenly didn’t seem quite so important. For a brief while, he forgot the rest of the world.

Until Katerina collapsed on top of him afterward, promptly reminded him of them. “Oh, Vasha,” she said, a little out of breath still, “I didn’t know this would happen. I’m sorry.”

He ran a hand down her back, confused, and only then realized what she was talking about. He pushed her off him and she toppled back onto the carpet. “Do you mean you just came in here by way of apology?”

“I—”

“I’ll thank you to leave me alone!” He sat up, humiliated, and began to put his clothes back on.

“Vasha.” She hesitated, heard voices nearby, and hastily began getting her clothes back on. “That isn’t fair.”

He grunted, turning his back on her.

“Well, you can scarcely blame me for disliking the way you rode into Sakhalin’s army, expecting everyone to treat you like a prince when you’d never even proven yourself yet. It just annoyed me so knowing that you’d ride all the way back here in disgrace only to have Cousin Ilya forgive you and pretend nothing had happened.”

“Forgive me! Of course he wouldn’t forgive me. Any fool can see that. He’s furious.”

Katerina shrugged on her blouse and belted it over her skirts. “It’s what he always did before. Why should it be different this time?”

“What he always did before?” Vasha was so stunned by this comment that he sat and stared at Katerina, shirt hanging loose in one hand.

She pulled on a boot, not looking at him. “He’s always coddled you, Vasha. I was just wrong in thinking he would do the same thing this time.”

“He’s never coddled me!” But the exclamation trailed off into silence, and he only watched as Katya stood up, straightened her clothes, and listened intently.

“Tess is coming inside,” she said. “I am sorry. I wouldn’t have been so angry with you if I’d thought Cousin Ilya would be. I just thought it would be bad for you if someone didn’t make you realize that you have to—”

There was a discreet cough from outside. Blushing, Vasha tugged on his shirt, got an arm in the neck, cursed, and finally pulled it on just as Tess pushed aside the curtain and stepped inside the tiny chamber. Katya flashed her a shamefaced smile and retreated at once. Vasha buckled on his belt and hoped furiously that Tess would not notice what he was doing. Then he fixed his gaze on his knuckles. There was yet a slight sheen of the hunt on her, and it disturbed him. And he was horribly embarrassed. And terrified of what she was going to say.

“I have heard several reports,” she said finally. “But I would like to hear your report.”

“I made a fool of myself,” he mumbled.

“I beg your pardon. I couldn’t hear that.”

“I don’t like Yaroslav Sakhalin,” he burst out, flinging his head up. “He treated me like—” He broke off, clamping down on his tongue. Like Mother Kireyevsky treated me.

“I hear that he expected you to do what every boy who joins the army does: care for the horses, help with the herds, do duties here and around for the soldiers.”

“I was older than the other boys. Why couldn’t he have let me go to the army earlier?” He hated himself even as he said it, for the whining tone.

“A good question.”

He wrenched his gaze back down to his knuckles. “Whatever Katya told you is probably true. I didn’t like Sakhalin. He didn’t like me. We never got along. But it was stupid of me to steal those horses and to convince the others to go along with the plan. And we didn’t mean to steal Princess Rusudani, too.”

“I’m curious. If you’d gone as a Kireyevsky rider, do you suppose Sakhalin would have liked you?”

The question was so odd that it silenced him. Tess waited him out. “If I’d gone as a Kireyevsky rider, Yaroslav Sakhalin would never have noticed me at all, unless I distinguished myself in battle.”

“Yes. Well, do what Niko says, for now, and what your aunts and grandmother say, of course. How many times did you beat Niko at khot anyway?”

“I don’t know. We just played.”

Tess made a little sound, and he glanced up at her and saw that she was holding back a laugh. Anger flared, but he fought it down. How could she laugh?

“Niko says you’re a fine khot player. I don’t take praise given by Niko lightly.” She kissed him on the forehead and left.

Vasha stared at the curtain as it swayed to stillness, leaving him alone again. He had known Tess would not be furious with him, not in the way his father had been. She would scold him, take him to task, expect him to think about what he might learn from the situation—and suddenly Katya’s accusation, that his father coddled him, flashed back into his mind. He had a sudden, bothersome idea that she was right. Bakhtiian did not treat him the same way he treated Natalia and Yuri. It was as if there was a line Bakhtiian could never quite bring himself to cross, as if he didn’t think it was his right.

The thought plunged Vasha into gloom. He shut his eyes and rested his head on his hands. In the end, of course, the dream was just that, a dream. Any fool could see that he was not truly Ilya Bakhtiian’s son.

Tess swept into her tent, took one look at her husband’s grim expression, and swept out without saying a word to him. Sonia waited for her outside, but Tess kept walking and did not speak until they stood out on the grass between the tents, away from anyone who might overhear.

“Well?” Sonia asked.

“If I talk to him now, we’ll have a fight, and he’ll only get more stubborn.”

“Should I go in?” Sonia cocked her head to one side. “Ah. You are right. When a man feuds with his son, it is not a woman’s matter.”

“I would not want to be there when Irena goes in.”

“Mother may take his part in this. What makes you think that anyone in this tribe will support Vasha except for you? Has he proven himself worthy of being an Orzhekov son?”

“He has not yet been given a chance to prove himself. He should have gone to Yaroslav Sakhalin sooner or not at all.”

“Why are you trying to convince me, Tess?”

“Niko says he plays khot much better than his father.”

“I can assure you that most people in the tribes accept Ilya as his father only through his connection with you. I’m sorry, but I won’t interfere, and I will counsel our mother not to interfere either. If Ilya’s councilors and generals choose to take Vassily’s part, then so be it. If they do not….”

“What in hell’s name am I going to do with Vasha if they don’t? I can’t just abandon him. Or, God forbid, force him to be a servant like he was in the Kireyevsky tribe. Do I send him to Jeds? Marry him to a khaja princess so he can have some kind, any kind, of position?”

Their eyes met. With one thought, they both turned and looked toward the distant scatter of tents, pitched beyond the Sakhalin tribe, that housed the khaja hostages, and now housed with them the princess, Rusudani Mirametis, daughter of Prince Zakaria of Tarsina-Kars, granddaughter of King Barsauma of Mircassia, and cousin of Prince Basil of Filis. They had heard the whole story from Katerina, corroborated in a tense interview with a deeply-shamed Stefan.

“In Erthe, in older times,” said Tess slowly, “a man who captured a woman under such circumstances had the right to marry her.”

“How barbaric!”

“Oh, Sonia! Is that really so different from a man riding into a tribe and marking a woman who does not want him?”

“Of course it is!” said Sonia indignantly. “We are not savages.”

“Oh, of course not.”

“It may not be your choice to make. Are you going to try to discuss Vassily with Ilya?”

“Not now. Ilya won’t mind being angry with me. That would only feed his anger.”

“Then wait and see what Niko and Josef do. See what his senior captains, Konstans Barshai and the others, counsel. You cannot make the tribe keep Vassily here simply because you will it to be so. The boy will never be able to live in the Orzhekov tribe now if the tribe itself does not want him here.”

“I’ll wait a few days. Poor child. He was already thrown out once.”

“He is not a child anymore. That should be evident.”

“Umm, yes. Katya has taken up with him again, I think.”

Sonia did not respond to this feint, and Tess was forced to follow her meekly back to her tent and attend to more domestic chores.

Vasha endured the Orzhekov camp for another day, but on the evening of the second he could bear their forbearance no longer. He fled to the part of the camp where the khaja hostages and envoys lived. A small group of people had gathered at the end of the line of tents closest to Sarai. He paused to look them over. He was surprised to see the priest, Brother Saghir. When the priest recognized him, he smiled at Vasha, beckoning him over.

“What are these people doing?” Vasha asked him.

“They have come to receive the recitation of the Lord’s Word. Some of these people already belong to the faithful, and it has been years since a priest of our Order has come among them. Others seek to learn more of God’s law.”

“It is good to be reminded of the gods’ laws,” agreed Vasha, “since it is by their favor that the jaran have gained so much.”

“ ‘Those whom God favors have also a greater responsibility,’ ” replied Brother Saghir instantly. He had an answer for everything, rather like Tess did. But Vasha had never once seen Tess worship any god. “Likewise, in another place, ‘If more is given you, then also ought you to love more.’ If the jaran and their Bakhtiian have been given much, then by Whose hand has this been done? By the idols, by the thousand demons named as gods by the ignorant? No, by the hand of God Almighty, Who made heaven and earth and all kingdoms upon it, and by the grace of His anointed Son, who was sundered and yet lived again so that we might be granted a vision of the power of life over death.”

“My father was granted a vision by the gods,” said Vasha, and then cringed, cursing himself inwardly. His father was not his father at all; Bakhtiian had already repudiated him.

Brother Saghir nodded gravely, whether at Vasha’s statement or with a mysterious knowledge of Vasha’s plight. He had a sallow complexion and black hair, and though he was not much older than Vassily himself, he carried himself as a man does, not as a boy. “For every man and woman there is the hope of salvation, if he will only hear God’s word, if she will only take unto heart the Pilgrim’s journey.”

“Is that true?” Vasha asked wistfully.

The appearance of Princess Rusudani distracted him from Brother Saghir’s answer. She arrived in great state: Her servant, Jaelle, walked three paces behind her, and behind them came three soldiers walking and four riding, with Stefan at the tail end of the procession. Brother Saghir left Vasha immediately and hurried forward to bow in front of the princess. The townspeople parted to let them through, and Brother Saghir busied himself setting out a table as an altar, covering it with a cloth sewn of gold fabric and setting on the cloth a large carved box and several cups.

Rusudani knelt at the front of the gathering, in front of the altar. Jaelle knelt farther back, with the people gathered from Sarai. Vasha sidled over to stand next to Stefan.

“What are they doing?” Stefan asked.

“They’ve come to pray,” said the soldier in charge, Gennady Berezin. He was Vasha’s uncle by marriage, having been married to Anna Orzhekov, the sister who had died years before Vasha came to the tribe. “They have all sorts of strange khaja rituals, but they can’t help it, since they know nothing of the true gods.”

“They read from their book,” said Vasha, desperately wanting to impress Berezin with his knowledge. “And they sing. Then they pour the wine on the ground. But I don’t know why.”

“Jaelle says they do not worship in the right way,” said Stefan suddenly. “She comes from a different place.”

Berezin snorted and Stefan looked embarrassed. “If she worships a different God, then why does she worship with her mistress here?”

“No, it is the same God, but….”

Several of the soldiers in attendance chuckled, while on the grass near the altar the congregation sang softly and rather off-key in a language Vasha did not recognize.

“If it is the same God, then how can they worship differently?” demanded Berezin. “My boy, you had better learn that the khaja are all savages. I grant you she has a pleasing enough face, but there is a proper jaran girl waiting for you out on the plains, no doubt.”

Stefan clenched his hands and refused to reply.

“Have you been talking to her?” Vasha whispered in his ear.

“A man is allowed to talk to a woman!” Stefan lapsed into an indignant silence.

The soldiers settled in for a long wait as the congregation alternated singing and listening. The three on foot hunkered down; Berezin whittled at a stick of wood. The riders dismounted and led their horses around the periphery, reappearing at intervals. Dusk bled to twilight and twilight faded into night. Stars filled the sky. Brother Saghir circled the congregation with a lit lantern bobbing up and down in front of him like a beacon, and when he returned to the altar he spoke rhythmic words to the congregation which they repeated back to him.

Vasha could not help but stare at Rusudani. She swayed in time to Brother Saghir’s speaking, and he had a feeling that she alone of the gathered was speaking the words to herself along with the priest. Her dark head was bent submissively, her hands clasped and pressed against her breast. Vasha felt uncomfortable all of a sudden, and he walked around a little bit to work off his nerves.

Finally, Brother Saghir poured a full cup of red wine out on the ground and first Rusudani and after her the others in turn came forward to touch the damp earth, their way lighted by Brother Saghir with the lantern. Then Brother Saghir opened the wooden box and lifted out a loaf of bread, they sang a final song, and that seemed to signal the end of their worship.

The townspeople filtered away toward Sarai. Rusudani’s escort reassembled and she walked with dignity back into their guard. Jaelle, behind her, glanced toward Stefan and away. Poor Stefan looked pathetically gratified by that scrap of attention.

Suddenly, Rusudani looked straight toward Vasha. “Brother Saghir tells me you spoke with him about the word of God,” she said; that is, she spoke the words in her tongue and Jaelle translated them into Taor.

Vasha was horrified and ecstatic together. “Yes,” he managed to reply. By the light of the lanterns held by her escort, Rusudani’s face glowed mysteriously.

“What does she say?” asked Berezin. Vasha was so thrilled by the old soldier’s interest that he could hardly reply for fear of saying something stupid.

“She says, she saw, that I spoke with her priest about their God.”

“And did you speak with him?”

“I did.” On this ground, Vasha felt sure of himself. “It is always wise to learn the ways of the khaja, so that we may rule them more wisely.”

Berezin lifted an expressive eyebrow. “That is true, and sensibly said.”

Vasha felt the fierce pain of hope, like Brother Saghir’s promised salvation. If a soldier like Berezin spoke in his favor…but Berezin was already moving off, saying something to one of his riders about some of the straggling townspeople.

Rusudani was talking again, and Jaelle translated. “Princess Rusudani says that she had heard that there were followers of the True Faith among the jaran, but that when she came among you she saw that it was not so. For this reason she feared you.” Jaelle looked nervous saying these words. Vasha, risking a glance full at Rusudani’s face, did not think the princess looked afraid. She looked more annoyed than anything, as if she wasn’t sure she could trust her servant to translate correctly. “But Sister Yvanne brought her to a fuller knowledge of God’s will, and if that means that she must follow the path of the Pilgrim, Our Holy Sister, then so will she follow that path.”

Berezin signaled, and the guard formed around Rusudani, herding her away. She went without a backward glance for Vasha. Vasha wanted to follow her, to speak to her again, but he did not dare to. What if Berezin did not approve? What did it matter what Berezin thought, anyway, if Bakhtiian had already turned against him?

“What am I going to do?” he asked the air, wanting to cry, but he could not.

From the altar, Brother Saghir looked up at him, hearing his tone if not understanding the words. “I will pray with you, if you wish, Prince Vasil’ii,” he said sympathetically, and Vasha winced away from the title, knowing he had no right to it.

“Come on,” said Stefan. “I know an inn in Sarai where we can get drunk in peace.” He took Vasha by the arm and drew him away.

But Vasha shook loose of him and went over to Brother Saghir first. “I thank you,” he said, not sure whether he was thanking the khaja priest for his sympathy or for his kind-hearted ignorance, giving Vasha the title he so badly wished for, that of prince, a true prince, acknowledged as such by khaja and jaran.

Then, because it seemed the best solution to his pain, he went with Stefan and got blindingly drunk.

After three days, a delegation of older men requested permission, through Konstans Barshai, who diligently maintained the ring of guards around the tent, to see Bakhtiian. Tess could not quite bring herself to go directly in with them, but she could not stand to miss the confrontation, so she simply let herself into the inner chamber through the un-sewn back flap and peeked through the curtain.

There were five men, Niko Sibirin, Sonia’s husband Josef Raevsky, Kira and Stassia’s husbands, and Gennady Berezin. They sat, as was their right, and Josef refused help in finding a pillow to sit on until Ilya himself, shamed by Josef’s blind groping, helped him. Niko acted as spokesman.

“Why have you grown angry, Bakhtiian?” he asked.

Ilya glowered at them and did not answer.

“The Habakar king fled from your wrath and came to a bad end, and now his cities and his people belong to the tribes. Our armies are rich, and with each day they continue to advance southward. People of three different faiths bow to our governors. How can you remain angry?”

Still Ilya did not reply, but his hands shifted restlessly on his knees.

“The child knows he has done wrong,” continued Niko, “but now he is afraid of your anger. If you continue in this way, you will break his spirit. Let him see you.”

The other men nodded in agreement. The silence lasted a long time, but these were men who were both willing and able to wait Ilya out. After a while, Niko unfolded a khot board and got out some stones and he and Josef commenced playing a game.

Yuri poked his head through the back flap, and Tess, with a hand over her mouth, waved him away. Ilya had responded to the provocation of the game by pressing his mouth together more firmly and refusing to be drawn, but like the others he could not help but watch. Josef was the finest khot player in the Orzhekov tribe. He used an unpolished set of stones, and he played by touch, his fingers fluttering across the board, lightly marking each stone as it was laid down in order to memorize its position. When the game ended, with Josef winning as usual, Ilya stirred.

“Very well.”

When Niko brought him before the tent, and Konstans Barshai pulled back his spear in order to let Vasha through, Vassily shuddered, a shock wave passing through him so hard and fast that at first he could not step forward.

He heard Bakhtiian’s voice say, “Send him in,” and he felt for an instant as if he had never heard that voice before. Memory hit him, staggering him: Eight years ago he had stood before this tent a tribeless, kinless child of eleven, thrown on the mercy of the Orzhekov tribe, and been called in to stand before the man who would pass judgment on him with those same sharp words.

Except that in the end Tess Soerensen, not Bakhtiian, had made a choice whose repercussions had, perhaps inevitably, led him to this moment when Bakhtiian would repudiate him once and for all.

Niko nudged him, and with the old man beside him, he forced himself to push past the entrance flap and go inside. Konstans Barshai followed them in, as if to guard Bakhtiian against the threat Vasha posed, and after him a handful of other men. Vasha did not really see them.

Bakhtiian sat on a pillow, a closed book balanced on his left knee, covered by a hand, and his other hand in a fist on the carpet beside him. Vasha scarcely had time to draw breath before Bakhtiian started in.

“I have satisfied myself that the report I have heard of your behavior is true. Do you dispute it?”

Vasha shook his head numbly.

“Is this the way a child of the Orzhekov tribe is expected to conduct himself? Do we train our boys to grow up into men who will steal women out of the sanctity of the tents—”

That was too much. “We didn’t steal her! She ran to us—”

“Silence! I did not ask you to speak. Can an army march when the soldiers will not obey their captain? Truly, ‘the boy who does not respect his uncle will never learn to fight.’ Is a boy’s judgment to be honored above that of a man? If the children of the jaran refuse to respect the wisdom of their elders, why should the gods grant us their favor any longer?”

The force of Bakhtiian’s anger felt like heat, melting him. The worst of it was, this was just the beginning.

“When the tribes first came to earth and their tents spread from the west to the east, there were two brothers, Mstislav and Daniil. Now Daniil had but a single eye in the middle of his forehead, and with this eye he could see as far distant a place as would take a man three days to ride. One day he saw a tribe riding toward them, and he spied a young woman riding in their midst who was as fair as the dawn. At once he asked his brother to ride down and see what this tribe was, so that he might marry the young woman. Mstislav agreed, and he rode down to the tribe, but coming before her, he fell in love with her as well. But because he had given his brother his sworn word, he did not mark the woman, but instead marked her older sister, who was also unmarried. Daniil rode into the tribe as well, and he marked the younger sister. So came the brothers into the tribe.”

Vasha could not have moved even if he had wanted to. Although, outside, the season was turning, he found it inexplicably stuffy in the tent, and he sweated and sweated.

“Mstislav’s wife bore two daughters and four sons, and Daniil’s wife bore four daughters and two sons, but all those years Mstislav nursed his jealousy against his brother, and this jealousy he passed down into his sons’ hearts.

“In time Mstislav passed away, but his sons nursed their father’s resentment against their uncle Daniil. They did not leave to marry women in other tribes because their grievance had blinded them to their duty.”

Vasha was beginning to feel faint. Sweat trickled down the small of his back. His feet felt so hot and swollen that it hurt to stand on them.

“One day when the jahar rode out to scout, Daniil saw a jahar of an enemy tribe riding toward them, still three days off. He alerted the jahar and they turned and rode into the broken lands to protect themselves. The four brothers refused to believe him. They had seen no signs of a large force nearby. They remained in the valley where the grass was sweet and plentiful. The other jahar arrived at dawn on the third day and killed them.

“Any man I name dyan in my armies is as an uncle to you, and any boy who will not heed the word of his uncle is as good as dead to his tribe.”

The tirade went on. Vasha lost track of words and then phrases and then whole portions as he concentrated more and more on simply not toppling over. He began to hear, not the words, but the spate of words and the pauses during which Bakhtiian took breath to start in again.

During a pause, a new voice broke in, staggering Vasha with its placidity.

“All of these words are true,” said Niko slowly, “but what is the point of abusing the boy at such length? If you end by putting fear in his heart, then how will he ever learn what to do in war? He is young. Like an immature eagle, his first strike may fail to capture his chosen prey.”

Then Konstans spoke. “Why strike with your anger against the boy? We have enemies enough. Set us loose against them, and the gods will give us greater strength, greater riches, and many more people to rule. You need only to ask, ‘Which people?’ and I would tell you that the king of Mircassia and the prince of Filis alone prevent us from ruling all the lands between the plains and Jeds. Let us strike at them now and with such fury that they will scatter and run and beg to become our servants.”

There was a long silence.

Bakhtiian stirred finally. For the first time his gaze shifted away from Vasha. Vasha’s knees almost gave out. “It is past time for me to rejoin the army, and to call in Zvertkov’s army to join with Sakhalin’s in the attack against Mircassia and Filis. Between those two swords, the khaja will fall.” He paused. “The boy can go to Kirill Zvertkov, providing he behaves himself. He may ride with us southward until we meet up with Zvertkov’s jahar.”

He lifted a hand, to signal that the audience was over.

Vasha gaped. So casually came the reprieve. At first he was too stunned to feel anything. Hard on that came shame: Shame, that Katya had been right. Bakhtiian coddled him, in the wrong way, making things easy for him because, perhaps…well, how could he know why? A real father would have been less lenient.

But I will prove myself worthy, he said, voicing the words soundlessly. Aware that the other men watched him, he accepted the pronouncement with a cool nod, turned without haste, and walked out of the tent on steady legs. But it was too much to have to face the crowd that greeted him outside.

Tess saved him, as usual.

“Come, Vasha. I want you and Stefan to attend me at Princess Rusudani’s tent.”

The thought of Rusudani calmed him at once. With her serene face and composed voice as a promise held before him, he could press through the assembly without quailing.

In the end, Tess did nothing more on that visit than establish the language Rusudani spoke, a dialect of the Yos language, confirm the princess’s pedigree, and listen politely while Rusudani, through Jaelle, begged leave to bring the word of her God to the attention of Bakhtiian and the elders and women of the jaran.

Vasha needed to do nothing but sit in respectful silence. Slowly the weight of tension sloughed off him. He was surprised by the revelation that he felt more at ease sitting here with khaja women than with the women of his own people.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Duke Naroshi’s Palace

FROM THE SHIP, ILYANA and the rest of the company boarded a shuttle that took them down not to the surface but to a platform, like a thin sheet of glass, that floated high above Duke Naroshi’s palace. Stepping out from the interior of the shuttle, she felt exposed and dizzy. It was a long long way to the ground.

“This is amazing,” David ben Unbutu was saying to Maggie O’Neill. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Any idea how it levitates?” she asked nervously. About the size of a soccer field, the “plate” on which they stood seemed no thicker than a hand, and there were no railings along the sides.

“None. Goddess, if I only had access to their technology—”

Ilyana clutched Anton’s wrist with a strong grip and told Valentin in a voice made brusque by fear to pick Evdokia up. It was just the kind of awful accident that might happen, one of the children plunging off the side. To her right, Diana Brooke-Holt had already grabbed hold of both Evdi and Portia.

The air smelled funny, but it was breathable.

The palace spread out below and before them, but they were still nightside and all she saw were pinprick lights and vast contours of shadow. The platform glowed with a silver tinge that echoed distant clusters of subdued and delicate lights.

One of the actors whistled, low, marveling. “Can you tell how high up we are?”

“Pretty damned far.”

The musician Phillippe swore: “Tupping hells, I hate heights! Let me sit down!”

“Here, hold on to my legs,” said Hyacinth to Anatoly Sakhalin. Hyacinth lay down on his stomach and inched forward until he got to the edge.

“Oh, Goddess,” wailed Phillippe, sitting in the very center of the crowd, hair clutched in his hands. “Don’t do that, Hyacinth. You’re making me sick.”

Hyacinth grinned. Sticking his hand out, he groped forward with it, kept going until his shoulders and head were out over… nothing. “Yeah, yeah, you can pull me back now,” he said, laughing with nervous excitement. When Anatoly had dragged him a body’s length back, he sat up, smiling madly. “There seems to be a beacon, like a lighthouse, underneath us. But there’s nothing around or below the platform, no forcefield, nothing.”

Anatoly walked up to the edge of the platform, right up so that the tips of his boots edged the rim, and stared down into the gulf of air. Nipper shrieked and fainted. “He’s right,” said Anatoly calmly. “Is there some tool that can measure the space between air and land?”

No one spoke.

“Oh,” said Anatoly suddenly. “The transit,” He unclipped his hand-sized computer slate from his belt, keyed a command into it, and held it out. Ilyana caught in her breath. With his arm extended he seemed even less stable, as if the merest touch of breeze could push him over. Nipper revived, but catching sight of Anatoly poised as if to plummet, she began hyperventilating until, mercifully, the company medic rummaged through his bag and slapped a patch on her skin. Her head lolled back, and her breathing slowed.

Anatoly drew the slate in and puzzled out the letters on the screen. The pale light turned his hair to spun gold, and Ilyana saw his lips move, sounding out the terms. “One thousand three hundred and six meters.” He clipped the slate on his belt and stepped back.

The others had already clustered at the center, except for Hyacinth, on his knees an arm’s length behind Anatoly. Ilyana heard the group give a collective sigh, whether at Anatoly retreating from the brink or at the appalling height at which they now stood. Without warning, the shuttle retracted its landing ramp and banked away from the platform, stranding them there. Its leaving did not rock the flat surface at all. They watched it go until the darkness swallowed it up and the last red and blue lights were lost to distance.

“Damned lucky we can breathe the atmosphere,” said one of the women sardonically. Wind gusted and died and rose again more gently. A thin strip of cloud drifted beneath the platform. It was cool, but not cold. And it was weirdly quiet.

“Now what?” asked a lonely voice in the anxious silence. Ilyana counted thirty-eight people huddled in the middle of the platform. The silver light emanating from the platform lit them from below, gilding their forms. Most of them now looked toward David ben Unbutu and Maggie O’Neill, except for Phillippe and a handful of others who had their eyes shut.

M. Unbutu lifted his hands, palms up. “I don’t know. Charles was supposed to be here to meet us, and to, ah, formally present us to Duke Naroshi. We can’t enter the ducal house without the formal ‘crossing of borders,’ that’s the literal translation. It’s some kind of ceremony, although I don’t think retainers, like us, are truly introduced to a duke.”

There was a bit of tense laughter at this comment, which Maggie O’Neill followed up. “I’m not sure we actually exist as individuals to them,” she said.

A light flared on the ground. It rose and steadily approached them. One light resolved into four, four into the curve of a ship set off against stars and the pale glamour of clouds. Noiselessly, it slowed down, stopped, and drew up along one side of the platform. A hatch opened. Two figures stepped out, followed by a third. Ilyana sidestepped and yanked Anton along beside her. She had never seen Chapalii this close before.

“Anton, look, the one on the right. That’s Charles Soerensen.”

“Who?” Anton seemed more interested in Nipper, who was now snoring softly, than in the fantastic events taking place.

“Shhh! You idiot. The only human who has a place in the Chapalii court. Duke Charles.”

Ilyana had seen him before, of course, a sandy-haired man of medium height, except there was something oddly unsettling behind his unprepossessing appearance. Ilyana always had a feeling that, like the mythic creature called the basilisk, if he looked at you in the wrong way he would turn you to stone. He was the one person in the whole universe who she suspected her father was scared of.

The two Chapalii looked alike to her, tall, awkward, and angular, but she supposed that the one who stood next to Duke Charles must be the Chapalii duke. His skin was so pallid that he seemed to reflect back the muted light given off by the platform.

“Maggie,” said Duke Charles in a low voice. Maggie O’Neill stepped forward and handed Soerensen a rod. He ran a hand down it, as if his fingers were reading something carved into its surface.

“Tai-en,” he said, speaking in Anglais. “This is the manifest of my retainers, whom I pass into your hands for safekeeping while they sojourn in your lands.” He held out the rod. Duke Naroshi accepted it from him and replied in Chapalii, which Ilyana could not understand.

And that was that. Duke Charles walked over to Owen and Ginny, the leaders of the Company, and conferred with them briefly while the Chapalii duke waited, oblivious to his new companions. To her left, Ilyana saw her father inching by degrees closer to Duke Naroshi. She opened her mouth to say something, but Duke Charles broke away from Owen and Ginny and headed for the little ship, David ben Unbutu and Maggie O’Neill with him.

Without thinking, Ilyana tugged Anton along behind her as she followed them. Had she misunderstood? Was M. Unbutu leaving now? It was too awful to contemplate!

But Duke Charles paused in front of the hatch. “Good luck, David,” he said in a low voice. “You’ll transmit to Maggie once a day if you can manage it, otherwise through the regular communiques. What do you think?”

M. Unbutu grinned. “I think I’m going to die happy.” He kissed Maggie.

Duke Charles glanced back over the platform, caught sight of Ilyana, and gave her a brief nod before his gaze swept out, locked, and retreated back in again. “Hell.” Ilyana was shocked to hear his voice shaking. “I’m glad to get off of here. I hate heights.” He crossed over into the ship. Maggie followed him inside.

The hatch closed. Retreating, M. Unbutu waved at Ilyana to move back with him. The ship sighed away from the platform, banked, and headed up into the sky, which was lightening.

M. Unbutu smiled kindly at Ilyana and Anton. “Planetrise. I guess it should be some sight.”

“What’s planetrise?” asked Anton, but Ilyana hushed him and said, “but why did we have to come here, M. Unbutu?” She motioned toward the platform, where they hung in the air.

“We’re crossing the border, passing from one fiefdom to the other. This place is not quite in one domain or the other.”

“Oh. This platform is like a crossing place. But where is Duke Charles going now? I didn’t expect to see him here.”

“Look!” said Anton. Ilyana turned to see her father standing not five paces from Duke Naroshi, who seemed unaware of Vasil’s presence. But Anton was pointing toward the horizon. The smooth line of a luminescent ball nosed up over jagged hills. “Is that the sun?” he asked.

“No, silly,” said Ilyana. “That’s a planet. Isn’t it?”

“Yes,” said M. Unbutu. “We’re on one of its moons. One of the few things we know about this system is that this satellite has an erratic orbit around the planet, so I’d guess it’s practically impossible to calculate simple things like sunrise.”

“Moons don’t have atmosphere,” said Anton stubbornly.

“Yana!” Valentin sidled over, now carrying Evdi, who stared open-mouthed at the planet rising into the sky. “Look at that, will you!”

Bronze and ivory-colored bands girdled the planet, swirling together in thick stripes, and by its light Ilyana could see the suggestion of curves and planes on the ground below, the palace taking form as if light itself brought it into being. But the glory of the great planet was its magnificent rings. The rings stretched out as far again on either side as the planet’s diameter, so that the planet and rings together appeared monstrous.

“Oh, gee,” said Valentin, who was never awed by anything.

Even their father simply stood and stared, forgetting how close he stood to the Chapalii nobleman. Karolla, sitting, nursed the baby, but she glanced up at intervals to look, she who never truly looked at the khaja world, who had learned to avoid seeing it. The company whispered and exclaimed to each other in a reverent hush. The planet took so long to rise that Evdi fell asleep in Valentin’s arms.

A sharper light caught and splintered over the horizon, and the sun rose. It was bright, bluish-white, and small, disappointing compared to the huge planet. But the sun and the reflected light of the planet combined to bring dawn.

Ilyana’s first thought was that the horizon was curved.

Then she saw the palace.

First, the sheer size of it, stretching out in a web over the land, curving away from the horizon. A huge river cut through the palace, infested with towers; a nest of towers even grew up from the middle of its confluence with one of its tributaries. Almost directly beneath them a canyon cut deep into the earth, spanned by three gossamer bridges whose arches splintered the new light into rainbows. Domes huddled in the depths.

Phillippe started to hyperventilate. A spate of wondering talk flooded the group on the platform.

“Goddess bless us,” said M. Unbutu under his breath.

Ilyana had not had time to take in everything when an opaque dome coalesced over the platform and the floor sank. Her heart and stomach collided. She thought she was going to fall, but the descent was even and slow and anyway her feet seemed to be stuck to the platform.

After a long time, they stopped. An arch of silver light appeared in the opaque dome. Duke Naroshi walked out through it. Light flared around him and vanished back into gray. He was gone. The dome moved again, slowed and stopped, and the opaque wall steamed away into nothing.

They stood in the middle of ruins. The platform sank, melting into the ground until they stood on dirt. Pale crumbled brick walls surrounded them. A squat tower, half fallen in, marked a gateway. Through it, Ilyana saw green. The sky above had a hazy density, and the planet loomed along the horizon. It seemed to have sunk a bit, so that its bottom rim lay hidden behind the jagged mountains. The sun’s light cast weak shadows out from the ruined walls, and a few stars shone faintly. The air still smelled funny, and here in the middle of the dead brick city it carried grit unleavened by filters or plants.

One Chapalii remained with them. He—Ilyana reminded herself that it had to be a “he” because the females were sequestered—stepped forward and addressed himself to David ben Unbutu in Anglais made odd by his inability to sound a hissed “s.” “I am called Roki. It is my obligation to serve you and these assembled people. This caravansary has entered into decay but another has grown beyond the arch.” He inclined his head, an awkward gesture that looked copied, not natural, and walked away from the group toward the arch.

“Entered into decay?” muttered Hyacinth. “How old is this palace, anyway?”

“I’m no antiquary,” said M. Unbutu, “but this was either cleverly constructed to look this way, or else it’s been abandoned for centuries. This kind of erosion doesn’t take place overnight.”

Anatoly was the first to move. He ran a hand carefully along a waist-high wall, testing it. “I have seen such places in Habakar, old cities and towns lost out in the desert, forgotten by everyone except Father Wind and Mother Sun.”

Diana glanced at him but said nothing.

One of the new actors said, “Father Wind and Mother Sun?” and Gwyn Jones told him to be quiet.

Finally, Yomi picked up her trunk, activated the lifts on the company trunks and boxes, and started the whole mass moving after the Chapalii steward. “Well, what are we waiting for?” she demanded of the others. The trunks and boxes floated about an arm’s length off the ground, locked together in stacks and lines, and she maneuvered them out the still-intact arch and into the green.

First one, then a second, then a third person gathered together their personal luggage and either hoisted it up onto their hips or back or activated its levitation grids, and followed Yomi. Their breaking away precipitated a flood, so everyone converged on the arch at one time. Ilyana waited patiently for the congestion to sort itself out. She let Anton run ahead with their mother while she hung back, loitering near M. Unbutu, who had evidently decided to bring up the rear. That way she managed to walk beside him as they came out through the arch and caught their first glimpse of the palace from the ground.

From this angle, everything looked different. Down along an unpaved road stood another square brick caravansary, this one intact. To the left lay fields and a green park in which clumps of animals roamed, and behind the caravansary and to the right loomed a great rose-colored wall, a mass of jade towers with bulbous stems and flowering roofs, and a glass-paned dome that shimmered in sunlight. A tiny gate marked the rose wall, like a stain. Above, in the sky, the ringed planet loomed.

“That’s odd,” said M. Unbutu, crossing back under the arch. Ilyana followed him. “Look. From inside, you can’t see the towers or the dome, and they’re tall enough that you should be able to.”

Ilyana gaped. From inside the ruined caravansary, she saw only dunes and a line of craggy mountains etched against a hot blue sky. Even the planet did not show. She walked back out, half expecting to find a different scene outside, as if she were caught in one of Valentin’s guising worlds, but she saw the same landmarks as before. Yomi’s tiny figure, attended by the levitated freight boxes and trunks, crossed under the arch of the other caravansary and disappeared from Ilyana’s view.

One actor broke away from the road and trotted out to one of the fields, kneeling down to examine a low growth of green plants. “Strawberries!”

“That’s interesting.” Ignoring the excitement, M. Unbutu keyed a note into his slate. “Yana, you might want to note that there’s a field inside these ruins that affects what we see.”

“Unless it’s the outside view that’s wrong.”

“Or some kind of massive refraction… at this point it’s undoubtedly useless to make many conjectures. We take notes. Then, if we see different parts of the palace, we can compare notes on how often this sort of thing occurs. As well as other anomalies.”

Ilyana simply nodded. She was thrilled to be included, but she wasn’t going to make a fool of herself by saying so out loud. They reached the caravansary in time to hear a bloodcurdling shriek from inside. M. Unbutu broke into a run, and Ilyana raced after him.

“Look!” one of the young actors was shouting, sounding hysterical. “You expect me to use that?”

M. Unbutu seemed good at navigating by sound. He found the frenzied actor quickly, in a small chamber by the back gate. She stood in front of a meter-long trough. A shallow stream of water ran down it, spilling into a drain. The Chapalii steward waited by the door. He and the actor looked toward M. Unbutu, who arrived at the same time as Yomi.

“He says this is the bathroom!” said the actor. “And there’s only one! One bathroom for thirty-eight people!”

“This is insufficient for your needs?” asked Roki. Ilyana saw an odd shade of color mottling his pale skin. M. Unbutu began to chuckle.

“How can you laugh?” shrieked the actor. “There isn’t anywhere to bathe, and there’re no mirrors, nothing!”

“Roki,” said M. Unbutu calmly, “if you will step outside with me, perhaps we can discuss some alterations.”

“We followed the specifications given to us,” said Roki. His tone had such an odd pitch that Ilyana could detect no emotion in his voice, but colors swirled and faded on his face, and she knew that the Chapalii were sometimes called chameleons by humans because they shifted color according to their mood.

But outside another controversy swirled, rather like a physical expression of the steward’s consternation.

“There isn’t any food!”

“Of course there’s food, you idiot. There are gardens and herds.”

“Oh, yes. I want to watch Thea butcher one of those sheep.”

“Fuck off.”

“Now, let’s all calm down—”

“I thought the Chapalii were supposed to be so damned advanced.”

“What? You thought the food would just come out of thin air? I don’t think even they’ve managed that level of molecular transformation.”

“Shut up, Thea. But it’s true, Ginny. We came here expecting that these things would be taken care of. There isn’t any one of us here who knows how to exist in such primitive conditions.”

Ilyana had never figured out exactly how much Anglais her mother understood.

“First we must set up my tent,” said Karolla with calm authority. Yomi emerged from the caravansary, M. Unbutu looked around from his conversation with Roki, and slowly a hush fell over the assembly, which had worked itself to quite a pitch.

“Then we will gather under the awning and I and the elders will decide which men will go to the herds, which women to the gardens, and how the women will divide up the stone chambers which must serve as your tents.”

To Ilyana’s utter astonishment, they all obeyed her as unquestioningly as if she really was etsana.

Anatoly dumped his saddle, bridle, and saddlebags on the floor of the chamber which now belonged to his wife. He laid his saber down on top, the crown of his possessions.

“I don’t understand why you insisted on taking those with you,” said Diana.

“There are horses out in the park,” Anatoly retorted. “Didn’t you see them?”

She ignored him. “Help me with the cots.” She had chosen a room without a bed built in. As Anatoly unfolded the cots, he reflected sourly that she had probably chosen it in order to have an excuse to sleep alone: Each cot was meant for a single person.

Portia came in, poked around the room, then grabbed her box of molding blocks.

“Where are you going?” Diana asked sharply.

“Out to the tent. Yana said I could.”

“Go with her,” said Diana to Anatoly without looking at him.

He frowned, but he grabbed a halter, took Portia’s hand, and went out. She chattered happily as they crossed the caravansary courtyard and under the arch to the outside. Anatoly said “yes” and “no” at intervals, but he wasn’t really listening to her. He was furious with Diana. Yet, stepping out into the open, he felt relieved of pressure. The open sky was refreshing. The sight of a tent set out in the open, where it belonged, acted as balm to his soul. Children played under the awning. Ilyana looked up, seeing them, and waved, then abruptly looked embarrassed and turned her attention back to the little ones. It bothered Anatoly. Girls her age were supposed to act like women, not like boys. Portia pulled out of his grasp and ran over to the tent to plop down beside Evdokia.

Karolla emerged from the tent, discussing something with Yomi and Ginny and the eldest of the women actors, Seshat. The women nodded, came to some conclusion, and the khaja women left, greeting Anatoly as they passed.

Karolla caught his eye and, obediently, he walked over to her. They had achieved an understanding early on, nothing codified but rather understood through a shared belief that someone must hold to the ways of the jaran and must teach these ways to the children. Even while Anatoly could not approve of Karolla’s leaving her mother’s tribe, still he valued her adherence to tradition.

“Walk with me,” she said quietly. They walked out into the park. Anatoly studied the horses, a small herd of seven: four mares, two foals, and a stallion. The lead mare was a handsome creature, big-boned and sturdy and from what little Anatoly had seen of her so far, not one to take any nonsense from the others.

“My servant will supervise and tutor the younger children now,” began Karolla, “but it is my hope that you will take some interest in Valentin.”

“I will keep an eye out for him,” agreed Anatoly cautiously.

She cleared her throat. “There is one other thing. It is past time for my daughter to celebrate her tsadokhis night. Because she is a daughter of the Arkhanov line, it would be appropriate for a prince of the Sakhalin tribe to be her first lover.”

Anatoly kept his gaze fixed on the horses. “Any man would be honored to be your daughter’s tsadokhis choice.”

“I beg your pardon for speaking of these things so baldly. But you have seen as well as I that Yana has lived too much in the khaja world and has had no older girls to emulate. It is wrong that a girl should reach her age and not arrange with her aunt for her flower night. So I must act.”

They had come close enough to the horses now that by mutual unspoken consent they both halted. The stallion circled warily, but the lead mare lifted her ears and ambled toward them.

“Of course,” said Anatoly softly, watching the mare, “no man would wish a girl to feel that he was forced on her.”

“She admires you,” said Karolla flatly, “but she acts as a boy would act admiring an older woman, shying away, waiting for her to approach him.”

The mare had a black mane and a chestnut coat, and she halted six paces from them and eyed the humans curiously but without fear. Anatoly knew an invitation when he saw one. Karolla calmly handed him an apple she had evidently taken from the gardens, and with it he approached the mare. She deigned to take the offering and to let him introduce himself. He let her sniff the halter and then he pulled it on over her head. Clearly she had been ridden before. A half grown filly came up and shied away, skittish, and the other mares cropped at the grass. Anatoly heaved himself up onto her back and swung a leg over. Waited. She shifted but seemed content.

Karolla had another apple and a bridle. Now she walked over to the nearest of the other mares. Soon enough, she, too, was mounted. Anatoly grinned. Together they rode back toward the tent. The rest of the herd followed at a distance, except for the stallion, who trumpeted his displeasure at this desertion. Anatoly’s mare merely quirked her ears.

“It’s no wonder you prefer me to him,” said Anatoly to her. “I’m much better-looking.”

She flattened her ears briefly, and he chuckled.

Karolla came up beside him. “If I arrange her tsadokhis night, will you agree to act as if she had already lain flowers beside your saddle?”

The children saw them. Portia leaped up, shouting, “Papa! Papa!” and Valentin hoisted her up and shushed her. Ilyana stood up as well, her face alight with pleasure.

“Oh, Mama! Let me ride!” she called. “No, I’ll go first, Evdi, and then I’ll take you.”

She disappeared inside the tent and came out a moment later with a saddle. Karolla dismounted. Anatoly watched as Ilyana swiftly made the acquaintance of the mare, a compact roan, and saddled her and mounted.

She shot a glance toward Anatoly. “Race you!” Urging the mare forward, she put it through its paces, getting acquainted. After a bit, she encouraged it to run. Like any jaran girl, she knew how to ride. Her braid bounced on her back and she laughed with joy.

Anatoly sighed and dismounted. He tossed the reins to Karolla. “Let me get my saddle. We’ll let the children ride.”

“Do you agree?” asked Karolla quietly.

Gods, it was tempting. Any man would be tempted. But what Karolla suggested went too far. He could just imagine what his grandmother would say about it. “If she places flowers beside my saddle, I would be honored by her choice. But if she does not wish it, then even by your request I cannot act. I beg your pardon.”

Karolla simply nodded.

They let the children ride for a while, then turned the horses loose.

It rained in the afternoon, so they were all stuck inside the warren of rooms that made up the caravansary. There were many arguments, mostly about rehearsal space and if anyone knew when they were expected to perform. Portia splashed in puddles in the courtyard until Diana yelled at her to come in under shelter, and David ben Unbutu found some kind of interface to a map of the palace under the gazebo in the center of the courtyard.

But only three people could stand out of the rain under the tiny gazebo roof, and so many of the actors began quarreling about right of place that David told them all to go away. He did not precisely lose his temper, Anatoly noted; instead he spoke so softly that they had to stop talking in order to hear him. Anatoly sat on a bench and watched the spectacle. Most Earth khaja were quite patient—it was something he admired in them—but many of the actors were not just young but nervous, and that made them irritable and quick to take offense.

Diana took Portia to bed. The rain slackened and gave out, and Anatoly walked into the courtyard and leaned over the gazebo railing. The map looked like a mosaic made of thin lines of light, but each time David touched an intersection of lines an image rose out of the floor, mist rising and solidifying into a tiny model of a building.

“It’s clever,” muttered David to what was left of his audience: Anatoly, Gwyn Jones, Yomi, Hyacinth, and the woman Wingtuck. “But not very illuminating. We’ll have to copy each individual item into our modeler and then assemble it as a whole.”

Nevertheless, they watched with interest as, one by one, insubstantial edifices formed on the mosaic and melted again. Much later, Anatoly went back to Diana’s room, half expecting to find flowers beside his saddle. There were none, of course. He was surprised at how disappointed he was.

He took off his boots and his clothes and lay down on a cot. He heard Diana shift, so attuned to her that he could practically feel the blanket slipping over her skin.

“I couldn’t believe it when you walked right up to the rim of that platform,” she whispered suddenly. “I thought I was going to have heart failure. Aren’t you scared of anything?”

“Only of losing you,” he murmured.

“What? I couldn’t hear you.”

“Why should I be afraid of anything here? If I died, no one would miss me.”

“Oh, Goddess, now you’re feeling sorry for yourself again.” She shifted to turn her back toward him.

“Diana!”

“Shhh. You’ll wake Portia.”

He got up and she stiffened, but he went instead to the window. The clouds had blown off. Three small moons chased after them across the sky. Earth had never seemed quite as different as this. He felt lighter, almost buoyant, something to do with gravity and the size and density of this moon. He stood there until she fell asleep.

He woke when the first slivers of light pierced through the window. Going outside, he caught and saddled the chestnut mare and rode toward the distant rose wall, toward the dark slash that marked, perhaps, a gate. It loomed greater and ever greater, much farther away than he had first judged. When he reached the base at last, it blocked out half the sky; it practically seemed to curve inward at the top. The mare grew skittish, so he dismounted, hobbled her, and walked the rest of the way. The air hummed, a tingling on his skin.

The dark slash was not a gate but an opaque window, a huge block of ebony stone. The wall itself was translucent, and through it he saw another world colored rose by the substance of the wall. Beyond, in that other world, it rained. Tentatively, he reached out and touched the wall. Hard. Still, the material had some quality that made him feel as if with the right kind of pressure he could push his way through.

“Anatoly!”

He turned.

Two riders approached. One was khaja; he could tell by the seat. As they neared, he recognized David by his profusion of black braids. The other rider was Ilyana. Anatoly cursed under his breath. He was too old to become infatuated with a girl half his age. He knew very well that part of it was a reaction to Diana’s turning away from him, and yet, he was perfectly within his rights to admire a beautiful young woman and even to hope that she might honor him by choosing him as her first lover. It wasn’t unknown for a man to find more gratifying love with a lover than with his wife, but, gods, at least he expected his wife to respect him.

“How do you know the map in the courtyard is a real map of the palace?” Ilyana was asking as they came within earshot.

“We don’t, of course. Find anything interesting? Did you do a scan for the composition of the wall?”

“No,” said Anatoly. “I wouldn’t understand the figures. See how the wall curves. It’s raining on the other side.”

“I think we’re under a dome,” said David. “It would make sense, given that they would have a different composition of air to breathe—close to what we’re used to, I’d guess, since they can exist in Earth’s atmosphere without any evident aids. That doesn’t explain the trick with the platform yesterday, though.”

“The air is singing.” Ilyana put out both hands and touched the wall. She shut her eyes as if to listen better. “It’s just like that trellis in the ship: It’s as if something is pouring through this. I almost feel like it’s talking to me.”

She shrieked and jerked back her hands.

“What’s wrong?” David demanded, taking hold of her arms. All three of them took quick steps backward. The wall remained. Beyond, it rained, while the air remained clear and warm on this side of the wall.

Ilyana gulped down air. She leaned her head unselfconsciously against David’s chest, and it was David who, a moment later, let go of her and stepped away.

“It was so odd,” she said finally, turning to look at the wall. “It was hard like stone when I touched it. Then when I began to listen I really did feel like I could just hear what it was saying if I focused right. I felt like I could hear this tone. I thought it was the beat of a drum, and the wall began to melt away under my hands, like I could all of a sudden push through to the other side.” She paused and smiled apologetically. “It scared me.”

David pulled on his braids—’locks, he called them—and frowned. He turned and walked over to the wall, placed both hands on it, and shut his eyes. After a while he opened them, “I feel a humming. That’s it. Anatoly?”

“Just the humming. But when I touched it, I felt as if I should be able to push through, if only I could understand it.”

Ilyana cast him a grateful glance. He forced himself to meet her eyes and smile reassuringly at her. Gods, she was scarcely more than a child.

“Well, Yana,” said David, “do you want to try it again?”

She smiled nervously. “Do I… do I have to?”

“Of course not!”

“No. Not right now.” She hesitated. “You know what else?” Her words were tentative, groping. “It was like I had started opening a door into a room, only just as I looked I realized that the room was way bigger on the inside than it could be from the outside.” She faltered. “Does that make sense?”

Anatoly exchanged a glance with David. “We could ride the wall,” Anatoly said. “If it is the wall of a dome, it must circle around until we reach this spot again.”

“Yana?”

She bit her lower lip, shook her head. “I have to go back. Mama is expecting me.”

“Tell the others where we went, then,” said David as she went back to her horse. As she rode away, he turned to Anatoly, and for an instant Anatoly thought he was about to say something about the girl, but he did not.

Instead, the two men began their ride. Anatoly enjoyed being out here, exploring. He taught David some songs, and they discussed how to take readings on the slate and why the rose wall might appear to run in a straight line, from a distance, and yet prove, as they rode, to be curved.

It took them the rest of the day, riding at a steady clip and stopping several times to rest and water the horses at streams which were too convenient to be natural, to circumnavigate the dome, for that was what it proved to be. The distant, craggy mountains were simply part of the barrier, steep cliffs that from a distance gave the illusion of naturally sloped hills.

At dusk they reached the slab of ebony stone again. It was night by the time they got back to the caravansary. Two moons lit their way, and as they dismounted and unsaddled the horses, rubbing them down and turning them loose, a third and a fourth moon broached the horizon and rose into the starry sky.

“What do you think?” asked Anatoly.

“I don’t know,” admitted David. “It could be that Duke Naroshi is protecting us in some way, from other Chapalii, from a poisonous atmosphere, from getting lost. It could be that we are prisoners. It could be he just doesn’t want us wandering around in his palace without his knowing where we are. He knows we’ll try to spy on him. Why shouldn’t he try to stop us?”

“Then what did Yana hear?”

David just smiled wryly and shook his head. “That one I won’t even guess at.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN

Leavetaking

“I’M NOT GOING WITH you,” said Tess. She braced herself for Ilya’s reaction, but he merely glanced at her. He had been preoccupied and moody ever since Vassily’s return, but he refused to discuss it. At times like this Tess found his autocratic nature especially exasperating. Then she chuckled.

He stopped packing his saddlebags. His look was question enough: Why are you laughing at me?

Tess knew it would be impolitic of her to tell him that she didn’t mind him acting autocratically toward others, only toward herself. “Take The Recitation,” she offered helpfully. “I’ve read it.”

He hefted the book in his left hand. Princess Rusudani had presented it to him as a gift. It was an ordinary looking book except for the gilt lettering on the cover. “You’ve read it?”

“I read it in Jeds.” And as an intellectual exercise, she’d drafted an essay comparing elements of the Church of Hristain with elements of Mediterranean religions: It was almost as if three puzzles, of the ancient religions of Christ, Isis, and Mohammed, had been mixed together and reassembled in a new form. “Of course I’ve read the commentary by Sister Casiara on the nature of the Pilgrim.”

Ilya thrust the holy book into one of the saddlebags. “Then I will be able to debate its finer points with Princess Rusudani.”

“Ah. So you are taking her with you.”

“When we defeat the King of Mircassia, I must have a claimant to put on the throne in his place.”

“She is not necessarily a partisan for our cause, Ilya.”

“Not necessarily. But she is now under my control.”

Tess hesitated, then broached the subject she and Sonia had once discussed. “You could marry her to a jaran prince.”

“I will do that, naturally,” he said without looking at her. “But I’m in no hurry. Mircassia must fall first.”

“Marry her to Vasha.” There. Now she’d said it.

“I do not choose to discuss Vassily Kireyevsky.”

“Stubborn bastard. You’re very annoying when you’re in this unreasonable mood.”

He finished packing his bags. Finally, he spoke. “We should have let Nadine foster him.”

“He’s your son, Ilya.”

“He has no father.”

“You know I’m right.”

“Gods, Tess! Must we have this argument again? He was spoiled by his mother and he expects the same treatment now that he is a man. A prince! He’s worse than Andrei Sakhalin.”

“I resent that! He is not worse than Andrei Sakhalin. Nor have I seen to his education for eight years and had him turn out that badly. Do you know what is wrong here? You! You could never make up your mind, and so you always treated him too gently. You have to treat him as you would any son of yours.”

“If any son of mine behaved as he has behaved, this is how I would treat him! He will act as my servant until I turn him over to Zvertkov.”

“After what he went through as a boy! That’s cruel. He’ll hate it.”

“His behavior is a disgrace to this tent! He will obey me.”

The passion of his statement took Tess aback. Abruptly, she felt optimistic, and she hid a smile from him. He could not appreciate humor when he was angry. If Ilya was this angry with Vasha, there was hope for the boy. Because the truth was, Vasha would never be accepted as a soldier on her say-so. He must have a man’s sponsorship, and without uncles or cousins, he had only his father, problematic as that relationship was. Just as a girl became a woman through the agency of her female relatives, so a boy became a man with the support of his male relatives. That was why there was no worse fate for a child in the jaran than to be orphaned, to lose not just parents but the entire kin-group.

“Once you’ve completed the campaign,” she said, changing the subject, “I will sail south with the children and meet you in Jeds.”

He kissed her absently and hunted around the tent for something he was missing. Of course such a separation seemed natural to him. Jaran men rode away from the tribes all the time, to go to war. They had themselves been separated for months at a time on three occasions in the last eight years. I should be used to it by now, thought Tess, but somehow it always felt like a foretaste of death to her. She would never get used to it.

But Ilya was, in a sense, already gone. Once he had made the decision to launch the final assault on Mircassia and Filis, his mind had gone to the war. Now his body would follow. Anyway, she had received two more cylinders from Charles. This would give her the freedom to explore them. She felt guilty at once for thinking it, as if she wished to be rid of him.

From the inner chamber, she heard him voice a soft exclamation: He had found whatever he was looking for. Curious, she pushed aside the curtain and looked in to see him weaving one of her hair ribbons into his belt buckle. He glanced up at her and suddenly looked self-conscious. Gods, he hated being caught out. But Ilya was never one to stall or retreat when attack would serve just as well.

“Where are the children?” he asked.

“Katya took them out on a little birbas, out in the park.”

“Well, then.” He crossed to her and firmly pulled her into the inner chamber, letting the curtain fall closed behind her. “Since we leave at dawn tomorrow, and there will be a late and public celebration tonight….”

“You don’t have to make excuses to me, my heart. I think it’s very sweet that you’re taking one of my hair ribbons with you as a token.” He ignored her, intent on undoing her belt. “Lest you’ve forgotten, you have to take my boots off first.”

In answer, he picked her up and dropped down onto the pillows with her. She kissed him, and partway through the kiss she was struck as if physically with a premonition that something horrible was going to happen to him, that she would never see him again. She broke off the kiss and cupped his face in her hands, staring into his eyes for so long that he stilled to match her silence.

“What is it?” he asked softly, slipping an arm more firmly around her, gathering her closer against him.

The idea of asking him not to go was so ludicrous that she smiled wryly and kissed him again, murmuring, “I love you” several times in order to make him understand how much she did love him. And at least, moving there among the pillows, she knew without a doubt that he understood what was in her heart.

So at dawn the next day the army rode out, twenty units of a thousand soldiers each, half of them archers, and of those archers, a full third were young men a year older than Vasha who had trained with saber and bow. That first day, Tess could not bear to let Natalia and Yuri out of her sight. But there were the two cylinders from Charles to distract her, there were administrative and judicial disputes in Sarai to oversee, and, five days after the army had left, a cryptic message from Cara Hierakis: “Coming north. Expect me any time within the next sixty days.”

Galina Orzhekov gave birth to a healthy infant son. After the requisite feast, Andrei Sakhalin announced that he was taking a hundred riders and riding south after the main army.

Later that night, after Natalia and Yuri were asleep, Tess was interrupted while reading one of Charles’s reports. She blinked off her implant and said, “Come in.”

To her surprise, Katerina pushed aside the entrance flap and entered, alone.

“Hello, Katya. I thought you’d still be with Galina.”

Katerina did not reply immediately. She prowled the room, examining each object in the outer chamber with a niece’s disregard for any lingering possessiveness Tess might have managed to retain after twelve years with the jaran.

“Do you think Galina really loves him, or just thinks she has to because she had no choice but to marry him?” Katerina asked suddenly.

“If she loves him, does it matter why?”

“You don’t like him, do you?”

Tess quirked a smile but refused to reply.

Katya sat down abruptly in the other chair. Stood up. Sat down. Clasped her hands together on the table and fixed Tess with a stare. “I took him as a lover, on the ride back here.”

“Katya!” Tess was surprised to discover that this shocked her. “You could have hurt Galina deeply by that.” But even as she said those words, she realized that she was shocked more by the prospect of actually lying with Andrei Sakhalin, whom she found acutely unattractive, than of the unlikely prospect of Galina feeling betrayed by an affair that had occurred hundreds of miles away.

“All he ever does is talk about himself. Just like Vasha. Vasha is becoming just as boring as Andrei Sakhalin.”

Tess winced. “That comparison is unfair to Vasha!”

“Ha! You don’t like him.”

“If you dare repeat that, young woman—!”

“Of course I won’t!” Katya lapsed into a morose silence. She stood up again and prowled the chamber. Tess did not bother to watch her; it only made her dizzy. “Vasha was so stupid,” Katya said finally. “He always felt sorry for himself. He arrived at Yaroslav Sakhalin’s army thinking everyone should treat him like a prince, and he’d never even fought in a battle.”

Tess heard a quaver in Katya’s voice, like a hint. She seized on it. “You fought.”

There was a long silence.

A long silence.

Tess rose to face her. There is a moment before dawn of a drawn-in breath, as there is before speaking; so Tess waited for light to breach the horizon. Katerina lifted a hand to trace the gold designs inlaid in the quiver hanging against the wall. The gesture, oddly tender, was the only sound in the chamber.

“My lover died in my arms,” she said. “Cut down by khaja arrows.”

“I’m so sorry.”

Katya flashed her an angry look. “No one understands!”

“Oh, Katya! I’m truly sorry, you must know that. But do you suppose that you’re the only person—”

“Don’t mock me! Have you ever watched a loved one die of wounds right in front of you?” Her indignation was palpable.

Tess sighed, unable to be angry with her. “Your uncle Yurinya died just so, my child, defending me.” Just like that, the image of Yuri lying in the grass as life and blood leaked out of him slammed into her, as clear as if her implant had flashed on with a reconstruction of the scene. Tess had to steady herself on the back of her chair.

Yuri. He lay utterly still. There was a transparent cast to his skin, to his pale lips. His eyes fluttered and his lips moved. The scent of blood and grass drowned her. He lifted one hand and held it, wavering, searching for her… searching….

Katya stared as if she had just that moment realized that someone else could suffer as she suffered.

“I’m sorry, Katya.” Tess wiped away her own tears with the back of one hand. Nineteen was too young to see death so violently and so close, no matter how good the cause. Any age was too young, to have your best loved comrade die despite the full force of your own will that they, by God, just live, just hang on. “I know it doesn’t make it any easier to know that other women have lost lovers and husbands and brothers, but still it’s true that you aren’t alone. If that helps.”

“I am alone.” Caught in profile, Katerina looked tired, beaten down. The Orzhekov women were known as a handsome line, but it was intelligence and vitality that made them attractive more than the simple physical prettiness that had—for better or worse—graced the line of Sakhalin princes. Katya’s grief was raw and terribly affecting. It drained all animation from her. Tess went to her and rested a hand on her shoulder.

“Oh, Katya—”

Katya jerked away from the touch. “I can’t tell anyone,” she gasped, gulping down dry sobs.

“Katya! Oh, gods.” Tess took hold of her, as she would of a small child caught up in uncontrollable fears, and held her with an iron grip. “You must have loved him very much.”

“I yelled at her, ‘Don’t leave me, don’t leave me.’ But she just looked at me and said, ‘It hurts so much. I just want peace.’ When she died I died with her, because I could never share my grief with anyone else, I could never share our love and give it life by remembering it to others.” She broke into racking sobs, burying her face in Tess’s shoulder. “Oh, gods. Promise me you won’t tell my mother.”

“I promise.” She let Katya cry. When the sobs quieted, Tess stroked her hair. “What was her name?”

There was a pause.

“Mariya. Mariya Sakhalin. Grandmother Sakhalin’s youngest sister’s youngest daughter. She was sent out to her uncle Yaroslav’s army when she was sixteen, a year before I got there. We were put in the same jahar—”

She began to talk. And talk. Tess sat her down and held her hands, and Katerina talked fast, and low, and fiercely, as if she feared that this was her only chance to share her love, to truly mourn. For as the jaran say: “If you hold your grief to yourself, you double it.” As Kirill Zvertkov had said to Tess after her brother Yurinya’s death: “You might as well be dead, too, if all you care for is your own grief.” But how could Katerina share her grief when she would be condemned for it? Tess felt a grotesque compassion for little Katerina—no longer so little—who had borne her sorrow like a burden for so many months, alone, who could only unburden herself to her khaja aunt, who alone of all her relatives would not, just possibly not, judge her harshly for loving another woman when she ought to have been loving men.

She also felt a little bored. Katya was no different in this respect from any other callow youth, transported by her first serious love affair. She could go on at length about her lover’s fine qualities and the stupid little endearments they had made up for each other and the three arguments (the only ones they had ever had). And she did go on. Tess let her, wondering sardonically if she had ever bored anyone with the same recitation of Ilya’s virtues and the minutiae of their meeting and falling in love; feeling the full force of the irony of the situation, that she should sit here and be bored by poor Katya’s confession of her ecstatic and passionate love for this matchless paragon who was now dead.

After a while Katya trailed off. The lanterns burned low, streaking the corners of the chamber in dense shadows. “I’m going to ride south with Andrei Sakhalin tomorrow.”

“Why? Your mother is so happy to have you home again. She’s certain you’re staying. You’ve spent two years with the archers. That’s enough.”

“She’ll marry me off,” muttered Katya. Tess did not reply, since it was true. Katerina was nineteen, quite old enough to be married. “She even said to me yesterday, after Galina’s baby was safely born, that when she was my age she’d already given birth to me. I hate that.”

Tess sighed.

“I don’t want to get married.”

“Do you want to ride with the army, like Nadine?”

“No. But I don’t see what else I can do.”

Tess did not know what to say, except platitudes, and she hated platitudes.

“Something is troubling my daughter,” said Sonia to Tess the next morning, after they had said their good-byes and the little jahar had ridden away. “But she spoke of it to no one that I know of, not to me, not to her aunts or to her grandmother. Not even to Galina.”

Tess had hold of Yuri’s hand. Natalia had ridden out a ways with the older children, escorting the jahar to the outskirts of Sarai. “She will probably tell you when she is ready,” she said, and hated herself for mouthing platitudes.

“May I help you with that?” asked the barbarian girl with a smile.

Jaelle did not in truth understand the exact words, but the tone and the gesture conveyed the young woman’s meaning well enough. Jaelle smiled tentatively. Over the years she had grown unused to smiling. Since Princess Rusudani had come to the jaran, Jaelle had been forced to smile frequently.

The girl helped her carry water back to the princess’s tent, and laid a fire for her while Jaelle rolled out a carpet and set up the awning and the quilted chair on which the princess would sit. These jaran girls went armed everywhere, quivers strapped across their backs and knives stuck in their belts. They wore striped trousers and over them a skirt split for riding, and full blouses quilted and padded like armor. In the great jaran camp in the north, the same two girls had assisted her every day, as an honor to the princess, probably, and yet always the girls went about their duties with evident good nature, including Jaelle as well as they could and even taking her down to the pond to bathe several times. Jaelle judged them to be around the same age as she was. She had learned quickly how to identify these unmarried girls from the more respectable married women. Now that they were traveling again with the army, several young women of the same type took shifts helping her. Perhaps this served as a break from more onerous duties elsewhere.

Like most women who traveled in an army’s train, Jaelle knew they must also sleep with the men, and all these girls, however barbaric they seemed otherwise with their weapons, had a free manner around men that revealed that, like Jaelle, they were prostitutes. But in fact it was the behavior of the jaran men that struck Jaelle as odd. She had thought the young slave Stefan’s quiet manners to be the consequence of his lowly position, but surely all these soldiers were not slaves? Granted, she had immunity because of her new status as a servant to Princess Rusudani, but not one man importuned her. Yet she knew—had stumbled across—a few trysts taking place out in the brush away from the camp.

She set the quilted chair in place under the awning and made the sign of the Pilgrim, praying to Our Lady to make clear these strange events, to grant her faithful servant good fortune at the end of this journey. After one unfortunate experience, Jaelle had learned to stay with the caravan trade. Traveling with an army’s train was not so much dangerous as… changeable, and any woman caught on the losing side was fair game. It had only happened to her once, four years ago. But Our Lady had given her a blessing to hold against the horror of the three days that had followed the lost battle: The treatment she had received had caused her to lose the child she had been carrying. Indeed, because she knew enough to cooperate with the men who had come to her, that abortion had not been as painful as the one last year, which she had procured with the aid of an herbwoman.

“I beg your pardon,” said a man’s voice.

Jaelle stiffened. She knew who it was, knew it instantly. She collected herself and turned around slowly. The jaran girl, lighting the fire, examined the new arrival with crass interest. Even after she got the fire lit, she showed no inclination to leave.

Jaelle clasped her hands meekly in front of herself and cast her eyes toward the ground. “Bakhtiian.” She was not sure whether this was his name or a title, or both. “Princess Rusudani has gone with an escort to the church in the village.” They had taken a different route south, along the coast instead of into the heathen kingdom in the highlands inland.

Bakhtiian held the copy of The Recitation, translated into Taor, which Princess Rusudani had purchased from Sister Yvanne and then given him as a gift in Sarai. “But you are also of the faith,” he said. “I am curious about these words I read, in the third gospel, that when Hristain was brought back to life by his sister—”

Jaelle tried to hide an involuntary shiver. It was as if God had given her a sign, through this barbarian prince who, given the gift of God’s word from a daughter of the apostate church, yet spoke truly. To Princess Rusudani his words would be blasphemous, of course: When the Pilgrim had bathed her brother in the waters of the spring, God had turned the water to life-giving milk and thus granted the Holy Son life once again, but according to the northern church, the false faith that the princess professed, it was God’s doing alone, when in fact the faithful who professed the teachings of the Anointed Church, the southern church, knew that it was God acting through His Daughter, who partook equally with her brother Hristain of God’s divine nature.

Bakhtiian paused. She did not correct him, even though she knew her mistress would be aghast at his words. She knew better than to go against a sign sent from God.

He went on. “—that after Hristain rose up again, and blessed the multitudes who had come to witness this wonder, that then—” He spoke the words without having to refer to them in the book, which remained closed. “—ʻa bright light appeared from heaven; and on this light He ascended to His Father’s house.’ How is this explained, that a person might ascend to heaven on light alone?”

Jaelle risked a more comprehensive glance at him. Even her mother’s master, a mere lordling, had traveled in greater state than the great prince of the jaran tribes. He wore the same clothes as his commonest soldier might: scarlet shirt, black trousers and boots, and a saber and knife. The only adornment on him was the embroidery on the sleeves and collar of his shirt, a simple gold chain necklace around his neck, and a plain green ribbon woven into the bronze buckle of his belt. His sole escort was Stefan, except for the ever-present escort of guards who hovered a spear’s throw away. Stefan met her glance, flushed, and looked at his boots. Jaelle swallowed, looking about in the hope that her mistress might be returning. It was never ever wise to attract the attention of powerful men. “It is Princess Rusudani who was educated in a convent, my lord. I cannot interpret the words of the holy book.”

“But surely you have an opinion?”

“God has great powers, my lord, which lie beyond the understanding of men. It is our duty to be faithful to His word.” And because the princess was not there to hear, she added, “And to Our Lady’s example of endurance and fidelity.”

He grunted. “Ask Princess Rusudani when it might be convenient for me to visit her, to ask her of these things.”

“Yes, my lord.”

God and Our Lady were merciful. He took himself off. The jaran girl at the fire swung into step with him and began flirting so outrageously with him that Jaelle was amazed by her audacity. But it was true he was a handsome man, and not nearly as old as she had expected him to be. And so strange, too, to speak to her so casually, to ask her opinion!

“Would you like to go to the church? I could escort you there.”

She had been so intent on Bakhtiian that she had forgotten about Stefan. An odd impulse struck her, and she tried out a smile on him, and promptly regretted it. He practically stammered, he looked so taken aback.

“I… I… perhaps you… I thought that…” Words failed him.

“Are you a slave?” she asked suddenly, wondering why he had not left with Bakhtiian.

“Am I a what?” he yelped. Bakhtiian’s escort had moved on, after Bakhtiian, and the young woman who had helped her now chatted with a guardsman at the tail end of the procession, having evidently given up on her flirting with the prince. He tried the word out, as if he thought he had misunderstood her. “Slave. A slave? Certainly not! I am the grandson of Nikolai Sibirin and Juli Danov, who are both great healers, and elders of the Orzhekov tribe, as well.” For an instant he looked her full in the face, and whatever he saw there made him clench his hands. “I beg your pardon!” he said in a tight voice, turning to leave.

Jaelle’s mouth dropped open, she was so surprised. “Wait! I…I beg your pardon.”

He stopped but kept his back to her.

“I only thought…” She cursed herself. Suddenly she didn’t know what to think. How could he not be a slave? What other man would help a whore, unless he had hoped to sleep with her? Except he had never once asked…. She didn’t want him to leave, not thinking badly of her. “I thought you must be a slave. I beg your pardon for offending you.”

His stiff shoulders relaxed, and he turned. “Why did you think I was a slave? I suppose you can’t know—only prisoners or people who have in some way betrayed the tribe are made servants in the jaran. And a slave—doesn’t that mean another person owns you? Tess said that a master can do anything he wants with a slave, even kill him.” He grimaced. “Only the gods can hold a person’s life in their hands. It isn’t granted to men.”

“God grants us our fate, and we must suffer it gladly, and with faith.”

“It is true that the gods gave Bakhtiian a vision. That is why all the khaja kingdoms are falling before our armies.”

Jaelle made the sign of the Lady in front of her chest. “Your gods are false gods. If God chooses to punish His own people, it must only be because we have sinned and deserve to suffer his wrath. You are merely the instrument of God’s will.” Then she wondered why she had said such a thing to a man who could probably kill her on the spot, if she offended him.

But his lips quirked. He had a rather sweet smile. She hadn’t noticed it before. “That is true. The gods have given us their blessing.”

How could she have ever thought him a slave? she wondered now. He had the same unseemly arrogance as the rest of them.

The clatter of horses interrupted them: Princess Rusudani had returned. Jaelle told her at once of Bakhtiian’s request.

“We will go to him,” said the princess.

“My lady, he asked when it would be convenient for him to visit you.”

“A jailer visits those he has imprisoned. We will attend his court.”

They came to Bakhtiian’s court just as the lanterns were being lit around the awning that sheltered him. He sat on a pillow, and the young man who claimed to be his son, Vasil’ii, lit those lanterns and brought cups and a leather flask filled with the drink they called komis. He acted, in truth, more like a servant than like a prince’s son. Two of the women archers came forward and checked the princess and Jaelle for knives before letting them go forward.

Rusudani knelt on the edge of the carpet. Bakhtiian gestured for Vasil’ii to bring forward a pillow for her to sit on. Jaelle knelt at a respectful distance to one side. The holy book lay open on a pillow beside him.

“I give you greetings, Bakhtiian,” said the princess, and Jaelle translated, “and I render thanks to God Who has brought me from my father’s house across great distances to the tents of the jaran. I pray to Hristain, under Whose dominion we all live and die, that He grant you a long life.”

“I have a question.” He quoted from the gospel of the witness of the light that took Hristain to Heaven. “How is this explained, that a person might travel up into the heavens on light alone?”

“God’s power is great,” said Rusudani, “and by God’s will alone any man can ascend to heaven, should he only hold to the laws which God passed down through his holy book to us.”

Bakhtiian tapped his fingers on the open pages of the book, looking thoughtful. It was strange to sit so near him. He had a stern face, bearded and dark. His gaze was piercing. “I have ascended to the heavens,” he said softly, “when the gods took my spirit from my body and lifted me up to their lands. That is how the Singers of our people make their journey. Do you mean that this man you call both Hristain and the Son of God traveled himself up to the heavens, body and spirit together?”

“God lifted him, Bakhtiian. He ascended on the light. That is the account given us in the holy book.”

He made some comment in his own language to his son, who stood like a slave behind him. Vasil’ii shook his head. Bakhtiian turned back to the princess. “Did the bright light on which Hristain ascended to heaven leave a mark of its burning on the ground? After he had gone?”

“The gospels do not speak of any burning. But God’s hand is so powerful that he might blind us with the brightest light without leaving behind the least trace of its passing. In our pride we seek to imitate God’s power, but all power granted us on earth is granted to us by God.”

Bakhtiian ignored these protestations of God’s power. “In this book—” He tapped the pages again. “—there is no mention of burning, it is true, except that three of the accounts of Hristain’s ascent into the heavens mention the light. But might there be other stories, other accounts of the same events?”

“The Recitation is God’s holiest book. In it God speaks to us through his chosen witnesses.”

One of the lanterns flared and sputtered out. Jaelle took it as a sign. She felt her heart pound in her chest, drowning the world for an instant, and then it steadied and faded. She translated Rusudani’s words, but she went on, speaking her own words. “There is an account of Our Lady’s travels, my lord, as spoken by The Pilgrim herself and written down by a foreign scribe who came to the knowledge of God through her ministry. In it she speaks of the light that took Hristain into Heaven, and of the fire of God’s eye that scorched the earth beneath.”

His gaze fastened on her. She felt acutely uncomfortable. “What is this account? Why is it not in this book?”

Jaelle clasped her hands hard in her lap. Rusudani already was looking at her, looking puzzled, looking… suspicious. “It is called the Gospel of Isia of Byblos, my lord.”

Rusudani leapt to her feet and raised a hand as if to ward off Jaelle. “How dare you mention that heretical work!” Jaelle shrank back, murmuring a prayer to the Pilgrim. She had not realized how much Rusudani could understand. “Isia’s false words brought about the breach between the north and the south. She is anathema.” Jaelle had never seen Rusudani look so angry. “Granting divinity to Peregrina Pilgrim, when all know she was, like the Accursed One, daughter of the shepherd Ammion.”

Jaelle drew herself up. Her covenant was, first of all, to God. “How could she have been the daughter of Ammion when she was twined in the womb with the Holy Son, born with him wrapped in the same caul? How else could she have sought and found his sundered remains? How bathed him in the life-giving milk, if she did not partake of God’s holiness as well?”

“Heretic! Apostate! I have endured your company thus far, hoping to bring you into the True Faith, but I will endure it no longer! You are henceforth cast out from my service. If God has mercy on you, you will learn humility.”

Stunned, Jaelle clutched the cloth of her skirts in her hands and prayed.

“What does Princess Rusudani say?” asked Bakhtiian mildly. His arrogance was so complete that no disturbance troubled him.

But at his words, Rusudani’s enraged expression changed. She stilled. She drew her hand back to her side and after a long pause, her lips moving in a prayer, she sank back down on to the pillow.

Jaelle felt the fierce pain of victory. God had made His judgment. For Princess Rusudani could not speak to them except through her. Here, with the jaran, she was not expendable.



CHAPTER TWENTY

The Recitation

“KIREYEVSKY! FIX MY BRIDLE.”

After six hands of days riding south with Bakhtiian and his army of twenty thousands, Vasha no longer flinched when his father spoke to him.

“I want to sit down.”

Vasha took the bridle, slung it over his shoulders, and rolled out the carpet for his father to sit on, tossing down three pillows, since Ilya would inevitably have visitors now that they had halted for the night. He examined the sky, decided that probably it was going to rain, and set up the awning as well, then his father’s traveling tent. Got him komis, and something to eat. He had grown so efficient that now Bakhtiian rarely spoke to him at all.

When all these things were taken care of, he lit the lanterns and sat down on the farthest back edge of the carpet, got out a new strip of leather, and began to fix the bridle.

Two of the commanders, Nikita Kolenin and Vladimir the Orphan, had come by, and they sat, laughing and talking about men’s concerns. Vasha saw that the komis was running low. He jumped up and refilled the flask, having to search some way through camp to find more. When he returned, Bakhtiian took the flask from him without a word.

But in some ways it was a blessing. At first, each time his father had spoken to him had felt like a stab into his flesh. Now his father’s presence was merely like salt poured continually onto an open wound.

A rider appeared, dismounted, and hurried up to the awning.

“Bakhtiian! Andrei Sakhalin is riding in with a jahar of one hundred, from Sarai.”

Ilya raised his eyebrows, but he did not look overly surprised. “Send him in to me when he arrives.” He glanced back at Vasha.

Vasha ducked away from his gaze. He knew what was expected of a servant. He lived in a kind of numb haze, trying to anticipate every task so that he need never actually be ordered to do anything. But he got up and trotted out to find more komis, and more food. He knew by now which of the soldiers and archers were sympathetic to him, and which ignored him.

Returning to the awning, he was brought up short by the sight of Katerina sitting perfectly at ease between her Cousin Ilya and Andrei Sakhalin. He swore under his breath. But, gods, he didn’t intend to let her defeat him. Taking in a deep breath, he walked forward and without meeting anyone’s eyes got out cups and poured komis all round. Then he sat down in his usual place and went back to the bridle.

“I am surprised to see you here, Sakhalin,” Ilya was saying, “but I am overjoyed to hear that the gods have granted Galina another healthy child.”

“Even if it was only another boy,” added Katya.

“A boy may do his part by riding in the army.” Sakhalin sipped at his komis, unnettled by Katya’s remark. “I rode to Sarai to witness the child’s birth. Now I am returning to my garrison in Dushan. I have received word of a revolt being instigated by the king’s younger son, Prince Janos, and I think I had better get there quickly and execute him. That should discourage any others.”

Vasha risked a glance at his father to see how Ilya would take this remark, but Ilya said nothing. The lantern light cast him into high relief, and Vasha wished fiercely, painfully, that he, too, might be able to sit so still and without comment or action invest his surroundings with the weight of his authority, as his father could.

“What do you intend, Katya?” Bakhtiian asked instead.

“I am returning to my jahar.”

“Your mother says it is time for you to get married.”

“Marry me to Prince Janos of Dushan, who is about to be executed. That would please me.”

“A not unthinkable idea.”

Katya’s features underwent a swift change. She leapt to her feet and stalked away from the gathering without a word.

“Surely you can’t mean it?” asked Sakhalin, sounding almost nervous.

“I know nothing about Prince Janos of Dushan. If he is a troublemaker, then certainly you must execute him. But he may have other motives. A son without prospects who has strong feelings might be amenable to other kinds of alliances.”

“Ah,” replied Andrei Sakhalin in an odd tone. “Well, I will ride with you as far as Parkilnous. After that we will ride west to Dushan.”

“You honor us by your company,” said Ilya so blandly that Vasha could not tell whether he was being polite, sincere, or sarcastic.

Sakhalin made his good-byes and left.

“You don’t mean it, do you?” asked Vasha into the silence. “That you would let a khaja prince marry Katya?”

“Why not?” Ilya did not look at him. He opened up his copy of the holy book Princess Rusudani had given him. He always started at the same place: the account of the ascension of Hristain into the heavens. “It might prove to be a worthwhile alliance.”

“Aunt Sonia would never agree. Mother Orzhekov would be furious. It is one thing to say that women have no choice in marriage, but quite another to force a jaran woman to accept the attentions of a khaja man, prince or not.”

“Have you fixed that bridle yet?”

Vasha winced. Ilya went back to reading. After a bit, another commander came back. Vasha was glad of the excuse to leave, but he had no sooner gotten out of earshot than he was waylaid by Katerina.

“What are you doing? Acting as Bakhtiian’s servant? How can you stand it?”

Vasha stiffened. “I survived two years as the most despised member of the Kireyevsky tribe. I can survive this.”

“It’s disgraceful how he treats you.”

“He may treat me any way he wishes! It’s his right—”

“—as your father? Do you think anyone acknowledges the connection?”

“Katerina Orzhekov, I politely request that you leave me alone.” He brushed past her and kept walking. To his vast surprise, and disappointment, she left him alone.

Indeed, as they rode on, one day passing into the next, she kept herself to herself. Eleven days later they rode into Parkilnous, and the city elders begged Bakhtiian to allow them to present him with gifts and to lay down a feast in his honor. Vasha served his father at the feast and managed to overhear one elder whispering to another about a traveling friar who had been imprisoned for preaching a false gospel about the imminent end of the world, in which God would obliterate the sun in a blinding flash of light and bring Heaven to earth.

He related this information to his father when they rode back to camp that night. In the morning, Ilya sent a message to the elders asking that he be allowed to speak with the arrested man. Andrei Sakhalin arrived to make his farewells just as the messenger returned with the elders’ reply.

“They’ve sent him where?” Ilya asked, annoyed.

“He was sent away two days since, Bakhtiian,” said the messenger, one of Konstans Barshai’s guardsmen, “in a cart, bound for a place called Urosh Monastery, where the khaja priests will pass judgment on him.”

“You are interested in this khaja criminal, Bakhtiian?” asked Andrei Sakhalin, sitting down suddenly.

“I am interested in certain words it is reported that he has said, yes. I would like to interview him.”

Sakhalin took his quirt out of his belt and drew it through his hands. “Urosh Monastery lies about seven days’ ride off the main road that the army is taking south, but it does lie in territory I control, and I am riding that way in any case.”

“Why would he be taken there?”

“The dyan of their priests lives there. He is named in their tongue a presbyter. He came to the king’s city to give his respects to me, which he did with proper humility. He was an old man, but my interpreter said that he had no sons or grandsons to follow after him, that it is their way to elect a new presbyter from among the ranks of the most worthy after he is gone.”

“I must think about this.”

Sakhalin rose. “I will ride with the army one more day, then, before I turn west.”

Ilya gave him a curt nod but scarcely noticed his leaving. He saddled Kriye himself, forgetting that usually he had Vasha do it for him, and rode that day tight-lipped and preoccupied. That evening when they halted for the night, he sent Konstans Barshai to ask Princess Rusudani to attend him.

“You’re still thinking about the khaja priest, aren’t you?” asked Vasha.

“I am thinking about the bright light that appeared from heaven. Here, give me that carpet. I’ll unroll it.”

“Tess taught us that the khaja might think the words our gods have spoken to us equally strange to what we think of theirs.”

“Certainly that is true. But eight years ago the captain of a group of jaran riders who found my wife wandering out in me hills beyond Karkand saw a bright light in the sky which vanished just before he found her. That same night Tess’s brother Charles disappeared. I thought nothing of the captain’s report, until I read these words.”

Vasha could see that his father was in the grip of one of his obsessions, and he knew him well enough to know that he would be impatient and cross until he had found some satisfaction. Aunt Sonia had once told Vasha that Ilya had gone for years in this state, until the tribes had united utterly behind him. But more importantly, Ilya was talking to him. “Do you think the khaja god came down and lifted Charles Soerensen up into heaven?”

“No.” Having unrolled the carpet, Ilya rose and began pacing, slapping his gloves against one thigh. “I think he went to Erthe.”

“What was the bright light?”

“I thought the captain who gave me the report saw the city burning from a distance, and mistook it. Now… I don’t know. He also said there was a freshly burned patch of ground in the valley in which he found Tess.”

Princess Rusudani arrived, attended by a jaran girl who now helped her around camp. Jaelle, who had been given her own tent by Bakhtiian in recognition of her status as a valued interpreter, arrived a moment later. The two khaja women glanced at each other, and Vasha was surprised to see the princess look away first. Ever since the awful scene many days ago, when the princess had fallen into a rage and screamed words Vasha did not understand at her poor servant, Princess Rusudani had seemed less calm, less sure of herself, but Jaelle had oddly enough become more confident, and had even (according to one of the archers whom Vasha lay with occasionally) begun working very hard to learn khush.

Stefan appeared and threw himself down beside Vasha. He touched Vasha on the shoulder and leaned in to whisper in his ear. “Is there something wrong with Katerina? She asked me to lie with her last night.”

Anger shot through Vasha. He hooked his fingers into his belt, a better choice, he thought, than slugging his best friend. “And?”

“But all she did was cry and hold on to me. She told me that you said you never wanted to talk to her again. Is that true? It made her very unhappy.”

Princess Rusudani and Ilya exchanged formal greetings, translated through Jaelle. While Rusudani spoke, Jaelle glanced up once, swiftly, to mark Stefan’s presence.

Vasha shoved Stefan away. “You’re too ugly for any woman to want to lie with anyway, except as a brother,” said Vasha in a low voice, weirdly happy about the story Stefan had just told him.

Stefan snorted. “That isn’t what Valisa Savko told me.”

“I don’t believe it. Why should she bother with you? You’re not even a soldier.”

Stefan smirked.

“Liar!”

Ilya glanced back at them. Vasha clamped his lips shut over his next words: Why should beautiful Valisa Savko, whose prowess with the bow was legendary and who was famous for having single-handedly killed ten khaja soldiers with ten successive arrows, want to lie with Stefan? Many young women had approached his father on this journey south. Only Valisa had actually gotten inside Bakhtiian’s tent.

Stefan merely looked smug.

Vasha wrenched his attention back to Princess Rusudani.

“I lived for ten winters in the house of God,” she was saying, and Jaelle translated.

“You were sent there as a child,” Ilya said.

“I was.”

“I have seen that you are wise in the ways of your church, because of your education. You can read and write?”

“These things I was taught at the convent. But God has not yet granted me the glory of being invested as a sister in the faith. My knowledge is insignificant next to God’s glory.”

“But you have heard of the Gospel of Isia of Byblos.”

She made a gesture with one hand over her chest and shot an angry glance at Jaelle. “It is a heretical text. The Accursed One seduces men with false words and false prophets.”

“Yet there are some who believe it is truth?”

“They have strayed from the True Church.”

“ ‘They have strayed from the True Church,’ ” Jaelle translated, “So speaks Princess Rusudani, but it is not so, my lord. “The Anointed Church follows the word of God faithfully. The northerners have broken with His covenant by refusing to acknowledge—”

Rusudani began to speak harshly, drowning out Jaelle’s words.

“Silence! I do not care to listen to you disparage one another. You will translate my words faithfully.”

“I will, my lord,” said Jaelle meekly.

“I wish to hear about the Gospel of Isia of Byblos.”

Rusudani touched the knife that hung on a chain at her neck. “I have not read it, my lord, only heard of it so that I might not fall into error.”

“You heard the story of the man who was taken away to Urosh Monastery, Jaelle. Is there such a story, of a great blinding, in Isia’s gospel?”

“Not as it was read to me, my lord, but I am not educated.”

“Ask Princess Rusudani.”

Rusudani hesitated before she spoke. “The heretical gospel speaks only of Hristain’s ascension and his sister’s ministry. But in recent years a new heresy has spread northward from the lands where the apostate church holds sway, speaking of a light that flares in the western oceans and of angels whose glowing wings track across the sky, and how these are signs presaging the second coming of Our Lord, the Son of God.”

“Those words Princess Rusudani speaks,” added Jaelle. “But I have also heard it said among the caravan women that His sister, the Blessed Pilgrim, has already descended from Heaven and walks the earth even now, preparing us for His coming and the final days.”

Ilya considered for a long time. He took a sip of komis, and Vasha refilled his cup. “I will go to Urosh Monastery and speak with this prophet.”

“Let me go as well,” said Rusudani instantly, “so that I may guard you from his lies.”

The passion of her plea took Vasha aback.

But Ilya had withdrawn his attention, wrestling with new preoccupations. “Stefan, escort the women back to their tents. Kireyevsky, you will attend me.” He rose and walked away through camp.

Vasha hurried after him. “Wouldn’t it be wiser to wait? When we reach Jeds, we could ask that the holy women admit us to the great library in Jedina Cloister. Surely they will have books that would answer your question. They might even have this gospel that Jaelle speaks of.”

“Men aren’t allowed to set foot in the cloister, and I do not intend to force my way into a women’s sanctuary. But I can enter Urosh Monastery.”

The idea sprang to mind easily and pleasantly. “Princess Rusudani can gain admittance to Jedina Cloister for us, if it is true that she lived for many years in such a cloister in her own land. Or Tess could.”

Ilya fixed him with such a look, suddenly, that Vasha shrank back. “I will speak with Andrei Sakhalin. Send Konstans to me as well. Then brush down my string. Look Kriye over particularly. He was off on his right foreleg today.”

Stung, fuming, Vasha walked away, not too fast but not too slow, either. But he went and found Konstans Barshai, and made excuses to himself that he would care for the horses after he escorted the captain over to Andrei Sakhalin’s tent.

Konstans did not like Ilya’s idea either.

“I will take five hundred men,” said Ilya.

“You should take one thousand, the whole guard,” argued Konstans.

“Why not the whole army, then?” Ilya retorted.

“No need for that,” Andrei Sakhalin said, smoothing over the tension. “I have already sent word ahead to my garrison that I am riding through this territory. I travel with only a jahar of one hundred. My men control this area. There will be no trouble.”

“Five hundred men, then,” said Ilya. “We will travel swiftly. It would be best if Princess Rusudani rode with us as well. She can speak to them, and to us through her interpreter and because of her rank and her position in the church the khaja priests will be more likely to accede quickly to our request.”

“She is a valuable prize,” said Andrei Sakhalin. “Is it wise to remove her from the protection of the army?”

“If you do not control these lands, Sakhalin, then it is not wise for me to make this journey.”

The two men looked at each other, and they seemed without moving or speaking to contest. Vasha had watched Ilya do this to lesser men—proving his right of place—but he had never seen him do it to a Sakhalin prince.

“Of course I control this region,” said Sakhalin stiffly, looking angry. But he had spoken first, and defensively, and thus given right of command to Ilya.

“She will ride with us. How are the khaja to know she rides with us now? They must still believe she resides in Sarai. Kireyevsky, go tell Katerina Orzhekov that she will attend us as well, to show the khaja priests that the princess has been granted the protection of our women.” He looked at Konstans, allowing his captain the final word. “Is there anything else?”

Konstans’ expression could have been carved in stone, it was so still and so disapproving. But he made no further objections.

So it was decided.

At dawn, leaving the banner with the main army, Ilya split off from the main road south with an escort of five hundred of his personal jahar and headed west with Andrei Sakhalin and his one hundred riders. Vasha went with him, and Stefan managed to attach himself to Vasha at the last moment.

Autumn covered the land in browns and faded greens. It was a rough, dreary landscape, tracts of dense forest interspersed with lonely fields and an occasional village. No one bothered them. When they stopped at night, Andrei Sakhalin commandeered food and forage at the nearest village or isolated manor house, and the Dushanites gave it over without protest, seeing the staff that represented his authority to oversee this region in the name of the great jaran conqueror, the Bakhtiian.

The troop of riders made good time. Vasha half expected that they would overtake the wagon carrying the accused friar, but they did not. They reached the vale that sheltered the monastery in the late afternoon on the fifth day after leaving the army.

The size and grandeur of Urosh Monastery surprised Vasha. Surrounded by a low wall, the complex of buildings was laid out neatly, centered on a long building anchored by two towers: Vasha recognized its type from Jeds: It was the church, built of stone. The rest of the buildings were timber. Cattle lowed, and shorn fields striped the land around the wall.

He and Katerina had called a truce.

“These khaja priests hoard their gold in their churches,” she said to him now. “I’m surprised no one robs them.”

“Would you rob a Singer?”

“Of course not! Anyway, Cousin Ilya has already made a decree exempting khaja priests from taxes.” She urged her horse forward down the slope that led to the field on which Sakhalin had halted his men. Some had begun pitching tents. “I suppose it speaks well for the khaja, then, that they honor their priests enough to grant them both respect and wealth.”

“And immunity from thieves?”

Katya grinned at him suddenly, and he felt the spark of her laughter catch on him. She had been so quiet the last five days, riding in silence alongside the other two women, attending to herself and assisting Princess Rusudani, who had clearly never learned how to take care of herself. He smiled, and as if she knew what he was thinking, she gestured toward Rusudani and Jaelle, who rode some ways in front of them.

“I think all khaja noblewomen must be poorly educated. That’s what Mama says. She says Tess was the same way when she came to the jaran, not knowing how to care for a horse or to prepare food or weave or shoot, although I do admit that the princess can use a knife.”

“Khaja have slaves to do all their work for them.” Her words stung a little, though. He didn’t like to hear her criticize Rusudani. “Perhaps they think it isn’t fitting that noblewomen wait on themselves.”

Katya snorted. “No wonder they’re so weak. Do you suppose any soldier in this army would respect Bakhtiian if he could not care for his own horse, repair his tack, and know whether or not his saber was balanced and sharp? Jaelle is much more like a proper woman. She can take care of herself.”

Stefan had been silent until now. “Do you think jaran women respect her?”

“I know nothing of her parents or her tribe. She has never spoken of them to me. But you must know, Stefan, that she was a whore—” She used the Taor word, “—before she became an interpreter.”

He got a little red. “I know that Tess says that among the khaja a whore is a dishonored woman who lies with men for gold, but Tess also says that such women are merely surviving in the only way they can and it is not the women who ought to be condemned.”

“She has always done her share of the work,” said Katya, as if that settled the matter of Jaelle’s character.

Stefan looked pleased.

Here at the edge of the great field that fronted the monastery’s outer wall a second road intersected with the one they had traveled on. The second road led away to the southwest, back into the forest. Ten of Sakhalin’s riders vanished into the gloom of the trees. Vasha looked back to see the telltale white plume of Konstans’ helm at the rear of their party. Konstans pulled up his horse and gazed after the riders who had gone into the forest. After a moment, he came along after the main group.

It was difficult to pass through the mob of horses that crowded the field as the jahar arrived and settled down. Since every man had two and perhaps three mounts, and some of the fields beyond still wore a coat of unharvested grain, there wasn’t as much room to spread out as was proper. Flanked by Vasha and Stefan, Katerina pushed her way through and came out to a relatively clear space where Ilya, still mounted on Kriye, was having an uncomfortably polite disagreement with Andrei Sakhalin.

Ilya had taken off his helmet and held it tucked under one arm. “I will go in now with you. There is no reason I can’t interview the accused man tonight, allowing us to leave again in the morning.”

Sakhalin shook his head. “Of course that would be the swiftest way, Bakhtiian, but there are certain traditions which are best followed in Dushan. King Zgoros makes no request himself. He always sends ahead an envoy to make his will known. He does not go to others, they come to him. If you go in yourself, you will be considered no better than a servant. Let me act for you. I will bring the presbyter out to wait on you. Thus will he understand your power.”

“So be it.”

“It would be well,” added Sakhalin, “if I took Princess Rusudani with me. No woman wishes to remain with a jahar when she could spend the night in the tents of her own people.”

Katya’s head snapped up. “I grant her the protection and good name of the Orzhekov tribe. That is sufficient.”

Sakhalin dropped his gaze away from her at once. He hesitated, shrugged, and rode away with ten of his riders. They passed in through the stone archway that was the only opening in this stretch of wall. Mounted, Vasha could see over the wall, which came up to Misri’s withers. Like any khaja town, the buildings inside appeared crowded together, but they had an orderly look to them. All the paths were straight, and the church itself was impressively tall, with a high, peaked wooden roof.

“I beg your pardon, Cousin,” Katerina said in a low voice to Ilya.

Vasha looked at them in time to see a glance flash between them, she and Ilya, and his lips quirked. He seemed amused. “I would never presume to correct Mother Orzhekov’s representative. But perhaps it is true that Princess Rusudani, because of her own customs, would prefer to rest for the night inside the monastery walls.”

“I will bring her over,” said Katya.

“I’ll go get them,” said Stefan quickly, and dismounted, tossing his reins to Vasha. Katya did the same, following him.

Konstans Barshai appeared, white plume bobbing. He took his helm off and surveyed the field with disgust. “These khaja never have enough pastures. I have posted sentries and sent out a few scouts. I would prefer to send more out, but it would be an insult to Sakhalin, since he’s already sent many of his men to reconnoiter.”

“Find room for the horses, and forage,” said Ilya. “That is my first concern.”

Konstans nodded and rode away, clapping his helmet back on. Ilya dismounted finally, giving Kriye over to Vladimir.

“Kireyevsky, give Vladi your horses as well. Put out my carpet.”

Most of the riders had nothing with them except their horses, the armor they wore and weapons they carried, and a pouch and flask for food and water. Ilya had brought an extra horse to carry a carpet, pillows, and an awning, and Vasha set these out beside the handful of tents pitched by Sakhalin’s men.

As he threw down the first pillow, he heard Rusudani’s voice and then Jaelle’s translation.

“—and that is the dormitory and the refectory, those roofs beside the church. They enclose the inner claustrum, which only the monks may enter.”

“Have you been here before?” Katerina asked, with some amazement.

“I have not. Many years ago, in the time of Saint Benaris, the blessed founder of the holy Orders, the presbyters held a great council and prepared in court the plan to which all monasteries and convents have since been built. Those that could. Even I have heard of Urosh Monastery, which is famous for its adherence to this holy design.”

Ilya had already seated himself. Rusudani took her place on a pillow next to him with a kind of exalted grace. Jaelle knelt beside her, and Stefan hovered behind Jaelle. Katya halted beside Vasha and gave him a look, which he could not interpret.

“Katerina Orzhekov has asked if I wish to enter the protection of the monastery, but you must know that women are not welcome within the walls, except in times of extremity. There is a guest house outside the north wall. But—” She hesitated and glanced toward Katerina. Swallowed. “In Dushan, I would prefer the protection of jaran.”

“Why is that?” Ilya asked.

“Many years ago my father had reason to quarrel with King Zgoros. I would not necessarily be welcome here.”

“Yet you came with us willingly, even asked to.”

Her lashes shaded her eyes as she fixed her gaze on her clasped hands. “I wish only to save you from error, my lord.”

“Ha!” said Katya under her breath, and Vasha glanced at her, but her expression gave nothing away.

“When did your father have this quarrel? What was it over?”

“I was very young, my lord. It was before I entered the convent.”

“By whose hand were you sent to a convent at such a tender age?”

“By God’s Hand. He sent me a vision when I was a child. So my father gave me to the convent.”

The locus of Bakhtiian’s attention, still focused mostly outward, keeping track of the settling in of his jahar on the field around them, changed abruptly when Jaelle translated these words. “You are a Singer?”

“I am dedicated to God’s service.”

“To a woman or a man whom the gods have given a vision we give the name, a Singer.”

Rusudani looked up and met Ilya’s gaze. Something passed between them. That moment of intimacy flooded Vasha with wild jealousy. “You were granted a vision,” she said.

“I was.”

“Only God grants true visions.”

“And my vision has come true. Just as Mother Sun spreads her rays in all directions, so my power is spread everywhere, and so my armies march as with the rising sun.”

“All that comes about, comes about because of God’s will.”

Ilya smiled. He lifted up his right hand and held it out, open. “The gods gave us different fingers to the hand, and so did they also give different ways to jaran and khaja. Is this not so?”

She hesitated, looking angry.

Ilya went on. “Why did you leave the convent?”

A pause. She looked up at him again. “I did not leave. I was taken. My father promised me to the church, but some men do not respect the sanctity of God’s house.”

“That is certainly true.”

“The Lord of Sharvan sent his men to take me out of the convent. He wanted to marry me.”

“You did not wish to marry him?”

She caught in a sharp laugh. “Why should I wish to marry any man, when I could be a bride to Hristain himself, and dedicate myself to His service? Nor would my father ever have sanctioned such a match. The Lord of Sharvan is a bandit, nothing more.”

“Yet you are a valuable woman.”

Both she and Jaelle looked startled by this comment. Finally, Rusudani nodded. “It is true, my lord,” she said at last, “that you married the Prince of Jeds’ sister, who in her turn became prince when her brother died. But I have never heard that the jaran take more than one wife.”

Vasha thought he would choke. Was she actually suggesting that his father might want to marry her? Did she want him to? He eyed his father surreptitiously. He was a good-looking man; everyone said so. A woman might desire him for that alone. But he was far more than that. Rusudani had not spared the least glance for Vasha since this journey began. Gods, why should she? For a moment, Vasha hated his father for that.

Ilya coughed into his hand. “No, indeed,” he said mildly. “It would be more than a man could bear. It is bad enough having to please your sisters and aunts and cousins. You had been captured by the Lord of Sharvan, then, and were being taken to his holding?”

The abrupt change of subject threw Rusudani off. She looked down at her hands again as if recovering her composure. She had beautiful eyelashes, and the soft curve of her lips made Vasha’s palms damp. “That is true,” she said finally.

“Then who were you escaping from? Who were the men who attacked the holding? Why would you run from your father’s men?”

“They were not my father’s men. Otherwise I would have run to them instead of to…” She looked up at Vasha. Her gaze seared him. “Is it true he is your son?”

“You don’t know who attacked the holding, or if you were the object of their attack?”

“I cannot say, great lord.”

Ilya blinked. “You know whose men they were.”

This sort of tense silence had the interesting quality of magnifying nearby sounds, so that abruptly Vasha could hear horses and laughter and a man singing a lewd song. Afternoon had faded toward dusk, and the sun dipped down below the wall of forest, shading the road west. He felt Stefan’s body next to him, and on the other side, could sense Katya’s breath, in and out.

“I know, or at least I could guess,” she admitted at last. “I am not a fool. I was betrothed to him as an infant, but the betrothal was annulled when God marked me for the convent.”

“What is his name?”

A shout came from far away, and Vasha heard Konstans barking an order, but he could not make out the words.

Ilya waited.

Khaja were very strange, Vasha thought as he watched Rusudani struggle with herself and then, giving in, look up. They only looked you in the eye after you had beaten them. Except Tess, of course, but Tess was different.

“Prince Janos of Dushan,” she said in a low voice.

Hard on her words a cry rang through the gathered riders.

“Stanai! Stanai!”

The quiet scene centered on the carpet dissolved into confusion. A sudden maelstrom surrounded Vasha. Ilya jumped to his feet.

“Get that helmet on!” he snapped at Vasha as he fastened his own over his head.

Katya moved in a blur. She shoved Vasha and Stefan off the carpet and grabbed it by the edge. “Off!” she shouted to Jaelle. “Quickly! Get under it!”

Vasha gaped, but Jaelle moved swiftly enough, crouching on the grass and dragging the carpet up over herself and Rusudani for what little protection it afforded.

A sudden dark shadow covered the sun with the whirring of thousands of wings. Stefan yelped, staggered, and fell to his knees. He clapped a hand over one ear. Blood leaked through his fingers. Ilya had vanished. Men, mounted, pushed past, but already the screams of horses shredded the late afternoon stillness.

Katya wrenched Stefan’s hand down from his head. “Just flesh. It will only bleed. Get your helmet on, you idiot.” She slipped her bow from its quiver and fitted it with an arrow.

Another flight of arrows darkened the air.

And there was his father, on Kriye, with Konstans beside him.

“No,” Konstans was saying, “these aren’t bandits. We have been betrayed. Look there.”

Already the jahar had arrayed into ranks while Vasha and Stefan stood gaping. Already men had fallen under the awful rain of arrows. Another flight fell. Metal rang on Vasha’s helmet, and he started, coming out of his daze. He stared down to see two arrows sticking out of the quilting of his heavy coat, and an instant later he realized that something wet was running down his skin. He yanked out one arrow, but it had no blood on its tip. Twenty paces away, a horse reared, screaming, and threw its rider. Stefan moved, bolting for the horse.

Katerina swore. “Get up, you idiot,” she said, and he felt Misri’s comforting bulk shoulder against him. Reflexively he mounted.

Up the slope, coming out from the encircling forest, coming down the roads, and appearing all at once at the farthest edge of the fields surrounding them, appeared a phalanx of spears and shields escorted by rank upon rank of armored riders. No banner flew to identify them, but there were many, many more than Ilya’s five hundred riders. The last trail of the sun glinted on their helmets and on the bright points of their spears and swords.

“At least half of Sakhalin’s riders have vanished,” added Konstans in a voice so calm that he might have been talking about the layout of a khot board. “I believe we are surrounded.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Flower Night

ILYANA WOKE UP SUDDENLY. For some reason she had been dreaming of Kori’s Uncle Gus dancing the part of Lord Shiva, exotic, uncomfortable to watch yet impossible not to watch; but even as she remembered it the dream faded and vanished in the dark rather stuffy air of the tent. Abruptly she knew what was wrong: Valentin was gone. It was so still that above the quiet breathing of Evdokia and Anton she heard footfalls on the path outside, scritching on pebbles. She got up, checked the little ones, and slipped a skirt on over her sleeping shift.

Ducking out through the entrance flap, she was disoriented for a moment by the dark square of the caravansary in front of her, by the pale globes of moons in the sky above, by the slash of distant wall and ridge, by the faintest nimbus glowing in the air above which, as she oriented herself, she realized was the energy field of the huge dome which contained them. Valentin’s nocturnal escapes were so much a part of her life that she had forgotten where they were, and when she remembered it, she felt a thrill of excitement: They were the first humans to set foot on a Chapalii Duke’s private planet, in his very palace, or at least, in as much of it as they were allowed to see.

Valentin disappeared inside the gateway to the caravansary. She followed him. Pebbles slid under the soles of her feet and, as she passed under the gateway, became stone paving.

At first, halting inside the courtyard, she did not see him. He was hidden in plain sight: crouched in the gazebo, fingering the latticework with desperate concentration. His hands shook. When she came up behind him, he turned, starting. The gazebo’s lattice shone with just enough of an unnatural glow that Ilyana saw sweat break on his forehead, running down his neck.

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

“There’s a nesh port in here somehow,” he muttered, turning back to the latticework. “I heard M. Unbutu say so yesterday to Gwyn Jones. It must go with the map or something. I gotta get access, Yana. I can’t stand it anymore.”

She knelt beside him. “But Valentin, if there is one, then it was built by the Chapalii. That would be dangerous to—”

His hands, sliding over the lattice, abruptly stopped, and his face altered expression so quickly that she gasped out loud. Then he was gone. Not his body, but his mind. Spirited away from her so utterly that her limbs froze in terror.

Traceries of light shifted along the mosaic floor of the gazebo, and an aroma like incense brushed past her, fleeting, like a glimpse of a butterfly. She touched Valentin’s shoulder. A thrumming caught up in her blood, and she could almost see what he was seeing, as if the contact through their skin was enough to link her in as well. She smelled, suddenly, the scent of heat baking on stone.

She jerked her hand away. The movement woke her out of her stupor. She had to find M. Unbutu. She knew which tiny room was his: They had held tutorials there the last five days. Like all of these rooms his was screened off not by a door but by a curtain. She hesitated, fingers brushing the coarse weave, then coughed and said, softly: “M. Unbutu?”

No answer.

“M. Unbutu?”

From the other side she heard the sound of a person grunting in his sleep and shifting. She glanced up and down the corridor and slipped inside, pressing back against the cold wall.

“M. Unbutu. I’m sorry to disturb you, but—”

“Hmm?” He woke up suddenly and sat up. She could see him like a bulky shadow, his wild hair, his naked torso, against the faint gleam of light that came in through the open window. “Yana!”

The room wasn’t large. If she took a step forward, she could touch him. He peered at her through the gloom. The silence was a third presence in the room. Ilyana felt acutely uncomfortable for a reason she could not understand.

“Uh, Yana,” he said finally, sounding very odd, “I don’t think you should be here.”

She got her breath back. “It’s Valentin. He’s been caught in the gazebo. I think he’s neshing.”

He began to stand up, froze, and said, “Yes. I’ll be there in a minute.”

She felt herself flush. Too mortified to speak, she stepped backward out of the room and fled down the corridor, back to the courtyard where Valentin crouched, locked into his strange union with the latticework. A striped moon hung squarely above the courtyard. Stars blazed. Valentin was unnaturally silent, only the lift and fall of his chest revealing that he still breathed. Ilyana shifted from one foot to the other, and back, and back, and waited forever.

M. Unbutu’s white shirt and trousers appeared like a pale flag at one corner of the courtyard. A moment later she saw the shadow of his face and hair. He hurried over and halted an arm’s length from her.

“Oh, Goddess,” he exclaimed under his breath. “I see what you mean. When did this happen?”

“It just did. But when I touched him, it was like I could almost nesh through him, the connection is that strong.”

“I don’t know how that could be. But why would he risk neshing on a system we know nothing about and which might be antipathic to the human mind? Valentin is not stupid.”

Under her bare toes, the gazebo tiles felt slick, almost damp. She chewed on her lips.

“Oh,” said M. Unbutu suddenly. “He’s addicted. The signs all point to it, once you think to put them together. So that’s why my portable nesh was tampered with on the ship out here. I thought it was odd.”

Ilyana cringed.

When he spoke again, he sounded angry. “Why isn’t he getting help? Your parents must know how dangerous—”

“They don’t understand.”

“They don’t understand? Yana, do you know that nesh addiction can kill?”

She gulped down panic. “Yes.”

“Oh, Goddess, of course you do. I’ll have to talk to them.”

“No. Don’t. They really won’t understand. But… maybe you could help me.”

“I’m not licensed or experienced in—” He glanced at her and stopped. She felt more than saw him wince.

“There isn’t anyone else to help him anyway, not here.”

“Yana! Your parents have to—”

“Don’t you see? They already know, they just pretend that they don’t. They can’t. They can’t help him!”

He swore, something long and convoluted, under his breath. “We’ll discuss this later. Right now we’d better get him out of there.” He placed a hand, fingers splayed, on Valentin’s back. Ilyana’s eyes had adjusted to the dark well enough that she could see details now: The way M. Unbutu’s eyes began to track something that wasn’t there; the way his nose twitched, sniffing. He licked his lips, and with his free hand reached and touched something that didn’t exist. With an effort, he dragged his hand away from Valentin’s back.

He whistled softly. “Damn me to hell. I don’t know what kind of interface they’re using, but that field is emanating through him somehow. All I got was shadows, but still… you know we just can’t pull him away.”

“I know. I’ve done this before. Gone in myself and guided him out.”

“We’ll have to try. But I’m going with you.”

She swallowed. Her throat was dry. “He might not look like himself.”

“Oh, tupping hell. You mean he guises, too? I thought they’d stopped letting minors do that.”

“Yeah.”

“Sorry. I’m not usually that naive. All right. Take position on either side and imitate how his fingers are positioned. Wherever we end up, stick with me. We will not split up.”

She nodded and knelt beside Valentin, making sure she didn’t touch him. M. Unbutu knelt on his other side. Valentin breathed. A breeze had come up, and it tickled the stray hair that had escaped from her braid and lay now along the back of her neck. She placed her fingers on the latticework.

A great web, thrumming with light, set over (into?) an abyss of endless nothingness. Ilyana stood on a strand of light and it pulsed with the warmth of blood against her bare feet, filling her, drawing her in.

She dissolved into sound.

“Valentin!”

She stood in a vast echoing space ringed with pillars of black stone. She was alone. A floor of obsidian stretched out to the pillars, and above and beyond was a darkness so absolute that it had texture, as if it was a dome of velvet. Then she smelled Valentin’s trail. Or not him, precisely, but camel, and knew that it marked his passage through here.

She followed the foul smell, walking carefully, and just as she crossed between a set of pillars she heard a stutter in the thrum that lay so quiet along her consciousness that she had forgotten it was there until it was, so briefly, interrupted.

“Yana!”

She turned. M. Unbutu ran over to her. When he halted beside her, he took hold of her wrist. His hand was solid, warm.

“Complete perceptual immersion. We could just as well be here in the flesh.” He dropped her hand and tapped at the pillar instead. “Solid. I just spent about an hour wandering around a huge reconstruction of what must be the palace here, about waist-high models, just amazing. Needless to say, I was the only living soul there, and there was no obvious way out.”

“But I just got here. I mean, just a minute ago we were in the gazebo.”

“Huh. I found this, though.” With great care he fished into a pocket and drew out… nothing. She looked closer and saw that it was a short strand of blond hair. “Do you think it’s Valentin’s?”

“How could a nesh lose a piece of its hair?”

“Can’t. How could I have noticed it? But I did, and as soon as I picked it up it gave me a kind of pulling field, as if I could suddenly sense where you were. That’s how I found you.”

“Quick!” The camel scent was moving off. “He’s this way—”

She stepped off between the pillars only to realize that she was stepping into nothing.

Winds buffet her. Sand stings her face. This place again, the barren, storm-wracked desert. Always this place. She gropes blindly and finds a solid hand and grasps it as if it were a lifeline. Its fingers work in hers, but the storm is so fierce that she cannot even see the person beside her, so hard does the grit and sand batter her eyes and grind and groan in the streaming air. The wind howls.

They emerge into an eddy.

“This is his place,” she cries, cracking open one eye that swells with tears, aching and dry. M. Unbutu holds tightly on to her and stares at something ahead. The blistering sand doesn’t seem to bother him as much, but his lips are shut tight against it. “He always comes here.”

“Look,” he murmurs, awestruck. “He’s building it.”

She lifts her chin against the weight of the wind and squints upward, toward the hills. But they aren’t hills. They are detritus, they are the streaming wind that pours out of the back, the arms, the legs, the head, the whole being of the slight adolescent boy trudging forward head bent slightly as against a steady grinding force and that wind is both the storm and the desert he leaves behind him.

She gulps in sand and chokes on it. “Oh, gods. Is this what’s inside him?”

The boy presses forward, receding from her, and the wind moans and shoves her after him and thrusts her back, caught in the whirlpool of his creation. A blinding light frames Valentin’s fragile outline, as if he is the conduit through which it passes.

“It’s like the old conundrum,” says M. Unbutu, canting his voice high to pierce above the torrent, “about gravity and time and the edge of the universe—that explorers could never find the edge of the universe because their very presence, their mass, would cause the universe to keep expanding in front of them because of their gravitational field.”

“How do we get him back?” she wails.

“Formless matter. It’s like the formless matter out of which Earth, the universe, any cosmological order is made.”

She realizes he isn’t listening to her. She drops his hand and plunges forward into the maelstrom. Sand pelts her. Pebbles scrape her skin. The dry barren heat is overpowering. Sheer frantic force of will brings her to Valentin in sixteen agonizing steps. She grabs his arm and tugs him to a stop. What else can she do?

He strains away. “Let me go. Let me go, Yana. Can’t you see it? I’m almost there.”

She sees nothing but light. Stillness shudders into being around them.

And there, maybe, something golden, like a shimmer, like a golden sea seen through a tiny, distant gateway.

She hesitates. She can feel the strength of his yearning, can taste it, like the husk of grass on her tongue.

“Yana! Valentin!”

M. Unbutu is solid. His hands have weight where they close on her arm and pull Valentin into her. He swears. “We’re going out of here.” His tongue wets his lips. “I don’t know how the hell you did this, Valentin, but—” As he says the last word the stream of sand still pouring out of Valentin coalesces and begins to form an archway, turns into wood, and then Ilyana smells the leafy mold of thick vegetation, rotting.

“Damn it,” says M. Unbutu mildly, surprised. “Oh, well. Good enough. Through here.”

Valentin goes meekly.

They step through into a pocket of dense jungle. Vines trail down from tree trunks that shoot up into a dome of leaves. The vines twine and curl and form a lattice and they place their fingers on the latticework.

Ilyana heard the softest scrape of a shoe on stone and she started back, but the three of them were alone in the courtyard. Valentin slumped backward and she caught him, and together with M. Unbutu eased him down onto the smooth mosaic tiles. She still smelled the desiccating heat of the sandstorm.

“M. Unbutu, how did he do that? What was he doing?”

“If we’re going to try that again, you’d better just call me David. The formal style takes too damned long.”

“We’re going to do that again?” She hesitated, tried out the word “David” on her tongue, and decided just to not call him anything unless she absolutely had to.

“You don’t want to?” He laughed under his breath, and she realized with a shock that he was exhilarated.

And that she was, too. If Valentin could do that, could she? Could she pour light through her and create a world? “Well. Yes. I’d like to see that model of the palace.”

“I’d like to see if we can use it to get through to the real palace, even in nesh form.”

At that moment, Ilyana knew that she was part of the conspiracy. She felt suddenly very…adult. “Yes,” she said fiercely. “Oh gods. We’d better get Valentin back to my mother’s tent.”

Anatoly watched from the shadows as Ilyana and David supported Valentin between them and helped him off toward Karolla Arkhanov’s tent. When the courtyard was empty, he emerged from behind a column and examined the gazebo and the latticework wall. It hummed in the way the great wall that anchored the dome hummed, but although he had seen the way their hands clutched it, he was not so foolhardy as to make such an expedition alone.

In the morning, he woke to exclamations coming from outside. Portia and Diana were already gone. He dressed quickly and ran outside to find the Company gathered along the east wall of the caravansary, facing the gardens. Yesterday a bank of green shrubs had grown here. Today they had all come into bloom at once, white flowers with a scattering of crimson blossoms at their center, forming a shape that Anatoly vaguely recognized as glyph, something Chapalii, he thought, but he found it difficult to remember visual markers of language.

“What kind of flowers are those?” he asked, coming up alongside Hyacinth, who looked flushed.

“Flower night,” said Hyacinth. “That’s how Roki translates the glyph. It’s a summons.”

“A summons?”

Already Yomi was calling out orders. Several of the younger actors were shaking out skirts and gowns, hanging them out in the open air on a line set up by some of the techs.

“To perform.” Hyacinth paused, slapping his fingers on his cheeks, eyes wide. “Tonight!” He laughed. “The bastard made us wait so long to even get here at all, made us wait weeks here, you’d think he’d give us more notice. Not even a tech rehearsal. We don’t even know what kind of space we’ll be performing in.”

“He is zayinu.”

Hyacinth lowered his hands, glanced at Anatoly, and grinned. Anatoly grinned back, realized what he had done, muttered an excuse, and went to find Diana.

“I don’t have time for you right now,” Diana said, catching sight of him before he’d even said a word to her. She was helping shake out costumes. “Yana already took Portia. Maybe Yomi has something for you to do.”

But he was superfluous. The repertory company was like a well-honed jahar, adept at working together. His presence would only throw off their drill. Even David, by virtue of his relationship to Charles, fit in with them. Anatoly did not. And while it was always appropriate for a man to take care of young children, it certainly would be unseemly for him to do so in the company of an unmarried young woman to whom he was not related.

So he went out to the horses and rode the mare he now thought of as his. A summons meant, of course, that the zayinu duke Naroshi commanded the Company to come to him. How would he bring them there? Where was he? Anatoly rode at once to the great slab of ebony stone embedded in the rose wall. Was this the doorway through which they would pass? Through the rose wall he saw the blurred lines of the other world, drowned in rain.

He dismounted and went to lean against the rose wall where its color changed from rose to ebony, an abrupt break, like a seam. Through the wall he could make out…towers, a host of spears thrusting up into the sky. He had seen a gathering of towers from the platform hovering high above the palace, when they had first come here. The foundation of those towers had been lost beneath the confluence of two rivers, and yet in the map in the courtyard of the caravansary, there was a similar nest of towers which rose from a spit of land bounded by rivers: Was it possible that some catastrophic flood had risen and covered them? But that meant, then, that the map in the courtyard might not be accurate.

Only the khaja put their faith in maps. The land changed over time, over the seasons, and over the lifetime of a man. Anatoly knew better than to trust anything he had not seen with his own eyes or heard from the wisest elders, and even then, nothing truly remained constant except the plains themselves.

And he thought bitterly of Diana.

The humming pitch of the stone changed. He ran to stop his mare from bolting. A shudder shook through the ground, running up through his boots, up through his whole body, like the charge of the air in a lightning storm out on the flat plain.

The gate opened, just opened, dissipating into the rose wall, leaving a gap the width of eight horses riding abreast through to the other side. Hot, humid air spilled out, spattering him with warm rain and the sheer weight of heat and dampness. In the world beyond it rained in dense sheets, pounding rain, like the thunder of hooves of an army charging into battle.

He got on the mare and rode for the opening. He did not get there in time.

A great vehicle appeared, a barge, filling the opening. The mare shied and reared. As he fought to hold her, the barge moved through, floating above the grass, and the opening sealed shut behind it. Water poured off its sides, sprinkling the grass, and then it was dry, gleaming, a boat flat on both the bottom and the top, with a silver railing wreathed in white and red flowers. It was empty. It sailed off over the grass, leaving a wave of wind in its wake. Anatoly could do nothing but follow its trail back to the caravansary.

By the time he got there, the company was fitted up and mostly onboard. Most of the actors were chattering with excitement, voices loud, faces flushed. He left the mare waiting and ran to find Diana.

She sat on the prow, a calm eddy in the midst of the wild stream of movement around her, her skirts arrayed around her and her expression distant, contemplating not the far line of wall but something else, something unseeable, unknowable. Then she caught sight of him.

“Thank goodness, Anatoly, I was wondering where you were.” Gods, it hurt, the leap of hope in his heart any time she gave the slightest smile to him. He walked over to her, careful not to let the hope show on his face. “Portia is staying with the other children, and I wanted you to know where she was in case she needs anything. They don’t want anyone except the Company to come this time, because it’s the first time. They’re being extremely careful about protocol.”

“I thought I might come with you.”

“You can’t.”

She sat above him on the boat, not looking particularly sorry about it. She was so beautiful, in her khaja gown given life by her presence in it. “What play are you doing?” he asked dutifully.

She pulled a face. “The Tempest. You know, the one about the magician Prospero and the island he rules through his magic, and how his enemies are shipwrecked on that island and he rights old wrongs done to him. Charles Soerensen told Owen and Ginny to play it for our first performance. I suppose…” she canted her voice lower and leaned down toward him. He had not truly grown used to the immodest clothing khaja wore: Her gown was cut so low that he could see the swell of her breasts. “…it’s meant to be subversive.”

Caught by a sudden overwhelming impulse, he stood on tiptoe, steadied himself with one hand on the side of the barge and with the other hand stilled her chin, and kissed her on the lips.

“Anatoly! You’ll ruin my makeup.” But she laughed. “If only you were playing Ferdinand instead of Vasil. He’s too old for the part, but he’s so damned pretty. He would have done better as Ariel—that’s the spirit who is servant to Prospero—but he just couldn’t do it.”

“Why do you wish I was playing Ferdinand?” Anatoly asked suspiciously.

She gave him her most brilliant smile, and moved slightly to make room for Vasil Veselov, who appeared at just that moment to strike a pose, standing, at the railing. “Because I’m playing Miranda, Prosper’s daughter, you idiot, and she and Ferdinand fall in love with one another.”

“Sakhalin,” said Vasil, acknowledging him, and went back to his pose, adjusting his sleeves to drape over the railing.

“Veselov, surely you will bring back a report to me,” said Anatoly, “of what you see.”

Vasil glanced at him. “I’m not in the army anymore.”

Anatoly grunted under his breath and then, to his surprise, Diana got to her knees and leaned down toward him, ducking under the railing. He lifted his arms and caught her and swung her down from the deck into his arms. She was giggling.

“I’m not going to sit next to him,” she whispered, leading Anatoly away to the back of the barge. “He hogs every scene he’s in, and especially entrances.” Pulling him against her, she pressed her lips against an ear. “Don’t talk about reports and scouting,” she breathed, so close against him that he almost forgot to listen to her words, “not to Vasil. He isn’t part of it.”

“Diana,” he murmured.

She broke away from him. “You will remember that, won’t you?”

“I am not a fool, Diana! But Veselov was in Bakhtiian’s army once. Surely he still feels loyalty to his people—”

“Vasil feels loyalty to no one but himself. Don’t be naive. Himself and perhaps, just perhaps, the memory of what he once shared with Bakhtiian. Oh, stop getting that stubborn look on your face. I don’t care whether you believe it or not, or if it offends your prim sense of virtue, it is true. I get so tired of your oppressive moral code. Give it up, Anatoly. Haven’t you learned anything?”

“I will thank you not to insult my—”

“Oh, you’re impossible to talk to.” She turned and walked over to the barge, leaving him.

As usual, Hyacinth had listened in. He was crouched about twelve paces away worrying at his shoes—if one could call those lavender cloth wrappings on his feet shoes. His clothes were absolutely obscene. He stood up, revealing bare chest and wings made of a glittering fabric like gems spun into silk.

“May I give you a piece of advice?” Hyacinth asked.

“No!” growled Anatoly, and stalked off.

He unsaddled the mare, brushed her down, and let her go back to the herd. She was reluctant to leave him at first; she liked him—which was more than he could say for anyone else—but finally she kicked out her heels and ran off. Anatoly watched the barge go from a distance, garlanded railings and the splash of colors that was the Company in their costumes, the bleaker black figures of the techs in the center with their boxes and props.

Leaving the caravansary almost empty. He heard the children’s laughter as they ran after the barge, waving and calling and halting finally to watch it shrink as it sailed away over the grass. Soon it would pass beyond into the other world, a world he might never be permitted to visit.

But, gods, he was determined to get there somehow. He wandered into the courtyard. Dust motes drifted down in shafts of light, playing over the surface of the mosaic map in the center of the gazebo. Anatoly stopped in front of the latticework. Perhaps he could go there with the boy. With Valentin’s knowledge of that way of traveling, and with Anatoly’s knowledge of intelligence and scouting, they could pierce the wall, they could discover the secrets of the palace.

He heard a footfall and turned, caught a glimpse of a skirt, then nothing. It was silent in the caravansary, empty of life. Everyone, even David, even the khepelli steward, had gone, leaving only Karolla and her khaja servant and the children. And him. The afternoon light mellowed, ripening toward evening.

At last he sighed and went back to Diana’s chamber, pushing aside the curtain to go in. Stopped dead in his tracks.

Color flared in the dim room. Lying next to his saddle rested a bouquet of freshly picked flowers. Flower night. His heart racing, he bent down to pick them up. Their smell was heady and intoxicating. He stood there for a long time, until shadows filled the room. Finally he stirred, putting on his other, fresher shirt, wiping the dust off his boots, running his finger through his hair. Then, clutching the flowers in his right hand, he went in search of Ilyana Arkhanov.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

The Surface World

KAROLLA SAT THE CHILDREN under the awning after they had eaten dinner and set each of them a task: Valentin to polishing the worn leather of a bridle, Anton to embroidery on a square of cloth, and Evdokia and Portia to try their hand at spinning. Nipper tied off the ends of a fringe rug, and Karolla took the baby from Ilyana and settled down to nurse her.

“Go on,” she said in that tone that Ilyana knew meant she wanted no arguments. “Go out. You have little enough time to be on your own.”

Ilyana hesitated, but she wanted to get away from them. She walked away down the road that led to the ruined caravansary. The wind curled in her hair, and she hummed to herself, happy to be alone. Three moons chased each other across the sky, and the barest curve of ring rimmed the western horizon, the great planet hunkering down to its nightly rest. It was warm. She smelled the exuberant scent of night-blooming flowers, their perfume coating the air.

The ruins threw intriguing shadows over the ground. She wandered through them, tracing a ridge here, a ledge there, finding a single white blossom framed by a ring of stone worn down until it lay even with the earth. She bent to explore it with her fingers, the rugged stone, the loamy dirt, the supple petals of the flower, gray-white as if they had been formed from the palest of ash.

And she heard her name, soft, on the breeze. “Yana. Ilyana.”

She did not recognize the voice at first. She stood up and saw him, walking toward her through the quiet ruins. In his right hand he held a bouquet of flowers.

Flowers.

“I’m returning these to you,” Anatoly said, and held them out to her.

She froze.

“It is a great honor for a man to be a young woman’s first chosen,” he went on, his voice as soft and caressing as the breeze, “and a great responsibility.” He sounded as if he had said these words before. But what girl wouldn’t want a man like Anatoly Sakhalin as her first lover?

She lifted her eyes finally from the flowers, white with a center of red, and he dropped his gaze away from her at once. A moment later he looked at her.

She had an instant of blistering revelation, that washed over her like heat. He desired her. He desired her. She simply could not move.

He smiled, slightly, the merest uplifting of his lips, as if he understood something she did not. He took a step toward her, a second, and lifted a hand, brushed it along her shoulders and settled it around her, comforting, except that now his whole side touched her and he was warm and solid and she was utterly terrified. It had been safe to become infatuated with him when he was on the other side of a room. This wasn’t safe.

“Look there,” he murmured. “A fourth moon is rising.”

When she looked up, he kissed her. It was the briefest touch, gentle, not insistent. Her heart pounded in her chest. She wanted to kiss him again. She wanted him.

And why not?

Even though she knew who must have put the flowers by his saddle, why not? Everyone else was gone. What better night than this night? The actors had said the summons translated as “flower night” also. She summoned up every bit of courage she had and tilted her chin up and kissed him. And he responded.

Ilyana had such a vivid flash of her father, intertwined with that awful khaja man dressed up in jaran clothing, kissing him, caressing him, that she started back, shaking.

“Yana?” Anatoly did not reach for her. He just stood there, quiet, steady. The moons illuminated his face, a handsome face for a man as old as he was. She suddenly wondered if her father had ever tried to seduce him. Flinched to even think of it, knowing that her father surely wouldn’t be that stupid. Anatoly Sakhalin came out of the old traditions, schooled by the strictest taskmaster of all: Mother Sakhalin. He scarcely spoke to Hyacinth and Yevgeni, except to be scathingly polite. Like Karolla, he held to the old ways even in the new land. The old ways, like flower night.

Except that now all she could think of was her father. She could not get him out of her mind, him and that man, him, the way his body moved. She gulped down air. Her cheeks burned. She had to say something, anything.

“I’m sorry.” Her breathing came in ragged bursts. “I didn’t—I mean, if I did, it would be you, but—” She broke off.

He glanced down at the bouquet and up again at her. His expression changed to the stiff arrogance of a Sakhalin prince; he looked mightily annoyed. “You didn’t put these flowers there.” Then he swore.

Mortified, she fled.

But no matter where she fled, it didn’t matter. In the end she had to go back to her mother’s tent.

She stopped under the awning. The younger children were asleep, and Valentin lay on a pillow with the baby snuffling on his chest. Nipper was gone. Karolla looked up at her blandly.

“I want to talk to you alone,” said Ilyana in a low voice.

Valentin shut his eyes and pretended to be asleep, making little snoring sounds.

“You put those flowers by his saddle!” Tears came, hot, to her eyes. “How could you?”

“It is past time—”

“I don’t care if you think it’s past time. It’s my time. It’s my choice.”

“You don’t want to lie with Anatoly Sakhalin?”

“Not tonight! I wanted to go with the actors. I wanted to go with David!”

“David ben Unbutu?” Karolla considered this, frowning. “He’s not jaran, but if you won’t have Anatoly Sakhalin, I suppose he’ll do well enough. He is one of Soerensen’s trusted captains, and I suppose if he was good enough to be Nadine Orzhekov’s lover, then he is good enough for you, Yana.”

Yana shrieked in wordless fury. “That isn’t what I meant! How could you? How could you? I hate you!” She burst into tears and despised herself for doing so. She wanted to run anywhere, as long as it was away, only there wasn’t anywhere to go.

“Unnatural child,” said Karolla calmly. “It is selfish of you not to be done with what other girls celebrated long before. The baby needs a name, and I have not yet offered blood to Grandmother Night.”

“All you think about is yourself! Papa would never have done something like this to me!”

Valentin snorted.

Ilyana would have slapped him, except he had the baby, who had woken up and was beginning to complain.

“That is enough, Valentin,” admonished Karolla. “Ilyana you will apologize to me.”

“I will not! You’re the one who should apologize to me.”

They stared each other down. Finally, Ilyana spun and ran away around the tent. Except there really was nowhere to go. She sat down, arms wrapped around her knees, out in the midst of the gardens, praying that no one—gods, especially not Anatoly Sakhalin—would come looking for her.

Two moons set and a fifth rose up over the horizon by the time the Company returned. She saw a glow in the distance and then heard them, laughing and singing, their celebration like a scent on the wind. She swallowed sobs and pressed her fingers into her eyes to stop more tears from coming. She had never felt more alone in her life.

“I want to go home,” she said in a small voice, except she could see her mother’s tent as a hulking shadow not one hundred paces from where she huddled. That was all that she had of home. Before that, they had been outsiders living with the Veselov tribe, on the sufferance of Arina Veselov, and before that, a dimmer memory, outlaws, riding with a tribe that was not truly a tribe, only a collection of people united in their goal to kill Ilyakoria Bakhtiian. Before that—but there was nothing before that. Karolla Arkhanov had turned her back on her mother and aunt’s tribe before Ilyana had been born. She had turned her back on them to follow her father and her husband, and so sundered her children forever from their true home.

“I’ll never forgive you for that,” muttered Ilyana fiercely and buried her head against her knees, shuddering, clutching herself against herself, holding on.

Rain misted the ground and swept away, leaving its cool touch like a distant memory.

“Oh, dear,” a woman said. Ilyana jerked her head up. David and Diana stood not ten paces from her.

“What are you doing out here?” David asked kindly.

She burst into tears.

He took a step toward her, hesitated, and looked at Diana. “I’d better get her father.”

Ilyana was crying too hard to protest.

Diana knelt beside her, embracing her. “Dear child. Do you want to talk about it?”

Ilyana could only bawl. “I can’t,” she gasped out. “I’m so unhappy.”

“Oh, Yana.” Diana sighed deeply. “So many of us are. I’m so sorry. I wish there was something I could do.”

They stayed that way until Vasil came. Diana retreated quickly, leaving them alone. Vasil pulled Ilyana to her feet unceremoniously and studied her while she gulped down sobs and wiped her nose with the back of one hand.

“I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I don’t want to get your costume wet.”

He hugged her. “Yana! Someone can clean it. Why are you crying, little one?”

She shrugged in his arms.

“Next time I’ll see that you come with us. You can stay backstage with the techs. It was marvelous, Yana. The house had perfect acoustics. I walked all through it before the audience arrived, except for the boxes that were sealed off, and I even saw the box set aside for Duke Naroshi. I took off one of my rings and left it in his chair.”

“Papa!” Appalled, she pulled back and stared up at him.

“Yana,” he said gravely, “you must learn the basic lesson that those who have power will use it, and those who don’t must learn to control those who do. You and I have nothing—”

“We’re pretty,” she said bitterly, choking down sobs. “Everyone says so.” Anatoly Sakhalin had thought so, staring at her in the moonlight.

“No, we’re beautiful. Never forget that. That’s what sets us apart from others and makes them desire us. Duke Naroshi is a powerful man—”

“He isn’t a man, Papa. He’s an alien.”

“It doesn’t matter. People are the same everywhere. They want the same things.”

“Charles Soerensen didn’t want you, did he?” she asked suddenly. “Or you wouldn’t care about Duke Naroshi. Papa, that’s disgusting.”

“That Soerensen wasn’t interested? I admit it puzzles me, but it isn’t worth dwelling on. Naroshi must have better connections with the Empire. Perhaps I can even be introduced to the emperor himself.”

“And then what?” Ilyana asked, curious despite her heavy heart. “What would you do?”

But he got that look on his face and he let go of her and stared at the stars. One of those stars probably was the star around which Rhui orbited. “I would have him give me Rhui,” he whispered, “and everything on it, to do with as I wish.”

He fell silent. She did not interrupt him.

After a long time, he looked down at her. “Why were you crying, Yana! You shouldn’t be unhappy.”

“Do you think I’m too old to be—? I didn’t know and then—” She broke off, bit her lip, and could not go on.

“You’re not making any sense.”

But she just couldn’t tell him. The words choked in her throat and she knew it wasn’t right. A girl wasn’t supposed to speak of these things to a man. She should have an aunt to confide in, a grandmother, a cousin. Gods, she couldn’t confide in Diana about this.

A memory struggled up from the depths, of Arina Veselov’s good-natured and thoughtful brother Anton, who had died in the battle at Karkand: She could have confided in him. He had been like an uncle to her. She could trust him. As she looked at her beautiful father, who watched her with what was truly sincere concern, insofar as he was capable of feeling concern for people other than himself, she understood that she could never trust him or confide in him.

“I’m just lonely sometimes, Papa, here.”

“We’re going to be here a while longer. We might even be able to tour farther into the Empire after this. Perhaps we could send to your friend Kori’s parents and see if she wanted to come spend some time with you. Would you like that?”

Ilyana wondered suddenly if Kori had had her flower night yet, in the time she’d been away, even though she knew it was done differently with Kori’s people. Would Kori, given the chance, choose someone like Anatoly Sakhalin as her first lover?

“I’d like that,” she said.

“Perhaps Duke Naroshi would like a dance troupe to perform here,” mused Vasil. He took her hand and together they walked back to the caravansary.

Anatoly waited until Ilyana had vanished into the darkness before he moved. Impulsively, he flung the bouquet into the air and flowers scattered down around him, flecking the dry earth. He walked back to Diana’s chamber, stripped, and threw himself on his cot, tossing and turning, furious with Karolla Arkhanov. Furious with himself. Poor Ilyana was just a pawn tossed between them. It wasn’t right. It was right; any man accounted himself honored to be a girl’s first chosen lover. But it wasn’t right that he, Anatoly, should put his frustrated love for Diana onto Yana. She was a beautiful girl, unspoiled, hardworking. In the tribes, a hundred young men would be competing for her attention by now, and her mother would have to be careful that some reckless young rider didn’t just mark her out of hand. But she was little more than a child. Truly, she was still like a child in some ways. However beautiful she might be, she was not a Singer. She was not Diana.

Thinking of his wife, it almost seemed that he had made her flesh. The Company had returned. He heard their gay laughter and the bright sound of their singing, a tribe unto themselves, rejoicing in a victory. He refused to go out and join them—an outsider—in their celebration.

After a long long time, Diana pushed aside the curtain and slid into the room, giggling, disheveled, sounding drunk. The sleeves of her gown had slipped so far down that he could see the gleam of her shoulders, pale, inviting, in the moonlit chamber.

“Are you awake?” she whispered, and then went on, either knowing he was awake or not caring. “It went wonderfully. The Duke built a wonderful theater, just for us! Do you know that there were separate boxes for the males and the females I’d guess of highest rank and the female boxes were shielded so we couldn’t see them, but they could see us or at least they must have been able to and the house was just filled with Chapalii, although I suppose they must have been all males in the house because they don’t mix, do they?” She laughed under her breath and leaned down over him. “Anatoly, you’re naked! Ummm. Here, help me off with this—”

He needed no more invitation than that. He drowned himself in her.

“You’re serious tonight,” she said later, still brilliant with her Singer’s glory.

“I love you,” he said desperately.

“Oh, Anatoly.”

But her expression betrayed everything. She did not truly love him anymore, as a wife loves a husband. She pitied him. He shut his eyes, as if that could obliterate the awful knowledge. And he made love with her anyway, because it was all he had.

“Oh, Goddess,” said Diana in the morning, tucked in close beside him. “I have a headache.” She smiled at him, bleary-eyed in the bright shafts of sunlight that streaked the chamber. “I’d forgotten how much I like you,” she added, and rolled up on top of him and kissed him, brushing his hair back from his temples.

“I am content,” he replied softly.

“Are you? You have to be bored here. I’m sorry you ever left the tribes.”

He winced.

“No, I don’t mean it like that. I wish you would stop feeling sorry for yourself all the time. I know we… don’t always get along now. But with the tribes you had something to do, you knew who you were and what part you played.”

“Even if it was a part you despise? That of a soldier?”

“Oh! You idiot! I fell in love with you because you were a rider. I just don’t like you dragging it out all the time.”

“You don’t like me teaching Portia the things I gained respect and glory doing with the tribes.”

She placed a hand firmly over his mouth. “I am not going to argue with you. It just went so well yesterday, that I refuse to blacken today by having the same stupid argument again.”

“All right,” said Anatoly, encouraged by her mood, liking it, and never one not to press an attack when he saw he had an opening, “then perhaps you had better remind me again of the obligations a husband owes to his wife.”

“Hmm.”

Someone rapped loudly on the wall beside the entrance to the room. “Di-aaaaaa-na.”

“Go away,” she said.

“Whatever you’re up to in there,” added Hyacinth cheerfully, “and I’m only sorry that you’re not going to invite me in to join you, we’re having a Company meeting in one hour. So don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He stamped off, deliberately being loud.

Diana giggled. “Anatoly, your expression!”

“I don’t find his jokes amusing.”

“Hyacinth is a good, decent person, and much the wiser for what he’s been through. I really am tired of your endless prejudice against him just because what he is isn’t accepted by the jaran. It’s so medieval. But go ahead, say it anyway.” She rolled off him and swung her legs over, perching on the edge of the cot. She was very distracting, sitting there naked, gold hair unbound and falling down over her shoulders. When he said nothing, she turned to look at him inquiringly.

“I don’t want to argue with you today,” he said.

They examined one another for a long while, while the light shifted and altered, heralding planetrise. Finally, getting impatient, he caught her by the waist and pulled her down against him. It was, for a little while, almost like it had been at the beginning of their marriage.

Thus fortified, Anatoly could watch her go to her meeting with equanimity. He went to confront Karolla Arkhanov.

Taking her aside, he said, “Never do that to me again.”

“If my daughter refuses to do what is right—”

“Never do it to me, or to any man. A young woman must choose in her own way and in her own time, and it is not fitting that I, a man, should have to tell this to you, her mother. But since there is evidently no one else to do so, I must.”

She looked chastened enough that briefly, he felt sorry for her, until she went on. “You don’t understand how difficult it is to raise children properly, here. You have a khaja wife. Your child is already half khaja. Mine are not.”

Anatoly sighed. He caught sight of Valentin, loitering under the awning, looking their way with the bored curiosity of a boy who had nothing better to do. Of Ilyana he saw no sign. “You are right,” he said suddenly, seeing his chance. “I will take Valentin off your hands right now.”

She looked relieved. “It would be well. He and his father…do not always get along.”

He nodded to her and walked over to the tent. Valentin eyed him dubiously. “Come with me,” Anatoly said.

“I don’t want to.”

“In the tribes, a boy would never dare to speak that way to his elders.”

Valentin stubbornly did not reply, but he looked nervous. Anatoly knew well enough that the boy needed to push, wanted to, but was scared to.

“It is not only disrespectful,” added Anatoly, “but it is impolite.”

“What do I care?”

Anatoly studied him. He was a thin child, with a lean face that always seemed to be hungering after something. Not a boy to be reasoned or argued with, not a boy to be cowed into obedience. “You care because if you learn your manners then I will take you along with me to scout.”

Valentin glanced toward his mother, who was carefully ignoring their conversation. “What do you mean, to scout?”

“I am scouting the Duke’s palace.”

“You can’t get out of the dome.” Anatoly let that one lie. After two blinks of the eye, Valentin got an odd expression on his face. “You don’t mean in the surface world, do you? You mean through the nesh link.”

“You have used these words before. What is ‘the surface world’?”

“You wouldn’t know, would you?”

“I’ll have to come back another day.”

“No, wait. I’m sorry. I just meant, most people don’t know that it’s all just like a top layer, here, that is, not there.” He hesitated. “You don’t nesh much, do you?”

“No. I like things that have weight, that are solid. How can you trust a saber that isn’t really there?”

“It doesn’t work like that. There’s way way more there than there is here. That’s why we call this the surface world.”

“We?”

Valentin shrugged, looking coy. “Other people.”

“Other people who also go into the world where nothing is real?”

“It is real. It’s more real—” Valentin trailed off and glanced again toward his mother and then, oddly enough, at the great tent rising behind him. “It’s more real than this.” He looked up at Anatoly measuringly. “I’ll show you. If you want.”

“If I am to scout, I must have a guide who can show me how to find the landmarks in that other place. In a year or two more, if we were with the jaran, you would be sent to another tribe’s jahar, to learn how to care for the horses and the weapons, to learn what it is to be a rider.”

“I don’t want to be a—” He stopped himself. He was learning. “I’d like to go with you.”

“Then you will. But first you must learn to saddle a horse.”

Valentin went pink. But he didn’t protest.

The days went by. Valentin got thoroughly sick of the horses—Anatoly could tell—but the boy did not complain. The Company rehearsed A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Prometheus Bound, and the fragile truce he and Diana had patched together held. Portia was happy. Ilyana avoided him.

Eight days after the first summons, a second came. That evening after the actors left in the barge, Anatoly met Valentin by the gazebo.

“What you gonna do with that saber?” Valentin asked, stopping in his tracks, eyes wide.

“A scout always goes armed.”

The boy was so excited that he was shaking. “Say goodbye to the surface world,” he said cheerfully. He twined one hand around the latticework.

“Wait. We must have a plan of action. What we will do if we are separated. How long we will reconnoiter. How we will return.”

Valentin’s mouth was thin and pale, lips pressed tight, and his eyes had a feverish light in them. “Just hold on like this,” he said hoarsely, and he was gone.

Gone. Like a Singer, his spirit had left his body. Anatoly had seen a Singer in the midst of her trance, and all at once he wondered if it would be impious for him to try to follow on the Singer’s road. He was not a Singer, he had never been called, nor had any Sakhalin child been marked by the gods for the Singer’s calling for generations upon generations. It was the price they paid for remaining first among the tribes.

But he knelt down anyway, steeling himself, and placed his fingers on the latticework in the same pattern as Valentin had. Reflexively, he shut his eyes.

Nothing happened. Until he realized that he was mounted, and wearing armor. He opened his eyes, seeing first his hands on the reins and then, at his mount’s shoulder, Valentin, peering up at him.

“I waited for you. Wow! Where’d you get that stuff? And the horse! Are you guising?”

He knew this mare. She was his favorite, not for beauty—she had no looks to speak of—but because she was a canny, vigorous, and stubborn campaigner. She had been mortally wounded at the battle outside Salkh. He had put her down himself, and she had burned on the great pyre of the dead, at his order. Now she flicked her ears, waiting patiently for his signal.

“How can I be wearing my armor?” Anatoly asked. “I didn’t even bring it off Rhui. I brought only my saber and my saddle.” Then he realized that Valentin himself was wearing, not the blocky tunic and knee-length pants that seemed to be the uniform of children on Earth, but the sort of clothes a jaran boy might wear.

“If you’re not thinking about it when you go through the lock, then I guess you could come out on the other side looking like you think of yourself in your own mind. Is that how you think of yourself?”

Anatoly glanced down, seeing the lamellar stripes of his armor, polished leather and strips of metal. It felt light and entirely natural. He lifted off his helmet and noted the white plume, signifying a commander of highest rank, which adorned it.

“I had not yet earned a white plume, but had I returned to the army it would have been given to me, as well as an army of my own.”

“Why’d you come to Earth, then? You didn’t have to, not like me.”

“You didn’t want to leave Rhui?”

Valentin shrugged.

“It is proper that a man go to live with his wife’s tribe.”

Valentin hesitated. “Can you show me a battle?”

“I don’t have my slate with me.”

“Neh. You don’t need that here. You can make anything.”

Anatoly lifted a hand to silence the boy and surveyed the landscape, except it was like no landscape he knew. It looked rather like the floor of the gazebo, white tiles spread out into a foreshortened horizon, their pale edges squared off in a seemingly infinite grid.

“There is nothing here.”

“This is just the gateway. It’s the second layer, it’s nothing, it’s all possibility. You gotta make something. Just think about something you seen once, and it’ll start forming. That’s what makes this nesh so neat. It must be something the Chapalii know how to do. It’s like a Memory Palace, only way better.”

“What is a Memory Palace?”

Like all Singers, Valentin shone with light when he spoke of the things the gods had gifted him with knowledge of. “It’s a place set into the nesh where you can build easily, like the code or something is set in place so you can construct on top of it instead of having to create a basic environment first. But this place is even easier than that. You just form it in your mind and it begins to take shape right here. I mean, it’s not that easy, but you can—what would you build? What would you like to see? Where would you like to go? Is there some place you’d like to go back to?”

Back to the scene of his greatest triumph, the battle of the Aro River, where Kirill Zvertkov’s army had swung wide to find a crossing downriver while Anatoly had driven his troops over a heavily defended bridge against the Lion Prince’s personal guard.

Diana had told him once that a memory was just a pattern of electrical impulses, a chemical code acting within a portion of the brain. Now the battle rose up around him, he in the swirl of riders breaking past the bridge and fanning out to meet the disintegrating line of resistance. He pulled up, the boy hanging on to Sosha’s bridle and staring, so as not to endanger the child. A thundering announced the arrival of the Xiriki prince’s brother, with his thousand guardsmen arrayed in the blue of the Khai lineage, adorned with crescent moons on their silk surcoats.

They hit the front rank of the jaran riders, and at once there came the ringing of sword and saber, lance and shield, and arrows rained down on the khaja lines from the archers posted behind the front ranks. There he had fought, coming once within striking range of the Xiriki princeling: He thought he could see the golden plume of his own helmet, won by right of arms and by right of his Sakhalin name, bobbing in the center of the thickest knot of fighting.

The noise itself was deafening, but Sosha stood her ground, solid, afraid of nothing. More jaran riders poured over the bridge and swept out to push the khaja flanks back, and back, and although the engagement here would go on for half the morning already he saw the Xiriki camp where the khaja had foolishly trapped themselves within the tight circle of their own wagons, like animals in a corral. Already he saw Zvertkov’s army coming up from the south and the two armies—his and Zvertkov’s—combining to surround the encampment, dust and arrows and the constant clatter of battle hanging in the air round them.

And the panic, the rout, while the Lion Prince fled and his brother alone with his picked troops tried to hold off the pursuit, but it was already too late, because the khaja were already defeated in their hearts and maddened by fear. The jaran riders had slaughtered the fleeing soldiers with less trouble than it took to kill the most placid grazel, leaving bodies strewn for a day’s ride westward like the broken trail marking their defeat….

The swirl of the battle faded, and the actors became insubstantial ghosts and, at last, faded into the white tile grid.

“Hey, cool! Can we do it again?”

Anatoly stared at the blank landscape. He didn’t want to do it again. It was boring. It wasn’t real, it was worse, it was just something that had already happened, that didn’t mean anything now. “It’s like being dead,” he whispered. “This isn’t right. We must leave here. This is not the place where the Singers go; it is the land where the demons live.”

“No, no.” Valentin tugged on Sosha’s bridle, looking worried. “We can’t go now. I’m trying to build a bridge to the other land.”

“What other land?”

“The deepest one. It’s hard to get to. But I’m almost there. I really am—just let me—”

“No.”

“Just let me—”

“No, Valentin! When you ride with the jahar, you obey the dyan instantly.”

“But I know how to get to the map!” Valentin sounded desperate, and Anatoly almost gave in, but he had no idea how much time had passed in the real world. Suddenly he wondered what lay beneath this grid. Another world? A deeper world?

“We must go back. But we will come here again, to the place where you say there is a map.”

Valentin let go of the bridle and stepped back, and Anatoly braced himself in the saddle, expecting the boy to flee. But instead a plain stone arch coalesced on the grid and Valentin retreated through it and was—gone. Quickly, Anatoly rode after him.

And opened his eyes.

The latticework wavered and then steadied into a white web, solid under his fingers, and he let go. Valentin was coughing and gulping, but he managed a weak smile.

“Did I do all right?” he asked.

Anatoly frowned. “What is wrong?” But even as he said it, the boy’s color got better and he wiped his mouth and stood up, looking fit enough.

“Next time we can go straight to the map. It’s like a big thing, like a model I guess Yana would call it.” The boy paused suddenly. His lips twitched. “Is it true that my mother gave you flowers so you’d think Yana gave them to you?”

Anatoly flushed. “I would never presume to criticize a woman, but that was ill-done of her. Do you understand why?”

“Yana is in love with you,” added Valentin with all the wicked glee of a younger brother revealing dark secrets.

Anatoly flushed even more, and was grateful that it was dark. “Do you understand why?”

“Yeah, yeah. It’s supposed to be the girl’s choice. That’s not how they do it on Earth, though.”

“How khaja do it is not my concern.” He cocked his head to one side. “Did you hear that?”

“Yeah. I heard it before. They’re all back. I wonder how that barge floats. David says it isn’t mag-lev.”

Anatoly jumped back from the latticework just as the first figures came through the archway that led into the courtyard. There was no celebration tonight, but a more combative feeling, as if the actors wrestled with what they had wrought this night and what they might hope to achieve in the future.

“Valentin! Hello. Anatoly.” David paused beside them, peering at them curiously. In the luminescent glow from the gazebo, his expression looked quizzical. “Shouldn’t you be in bed, Valentin?”

Valentin hesitated, glanced at Anatoly, then mumbled a good night and left.

David waited until the boy was gone and the actors had faded into their rooms or settled down in the far corner of the courtyard to talk. “I hope you didn’t find him here.”

“I used him as a guide.”

“You what?”

“If I cannot get through the dome, and if, as you suggest, only certain portions of the palace are even habitable by us, then I must scout inside, by using the nesh.”

David considered. “Fair enough. But don’t take the boy. Please don’t.”

“Why not? It is time he had something to do, that he began to learn to be a man.”

David pulled a hand through his hair. “It isn’t that easy. Neshing makes him ill. He’s too young to nesh except on a supervised and extremely constrained basis. He’s gone far too far already, and it could actually kill him.”

“Truly?”

“I don’t know. I only wormed this information out of his sister a few days ago. I don’t know how bad it is, and Yana claims that their parents are incapable of safeguarding him. So I guess that leaves… me.”

Anatoly bowed his head. He thought about the hungry look on Valentin’s face. “Perhaps you and I can find a way to guide him out of his need for the nesh. What we saw in there wasn’t real.”

David shook his head, not quite grinning. “It depends on what you’re looking for. Frankly, I think it might be possible to use this nesh port to scout the palace. We’ll have to arrange something. But not tonight. I’m tired.”

“The play went well?”

“How to know? It went. Good night.”

Diana, laughing, came in through the arch with the lighting designer, waving at him, and went out again. Out beyond the arch music started up, a guitar and hand-drums, a chant.

But Anatoly didn’t really see her, although he lifted a hand in greeting and left it half raised, then curled it into a fist. The sharp satisfaction of purpose flooded him: Valentin said there was a map somewhere below the surface world. David said it might be possible, within the nesh lattice, to truly scout the palace.

He intended to do so, even if he had to do it alone.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

The Altar

FOR THE LENGTH OF a drawn-out breath, Vasha saw everything as if it had stilled and frozen: The ranks of khaja infantry, drawn up with shields and spears around their position. His father and Konstans, oddly calm in the center of the maelstrom. The ranks of riders, trying desperately to form up in the too-small space. Stefan holding on to a panicked, wounded horse. Rusudani peering out from underneath the shelter of the carpet.

Katerina, magnificent, like a child of the gods caught forever in the act of aiming her bow. She fired.

The world dissolved into action. Arrows showered in, and again, and again, striking freely into the mob of remounts. The horses went mad with terror. Within moments, the jaran riders fought as much to maintain a line against the frenzied horses as against the khaja soldiers. Horses screamed. Pelted by arrows, Stefan ran out to the carpet and dragged it backward toward the wall, shouting at the two women to come with him. It was the only haven.

“Drive them!” Konstans was shouting. “Drive them against the shields.”

But already men went down under the endless rain of arrows. Already arrows stuck out at every angle from Ilya’s armor, from every man’s armor. Horses bucked and bolted. Any man who fell was doomed to be trampled, and even when one knot of riders forced a wild group of stampeding horses into the khaja infantry, they could not press their advantage when a gap opened; by the time a second group of riders fought through to aid them, the gap had closed up again.

Katerina fired steadily, but without any real effect, until a shower of arrows pelted down around her. Her horse reared, screaming, and she was thrown.

Vasha scrambled down at once. A stumbling horse struck him on the shoulder and he staggered, then grabbed Katya and dragged her up, yelling at her. “Come on! Get back up! You’ll be trampled.” He was furious, because he was terrified that she might be dead.

They turned, but both their horses had gone. “Back to the wall!” Vasha yelled. He had to yell, the noise was deafening. A horn blew. He heard an advance called, although he could see nothing but a wall of horses, mobbing, milling, staggering and collapsing.

It was utter chaos. Only Ilya and Konstans remained in his sight, battered but still upright. Vasha came up against the wall and heard a woman saying something but just then, to his horror, Kriye pitched forward and Ilya vanished, tossed over his head. A flurry of riders, those who could press through, converged on the stallion.

Princess Rusudani was crying out something. “She says we must go inside the monastery walls!” shouted Jaelle. “We will be granted sanctuary there.”

“I won’t leave the riders,” said Katya grimly. She surveyed the wreckage of the field, looking for a new mount. True to her training she gathered up arrows from the ground.

Vasha watched as the khaja soldiers moved down the distant rise. Already he could see their front rank in patches, through gaps in the jaran riders where men and horses had fallen. A bay struggled to his feet and dropped again. Farther, on the edge of the carnage, a man in the red and gold surcoat of Ilya’s guard crawled, dragging his legs, found a saber, and hoisted it. Infantry men reached him, and there was a flurry and then, nothing. The khaja pressed forward.

With the khaja moving in, the arrow fire lessened and the fighting drew out in knots of wild melee, spears and swords clashing, shouts and cries.

“We must go within the walls,” repeated Jaelle, looking frantic. “If we can reach the church, God will grant us sanctuary!”

Stefan tugged on Vasha’s arm. “We’d better go!”

“I won’t leave without my father!”

He saw Konstans’ white plume, caught in an eddy of men retreating step by slow step from the advance. Clots of riders threw themselves into the fray ahead of this eddy, as if to cut it off from the khaja, and by that, Vasha knew that Konstans must be protecting Ilya.

Vasha ran forward as Stefan pulled Rusudani and Jaelle up and dashed for the stone gateway that led into the monastery grounds. An arrow jammed into his armor, pricking his ribs, and another skittered off a boot and spent itself on the ground. Katya was right behind him. She found a stray horse, wild-eyed but unhurt, and she yanked its head down and mounted. It sheered away from her, and she fought it back and began firing into the soldiers nearest the final knot of jaran riders.

Vasha reached the guardsmen and at once one of the men, seeing him, shouted something about the gate and the wall, but Vasha, almost as frenzied as the wounded and dying horses now, fought through the press of animals and found—

oh, gods

—his father slumped over a saddle as if he were dead.

But he wasn’t. His eyes were closed and he breathed, hands convulsing on the reins. Vasha grabbed the reins and tugged the horse toward the wall. He could feel the battle like another man’s breath on his back, it was so close behind him, fought more quietly now, with fierce concentration on the part of those riders still left, those few.

Konstans shadowed him. There was a shout, a rush, and Vasha got pushed all over the place as he strove to reach the wall. Ilya shoved himself up, raising his saber, and Vasha wasn’t sure what he saw first: the infantryman or the spear that took Ilya in the side.

Vasha dropped the reins and struck the soldier, first with the flat, not meaning to, but it only staggered the man and then Vasha hacked and hacked at him.

“Enough!” Konstans’s voice was so eerily calm that it was frightening. “Get him out of here, Vassily.”

Vasha stared over the dead khaja soldier, who lay crumpled at his feet. There were maybe fifty riders left, and far away to the right a knot of twenty slowly being overwhelmed, fighting furiously, fighting like madmen.

“Go!”

He saw the gateway. Stefan peered out at him and grabbed the reins out of his hands. Vasha looked down and realized that there was blood all over his hands. Ilya slipped. Vasha shoved him back up onto the saddle, cursing, praying under his breath.

“This way!” said Jaelle. “Princess Rusudani has gone ahead to make sure the doors of the church are open.”

Vasha followed her into the maze of stone tents, bewildered and terrified. Stefan led the horse. Vasha held his father onto the saddle. He could not even tell if Ilya still breathed.

Behind them, the last of the riders poured through the gate and turned to make a final stand. Konstans pulled back with about half of those left, following Vasha. Arrows rained down into the monastery grounds.

A cowled man stared at them from a doorway and shrank back inside. Smoke curled up from a roof, but it wasn’t fire. Hearth, thought Vasha, his mind wandering. “It’s from the hearth,” he said. “They cook inside their houses over open fires.”

No one answered him. Perhaps they hadn’t heard. Stefan was limping. The whole world, this tiny patch of ground that he set each foot on, was hazed. A cobblestone. An arrow embedded in the dirt. The hem of Jaelle’s skirts trailing on the stones, muddied. A cluster of grass growing up between huts. A bird taking flight from a green sward. The struggle at the gate, distant behind them, unrelenting, a constant surge like the ocean, swelling over him in waves.

“The khaja are climbing over the walls,” said Konstans conversationally. “Boris, take two men and cover—”

“Yes.” Riders moved away.

“Leonid and Piotr, ride ahead and be sure that the khaja woman has found the church. It is that place there, with the great towers. Guard the door.”

Two horses passed him, but Vasha could not look up from his feet, from the stone path trimmed with moss, from the way each boot set down and found purchase and moved him forward. All he could feel was the weight of his father against his shoulder. Blood trickled down his left hand.

He prayed to Grandmother Night. “I will give you anything,” he whispered, “even my own life, if only you will keep my father alive.”

They turned to the left.

“Edvard, wait here and alert us when the gate is breached.”

Vasha knew that the gate would be breached only when all the defenders had died. It seemed odd, though, that he could feel nothing about it.

“Thanks be to God, Who has protected us this day,” said Jaelle in a low voice.

Vasha looked up to see a flight of steps that led to a set of huge arched double doors, set into the towering church. Rusudani stood poised on the steps, brilliant in the dying sunlight from the west, and beside her stood a khaja man in strange jeweled robes, with a funny hat on his head. He knelt in front of her and kissed her hand.

Edvard shouted. Vasha turned and saw the rider breaking toward them. Then Edvard jerked, jerked again, and fell from his horse. His helmet tumbled off onto the ground. His horse slowed, stopped, and stood in the road, confused.

“Up the steps,” said Konstans. “Go, Vasha!”

Rusudani had gone white, but she did not cry out. She spoke quickly and fiercely to the old man, but he shuddered. She shook off his hand and beckoned to Vasha.

“Come!” she said in khush. “Come. Follow.”

They stumbled up the steps.

“Leave the horses,” said Konstans. “They’re no use to us now. Leonid and Piotr, you must try to get through, to return to the army. May the gods be with you.”

The two riders reined about hard and rode away around the church. Vasha knew they would not get through. Surely the khaja commander who had ordered this would expect such an attempt. He took each step one at a time, each one an effort. The khaja churchman watched them go by with rheumy, frightened eyes.

The great doors yawned open, and Vasha followed Stefan through them. The horse shied, but Stefan spoke softly, calming her, rubbing her. Dimness shuttered them, except for a blaze of candles at the far end. A second arch led them farther in, and then the roof leapt up into a great gulf of air, as if the heavens had invaded. Benches stood like soldiers in ranks all the way up to the altar.

There, framed and illuminated by candlelight, Rusudani knelt and prayed at the white stone altar, under the image of Hristain sundered and made whole again.

The horse, unsure of itself, came to a halt. While Stefan coaxed it, Vasha looked back. He heard a murmuring from outside like the muttering of the storm-swept sea, like the roar of fire, like the ominous rumble of a blizzard blowing in. Two men detached themselves from the ten or so riders remaining at the door and ran—one limped—to Ilya.

They lowered him down from the horse and did what Vasha had not yet managed the courage to do: They laid him on the floor and checked to see if he was still alive.

“He is still alive!” Vladimir shouted back toward the door. Vladimir’s right arm hung twisted and useless. He glanced up at Vasha. “Where can we find safety for him?” No panic, just a question.

“Jaelle,” Vasha said in Taor, “where can we hide him?”

“This is a church! No one will harm him in here.”

From the door: “Go see to your cousin,” said Konstans. “There’s nothing more we can do. Drag Izyaslav in, and we’ll shut the doors. If they burn us down, then we’ll go to the gods having fought well.”

The doors scraped shut and, with a resounding thud, closed.

From the altar, Rusudani spoke, urgently beckoning them forward.

“You must bring him to the altar,” said Jaelle, catching her urgency in her tone. “God Himself has decreed that blood must never be spilled in His sanctuary. God will protect you.”

“You shouldn’t move him too much,” protested Stefan as the two riders hoisted Ilya and hauled him up the aisle.

The door shuddered behind them. Again, cracking. The khaja were trying to break it down. The riders dragged benches in front of it, heaving them along. One rider lay on the ground. Vasha could not tell if he was dead or not. The sound of hacking echoed through the great lofty expanse of the church.

They lay Ilya down beside the altar, and Rusudani knelt beside him, praying.

“Is he alive?” asked Katerina.

“Katya!” That stirred Vasha out of his numbness. He stared at her, but she was real. She stood two paces from him, studying Bakhtiian with a weary gaze. She had blood on her face, and she cradled her left hand against her chest. Vladimir knelt on one knee, testing his grip with his left hand on his saber, and the other man—a younger man, come recently into Ilya’s guards, a Vershinin son—winced, testing his weight on his leg, and then leaned on his spear. Both of the riders gazed steadily at the door. They knew what was coming.

“It isn’t true,” said Stefan. “They’ll kill us all anyway.”

“It would blaspheme God’s holy word!” Jaelle knelt as well, on the other side of the altar from Rusudani, and folded her arms over her chest. “We will be safe here.”

The church lay around them, silent except for the echo of the doors being cut down. Strange faces peered at them from the gloom, faces carved into the pillars that held up the ceiling, and light splintered in through windows drawn of a thousand colors, fading, muting, as the sun set. Vasha smelled sweet incense, and leather. Dust swam in the gold streams of light that filtered down from the clear shaft of the window that rose above the altarstone. Footsteps sounded, measured, and the creak of armor. Vasha marked Konstans approaching them by his white plume.

“He yet lives?” Konstans asked quietly.

“He lives,” said Vladimir.

The simplicity of their loyalty staggered Vasha. They said nothing more. They needed to say nothing more. That Bakhtiian yet lived, might live still, was all that mattered.

The two khaja women, he and Stefan and Katya, and, in all, ten riders plus Izyaslav, who lay dying in the entryway. He found his voice suddenly. “Where is Andrei Sakhalin?”

“He’s run like the rat he is,” said Konstans calmly. He favored one leg, Vasha saw now, but if the wound pained him, he did not show it on his face. “He has betrayed us to the khaja. I only hope that I can someday tell Yaroslav Sakhalin what his baby brother has done, and have Andrei there to witness the telling of it.”

The door splintered, sharp, and an ax blade bit through. A shout rose from outside.

“Kill the horse,” shouted Konstans. He slanted a look down at Vladimir. “I leave him in your hands.”

Vladimir nodded.

Konstans walked back down the length of the church. Vasha could barely make out two riders as they killed the mare right in front of the door, where it made yet another barrier. They overturned benches, made a great obstacle with them, and settled in with their spears. Konstans knelt beside Izyaslav and, with a deft move, slit the wounded man’s throat. He rose and backed away, taking a place at the back rank.

The door splintered again, and again, wood spitting out in chunks now, cracking and fragmenting until the first man-sized hole was formed. A spear met the first khaja soldier who ducked through. Outside, they kept hacking. The next time, four men pressed through, and the fighting was quiet, intense, grunting, a terse command, a shriek of pain and the sheer bitter cold fury of the last jaran riders fighting to save their dyan.

Jaelle prayed, hands clutched at her chest. Rusudani rose to her feet as the khaja soldiers came through and fell, came through and fell—but they wounded one rider, then a second. There was a rush. They fell back, and now Vasha saw only three jaran standing. The doors had fallen to nothing, and the last scraps of them were torn down by men out of reach of the jaran spears. On the stairs outside, torches blazed and rank upon rank of soldiers stood, waiting to come in.

Katya took aim.

“No!” Rusudani restrained her. Katya’s eyes blazed, and she looked ready to punch the other woman, but Rusudani kept talking.

“Listen to her,” pleaded Jaelle. “What she speaks is truth. You must trust in God to grant you peace and safety.”

Katya snorted and lifted her bow again, and again Rusudani restrained her.

“Let me go!” Katya snarled.

“But you see,” said Jaelle, rising as well. “No one comes through the door. They wait, because they do not wish to violate the Lord’s holy refuge.”

From the door, a voice rang out. In Taor.

“I am sworn to kill the man known as Ilyakoria Bakhtiian. His life alone I must have. The others I care nothing for.”

“Who are you?” asked Konstans. He stood in the central aisle, flanked by the last two guardsmen left standing, the cousins Nikita and Mikhail—Mitenka—Kolenin, men who had ridden with Bakhtiian since they came of age to ride, men who had been with him since the beginning of his great ride, his unification of the jaran and the khaja lands beyond. They were all of them armed only, at last, with their sabers. Between them and the door lay the wreckage of their final defense.

A man resplendent in a coat of mail stepped into the doorway, flanked in his turn by men bearing torches. The light shone and scattered off his helm. He wore a bright red cloak trimmed with silver brocade, and the clasp winked and sparkled; even at this distance, Vasha could see that it was encrusted with jewels.

Katya shook off Rusudani’s hand and lifted her bow.

“Katya,” said Konstans coolly, in khush, without turning round, “I think you would do well to save your arrows for those who will need them more later.” He took one step back. “Nikita. Mikhail. Move back.” He pitched his voice loud again, replying in Taor. “Come forward and name yourself. If you can best me here, then surely the gods favor you.”

“I am Prince Janos of Dushan.” The khaja prince let his men clear a path for him, rather than trying to pick through it. Close behind him came the khaja holy man, babbling on about something.

“He says,” Jaelle murmured, keeping up a constant translation, “that it is against God’s law for men to profane the church with fighting.”

“What does Prince Janos say?” asked Vasha, glancing at Rusudani, who was white-lipped and frozen, staring at the scene.

“God forgive his arrogance. He says that he will sort that out with God once he has done what he came here for.”

“If I agree to fight you,” said Konstans, “what surety will you give me that the rest of my people will pass unharmed and alive from your hands?”

“I need give you no surety.” Prince Janos halted in the open aisle, hefting his shield on one arm, drawing his sword with the other. “I grant you only a warrior’s death. The rest of them are in my power.”

“If I kill you?”

“Then they may go free, if they can win free.”

Konstans said nothing, but attacked.

Vasha had watched men duel with sabers. Konstans was among the best. But, unhorsed, he was hopelessly outmatched by a man with a shield and a straight, heavy sword. Janos absorbed hits to his shield and armor and simply pounded Konstans with the weight he brought to bear. That the fight lasted as long as it did only attested to Konstans’ skill, and to his desperation.

He died well.

There was silence in the church. The hall filled with Prince Janos’s soldiers. Suddenly, Vasha could hear Ilya’s labored breathing, like the talisman of hope, the slender thread on which all of their lives hung.

Rusudani pushed past Katerina and stood full in the line of sight. She lifted her chin. Vasha admired her courage.

“Prince Janos,” she said coldly, regally.

He stepped back from Konstans’s body, but he did not lower his shield or sword. “Princess Rusudani. I hope you have not been harmed.”

All translated by Jaelle in a whisper, a hush sounding underneath the shuffle of feet and the settling of dust and the darkening as twilight infiltrated the church, covering them as in a shroud.

Rusudani did not bother to reply to that pleasantry. “If you have accomplished what you came here for, then perhaps you will leave us and go on your way, having profaned God’s house.”

“I admire your piety, Princess, but I do not have the luxury for piety now. I have a war to fight.”

“Against the jaran? You are a fool, then. You will never defeat their—”

“I have made my peace with the jaran, Princess.” He looked down at Konstans’s body one last time, then signaled for his men to remove the body. “My war is in Dushan. You yourself must know that you are now the most valuable piece on the board. That is why Presbyter Matyas has agreed to marry us.”

“Marry us?” She blinked, taken aback.

“Yes. I am not leaving this church until the vows have been spoken and sealed. Our parents betrothed us years ago—”

“A betrothal my father renounced when God called me and I entered the convent.”

“—a pledge not broken in my eyes, Princess.”

“Let lie until it became expedient for you to renew it.”

“No less expedient for me to renew than for the jaran to wish to add you to their considerable possessions.” He pointed with his sword at Konstans’ body. “Were you to marry him? To give him the key to Mircassia?”

“No. He was already married.”

Prince Janos surveyed the altar. Vasha could practically see him counting the survivors and weighing what to do with them: Kill them now, or later. His gaze wrenched to a halt on Katerina.

“What is this? It is true, then, that the jaran are such barbarians that they take their women to war with them?”

Rusudani’s voice grew even colder. “Barbarian or not, the women of the tribes have taken me in and given me protection, by the laws they have received from their gods, which they follow better, Prince Janos, than you obey the laws set down by God and the true church. This is not any common woman, but Katerina Orzhekov, a princess of the Orzhekov tribe.”

He examined Katya a few moments longer with all the immodesty of a savage. Katya glared at him, fingers caressing the string of her bow. Finally he looked away from her. “And these others?”

For a searing instant, Rusudani’s gaze touched Vasha and seemed to ask something of him. He could not tell what. “Loyal soldiers.”

There was a long pause. “I will spare the woman, then,” said Janos, “but the men must, of course, die.”

“Give me their lives as a token that you will treat me as a wife, not a servant.”

He looked surprised at that, and actually lowered his sword slightly, aware that Nikita and Mikhail stood about six paces from him, still armed. “You will marry me, then?”

“I was not aware I had any choice, Prince Janos. You have hundreds of soldiers with you. I have only my faith in God, which I trust will shelter me through adversity. And I have what power my birth has brought me, which you can be sure I will use to make your life difficult if you do not grant me the respect I deserve.”

Janos smiled. Evidently he found this amusing. “For that price I will spare them. Our bargain will be sealed with my morning gift to you.” She flushed, although Vasha did not understand why those innocuous words would upset her. Janos switched to Taor, speaking to the men. “Put down your weapons, and I will spare your lives, by the grace of Princess Rusudani.”

There was a longer silence. Nikita and Mikhail and the Vershinin son all looked toward Vladimir. Vladimir glanced down at Bakhtiian, and reflexively Vasha did so as well. Ilya’s eyes were open—open!—but he made no movement, no sign, and Vladimir glanced away as quickly, looking uninterested. Then, deliberately, Vladimir and Nikita nodded at each other. Janos marked, surely enough, the man the others obeyed. Vladimir tossed his saber down on the stone step that fronted the altar, and Nikita and Mikhail followed suit. Reluctantly, the Vershinin son threw down his saber as well.

“Stefan, Vasha, you, too,” said Vladimir quietly.

It was hard to let go of the saber. Especially since it had been a gift from Ilya, four years ago. But Vasha did so. He set it down, and at once felt entirely vulnerable.

There was another pause.

“Katerina Orzhekov,” added Vladimir, “I beg you, put down your weapons.”

“No,” said Katerina hoarsely. “I will not give my weapons over into khaja hands.” But her hands shook as she unstrung her bow and put it back into its case, which hung over her back.

Janos watched her closely, and when she was done, he sheathed his sword and handed his shield over to one of his men, and lifted off his helmet. He was not, oddly enough, an ill-favored man. Vasha marked that with a kind of detachment.

“Now you are the Princess Rusudani’s slaves,” said Janos. “Be grateful for her mercy.” He gestured, and his men shoved Nikita and Mikhail over to one side. Vasha helped Vladimir and Stefan shift Ilya away from the altar, over into the shadows, where he might escape notice.

Stefan knelt. “I need cloth to bind the wound,” he muttered. “I have to get his armor off.”

Ilya’s face was white, drawn, but his eyes were still open, and he watched the strange ceremony that proceeded at the altar.

The presbyter began to chant, speaking words in a sing-songy voice. Rusudani placed her hands on the altar, but she did not look at the man who was becoming her husband: She kept her eyes fixed on the image of Hristain, whose eyes gleamed eerily in the light from the candles and torches, as if He, too, were watching, marking, all that passed at his altar.

Katerina slid over and knelt beside Ilya. She took out a knife—there was a bit of a stir when one of the khaja soldiers noticed she had it, but she glared everyone down, and when she began to use it to cut through Ilya’s surcoat, slicing it into strips, the soldiers relaxed and, maintaining their guard, let her alone.

So while Rusudani was married to Janos in the flickering light, serenaded by the rustle of armor and the expectant mass of victorious soldiers looking on, Stefan eased Ilya out of his blood-stained armor and bound the wound in his side. Blood leaked and slowed and was covered under red silk. Ilya breathed harshly, in and out, his gaze fixed on the swaying of the presbyter’s odd hat.

“Not good,” breathed Stefan finally, “but not as bad as I feared.” He glanced toward the altar and caught Jaelle’s eye. She still knelt, halfway between the clot of jaran and the altarstone itself, trying to look unobtrusive. Now she sidled over slowly toward them, seeking safety in their company. When she came close enough, Stefan put out a hand and touched her arm, comforting, and she smiled wanly at him and closed her other hand over his, and held on.

“So the ceremony finishes,” she whispered, while the presbyter droned on in his sonorous voice, and two priests brought forward a cup out of which both Janos and Rusudani drank, Janos looking triumphant and Rusudani looking…exalted and defiant. “The words are much the same, although they speak them out of ignorance. ‘Thus by this drink from the holy cup of Hristain’s suffering are you sealed, thus by this chain are you bound together as wife and husband, never to be sundered in this life.’ ”

Vasha felt Ilya stir, and he looked down at once and saw Ilya looking up at him, puzzled. His expression looked odd, until Vasha realized that the pupils of his eyes were different sizes. Vasha took hold of Ilya’s hand, and Ilya lifted his other hand and rubbed his eyes.

“Shh,” hissed Vasha. Ilya stilled and shut his eyes.

Janos stepped back from the altar and spoke, giving a command.

Jaelle started, jerking her hand away from Stefan. All the color leached out of her face. She looked into the dark church, at the flames dancing around the assembled men, many of whom stared now at her. “I beg of you, your highness,” she pleaded, “grant me the mercy God shows all His children. Do not throw me to the wolves.”

Rusudani spoke.

“What is she saying?” Stefan demanded.

A discontented murmur rumbled through the assembled soldiers. Jaelle’s breath gusted out of her all at once. “Princess Rusudani has interceded for me, may God bless her. I am to attend her and Princess Katerina until we reach Prince Janos’s city.”

Prince Janos gave a series of orders to one of his captains, who eyed Jaelle avariciously. Then, escorted by the abbot and four soldiers, he and Rusudani left the church.

Vladimir nodded to Vasha, and Vasha got an arm under his father and hoisted him to his feet. Ilya staggered and then, with a huge effort, got his feet under him while the khaja soldiers muttered and pointed at him. Vasha feared that they would want to kill him because of his wounds, but in the end the soldiers simply led them out of the church, through the dark maze of the monastery, and into a small wooden hut.

They closed them in there, in a place that smelled of hides and earth, and as Vasha helped his father lie down he heard soldiers muttering outside, laughing, calling out, as they settled into guard duty.

“Let me look at him again,” said Stefan, crouching beside Ilya. It was so dark in the tiny hut that Vasha could only see Stefan as a black shape moving against the darkness.

“How is your arm?” Katya asked from the other side of the hut.

Vasha heard a caught-in gasp and then Vladimir replied, “Better that we leave it as it is until there is light to see by. It’s broken, and the shoulder is out, but I’m not going to bleed to death.”

“Let me at least try to pop the shoulder back. Nikita. I’ll brace him and you—”

“Of course.”

There was a moment of silence. Vladimir cursed sharply.

“That’s done it,” said Katya. “What of you others?”

They talked on, tallying their wounds, none of them as serious as Bakhtiian’s, while Vasha sat beside his father, holding his hand, and listened as Stefan made a running commentary in a low voice, touching Ilya here and here, avoiding the actual wound, trying to coax Ilya to speak, but Bakhtiian said nothing. Vasha could tell he was awake, though, because of the way he breathed, and the way his breathing shifted, quickened, and slowed as Stefan probed.

A thin sliver of light showed abruptly under the door, and a moment later it was thrown open, illuminating them. Vasha blinked furiously. Stefan sat back at once on his heels. Katerina rose imperiously.

The captain stood there. He glanced at them, eyes lingering longest on Katerina, but he spoke in their tongue to Jaelle. Her hands were in fists, but she rose.

“What is it?” asked Stefan.

“I am to attend the princess,” she said, but her voice quavered and she looked afraid. She went with the captain without another word. The door was set to, enclosing them in darkness once again.

Time passed. The others slept, those that could, and it was otherwise silent. Vasha could not sleep. He held onto his father’s hand and now and again addressed a question to him, but Ilya never answered. Outside he heard the soldiers on guard, talking in their khaja tongue. There was no way to mark the stars or the moon. Only the soft sound of breathing and, once, a moan from one of the sleeping men, marked the night passing by. After a long while, Ilya’s breathing slipped into the shallow rhythm of an unquiet sleep. In the darkness, Vasha felt alone except for the touch that linked him to his father.

Jaelle did not return.



PART TWO

The Dominion of Time



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The Perilous Frontier

NIKO SIBIRIN DIED UNEXPECTEDLY on a day noted for many strange and unlooked for occurrences.

Tess woke alone. Natalia had gone last night to sleep at Svetlana Tagansky’s tent, with Svetlana and Aleksi’s daughter Sofia, and Yuri was, in Tess’s opinion, an obscenely early riser. She had trained him to wake, dress, and sneak out of the tent without bothering her. He was rather like his father in that regard, except that Yuri, unlike any other child in camp, would ask to go to bed as soon as he was tired.

“On the other hand,” she said to the dim ceiling of her tent, having gotten in the habit of talking to herself in the years since she’d had the implant, “that must seem no odder to everyone than my habit of sleeping in.”

She got herself up reluctantly, dressed, and walked out to the pits, now built over and made much more presentable looking, with runoff and a ramp. Three khaja laborers worked now, shoveling nightsoil for the fields into a cart. They glanced up at her and as quickly away; like most khaja men living near the jaran, they had learned to be circumspect around jaran women.

On her way back to the tents, she passed Galina, who looked like she, too, had just woken up.

“Did the little one sleep poorly last night?” Tess inquired.

Galina threw her an eloquent glance. She had dark circles under her eyes.

“You look tired. Shall I take Dmitri for a little while?”

“Oh, yes,” said Galina gratefully. “I just nursed him. I heard there’s a new train of merchants come into the marketplace.”

Tess tied the sling on and settled Dmitri in it. He was not even two months old yet, a rather querulous child and a fussy eater, so that he demanded to eat frequently but wasn’t growing very fast. Galina looked tired and dragged out most of the time. “Then it will be a pleasant change for you to go down with a friend and look at the cloth stalls.”

“I’d like that!” replied Galina, looking relieved to be free of her son.

Tess wandered back to the tents, seeing Galina’s older boy running with the mob of young children who moved like a perpetual motion machine about the camp. Yuri was with them, and today, evidently, Natalia and Sofia and Lara had been put in charge of the younger children, because they were there as well. Tess greeted her children with a kiss, greeted the others with hugs and kisses, and told Lara firmly that she was not allowed to let the younger children whack each other with wooden practice swords.

Sonia looked up from her loom and waved at her. “Good morning!” she said cheerfully as Tess stepped in under the awning. “What game has Lara devised this time?” Tess explained. “Ah. Earlier, she wanted to divide them into jahars, which would have been fine except she insisted that hers always be the strongest so that she could always win.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to do with that child.”

“Send her off to Uncle Yakhov and let her spend her days with the horses. That would keep her happy.”

“It isn’t really suitable training for a girl….”

“Sonia, I don’t think Lara will ever have the patience to weave or spin. You can’t make a duck hunt like a hawk, nor a hawk swim like a duck.”

“True enough. I’ll speak to Mother about it. Natalia and Sofia would not be nearly as wild without Lara’s influence.”

“Talia is not wild.”

“Not at all, my dear. I see you took the little one from Galina.” Tess bent down so that Sonia could peer into the sling. Dmitri was sucking on his knuckles. His eyes were so brilliant a blue that they startled. “Looks he’ll have,” commented Sonia, “but I hope he outgrows that disposition. So like his father’s.”

“Sonia! You might have a child as fussy as this one.”

Sonia ran a hand over her rounded belly. “I hope I have been faithful enough to the gods’ will that they choose to grant me as easy a child as my other four have been. In any case, I am a much better judge of men than Galina, poor child.”

Tess laughed. “I’ll let you congratulate yourself in peace, then. I’m going to the library.”

On the long walk across the plaza, Dmitri fell asleep, lulled by the movement.

The ke did not meet her in the entry hallway, but Tess noted a new growth, a fretwork pattern of turquoise glass and black marble, pushing out into the white space. She passed into her own chamber and saw the message light blinking. Sitting down in front of the console, she triggered the message.

A woman’s head and shoulders materialized above the console.

“Soje!” exclaimed Tess happily.

Sojourner King Bakundi smiled as if in answer, although this message had to have been recorded days or weeks earlier. “Heyo, Tess.” She lifted a hand. “I’m calling you from the perilous frontier.” Tess smiled and shifted in the seat so that Dmitri could rest on one hip. “I wanted you to meet the newest member of our clan, Tess. This is Imani King Oljaitu.”

The recording device pulled back to take in Imani sitting in Sojourner’s lap. Imani was about six months old, fat, happy, with a nap of curly black hair and a perfect mocha complexion.

“I know you heard the news about her birth, but I haven’t had time to send you a decent image of her yet, so here it is. We’re back on the flagship after a one month holiday with my clan, which was wonderful except there’s a running feud between my sister Candace and my cousin Buru over—”

As she kept talking, the frame broadened to include her husband Rene. He sat in a chair next to her, face composed with a diplomat’s polite interest. He wore a cranberry-colored cutaway jacket, unbuttoned to reveal a double-breasted striped waistcoat underneath. Rene was a dandy, not the kind of person Tess would ever have thought of Soje as handfasting with. Tess got a message from Sojourner about four times a year, always with Rene in tow, and Tess had learned that she could follow the current fashions by studying what Rene wore in the transmission. She had seen this waistcoat before, but the jacket was new.

“As it happened,” Sojourner was saying, “we had transferred for a three day stint onto the Echido barge Usendi, and since I was three weeks to due date we left the med-tech behind on the flagship, and there I was standing on the bridge when my water broke! You’ve never felt embarrassment until you’ve stood in a puddle of your own amniotic fluid among a crowd of polite aliens. The worst part was having to explain what was happening! Then you should have seen changes in their facial tints.” She chuckled. “They hustled me off to the female chambers and while we were sending for the med-tech a ke came in and—”

With Sojourner well launched on her anecdote, Tess focused in on Rene’s hands. That was the new sartorial addition: The tightness of the jacket sleeves was relieved at the wrist by four buttons, left open to reveal a hint of white ruffled shirtsleeve. He had fine hands; Tess had learned to admire them, although she had never yet met him in the flesh. Now, he began to tap on the arm of the chair, as if whiling away the time while Sojourner gossiped.

Tess opened her own screen and, concentrating on his fingers, began to take down the message he was sending to her in Morse Code. Primitive, but useful. Sojourner cheerfully talked on and Imani chimed in with occasional comments in fluent babble.

single level of encryption, message begins, transport codes delivered in tripartite sequences, top level unknown. second level public record, third level coded to house sequence. no further levels noted.

Dmitri woke up and began to fuss. Tess flipped off the message and bounced him a little, and he calmed down, but when she switched the message to run, he began to fuss again. So, giving up, she rewound to the beginning and stood rocking back and forth to keep Dmitri soothed and just listened to Sojourner’s gossip, which was, always, entertaining. She could come back later to decode the entire message.

By the end of the tape, Dmitri was fussing in earnest. Tess locked the message onto a cylinder and then left the library and took the northwest avenue that led to the marketplace. It was a dreary day, overcast and muggy. A great flank of clouds pushed in from the west. Despite that, the market was filled, and Tess pushed and squeezed through the crowd until she reached the bazaar of the cloth merchants. A crowd had gathered here to listen to a man in a plain gray robe who was, evidently, preaching.

Curious, Tess paused to listen, bouncing Dmitri on her hip to keep him quiet.

“…and when it comes to pass that the angels shall descend from the heavens, then, in the hour of the fourth book, all illness shall be razed from the land, and in the hour of the third book, all famine shall be razed from the land, and in the hour of the second book, all war shall be razed from the land, and in the hour of the first book, death itself shall be lifted by the glorious hand of God. So shall these signs be seen in the pilgrimage of His Daughter as She wanders, so do the smallest of miracles appear to mark Her wanderings: Has not the winter past been mild and the crops abundant? Has not the hand of war brought peace? Does the tiny babe not thrive that would have perished before? Those touched by Her mercy must thrive, even the heathen, who are themselves a sign of Her coming. How else would the jaran have conquered so much so swiftly if God had not granted them His Grace, for that they signal the coming of the Merciful Age once again? Is not their bakhtiian a man of a full hundred years of age who yet appears to be a young man of thirty?”

Tess started. She always made it a point to invite churchmen and holy men and women to audience, but this was an apocalyptic prophecy she had certainly not heard before. She studied the man’s plain robes and finally saw the tiny knife hanging from a chain around his neck: that and his lack of beard or mustache marked him as an adherent of what she called the Hristanic Church. She wondered what Brother Saghir, who had already founded a congregation of the True Church in Sarai, would think of this man’s prophesying.

“Tess!” Galina emerged out of the cloth merchants’ bazaar.

Tess slid away from the crowd and went to greet her.

Galina displayed several bolts of cloth. “See, isn’t this blue pretty? It came all the way from the Yarial Empire, across the Golden Road.”

“Or so the merchant claimed,” put in her more skeptical companion, a Danov granddaughter.

“No, look at this weave. Do you see how the thread is—”

The intricacies of weaving were too much for Tess, and evidently the two young women had argued over this point already.

“Dmitri is hungry,” Tess broke in.

Galina sighed. “Very well. Will you carry this back to camp for me, Aunt Tess? Elena is already weighted down with the rest of the cloth.”

Tess exchanged the baby for the cloth, and rather missed the warmth of the infant. She drifted back to listen to the preacher again.

“Just as you have come to this city that lies on the edge of the wilderness, so do we all live in the great city being built by God, at the edge of the time of the ending of the Accursed Age and the dawning of the Merciful Age. There will be much grief and sorrow, but there will also come the burning light of God that will cleanse us of all—”

A figure passed under the arches leading into the cloth merchants’ bazaar. Tess stepped away and peered after it. Those Habakar women who had come to Sarai with their husbands or fathers dressed modestly in public, but the same could be said for all the khaja women here. A few wore veils, many covered their hair, but most had adopted the jaran custom of free passage for women. This figure, unusually tall, was covered from head to foot in heavy veils.

What on earth was the ke doing out in so public a place?

Tess darted after her. She ducked and weaved through the crowd and managed to follow the ke all the way through the cloth merchant bazaar into the court of the spice merchants (where she sneezed at least three times) and passed into the dim arcade sheltering the Scribes Guild. The ke stood before a nondescript stall, but turned, anticipating Tess’s arrival.

“Here is a manuscript you will wish to acquire,” said the ke at once, as if she had known Tess was following her.

In the first Chapalii world Tess had learned, no Chapalii would have spoken before Tess, heir to a duke, did; it had taken her a long time to get used to the ke’s casual assumption of equality between them. But that’s what I wanted, she reminded herself, stepping forward to examine the stall.

The scribe looked nervous, sitting at a table illuminated by two candles protected by glass shutters and what light penetrated the inner depths: Scribes never worked out in the elements, but the outermost and innermost stalls were always reserved for the poorest or least established scribes.

“You’re new here?” Tess asked in Taor.

He nodded and glanced with superstitious distrust at the ke. “This holy one is known to the scribes here. She is interested in this scroll, which has recently come into my possession.” He fingered a leather sheath which, presumably, held the scroll. Tess nodded. He licked his lips and went on. “It is known as the Byblene Gospel, my lady.”

“That’s a heretical work, isn’t it?”

He pulled ink-stained fingers through his black beard. “I am a good Habakar merchant, my lady, trusting in God Almighty, in whom all mercy resides. This came to me through my cousin who had it from his brother-in-law, who had it from a Xiriki merchant who had it from a captain of the jaran army who claimed to have captured it from a merchant at the siege of Targana who in his turn claimed to have been given it by a scholar from Byblos.”

“What was a scholar from Byblos doing in Targana?”

“I do not know, my lady, or even if the Targana merchant received it in Targana or elsewhere. There are a few words in the Vidiyan script, here—” He helpfully held the scroll up toward one candle. “—which may be in the hand of the Targana merchant. Scrolls from Byblos are uncommon, my lady. This one has particular value because a translation of the Byblene script into Habakar has been interpolated between the lines.”

“Who did the translation?”

“I cannot answer that question, my lady, but I can only assume that the Targana merchant did so. It is a careful translation, worth more than jewels.”

“But then why would he have written this inscription in Vidiyan? Why not translate it into Vidiyan instead of Habakar?”

“I beg your pardon, my lady.” The scribe stood up suddenly, looking over her shoulder.

Tess turned to see that she and the ke had attracted a small but interested crowd, all men, some few of whom she recognized from her previous forays into this arcade.

The scribe slid past the table. Immediately one of the men came forward and there was a whispered conversation. Tess could interpret the drift of the conversation by the exaggerated expressions of shock and fear that coursed across the poor scribe’s face.

When he returned to the table, he bowed several times in a most obsequious fashion. “I beg a thousand pardons, my lady. Here, let this worthless scroll be yours as my gift.” He pushed it across to her.

“I’d like to see it first.” Setting down Galina’s cloth, Tess eased the scroll out of the sheath and unrolled it, peeling off the layer of oilcloth. It was good quality parchment, and the quality of the lettering was remarkable: elegant and clear. Even the interpolation had no smudges. “What is this worth?” Tess asked the ke in Chapalii.

The ke studied it. “In barter or in coin?”

“In coin.”

“Two yekh, by the standard devised by the civil administration here in Sarai.”

“That much?”

“It is a good quality of reproduction, for these primitive methods, and the text itself is both rare and has arrived here from a considerable distance.”

“You can be sure of that? Do you think it actually originated in Byblos?”

The ke extended a hand, gloved, of course, and the scribe took one step back, caught himself, but did not move forward. She ran two fingers down the parchment, which Tess still held open. “It is woven of different fibers. It is more sophisticated in manufacture, like the four other artifacts of Byblene manufacture which have come to the library.”

“Hmm. I’ll have to get a Habakar interpreter who can help me translate it into Rhuian. It will make a fine addition to the library.” Tess rolled the scroll back up carefully and tucked it into the sheath, rummaged in her pouch, and came up with two of the newly minted yekhs. She set them down in front of the startled scribe, smiled at him, and picked up the scroll and the cloth.

“That is not necessary, my lady. Your presence here is payment enough.”

“I trust the transaction is satisfactory?”

He bowed several more times. “May the Almighty God smile on your children, my lady. May he bring fortune to your—” He broke off, looking flustered. “You are most generous and gracious. May God grant you and your husband long life.”

Tess took pity on him and left, the ke keeping step beside her. “I didn’t know you came so often to the marketplace.”

“On occasion it is useful. Is there not a saying in the Habakar tongue: ‘A bird caged in luxury would rather the poverty of the wild wood’?”

Was there a wistful lilt to her voice? Tess could not tell. “Yet you chose exile knowing that it would bring isolation.”

The ke slipped into the deeper tongue, as if the answer was too important to voice in one of the lesser tongues of what she had once called “the superficies of the Empire.” “Out of exile comes true seeing.”

“ ‘It is only through many eyes that we can see ourselves,’ ” replied Tess in the lesser tongue. So few things translated easily into the deeper tongue, which as far as Tess could tell used no pronouns nor even truly recognized the existence of the existential individual.

But the reply evidently contented the ke, who said nothing as they walked down the avenue that led back to the library. They paused on the steps of the library to watch the clouds roll down over the north ridge. Tess heard the rumble of thunder in the distance.

“There will be a great storm.” The ke lifted her head as if to scent the air.

Tess smiled. “I can feel it in the air.”

“You can feel it?” The ke did not quite sound surprised, but she turned to regard Tess. Tess could just make out her eyes with their odd vertical lozenge through the thin slit in her veil. “Humans are not known for this capability.”

“Anyone can feel the electricity in the air at a time like this.” She paused, sorting out what the ke had said. “You can feel it as well?”

“I can see it,” said the ke. As if that ended the conversation, she went up the stairs to the door that led into her private chambers.

Tess just stood there, holding the cloth and the scroll. She stared at the clouds roiling down on them, trying to imagine what it would be like to see the fields of force emanating around the storm, at the pressure and the wind and the static charges shifting and building. But didn’t the Chapelii see in infrared? Last Tess had heard, most xenologists agreed that the Chapalii saw in degrees of heat. What if, like some marine creatures on Earth, they perceived electrical fields as well?

A spatter of rain drove her inside the main building.

“Tess!”

“Sonia! What are you doing here?” She needed only one look at Soma’s face to see that there was trouble. “What’s wrong?” Immediately her heart froze. Something had happened to Natalia or Yuri.

“It’s Niko. He’s taken quite ill suddenly. Varia Telyegin says his heart has failed him.”

“Oh, gods.” Her first impulse was relief that her children were fine. Her second, fear for Niko. “Here, do you have something I can wrap these things in so they won’t get wet?”

“My cloak.”

They hurried out across the plaza. The wind picked up, blowing hard across the open expanse, kicking up Sonia’s skirts and tugging Tess’s hair out of its loose braid. Rain spattered them, but the storm didn’t break until she reached Juli Danov’s tent. Then, just as Tess slipped inside, lightning streaked across the sky and thunder pealed, so loud that the tent seemed to shake.

Niko lay in the front chamber of the tent, attended by his wife, two of his grandchildren, by Varia Telyegin, and by Irena Orzhekov. He breathed shallowly, and appeared unconscious.

“What happened?” Tess asked in a whisper, dropping down between Irena and Juli and grasping Juli’s free hand. The old woman looked frail with worry.

“He collapsed,” said Varia in a strong voice, not whispering at all. “A pain in his chest while he was consulting over a patient with me, and then he was gone, like this. It was quick, and peaceful.”

Thunder boomed above them as the storm rolled over Sarai.

“The gods themselves have come to take him,” said Irena softly. “Listen to their voices.”

They listened. Tess wept silently as the wind tore at the tent and rain pounded on the felt roof and walls, torn by the splintering crash of thunder.

As the storm rolled away southward, Niko breathed his last and passed over into the other world.

Stunned, Tess left Juli with a few words of sympathy—she hardly knew what she was saying—and went to find her children. She found, instead, three mud-spattered riders waiting outside her tent.

“Cara!” she exclaimed.

Dr. Cara Fel Hierakis swung down from her horse, handed its reins over to one of her attendants, and shook drops of rain out of her hair. “I’d like to try those baths of yours,” she said, grabbing her saddlebags off her horse before it was led away and throwing them down on the carpet under the awning.

“What are you doing here?” Tess demanded.

“Come in out of the rain, my dear. It is your tent, you know. You don’t have to ask my permission. In fact, the weather satellites showed that the thunderstorm was coming over this area so I decided to use it as a cover, as an excuse, to fly in, having neither the patience nor inclination for the overland journey this time. So we’ve just ‘ridden in’ from Jeds, so to speak.”

Tess dredged up enough wit to notice that Cara wore, rather like a halo, an aura of expectancy about her. “What happened?”

“I have braved the perilous frontier, Tess. I have crossed the river, after which there is no turning back. Now…” She laughed a little wildly, quite unlike Cara. “I don’t know. I need to steady myself for a few days.”

“Niko is dead.”

That brought her to earth. “Oh, no. That’s sad news, but not entirely unexpected.”

“He just died, Cara! Not an hour ago!”

“Ah, Goddess. If I’d only arrived two hours earlier, perhaps I could have—”

“No, no.” Tess shook her head violently and grasped Cara’s hands in her own. They were cold. “You’re right. Better to let him go. He wouldn’t have wanted anything else.”

“Wiser than most of us, I fear.”

“That’s true enough. Gods, I’ll miss him. Ilya will be furious.”

The rain slowed and gave out altogether, and a shaft of sunlight broke out between clouds. Water slid down off the awning and dripped to the ground. The air smelled fresher. Tess pushed into her tent and set the scroll and Galina’s cloth down onto the table.

“Was it Arina?” she asked, turning as Cara followed her in. “The baby is well enough, although not particularly strong.”

“No, I didn’t come because of Arina. I’d like to change. I’m truly filthy. We only rode a few kilometers, but all through the worst of that storm. It was exceptionally exciting.”

“I’ll walk with you to the baths. But let me find the children first, to make sure they weren’t too frightened.” They went back outside and Tess watched as Cara swung the saddlebags over her shoulders. “What did you come for, then?”

“I did it.”

“You did what?”

“I’ve broken the code.” Cara said it so casually that the words did not sink in. “We are no longer constrained by the treatments that the Chapalii have granted us, to make us live with extended youth and vitality but for only the span of one hundred and twenty years.”

“What does that mean?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it? The Chapalii treatments merely postponed senescence, compressing the disabilities and diseases of old age into the last five to ten years before death. But the Rhuian natives were tampered with. They actually are in general less susceptible to disease, especially given the primitive nature of conditions here, and more competent at somatic maintenance—that is, general maintenance of the body—than the other human populations. And from that, from the tissue and blood and genome samples, I—”

“Let me sit down.” Tess collapsed onto a pillow wet with rain.

“It’s just,” finished Cara, crouching beside her, “that I find it ironic to ride in here all on fire with the prospect of immortality, or at the least a doubling of the normal life span, only to be greeted with the news of Niko’s death. All because of unraveling a code brought to me through my interaction with the jaran.”

“Code! That’s it. That must be what the tripartite sequences represent. When merchant ships transmit information through the vectors as their shipping clearance, and send it out in three discrete bunches, it’s coded to different cycles, and thus to different end points. One is clearly some kind of public record. One is evidently to themselves, private, to their own house affiliates. But there’s a third level, which is neither public nor house.”

“What are you talking about?”

“If we can understand what that information is, and where it goes, and if we can disrupt it, then we can disrupt Chapalii shipping, can’t we? By a subtler and more potent method than outright use of force, which we haven’t got enough of anyway.”

Cara got a curious expression on her face. “We don’t know how long the Chapalii live, do we? But if our life spans expand to match theirs, wouldn’t that give us an equal advantage?”

“Unless a short life span, if you’re aware of it, makes you rasher and more aggressive in getting what you want. If you have a lot of time, it might not seem so urgent.”

“Which is one reason you could choose to stay with Ilya and the jaran.”

“Yes.”

“What a strange, tangled web we weave, my dear.”

“There they are.” Tess got to her feet and waved at her children, who came out of Mother Orzhekov’s tent in a herd, gabbling and shouting. Only Yuri waved back. Natalia was too busy arguing with Lara, and the whole herd of children headed out behind the tent, intent on some goal. They did not look as if they had heard the news of Niko’s death yet, or as if the thunderstorm had bothered them one bit. She gazed thoughtfully on her children as they vanished from sight. “Are you saying, Cara, that you can do this now?”

“I have a formula. It needs further testing and refinement, and the main problem is that actual results in humans won’t be quantifiable for decades.”

“So my children could live for centuries, perhaps?”

“No, Tess, not just your children. You could live for centuries. Perhaps. Do you want to?”

“I don’t think I’m quite ready to consider that question. Could we please resolve all the moral issues involved in interfering here on Rhui as well as free ourselves from the Chapalii hegemony before we tackle that one?”

Cara smiled. “Somehow I suspect they’re all related, intertwined like the many strands of a web.”

“And like the strands of light that make up a web, the darkness against which the strand appears must also exist in order to set it off.”

“I hate to sit on these moral questions alone,” said Cara softly. “That’s why I came to see you.”

Tess extended a hand and lifted her up. “Oh, thank you,” she said wryly. “We must go say good-bye to Niko.”

“What will happen to his body?”

Tess recoiled from her. “You’re not—”

“No, no! I didn’t mean I wanted to do an autopsy.” She looked sheepish for a moment, but recovered quickly. Already, above, patches of blue sky chased the clouds southward. “I just wondered, that was all.”

Tess lifted her chin to let the wind stream off her face. It smelled of rain and damp felt. “They’ll take him out to the plain and leave him there, so that his soul may enter again into the world in another body.”

“That’s right. Metempsychosis. The transmigration of souls. It’s a form of reincarnation belief. But that’s not what happened to Arina Veselov.”

“No. She was released from this world.”

“I’d like to see the baby.”

“Yes. There, I see others going over as well. There will be a vigil tonight. At dawn his relatives will take him out onto the grass.”

Cara went over with her. Cara was one of those people who had the art of good manners down perfectly: She stayed long enough to honor her connection to the deceased, but not so long as to imply that her connection was any greater than it actually was.

Tess stayed longer, well into the night, kneeling on the carpet under the awning, first with her children on either side of her and, later, when they fell asleep and were carried off to bed, by herself. The entrance flaps were thrown wide, to admit Father Wind, but it was still night, oddly enough, and the candles burning at Niko’s head and foot illuminated him with a steady light. As if to reflect his steady wisdom in life. She wept softly, but more for herself, for losing him, than for him in death.

She dozed off finally and woke and dozed off and started awake again, hearing bells. But she had been dreaming: The scene remained unchanged, only the candles had burned to stubs.

No, there were bells, messenger bells. She stood and stepped off the carpet, into the night. The sky had cleared utterly, and the moon hung low, spraying its silver gleam over the pale marble dome of the library. It was cool.

There. Tess saw the torches, men loping alongside a horse. She walked out to meet the messenger, and blinked once, twice, there was something so familiar about his posture on horseback. Then he swung down and turned into the direct light of a torch.

“Kirill!” Beyond that word, nothing more came out, she was so surprised to see him.

He looked travel worn, he looked weary, he looked—gods—older than Ilya, but he still looked like Kirill, only markedly grim. Seeing her, his expression softened somewhat, although he looked almost… cautious.

“I came to attend my wife at the birth of our child,” he said hoarsely. She said nothing. She needed to say nothing. “But I heard what happened on my way here.”

There was a long silence. She took one step closer to him. “The child still lives, Kirill. A girl.”

He took off his helmet and shook out his hair, pale in the moonlight, still cut short. The bells strapped to his chest and back whispered as he moved. “That is not the only reason I came. South past the desert there is a pass that leads into the eastern wilderness that borders Mircassia, or so my intelligence reports. In two or three months, when the rains have stopped, it will be passable. I can lead my army over that pass and into the heart of Mircassia while Sakhalin comes down on them from the north.”

“But, Kirill—” She faltered. She felt so terrible, thinking of Arina, that it took her a moment to realize that the grim look on his face was more concern for her than distress over his own sorrow. Good reasons, both of them, but neither of them truly reasons a dyan would leave his army during campaign season, not even with a capable second to hand over into command.

“Where is Bakhtiian?” he asked suddenly, and gestured to the torchbearers to leave them. An Orzhekov cousin ran up, a boy, and took the horse away.

“He rode south over forty days ago.”

“We captured a man coming down the southern caravan route, bearing a letter and a message for the Prince of Filis. I traced his path back as far as Habakar. There, I lost it.”

“And?”

He closed the distance between them and halted in front of her. She smelled the rain on him, and for an instant the remembered scent of the nutblossom trees in Habakar, as if he had brought an echo of them with him.

He glanced first to the right and then to the left, and when he spoke, he lowered his voice so that she had to lean toward him to hear. “The man who dictated that letter was wise enough not to expose his own identity by using his name. Someone in the tribes has set out to betray Bakhtiian.”

From behind her, like an antiphony, rose the dawn song for the dead, for the departing man, so that his soul might rise into the winds and be borne back into a woman’s body and so be born again into the world. To the east, light rimmed the horizon, and the sun rose.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The Chains of the World

THE CAPTAIN SHOWED HER into a bedchamber. At first she thought that he meant her to lie with him there, but the bed itself was too richly arrayed for a woman of her background. She heard voices from behind the arras.

“My soldiers deserve a reward,” said Prince Janos. “Those barbarians fought like madmen. We took heavy losses.”

The captain deliberately looked Jaelle over, but without malice, simply with appetite. She bowed her head and tried to look meek, and watched his boots as he went out the door.

“There is a village nearby,” Rusudani replied. “Surely there are women there they can take. But I need an attendant on the ride to White Tower, and I will not take an unlettered filthy peasant woman with me.”

“You said yourself the whore is a heretic. Better an honest peasant woman than an apostate.”

“You have shown already how much you care for God’s commandments. Let me speak plainly, then.”

Oddly enough, the prince sounded amused. “I wish you would.”

“If she goes to your soldiers, they’ll kill her one way or the other, or at least she will be lost to me. Then it will be only through you that I will be able to speak with—” Rusudani bit off a word. “—the jaran remaining to me.”

“That problem is easily solved. I’ll kill them all, except the princess, and you’ll be rid of them.”

“You have already given me your word. Do you go back on your bargain?”

“No. Why are they so valuable to you, Rusudani?”

“Because of the power they give me over you.”

He actually laughed. “Your beauty alone has power over me.”

“How can you say that when you just told me that it is true that King Barsauma’s last surviving son died unexpectedly four months ago?”

“There are other claimants to the throne of Mircassia.”

“None with as clear a claim as mine. Now that my brothers are dead I am his only grandchild, that I have ever heard of.”

Jaelle heard soft footsteps nearing the arras, and she knelt hastily beside the bed. Nervously, she caught the coverlet in her hands and twisted it around between her fingers.

“And I am a younger brother with six nephews. You understand why we are now wed.”

“Yes,” she said bitterly. “But I would rather have been granted the lowliest seat in God’s house than a throne in this world.”

One corner of the arras twitched and was pushed aside. Prince Janos looked into the room. He wore an elegant overtunic embroidered with gold thread, and in the quiet, whitewashed room she could see his features much more clearly than she had been able to in those terror-stricken moments in the church: Like most highborn men in these lands, he had a mustache, a clean-shaven chin, and hair trimmed at shoulder length, a style that suited him. Without his armor, he looked far less massive but no less daunting. He studied her for a moment, half as a man measures how much he might desire a woman and a half as a captor discerns the worth of his captive.

“Your slave is here,” he said, and let the arras fall back into place.

Jaelle let out her breath. Needing something to do, she found a basin and pitcher on a side table, and poured some of the water out into the basin. Turning around, she saw that Rusudani had come into the bedchamber. Rusudani looked at her and then went and sat on the edge of the bed.

“I will help you off with your dress, my lady, and help you wash a bit if…” Jaelle trailed off. Rusudani stared at the arras, seeming not to hear her. Her lips were set and pale, her hands in fists on her lap.

She was terrified.

She had spent most of her life in a convent, expecting never to wed a man. Expecting never to face this night.

Jaelle felt an unexpected stab of pity for her. After all, Rusudani had as good as saved her life. She knelt in front of her, tentatively touching Rusudani’s hands, which were as cold as ice. “Shall I send for someone to lay a fire in the hearth, my lady?”

Rusudani gave a slight shake of her head. “God enjoins us to seek only that warmth which the sun, His servant, grants us. To desire more warmth than that is to care more for the things of this world than for the heavenly city which God will reveal to the faithful in the next life.”

“Yes, my lady. Shall I help you with your gown?”

Rusudani neither moved nor spoke.

Jaelle swallowed past a lump in her throat and, daring much, spoke again in a low voice. “It is not so bad, my lady. Many women find pleasure in the marriage bed.”

“But you do not?” asked Rusudani suddenly, and Jaelle glanced up to see the princess looking directly at her.

“I am a whore, my lady. Men seek their own pleasure in me. They do not care if I find any from them.”

“Never?”

Jaelle shook her head, unwilling to say more. It was not a safe subject, and she felt more than heard Prince Janos’ presence on the other side of the arras. Was he listening in on them, as she had listened in on him and the princess?

“How did you come to be a prostitute?”

The question amazed Jaelle. And frightened her. “My life can be of no interest to someone like you, my lady.”

“I want to know.”

Beyond the arras, she heard the sound of a door, and male voices. “I am the daughter of a slave, and your slave now, my lady.”

“But you were not a slave when I hired you. You were a freewoman then, were you not?”

“Yes,” whispered Jaelle with fierce pride. “I was then a freewoman.”

“As was I,” echoed Rusudani, “but no longer. I was free to live in the holiness of God’s word, but now I am bound by the chains of this world. So be it.” She stood up abruptly. “Help me with my dress.”

When Jaelle had helped her off with her dress and laid it neatly to one side, and washed her hands and her face and seen her, in her undershift, put into the bed, under the coverlet, Jaelle stepped back to the foot of the bed. “What do you wish of me now, my lady?”

Rusudani had a grim look in her eye. “Send my husband in to me. You may attend me in the morning.”

Jaelle nodded and, hesitating only slightly, slipped past the arras to the other side. There, in a richly furnished chamber, Prince Janos sat on a chair discussing something with one of his captains. Seeing her, he broke off and stood up. Mercifully, he spoke before she could.

“I will go in,” he said. “Maros, you and Osman may dispose of the woman between you, but no more than that, and see that she is restored to my wife by morning, without harm coming to her.”

“Your highness,” said the captain. He was a different man than the one who had brought her here. He took her by the arm and led her out. “Prince Janos is merciful,” he said to her in the hallway outside, and then he took her to the rooms allotted to the two captains.

It was true, Prince Janos was merciful, or at least mindful of his wife’s value. As Jaelle undressed in front of Maros, she spoke a prayer to God and Our Lady, for granting her their protection, even through the offices of a heretic like Princess Rusudani. Neither Maros nor Osman were particularly rough men. They didn’t even argue over who was to have her first; evidently that had been arranged beforehand. When Maros left, Osman stamped in a few minutes later, and even washed his face and hands first. He gave her wine and food afterward, and to her surprise allowed her, at dawn, to take bread and water back with her to the hovel where they had confined the others. Already Janos’s army stirred, preparing to march.

The door opened onto the dimness inside the hovel. Faces turned toward the door. Four of the men scrambled to their feet. Princess Katerina came forward, and at once Jaelle offered her the bread and water. Behind, at the door, Captain Osman watched the transaction.

“Thank you,” said Katerina.

“The army is leaving,” said Jaelle quickly. She glanced toward Bakhtiian, who lay in the shadows. She could not tell if he was awake, asleep, or dead.

Stefan rose from his side and came over to Katerina. “Are there wagons?” he asked in a low voice. “He is too weak to walk. And you.” His fingers brushed her arm. “Are you—were you—?” He took in a deep breath and let it out. “You have not been harmed?”

“No, I have not been harmed. I will ask Princess Rusudani about a wagon.”

He smiled at her gratefully, and she was surprised by how much she cherished that smile. But they all of them regarded her with intensity. She knew the deception that had been practiced on Prince Janos, and surely they could not be sure, could not understand why, either she or Rusudani should protect Bakhtiian. She dropped her voice even lower. “I will not betray you.”

Katerina’s eyes widened, but her only reply was to briefly clasp Jaelle’s hands in hers. “We will not forget,” she said before turning away to distribute water and bread to the others.

As Jaelle crossed back over the threshold she glanced back in time to see Vasil’ii lift up his father and help him drink.

“They may as well kill the wounded one now,” said Osman as he led Jaelle back toward the guest apartments. “He won’t get far.”

Jaelle found Rusudani alone, sitting in the bed with her hands clasped over the coverlet. The shutters had been thrown wide, admitting light, and Rusudani held her Recitation in her lap and read to herself, her lips moving silently. She looked up, hearing Jaelle enter. At once her cheeks stained red.

“I am here to help you dress and ready for travel, my lady,” said Jaelle swiftly, and set about helping the princess up. She caught a glimpse of blood on the sheets, not much, but enough to prove that Rusudani had indeed been a virgin. Of Prince Janos’s presence in the room there was no sign.

Rusudani readied herself quickly, finally throwing a cloak over her shoulders and pinning it with a jewel-laden brooch. Jaelle recognized that brooch: She had seen it on Prince Janos yesterday, in the church. Rusudani was clearly in a mood, but it was an odd mood, combined as much, Jaelle thought, of embarrassment as of her clear impatience to reach some goal.

“I hope you were treated well, my lady,” said Jaelle finally as they paused at the door.

Rusudani flushed an even deeper red. “He was not—” She broke off. “He was not unkind to me.”

“My lady.” Jaelle hesitated. “The one—he is badly wounded. The others have asked if you could obtain a wagon for him.”

Rusudani met her gaze, and in her eyes Jaelle could read that in this one thing, at least, they were united. “I will see what I can do.”

Osman and four soldiers waited for them in the hallway.

“My slaves will attend me, of course,” Rusudani said to Osman.

“You will ride with Prince Janos, your highness. We do not have horses to spare for the prisoners.”

“I will see them now!”

“I beg your pardon, your highness, but my orders are to take you at once to Prince Janos.”

They found Prince Janos on the steps of the church, quarreling with Presbyter Matyas.

“I will leave twenty men, then, your holiness,” said the prince, sounding annoyed, “to help dig graves and to tend those of my men who are too wounded to leave immediately, but I can leave no more than that. My forces were badly hurt. Your own people will have to do the rest. Burn the heathens, if that will make your task easier—”

“But, your highness,” gasped Presbyter Matyas, “would that not be impious even for savages?”

“It would be expedient, your holiness. My own soldiers will be buried and given a mass, as is appropriate. Ah, Princess Rusudani, you have come in good time. We leave now.” He turned away from the presbyter, who looked aghast at the task left to him. As well he should be. Looking up through the church doors, Jaelle could see bodies, and more bodies in a heap at the base of the stairs, and a few more trailing out along the road that led to the gate. Luckily it was a cool day, and still early in the morning, so the bodies had not yet begun to stink. Janos, mounting, held under one arm a jaran helmet, decorated with a white plume. His trophy. He tossed it to Captain Osman, and with an escort of about twenty soldiers, he started down the road toward the gate.

Rusudani and Jaelle mounted horses brought for them. By their saddles, Jaelle saw that these were jaran horses, salvaged from the battlefield, and she was certain that Rusudani’s horse was the one that had belonged to Prince Vasil’ii.

“Prince Janos!” Rusudani’s voice rang clearly, even above the jingle of harness and the noise of the soldiers moving off. Janos halted and waited for her. “I will need a wagon for my slaves. Princess Katherine should not walk like a common woman, and one of the men is sorely wounded.”

In the harsh light of morning, he looked much sterner than he had appeared last night. “We are leaving the monastery now. I cannot afford to have my soldiers exposed to any unexpected attacks. If the wounded man is too weak, then he will die. But you are right about the princess. I will send Osman with a horse for her. She may ride with us.”

“Then I will go to Presbyter Matyas myself,” said Rusudani, and reined her horse around. But Janos’s soldiers surrounded them, and there was no way for her to break through. In the end, she had no choice but to ride forward with him. They were his prisoners, no matter how deferentially he might treat his bride.

Fuming and pale, Rusudani rode on, back along the road they had fled in on yesterday evening. Even Jaelle, inured to death along the caravan routes, was shocked by the remains of the struggle at the gate. Brothers of the church and a handful of soldiers had pulled most of Janos’s soldiers out of the wreckage, but bodies were piled three deep around the gate. Jaelle had to avert her eyes from the heaps of corpses that lined the road and surrounded the gate as they rode through.

“Whatever else they might be,” said Prince Janos reflectively, “they’re stubborn fighters. I would like soldiers such as these as my allies instead of my enemies.”

“You will have only their enmity now that you have killed Bakhtiian,” retorted Rusudani. “It was ill done.”

He smiled, pulling up as they came outside the gate.

Jaelle made the sign of Sundering with her right hand and clapped her left hand over her nose and mouth. The field of battle was carnage, slaughter; men and horses strewn across the sloping ground, congregated in grotesque heaps. A young man, black hair twined into three braids, lay on his back, eyes gaping open, one hand flung out, his helmet tumbled in the dirt beside him. Another had fallen beneath the body of his horse. Arrows littered the ground everywhere, like fallen stalks of wheat. Peasants from the village worked over the jaran corpses, systematically looting them, although it was clear that they had been given orders to leave the armor and weapons for Janos’s men. On a hill above, men in the brown robes of lay monks dug three great pits. Beyond, the forest lay dense and silent in the still morning air.

“Now that Bakhtiian is dead, the command of the army will pass to other men, grown men. Bakhtiian has only the one son by the Jedan princess, it is said, and that one still a child. The power in the tribes will pass to the Sakhalin lineage, and I have an alliance with a Sakhalin prince. I am safe.”

“So you believe,” said Rusudani with sudden fierceness, “but remember that I have been among them, and I believe they will avenge his death.”

Raising one eyebrow, he looked inquiringly at her. “Do you suggest a course of action?”

Jaelle stared at her saddle and tried not to take in a deep breath. The sight and stench of death oppressed her, and it frightened her as well. The battle had gone so swiftly, to leave such appalling remains. It was truly as the Holy Pilgrim said: “It is easier to deal death than to grant life, and so has God sent us, my brother to take death onto himself and I to reveal the promise of eternal life in God.”

“Let us move away from this place,” said Rusudani softly, “and then I will speak to you of what may well save your life: That you have a more valuable hostage than you know among my slaves.”

But her tone and her face gave away nothing. Janos regarded her with an expression so wintry that Jaelle shivered. Then, thank God, they rode on, away from the battleground.

Ilya could drink. Vasha thanked the gods for that. But he would not, or could not, eat any of the hard bread. The others devoured it, if only to keep up their strength.

Soon after Jaelle left, one of the captains came to drive them from the hovel. Vasha and Stefan propped Ilya up between them. Leaning all his weight on them, he managed to hobble along. He said nothing—he had not spoken since Kriye had thrown him—but he seemed to understand that they had to move and that he had at least to give the appearance of being able to walk. Stanislav Vershinin’s leg had stiffened during the night, but he could limp along, bringing up the rear of the pathetic little procession together with Nikita and Mikhail Kolenin. A grim-faced Vladimir walked alongside Katerina, in front, forming a fragile barrier between the khaja soldiers and his precious dyan.

They plodded along the road that led to the gate. Vasha heard Nikita’s voice: At each body they passed, Nikita muttered a name, marking the dead. At the gate, Vasha stared at the pile of bodies and then at his father, who seemed unaware of the corpses thrown to either side, clearing the road. Nikita kept speaking. Although he could not have been able to identify each man by sight, they were thrown on top of each other with such disregard, he seemed to know each individual who had been left to defend the gate. But even his voice failed when they crossed through the gate and set out across the field outside.

Vasha concentrated on Ilya’s arm across his shoulder, on the shift of Ilya’s ribs, bound by a cloth bandage, under his right hand. The back of his right hand brushed Stefan’s body at intervals, as they paced themselves, balancing Ilya’s weight between them, and Vasha found that comforting. A few bold carrion birds fluttered down and landed, only to be chased away by the khaja who wandered among the dead. Horses lay everywhere.

“They’re digging pits,” said Mikhail in a low voice.

“No. Look there. There’s a pyre being built as well. Surely they would not dishonor our dead by burying them. It was their betrayal, not ours. We fought fairly.”

“It was our betrayal,” Mikhail reminded him.

“Sakhalin’s betrayal,” Vershinin spat out.

“I don’t understand,” said Nikita softly, “what Sakhalin thinks to gain by it. Or how he expects to explain how he escaped when Bakhtiian’s force was destroyed.”

Vasha felt his father move slightly, as if that comment had gotten through to him, but when he turned to look at him, Ilya’s expression was washed out, taut with pain, and his gaze was seemingly fixed on Katerina’s boots, pacing evenly before them.

They walked on. Vasha lifted his gaze to see a party waiting for them on the rise ahead, where the road forked into the forest. Even at this distance he recognized the prince and—thank the gods—Rusudani. His heart thudded, then jolted again as he realized that she was riding Misri! A gasped exclamation passed his lips at the same time as Stefan murmured, “There is Jaelle!”

Khaja soldiers lined the road. Behind them mounted khaja men, unarmed, drove together a herd of horses.

They trudged up the road. Vasha set his sight on Rusudani and Misri and counted in his head, each step, one hundred and three, one hundred and eighty-five, and just as they came up and stopped at the fork, their passage blocked by a troop of soldiers and three wagons bearing wounded men, Ilya fainted. His weight sagged onto Vasha and his head lolled to one side.

To Vasha’s horror, Prince Janos rode forward toward them. Vladimir took a step back, placing himself between the khaja prince and Ilya. But Janos paused, took the reins of a spare horse, and halted before them. Hope flared: Perhaps he was going to show mercy, perhaps Rusudani had convinced him to offer the horse to the wounded man.

Janos leaned forward and looked directly at Katya. “Princess Katherine. I have brought you a horse. It is not fitting that you should walk.”

Vasha could not see Katya’s expression, but her back was stiff. “I will ride only if the other prisoners are allowed to ride as well.”

Janos raised an eyebrow. “I think not, Princess.” He wore his armor, and his cloak was fastened over his shoulder with a plain bronze brooch. “The jaran are famous for their skills at riding. What if one of them escapes?”

“Then I will walk with them.”

“No. You will not.”

Vasha was frankly amazed that the khaja still allowed Katya to wear her quiver on her back, with arrows and her unstrung bow, and a knife at her belt. Her hands opened and closed, and her shoulders shifted; Vasha could tell by these small movements of her body that she wanted to look behind her and dared not.

“I will ride if the wounded soldiers may ride as well,” she said, but even by conceding so much Vasha knew she had lost the battle.

Ilya shifted and Vasha felt him fight back to consciousness, eyes fluttering. His feet moved on the ground. With an immense effort he put some weight on them. Vasha glanced across him at Stefan, but Stefan stared blindly ahead, pretending not to notice.

“I don’t have time for this,” said Prince Janos impatiently. “Osman, kill the wounded men if they can’t keep up with the infantry. Princess Katherine, you will ride now or you will be tied to the horse. I don’t care which it is.”

A horse neighed piercingly. So suddenly that the movement made Vasha flinch, Katya leapt forward with her knife in her hand.

Shouts. Soldiers broke into movement. Janos jerked his horse back, and he actually laughed as Katya’s knife skidded off his mail shirt. A soldier grabbed her from behind and pulled her back, hard, then screamed as she stabbed him.

“Katya!” Vladimir yelled, but he moved back to stand more squarely in front of Ilya, and none of the other riders interfered either.

There were shouts from farther away, a flurry of movement among the loose horses, and a sudden storm blew through the ranks. A horse reared and plunged into their midst and a startled Janos was almost thrown from his own horse, who was nipped and kicked aside.

Katya was struck hard on the shoulder and, a moment later, overpowered and dragged to one side. Vladimir jumped out of the path of the horse, and Kriye stopped in front of Ilya and dipped his head, blowing, then nudged at Ilya gently.

Ilya’s head came up. “Kriye,” he said through cracked lips. He let go of Stefan, swung an arm awkwardly over Kriye’s neck, and hung half on the horse and half on Vasha. Kriye stood perfectly still.

Vladimir swore under his breath.

Everyone was, of course, looking at Ilya now. “Oh damn,” Vasha whispered, tightening his grip on his father as if that could protect him.

That any woman, and a prisoner at that, would so defy a prince astonished Jaelle. When the jaran princess leapt forward with her knife, she gasped and looked away, because Princess Katerina had been kind to her, and she could not bear to watch while she was killed.

But already Rusudani moved forward, toward the others, and then a huge altercation ensued to one side with the horses.

“He’s gone mad!” one of the grooms shouted, and another man screamed, and a furious stallion drove and kicked through the soldiers like a demon. Smaller than the great war-horses, still, the black horse’s rage prevailed. Until it calmed unaccountably and halted in front of—

Rusudani’s lips moved in a silent word: “Bakhtiian.”

Jaelle’s heart gripped in fear. What would happen when Janos discovered not just the deception, but that she had known of it?

Rusudani urged her horse forward and the soldiers, startled, moved aside to let her through. “It is as I said,” she proclaimed, coming up beside Prince Janos, who had fought his horse to a standstill. “You did not believe me, but it is true. The dark-haired young man is Bakhtiian’s son.”

Janos shook his head, clearing it. He said nothing as the horses were driven off to one side and the soldiers re-formed around him. One, cursing, had his shoulder bandaged. Swearing and kicking, Princess Katerina fought while four soldiers slipped her weapons from her. Janos examined her for a long while. The intensity of his stare made Jaelle uncomfortable. Seeing him looking at her, Princess Katerina glared back at him, but she looked tired, dirty, and beaten.

Janos wrenched his gaze away from her and looked toward the horse. “This is the stallion your drover mentioned?” he asked Captain Osman.

“Yes, your highness. Fought every man who came near him, but too fine a horse to leave behind. I had thought we could at least put him to stud.”

Janos snorted. But his eyes did not leave the scene: The fine black stallion and the man to whom it had given obeisance. He turned to look at Rusudani.

“Why should a princess insist that a common soldier be honored with her? She refused to ride unless the wounded men be allowed to ride as well. How can that young man be the son of Bakhtiian? He is too old.”

“He is not the child of the Jedan princess but a child by an earlier wife, or a concubine. Such a son might not be granted the preference given to the children of Bakhtiian’s chief wife, but he is still valuable.”

Janos studied Vasil’ii, who stared bleakly at him. “Who is this other one, then? He is dressed as a common soldier, but how would a common soldier be honored with a prince’s horse? Why would a king’s son carry him?”

Jaelle waited. She felt as if the world held its breath, waiting for Rusudani’s pronouncement. A woman like Rusudani surely would not lie, before God.

Rusudani’s face was calm, almost serene. “He is a priest of their people. A holy man, whom they call a Singer. I know of this man because—” She faltered. Janos glared at her, looking skeptical. “Bring me his saddlebags,” she said suddenly.

Janos gave the order, and two soldiers edged toward the stallion, but the horse seemed content now that he had found his master. Jaelle could not see Bakhtiian’s face from her position, but he did not stir. She was not sure if he was conscious.

Rusudani hesitated before she opened the saddlebags. She bit down a jubilant smile as she withdrew a copy of The Recitation. “You see, he reads God’s holy word. I saw with my own eyes that he carried a copy of The Recitation, and I received permission from Bakhtiian to discuss the holy Recitation, the word of the Lord, with him. Think—if we can bring the jaran to the truth of God’s word, what greater victory could there be?”

Janos’s gaze shifted first to Vasil’ii, then to Princess Katerina, and then back to Vasil’ii. Jaelle realized that he had already dismissed Bakhtiian, that he was measuring his captives with a new eye. “What is his name?”

Jaelle gulped. Rusudani did not answer. Her lips tightened.

Janos rode forward and looked down on Vasil’ii. “What is your name?” he asked him in Taor.

“Vassily Kireyevsky,” he said. His voice did not even shake. Rusudani leaned forward, her fingers tightening on her reins, eyes fixed on the young man.

“Princess Rusudani tells me that you are the son, illegitimate or otherwise, of the Bakhtiian. Is this true?”

“I would be a fool to tell you if it was true,” retorted Vasil’ii.

“That would depend on if I thought you could serve my cause better dead or alive. Is it you these men are protecting?”

Vasil’ii hesitated only a moment. He lifted his chin bravely. “It is.”

Of the jaran soldiers, not one moved or made a sound at this pronouncement.

“Put him in chains,” said Janos to Osman, “together with the princess, and let them ride in a wagon as honored prisoners.”

“Do not forget,” Rusudani said quickly, “that they are my slaves. You granted them to me already.”

“As your husband, I am guardian of your inheritance. But it was only the men I gave you, Rusudani. The princess is mine.”

A wagon was brought forward, Katerina and Vasil’ii bound and lifted in to its bed. Jaelle shuddered, watching Katerina, whose eyes were now cast down. She looked utterly defeated.

“What do you mean to do with him?” Rusudani asked, without looking at Bakhtiian.

Jaelle did risk a glance there. Stefan had an arm around Bakhtiian, holding him up, and she saw a glance pass between Stefan and one of the jaran soldiers. Together, they helped Bakhtiian to mount. He slumped over the black’s neck, looking half dead, and Stefan remained standing beside him, steadying him.

Janos glanced at them and then, dismissively, away. “You are right. The young prince is a valuable hostage, bastard or not. After all, I cannot entirely trust Andrei Sakhalin, a man who would betray his own king, can I? I must thank you, Rusudani, for giving me this prize to hold in reserve.” His mouth quirked with a glint of a smile. “But I have gained no greater prize this day than you.”

Rusudani’s cheeks reddened, and she bowed her head submissively. But Jaelle, this close to her, saw her eyes light in triumph. Osman called to them to march. As the column moved forward, no one stopped Bakhtiian from riding.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The Forbidden Hall

IT WAS PLANETNOON, AND rings striped the sky above the courtyard where Ilyana sat with her back against a stone bench and her gaze fixed on her hands. The latticework shadow plaited her fingers and arms in strands of light and dark. David was lecturing, sitting cross-legged on the white tile floor of the gazebo, but she was furious with him for letting Anatoly Sakhalin sit in on her tutorials. Only she couldn’t tell David that. Not without telling him why. And if he knew, then Anatoly would know David knew by that advanced form of communication adults possessed, comprehending whole spheres of existence with glances and a few choice words.

It was so humiliating. Valentin lay stretched out on the bench behind her. He shifted, and she felt his shoulder brush her back. Right now she hated him, too, for the smirk she knew he had on his face. Anatoly sat to her right, but by keeping her gaze on her hands she could avoid looking at him. Her face burned.

“The original acronym for nesh was neural-enhanced simulate holo,” David was saying in answer to a question Anatoly had asked, “but oddly enough, it corresponded to Jewish eschatology….”

“Eschatology? I don’t know this word.”

Every time Anatoly spoke Ilyana winced, because his voice triggered the memory of him standing in the twilight of the ruined caravansary with flowers in his hands.

“The coming of the last days, of the end of the world.”

“Why should the world end?”

“Some people believe in a time of judgment, that the world will have a death just as each individual has a death.”

“But unless we are released by fire into the heavens to dwell with the gods, then we return to the earth again… I beg your pardon. You were speaking of nesh.”

She could hear David move his head because of the quiet snap of beads braided into his hair. “In ancient Jewish mystical traditions the soul was thought to have three parts. The highest part of the soul, called the neshamah, was believed to be not liable to sin and therefore immortal, that after death the neshamoah would preserve its individual existence. It’s more complicated than that, but in part because of the similarity of name, and in part because in the Jewish texts the scholars discuss the ‘treasury beneath the throne of glory’ and the existence of abodes that are beyond or on the borders of this world, a mystical movement developed based around the word ‘nesh.’ It flourished for about one hundred years after nesh first came into use and spread widely through what they then called cyberspace. The belief took root that somehow your nesh, your soul, was isolated and set free in that other place. There’s still debate over whether your soul, or your guise, or the part of you that travels in nesh, can live on in nesh after you die, and so on and so forth. That’s how the name stuck, or at least, that’s how some people trace the name.”

“It does,” muttered Valentin into his hands. “The soul returns to its original home.”

“What?” David asked.

“Nothing.”

“Did you have something to say?” Anatoly asked quietly.

To Ilyana’s surprise, Valentin heaved himself up and said sullenly but clearly, “The soul returns to its original home.”

“That is a common belief,” said David.

“Do you believe that?” Anatoly asked.

David chuckled, and Ilyana glanced up in time to see him smile and lift a hand as if he was warding something off. “I just collect information, I don’t debate it. I have no opinions. But I will say this: Whether because of what we created or what we tapped into, there are a lot more levels in nesh than any one person can explore in a lifetime. Who am I to say?”

“Then are you one of those people, as Valentin is, who claims that this world, the solid world, is only the surface?”

David smiled at Ilyana, trying to draw her in, and Ilyana smiled wanly back at him, not wanting to disappoint him. “That old canard. I think it’s founded on a misunderstanding of what reality is. The world system itself is made up of layers upon layers of complexity, grown out of billions of years of existence. Where I think that the view of ‘the surface world’ stumbles is forgetting that anything that is artificially constructed must have a maker.”

“Like the worlds? Or the stars?”

“More like Duke Naroshi’s palace. I have faith, Anatoly. The rest is quibbling. Obviously the world of nesh was artificially constructed, but that doesn’t mean that it couldn’t have existed on some level before we knew of it, or could access it, or that it might not exist on levels we’re not yet aware of. But let’s get back to the palace. We’re going to go as a group to the map room. Anatoly, you can just look around. Ilyana and Valentin and I are going to be identifying arches. We established the chain of entry and exit yesterday, so let’s all set up and meet there.” He gave Ilyana another searching look, but she ignored him and moved to kneel in front of the latticework.

From behind her, David spoke again. “And as they say in old fairy stories, when you go into the haunted forest, ‘stay on the path.’ ”

As she placed her hands on the lattice, she felt Anatoly kneel beside her, damn him anyway; even though he was an arm’s length away she felt surrounded, entangled, in the field of energy that emanated from him. She closed her fingers over the lattice—

The web of light spread out beneath her, spanning oblivion. She took three steps, a half turn, and descended into a gateway which David had constructed, through which the others entered. No one else had seen the web, but she always entered through it. She did not know why.

She waited in the gateway, a street bordered by arches, most of them facades. One led into a facsimile of the Memory Palace (Ilyana wasn’t sure if David had somehow installed his copy of it in here or if it already existed here); a second, padlocked, into Valentin’s desert, and a third into the jungle which David had unwittingly created. After a while she got nervous. What if the others had already come through and were waiting for her on the other side? She stepped through the fourth open gate… and stopped on a circle of black marble that lay in the center of a round plaza that marked, as far as Ilyana could tell, the dome under which the company lived. A man paused at the edge of the plaza and looked back at her. It was Anatoly. He moved, and she stiffened, but he halted abruptly, raised a hand to acknowledge her presence, and walked down one of the avenues that led out of the plaza, disappearing as it curved out of view.

The map room had grown since she was here yesterday. Buildings that had been chest high on her yesterday were now up to her chin. She smelled the faint scent of cinnamon. The air was warmer, humid.

“Where is Anatoly?” asked David, and she started and turned, flushing.

Beside him, Valentin was smirking. “Why don’t you have any flowers, Yana, huh?”

“Shut up, Valentin, or I’ll make your life miserable.”

“Can’t make me,” he taunted, dancing away.

“Can, too, you little worm.”

David cleared his throat. “Valentin, what is the difference between an arch and a vault?”

“I dunno. The buildings are bigger.”

“Yes, I had noticed that phenomenon. Yana?”

“A vault is a three-dimensional extension of an arch. Why do you think the buildings are bigger?”

“They’re eating our life force,” said Valentin in an exaggerated whisper. “And growing.”

“Gods, you’re a pig today.”

“No piggier than you. What’s wrong? Don’t have the courage to give flowers yourself?”

She grabbed for his arm, but he jumped back, spun, and sprinted toward the edge of the plaza, laughing. To add to her humiliation, Anatoly reappeared along the western avenue and halted at the edge of the plaza.

“Valentin!” he called out. “Come here at once.”

Valentin jerked to a halt, froze, and oddly enough walked obediently over to Sakhalin.

“Yana,” said David when they stood alone on the plaza, “why do I get the impression that something is going on of which I’m not aware? And that it centers around you and Anatoly Sakhalin? Has he bothered you somehow?”

She hated her complexion. She knew her cheeks were flaming red. Like the Chapalii, she couldn’t disguise her feelings. “No.”

“I know you’re upset about the flower night.”

Oh, gods, he did know. She wanted to sink into the ground, and pulled up that train of thought abruptly, since for all she knew it might begin to happen, here.

“I’m not sure that it’s fair that you kids haven’t been allowed to attend any of the performances yet. Goddess knows, it must be hard, being confined in the dome, separated from your neighborhoods and your school friends—there isn’t anyone else your age here….” He went on earnestly, but she lost part of it, she was so relieved that he had misunderstood her.

“Yeah. Yeah, that’s it. I’m a little lonely. I miss my friend Kori. And my other friends, too, but mostly her.”

“I know it’s difficult, Yana. Frankly, life doesn’t, in general, get any easier, although that doesn’t mean it necessarily gets worse. But you’ve had an incredible adjustment, you and your family, leaving Rhui and your whole life behind. That took a lot of courage.”

Yana cocked her head to one side and regarded him. “We left Rhui because that’s what my father decided to do. I don’t know what’s so brave about it.”

“Trust me, Yana. You’ve held up well. I think you’ve—well, never mind.”

“What?”

He hesitated, and to her surprise went on, though she felt that he thought he should not. “I think you’re the one who’s held your family together.”

She shrugged, uncomfortable, not sure if what he had just said was praise for her or an indictment of her parents.

“Sorry. It’s not my place to say anything.”

“Do you have any kids?” she asked, suddenly curious.

He shook his head and for an instant Ilyana felt like she could read him, felt as if she had picked up the words that he hadn’t spoken: regret mingled with wry acceptance.

“Were you ever, uh, married?”

“I had a partner for about two decades, and we discussed having a child but the time was never right and then we drifted apart. It happens.”

“Are you sorry?”

“Sorry for what? Losing her, or never having a child?”

“Uh, well, I guess both.”

He smiled a little. “I guess both, too. There’ve been a few other women but… well, one in particular, but it wasn’t meant to be.”

In jaran society, one never received a gift without giving something in return. This web of obligations and gifts held the tribes together. And anyway, Ilyana was flattered and amazed that David would confide in her.

“I’m supposed to have my flower night,” she said tentatively, and as if the words propelled her forward she began to walk. David kept pace beside her, not quite looking at her, hands folded behind his back. “But I don’t want to, even though I would be married by now in the tribes.”

David made a noise that signified that he was listening.

“So my mother gave flowers to Anatoly Sakhalin, but that’s not what she’s supposed to do, I’m supposed to, but I didn’t, so…” She couldn’t come right out and say it, and now she felt stupid. “Now I…feel funny, but it wasn’t his fault. He didn’t know.”

“And the flowers signify…” He trailed off. Ilyana shot a sidelong glance at him and realized that he was blushing. It wasn’t obvious on him unless you knew what to look for, not like on her, but she was the one who was odd in being so light-skinned. “But he’s already married, Yana.”

“What does that have to do with it? Mama says that a girl is usually wiser to choose a married man for her flower night because he’s bound to be steadier and more experienced.”

“Oh, Goddess.” David clapped a hand to his forehead, now really not looking at her. “You’re not talking about…oh, I see. Umm, Yana, I’m not sure this is really an appropriate subject for us—”

“I know. I’m sorry. There just—isn’t anyone else to tell.”

There was a long silence.

“So what happened?” he asked finally.

“Nothing happened.” Immediately, Ilyana wished something had happened, then was relieved all over again that nothing had. “Except I told Mama not to ever do that again and Valentin told me that Anatoly Sakhalin told her not to ever do that to him again, that is, I mean, give him flowers and pretend I gave them to him.”

“Is this something they do in the jaran?”

She nodded.

“I can see that you might feel uncomfortable around him.” He cleared his throat. “And he around you, for that matter. Listen, maybe we should get on with our lesson. There’s a good set of barrel vaults down this way.”

They had walked partway down one avenue, the one David had named Palmyra Avenue for its rank of painted columns lining both sides of the road. Yesterday the columns had been about Ilyana’s height; now they looked twice as tall as she was. To her right a trio of low buildings stretched into a strangely elongated distance, bending away over the horizon although by all measures of distance they should have run into one of the other avenues radiating out from the central plaza. Banks of flowering plants flanked the buildings, claret and dusty gold and a pure, delicate orange, rows of color too diffuse for her to make out individual blooms.

Where the avenue, seamless and white as milk, picked up the gray stippling of granite, the columns gained lintels and evolved into a series of archways through which a new landscape beckoned: Wind skittered across a broad courtyard whose expanse was one huge mosaic of jewels. A scrap of white lifted from the ground and floated up, sighed down, and settled back on the ground, only to lift again as the wind picked up.

“What is that?” Yana darted through the archway just as David called after her, “Don’t go through there!” and she pulled up short and stared up, and up, and up, at the monumental palace that hulked before her, a vast building with two wings centered on a dome that filled the sky. Six slender towers soared up toward the heavens, ringing the great dome at equal intervals. Yana heard David’s footsteps, muted on the gloriously jeweled pavement.

“This isn’t a model at all, is it?” he said in a low voice. “It’s a gateway. I think… I would hypothesize, that we’ve entered the nesh palace, which has somehow become proportional once we left the avenue.”

Ilyana gaped up at the palace. It was so huge. It was also gaudy, stuccoed and painted in bright primary colors with a trim of gold and silver lacework along the columns, rimming the grand doorways, surmounting the tiered arcades that made up the front of the wings, crawling like vines in gold relief up the towers.

“An arch rotated three hundred and sixty degrees produces a spherical dome.” She stared up at the curved expanse of the palace’s blue dome, reflecting the sky.

“True. I think we should go back to the avenue and catch our breath. I feel a little safer there.”

A feather touch brushed her ankle, and she bent and picked up a square of white silk. It fluttered in the wind, caressing her hand and twining in through her fingers. Unthinkingly, she lifted it to her face, brushed the smooth cloth along one cheek, and shut her eyes, taking in a breath. And felt a presence, knew that some thing was aware of her. She heard, like a whisper, the rustle of a robe shifting, the murmur of layers of starched fabric dragged over the ground, and the light but deliberate tap of footsteps, nearing her.

Her eyes snapped open, but she stood alone in the courtyard with David. “Someone knows we’re here,” she said. Her back tingled. She shuddered and turned all the way around, but there was only the courtyard, the palace, and the arcade that opened onto the avenue. She opened her hand, releasing the square of silk, and the wind caught it and lifted it up the stairs that led to the massive doors. She followed it.

“Yana!”

“No, let me just follow it. I won’t go in or anything.”

David came after her as she hurried up the steps—there were a lot of them—and the doors rose up before her, pale gray touched with lavender, framed by an inscription, letters in black stone in an alphabet she did not recognize which was itself contained within a mosaic trim of stars and hexagons. The door was not solid; it was a screen, riddled with holes, and Ilyana stopped in front of it and carefully set her hands on it and peered through. She saw nothing at first. Then her eyes adjusted to the dimness within and she saw a vast hall caught in twilight, shadows and light equal presences within, and in the center a person stood, frozen, ringed by a mandala of fire.

Not a person. A statue: a man, dancing, caught in the still heart of the hall, each of his four arms striking a pose, each hand framing a gesture, one leg lifted, knee bent, the foot swept forward.

She breathed as she stared and abruptly felt as if the hall within had captured the pulse of her heart, the cycle of her breathing, and breathed with her, waiting. The statue moved.

Except no, it hadn’t at all, that was a trick of her eyes. But she flashed on Kori’s Uncle Gus, and recognized who it was: It was Shiva, in his aspect as Lord of Dance, enthroned in a Chapalii gallery within a Chapalii palace.

A hand touched her back and she yelped and jumped back.

“Yana!”

“You startled me,” she said sheepishly. “Look in there.” David peered through the door, closing first one eye, then opening it and closing the other in an attempt to get a good look. “It’s too dark. I can’t see anything. I think we should go back and get the others and discuss this.”

Ilyana sighed and agreed, having no choice; however mildly David might phrase his orders, they were still orders.

They found Valentin in the plaza.

“Where is Sakhalin?” David asked him.

“I dunno. I came back here to look for you guys. He kept walking on down that way.” He waved vaguely toward one of the ten avenues.

“Valentin,” said David, “I get a little tired of your world-weary pose. Which one? We went off the avenue and this whole place seems to be changing. I want us all out of here.”

Valentin looked interested suddenly. “Oh, so I guess he shouldn’t have opened that door and gone in, huh?”

“What!”

Valentin snickered.

David swore in a language Ilyana didn’t recognize. “That isn’t funny.”

“No, no, he didn’t leave. But he was making me answer all kinds of questions, so—”

“So you thought you’d be better off with us?”

“He’s okay. I mean, I like him.” He shot a glance toward Ilyana. “And I’m not just saying that to make you mad.”

“I’m relieved,” said David. “Can you take us back to where you were?”

Valentin had many faults, but a lack of sense of direction had never been one of them. Nevertheless, they walked forever down the avenue Valentin indicated and did not find Anatoly Sakhalin.

“Maybe he went back,” Ilyana suggested, “and we missed him.”

So they went back to the plaza, back through the gateway, and came out in the gazebo in the courtyard, sunny and warm and glowing with afternoon light.

Anatoly still knelt at the latticework, eyes half shut, seeing some other sight, and his lips moved, but no sound came out.

“Damn it,” said David. “Listen, you kids stay here. I’m going in to look again.”

Even Valentin looked worried now. He sat patiently beside Ilyana on one of the benches for upwards of an hour, halfheartedly playing a Diathetics game on his slate while Ilyana mended a tear in one of Evdi’s shifts. Once, twice, one of the actors walked through, glanced curiously at them, and went on into the remodeled lavatories, but otherwise the faint scent of flowers drifted to them on the breeze and the planet sank in the sky, creeping below the walls, and Ilyana smelled supper cooking, some kind of meat stew whose aroma made her mouth water. She’d forgotten how hungry she was.

When David came back to them, he came back alone.

“Where is he?” demanded Ilyana.

David stared at Anatoly, who was clearly right there, fingers wrapped tight around the latticework, and yet was just as obviously utterly gone.

“I don’t know,” he said.

Anatoly knew very well that by conventional measurements a forest of towers that were clearly hundreds of meters high could not fit between the avenue he walked on now and the avenue that he knew lay beyond it. If the plaza was the center and the ten avenues the spokes on the wheel, it was simply impossible that those towers could be so distant. He stood with one hand resting on his saber hilt (he always wore his saber in nesh); he shaded his eyes against the sun with the other hand and studied the towers. Valentin had gone back to find David and Ilyana, but Anatoly had walked on, endlessly on it seemed, and finally the mosaic walls that lined this avenue gave out to a procession of buildings with fantastically curved roofs, all of them black or white, unrelieved by color. Then the buildings stopped, and he was left standing on a paved road that struck out onto a flat plain. To his left rose the towers. He estimated they were perhaps a kilometer away. If only he had Sosha….

To his surprise, she neighed and came cantering down the road toward him. Stay on the path, David had said. He hesitated as the mare halted before him. Then he swung up on her and headed out over the—well, it wasn’t grass, it was a gray-green plant with tiny, bulbous leaves that hugged the ground. The plants made little squelching noises under Sosha’s hooves and brought a tangy scent like seawater wafting up from the ground.

As he neared the towers he was sure that these were the same towers he had seen from the platform, when they had first arrived at Duke Naroshi’s planet, that they were the same towers he had glimpsed through the hazy barrier that surrounded their camp. They should have been underwater. But there was no river here.

Black, vermilion, and glass, they thrust straight up out of the ground, spears piercing through from some other place. Their shafts were pure and smooth; far above, each one terminated in a different form: a striped onion dome, a bright spire, a silver needle, a seven-storied pagoda. He counted forty-seven towers, then forty-nine, then fifty-one, then fifty, and finally gave up.

One tower stood a bit away from the others, like a sentry. He pulled Sosha up at its base, dismounted, hobbled her, and walked up to the wall. But the black surface wasn’t wall, it was darkened glass. Halfway around the base stood an opening, no door, just an empty space that led inside into a corridor that spiraled in until it reached the base of the stairwell that itself spiraled up, and up. Anatoly climbed. He did not get winded, nor did his legs ache. The stairs were black and slick, like obsidian, and the walls slicker still, almost like they were wet. In the center of the stairwell a luminescent shaft of pale gray stone gave off light. He lost count of the steps, just kept ascending until he thought he must have climbed far higher than the tower itself was tall.

He came around the curve and it ended in an arch that looked onto—

He stopped dead, right before the threshold. The archway opened out onto a great hall, vast in silence, lined with statues of a hundred hues and textures: a pallid griffin; an armored warrior hewn out of wood polished to a satiny gleam; a double helix wrought in diamond; a creature like melted wax with six probing appendages; a human woman in a belled skirt and a fitted vest that revealed—Anatoly looked quickly on down the line, imagining what his grandmother would say about such an immodest display; a pattern of lights pulsing over a black base; a man with four arms, one leg frozen in a graceful sweep in front of him, the other balancing his weight on the back of a misshapen dwarf….

Anatoly stepped over the threshold and into the hall. Which could, of course, not possibly be here, at the pencil-thin tip of the tower. The hall was silent, except for a faint whisper, like the slither of a snake through grass, like the hiss of sand sliding down a funnel. The noise stopped, started again, and he saw a figure moving toward him from the other end of the hall.

His heart pounded. But because he was a Sakhalin, he stood his ground and waited.

As it neared he saw that it was a Chapalii, dressed in robes that left only the creature’s hands and head uncovered. Anatoly had seen few Chapalii; other alien races were more commonly seen in Earth’s cities. This one must be male, although its skin had the lustrous glow of a fine pearl, less like skin and more like a smooth shell. Its stiff robes rustled as it walked, flaring out in a complicated drapery.

Ten paces from him, it stopped. He regarded it. It regarded him. Although he could not by and large tell the difference between individual Chapalii, he knew this was not Duke Naroshi. Nor did he think it was a steward.

“Who are you?” it asked in perfectly intelligible khush.

“I am Anatoly Sakhalin, a prince of the Sakhalin tribe and grandson of Elizaveta Sakhalin, etsana of the Sakhalin tribe and by her wisdom and her years foremost etsana among all the tribes.”

“A prince? Do you truly name yourself a prince?”

“Who are you?” he asked, a little annoyed by this inquisition.

“You are young in your power. You are of the—” Its voice had the resonant tone of a bell, and the shadows seemed to capture and hold the echoes of its words in the dark interstices of the hall while it studied and classified him. “—human race. A male.” The light had an odd quality here, planing the Chapalii’s head into a smooth oval without shadow or highlight. It had a narrow face cut by a lip-less mouth and its head broadened in back—or perhaps that was just a trick of the light. “How did you come here?”

“I came with the Bharentous Repertory Company. My wife is one of the Singers—one of the actors. I accompanied them.”

It lifted one hand—elongated fingers that were, like the plants he had ridden over, bulbous at their tips—in a gesture obviously dismissive, mimicking a human gesture. “Here.”

“Here?” Anatoly glanced back at the trellis arch that framed the doorway. “I climbed up the stairs.”

“It is forbidden for males to walk in the hall of monumental time.”

“I beg your pardon,” he said politely, realizing that she must be a female, and certainly by her bearing a great etsana. “I was not aware that I needed permission to explore here.”

She blinked. The movement was doubled: first a thin lid like hazy glass followed by a thicker, opaque lid. An instant later he realized that it wasn’t a reflex. It was a command.

The hall of monumental time melted around him and reformed into the plaza that anchored the map room.

“My brother will attend you in the Garden of the Thousand Petals of Gold,” her voice said, but she did not appear.

“When?” he asked into the air, amazed and startled.

“When you reach there, he will attend you, as is fitting.”

“But how will I get there? I can’t get through—”

“For a prince of the blood, the doors in a duke’s palace are always open.”

A wall of air hit him like a blow, and he reeled and found himself kneeling, hands clutching spasmodically at the latticework. Stunned, he lifted his head to a thousand echoing gasps, the ringing of his ears, and looked straight into Ilyana Arkhanov’s face.

“Where were you?” she demanded, then looked up over his shoulder. “Valentin! Go get David, you idiot!”

Anatoly put his hands down on the cool tile of the gazebo floor. Its solidity reassured him.

“I don’t know. Gods, and I’ve got a headache. Have you ever heard of the Garden of the Thousand Petals of Gold?”

“Anatoly!”

He turned. The movement sent spears of pain through his eyes.

“Anatoly!” Diana knelt beside him and put her arms around him. “Do you know how long you were in there?”

He knew better than to attempt to shake his head. “No.”

“Hours. Just hours. It’s evening. What happened? Where were you? Goddess, I was so worried.”

That she was worried pleased him, and caused the headache to recede slightly. “I’m not sure,” he said, and then smiled at her, and her beauty worked to soothe away more of the pain. “But I’m to meet with Duke Naroshi.”

“But no one meets with Duke Naroshi,” said David, above him. “No one but Charles.”

“Nevertheless,” said Anatoly, “I am to meet with him. I am a Sakhalin, after all.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Under the Protection of the Gods

VASHA HAD NOT RIDDEN in a wagon since he was a small child. With his wrists and ankles bound, he had no way of holding on, so he jolted along and now and again was slammed against the side of the wagon. Katerina sat against the backboard. The fetters on her wrists looked like massive iron bracelets.

“Katya!” he whispered.

The bleak fury in her eyes troubled him. “We must kill him,” she said in a low voice, accompanied by the steady tramp of Janos’s infantry alongside the wagon, “to avenge the insult to our tribe.”

“Sakhalin?”

“The khaja prince. Sakhalin will be brought before the tribes and given the sentence he deserves.”

She spoke so calmly that Vasha could not bring himself to say: If his treason is ever discovered. He glanced back, but the other captives were lost to view, fallen back among the infantry. Was his father even strong enough to stay mounted? He could see nothing, no sign of Kriye. Ahead, Princess Rusudani rode beside Prince Janos. He watched her, her blue scarf not quite concealing dark wisps of hair, her cloak fallen in folds over Misri’s sleek back.

How could she have betrayed him like that? Except she hadn’t betrayed him. She had done it to throw suspicion off Bakhtiian. He felt a stab of jealousy, remembering how she had looked at his father.

“Katya,” he began, and stopped, realizing how foolish it was to even want to discuss such a thing, now that they were prisoners and his father, perhaps, dying. But Katya stared at nothing; she had not heard him.

So they jolted on. He dozed, woke, and found a way to brace himself in a corner so he wasn’t jostled so badly. They stopped at midday, were given ale and bread and allowed to relieve themselves. Went on. At dusk the army halted, and Vasha watched from the wagon as four tents were thrown up. He saw Nikita and Mikhail and Stefan, under guard, hauling water in to one of the tents, but he did not see his father. After a while, guards hoisted them out of the wagon. Bound by chains, he hobbled along after Katya. It was by now too dark to see the other prisoners. He and Katya were put in a tent and left there, sitting on a rug.

“The prince will ransom us,” said Katya suddenly.

“No. He must know he will get the blame for Bakhtiian’s death. I think we are surety for his safety.”

“It might be,” she replied, musing, and Vasha was heartened by the life in her voice, “but even if Tess acknowledges you as Ilya’s child, no one else truly does.”

“But to the khaja I am,” he said, and could not help but feel triumphant as he said it. To the khaja he mattered.

“That’s true. Aunt Tess says that to the khaja in these parts, it is not what woman gave birth to a child but which man fathered it that matters. But how could you truly know?”

“Perhaps the women here do not take lovers once they are married.”

“Barbarians!” But she gave a little laugh. “Gods! How could Ilya have been so stupid?” Then her voice dropped. “Listen, we must think about escaping. We must get word out—”

Lantern light illuminated the tent walls from the outside and voices rose as someone arrived. Katya fell silent. She lifted her chin and glared at the entrance just as one of the captains came in, followed by Prince Janos. A soldier stood next to them, holding a lantern.

“You speak Taor,” said Janos to Vasha.

“Yes.”

“Where did you learn it?”

Vasha studied him and wondered whether it was wiser to answer or to act defiantly. Without his armor on, Janos was still a sturdily-built man, strong, and he did not look all that much older man Vasha. Probably it was wiser to remind the prince of the power of the tribes. “I learned it from Terese Soerensen, who is Prince of Jeds.”

“She who was married to Bakhtiian while he lived.”

Vasha glanced at Katya, who lifted her chin infinitesimally. “She was.”

“And she tolerated a rival to her own children to live in Bakhtiian’s tents?”

“She adopted me,” said Vasha proudly.

“She adopted you? What does this mean?”

Vasha thought quickly. Wiser to downplay the connection, or magnify it? If Janos thought he was too important, would he kill him outright, or be more likely to treat him well? Think like a Sakhalin, he thought abruptly, and chose to risk the latter course. “She acknowledged me in the eyes of the tribe as Bakhtiian’s son.”

Janos said something in his own language to his captain before turning back to Vasha. “So your mother was a concubine?”

“What is concubine?”

“She was not Bakhtiian’s wife.”

Katya was chewing on her lower lip, and Vasha felt her alliance with him, her concentration, almost the physical act of willing him on, as a great well of strength. “She was not.”

“Then you are a bastard.”

“He is also,” said Katerina, speaking up suddenly, “Bakhtiian’s only adult son.”

Janos’s gaze leapt to her. She stared back, and Vasha could see her grow by degrees more angry as Janos examined her with immodest directness, not bothering to hide his interest. “What of you, Katerina Orzhekov? Are you also a bastard?”

She flung her head back. “Of course not! I am the daughter of Sonia Orzhekov and the granddaughter of Irena Orzhekov, who is chief etsana among all the tribes.”

“I have been told that the Sakhalin are chief among all the tribes.”

“They are First among the Tribes, it is true, but the Orzhekovs rule the tribes now.”

“Ha!” Janos turned and addressed a long comment to his captain, in which they heard the words “Sakhalin” and “Orzhekov” several times. He turned back to them. “I beg your pardon for putting you in chains, but you understand that you are too valuable to me to risk losing.”

“Among our people,” retorted Katya, “a woman would never be treated in this way.”

“I assure you that you will be better treated once we reach the safety of my court. Now. Is there anything you need? I will see that food and drink are brought.”

“I wish the rest of our companions to be brought here to us, and to travel with us,” said Katya.

“No. They are slaves now. They have a separate place.”

“We need to pray, in the manner of our people,” said Vasha quickly, because he could see that Katya was angry and likely to say something intemperate. “For this, I would request the presence of our priest.”

“If he is still alive, I will have him escorted here by Captain Maros.” Janos offered Katya a little bow—Vasha could not tell if it was meant to be ironic or respectful—and left.

Katerina took in a big breath and let it out. “That was clever of you,” she said into the darkness. “Of course you aren’t important, but how is he to know that? That is why the khaja are weak, that they pass everything through the male line. But if he thinks you are valuable, then you can negotiate with him.”

“The Kireyevsky tribe is important!”

“It’s a granddaughter tribe, you know that as well as I do. But this is something Andrei Sakhalin could not have expected: Prince Janos has an alliance with him, but Sakhalin won’t imagine that Janos thinks you are also a prince.”

“No doubt Sakhalin thinks I am dead along with all the rest of them, if he thinks of me at all, which I doubt. But Katya.” His voice dropped. “Do you suppose that Yaroslav Sakhalin is part of the plot?”

“No. Yaroslav Sakhalin never had to throw his support behind Ilya, but he did. Why should he withdraw it now? And in such a dishonorable way? He would never do such a thing, as you would know if you ever bothered to listen to him instead of just rebelling against him.”

“Let’s not start that again! I think I have learned my lesson. But what does Andrei Sakhalin have to gain?”

She hitched up against him and rested her head on his shoulder. He kissed her hair, for comfort, and because with his wrists bound he could not embrace her. “I have thought about nothing else all day.”

“Nothing else except the revenge you intend to exact on the khaja prince.”

“It’s true,” she mused, “that he does not seem quite so horrible now, although he’s terribly immodest. But it must be Galina.”

“Galina? Oh. Of course. Sakhalin has the two sons by her, and because Nadine has no sons, Galina’s boys are as likely to inherit the dyanship as any other Orzhekov child.”

“Perhaps, more likely, because their father is a Sakhalin. Surely Yaroslav Sakhalin and Mother Sakhalin will not hesitate to suggest such a course, if Bakhtiian dies.”

“I don’t know,” said Vasha. “It seems so rash, to do what he did.”

“Andrei Sakhalin is not a thoughtful man.”

“Huh. I suppose you would know. You’re the one who took him for a lover, which is pretty disgusting if you ask me—”

She butted him with her head, knocking him over. “I may take any man I want as my lover. He’s no worse than any other.”

“In your blankets, you mean? I didn’t know one man was the same as another, but perhaps we all feel the same in the dark. Oof. Don’t kick me when I’m down.” He struggled up to sit, almost laughing. “Katya, I—” Leaning forward, his mouth brushed her cheek and he realized with a start that her skin was wet with tears. “Katya! What is it?”

“Oh, Vasha.” She said nothing more, just cried silently, and the tears ran down her face and slid into his mouth.

Voices sounded from outside. She pushed away from him just as the entrance flap was thrown aside and Ilya staggered in and promptly collapsed. Impassive soldiers, stepping over him, set a flask of wine, a loaf of bread, and a hank of freshly-cooked meat in front of Vasha and put a chamber pot down against the tent wall. They skirted Ilya and went out.

Vasha flipped over to his knees and hopped over to Bakhtiian. “Father! Father!” He put his hands on Ilya’s neck, careful to keep the chains from scraping his skin, and found a pulse. It raced, but Ilya’s eyes were shut. Katya managed to capture the flask of wine with her fingers and she struggled over as well, her skirts getting tangled in her manacled legs.

“Here. Give him this.”

They put a few drops of wine on his lips and after a moment he licked them off. They gave him a few drops more, and then he actually drank some. Katya laboriously hitched back over to the other food and pushed it back along the carpet. She tore off a hunk of bread and moistened it with wine. Without opening his eyes, Ilya ate it.

“Father,” said Vasha in a low voice. “Can you hear me? Did Stefan tend your wounds?”

Ilya’s lips were bled pale by the effort of eating. “Cold.” His voice was so faint that the rustling of the guards outside practically smothered it. He was so weak that the guards had not even bothered to bind him in any way.

“Here,” said Katya briskly, “eat some more bread.” She gave him more of the wine-soaked bread and he swallowed it. “Vasha, we’ll have to lie on either side of him. We don’t have any blankets, and I don’t think it would be wise to call attention to him.”

They ate the rest of the food, saving the last of the bread and wine for Ilya, for the morning, and lay down on either side of him. Bakhtiian shivered once, twice, and took in a sharp, hissed breath, then stilled. He was cool, but slowly Vasha felt him warm, felt his body against his back like comfort, although surely it was Vasha giving comfort to his father, not the other way around.

But he remembered long ago nights, when Natalia and Yurinya were still quite small, and how the babies, as he called them, would crawl in to share their parents’ blankets on stormy nights and cold nights. During the day the illusion might be maintained, that Vasha was truly part of the family, but on those nights, lying alone, knowing that Talia and Yuri could snuggle in to the safety and security of their father and their mother (Tess sometimes threw them back out; Ilya never did) and knowing that, somehow, he could not, he had cried sometimes. But now he pressed his back up against his father, giving him warmth, and Vasha felt, oddly enough, safe.

Across Ilya’s body, Katerina murmured to herself. The rise and fall of her voice reminded him of Rusudani praying, but Katya seemed to be talking reverentially to someone who wasn’t there; he couldn’t hear the words, but he caught a name once, and again: Mariya. Her voice soothed him. His father’s breathing slowed and gentled. Vasha slept.

Katya woke him before dawn. Together, fumbling in the darkness, they woke Ilya and got the last of the wine and the bread down him. When the guards came for them, Vasha drew himself up.

“This man will ride in the wagon with us,” he said imperiously, and refused to budge.

Captain Osman was summoned.

Vasha broke in before the captain could even ask what was going on. “It would be a grave insult to our gods to let a priest of our people fall behind in the dust. He will ride in the wagon with us until he is fit to ride himself.”

One of the guards objected.

“We don’t have time,” said Osman in Taor, cutting him off. “Throw him in the wagon.”

So Ilya rode with them, lying on the carpet with part of it thrown over him. Kriye allowed himself to be tied to the wagon on a long lead-line.

“They’re in a hurry,” said Vasha, watching as the tents were thrown down and piled into wagons.

“They fear pursuit.” Katya stroked Ilya’s hair, and he opened his eyes, focusing on her, and shut them again. “They know that jaran riders can easily catch up to infantry.”

“How soon will they come looking for us?”

Katya shrugged. “In a few days they’ll wonder why we haven’t returned yet and they’ll send a scouting force. After that, they’ll send a whole ten thousand to burn Urosh Monastery to the ground.”

“And find Prince Janos’s trail.”

“We have only to keep Ilya alive, and to survive ourselves, Vasha. The army will come for us.”

“And for the others, too.”

She squinted out down the line of wagons, which had begun to lurch along the road. “Yes. But we can protect Ilya best. The others must fend for themselves, for now.”

“Unless by protecting Ilya we bring him to the prince’s attention.”

Katerina looked down on Ilya, her face pinched with worry. Then her expression smoothed, infusing with purpose. “He’s not strong enough to survive any other way. Not yet.” She glanced up at Vasha. “You did well, this morning, getting him into the wagon. You acted very much the prince.”

Her praised heartened him. At midday he demanded wine and food, and they got it. That night, when they stopped to camp, he demanded blankets and more food, double the amount they had had last night, and wine more suitable to a prince’s taste. And they got it.

They traveled on through a wooded countryside leavened by villages and fields. Each day the army rose before dawn and marched until sunset. Prince Janos was intent on reaching the safety of his court and drove his men forward at a blistering pace. Vasha could not imagine walking for so long every day at such a pace. In the evenings he often glimpsed Stefan and Nikita and Mikhail in the distance, carrying water, setting up tents, currying horses, but after the first three days he stopped seeing Stanislav Vershinin. They never came close enough to speak with him, but now and again one would lift a hand, seeing him across camp, and he would wave back, to show that Ilya was still alive.

His father was still alive. For ten days he did not speak, barely moved, but progressively ate a bit more each day. Katya fussed over him in the privacy of the tent. She ripped her inner skirt into strips to change the dressing on his ribs, using some of the wine to daub clean me wound. In public, she ignored him, except to surreptitiously make sure he wasn’t being jarred too badly as the wagon jolted over the ruts in the ground that the khaja called a road.

“The Habakar had better roads,” Katya observed one day after a particularly bad jolt pitched Ilya into me side of the wagon. His lips thinned, but he did not cry out against the pain. Vasha admired his endurance.

“Damn it,” said Ilya suddenly, eyes still closed. His hands fumbled at his belt buckle. “Where is the ribbon?”

A breath caught in Vasha’s throat and he glanced toward Katya. His heart pounded fiercely. Ilya opened his eyes. Even clouded by pain, his gaze still had the power to sear Vasha through.

“I have it here, Cousin,” said Katya. Her voice shook. “It began to fray, with all the rubbing, so I tied it around my neck.”

“I want it,” gasped Ilya.

Katya glanced around. The soldiers driving the wagons had long since come to ignore her conversations with Vasha, conducted in a language foreign to them, but now, with the addition of a third, unfamiliar voice, the man not driving turned right round and looked straight at Ilya, whose eyes were still open. The khaja soldier grunted and said something to his companion, and a flurry of talk spread in the ranks of men surrounding the wagon. Katya glared helplessly as a number of soldiers broke ranks and came over to peer into the back of the wagon. Vasha saw coins changing hands, and he suddenly realized that the khaja soldiers had been betting on whether or not the jaran priest would live. Probably the odds had now changed. He almost laughed, the thought struck him as so funny; he almost wept, out of relief, seeing that some of the khaja soldiers were angry, thinking now that they would lose their bet.

When at last the interest died down and the new round of wagering took its course and quieted, Katya undid the green ribbon and gave it to Ilya. His fingers closed over it in a grip so strong that his skin went white at the knuckles. Finally, after ages, he relaxed and tried, without success, to lace the ribbon back into his belt buckle.

“Here, let me help you,” said Vasha, bending over him.

Ilya looked up and registered him, as if for the first time. “You weren’t killed.”

Vasha blinked back tears. “I wasn’t even scratched.”

“How many… are left?” The words came out staggered, as if it was hard for Ilya to voice them.

“Not many. Listen, Father—” Vasha leaned farther over him, twining the ribbon into the buckle and speaking in a whisper. “What do you remember?”

“Kriye. Nothing. Andrei Sakhalin must have betrayed us. That’s all.”

“Then remember this. The khaja who took us prisoner, Prince Janos, believes that Bakhtiian is dead, and believes that you are a Singer, a priest. That is why you have survived so far.”

Ilya coughed, but perhaps it was meant to be a laugh. “Under the protection of the gods.”

“Yes. We’re headed west, but—”

“Let him rest,” said Katya. “That’s enough to absorb for now.”

They let him rest, but over the next five days he improved so rapidly that it was almost as if, before, he had been struggling more over the question of whether to live or die than over his actual injuries. He still spoke rarely, but he ate voraciously, and finally the guards bound his wrists in rope and took him before Prince Janos. Vasha demanded to be taken as well, since the prince had ignored them since that one visit the first night of their journey, and Captain Osman bowed before him and offered to personally escort him and Katya to Prince Janos.

Janos waited inside the plain white campaign tent he used as his headquarters. It rose first of all the tents each night and came down last in the morning. The prince sat on a carved chair, with Rusudani seated beside him on a chair that bore the seal of the presbyter of Urosh Monastery on its back. Vasha recognized it from the church.

They were stopped just inside the tent, waiting while an unarmed man read to the prince from some kind of list. Behind the chairs, an inner curtain had been drawn back somewhat, revealing a wide four-posted bed covered with a quilt embroidered with gold thread. Rusudani, sitting with a book open on her lap, glanced up at their entrance. Her eyes widened with surprise and curiosity. Daringly, Vasha met her gaze briefly, but she looked beyond him and saw Bakhtiian. Her face lit; as quickly, she bent her head down to hide her expression.

When the khaja servant had finished, Janos motioned him aside. “I give you greetings, Prince Vasil’ii, Princess Katherine,” he said with ominous politeness. He looked expectantly at Captain Osman, asking him a question. Osman pushed Ilya forward.

“Kneel before the prince,” Osman said in Taor.

Ilya looked weak, pale, and stubborn. “I kneel before no man, only before the gods.”

Vasha wanted to kick him. He slid one boot over and nudged him, but Ilya either did not feel it or, more likely, ignored it.

Janos folded his arms across his chest. His expression, a mask of icy patience, did not change.

Rusudani closed the book in her lap and handed it to Jaelle, gesturing toward Bakhtiian. Hesitantly, Jaelle walked forward. “My lady wishes this returned to you.” She offered the book to Ilya. He took it, glanced at it, and tucked it under one arm.

“I could have you killed for your arrogance,” said Prince Janos conversationally, “but my wife owns you now, and it is her will that you be allowed to live, so that she may instruct you in the true faith.”

Ilya was a master at controlling his expression. Standing so close to his father, Vasha felt more than saw the surprise register when Janos referred to Rusudani so casually as his wife.

“I am beholden to the princess,” Ilya replied.

“How comes it that a man such as yourself has learned to speak Taor so well?”

“I have been called by the gods to learn many new things.”

Janos lifted a hand and spoke a few words to one of his attendants. A moment later, Konstans’ helmet was given into his hands, the white plume a beacon in the lantern-lit tent. “I wonder,” said Janos, standing and walking over to him, “if this would fit you.”

Ilya blanched, and Vasha cursed himself silently. It was a terrible way to learn of Konstans’s death. Ilya lifted his bound hands abruptly and warded off the helmet. “It is not mine to wear,” he said hoarsely. “That helmet belongs to the man who earned the right to wear it.”

“That man is dead,” said Janos, but he smiled, slightly, and went back to his chair and gave the helmet back to an attendant, evidently satisfied by what he had seen. “Osman, remove him. He may take food and drink to the prince and princess in the evenings, and pray with them, but otherwise, he will labor and travel with the other slaves.”

Rusudani watched him go and then, as if his absence galvanized her, she beckoned to Katerina.

“Princess Rusudani asks that you come forward,” translated Jaelle. “She hopes you have been well treated so far in your journey.”

“I would be better treated were I to be freed,” responded Katerina, coming forward to kneel before Rusudani. Janos coughed, looking amused. Katya shot him a glare and turned a softer gaze on Rusudani, who leaned down and took her hands in hers. “But I thank you for your concern.”

“Tell me, Prince Vasil’ii,” said Janos, dismissing the women’s conversation as if it were of no interest to him, “do you play dars?”

“I don’t know what that is.”

“Lord Belos, the board.” The man addressed brought forward a table, a stool, and a leather case, which he opened to reveal a board painted with white and red squares and a carved wooden box which contained small carved pieces in either white or red representing castles, infantrymen, mounted soldiers, churchmen, and princes.

Vasha ventured forward. “Yes, I know this game. In Jeds they call it castles.”

“Sit.” Janos waved to the stool. “Did the Prince of Jeds teach you this, as well?”

Vasha sat. “No. I learned it from her court physician, Dokhtor Hierakis. She also taught me a game much like this, called chess, but in chess the etsana—the queen—is the most powerful piece on the board.”

“It must come from a barbarian land. Lord Belos, bring us wine.” Janos placed one white and one red castle on the board. “Which do you choose?”

Vasha chose red. “How did you learn Taor, Prince Janos?” he asked as he set up his pieces. Lord Belos put down two cups of wine on the little table, beside the board. The wine was steaming, pungent.

“I also learned it from a woman, from my mother.”

“How did she come to know Taor?”

Janos smiled a small, secret smile. “My father’s first wife was a princess from Hereti-Manas. After she died in childbed, he needed funds more than bloodlines, since Dushan had already fallen from its preeminent position among the Yos principalities. So he married my mother, who brought with her the greatest fortune in all the Yos principalities, a fortune gained by her ancestors in the caravan trade. He ennobled her father and convinced her mother to convert from her heretical faith, but nevertheless, like you, Prince Vasil’ii, my right to the title of prince has always remained suspect because of her birth.”

Surprised by this confession, Vasha glanced up and met Janos’s gaze. It was even, unclouded by petulance, and permanently marked by ambition. Despite himself, Vasha could not dislike him.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The Garden of the Thousand Petals of Gold

THEY HELD A WAR council. Anatoly was surprised at how many people attended it: David, of course, Gwyn Jones, Wingtuck Lien, Owen and Ginny, a pretty young woman named Annet who was one of the actors but evidently also in on the conspiracy, Joseph, and the etsana of the company, Yomi. Anatoly had insisted that Diana attend, though she didn’t want to. The story had thrown her into a belligerent mood that troubled Anatoly.

They sat in a circle in Owen and Ginny’s room, and Anatoly waited politely for Yomi to open the council. A tap sounded on the wall outside. Without waiting for an answer, Hyacinth pushed aside the curtain and came in.

“Goddess,” he said, having the nerve to sit down right next to Anatoly, squeezing in between him and David, “why did you all give me the job of throwing Veselov off the scent?”

“I didn’t know he was on the scent,” remarked Gwyn Jones, the actor whose quiet mien Anatoly had long since recognized as a cloud concealing a bright light.

Anatoly waited for someone to challenge Hyacinth’s right to be here, but no one did.

“Veselov’s not stupid.” Hyacinth snorted. “He knows there’s something going on that he’s not part of. He hates that.”

“Listen,” said David. “I move we all formally recognize Hyacinth for his services in leading Veselov off the scent. Now, the question: Can we afford to pass up this opportunity?”

They began to debate. Anatoly quickly identified two factions: Owen and Ginny were against anything that might upset the delicate accommodation they had reached with Duke Naroshi; David and Wingtuck and Gwyn wanted Anatoly to meet with Duke Naroshi as soon as possible, to follow up on this promising lead.

“Only Charles has ever met with any member of the Chapalii nobility,” said David. “We can’t pass this up. Think of what we could learn.”

“Surely Terese Soerensen has met with Chapalii nobility,” objected Owen. “Earth diplomats have as well.”

“Tess is on interdiction on Rhui. She is officially dead. How will that help us? Earth diplomats as far as we can tell have the approximate status of Chapalii merchants and ship captains: above servants, but definitely beneath the nobility. Anatoly, you haven’t spoken yet.”

Anatoly had been wondering why Hyacinth was here. Was it possible Hyacinth was part of the conspiracy? It seemed unlikely. Yet it was true that sidetracking as persistent a person as Vasil Veselov away from a meeting like this was no small feat. “The etsana I met did not ask, she said that her brother would attend me. If that is her command, then as a guest in her camp, I must obey her.”

A silence followed this comment.

“I don’t understand,” said Diana suddenly, speaking for the first time. “I thought Chapalii women were in purdah or something, that they were restricted. That they had no rights under the Chapalii legal system. Isn’t it true that a female who marries loses all her status, wealth, and position from her father’s house and becomes the property of her husband? So how could she—that is, Duke Naroshi’s sister, if that’s even who it was—claim to know what her brother will or won’t do?”

Hurt, Anatoly flinched back from her tone. “You don’t believe my account of our meeting?”

“You said she spoke khush! Where would a Chapalii learn khush?”

David coughed. “Diana, it’s possible that that is merely how Anatoly experienced her speech.”

“I’m just saying,” continued Diana stubbornly, “that either Anatoly didn’t understand her and the intent of the encounter, or else we’ve been misunderstanding something major about Chapalii culture all this time.”

“Diana,” said Yomi gently, “the best human and league xenologists and diplomats and anthropologists have been studying the Chapalii for two hundred years. Anatoly met—if we can use that term—this purported female Chapalii in nesh for minutes, at most. Begging your pardon, Anatoly, but I’m not sure we can give your account the same credence.”

Everyone looked at Anatoly, but he steeled himself to remain impassive.

Beside him, Diana caught her fair hair in one hand and pulled it back over her shoulder, looking disgruntled by this criticism.

“Maybe so, but Anatoly was trained in a harsh school. In his world, if you didn’t observe correctly, the most likely outcome was death. Even with all the prejudices he brought with him, I’m not sure he might not observe with a fresher and less prejudiced eye than all our experts.”

Everyone began to argue at once. Finally, disgusted, Anatoly stood up. When he saw he had their attention, he spoke. “I beg your pardon,” he said politely, “but as a commander in the vanguard of Bakhtiian’s army, it is my duty to go.”

“Who is Bakhtiian?” Annet whispered.

Owen swore. Loudly. “What nonsense is this! I demand we bring the matter before Soerensen—”

“Now, Owen,” David began.

Anatoly pulled Diana to her feet. “We’ll go get Portia and go now. I see no reason to delay.”

“We? I’m not going. Portia is certainly not!”

“Of course we will go together. It would not be polite otherwise.” Tired of all the bickering—gods, these khaja spent most of their time discussing and debating instead of acting—Anatoly took her by the wrist and tugged her outside the room. David winked at him as he left and fluidly continued the argument with Owen.

Outside, Anatoly turned to his wife. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For defending me to Yomi.”

Diana colored slightly. “They don’t know you. They don’t know your strengths. I know how precisely you can observe. I trust you to see things as they are. Well, most things. But you’re not taking Portia!”

“I’ll thank you to understand that I would not take my daughter into any situation that I judged dangerous, Diana. You khaja do not know how to conduct a war. Any fool can see that the Chapalii are more powerful. If they have not harmed us yet, then why should they harm us now? They would have acted long ago if they meant to destroy humans. In a strong line of defense, you must probe for weakness. If a scout can’t sneak in, then you walk in openly, with respect, but keeping your eyes open. Every army has a weakness.”

“Ha!” said Diana sarcastically. “Then what is Bakhtiian’s weakness?”

They stopped in the courtyard, where they found Veselov sitting on the gazebo bench beside his two sons. They were all embroidering. Vasil glanced up and smiled winningly at them, then bent back to answer one of Anton’s questions. As if he didn’t care where they had come from or where they were going now. Valentin looked up and saw Anatoly. He bit at his lower lip and cocked his head to one side, seeming to ask if he could have permission to leave.

“I suppose,” said Anatoly slowly, “that Bakhtiian’s weakness is that he doesn’t know that anything—that all this—exists outside of himself and his vision.”

“He can’t know. Rhui is interdicted.”

“I know.”

“Oh, Anatoly.” Her hand, resting so gently on his upper arm, felt pitying more than comforting. “You never should have come.”

“I should have been kept ignorant, too?” He watched the words make her wince. “Well, perhaps I have thought that myself, but don’t you see? This opportunity is what I came for. I can feel it.” He clenched one hand and saw, beyond the open caravansary gates, Portia and Evdokia running past, following by a laughing Ilyana. “Something is about to happen. And we’re going….” He trailed off.

David emerged from the west colonnade and smiled cheerfully at him. “They’ll argue for another hour at least.”

“Good. We’ll go now, then.”

“Uh, do you have a way planned?”

“We’ll ride to the ebony gate and it will open for me.”

“You seem sure of that.”

“Such has the etsana decreed.”

Diana gave an embarrassed smile. “I’m sorry, David. He isn’t always this arrogant.”

“He isn’t?” David asked, and grinned at Anatoly as if only they two could share the joke; Anatoly liked him for taking the sting out of Diana’s words. She looked disconcerted. David might not be a soldier, but he was a steady companion, and wise in more than just the ways of khaja engineering.

“I will go get Portia,” said Anatoly, knowing better than to leave that to Diana. “David, we have five saddles. Should we take two more riders?”

“The more eyes the better.”

“Then who?”

As if in answer to the question, which he couldn’t have heard, Veselov stood up and sauntered over. “Is it true you’ve received a summons to attend Duke Naroshi, Sakhalin? I’ll go.”

“No.”

“But of course I will. It’s no trouble. I’ll go get my saddle now. But you will have to ask Yana herself if you can borrow her saddle.” He shot Anatoly a charming smile replete with malice. How he had found out about the whole disgraceful episode Anatoly could not imagine, but it was obvious Vasil would not hesitate to use it against him if Anatoly did not agree to whatever he wanted. Vasil caught Diana’s hand in one of his, brought it to his lips, and brushed a kiss on her knuckles. “I am sure Karolla will be happy to lend you her saddle. I’ll go fetch it now.” He dropped her hand and left.

Diana wiped her hand on her skirt.

“I’ll go talk to Yana,” said David hastily. “Meet you at the horses. And I’ll get Gwyn. If anyone can rein in Veselov, it’s Gwyn.”

“Don’t bother,” said Anatoly coldly. “Veselov is not coming with us.”

“You can’t stop him,” said Diana. She laughed breathlessly. “But I’d like to see it.”

“Meet me by the horses,” snapped Anatoly, growing more and more irritated. He stalked off, getting his saddle and gear first and then separating Portia from Evdokia where they ran around and around one of the flower beds shrieking and giggling in a game that involved horses, dragons, and Infinity Jilt, girl-pirate, on a speed yacht race from Jupiter to the Horsehead Nebula. He went out to the horse herd, and little Sosha, as he had named his new mare, came right to him. He finished saddling her as the others came up: Diana looked cross; David and Gwyn Jones each carried a saddle, and Hyacinth tagged along after them; Veselov lugged two saddles by himself. Unfortunately Valentin and Anton had decided to come with him.

Anatoly examined Hyacinth, who stood, smirking, with his arms folded over his chest, and watched Veselov cut out and saddle a horse. He realized all at once that he didn’t dislike Hyacinth nearly as much as he disliked Vasil Veselov.

“Valentin,” he said, “saddle a horse for David. Hyacinth, you’ll take the one Veselov is saddling.”

Veselov cinched up the saddle before turning. “No, he won’t. I’m going.”

“You are not going.”

A hush fell over the little group. The other men paused to watch, and Diana made a great show of sighing, with a woman’s disgust for men’s arguments.

“Listen, Sakhalin, you may be first among the tribes in the jaran, but the jaran are nothing here, and so are you.”

“You are not going, Veselov, because I say so, and because the invitation was for me, not for you. Therefore I am in command. In any case, I am wearing a saber, and you are not.”

Veselov snorted. “You never truly left the jaran, did you? Well, I did, Anatoly Sakhalin, and I find this pathetic.”

“You may find it anything you wish. You are not coming with me.”

“But I am.”

Valentin watched the exchange with violent interest.

Anatoly dropped little Sosha’s reins and crossed to stand in front of Veselov. He lowered his voice. “Do not make me humiliate you in front of your sons. Don’t think that I can’t.”

Veselov dropped his voice as well. Out of the corner of his eye, Anatoly noted David drawing the others away, busying them with the horses. “What are you going to do? Challenge me to a duel?”

“Do you even have a saber anymore?”

That made Veselov bridle. “Of course I do.”

“Who would win such a duel?”

“You would. But these khaja don’t care for such displays. You are the one who would look bad, for pressing such a fight on me. I know how to play by khaja rules, Sakhalin. You don’t.”

“I know how to win, Veselov, and I intend to. You are only one more obstacle in my path.”

“My, my, the little Sakhalin has ambition.”

Anger flared and then, oddly enough, died. Veselov’s insults abruptly lost their power to disturb him. He wondered, suddenly, how David, or even Diana, would handle Veselov. “What do you want?”

“A private audience with Duke Naroshi.”

“Why bother to come with us, then? You won’t get that now.”

“You’re a good looking man, it’s true, but you’re nothing compared to me. Why shouldn’t Duke Naroshi notice me, even in a crowd?”

At that moment, revelation struck Anatoly: Veselov was a madman. Not like those Singers who, having absorbed too much of the gods’ wisdom, could no longer walk straight nor speak in tongues that humans could understand, but in a tedious, small way: Unable to see past his own beauty, praised too much for charm and looks, Veselov had ceased seeing any of the world that existed outside of his own self. He thought he was the world.

“That is true,” said Anatoly, dropping his voice to a whisper, “so you can see why I can’t allow you to go with me. I am on a mission for the army, Veselov. I can’t afford distractions.”

“That could be true,” agreed Veselov thoughtfully. “But so far I haven’t managed to gain the duke’s notice.”

“You are trying too hard. Or perhaps he isn’t interested in having a new courtier.”

“That must be it. A whisper can be more gripping than a shout.”

“Then you’ll wait?”

Veselov hesitated.

That was all Anatoly needed. He got the others mounted and they were away before Veselov could change his mind. Portia sat in front of her father, delighted to be riding.

“What did you say to him?” David and Diana and Hyacinth asked, and then laughed, because they had said it all at once.

“What was necessary.”

They rode out to the rose wall, and Anatoly let Portia handle the reins, telling her secrets about horses, and about this mare in particular. When they reached the great block of ebony stone, Anatoly pulled up in front of it. Feeling foolish and confident together, he raised his right hand and announced to the air and the wind: “I wish to travel to the Garden of the Thousand Petals of Gold.”

The stone opened.

The barge waited. They led the horses up the ramp. Hyacinth’s mare balked, and Anatoly had to go back and coax her up. As soon as they were all on, a cloudy skin sheathed the barge. The deck under them thrummed, and they moved forward under the wall. It was more like a tunnel, the wall was so thick, and when they came out the other side, rain began to pound on the gelatinous dome raised over their heads. Through this skin, they saw murky shapes, buildings, perhaps trees, and there, in the distance, towers. The rain came down so hard that it roared in their ears. The temperature changed at once. The air here was steamy, laden with the smell of lush and rotting vegetation. It made him sweat.

“Is it always like this?” he asked when he had gotten over his surprise.

“Yes,” said Diana.

“Yes,” said Hyacinth.

“But we’ve only made three trips,” said Gwyn. “That’s not a very big sample.”

“It’s gooey.” Portia touched the dome and then tasted her fingers.

Diana yanked Portia’s hand out of her mouth and wiped it on her skirt.

“Here,” said David. “The two times I came along we turned at a forty-five degree angle here.”

They did not turn.

Anatoly gave little Sosha’s reins to Hyacinth and walked up to the prow, leaning against the railing. In the world outside, it rained, heavy drops drumming down in sheets. At last a pale building loomed in front of the barge and as they passed under an arch, the rain stopped pounding above them. The barge stopped, sinking down to the ground, and the dome retracted. It was still raining, but here the rain was only a fine mist. They looked out over a vast courtyard surrounded by the distant bulk of a white palace crowned with onion domes and spires. In the center of this courtyard rested a square pool, so big that the Chapalii walking on its farther shore looked no taller than hand’s height. The barge sat under a gateway of horn, carved with glyphs and evidently grown either from the earth or scavenged from some gigantic monster. The pool was lined with trees whose golden flowers drifted gently down into the water, dappling it with petals. Rain stirred the surface of the water, which shone a pellucid blue under the dome of glossy clouds that covered the sky. The air smelled strange: spicy, too rich, cutting at the throat. Portia sneezed.

An island sat in the middle of the lake, its banks brilliant with flowers. It was a small island, dominated by the rush of color along its shoreline and by a belvedere sitting alone in the middle of the island, the still center of this silent scene. Nothing stirred out there. Distant figures moved along the far bank, but they seemed unaware of the presence of these human visitors.

Anatoly took little Sosha down the ramp and the others followed him. He gave the reins to Hyacinth and walked out to the bank of the pond. A lip hung over the edge. Moss grew over the white stone to brush the water. A wave rose, and suddenly a shell-backed creature broke the surface and swam over toward them. Everyone except Anatoly stepped back prudently. He merely watched as the creature came to a halt before him, its shell rising up out of the water until it lay even with the lip of stone. It had six flippers, a beaklike face, and its green shell was flat and chased across with elegant patterns.

“Is there a boat?” David asked, peering around.

Anatoly hoisted Portia up into his arms and stepped out onto the back of the creature.

“Anatoly!” Diana cried.

The creature began to swim, heading for the island, and Portia laughed with utter delight. “Look, Papa! It’s eating the petals! Gulp.”

Anatoly laughed, hugging her closer to him. Rain misted down around them, but it was too light to be bothersome. Behind, Diana called after them, then David, but he felt it beneath his dignity to turn and answer. In any case, he was not sure enough of his footing that he wanted to risk moving. The creature swam evenly, eyes just at the level of the water, and cut through the water with becoming efficiency. Looking down, Anatoly could see only blue, endless blue, as if the lake was one facet of an enormous, fluid gem filigreed with an endless shifting pattern of crystalline raindrops. He had no idea how deep the lake was.

A single path cut down through the banks of flowers on the islands. The creature deposited them there, and there Anatoly turned to see how his forces had chosen to position themselves: Hyacinth and Gwyn had stayed with the horses; Diana and David had found transport of their own.

Diana was giggling as she stepped off onto the island, her cheeks flushed, and David looked both amused and bemused. They followed him up the gently sloping path to the center of the island. No one was there. The belvedere was only an open, roofed gallery, decorated with lush trails of hanging flowers. It contained one chair, a mat woven of long, broad leaves stamped with the pattern of the golden flowers, and nothing else.

Anatoly sat in the chair, decided he didn’t like it, and sat down on the mat instead in the traditional jaran style.

“Uh, shouldn’t you stand?” David asked. “It wouldn’t be polite for us to be sitting when Duke Naroshi arrives.”

“I will sit here,” said Anatoly. Portia came and sat on his lap. Diana walked over to brush a hand over the flowers, which grew up to the edge of the belvedere.

David paced. Halted. “Look!”

A procession emerged from the distant palace and came toward them at a bewildering speed, growing so quickly that it was as if the island moved, too. The vessel seemed at first to Anatoly like a chariot not pulled by horses. Three figures stood in it. David, coming to stand by him, grew increasingly agitated, and Diana flushed, went pale, tried to grab Portia away from him, then retreated to stand just behind him.

The vessel halted at the opposite end of the belvedere and Duke Naroshi and his two attendants stepped out.

Naroshi came forward at once. Anatoly had never seen a Chapalii nobleman at such close range before. He examined him intently: skin so white that it seemed to possess no color at all; long-fingered hands interlaced in an odd fashion; height that was not, strangely enough, matched by bulk but rather seemed suspended on a fragile frame. Naroshi halted five steps before him and went down on one knee.

David gasped.

It took Anatoly two breaths to sort out what he was seeing: Duke Naroshi was doing obeisance before him. A faint hint of blue chased across those pallid cheeks and vanished. Anatoly raised his right hand. “You may rise, Duke Naroshi, and sit in the chair.”

“You are generous, Prince of the Sakhalin, but I do not deserve your pardon. It is my shame that I did not grant you the honor due to you when you arrived here.”

He was speaking in khush, too, or at least, Anatoly reminded himself, that was how he heard it. The duke’s voice was soft and eerie, like wind whistling down a hall.

“I did not wish to be known,” said Anatoly. Naroshi’s deference made him uncomfortable. “Please sit.”

Naroshi sat in the chair, tangled his fingers together into a new arrangement, and regarded Anatoly with an impassive expression. Anatoly remembered that the Chapalii, being alien, did not have expressions that a human could read, if indeed they showed facial expressions at all. They aren’t like us, Diana had once explained to him. But they didn’t seem that different now.

“Each petal that falls into the lake of mirrors,” continued Naroshi, “is like to a word of apology fallen from my tongue for this oversight.”

“You could not have known.” He tucked Portia more tightly against him and glanced swiftly up at David, as if to say, I could not have known. David, looking glazed, just stared at Naroshi.

“The emperor did not choose to let his messengers cast the recital of your visit into the waters so that I, drawing out the net of intelligence, might know of it. Such is his will.”

Anatoly blinked. “I have never met the emperor.”

Blue chased green chased pink across Naroshi’s alien countenance. “The emperor has never brought you before him?”

“No.”

Naroshi rose out of the chair, and for an instant Anatoly felt that some other force lifted him, not muscle and bone. “Then it is my duty, my honor, to send you on to him.”

Confused, Anatoly hesitated, and David nudged him with a foot. “On to him? On to his… palace. Ah, on Chapal?” A sudden wild excitement seized him, and he swallowed it back, so that he wouldn’t betray himself. Portia hooked her little fingers in among his and began to turn the ring on his right hand around and around and around.

“You may leave at once. I will see that all is made ready for you.” Naroshi took a step back and, clearly, paused, waiting to be dismissed.

“Wait.” Anatoly stood as well, settling Portia at his waist. “Certainly I will go to meet the emperor.” He heard Diana’s intake of breath, but chose to ignore it. “First I want to make sure that this will have no effect on the repertory company’s tour here.”

“The repertory company? Ah. The theater.”

“They will stay here as you had already arranged with Duke Charles, and leave only at the appointed time. I would not want to interfere with their work.”

Naroshi inclined his head, as to a superior. “As you wish, Prince of the Sakhalin. All will be done as you will it.”

He dipped his shoulders down, retreated to the edge of the belvedere, and, flanked by his attendants, got into the chariot. It lifted without a sound and moved backward off the island and over the lake, so that Naroshi continued to face him.

“Fucking hell!” David burst out. “They do have some kind of universal translator, the bastards, which means that all this time we thought they couldn’t understand us when we were speaking in some of our more obscure languages, they probably could! Merde!”

“Anatoly,” said Diana in a small voice. “He bowed to you.”

“He is only a duke.” Anatoly lifted Portia up and kissed her on either cheek. She giggled and pinched his ears. “I will have to leave you, little one,” he said to her.

“Oh, Papa!” She pulled a long face. “Will you be back tomorrow?”

“Longer than that, sweet one. But I will be back as soon as I can.”

“Okay,” she said with a four-year-old’s disregard for abstract time, and she squirmed until he let her down. She ran over and crouched down to sniff at the flowers.

“Don’t touch anything!” said Diana.

“They think you’re a prince,” said David as if he was repeating something he had already said.

Anatoly looked at him, puzzled. “I am a prince.”

“You’re really going to go?” Diana demanded.

“Of course I’m going to go. Think of what valuable intelligence I can bring back!”

“This is very strange,” said David. “To say the least.”

“You think I shouldn’t go?”

“By no means! By no means! It’s an incredible unlooked-for opportunity. I’m just, well, I’m just a little shocked.” David stepped outside the belvedere and stood in the rain, as if the warm drops could clear his head. Rain rolled down his nose and he wiped it off his face only to get wet again. “It’s raining harder,” he observed.

“Well, then,” said Anatoly, “what are we waiting for?” He scooped up Portia and headed down the path to the shoreline.

“The turtles! The turtles! I want to be a turtle, and you can be the Daddy Turtle and Mama can be the Mommy Turtle….”

“You’re just going to go?” Diana said to his back. “Just like that?”

Like a courtier, David answered for him. “Of course, Di. That’s his job.”

She said something else, but he couldn’t hear the words. He only heard that she was upset. But Anatoly already felt himself half gone, mounted and setting off at a brisk pace on this fresh campaign into unfamiliar territory.

“But I’m not male.” Feeling mutinous, Ilyana crossed her arms and sat down on the gazebo bench. Adults got to do all the exciting things. “She said that the hall is forbidden to males. I could go.”

David glanced around the courtyard, but here, in the cool haven of dawn, it was empty. There had been a party last night for Anatoly’s leavetaking, and evidently all the adults had some kind of hangover. All except David, who together with Diana had been the only ones to see Sakhalin off at planetrise.

“You could not go,” he said now. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Nothing bad happened to Anatoly Sakhalin.”

“Nothing happened to him! How would you like to be sent before the Chapalii emperor all by yourself?”

“I think it would be interesting. No human has ever mapped the Imperial Palace. You said so yourself. And it would be away from here!”

“Yana! Lots of places are away from here. I don’t think you quite understand. How would you like to be summoned before the emperor? It’s not just perilous, but troublesome, and perhaps inappropriate.”

“You don’t understand about the Sakhalin. Why shouldn’t he be summoned? Everyone knows that they’re first among the tribes. Naturally the emperor would—”

“—would have an interest in him,” David interrupted. “Yes, yes, I’ve heard that before, about ten times. Ilyana, I don’t think he’s being shown any kind of favor….”

“Of course he’s not being shown favor.” Gods, these khaja could be obstinate. “They’re just giving him his due. And he won’t be nervous. He’s ridden into enemy territory before.”

“With a jahar.”

“Well, won’t he be traveling in on a human ship? He’ll have someone to guide him.”

“That’s true. Charles will probably lend him Branwen Emrys. She’s actually an old acquaintance of Gwyn’s, and our most experienced captain on that run.”

“So you see!” exclaimed Ilyana triumphantly. “That’s exactly why I have to go explore that hall. Someone has to. Isn’t it still important for us to understand about Chapalii architecture? Anatoly Sakhalin thought that the Chapalii he met was female. Shouldn’t we find out more about her, too?”

“Goddess!” David threw up his hands. “You’re impossible. No, we should not. We should proceed with caution.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“Yana, I am eighty-one years old. I’m middle-aged. You’re just sixteen. We don’t send children into danger.”

“I should have gone through with my flower night. Then I’d be a woman, and you couldn’t use that argument against me.” She chewed on her knuckles. “Hmm. I could still…” She slanted a glance up at David. Without quite looking at him, she could see that he was growing uncomfortable. Wind sighed through the open gate of the caravansary, drifting in to rustle her knee-length tunic. David stared steadfastly at the red tile roof. The sun breached the roof’s peak and spilled down over her, bringing with it a new swell of wind bearing dust, and an echo in her ears, the memory of Anatoly Sakhalin saying her name, that night. David was uncomfortable because he found her attractive. He was afraid she would ask him. Ilyana felt a breathtaking surge of confidence. She lifted her chin and tilted her head to one side, and smiled straight at him, knowing suddenly what it meant to be able to use beauty to get one’s own way.

“Damn it!” David exploded. He jumped to his feet, stalked down the gazebo steps, and halted on the sun-bleached stone of the courtyard, his back to her. From the caravansary hall, where the actors rehearsed, Ilyana heard Yomi calling out to someone—Yassir, the lighting designer—and she caught the sound of two women laughing in the bathroom and the splash of water into the tile cistern. On the breeze she smelled the faint aroma of the smoke of her mother’s cook fire.

“There’s a word for this,” said David without turning around. “Blackmail.”

Ilyana giggled. She felt bold. She felt powerful. And she felt a little nervous. “But, David.” Her voice shook. “We have to do this. You know we do.”

He still didn’t turn around. “Let’s say for the sake of argument that I agree. First, you will go together with Wingtuck Lien, and I’ll go as well but only to the entrance into the hall as described by Anatoly. Second.” He turned slowly round, like a leaf spun gently in the wind. His expression was harsh. “You will never again manipulate me like that. It isn’t right. Yana, you’re a beautiful girl and I don’t think you truly realize that yet, or the kind of trouble it’s going to cause you. I’m not blind. I can appreciate your beauty. I can even wish I was eighteen again, to have a chance to be the boy you pick on your flower night. But. I’m old enough to be your grandfather. So we will resolve right now that you will treat me as if I was your… your aged uncle, and you will consider yourself as a niece to me. You will respect me and obey me as your teacher, and I will respect you as a serious and promising student. Is that clear?”

Abashed, Ilyana glared at the pale mosaic floor of the gazebo, memorizing the thin lines that demarcated the individual tiles one from the other. She gulped down air past a lump in her throat. “Yes,” she said in a strangled voice.

There was a long silence.

From out of the shadowed colonnade, Portia padded into the sunlit courtyard on bare feet, her well-worn pillow clutched under one arm. “Where’s Papa?” Portia asked forlornly.

That evening David agreed to a practice run, going into the map room and returning to the place he and she had been to before: the mosaic courtyard that fronted the domed, painted palace. Ilyana climbed the steps to the latticework door and, carefully, leaned against it to peer in, to see if she could see the distant statue of Lord Shiva in the dim interior.

Squinting, she saw, perhaps, a faint anthropomorphic outline, perhaps…a faint rustling touched her ears, like a snake sliding through grass, like the whining of insects on a summer’s night. Startled, she pushed back from the lattice door, only it gave in against her hands instead, opening away from her. Unbalanced, she tumbled inside.

David shouted behind her, but she stood in the cool, shadowed interior of the entry hall, took in a deep breath, and sneezed. The air had a rancid odor.

“Air doesn’t smell in nesh,” she reminded herself.

Like an echo, another voice spoke.

“Who are you?”

The shadows moved. Ilyana caught a glimpse of a smooth, lucent surface that vanished as quickly. All was still.

“I am named Ilyana Arkhanov,” she replied, folding her hands in front of her in the polite fashion. “I beg your pardon if I’ve come in somewhere I shouldn’t have.”

“I have been watching you,” said the voice, and the shadows rustled. “You are the first female of your kind I have encountered.”

“How can you tell I’m female?”

“I study what comes before me. In your language you might say that I study structure and function, and then I classify according to design, proportions, and ornamentation.”

“Are you an architect?” But she must be, if she was actually Duke Naroshi’s famous sister.

“I am a builder. You must come to the hall of monumental time.”

Ilyana gulped, remembering David. She glanced behind and saw him framed in the doorway, frozen, unwilling to back up but also clearly unwilling to interrupt this odd and tenuous conversation. “Right now?”

“No. This is but a simulacrum, a net beneath which lies the true form. Come to the true hall. You need only ask.”

“Uh, who should I ask for? Do you have a name? I mean, if I’m allowed to ask that?”

“You ask many questions.”

Ilyana heard a soft sound from David, rather like he was unsuccessfully suppressing a laugh. “Well, that’s because I’m young.”

“Young.” The voice savored the word, as if by dwelling on it a new meaning could be built from it. “Then you must surely bring an attendant.”

“Who has to be female?”

“Female or ke.”

“Uh, what’s a ke?”

“The nameless ones, the ones without children to carry on their names. I believe you could give this word that meaning in your language.”

“Oh,” said Ilyana as an idea popped into her head. She glanced again at David, wondering if he had realized the loophole that had just been presented to him. Then she turned back and peered into the shadows. “But you still didn’t tell me your name.”

She saw again that glimpse of luminescence, shuttered quickly, and she thought that the voice, when it spoke again, had a curiously human tone: But she knew Chapalii didn’t have the same emotions as humans; they were alien, they weren’t like us. All the same, the Chapalii sounded amused. “You may call me Genji,” she said.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The Scent of Rain

TESS SENT A RIDER south with the news Kirill had brought, and then there was nothing to do but wait.

“It’s at times like these,” said Tess to Cara one morning as they walked across the plaza to the library, “that I feel like saying be damned to all the interdiction laws and just give them decent communications. We could start with the telegraph and work up to satellite links.”

Cara paused on the steps and turned to look back toward Mother Orzhekov’s great tent. The gold banner at its peak flapped in the autumn breeze. “What are you going to do with your children?”

“I’m becoming adept at not looking at questions I don’t want to answer. They’re young yet. They’re learning what they need to know.”

“They won’t be young forever.”

“Who knows? If your formula works, maybe they will be.”

“But, Tess, at some point you’ll have to make a decision, when they get old enough to—”

“And then what will I tell Ilya? I know the situation becomes more and more ridiculous the longer it carries on. Let me live in peace for a while!”

“So to speak,” replied Cara dryly, following Tess up the steps.

Tess nodded at the guards, opened the door, and went inside. Inside, they found Sonia playing khot with the ke. Startled by this scene, Tess halted in her tracks and Cara had to gently shove past her in order to see what was going on.

“I think I must be wearing blinders,” said Tess in a low voice. “Lately I keep finding out that things are going on that I assumed weren’t. Or perhaps only,” she added with a wry grin, “that people are thinking and acting for themselves without consulting me first.”

“You sound more and more like your brother.”

“Thank you!”

Tess’s exclamation caused Sonia to look up, surprised, not having heard them come in. The ke did not shift position. Sonia smiled at them and beckoned them over, but Tess simply waved at her and took Cara over to the lectern where the Gospel of Isia of Byblos rested.

“Cara,” Tess continued as she opened the manuscript carefully, “do you know anything about how Chapalii perceive the world?”

“Not any more than you do. Isn’t it generally agreed that they use infrared? That they can see degrees of heat?”

“That same night you came in the ke told me that she could see the storm coming in. I don’t mean the clouds, but the front of the storm, as if she could see the currents. I’m not explaining myself very well. But if they can see in visible light and in infrared, why not other ranges of the electromagnetic spectrum, too? How could we detect how broad a range they could see?”

“We could measure stimulus and response, but it’s difficult, to say the least, for the lab rats to conduct experiments on the scientists.”

“That’s a pleasant thought.”

Cara glanced back at the ke, who remained intent on the game. Sonia set down a white pebble on the board, and the ke responded at once by setting down a black pebble on a different part of the board. “We already know that the Mushai or one of his followers tampered with the genetic code of the humans they brought here. Recently I’ve been wondering why humans intrigued the Chapalii in the first place. It’s not as if we have any technological advances to give them.”

“Theater,” said Tess, half laughing. “Didn’t you hear that the Bharentous Repertory Company finally went to Duke Naroshi’s palace? Luxury items.”

“Luxury items,” Cara scoffed. “That old anthropological excuse. The rise of civilization, trade, and war all based on the desire to acquire cowrie shells. Huh. What’s this?”

Tess pulled a finger down the calligraphed page and drew Cara’s attention to the parchment set beside it. “That’s what I’ve been doing for the last fifteen days. Translating this into Rhuian. It’s tempting to read it as an ancient memory of the Chapalii and perhaps of the human arrival on Rhui. ‘And a bright light appeared out of the darkest skies, and on this light He ascended to His Father’s House. And the glance of God’s Eye scorched the earth where His feet took wing into the heavens.’ ”

“It’s also a common mythological trope.”

“But I’m hearing this now. Preachers in the square, talking about strange lights in the sky. The second coming of the Son of God and his sister. There’s certainly been more activity by our people in the last fifty years—”

“You know, Tess, in more barbaric times on Earth, doctors would confine people in small rooms if they thought they were ill, and the people so confined would begin to get odd ideas, and hallucinate. Perhaps you need a change of scene.”

Tess laughed. A khaja scholar—khaja were admitted once they had gained a dispensation—on the other side of the room looked up from his book and, seeing her jaran dress, looked away swiftly. “Admit that it isn’t entirely implausible. What do you know about Byblos?”

“A country in the south. Or a city. Or something in between. It’s hot. Rumored to be ancient. I’ve mostly heard stories that have more of legend about them than fact.”

“Kirill met Byblene merchants.”

“Kirill. Which reminds me, Tess—”

But Tess perceived that Cara was about to ask her an uncomfortable question about Kirill, so she quickly crossed the room to look at the khot game. Sonia was an excellent player whose skill had been honed in the past eight years by frequent games with her husband, Josef Raevsky, the acknowledged master in the Orzhekov tribe. But the ke held her own. Tess did not have a sophisticated enough understanding of the game to see quite what strategy the ke was using, but it seemed to focus on spreading a wide net so as to catch as many intersections as possible. Sonia was using one of her favored strategies: marking out territory in blocks and then connecting them.

Tess watched the game while Cara looked through the Byblene Gospel. The khaja scholar, perhaps made anxious by their presence, left, but two other men entered, dressed in the gray robes worn by Habakar officials. They passed on into a farther room. The game continued. Tess was beginning to see that the ke had an advantage.

The door opened again, bringing with it the scent of rain, and Tess looked up to see Kirill take three steps into the library and stop, looking uncomfortable. Sonia glanced up at Tess and had the gall to wink at her, smirking.

Irritated, Tess went over to Kirill. He waited for her by the door. Silver threaded his blond hair, so pale that it blended in unless you knew to look for it. He was about forty years old now, and maturity sat well on him. His clothes were slightly damp from the rain, and all at once the faint scent brought back memories to Tess, the sweet memory of the first time she had slept with him, with the drizzle of rain outside and the muzzy smell of damp blankets and clothes permeating the close interior of her traveling tent. Gods, that had been twelve years ago, before she had married Ilya. Kirill met her gaze, and she knew instantly that he was remembering the same night.

Even more annoyed, she flushed. “What is it?”

“I’ve decided to ride south. I should have gone instead of the messenger.”

The thought of him leaving so abruptly darkened her mood further. “You said yourself you ought to spend time with your children. What can you do? The message doesn’t need you to deliver it.”

“I feel responsible,” he said shortly, not looking at her.

“Kirill, surely if the original message, the one sent from the north, didn’t reach the prince of Filis, then Ilya is in no danger yet. He won’t be in danger until he reaches Filis.”

“Perhaps.”

She had an insane urge to smooth the lines of grief away from his eyes. One of her hands lifted, but she snapped it back and hooked her fingers safely into her belt. “There’s something else you’re trying to tell me, isn’t there?”

He said nothing for a long moment. Then he lifted his eyes to look straight into hers. What she read there unsettled her, not least because it did not displease her. She tried to say something, but no words came out. He turned and left the library, that quickly, opening the door into the rain and heading out into it without hesitation. Just as he had done years ago. “What’s a little rain?” She recalled him saying that now, but the door shut behind him and she just stood there and finally walked over to stand next to Cara and stare at the Byblene Gospel.

“I won’t ask,” said Cara. “I like this bit where the sister—the Pilgrim, they call her—sews together her dead brother’s remains with thread spun from the feathers of a sparrow, the sinew of a deer, the scales of a fish, and the ashes of the wooden cup in which she caught his blood. Pagan holdovers woven into the new religion, surely.”

Tess suddenly felt very tired.

“Done,” said Sonia from the table. “You have me surrounded. I concede the game, and admire your prowess yet again.” She rose. “I thank you, holy one. Perhaps we may play again another time.”

The ke nodded but did not rise.

“Now I ask that you excuse me. I have duties to attend to.”

“I’ll go with you,” said Tess, wanting to get away.

“I’ll stay,” said Cara, and by that Tess knew that Cara wanted to go into the back rooms, where the console lay hidden, and conduct business of her own.

The ke rose and escorted Cara into the back. Tess left with Sonia. Outside, the rain had turned to mist, giving the world a hazy shimmer.

“When did you start playing khot with the priestess?” Tess asked.

“Some months ago. At first, you know, when you brought her here, she stayed completely to herself, sequestered in her private rooms, but recently I’ve noticed her venturing out more. She must be becoming accustomed to our ways.”

“What do you think of her?”

“She smells funny.” Sonia chuckled. “What do you mean, what do I think of her? She speaks only a few words with which I can talk to her. She is made invisible because of her veils. I know nothing about her or the people she comes from. I think she is a mystery, Tess. But she plays khot very well. I wonder if she knows any such games she could teach me.”

“I’ll ask her.”

“You could teach me her language, you know. Or do you wish to keep that to yourself?”

“Hah! That’s unfair!”

“Is it? But I am interested, if you’re willing. You should take Kirill as a lover. I don’t know why you haven’t already.”

“Sonia!”

“I must say I find him more attractive now than when he was younger. If you don’t, I’m going to.”

Tess stopped by the fountain, its base now half inlaid with stone. Water trickled down into the hole, washing the dirt at the bottom into slimy mud. The workmen had fled to the shelter of one of the makeshift open warehouses on the other side of the plaza where the quarried stone was stored. Tess saw them sitting among the stone, chattering amongst themselves and smoking long pipes.

“Sonia, hasn’t it made any impression on you, the news Kirill brought? That Ilya and the others may be riding into some kind of ambush? I’m hardly likely to enjoy myself with a lover here while my husband is in danger.”

“Denying your own feelings is hardly likely to keep your husband alive, if he is truly in grave danger.”

“That’s not the point! Anyway, Kirill just lost his own wife. It’s…unseemly!”

“Some men mourn the loss of a wife quietly, by withdrawing for a time from the life of the tribe. Others need the comfort of another woman. Kirill is of the latter kind, as I’m sure you are aware. In any cases, Tess, he still loves you.”

“I know,” said Tess bitterly.

“And you still love him.”

“Which would make it all the more indescribably foolish. Don’t you see?”

“Well. No. I don’t.” Sonia offered Tess an infuriating smile. “I’m going to get out of this rain, and I promised Josef I would teach the younger children more letters today. Are you coming with me, or do you want to get wet?” Sonia said it provocatively.

“I want to get wet, of course.” Tess walked on beside her. “Sonia.” She hesitated. “If you could be immortal, would you?”

Sonia chuckled. “That’s the kind of question Ilya would ask.”

“How would you answer?” Tess suddenly desperately wanted to know what Sonia would say.

“Should the moon always be full? It waxes and it wanes and it vanishes from our sight, only to be born again. That is the natural order. Would you, khaja that you are?”

“I don’t know,” said Tess, and could think of nothing more to say.

The ke regards the carbon board and the lines etched into its surface. Unlike living lines, these are dead. They do not shift in the flux, the ever-moving shape of the greater universe where all threads tangle and untangle, forming the web of existence. But the game is clever. The ke wonders at a stray thought: If only, this thought whispers. What does “if only” mean?

The ke recognizes a strange impulse, the wish to show this game, the laying of the stones along the lines that represent the threads that bind together the universe, to the other nameless ones, the ones left behind beyond the veil of interdiction. Like ke, the stones remain nameless. Like ke, the stones rest each on an intersection of lines, caught in the web, forming a pattern above it.

The ke has existed in this place for two orbits of the sun. A plague of restlessness has infested the alien air which the ke breathes. In the environs beyond, the daiga go about that endless cycle of agitation, of movement, like the ceaseless trembling of atoms, that confers the mark of existence on daiga life, fleeting though it may be.

More often now, the ke ventures out, careful to keep skin and face covered according to the laws of interdiction passed down from the Tai-en Charles Soerensen out of whose authority the rite of extinction did not claim the ke. Though there is, truly, no creature here with right of authority over a nameless one, still, out of respect for the Tai-en’s gesture, the ke holds to the laws of the outer world.

This other one, this curious one, this daiga with the living light of flowers gracing the pattern that entwines its body, has ventured in to greet the ke with the game, which is named, in the daiga way of naming all things, khot. The game, as played with board and stones, has no life except in the playing. That is what makes it interesting.

The door opens and the daiga of flowers comes in, together with a gust of damp wind and the swirling currents of the outside air, the weather front that moves across the daiga city.

“Smell the rain,” says the daiga, by way of greeting, as the ke has learned the daiga do: Stating observations as if the observation marks a new presence.

Daiga words are difficult because primitive. The ke transfers the utterance to the shallow brain and processes the words. Rain is precipitation, water droplets or ice condensed from atmospheric water vapor in such quantities that it falls to the surface of the world. Smell is…this word takes longer to process, to identify a meaning for. A way to perceive the world by the use of nerve fibers that conduct chemical indications of smell.

Distracted, the ke reflects on the primitive discriminatory faculties of the daiga, who must use names to define names, and often the same name to define its own self. Each name becomes a self, as each daiga regards its own body and mind and soul as a self. That is, the ke is learning, the essential nature of daiga-ness. While ke are the unnamed stones that surround and integrate the web of the universe, while the shifting threads of that net embrace and create all that is living, the daiga like all primitive creatures seem to see the web only as discrete parts.

The daiga of flowers sits down on the carbon stool opposite the ke at the table and separates the stones into two sets by some classification that does not register to the ke’s sight. Half are pushed across the table to the ke. The touch of the daiga’s hands lingers on these stones the ke now handles, dissipating into the air. As has become customary, the ke places the first stone.

After that, the game develops its own rhythm. Each game, while alike, is paced differently. This also, interests the ke. Like the daiga, who are all the same and yet vibrate to a slightly different tone. By such means has the ke learned to begin to distinguish between the daiga, those who come here often enough, those whom the ke sees in the outside precincts several times. Daiga seem to put great store in being recognized in this way, by the understanding of their pattern. Recognition pleases them. Daiga do not understand that strength lies in the condition of being free of names.

The door opens to admit the daiga called Tess.

“At it again?” Tess asks, naming the other daiga Sonia. Tess greets the ke with a phrase learned from the deeper tongue and settles down next to the daiga Sonia to watch.

The ke grows distracted from the flow of the game by the flow of communication that goes on between these two daiga. Coils of energy mingle and intertwine and separate between the two females (for the ke has identified the daiga Sonia as a female; several of the flowering daiga known as children grew out of her body). The pattern, the interplay is like that the ke observed once between Tess and the daiga who brought Tess into namelessness, the one called Ilya, but it is different as well: Just as complex in structure and movement, it does not spark such extremes. It is more temperate.

The ke wonders how to interpret the ebb and flow of these fields as they interlace.

“Sonia wishes to learn Chapalii,” says Tess. “I will begin by teaching her a few words of formal Chapalii, but you understand, of course, that you can tell her nothing of the world outside Rhui.”

“It is understood,” says the ke, bowing to the necessity of the interdiction. A strange flutter throbs along the ke’s skin. Waiting for the first words of speech that will allow rudimentary communication of a higher sort with the daiga Sonia, the ke forgets to place the next stone.

“I greet you with good favor.”

“This game is named khot in the daiga tongue.”

“I am named Sonia Orzhekov.”

The daiga Sonia tries to ask a question, which the ke perceives is a request for the name by which the ke is named. A long conversation ensues between the two females, and the patterns surrounding them become heated, bright, and excited. The ke watches their flow with interest.

At last, Tess returns to the lesson, and now the two females revert to the shallowest form of speech: objects are named, labeled, and set away as separate units. True language does not work in this wise.

The ke returns attention to the game. Swiftly the stones engulf the board. Again, the daiga Sonia concedes the victory, but the pattern that marks this daiga is not noticeably altered by the outcome. The parting courtesies in the formal style are uttered and repeated, and after a brief mingling of patterns, the daiga Sonia leaves by the door.

“Is Dr. Hierakis here?” Tess asks.

“No, Dr. Hierakis has gone elsewhere.”

The daiga wanders off, as daiga are wont to do, being unable to maintain stillness for very long.

The door opens. A daiga enters. The ke reads the pattern and sees that this is a male. The ke deduces that the rain sensed—smelled—before has now begun to fall: The clothes worn by the daiga are damp from this rain; coolness steams off them in pale swirls.

This one has been here before, recently, but is otherwise new. Hesitating, the daiga speaks and then skirts the ke at a respectful distance. The pattern that coils around this one is bright, like that of the daiga Sonia, but not otherwise distinguished.

Curious—it is the failing which brought the ke to notice within the Keinaba house and thus led to the expedition to the Mushai’s ancient home—the ke followed this daiga, who is not like the other daiga, what Tess calls the khaja, but one of the jaran. These classifications the ke has learned out of necessity.

Riddled with alcoves and shadowed colonnades and side passages constructed deliberately for this purpose, the ke easily moves through the library after the daiga without being seen. The laws of interdiction layer one atop the others: The private rooms are beyond reach of all daiga except Tess and those who come from the outer world; a second suite of rooms, curtained off, are reserved for the use of those daiga labeled as jaran; all other chambers of the library may be used by any daiga who receives permission.

The daiga male goes to the map alcove and draws the curtain shut. Thus concealed, the daiga paces round the big map, tracing lines as if tracing a thread that runs across the rough, frozen symbols by which these daiga represent the living world. The daiga speaks in a low voice, as if vocal sounds can convince the map to reveal its secrets, to reveal whatever answer the daiga seeks from the map. Concealed in a narrow gallery screened off by a cunningly wrought lattice, the ke watches. What makes this daiga interesting? There is no obvious answer.

But the answer comes, nevertheless.

The curtain ripples and, as an aftereffect of that ripple, the daiga Tess enters the alcove. Stops. Time draws out.

The two daiga stand there for a long time, seeming to communicate without using vocal boxes, the male by the great map, the female by the door. What they see, what they sense, the ke cannot interpret, except that their patterns are in wild flux.

Tess walks closer. The patterns which bind and define them expand, touching, and shrink back, and expand and shrink, and again, although the bodies holding those fields do not touch. They talk together, in their daiga way, and with each word a foot shifts closer, an arm leans on the table and somehow inches nearer the other, the pattern of one laps over and intertwines with the second and by degrees of greater flooding and lesser ebbing they meet.

Like the waters of two rivers flowing into the same channel, their patterns meld. Can two selves join to become one self?

The ke straggles to understand the patterns that flow and ebb around the daiga. Each daiga is separate, yet each daiga is capable of connecting with another daiga to a greater or lesser degree. Each connection builds a unique reticulation, and this reticulation has its own self, its own existence, even perhaps its own name, that is living in the bond between them.

So the daiga Tess and the female Sonia: temperate and stable and deeply bound. So the daiga Tess and the male Ilya: intricately interwoven, brilliant, and, like a tempest, in constant often joyous tumult. So the daiga Tess and this male: different again, harder to interpret.

The ke retreats, aware that to stay longer would be to violate a certain sanctity.

At first, out of habit, the ke takes that path that leads by hidden corridors and shadowed curves to the interdicted rooms, but instead the path shifts, taking the ke to the reading room. The silence inside the great domed chamber moves like breath along the walls. Going to the doors by which the daiga enter and leave the reading room, the ke opens them.

Outside, it is raining, and the rain blurs the daiga world to the ke’s sight. It drums down in a steady faintly chaotic pattern of sound. No person walks outside. Inside, the ke feels lonely.



CHAPTER THIRTY

Widow’s Tower

WHEN THE TOWN AND the bluff the castle stood on came into sight, Jaelle knew at once that Prince Janos was a man to be reckoned with, if she had ever for a moment thought otherwise. The town was not overly large—Jaelle had seen larger on the caravan routes, cities fattened by trade—but a stone wall ringed it, gapping only where cliffs plunged down to a river.

A stone castle, whitewashed so that it stood out like a beacon against the green-brown hills of autumn, thrust castellated towers skyward: White Tower. The army followed the road down to the town gates and they passed in procession through the town and on up a slight rise to the castle itself. It had no gatehouse, but the forecourt was defended by two of the great towers and Jaelle saw no other entrance except through the walled town.

The army dispersed in a welter of comings and goings. A grand lady came out into the forecourt to greet Prince Janos.

“My son,” she said, lifting him up from where he had knelt before her. Her voice was rich and deep and she looked truly pleased to see him. A fine linen scarf covered her hair, but the bird’s feet at her eyes and the lines creasing her forehead betrayed her age well enough. Her hands were white and uncallused. Coolly, she surveyed Princess Rusudani and the prisoners. Her gaze even caught for an instant on Jaelle, measuring her, and Jaelle tried as best as she could to make herself unobtrusive. Smoke rose from the kitchens. The doors to the great hall were thrown open as a line of servants carried rushes inside. Jaelle noticed at once the stink of an enclosed place, cows and horses in their bier, a mews off to the left, a kennel of hounds yipping in chorus.

“My lady,” said Janos obediently. “I have brought home my wife, Princess Rusudani, daughter of Prince Zakaria of Tarsina-Kars.”

Rusudani inclined her head as one equal greets another. “Your majesty.”

The lady lifted one eyebrow but did not otherwise admit surprise. Jaelle was beginning to see where Janos got his temperament from. “Let us be frank, Princess Rusudani. You may address me as Lady Jadranka. I am mistress of my son’s castle but queen no longer. With the coming of the jaran, King Zgoros found it possible with his new alliance to put me aside in favor of a new bride. But you will find our quarters princely enough, I believe, and I have in my household several young women of good birth who will make fine attendants for you.”

Rusudani went white at the mouth, but she did not reply. Perhaps she felt further betrayed.

“Who are these others?” asked Lady Jadranka, nodding to the jaran captives, Vasil’ii Kireyevsky and the princess, who stood in the midst of guards, still in chains.

Janos gave a short bark of laughter. “The Bakhtiian is dead, my lady. That is his bastard son, and the other—You will recall that my father petitioned the jaran for a royal bride.”

“I recall it with pleasure. The Sakhalin prince refused his request with great contempt.”

“Bring her forward,” ordered Janos.

Jaelle admired Princess Katerina for the dignity with which she walked forward in such hostile surroundings.

“This woman is Katherine Orzhekov, cousin to the Bakhtiian and a princess of the jaran tribes.”

The two women measured each other, Lady Jadranka with frank interest and Katerina with the proud arrogance that all her people wore, even in such circumstances as these. But Jaelle found her attention drawn to the other participants: Vasil’ii Kireyevsky did not watch the interaction at all, because he was too busy examining the walls and the court and the layout of the buildings; Janos stared at Katerina with a hungry expression on his face, and Rusudani watched her husband, her face as blank as a sweep of new-fallen snow.

“My lady,” said Katerina finally in Taor, “I throw myself on your mercy and beg that I will be treated as befits the honor and respect due me as a woman.”

Lady Jadranka’s other eyebrow went up. “You are an educated woman. Is it true that the Bakhtiian’s wife is the Prince of Jeds?”

“It is true.”

The other prisoners, including Bakhtiian, stood much farther back, by the gate, but Princess Katerina did not glance toward them.

Lady Jadranka looked back at her son. “I will have the servants clean out the top room in the Widow’s Tower. She will need attendants.”

So it came about that Jaelle was sent with Princess Katerina as her serving woman.

“This is truly a prison,” said Katerina. She paced out the round chamber, pausing at each of the four narrow windows to peer out. A fire burned in the hearth, but she shuddered as if she were cold and went to sit on the carpet. She seemed not to notice the sumptuous furnishings, the bed curtained with fine hangings, a table and brocaded chairs, a pitcher and basin for washing, even a gilded chamber pot and a carved chest filled with furs and gowns and undershifts. Tapestries depicting a hunt hung over the whitewashed walls. “Do you know where they’ve put Vasha?” Jaelle shook her head. “The other prisoners?”

“When I go down to draw water for you, my lady, I will try to find out.”

“Thank you.”

Jaelle could not move for a moment, she was so surprised to be thanked. Then she gathered up her skirts and negotiated the twisting stair that led downward. The first landing opened out onto the chamber below, swept clean and used now for storage. She crossed it, pounded on the door, and the guards let her out onto the outside stairway that led down into the inner ward. She took her time at the well, hoping to see one of the prisoners, and she was rewarded at last when Bakhtiian himself came to the well with two buckets hoisted over a pole. He halted, recognizing her, and set down his buckets while a castle servant pulled water up from the well.

Without looking at her he said, in a low voice, in Taor, “Where is Katerina?”

The servants at the well glanced at him curiously, at his voice, at his outlandish and rather tattered clothing, stained and crumpled from the long march. He walked with a slight limp, he was thinner, but otherwise he seemed strong enough.

Rather than answering, she stared pointedly at the Widow’s Tower and then took water when her turn came and returned to the tower.

“I saw…” Jaelle hesitated. “I saw the man who was so badly wounded, my lady. He was getting water at the well. He asked about you. As for the others, I dared not say anything to him.”

Astonishingly, Katerina laughed, if rather dryly. “Just like a common slave. I doubt it amuses Cousin Ilya to be treated that way. Well, you must see what you can find out about Vasha, where he is being held, in what condition, and about the others, too. I will ask Prince Janos or his mother, or Rusudani, if the priest may be given leave to visit me each day.” She pushed herself up and paced once around the chamber again. “Gods, is there nothing to do in this place? No wonder the khaja are weak, made captive by their own walls.”

Evening came, with a tray of food but no inquiries, no company. Katerina scorned the bed and slept on the servant’s bed, a hard pallet tucked away under the frame. Forced to use the great bed, Jaelle slept in a luxury she had never experienced as a free woman—only now that she was, again, a slave.

In the morning, the guards brought food. No one came to see them. After they ate, Katerina tried to help Jaelle gather the dishes together.

“No, my lady, you must not. It is my duty to serve you.”

Katerina flung herself down full length on the bed, sinking into the coverlet, and watched Jaelle as she collected the dishes onto a tray. “You were a whore before,” Katerina said suddenly. “Did you do this kind of thing then, as well, or just lie with men?”

Jaelle’s hands froze. Finally, she set down a cup and turned to face the princess. “I beg your pardon, my lady.”

“Whatever for? Aunt Tess taught us all about khaja customs. Did you want to be a whore? Is that something khaja women want to be? Or were you a slave—”

“I was a free woman until Prince Janos took us! My service was paid for!” Frightened at her own outburst, Jaelle knelt. “I beg your pardon, my lady.”

“I was going to say, were you a slave who had no choice?” replied Katerina mildly, clearly not offended. “I just wondered, how a woman would come to be a whore, that’s all. Forgive me if it’s not a thing that should be spoken of.”

“I must take this downstairs.” Jaelle took the tray away, much shaken that a princess would address her as familiarly as any caravan woman addressed another. Just before she reached the landing she paused, hearing voices in the empty chamber beyond.

“Was it wise to marry the princess out of hand like that?”

A man laughed. “And you the one who encouraged me to pay that faithless bandit to remove her from the convent in the first place, once we heard about the death of her cousin? I took the opportunity that came to hand.”

“True enough, Janos, but I wonder what she was doing at Urosh Monastery with the Bakhtiian?”

Feet sounded on the wooden planks of the flooring. Jaelle took a step back up the stairs, shrinking against the stone wall, but the footsteps receded, back toward the other side of the chamber.

“The jaran are not fools. They can see as well as we can that she is a prize, now that all of King Barsauma’s children are dead, and her own brothers killed. She is the closest thing King Barsauma has to an heir except the nephew who is supposed to be either a simpleton or an invalid.”

“Well. She is your wife now, but it seems to me you somewhat regret the act.”

“I do not regret what she can bring me.”

“She’s well mannered and educated. She’s a handsome enough girl. You can’t have expected that.”

“She spends most of her time on her knees praying! Or reading out of The Recitation. Once she has given me a son, I’ll be happy to leave her to God.”

“You want the jaran princess, Janos. That is obvious enough.”

“God’s Love, Mother, but you know very well that no man is known to have wed or even lain with a woman of that people.”

Lady Jadranka chuckled as any mother might laugh at her child’s sweet foibles. “Presumably a man of that people has.”

“I meant a civilized man, of course,” he said impatiently.

“Which makes her a rare prize for you, then. She’s pretty enough, too, I suppose, if as brazen as a whore.”

“Mother!” There was a telling pause. “You didn’t see her framed in the torchlight in the church, with her bow drawn back as if she knew how to fire it.” His voice caught and deepened, and Jaelle suppressed a chilled shudder. She knew what that tone of voice meant, in a man. “I’ve never seen anything like her before.”

“No doubt that makes her more interesting. Princess Rusudani is much better bred. You don’t intend to send the jaran girl to your father?”

“Of course not.”

“You must not anger him, Janos.”

“I will never forgive him for putting you aside.”

“I am grateful for your devotion, my son, but nevertheless it would be foolish to anger him.”

“She is mine, Mother. Fairly won in battle.”

“She is a princess.”

“I will treat her respectfully.”

“See that you do. She begged me for my protection, and God judges harshly those that turn aside from the path of mercy.”

“I will show her the respect and honor due a woman in her position.”

“Let me see her first. It would be more fitting.”

Dust caught in Jaelle’s nose and, too quickly to stop herself, she sneezed. Knowing the sound betrayed her, she took a breath for courage and went on into the room, but Lady Jadranka and the prince barely glanced at her as she took the tray by them and left it with the guards.

“You may show me up,” said Lady Jadranka as Jaelle passed back by her, and Jaelle escorted her up the stairs while Janos waited below.

Katerina sprang to her feet with relief when the older woman entered. “I give you greetings,” she said in Taor.

“You have everything you need?” asked Lady Jadranka, seating herself gracefully in a chair.

Katerina paced back and forth on the carpet. “How long must I stay up here?” she demanded and stopped in the center of the carpet. Lady Jadranka inclined her head, saying nothing, and Katerina began to pace again. “So it is true I am to be kept a prisoner. Do you mean to cage me here forever? I am sure my grandmother would gladly ransom me and the others.”

“It is not my decision, Lady Katherine. I am chatelaine of my son’s castle, nothing more.”

Katerina went over and took hold of one of the bed posts, gripping it tightly. “Ah, gods,” she said in her own tongue, looking around the chamber as if to measure its dimensions. “The company of my own kind, my lady. The priest, to speak the prayers of my people with me in the morning, as is fitting. My cousin, Vassily Kireyevsky.”

“These requests I will bring before my son.”

Exasperated by something in Lady Jadranka’s reply, Katerina went over to the window and leaned out, but she could not even fit her head through the opening. It was only, truly, wide enough for an arrow to be shot out. She turned back and sat down in the bench built into the recessed stone. “A loom? I could pass the time weaving.”

“A loom!” Lady Jadranka brightened. “Yes, that is something I could arrange immediately.”

“And books,” added Katerina, pressing her advantage.

“Books? Can you read?”

“Of course I can read. I can do accounts in Taor and I can read Rhuian and somewhat in Habakar. I could learn another language, perhaps the one that is spoken here.”

Because she stood nearest the door, Jaelle heard the scuff of boots on the steps before the other women did. She whirled around in time to see Prince Janos enter the room.

“Books,” he said musingly. “It surprises me that a barbarian can read.”

Lady Jadranka rose at once, out of deference for her son, but she also shook her head slightly, as much amused as irritated.

“It should not surprise you,” snapped Katerina, glaring at him. Her fine pale hair was pulled back in four braids, bound with ribbons, and her chin jutted out stubbornly. Jaelle trembled, fearing how the prince would react.

He simply laughed, walking a half circle around her and looking her over, which annoyed her even more. “Does this chamber displease you, my lady?”

“Any prison is displeasing, as you surely must know.”

“Alas, I cannot set you free, but perhaps your time here can be made less tedious.”

“Let me visit my cousin, Vassily Kireyevsky. Let the priest of my people visit me, to speak prayers with me.”

“I will consider these requests.”

Katerina caught back a gasp. She looked furious. She was remarkably handsome when she was angry. Jaelle blushed suddenly and looked away from her.

“I beg you, my lady,” Katerina said to Lady Jadranka, “let me see my own people.”

“You must speak with my son.”

Katerina had enough dignity, just, to vent her anger by sinking back down onto the window bench. Like any young caged creature as yet untamed, she had flurries of spirit followed by despondency.

Janos turned to his mother and spoke in his own language, which he knew Katerina could not understand. “If you will excuse us, my lady, I would like to continue this interview in private.”

“Do nothing in haste, Prince Janos, which you will have cause to repent later.” Lady Jadranka crossed the chamber to take Katerina’s hand in hers, briefly, before she left the tower. Jaelle stayed by the door.

Janos circled in closer to Katerina and came to a halt four paces from her. She did not look up at him but rather at her hands. “Do you really wish for books? Can you read?”

“I can read. I wish for something to relieve the tedium. Surely you can understand that.”

He took one step closer to her. Jaelle watched as he lifted a hand toward her hair, thought better of it, and lowered the hand. “Very well. I will bring you a few things myself.”

Her startled glance upward seemed to satisfy him. He stepped back, took his leave, and went off down the steps.

Katerina sagged back, wedging her shoulders into the arrow loop. “What am I going to do? I’ll go mad trapped in here.”

Jaelle stirred the logs in the fireplace, not knowing what else to do. A shower of sparks sprayed up and died, and the woodsy smell of the fire comforted Jaelle. The rest of the day passed, but they saw no one. Jaelle fetched water for washing, but she saw none of the prisoners by the well. Food was brought to the guards and given her on a tray to carry up the stairs, and down again, together with the chamber pot, which was brought back later washed clean. The sound of feasting came from the great hall that night, but no one broke the monotony by visiting them.

In the morning Katerina toured the windows six times, peering out each one for a glimpse of town or hill beyond. Two of the windows looked out onto air, where the tower hung above the drop off to the river, and it was possible to see the river’s flowing water and the far bank, even, if one pressed far enough into the crack, to see the curve of the river around the great bluff on which White Tower rested. Finally, Katerina came to rest on one of the window benches, her back to the outside world.

Jaelle busied herself shaking out the clothes from the chest. Katerina seemed uninterested in their fine quality. The smell of fur pervaded the room, and though it was chill, Jaelle hoarded the firewood she had carried up the stairs for a later, colder day. She shook out the gowns, enjoying the feel of the cloth, which was of a superior weave. Katerina sat silent, but Jaelle could feel her brooding, like a storm about to break.

“Did you ever live in a castle such as this?” asked Katerina suddenly.

“No, my lady. I was born a long way south of here, in a place called Cellio. There it is hot in the summer and mild in the rainy season, but I never saw snow until I came north with the caravans.”

“Cellio! Isn’t that a town in Filis?”

“Why, yes, my lady, it is.” Surprised, Jaelle looked up at her.

“What were you doing there? Your coloring….” She broke off and glanced away, almost shyly, then looked back. “You look more like a northerner. Aunt Tess says that in the south where the sun is brighter it burns the skin and hair darker. I have seen women and men whose skin is as black as if they had rubbed themselves all over with coal. But your hair is light, like mine.”

Jaelle folded the gowns and replaced them in the chest. The silence dragged on, and Katerina regarded her with such rapt interest that finally Jaelle found herself feeling sorry for her. Jaelle had herself never lived as luxuriously as this. But a plush cage was still a cage, after all. Hesitantly, she began to talk.

“My mother’s father sold her to a merchant when she was a child. She was brought south, where light-haired children brought a better price, and bought by Lord Tacollo’s father, who died soon after. Some man in the villa where I was born got her with child, with me, that is. That is where I grew up, in a nobleman’s villa. She was the nurse for Lord Tacollo’s children. I was allowed to sit in on lessons with them for a time.”

“And then?”

Jaelle clasped her hands together and stared down at her knuckles. The scars on the backs of her hands told the story well enough. “Then other things happened, my lady. They wouldn’t interest you.”

“How can you know what would interest me? If I didn’t want to know, I wouldn’t ask!”

Jaelle’s gaze flew up to her. Even in broad daylight the room was dim because the windows were so narrow, but not dim enough that she could not see the pale drape of Katerina’s hair and the flow of her blouse and skirts down over the stone. She had taken off her boots, and her bare feet peeked out from under her skirts and the belled cuff of her striped undertrousers. A number of slender gold bracelets wreathed her left ankle, making a soft music every time she shifted her leg.

“Must I tell you, my lady? Do you command me to?”

“Of course not! I would only like to find a friend, here, and it is usual for friends to want to know something of each other. You do not belong here either, do you?”

“No, my lady.”

“I wish you would leave off calling me ‘my lady.’ I am usually called Katya. What would happen to you if you had not been sent here with me? Would you still serve Princess Rusudani?”

“I don’t think so, my la—. I don’t think so. It is not fitting that a common woman like me serve a princess.”

“Then what could you do?”

Jaelle shrugged. “All towns have a marketplace, and there are always men who will pay a woman to lie with them.”

“Do you like it?”

“Do I like it? I am free, my—That is, I was free, to make my own transactions. I would rather travel with the caravans and choose my own service than be a slave, even in the finest mansion, as my mother was.”

“I meant, what is it like to lie with a man when he pays you? Does he love you? Is the payment only to make him have pleasure, or is there any pleasure for yourself? It must be strange. My mother always said that a woman should never take a man into her blankets whom she would not care to speak with in the morning, and I suppose it was poorly done of me to take Andrei Sakhalin—” She spat suddenly on the stone floor. “His name soils my mouth. But still, it was only out of ill temper that I did it. I must say, he scarcely gave me any pleasure at all, he was so intent on telling me about how important he was. He talked the whole time!”

The words came quickly, and Jaelle found them confusing. “You are a widow?” she asked finally.

Katerina touched her own cheek. “No.”

“But you speak of having lain with men.”

Katerina shoved herself up from the bench and began to pace again. “I hate this room. Gods, I hate it. All these khaja things are so heavy and so imprisoning. Why shouldn’t a woman take a lover if she wishes to? A girl becomes a woman by taking a lover, isn’t that true with the khaja as well?”

“When a girl is married—”

“Are you married?”

“No.”

“You see,” said Katerina triumphantly. “Your ways are not so different from ours. How could they be? Even if Aunt Tess says they are.”

Katerina’s pacing made Jaelle dizzy. “An unmarried girl who took a lover would be disgraced,” Jaelle said. “She would never find a husband. Her own people would cast her out on the street for bringing shame to her family.”

Katerina stopped pacing. Her expression altered. It took Jaelle a moment to recognize the emotion: Pity. “Is that what happened to you?”

Jaelle laughed harshly. “I beg your pardon, my lady, for speaking so freely, but I think your ways must be very different from ours. I never had any hope of being married. I was a slave, first in my master’s house and then for a time in the mines. I was whipped often enough for trying to run away. It was only by the grace of Our Lady the Pilgrim that I chanced to grow into a face pretty enough to attract the attention of an old merchant. I traveled north with him, and he taught me Taor and a few other languages, including Yos, which is the language spoken in all the princedoms in this region. He treated me decently and fed me well. When he died after an illness, I took some of his coin, only as much as I needed, and after that I was free to sell myself along the caravan routes. But free. It was a better life than the one I had before. May She be praised for Her mercy, for it was by Her will that I escaped the other life.”

“That is terrible,” said Katerina.

Jaelle did not know what to reply. Katerina’s sympathy troubled her. Below, she heard someone arrive, and she went to the door and opened it. Prince Janos came up the steps, carrying two books.

Katerina sprang up at once, her face alight—for the books, Jaelle thought, not for the man, but Janos watched her with greedy eyes and stood over her, one hand resting possessively on the back of the chair in which she sat down to examine these treasures.

“This is a copy of The Recitation,” Katerina said, opening its pages with reverence, drawing a hand down the parchment as if to caress it.

His fingers twitched on the back of the chair, but he did not touch her. “Princess Rusudani gave me this copy for you. She has asked if she may visit you, to discuss the word of God.”

“Of course. I would welcome her visits.” But Katerina said it absently, turning to the other volume. “What is this?” She read aloud, sounding out the script. “The Description of Travels in the Lands of the Yossian Peoples?”

“You can read.”

She looked up over her shoulder at him. “Why should I lie about such a thing as that?”

He smiled down at her. “My mother spent some years in retirement, before I came of age and she came here to act as chatelaine of the lands I inherited from her. She translated this work.”

“Your mother did that? Then she must truly be an educated woman, my lord.”

He smiled further and ran a hand down one of her braids, twining it into his fingers. Her face stilled. She took hold of his wrist, pulled his hand away, and stood up, moving away from him. Janos looked startled.

A guard clattered up the stairs. “Lady Jadranka begs leave to address you, my lord,” he said.

Janos hesitated, then made polite good-byes to Katerina and took himself off. The guard loitered for a moment, eyeing Jaelle, and he patted the small purse looped to his belt meaningfully and winked at her, then hurried after the prince.

“Now I understand why my cousin Nadine dislikes khaja men,” said Katerina explosively. But she went back to the table and sat down in front of the books. “Will you teach me the language they speak here, Jaelle?”

“Of course, my la—Of course.”

“I could teach you how to read.”

“What use would it be for me to know how to read?” Jaelle blurted out, then thought better of it, seeing Katerina’s disappointed expression. Certainly the poor girl just wanted something to do to pass the time. “Of course.”

But even with this, and the books, to occupy them, there was still too much time to fill.

The next morning, Prince Janos came again, but this time he brought an unexpected visitor and an escort of four guards.

Katerina leaped to her feet, but said nothing, nor did she rush forward to greet the visitor. It was Bakhtiian. Jaelle thought he looked somewhat neater than he had at their other meeting, as if he had taken some pains to repair his clothing and at least wash his face and hands.

At once, he and Katerina began to speak to each other in khush.

Prince Janos casually slapped Bakhtiian with the back of a hand. “While I am here, you will speak in Taor.”

“I cannot pray in Taor,” retorted Bakhtiian, steadying himself from the blow, or perhaps for a new one. He did not flinch from the prince’s stare.

“Then you will pray silently, or not return here.”

“Do as he says,” said Katerina suddenly, and Janos’s gaze fastened on her. That gaze betrayed something to Jaelle, who had learned over the years to measure men’s desire carefully, in order to protect herself. Perhaps Janos feared the two jaran would communicate information to each other that might be dangerous, but that was not the real reason he laid down such prohibitions. He was jealous. He wanted no attention paid to her that he could not share in, no attention, at least, paid to her by another man. Jaelle shivered, abruptly afraid for Katerina.

“You have seen my cousin Vassily Kireyevsky and prayed with him as is fitting?” Katerina asked.

“I have.”

“You have not been treated ill, I trust, priest of my people.”

To this he did not reply, but his eyes flashed. “Prince Vassily asks after you,” he said instead.

“Tell my cousin that although I am confined here against my will, otherwise these khaja treat me with the honor that befits a woman.”

“I will do so.”

Their gazes met. Janos watched this communication avidly.

Katerina broke off the look first and glanced toward the prince. “We will pray now.”

She knelt. Never, in her time among the jaran, had Jaelle seen one of them kneel formally for prayer, but now both Katerina and Bakhtiian did so, side by side, hands resting on their thighs, and stared into the distance, into the stone which imprisoned them. Janos was patient. He waited them out. After a while they rose, and Janos signaled to the guards to take Bakhtiian away.

“I thank you,” said Katerina to Janos when Bakhtiian was gone. “How is my cousin, Vassily Kireyevsky?”

“Well enough.” He circled in closer to her, placing a hand on the table next to where hers rested. She looked at him deliberately and drew hers away. “You need not fear for him, Lady Katherine. I have a special interest in treating him courteously. We play dars, castles, and he is teaching me khot.”

“I can play castles.”

Janos chuckled. “Truly you are a woman of unusual parts. It is not a woman’s game.”

“What a stupid thing to say! Of course it’s a woman’s game, and a man’s game. It’s just a game.”

“Do you ever think that it might be unwise to insult me?” Janos asked quietly.

“Do you ever think it might be unwise to imprison me? My mother and grandmother will not take kindly to this.”

“You are only a woman, Lady Katherine. However much it may grieve them, what can they do?” With that, looking irritated, he left.

“You must not anger him,” said Jaelle.

“I must not anger him! Perhaps he should act like a proper man and not anger me. His immodesty is disgraceful!”

“My lady, I don’t think—”

“These khaja are all barbarians!”

“He could have you killed! Don’t you understand! You belong to him now!”

“I belong to the Orzhekov tribe, not to a man!”

Jaelle threw up her hands. “You aren’t with the jaran now. Listen to me, Lady Katherine. You are his concubine now. You must make him wish to treat you well.”

“What is a concubine?”

The depth of her ignorance astonished Jaelle. At times, it was possible to think of her like any other woman; many of the women on the caravan routes spoke Taor with accents, so that was nothing new. But now she reminded herself that Princess Katerina was truly a foreigner. “A woman who is kept by a man as a mistress, as a… wife, without marrying her.”

“How is that different from being a whore?”

“A whore is paid for her service.”

Katerina winced. “Well, he may think whatever he wishes of me. I am not taking him to my bed.”

“That may be, my lady, but he intends to take you into his.”

“Ha! Let him try. Barbarians!”

Jaelle opened her mouth to reply and thought better of it. She sighed and turned aside instead. “I will go down to the well to fetch water, Lady Katherine.”

A whole day passed with no visitors. The next morning proved busy, however. Princess Rusudani arrived with a train of elegant serving women, and Katerina listened politely while Rusudani read from The Recitation and one of the commentaries.

Later, Lady Jadranka came upstairs with servants carrying a loom, which was assembled while Katerina watched raptly. As soon as they had left, Katerina began to prepare the loom, singing happily to herself. Into this gentle domesticity, in the late afternoon, Prince Janos arrived with a servant behind him carrying a finely carved wooden box with enameled hinges.

Katerina chose to ignore him, so he watched her for a long while.

“I suppose,” he said at last, “that now that you have your weaving, you won’t wish to play castles.”

Katerina halted at once and came over to the table, where the servant had set down the box. Without asking for permission, she opened it and examined the pieces, laying them out in proper order on the white and red squares inlaid into the board. “Which side do you prefer?” she asked, sitting down in one of the chairs.

He smiled. “The choice is yours, Lady Katherine.”

She let him move first. The servant set out cups and wine, and Janos drank heavily, Katerina sparingly. She played with great concentration. He looked up too frequently, watched her too much. Indeed, Jaelle thought it amazing, the speed with which Katerina won the game.

“Where did you learn to play?” Janos asked, leaning back in his chair. Under the table, his boots crept up against Katerina’s legs, and she shifted her legs away.

“From my Aunt Tess, although she isn’t really that good. I played certain travelers, scholars, merchants, whomever I could find who came to Sarai, and others, out with the army.”

“You traveled with the army?”

She lifted her gaze and smiled, not kindly, right at him. “I fought in Yaroslav Sakhalin’s army for two years, my lord. I have killed many khaja men, those who thought they could win against the power of the jaran armies. They could not.”

He laughed, not quite believing her. “Surely a princess of your line would be married by now.”

“I have been spared that, at least.”

He leaned toward her over the table, his fingers reaching for her sleeve, which she swept out of his grasp. “Is it true that you rode with the army?”

“Of course! Most young women serve for two or three years as archers. After that, most of them go back to the tribes to marry.”

He stood up so abruptly that his wine cup tipped over, but he had drained it dry and nothing spilled out. For the first time he looked agitated. He paced to one of the window loops and stopped with his back to her. “So you could have shot me, there in the church of Urosh Monastery?”

“I could have. Princess Rusudani stayed my hand. That is the only reason you aren’t dead now.”

He turned back. Jaelle could no longer read the expression on his face, but it disturbed her. He walked out of the room without saying anything more.

Katerina stared after him for a time. Then she bit her lip and began to rearrange the pieces, back to their starting points. “Do you want to learn to play, Jaelle?”

“You should let him win, Lady Katherine.”

Katerina folded her hands thoughtfully on the table, gazing first at the board and then up at Jaelle. “I don’t think he’s the sort of man who wants to be let win.” A small smile turned up her mouth. “We will see if he can manage to win by his own efforts.”

“You are playing a dangerous game.”

Katerina shrugged. “What else is there to do?” She toyed with the pieces, moving them against an invisible opponent. “On campaign we used to find khaja men for me to play, and others for an audience. They always wagered against me, because I was a woman. Mariya and I won a lot of coin that way, and some chickens, and trinkets, and even a slave once, a little girl whom we gave over into Mother Sakhalin’s care. So don’t think I don’t know how to play.”

“That isn’t the game Prince Janos is playing! He means to make you his mistress.”

“I’m not a fool. I can see that he desires me. But his mother has granted me sanctuary, so there is nothing he can do except try to win me in his crude way. Khaja men have no subtlety. Now can we talk of something else besides Prince Janos?”

Jaelle bowed her head obediently, but she was afraid now, more than ever, for herself and for Katerina.

Because of the prince’s unexpectedly late visit, Jaelle went late to the well. It was already dark. Two of the guards at the door propositioned her. As she waited at the well, she considered what they had suggested. Wouldn’t it be wise to store up some coin, a few useful items, against adversity? But there were few places where she could find privacy for that sort of thing. As she walked back past the great hall, a man called to her in a whisper from a shadowed corner of the outside wall.

“Jaelle!”

She knew that voice. She glanced around. Shadows had thrown the whole inner ward into gloom, and there were only a few people around. Lights bloomed in half of the great towers. The cold air chilled her hands where she gripped the metal handles of the buckets. Water sloshed out, dripping on her boots, as she hurried into the shadows.

“Stefan!” Warmth swept her, she was so happy to see him. She set down the buckets.

A moment later, he embraced her, surprising her with the strength of his greeting. He kissed her, swiftly, and she pressed against him for the comfort of it. He broke away, whispering apologies.

“Ah, gods, I beg your pardon, Jaelle. Please forgive me. I’ve been thinking of you constantly. Are you…well? Unharmed?”

“I am fed enough and left alone. But what of you, Stefan? Where are you? What has been done with you and the others? Princess Katherine—Katerina—speaks every day of wanting news of you, but she is allowed none, only assurance that Prince Vasil’ii is well.”

“Didn’t she see Ilya once?”

“Yes, but they could not speak together. Prince Janos remained with them the entire time.” He had taken two steps away from her. She closed the gap and set a hand on his arm, then laid her head against his chest. He stole an arm around her back and breathed into her hair. Unlike most men, his grasp was gentle. But she could feel in the way his body moved against her that he desired her body.

He whispered her name again and kissed her hair, wrenched himself away. “It’s no use. There isn’t time for this. Who knows when we’ll be able to meet this way again? Vasha is being held in the tower. There. It’s called the King’s Tower, and in the room beneath, his many soldiers are quartered. I sleep with him there. Ilya and Vladimir and Nikita and Mikhail are chained up at night down below, although sometimes Ilya is allowed to sleep in the solar, the room below Princess Rusudani’s chamber. That one, there, the tallest tower. Prince Janos has his own rooms, but I think he only uses those for speaking with his steward and others who come in about their business. Ilya says that every night Janos goes up to Rusudani’s chamber. Vladimir and Nikita serve the princess as well, carrying water and firewood, other chores. They are almost always with Ilya. Mikhail serves Vasha, as do I. Now tell all this to Katya, so she can be prepared.”

“Prepared for what?”

He lowered his voice even more, and she leaned closer to hear him. He smelled faintly sweet, especially against the dour odor of the stables. Jaran camps never smelled as rank as this castle. “For anything that might happen.”

“What of the other man? The other soldier?”

Stefan shook his head curtly. “Stanislav Vershinin, you mean. We lost him on the road. He couldn’t walk to keep up, so some of the guards sold him to a farmer for three chickens and some grain for their horses. But he’ll have an easier time escaping from there than we will from here.”

“If he lived.”

“He favored the leg more than it hurt him. He knew the risk he was taking. Someone had to try to escape to get the word back to the army.”

Voices sounded from the great hall. A lantern swayed to a slow pace as two guards came along the inner ward.

“Jaelle.” Her name was like a sigh of hope on Stefan’s voice. “If we escape, will you come with us?” He kissed her again. Then, the confession torn from him by the night air and the chance meeting, he said, “I love you.”

“Who’s there?” someone called.

“Where is that slave?”

He broke away, sidled farther into the shadow, and disappeared from her view. In a daze, she hoisted up the buckets and set off for the Widow’s Tower. Two guards hastened up.

“What happened to you?” they demanded.

“I lost my way.”

They escorted her back, and she lugged the buckets up the stairway, not noticing their weight. Setting them down inside the room, she just stood there.

“What’s wrong?” Katerina asked, coming over to her. She took one of Jaelle’s hands in her own, chafing it. “You’ve gone all pale.”

“I saw Stefan.”

“Stefan! How is he?” Light flared in Katerina, like hope leaping across a chasm to find a new home. “What did he have to tell you?”

Disjointedly, Jaelle relayed his news.

Katerina clapped her hands together. “You must try to meet him again. I’ll send you to the well tomorrow night at this time. Surely he’ll come again then, hoping to meet you.”

Surely he would. He had said that he loved her. “May I sit down, my lady?” she said weakly.

“What is wrong? You’ve not taken ill have you?” Katerina led her to a chair. “You mustn’t take ill, Jaelle. You’re all I have.”

You’re all I have. “He said he loved me,” Jaelle whispered, then cursed herself for saying it.

“Oh, yes,” said Katerina blithely. “Stefan’s been pining after you for months. I would have thought you’d noticed it before. I thought you must not care for him, since you never asked him to become your lover.”

“A woman does not ask—What do you mean? You knew?”

“Stefan told me. We grew up together. We’re almost like cousins, really, although, well, he’s very sweet, Stefan, and he’ll become a great healer just like his grandfather Niko is, in time.”

It was too much. Jaelle began to cry quietly. “What does he have to gain by it?”

“Who?”

“Stefan. To say that he loves me.”

“He has nothing to gain by it! He just loves you, that’s all. Why is that so strange?”

Because no man had ever before said, ‘I love you.’ And truly, no one had ever said those words. No one, ever in her life. She did not know what to think, what to say, what to do, what to feel. So, being practical, she wiped her cheeks dry and sniffed down the last few sobs.

“I beg your pardon, my lady.”

“Ah! You khaja are impossible. Here, we’ll heat some of that water and you can wash your—”

They both heard the footsteps coming up the stairs at the same time. Katerina pulled Jaelle to her feet and like comrades they turned together to face the door. Janos entered. He dismissed his two guards as soon as they had set a new flask of wine down on the table beside the board and set torches burning in the wall sconces.

“We will play again,” he announced, and sat down.

Katerina, amazingly, laughed and took her place. Janos made the first move. Katerina countered.

“You are a skilled player, Princess Katherine,” said the prince after a bit, “and bold, for a woman.”

“You are immodest, for a man, Prince Janos, and like most khaja men your brash manners have done nothing to improve your game.”

“We shall see whose game is stronger.”

It grew so quiet in the chamber that the pop of the fire was the loudest sound in the room, that and the faint jingle of Katerina’s bracelets and anklets and the tumble of wine into the cups as Janos poured, and poured again. He concentrated more on the game now, but after a time it became obvious even to Jaelle that Katerina was winning.

The princess sat back after she took his castle and tilted her chin back arrogantly. “If you would not drink so much, you would play better, Prince Janos. But I would still win.”

He jumped to his feet and scattered the pieces with a sweep of one hand. “It is not the wine that confuses me.” That quickly he circled the table and grabbed Katerina by the shoulders before she realized what was happening. “You are the most glorious woman I have ever seen.” Her mouth dropped open. She looked confounded. He pulled her to her feet and kissed her hard on the mouth.

She wedged her hands in between them and shoved him away, but he pulled her back into him. She jerked her head to one side so that his kiss touched her eye.

“How dare you! You swore to your mother that I would be treated with honor.”

He looked genuinely surprised. “I have treated you with honor! Be thankful I didn’t send you to my father.”

“And what might your father have done? Surely he would not have treated me this improperly.” She half twisted out of his grasp.

He let her go, and she staggered back, looking a little stunned. “I beg your pardon,” he said. “I forgot that you are an unmarried woman and not accustomed to a man’s advances.” Now he took her hands in his. “My father has a rare and terrible temper, Lady Katherine. You will do much better with me, although it’s true I can’t offer you marriage now that I am married to Princess Rusudani.” He looked over at Jaelle and signed to her to turn down the bed.

This speech had the effect of rendering Katerina speechless. She was, finally, beginning to look nervous.

“Our children will be raised as if they were legitimate, and since any sons I have by Rusudani will inherit her portion, there is no reason I can’t settle some of the lands and vassalage I received through my mother onto the sons you bear.”

The truth was, Jaelle thought, that Katerina appeared struck dumb, as if she simply could not comprehend what he was saying to her. It was an incredibly generous settlement, although, of course, words meant nothing. A pragmatic woman at this point would demand that he set down these promises in writing, so that she could hold him to them should his infatuation wane. She wanted to tell Katerina so but dared not speak.

He took Katerina’s silence for assent and bent to kiss her.

She elbowed him hard in the stomach and tore away from him. “I have not given you permission to touch me!”

Gasping for breath, he straightened up. “I don’t need permission! You are my concubine now.”

“I am not a concubine. You will leave my tent—my chamber—now. I wish to see no more of you tonight.”

“You wish—” He grasped her elbows and dragged her toward the bed, while she kicked at his legs, pulled free, only to have him wrestle her down onto the coverlet. She was strong, but not as strong as he was.

“Jaelle!” she called, as if expecting Jaelle to aid her.

Janos stood, one knee on the bed, pressing her down, but he looked up and found Jaelle, who stood immobile by the fire. It took only a glimpse of his face to see that he was headed into a rare fury. “Go!”

Jaelle fled the room.

Just as she reached the lower landing she heard a crash, and she flinched as if she had been hit. She ran back up the stairs but halted on the landing. Through the closed door she listened, feeling sick inside. Grunts, a hollow thud, a woman’s gasp; he cursed; something banged loudly to the floor. The unmistakable crack of a slap to the face. Katerina swore at him in labored gasps. Fabric ripped. Something was dragged over the floor, followed by another thud, and then Janos swore again, sounding even angrier.

The struggle went on and on and on. Why didn’t she just give in? How could she be so foolish? Janos wanted to treat her well, that was clear; Jaelle knew that his offer was unbelievably lavish, torn from him no doubt by his desire for her and, as it was with so many men, the ridiculous belief that the one thing he could not have was worth more than the treasures he held in his hands.

After a while Jaelle could not stand to listen anymore, and anyway, the two torches in the stairwell were failing. She picked her way carefully down the stairs and waited.

And waited.

It was dark in the lower chamber. Sounds from above were muffled by the plank flooring and the carpet. Torchlight flickered under the door to the outer stair. It was cold. She heard the guards talking outside. Mildew wafted out of the shadows, and she coughed. The damp air of coming winter seeped in through her kirtle. She had not thought to take her cloak. She sneezed and wiped her nose.

Upstairs, the door scraped open. Light gleamed on the stairwell, pooling and expanding as someone came downstairs. When Janos, holding one of the torches, came into the lower chamber, Jaelle gasped. The play of shadows gave him a grim look. His lower lip bled. It looked bitten through. His clothes hung all at random, and his fine tunic was not belted now; as he passed Jaelle, she realized that it was torn, a gash on the left side. His hair looked as if a storm had blown through it. His left ear trickled blood, and he favored one leg. He pounded on the door.

“Open up! Get me some wine!”

The door opened. He stamped out, his fury a palpable force that lingered even after he was gone. The door shut, and the bar grated down, thunking into place. Jaelle groped back up the stairwell, which was now black as pitch.

In the upper chamber, two torches threw inconstant light over the room, which lay in shambles. Katerina lay on the bed, dressed only in her undershift, silent, staring at the dark cloud of the bed canopy above her. At first Jaelle thought the shadows marked her face with peculiar shapes, but it was a bruise, already purpling, on her cheek. She had a black eye. Soft noises came from the bed. After a moment, Jaelle recognized them: Katerina was weeping with rage.

Jaelle brought water and a cloth and dabbed down Katerina’s swollen face, washed her hands and arms, and lay a cool cloth over her blackened eye. Then, from all over the room, she gathered up Katerina’s clothing, most of it torn, some just scattered as wind scatters leaves over the ground. She set the chairs and table upright and searched out the game board and pieces, counting them off. Two were lost: one had gotten flung into the fire and was scorched. She pushed a new log onto the fire and let the heat warm her face.

Behind her, the bed creaked. Jaelle started up, but Katerina had only heaved herself up onto her elbows. Moving stiffly, she rolled off the bed and stood up. She moaned and swore softly in her own language, then limped toward the fire. She made it as far as the carpet before she sank down into a despondent heap on the floor. There was no mark of virginity on the coverlet. The chamber smelled of sweat and exertion. Outside, a hound yelped and stilled. One of the torches guttered out, smoke steaming into the chamber and dissipating.

Half of Katerina’s hair hung down loose, the kind of hair that gives pleasure to the hands and skin. The other half was still braided.

Jaelle took a comb from the chest. “Let me fix your hair,” she said softly. Kneeling behind Katerina, Jaelle tentatively touched the end of the last braid, then, more bravely, un-braided it and began to comb out Katerina’s long, thick hair. Katerina sighed and leaned back against her. She was no longer crying and slowly she relaxed. The heat of her skin through the thin undershift warmed Jaelle far more than did the heat of the fire.

There was no hurry. Slowly, Jaelle combed it out, breathing in its scent, like the distant grass of the plains. Katerina found one of the game pieces, a bold knight, stamped down in the fringe of the carpet. The firelight flickered over them, and all the while as Jaelle rebraided her hair, Katya scraped the beautifully carved piece on the plank floor, back and forth, back and forth, until its face was obliterated.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

The Fierce Dance of Bliss

“I AM SORRY,” KAROLLA announced as the family sat under the awning eating supper together, “that Anatoly Sakhalin has gone.”

Ilyana stiffened, but for once her mother’s comment didn’t seemed directed at her. Instead, Karolla watched Valentin, who sat playing with his meat but not eating any. The skin under his eyes looked bruised, it was so dark. Twice in the past six days Ilyana had caught him in the middle of the night at the latticework nesh, but she didn’t wake up every night.

“I’ll eat his if he doesn’t want it,” said Anton, and grabbed for the meat.

“Pig.” Valentin swatted his hand, and Anton wailed. Evdokia stuck her thumb in her mouth and began sucking determinedly. The baby slept in a sling against Nipper’s chest, but even so, the khaja woman leaned over and pulled Valentin’s hand away from his brother.

“Now now,” she said in her most irritating remonstrative voice, “your brother is quite right, Valentin. If you won’t eat your food, it mustn’t go to waste.”

Valentin jerked away from her and scuttled back. “Don’t touch me!”

“Valentin!” said Karolla. “Your manners.”

“What gives her the right to tell me what to do? She isn’t even part of the tribe, except I guess he porks her once or twice a month to keep her happy.”

Nipper gasped and flushed.

Vasil, who had been ignoring the interplay, as he usually did, turned right around and slapped Valentin on the face, hard. “Get out. Don’t come back until you’ve learned some manners. Never speak to a woman in that way. You’re a disgrace.”

Valentin leapt to his feet. “You’re the disgrace! I hate you! I’m never coming back, ever.” He spun and ran off around the tent.

Ilyana began to get to her feet.

“Yana,” said her father softly, “we’re not through eating yet.”

“But, Papa—”

He just looked at her. She sank back down and ate. The food tasted like ashes in her mouth. Anton ate every scrap on Valentin’s plate as well as his own, and Evdi sucked her thumb. Karolla discussed making felt for rugs with Nipper, and the baby woke up and demanded to nurse. Ilyana felt sick to her stomach.

She gathered up the wooden platters and took Evdokia aside to help her clean them. Karolla only expected them to be scraped clean before they were put back in the chest, but Ilyana had eaten meals over at Kori and other friend’s houses too many times now not to find that embarrassing. They went to the washroom, where they found Diana, Portia, and the lighting designer, a broad-shouldered man with a gorgeous mahogany complexion and old-fashioned glasses.

“Good evening, Yana,” said Diana cheerfully. She didn’t seem very despondent over Anatoly’s absence. Portia sat on a stool clutching her pillow, and Evdi sidled over next to her and just stood there, sucking her thumb. “They’re a morose pair, aren’t they?”

“Uh, can I leave Evdi with you for a little bit?”

“Of course. But don’t forget I’ve got rehearsal at oh twenty hundred.”

“I won’t. I’ll come get both of them before then. Thank you.”

The lighting designer smiled kindly at her, and as she left with the platters she heard him say to Diana: “I feel sorry for that girl.”

Ilyana flushed, horrified by his sympathy, and stopped outside the door to catch her breath.

“Her father’s a criminal. He ought to be confined to the madhouse.”

“Hush,” said Diana. “Don’t forget Evdi is over there. And I think it’s unfair. Vasil is self-absorbed and tiresome, but—”

“He treats his children horribly.”

“I know he neglects them…”

“Sells them off to the highest bidder, you mean. Surely you know about the boy.”

“Yassir, this isn’t the sort of thing we should talk about in front of the girls.” A pause. “Valentin, do you mean? You forget I knew them back when they were with the tribes. Valentin’s never gotten on very well here, but that isn’t just because of his father. What about him?”

“Di! You live in the same house as them! He was practically being raped by that perverted old financier from the Hoover Institute of Interactive Studies.”

“I don’t believe it! He’s barely thirteen years old.”

“I don’t have any proof. But I by damned almost caught her at it once, that was when they were doing the prototypes for the actie the Hoover wanted Veselov to do on Genghis Khan and he’d asked me to come in and do the lighting on the set pieces. Anyway, I laid plans to try to get evidence so I could file a third-party complaint, but then she got called away on something, the whole project got put on hiatus, and we came here. You really didn’t notice anything wrong?”

“Hyacinth complained about a lot of the people who went over to their flat. I admit that some of them were the kind of people who made you want to wash your hands after you shook hands with them, but…really, Yassir, I don’t…not that I don’t believe you, but….”

“We techies sometimes hear and see things other people might not notice. Did I ever tell you about the time that I overheard Veselov offering his daughter’s virginity to—Goddess, what was his name?—that cultural minister assigned to Soerensen’s entourage by the protocol office, a lecher if I ever met one, in return for getting Veselov secretly onto… what’s the name of the planet they come from?”

“Rhui,” said Diana in a hollow voice. “He couldn’t have said that.”

“Neh. Not straight out. But there were a lot of unspoken things being said. Something about a traditional ritual for a girl coming into womanhood and how one man was picked for the honor, that kind of thing. I assume the minister never managed to complete the transaction.”

There was a silence.

Bathed in shame, Ilyana fled. She was too furious, too humiliated, to go back to her mother’s tent, so she ran out to the ruined caravansary instead, a haven now that Anatoly Sakhalin wasn’t around anymore to make it unsafe.

Oh, gods, was it true? Had her father really betrayed her like that? How much worse than what her mother had done… at least her mother had been trying to help her, however awkward and disgracefully it had been done. At least she had picked someone like Anatoly Sakhalin.

Shuddering, Ilyana recalled the minister: He stank of oil, and his hair always looked greasy, and his skin had the same bloated, pasty white film as uncooked rolls glazed with egg. And now—oh, gods—now she understood why he had spent so much time looming over her for that month—what was it? a year ago now—when the interactive institute Veselov was working for had done that adventure actie on Tau Ceti Tierce at the same time Soerensen was in residence.

Pebbles skittered. Sand crunched under boots. She whirled around, but saw nothing. Movement flashed in the corner of an eye, and she spun. She heard him panting.

“Valentin! Come out here.”

Nothing. Silence. But she knew he was there. She could feel him watching her from his hiding place along one of the walls.

“Oh, Valentin, what good does it do you to hide out here?”

But why should he go home?

“I wish I had gone with Sakhalin,” he said from the shadows, and she ran toward the sound of his voice only to have him dart away from her and vanish into the underground entrance to the storage rooms, cluttered with fallen brick and huge, immovable pithoi.

If they had been with the jaran, it would have been the next step in his education, that he ride out under the supervision of an officer, in the train of the army, to care for the horses and the gear of the soldiers.

She leaned into the cavernous opening. “I promise you, Valentin. When he comes back, I’ll tell Mother and Papa—” Faltered. That was no good. “I’ll talk to Sakhalin himself, really I will. I’ll tell him you need to go, anywhere, to get away.”

His figure shifted in the blackness, but came no nearer. “Will you really? Even after what happened with your flower night?”

Ilyana imagined how utterly awkward and mortifying it would be to approach Sakhalin after what had happened. But no one else could help Valentin. “Yes. Even after that I will. I promise you.”

“Well. All right.”

“All right, then. Come out. I’m not going in there after you. I’ll get all dirty, and so will these dishes, and anyway, there’re spiders in there.”

“I’m not coming out. Just let me stay here, Yana. Don’t make me go back. They won’t care, anyway.”

“I can’t drag you out. Oh, all right, sulk out here if you want to. It’ll be cold at night.”

“It doesn’t matter. Cold doesn’t matter.” His voice sounded eerily disembodied, echoing through the underground vaults. “It’s only the surface world.”

She would have thrown up in her hands in exasperation, but she was still holding the platters. Instead, she left him there.

But in the morning she found time to sneak him out a platter of food, which she left by the empty cistern. That night when she went back, half of it was eaten. She left fresh food and a flask of water. She went again the next morning. The flask was gone, so she left another one, but the food hadn’t been touched.

“Where’s your brother?” David asked when she arrived for her tutorial. “I didn’t notice him around yesterday, and we had a tentative tutorial planned on early computer architecture, but he never showed up.”

“I dunno.” She could hardly face him. Did other adults besides the lighting designer Yassir, someone she had seen around a fair bit but didn’t really know except to say hello to, know all about the awful bargains her father was trying to make? Did everyone know? “He had a—” But if she said that Valentin had had a fight with their dad, then maybe David would blurt out all the horrible secrets that he knew about her and her brother. “He isn’t feeling well.”

David blinked at her, and she got the feeling that she didn’t lie very well. “You’ll let me know if you need any help, won’t you?”

“Uh. Yes.”

He sighed and shook his head. “So. I think we should strike while the iron is hot.”

“What does that mean?”

He grinned. “We’ve had three days to let our—your—encounter with Genji sink in. It’s a big step, but it worked with Sakhalin. I think we should go.”

“Yes,” said Ilyana, who wanted nothing more than to get as far away as possible, even if it was only for a little while.

David borrowed Vasil’s saddle, since Sakhalin had taken his saddle with him, and together they rode out to the rose wall with Gwyn and Hyacinth in attendance. Gwyn had to get back for rehearsal, so Hyacinth agreed to wait with the horses for as long as he could.

Ilyana stood in front of the wall and said, in a trembling voice, “My name is Ilyana Arkhanov, and begging your pardon, I’ve been invited to visit, er, Genji, in the hall of monumental time.”

The wall clouded and vanished and a barge appeared. This one was smaller. Stairs extruded, and David waved at Ilyana to stay back so that he could enter first, but she followed on his heels and found a circular chamber domed by a low, cloudy ceiling and ringed with a bench. She sat. David, after a hesitation, sat. The barge rose, and rose, and rose, and Ilyana realized that they were flying.

“This is interesting,” said David. “The other barge glided. It rested on some kind of cushion of air and never left the ground. Why is this different?”

“Maybe we’re going farther away.” She set a hand on the curve of the dome. “Oooo. It’s gooshy and sort of sticky.”

“Yana! Get your hands off that.”

She giggled. “You sound like Diana. She’s always telling the girls not to touch things, like the things will bite back.”

“Things do bite back sometimes.”

The ship banked and rose higher and Ilyana slipped off the bench and landed on the floor. She laughed, as much out of nervousness as surprise, and hoisted herself back up on the bench.

“My point exactly,” added David, and steadied himself on the bench as the ship banked again. He shoved his heels into the floor but almost slid off, and then did when he started laughing because Ilyana had slipped off again. So they were laughing when the craft came to a halt so abrupt that Ilyana felt like she’d slammed into a wall. The entry-way slid open and Ilyana scrambled for purchase, but there was nothing to hold onto, everything was smooth.

The opening gaped onto a gulf of air. About twenty paces away, if one could walk on air, the tip of a steeple ended in a jeweled peak, like emeralds winking in the sun. Farther, she saw the stubby top of a glass pagoda, and the curling black and red stripes of an onion dome, and nothing beneath. From this height she could not see the ground, and she felt herself slide slowly, inexorably, toward the opening and the inevitable death plunge to the ground. She didn’t grab for David because she didn’t want to drag him with her, didn’t even dare look toward him for fear of losing what little purchase she did have. The craft cycled a quarter turn to the left and suddenly a towering wall of smoky glass blocked out the light.

The floor settled and the door lined up with a two-meter-high arch set into the glass tower. Gingerly, Ilyana stood up and walked over toward the opening.

“Don’t go too near,” whispered David.

“That arch is open, I think,” answered Ilyana in an equally quiet voice, as if loudness might send the craft into a death spin. “But there’s like two meters between it and us. I can’t jump that far. Do you think—”

A sound teased at her ears, the whisper of soft paper being crumpled, the flutter of the leaves of a paperback.

“Come over,” said a voice, hanging on the air like a breath of wind.

Ilyana swallowed. “I would, but I can’t jump that far, and neither can my ke.” She flashed a glance back at David, but like a cornered rat, he had fixed his gaze on the immediate threat: the craft’s open hatch and the empty air beyond.

“Ah.” The sound was more an exhalation than a word. The craft slid in toward the tower. Ilyana felt as if it were pushing against a thickening cushion of air, and it finally came to rest about half a meter from the wall and the open archway.

She did not wait to think. She pushed off and took the step—it took forever and ever hanging above the chasm—and threw herself forward into the round chamber of slick black stone, landing on her knees. The stone was hard and cold. She crawled on her hands and knees into the center and then, remembering, looked back. She was alone. The craft hung outside, swaying slightly as if in a breeze.

“David? David!”

At last he appeared, teeth clenched. He made an ungainly leap, pitched forward and stumbled into her, flung himself down on his rump, and just sat there, panting and laughing weakly.

“What an entrance,” he said finally as he pushed up to his feet. “The Chapalii must not get vertigo.” The little ship backed away as if repulsed, lifted up soundlessly, and vanished from sight. “I’m not sure I can get back the same way I got on.”

Together they looked around the room: A featureless, circular chamber of black stone that looked like obsidian. A single gray disk resembling the color of the tower’s outside walls marked the center of the room. The archway through which they had come was the only outlet.

“We’ll step on that thing together,” said David, and taking Ilyana’s hand he led her over. As soon as they stepped onto the disk it sank down into the floor. Ilyana held her breath, but the rate of descent remained steady, and her stomach didn’t leap up into her throat. It just went down and down and down for what seemed like eternity.

“Sakhalin said he came up a staircase,” whispered Ilyana.

“But that was in nesh. Your legs could climb this high in nesh, but it might be more difficult in the real world.”

She shivered, thinking of Valentin, who seemed more and more to think that the real world was irrelevant. “Valentin ran away. He’s hiding in the old caravansary.”

“Had a fight with your father?”

She nodded, unable to speak past the sob catching in her throat.

“I’ll see what I can do,” he promised, resting an avuncular hand on her shoulder.

At her feet light exploded. As if they were emerging from a vertical tube, they sank down into empty air and settled onto a floor of granite. Above, in the ceiling, a round shaft bored upward into blackness. They stood in a gray-toned entry hall. Behind them lay a wall of granite. Ahead stood a portico lined with columns.

“Come on,” said Ilyana, wanting to get it over with. She started forward, took the steps with gusto, and halted staring into the next room.

“Well I’ll be damned,” said David. “It’s Karnak.”

It was. An avenue of ram-headed sphinxes dressed out of red-rock sandstone led through a pale stone land that seemed, just barely, to have a roof far far overhead, streaked with a delicate filigree of cirrus clouds. They walked down it. There was no dust, nor did the Nile River flow past behind them.

But as they approached the pylon, the monumental brick wall that marked the entrance to the temple, Ilyana saw a slight shine in the gateway, a whispery gleam. There, waiting for her, was Genji.

David gulped down a sound in his throat. Ilyana just stared, even though she knew it was rude.

Genji looked a little like a Chapalii male who had been shined until he glowed; yet it wasn’t a gaudy kind of light but more the soft richness of a pearl. Her head was narrow, her mouth like the opening of a clamshell, her skull behind the slender face swelling into a very inhuman but subtle bulge to the sides and behind. Her eyes were faceted like crystals. When she spoke, the sound seemed to emanate from her throat, not from her mouth.

“I welcome you, young one. The ke may wait here at the gate.”

She turned. Her robes were like banners of silk swept up by the wind. They murmured with the crackling of a thousand distant campfires or the muted fall of a stream over rocks. Ilyana squeezed David’s hand and bravely walked after Genji.

Massive walls loomed on either side, pierced by a doorway whose lacework trim bled a ghostly light into the passageway. Passing through the door, they came out into a vast hall. It. was so big that the single statue placed in the middle of the hall could have been any size. Ilyana simply could not estimate its dimensions from where she stood now.

“The anteroom to the hall of monumental time,” said Genji.

“Anatoly Sakhalin said there were a lot of statues in here,” said Ilyana, looking around and feeling faintly disappointed. She had thought maybe there would be odd, exotic, alien things, something no human had ever seen before. The distant statue she recognized, even though it was small: It was Shiva. Or maybe, she thought wildly with a half hysterical gasp, it was Kori’s Uncle Gus, frozen in the act of dancing the part. She squelched the thought and concentrated on Genji, who after a pause now began to reply.

“A-na-to-ly Sa-kha-lin.” She pronounced each syllable so distinctly that at first Ilyana didn’t realize that she was repeating the name. “The prince of the Sakhalin, who has now gone to approach the emperor. You know him?”

“Yeah. I’m, uh, sort of related to him.”

“You are his sister.”

“No. More like a cousin.”

“This word, cousin, denotes a genetic relationship?”

“Well, not really. I mean, maybe. I’d have to ask my mother if there was any marriages between the Sakhalins and the Arkhanovs, which there probably was at some time, but it’s more that the Sakhalin tribe is First of the Ten Elder Tribes and the Arkhanovs, and the Veselovs, that’s my father’s people, are two of the younger of the Elder Tribes.” Then she felt like an idiot for babbling on and not making sense. Why would Genji possibly be interested in a bunch of barbarians on a backwater planet?

“Like the ten princely houses recognized by the emperor. Of course, one of the princely houses passed through the rite of extinction just moments ago—or perhaps that was several years by the way you would reckon time. The emperor will no doubt be pleased that another princely house has risen so quickly into the vacuum created by the rite of extinction.”

It took Ilyana some moments to sort this out, because she wasn’t quite sure what a rite of extinction was, except for what she knew about trilobites and dinosaurs. “Don’t you reckon time the same way I do? I mean, isn’t there only one way to reckon time?”

Although she hadn’t really noticed it, they had been walking the entire time, as if with seven league boots covering more ground than they ought to have been able to.

Genji extended an arm. Her sleeves were as much an extension of her robes as discrete sleeves, extending all the way to the floor. Cloth whispered. “Here is Lord Shiva, in his aspect as Nataraja, Lord of Dance. With this dance he can both create and destroy the universe.”

Shiva stood poised before them, his body circled by a mandala-ring of fire. His skin was a lovely burnt golden-brown, except of course it wasn’t really skin. He was a statue cast of bronze. The statue was about two meters high, the same height as a man and the same proportions, except he had four arms.

Ilyana walked a ring around Shiva. The graceful play of his four arms fascinated her. He balanced on his right foot on a dwarf, the demon of forgetfulness, and his left leg swept upward in an elegant line that, frozen, yet suggested the essential dynamism of the dance. “But he’s just a statue,” she said.

“Is that all he is? Language is simply a map by which we make sense of the world. The world exists outside of language, just as the dance of destruction and creation, the great cycles of time, exist outside of the linear time in which the brief flashes of consciousness you call an individual life are measured.”

Ilyana shivered. Genji made her feel so… insignificant. “Do you live a long time?”

“Time is a language by which you measure the world. Even the speech by which you communicate measures space as linear time. You depart. You progress. You arrive. The speech begins and it ends. It unfolds with the expectation that there will be completion.”

“Oh. Right. Are you immortal?”

“Not even the stars are immortal.”

Shiva regarded this exchange with raised brows and a half smile, simultaneously delighted and aloof. But of course, he was just a statue. He was made that way.

“Kori’s Uncle Gus—Augustus Gopal, well, I guess you wouldn’t know him—says that dancing is the oldest form of magic. He said that with enough power he could dance the universe into and out of existence. That’s why he did the Shiva piece. Well, you wouldn’t know about that either.”

“Do you seek to learn this knowledge of the dance? It is not mine to teach.”

“Neh. I mean, when he dances, it’s beautiful, but after it’s over there’s nothing left. It’s like a cloud. It takes shapes, but there’s no solidity to it, it just dissolves. That’s why I like buildings. I’m studying architecture with Dav—with my ke. I guess it always seemed to me that buildings last longer than anything else, even than the civilization that built them.”

Ilyana caught a sense from Genji that she was pleased in some alien fashion: whether for the clever answer or the choice of buildings over dance, Ilyana didn’t know.

“Temporal power is indeed both fleeting and insignificant.” Genji began to walk again, toward the far end of the vast hall, and Ilyana followed her, followed the rustling of her robes, a little sorry to be leaving Shiva behind, with his lithe young body caught in stillness while still in motion.

“But we remember the names of people who lived before, in our history,” Ilyana objected.

“Names are names. Language is a map, and if the map loses meaning, or the map is lost, what is left?”

“But people don’t think about what’s going to happen after they die. They live now, while they’re alive. Well, I guess they could hardly live any other way. But I was named after a man who is leading a big really big army to try to conquer the world.” She frowned, a trifle annoyed with the implied suggestion that human pursuits were somehow trivial. “Even in the Empire, don’t the lords and dukes and princes try to, I dunno, try to become more powerful? It must mean something to them, just like it does to humans.”

“To what end? A mighty civilization could flourish for ten million years, as you reckon time, in some far corner of the universe and yet never meet another intelligent species. Did not your philosophers wonder if you were alone in the universe? Is it not mere coincidence that your ten million years have overlapped with ours, and in such close proximity? It would have been far more likely that you grew and flourished and faded into nothing and thought yourselves always alone, while a billion years before another species rose in a distant galaxy, asked the same questions, and died, and a billion years later in another place, the same process occurred. So you might not be alone, but separated by gulfs of time and space that can never be bridged.”

“Then you might just as well be alone, wouldn’t you?”

“The void is like the fathomless waters of a pure ocean, and there universes float, coming and going, a fleet of exquisite but frail boats. Here we pass through into the hall of monumental time.”

Ilyana paused and looked back toward Shiva, who remained, as ever, soaring in perpetual motion and eternal stasis ringed by the fire of cosmic energy. “But I thought Shiva represented time.”

“So he does. But the Nataraja dances death and creation, the eternal recurrence of the rhythm of what you call nature. Pass through.”

Ilyana walked through a low doorway that barely cleared Genji’s head and found herself in an even vaster hall, if that was possible. Beyond, a cliff dominated the chamber. It was so tall that its height was lost in clouds. Cut into the stone, in relief, was a huge image of Shiva, sitting cross-legged, one hand raised, palm out. The great hall smelled dry, almost metallic, and Ilyana realized all at once that the usual spicy scent she associated with Chapalii air was absent.

“There sits Lord Shiva in his aspect as the supreme Yogi. On the tower of ice called Mount Kailasa, he meditates upon the eternal. He is both unchanging and unchanged. There he will sit while one hundred civilizations rise and fall, while vast reaches of space are explored and abandoned and an immense net of light spreads its tendrils between thousands of star systems and then collapses back in on itself until it is only a weak flame burning at a single point, soon to flicker out from lack of fuel.”

“He looks very calm,” said Ilyana, staring up at the rock face. She liked the dancing Shiva better.

“His disinterest is truly divine.”

“But if nothing is immortal, then how long will he sit up there?”

Genji turned away and walked back toward the doorway that led them into the hall of the dancing Shiva. She seemed amused. “Temporality has so little to do with the massive presence of eternity, Il-ya-na Ar-kha-nov. Like imaginary space, it is infinite, all-encompassing.”

That made Ilyana think of Valentin. “Uh, I always wondered, I mean, I know you have nesh here. Some people—” Fleetingly, Ilyana wondered if Genji could read minds and know she was thinking about her brother. “—some humans, that is, they think that the imaginary space of nesh is more real than here, the real world. But maybe that’s like these two kinds of time—what you said—linear time that moves and monumental time that really isn’t time but just is.”

“Building occurs as a biological process,” answered Genji. “All of what we call life is a building, a fine edifice that rises and decays and vanishes only to rise again in a new form, balanced against the static repose that is the meditation of Shiva upon the eternal, the fathomless waters.”

“I remember what this is called,” said Ilyana, pausing in front of Shiva dancing and then running to catch up with Genji, who had kept walking. “Kori and I did a project together on her Uncle Gus’s set of dances. Anandatandava, the fierce dance of bliss. Shiva’s dance is him doing five things at once.” She bit her lip, trying to remember it; she felt impelled to impress Genji with her knowledge. “He creates, maintains, veils, unveils, and destroys his creation, which is the world, but at the same time he grants release to the person who worships him.”

“Here is the gate, and your escort. You will visit me again.”

“Uh. Yes, I will.”

Genji turned away. The soft rustling of her robes skittered through the hall, the faintest of echoes.

“Wait,” said Ilyana, aware of David standing in the shadow of the passageway. She gathered up her courage to ask the question she had most wanted to but had not been sure she ought to or was allowed to ask. “I just wondered, why did you ask me to visit you?”

“Because you came to my notice.”

“Well, uh, how come you have a human creation in this hall?”

“Learning begins with what is familiar, and what is simple.” Genji moved away, back into the hall. The dark floor was polished to such a sheen that the colors in her robes seemed to scatter and flash along it as she departed.

David came to the very edge of the passageway but did not set foot in the hall itself. Ilyana hurried over to him.

“It’s like teaching me about architecture by beginning with compression and tension instead of right away starting to build a Gothic cathedral, isn’t it?” she asked him.

“There’s a Gothic cathedral in here?” he demanded.

“No, just Shiva.”

They emerged from the pylon and walked back down the avenue of ram-headed sphinxes. “I hope you’re going to tell me what happened, Yana. You were gone for four hours.”

“Four hours! It can’t have been that long.”

“Did she give you any idea why she asked you to come visit her?”

“I dunno. I think she’s curious about human females.”

“What did you see?”

“We looked at two statues of Shiva, and talked about time. We saw Shiva as Lord of Dance and the other one was him sitting on a mountain meditating.”

David cracked a smile, beginning to relax finally. “I always liked the statues of Shiva and Parvati best. Well, anyway.” He seemed embarrassed suddenly. “Do you know how we’re getting back?” They came out onto the portico and descended the stairs to the granite entryway. The gray disk waited patiently for them.

“I guess the same way we came in.”

“Oh, wonderful,” groaned David, eyeing the disk with loathing.

Ilyana hesitated before she stepped onto it. “You know what else, though? It was like Genji was giving me a lesson. And she wants me to come back.”

Startled, he examined her for a long moment, making her uncomfortable. “No doubt Shiva told her he’s lonely,” he said and then, at once, “Sorry.”

Quickly, he stepped onto the disk and she jumped on after him. The plate began to rise and soon was swallowed up in the glass tower. “That’s great news,” he finished, and said to himself in an undertone, “Goddess, what an idiot you are, David.”

Ilyana stared at her feet, dim now, since they were surrounded by the black tunnel. The only illumination came from the ring demarking the boundaries of the gray disk. She had remembered who Parvati was: Himalaya’s daughter, who was so beautiful that Shiva loved her divine body without respite for a thousand years. Blushing, she tried not to think of the dancing Shiva, but the more she tried not to, the more she did think of him, his graceful limbs and slender torso, the sensuous flow of his hands.

At last, they emerged into the tower chamber. The little ship was waiting for them, docked now so that only a hand’s width line of air separated the ship from the ledge. Ilyana crossed over and sat on a bench and spoke not one word the entire journey back, even though she could tell David was burning to know what had happened. She just could not bring herself to talk.

When they arrived back at the dome, Gwyn was waiting instead of Hyacinth. His rehearsal was over for the day and Hyacinth had been called. The sun was setting. Only the planet’s great rings peeped over the horizon. One moon gleamed softly in the sky.

When she got back to her mother’s tent, Valentin had not come home. Nor, when she went out to the ruined caravansary, had he touched the food she’d left that morning,



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

The Game of Princes

VASHA LOOKED FORWARD TO the games of castles he played with Prince Janos. They were well matched, and sometimes a game went on all evening while the women sewed quietly on one side of the room and Rusudani read aloud in her melodious voice from The Recitation. She had several attendants now, but they all looked alike to Vasha: khaja women with dark hair and the irritating habit of covering their mouths when they were amused, as if it was impolite to laugh out loud. This time spent in the solar belonging to Janos and his lady was also the only time Vasha saw his father, who usually stood at attention, face blank, near the princess.

During the day Vasha languished in captivity, locked in a stone tower with nothing to do and often no one to talk with, since Stefan and Mikhail had servant’s duties to attend to. Vasha quickly figured out that khaja princes did not wait on themselves, so after the first two days, in order to maintain the charade, he did not attempt to help the others.

Now, on the evening of his sixth day in captivity, he sat with his boots drawn up on the stone bench that overlooked the only true window in the room and wondered why he had not been summoned to attend Prince Janos. He heard the door being unbarred, and he stood up. The door opened to admit his father, carrying a tray of food and wine. Vasha hurried over at once to take the tray from him, then stopped, because the guards were looking on. Ilya set the tray down on the table and the guards shut the door on them.

Vasha did not quite have the nerve to embrace him. Nervously, he hovered next to him. “Sit down, Father,” he said, pointing to the chair. “You’re still thin. You must eat more. Are they feeding you enough?”

Ilya did not reply. Instead, he went to each window in turn and looked out, studying the ground below. One recess had been completely opened into a window divided into nine panes which looked down over the inner ward and the well and outbuildings.

“That’s where I sit most of the time,” said Vasha, “there on that bench. I see you down below.” He did not add that watching his father at the well was, besides the one glimpse he’d had of Rusudani crossing the inner ward, the part of his day he most looked forward to.

Ilya sat down on the bench abruptly and just stared out the window. Vasha brought the tray over to him. “You must eat something.” He set the tray down on the bench beside Ilya’s knee. Ilya glanced up at him. His gaze was searing. Vasha flinched back, and an instant later realized that the anger wasn’t for him, it was for their captivity. “Please take something!” Vasha snapped finally, wondering if his father’s wits were addled. “It’s too dark to really see much anyway. Sometimes I see you picking up pebbles from the dirt.”

Ilya took a piece of bread from the tray and examined it. “Vladimir and I play khot,” he said, and Vasha breathed a sigh of relief.

“Perhaps you’ll bring the stones up here so we can play.”

Ilya’s lips quirked, but it was not a smile. “I do not command my own movements,” he said softly.

“Gods, you must hate that,” Vasha blurted out, and at once was sorry he had said it. Ilya began to shred the slice of bread into small pieces while he stared out through the cloudy panes of glass. His fingers ripped at the bread with fine fury. “Don’t waste the food!” scolded Vasha, picking up each scrap as it fell to the bench and the plank floor. “How Tess puts up with you I’ll never know.”

Ilya dropped the rest of the bread, jumped up, and began pacing. Watching him, the grim, arrogant set of his mouth, the crisp authority of his stride even clipped by the size of the room, Vasha wondered how anyone could possibly mistake him for anything or anyone but Bakhtiian? Prince Janos was not, perhaps, quite as astute as he seemed to think he was. Ilya continued to pace. The silence grated on Vasha’s nerves.

“Have you seen Katya?”

“I saw her yesterday morning. She is. being held in…there.” He crossed the room to one of the arrow loops. “You can just see the tower through here. We could only speak together in Taor, so we could say nothing useful, since the khaja prince stayed with us the entire time. Someday I am going to kill him.”

“Isn’t it a bit hasty to assume that he’ll serve us better dead than alive?”

The glance Ilya shot him would have burned a lesser man to ash, but Vasha was beginning to have the glimmerings of an idea about his father, and it not only surprised but strengthened him: Ilya had a touch of madness in his mind, and without Tess around to steady him, he was becoming trapped in the whirlpool of his own rage and frustration. There was a pause. Vasha carried the tray over to the table, and without being asked, Ilya sat down to eat with him.

“What do you mean?” Ilya asked finally after he had demolished most of the food, which Vasha kept pushing onto him.

“He doesn’t hate the jaran. He’s just ambitious.”

“He killed Konstans and half of my jahar.”

“No. Andrei Sakhalin killed them by betraying you to Prince Janos. But what if you could make Janos an ally?”

“Impossible.” Ilya pushed away and strode back to the window bench. Sitting, he was lost in shadow.

Vasha took the wick of a second lantern and lit it from the first, throwing a new pattern of shadows into the room. “But if you—” he began, and stopped, studying his father’s face. Ilya looked as impervious and unbending as the stone walls of this tower prison. Perhaps it was better to wait to expand on that train of thought. “If you brought stones in, if you can come up here again, we could play khot.”

“I hear you are a good khot player.”

The praise stung. “You might have played me yourself to find out, not just heard it from other people!”

Ilya winced and turned away to cover it, but Vasha caught a glimpse of his expression, and it startled him: Ilya looked ashamed. Vasha steadied himself on the table with one hand. When he was in command, Ilya seemed invulnerable and unapproachable. Now, here, Vasha felt for the first time as if he might come to understand his father.

“Are you ashamed of me?”

“Why should I be ashamed of you?” Ilya demanded irritably.

Vasha hesitated, then boldly went on. He had nothing really to lose, anyway. If he was Janos, and an army came to rescue his prisoners, he would kill them out of hand and be done with it. “Because I’m a bastard. Because I’m not truly your son.”

Sunk half in shadow, Ilya’s face yet captured enough light to highlight the sweep of his hair and the dark line of his beard, a little ragged now, growing longer than he liked it, to soften the profile that so often Vasha had seen present a hard, unyielding face to those men he had taken prisoner. One of his hands played with the green ribbon woven into his belt buckle. “Tess says you are truly my son.”

“Tess is very kind, but she is khaja. I am jaran.”

“By the laws of the jaran it is true that you cannot be my son, but I was the man who was lying in the blankets of your mother when the winds breathed your spirit into her body.”

Vasha shivered. Cold leaked in through the windows and rose up from the stone under his feet. There was a small hearth in the room, laid into the wall, but it had not been lit. “Would you have married her? My mother, I mean?”

“No.” Ilya stood up abruptly and hurried over to the window loop that looked out onto the tower where he had said Katerina was being held. “I see torches there. Someone is coming out, but I can’t see… only the light. Damn it. I don’t trust him.”

“Trust who?”

“Trust a khaja prince with Katya in a locked tower.”

“Father! Lady Jadranka granted women’s sanctuary to Katya. I know khaja sometimes treat women badly, but—”

“Gods! You spent time in Jeds. Don’t be so naive, Vassily.”

“They aren’t all enemies, as you should know!”

Behind them, the door banged open and Stefan came in loaded down with firewood, which he dropped with a splintering thud next to the hearth, blowing grit out of his face and brushing chips off his clothing. Seeing Ilya, his face lit, but he glanced back at the guards and said nothing. A man Vasha recognized as the khaja priest assigned to the women stepped into the room and beckoned to Ilya, barking a command that included Princess Rusudani’s name. Perhaps Ilya had relaxed a little, even engaged in a conversation as perilous as the one he and Vasha had embarked on; now he stiffened and Vasha saw it all crack away from him to show the brittle fury underneath. As he passed Vasha, Vasha reached out and brushed his hand; the gesture startled him. Then he was gone.

“Do you see my father often? Outside?” Vasha asked Stefan as soon as the door slammed shut. “How does he seem to you? Does he seem well?”

Stefan shrugged. “He’s still a little weak from his wounds, but he healed well. Otherwise…he’s quiet. He doesn’t say much. Now that you mention it, he rarely talks at all. Mostly what we say between us comes from Vladimir, if I see him.”

“I think he’s going mad. Gods, I hope Stanislav Vershinin escaped those khaja he was sold to. If the army doesn’t get word of this soon….”

“And manage to track us down here,” Stefan added helpfully.

“What does he do all day? My father, I mean.”

“What does a slave do? Hauls water. Hauls wood. I’ve gotten to work in the stables a bit, which is a blessing, although these khaja horses stink from being shut up. They don’t let me ride. I saw Nikita, too. He’s been sent to dig ditches outside the walls, and he was filthy. They never let him wash. What Bakhtiian does I don’t precisely know beyond that. Vladimir says they often stand in attendance on Princess Rusudani. Unarmed, of course. That’s why they’ve been allowed to clean themselves up a bit.” Stefan was rather disheveled, in fact, but spoiled the effect by whistling as he piled the wood into the hearth.

“Why are you so damned cheerful?”

Stefan smiled, looking rather foolish. “I saw Jaelle. She embraced me, Vasha! I kissed her!”

“Did she have news of Katerina?” Vasha demanded, annoyed at Stefan’s good fortune and by Ilya’s insinuations. He tried to imagine Rusudani embracing him, but he could really only picture her leaning over her Recitation, reading from it, her lips moving and sometimes the tip of her tongue licking out to moisten her soft upper lip…. “You could have told me about Katya first!”

Stunned, Stefan turned round and gaped at him. “She didn’t say anything about Katya except that they’re fed enough and left alone. They’re in the tower—” He paced over to the window! “Well, you can’t see it from here.”

“You can see it through that window. She said they’d been left alone?”

“Yes.” Stefan did not go look at the tower. He seemed distracted. “I told her I loved her, Vasha.”

Relieved and irritated, Vasha went and kicked a log. It hurt his toes. “This is all very well, Stefan, but we’ve got to escape before my father goes mad.” Stefan’s face fell, and suddenly Vasha felt guilty for ruining his friend’s pleasure. He had never before heard Stefan talk this way about a woman. “Do you think she loves you?”

“I don’t know. How can you tell with these khaja?”

“You must find a way to meet her again. This time we’ll have a message ready to send to Katya through her.”

“Oh, yes,” said Stefan dreamily. Abruptly he laid his hands on the paned glass and stared down into the dark ward. “Gods, how I hate being a prisoner.”

“Can you get me stones for khot? It would give me something to do.”

Stefan pushed away from the window and came back to help lay the fire. “Poor Vasha. At least I get outside. You must hate this tower.”

“I don’t see any use hating it. We’re here, and we’ll stay here unless we find a way to escape or the army finds us. Or… or if I can convince Prince Janos that it would be in his interest to release us. All of us.”

“He’d be a fool to do it. Bakhtiian will gather an army and ride right back here and kill him. He has to.”

“But what if we can make him an ally?”

Stefan just shook his head. “Sometimes I think you’re half khaja yourself, but I suppose that must be because of Tess. Such an insult can never be forgiven.”

“But it doesn’t have to be that way!” Vasha insisted, and then gave up. The door opened. Vasha turned toward it eagerly, hoping it was the guardsmen to take him to the solar, but it was Mikhail, come to take the tray away.

To his great disappointment, Vasha was not summoned that evening, nor the next. Nor did Stefan manage to meet Jaelle at the well. But Stefan did gather up pebbles from outside and they used charcoal sticks to draw a grid onto the floor near the fireplace, and there they sat and played, Vasha against Stefan and then against Mikhail, and then Stefan against Mikhail while Vasha watched impatiently and whispered suggestions to Stefan until Mikhail, laughing, objected that it gave Stefan too great an advantage to have Vasha’s advice.

It was here, the third evening after Ilya’s visit, that Prince Janos found them. Vasha judged it better to allow Janos to approach to observe the game rather than to attempt an undignified scramble to his feet. In any case, he was simply so much better a khot player than Stefan that it didn’t take him long to finish engulfing Stefan’s stones.

“I have seen the other slaves playing this as well,” said Janos, “but I still don’t understand the point of the game.”

Now that Janos had addressed him, Vasha stood. “The purpose of the game is to take control of as much of the board as possible.”

“Ah.”

“We must play again, you and I.”

“I had hoped for a game of castles this evening.”

“I would be honored.”

In this way, Vasha played to the other game, the game that Janos himself had introduced: That Vasha was, not a prisoner, but an honored guest. Together they went to the solar, and here, where the lighting was better, Vasha noticed that the prince’s face looked rather battered. His lower lip bore a fresh scab, still healing over and somewhat swollen, and a greenish-yellow bruise peeped out from under his hair up against his left ear. They sat down at the table and a steward set out the game.

They began to play.

“Back when I still lived at my father’s court, I was noted as a man who could defeat men twice and even three times my own age at this game,” said Janos. Vasha glanced up at him. It seemed unlike Janos to feel obliged to brag about himself, and in any case, the women had not yet entered the room. Besides his stewards and Mikhail, who had come along as Vasha’s attendant, there was certainly no one to impress. “You are also a shrewd player, Prince Vasil’ii.”

They played for a while in concentrated silence. Then Vasha moved a knight to threaten Janos’s castle, and said, “Andrei Sakhalin may not have as much backing as you think, Prince Janos, whatever he’s told you.”

Janos grinned without looking up. “Which game are we playing, Prince Vasil’ii?”

“The game of princes, Prince Janos. Is it not said of castles that a king’s son should learn it who wishes to learn the art of ruling?”

“The philosopher said, ‘Any game played by princes must teach strategy.’ Who is this Sakhalin you speak of?”

“Only Andrei Sakhalin could have given you the information that Bakhtiian rode to Urosh Monastery. Sakhalin also administers the territory of Dushan for the tribes, and often resides near your father’s court. You are indeed a shrewd player, Prince Janos, among the best I have played, but I hope you have not been misled by the Sakhalin prince into thinking he can deliver on promises he may have made to you.”

“What brings on this sudden solicitude, Prince Vasil’ii? My abbot takes your knight.”

“My lion shield takes your abbot.”

“ ‘Act not in haste what you may later repent,’ as my mother has often advised me,” said Janos, with an odd catch in his voice that Vassily could not interpret. He moved his gryphon shield forward.

Vasha realized immediately that he had been rash to drive his knight so far over to the other side. He chuckled. “I would hate to lose a good opponent, Prince Janos. Shrewd players are not so easy to find.”

Janos glanced up at him, and again Vasha glimpsed an unfathomable emotion in his expression that he concealed quickly. “Do you know other shrewd players, Prince Vasil’ii?”

“The Prince of Jeds is a shrewd player, Prince Janos, and she supports me.”

The door opened, bringing the smell of cold air trapped within the stone walls of the stairwell into the warm chamber. Lady Jadranka and Princess Rusudani entered with their entourage. Janos rose to greet them, and Vasha rose as well but did not approach them. The ladies settled down onto their couches and chairs, and various stewards and guardsmen took up stations around the room. Ilya and Vladimir came in toward the end of the procession, and Rusudani beckoned them over to take up a station near her. She seemed, Vasha thought, to be sending some kind of signal—to whom? To her husband, that she would choose her own guards? To the others, that these foreign slaves somehow distinguished her? Or to Vasha himself? He tried to catch her eye, but she had already bent over her reading.

The presence of the women was like an overpowering perfume in the room, they came in so laden with scent, and the soft murmuring of their voices made Vasha long for home. Home. For the Orzhekov tribe, for his cousins and aunts, if he could truly call them that; for Yuri curled up asleep in his lap and Natalia chewing on her lower lip as she considered her letters or what move to make next when he taught her khot.

“Even if it is true that you have the backing of the Prince of Jeds, her husband is dead. What power is truly left her?”

The comment surprised a laugh from Vasha. “What power is left her? The power she inherited from her brother when she became prince of Jeds. The power lent her by the support of my grandmother and aunts. She is the one who built Sarai. I don’t think—” Vassily was not used to thinking so much so deeply and to having revelations so often. “She wears it lightly, but I don’t think there is anyone in the tribes as powerful as she is. Gods, Andrei Sakhalin has no power except what his marriage to my cousin Galina brings him! But that is true of any man.” He looked up to meet Janos’s gaze only to find Janos gazing at him with a look of complete incomprehension on his face. After a moment, Vasha judged it polite to turn his attention away and study the board. In fact, Janos had not beaten him, but a series of six or seven moves, if not countered, would render Vasha helpless on the left flank. “The priest of cups moves two squares.”

Janos propped his chin on his hands and stared at the board. Without looking up, he said, “Are you married?”

“No.” Vasha tried to but could not stop himself from glancing over at Rusudani. She came to a break in the verse and, to his surprise, beckoned Ilya over to her. Ilya knelt before her.

Janos glanced toward this affecting scene. “Your priest refused to kneel before me, but I see him there, now, kneeling in front of my wife.”

“She is a woman.”

Rusudani handed Ilya her copy of The Recitation, the one that had been translated into Taor, and, evidently, bade him read it aloud. Without demur, Ilya settled cross-legged onto the floor in front of her and took the book in his lap. The women murmured and stilled. When he began to read, they hushed completely and leaned forward in unison rather like a stand of grass grazed by a stiff wind. His voice was steady and rich.

“ ‘So it came to pass in those spring days that Ammion the Shepherd took the flocks to the hills, where the streams ran cold from the winter snows, and left his wife and her son alone to care for the garden and the hearth.’ ”

“I have heard that the jaran take more than one wife,” said Janos.

“Certainly not. A man may marry again if his wife dies, but taking more than one wife is a khaja custom.”

“Khaja?”

“A person who is not jaran.”

“Ah. But I am khaja, and we do not take more than one wife. It is enjoined in the holy book that each man must cleave to one woman so that from their union may come children blessed by the covenant of God.”

Vasha smiled wryly.

“But in truth,” added Janos, “it is as easy for a man like my father to shed a wife if she has no one to speak for her as it is for you or me to shed our clothes before we lay down into bed at night.”

“Ha! I knew you were barbarians. Begging your pardon, Prince Janos. The gods have enjoined my people that once the mark is made on a woman’s face by a man, only death can sunder their partnership.”

“What mark?”

“When a man chooses a woman to marry, he puts the mark on her. He cuts her, on the cheek.” Vasha drew a line down his own cheek, to demonstrate.

Janos looked faintly horrified. He coughed. “Begging your pardon, Prince Vasil’ii, but I scarcely think you can call us barbarians if you perform such acts of mutilation on your own women.”

“ ‘Now there came in those days to that country a storm brought forth from the strife of men. Death came to that country as the scythe harvests the wheat, as the wolf strikes down the lamb. Death came to the valley where the garden and hearth of Ammion were tended by his wife and her son. There came to her in those days an angel, and under his wing she sheltered. His wing was as bright as the strike of lightning and where it hung over the garden and the hearth like a pall of incandescent smoke no army dared approach.’ ”

“Knight takes cups,” added Janos.

Vasha moved his priest of swords three squares, without comment. He was still smarting. It had never before occurred to him that it might seem barbaric to mark a woman for marriage.

“What happens to a woman of your people if she never marries?” asked Janos suddenly.

Vasha knotted his fingers together, knowing the answer to this question all too well. “It is a shameful thing for a woman never to marry, unless she becomes a priest. She can have no children… or if she does have a child because she has not listened to the wisdom of the mothers, then that child is forever shamed for not having a father.”

“Ah,” said Janos, as if Vasha’s reply answered some question for him. He studied the board in silence for a long while. “I left court when my father put aside my mother,” he said at last, in a soft voice, “because I could not bear to see her shamed, and because my brothers ridiculed me for being no better than a bastard. I swore then that I would never put aside the woman I married, even for a great prize.”

“I would think that there is no greater prize in khaja lands than Princess Rusudani.” Vasha fingered the pieces he had taken from Janos and judged it politic to add to this comment, in case he had somehow betrayed himself. “Her grandfather is the king of Mircassia, and by blood right can she not claim that throne for herself, even in khaja lands?”

Janos glanced toward his wife, who was modestly watching Ilya’s hands tracing a slow zigzag path down the text of the holy book.

“ ‘It came to pass when the harvest was brought in and Ammion returned from the hill-country, that he found his garden and hearth untouched by war but those of his neighbors shorn to the ground. He found his wife giving of their harvest to his neighbors, and she was great with child. ‘Whence came this harvest and this child,’ he asked. ‘For I have been gone all those days when I might have sown the fields, nor in all the years of our marriage have you conceived, but brought me only this branch from another tree and now a new acorn swells.’ And she replied, ‘I have sheltered under an angel’s wing, and of his bounty do I bring the harvest of God to all those who reach for it with empty hands.’ ”

“Only a fool,” said Janos, “would wish to put aside a woman whose birth and inheritance are as providential and as crucial as hers.” He seemed almost to be talking to himself. Vasha agreed, taking advantage of this opportunity to look at Rusudani, but dared not say so aloud. Janos sat back abruptly and tossed his head, shaking something off, and with a finger he worried at his wounded lip. “How does a man make this mark on the woman he marries?”

“With his saber.”

“Your women do not object to this?”

“Women have no choice in marriage.” Vasha did not choose to remind Janos that Rusudani had also had no choice.

“Prince of swords advances two squares,” said Janos.

Vasha bit down on a smile. He moved his remaining knight so that he cut off Janos’s prince from his castle. “Do not trust the prince who rides without an army behind him, Prince Janos. Just as your gracious mother could be put aside, as you said yourself, because she had no family to protect her, so can a man claim to be more powerful than he is. It will go hard on his allies when his weakness is revealed.”

Janos saw at that moment the feint Vasha had planned, and the way he was trapped; it would take several moves yet, but his prince was hopelessly out of position now to protect the castle. But he only smiled. “You are a rare player, Prince Vasil’ii.”

“I thank you,” said Vasha lightly, “but the fact is, my cousin Katerina is much better than I am. If you brought her here in the evenings, you and I might test our skills against her.”

Janos’s expression startled Vasha. For an instant Vasha thought he had offended the khaja prince. Then, horrified, he wondered if Ilya’s suspicions had been correct.

“That is not possible,” he said curtly. “She is too valuable…” He broke off and seemed to reconsider his words. “She must remain in seclusion. If my father was to get word that I held a jaran princess here, he would send men to take her away, and I could not stop him without declaring war on him outright.”

“I beg your pardon.” But the confession made Vasha’s heart pound, and not just because it confirmed his belief that Janos was, in his own way, an honorable man. Janos was so close to rebellion against his father as made no real difference. That was a weakness that could be exploited. Ilya just did not understand. Now that Janos was married to Rusudani, who had that strong claim to the Mircassian throne, it would be foolhardy not to lure Janos into an alliance with them.

“ ‘When the first snows came, she brought forth the child, and Ammion repented of his anger, for he saw that his wife had spoken the truth. He begged God for forgiveness. They named the child Loukios, for he wore the light of God on his brow. And the angels came in hosts, and the heavens about the garden and the hearth rang with light.’ ”

“However,” said Janos, “you have forgotten your center and let it weaken. Prince of swords advances two squares and places your castle in siege.”

Vasha swore at himself inwardly, but in the end he had to concede the game to Janos.

“We will go hunting together, Prince Vasil’ii,” said Janos when the guards arrived to take him away to his tower prison.

The next day, Stefan and Mikhail were sent out to dig ditches, and Ilya brought him his food. Ilya was in one of his stubborn moods, unwilling to talk except to annoy Vasha with some sharp questions about Katya, and whether Stefan or Mikhail had caught even a single glimpse of her or her servant. He seemed disinclined to appreciate Janos’s efforts to shield Katya from his father. Finally, Vasha convinced Ilya to play khot. In this way, undisturbed, they whiled away the afternoon.

But the truth was, Ilya was only a decent player, not truly any better than Mikhail or most of the other men in the army, who played khot habitually but without the concentration and patience necessary to make one a master of the game. Vasha was a trifle disappointed in his father.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Bearding the Lion

ANATOLY STOOD WITH A chasm under his boots. The walls of the observation pod were so clear that he could not perceive them except for their solidity. He crouched and ran a hand along the gently sloping floor, curving up all around him to the shimmer of light that rimmed the entry lock. His other hand strayed away from his body and he pulled it back and hooked his fingers into his belt. Below, hanging in nothingness with the spray of stars as its backdrop, the shadow of the transfer station flashed and came to life as the sun rose around the planet Devi. Everywhere he saw ships locked into ports sewn into the skin of the great rings that circled the station. They winked at him, creatures of plastic and steel and other substances he had no name for; unlike horses, he could not name their breeds.

The lock coughed open and a woman stepped through, reoriented herself, and with her sticky boots squelched down around the curve of the pod, halting two strides from him. She looked slightly ridiculous because her thick curly hair floated in all directions around her face, but she grinned companionably at him, and Anatoly reflected ruefully that he probably looked much the same. As was proper for a soldier on campaign he was letting his hair grow out in the traditional manner, but it wasn’t yet long enough to braid properly.

“There’s actually a way to gravitize these pods,” she said, as if she had read his mind, “but people like the old-fashioned romanticism of zero-gee. Of course, microgravity technology is all borrowed technology and some people would rather keep our pristine but backward methods. No one’s ever seen a chameleon in zero-gee.” She stuck out a hand. “I’m Branwen Emrys, by the way. I’m captain of the yacht that’ll be taking you to Paladia Major, and the emperor.”

Anatoly knew his khaja customs, or at least some of them. He shook her hand, noting her straightforward manner with relief. Like a jaran woman, she expected to be treated with respect; he could see it in her eyes and in her bearing. “Thank you. I am Anatoly Sakhalin. Can you pick out your ship from the herd?”

She laughed at that, but in a pleased way. “Oh, yes. I’d know Gray Raven anywhere.” She opened the pouch on her belt and pulled out a pair of binoculars, handing them to him. “Wind the strap around your wrist so it doesn’t float away from you. I always forget that, myself.” She crouched down, pressing a finger against the clear floor. “I’ll point at her.”

He stuck the instrument to his eyes but saw only black.

She coughed. “There’s a button under the left thumb that triggers the lenses, and you can adjust for distance and focus with your forefingers on the left and right stem. It’s already pretty well adjusted for these conditions.”

Suddenly, a ship sprang into being, so close that Anatoly started and at once was looking at a different ship, a blocky looking gray hulk that bore two distinct scars on its hull. He scanned along the ring, marking several different ships until the yacht appeared again. She was neither large nor blocky, like many of the other ships docked here, but like the finest horses in Bakhtiian’s army she looked sleek, beautiful, and strong.

“She comes of good stock,” he said finally, lowering the binoculars and giving them back to Branwen. “But I don’t understand why these ships must look each so different from the other, most of them anyway, and why some are so ugly.”

“It depends on what they’re used for, who makes them, how much you’re willing to pay for advanced modifications, and how vain the owner is. A ship in a merchant fleet needs to be utilitarian, to have a large cargo capacity relative to crew and engine space, and possess reliability over looks and in some cases speed. Courier ships need speed above all else, and fail-safes. Yachts need speed, with comfortable interiors as a usual premium, and in my case with downside capabilities.” She paused. “That is, they need to be able to land on planet if necessary. That means they need a different kind of design. Most of the ships here are only spaceworthy. It’s always nice to have a look at her from the outside first. Shall we go?”

He followed her, squelching, to the entry lock and heaved himself over into the press of gravity. He was awkward, crawling up and over onto the entry deck, a little dizzy with the shift, but as he took off his boots he watched her surreptitiously. With a neat twist, she landed on her feet. He admired her grace. She took off her boots and put on a pair of shoes that looked more like slippers than anything. When he had put on his boots and hoisted his saddle and saddlebags up on his shoulder, he looked at her expectantly.

“Where’s the rest of your gear?” she asked.

“This is everything.”

“Oh. There are weight limits, but so few of us manage that level of efficiency. Is that a saddle?”

“Yes.”

They stood alone in the entry deck, sealed off from the pod and from the station by doors. She seemed hesitant to leave.

“Listen,” she said finally, “the truth is I arranged to meet you here in order to warn you. No one else was going to do it, but I, well, anyway, I didn’t think it was right to let you walk into that mess without knowing what you were heading into.”

“What mess? I beg your pardon, M. Emrys, but I just disembarked two of your hours ago from Duke Naroshi’s ship and found your message waiting for me at the docking portal, so I came right here.”

“Please call me Branwen. We go by first names on my ship out of courtesy to the pilot, who doesn’t have a surname. But no one caught you on your way over here?”

“Was someone trying to?” Put on his guard by this conversation, he began to wish he had belted on his saber instead of strapping it, as was polite, to the saddle bags.

“You’re a bit of a celebrity, in certain circles, those that have gotten word of what happened.”

“I sent word to no one.”

“Word got sent to Charles Soerensen, so that he could arrange transport for you, and he by law, by human law, had to divulge the information to certain councils, all of whom have sent representatives to get a piece of you.”

“Get a piece of me?” It occurred to Anatoly that Duke Naroshi’s behavior, alien though he might be, was more comprehensible than the behavior of these khaja.

She chuckled. “As big a piece as possible. You’ve just become very very important, Anatoly Sakhalin.”

Branwen had not exaggerated. Anatoly smelled them before he saw them. Like most transfer stations, Karana Station had an exterior ring of docks, with warehousing and living quarters in the tubes that led in to the central sphere. They took the slidewalk out the “z” axis to the quarter ring where Gray Raven was docked. When they passed through the seals onto the lofty ring concourse, Anatoly scented a crowd even over the dry taint of recycled air and the tang of ship fluids. Where the ring curved up, he saw seven knots of people arranged in a semicircle around one of the pier entrances.

“Why did none of these people meet me when I arrived, if they’re so eager to see me?” he asked.

“The ‘x’ ring is restricted to Chapalii traffic only. None of these people can get in there. And they didn’t have any way of knowing when or where you’d arrive.”

“You knew when.”

“Not when. But I figured out where.”

“How?”

Branwen smiled. “That’s what Charles Soerensen hires me for.”

“You aren’t part of his tribe?”

“Of his tribe?” She thought that one over. “No. Gray Raven is a freelancer. We’ve just been working for Soerensen for a long time now.”

“And you are working for Soerensen now?”

She nodded and waved him forward into the crowd.

Khaja were very rude. There was a moment when he and Captain Emrys forged through the crowd in silence. A moment later someone recognized her, made some connections, and then everyone began to talk at once, mostly at him. This would never have happened in the tribes, where people knew to respect a man’s silence. They jostled his saddle, and some idiot even made a grab for his saber, as if to find some leverage with which to stop him. Anatoly pressed through ruthlessly and grinned when he heard a few yelps of pain. Then, mercifully, they escaped the crowd through the pier doors and Anatoly relaxed.

“I wouldn’t,” said Branwen, evidently reading his thoughts. “It just gets worse inside. Those were just the hangers-on. There’s a whole ʼnother crowd indoors, the mucky-mucks.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“The ones we couldn’t keep out. The ones whose presence here might make the wrong people ask the right questions, which is why they’re inside not outside. They’re waiting for you in the lounge.”

His ears popped as the seal equalized and the inner doors exhaled open. Branwen hustled him through the entry bay and when the trapezoidal door slid up into the wall above and they stepped through into a passageway, Anatoly was assaulted by three things at once. He smelled broiling meat, so strong that his mouth watered. Blond wood-paneled walls curved away down the passageway, so starkly out of place on a ship that sailed the oceans of space that for an instant he thought he had been transported magically back to the palace in Jeds. A black-haired youth galloped up and ran into him with all the gawky splendor of a boy who has just attained his first adolescent growth spurt and not yet learned how to control it.

“Madrelita! Benjamin just sold the protocol officer those two cases of Martian whiskey he salvaged from the breakage.”

“The ones that got contaminated with green dye?” Branwen demanded.

“Yeah. He told her it was that color because it was a special rare vintage…uh, does whiskey come in vintage or is that wine?”

“Never mind. Goddess. Oh, well. It tastes the same and we need the space.”

“I beg your pardon,” said the youth, turning to apologize to Anatoly and fixing him with a bright, interested stare. A moment later the boy recalled how inhumanly shy he was and looked at his feet.

“This is my son, Moshe,” said Branwen with a fond smile. They didn’t look at all alike. In fact, Moshe reminded Anatoly of someone, but he couldn’t figure out who.

“I am honored to meet you. I am Anatoly Sakhalin.”

“I know,” said Moshe, who was still examining his cloth slippers. “You’re from Rhui.”

“Time for that later,” said Branwen. “Are you hungry? Whatever else he might be, Benjamin is a good cook and I thought you might want to face the inquisition on a full stomach. I don’t know what kind of food you got on a Chapalii ship.”

“I am hungry,” Anatoly admitted, who had learned at his grandmother’s knee never to refuse when a woman of another tribe offered you food. She led him around the bend and up two flights of ladders to the galley, Moshe trailing behind like an eager colt.

They fed him steak so tender that he was almost tempted to be greedy and ask for a second, but he restrained himself. One by one, as if the entrances and exits had been rehearsed, the crew arrived to meet him: the man cooking, who was evidently the quartermaster, the pilot, the engineer, and a big, broad-shouldered woman who dwarfed Anatoly in both weight and height. But he was used to that. Most people in the khaja lands beyond Rhui were bigger than he was.

Polite souls, they allowed him to look them over, looked him over in their turn, and took themselves off so he could eat in peace. Except for the engineer, who had to be chased away when he launched into an excited exposition about some new kind of meaningless word that he was experimenting with on the untranslatable system.

“Sorry,” said Branwen after they’d all left. “Florien means well, but he hasn’t figured out when it’s time to quit. Engines and computers always want tinkering with. He doesn’t always understand about people. Are you about ready to beard the lion in his den?”

“What lion?” Anatoly asked. Regretfully, he took in a last breath of the delicious aroma.

“Have another steak,” said Branwen suddenly, and of course, because she was a woman, it was polite to do so. “Moshe, go see if Summer needs any help with the cargo.” Moshe had been slumped in a chair pretending not to pay attention. Now he jumped up, made polite good-byes, and fled the room.

The lion was Charles Soerensen. As in a comedy where timing is everything, he came into the galley on the heels of Moshe’s exit. The other time they had met, Soerensen had boasted a retinue of three alert aides. This time he was alone.

“I beg your pardon, Captain,” said Soerensen, “for barging in, but I wanted to talk to M. Sakhalin alone before he meets the others.”

“What others?” Anatoly asked between mouthfuls.

Soerensen had impressed him as a man who understood and obeyed the laws of common civility. That he did not do so now meant, probably, that he judged the situation to be dire.

“Laetitia Nge Oumane from the Xenology Institute. Philomena Crohmaalniceanu, a senior diplomatist from Concord-in-Exile as well as her counterpart from Earth Protocol Office, Etienne Tan. A security official from Protocol, Abigail Pandit, whom you should not trust. A member of the shadow cabinet, whom you should, Yoshiko Sung Shikibu.” Soerensen smiled slightly. “And a barrister, Tobias Black, who specializes in thorny legal issues like this one.”

“Of course I appreciate your interest, and I remain indebted to you for your help eight years ago when I left Rhui, and for the transportation which you are granting me now, but what do these other people have to do with it? Why should I speak with them?”

“They act, to a greater and lesser degree, as representatives of the League.”

“I am a prince of the jaran. I have no allegiance to the League.”

“You’re human, M. Sakhalin, last time we checked. Surely that gives you allegiance to the other humans living under the Chapalii yoke.”

Soerensen’s placid manner was deceptive. Anatoly had learned to judge men and he could see how powerful a man the duke was: powerful enough to seem mild. Soerensen sat quietly in his chair, feet hooked casually behind the chair legs, and allowed Anatoly to examine him. Eight years ago the duke had affected a beard and mustache. Now he was clean-shaven.

“Of course I will give you a complete report when I return,” said Anatoly, reluctantly bowing to Soerensen’s authority. “But my final report will be reserved for Bakhtiian and my uncle Yaroslav.”

Soerensen coughed into a hand. “M. Sakhalin, do you still believe that Bakhtiian is somehow going to conquer the Chapalii Empire? I thought you understood he won’t ever leave Rhui. Nor can you return to Rhui. Nor can any report you deliver which alludes to space and the true nature of the empire and our lives here be allowed to reach him.”

“By whose order?”

“By mine.”

“It is to your advantage to use Bakhtiian to unite Rhui while you bide your time here.”

“It is.”

“What if I discover intelligence that will give your League an advantage?”

For the first time Anatoly heard a trace of emotion in Soerensen’s voice: Impatience. “I need to make you understand that it is your League as well. Bakhtiian’s army is great, but it can’t defeat the Chapalii Empire with sabers and horses. We have begun to put into motion a painstaking plan that will take years to come to fruition. That’s what I need your help for. That’s where all our attentions must be focused.”

“I know of your sabotage plan, and admire it, but my first loyalty must lie with Bakhtiian.”

“M. Sakhalin, let me be frank.” Anatoly could see that Soerensen was becoming a tiny bit annoyed, although the duke did not let the emotion modulate the cool tenor of his voice. “It is at moments like this that I wonder if you are ready to have an audience with the emperor, if your understanding of the situation with Rhui is still so… simplistic. Rhui is interdicted.”

“To protect it from the Chapalii. But the longevity treatments which I received are part of a study being conducted by Dr. Hierakis in Jeds, are they not?”

Soerensen blinked. “Yes, they are.”

“Or is Rhui interdicted to protect you from what lives on its surface?”

“What do you mean?”

Anatoly pushed the plate away and rested his forearms on the smooth tabletop. “You are a duke in the empire, I believe, M. Soerensen. I am a prince. I have now seen how a duke in the empire treats a prince. I agreed to let your people transport me to Chapal because of my loyalty to Tess Soerensen and to your alliance with Bakhtiian, but, in fact, I do not need your help. I discovered something interesting on the voyage from Duke Naroshi’s palace here to Devi: I could go anywhere I wanted on his ship. Anywhere. There was not a single place forbidden to me except some few chambers whose heat or radiation or foreign air would have killed me. I acquired the coordinates of his palace, and of the lands—the planets and systems—that lie within his dukedom. These include Earth, of course. I acquired a full manifest of the shipping tables for his merchant houses. I have this information in my saddlebags.” Captain Emrys made a gulping sound, like an exclamation swallowed before it could form into a word. Soerensen showed several subtle changes of expression, each one covered over by the next. “I admit that most of it is concealed in languages I do not know how to read, but I gained it as any scout attempts to gain intelligence for the army which he runs before, not necessarily knowing the full worth of what he obtains. When all of these, and whatever else I may discover once I am on Chapal, are given to Bakhtiian, and he can marshal the forces you and Tess Soerensen surely will provide for him, knowing his talent for generalship…” He paused for effect. “Or are you afraid to let him off Rhui?”

Soerensen steepled his fingers and gazed at Anatoly, his chin resting on his fingers. He had regained control of himself. His stillness was, in fact, his strength. “You’re an anomalous case. I don’t know what laws do apply to you.”

“The laws of the jaran.”

“Those laws don’t apply here.” He attacked from an unexpected direction. “The truth is, that it is Tess’s wish to keep Ilya Bakhtiian ignorant of space and of life out here.”

This information bewildered Anatoly. “But why should Tess Soerensen choose to keep her husband ignorant? It would be like leaving your most promising child untaught. It would be like leaving your strongest tribe out on the plains, all unwitting of the great war driving out beyond the frontier.”

“It would be like keeping a delicate scroll filled with rare poetry and ancient knowledge away from an open flame, so that it won’t burn away to nothing.”

Anatoly sat back, dumbfounded. It took him a moment to find his voice. “Is that meant as an insult?”

“I suppose it might be, at that,” agreed Soerensen, thereby making it difficult for Anatoly to direct his anger at him. “It is the current state of affairs. I need to keep Rhui interdicted for my own reasons, the ones you already understand: so that we can use Rhui as a base for the sabotage network and for Dr. Hierakis’s research without the Chapalii being able to investigate or even thinking it worth their notice.”

Anatoly was still angry about the insult to Bakhtiian. No doubt Soerensen counted on it. After a moment, he sorted through all that had been said, collected himself, and spoke. “You expect me to accept your authority as if it was Bakhtiian’s authority.”

“You are young to our worlds, M. Sakhalin. You know that yourself. What I want is for you to do what you’re best at: I want you to scout. You have the opportunity. You know how to make the most of it. When you return—” The unspoken alternative if you return hung in the air between them. “—I would ask that you meet with me first before making any further decisions or actions.”

“I agree, out of my loyalty to Bakhtiian, whose ally you are.” It was as much as Anatoly was willing to give up.

“Thank you. And you’ll meet with the others in the lounge?”

Anatoly did not want to meet with the others. They were not a council of elders nor of dyans, as far as he understood khaja custom. They held authority under a different guise, and he did not feel beholden to them. But he was beholden to Charles Soerensen.

“I will.”

Soerensen thanked him again and left. Anatoly finished his dinner in silence.

Branwen showed him into the lounge. Soerensen introduced him to the participants, and Anatoly noted at once the complex undercurrents of hostility, curiosity, and anxious expectation that flowed around the room. Pandit and Tan seemed united in opposition to Soerensen but at the same time kept making asides to Anatoly about how eager they were to work with Anatoly, seeing, perhaps, that he might become important. Pandit even asked him if he knew Vasil Veselov, which idiotic question he sidestepped. Crohmaalniceanu and Shikibu were clearly allied with Soerensen but not subservient to him. Black held himself away from alliances and in general said little, and the xenologist Oumane obviously cared nothing for any of the others and seemed intent on impressing on Anatoly how little he knew about the Chapalii and their culture and how easily his ignorance could create a disaster. But, in fact, except for Soerensen, they all patronized him one way or the other, either by being suspicious, condescending, or too friendly.

Anatoly did not like being condescended to. Nor did he appreciate being thought stupid simply because he came from a culture they thought primitive. He took refuge in silence for the rest of the long meeting. He maintained a serious expression and nodded his head when it was appropriate. Inwardly, he burned with anger.

Because he had learned manners in a harsh school, he stood when they left, but he did not escort them out of the ship; that was not his prerogative, nor did he intend to show them any such favor. Soerensen wisely took up the rear, but his only comment was to let Anatoly know that the yacht would leave immediately.

Finally, Anatoly was alone. He had too much nervous energy to sit still; he paced. Quickly enough, though, the lounge seduced him: lean chairs carved of ebony wood and smoothed into a sheen so perfect that he had to touch them; a drop-leaf table of a wood so pale that it could only have been placed here to contrast with the dark chairs; two couches that splashed a rich blue into the monotone setting. Anatoly ran a hand up and down the fabric absently, feeling the soft weave.

“Screen,” he said. One wall faded from white to a flat, expectant gray. “Outside cameras. No sound.”

The wall lit to show the concourse, narrowing in on the crowd that still hung around outside the pier. But the edges of the crowd frayed and shrank as the main players emerged from the pier and marched off with their respective entourages, and the last hangers-on shuffled off discontentedly as the big woman cycled the outer lock shut and sealed the cargo hatch. Anatoly sank back into the couch that faced the wall and leaned his head on the curve of a plush pillow, kicking his legs out in front.

“Flight plan of Gray Raven, last five ports and all subsequent stations between Devi and Chapal. No voice.”

The picture split into four smaller rectangles, showing a star chart, vector calculations, a basic quartermaster’s log, and a web of numbers and lines which Anatoly did not quite understand.

The door opened and Moshe ducked inside furtively. He stood there without speaking, biting a knuckle.

“Yes?” Anatoly asked, a little amused by his behavior.

Moshe removed the knuckle. “We’re about to unlock. You should really get in a crash seat. There’s a couple tucked away into the stern if you don’t want to sit on the extras up in the bridge.” He shook his black hair out of his eyes and grinned.

And Anatoly had it: He’d seen that smile before, although never, of course, directed at him. The resemblance was suddenly clear, although he couldn’t imagine how it had come about. “How do you know about Rhui?”

Moshe looked pleased and embarrassed. “I was born there.”

“Born there!”

“My biological mother died right when I was born, she was a native Rhuian like you, and Dr. Hierakis took me away and when I was two years old Branwen adopted me and I’ve been here on Gray Raven ever since.”

In cases like this it was always rude to ask after a child’s father, since it was clear that some kind of illegitimacy was at work, but Anatoly had an idea that the boy wanted him to ask. “What about your father?”

Moshe’s face lit sweetly. “Oh, he’s a grand adventurer. Just like you. I mean, I don’t think he’s been in wars or anything, but you’re both scouts in a way, only he’s an explorer. Maybe you even know him?” He bit at his lower lip selfconsciously. “I mean, I know it’s a big planet and there isn’t any reason you should ever have met him but I know he traveled with the jaran for a while. Madrelita tells me all about what he’s been doing whenever we get a dispatch or at least she did, but now I can read them myself, the ones that aren’t classified.”

A shudder rang through the ship. The intercom snapped into life and Anatoly heard a man curse in a foreign language and then a woman laughing, and then Captain Emrys, sounding amused, said: “Oh, shut up and get the second cable uncoupled. Summer, what’s your status?”

Summer—that was the big woman—reeled off a string of numbers while Anatoly examined the illegitimate and evidently abandoned son of the man who had been his greatest rival for Diana’s affections.

“I have met Marco Burckhardt,” he said finally.

“Will you tell me about Rhui?” asked Moshe, by which Anatoly heard him to mean: Will you tell me about my father.

“All hands take your places,” said the captain over the intercom in the bored voice of someone who has said those words so many times that they’ve lost their meaning. “That means you, Moshe. Quit bothering our guest, if that’s what you’re doing.” But her tone was gentle. “Or at least show him where he can strap in.”

Anatoly got up from the couch and went over to the door. The boy was as tall as he was already, and bound to grow more. He looked like his father, especially through the eyes, and Anatoly recalled with an amazing flash of jealousy how much he had disliked Marco Burckhardt. But like Valentin, this boy had neither father nor uncle to direct his education, although it was true that the khaja educated their children differently.

But still.

“Of course I will tell you about Rhui,” Anatoly said, and let Moshe show him to the crash seats. As the door closed behind him, he saw the screen in the lounge blink off and the roll of numbers and destinations vanish into a gray sheet. They were on their way to the heart of the Empire.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

A Twist of the Knife

THE SOUND NAGGED HER through her dream, chasing her down a knife-edge ridge while a wind streaked the sky with silver threads and the land beneath shone with the scattered remnants of the burning tails of comets. Tess woke up with a headache, convinced that someone had put a call through to her on the console in the library. She knew she would not be able to sleep again until she checked.

She eased out from under the warm and now heavy arm thrown across her torso, but where Ilya, once fully asleep, could sleep through the worst storms and commotions and her nightly peregrinations, Kirill woke instantly.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Just going out.” She pressed a finger to his lips, and he shut his eyes and was back asleep within seconds. Ilya, once woken, would have stayed awake. Gods, she missed him, and yet at the same time, she wasn’t sorry to have this time, however brief it might prove to be, with Kirill.

She dressed quickly, slipped into the outer chamber, and kissed both sleeping children. Throwing her cloak over her shoulders, she went out into the night.

It was bitterly cold, courtesy of a sudden cold front that had swung down on Sarai from the north yesterday. The sky had the hard glare of glass, punctuated by the stabbing light of the stars and wandering planets. Her eye caught on a faint star moving across the heavens; a ship must be in orbit. What did the priests of Hristain think of such sights? Did they think an angel traversed the sky, on an errand for God? What did Ilya think of such sights? She couldn’t believe he never noticed such things. She shook off the thought with a toss of her head, greeted the night guards, and struck out across the plaza to the library.

She banked her path left, toward the side entrance, but stopped in front of the steps. Through the stone grill that surmounted the double doors, she saw the gleam of light. Who was in the main hall of the library at this hour? It must be the ke. She went up the steps. The small door inlaid within the great double doors opened noiselessly and she slipped inside.

It was the ke. She played khot at one of the tables—with Sonia.

Hearing Tess’s footsteps, Sonia looked back over her shoulder. “Oh, hello. You couldn’t sleep either?”

“What are you doing here?” Tess demanded. Her headache had subsided to a dull throb.

Sonia rubbed her skirt where it curved over her belly. “Too uncomfortable to sleep. And we’d left off right in the middle of an exciting game. What are you doing here? You never have trouble sleeping that I know of.”

“I woke up.”

The ke pondered the board and did not respond to the conversation nor to Tess’s entrance except to mark her with a nod of her head. Tess glanced at the layout of the stones: They made a pleasingly chaotic pattern, scattered across the board in odd polymorphic shapes of white and black. The ke finally placed her hands one on top of the other on the table. It was the closest Tess had ever seen the Chapalii come to using the hand gestures that were a vital part of at least one strata of Chapalii society.

“The game is yours,” said the ke in passable Rhuian. Her accent was uncannily sterile.

Sonia smiled with satisfaction.

Tess was stunned. In formal Chapalii, she said, “How did you learn to speak Rhuian?”

“A method exists to accelerate language acquisition,” replied the ke in formal Chapalii.

“I thought daiga languages were considered too primitive to be worth learning.”

“They are, but….”

Tess would never have said that she knew the ke well, nor that in the three years the ke had lived here in Sarai and Tess had been able to see the ke frequently that she had gained any significant understanding of the ke’s personality, if indeed the ke had a personality in human terms. But Tess had never seen the ke quite so hesitant before. She waited.

“This nameless one wished to speak with the daiga Sonia, so the program was activated.”

“I enjoyed our contest, holy one,” said Sonia smoothly in Rhuian, politely ignoring the interchange. “Perhaps we may play again.”

“Tess wishes my assistance,” said the ke, canting her veiled head so that she appeared to be looking at Tess.

“No, no,” said Tess hastily. Gods, what would she say to Sonia, then?

But it was too late. “Where are you going?” Sonia asked with apparent innocence. “May I come with you?”

Tess swore under her breath in Anglais. She met Sonia’s clear-sighted gaze, and it was like being slugged. She knew Sonia very well indeed after twelve years, knew her well enough to read many things from her expression alone. Sonia knew damn well what she was asking. She knew Tess was concealing something, and whether through chance or choice or simply the restlessness brought on by her pregnancy, she had decided to force the issue now.

Except she had left Tess the option to say “no.”

The word came out of Tess’s mouth before she knew she meant to say it.

“Yes.” Then she blanched. But it was too late.

Sonia cocked her head to one side, regarding Tess quizzically. She stood up and shook out her skirts with the same brisk gesture her mother used, and she waited. The ke stood also. After a few moments, Tess managed to get one of her feet to move. Her thoughts raced wildly, jumbling in on top of each other, but like the throb of her headache, one emotion drowned out the others finally: Relief. Whatever the consequences, she had finished with deception. Taking hold of Sonia’s hand, she led her back to the ke’s suite, past the anteroom and into the private office. A lit bar on the console bled a line of red into the darkened room: a call had indeed come in.

“Lights,” said Tess, and the walls lightened until they shone with a soft white glow.

Sonia shook free of her hand and walked over to touch one wall. But she said nothing. Instead, she turned to survey the chamber: the long bank of the console, the shining walls, a wooden table with two chairs, and the red and gold couch.

“This is the fabric that Mitya’s wife gave you,” said Sonia, going over to run a hand down the curve of the couch. Her voice sounded very odd in this room, because Tess had never expected to hear it here. “I always wondered what became of it. It’s very fine. It’s a shame to hide it in here.”

She did not need to say aloud: Why do you hide it in here? The jaran had many small formalities with which they smoothed over the constant rubbing of lives lived in close quarters, and it was not unknown for a woman or man to simply ride out for hours, seeking solitude. But to have a private chamber, closed away, must seem inexplicable. Privacy lay outdoors, cloaked by the anonymity of the sky.

Sonia grinned. “You khaja are very strange.” She brushed a hand over the console, and Tess saw how she started and, more curious now, slid her fingers along the pale gray surface, tracing around the pads and bars without touching them. “What is this? The walls, the way they light without a flame, and this table, they all remind me of things I saw at the shrine of Morava.”

Tess finally found her voice. “They are like. I have to get a message.” She joined Sonia at the console. Gave a great sigh. “Sonia, there’s a great deal I haven’t told you.”

“I had figured that out for myself.”

“Play incoming message,” said Tess in Anglais.

The air spun into a cloud above the console and coalesced into…

“Charles!” said Tess, startled to see her brother. These days he rarely sent direct links to her.

Sonia stared.

“Hello, Tess,” said Charles’s image, which seemed to rise from the console. Sonia crouched down and peered up the incline of the console, as if to see where he was hiding. “I have important news about Anatoly Sakhalin. He went with the Bharentous Repertory Company to Naroshi’s palace, and ran into Naroshi’s sister in nesh, which led him to an audience with Duke Naroshi. But the odd thing is, Naroshi honored Sakhalin as if he was a prince, and he—Sakhalin, that is—has been called to appear before the emperor. As you can imagine, this has thrown the council and the Protocol Office into an uproar, and I want you to be prepared in case some idiot tries to come nosing around on Rhui. It’s unlikely they’ll get through. I’m going to add security at all gateways onto the surface, but forewarned is forearmed. I will give you an immediate report when he returns. If he returns. Of course we don’t have a clue what the emperor intends, if indeed he intends anything at all. Nor do I have any real assurance that Sakhalin will behave in a rational manner. He intends to issue his full report to his uncle and Bakhtiian, but I can prevent that. The Interdiction proceeds normally for now. A more extensive report will arrive in coded bursts over the next two days. Soerensen off.”

The image froze, Charles’s torso and head resting a finger’s breadth above the gray sheen of the console. There was silence in the room. The ke waited, a cloaked backdrop. The thin whine of a fan buried in the machinery hummed away, oblivious to their measured breathing.

“He is not truly there,” said Sonia finally. “How can he appear to you so?”

“It’s a message, sent from far away.”

“Sent from across the ocean? What carries it?”

“I guess you could say that Father Wind carries it.”

“But that is not what you would say.”

“No.”

Sonia rapped the console’s surface gently with her knuckles. “Are there other things hidden in here?”

“Yes.”

The console was backed up against one wall, but Sonia got down on her hands and knees and investigated all its angles and shadows. She found the latch that opened the catch-door, and popped it. Tess did not need to cross over to her to know what she saw inside: the modeller banks themselves, sealed away from air and dust and the corrosive sweat of human hands. For a long time Sonia crouched, chin on hand, and peered inside. She did not try to touch anything. After a while, she rose, carefully closed the door, and walked over to the couch. She sat down.

“What message did he send you? He spoke of Anatoly Sakhalin.”

Tess sighed and sat down next to her. The ke, silent, un-moving, remained standing by the door. “A strange message, in truth. The Chapalii emperor has sent for Anatoly Sakhalin to appear before him.”

“Ah,” said Sonia wisely. “He has learned that a prince of the Sakhalin resides in his country.”

“Uh, well, it’s not quite that… simple.”

Sonia chuckled. “Is it ever? Does Ilya know that your brother sends you messages that are carried on Father Wind? No, of course he does not.”

“I can’t—”

“You needn’t make excuses to me, Tess. If this is some kind of khaja magic—”

“It isn’t magic.”

“If this is some kind of khaja tool, a way to send messages faster even than our post riders, then it is perhaps no wonder that you keep it to yourselves.”

“You have kept nothing to yourselves,” said Tess miserably, “not from me, at any rate.”

“We don’t need to.”

Tess had to laugh, because even Sonia wore arrogance like another suit of clothes, as all the jaran did. “Can you forgive me, Sonia?”

“For what? I have never forgotten you are khaja. That does not mean I love you any less.”

“For lying to you.”

“Have you lied to me?”

“More or less. I’m not really from Jeds. I am from Erthe, but she doesn’t truly lie across the seas. Or at least, not the ocean as you know it.”

“Are you sure you want to tell me this?”

“Yes. No. Yes. I don’t know. I’m just tired of hiding the truth.”

Sonia looked up, examining the ke. “As the holy one is hidden, in plain sight, but concealed by her robes.”

“Huh. Perhaps.”

“You are with us, but part of you remains unseen.”

“Not all the threads in a rug are visible.”

“Ah. You mean to best me at my own game. If Erthe does not lie across the ocean, then there are only two other places it can lie, if it truly exists: in the high mountains that lie south and east of the plains or else in the heavens, where the gods live.”

“It does not lie in the mountains.”

Sonia crossed her arms over her chest and for a long, uncomfortable moment examined Tess skeptically. “Are you saying that you come from the gods’ land?”

“Are you saying that you find that unlikely?” Tess demanded, and could not help but laugh.

Sonia smiled. “Yes. Why should the gods disturb themselves in our affairs, in any case? Why would they look like us?”

“You have your own story, of Mother Sun sending her daughter to the plains—”

“Tess. That is a story. I have read enough to know that peoples in other lands have each their own story, about how they came to be. I would be as likely to believe the Hristanic story of how God allowed his only son to be mutilated and dismembered and strewn about the land like any piece of offal, and then appeared to lift him up to heaven afterward on a beam of light.”

“You don’t believe in the story of Mother Sun?”

“Of course I believe it. But not in what you khaja would call the literal truth, not like a child believes, not like even Ilya himself believes—” She stopped suddenly. Her eyes widened. “Gods!” Sticking her little finger in her mouth, she worried at it while she squinted at Tess. Finally she withdrew her finger and wiped it dry on her skirts. “Do you believe in that story, Tess?”

Tess let out a great sigh and sank her weight onto her knees, hunching over. “No. And yes. Mother Sun sent her daughter down from the heavens and that daughter fell in love with a dyan of the tribes and brought him great victory. Well, it isn’t that far from the truth. If you leave out Mother Sun.”

“I would never leave out Mother Sun, having a great respect for the power of the gods. If this is true, or a way of telling the truth, using what words we have, then it is no wonder you have concealed the truth from Ilya. He would be furious.”

As answer, Tess kept her gaze fixed on her hands, wrapped in a tight knot between her knees.

“Are there truly lands in the heavens?”

Tess nodded.

“Is that where your brother went? What kind of lands could they be? How could you travel there? It is said the zayinu have great powers, but I always supposed these to be hidden tools. The only magic I have ever seen truly work is the magic performed by the Singers. Are your people very powerful? Does this empire of zayinu really exist? Well, that is a stupid question, I suppose, since this holy woman stands here with us now. I beg your pardon.” This last addressed to the ke. “I can understand that you would not tell Ilya, Tess, but why not me?”

Tess’s throat was choked too closed for her to speak, and only after a few tears ran down her cheeks could she manage to get out a handful of words. “I’m sorry.”

Sonia put an arm around her. “Oh, don’t cry. What’s done is done. And I suppose the threat to Ilya is worse.”

“I’m not threatening Ilya!”

“That’s not what I meant. I meant that if you threw this knowledge at Ilya’s feet, he would take it as a threat. Ilya does not like to feel that there are others who are as powerful as he is. If he cannot reach them, then he might feel… diminished.”

Tess was sniffling steadily now, feeling quite sorry for herself even while another part of her writhed in confusion. Was it right to tell Sonia? Would Sonia not tell Ilya? Now that Sonia knew, was it right not to tell Ilya? Now that the Interdiction was breached, where would it end? “I feel dizzy.”

Sonia removed her arm and patted Tess’s hands reassuringly. Except shouldn’t it have been the other way around: Shouldn’t Tess have needed to comfort poor Sonia, who ought to have been shocked to hear that her sister had descended to the tribes from the heavens? “There, there. You need not tell me everything. I am patient. But in the meantime, may I come in here now and again and see what else is hidden within this table? You spoke words to make this message from your brother appear. Look how like him that picture is, and yet it cannot be him. It has no substance. It isn’t solid. If I put my hand up to touch it, I think I could reach right through him to the wall.”

“There is a lot in that console,” said Tess lamely. “You may come, with me or with the ke. But only you, Sonia. I’m not ready for more than that now. Well, and Aleksi, when he is here, or with Dr. Hierakis.”

Sonia rose and walked over to stand in front of the console. “Or any of your people, I would guess, those that come from Erthe?”

“Yes. Oh, Sonia, what am I going to do about Ilya?”

Sonia shrugged, looking more interested in the console and its secrets than in the fate of her cousin. “Ilya is not a fool.”

Panic flooded Tess. Her heart raced. “Do you mean he’s asked you about me? Said things? That he doesn’t trust—”

“No. I only meant that Ilya can add up in his own mind the sum of all your stories. He must come in his own time to a decision to face the mysteries that you have not yet explained to him. When he does, he will make it obvious to you that he is ready to hear them. I see no need to hurry him. Ilya is a very powerful man, as you and I both know. That does not mean he is not, in his own way, fragile.”

“What if he hates me for it, when he learns the truth?”

“Tess!” Sonia turned right round and regarded Tess with no little disgust. “My dear sister, you are wise in many ways, but sometimes you are no better than a tiny child who thinks the camp centers always on her. But at least there is hope the child will grow out of it! Now, you will tell me how I may find what else is hidden in this table. Does it only make pictures? No, Charles spoke as well, so it must also make words.”

Feeling meek and chastised, Tess heaved herself up from the couch. “Let me start with a map. Call up a map of this continent.” Charles vanished, to be replaced by a rounded map of the continent on which the plains and Jeds lay. “Here are the plains. Here is Sarai. Here is Jeds. You have sailed to Jeds. You can see how these lines—”

“I know what a map is.”

“I beg your pardon! Call up Rhui.” The map receded and became the planet, wrapped in blue waters and mottled with three continents. It rotated slowly. “Here is that same continent on the planet my people call Rhui. A planet is a non-luminous body that revolves around a star. Show the Delta Pavonis solar system. Here is Rhui, and there is the sun, and here are other planets, like Rhui. And beyond even that, there are other solar systems like this one, including the one I come from.”

“This is not like the model of the universe that Aristoteles or the Praetor Sivonis propose. But it is rather like the one I read of in Newton. Why should I believe you, Tess? It is very strange. How can these planets hang there without falling? What are they resting on? Who stokes these fires in the stars?”

Tess cracked a smile and wiped the last moisture off her cheeks. “Actually, there’s no reason at all for you to believe me.”

“I can see only three possible explanations. You are mad, and truly believe what you are saying. You are so thoroughly deceitful that you hope to deceive me, but in that case, why attempt such a wild story? It would almost be easier for me to believe that you had been dismembered and sewn back together. Or you could be telling the truth.”

“You have not asked about the ke. Why she is veiled.”

Sonia inclined her head respectfully toward the ke. “I beg your pardon, holy one, for ignoring you. I have not asked about the holy priestess because it is not within my rights to ask about her. If her gods demand that she cover herself, then who am I to gainsay them?”

“It is not her gods. It is I. It is the interdiction imposed on Rhui by my brother. The ke remains veiled because—well—” She lifted a hand along her face, as if lifting away a piece of cloth.

“Do you wish the veil lifted?” the ke asked in her uncanny voice. Tess nodded. The ke lifted the veil away from her scaly face.

Sonia started and looked embarrassed. “I beg your pardon, holy one,” she said finally. “You look very… different.” She glanced at Tess. “She cannot be the same sort of zayinu as the khepelli priests. Her skin is gray, and theirs…is more like ours, except for the colors.”

“She is of the same kind. She is also Chapalii. The males and the females are shaped differently.”

“That is not precisely correct,” interposed the ke fluidly. “The difference does not lie in the male/female axis, as you daiga seem to think it always does.”

Because they were speaking in Rhuian, Sonia could understand them. She looked from the ke to Tess, from Tess to the image of Rhui and its sun floating above the console. “If you are not from this planet, then why should the zayinu be? Why should they be even from your planet? They could be from somewhere else, and you might know as little about them as I know about you.”

Struck by an odd tone in Soma’s voice, Tess tapped the mute bar and the room dimmed down. The ke pulled the veil across her face. “That’s quite true, actually, but you almost sound pleased by the prospect”

“I’m only human, Tess. Of course I forgive you, but that doesn’t mean I’m not also angry, a little hurt, and I’m not so noble that I don’t mind seeing you caught in your own trap.”

“Ouch. The arrow hits its mark.”

“As it was meant to.” Sonia smiled, but not enough to take the sting out of the words.

“It’s the middle of the night. Do you suppose I might go back to bed?”

“No doubt it is more pleasant there than here,” said Sonia provocatively, and by that Tess saw that she was forgiven.

They left. The ke stayed behind, and Sonia walked with Tess across the plaza. Both women were too sunk in their own thoughts to say much, a commonplace about the cold weather, a question about Stassia’s plans for supper the next day. On such rocks the ships of thought borne out onto tumultuous seas foundered. Sonia kissed her on either cheek and left her to go into her tent, alone.

Kirill woke up when she slid into the blankets beside him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, sensing her mood. He curled an arm around her. He was warm.

“What would you say if I told you right now that I’d lied to you about where I came from? And what I came here for?” Tess felt as if she was flinging herself off a cliff blindfolded, hoping there would be a soft landing underneath to cushion her fall.

His breath tickled her ear. “I would ask you what your reason was, to tell a false story in place of the true one.”

“You would.” Tess smiled wryly into the darkness. “Let’s go to sleep.”

“As you wish,” he said, amused or curious she could not tell. Kirill never let things he could not help bother him. That was one of the things she loved him for.

He fell asleep far more quickly than she did, and when she finally did sleep, she slept so soundly that she did not notice him leaving.

In the morning, she threw herself into the most mundane chores because it helped her calm her thoughts. It was too much to assimilate, too much to accept, that Sonia had stood in her private office and seen the planet Rhui revolving around its sun.

The messenger found her by the far stream, washing clothes, pounding them clean against the rocks. It was good, mindless hard work. It soothed her, and she could do it alone. She heard the bells and straightened up.

It was Gennady Berezin, son-in-law to Mother Orzhekov, one of the old guard in Ilya’s personal jahar. One of the guards. Her heart clenched in fear. Only the worst news would drive a soldier in Ilya’s personal guard to leave Bakhtiian and ride the long road north. She could not make herself ask for the message. He gave it to her anyway.

She didn’t even remember his words. She could see his face as he spoke, the words must have registered somewhere, but she became fixated on one bell, silver where the others were bronze, out of place but signifying a message from the highest quarters. He stood so still that the bell did not even shift, not at all, until the wind picked up or was that only her swaying on her feet?

Five hundred men had been ambushed and killed. That was a shame, certainly. But it happened in war. People were killed in war. Who was killed? she asked, but that was only a memory of asking, long ago, twelve years ago now when Ilya had come, the messenger, to tell her that Fedya had been killed in a battle, in an ambush. This was nothing like that. This was nothing like that.

A light danced in front of her, and she saw the knife with which she had stabbed Mikhailov. No, it was Leotich she had stabbed. That was a long time ago.

Why was Mother Orzhekov cutting up herbs with that knife in the flickering lantern light of the tent? What had happened? Why did everyone look so worried? How had she gotten here from the stream? Where were the clothes she had been washing? Someone was crying, but she couldn’t tell who it was. Finally she lifted her head. Oh, gods. Yuri was crying, gulping down sobs in one corner, and Natalia had a grim look on her face, far too unchildlike, while she wrung out a damp cloth to give to Cara Hierakis, who put them on her mother’s forehead. On Tess’s forehead. Tess shifted, pushing herself up on one elbow, and at once Natalia pressed up against her.

“Mama?” she asked, seeking comfort.

Tess pressed the heel of her left hand against her forehead. Spots flashed and faded in front of her eyes. She felt nauseated. Her neck hurt.

“They burned down the monastery,” said Sonia, who stood by the entrance talking to someone outside. Lights shone in on her face, the only thing in the chamber that was not shadowed. “And killed every man they found. Though it was a just reward for their treachery, it will not bring Ilya or my daughter back.”

The gift of memory.

Now Tess remembered what the messenger had told her. Now she wished that her mind had been scoured clean.

Ilya was dead. Killed in an ambush, and half his jahar with him, and Katya and Vasha and Niko’s gentle grandson Stefan.

“No.” Sitting up, she almost vomited, her head reeled so wildly. She groped for her boots. “I must ride south. I’ll have to find him. They mistook it. It wasn’t really his jahar. He escaped. Someone must have escaped. They just need better guidance. I mean, what proof do they have?”

“Tess.” Mother Orzhekov grabbed her wrists. “Lie down.”

“Let me go!” Tess screamed. Natalia began to cry, and Yuri had dissolved into great hiccoughing sobs, but Tess was so furious at Mother Orzhekov that she could not get her wrists free and she began to pound her hands against the floor over and over again. “Let me go, let me go.” Except Mother Orzhekov had already let her go, but she couldn’t stop hitting the floor, beating it until she was dimly aware that her hands hurt but she kept on, she had to keep on because somehow she knew it was her fault, if only she had told him before. “I did this to him! I did this to him!”

Sonia, then Cara, tried to grab hold of her arms, but Tess flailed on and on and finally they had to bring in Stassia’s husband Pavel, whose blacksmith arms could curb even her wild fury.

She panted and struggled and gave up, and after a few moments of her stillness he let go of her, staying close by.

“I will ride south tomorrow,” said Tess stubbornly. Belatedly, she remembered her children. She looked around for them, and as soon as she found them with her gaze, they threw themselves across the room and into her arms.

“You have been raving all morning, my daughter,” said Mother Orzhekov in a colorless voice like that of a Chapalii nobleman. Dried tears streaked her face. “You will sleep. If I and the Dokhtor judge you well enough, then you will ride south.” She tipped a cup up to Tess’s lips. Tess knew better than to fight, and anyway, her arms were full with her two children. Ilya’s children, who would never see their father again. Who could not die so young, because she had made Cara give him the drink of youth. Oh, gods.

“I will ride south,” she insisted even as the herbs took hold. She sank down into sleep, Yuri and Natalia crushed against her, but one last thought chased after her, nagging her, tormenting her: This was her punishment for telling Sonia the truth.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Lord Shiva Dances

THINGS BEGAN TO FALL apart when Yomi found out that Valentin was living in the ruins.

“I really can’t just stand by and let him live like an animal,” Yomi said to Karolla. Because she was wise, Yomi had come alone to talk to the other woman; Nipper had taken Anton and Evdokia away, and Ilyana sat next to her mother with the infant sitting on her lap. Still nameless, the child could now sit up by herself, chubby arms reaching for anything bright, and everyone called her Little Rose for the birthmark on her cheek.

“He has chosen to leave my tent,” replied Karolla. “He can return when he is ready to apologize to his father.”

“Karolla. I understand that by jaran law you have certain ways in which you live.” Yomi took in a big breath and, letting it out, went on. “But we have other laws. I would be criminally negligent to allow this to go on. He’s only thirteen.”

“He’s almost fourteen,” interposed Ilyana.

“And if it comes to that,” added Yomi as if Ilyana had not spoken, “since it’s come to light that Valentin has run away, I’ve heard some other disturbing rumors… but if we can resolve this to everyone’s satisfaction, perhaps—”

“Are you threatening me?” Karolla demanded.

“I am speaking as one etsana would to another. I am concerned. Others are concerned. People are aware that this is going on and they are talking about it. It’s simply unacceptable that Valentin lives out there in those catacombs. Let him come in and live in the caravansary. Let him stay with some of the actors. Diana and Yassir have both offered—” She broke off abruptly, looking embarrassed for no reason Ilyana could discern, then continued. “Diana has offered to shelter him for the time being.”

“I will speak with my husband.”

With that Yomi had to be content. She left, but she did not look happy.

“How dare you speak of this to khaja!” Karolla hissed as soon as the other woman was out of earshot.

Ilyana started as if she had been hit. “I said nothing! Don’t think that just because they’re khaja they don’t have eyes. People go out there all the time to—” She swallowed the word she had been going to say, but it was too late.

“And the child remains unnamed because of your stubbornness. I am disappointed in you, Yana.”

Stung, Ilyana sniffed back angry tears. “It isn’t fair that you be angry with me! I didn’t argue with Valentin. I didn’t make him run away. He ran away because no one tries to understand him here. He ran away because—” But words failed her. She could not bring herself to incriminate her father.

“Here comes your father,” said Karolla, like the knell of death. “He looks angry. See what your friendships with the khaja have brought us.”

He did look angry. Ilyana pulled the baby against her as if the child could shield her; and the baby did, in a way, because Vasil had an aversion to the little one, with her unsightly blemish, so unlike his other, more perfect children.

“What is going on?” Vasil demanded of his wife as he came to a halt underneath the awning. “Why is everyone in the company interesting themselves in our personal affairs? I was taken aside by—” He looked so angry that for an instant Ilyana thought he was going to spit. “—by Hyacinth, that meddling—” Ilyana didn’t recognize the khush word he used, but Karolla flinched. “Then Gwyn Jones mentioned that he’d caught a glimpse of Valentin! I don’t want my family to be the common gossip of every lowly tech and giggling inconsequential actor in this company!”

“Mother Yomi just came by to speak with me.”

Vasil threw up his hands in a theatrical gesture.

“It’s your own fault,” Ilyana blurted out. “You shouldn’t have fought with him.”

Vasil turned a stare on her that froze her. She felt like the most insignificant worm underneath his harsh gaze. He had never ever looked at her like this before. “Can this be my daughter?” he asked in a whisper that nevertheless resounded like a shout.

“But it’s true,” she stammered, determined to go on. “He’s addicted to nesh. He’ll never get cured if you don’t try to get help for him.”

Vasil’s expression did not change, nor did he look away from her.

“A child who will not live by the law of the tribes becomes an outcast,” said Karolla sternly. “It has always been thus, and it will remain so. Khaja may have their own laws, but they do not apply to us.”

“Of course they apply to us! We don’t live with the tribes anymore. Oh, why can’t you see?”

“Apologize to your mother, Yana.”

Infuriated by their obstinacy, Ilyana lost her temper. “I won’t! I have nothing to apologize for. Oh, gods, you just won’t listen.”

“Yana!”

“And you never call me by my full name! Never! Are you afraid to say it?”

Karolla slapped her, hard.

Vasil’s face whitened with rage.

Ilyana realized she had gone too far. Only she didn’t really understand how, or why. The baby hiccoughed with fear and began to wail. Looking at her father’s face, Ilyana was suddenly terrified. Pressing Little Rose against her, she scrambled to her feet, dodged him—he grabbed for her but missed—and ran, the baby screaming the whole time, for the safety of the caravansary. He wouldn’t make a scene in there. He just wouldn’t.

He didn’t follow her. Not yet, at any rate. She sat down, panting, on a bench in the courtyard, and endured a few curious glances from passersby by pretending not to notice them. She bounced the baby on her knee until the little one quieted and fell asleep. After a while, David came out, deep in conversation with the tech Wingtuck. Seeing Ilyana, he broke off and excused himself.

“What is it?” he asked in a low voice, coming up beside her.

“Nothing. Just sitting here.”

“Don’t lie to me, Yana.”

“Why won’t they call me Ilyana?”

“Who?”

“Anyone. My parents.”

“Well…” Like most adults, he had a way of rubbing his face with a hand and hesitating when he hoped you would get sidetracked by the pause and let the conversation move on to safer topics.

“My father loved him. You think I don’t remember him, but I do. He loved him more than he loved my mother or even me or any of us, his children, I mean. But not in a good way, like Hyacinth loves Yevgeni. So why did he name me after him? Why won’t he call me by that name?”

There was a long silence. Wingtuck, standing in the corner of the courtyard watching them, shrugged, lifted one hand in a wave, and walked away, out through the gate.

“Ilyana,” said David finally in his solemn adult voice.

“Don’t treat me like a child! I’m sixteen! I’m not a baby.”

“Did you just argue with your parents? Everyone is talking about Valentin. I stopped a couple of the actors from setting out to capture him.”

“That would be really stupid,” said Ilyana, alarmed. That would only drive Valentin further away.

“I know. I told them so. Don’t worry, they’re not going. And he’s barely eating any of the food you take out to him. Ilyana. Ha!” He sat down beside her, a half smile on his face. “Did I ever tell you about the time I thought that Ilya Bakhtiian was going to kill me? Tess got dead drunk and I let her sleep it off in my tent, only in the morning when I went to get her, Bakhtiian saw her and me coming out of the tent together. Goddess, I thought he was going to kill me on the spot.”

“Why would he? Women can take lovers if they wish to.”

“I didn’t know that then.”

The baby breathed softly in the silence. Outside, by the flower garden, some of the actors and techs were playing soccer. She could hear their shouting and laughter. “What was he like? They never talk about him.”

“Oh, Yana, he’s not someone you can explain in a few words. How do you know about him if they don’t talk about him?”

“I told you I remember him. I remember what he looked like. What he felt like, I mean, to be near. He didn’t scare me, but he was like…like standing outside to watch a storm come in.” Sitting there, her feet in sunshine and her face in the shade, she realized something else. “In a way it’s like he’s always with us, even though he isn’t here. Can that be?”

“Some people always remain with you, even when they’re a long way away. Even if you never see them again.”

“Do you have someone like that?”

His mouth tugged up, but he didn’t quite smile. He looked sad, but not bitter. “Yes.”

“Sometimes,” said Ilyana so low that she could hardly hear herself, “I think my father wishes that I was his child by Bakhtiian. I mean, if they could do that kind of thing, if they could have done it there. I think that’s why he treats me better than the others. But I don’t think I’m his favorite any more.” To her horror, she felt tears sliding down. She wiped her free hand fiercely over her cheeks.

“You did have an argument.”

She nodded, unable to trust her voice.

“I don’t know what to tell you about your father. I argued with mine often enough when I was about your age. But maybe we can do something to help Valentin. I don’t know how long he can survive with that little food, but I do know that he must be going through nasty withdrawal symptoms from nesh. By your own account it’s been—what—ten days since he ran away? Sooner or later he’s got to come out, if he hasn’t already. He’ll come here, at night, to get onto the nesh. I don’t know where else he could find a link.”

“So we set a trap to catch him? Then what do we do with him?”

“I don’t know. Feed him. He’s always been so damned thin it hurts me to look at him. Now that everyone knows, I think—well, you know we are allowed to send a message out every five days, to Maggie, who’s monitoring us for Charles. I could put in a query about nesh addiction, how to treat it.”

“I don’t know. I just feel like it would be a bad idea.”

“Be that as it may, I don’t see how doing nothing is going to help him now that it’s gone this far. You have to accept that your parents won’t or can’t help him. If they can’t, if they won’t, if it’s gotten this bad, then someone else has to. He’s ill, Yana. I remember that the company took responsibility for you, for your family, when you left Rhui. I’m sure that is partly what motivates Yomi now, that sense of responsibility.”

“But he won’t want any of you.”

“Damn it! It doesn’t matter what he wants. Hell, ask Genji for a ship to get him off planet. We can ship him off after Sakhalin. He’ll listen to Anatoly.”

“I’m sure Valentin will be all right if we just leave him alone for a while,” said Ilyana lamely. The baby turned her head and now her sweet breath blew moistly in, and out, on Ilyana’s neck. She snuffled and sighed in her sleep, stirred by tranquil baby dreams.

“I’m sure he won’t. Now it is agreed that we’ll monitor the latticework, and try to capture him?”

She couldn’t say yes. She couldn’t say no.

“Very well,” he said, accepting her abstention and making the decision himself. “I’ll talk to those I trust, and we’ll start sentry duty tonight.”

They sat there for a long time. The sunlight crawled up her skirts and touched her belt before the baby stirred and, waking, began to smack her lips, searching for milk. “I’m afraid to go back to my mother’s tent,” Ilyana said, admitting finally to the most immediate of her fears, which all seemed to be crowding round at an accelerated pace.

“Stay with Diana tonight—uh, no.” David looked shamefaced. “Umm, let me see. Well, listen, you can have the cot in my room and I’ll sleep with Gwyn and Hyacinth. I’ll take Little Rose back to your mother. No need for you—oh, hell.” He stood up abruptly and took the baby from her. Ilyana sat on the bench and watched him carry her out through the gate. The baby began to fuss and then to cry, and then distance drowned her cry and Ilyana sat and listened to the soccer match and to a friendly burr of voices from another room and to a rustling like the thin noise of wind through sparse leaves.

“Genji,” she said aloud, and wished suddenly more than anything else that she could be away from here, that she could vanish into Genji’s halls.

She snuck outside through the back gates, straightened her shirt, and walked, quickly at first and later, when the caravansary was distant enough, more slowly, trudging toward the far far distant wall of the dome.

The barge came to meet her.

It took her to the jeweled forecourt of the huge palace, ringed by six towers, where she had first heard the rustle of Genji’s robes. But this was the real palace, even bigger than she had imagined it, muted by a cascade of rain, endless sheets of it, drowning the jewels and the stuccoed walls as if it meant to wash them all away.

Walking from the barge up the steps, she did not get wet, although no awning sheltered her. But the rain struck on either side of a dry path, and up this dry path she walked, shielded by some trick of the air. Genji stood on the other side of the door, her robes a bell-like shadow behind the screen.

“You come alone, little sister,” said Genji in her odd voice, precise in enunciation but shot through with a drone, like insects on the wing.

“Is that okay?” Ilyana barely managed to force the words out of her mouth, she was so afraid she would be sent back. She couldn’t bear to go back, not yet.

“How long can you stay?”

“Forever,” said Ilyana fiercely. Then felt guilty. “No, not really. I have to go back after a while. My brothers and sisters need me.”

“You are eldest.”

It wasn’t a question, and yet it was. “Yes.”

“It is well you have come to me. There is beauty and wisdom in your art, but you are still young.”

“I haven’t done any art,” begun Ilyana, and then realized that Genji was talking about humans, not about her. “Is that why you keep the statues of Shiva here? I mean, in this palace, not right here.”

“Keep?” Genji pronounced the word carefully, as if considering its flavor on her tongue. “This idea of keep to retain as a possession, no, I keep nothing. Ah, but I love this imprecision. Each word bears a multitude of meanings. To celebrate or observe. In this way I keep Lord Shiva, just as I keep the ritual of Passing.”

“You can also keep someone company. Uh, what’s the ritual of Passing?”

“All things pass from one state into another.”

“Is it anything like the, uh, the rite of extinction?”

“It is not unlike that rite, which like a sun seen in water only reflects the original. The rite of extinction has a use for those who feel it necessary to create passages they can manipulate.” She turned and began to walk. Ilyana walked beside her, noticing how the Chapalii glided more than strode, sort of like when she and Kori skated on their frictionless skates, covering the ground not in jerky impacts but in a smooth sliding motion. Genji seemed to be waiting for Ilyana’s response, and finally, because Ilyana had none, she decided it was better to admit it than to pretend to knowledge.

“I don’t understand that.”

“No, perhaps you cannot,” said Genji, but not in an insulting way.

“Why not? Why couldn’t I, I mean?”

“You yourself will pass through rituals of passing, and in the end through the rite of extinction.”

“Does that mean death?”

“Termination alone does not always bring extinction. Perhaps, like Lord Shiva, you are not doomed to be obliterated.”

“I hope not! That sounds pretty awful.”

Ilyana felt more than heard amusement in Genji’s voice. “To be nameless can be a form of freedom.”

“Yeah, maybe it can,” Ilyana retorted, “but I notice that you use a name.” Then regretted saying it, because it was so presumptuous.

Genji did not answer because they passed under an arch. Ilyana paused and glanced back into the great entry hall they had left behind: Hadn’t the statue of Shiva dancing been in that hall the last time she’d looked?

“I am not bound by the same rites.”

“Oh, right,” exclaimed Ilyana, feeling that she had stumbled upon a revelation. “Because you live longer.” The next words died in her mouth as she stared down the hall they now stood in. This was the hall Anatoly had described, lined with statues and strange sculptures, there Shiva (she picked him out at once) and across from him a translucent sphere of light pulsing chaotically, and farther down, more and yet more, receding into a distance that seemed actually to curve away along the moon’s vast surface, except Ilyana knew she couldn’t possibly see that far. “This is the hall of monumental time. But I thought the other one with Shiva on the cliff, on the mountain, was the hall of monumental time.”

“This is the hall of memory, which is but one wing of the palace of time. Walk with me.”

They walked in silence. Ilyana stared at the statues, but Genji did not seem inclined to stop and explain anything. Finally, the thought that had been nagging at Ilyana surfaced again, and she gave up trying to hold it in. “But if you live so long, wouldn’t that mean that you would even live longer than the emperor? But if you live so much longer, how come you let him rule?”

Genji folded her hands together, the thin pale fingers as delicate as lace over the stiff jet fabric of her robes. “What makes you think the emperor rules over me?”

“Well, doesn’t the emperor rule over everyone? I mean everyone, everything, that lives within Chapalii space.”

“Time creates space.”

“Are you saying that if you live outside of time, then you live outside of space, too? But that doesn’t make sense. Then how come you can be here with me? You’re in space. You’re—” Impulsively, without realizing what she did, Ilyana reached out and touched Genji’s hand. Gasped, jerking her hand back. Genji’s skin was hard, ossified, and as smooth as a pearl. “You’ve got a shell!”

Genji laughed. Not in a human way, forcing breath out through her vocal chords and mouth and nose, but in a Genji way, amused and delighted. “You are quick in your curiosity, little sister.”

“I’m sorry.”

“We will turn aside here. You will come back again?”

“I have to go now?”

“Many of your hours have passed. Did you not say you have brothers and sisters to care for?”

Ilyana sighed, but it was true enough. The memory of them settled onto her like a burden. “Yes. But I can come back again?”

“Yes.”

They passed through an arch, crossed a hall carpeted with white pebbles, and came out at the far end of the jeweled courtyard. It was still raining. The barge, like a well-trained horse, was waiting for them.

“Why do you want me to come visit you?” Ilyana asked, hesitating before she stepped out into the rain. It flooded down like heat, drenching the world.

“Because you interest me. I am a builder.”

Ilyana shivered. Here, in the gray light of a downpour, that sounded rather ominous. “Are you going to design me into something new?”

“Buildings grow. They are not forced.”

“But then what is your talent? I thought you were an architect. Didn’t you build this palace? Design it? Make it, uh, grow this way?”

“Ah. You speak of the shaping hand. It is true that what I touch is forever after marked in some fashion by that touch.”

“Does that mean I will be, too?”

Genji did not smile. Ilyana was not sure she could. But she inclined her head slightly and steepled her fingers, three fingers, two opposable thumbs on each hand.

“You already are.”

“What makes you think,” Ilyana asked, feeling pleased with herself, “that the emperor rules over her?” She settled herself more firmly on David’s cot and folded her hands smugly on her lap.

“Don’t distract me!” David snapped. “We’ve got enough trouble without you running off without telling anyone where you were going. You should have heard—well, anyway, it didn’t help the situation!”

She sagged back to lean against the wall. “Are my parents angry?”

“I thought they were angry before. We could have kept this under control until you ran off, Yana. Now it’s all blown open. Your mother as good as accused Yomi of kidnapping you—no, she phrased it some other way—your father was last seen headed toward the ruins—”

“He’ll never catch Valentin!”

“You don’t understand!” David rounded on her. She had never seen him so angry before. A sob choked her throat and she fought to stop from crying. “You will stay in this room until you have permission to leave. The upshot of this whole fiasco is that rehearsals have been canceled until Valentin is found and we hold a council to determine what must be done. That’s what you get for disappearing.”

“But it was to see Genji!”

“I don’t care if it was to see the emperor himself!” David’s anger was very different from her father’s: It was clean and honest, and she felt bitterly ashamed of herself for bringing it to the surface. But she also felt put upon.

“It isn’t fair,” she muttered. “It’s not my fault.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

David threw up his hands in disgust. “Now you sound like your brother! Someone will bring you food later. Don’t leave this room.”

He left. Hands clenched, she sat on the cot and stared at the curtain that sealed her off from her freedom. It wasn’t fair. She had done nothing wrong. Then, chewing on her lower lip, she began to worry about Valentin. What if Vasil did find him? Except he wouldn’t. What about Evdokia and Anton? She hated to think of them back at the tent. It was very quiet outside, as if no one was in the caravansary. Daring much, she got up and peeked out the curtain, and indeed, no one was around. She thought about going out—she could always say she had to go relieve herself—but remembering the anger in David’s face, she sat back down. In the corner of the room, David’s nesh sponge lay on top of his modeller. Eye patches dangled in two neat rows from the sponge. She licked her lips. She could go visit Genji in nesh.

Voices sounded in the courtyard, and she started guiltily. Now she was acting like Valentin. It would be better to wait and ask David’s permission.

Hyacinth came in, smiled at her, and set a plate of vegetables and bread down on the chair. “Here’s somewhat to drink.” He handed her a flask of juice and sat next to her on the cot. “Yana, is it true that on Tau Ceti Tierce Helms Arundel, the cultural minister, tried to sleep with you?”

“He hung around after me. It’s happened before. I mean, not that anything happened, just that people hang around.”

Hyacinth touched her chin with two fingers and lifted her face so that he could look at her. He shook his head. “People don’t hang around you innocently, ma chere. Not that kind of people. Not the kind of people your father gets mixed up with.”

“Don’t say anything about him!”

He warded off her anger with a raised hand. “Let’s leave him out of it for the moment, then. I guess we all just ignored the signs because there wasn’t anything dramatic going on. But wouldn’t you say two children running away in the space of ten days is a bit theatrical?”

She hunched her shoulders against him.

“Yana, Yana, don’t go all Valentin on me. I went down to the catacombs last night, you know, and almost caught the little bastard.” He said the word affectionately. “I ran away from home when I was a kid.”

“You did?” She looked up at him, curious in spite of herself.

“Yeah. I always fought with my mom and dad was never around. The only one who ever loved me for myself was my grandmom. Huh.” He smiled wistfully. “I ran away to live with her when I was nine years old. Never saw my parents again except once a year at the legal hearing to consider my case, which lasted until I was sixteen. There was never any dispute, though. My mom never wanted me back, and my dad dissolved the partnership and went off to the asteroid belts in Three Rings system. But you don’t have a grandmother to run to.”

Ilyana said nothing.

“So maybe you’d better help us try to fix what you do have. Evdi is going to stay with Diana and Portia for a few days, and I’ve agreed to take Anton….”

“He didn’t used to be such a sneak and a whiner,” Yana blurted out. “Anton, I mean. But I don’t—”

“You don’t what?”

“I don’t like Anton much anymore, and I feel bad about that. It isn’t right that I don’t like him. He could be better, he could be likable, if he didn’t think he had to sneak and whine to get his way. He’s a dishonest little pig!” Embarrassed by her outburst, she got up and went over to the window.

“That’s better. Anton isn’t unsalvageable. I happened to go by his school about a month before we left London, and three of his tutors talked about what a good student he is, and how well and fairly he plays with the other children. So perhaps he’s only like that at home.”

“Oh, you must not have talked to M. Cauley, then. She doesn’t—”

“I didn’t consider M. Cauley a good character witness. Goddess Above, Yana, surely you realize that M. Cauley is infatuated with your father?”

Ilyana hadn’t realized that. “Why did you go by his school, anyway?” she demanded.

“I keep an eye out on you all. Just like Diana does, in her own way. And Yevgeni, as much as he is allowed,” he added sarcastically.

This was a side of Hyacinth Ilyana had not expected: That, like an uncle in the jaran, he would keep a careful eye out on his nieces and nephews, awake to any problems that might crop up. She went back and sat down beside him on the couch.

“If you just stay here for a few days, and we can grab Valentin, then perhaps, just perhaps, we can smooth it all over and calm things down. But you know that Yomi is going to have to recommend a legal hearing for your family when we return to Earth, don’t you?”

“Papa won’t like that. Mama won’t do it, not if it’s khaja law.”

“I just mean some kind of counseling, Yana.”

She shrugged.

“I think Vasil can be brought to see that the tradeoff is worth it, family therapy of some kind. The alternative being, of course, bad publicity.”

She began to chew on her nails.

Hyacinth rested a hand on her hair. “Just stay here for now, all right?”

She nodded.

He sighed, stood, and left.

After a while, she remembered to eat. No one came to see her. It got dark, and the recessed lights brightened to give the tiny room a cheerful glow. She stroked them down until they gave off just enough illumination to mark the lines of the furniture and the pale square of the window.

Later, she heard her father’s voice.

“Where is Yana?”

She jumped to her feet and was at the curtain before she realized what she was doing. Her hand brushed the fabric, and its coarse folds woke her up.

Vasil had his expansive, wheedling voice turned on. “You were very fine in the scene yesterday, Diana. My, Portia looks delightful tonight. Here, Evdi, let me lift you up. Can you see the rings there, just above the roof?”

Ilyana cringed, slapping her hands over her ears, and went and huddled on the cot. Why had she never noticed before how false he sounded? She bit hard on her lip to stop from crying. Harder. A salty, hot taste trickled onto her tongue. She had drawn blood. Just like Valentin.

“I’ll go crazy if I stay in here all night alone,” she muttered to herself. No one came to see her. No one betrayed her hiding place to her father, who eventually went away. No one disturbed her. Two moons rose. It was quiet outside. If she slipped out by the back corridor, the watchers—presumably they had set sentries in the courtyard—would not see her. Or she could use the nesh.

Finally, she knelt down before the modeller and sealed the eye-patches down over her eyes, and gripped the sponge, and dove in.

Disoriented. The marble gateway of the Memory Palace stands before her, but the proportions are off. She is seeing them from another height, from another body. This is not her place. She twists sideways and comes to the glowing net of lines now familiar and steps through into the map room and walks, hurrying now, faster and faster, to the palace of time, but as she reaches the jewel courtyard a wind picks up and Genji says on the wind like a cloud of insects, “Do not come to me here. You must visit me in the true palace.” With a wrench like the slam of storm winds, Ilyana finds herself

walking out on the grass toward the rose wall. A scatter of lights approached her, a miniature fleet of glowing bugs. It was the barge, come to meet her. She got on, sank down onto the bench and let it take her out through the wall, the rain drumming onto the opaque roof above, drumming, lulling, loud as pans banging together but so constant that she dozed off to awaken to find the barge open, perfectly still, and she walked gingerly down the ramp and up the stairs and into the anteroom to the hall of monumental time. Shiva waited for her, alone in the immensity of the hall. Genji was not there.

She walked across the hall, her footsteps like the flutter of a bird’s wings in the hollow gulf of air.

Lord Shiva stood poised with his right foot balanced on the back of the dwarf Muyalaka, the Demon of Forgetfulness. He stared serenely into the air and a nascent smile touched his lips. Ilyana ventured closer. She could almost feel the heat of the ring of fire, the arch set with flames, that surrounded him. Except it was only a statue.

In his upper right hand he held the drum of creation whose rhythm brings the universe to life, and in the palm of his upper left hand a tongue of flame flickered. Ilyana started and stared at it, but when she looked straight at it, it was, like the statue, unmoving. By this flame would the universe be destroyed in the final conflagration, or at least, that was what she remembered from her report on the dance. She was close enough to touch him now. His lower right hand, palm out, puzzled her a moment until she remembered that it represented a gesture granting freedom from fear. She reached for it, suddenly wanting to touch his palm, to see if somehow that contact could bestow protection and peace on her, but, reaching, her wrist brushed his wrist, of his lower left hand, which pointed down to his left foot.

The touch paralyzed her. Genji’s skin had felt hard, shelllike. His, smooth bronze, was warm. Then, brought to life, unable to help herself, she ran her fingers down the fingers of his hand and drawn down by their texture touched his left foot, which was lifted gracefully across his body almost to waist height. Bracelets ringed his ankle, little bells, and she handled them with her fingers, each one separate, separated from, tinkling softly as she touched them, as if she was bringing, them to life. She traced his toes. Release, that was what the left foot symbolized. Every least detail symbolized something.

Standing so close, she could not help but stroke back to the bracelets, proceeding higher, up to his knee and around the curve of his leg. Clothed in a tiger skin draped round his loins, he wore otherwise only ornaments, bracelets, necklaces, and a sash tied around his waist, blown away from the body as by a sharp wind so that it touched the arch of fire. It rippled in the wind, colored now blue like the sky and now blue like deep water and now the pale golden waves of grass shorn by the wind.

It was not an ordinary wind. It caressed her face and then, increasing in strength, it began to press against her like the storm winds heralding a gale.

Lord Shiva raised up on his toes and stamped his heel down on the back of the dwarf, the first beat, the drum, and the sound beat on as his fingers tapped the drum contained within his hand. Flame leapt in his palm, springing for the arch of flame which swelled in the tearing wind to encompass the air and the hall. So brilliant it brought tears to her eyes. He moved, the graceful turn of a hand on the wrist, the sweep of a leg, and spun, once around, and as he turned his gaze brushed past her, and she staggered back from the force of that glance, like the searing touch of a beam of red fire.

Stamping his heels, he spun, his slender limbs flashing in the air, his bracelets winking in the light of a thousand, a million exploding suns as here on the dancing ground of the universe the worlds were annihilated by fire. The bells rang down the shattering of the halls of history and the world of time, shorn by the wind that buffeted her while she yet stood her ground and watched, with terror, with a sudden blinding passionate yearning, the dance of Shiva.

The world came apart around her.

“Not yet,” said Genji. “The Kali Yuga has not ended.”

Ilyana was falling, standing on nothing. Terrified, she grabbed for the sash. Substance respun itself under her feet and the hall came back into being around her like threads woven into a great rug, the age of iron. There stood Genji, in her sable robes, not four paces from her. There stood the arch of flame. There stood Shiva, still now.

But he was no longer a statue.

Genji looked at Ilyana. “You are not yet old enough to tamper with the order of the universe,” she said, scolding, gentle, possibly amused.

Shiva looked at Ilyana. His eyes—she met his eyes—his gaze struck her like the resounding clap of a giant bell, shuddering through her, and she threw a hand up to ward herself but she was split with blackness, shattering her.

And she woke, clapping a palm to her forehead as if following the rest of the movement to its appointed end. She had a monstrous headache.

She lay on David’s cot. The room was dark, but the merest hint of dawn traced the window. Someone hissed her name.

“Yana! Ilyana! Wake up. We’ve got him.”

No, she wanted to say. His glance will kill you. She was lying on David’s cot. She’d had a dream, or been in nesh. She struggled to get up, to roll off the couch.

Almost cried out loud. Tangled in and around her legs and waist was Shiva’s sash. Blue and deeper blue and gold. A wave of light-headedness swept her, so steep that she knew she was going to faint.

But she didn’t.

“Ilyana!” The whisper came again, more insistently, and the curtain stirred.

She clawed at the sash, bundling the fabric, as fine as spider’s silk, up into a ball and sticking it into the waistband of her skirt, hiding it. Staggered to her feet in time to fall forward into David, who came through the curtain and caught her and set her back on her feet again.

“Come,” he said in a low voice, evidently thinking she had just woken up.

I have just woken up, she said to herself, not sure whether she was speaking aloud, but he did not tell her to be quiet. He took her by one hand and tugged her outside, where they stood within the dim arch of the corridor and peered out into the courtyard. A frail figure knelt before the latticework within the gazebo. From this distance it was hard to make out details of his appearance, just that his clothes hung strangely on him, too loose.

She found her voice. “Did he just get here?”

“No. We decided it would be easier to get him into nesh and then—”

Ilyana winced and a sound of protest escaped her.

“I know, I know. I went in after him over an hour ago, but I couldn’t find him.”

“I could have told you that!”

“Shhh.”

“Why bother! Valentin can’t hear us where he is.”

“No, but it’s getting late, and other people—”

Other people. She had forgotten about other people. She had forgotten about everything. If she closed her eyes the whirling flash of the dance raged against the darkness, the nimbus of his hair swirling out like a crown that stretched in ribbons into space, his beautiful limbs like strokes of lightning splintering the universe.

She opened her eyes. All remained as it was, the thin figure entwined with the latticework, David’s steady breathing beside her, the slow bleeding of light into the night air, presaging dawn. Someone moved back by the gateway, and then another person scuttled down the corridor toward the toilets. Water splashed softly in the cistern.

“Why, look,” said a young woman’s voice. “There’s Valentin!”

“Oh, hell,” said David in an undertone.

A shadow detached itself from the gazebo—Hyacinth—and moved to stand protectively between Valentin and the betraying voice. Light rose. Valentin’s face was filthy, his hair was matted, and one of his sleeves was torn. His head lolled back, and he wore on his face the same half smile poised within serene majesty, like a mockery of Lord Shiva, like an echo. Fear seized Ilyana’s heart, fear for Valentin. Fear propelled her forward just as three more of the actors came out of the bathroom and stopped to gawk, just as a single figure strode purposefully in through the gateway from outside.

He was furious. He hated bad reviews. He hated looking bad, especially in front of an audience. She knew him. She knew exactly what he would do.

“Father! Don’t!” she cried, but it was too late.

Vasil shoved Hyacinth away and grabbed Valentin by the shoulders and pulled. Valentin’s fingers had a death grip on the lattice. The whole structure swayed, but Valentin did not let go. Could not, because he wasn’t truly with his body, but Ilyana knew that her father did not understand nesh.

Instead, Vasil got a look of stark fury on his face and yanked with his full strength. With a wrenching snap that echoed like thunder resounding in the sky above, the lattice broke off by Valentin’s knees. Sparks flew up and vanished in a spray of brilliant light into empty air.

Looking stunned, Vasil let go of his son. Eyes still shut, Valentin sagged down onto the tiled ground, fingers still clutching the sundered latticework. Then he began to twitch violently, and within an instant was in the throes of a full-fledged seizure. Ilyana and David reached him at the same time, and David held him down, getting kicked several times for his pains, while Ilyana pried his fingers off the lattice one by one. When the last one came free, scraped down to blood, Valentin ceased moving and just lay there, limp, like one dead.

“Oh, gods,” cried Ilyana, looking up at her father, glorious in the rising sun. “You’ve killed him.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

The Code of Law

FOR SIX DAYS THEY were left alone in the tower chamber. Food was brought to them—a pittance, bread and water—and once a day a servant took the chamber pot away and emptied it. Another servant brought wood up, just enough, if rationed properly, to get them through the day and evening. More than once the guards suggested to Jaelle what she might do with them to get a few scraps of meat or vegetables for herself; to her surprise, she refused. She was not sure why, only that it had something to do with the way Princess Katerina shared out the portion equally and ate her bread as if it were a feast.

Katerina wove, taught Jaelle to play khot, and in her turn learned the Yos language from Jaelle. She read the book of travels twice (it took Jaelle an entire afternoon to puzzle out five pages), and brooded over The Recitation, listening with the obsessed interest of a person who would go mad without something to focus on to Jaelle’s scathing denunciations of the apostasy of the northern church.

“Their copy of The Recitation does not include the ‘Gospel of Elia,’ or the ‘Testimonies of the House of Narsene.’ ”

“What is the house of nar seen?” Katerina asked.

“A merchant house with whom the Peregrina—the Pilgrim—traveled while she was searching for her brother. In those days whole families would move together along the trade routes, and one such house sheltered the Pilgrim. Their testimonies of her miraculous gifts were bound by the law of the anointed church into The Recitation.”

“Then why aren’t they in this copy?”

“Because the northerners are heretics.” Jaelle was getting tired of repeating herself. Princess Katerina could read like a scholar, play castles like a man, and learn languages with the skill of a merchant bred to the caravan routes, but she could not understand the simplest explanation of heresy and the apostasy of the northern church when it sundered itself from the true and anointed faith of the southern church. “They may call themselves the true church, but they speak with the Accursed One’s mouth.”

“Who is the accursed one again? Oh, yes, the older brother. ‘Fathered by an unholy man.’ But they came of the same mother, so I cannot see why they should be treated differently.”

Katerina sat on the window bench, as she often did, as close as possible to light and air, a stone’s width from freedom. The bruises on her face had mostly faded, and once her shock had faded she had stored her anger neatly away inside herself, as the caravan women learned to do when they were cheated of their pay or forced by a soldier. But she still paced the circumference of the chamber many times each day, and the pattern emerging on her loom was a pleasant blue and green that shot through with sharp red bolts of lightning.

“Because Hristain and the Pilgrim were the children of God, not of a man. The Accursed One’s father was merely a man, or even, some say, the Evil One himself, taking a man’s form.”

“I am also a child of the gods. But I cannot fly up to the heavens as your Hristain did, nor can I turn water into milk or sew a sundered body into a living one.”

“But God did not pour His essence into you.”

“But if God poured his essence into some body, then that body would be God, would it not? Not a true person anymore.”

“No, no. Hristain is both God and man.”

“How can one person be two things?”

“It is the mystery of two natures in one substance.”

Katerina giggled.

“It isn’t right to mock God’s holiest mysteries! Whole churches have been excommunicated for less.”

“I beg your pardon.” But Katerina didn’t look sorry, and Jaelle abruptly realized that the other woman was teasing her. “What does it mean, ex communicated?”

They both heard the guards come to attention below. Katerina leapt up from the window bench and ran to the arrow loop that overlooked the outside stairway, but she could not see the landing from there. Jaelle knew that well enough, having tried herself many times before. After a bit, a guard opened the door into the chamber, and Lady Jadranka entered. Three servants followed her, laden with wood, bags of yarn, a fur-trimmed cloak and several gowns, and a tray of meat and cheese and bread, and a jug of wine. The lady looked somewhat embarrassed.

“I beg your pardon for neglecting you, Lady Katherine.”

Katerina politely inclined her head. “I give you greetings, Lady Jadranka. I hope you will let me compliment you on your fine translation of the book of travels.”

Lady Jadranka allowed herself a smile. “But if you have not read the original, Lady Katherine, then how can you know that the translation was fine? I might have written anything.”

“If you had chosen to write anything, then you might as well have written a book of travels under your own hand, would you not?”

Lady Jadranka covered her mouth for a moment, hiding a second smile. “It would be unseemly for a woman to advertise herself in such a coarse fashion, unless she were a holy woman writing of God’s words to other nuns.”

“But surely Sister Casiara of the Jedan Cloister is well known for her legal tracts and her letters on philosophy.”

“I have only heard her name, never, of course, read anything she is purported to have written. She is from the south. The false words of the southern church have given church-women there an unbecoming immodesty in their learning.”

“No more immodest than khaja men. I am sorry to have to tell you so, Lady Jadranka, since you offered me sanctuary, but your son raped me.”

Lady Jadranka went very still. She signed to the servants, who surely could not understand Taor, and they set down their burdens and swiftly left the chamber.

“You need not tell me what my son has wrought, Lady Katherine, in his haste to satisfy himself. But he is a man, and men will have their way.”

“Have their way!” Katerina looked like she had been slapped. “How can you say so?”

“Seven days ago, my son came late to my chamber. He was bruised and battered, and he sat at my table from Resting to Midnight writing down a list of properties and other holdings to be passed on to any sons you might bear by him. Then, when he had finished and his lip began to bleed again, he tore it up and burned it. He left then, and said nothing more of it, but I have lived too many years not to understand what was going on. By dint of his own ambition and a bit of help from my own sources of news along the trade routes, he is now married to the greatest heiress in the northern kingdoms. Yet his thoughts tend only to you. What he is offering you is a greater portion than any daughter of mine will ever see. What must you have to grant him peace of mind?”

Katerina marched over to the bed and yanked down the coverlet. “He forced me to lie with him. In this very bed.”

“He would not have had to force you if you had not resisted. It is foolish for a woman to fight against what she cannot change. You are his prisoner.”

“I am still a woman! This would never have happened among my people.”

“Certainly the shame of you, if they heard of it—”

“I have nothing to be ashamed of!”

“Perhaps a princess of your royal line is not accustomed to being a concubine. I can understand your displeasure, but he is already married, and was betrothed to Princess Rusudani many years ago when she was simply another young princess to be betrothed away from her family. No one suspected then that she would become so important.”

“He is welcome to be married to Princess Rusudani. I want satisfaction for his crime.” Katerina was so angry that she was shaking.

“My dear girl.” Lady Jadranka walked over to Katerina and drew her to the window bench, helping her sit down. Her tone was solicitous. “My poor child. You don’t understand, barbarian that you are. He committed no crime against you.”

Katerina’s chin began to quiver. Surprisingly, she did not let go of Lady Jadranka’s hands. “Do you mean that you khaja do not account it a crime when a man forces a woman? Aunt Tess told me so, but I didn’t believe her.”

The older woman sighed, heartfelt. “Yes, some men are punished for rape, if the act has violated the code of law. But my son took you in war. Therefore you belong to him, to ransom or to sell as a slave or to take to his bed, as he wills.”

“I belong to no one but myself and my mother’s tribe,” Katerina retorted, but she burst into tears. Lady Jadranka soothed her, and after a bit looked up at Jaelle and signed, and Jaelle hastily poured a cup of wine and took it over to them. Katerina gulped down the wine.

“When I was wed to the king of Dushan,” said Lady Jadranka, “I was as good as sold to him, my father gaining the honor of his only child elevated to such a high position and the king gaining access to my father’s riches. I never liked my husband. I never cared for his attentions in the marriage chamber, but I endured them, and in return for my forbearance was rewarded with a son.”

“You had no daughters?” Katerina asked quietly.

“Yes, but they are all married and gone away from me, now. In truth, when the king set me aside in favor of a princess, I was not displeased. My inheritance was safe in my son’s hands. It was only Janos who took offense to his father’s action, and it is true that it lowered his position at court. But he need not think of that now. Nor should you. It will not be, perhaps, the position you expected, but many would envy you.”

Katerina stubbornly did not answer.

Lady Jadranka signed, as any woman worn down by the trials of the world would sigh at a young woman’s intransigence. “In truth, Lady Katherine, my son is still angry at your treatment of him. It was he who ordered that you be fed on bread and water, and be confined, to see no one.”

“Then why are you here now?” Katerina asked, not without hope.

“My son has ridden out to his hunting lodge with a number of his retainers, leaving me and Princess Rusudani alone with our attendants and servants. The princess will not go against his wishes, of course, but I thought I might come up and relieve your solitude each day, bring you better food, more yarn, such things.”

“Books,” said Katerina instantly.

Lady Jadranka nodded approvingly. “If that is what you wish. But I can only intercede for as long as my son is gone, and that will only be for a ten-night. I hope you will be more inclined to listen to his suit when he returns.”

“I will not be his mistress, his concubine, his whore, none of those khaja things. I am a jaran woman. I am not a slave to any man.”

Lady Jadranka smiled wryly. “I hope you will let me be your friend, Lady Katherine. I fear that you need one here.”

Jaelle desperately wanted to ask Lady Jadranka why she was courting Katerina so assiduously, but of course she dared not. Perhaps it was only concern for Janos, that he might not be torn in two between his wife, the brilliant heiress, and the woman he was infatuated with. Any mother would do as much, and more, especially for her only son. Especially for a son who was married to a woman with a strong claim to the throne of a great kingdom. But Jaelle did not know enough of the nobility to be able to judge whether Lady Jadranka acted only out of ruthless ambition or out of a truly solicitous nature.

The prospect of riding again thrilled Vasha so much that at first he didn’t really mind leaving the rest behind. But when they stopped at twilight to feast in a tent set up by servants, he felt the lack of Stefan, and he wondered how his father fared. Prince Janos seated Vasha in the place of honor, at his right side. A cousin of some kind sat on his left, and to Vasha’s right sat another of the young noblemen in Janos’s train, a shock-haired, hearty fellow who spoke not a word of Taor and, in the end, laughed a great deal and drank so heavily that he had to be carried off to his bed.

Vasha drank sparingly, and so was able to walk outside beside Janos without aid after the feast was over and most of the men hauled away to sleep off their excesses. Vasha thought, approvingly, that Janos was not a man to indulge himself in excesses. Rather like Bakhtiian.

It was an odd thought, strange as it passed through his mind, and that thought together with the slap of the night air and the scudding gloom of clouds that hunkered down over the torch-lit clearing ripped away any lingering unsteadiness from his mind. It had often been said, in Vasha’s hearing, that Bakhtiian’s only excesses were the intoxicating vision sent him at an early age, that of the united jaran tribes who were fated to conquer the khaja lands, and the perhaps unbecomingly vehement passion he displayed toward his wife. Was Janos in love with Rusudani? Vasha glanced at the other man, his profile limned by flickering torchlight. He had seen no sign of it, watching the two of them together in the solar while he and Janos played castles. Janos showed a proprietary interest in his wife and seemed to appreciate her beauty, but never anything more. Perhaps Janos was just better than Ilya at concealing his emotions.

What was Ilya doing now? Pacing, no doubt, or reading for the ladies’ amusement, caught within walls of stone. But attending on the women was probably the part of his captivity that chafed him least. Canvas rippled in the wind that was coming up, and the thin flap of a banner teased Vasha’s ears, like the echo of the jaran camp, so far away, lost to him.

“Come sit with me,” said Janos. He walked away through the grass to another tent, small and round. Servants swept the entrance flap aside so that he could enter without breaking stride. Vasha blinked away the brightness. Six lanterns blazed, hanging from the cross-poles. Janos seated himself at a table and a steward brought him a cup of mulled wine while a second servant pulled a chair forward for Vasha and offered him wine as well. Vasha cupped the warm mug in his hands, breathing in the spicy scent, but he did not drink. He watched Janos.

The prince flipped impatiently through a stack of documents. He separated six out and handed them to the steward. “These go to Lord Belos.” He pushed three more to the bottom of the pile, pressed his signet ring in a tray of wax brought to him by the steward and sealed four others, and, last, set the remaining two documents side by side on the table and stared at them.

“Did you like your father, Prince Vasil’ii?” Janos asked without looking up from the documents.

“Like him?” The question surprised Vasha into taking a drink of the wine.

“You have shown remarkable tolerance toward me, considering that I am the man who killed him. So I wonder if there is a reason for that, some old enmity between you.”

Vasha shook his head, not willing to trust his voice.

“Then you are polite to me only because you are my hostage? What is the custom, among your people, when one man kills another?”

“It depends. In my grandmother’s time, if it was purely a matter between two men, then a man’s kinsmen would avenge him. If the matter extended to the camp, then it would be taken before the etsanas—the headwomen—of the tribe, and the council of elders. There might be a fine, or in a particularly bad case a kinsman of the murdered man might be allowed to take on a vendetta. Now there is the Yarsos, the Code of Law, written down in a book.”

“What does it say?”

“It would depend on whether the killing occurred in time of war or time of peace. Whether it was a jaran man or a khaja man who was killed.”

“Then a jaran man, in time of war.”

Vasha set the cup down on the table, carefully steadying it so that it would not tip and spill on the documents. He had copied enough of them, under Tess’s supervision, and knew how laborious a process it was to write one out. “Prince Janos, it does not matter what the Code of Law says. This matter lies outside the Yarsos. Bakhtiian’s death will be avenged by the jaran army.”

“Even if that army was controlled by a man who was willing to count himself my ally? War is a hard business, Prince Vasil’ii, and if we avenged every death brought about by war, we should have no more men left to fight.” Vasha considered the khaja prince for awhile in silence. Janos, seeing that he was lost in thought, went back to studying the two documents. How would he feel about Prince Janos if Janos truly had killed Bakhtiian? How would he feel about the man who had murdered his father? But Janos had not killed him. Janos had fallen for the ruse. So what use was it to speculate on what had not happened, except to uselessly tangle his ability to think clearly? Because Janos was offering him something, and Vasha needed to know what it was, and now, of all times, not to make any stupid mistakes.

“War will come to you nevertheless, Prince Janos. Andrei Sakhalin cannot protect you from that, nor will he ever control the jaran army, and if he gave you such assurances, then he lied to you.”

Janos shrugged. “White Tower withstood two sieges in my grandfather’s time, and its defenses are stronger now than they were then. Dushan itself is at peace with the jaran, in return for peace. I possess two valuable hostages. I hold an alliance with a jaran prince from the greatest of the jaran tribes, by your own admission, even if you say his position is not as strong as he claims it is.” He tapped the right hand document. “My wife is the granddaughter of the Mircassian king.”

“This is all true, but why tell me? I am only your prisoner.”

“I have here letters brought by two envoys. These two envoys are here in this camp, waiting to address me. One is from Prince Basil of Filis, sent to my father, the king of Dushan. My men intercepted him on his way north.”

“That is a dangerous game, Prince Janos.”

Janos fingered one corner of the right hand document. “But I have information my father does not possess. This letter comes from King Barsauma of Mircassia. His envoy has traveled many leagues, first to Tarsina-Kars, then to the convent of the Holy Knife, in the Kolosvari Hills, and thence, by other routes, here to me. King Barsauma is old, his health failing. It is never wise for a king to die without designating his heir, or else the church and the lords will tear the kingdom asunder in order to grab more for themselves. His wife bore him six children, four boys and two girls. With the unexpected death last spring of his eldest son, all of them are now dead, just as poor Rusudani’s three brothers have now all died, before their time, during the ten years she was shut away in the convent. She has two younger brothers and a younger sister, of course, but they are by her father’s second wife, the one he took after her mother died. So that means, of all the claimants for the Mircassian throne, only two have any solid claim. One is an invalid, a boy not more than twelve years old, the youngest child of the king’s deceased brother by a vicious woman whom all say the king cannot abide. The other is King Barsauma’s last living grandchild, who is now my wife.”

Janos lifted a hand, and the servant poured more wine into his cup. Vasha self-consciously took a sip of his own wine, which was cold and flat; the spice had lost its flavor with the heat. Another man brought a new lantern in and replaced one whose wick was sputtering.

“King Barsauma seeks Princess Rusudani. He wants her to travel to Mircassia to be invested as his heir and to make a proper marriage. He does not, of course, know that I have already married her. Prince Basil of Filis has thrown his support behind the invalid child. He writes of this to my father, whom he supposes may aid him.”

Suddenly, Janos drained his cup in one gulp and set it down, hard, on the table. He looked troubled. As well he might.

“Why tell me this?” Vasha repeated.

“You owe allegiance to neither side. Therefore, your counsel on this matter might be unimpeded by the prospect of personal gain.”

“But that isn’t true. I am part of the jaran army.”

“What did you learn from your father? Enough to judge the strength of a position, if you had a good look at it?”

“Perhaps.”

“Then judge the strength of my position, Prince Vasil’ii.”

Vasha revised his estimate of Janos’s condition. The prince was drunk, not sloppily, not overbearingly, but touched enough by the drink to confide in a man whom he knew to be his enemy, if only because he did not truly know if he could trust his allies. What worth an enemy’s counsel? What was it worth risking to attempt to convince an enemy to become an ally?

“Yet you still lack something. You want something from me, Prince Janos.”

Janos smiled, somewhat ironically, and Vasha knew he had spoken the truth. “I want an alliance with the Prince of Jeds.”

“She will never give you one,” said Vasha instantly, knowing full well how Tess would feel about the man who had supposedly killed her husband. Except he hadn’t. Tess was pragmatic. If Vasha could make sure that Ilya was restored to her, if he could convince her that Janos would make a strong ally, because he would make a valuable ally. Vasha felt that he understood Janos, casting here for a way to further his ambitions, as any prince would, given the opportunity. As Vasha was, seeking to improve his own place… and not just, perhaps, with his captor.

It would make sense for the jaran to ally with Janos.

At that moment, watching Janos’s sharp, intelligent face in the bright glare of the lanterns and the slow stir of the tent wall behind him in the rising wind, Vasha knew that Ilya would never forgive Janos. That Ilya himself would remain the greatest obstacle to an alliance with Janos. And it was a good alliance. It was a brilliant alliance. No need for the jaran army to expend itself on Mircassia if it was a friendly kingdom. With the proper treaties, the army could pass through the fringe of the kingdom and drive straight into Filis while the Jedan army, led jointly by the young Baron Santer and his sister’s husband Georgi Raevsky, hit the Filistian princedom from the rear. Crushed by these pincers, virtually the whole of the north from Jeds to the northern plains would be under the control of the jaran.

The thought of an empire of such immense size took Vasha’s breath away. He could see it in his mind, the map they all learned so well from the great copy nailed to a wooden board propped up by steadying legs, under the awning that served as the school for the children of the Orzhekov tribe. It was the empire of his father’s vision, so vast that even a messenger riding at breakneck speed, not that any man could endure such a pace for more than ten days, would take sixty days to traverse it.

And accomplished, here at the end, without the threat of the powerful Mircassian kingdom, against which the jaran army might, conceivably, break its strength. Even an army as mighty as the jaran could stretch itself too thin. As the empire grew, the wisest course was the one that Ilya himself was slowly cobbling together: client kingdoms and marriage alliances balanced against outright conquest. He had married into such an alliance himself, even if he might try to deny, now and again, the reasons behind his marriage. However madly in love his father might have been with Tess, twelve years past, he would never have married her if she hadn’t been the sister of the Prince of Jeds.

Then, with a chill, Vasha recalled his father pacing round the tower chamber, muttering under his breath. Perhaps he would have. Perhaps Ilya was not quite as pragmatic as Vasha always assumed he was.

Ilya would never make an alliance with the man who had taken him captive and killed half his guard. Never. Not even if it meant sparing his army a brutal campaign against a powerful adversary. He would not do it.

So it was up to his son to do it in his place.

Because Vasha knew, with that same instinct that told him when he had placed a pebble correctly on the khot grid, that this was the right choice to make.

“The jaran would rather greet Mircassia as our friend than as our enemy, Prince Janos,” he said, and by so doing, made the first move in a new and more complicated game.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

The Lake of Mirrors

THEY SAT DOCKED AT Crossover Station, taking in their last consignment of human-made goods and foods, as well as five casks of Bass Ale, enough for the long haul to Chapal and back. Beyond Crossover Station lay the mysterious reaches of Chapalii space.

“And while it’s true,” Branwen was explaining over a supper of what Benjamin, the quartermaster, called “stir-fry,” “that all known space is Chapalii space, or at least controlled by their empire, still we mark the boundaries of League space because it’s familiar space, it’s our space, human space.”

Just as, Anatoly thought, the plains would always be the true home of the jaran no matter how far their empire extended.

“Past Crossover,” she added, “as the old joke goes, you’re skating on pretty thin ice.” Anatoly shook his head, not understanding the analogy. “I guess that wouldn’t make any sense to you,” she said with a smile, thoughtfully, without the self-satisfied air of superiority so many people in the League used when explaining things to Anatoly. “We League humans have been sunk in the same cultural milieu for such a long time now, over a century, that we forget what it’s like to have people come in who don’t have the same markers. In the old days, even the tribe just over the hill might be wholly alien. Maybe we’ve lost a little of our ability to adapt to that.”

“But surely you must adapt to the alien, if there are so many zayinu—so many aliens—in the universe.”

“Not as many as you might expect.”

“Or more than you’d expect,” interposed Summer Hennessy, the big pilot. “If you take into account the probability of a solar system forming around a star, and a planet falling into an orbit that is within the zone of life, and life itself arising, and intelligent life—”

“Define intelligence,” snapped Rachelle, the other pilot, the testy one.

“—and all of that coincidentally happening within the same time frame as human life developed,” finished Summer, ignoring Rachelle’s comment. “It’s more likely civilizations, alien, intelligent, or otherwise, would be separated by gulfs of time as well as space.”

“Begging your pardon,” said Anatoly politely, not wanting to seem as if he was interrupting the other woman, “Captain, but then do I understand you to mean that within League space you have a variety of routes on which you can travel, but once beyond this station, you must follow the old trade routes laid out by the Chapalii?”

“Exactly. I don’t know how much you know about how we actually travel in space, and how we navigate…?” Branwen kindly trailed off to leave room for him to stop her.

He just shook his head. He had traveled with the Gray Raven and its crew for seven days now, and he had quickly felt comfortable with being ignorant. Especially after the third day, when they had had a free-for-all fencing match in the passageways and he had not only won handily but been feted with great good nature afterward by the others. He had actually gotten rather drunk. The crew of the Gray Raven were good people to get drunk with, like his old comrades back in the army; he had never felt comfortable getting drunk with the actors.

“Stop me if I start lecturing,” said Branwen with a grin.

“Yes, do please stop her,” said Rachelle, but she always said things like that, and Anatoly was learning not to take her comments seriously.

“But I’ll try to make this short. I’m not sure what’s going to happen to you, Anatoly, but I’ve always preferred to, ah, scout out my ground in advance, so to speak.” She half turned in her seat to face the one wall in the galley that was not wood-paneled. “Screen, pull out a hologram. Display standard singularity simulation. If you take a stream of photons, the particles which make up light, they’ll move through space at the speed of light and continue in the same direction unless some force causes them to change direction. Before we met the Chapalii, we traveled in ships that could approach but never attain the speed of light, so obviously travel time between the stars was glacial and feasible only in the time frame of years and generations. But the Chapalii gave us relay stations.”

In the three-dimensional image that seemed to extend from the wall, a stream of particles which Anatoly supposed represented a stream of photons struck a round object and shot away at a different angle.

“These relay stations create ‘windows’ which are singularities in the time-space continuum. The navigator—that’s me—in concert with coordinates given out by the relay station, describes a velocity and an angle at which the ship enters the singularity. That’s our vector; that’s why it’s called a vector drive. It’s like entering a gravity well, which throws us to a second singularity, which has been determined by the vector at which we entered the first one. So you could enter the first window and come out in two different places depending on your vector.”

“Or you could enter a window with an innocent vector and end up never coming out,” added Rachelle cheerfully.

“So you must scout out these routes…” Anatoly hesitated. “How can you scout them, if you must know beforehand where you are going? It isn’t like trying a path up into the mountains and turning back if it ends in the heights, or riding out into a desert until half your water flasks are empty, and then returning to the last oasis to try a new route.”

“The truth is, we’re dependent on the Chapalii for that. Or at least outside of League space. Inside League space we believe we have recorded most of the routes through space, and there do seem to be a limited number, not an infinite one. Obviously, if you have a finite number of relay stations, and not all link each to the other, there would be a finite number of routes between them. But in Chapalii space proper, we have to accept the route that is chosen for us by whatever passes for their navigational staff. For instance, the run to Paladia Minor and Major and thus to Chapal: We call it the Mirror Road because on the second jump we pass through a system where there’s a mirror array in orbit, reflecting the binary star. Of course we don’t know what it’s for, but it’s a brilliant landmark. Only this ship and two others have ever been allowed to run all the way in to the Paladias, and that is the only route we’re allowed to take. We know there must be other ways to get there, since we have records from Sojourner King Bakundi and her husband, who are on the Keinaba merchant flagship, but she’s got no access to navigation. She can only look out the viewports, and there aren’t many of those on Chapalii ships apparently. There are a few other humans apprenticed on Keinaba ships, but only the flagship seems to go in to the Paladias.”

She paused. Benjamin was still eating, spearing broccoli with neat stabs, and Florien was on comm duty on the bridge. Moshe sat with chin propped on hands staring dreamily at the opposite wall, as if he could read a secret message in the swirling wood grain.

“I don’t truly understand what this means, a singularity. Is this something that exists already? Or is it created?”

“In the early days of expansion, after humans met the Chapalii and before the Chapalii coopted the League into their Empire, there was a great deal of debate on that very point. As soon as the League was subsumed in the empire, though, the Protocol Office put an end to public debate.”

“They said it was ‘unseemly,’ ” said Rachelle sarcastically.

“Which means the debate goes on in private,” added Branwen. “Which means there’s no consensus yet. Do the relay stations create the singularities? Can technology do something that massive?”

“It can’t only if we suppose that technology is limited to what we understand of it,” interposed Summer.

“Or are the relay stations just set up to take advantage of singularities that already exist, that have been mapped? If that’s the case, are there singularities out there that the Chapalii might not have mapped which we can use, to get around them? Because they control the shipping routes, with the proverbial iron hand. Well, it’s not something that any of us but Florien sit up nights worrying about.”

“Oh, I do,” said Benjamin, a forkful of sautéed onions poised just beyond his lips. “If I could figure it out, I’d be rich.”

Rachelle snorted.

“So have you scouted no other routes in Chapalii space?” Anatoly asked.

“We can’t,” replied Branwen. “We’d certainly like to. I don’t know how much you know of the history of the League and the Chapalii, but until the elevation of Charles Soerensen to the dukedom, no humans had been allowed to pass beyond the boundaries of League space at all. He was the first human to set foot on Chapal, when he went to be invested before the emperor.”

“Actually everyone thought he was being taken there to be executed, after he led the failed rebellion against the Empire,” said Rachelle. “Imagine the surprise when he returned as a duke.”

Anatoly tried to imagine this, but could not. In fact, a wise ruler knows that it is not enough just to conquer and kill; those conquered—the right ones, chosen carefully—must be given a stake in the Empire so that it becomes in their interest to help maintain the peace. That had been part of Bakhtiian’s strategy all along.

Florien’s voice leapt out of the console embedded in the center of the table. “We have clearance to cross over. Window at oh nine forty.”

“Shit!” swore Rachelle. “That’s in only thirty minutes and I wanted to take a shower.” She jumped up and raced out of the room.

“She’ll take one anyway,” groused Benjamin. “We can’t be leaving already. There’s a consignment of flower rubies I’ve been bargaining for down at Viery Market. They’ll be gone by the time we get back.”

Branwen had already stood and was efficiently clearing her utensils and plate away, stowing them in the sonic cleaner. “Summer, get the hatch cleared. Benjamin, you’re going to have to do a quick run around the ship and make sure everything is batted down. Moshe—”

“We never got this short a notice before,” said the boy, coming out of his reverie.

“Help Summer with the hatches. Anatoly, uh, probably if you’ll clean up here and then come up to the bridge, that would be the best place for you.”

He nodded and began stacking plates. It was not, truly, a man’s job, but he had long since discovered that the khaja of League space did not have as strict a sense of order as the jaran did, knowing which duties belonged to which people, which was no doubt why the Chapalii Empire had been able to absorb them so easily. Finishing, he sealed all the cabinets closed and secured the chairs to the table, and then pulled himself up two flights of ladder to the bridge. Here, at about half gravity, all his movements felt awkward, although he had seen Branwen and Rachelle take leaps and bounds and spins when the yacht was in its brief periods of freefall that left him breathless or nauseated. The other two men, like him, seemed more bound to gravity.

Six crash seats ringed the bronze access tube that ran the length of the ship, from the prow all the way down to the engines. He strapped into the seat that faced the courtesy screen, as Rachelle called it: a big screen that gave the appearance of being a window onto the outside, although of course it was merely a projection. Rachelle, hair bound back in a complicated braid, was there before him. She sealed herself into her pilot’s chair, a contraption that covered her hands, and an oversized visor curled out to cover her eyes. Branwen sat in the captain’s chair, her fingers flying over a numerical keypad, mouth lifted in a half smile that Anatoly recognized as intent concentration. Other than the faint clacking of her fingers on the pad and the hollow thrum rising up the access tube like a distant heartbeat, the bridge was silent. Florien turned, saw Anatoly, and flipped the comm onto the open speakers, another courtesy which Anatoly appreciated.

“Hatches secured,” said Summer over the comm. As if in response the station controller said, “You are clear to detach.”

“All hands secure,” said Branwen without looking away from the keypad and whatever the screen embedded in her chair’s arm told her.

One by one, all hands reported in: Rachelle (sounding preoccupied), Florien, Summer, Benjamin (sounding irritated about his lost deal), and Moshe. Last, with a start, Anatoly remembered that he had to report in as well.

“Secure,” he said, a little embarrassed. Branwen glanced up at him and flashed him a swift, sweet smile, reassuring, before she went back to her calculations.

“Detach commenced. Accomplished.”

“Heading mark two seven eight,” said Branwen. From the depths of her chair Rachelle responded with a word that sounded more like a click, or else a word in a very strange language. They continued to trade numbers as the yacht backed away from Crossover Station, banked, and headed out to the point where they would rendezvous with the window—with the singularity, Anatoly corrected himself. It was the one element of travel across the oceans of space that he had yet to get used to: For that instant, which was not an instant, going through the window, he had a notion that he ceased to exist or that he was somehow thrown into a different time. Sometimes he would see brief visions, a memory from his childhood or from a battle, or catch a remembered scent, the stench of a spoiled water hole or the perfume of grass, or he would feel the touch of a spear biting into his thigh or the touch of his wife brushing a finger down his chest. As he considered this mystery, the Gray Raven passed imperceptibly into the singularity.

Genji walks toward him down a corridor filled with light. Her robes fill the passageway with a sound like the laughter of wind through dense leaves.

He was back on the bridge, straining against the straps, broken out in a sweat. She had been watching him. He would swear to it. Only, how could she? It was impossible, of course. It was only a vision induced by the singularity. Wiping his brow, he glanced around the bridge, but neither Branwen nor Florien paid him any mind, and Rachelle, of course, was enveloped by her chair.

A rush of alien words spilled out over the comm. On the screen, Anatoly saw a distant blue-white sun and the graceful red curve of a planet and, closer, winking lights floating in a geometric pattern, marking some kind of station.

“Damn,” said Florien. “The translation program hit the standard loop again. Has Benjamin been playing around with it?”

“I’ll go real-time,” said Branwen. “Signal me when you’ve got it running.” She began to speak in standard Chapalii. Her pronunciation was rough, but the phrases slipped off her tongue easily enough, standard phrases that any human could learn. “This is Hao Branwen Emrys, of the Gray Raven, daiga class ship under the protection of the Tai-en Charles Soerensen. Request coordinates for the next vector.”

The station remained silent for some time. By the time the alien controller replied, Florien had the translator fixed. The voice came out in a tinny monotone.

“Your registration notice is in order. No protocol request has been filed in advance.”

“We are bound for Chapal, under the protection of the Tai-en Charles Soerensen, this journey authorized by the voice of the Tai-en Naroshi Toraokii. Sending clearance code now.”

After another pause, the voice returned. “What road do you request permission to enter?”

“The Mirror Road, bound for Paladia Minor.”

“No,” said Anatoly suddenly. “We want the swiftest road for Chapal.”

Branwen and Florien swiveled around to stare at him. Rachelle, of course, could not, but he heard her mutter something under her breath, and her neck—all that was visible of her—tensed.

“Who countermands the authority of the Tai-en Naroshi Toraokii?”

“I am Anatoly Sakhalin, prince of the Sakhalin tribe. I countermand this order. I am on my way to see the emperor, and I wish to reach him quickly.”

“Merde!” said Florien. “I’m getting a flood of coordinates.”

Branwen hunched down over her screen. “I’ve never seen any of these before. These are nothing like our usual coordinates.”

“We’re being given priority to go through.” Florien’s voice shook.

“Rachelle, are you on it?”

“I’m ready.”

They traded numbers back and forth and the ship moved on, leaving the geometric pattern of lights behind as it arced around the gilded line, as round as a cupped hand, that marked the planet against the heavens.

They broke past the singularity. Anatoly smelled smoke, sharp on a winter’s wind, and then it was gone.

“Fucking bloody hells,” said Rachelle, her voice muffled through the visor. “I’ve never seen this place before.”

“New stream of coordinates coming in,” said Florien. “They didn’t even ask for identification.”

“And he does dishes, too,” said Rachelle.

“All hands,” announced Branwen, keying into the shipboard link, “we’ve got clearance to go forward. We’ll take this next window, but then we’re breaking to check for stress on the hull.”

They took the next window and at once the Chapalii station control fed them a new set of vector coordinates. No one had the slightest idea of where they were, but Branwen set the modeller onto a search program and by the time they’d checked the ship twice and all had a sleepshift and a shower and a meal, she had found three probable locations.

“Based on the maps we have,” she said to the crew, who were gathered in the galley over a breakfast of aebleskiver and fresh raspberry jam, “we’re either way the hell beyond Imperial space or else sitting pretty more than halfway to Chapal.”

“Ship’s chart says it takes about forty Earth days to reach Paladia Minor,” said Anatoly. “By the standard route.”

They all looked at him. “It does,” said Branwen finally. “If there are no delays, which means, where we stand in the queue and how heavy the traffic is that week, and if no other more important ship gets priority.”

“Only now,” said Rachelle, “we’re the ones cutting to the front of the line.”

“Anyway,” added Branwen, giving him that look again, the one they were all giving him, as if he had suddenly turned zayinu in front of their eyes when they thought he had been human all along, “this is clearly not the standard route. No bets now on how long it’s going to take.”

“Twenty days,” said Benjamin. “Bet it cuts the journey in half.” There were no takers.

They reached Chapal three days later. Not the Paladias, which were, according to Branwen and to the navigation charts, the access routes into Chapal. The only access routes, according to what humans knew, their best intelligence gathered by Soerensen’s people and the Gray Raven itself.

They just winked into the system within long range scanning range of Chapal, climbing at a steep rate so that their velocity altered perceptibly as they passed through into the ecliptic. Alarms went off all over the yacht. The steepness of the climb pressed Anatoly deep into the cushion of his crash seat and then, shifting hard, flung him against the straps. Bile rose in his throat, but he kept it down. The others on the bridge—that meant all of them, except for Florien down in the damping bay to keep a close watch on the engine fields—took it in stride, but they were experienced spacers.

Rachelle swore colorfully under her visor. “Cutting it close, aren’t they? What is this—?”

She broke off.

No one spoke.

“Holy Tits,” said Summer. “That’s Chapal. No other planet’s got that porcelain gleam.”

“Lock these files,” said Branwen in a low voice, “and save them with access only to the crew, and to Soerensen.” She glanced back at Anatoly. “And Sakhalin,” she added, as if on an afterthought. She looked wan.

“Do you know how much this information is worth?” said Benjamin on a rising arc.

“Your life,” snapped Branwen. “It shouldn’t be possible to get here that fast.”

Hard on her comment, the comm snapped to life. Chapalii poured out, a stream of words gushing into the sudden silence on the bridge.

“Translation program isn’t picking this up,” said Summer. “It keeps bleeping unreadable.”

“Oh, damn, it must be formal court Chapalii or something,” muttered Branwen. “We’re not allowed to translate that into our primitive tongue. It isn’t seemly.”

The words kept coming, a flood, rising.

“This is Anatoly Sakhalin,” said Anatoly into the air. “Speak Anglais, which is the language I understand.”

The words ceased.

Then, awkwardly, a voice—not filtered through a translation program—spoke in Anglais, vowels clipped and consonants rounded in an alien fashion.

“Prince of the Sakhalin, a transport is sent for you, most honorable.”

“I’ve got incoming,” said Summer at the tracking console. “On screen.”

The ship that flowered into view was no bigger than the Gray Raven, according to the stats that scrolled underneath the screen: estimated volume, mass, length. She was atmosphereworthy, Anatoly was fairly sure, because of her sleek line and trim curves. Otherwise she was fairly ordinary. He unstrapped and rose, somewhat unsteadily, to his feet, but luckily no one was looking. They were all staring at the ship.

“How will I get across to her?” he asked. Three heads snapped around to look at him. Moshe continued to stare at the screen, and Rachelle was still concealed in her chair.

Branwen jumped to her feet. “I’ll take you down. Summer, you’ve got the helm.”

“Gotcha.” Summer shifted to take Branwen’s seat.

They left the bridge.

“I think the best bet would be to have Rachelle accompany you,” said the captain. “She has the broadest experience of the world. There isn’t much she hasn’t seen, and despite first impressions she can keep her mouth shut at all the best times. You’ll need supplies. It took Charles Soerensen days, waiting in various anterooms, to get in to see the emperor.”

“He will see me at once,” said Anatoly, surprised that she would say such a thing. “I will go alone. I don’t want to argue over this.”

Branwen stopped dead in the passageway and looked him over rather like a young woman examines a prospective lover. “Huh. You are an arrogant bastard, aren’t you?” But she said it kindly, not as an insult. “Okay. I won’t argue, but we only have six months’ worth of supplies, so we can’t wait for you forever. I assume you have the full text of xenology’s precis of Chapalii customs and so on and so forth, so you don’t commit any faux pas—uh, any mistakes, any bad manners.”

“I was brought up under Grandmother Sakhalin’s own tutelage. I trust she has taught me how to behave properly. Begging your pardon, Captain.” Then he thought better of simply ignoring her advice. Like any etsana, she had experience that it behooved him to heed. “But of course it is only wise to take a few supplies, and the demimodeller with the xenology files, in my saddlebags, against necessity.”

She brushed a few stray curls of hair out of her eyes. Laugh lines crinkled up around her eyes when she smiled, and he smiled back, liking her very much. “All right.” She seemed about to say something else, but did not.

At his cabin, she remained discreetly outside while he collected his saddlebags, his saddle, and his saber, and she protested by not one word when he emerged from the cabin carrying them. Diana would have, of course. She was always embarrassed by these vestiges of his former life. They collected supplies and went down to the aft air lock. A dull, shuddering thud shook through the hull as the transport made contact. Anatoly hoisted the saddle onto his shoulder, made a polite farewell, and cycled through the air lock.

A thin tube snaked out on the other side, translucent, so that he almost felt that he was walking on the heavens themselves as he crossed over into the other ship. Stewards waited for him. They took his saddlebags and his saddle and led him to a suite of rooms that were notable mostly for the unsightly orange and pink frieze that circled the antechamber. He took refuge from its splendor in a tiny lounge whose walls were covered with a restful pale gold matting and fitted at one end with an observation bubble. They brought him three liquids in spun crystal cups, all of which were undrinkable, and finally he chased them out and told them to leave him alone until they reached the emperor’s palace.

He watched their descent through the bubble, which was, alas, sealed over once they hit the atmosphere. But he had seen the great porcelain skin that covered fully half of the planet’s surface: The fabled city of the emperor, as large as the great Earth continent of Eurasia. Bored and curious, he set his modeller on his knees and asked it for information on the Imperial city. It knew little enough: Theoretically the civilization of the Chapalii had risen out of the murk of Chapal and eventually learned how to sail the interstellar seas. They had, it was supposed, made a kind of shrine out of the holy ground of their birth, and their home planet had become their emperor’s residence, his palace and his parks, that he alone controlled access to.

The transport set down so gently that Anatoly did not know they had landed until the stewards came to fetch him. He allowed them to carry his saddlebags and saddle because he guessed that they might think less of him for trying to spare them that burden, even if he wanted it for himself. But he refused to let any of them touch his saber, and he tucked the demimodeller into the pouch on his belt, sparing it from prying hands and words.

The ship stood on a riverbank, landing feet splayed out on the sandy bank. A delicate skiff bobbed on the waters, tied up to a pier constructed of spears of ashen wood so slight that he could not believe they could hold his weight. But he knew better than to hesitate. A transparent tube extruded from the ship, leading down the ramp and out to the skiff, where it bubbled out in the stern, a safe, malleable chamber molded to the shape of the boat. He walked out onto the pier, and a steward in silver livery helped him to a seat on the skiff, in the stern. Belatedly, he recalled that silver livery was the mark of the emperor. He kept his expression impassive as the transport’s stewards swung his saddle and saddlebags onto the boat and the tube pinched closed around him, sealing him into an oval bubble. Another silver-clad Chapalii poled them away from the pier and they were off, caught at once in a swift current, pulled downstream.

On the horizon he saw towers, and beyond them, the pale glow of the city, bright even against the bright light of the Chapaliian sun. He reached out and touched the skin of the mobile chamber. It gave beneath his touch, cool, not sticky, molding around his fingers as he pushed outward, stretching with his thrust and shrinking back in as he withdrew his hand. It felt as innocuous as skin and as strong as silk, as tough as boiled leather.

He sat in silence for a long while. No one steered the skiff, which plunged along, barely rocking in the waters, down a deep channel. The boat seemed poured out of one mold of a translucent pink material shot through with a substrate pattern of hexagrams and five-pointed stars, light shifting through them as the vessel skimmed over the ever-changing waters. Finally, because neither of the two stewards attending him spoke, he did.

“How soon will I reach the emperor?”

Both stewards stood and bowed, a remarkable feat of balance on the moving skiff. “Most honorable and most high, this vessel approaches the Yaochalii’s seat of honor. To the unmoving throne at the center of the universe you are being conveyed.”

“You are the Yaochalii’s attendants?”

The steward on the right flushed a deep red, which meant, Anatoly recalled, that he was pleased or flattered. “I am Cha Kato-ra, Chamberlain of Swift-Current Boats, and this is my cousin, Cha Tona-ra, Chamberlain of the Linked Circles of Breath. We are only attendants to the great park at whose center lies the lake of mirrors where sits the unmoving throne. You honor us by your notice, most high.”

Cha Tona bowed in his turn. “Most honorable and most high, it is the craftsmen of my house who have been granted the privilege of crafting this—” The slightest hesitation. Cha Tona flushed blue up the line of his jaw, and then recovered himself. “—this membrane, whose substance will allow you to enter the presence of the emperor.”

Anatoly laid a palm flat against the bubble. A sudden, uncomfortable tingling invaded his hand, as if the skin of the bubble was trying to sink into his skin. He jerked his hand back, startled. “Please explain this process to me,” he said, wondering if the bubble somehow protected the emperor from him, like a shield covering potential enemies.

“Your anatomical construction does not allow you, most honorable Yao-en, to breathe the air on our planet. This membrane permeates your molecular structure and creates a barrier which then synthesizes from those elements you draw in the proper intake of oxygen and outflow of carbon dioxide and waste products which suffice daiga in their primitive breathing mechanisms.”

“If I do not accept this, ah, membrane?”

Mortified, both lords—for in fact they were by grant of title lords and not stewards—flushed violet. “Most munificent and generous Yao-en, without this kukiwa you cannot appear before the emperor.”

“Did the Tai-en Charles Soerensen accept one of these membranes?”

The question produced silence. Cha Tona placed one pale hand carefully on the side of the skiff, as if he was communicating with it. Off to the right, a massive mountain of obsidian breached the ivory shell to the city, its jet bulk wreathed with carnelian and jade towers, as slender as wands.

“Yao-en.” Cha Tona crossed both hands on his chest and inclined his body in a one-quarter bow. “The Tai-en Charles Soerensen did not appear before the emperor.”

“Yes, he did.”

“I beg a thousand pardons for disputing your words, most honorable, most exalted. The Emperor appeared before the Tai-en Charles Soerensen in the Hall of Dukes, as is the Yaochalii’s custom, but it is not his exalted flesh which appears there, but only his form.”

Anatoly digested this news in silence as they skimmed onward. Waves spilled once over the prow as they took a sharp dip through a flurry of rapids, and were then sucked away through the boat to vanish, leaving not one drop of water behind. Charles Soerensen thought he had seen the emperor, and he had, in a way, but only an image of him, like a nesh image, Anatoly supposed. But not even Charles Soerensen had met the emperor in the flesh, as the actors always liked to say.

“I accept the membrane,” said Anatoly.

No sooner had the words left his mouth than the bubble shrank around him, shrank until it hugged him and shrank further, dissolving through his clothes until he felt it like fire along his skin and stretching in through his lips and nostrils and ears and eyes to invade his whole body.

At that instant he realized he had fallen into a trap. He took in a breath, to lunge, to draw his saber and at least take them with him, but he could not breathe nor could he move, as if the dissolution of the membrane into his skin had paralyzed him. Why had he trusted them so blithely? Why had he believed that the name of Sakhalin would protect him wherever he went? What an arrogant, stupid fool.

He sagged forward, caught himself with his hands on his knees, and pushed up to sit, panting. Water flashed under the light of twin suns; he hadn’t noticed the other one before. The bubble had shadowed it. One of the suns was a great, glaring thing, angry and red; the other was small, hot, and bright, with the blue trembling of flame inside it. He sat in the open air, the breeze on his face and the bitter tang of alien water on his lips, spray from the river. The two lords sat in pale splendor, each with his hands in his lap, fingers folded together in complicated patterns that reminded Anatoly all at once of the complicated braid in Rachelle’s hair, made beautiful because of its suggestion of layers and sweep.

And he knew that he was the first human ever to sit and breathe unaided—except not unaided—in the air of Chapal, with the great palace defining the horizon on his right and an endless park of pink and white flowers to his left.

The river dipped, sinking beneath them, only it wasn’t sinking, it was rolling on along the level ground. The skiff was sinking on an impossible strip of water that seemed to be tunneling into the river itself, as if they were contained in another, invisible bubble. The river rose around them on all sides and they raced into it, underneath it, swallowed in a darkness that roared with the tumult of waters. He felt that slight touch, like the delicate brush of a hand, that usually signaled the passage into a window.

Farther back along the tunnel, receding endlessly into the distance, stands Genji, observing him still.

The blackness sluiced away like water pouring off a duck’s back and they came out of the tunnel into an eerie grotto. Anatoly pinched himself to see if he was awake. They could not have gone through a window, not on a planet. He was obviously hallucinating. Perhaps it was an aftereffect of his intermingling with the membrane. Only an idiot would think that such a procedure could occur without strange side effects coming after it.

The grotto lightened. They passed out under a glowing arch strung with glittering orreries onto a sunlit lake strewn with petals of gold. The light was blinding, like a thousand mirrors turned to reflect the suns.

Anatoly shaded his eyes, which helped enough that he soon discerned that the lake was vast and probably square. The shoreline rode like a thin boundary of white on the still expanse of shimmering gold. In the center rose an island, and toward this island the skiff flew, skimming over the surface of the lake without touching the surface of the water or the curling leaves of the golden petals. It’s this lake, he thought, craning around to look behind himself, that Naroshi’s garden was set out to imitate.

The island rose, and rose, as they neared, a shore of gleaming white pebbles bounded by an ebony wall. Enclosed by the wall stood a marble ziggurat, squares piled upon squares, receding toward a distant peak, the even line of the ascending ziggurat severed by a wide staircase as bright as diamond. The skiff slowed and coasted to a halt where a staircase that seemed to be carved out of a single piece of ivory marched into the water, receding into the depths until, farther out, its descent was shaded by petals. Anatoly wondered, wildly and at random, if there was a second ziggurat mirroring the first, thrusting down deep into the earth.

Two Chapalii in silver livery came down the steps. Lord Kato and Lord Tona stood at once and bowed to them, but the two new lords bowed in their turn to Anatoly, by which he deduced they must be dukes in the service of the emperor. To his surprise, they took his saddlebags and saddle, and when he jumped out of the skiff and began to climb the stairs, they flanked him, one on each side, bearing his worldly goods on their shoulders.

It was a long climb.

Anatoly paced himself, taking it slowly and allowing himself a pause every one hundred steps to take in the changing view. But the higher he went the more winded he got, so he mostly got the impression of a vast blinding lake surrounded by a luminous gray mist, like fog creeping in. Yet even as high as he climbed, knowing that each successive platform was smaller, when he reached the top he halted on the edge of a broad square field. Glancing back, he saw the dukes standing about one hundred steps down, waiting. Below them, a wispy strip of cloud draped the ziggurat. He did not remember climbing through it.

“Come forward,” said a voice in Chapalii. Unlike all other Chapalii voices, except perhaps that of Genji, it hinted at emotion, curiosity, perhaps, or something unfathomable, inhuman.

Obediently, he walked forward. This field, perhaps one hundred meters square, was as black as the void of space except for the glowing lines that crossed back and forth in a giant grid. It reminded him of a huge khot board. In the center sat a slab of jet-black stone, like an outgrowth of vacuum, only it was not a standing stone but a throne. He kept to one of the glowing lines, feeling superstitious, and as he walked he passed near a three-dimensional model of a hydrogen atom, hovering about a meter above an intersection of lines. It shimmered as he passed, spitting sparks at him. He walked on, turned a right angle, and a second, and came to a halt.

It took him a long moment to find his voice.

“Yaochalii,” he said at last in his mangled accent, but he knew enough formal Chapalii, he hoped, to get by. He bowed, slightly, inclining his body at the waist just enough to show that he respected the person who sat on the throne but not that he considered himself in any meaningful way lower than him. Lifting his head, he stared.

The emperor was old. Unlike Genji, whose skin had a pearlescent hue, the emperor’s skin seemed so pale, so thin, that Anatoly almost thought he could read the shape and flow of his internal organs as through a fine parchment gleaming with the faint oils of a scribe’s fingers. Elaborate carvings decorated the throne, towers and orreries and molecular structures entwined by an endless looping, spiraling vine. Carved out of the ebony substance of the throne itself, they stood in relief as distinctly as if they been painted white in contrast. The air around them was as still as glass: If it moved at all, he could not perceive it.

“Welcome to the game of princes,” said the emperor, and extended a hand, closed in a fist. “Here is your token. Take it, and you have entered the game.”

Anatoly had learned many things from his grandmother. One was never to move in haste. “What is the object of the game?”

“To take the throne.”

“Who are the other players?”

“Is it not called, the game of princes?”

“What are the rules?”

The emperor seemed amused. “That is the disadvantage of entering the game late. The first rule is that each player must learn the rules.”

“What happens to you, Yaochalii, when the throne is taken?”

Now the emperor chuckled, not a human chuckle, but a rolling swell of amusement. “I am nothing. I cannot be taken. But the princes bide their time and maneuver for position, and when it is proper the Yaochalii passes through and a new Yaochalii takes his place.”

“Ah. Then with what resources do I play?”

The emperor lifted his other hand. It was so pale that Anatoly thought that he glimpsed, for an instant, a shifting line of carvings through it as it carved an arc in the air, rising to touch the emperor’s own mouth, fingertips brushing across his nostril slits.

“What resources do you bring with you?”

“I am a prince of the Sakhalin tribe, a captain in the jaran army led by Ilyakora Bakhtiian, a husband to the Singer Diana Brooke-Holt, a brother and a father and a grandson. That is all.”

The emperor considered. Anatoly noticed for the first time that filaments grew out of his back and into the throne, as if he was somehow in symbiosis with it.

“Because you are daiga, all daiga holdings accrue to you. I have spoken. It becomes as I decree.”

He said the words softly enough, but they rang like hammers in Anatoly’s ears. All daiga holdings.

“Because you are so young as to be more like a first breath of mist born of the morning than a true, solid form, I grant you this courtesy: That any of my servants you have met and will meet this day shall enter your service, they and their houses, to the end of time. I trust this will be sufficient.”

Like a flower opening to the sun, the emperor’s hand opened. In his palm sat a miniature tower, forged like a castle keep, the last refuge, the stronghold. Anatoly smiled wryly, recognizing the symbol for what it was: possession of a piece of ground, meaningless to him but so utterly important to khaja of all kinds, even zayinu.

“When you take possession of this token, you will enter the game. You will continue to travel as you will, and as you must. But you will leave behind on my board a splinter of yourself, a shard, by which I may monitor your movements and amuse myself with watching your progress in relationship to the others.” He waited for Anatoly to come forward.

“How am I to know the other princes, Yaochalii?”

The emperor’s gaze swept the plateau. Out there, on the lines, placed on intersections just as khot stones were placed in the grid, stood a handful of images, like that model of the hydrogen atom he had passed on the other side of the throne. Images, like badges, like banners, like nesh images, each one representing one of the princely houses: a streamlined and archaic-looking rocketship, a teardrop, a blade, four strands of colored rope knotted together, an inverted tetrahedron. The other four were out of sight behind the throne.

It was time to act.

Anatoly stepped forward and lifted the tower from the emperor’s hand. It was as solid as stone and as slippery as water. It throbbed in his hand, as if it linked him to the pulsing web of light on which he stood. And it did link him.

Even as he stood, breathing hard through his mouth while he felt the glare of two suns on his back and the oppressive stillness of the air on his skin, an image formed around him, a glimmering that slowly faded into being. It grew and shaded from mist to gray to the false solidity of a nesh image, superimposed over him. Startled, he stepped back, out of it, and stared at the piece that now took its place on the board.

It was a jaran rider, his saber riding on his belt and the butt of his spear tucked into the curve of his boot. He wore his hair long, in the traditional style of a soldier, three braids, and Anatoly saw there his own profile, sharpened in nesh to a brittle perfection. The mare was the image of Sosha.

Like Anatoly, the rider remained still. But of course, he could not move unless Anatoly moved. He was, of himself, nothing, nonexistent, and yet he was also, as the emperor had said, a shard of the true Anatoly. The token, the tower, remained as solid as a stone in Anatoly’s hand, his passage into the game, his first playing piece, perhaps, or a reminder that what appeared as a game on this high and isolated board, here in the center of the emperor’s great palace, weighed heavily on the worlds below.

A cloud drifted by, breaking up on one corner of the ziggurat and reforming into a hew shape over the golden lake.

It was time to move. The emperor waited, one hand open, the other hand closed.

“Yaochalii, may I ask one more question?”

“You may.”

“Do you have any favorites, in the game of princes?”

“I have none.”

That seemed fair enough, assuming he was telling the truth. But at that moment Anatoly did not truly care if the emperor was telling the truth; how could any human hope to know, in any case? All daiga holdings. That meant that not just Earth but Rhui was his, that he was their suzerain, their governor. And that meant Bakhtiian had, in one brief stroke, in the unfolding of a single hand, won his war.

All khaja lands now belonged to the jaran.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

An Ominous Silence

TESS LIKED THE EXHAUSTING pace forced on her by the messenger bells. It meant she was too tired to think. She didn’t mind the pain either, the scraped and sore ribs, the aching muscles, the constant rasp of her breathing as the chill air of autumn pulled the warmth out of her lungs. She had earned that pain. Like a badge, it reminded her every instant of what she had done to get herself here: She had killed her husband because she was afraid to tell him the truth.

Kirill said, once, “Tess, there might have been survivors. Two of the monks said that they saw a handful of prisoners the next day.”

“Said it because they were about to be killed and they probably thought it would save their lives!”

Kirill only shrugged. It seemed perfectly logical to him that every inhabitant of the monastery had been killed after a brief and no doubt brutal interrogation. Tess found it appalling. No doubt the poor heretic who had been taken from Parkilnous and hauled off to face trial at the monastery had been killed as indiscriminately as the rest, meeting an ironic and cruel fate as the unwitting bait that had drawn Ilya to his doom. She had absorbed the full report, but she felt so detached from it that it seemed to trail in her wake, not quite connected to her. It had been thorough, in its way, information gleaned from four dozen interrogations listed efficiently, easily memorizable, so that the messenger’s verbal report had tallied exactly with the written scroll.

The gods had struck down the chief holy man when he was brought before the jaran captain who had led the expedition to Urosh Monastery in search of Bakhtiian. By this, Tess supposed that the presbyter had died of fright, probably a stroke or a heart attack. Unfortunately, that also meant they had gotten nothing from him.

For the rest, they knew only that Andrei Sakhalin had been there, not whether his troops had gotten caught and killed with the others. Fifteen monks had claimed no knowledge of the attacker, two said it was the hand of God at work, and seven had recognized the colors of the prince of Dushan known as Janos the Disgraced due to some recent upheaval at court. His troops had done their job well: The slaughter had been complete, according to all but two of the monks, the two who claimed to have seen prisoners.

Tess tried to let herself hope, but it hurt too much.

They rode. The passage of ground jarred hope out of her; the rising sun each morning leached it away, and the setting sun dragged her down into a heavy sleep bereft of dreams. She thought of Vasha and Katya, of Niko’s grandson Stefan, children who had become dear to her, killed before they could reach their full growth as adults. Because she was Charles’s sister, she thought of Princess Rusudani and wondered sardonically, angry at herself for her calculating mind, how great a prize they had lost thereby.

Ten days and perhaps a thousand kilometers south of Sarai, she stared at Kirill as they swung onto their horses at the posting station, their escort of Gennady Berezin and fifty riders mounting up behind them, and she swore.

“What an idiot I’ve been! There’s no obvious reason for a khaja prince to attack the guard, even knowing whose it was, especially knowing….” She could not bring herself to say his name. “It’s irrational. It doesn’t make sense. Unless he thought he was getting something. What if that something was Princess Rusudani?”

“Of course,” said Kirill mildly, as if he had long since assimilated this information and stored it away for future use. “She is the key. Why else would the jaran traitor in our midst have sent a message to the Mircassian king?”

Kirill’s bland demeanor irritated Tess so thoroughly that she did not speak to him for the rest of the day, but then, she rarely spoke on the long, hard ride each day. It took too much effort. It was effort enough to ride for hours at a stretch, changing horses at each posting station, forcing dried meat and sour yoghurt down her throat, drinking komis until she was giddy from it.

Nineteen days after they left Sarai they came up before Parkilnous, and two days after that, they found an outrider; by afternoon they had fallen in with the waiting army, the host with which Ilya had ridden south weeks and weeks ago, now camped somewhat off the main road south.

She held court under an awning. Every captain in that host—and there were over a hundred of them—came forward and offered her his saber, giving it up to her because of the dishonor they had each and every one of them brought on themselves by letting their dyan fall prey to a khaja ambush.

She said, each time, so that it became a mantra: “Keep your saber. You are not done with it.”

After all of them had knelt before her and, with her refusal, retreated to leave room for the next one, she rose. The captains knelt in a semicircle before her and beyond them, the host of riders, gathered as close as they could. The five hundred riders from Bakhtiian’s personal guard ranged around her awning, equally silent. They sent Gennady Berezin forward and he knelt before her, unsheathed his saber, and laid it at her feet, his head bowed in shame.

She picked it up and gave it back to him. “I don’t want to take your sabers from you,” she said, loudly, pitching her voice to carry, knowing that this man more than all the others represented the whole army, a man who had ridden faithfully with Bakhtiian from the beginning. Without realizing she meant to say it, she did anyway.

“I want revenge.”

They responded with silence, ominous because it shouted approval, and a moment later with the rustling of thousands of soldiers rising to their feet, preparing to ride. After that, it was too late to call the words back. She felt, at that moment, that her assimilation to the jaran, a cleaner, more honest, more brutal life than the one she had known on Earth, was complete.

She swayed, overcome by emotion. “We’ll have to ride in the morning. I’m falling asleep on my feet.”

Several of the young women, archers with the army, came forward and led her to a tent. She slept like one dead.

Kirill woke her before dawn. “Come. There’s news.”

Catching his excitement, she jerked on her boots and belted her saber on. “What is it?”

“The rider sent out thirty days ago has returned from the court of Dushan, where he has a report from Andrei Sakhalin, who is whole and safe. Sakhalin says that he left Bakhtiian at the monastery and rode on to the court, and that the last he saw of them Bakhtiian and his guard were alive. So the attack must have happened after Sakhalin left. Perhaps the khaja prince saw Sakhalin leaving and thought he could easily defeat the group remaining.”

“Perhaps.”

“Sakhalin also sends word that this Prince Janos is out of favor at court, and was once betrothed to Princess Rusudani.”

“Is that so? Interesting that the princess never mentioned that she had ever been betrothed. I wonder how her parents came to break off the arrangement and put her in a convent instead.”

Tess’s escort consisted of Kirill and two of the young women, bright, hardened girls who had the swagger of experienced soldiers and the solicitous nature of jaran women.

But Kirill did not lead her to the awning where she would have expected to have an audience with the messenger who had come from the Dushanite court. He led her to the surgery tents. A host of lanterns gleamed around the central tent belonging to the chief healer riding with the army. An apprentice healer held the flap aside for her to enter. Inside, lanterns illuminated the body of a young man lying on furs in the center of the tent. She recognized him, even through the filth. Dirt and the rust stain of old blood matted his clothing. His hair ran gray with dust. Grime streaked his hands and face, as if he had attempted, intermittently, to clean them. He had only recently been admitted to Bakhtiian’s jahar, a signal honor, one sought after by every young man who had aspirations.

“Stanislav Vershinin,” she said aloud, she was so surprised. “What has happened to him?” And, she wondered to herself, why have I been called in to see to him? He looked ill, battered, and possibly as if he might yet die.

The healer, a hardy woman in her fifties, looked up from the paste she was pounding in a shallow bowl. “He was with the guard that went to Urosh Monastery, Sister,” she said, speaking to Tess in the formal style.

It took Tess a long time to assimilate this information. An old man cut away the trouser leg from Vershinin’s left leg, revealing the festering wound, scabbed over but still infected. The apprentice brought an iron pot and set it on a tripod next to the Vershinin lad. Truly, Tess thought, gazing down at the young man’s pale face, his closed eyes, he could not have been more than two years older than Vasha. The old man began to clean the wound with the hot water, and that brought the young man awake. He yelped. A second apprentice handed him a strip of leather and he bit down on it, his eyes tearing while the old healer dabbed the pus and dirt off the wound and probed delicately at it with a tiny spatula, cleaning out the infected cut. Vershinin passed out. When the old healer was done, the woman sealed the wound with paste and then bound it with cloth.

“That may save it,” she said aloud, “but it’s badly infected.”

Vershinin’s eyes fluttered open. He searched the tent, found Tess, and focused on her, blinking madly. “Alive,” he said hoarsely. He licked his lips and tried again. “Bakhtiian was alive, but very bad. Badly wounded. He was a prisoner.”

At once, Tess knelt beside him. Her heart pounded wildly in her chest, so erratically that she felt dizzy. “What khaja did this?”

“His name… Prince Janos. He married the khaja princess.” He licked his lips again, and the healer gave him some of the boiled water to drink. “But it was not him. Not the khaja prince. Sakhalin betrayed us.”

“Sakhalin!” That came from Kirill, who turned at once and left the tent, running.

“What of the others? You escaped. Did anyone else? What of Bakhtiian?”

Vershinin seemed to have found his strength, what there was of it. “Konstans Barshai was killed in his place.”

“In his place?”

“The khaja prince thought Barshai was Bakhtiian. He killed him. A few of us were spared by the princess’s hand. Katerina Orzhekov. Vladimir the orphan. The Kolenin cousins. The two boys.” He blinked, eyes rolling, trying to remember something.

“Let him rest,” said the healer.

“No,” he said. “I must tell the rest. Bakhtiian lived, but he was badly wounded. We were all taken prisoner and we traveled, west. West. A little south. We made a plan, the other guardsmen and I. I fell behind, and the khaja soldiers grew tired of my slowness and sold me as a slave to farmers. From there I escaped.”

“Good God,” exclaimed Tess. “And made your way here.”

“How else to get the word out? He betrayed us, the bastard. The khaja prince did his bidding and took the others. He would have killed us all except for the intercession of the woman.”

“But Bakhtiian was still alive, when you left them?”

Vershinin shook his head. “Still alive, but dying, or close enough. He could not even walk. I don’t know what happened to him. He was with the boy.”

“With Vasha?” What difference did it make who he was with if he was dying, but she grasped for each scrap of information as if enough scraps might together form a real and solid body of Ilya, surviving.

Vershinin took some more water but did not reply.

“Where did Prince Janos take them? Do you know where they were headed?”

“To his stronghold, I think. I don’t know.”

“Let him rest,” said the healer. “Or he will not have the strength to fight off the infection. He has done enough.”

“You have done enough,” said Tess to the young man, patting him on the hand. And his look, when she said it, burned her to the heart: That awful loyalty that they all gave to Bakhtiian, of their own free will. That terrible desire to prove their worth, to be part of his glorious enterprise, to win fame and to blaze in their own right, a true rider of the jaran.

She left them. She felt numb. Crossing the camp to her awning, she felt each step like the hammer of death, beating down to sound Ilya’s fate: dying, dying, dying. Not even able to walk.

At the awning, they waited, the ten chief captains and ten guardsmen.

“We find a khaja guide and we ride for the stronghold of Prince Janos,” she said, hearing her voice from a distance, as if someone else was speaking. “I want Andrei Sakhalin. Kirill, you will bring me Andrei Sakhalin.”

“I will bring him to you,” he agreed. “I will need a thousand troops.”

“Take two thousand. As for the rest, we ride west southwest. As soon as camp is broken, we ride. Leave an honor guard of five hundred men to protect Vershinin until he is able to move again.”

They moved, scattering to obey her commands. She just stood there, toting up numbers in her head: two thousand with Kirill, five hundred with Vershinin…that still left her seventeen thousand riders and archers. That ought to be enough to crush this khaja prince and get the prisoners back.

“Tess,” said Kirill softly. He had remained behind. The sun rose behind him, glinting in her eyes so that she could not really see his face. It was blurred by tears, but that was only the glare of the sun. She blinked them back ruthlessly. “I told you. Ilya is too damned tough for any khaja to kill.”

“Go,” said she brusquely.

He went.

But the truth was, it was worse, knowing that he had been alive. But not even able to walk.

“Ah, gods,” she breathed, the words torn from her by a wrenching agony so strong that she staggered.

“Aunt, are you ill?” asked one of the young archers, her hovering escort, steadying her.

Dying, Vershinin had said. It would have been easier just to know that he was dead. It was worse not knowing. It hurt too much to hope.



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

As Far Above as Angels

JAELLE WOKE TO THE muffled sound of weeping. Sitting up, she was at first bewildered. As she shifted, she sank farther into the unimaginable luxury of a feather bed. A feather quilt slipped around her legs and hips. How had she come into such riches? Then she remembered. She heaved herself out of bed and slowly felt her way across the floor to the servant’s bed, where Princess Katerina slept. The coals glowed a dull red in the darkness.

“My lady… Katherine…” She said it softly, daringly, and reached out to touch the other woman’s hair.

Katerina snuffled and stilled, caught a few sobs, and then began to cry in earnest. “I want to go home,” she gulped out.

Jaelle stroked her hair. But the act made her nervous, because she liked it so much, sitting here close to Katerina, feeling her breath against her arm and the warmth of her body close to her own, separated only by their linen undershifts.

“I don’t want to be a slave.”

For some reason, Jaelle thought of her own mother, who had seemed content enough as a favored slave in a nobleman’s house. She had been safe. Or had thought she was, Jaelle thought bitterly. Except it was her daughter who had been sent away, not her. But her master could have sold her away at any time. “It is terrible to live on the sufferance of others,” she said finally.

“You do understand,” breathed Katerina, catching Jaelle’s hand in a tight grip. She had strong hands. Jaelle could see her face only as a deeper shadow in the shadowed chamber, lit by the banked fire and a faint nimbus of light from the moon and the torchlit walls of the castle.

Jaelle tried to pull her hand away. “You should sleep in the lady’s bed,” she said, as she had said every night in the thirty days they had been here. “It isn’t fitting that—”

“I hate that bed,” said Katerina, but whether because it was truly too soft, as she claimed, or because it somehow represented her imprisonment to Janos, Jaelle did not know.

“May I get you something to drink?”

“No. Just stay with me here. Lie down with me here, Jaelle. I’m afraid.”

“Afraid of what?” Jaelle did not want to lie down next to Katerina on the narrow bed. She, too, was afraid.

“I’m afraid of becoming a captive.”

“You already are.”

“Not in my heart.”

“Do you care for Prince Janos?” The thought made Jaelle abruptly angry.

“No. But how long will I have the strength to hold against him, if I am held prisoner here for the rest of my days? I hate the khaja.”

Jaelle heard Katerina’s voice catch again, fighting off tears. She lay down beside her and put her arms around her. “I will be here,” she said, and wondered at herself, that she might comfort a princess. Katerina buried her face against Jaelle’s neck and said nothing more, just held on to her. After a while, she fell asleep, but Jaelle could not sleep, not with Katerina so close. She had shared a bed with other women often enough, in inns along the caravan route, waiting for a new hire. It wasn’t unknown for women to take lovers among themselves, as a salve against the impersonal attentions of the endless parade of men who used them and then discarded them when their destination was reached or they wanted a new face, as a way to get pleasure without the risk of pregnancy, as comfort against the hard world and the censure of both the church and decent folk. Jaelle’s heart trembled within her; like a bird cupped in iron hands, she feared what it meant to love another person, whether it be Katerina or Stefan, what did it matter? She knew only that love was itself a kind of slavery. It bound you to others with chains as heavy as those wrought in the armorer’s forge. She had survived this long by staying free.

For the first time in years she thought of the child. Lady forgive her, but she had been having her courses for not over a year herself when the child had caught in her; she was herself truly still a child. She hadn’t known what to do, not like now, with six winters of experience of the caravan roads behind her. Now she knew where to find the wisewomen from whom to purchase herbs and suppositories, who knew what to give a woman to drink and where to press so as to rid her of a pregnancy that would prove dangerous not just to her body but to her livelihood.

She had not known those things then. She had still been a slave at the mines, hauling water and dirt. What kind of life was that for a child, for a child bearing a child? She had run away, only it was worse away, there being not even the pittance of bread and soup they gave the slaves, there being not even the surety of a roof over her head. Then the merchant had found her, begging on the streets not five days after the baby had been born, and had offered her employment, thinking her young and pretty, under the dirt. Thinking her childless.

For the first time in six years, held in arms that wanted nothing from her but comfort, she wept.

Katerina woke. “Jaelle. Shhh. What is it? What’s wrong?” She kissed her on the cheeks, like a mother might kiss her child, taking onto herself the tears.

“God has marked me. I have sinned grievously. Ah, God, it never truly mattered to me before.”

“What is sinned? What didn’t matter?”

Jaelle bit down on her tongue and stifled her tears. She could not afford to be vulnerable. Katerina did not press her. She seemed content with Jaelle’s presence. After a while, soothed by the warmth of the jaran woman’s body next to hers, Jaelle fell back to sleep.

In the morning Katerina seemed oddly heartened. When Lady Jadranka made her morning visit, Katerina agreed to visit the church with her and receive the sacrament, more, Jaelle supposed, out of boredom than a true interest in salvation. Lady Jadranka had perhaps forgotten that Jaelle adhered to the anointed church, or perhaps she had simply never been told, but Jaelle was allowed to attend as well.

While Katerina was led forward to the main altar, Jaelle knelt before the altar of Our Lady Pilgrim in a side alcove, a forlorn and dark corner, a trifle dusty, here in the north where the false church reigned and the priests neglected Her worship. Jaelle folded her hands before her chest and prayed for forgiveness for her sins. Behind, she heard the priest droning the sacramental liturgy and she smelled like a starving woman the fragrant and holy perfume of the wine that is the blood of the sundered Lord and the freshly baked loaf that is His body made whole by the gift of God’s mercy and by the grace of His Sister, the Pilgrim, ever exalted for the constancy of her faith. Her mouth watered, though she had eaten of bread that morning.

A person moved into the alcove beside her. To her surprise and chagrin, Princess Rusudani knelt beside her on the stone floor, hands clasped. For a long time the princess gazed at the pale visage of the Pilgrim, whose sloe eyes stared earnestly and forgivingly at her supplicants. Rusudani’s lips moved soundlessly in a prayer. At the main altar, the priest and his deacons began the sonorous chant of the Bath of Healing, which even such heretics as these northerners could not omit from their service. Though Jaelle took comfort in the presence of the Pilgrim, still, this northern church depressed her because it was so plain, without any bright images, and so dim. Candles flickered around the altar, illuminating the mystery of the Pilgrim’s healing hands and Her serene expression, ever aloof from the world and yet ever bound to it in her wandering.

Jaelle shuddered. Bakhtiian had been on the trail of a heretic, a man who claimed that the Pilgrim wandered the world again and that angels had been sighted in the heavens, heralding the return of Hristain. Was it true? Or was this imprisonment their punishment for listening to the whispers of the Accursed One?

“Jaelle,” said Rusudani suddenly in a low voice, “I do not know who else to ask, but I think you may have heard of such things in the life you led before.” Her hands were not clasped but clenched before her, and her face was pale, lips thin with some overpowering emotion. “How may a woman bind a man to her?”

From the alcove, Jaelle could not see the main altar, where Katerina knelt with Lady Jadranka. Had Rusudani fled from the confrontation? But she remembered the two women being friendly before. There had been no antagonism between them while Rusudani traveled with the jaran. But Rusudani had not been married then, and Katerina had not been shut away to serve as Janos’s mistress.

“I am not a wisewoman, to know of such charms,” said Jaelle slowly, measuring her words, “but in any town there is always a herbwoman. There must be one such here.”

“I dare not speak of this to Lady Jadranka.”

“Of course not, my lady.” Of course not, if Rusudani judged that for some reason Lady Jadranka had chosen to champion Katerina’s cause with her son and Rusudani wished to keep his affections for herself. Yet, glancing at Rusudani, Jaelle noted that the princess wore a new gown and a wimple sewn of fine dyed linen in a blue that suited her eyes. Surely this finery came to her out of Lady Jadranka’s charity. If Jadranka wished to press Katerina’s suit, why would she dress her daughter-in-law in a gown that was sure to attract her son’s eye? “You must tell one of your waiting women to go down into the town and ask for—”

“I cannot trust them. You must do it, Jaelle.”

At what price? What if it hurt Katerina? But refusing might win Rusudani’s enmity. If Jaelle helped Rusudani now, then if there was trouble she could hold this knowledge in reserve; the church frowned on the use of charms and sorcery, and Rusudani had just come out of the convent.

“God forgive me,” Rusudani murmured, as if in response to Jaelle’s thought. “I was pledged to wed Hristain, not any mortal man, though I had not yet taken my vows. I wished with my whole heart to serve only God. What is this that has taken hold of me? The pleasures of the flesh have seduced my body away from the contemplation of God’s holy mystery, and now I yearn for the marriage bed with as much fervor as before I yearned for the sacrament. Why is God punishing me in this way? Have I faltered in my love for God in any way? Why has he visited me with this longing? I have done nothing wrong. I have not sinned. Yet when I see him, my hands tremble and my heart catches in my throat and in my mouth I taste the sweetness of honey poured as if from the lips of Hristain Himself. God forgive me.”

She turned her eyes away from the Holy Pilgrim and gazed at Jaelle. Rusudani wore, on her face, such an expression of misery conjoined with joy that Jaelle felt pity for her. How had it come to this, that she, a common whore, might feel pity for a great lady, a princess, who was as far above her as the angels were above mortals? Except in this fashion, that all men were equal before God, who judged them by what He found in their hearts, that all were equal before the Holy Pilgrim, who succored each and every one who knelt before her, regardless of his station in life.

“I would help you if I could, but the princess Katerina and I are locked in Widow’s Tower. By the order of Prince Janos.”

“My husband fears that his father will take her away if he discovers that she is in captivity. But Janos is gone from here. Surely Princess Katerina must want something from the market? I will speak to Lady Jadranka about it. I will ask her to send you to the market in the town.”

This did not sound like a woman who considered Katerina to be her rival. Jaelle was even more confused. Rusudani looked abruptly radiant.

Indeed, strangely enough, she was not looking at Jaelle at all. She was looking past her, out between two columns toward the doors of the church. There, Lady Jadranka ushered Katerina outside into the glare of the noonday sun. Her voice carried clearly.

“Where is your servant, Lady Katherine? Ah, here, I have sent for the priest of your own people, my lady. Of course I must hope that you will come to accept the Word of God, whose mercy alone can save, but I thought you might also like the offices of your own priest, so I have had him called in from the ditch work.”

Jaelle recognized his silhouette against the bright sun. No priest she had ever seen stood like a warrior, even looking like he had just come from digging ditches, which, evidently, he had. She heard the gasp that escaped Rusudani’s lips as she, too, gazed on the man who stood poised between the sun and the shadowed church. At that moment, Jaelle experienced a revelation. Rusudani was not in love with her husband. She was in love with Bakhtiian.

Vasha lay on his back and stared at the heavens. At one end of the clearing, near the hunting lodge, torches burned and men caroused. He heard their rough laughter and the counterpoint of higher women’s voices, laughing in answer and calling out, all in the Yossian tongue. He understood a bit of it now, enough to ask for a few things from the serving man assigned to him. Enough to politely extricate himself from the attentions of the khaja women who had been invited into the camp to amuse the men. He was not sure whether these women were whores, like Jaelle, or just common women from neighboring villages who had been given no choice and were now, most of them, making the best of it. No doubt they would be paid handsomely. Or, he thought, hearing an echo of Tess’s sarcastic descriptions of what she called “the rights of women in khaja lands,” they would be paid by being left alone until the next time Janos and his men visited this lodge.

It was a dry, clear night with a bright moon, still early in the evening. He lay alone in the grass, able by now to ignore the ever-present guards who shadowed him. Suddenly a faint star caught his eye. It moved. Kept moving, a speck of light following a straight path through the heavens. Stunned, he watched it make its slow way through the veil of stars. Was this truly the track of an angel’s wings?

“Prince Vasil’ii.”

Vasha almost jumped, he was so startled. But it was only Prince Janos. A servant cast a cloak over the grass and Janos sat down on it.

“I fear our amusements tire you, Prince Vasil’ii. Are Yossian women so ugly that you scorn them? I have heard it said that jaran men have a taboo fixed on them, that they may not touch any women but their own. Are your women sorceresses, that they have punished you in this way? But it can’t be true, can it, if Bakhtiian married the Jedan princess?”

“They are not ugly,” Vasha replied, and then blushed, thinking of Rusudani, who was Yossian on her father’s side. He sat up. “But it is not our custom to…” He did not know how to phrase it, how to avoid insulting Janos. “It is not a man’s place to be forward with a woman.”

“Be forward with her?”

“To press himself on her. To… well, that is a woman’s place, to tell a man she is interested in him.”

“But I thought you said women have no choice in marriage, by jaran custom.”

“I’m not talking about marriage, although it’s true what you say. I’m talking about taking lovers.”

“Taking lovers!”

“I don’t know what the khaja custom is in this matter, although Tess says that usually—” He broke off, not knowing how to phrase what Tess had said in such a way that it wouldn’t offend Janos. Tess did not mince words when it came to customs she did not approve of, and she could go on at length about the way the khaja treated women and slaves and what she called “peasants.” “But in the jaran, a woman is expected to take lovers as she pleases. It is not a man’s place to… uh… approach a woman.”

Janos did not reply immediately. Vasha craned his head back and searched the sky, but the moving star had vanished. Now he wondered if he had dreamed it.

“I don’t understand what you’re saying,” said Janos finally, slowly. “A woman may take lovers?”

“Yes.”

“But then how can a man know if her children are his? And how can a man be sure that the girl he takes to wife is a virgin?”

“What is a virgin? Oh, I remember what that is.” Unable to help himself, Vasha chuckled, then clapped a hand over his mouth. “I beg your pardon. I just think khaja are very strange, sometimes.”

But Janos did not seem amused. “Do you truly mean that jaran women, whether married or unmarried, may take lovers?”

“Yes.”

“Barbarians!” Janos muttered under his breath. Then: “I beg your pardon, Prince Vasil’ii. This lack of modesty among your women must distress you, after you have seen how decorously women behave in our lands.”

“Those women aren’t behaving very decorously,” Vasha pointed out, nodding toward the hunting lodge.

“They are peasants. They don’t matter. I meant women of good breeding, like Princess Rusudani. Like your cousin, Princess Katherine.”

Vasha snorted. “Oh, I admit that Katya doesn’t show off her lovers like other girls do, but I can hardly imagine that she wishes to become like a khaja woman.” Abruptly, he was sorry he had said anything. Janos looked thunderstruck. The khaja prince shifted uneasily on the cloak, took a hank of cloth in one hand, and twisted it into a knot. He began to speak but stopped, seeming to reconsider his words.

“I wish to understand you, Prince Vasil’ii. It is a custom for most jaran women to take lovers while they are still unmarried?”

“Yes, and after they are married as well, but then usually only if their husband is riding out with the army. Of course a woman cannot be expected to wait for months at a time for comfort while he is gone. But it is always impolite to flaunt an affair in front of one’s husband. If a woman refused to behave circumspectly in such a matter, then the etsana of the tribe would take her to task. Otherwise there might be strife between the wife and the husband, and perhaps between her family and his.”

“But…but how does a woman show a man that she is interested in him?”

“She tells him. She asks him to her tent, into her blankets. Dances with him. Gives him a gift. I don’t know. There are a thousand ways, Just as there are a thousand ways a well-mannered man can show a woman that he is interested in her without being immodest.”

Janos sat for a long time in silence, contemplating his hands by the light of the full moon. He had broad, sturdy hands, and the back of his left hand was scarred by an old wound, the slash of a knife, perhaps. Vasha looked back up at the sky, but the stars remained fixed in the great wheel of night. No angels flew.

“It is time to return to White Tower,” Janos said abruptly. He stood up and called to his servant. “Bring our horses. Tell my guards to saddle up and to bring lanterns. We are leaving now.”

“Now?” Vasha asked, startled by this sudden change of subject.

“Yes. You will ride with me, of course.”

“Of course. But what about—”

“Lord Belos can bring the rest tomorrow, when they have recovered. We are leaving now.”

Vasha was not about to argue. His serving man brought his horse and his saddle bags. They left, but they made slow progress and once the moon had set they had to stop for the rest of the night in any case, hunkering down in blankets by the side of the path that served as a road through the forest.

Janos rode hard in the morning, more like a jaran man than a khaja prince, changing horses at noon and leading them on like a man driven forward by demons. It took two days more, but they reached White Tower on the afternoon of the second day, riding in through fresh embankments thrown up around the outer walls of the town. Still incomplete, the ditches and palisade swarmed with men hard at work under a pale autumn sky streaked with clouds.

Scarlet flashed. Vasha saw his father on the lip of a half-dug ditch. Vasha winced, to see him digging like a common slave. Although no member of the tribes shrank from honest work, this labor seemed demeaning. His wrists were loosely shackled, as were his legs: not enough to prevent him from working, but enough to constrain him against escape. Gods. Ilya surely chafed under such treatment.

Vasha reined his horse aside and made for his father. Shouts followed him, then Janos’s voice, ordering the guards to stay back. By the time Vasha came up beside the ditch, Janos had come up next to him. The guards trailed behind, fanning out into a semicircle. But Ilya dug steadily, his back to them, pitching dirt into a small wheeled cart. He seemed deaf to the world.

“Father!” Vasha said in khush. “Father, speak to me.”

At first he thought Ilya hadn’t heard him, although how he could fail to hear him Vasha could not imagine, how he could fail to notice the guards and the presence of all those horses. Finally, stiffly, Ilya slacked off and turned slowly around. Looking up, he had to squint into the sun. His eyes registered Vasha and then he looked at Janos, and then away. Not insolently. Ilya never did things insolently; he was too powerful for that. Dismissively. He turned his back dismissively on Janos and went back to work. But Vasha could read as if like a book the muscles in his back, the choppiness of his movements: He was strung so tight with anger that he seemed about to burst from it. At that moment, Vladimir scrambled up out of the ditch, looking over the guards, marking the prince and where he sat mounted. He casually placed himself between Ilya and Janos and began to dig as well.

“Are your people all this insolent to their betters?” asked Janos. “How can you rule them, if this is so?”

Ilya stabbed at the earth with the shovel, chipping clumps of dirt that flew into the air.

Vasha gulped down a lump in his throat. “He is a priest, Prince Janos. It offends the gods to put him to this kind of work. I would advise you to let him return to serving Princess Rusudani and reading from the holy book.”

“All able-bodied men have been set to work here.”

“I don’t see you digging, Prince Janos.”

Janos was too surprised by this suggestion to respond.

“In any case,” added Vasha, changing tactics, “it would please me. He is a holy man, what we call a Singer, and it pains me to see him working here in chains like a common slave.”

“Very well. As a favor to you, Prince Vasil’ii. You may have one other to serve you, the young one. The rest must work out here.”

“Thank you,” replied Vasha, surprised in his turn.

Janos spoke to the guards, and an overseer was found to come unshackle Ilya. Vladimir stayed beside him, digging steadily so as not to arouse suspicion.

“Take him away and allow him to clean up,” said Janos. Ilya was led away. He had not looked at Vasha once in all that time, nor at Janos, only at some point in the middle distance where nothing existed.

“Vladimir, you are well? Nikita and Mikhail? How are they treating you?” Vasha asked quickly, in khush, not knowing when he would get another chance.

“We are treated fairly enough, Vasha,” said Vladimir without looking up, knowing better than to pause in his work. “They need us healthy to dig these defenses. They aren’t fools. They know that the jaran will come sooner or later. But look to your father, Vasha. He is half mad.”

“We must go,” said Janos.

Vasha rode away with him, glancing back once to see Vladimir pitch a shovelful of dirt into the cart. From this angle he could see into the ditch, where a line of men worked planting stakes. A few women moved among them, hauling water in buckets. He thought he glimpsed red shirts down there, Nikita and Mikhail, but he could not be sure. Then it hit him. Vladimir had said: your father. In this extremity, without thinking, the rider had acknowledged their relationship. Vasha felt dizzy with joy.

“Are all your priests, your singers, as insolent as this one?” Janos asked suddenly, bringing Vasha back to earth.

“They are the chosen ones of the gods, Prince Janos. They are not insolent. But they serve the gods, not men. It would be as if… an angel descended from the heavens and was chained. We treat our Singers, our priests, with respect. We honor them.”

Janos laughed. “Then your priests are holier than ours, Prince Vasil’ii, for ours spend most of their time fighting over what benefices they may wrest from the king and what portion of the taxes they may siphon off from those levied on the merchants. A lord may buy an abbacy for a younger son, and a bishop may sire a son by his mistress and call him a nephew and thus favor him with gifts and a bishopric of his own.”

They rode in under the gates and forged through the narrow streets, the guards clearing the way before them.

“But surely that is not true of all of them. Princess Rusudani seems sincere in her faith.” At once, Vasha berated himself for speaking her name. It seemed that he could not have a conversation with Janos but that he would mention her. Surely Janos would notice and become suspicious.

“She is devout, it is true, but her place is in the world, not in the convent.”

Vasha sighed. “When may I see my cousin?” he asked as they came into the forecourt and dismounted, giving their horses over to the hostlers.

“When it is safe to do so. You will attend me at supper, Prince Vasil’ii.”

Then he was gone, surrounded by servants and the steward of his castle, come to greet him. Beyond, Vasha saw Lady Jadranka appear with two serving women as escort. Janos turned aside to greet her. Four guardsmen escorted Vasha away to his tower. A bath was poured for him, and he luxuriated in it, getting out only when Stefan, covered with dirt, was let in.

“Here.” Vasha jumped out of the huge tub, sloshing water on the floor. “You look awful. Take a bath.”

Stefan did so gratefully while Vasha dried himself and a serving man brought in clean clothing—khaja clothing—and took away the other.

Vasha shut the door behind him and leaned against it. “Tell me everything.”

“What is there to tell?” Stefan sighed and sank deeper into the water, up to his neck. His bent knees stuck out along the opposite side. “Ah, it’s still warm. They’re digging a third defensive perimeter. We are slaves, so we were sent out to aid them.”

“Were you chained?”

“No, I was not. Only Ilya and Nikita, Ilya for resisting the overseer and Nikita for taking the whip in Ilya’s place when the overseer struck at him.”

“Oh, gods. Don’t they know better, Vladimir and Nikita and Mikhail? If they show him too much preference, if they protect him too much, then the khaja will surely become suspicious. I have tried as well as I can to make them believe he is a priest, a holy man—”

“He is a holy man, Vasha, or have you forgotten that he is a Singer?”

“No, of course not. But—”

“Vasha, Bakhtiian is half mad. They have to protect him or he’ll get himself killed. I think—” He faltered, grabbed the bar of soap floating in the by-now muddy water, and began to wash his hair.

“You think what!”

“I think he wants to get himself killed. He can’t endure captivity. If he dies, he has to die in a fight.”

“Oh, gods.”

“And you? What of you?”

“We went hunting. Some man killed a boar with a spear and all the others congratulated him. Others shot deer. I was not allowed a weapon, of course. They had birds that they had captured and tamed and bound by ropes tied to their feet. Janos offered to let me fly one, but I refused.” He shuddered. “It was terrible to see, imprisoning hawks and eagles in such a way.”

“Like your father,” said Stefan. He rinsed his hair and stood up. Water sluiced down off him, and Vasha handed him a towel and rooted around in the chest to find him a clean set of clothing. Luckily he and Stefan had the same build, so that the clothes brought for Vasha fit Stefan as well. Stefan put on the breeches and knelt to wash his own clothes in the tub. “Have you seen Katya? Or…” A betraying pause. “Jaelle?”

“No. Nor heard anything about them. I’m to go in to supper with Prince Janos tonight. I will ask him again, or perhaps I can ask his mother.”

Stefan smiled slightly without looking up from his washing. “Perhaps you can ask Princess Rusudani.”

Vasha kicked him halfheartedly, but he was too happy to see him to truly be angry at him for the remark. And he was too worried about his father.

“Bakhtiian saw Katya,” said Stefan. “Lady Jadranka had him called in. That was five days ago. But he’s said nothing of the interview. He hardly speaks at all.”

“I will get him to talk.”

“I hope you can. Will you send me down to the well, please, in case I might see Jaelle there? If only we had something to send to Katya, I might be allowed to deliver it.”

“I’ll ask tonight.”

But he had no chance to ask. He was escorted to dinner at the great hall and placed at the high table, to Rusudani’s left, two places away from Prince Janos. The envoy from Mircassia sat on Janos’ right, with Lady Jadranka beyond him. Vasha ate steadily while Janos remained immersed in conversation with the envoy and occasionally turned to address a question to his wife. Rusudani seemed preoccupied, glancing now and again toward the door that led into the inner ward and thence to the kitchens, from which the servers came and went with food and wine. She caught Vasha’s eye once and immediately blushed prettily and stared at her plate. She was picking at her food, moving it around with her knife. Vasha recalled what Janos had said about the women of his people.

“I greet you in God’s name, Princess Rusudani,” he said haltingly in Yos.

Startled, like the deer he had seen flushed out of thickets in the forest hunt, she looked up at him, away toward her husband, who spoke earnestly with the envoy, and back at Vasha. “I hope you will something or other to my husband, Prince Vasil’ii,” she said in a whisper. “I did it something or other your father.”

He smiled blankly at her, transfixed by the mention of his father and by her beautiful eyes and sweet curve of her jaw. Remembered himself and looked down at his plate and the remains of a hank of meat.

“Do you understand me?” she asked slowly.

He shook his head. “Little. Only little.”

She glanced toward her husband again before leaning further toward Vasha. She wore a faint scent like rose water. His pulse raced. When she spoke again, she spoke slowly, pausing between each word. “I spoke a something to save your father. Can you forgive me?”

“Yes!” Vasha was ecstatic that she had been thinking about him at least as much as to feel that she ought to apologize, he supposed for convincing Prince Janos that he, not Bakhtiian, was the valuable hostage.

“I hope,” she added, “that Janos serves you with honor.”

He wasn’t quite sure about some of the words, but he assured her that it was so as much to see the grace of her smile as because Janos had, in fact, treated him well. Then, recalling his conversation with Janos about women and their lovers, he felt abashed and lowered his gaze away from her to stare at his trencher. Among the jaran, it wouldn’t truly matter if Rusudani was married to another man. He might still hope she would take him as a lover. Now he understood why Tess said that marriage was a prison for women among the khaja. Which made him think of Katerina, locked in her tower.

“Princess Rusudani,” he began.

A crash came from the anteroom. A man shouted, and they heard more shouts, some scuffling. The steward rushed out to the high table. He looked outraged.

“He something to pour wine for the high table, my lord. He threw the something against the wall. I beg your pardon for the something. I will send him to something.”

Rusudani came to life. In a low but determined voice, she ripped into the steward. Janos started to defend the steward, but Rusudani cut him off, saying something about her servant and the respect due to her. She rose. All those seated at the high table were by now silent, watching this altercation. Janos glanced toward the Mircassian envoy, then made a gesture with one hand to the steward, who escorted Rusudani out into the anteroom.

Janos leaned toward Vasha. “Your priest is refusing to serve wine at the table, Prince Vasil’ii. Is this also a task which is beneath his dignity? Even though he is a captive and a slave, on my sufferance? I could have him whipped and put in the dungeon for such disrespect.”

“Among my people, Prince Janos, Singers are ruled only by the gods.”

“You are no longer among your people, Prince Vasil’ii, and this man is too proud. You will speak with him. He must understand that whatever honor he receives among your people, here he is merely yet another servant. If he obeys, he might hope to better his position.”

Vasha wanted to laugh, but not because he found Janos’s words amusing. It was impossible. Perhaps the young man known as Ilyakoria Orzhekov might once have been the kind of lad willing to endure such trials for the hope of future gain; the man who had earned the name Bakhtiian, he-who-has-traveled-far, would not. Stefan himself had said it: He would rather die than accept that another man ruled over him.

But there was no harm in using this opportunity. “It would be better for him to speak with my cousin Katerina.”

Janos began to shake his head, then halted. Rusudani came out of the anteroom. Bakhtiian followed her, carrying a flask. His expression was a mask, frozen, and Vasha saw deep in his eyes a hint of the furious madness that raged within him. He was taut with it, strung so tightly that soon the pressure would break him.

“How is it that he will obey her and not me or my steward or my captains?” Janos asked.

“Because she is a woman, Prince Janos. All men must show the proper respect toward women.”

And what man would not wish to make as beautiful a woman as Rusudani happy, thought Vasha, averting his gaze and staring down at his hands, embarrassed to be seated here in a place of honor while his father, a Singer chosen by the gods, ruler of the greatest empire he knew of, served wine at the table.

They retired to the solar after supper. Here Rusudani received the envoy and his letter for the first time. She read it carefully. No emotion troubled her even countenance, but her hands trembled slightly. Once she glanced at her husband. Once she glanced toward Bakhtiian, who stood near the door. Last, finishing the letter, she looked up briefly at Vasha. He was gratified by her attention.

The envoy indulged himself in some personal effusions toward Rusudani. Vasha found that he could follow the gist of the conversation: the king speaks fondly of her; he hopes she can hasten to the court; certain arrangements for her journey and for her arrival had been made, too complicated for Vasha to understand.

“How soon can you make ready to leave?” Janos asked.

Surprised, Rusudani looked to Lady Jadranka, but the older woman merely shook her head. “I have little enough in my possession, my lord,” she replied softly. “How soon can an escort be made ready for me and those servants I choose to take with me?”

“I will escort you myself, of course, my lady. We will leave in three days.”

“The prisoners?”

“I will leave Lady Katherine under my mother’s care.”

“Prince Vasil’ii will travel with us, then,” she said with quiet authority.

So it was decided.

“I will make sure you come with me,” Vasha said to Stefan when the guards returned him to his tower chamber.

“That’s all very well, but what about Bakhtiian? What will happen to him? What if the army manages to trace us here only to find us gone?”

“We can’t expect to be rescued. I have already spoken with Prince Janos about the possibility of an alliance.”

Stefan stared, but any reply he might make was interrupted by the arrival of the khaja priest, the one who ministered to Lady Jadranka and her women. He wore a mask of disapproval as three guards dragged in Ilya, whose arms were bound behind his back.

“My lord,” said the khaja priest in his stiff Taor. “Princess Rusudani entreats you to speak with this vassal and urge him to take heed of his life. He was whipped by Lord Belos for disobedience and then he struck at Lord Belos. It will not do, but Princess Rusudani hopes that God will see fit to bring this man to the true faith, so she asks you to intercede for him.”

Forced to his knees in front of Vasha, Bakhtiian glared at the priest.

“I will speak with him,” said Vasha. The khaja left. “Father! You’ll get yourself killed if you keep on this way!”

“Untie me,” snapped Ilya. Stefan began to unknot the rope. “You went hunting with Prince Janos. What did you learn, of him, of the land hereabouts? Is there any news of the army?”

“No news of the army. Of the rest, I can fashion a map in the ashes for you to see. Of Janos….” Vasha paused while Ilya stood up, shaking out his arms, and began to pace out the room. He had a welt on one cheek, red and swollen. “We are traveling to Mircassia. We leave in three days. Princess Rusudani is to be invested as the heir to King Barsauma, and Janos will be her consort. She is sympathetic to us, Father, and Janos’s position at his father’s court is not strong, so it will be in his interest to make a treaty with the jaran. That way—”

“Janos will get no treaty from the jaran.”

Vasha flinched as though hit. “But Father, an alliance with Janos and through him with Rusudani and King Barsauma will allow us to direct our forces against Filis, and as well, once we are in Mircassia and the treaty is sealed—”

“By whose hand?”

“By mine, representing the jaran.” He hunched his shoulders, expecting his father to scold him for his presumption or, worse, to laugh at him. But Ilya, strangely, said nothing. “After that, that might give us, or at least you, the opportunity to return to the jaran army, with a copy of the treaty.”

Ilya stopped in the center of the chamber and turned a burning gaze on Vasha. He looked more than a little crazy. “Tess will come for me.”

“Tess probably thinks you are dead.”

“She will still come.”

“Even if she does, the alliance still is wise. Imagine if Mircassia is our ally and not our enemy.”

“What of Katerina?”

“She is to stay here under the protection of Lady Jadranka when we ride south.”

Ilya snorted. “And what do you think of that, my boy?”

Stung, Vasha strode over to the window loop and strained to see Katerina’s tower, but he could only see the stairs that wound up the parapet. “What ought I to think of it? She will be as safe as any of us are.”

“You don’t understand the khaja, Vasha. She is not safe at all. She has already been raped.” Speaking in khush, he switched to Rhuian, and it took Vasha a moment to understand the word.

“What do you mean?”

“What do you suppose I mean? Prince Janos raped her. He means to keep her as a mistress. She told me herself. I saw her once while you were out plotting treaties with the man who forced her.”

“I didn’t know!” Vasha cried, horrified. How could such a thing happen to a woman? How could Lady Jadranka have let it happen? How could Janos do such a thing…but there his imagination failed him. He could not conceive of Janos, whom he liked, whom he had many reasons to like, forcing a woman. It was inexplicable. It was impossible. But if it was true…

And yet…

Too overwhelmed to speak, nevertheless one thought intruded insistently into the chaos of his thoughts.

“But even if it’s true,” he muttered, bracing himself against the stone wall, “It still makes sense to make the alliance.”

“Tess has taught you well,” said Ilya bitterly, sarcastically. “That was truly spoken like a khaja.” And in the next breath: “She will come for me.” Abruptly he sat down on the bed and began to talk to himself. “A bright light appeared from heaven and on this light he ascended. Father Wind knit a rope and Mother Sun cast a spark on it from out of her eye and glowing it reached down to the tents of the people, and up this rope climb those whom the gods have marked for their own. Farther he climbed than the angels, whose wings shone in the air with the glory of God’s light and filled the heavens with the light of a thousand campfires. By this light you may know him.”

Vasha sidled over to Stefan. “What’s he doing?” he whispered.

Stefan put two fingers over his mouth and drew Vasha aside, away from Bakhtiian, but Ilya seemed to have forgotten they were there. “He began this about ten days ago, after he was beaten by the overseer, when Nikita tried to take the blows for him. He just goes on like this, as Singers do sometimes, speaking words that the gods have poured into them.”

“As far above as angels, he surveyed the lands, and by this sign he recognized his fate, that the sword given him would carve from many lands one land for is it not said that where the gods touch the earth then must all rivers run like the wind and the few shall become the many and the blind shall see. And out of this dispute did Mother Sun exile her only daughter to the earth and sent with her ten sisters who bore the ten tribes of the jaran. And the dyan of the first tribe fell in love with the daughter of the sun. She refused him, as any heaven-born creature must. He led his jahar into battle and fell to a grievous blow. Wounded unto death, he begged her for healing. Healing him, she loved him, and together they made a child.”

Suddenly he leapt up and began to beat a fist against the wall, as if trying to batter it down, over and over again. Vasha jumped forward, to restrain him, but Stefan caught his arm and dragged him back.

“Let him alone. You must let him alone, Vasha. He’ll just rage worse if you try to stop him.”

So Vasha watched helplessly as his father bloodied his hands against the unyielding stone. After a while Ilya slumped down and sat staring at nothing.

“Father,” Vasha said, bringing him water, but Ilya would not drink or even acknowledge his existence. “Father, if Tess comes, you must have the strength to leave this place.” Ilya stirred. “Father. Please.”

And, finally, he drank.

Jaelle and Katerina watched from the tower the commotion caused by Prince Janos’s arrival at White Tower. That evening, two servants brought a magnificent tray of food from the feasting that was, evidently, going on in the great hall.

“He will come to see you tomorrow or the next day,” said Jaelle, feeling that she might broach this subject now with Katerina. “It would be prudent of you to greet him kindly.”

“You think it would be prudent of me to allow him to lie with me, don’t you?”

Jaelle hesitated.

Katerina touched her hand, her fingers tracing her knuckles. “You must tell me what you truly think, Jaelle. It does me no good if you are afraid to speak freely.”

“What he has offered you is generous. You must make him write it down in a contract. That way you are protected if he ceases to love you. That is your great advantage, your only one.”

“My only power is that this man desires me?” Katerina snorted. “That is a sad state of affairs.” Her expression softened, and she clasped Jaelle’s hand firmly in hers. “But that is all you have had, is it not?”

Surprised and abashed, Jaelle could only nod.

“Well,” said Katerina, “I can endure anything, knowing you are my faithful friend.” She leaned toward Jaelle, like a lover easing toward a kiss, and stared at her intently. Jaelle felt dizzy, felt a wash of unexpected heat flood her, but she did not know what to say only that she had to say something, for what if Katerina drew back, recoiling from her silence?

“I am,” she said, her voice so faint it seemed to die into the air. “I am your faithful friend, Katerina.”

Voices sounded on the stairs below. Katerina let go of Jaelle’s hand and leapt to her feet. Moments later, the door to the chamber was unlocked and swung open, and Prince Janos entered.

“I have come to play castles with you.” He handed his cloak and gloves to a servant. A second man hurried forward and piled more wood on the fire so that it blazed up. Jaelle hastily cleared the tray away, but it was taken from her by a servant and she was left to watch while Janos sat down at the table and began to set out the pieces, pausing once to examine the knight whose features had been scraped away. He placed it on the board, making no comment. Servants brought wine and steadied the fire and fled. Finally, Katerina walked over to the table and sat down in the chair opposite Janos. She was not afraid to look at him directly. Jaelle admired her for that.

“I have learned one thing,” said Katerina, picking up the faceless knight and setting it back down, centering it precisely in its square. “That I cannot stop you. You may come here. I will play castles, since I am bored.”

Now he looked up at her, searching her face, his gaze uncomfortably fixed on her. “And my other suit?”

“You did not ask before.”

“I am asking now.”

Her eyes were as blue as the winter ice. “By our laws, Prince Janos, a man who forces a woman is put to death. You are so marked now. I will never invite you to my bed, not now, not at any time, ever, from this day to the day I die.”

“What if I married you? You would have no choice in that, would you, nor about lying with me in my bed?”

“You are already married.”

“But if I was not,” he pressed, “and I chose to marry you, then what?”

“Then you would be a fool for losing Princess Rusudani.”

“But you would be mine.”

Katerina shifted in her chair, looking, for once, at a loss for words. “I want to see my cousin,” she said in a low voice.

“Become my mistress of your own free will, and this will not be denied you.”

Katerina laughed, sharp and surprised. “Is this how khaja men court women?”

“It is your move,” said Janos, indicating the pieces.

“You cannot defeat me, Prince Janos,” she said softly, almost like a warning. But she moved a piece. “Your mother has treated me kindly. I would like to send my servant to the marketplace to buy her a gift, in thanks.”

“With what will you buy this gift?”

She slipped a fine gold necklace off her neck, handling it as if it were the merest trinket. “She may take this to trade.”

He hesitated, hand poised over a foot soldier. “Very well,” he said, moving the piece one square forward. “She may go tomorrow.”

“You will purchase a suitable gift for Lady Jadranka,” said Katerina in the morning as she helped Jaelle on with a cloak, “perfume, perhaps, or a fine bolt of silk, if they have such a thing for sale here. Then you must find a healer…I don’t know what the khaja call them. A woman or a man who can give you herbs, trefin or enefis, perhaps they know of others here, that will prevent a woman from conceiving. You must know of such things.”

“I do.”

“If there is coin left, then buy something for yourself.”

“Good wool cloth,” said Jaelle instantly. “Winter is coming on.”

Katerina laughed and kissed Jaelle on the cheek. “You’re very practical. My grandmother would like you.” Abruptly she flushed and released her, and Jaelle, equally flustered, took a step back. “Go on. The guards are waiting.”

In the chamber below, Lady Jadranka waited for her. “I had hoped to persuade my son to allow Lady Katherine to go on an outing, but I see that she has convinced him to let you go to the marketplace for her. I will go up.”

Outside, Rusudani just happened to be crossing the courtyard with her ladies, heading for the chapel. She halted and approached Jaelle. “This is Lady Katherine’s cloak,” she said, fingering it. Taken aback, Jaelle stood stiffly, but Rusudani nudged her gently, her hand hidden in the folds of the cloak, and passed her a little bag filled with coin. “I see that Lady Jadranka has persuaded Janos to let you out to the market.”

Jaelle took refuge in silence, not sure anymore whose cause she was furthering. She had an idea that Katerina would not approve of her seeking out a love potion meant to work on Bakhtiian, and at the same time, she wondered if Rusudani understood Katerina’s position in relation to her own; certainly she must know nothing about the troubling questions Prince Janos had asked about marriage last night.

The outer ward was alive with activity. It looked rather like the great courtyard of a caravansary when a large caravan was making preparations to set off. By the armorer’s forge, she saw Stefan helping to hold a horse while it was shoed. Setting down a hoof, he looked up and saw her, and his face lit. Without meaning to, she smiled at him, forgot herself enough that she slowed down and received, for her lapse, a groping hand from one of her escorts.

“Move along,” the man said, feeling for her breast.

She jerked forward away from his hands and resolutely looked forward, away from Stefan. “I am Princess Katherine’s servant, and I am to be treated with respect,” she said haughtily, and to her surprise the man moved away from her.

They went out through the gates and down into the town that lay at the foot of the castle. The guards remained civil to her, as if her reminder had refined her status in their eyes: no longer a common whore, she was now a serving woman important enough to be noticed by Lady Jadranka and Princess Rusudani. A servant whose complaints might conceivably be brought to the attention of the prince.

In the marketplace they shadowed her but left her alone to browse and bargain. She was ill-used to such luxury. She haggled over perfume, enjoying herself, and haggled further, in a kind of three-way bargaining with a perfumer and a neighboring jeweler, over the price of the necklace. In the end, she got the perfume, some coin, and, the greatest prize of the transaction, the direction of an herbwoman who was known to be discreet and reliable, and who knew a bit of the trade language.

On market day Mistress Kunane conducted her business from a stall in vegetable row. Bundles of herbs hung from her cart, fragrant even in the open air.

“I come from the castle for herbs to sweeten my lady’s chamber,” said Jaelle. Lowering her voice, she added, “and herbs for myself, to sweeten a man’s heart.”

Mistress Kunane did not reply at once. A robust woman, she eyed the guards fiercely, as if she intended to take a stick to them. They backed up four steps. Then, pinching off herbs into a cloth bag, she examined Jaelle’s face and cloak and clean but mended gown. “A girl as pretty as you has everything she needs to draw a man to her.”

“Alas, Mother, not every man loves with his eyes.”

The herbwoman grunted, but she seemed amused. “You are a foreign woman. Did you come in with those foreigners that was brought in by the prince, God save him?”

“I am. I’m desperate for love of him, Mother.”

“More likely it’s your mistress, whoever she may be, who is wanting a man she ought not to be looking at. There’s naught I can do for that.”

“But you must, Mistress. What will I tell her otherwise?”

“Tell her that a man’s heart is best left untouched. Is there aught else I can get you?”

By now Jaelle was feeling desperate. “But can’t you give me something? I must have something to take back to her.” Behind her, the guards were growing restive, trying to listen in. “There is another thing… if I get with child I’ll lose my position and the master will throw me out on the streets….” The lie came out easily, but soon as it was said aloud it took on a horrible significance. If I get with child. She flushed, the heat like pinpricks along her cheeks.

“Tell me the truth,” said Mistress Kunane. She took her walking stick and struck the nearest guard on the forearm. He yelped and jumped back, and the rest of the guards, startled as well but also chuckling at his discomfiture, moved away again.

“I am just a serving woman, Mother. I have been sent here to procure these things, one for a woman who will suffer needlessly if she gets with child, the other for…I don’t know what will happen if the other gets no satisfaction, whether she will blame me or go another way to get what she wants. Please, Mistress.”

“The holy church enjoins against love potions. I cannot help you, child, only give you sweet herbs to scent the body. As for the other—”

The great bell in the church tower tolled, drowning out the cheerful noise of the marketplace. Once, a second time, and a third, then a pause the length of three rings. And again. And again.

“Ten coppers for the lot,” said Mistress Kunane. Jaelle scarcely had time to give a single silver coin into her hand before the guards grabbed her bodily and hustled her away. All around her, merchants closed their shops and windows were flung shut and bolted. The harmonious undertone of market day erupted into a frightful roar, as if a wave had burst onto a peaceful shore. The bell rang, and paused, and rang again, on and on.

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Jaelle shouted, but the guards were intent on getting back into the castle and dragged her along, ignoring her questions. Once in the outer ward they simply left her to fight her own way through the surging crowd of servants that swamped the courtyard. By the armory, a growing knot of men formed, and Jaelle saw at once that the armorer’s apprentices were passing out armor and weapons.

“Jaelle!” Stefan slipped an arm around her and steered her toward the inner ward. “They’ve forgotten all about me. Can you get me in to see Katya?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. What is happening?”

Then of course she knew. Stupidly, she had forgotten that it might come to this. His face was exultant, alight.

“They’re coming,” he said. “The army is coming.”

“There he is!”

“You will not be abandoned,” said Stefan just as the guards reached him. He did not fight as they dragged him away toward one of the towers, toward his prison, but his look struck her to the heart. You will not be abandoned.

For a moment she thought that Janos’s people might have forgotten her as well, but the truth was, she was no longer entirely insignificant, left to make her own way. One of the guards on the steps saw her before she could duck away and hide by acting busy, and yet she could not regret it when the door opened into the tower chamber and Katerina came running to her.

“What is happening?” Katerina asked.

“The army is coming.”

Katerina laughed, fairly crowed, and kissed her with delight. Below, White Tower prepared for war.



CHAPTER FORTY

The Golden Sea

ILYANA SAT VIGIL AT Valentin’s bedside while the adults argued outside in the courtyard.

“You are not taking him anywhere without our permission,” said her father. “Not off this planet, not until the company has finished its run here.”

“Shut up.” That was David. Ilyana flinched. She had never heard him so angry before. He walked around in a cloud of anger now, ever since the horrible moment when Vasil had jerked Valentin’s body off the nesh lattice. “Now, Yomi—”

“Did you hear me?” asked Vasil.

“You’re no longer a player in this discussion, Veselov,” snapped David.

A scuffle ensued. Ilyana heard a grunt, several gasps from the onlookers, and a few choice swear words.

“Let him go, Gwyn,” said Yomi in a tired voice. “Vasil, you either agree to sit and listen, or I’ll have to ask Yassir to put you under house arrest. He did his public service in the constabulary and is still deputized.”

Karolla said, in khush, “This is women’s business, Vasil. You must wait patiently until it is your turn to have your say.”

“What about the others? I must defend our honor, Karolla.”

“We cannot expect that khaja will behave with equal courtesy. Now sit, husband.”

Ilyana heard the rustling of the company taking positions once more, a few coughs, a nervous whisper. They began to debate again: Maggie O’Neill is coming down on a shuttle, bringing a more advanced stasis bed. She should take the boy back to a class one trauma center. He shouldn’t be moved; we have to find his nesh first. That comment produced a whole new debate, about body and spirit and whether it was true that the spirit lived independently in nesh which accelerated into a full fledged argument about gnosticism, superstition, and the technology of nesh, most of which Ilyana could not follow.

Oblivious to this, Valentin’s body respirated, hooked up to the bed. It gave him fluids. What else it did, Ilyana was not sure. She was not sure if he was breathing on his own or if the bed was doing that for him, too. But without the bed he would waste to nothing and die. His knees were already curling up toward his chest. Sometimes his hands twitched. She could see his veins through the pallor of his skin, a web of blood linking him to the world of breathing.

David came in and sat down beside her. “I can’t stand to listen to that any more.” He looked at Valentin and away, unable to endure the sight of the boy’s flaccid, empty face.

“Let me try to find him in nesh,” Ilyana pleaded.

“No. No. Anyway, the nesh screen is broken now. You can’t reach him.”

“I could use your nesh.”

“That wouldn’t do any good. It isn’t connected to the nesh they have here in the palace.”

“Yes, it is,” she blurted out, then blushed, having betrayed herself.

Mercifully, David only gave her a look. “Others have tried. They found nothing.”

“They don’t know Valentin, they don’t know this palace like I do.”

“How can we let you go, after this happened?”

“I’m not addicted to nesh. I’m not going to lose myself in there. I’m the only one who can find him.”

“And then?”

“Maybe I can convince him to come back.”

“He has sustained systemic nervous system damage. Maybe he can’t come back. Oh, Goddess.” He pressed a palm on his forehead, as if massaging a headache. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, as if Valentin even exists in any form inside nesh. Yana, he’s gone. He doesn’t somehow exist independently in nesh. He’s in a coma, he has brain damage. There’s no magical formula to reunite body and spirit in some kind of dualistic orgy. We have to get him off planet and to a trauma center.”

“But you can’t take his body away from where he lost his spirit—”

“Yana! There isn’t some part of him that’s lost in there. It’s a myth. If he’s going to recover, he can do it only under advanced neurological treatment.”

“At least you could let me try.”

He hesitated, and by that she knew she had won. “All right. We’ll do it tonight, in here. I’ll go in with you, and Hyacinth will monitor the connection.”

Yomi came in. “Yana, your mother wishes to speak with you. I’ll go along, if you’d like.”

“No. I can go alone.” Ilyana stood up. “Where are the children?”

“Evdokia seems to be fine with Portia and Diana, but Hyacinth finally had to take Anton back because he was acting up so badly. It’s difficult to know what is the right choice to make. I did my public service in the constabulary, too, but on a counseling beat, so it isn’t as if I haven’t seen this kind of thing before.”

“What’s going to happen, when we get back to Earth?”

“Your neighborhood constabulary will be notified and your family will be assigned a monitor and an advocate. For now, I’ve taken responsibility.”

“I should have said something sooner,” muttered David. He reached out and tentatively brushed a strand of Valentin’s pale hair back around the whorl of an ear, then withdrew his hand, looking uncomfortable. Looking guilty.

“You have my permission to beat yourself about the head and shoulders,” said Yomi sardonically, but her gaze, resting on the boy, was mournful, and she shook her head. “Go on,” she said gently to Ilyana. “Get it over with. That’s a pretty belt. Is it a silk scarf?”

Ilyana gave a stiff smile and backed out of the room, crossing her wrists over the sash, which she had wrapped around her waist. She found her mother at the tent.

“Ah, Yana, sit down here beside me.”

Ilyana shook her head and remained standing on the edge of the carpet, not coming in under the awning. Little Rose lay on her back on the carpet, staring at her fists, and Anton lay on his stomach, reading from a flat screen.

“You will sit,” repeated Karolla, an edge on her voice.

“I won’t.”

“What have I done to deserve this disrespect from my eldest daughter?”

“What have you done! Is it true that you let that financier get close to Valentin, to use him? That you knew about it and let it go on?”

“It is usual for an experienced woman to initiate a boy—”

“She was using him. She was molesting him! A woman like that would never have been allowed near a boy his age, in the tribes.”

“You know nothing about life in the tribes, Yana! You think you know, but you have no idea—”

“I don’t think it’s anything you’d ever dare tell my grandmother, if you saw her now, that’s what I think!”

“If your grandmother saw what an insolent, disrespectful creature you have become, then it’s true she would wonder where I had failed, in teaching you manners, child. This is what comes of allowing you khaja friends and khaja schooling.

“That’s all that saved me!” Ilyana retorted, then faltered. Her mother had retreated so far from her, into some other world, like Valentin into nesh, that she realized she could not reach her. She wanted to ask, to accuse, to find out if it was true that Vasil had tried to bargain her away to the cultural minister in exchange for smuggling him onto Rhui, but she could not. She could not bear to know. There, coming out of the caravansary, came her father.

Ilyana fled from him, ignoring her mother calling after her. She ran to the ruined caravansary, where the sun beat down on the worn walls and baked the scent of dust into the air. She sat down on a tumbled lintel and leaned her head back against a brick wall. Shutting her eyes, she imagined the walls built back up, the courtyard alive with carts and animals, merchants haggling over marching order and horses drinking from the trough. She built a greater caravansary, a whole complex of them, gateways for a thousand caravans departing for other countries, for other planets, for worlds inside and outside nesh. The sun’s warmth kissed her face and slowly slid down her body until only her bare feet lay within its glow. Her toes worked at the dirt, wearing away a hollow in ground worn level and hard by a century of traffic. Except there couldn’t have been any traffic here, could there? What caravans would have come through this place? Where would they have been going?

Where was Anatoly Sakhalin right now?

She covered her face with her hands, ashamed at herself for thinking of him. What would it be like, if he had not already been married? If he had married her? She would have her own tent, and even within her mother’s influence, she could take the younger children into her tent and Anatoly could have fostered her brothers. It was true that in many ways he held to the old ways as firmly as her mother did, but he seemed able to move between the worlds, to make enough compromises, to understand that there must be flexibility…to understand that it took both compression and tension, push and pull, to make a building stand upright.

She heard the whisper of soft bells. Jerking her hands down, she stared at the opposite wall where a shadow loomed, a man’s shadow, to her right, poised back around the corner. He had a lithe body, a head crowned with a braided headdress, and four arms. The shadow did not move. Neither did she. Paralyzed, she tried to wish herself into stone, but she wasn’t in nesh. She remained flesh.

Finally, panting, she forced herself up. She refused to wait in fear. But as she moved the shadow moved, somewhere in the lane behind her, and she darted around the corner to see what was there, but all she caught was the shadow of movement, a whisper of bells moving away into the dark belly of the catacombs. Her heart was thudding so loudly in her chest and in her ears that it drowned out the noise of the world. What if she hadn’t pulled her hands down and looked right at that moment? Why would a statue be wandering in this caravansary? How could a statue wander at all? Or had she only dreamed it?

The sun was setting. Its light glittered on the rings of the planet, pale arches like delicate bracelets in the sky. Like the ankle bracelets jaran girls wore, to signify how many lovers they had taken. In a ditch, a straggling line of weeds boasted tiny flowers, closing now as the sun left them. The wind came up. She felt alone and utterly isolated.

“I can’t go back,” she said to the air. “It’s not my home anymore.”

Like an echo, caught in a maze of rooms, she heard the distant murmur of bells. It is never wise to attract the notice of the gods. She bolted. She ran all the way back to the other caravansary and finally halted, out of breath, outside the curtained doorway of the room where they had installed Valentin.

“I could have done something about it,” David was saying. “Goddess, I knew, and I didn’t do anything.”

“No wonder you’re angry at everyone else,” replied Hyacinth.

“Oh, hell, it’s true. I’m just so furious at myself.”

“You couldn’t have known this would happen.”

“That’s what we always say, isn’t it?”

“I can see you’re in a self-defeating mood. I won’t trot out the rest of the cliches, then. We’re not going to be here much longer, though. I know Owen is angling for us to tour farther into Chapalii space. What’s going to happen then?”

“Maybe the best thing for those kids would be to stay on Earth and be fostered to someone else, with Veselov a good long way away from them.”

“Veselov won’t be touring with the company again.”

“Why not?”

“You don’t know? You can’t see it? He’s lost it. He doesn’t know how to act anymore, only how to pose. Owen is thoroughly disgusted with him, but he’s contracted to the end of this run.”

“Well, whatever it takes, we need to keep him away from those kids.”

“Do you blame him more than her, then?”

“Yes, I do. What a self-centered egotistical bastard he is. Karolla is just so self-negating as to be a cipher.”

“Oh, I would say that she’s as inflexible. No, I’d say she’s more inflexible. Don’t forget I’ve lived upstairs from them for seven years now, I like to be generous and spread blame around. Listen, David, have you ever visited their flat? No? Let me just say that they made their bed and now they’re lying in it.”

“That didn’t happen to Yevgeni.”

“Only because in the end we got up-enough courage to admit that we couldn’t do it on our own.”

“But Sakhalin never got counseling that I know of, nor did Diana ever go to the constabulary and ask for an advocate.”

“That’s true. Anatoly Sakhalin may be an arrogant bastard, but if you prod him enough, you can at least get him to think. But there’s going to be hell to pay between him and Di when he gets back. I think she’s going to file for a dissolution.”

“Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes. David, I hope you’re not blind enough to have missed that she’s taken up with Yassir. The lighting designer. So Anatoly will end up paying the price one way or the other.”

“And what about Ilyana?” David asked.

Ilyana pushed through the curtain and went into the room, not wanting to hear whatever Hyacinth might say about her. “I’m ready,” she said. “I’m ready to go for Valentin.”

She walks the web of light and drops down into the hall of memory. David is not with her. She remembers seeing him place his hands on the nesh sponge, remembers a finger placed against hers, the comforting warmth of his body next to her, remembers Hyacinth holding one of Valentin’s hands against the sponge, just in case, but now she is here, alone, falling into the cavern of time, where Shiva danced the anandatandava in the hall of consciousness within the heart of woman, within the heart of man.

“I’m looking for my brother,” she says desperately, for Genji is there, her robes rustling with a thousand small voices as she moves from a lit corridor out into the grand hall. “He got lost in here.”

“It is careless to lose a brother,” says Genji. “They are difficult to replace.”

Ilyana wants to ask her if she has lost brothers, but she is afraid to, because here in nesh even more than out in the surface world she is aware of the passage of time, of the incremental slippage that drags Valentin farther and farther away from her, falling into the deepest wilderness, unmapped, much of it as yet unmade, formless….

“I know where he’s gone,” she says aloud as she realizes where he must be. Without thinking, or with thinking but without forethought, she builds the gate to the memory palace out of the seamless black floor and walks through to find David standing in the courtyard. “We have to go to the desert,” she says. “That’s where he went. He went to the desert.”

So David takes them through the shortcut he built, the vine lattice which passes through the stultifying humidity of the jungle and then into the sere heat of the endless, empty plain. Here it is flat, packed sand in a parched monotone extending to the horizon. Nothing stirs. She sees no sign of life.

“I don’t see him,” says David needlessly. “There’s nothing out here.”

But there is the smell of baking heat, and the sour taste of grit, and the biting sand that gets into her ears and rubs in the collar of her blouse and blisters the soles of her feet. And there, half hidden in a tiny drift of sand, dried camel droppings. This is still Valentin’s land. His soul still exists here.

“Not here,” she says, remembering. “He’s trying to get through to somewhere else.” Through the storm.

She stretches out her hands, her fingertips. She reaches for the sand, feels its grain, its silicate structure. In true nesh, she could not alter the constructs of another person’s habitat, but this is not true nesh, this is another type of nesh entirely, formless matter inhabited by a trace of Valentin’s soul.

She draws the sand up into the air and calls the wind from the north, blowing down upon her, she draws it through her until she is scoured clean inside and herself becomes a gateway. She pushes forward into the storm which is also herself. She forms in her memory the image of that place that Valentin struggled toward, the golden sea—not, as she had thought, that bronze gold undulation of endless sand which is the desert, but a moving sea rippled by currents of wind.

She battles forward, but the way is made easier because someone has already forged this path, she is only rediscovering it for herself, Valentin has already come before her, she can see the signs of his passing like an echo of his being. The golden light glares brighter and brighter until she has to shut her eyes against the blinding glare which is both of her and outside of her. The wind howls, screaming against her, the sand tearing her to ribbons. Then she feels the hot breath of a summer wind and she throws herself through, heedless of David struggling behind her.

And she is out on a golden plain flying above it like a bird. She is a bird. She is a fledgling eagle, soaring above a sea of grass. Sharp-sighted, she can see three days’ ride away, and there, beyond the swell and ebb of the ground and the endless motion of the wind through the grass, she sees a tribe moving.

Swifter than horses, she wings toward them, spying them out. As with any tribe, there are women and carts and children and the men of the jahar, dressed in the pale and bright surcoats of Bakhtiian’s army. There is her uncle, Anton Veselov, just as she remembers him, and beside him, a far mistier memory, is her grandfather, Dmitri Mikhailov, Karolla’s father and the man who led the final, failed rebellion against Ilyakoria Bakhtiian in the tribes. And there, riding beside the men with her bow strapped across her back, is Valye Usova. A herd of horses and a bigger herd of glariss, bleating and trotting in the familiar unruly mob, trails the line of wagons. An old woman drives the lead wagons; Ilyana takes a moment to recognize her. It is Mother Sakhalin, ancient, surely dead by now… but of course the others here are dead, too. She swoops down and as a child in the second cart points up into the heavens, marking her descent, she sees the driver of the second string of wagons: Her aunt, Arina Veselov. And riding beside her, an old but hale man, the healer Nikolai Sibirin whom she vaguely remembers.

Ilyana feels a terrible fear. She feels as if the heavens are contracting around her, but the sky remains cold and piercingly blue, as infinite as the grass. She lands, fluttering, on the second wagon, perched on the rim of the wagon beside Arina Veselov, who looks at her with grave eyes.

“Where is Valentin?” Ilyana asks, but it only comes out as a shriek, an eagle’s call, fierce and challenging.

“A spirit is visiting us from the heavens,” says Niko Sibirin.

Despairing, Ilyana flings herself skyward and flies, anywhere, away, not wanting to watch the tribe as it rides on across the golden sea of grass. Was this what Valentin wanted? I want to go home, he had said. The tribe continues on its way, receding into the distance behind her.

But there, a tiny speck in the grass, comes a rider. She wings closer, dives, heart fluttering in her chest with excitement.

It is! It is Valentin, riding a young bay mare.

“Valentin!” she cries in her eagle’s voice. “Valentin!”

He does not heed her. She swoops down, but he is intent on riding. He marks her only as a great bird, a spirit, watching from the heavens. His face is alight. Like a stone in her stomach, Ilyana realizes that he is happy.

“Valentin! It’s me. It’s Ilyana. Come back. Come back.”

But he keeps on riding, and though she tries, she cannot transform herself here. She is an eagle, a spirit, come from another land. She flies along with him until the wind picks up, driving her backward. Battling against it, she loses ground, he recedes from her, and she is torn away, sucked back through, and the plain is swallowed up in a howling storm of sand and grit battering against her and she feels a firm hand pull her back into the smothering haven of the jungle and she walks two steps, weeping, down the marble foyer that passes through the gate of the memory palace.

Weeping, Ilyana let go of the sponge. “He can’t hear me! He couldn’t hear me, he just kept on riding!”

“Where did you go?” David asked in a hoarse voice. “I couldn’t follow you.”

“Goddess,” swore Hyacinth, fainter. “You’ve been gone for hours. Take some water.”

“He’s trying to go home,” said Ilyana, and then she was sobbing so hard that she could no longer talk.



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

A Taste of Betrayal

GUARDS TOOK VASHA TO the battlements and there he found Prince Janos surveying the army that, three days after the first alert, now surrounded the town and castle of White Tower. Staring at Janos’s back, Vasha tried to imagine the khaja man forcing Katya, but he could not. Another khaja man, perhaps, but not Janos. Anyway, Katya would never let such a thing happen to her. Janos swung around, and Vasha was abruptly reminded of the bruises Janos had received before the hunting trip, as if he had fallen down… or gotten in a fight.

Seeing Vasha, Janos beckoned him to the wall. “How can you advise me, Prince Vasil’ii?”

Rather than speak to him, Vasha stared down at the army laying siege below: tents set up outside of catapult range, the sheer number of horses, and farther back, at the limit of his vision, the sudden onset of industry where the engineers would be directing the building of siege engines, towers, and the other paraphernalia of war. As a strike force setting out to join Yaroslav Sakhalin’s army, this group had no such weapons with them, but they knew how to build them, how to draft the local peasants to do the work under the supervision of soldiers. He knew this force, of course, knew the banners and recognized the colors: there, the red and gold of his father’s personal guard, the half that had stayed with the army and thus not perished in the ambush; there, various tribal colors. But most startling, flying among the banners, was the eagle rising, wings elevated and displayed, the heraldic device of the Prince of Jeds. Tess had come for revenge.

“I can give you no advice,” he said finally, miserably. “Those are my own people.” He wanted to ask about Katya, but he dared not.

“I don’t want to fight them. My defenses are strong, but as you can see they outnumber me. Is that banner not the banner of the Prince of Jeds? I would choose to negotiate. You know that is true. I can offer them an advantageous alliance. What can I send them as surety for my good will?”

Vasha almost said, ‘the priest,’ but discarded that idea. It was dangerous now to bring too much attention to Ilya. In any case, the army below would not be in a mood to negotiate. “Send an envoy. That is all you can do. They will not grant you terms.”

“You seem certain of that. I would send you, of course, but I must hold you in reserve. I hope you take no offense of it.”

“I take none. But there is one thing…” He met Janos’s gaze. “Free Princess Katerina. That would show you mean well.”

There it was, the knowledge in his eyes, that easy to see once you knew to look for it. Janos turned away from Vasha, hiding his expression, and Vasha was swamped with something like grief, a taste of betrayal. So it was true. Janos, decent to him, had raped Katerina. How could one man contain two such faces? And what of Katya, who was, Vasha supposed, never more to be spoken of between them? Janos looked out over the jaran army, the abandoned fields, and the clouds approaching from the east. Vasha felt the first spray of rain, a mist, dampening the stones.

“I will go down now,” said Janos to his guards. “Prince Vasil’ii, you will attend me, I hope.”

It was not a request. Clearly, Janos did not intend to give up any of his hostages. Nor, Vasha reflected wryly, would he have done any differently in the same situation. Except he would never, ever, force a woman to lie with him. Worst of all, following Janos down the narrow, slick steps, Vasha realized that he could not bring himself to hate the man, only the deed. And by thinking that, he might as well himself have betrayed Katya.

Tess sat under her awning and watched the khaja envoy approach her through the rain. She had sited her tent so that she could see the castle and the hastily-completed defensive works thrown up around the town. The rain gave them a blurred appearance, deceptively soft and welcoming. Because it was growing dark, and the lanterns threw light no farther than the square of her carpets, she did not realize until the envoy ducked under the awning that the man wore the badge of the Mircassian king.

“Why does a Dushan prince send a Mircassian envoy?” she asked, too impatient to waste time on the niceties.

The man bowed, gave his name and title, and looked, not surprisingly, a trifle nervous. “I had arrived at White Tower on other business,” he said, recovering his smooth manners, “and volunteered to act as go-between. Prince Janos wishes to know why you have invaded his lands and surrounded his castle.”

Tess scowled. “You may take this message back to Prince Janos. If he surrenders himself into my custody, I will spare the town and the castle and everyone who has taken refuge within the walls.”

“Your highness—”

“I am not negotiating. Take that message back to him. I want a reply at dawn tomorrow.” She gestured to one of the guards to escort him away. Given no choice, he went.

As soon as they were out of earshot, Gennady Berezin crouched down beside her. “You did not ask about hostages.”

“Had I asked about them, Prince Janos would know that I knew that he had that power over me. Now he must play that piece himself, in an attempt to counter my first attack.”

“If he does not agree to surrender himself? In his position, I would not.”

“I know nothing of Prince Janos, whether he is shrewd or foolish. I can only try to force his hand, make him show his full strength early rather than late.”

The soldier waved toward the castle. “His position is strong. I am sure we outnumber him, but he is protected by a ditch, a moat, and stone walls.”

“Perhaps by more than that. Princess Rusudani is the granddaughter of King Barsauma of Mircassia. A Mircassian envoy comes forward as a representative of Prince Janos. That suggests to me that Janos knows what he possesses, if indeed he possesses the princess. But where else would she have gone? She surely was captured at Urosh Monastery. And if he has jaran hostages as well—”

But there, having said it, she had to stop. Hope pierced her as painfully as any spear might; she felt it physically, she could not speak. She had not spoken Ilya’s name in days, as if by speaking it she might somehow release it from the earth and lose him, lose any hope of him.

“We will wait,” she said at last. “Prince Janos knows why we want him.”

After delivering his message, the Mircassian envoy retreated to the hearth, warming his hands at the great fire as if within its halo of light and heat he might find safety. Except there was no safety to be had within White Tower. Vasha sat in a chair, idly fingering the game pieces, and watched Janos pace the length of the solar and back again. Katya had fought, of course—Vasha was sure of that—but Janos must have overpowered her. And then—but beyond that Vasha could not go. Just could not. Janos looked preoccupied, grim, but not remotely like a man so monstrous that he would force a woman.

“Where is my wife?” Janos said suddenly. A servant scurried out. Sometime later Princess Rusudani swept in, attended by her women, by two guards, and by Bakhtiian. She looked cool and elegant except for two spots of color burning in her cheeks. Ilya held a copy of The Recitation in one hand and he stared fixedly at it, seeming not to see the room or Vasha.

“You will attend me,” Janos said to her as she entered. She sat down in her chair and began to embroider, the other women arranging themselves around her. They were unnaturally quiet, as if fear kept them from speaking, and finally Rusudani nodded toward Ilya and he opened The Recitation and began to read aloud from it in a low voice.

Janos sat down opposite Vasha and set the pieces up for a game. “The Prince of Jeds refuses to negotiate,” Janos said.

Ilya’s voice faltered. Rusudani signed to him to set down the book, and she began to embroider again, head bowed over the fabric.

“The jaran will not negotiate, my lord,” said Vasha.

“What would they do if I surrendered?”

“They will kill you.” As Vasha said it, he looked up and saw Rusudani’s gaze fixed on them. She glanced away at once, toward Ilya, who stared blindly at the open pages of the book. He was not reading but listening. “But they would also spare the town and all inside.”

“Would you surrender yourself under such circumstances?”

“Do you intend to?”

“No. I simply wondered.” He beckoned to the Mircassian envoy, and the man crossed the room to stand beside him. “At dawn you will go to the Prince of Jeds and inform her, graciously, that I hold Prince Vasil’ii and Princess Katherine, and that I am willing to enter into negotiations in return for her consideration of an alliance with Mircassia.”

To Vasha’s surprise, Rusudani stood up. “I am the heir to Mircassia,” she said clearly. “Do you intend to negotiate without consulting me?”

Janos rose at once and went over to her. He took her hand and led her to the table. “You have been ten years in the convent, my lady. You have no experience in this. Lord Belos, bring Princess Rusudani some wine.”

Her presence affected Vasha so strongly that he had to bow his head. From under his lashes he watched her drink, the curve of her lips on the rim of the glass, the slight movement of her throat. She was so close to him that he could easily have touched her, as Janos touched her, keeping one hand firmly on her as if to mark that she belonged to him. For even more than the hostages, Rusudani was the prize that could save Janos’s life.

When she had finished drinking, she spoke, slowly enough that Vasha understood the gist of her words. “My lord husband, I would send the priest to the jaran as surety for your good faith. Give him to them to show that you mean to keep to any treaty you might agree to. Perhaps they will forgive you for…” She broke off, found her voice again. “For the other. For what transpired at the monastery.”

“No,” said Janos flatly. “I would be a fool to give up even one. Lord Belos, see that the jaran priest and the others, the soldiers, are put in the dungeon. We may have a use for them later.”

Color rose in Rusudani’s cheeks. “They are my prisoners, not yours, to dispose of.”

“Is it not said in The Recitation that a woman ought to be subject to the greater wisdom of a man?”

“Prince Vasil’ii, I appeal to you. Is such a thing said of women among the jaran?”

Her plea startled Vasha, and he stood as well, aware of how near she was. He did not look at her but at the pieces lined neatly up on the gameboard. “No, Princess Rusudani. A woman is subject to no man’s authority, except—” He faltered, remembering his conversations with Janos. Remembering Katerina.

“Except her husband?” Janos asked softly.

“Except, at times, that of her husband,” Vasha murmured.

Rusudani’s hand moved into his field of vision and retreated, and he felt her shift, her movement like a wave against him.

“Lord Belos,” said Janos, “see to your duty.”

The steward bowed and left.

“All that you have,” said Rusudani softly, “came to you through women. I trust you remember that.”

“What I have, I intend to hold on to.”

Vasha lifted his eyes and met Janos’s gaze squarely. He had the sudden, appalling thought that Janos meant, not his mother’s lands, not his wife’s inheritance, but Katerina. Could it be that Janos loved Katerina? But how could a man both love and rape a woman? It was impossible. He must be either lover or rapist; he could not be both together.

Vasha risked a glance at Rusudani, so close to him now that if he leaned forward he could kiss her on the mouth, but she was not looking at her husband. She looked beyond him, at Lord Belos, who brought forward three guards to escort Bakhtiian away. Ilya merely rose and, book still clutched in his right hand, went with them, taut as any caged beast. Lord Belos followed him out.

“I will send for my mother to sit here with you,” said Janos. “While we wait.”

“No need,” replied Rusudani. “I will retire to my chamber.”

Janos watched her go. Vasha did not dare to. Finally, when the ladies had all left the solar, Janos sat down again, facing Vasha across the table. He looked restless but determined. “Shall we play?”

That night a footstep sounded in the stairwell, and a scratch came at the door. Jaelle swiftly slid out of Katerina’s embrace and got up, pulling a cloak around her. A moment later the door opened. Princess Rusudani slipped inside, holding a small lantern, and held two fingers up to her lips. Lowering them, she untied a small pouch from her gown and held it out toward Jaelle.

“Do not ask questions,” she said in a low voice, glancing toward Katerina, who still slept, worn to exhaustion by her endless pacing on the day just passed. “In the morning you will go down to the gates and tell the guard who wears a blue ribbon tied at his belt that you have my leave to go down to the market. You will find the herbwoman and from her you will get a drink, herbs, whatever she might have, that will cause men to sleep, enough for at least twenty men. There is more than enough coin. Get other herbs as well, the love potion if you can, or else that which whores take so that they will not conceive.”

Jaelle glanced up at her, surprised that a convent-raised woman would know of such things, but Rusudani was in the grip of a passion and seemed oblivious to her.

“Tomorrow evening, after supper, I will come here with my attendants to visit Princess Katherine and to read from The Recitation. You will give me the herbs then. I will find some way to distract the others so that you may give them to me without them noticing.”

“How did you get past the guards tonight, my lady?”

Rusudani’s gaze did not leave Katerina, and Jaelle grew even more nervous. “Does she love him?” Rusudani asked suddenly, ignoring Jaelle’s question. “Does Princess Katherine love my husband? I am not blind. I know he has taken her as his concubine. He is not an ill-favored man, and he can be gracious, when he chooses to be.”

Only the banked coals, a dull, somber red, and the flickering candle flame gave light to the room. Rusudani’s face glowed, shadowed and illuminated together by the flame from her lantern. The rest of the room was dim, unreal. Jaelle did not know what to say. In any case, Rusudani needed no reply, no acknowledgment. She went on.

“I hold no grudge against her. Like me, she was taken by force. I would only regret it if what I must do now will cause her pain.” She turned, and her eyes were lost in shadow. “Take the pouch. Do as I say. We will meet again tomorrow night.”

Then she was gone, closing and barring the door behind her, like a dream. So long did Jaelle stand there in the darkness, wondering if it had been a dream or a true visitation, that finally Katerina stirred from the bed, murmuring, and Jaelle jerked guiltily and went back to curl under the warmth of the covers. Reflexively, not truly awake, Katerina pressed against her and draped an arm over her, taking comfort in Jaelle’s presence, as she always did now.

Did Katerina love Janos?

Jaelle felt Katerina’s breath against her neck. No, she did not love him. Jaelle knew that to be true. In some odd way he interested Katerina, appalled her, fascinated her; in a very obvious way he had earned her enmity. Katerina sighed and murmured words, formless in sleep but pure in tone. A lover’s words. And there the words lay, once spoken, tangible things marking the quiet night chamber just as torches lit the parapets of the besieged city, so that the army outside would know that the forces inside were alert to the threat: She loves me.

Love is dangerous. Jaelle had only to reach out and touch the little pouch of coin that lay in the folds of the cloak. Whatever scheme Rusudani had concocted, it did not grow out of any love for her husband. But Jaelle knew that in the morning, she would go down to the castle gates and beg leave of the guardsman with the blue ribbon tied to his belt to go beyond, into the marketplace. Not for Rusudani. Once she would have said it was only for herself, to find the least opportunity to improve her lot, to put coin away for unlucky days, to give favors to others so that they might owe her one. Now, she supposed she did it as much for Katerina and Stefan, in the hope that somehow, however unlikely it might seem, what Rusudani planned might help them. But by seeking to help them, she made herself vulnerable. And that frightened her.

At dawn, the Mircassian envoy again approached the tent of the Prince of Jeds.

“Where is Prince Janos?” Tess asked without preamble. She was exhausted. She had hardly slept. Early on she had dreamed that Ilya had come back to her, as if from the dead, and after that she had been afraid to go to sleep again.

“Your highness.” The envoy was sharp enough. Neither did he waste time in pleasantries. “Prince Janos offers you an alliance with Mircassia.”

“How can he do so? Does he have King Barsauma’s ear?”

“He has the king’s heir. I can vouch for this, your highness. I was sent by King Barsauma to secure Princess Rusudani, to bring her back to Mircassia and invest her as the heir.”

Caught despite herself, Tess indulged her curiosity, even though she knew that the least sign of interest weakened her position. “There is another heir, a young man, Barsauma’s nephew.”

“He has fled to Filis with his mother, your highness, now that he has been repudiated by the king. Prince Janos has married Princess Rusudani. He can offer you an alliance with Mircassia.”

“Surely Princess Rusudani could offer this herself. She is the heir.”

“She is only a woman—” Flushing, the envoy broke off.

Tess smiled. “I understand the situation well enough, Lord Envoy. Tell me, since it seems obvious to me that Rusudani’s consort will be the king in her stead, do you think Prince Janos will meet with King Barsauma’s approval? It hardly serves me to make an alliance with a man who cannot fulfill its terms. You may tell me the truth, Lord Envoy. I grant you immunity, now, and whatever may happen next.”

Startled, he glanced away from her, at the camp, at the jaran soldiers, a grim-looking lot, and at the castle, which gleamed white in the morning sun, proud but not impregnable. “He is not the prince King Barsauma would have chosen, your highness, but he is well enough. The king will not be disappointed.”

And so, Tess thought, the jaran could have an alliance with Mircassia and be spared fighting that powerful kingdom at all. It was a shrewd offer. It was tempting.

But it was from the man who had killed Ilya in an ambush.

Tess stood up so abruptly that her chair tipped over. A soldier caught it before it could hit the carpet and set it upright again.

“We will begin our attack at dawn tomorrow,” she said, one hand clenched, “if Prince Janos does not surrender himself to us by that time. Take that message back to him.”

“Do not speak in haste, your highness,” said the envoy, bolder now that she had granted him immunity. “Prince Janos holds two hostages. He is willing to trade them for an alliance.”

Her heart skipped a beat. At first she could not force the words past her throat. “What hostages might I be interested in?”

He took an hour to reply, a second, a million years. Now would come the name. She waited, but he did not speak, and then at last when she thought she would freeze, would burn, would dissolve into nothing because she could not bear to wait one more instant to hear, his mouth moved. He spoke.

“Prince Vasil’ii and Princess Katherine, your highness.”

At first, a spike of warmth, the unspoken reply: Thank God Vasha and Katya are alive. Then, she plunged into the darkest depths. Not Ilya, and any man whether shrewd or foolish would know enough to bargain for his own life with the life of Bakhtiian.

She wanted to turn and walk into her tent. She wanted to shut herself away and scream. But she could not.

“Are there others?”

“A few soldiers, your highness, servants, nothing more.”

“How can Prince Janos prove that these hostages exist, and are alive? One of my own soldiers must go with you into the castle and identify them.”

“I cannot agree to this without Prince Janos’s permission, your highness.”

He was stalling, of course. But Janos had played his strongest card, Tess was sure of it. She still had a fresh army. She could afford to wait one more day. “Tell him what I have said, then. Return to me at dawn tomorrow.”

He bowed.

Even after he left, she did not retreat into her tent. Out here, in the daylight, under the eyes of the whole army, she had no choice but to stay composed, to look strong, to keep in control. She was afraid of what would happen if she was alone.

Jaelle left just after dawn to go down to the marketplace. It was easier than she had expected to get past the guards, who had either been bribed or cozened by Rusudani, and she was surprised to find the market in full spate, as though the people crammed within the town chose to pretend that no army sat outside the walls, waiting to break through. She found Mistress Kunane and her cart. This time, without the doubtful presence of guards, Mistress Kunane was eager to take an overgenerous payment of coin in return for the herbs Rusudani had asked for.

“It’s for the little ones,” Jaelle explained, slipping the bundle of herbs into the pouch she wore at her belt. “They cry all night, they’re so frightened.”

“Give it to them in wine,” said Mistress Kunane, counting through the coin carefully. “That will make it work better.”

Another customer came forward, and Jaelle escaped, relieved that the herbwoman was too busy to question her closely, as she had done last time.

Only one man could now be spared to stand guard outside Widow’s Tower, and he was too preoccupied with his own thoughts to do more than take the coin she offered him when he let her back in.

“What does Rusudani want sleeping herbs for?” Katerina asked.

“I don’t know.”

Katerina looked thoughtful and went to stare out the slit window, where she could see the distant streaks that marked the enemy campfires.

At midday Jaelle heard the clatter of boots and armor on the stairs. The door opened to admit Prince Janos and a flock of guards. Katerina rose slowly. Then she gasped and took a step forward. She spoke a word in khush.

Too late Jaelle saw the man surrounded by guards: a jaran soldier, his armor covered by a handsome red and gold surcoat. The next instant the guards had hustled him out, and the door thudded closed behind them, leaving Prince Janos alone with the two women.

“That was my uncle, Gennady Berezin,” said Katerina, surprised into the confession.

Janos circled her at a careful distance, but she kept turning to face him. “He agreed to enter the castle in order to identify you and your cousin, to take news of you back to the Prince of Jeds.”

“What of the other prisoners?”

Janos dismissed them with a wave of one hand. “They aren’t important. They remain in the dungeon. You are the one who matters.” He said it warily.

“Now what do you mean to do, Prince Janos?”

“Use your life to bargain for my own.”

Katerina smiled bitterly. “It is worth so little to you?”

With two swift strides he closed the gap between them and grasped her hands in his. She began to pull back, then stilled, reading a new emotion in his face. “It is worth that much to me. More than you wish to understand.” He struggled within himself, his voice thick with longing, for her. Jaelle stared, seeing him stripped away to nothing, naked, as if his desperate circumstance had brought him to reveal his weakness to the woman he evidently loved. Because it was always weakness in a man to reveal that he loved a woman. A man’s desire for her was the only power a woman had. “If I had only been more patient….”

“It is too late for regrets, Prince Janos. You have condemned yourself.”

Strange, Jaelle thought, that the woman, locked away, might seem more powerful at this moment than the man who had imprisoned her.

“Is there no hope for me?” he asked hoarsely.

She jerked her hands out of his. “I have my honor to uphold.”

“It is no dishonor to a woman to be taken in war. You are mine, and I have used you more kindly than any other man would have.”

“Than any khaja man, perhaps. Do not slander the men of my own people.”

“But you are mine.” He took hold of her shoulder with one hand and with the other caressed one of her braids, twining it through his fingers. “Is what the men of your people do when they marry, when they scar a woman’s face, any better than forcing her? Had I done that to you, had I taken a blade and cut your face, would you have come willingly to my bed?”

Pale, she twisted out of his grasp, and he let go of her. “I would have no choice.”

“Tell me how this is different, Katherine. We use different words, we have different customs, because we are what you call khaja, but for me to take you as my mistress is no different than for a jaran man to take you as his wife. You have as little choice in either.”

Katerina crossed to the window seat, but she did not sit down. Her posture was stiff, her expression bleak. “I pray to the gods that my aunt may come soon,” she said, and would not look at him as she said it.

“I fell into a rage,” said Janos softly. “It will not happen again. I will not touch you again without your consent. Is that enough?”

Jaelle had to sit down, she was so astonished to hear him say it.

But Katerina only said, “No.”

“I will draw up a contract—”

“I do not want your lands or your wealth.”

“What do you want, then?” he asked, growing exasperated.

“I want to be free.”

“Free to leave here and be scarred by a man of your own people?”

Now she turned. Her color was high. “Free even of that, Prince Janos. You are right enough, that I might as well be your mistress as another man’s wife, but I will not be either!”

It was a clear, cold day outside, and harsh lines of light striped the chamber and the rug. Katerina’s eyes were as cold as the sunlight, and Janos blazed, like the fire, answering her. “You will never forgive me for one night’s anger.”

“I can never forgive such a thing. Only a man would ask a woman to do so.”

He moved. Amazed, Jaelle watched as he knelt before Katerina and lifted one of her hands to his lips, kissing it tenderly before he let it go. “I remain your servant, Princess Katherine. Always, and forever.”

She looked taken aback. “Then I order you to let me go, to return to the army camped outside these walls.”

He smiled wryly and stood up. “Only a woman would ask a man to do so. My castle is besieged, Princess Katherine. A man in my position does not divest himself of his most prized possession except in dire need. And I confess to you, my pale rose, that your beauty and your fierce soul will be out of my reach if I am dead.”

While she stood, speechless and unmoving, he leaned into her and kissed her, then stepped back quickly, as if to avoid any blow she might throw at him. But she did not move. “No man will offer you what I do, Katherine, no man will cherish you as I will, nor will I cease my suit, so long as I live.” He placed a hand over his heart and bowed, slightly, as any man ought to a princess, and left the chamber.

Dust trailed down the beams of light as the afternoon sun sank low enough to slant in through the arrowslits. The fire popped in the hearth, and Jaelle jumped, startled, and added another log to the fire.

“No man has ever spoken to me in that way before,” said Katerina into the silence. Her voice trembled.

“He loves you,” said Jaelle, although it was hard for her to say the words. “That is not a luxury often given to princes, or so it is said. A prince must marry for lands and alliances, a merchant for what connection it can bring him and his family. A slave cannot marry at all, except at his master’s whim.”

“I will never marry.”

Jaelle made the sign of the knife. “Be careful what vows you make to God, Katerina. He might hold you to them.”

But Katerina fixed her gaze on Jaelle, so searing a gaze that Jaelle froze, afraid to move. “Don’t you understand? I don’t want to marry. I don’t care for men in that way, not truly.” Her voice caught, but she lay a hand against the stone wall as if for support and went on. “Scorn me if you wish, but it is what I am. I could love you, Jaelle, but I will not burden you with what you do not want. I know you are fond of Stefan.” She paused. “Now you know my secret. You may betray me if you wish.”

Jaelle shut her eyes, then opened them, because it was cowardice not to look on Katerina, who had just offered her a glimpse of her inmost soul. “I will never betray you. I swear it, my lady.”

“Could you love me?”

Jaelle flushed. “I do love you.” It came out as a whisper. “But not, not as a woman loves a man. I cannot. I’m sorry.”

To her surprise, Katerina’s expression brightened. “Ah, gods, Jaelle, you have given me a precious gift, and I thank you for it.”

After that, Katerina seemed calmer. That evening she received Princess Rusudani and Lady Jadranka with equanimity. She even agreed to read aloud from The Recitation that had been translated into Taor, and Rusudani took advantage of the rapt attention given to Katerina’s reading to visit the screened-off chamber pot. Jaelle followed her, and there, trading places, she slipped the herbs into Rusudani’s waiting hands.

“I will remember this,” said Rusudani, and returned to the group seated so charmingly around Katerina.

Lady Jadranka lingered after the others had gone. “Lady Katherine,” she said in her calm way, “I hope you will remember, when all this is over, that my son has treated you kindly.”

“I am sorry, my lady,” said Katerina, and would say no more. Lady Jadranka sighed and left, and the guards closed and barred the door behind her.

“Blow out the lantern,” said Katerina, “so that our eyes may become accustomed to the dark.”

“Why?”

“Because whatever Rusudani means to do, she will do it tonight. And I, for one, do not mean to be caught unsuspecting.”

Gennady Berezin returned in late afternoon, none the worse for wear, and having seen but not spoken to Vasha and Katya. Too restless to sit still, Tess took a contingent of soldiers and rode a circuit of the walls.

White Tower was well placed, its west wall riding a bluff above a narrow river and the town growing out from its other sides. The docks lay within the great curve of the river out of which grew the bluff, but these river docks lay deserted now, abandoned because they had been built outside the ring of walls.

“If I had built this castle,” said Tess, “I would have carved a stairwell down to the river level from the castle, as a way to get supplies. Have you scouted out the land below the west wall?”

From here, just beyond catapult range and at the edge of the docks district, the castle loomed up into the heavens, a heavy slab limned by the light of the setting sun and by the sudden appearance of torches, like stars flickering to life.

One of the captains, an Arkhanov, replied. “We can’t scout there during the day. Our men are well within archery range. And at night… it’s steep, and impossible to see.”

Tess squinted at the sky. Clouds covered the east, drowning most of the sky, but a crescent moon lay just out of their reach. “As soon as there is the least bit of light, send men in. Try tonight, a preliminary expedition.”

“Will you make an alliance?”

“If I do not, will Prince Janos kill his hostages? I must think about it. We will hold a council tomorrow.”

In the last light of day, they rode back to camp. Tess ate mechanically, because she knew she ought to, but she was by now too tired to sleep. She sat in her chair under the awning until her hands got cold. But once inside the tent she felt choked, trapped, and so she grabbed a blanket and went outside again. She sat down again, nodded away into sleep, woke up with a start. Jumped to her feet. The night guards looked at her, questioningly.

“Gods, I need to walk.”

One of them fell into step beside her, and with his comforting presence, she walked through camp and out to the sentry line nearest the town. Here, in the concealing darkness of night, they stumbled across several interesting diversions, common enough in siegework: Among a contingent of Farisa Auxiliaries, they found two prostitutes from the town who had sneaked out to make a bit of coin.

“Send a man to follow them back in, as far as is safe,” said Tess to the embarrassed captain. “See if we might be able to get a group of men inside the town that way.”

A farmer was selling chickens, but he was not from the town; evidently he had been selling to the army for several days, coming in from the countryside. A robust herbwoman pushed a cart over the rough ground, peddling her wares, and in another jahar, farther on, the soldiers were good-naturedly trying to chase away a boy of about eleven years.

“He wants to hire himself out as a servant,” said the captain. “We think he came from town, but we’re not sure. There’re some straw tents down there by the river banks, with a few khaja left in them, those that didn’t run inside the walls. He might have come from there. No one wants the lad, poor thing. I don’t suppose he has any family left, or he’d not be wanting to leave his home.”

“Will anyone take him on?” Tess asked, feeling sorry for the scrawny child who lingered just within the glow of a fire. A soldier threw him a scrap of meat, and he wolfed it down.

“Just another mouth to feed,” said the captain, “and who knows if he can even ride? We don’t have any use for a khaja child like that.”

“There’s one more post beyond you?” Tess asked.

“One more, and then the river bank.”

A sentry’s voice broke the quiet. “Stanai!”

There was a general rustling all round as soldiers sprang up, and the captain and the night guard hustled Tess back a few steps. A male voice said, loudly, “Gods, another woman! Those khaja men must not truly be men if they keep their women so poorly satisfied that they all have to come out to us.”

“Aye. You don’t see jaran women running to them.”

But the voices stilled. Tess craned her neck and finally stepped out around the captain to see what had caused the sudden hush. Two fires down, a woman scrambled up a bank and into the circle of light lent by burning timbers. She was no prostitute, not gowned that richly, with her hair discreetly covered with a shawl. In one hand she clutched a small book. With the other—

Tess’s heart lurched. “Vladimir!” She said it loudly, but it came out a whisper. He looked like hell, but he was alive, setting the woman on her feet so that, as she turned to look behind her, Tess saw her face.

Princess Rusudani.

The sight galvanized Tess into action. She strode forward. “My lady! Princess Rusudani. What are you doing here?” What is Vladi doing here? Who else… who else?

Rusudani shook out her skirts. Eyes drawn down by the action, Tess saw that the fabric was wet and muddy to the knees, as if she had slogged through stagnant water. But the khaja princess looked up without the least sign of distress at her disheveled appearance. Indeed, she looked positively triumphant.

“Your highness,” she said, but as a challenge. In the last months she had learned to speak rough but serviceable Taor. “I come to make alliance with you.”

“Your husband has already offered an alliance.”

“I am not interested in what Prince Janos offers. He took me by force. I drugged the guards and the guards in the dungeon and these men fight the guards at the river stair. So I come to you, as God has willed. I want alliance with the jaran that is of my own making.”

“There he is,” said Vladi. “Stefan has him.”

To Tess, seeing and hearing Vladimir was dreamlike. He didn’t seem real. He couldn’t be real. Along with the others, he was dead.

“They whipped him last night,” said Vladi matter-of-factly to Tess, as if to explain something she ought to understand, but she did not know what he was talking about. “Gods, the stubborn fool would always talk back. You must speak to him, Tess. No one else can. He isn’t himself.”

Tess was so disoriented that at first she did not see the man himself, only the two figures helping him up the bank. She thought the odd murmuring that flooded around and past her was the spill of the river, though its speech had not seemed so loud to her a minute before. But it came from the jaran soldiers, and it crested back, farther still, moving away into the camp like a wave that swept all before it. He came full into the firelight, and Nikita and Stefan his escorts, dropped their arms away from him.

“In token of my good faith,” said Rusudani clearly, almost as if she was gloating, her face shining in the firelight, “I release you.”

She was not talking to Tess.

Ilya was alive.

Or at least a man who looked like him was. He had the same deep brown eyes, the same face, scored now with a grim expression, that Tess dreamed of every night, when she dreamed at all, when she was troubled by dreams.

He said, in Ilya’s voice, “Mikhail waits at the river gate. Send twenty men, not more than thirty. Get them up the stairs quickly and inside the walls and they can open the gates. Ready the army. We strike now.”

Then, and only then, he looked at her.

“Oh, gods,” she said, because it was him. She staggered. The strength that had kept her going forward for the last many weeks drained out of her in one instant. Her vision blurred, and she thought she was going to faint.

Limping, he crossed the gap between them, but only to put a hand on her arm, marking her. “Tess,” he said. That was all.

He let go of her and limped over to Vladimir, giving him directions.

Tess stared, unable to take her eyes from him. Already, around her, around Ilya, around Rusudani, men moved. A group of them followed Vladimir off into the night, and others hurried off toward the main camp.

“He wanted to lead the raid himself,” Nikita was saying to someone, “so I threatened to hamstring him if he wouldn’t listen to reason. It was his crazy ideas that got us in this trouble in the first place.”

Out of the buzz, Tess picked up, again, the slow song of the river, out of sight in the darkness. High up to her left, a handful of torches shimmered and blazed on the castle walls.

Rusudani placed a hand possessively on Ilya’s arm, just above the elbow. “I hope you will show me to a place of safety, my lord.”

Tess snapped to life. “Captain, show Princess Rusudani to my tent.” Sheer, ugly jealousy coursed energy back through her, and she conceived a sudden and unconditional dislike for the khaja woman. Rusudani caught her eye, and Tess knew instantly that for the first time in years, for the first time, perhaps, since Vera Veselov, she had just gained an adversary. Rusudani did not relinquish her grip on Ilya’s arm. Just then, Gennady Berezin ran up and Rusudani was forced to step away so that the two men might embrace. Even so, Ilya stepped stiffly out of the embrace, distracted, looking again and again up at the castle.

“No,” said Nikita, who did not stray from his side. “You are not going in.”

“I must go in,” said Ilya. Two welts marked his cheek, covering the mark of marriage. Tess felt like she was looking at a stranger. He had recognized her, but that was all. Something else held him, something stronger, something that she did not share in.

“Then with the main army,” said Nikita in a weary voice, as if he had argued this once too often and was finally ready to give up the fight.

“You’re not going in with the raiding party!” exclaimed Tess. “Not while I’m here to stop you.”

“I must kill him,” said Ilya, but not truly to her. “I have sworn it.”

In the firelight, Rusudani smiled.

Beyond, behind, Tess heard the eerie rustling of thousands of men donning their armor in the middle of the night.



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

The Hunt

IN THE SOLAR, CANDLES guttered. Vasha drifted off to sleep, chin cupped on a hand, and his elbow slipped off the table. Starting awake, he slapped a hand down on the table to catch himself, scattering game pieces. A few fell to the floor, but they hit the carpet without a sound. He looked quickly around the chamber.

Janos stood by the hearth, conferring with Captain Maros in a low voice. Rusudani had retired to the bedchamber many hours ago, or so it seemed to Vasha, gauging time by the height of the candles. Six guards stood by the door, and two more lounged at their ease about five steps from Vasha. No doubt they were pleased enough that Janos had not chosen to send his hostage back to the tower, where it would be colder. During a siege it was necessary to conserve both manpower and wood, just as Lady Jadranka and the other ladies all slept upstairs together this night, for comfort and for safety. Janos gestured to one of his guards and the man helped him on with his coat of plates and then his great helm. Together with his captain, Janos left. Lord Belos padded over and offered more wine to Vasha, and he drank it gratefully, wondering what was going on.

But evidently Janos had just gone for a tour of the battlements, since he returned after a short time. A soldier unlaced the prince’s armor and set it aside and pulled off his boots, and another man dragged out a pallet. Janos lay his sword down beside the pallet and himself, clad in hose and shirt, down on the mattress. Within moments, he seemed to be asleep. Vasha watched the chamber for a bit, but a hush had fallen. It was not precisely quiet; there was too much tension in the air for that. But it was still, like the calm before the storm.

He picked up the pieces that had fallen to the floor, knight, castle, and archer, and put them back on the game board. Then he stretched out on the rug and pillowed his head on an arm, shutting his eyes. Someone draped a blanket over him. A log shifted on the fire. A guardsman whispered. A spear haft thumped gently on the floor as a guardsman changed position, and mail chinked, overlaid by the brief scrape of plate against mail as another guardsman moved. A man coughed.

Vasha drifted off to sleep.

Jaelle started awake, but it was only a log slipping on the fire, rolling down into the deepest coals and sending a spray of sparks popping out from the hearth. Katerina had dragged the table closer to the fire. By the light of two candles she played castles against herself, moving first a white piece, then a red. Her hair was neatly braided, the braids thrown back over one shoulder. Although she wore a gown, she had put her jaran women’s trousers—fuller than men’s trousers above the knee and narrow at the ankle, sewn of striped fabric—on underneath. A cloak lay over the back of the chair.

“Aren’t you going to sleep?” Jaelle asked for the fourth time.

Katerina stood and walked to each of the arrowslits in turn, pausing longest by those that looked over the river. She cocked her head to one side. “Did you hear that?”

Jaelle did not hear anything.

Katerina crossed to the arrowslit that looked out over the courtyard, her figure a swathe of shadow against the darker stone. She leaned forward, and suddenly she went taut.

“Look!” she whispered.

Jaelle scrambled up from the pallet, untangled her legs from her skirts and hurried over to Katerina, who moved aside to make room for her. She peered out through the slit, eyes already adjusted to the darkness. She saw a length of wall, rimmed with torches that illuminated the guards standing at attention, watching out over the walls toward the besieging army beyond. And below, a shadow crept along the wall beneath, slipping in and out of patches of night. A slim scar of metal caught briefly in torchlight and winked, and was still, swallowed up in shadow again.

“They’ve come,” said Katerina, turning and walking calmly back to the chair, where she lifted the cloak off and swung it around her shoulders. Her voice was calm, but her body trembled.

“Who has come?”

“The jaran.”

“How would they get inside?”

“Why would Princess Rusudani buy sleeping draughts if not to drug guards? There must be a second entrance, a side gate, a water gate. Other fortresses have fallen by treachery from within. I have seen it myself. Hush.”

They listened but heard nothing except a hound yipping, the brush of wind across the slate roof, and the slow murmur and snap of the fire. Distant, a new, fainter sound carried in to them, a muted rumbling.

“It must be the gate!” cried Katerina, and she ran back to the arrowslit, squeezing herself forward into it as far as she could. Jaelle pressed in behind her, but could see nothing.

And there, rising out of the darkness as piercing as light, came the clarion cry of a horn, sounded in alarm. It cut off abruptly and hard against it rose the sound of fighting, distant at first, coming closer.

Katerina wedged her head into the opening and yelled, down toward the courtyard, words in her own language, that Jaelle could barely understand: “Stanai! I am here! Look to me here!”

She shoved herself out of the window seat. “Put your cloak on!” she cried. “Get ready!”

Jaelle could not move. She could scarcely breathe. Katerina moved to the fire and stuck a long, arm’s width log into the flames, getting the end to catch and burn. Jaelle realized numbly that she was preparing a weapon.

Shouts rose from the base of the tower. There came a sudden burst of fighting, followed by the pound of footsteps up the stairs. Shocked into action, Jaelle grabbed her cloak from the chest just as the door burst open.

“Come,” said Katerina. That was all. No other word was spoken as she entered the ranks of her people and, vanishing into them, started down the steps toward the battle now raging throughout the castle.

Jaelle hesitated. She glanced once round the chamber, luxurious in its way and familiar in its trappings, and then at the foreign soldiers who waited, impatiently, for her to move. But her decision had already been made. She had already in every important way changed her allegiance irrevocably.

She shrugged the cloak over her shoulders and followed Katerina down the stairs. The jaran soldiers closed in at her back protectively, and in this way they left Widow’s Tower behind.

Vasha dreamt of bells, ringing to signal the coming of the jaran army. Except it was not the bells. It was the clatter and pound of the armorer’s hall, the incessant, uneven clash of hammers on iron, the birthplace of swords.

He woke up. In the unearthly quiet of deep night, he could still hear the distant hammering from the armory, plying their trade on through the night. Boots pounded outside. A horn rose in alarm, cut off abruptly. On the pallet on the other side of the solar, Janos sat up, shaking sleep away. The door burst open, and a guardsman tumbled in.

“My lord! Your highness! Captain Maros, the gates are open! We’re being attacked.”

Hard on his heels came shouts from below and a sudden flurry of swords clashing. Vasha’s guards leapt forward and hauled Vasha to his feet, pinning his arms behind him. At once, four guardsmen went out the door. Janos got to his feet and grabbed his sword.

“Tie his hands,” he said, nodding toward Vasha. “Belos, get my mother, and my wife.”

Lord Belos hurried out. From outside the door, guards shouted in Yossian. Janos fumbled for his boots, but Captain Maros backed away from the door, shoved the prince’s boots and brigandine into the arms of a soldier, and jerked the prince toward the door.

“No time,” he said, and something about the river, too quickly for Vasha to understand. Dragged along behind, Vasha caught a glimpse of men fighting at the base of the stairs, on the level below. His heart leapt. Jaran men, some auxiliaries stabbing with short swords, fought with grim intensity below, caught against a cul-de-sac in the stone fortress.

“This way,” said Captain Maros. Swearing, Janos followed, down a different stair, deeper into the stone walls. Belos caught up with them. His gambeson was ripped and blood stained his right shoulder.

“The women are something,” he said. Vasha heard another melee off to his left. A handful of guardsman joined them; their leader babbled to Captain Maros, and in the resulting pause, while Maros and Janos and the new captain threw words back and forth at each other, Vasha’s guards trussed his arms up behind him.

Silence fell over the group, Janos and Vasha and perhaps twenty men. “My wife?” Janos asked.

“Gone,” Belos said distinctly. “The other woman, your mother, the guards… asleep… not wake them.”

A shout carried in to them, huddling here where stairway and wall split into three passageways. Bells began to ring from the town, and two horns blew almost in unison, farther away, from the town walls. A tide of noise hit, carried outward from some new conflagration.

“This way.” Captain Maros gestured to the stair that led downward. Three soldiers headed down, but Janos did not move. He stared up, back the way they had come. For now, it was silent up there. As an afterthought, he tugged on one boot, then the other.

Moments later, two of the soldiers returned. “…river stair…blocked… jaran…”

“…fight our way…town…” said Captain Maros.

“Princess Katherine,” said Janos quietly.

“Too far…across the courtyard…dangerous.”

Swords rang in the corridors above them. Men shouted, drowning out the distant swell of sound that came from the town itself. Among the shouts Vasha heard khush words: “Left, go left. This way. No, pull back.”

“We must go, my prince,” said Captain Maros desperately, tugging on Prince Janos’s arm. “They are inside the castle and the town.”

For one more moment, timeless, Janos did not budge, still looking up, toward the solar, toward his bedchamber.

“We have been betrayed,” he said. At last he moved, and his men formed a silent shield around him as they headed on out, seeking a safe passage, seeking escape.

Rusudani saw Bakhtiian off as a queen sees off her champion. Torn between fury and fear, Tess mounted up beside Ilya. He accepted her presence beside him without a word, as he would with any of his soldiers. She felt frozen inside. People in captivity formed strange bonds and stranger alliances, and for the first time she realized that Rusudani offered Ilya more than she could, an entire kingdom.

“Oh, God, Tess,” she muttered under her breath, “you fool.”

One of the captains called the advance, and they rode forward, slowly into the night. Ahead, she heard fighting, sounds familiar to her now: the clash of swords, the rising howl of the town coming awake to its peril, horns and bells and the roar of fighting and shouting and sobbing and the sheer grief of a people newly torn by war.

The ditch was now interrupted by bridges of hastily piled-up dirt, and they had to wait while they funneled through the two bridges over the moat. Tess eyed the walls uneasily, but already the fighting moved away from them, farther into town, and as their party moved under the gates and into the eerily deserted streets of the town she realized that she did not need to worry about Ilya getting caught in a melee. However much he might fulminate, his guard would see to it that he remained far from the real battle. They did not intend to lose him again, even if they had to let him assuage his wrath by pretending to let him join in the assault.

She did not speak to him. She was afraid to. He seemed so strange, so distant. His eye roved restlessly, catching on a torch bobbing along a farther portion of wall, skimming over a darkened doorway, touching her, marking her, and then away, back toward camp and then up, again, as always, to the pale sheen of the castle itself, thrust up into the heavens. He was mumbling something, but it sounded like nonsense to her: angels and burning lights and a sword from heaven. Abruptly he stopped speaking. After that he remained silent while his guard pressed cautiously forward through the empty, winding streets and they heard the fighting recede before them. A roof caught fire, another.

A group of riders burst through a narrow alley and were upon them. Tess raised her saber, instinctively pressing her horse out in front of Ilya, to protect him. But his guard fought with relentless concentration, cutting the khaja soldiers to pieces before them. A few arrows fell, spent, across her horse’s withers, and once she held, across a distance, the staring eyes of a man just stabbed, before he fell from his horse. Otherwise, she and Ilya were caught in a shifting eddy, shielded, untouched.

Of the town’s inhabitants, she saw no one. Every house was shut tight, every shutter sealed. For the most part, the riders ignored the houses except when a stray arrow flight came too close; then six of them would split off to go look for the culprit. In this way they wound into the heart of the town.

A new clot of riders clattered up a main avenue, plumes bobbing.

It was Gennady Berezin. “We tried to close the castle off, but the prince has escaped into the town with some of his men.”

“Seal off the walls,” said Ilya instantly. “Make a ring of riders. We’ll surround him and drive him in toward the center. He must not escape.”

Riders scattered through the dark streets. Auxiliaries came forward, dismounted and carrying lanterns. Pace by slow pace, winding through streets empty of life, leaving knots of guards where the line had to be broken, they pressed forward, meeting another line, calling out in the darkness because there was no light for signaling with flags.

Swords rang off to the right, a brutal but brief clash that receded into silence. Hooves clipped on cobblestones. A crack of light rimmed a shuttered window, vanishing as whatever people hiding in the house blew out their candle. Tess dismounted and led both her horse and Ilya’s. Someone called for lanterns, and soon their way was lit again. Down an oddly straight avenue Tess saw more lights, torches, lanterns, bobbing like fireflies. A new group of jaran joined up with them, and their line deepened. She felt them like a mass around her, powerful, unyielding, implacable. Bridles rang. Leather armor squeaked. She could almost hear breath like the exhalation and inhalation of a single monstrous predator hunting down its prey.

Stars glimmered above in the rents between clouds. The air was cold and damp. Distant, like the noise of the river, she heard the sustained clash of swords. Behind, each street was left behind in silence. Once, turning round, she saw four dark figures, misshapen by bundles thrown over their backs, slip from a house and head, quickly, furtively, for the distant gates. Two riders broke off to go after them, but after a moment, Tess saw, they let them go. The important quarry lay in the center.

They closed at last around the central marketplace, a grassy commons now ringed with torches and lanterns and blackened by bodies strewn like so much refuse in toward the very center of the square, where the town’s well rested. Trained by many a birbas, the jaran soldiers had let no one through. Now they had herded what remained of the khaja prince’s guard into a corral made up of the jaran army itself. She heard fighting still from the castle, but it seemed contained within the castle walls.

The last melee dissolved as the jaran riders, alerted to Bakhtiian’s presence, pulled back, and the khaja soldiers formed up around the well. Tess assumed that Prince Janos himself stood within that ring of guards, shielded by his men just as the jaran shielded Ilya. A few diffuse flights of arrows sprayed out from the khaja ranks, but they did no damage.

Ilya raised his right hand. Beside him, Nikita called out a command, and a sudden fierce stream of arrows poured into the khaja formation. Men fell and were dragged back, their place taken by others. At the very center, men threw up shields, protecting the prince.

“Advance,” murmured Ilya, so low that Tess barely caught it.

Pouring arrow fire before them, the jaran soldiers advanced. The khaja soldiers fought as fiercely as cornered animals. No quarter given. None received. They fought, all of them, in desperate silence except for grunts and shouts of command and the occasional scream of a wounded horse. The ring of torchlight gave it all an unearthly quality, shimmering and insubstantial.

Ilya held back from the fighting, but even if he had wanted to go forward, he was hemmed in by a stubborn and immovable line of his own guard, who still had no intention of letting him near the fighting. There came from the direction of the castle a new tumult of riders, and the guard braced themselves, but it was Vladimir and what was left of his men, those who had broken in through the river stair.

“Ilya! Aunt Tess!”

Katerina rode at the front, mounted awkwardly because of her khaja garb, a gown hiked up to reveal trousers underneath.

“Thank God, my child,” cried Tess, and went to hug her, but Katerina would not dismount. She stared at the knot of bitter fighting, the slowly shrinking circle as the jaran pressed farther in, as the khaja, one by one, died.

“Where is Vasha?” Katya demanded. “Is he here?” She turned in her saddle to look at the woman behind her, a khaja woman, Tess saw. A moment later Tess recognized her, the interpreter, but she could not recall her name.

“Where is Vasha?” Tess asked.

Vladimir shook his head. “Not in the tower where he was imprisoned before. We have taken the castle and searched most of it. Dead, hiding…” He lifted a hand. “Or there, with the prince.”

“Break off the fighting,” said Ilya, although Tess hadn’t realized he’d even been listening.

It was not so easily done, not with horses caught in tight quarters, not with corpses and wounded thrown as obstacles across the ground. Perhaps they took as many casualties pulling back as they had coming in, Tess thought, but by now they had done as much damage as they needed to.

As much, perhaps more, if it was true that Vasha was still a captive. It might be too late for Vasha. Certainly it was too late for most of the khaja soldiers. There were, at most, two dozen left standing.

Ilya urged his horse forward. He had been forced to wear guards’ armor, a plumed helmet and a gaudy surcoat, quite unlike the plain rider’s armor he preferred. Tess stuck beside him, and Katya, foolish unarmored Katya, rode up next to her, refusing to go back even when Tess yelled at her. Still, Katya was in some measure protected by Nikita and Vladi and Mikhail, who surrounded her.

“Tell them,” said Ilya, “that I wish to speak with Prince Janos.”

“I will go,” said Katerina, and rode out in front of the ranks, unshielded, unafraid.

“Katerina! Come back!”

She ignored him. Strangely, a quiet fell over the square, as if her presence was what everyone had been waiting for, as if her presence would make all the difference. She reined in her horse halfway between the jaran line and the khaja soldiers. She had, Tess saw now, a bow and a quiver of arrows strapped to her back, gleaned from some unknown place.

“Where is my cousin Vassily Kireyevsky?” she called out. Lanterns flickered. No reply came. A breath of air swirled past, rustling the tunics of the dead.

Ilya kicked his horse forward suddenly. Cursing, Tess went after him. She wondered if she was the only person in this entire tableau who was terrified. Everyone else seemed preternaturally composed, as if they all knew their destined parts, and she alone did not know hers.

The outer ring of khaja soldiers did not move, but movement swirled in the middle. Two shields parted to reveal a man, an ordinary enough man except that, as he took off his helm, Tess realized that he wore no armor, that he was, in fact, only half clothed in hose and shirt, like a man who had been driven untimely from his bed. He was looking, not at Ilya, but at Katerina. Beside him, arms caught behind his back, stood a disheveled Vasha. He stood straight, without fear, and Tess felt a sharp stab of love for him, admiring his courage.

“I claim my right to take his life,” said Ilya as he reined in beside Katya.

Katya lifted a hand. Her voice was hard. “Cousin, he is mine. I claim his life, as is my right.”

What right? Tess wondered. To her astonishment, Ilya hesitated and, with an infinitesimal nod, gave in.

“What do you mean to do with him?” Ilya asked.

“If he will give up Vasha, then I will make a bargain with him.” Katya unsheathed her bow as calmly as if she meant to take archery practice. “If my hand does not kill him, then none will.”

When they hit a group of jaran fighters defending the forecourt gate, Vasha knew that he would probably die. He hunkered down, keeping his head protected as well as he could, tucked in toward his right shoulder. He fixed his gaze on his boots. Better not to see the blow that took him. Bodies shoved past him, and he was borne first forward and then back by the tide of the sortie. Going out, coming back in, suddenly surging out and they were through, pounding over the drawbridge and down into the shelter of the town’s winding streets and narrow alleys. He ran with them because a man prodded him with the haft of his sword, and because to halt was to be trampled or killed on the spot. After all, Vasha reasoned, as long as he was alive, he was still alive. He could still escape.

“Put on this helm, my lord.” A soldier handed a battered helmet to Prince Janos. The strap was broken, sheared through, but he stuck it on his head anyway. A flight of arrows pattered over them from the castle walls, but whoever was shooting was shooting into the dark, and although one man cursed, he was only grazed in the arm.

“No lights,” said Captain Maros. A soldier extinguished the last torch.

In darkness, they forged forward. They were not looking for a glorious death. These grim men wanted to get their prince out of here, away. Vasha understood irony. Janos’s soldiers were as devoted to him as Ilya’s were devoted to their Bakhtiian. It was the ultimate test of a prince’s stature, that his men would rather die than betray or abandon him, even in such hopeless circumstances. Yet someone had betrayed them.

Janos whispered to Lord Belos, and Vasha heard Lady Jadranka’s name twice, and that of Rusudani only once, but said with a bitter anger.

“This way.” Captain Maros led them into a pitch-black alley. Vasha stumbled over the rough stones. His guard grabbed his elbow and heaved him up.

“Shall I kill him, my lord?” asked the soldier.

“No,” said Janos.

“Hsst.” Captain Maros halted them. “Riders, that way. We’ll go left.”

They went left, down a broader street, and Captain Maros tried to find a route up to the rooftops but the first man to the roof was shot, suddenly, an arrow piercing him from several houses on, where torches illuminated a pitched roof and several dark forms.

“Cursed by the moon,” said Captain Maros, for the clouds had uncovered the crescent moon, and there was just enough light to see figures, however shadowy they might appear against the night sky. Farther, toward the town wall, smoke rose, licked upward by flames.

“Riders,” hissed another soldier, one of the pair bringing up the rear. “Behind us.”

“We must take shelter in one of the houses,” said Lord Belos.

“We’ll be trapped,” said Captain Maros.

“We must go forward,” said Janos. “We must break free of the town. At the docks we can get a boat.” So it was decided.

They slanted right and almost ran into a line of jaran auxiliaries. Leaving four men to fend them off, they ducked into a narrow lane, fetid with garbage and urine. Vasha’s shoulder scraped along the wooden frames of houses, burning his skin under his shirt until blood welled up. Once they ran into a second group of Janos’s men, who related how they had escaped from the town gates, words Vasha could not follow.

While they talked, Vasha inched sideways, toward a break in the alley, but a soldier nudged him with the flat of his sword. These weren’t careless men.

Left with nothing else to do, Vasha cocked his head and listened. Somewhere, out there, the jaran army fought its way into the town. He wondered if they had rescued Katerina. He wondered about his father. Was Ilya still alive? Was it safer for him, chained down in the dungeons? Or would he simply be an easy target for a guard seeking a last act of revenge? Had Stefan died with him? What had happened to Rusudani?

There was, for a time, a restless surging noise all about them, the inconstant swell and ebb of battle, but it faded away, as if the battle had gone elsewhere or ceased altogether. More men joined them as they edged farther into town, but these were poorly-armored townsmen. He caught snatches of conversation in frantic Yossian, not enough to place it together. Evidently most of the townspeople had barricaded themselves inside their homes, trusting to their wood and stone tents to grant them safety from attack. What else could they do?

“Move left,” said Captain Maros. “No. Back. Riders ahead.”

Slowly, Vasha realized that it was unlikely, if so many jaran soldiers infested this town, that they would glimpse but not engage so many successive troops of jaran soldiers.

“If we can get through the marketplace,” said Lord Belos hopefully, “then there are only four streets to the dock gates.”

In one direction, always, the way was free. They were being driven. Vasha lifted his head and watched the others, watched Janos, his face dim in the night, watched Captain Maros, whose pale surcoat moved like a ghost through the dark streets, hugging the walls, seeking safe passage. They did not suspect.

Not until they came out into the marketplace to find at least fifty of Janos’s men, forming into ranks around the central well, the pivot on which the market commons was fixed. By then it was too late. By then, they were surrounded. Vasha smiled and then bit the smile back, ducking his face to hide it.

When at last the torches and lanterns marched out from the streets and alleys that poured into the market square, when the shifting mass that was the jaran army settled into a circle around them, Captain Maros jerked Vasha over to him and laid his sword along Vasha’s throat.

“Shall I kill him, my lord?” he asked. He sounded, finally, angry.

“No,” said Janos. “That would be the coward’s way.”

Arrows came. Vasha threw himself to his knees, but the arrows thudded harmlessly on the shields that had been thrown up to protect Prince Janos. Farther out, the soldiers were not so lucky, but they struggled to regain their formation. After that, Vasha could not see, but he felt the khaja soldiers tense, felt and heard the rumbling advance of the jaran army, felt the impact, crushing him from all sides, as the two groups engaged.

Caught in the very center, he pushed himself up again, so that he would not get crushed. He set his feet against the ground, letting the shifting of bodies move him one way two steps, back three, two staggered steps to the left and a sway back to the right. Sword struck sword. Men cried out, small grunts and surprised cries, and now and again a horse screamed in pain. He felt the sheathed tip of a knife brush his fingers and vanish, tantalizing but out of reach. He was helpless. Somehow, being helpless made him less scared. All he had left was his dignity.

A strange hush fell. Out of the feral silence came a voice, clear, muted by distance and the shifting ring and clank of armor on the soldiers surrounding Vasha.

“Where is my cousin Vassily Kireyevsky?”

It was Katerina.

“Put down the shields,” said Janos.

“But, my lord—”

“Put them down. I wish to see her.”

As if a scythe had cut through them, the shields came down, and looking past Janos’s shoulder, Vasha could see—

Gods! Not just Katya, but Ilya, and Tess, too, exposed in front of the circle of riders. At least Ilya and Tess wore armor and helms, although their faces were, of course, plain to see; a coif of mail protected their ears and the back of their necks. Katerina had nothing but cloth to protect her. She moved in her saddle and reached behind her back, pulling out a bow, then an arrow. She lay them across her thighs with the sure ease of a competent archer.

“Kneel,” said Janos. The front rank knelt so that he could see Katerina more clearly. He had already taken off his helm. Vasha dared not move. He simply stood, trying not to think what could possibly happen now. Rope dug into his wrists.

“I hold Prince Vasil’ii here beside me, Princess Katherine,” he shouted. “Better that it were you.”

“Let him go free,” cried Katerina, “and I promise you that I alone will have the killing of you.”

A murmur broke out through the ranks, stilled.

“What of my men?” Janos shouted, but his face shone.

“They have served you faithfully. For that, if Prince Vassily goes free, they shall live.”

“No, my lord,” said Captain Maros at once. “It would be our shame—”

Janos lifted a hand. Maros fell silent. “Prince Vasil’ii, why is the priest with her? Who is the other—is that the Prince of Jeds?”

Vasha did not answer. Nor did he need to. Janos looked back at him and at once the obscuring piece on the board was taken, leaving the last position exposed.

“Ah,” said Janos. “Now I understand. So I had him in my grasp the whole time.” Vasha said nothing. “Are you truly his son, or was that a lie also?”

“I am his son,” said Vasha, knowing it was true.

Janos turned back to face the jaran army, to face Katerina. “Very well. I accept, but on one condition.”

She nodded, either accepting the condition unsaid or allowing him to continue, Vasha could not be sure. Yet that nod seemed to seal the bargain between them. Even across such a gap, they communicated without words, playing out a different game, one that Vasha did not understand.

“One arrow,” cried Janos.

She lifted the arrow that lay across her thighs, lowered it, like a promise. “Let him go!”

“Let him go,” said Janos to his men. No one moved. “Let him go!”

“Your highness!” protested Captain Maros.

“My lord,” murmured Lord Belos.

“We are dead otherwise,” said Janos harshly. “She may even wound me, with one arrow, but even if she could kill me, it is more likely that pity, or even love, will stay her hand. Our bargain is already sealed.”

Maros laughed. “Do you trust this barbarian woman, my lord?”

“I do,” said Janos. “I trust her to keep her word. Let him go.”

They shoved Vasha forward, and he came out from the front ranks and saw his father glaring at him. Pulling his shoulders back, Vasha did not deign to run; he walked deliberately, not looking back until he had come almost to Katya’s horse. There he paused, half turned, in time to hear her speak.

“One arrow will be enough.”

“What if you miss?” Tess asked, sounding, Vasha thought, curious more than anything. Ilya looked brittle with anger.

Katerina just smiled, but she did not take her eyes from Prince Janos. Nor did he take his eyes from her. He watched her, lifting his chin, as a brave man stares down his fate.

She drew. She aimed. She fired.

His head snapped back. Fletchings protruded from his throat. His body, shorn of its animating force, collapsed to the ground like an empty cloak.



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

The Law of Becoming

ANATOLY SAKHALIN SAT IN the lounge of the Gray Raven and stared at the wall. The wall stared back at him, mute. It did not actually stare, of course. He only imagined it did, knowing that it contained images inside it, scenes in three dimensions, messages from people remote both in distance and time, an encyclopedia of human history encapsulated into a cylinder the size of his index finger. It even contained a nesh port, although on the Gray Raven, drifting in space, any neshing he might do was limited to the net space available shipboard.

But the wall remained mute because it contained no answers for him. Not any more. Information. Questions. Communications. That was all. That was no longer enough.

For two days he had shut himself off here in the lounge. Moshe left food four times a day. The small door in the corner led into a smaller lavatory. The crew of the Gray Raven allowed him his privacy. On a Chapalii ship he could have commanded privacy; here he could only request it. For some reason, the distinction comforted him.

At first, returning from his audience with the emperor, he had tried to make sense of what he now ruled. All daiga holdings. In addition, three dukes, known as Tai, and all that they possessed; five independent lords, known as Cha, and all that they possessed. Star systems on a map, diagrammatic models of cities and warehousing capabilities and charts of mining projections and designated routes along the net of singularities.

Individually, he could make sense of each one. Together, they overwhelmed him. After twenty hours of that he had slept for ten. He had tried other ways of organizing his holdings, of compressing them to manageable proportions, but after eight more hours he had given up and spoken the word that snapped off the wall.

He set a plate on his lap, broke a square of crumbly corn bread in half, and spread butter on it. It was a little dry. It had been sitting on the side table for hours. But the butter was sweet.

“Oh, gods,” he said to the wall, which as usual refused to reply. As miraculous as these modellers, these computers, these imagers and recorders and encyclopedias and nesh worlds were, in the end, they were only tools. Like a sword, you had to know how to use them. Like a needle, they only served to pull the thread through the cloth: The pattern you embroidered had to come out of your own mind. Like a loom, they were of themselves empty until the human hand, the Chapalii hand, the hand guided by intelligence, strung the warp and wove the weft.

He missed his daughter. In some ways Portia was the only tangible thing he could trust, a part of himself without being his possession. And she loved him freely, fully, and without the least duplicity, as only a child can. He missed his sister Shura. She and Portia were the only creatures in the universe that he loved simply because they existed. Without them, he felt alone.

“Put a call through to Captain Emrys,” he said to the wall.

“Yes?” she answered immediately, as if she had been waiting for him. Probably she had. What else was there for her to do, here in orbit around Chapal, suspended while she waited for him to act?

“I would like to meet with you and the others.”

“When?”

“Now, if you can.”

Which of course they could. They assembled quickly. Benjamin brought freshly baked apple fritters, fried to a golden brown, crunchy and sweet. No one ventured to sit on the couch beside Anatoly. Rather, they arranged themselves in a semicircle in front of him. Summer sat cross-legged on the floor and worked on a basket, weaving reeds together; able to sit still, she could not abide quiet hands. Rachelle draped herself dramatically over a chair, pretending tranquility, but he could see how tense she was. Florien sat on one arm of the couch, eyes shifting all over the room as if he was looking for something he had lost and would spring up in one moment to get it. Benjamin finished a fritter, licked his fingers, and began on another. Moshe stood, fidgeting, by the door. Branwen flopped down on the other couch. He watched her longest; she was relaxed, comfortable in her body, but alert.

They knew what he was. He had told them. At first they had not quite believed him, but after the flood of messages and the arrival of over a dozen Chapalii craft in parallel orbits begging for instructions or for a visitation from the great lord, they had to accept it. Now they surveyed him warily, except for Branwen who, thank the gods, merely looked patient.

“You know what I have become,” he began. “But I don’t know what to do now. What I knew, what I learned, with the jaran has taught me many valuable lessons, but only some of them apply here. I can’t know everything. I can’t oversee everything. I can’t make every decision. All I know is that my first loyalty lies to my own people, to the jaran, and every action I take must be to their benefit.”

“What about the rest of the human race?” asked Rachelle. “I’m not working for Charles Soerensen because I like being a lapdog to the Chapalii, you know.”

“Rachelle,” scolded Summer. “At least let him state his case.”

Anatoly leaned forward, bracing his hands on his thighs. “What benefits the jaran will most likely also benefit all humans, certainly more than it will the Chapalii. But for me to make any great plans now would be hasty, to say the least. To act rashly in war is to invite disaster.”

“Are we at war?” asked Summer.

“I meant it as a…as a…an old saying…?” He glanced toward Branwen for help.

“An aphorism?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

She smiled. The lift of her mouth calmed his nerves.

“But that isn’t what I need to say,” he went on. “No prince remains prince without a court. No dyan remains a dyan without a jahar. I don’t have a jahar any more, and, gods, I need one now desperately. I have to protect myself by surrounding myself with people I trust, who will trust me, who will give me sincere and truthful advice whether or not they think I might like hearing it, and who I know will not betray me, for any price, at any cost. Where can I get such people?”

He let the question hang for a minute before answering it himself. “I would like to start with the Gray Raven. With you.”

“What’s in it for us?” asked Rachelle.

“Could I get access to even more Chapalii nodes?” asked Florien.

Benjamin took two fritters and bit down hard on them.

“Where do you stand on the rebellion?” asked Summer. “It’s not necessarily in your interest anymore to support freedom for us daiga, not if you’re a prince among the Chapalii and can rule us all however you like.”

Moshe gaped, gulping down an exclamation.

Branwen said nothing, just watched him.

“I did not seek this,” said Anatoly. “You know that’s true. But now that I have it, I must use it wisely. Surely, if you think you have cause not to trust me, you would rather put yourselves close enough to watch what I do rather than having to suffer my decisions secondhand? I would ask that you make an oath to me, as I would make one to you in your turn, for your service, your knowledge, your life if necessary—”

“What duration?” asked Rachelle.

“For the rest of your life would be best, of course, but I could only ask that of jaran. Ten years, to start? Twenty would be better. But I will only take your oaths if they are given freely, if you give yourselves to my service freely. In return, I will rely on you, I will take your advice, I will see to it that you are taken care of. But if I ever find that you have betrayed me, I will kill you.”

Benjamin coughed down his last mouthful of fritter. “You can’t do that! There’s a law against murder. There’s due process….” He trailed off, wiping powdered sugar off his mouth with a cloth napkin.

“That is true.” Anatoly lifted both hands, palms up. “I will study these laws further, and leave them in place, and respect them, but Summer is right. They do not apply to me.”

“Shit,” said Rachelle. “The little bastard’s right. He can do whatever he damned well pleases.” But then, deliberately, she winked at him.

Anatoly grinned, knowing that he had one on his side. “Of course, by only accepting your freely given oaths, I accept also that you may freely leave, so long as you tell me openly and we fix between us any due compensation and an agreement about what you may and may not do afterward which might jeopardize the security of my position.”

“Hey, Florien, no selling tech secrets to the competition.”

Florien blinked in his absentminded way. “Rachelle, someday the evil spirits will get you.”

“I hope so.”

“We’ll have to discuss it,” said Branwen suddenly, cutting into this interchange. “We vote on things here.”

“I know that,” said Anatoly. “I’ll go back to my cabin and wait for your decision.”

In his cabin, he took off his boots, lay down on the narrow bunk, hooked his hands under his head, and stared at nothing. After a while, he rolled onto his right side and fished out the castle piece, setting it on the floor.

“Show me the board.” At once the flat black game board flowered into existence, contained in its grid of glowing white lines. The horseman had moved two intersections away from the emperor’s throne. The piece shaped like a teardrop had moved closer to him, and another piece, shaped like a blade, had moved farther away. The others had not changed their position from the last time he had looked.

All daiga holdings. Should he simply go down to Rhui and report in to Bakhtiian, handing these lands over to him, as was his duty? Or should he claim them for the Sakhalin tribe, as was his right? Except without Bakhtiian and his vision, without Ilya’s marriage to Tess Soerensen and the intervention of Charles Soerensen, Anatoly would never have left Rhui at all, never left the jaran, never known that khaja lands flourished beyond the plains, that worlds and stars existed beyond Rhui and Mother Sun.

A bell rang at his door. He closed his hand over the castle piece, concealing it, and the game board vanished. Lifting his hand, rolling up to sit, he said, “Enter.” The door slid open and Branwen walked in. That was one of the many things he liked about her: She never hesitated. She knew this was her ship, and however powerful he might be now, prince of the Sakhalin, prince in the Chapalii Empire, it was still her ship. Like an etsana, she understood where her power lay, and that she alone could wield it.

She sat down on the end of his bunk. Like a woman, she did not ask for permission. His feet brushed her hips, but she did not move away from their touch. Her brown hair curled down over her shoulders. The soft white light emanating from the bunk’s ceiling washed the red highlights to silver.

“It was unanimous,” she said. “Rachelle tried to vote twice, to make sure she won.” She grinned.

Anatoly liked her grin. “You’re teasing me. You didn’t tell me which way they voted.”

“Someone has to make sure you don’t fuck up. We just appointed ourselves. Ten years, barring catastrophic changes, as long as you keep to your end of the bargain. To be reconsidered at the end of that time.”

She stretched her long, lean legs out in front of her and rested a hand just below his knee, as if balancing herself there.

“That is acceptable.” He was almost painfully aware of the warmth and pressure of her hand on his leg. It had been so long since a woman had shown him spontaneous physical affection.

“I don’t normally do this,” added Branwen, “and I know you’re married, but you’ve sustained a shock. And you look like hell.”

“I do?”

But those were the last words he said for a while, because she leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth.

Valentin died three hours after Diana and Portia left Naroshi’s palace. Both events came abruptly, as if an unseen communication had triggered them. Ilyana had not gone to see Diana off; she had been too busy consoling Evdokia for the loss of her best friend. And anyway, an undercurrent of hushed arguments and frowning looks had swirled through the company since planetrise. As usual, no one bothered to tell Ilyana what was going on, but she heard enough to guess, eavesdropping.

“She would cut out like that with only two performances left.”

“Give her a break, Annet. Gives you a chance to shine, don’t it?”

“That’s true. Though playing Zenocrate to Veselov’s Tamberlaine is more like punishment.”

“Yeah, he is flat. I don’t see why everyone says he used to be such a promising actor. He’s just a slut.”

“He’ll go back to the acties, I bet.”

“We can hope.”

And another pair, in another place.

“It’s about time she did something, instead of just sneaking around with Yassir. I feel sorry for that poor husband of hers.”

A snort. “Serves him right, the arrogant tvut. He’s so polite he’d freeze your blood to ice, and all like he’s doing you a favor. D’you think it’s true he saw the emperor? Nah. Why him, and not anyone else?”

“Cos’ he’s a—what—a prince?”

Gales of laughter, which annoyed Ilyana more than the comments about her father had. But they broke off soon enough. “They got a message in this morning something urgent. That’s why La Brooke left.”

Only two performances left. Sitting beside Valentin’s couch, she shut her eyes and tranced out on his breathing. Monitored by the bed, his exhalation and inhalation soothed her because of its regularity. His body had curled even farther into a fetal position, and his right hand had ceased twitching, as it had been all yesterday.

She didn’t want to leave. She didn’t want to go back to London, not really, except to see Kori and her other friends, but that’s where they would go, if he could get around M. Pandit. But wherever they ended up, she could not bear going on day after day like this with her parents, even with an advocate in tow, to monitor their psychological health.

Valentin let out a breath. There was silence. She thought at first that she had dozed off, but she hadn’t. He had stopped breathing.

She jumped to her feet and bolted for the curtained door. When her hand touched the cloth, she froze. They would come soon enough. An alarm must be going off on Yomi’s slate. But why hurry them? They would just force Valentin’s heart to start up again; they would plug his brain stem into an artificial stimulator, and he would live, mindless, against his will, through the machine. She turned and stared down at him.

His face was slack, empty. All the mobility of expression that made him Valentin, little pest, favorite brother, had vanished when their father had severed him from his soul. His lips still had the pale rose tint of a delicate shell, but even that seemed to drain out of him as she watched, as he cooled. His life slipped away, and she let it go. When they all came running, it was too late to try to bring him back.

“I fell asleep,” she lied, starting to cry. She did not have to lie about her grief. They left her alone to weep while they conferred over the body. She went out to sit in the courtyard. The sun warmed her, and she took off her boots and let its heat linger on her toes, on her ankles, on her knees.

“Yana!”

She flinched and tugged her trouser legs back down to her ankles.

“It is unbecoming to expose yourself so shamelessly,” snapped her mother. “But I suppose that now that you have gone to live in… a man’s tent, that you no longer feel constrained to behave like a good woman.”

“I’m not sleeping in a man’s tent! I’m just using David’s cot. He sleeps somewhere else.”

Karolla hefted Little Rose up onto her shoulder. The baby’s presence was itself an accusation. Unnamed still, because of her sister’s stubbornness. But Karolla said nothing more. She walked over to the group gathering outside the room where Valentin lay.

They were arguing over what to do with the body. Ilyana spotted David’s thick crown of braids in the throng and sidled over to his side, squeezing past some of the others to reach him. She used his body as a shield from her father, who stood next to his wife, confronting Yomi.

“He must be left on the plains,” Karolla was saying in her pedantic way, “so that he can be born again into the world.”

Into which world? Ilyana thought. This world? What would he become, born back onto an alien moon? An alien himself? A ghost crying for its true home?

“He must be taken back to the plains,” repeated Karolla stubbornly.

“To Rhui?” Yomi asked. “You know that is impossible.”

“Then at least back to Earth. Surely even you barbarians have places where you lay out your dead so that Father Wind may cleanse their souls and return them to living.”

Someone whispered: “What does she mean, cleanse them?”

“I don’t think he wants to go back to Earth,” said Ilyana suddenly, stepping out from behind David. Everyone else started, except David, who had known she was there. “He hated it there. I think you should burn him. He wants to be released.”

“That is not our way,” said Karolla. “He has not earned release.”

Vasil just looked at Ilyana, as if she was a stranger to him.

“I don’t care about your way. It’s what he wants. Your way is what killed him.”

“Who gave you the right to speak such accusations? His body must be given to the wind so that his soul may be returned to the earth.”

“Let him go! Why won’t you just let him go? You don’t care about him, only about yourself.”

David grabbed Ilyana and dragged her back before her mother could slap her.

Karolla whitened. In khush, she said: “I cast you out of my tent. You are no longer my daughter.”

Ilyana gasped. She looked toward her father, but Vasil’s face was cast of stone. He deliberately looked away from her.

Karolla went on, inexorably but with a weird dignity, her words spoken almost by rote, as if memorized from some similar ceremony she had witnessed, she had endured, many many years before. “I declare you tribeless, motherless, kinless. Wander where you will, you shall find no welcome by this fire.”

Stunned, Ilyana could not move. David led her away, and she simply walked with him, nerveless, numb. Like rock, she felt nothing, but a sharp blow would crack her.

David sat her down on a bench in the sun. “What did she say?” he asked.

She shook her head. She could still see the knot of people, shifting nervously now that an explosion had occurred that they could not interpret. She could still see her father’s golden head, turned away from her.

David pulled her to her feet and guided her out of the caravansary. “What was that all about?” he demanded when they came out onto the dusty road that led to only one destination—to the ruined caravansary. A road that led nowhere. The planet loomed in copper glory in the sky. The sun splintered its rays through one of the outer rings, scattering light in odd fragments over the flat landscape. Out in the grass, the horses grazed peacefully, calm in the golden haze of the sun.

Ilyana broke away from David and ran. At first, anywhere, away. He came after her, but she was younger, not as fast in a sprint, but she had more endurance and she had a head start.

“Genji!” she called into the drowsy air. “Help me.”

The barge came for her. She clambered in, slipping once on the stairs in her frantic haste, and the hatch closed behind her to the sound of David cursing her in at least three different languages. Then she left him far behind. The craft slipped through the rose wall and rain poured over it, coursing down its ribs, splattering the dense glass. Clouds obscured the sky, as they always did. Here, in Naroshi’s palace—in Genji’s palace—it was always raining.

The barge halted and she tumbled out. She had never seen this place before. Rain drenched her, but it was a relief because the air stifled her with its heat and humidity. She stood in front of a small tile-roofed cottage in the middle of a clearing surrounded by jungle. She was soaked to the skin before she finally worked up enough courage to go inside.

She had to push the door open. She stood dripping on a mosaic entry way. What had she expected? A magical hut that, tiny on the outside, opened up into vast ballrooms on the inside? It was just a single room, about fifteen meters square, with no furnishings except a single shell-like chair placed in the center of the mosaic floor. The tiles in the floor had an odd quality of shifting every time Ilyana blinked, like the pattern of stars as seen by a ship in transit.

Genji sat in the chair. Her eyes were open, but she didn’t seem to be inside them. Ilyana waited. Water puddled at her feet and, slowly, dried up, sucked away into the tile floor. Her clothes lightened as the moisture evaporated out of them. It was oppressively hot. Ilyana looked up to the high beams that straddled the open room, beams as dark as ebony wood. When she looked back, Genji was watching her.

Ilyana opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out.

“I have been traveling with your cousin,” said Genji. She did not rise from the chair. Ilyana realized abruptly that fine filaments bound her to the chair, wispy strands as delicate as a spider’s web.

“My cousin?”

“Prince Anatoly. Why have you come, my child?”

She had enough strength left to take three steps forward before she collapsed into a heap on the floor. The mosaic was cool against her skin, but as hard as her mother’s heart. Ilyana had no tears left.

“I have no mother,” she whispered, staring at her hands. She lifted her gaze to take in the smooth cascade of Genji’s night-blue robes, her pale shining alien hands curved lightly over the arms of her chair. “I have no tribe.”

“You will stay with me.”

Eyes wide, Ilyana stared up into her face. Not a human face, not even precisely a face by human standards, but no longer completely strange. A chill struck her, and she shivered, but it passed, soaked up by the heat. “Forever?” she asked, and her voice quavered, lost, and vanished. For an instant, she was terrified. She passed through to resignation and then at last, because she was young, threw away all her fears, consumed by an intense curiosity.

“ ‘Every change is merely part of a mystical pattern,’ ” said Genji. “You will stay for as long as need be.”

“We must go home,” Anatoly told his jahar. “We must consolidate our position before we attempt any campaigns.”

“Where is home?” Rachelle asked. “I mean, this ship is my home. Where is yours?”

“The plains,” he answered, but his own reply puzzled him. How could he govern his principality from the plains, unless he built a khaja tower with which to communicate with the universe beyond? “But I think it would be wise,” he added, temporizing, “to go first to Charles Soerensen.”

Branwen caught his eye and lifted her chin, which meant she agreed with him. He smiled back at her. He appreciated her gesture of the night before. He had no doubt it would be repeated, or at least he hoped it would. So few khaja women knew how a proper woman ought to behave.

“We’re being hailed.” Florien tapped one ear with the heel of a hand. “I’m not hearing this right. Isn’t a Yao a prince? We’ve got a prince wanting to come on board. Or at least, that’s what it says.”

“I will meet him…?” Anatoly looked questioningly at Branwen.

“Route them through the starboard lock. That’s the hold you first came in through, Anatoly. I’ll send Summer down with you, for brawn, and I’ll monitor from up here with Florien and Rachelle. Ben, you stay in reserve. Moshe, out of sight.”

Anatoly went down to the forward hold with Summer. After a long wait, the lock cycled open and two Chapalii stepped through. Anatoly hesitated, then noticed that they wore the tunic and trousers that identified them as stewards. They bowed to him. After a moment two robed Chapalii stepped through. He waited and they bowed to him as well. Last, a single Chapalii cleared the lock and halted to survey the plain metal hold. Anatoly could not, of course, read this creature’s expression, and in any case he had learned that the Chapalii did not have mobile enough facial muscles to express emotion through facial quirks and tugs. Nor did the Chapalii show the least trace of color on his pallid skin. All that distinguished him was his plain black robe and the teardrop pendant hanging from a chain around his neck. Anatoly waited, not wanting to make the mistake of bowing to a Chapalii of lower rank. He supposed that such a gesture would be fatal.

The Chapalii did not acknowledge him. Instead, it prowled the hold, touching every surface, picking up any loose objects and examining them closely. Only a noble of equal rank to his own would dare to be so rude.

“I am Anatoly Sakhalin,” said Anatoly into the silence. “Do you have a name or title by which I might politely address you?”

The prince did not bother to look at him. He was too busy trying to pry open one of Benjamin’s crates of sherry. “If you can discover it, you may use it.”

“Excuse me,” said Anatoly, irritated by this crass trespassing. “That crate contains valuable and fragile goods which are the property of one of my soldiers.”

The prince looked at him. He had an ovoid head and a single smear of permanent color on the left side of his hairless skull, where a human’s ear would have been. Except for that, he looked much like Naroshi: big-eyed, albino pale, with a slit mouth and three translucent ivory ridges lining his neck between his jaw and his shoulder. Like gills, Anatoly thought, recalling images of fish and newts from Portia’s animal program. Without replying, the prince headed for the door that led into the rest of the ship.

Anatoly moved to block him. “No. I’m not inviting you in.”

The prince inclined his head. Perhaps the gesture was meant as a compliment. Perhaps not. Behind him, his retainers stood in silence, fingers curled together in artful patterns. “The Tai-en Naroshi lies within my house. Now his daiga holdings have become yours. Don’t believe that I will forget this.”

Without waiting for Anatoly’s reply, he turned and walked back into the lock. His retainers followed him out, and the lock cycled shut.

“They’ve detached,” sang Florien’s voice over the ship’s com.

“Hell and blarney,” said Summer. “I’ve never seen one of those chameleons be just plain rude like that. How can that be a prince?”

Anatoly felt a shudder through the hull as the prince’s ship removed its grip from the Gray Raven. He wiped his mouth with the back of a hand. “Only a prince can afford to be that ill mannered,” he said, and was abruptly reminded of some of his uncles.

“Now I remember why Earth got rid of this hereditary aristocracy business,” said Summer. “What a jerk!”

Anatoly chuckled.

Summer glanced at him. “Too bad you’re not my type,” she added, and with that ambivalent praise left hanging in the air, they left the hold.

They took the fastest route back to Odys, which meant four days to Crossover and a much slower eighteen days to Odys.

“If they’ve got shortcuts built in,” said Branwen, surveying the three dimensional chart of their progress, “then they only exist in old imperial space.”

“Or they only exist going to and from Chapal,” suggested Florien.

Anatoly said nothing, he only listened.

In orbit around Odys, he and Branwen transferred to a shuttle and were ferried downside. Anatoly flipped through the viewscreen, but Rhui was out of sight, far away around the ecliptic, on the other side of Mother Sun.

Charles Soerensen greeted him personally on the landing pad. As well he might. He looked…wary, as a man looks who is confronting an animal that he is not sure has been tamed. Anatoly greeted him politely and waited for him to make the first move. After all, Anatoly now held an insurmountable position on the board. And Soerensen knew it.

“We need to talk,” said Soerensen blandly, waving him toward a ground car. “But first, you have a visitor.”

He said no more, just made small talk, and when they reached the great shell of his palace, he led Branwen away and left Anatoly at the door of an informally furnished room, plain white couches overlooking two walls of windows that opened onto the flat vista of the tule marshes.

The woman and the child inside did not see him immediately. How tender the mother was, kneeling to let her daughter whisper in her ear, smiling fondly as she replied to the question; how sweetly the child kissed her on the cheek and led her by the hand to look out the great floor-to-ceiling windows that let in light and sky.

How beautiful they looked together. He could not help but fall in love with Diana all over again, seeing her framed against the heavens.

Portia turned. “Papa!” She ran into his arms.

He swung her around and kissed her a hundred times, until, squealing and giggling, she begged to be put down. But after he put her down, she wrapped her arms around his leg and clung to him, grinning with sweet ferocity.

Diana did not come over to him. She hesitated, and he just stood there, dumb with longing, stricken with foreboding.

A woman Anatoly vaguely recognized appeared in the doorway. “Here she is,” the woman said. “Portia, dear, did you want to come get that surprise you made for your father?”

Portia did not want to leave, nor did Anatoly want to relinquish her, but he could see that this was some elaborate play staged by Soerensen, by Diana, by this woman, and at last he pried her off and sent her on her way, promising to come straight to her. Thus fortified, she went willingly.

He turned to his wife. “No greeting?” he asked lightly. He wanted to embrace her, to wrap himself in her and let her, for a time, relieve him of the terrible burden that the emperor had placed on him. She did not move. She did not smile her glorious smile. She offered him no light, no warmth. She stood stiffly, as if willing him to ignore the curve of her body under her dress.

“I had to tell you myself,” she said haltingly. “Is it true? What they say of you? That what happened…? Are you really… named a prince by the emperor?”

“Yes.”

It was like talking to a well-meaning stranger.

“I’m sorry, then, to dump this on you now. But there’s no point in waiting. It’ll just make it harder for Portia later.” She let out a breath. Even at three body lengths from her, he felt its finality. “I’ve retained an advocate and she will be serving dissolution papers on our marriage in two days.”

“But, Diana…” Floundering, helpless, he could only stare at her.

“I’m sorry,” she said, and he knew then that her decision was as irrevocable as the emperor’s.



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

Confession

JAELLE SAT ALONE UNDER an awning in the middle of the jaran camp. Soldiers had hustled her here last night, back through the ranks of jaran soldiers who were streaming into White Tower, and dumped her. She supposed she was now a prisoner of the jaran, rather than Prince Janos. What had happened to Katerina? Did Stefan still live?

With dawn, the stream of soldiers outward from the camp ceased, and a few casualties came in, but otherwise a hush fell with the sun’s rising. Jaelle shivered, pulled her cloak more tightly around herself, and shut her eyes. She could not sleep.

“Jaelle! You will attend me.”

Rusudani stood under the awning of a neighboring tent. Jaelle rose hastily and hurried over to her.

“Tell these guards that they are to escort me into the castle. I have spoken to them, but they cannot understand me. I do not speak Taor as well as you do. Yet.” A sharp glance from the princess served to remind Jaelle that Rusudani had not yet forgotten her former dependence on Jaelle’s translations, and how Jaelle had defied her.

“Yes, my lady.” But the jaran soldiers could not understand her, either. Evidently none of them spoke Taor. She attempted a few words in khush, but these also failed to produce any effect.

“I will go to the castle!” Rusudani proclaimed.

“Do you think it is safe, my lady? There may still be fighting.”

Rusudani gave her a scornful look, hoisted up the trailing edge of her gown, and began to walk. Her jaran guards had phlegmatic temperaments. They simply found horses, mounted everyone up, and in this way they went into the town, which lay deathly quiet in the morning sun. The gates were held by jaran soldiers. After a brief exchange, Rusudani’s guards escorted her straight up the embankment that led to White Tower. Rusudani dismounted in the outer ward and Jaelle followed her in to the great hall. There was gathered the remnants of the castle’s population. Lady Jadranka sat with austere dignity in her chair. She looked washed clean with grief, and her hair uncovered, had gone to white at its roots. Janos’s seat was empty.

Rusudani swept up the hall and mounted the two steps that led to the dais. She approached Janos’s chair and surveyed it. Jaelle, behind her, saw Lady Jadranka’s mouth tighten.

“You have no right to sit there,” said Lady Jadranka, her voice rimmed with frost.

Rusudani turned and examined her coolly. “I may do as I please. This castle is mine, now.”

Jadranka stood up slowly. Yesterday, she had moved like a much younger woman. Now she looked as frail of body as a crone. But her voice lacked no power. “It is not yours. It reverts to me. You gained none of his inheritance by marrying him.”

An odd expression colored Rusudani’s face. “Where is your son?”

“He is dead. I had supposed you had heard already, since it was by your hand that he was betrayed.”

The word hung in the air, proclaimed loudly enough that Jaelle cowered, expecting Rusudani to reply fiercely. Instead, voices swelled in the anteroom and a delegation clattered in: The jaran had returned from securing the town. At once, the Mircassian envoy rushed forward and knelt before Rusudani, watching her warily, head slightly bowed. She gestured to him to move aside.

“Jaelle, you will translate what I cannot understand. Mind that you do it faithfully, or I will have you killed.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Jaelle watched them come forward. They did not look like supplicants, although Rusudani pretended to receive them as such. To Jaelle’s surprise, Bakhtiian was not with them. Instead, the Prince of Jeds stopped before the dais, escorted by two jaran soldiers.

“I see you have taken possession of the castle, Princess Rusudani,” said the Prince of Jeds. She still wore armor, strips of leather and plate decorated with red ribbons, and had her helmet tucked under her right elbow. Without giving Rusudani time to reply, she turned deliberately to Lady Jadranka. “You are Lady Jadranka? My niece, Princess Katerina, has asked to be remembered to you, my lady. She begs for your forgiveness, and asked me to tell you that the insult to her honor dictated the outcome.”

Lady Jadranka inclined her head slightly. She swallowed, but it was a moment before she could speak. “It is too early to speak of forgiveness. I do not hold Princess Katherine responsible for the fall of White Tower.”

The words blew a chill through the hall.

“Where is Bakhtiian?” asked Rusudani, cutting into the conversation.

As if her question summoned him, he appeared, limping. He looked grim and rather wild. He, too, wore armor, more elaborate than that he had worn when Janos and his men had ambushed him at the monastery. It made him look like a prince. Prince Vassily attended him, hovering by his side like an overprotective father. Lady Jadranka’s eyes widened as she realized who he must be. But she said nothing.

Bakhtiian made a comment, curt, to the Prince of Jeds in the language of the jaran, and she flushed, so slightly that Jaelle would not have noticed it if she had not happened to be looking at her directly at that moment. Princess Rusudani had eyes only for Bakhtiian. She fairly drank him in.

“Who does this castle belong to now?” demanded Bakhtiian.

Lady Jadranka rose slowly. “It is mine, sir, inherited from my father, since I was his only child.”

Rusudani looked furious, but she held her peace. Prince Vassily glanced at her, away, and back at her again.

Bakhtiian inclined his head respectfully toward Lady Jadranka. “I have prisoners to give into your hands, my lady. If you will give me your oath and sign your name to a treaty letting there be no feud between your house and mine.”

“How can I promise that? Janos was my only son.”

“By what means will you make war on me, Lady Jadranka? You cannot. Out of respect for you and your grief, I will leave this castle standing. Otherwise I would burn it to the ground.”

“The prisoners knew, all of them, did they not?” she asked. “All but my son knew that you were Bakhtiian. He would have killed you otherwise.”

“But he did not.”

“But he held you prisoner.” The barest smile creased her face, and Jaelle saw Bakhtiian whiten, as if at a blow. “With that memory, I will have to be content. I cannot forgive, Bakhtiian. But I will sign your treaty. Certain of my ladies have whispered to me that it is likely that Princess Rusudani is pregnant with my son’s child. For that child’s sake, I will swear an oath to hold you no further to blame, as long as I receive in my turn your oath to leave these lands alone and to give me the child, whether boy or girl, to raise in my son’s place.”

“I give you the child willingly,” blurted out Rusudani. “I want nothing from your son, least of all his child.”

Lady Jadranka’s expression did not alter. “Then let it be so.”

Prince Vassily touched Bakhtiian’s elbow and whispered in his ear. Bakhtiian shook off the hand impatiently. He looked, to Jaelle’s eye, quite transfigured from the man whom she had first seen at Sarai: There, he had reminded her of a steel sword, dangerous, sharp, but clean of line, and strong. Now, he seemed brittle and on edge. Before he had overawed her, but his power had seemed tempered by a glint of humor and a deep sense of control. Now, he scared her, because she could not predict what he might do next.

“What about me?” demanded Rusudani. “You owe me your life.”

“Are you sure you want me to—” Jaelle whispered.

“You will speak exactly the words I speak, Jaelle!”

But, like a man well used to deciphering many languages, he had already understood her.

“What do you want from me, Princess Rusudani?”

The Prince of Jeds stood stiffly. A gulf seemed to separate her from Bakhtiian and Rusudani, though there were scarcely three arm’s lengths between them.

“I am King Barsauma’s heir. Any alliance with me is worth a great deal.”

“That is true.”

“I can give you an army and passage into Filis, as well as control of caravan routes that lead into the lands south of Mircassia, past the great waste.”

“Of course it is in my interest to want these things. But surely you must want something in return.”

The silence drew out in the hall until even the soldiers shifting, nervous or bored, in the back stilled and waited.

Jaelle felt a chill envelop her. She had a sudden foreboding that Rusudani was going to say something foolhardy and perilous.

Rusudani had the wisdom to lower her voice, so that only the six of them closest to her could hear.

“I will be queen of a country greater than all of the Yos principalities together, greater than all the western merchant cities, greater than Filis, greater than Jeds. Why should I not have, as husband, the only prince as powerful as I am?” Deliberately, she did not look at the Prince of Jeds.

Nor did Bakhtiian. His gaze remained fixed on a point just behind Rusudani’s head, crowned with a gold-threaded shawl that almost covered her thick black hair. His eyes blazed, as if seeing some vision of a great alliance sealed by a royal marriage, the beginning of a powerful dynasty that would rule a vast empire.

Prince Vassily looked like he had been struck.

The Prince of Jeds looked gray, but she said nothing. Rusudani clenched her left hand triumphantly. Still, no one spoke. Like a storm rising, the tension rose until it engulfed the rest of the room.

Bakhtiian stirred. He glanced, curiously enough, at Vassily.

“I regret that I cannot give you myself, my lady,” he said politely, quietly, and, continuing, spoke abruptly louder so that his voice filled the hall. “But you are right. It would be fitting if you married my son.”

Rusudani shut herself away in the solar and would not be moved. Jaelle escaped her by simply staying behind in the hall, unnoticed and unasked for in the furor that arose after Bakhtiian’s pronouncement.

“Tess?” Bakhtiian was casting about, searching for his wife, but she had vanished. “Tess! Where is she?” He sounded querulous and remarkably irritable. An instant later, he dismissed two of his guards and fell into an argument with his son.

Jaelle stood behind Janos’s chair and tried to melt into the floor.

Bakhtiian looked up suddenly, right at her. “There is Jaelle,” he said. She could not reply, she was so astonished that he remembered her name. “Vasha, take her back to camp.”

Thus he ended the argument.

Vassily said one more thing to him, still angry, but Bakhtiian simply turned away and began conferring with someone else. Lady Jadranka had retired to her chamber, and the Mircassian envoy had gone upstairs with Princess Rusudani, her one loyal servant.

“I’m sorry,” said Prince Vassily. “That was all very sudden.”

Jaelle did not dare venture an opinion. He shrugged, led her out of the hall, and commandeered horses. Preoccupied, he did not speak. Ten jaran soldiers escorted them back to camp. There, dismounting, she found to her surprise that someone was waiting for her.

“Jaelle!” Katerina ran to her and hugged her for a long time. No one seemed to think her affection strange. “Come with me. Do come.” She tugged on Jaelle’s arm. “Stefan has paced a new ditch in the ground, he’s been so worried, wondering where you are. Of course you can come, too, Vasha. What a stupid question.” She asked her cousin something in khush, but he shook his head stubbornly and refused to answer.

Stefan was waiting. Somewhere in the tangle of tents that made up the camp they found him, working under an awning that sheltered injured soldiers. He wore clean clothes, the red and black of a jaran rider, and despite his youth he stitched up a wound with the confidence of a master healer, examined an unconscious man and shook his head with a frown, discussed a third case with an older man who seemed to defer to his judgment.

“You see,” said Katerina, “Stefan will make you a fine husband. I don’t expect he’ll ever do much fighting. He’s far too valuable for that. He will be as great a healer as his grandfather Niko Sibirin is. Or no, Aunt Tess said that Niko died, didn’t she? As his grandfather was. Not every man is so gifted by the gods.”

Jaelle suddenly wondered if her face was clean, her hair in place. She became aware that her skirts were muddy, and her hands needed washing.

Stefan looked up and saw her. Before, his expression had been fittingly sober. Now, his face creased with a smile, with more than a smile, and Jaelle felt a rush of something—she did not know what it was, a melting, a sudden fire washing over her, a giddy numbness that fell away into sharp joy. And was in an instant erased by agony.

“Marry me?” she stammered.

“He has been talking of nothing else since we were freed,” said Vassily, looking sour as he said it.

Stefan wiped his hands off in a bucket, dried them, and hurried toward them. He practically bled happiness into the air.

“I can’t marry,” Jaelle gasped. She began to cry. “I can never marry. I have sinned, and God will never forgive me. Please. Take me away.”

Stefan halted, looking hurt and perplexed, and that only made Jaelle cry the more. Finally, having mercy on her, Katerina led her away and soon enough she was enveloped in the dark tomb of a tent.

“But why?” Katerina demanded. “Why can’t you marry him? He’ll just mark you anyway. How can you object?”

“He must not. You must not let him be stained with my sin.”

“But how—?”

Jaelle wiped her eyes dry. It did no good to cry. “I will tell you. Then you will understand. You will yourself shun me, but I beg you not to hate me. I will go back to the caravan trade. That is the price I pay for my sin.”

“What is a sin?” Katerina demanded. “You khaja make no sense to me.” She said it fiercely, grown out of fresh pain.

Jaelle bowed her head. She could not bear to speak, but it must be spoken. It was time to confess. “I killed my baby child,” she said, because it was easiest to start with the bare truth. She heard Katerina gasp, but she went doggedly on, determined to have it all out. “I was taken by men at the mines, many times, even before my courses began. I ran away when I realized that I had become pregnant, but life was worse on the streets. That town was called Orontis. The birth was hard, but the baby lived, though it was a tiny thing, so weak it could barely suckle. Then one day Kamarnos—he was a merchant—saw me. He saw others first, other women, he was haggling for a woman to be his companion all the way north to Parkilnous. In those days I didn’t know how far that was, I only knew that it was away, that I would be fed every day and have a dry bed to lie in. But he wanted a woman who had no child to burden her. He saw me. He thought I was pretty, through the rags and the dirt. He asked me. Ah, Lady, what was I to do? The child was sickly. She might not even have survived the month. That is what I told myself. I had no milk for her anyway. I wanted to live. I pinched her nose and mouth closed with my fingers, until she stopped breathing. It took only a moment. She just slipped away. God will never forgive me.”

She fell silent. She was too tired to weep. She understood now that God was punishing her, by letting her glimpse safety but keeping it forever out of her reach.

“There was no one who would foster the baby?”

That surprised a harsh laugh from Jaelle. “No one wants a baby like that. At the mines, sickly babies were exposed on the hillside. No one wanted me. Why should they want a runaway slave’s child? Why would they want a sick baby that would never be strong enough to work for them? Who would raise it? Feed it? You jaran are very strange.” She said it bitterly. “My own mother stood by and watched while I was sold off to the mines. I had no mother, like you do, to watch over me. I had no tribe to care what happened to me, to send an army to rescue me. Only the Lady’s mercy kept me alive in the mines at all. If only I had prayed to her more earnestly, I would never have gotten pregnant there.”

“Katya?” That was Prince Vassily, from outside, sounding unsure.

“What is it?”

“Stefan is here with me. He wants to see Jaelle.”

“Come back later,” said Katerina. She put a hand on Jaelle’s shoulder. “Do you love Stefan? Do you wish to marry him?”

“He won’t wish to marry me, not after he knows what I did.”

“It is not a man’s right to judge. If you wish to marry him, then you must let my grandmother and his grandmother judge. How long ago did this happen?”

“I don’t know. Five years ago? Seven?”

“How old were you?” Katerina sounded appalled, and Jaelle shrank away from her touch, aware that she must not allow her affection for Katerina, and Katerina’s for her, to come between them and God’s judgment.

“I don’t know. Ten years old. Twelve. Thirteen, perhaps. That is the usual age for a girl to begin her courses, isn’t it?”

“Gods. You khaja are savages. And there was no child after that? After that one?”

I found out there were herbs that stop a woman from conceiving. Once I thought I got with child, so I took the seeds of the torise plant and was sick for weeks. If there was a child, it never came out. Perhaps God made me barren. It would be just.”

“What about this Lady, this Pilgrim, you speak of? Does she intend to punish you, too?”

“You must not speak of God and Our Lady that way.” Jaelle made the sign of severing, clutching her talisman knife in one hand. “It was just. Surely you must think so, too, Katerina.”

“It is true that it is a terrible act to kill a baby. But Aunt Tess says that our army has killed children simply by existing, by conquering and laying lands waste, by leaving children no food to eat over the winter. So is what you did worse than that? I don’t know. I killed Prince Janos, and I could have granted him mercy. Who am I to judge you?”

“You killed Prince Janos? But Lady Jadranka said that Princess Rusudani killed him.”

“Rusudani betrayed him. It was my hand that killed him.”

“I did not know you hated him so much.”

“I did not hate him,” said Katerina, her voice trembling for the first time. “But I had sworn that he would die for what he did to me. And because I swore before the gods, I had no choice.”

“I had no choice,” whispered Jaelle. “I would have died, too, if Kamarnos had not hired me. That is the truth. I chose to let the baby die so that I could live.”

Katerina sighed and, tentatively, put her arms around Jaelle. “I would be like a wife to you, like a husband to you, if you would let me, but I know you do not wish it. So it’s better that you marry Stefan. That way I know you will be safe.”

“But—”

“Do you wish to go out and see him now?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know.”

“If I were Mother Orzhekov, I would see what punishment the gods see fit to visit on you. I would let you lie with the man you wish to marry, with other men, and if the gods have forgiven you, they would show their mercy by letting you get pregnant. No woman in the tribes wants her son to marry a woman who cannot give him children. But if you conceive, then why not let you marry him? In the jaran, you will not be forced to behave so barbarously. You will become a jaran woman. It will be as if your other life is gone away. You will become a different woman, a woman who never has to make such a terrible choice, to live herself or die with her child.”

“How can I become a jaran woman if I do not pray to your gods? That I can never do.”

“Ah, gods, you khaja! No one says you must stop praying to your gods—”

“There is only one God—”

“But you speak of three. You speak of God, his son Hristain, and his daughter the Pilgrim. That is three. I can count.”

But Jaelle was too wrung out to launch into a dispute about the nature of God and the holy mystery of three being one. She rested her head on Katerina’s shoulder. “Is it true, that I might live with the tribes?”

“You must go back to Sarai with Stefan.”

“And you will come with us?”

“I don’t know,” said Katerina.

“I won’t wait any longer!” exclaimed Stefan from outside. A moment later he swept the tent flap aside and barged into the tent. “Jaelle, I don’t know what Katerina has been telling you, and it’s true that I’ll never distinguish myself in the army, but healers are as honored among my people as soldiers and…” Enough light showed through the flap that Jaelle caught the indignant look that he threw at Katerina. “Would you go away?”

“Your manners, Stefan,” she scolded, but she left the tent.

Stefan developed an alarming attack of shyness. “If you were a jaran woman, I would not ask,” he said, “but…but you will marry me, won’t you, Jaelle?”

She gathered up enough courage to look at him. “If your grandmother approves of me, of what I have been, then, yes, I will.” Exhausting her reserves, she clasped her hands nervously in front of her chest and waited.

He fidgeted a moment, bouncing on the toes of his boots. “Damn good manners, anyway!” he swore, and crossed the chamber and embraced her and kissed her. She was quick to respond.

Tess hid in her tent for the rest of the day. She curled up in her sleeping furs and just lay there. Her nerves were wrung out. She could not bear to face one more person. For the first time in her marriage, she was afraid that something had happened to irrevocably alter the man she had married.

At twilight, Ilya came into the outer chamber of the tent, calling for her in his usual autocratic way. She stirred, but then she heard Vasha’s voice.

“Will you stop and let me talk to you?” Vasha demanded.

“What about?” Ilya’s curt reply ought to have warned the young man.

“I am not happy about what you did in the hall.”

“I didn’t mean it. I meant to scare her off.”

“I mean it.”

“You mean what?”

“I mean to marry her.”

Ilya snorted. “Then you’d better have someone taste your food.”

“Father! Don’t you understand what an alliance with Mircassia will mean for us?”

“Why should I merely ally with Mircassia when I could have her outright?”

“How many battles would that take you? How many soldiers would you lose? This is a much better way. If you and Katya hadn’t been so stubbornly set on killing Janos—”

“Do not speak to me on that subject.”

“I will speak to you! You’re just angry that he held you prisoner. But he was a good man, he was intelligent, and he knew the worth of—”

“He raped Katerina, or have you forgiven him for that?”

For the first time, Vasha stumbled. “I don’t know. I think he didn’t mean to do…that he didn’t know…that he supposed that what he did was different than how Katya saw it. What are the laws in his country? Shouldn’t he be judged by them, and not by ours?”

“Most khaja laws are unjust.”

“Then expand just laws over all people, but do not throw out everything that is theirs. How do you expect to hold together an empire if you show no respect for the ways of the people you have conquered? If you don’t give them a stake in holding your empire together, then they will simply revolt at the first opportunity. You cannot hold all these lands together by force indefinitely. You must hold them together by other means.”

Ilya gave a bark of a laugh. “Now you sound like Tess.” Tess winced, hearing him, because he sounded angry.

But Vasha’s reply was calm. He sounded surer of himself than she had ever heard him. “Thank you. You could have given me no greater compliment. I had a great deal of time to think while I was Janos’s hostage, and—”

“And you still want to marry Rusudani?”

“I do. It is the wisest course, now that Janos is dead. I’ll ride to Mircassia with her.”

“Who said I meant to let her go to Mircassia? She’s worth more to me as a hostage.”

“Mircassia is worth more to us as an ally. You’re just being contrary. You know it’s true.”

There was a long silence. She heard little noises, Ilya pacing, Ilya unrolling a scroll, or at least she assumed that Ilya was the restless one, not Vasha. The furs in which she hid smelled musty. In the rains several days ago they had gotten damp and never been properly aired out.

“Then you’d better marry her before you go. Otherwise she’ll have you killed once you get there, if she finds a more suitable consort.”

“Father!”

“Do you approve of her killing her husband?”

“You would have killed him.”

“That was different. He ambushed my guard and took me prisoner. A woman does not betray her husband. Nor a husband, his wife.”

“He forced her to marry him.”

“Women have no choice in marriage. Gods, boy, I forced Tess to marry me.”

Now it was Vasha’s turn to snort. “You did not!”

“I did! By the gods.”

Tess sat up. She heard in his voice a touch of the old Ilya: smug and triumphant.

“I don’t believe it. Not of Tess. Of a jaran woman, perhaps.”

“Well…” More rustling. Ilya was shifting around again. She could practically hear the admission being dragged out of him, however reluctantly. “She didn’t accept it either and told me so.”

Tess heard the oddest sound: Vasha trying to suppress laughter.

“I suppose she did,” Vasha said finally. “That is why I can’t marry Rusudani out of hand. She must come to see that it is in her interest to marry me, to ally with the jaran.”

“Vasha.” Now Ilya’s voice changed, to something far more dangerous because it trembled on the edge of control. “Don’t be a fool. She doesn’t want you. She wants me. It is never wise for a man to marry a woman who sees him only as an obstacle in her way to what she truly wants. She will stay with the jaran as a hostage until her grandfather dies.”

When Vasha replied, his voice was so low that Tess had to strain to hear it. And was sorry she did. “What, are you like Janos? You want a wife and a well-born concubine? I won’t waste my time talking to you any more.”

The tent flap soughed down, closing behind him. There was silence in the outer chamber. Tess wrapped the furs more tightly around herself.

“Damn it,” said Ilya. A moment later a faint edge of light sprang into being around the curtain that separated the sleeping chamber from the outer chamber. “Nikita! Vladimir!”

It was Gennady Berezin who stuck his head in finally. “Yes, Cousin?” he asked in the formal style.

“Do you know where Tess is?”

“No. No one has seen her since this morning in the great hall.”

“Or if they have,” said Ilya sarcastically, “they’re not going to tell me.”

“Yes, Cousin,” said Berezin mildly, and by that Tess knew that he was protecting her.

“Then go out and see if you can find her, damn it. Send her here.”

“Send her here, Ilyakoria?”

“Ask her if she will deign to see me, then! Go!” Ilya kicked something—it could only be the table—swore, and fell to muttering to himself. Angels and blinding lights and a sword made in heaven… Tess had heard this before. She got up on her hands and knees and swayed forward, twitching aside the back lower corner of the curtain and peeking through. By the light of a single lantern, sitting in the middle of the table, she watched him. She felt an inexplicable reluctance to go out to him, to speak to him; what if he had been changed forever? He never talked to himself like this before. Finally his mumbling trailed away. He sat in the chair, one hand on the table, holding open a scroll which he was not looking at. He was staring at the tent entrance, as if he expected a visitor momentarily.

One came. She pushed aside the entrance flap and paused, letting it slide shut behind her. She pulled her shawl down and let it drape over her shoulders, letting her thick dark hair tumble down around her shoulders. She wore no jewels, nothing to adorn her except her youth and her pretty face and her position as King Barsauma’s acknowledged heir. She examined Ilya greedily. She practically licked her lips.

“What do you want?” Ilya snapped.

Tess flinched. She had never heard him be rude to a woman before.

Then, he recovered himself. “I beg your pardon,” he said, standing up.

“You want Mircassia,” she said, without moving.

“Yes.”

“Then put aside your wife and marry me instead. Mircassia will be yours.”

“Among the jaran, a man does not put aside his wife, my lady.”

“Jeds is nothing compared to Mircassia. A few ships, that is all. I am a more suitable consort for a man of your power and ambitions.”

He did not reply. They all knew it was true.

“An ambitious man would not hesitate. You served me faithfully enough while you were Prince Janos’s prisoner. I spared you from worse indignities.”

“I am not a lapdog, Princess Rusudani, an animal which I know khaja noblewomen like to pet and dandle and feed sweets to. Nor do I marry simply for the sake of land.”

“Do you expect me to believe that? That is the only reason anyone of our station marries. The Prince of Jeds must have seemed a valuable enough alliance ten years ago, however paltry it may seem now.”

“I invite you to leave, Princess.”

“No,” she said petulantly. “I am leaving on my own. I ride out tomorrow—”

“With what escort? How do you intend to break free of my army? You are under my control, Princess Rusudani. You will marry my son Vassily—”

“I will only marry in a ceremony in the true church!” But she sounded desperate now. She knew she had been outplayed.

“If that contents you. The boy is half khaja anyway; I doubt he will care. But be aware, Princess, that if he dies in mysterious circumstances, I will seek revenge.”

She paled, and her hands tightened into fists. She bit down on one pretty lip and a tear squeezed out of one eye. Ilya remained unmoved by this display of emotion. She wiped off the tear and straightened her shoulders. “So I am to be sold off again to a man? To your empire? As if I were a common slave? Is this how you treat the women of your people? I once thought otherwise.”

“This is how you expect to be treated. Janos was not a stupid man. You could have made a good marriage with him, but you chose to betray him instead.”

For the first time, Tess saw Rusudani flinch.

“If you choose to act as if you are only a pawn in a game of castles, then that is how you will be treated. If you choose to act as an etsana, wielding power wisely and with the gods-granted authority given to women, then you will be respected. Nikita! Vladi, damn you!”

“Yes, Bakhtiian.” Vladimir stuck his head in. His helmet gleamed in the lantern light. He glanced around the chamber and Tess had a good idea that he knew where she was, that she was spying.

“Take Princess Rusudani to a tent. Please remove her. Now. An escort of five thousand riders must be ready day after tomorrow to escort her to Mircassia, under the command of Vassily Kireyevsky.”

“Under Vasha’s command?”

“That’s what I said, damn it!”

“Of course, Bakhtiian. And you—”

“I will continue south to Yaroslav Sakhalin’s army. With them we will push on south toward Jeds. Is there any news of Kirill Zvertkov?”

“I understand he was sent to the court of the king of Dushan to bring back Andrei Sakhalin. There is no news yet.”

“Then go.”

“Yes, Bakhtiian.”

Rusudani went unresisting.

Ilya began to pace. He looked like he meant to wear a trail in the carpet, and gods he looked exhausted. But Tess knew he would not sleep until he saw her. So she stood up, took in a breath, straightened her clothing, and—to spare his riders from his temper—went out through the back flap so that she could come in through the front entrance, as if she was just returning. Berezin nodded at her but said nothing.

Ilya was still pacing, back to her. He turned and stopped dead. “Tess! Where were you? I’ve been looking…you’re avoiding me, aren’t you? You’re ashamed that I was stupid enough to let myself get ambushed, but I had to find out about the great blinding light sent from heaven. That was the angel… no, that was the other story. His wing was as bright as the strike of lightning. Except I suppose that the heretic is dead and burned by now while I was walled away in stone like any khaja slave. I had to—Kirill was with you, wasn’t he? That’s what they say. Are you already tired of me? Are you going to throw me over in favor of him? Ditches. I had to dig ditches. I don’t know if they meant to flood them with water, that would have been the best defense unless they built a palisade. Now that Arina is dead—”

He was babbling. She walked over to him and he just grabbed hold of her as if he was afraid she would escape if he didn’t hold on to her. Arms around her, face buried against her hair, he kept talking, on and on, and she let him talk. She let the words brush past her without listening to them, knowing they would make no real sense.

Because she saw now what had happened to him. Ilya could not abide, he could not sustain, the knowledge that another person controlled him, that he lay within a prison of another man’s making. It had driven him a little mad. Sonia had been right: For all his strength, for all his visionary luminosity, Ilya was fragile. She had been right to protect him all along, however horrible that might seem now. She herself had imprisoned him all these years, by walling him off from the knowledge of Earth, of her brother’s true position as Duke and as suzerain over Rhui and all its peoples, of the Chapalii Empire itself against which the jaran empire was like a nest of mice hidden in a drawer, a world self-contained and yet inconsequential. Ilya could not bear to be inconsequential.

“Hush, Ilya, my heart,” she said finally.

“Ah, gods,” he murmured in the tone of a man who has only now found the courage to confess his worst shame, “I had to obey their laws and their commands. That is what it means to become a slave. How could the gods punish me in this way? Oh, Tess, kill me rather than let it happen again.”

It broke her heart to hear him. “Forgive me, Ilya,” she whispered. “Forgive me.”

He said nothing. She was not sure he had really heard her. He could not truly know what she was apologizing for, anyway, because she had made choices all along that imprisoned him. But she could no longer choose for him. He deserved the truth.

Twelve years ago Ilya had married her in the jaran way, giving her no choice in the matter. But he had learned that it was her choice as well, that he could not make the choice for her. Tess smiled wryly, pulling him closer against her, feeling him sigh, feeling his breath against her ear and the strength of his arms around her back. It had taken her twelve years to learn the same lesson.

He just stood there, holding her, as if he waited…for what? For a tangible sign that she still believed in him, respected him, found him worthy, even simply found him desirable.

“I was so terrified when I thought I had lost you,” she said finally, “first to death, then to Princess—”

“I hope you think I have better taste than that!” he retorted indignantly, pulling away from her.

“Such as?”

He turned his head away, refusing the bait. The flickering candlelight scored his face in light and shadow, like a painted mask. Not knowing what else to do, she kissed him. He shifted, just a little, against her, allowing himself to be coaxed. But he made her work at it. She kissed him again on the neck and moved up over the curve of his jaw to his cheek and his mouth, running one hand down his back and the other down his leg.

Abruptly, with an impatient curse, he hoisted her up bodily, carried her into the inner chamber, and dumped her on the sleeping furs. She thought, fleetingly, about what words to use when she told him the truth, what evidence to present, how to do what she knew now she would have to do. Then he dropped down beside her, and she thrust all those bothersome thoughts aside. They could wait. This couldn’t.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

The Crossing of Borders

PEOPLE TALKED, THEIR CONVERSATION like a stream flowing around him. Numb, he stared at his hands. He could not concentrate enough to understand the endless river of words.

“M. Sakhalin, are you listening?”

He jerked, startled out of his trance. “I beg your pardon,” he said, not sure who had addressed him. Had the person spoken again, he could not have distinguished that voice from any of the others. He looked around the oval table, marking the people who sat here: Charles Soerensen, Captain Emrys, Soerensen’s assistants Maggie O’Neill and Suzanne Elia Arevalo, a diplomat whose name he had forgotten, another man whose importance he could not recall. Usually his memory was keen. Now all he could think of was Diana’s face, the way it had closed away from him, shutting him out, rejecting him, exiling him.

How could she have done this to him?

Why?

He had been a good husband to her, hadn’t he? He had wanted another child. Maybe that was it. Or she had found out about Ilyana’s flower night and misunderstood it. These khaja misunderstood many things. What had she said? I’ve fallen in love with another man, Anatoly, a man whose life and interests are more suited to mine. What did that have to do with anything? Of course he felt a little hurt, but a man expected his wife to take lovers, as long as she was discreet about it. He expected her to respect him. And that was the problem. Diana didn’t respect him. Say what she wanted, she was embarrassed of him, of where he had come from, of what he was.

But how could she be embarrassed now? How could there be any shame in being married to a prince of the Sakhalin who had been confirmed in his rank by the Chapalii emperor himself?

“I beg your pardon, M. Sakhalin. But we have a great deal to discuss.”

Anatoly looked up at Charles Soerensen. Soerensen’s face gave away nothing, but Anatoly had a damned good idea that Soerensen had arranged for Diana to confront him first, to give Soerensen the advantage after. He dug down into his reserves of strength and pushed her image aside. She had already left the planet Odys. A pain stabbed through him, thinking that he might never see her again. How could it happen? How could this be? Then he reined himself in again. He had responsibilities now. Portia was still here, left with him until the hearings that would settle the schedule of parental care. She was asleep on a blanket in the corner made by the stairwell wall, her little mouth partly open, snoring softly because she had a cold. He had to concentrate. But, gods, it was hard.

“You understand,” said Soerensen, “that this changes everything.”

“You are no longer the most powerful human in daiga space,” snapped Anatoly, and was at once sorry he had said it. It was Diana he was angry at, not Charles Soerensen.

“That is true. But I have been associated with Earth and League space for my whole life. I have risked much for them, and so they trust me, despite my position within the Empire. You’re a wild card. They don’t know you, and therefore have no reason to trust you. You have nothing invested in League space.”

“Except my home.”

“Rhui does not properly lie within League space. In fact, it isn’t even in the same prefecture, since Duke Naroshi controls Earth and the other systems that make up—”

Soerensen broke off. It was the first time that Anatoly had seen him make a misstep.

“No,” agreed Anatoly. “You are right. They are all under my control now.”

“How do you intend to assert that control?” asked the other man. Anatoly dredged up his name and title, forcing it past the morass where all his thoughts got stuck: Diana. Diana at their wedding, so beautiful that she had taken his breath away. Diana on stage, a Singer who seemed at those times to be in direct communication with the gods.

Tobias Black. Barrister. There, he had it.

“Please, M. Black, go on,” he said politely, pleased at his little victory over his wife. Except she would no longer be his wife, she was leaving him, except how could that be when marriage lasted among the jaran for as long as the man lived or the mark of marriage scarred a woman’s face, which was for her entire life? Except Diana was not jaran, and she had long since undergone cosmetic surgery to erase the mark from her face, because an actor must conceal such disfigurements. She had called it a flaw.

Portia sucked in a big, snoring breath and rolled half over, still asleep. Anatoly steadied himself with one hand on the table and leaned toward the barrister, fixing his gaze on him.

“M. Sakhalin, there is a difference between authority and power. Before the Chapalii Empire swallowed up League space, humans had after millennia of experimentation with such forms of government as theocracy, tyranny, monarchy, and communalism settled on what we now call diocracy, self-rule and community-rule in opposition and in balance. M. Soerensen remains a leader within the human community because of the authority he has derived from many years of service to the League and many years of proving again and again that he has the best interests of the League and humanity uppermost in his mind. The only power he has is that conferred on him by the Chapalii. You have no authority. You have only power. Without authority to persuade the Parliament and the citizens of League space to follow you, you must resort to force or coercion. That force can only come from the Chapalii and from those human quislings who have chosen to throw their loyalty away for the sake of short-term gain. You have a great deal of power, there’s no doubt about that. You can impose tyranny on humanity if you will. You can impose any kind of rule that you wish. In my capacity as an advocate, however, I would advise you not to take that course. You will alienate most of the human populations of your holdings, and those who flock to your side despite everything will probably prove to be untrustworthy allies. M. O’Neill, you mentioned coram traffic earlier?”

Maggie O’Neill tapped her finger on the table top and squinted at the numbers called up on the luminous surface. “In the last four days we have received eight thousand and ninety-four queries to the attention of one Anatoly Sakhalin. Ah, no, make that eight thousand and ninety-six.”

Eight thousand messages. How could he possibly answer each of those petitions? Anatoly stared past M. O’Neill. This oval table sat in the center of a round chamber roofed by an onion dome molded of clear glass, a material melded with plastic to give it strength to withstand the occasional typhoon that blew in over the plateau. From where he sat, he saw the tule flats extending to a misty horizon, sea and sky blending together in a distant gray haze. Soerensen’s palace extended behind him, but he would have to turn in his chair to see it.

“I have authority within my own tribe,” he said, “because I earned it. I will gain a base of power there first.”

“At what cost?” asked Soerensen quietly.

“At what cost?”

“If you go back, what will you tell them? Will you disrupt their way of life wholesale in order to bring them off planet? How will you get them off Rhui in any case? How many ships would you need? Where will you house them? How will they adapt? If you only take some at first, then who will you take? How will you choose?”

Irritated by this lecture, Anatoly broke in. “Among the jaran, all adults have a say in decisions that affect the whole tribe, although of course the etsana and the council of elders make the final decision.”

“Then what if no one wants to go? What if everyone wants to go? How will they communicate with the rest of us once they are off Rhui? Who or what will you use as interpreters?”

“There are slates—”

“You must get one for every person, then. Who will buy and distribute them? What will all these people do, who are accustomed to another life entirely? What about the khaja? What about the other continents, and the people who live there?”

“I wouldn’t do it all at once! You think I’m a fool. I don’t intend to act rashly. But how can I leave my people behind when I am here now?”

But perhaps it was true. Why should all of them necessarily want to travel to Earth? Valentin Arkhanov had not wanted it. Karolla Arkhanov had never adjusted; she lived by living a lie and by warping her family to match the image on her walls. Even he himself had not truly adjusted, not yet, maybe not ever. They all had such odd khaja ways out here, inexplicable to a civilized man, however primitive he might seem to them. They had it written down that all twenty-year-olds had to perform two years of community service in order to qualify for citizenship in the League. How barbaric to need a law for that, when among the tribes every child knew that she or he had responsibilities to the tribe, that every adult was needed for the tribe to survive.

But the tribes were small. There were so many humans in League space that the number was meaningless to him. And, of course, no one knew how many Chapalii there were…although perhaps a prince could find out. Perhaps a prince could get a census of human and alien species.

He leaned over toward Branwen and whispered the idea in her ear, and she noted it down on her slate. Realizing that everyone else was watching him, he turned back to Soerensen.

“Are you suggesting,” he said, “that I learn more about the League, about these worlds and the Empire itself, before I try to bring Rhui into it?”

Soerensen smiled, touched with irony, and Anatoly saw that while Charles Soerensen did not like relinquishing the power he had gained, that he was willing to, or at least, willing to share it. “That had been my intention all along,” said Soerensen. “Rhui has valuable natural resources. The Chapalii cannot interfere on her because she is interdicted. Therefore, she makes a good base for planning a revolt against the empire.”

“Why do you want to revolt against the empire? I always meant to ask that. The Chapalii do not rule you harshly. They leave you your own parliament for local matters, your lives are stable, and you go about your business much as you did before. What is wrong with that?”

Soerensen stood up, speaking down toward the table. “Call up a two-dimensional map of Rhui, continent A. Blush all territories known to be in the control of the jaran.”

Anatoly knew the map well, the great gulf that marked the northern sea, the spine of mountains that girdled the central mass of the continent, two delicate peninsulas to the southeast, and the large island in the southern sea that was home to the mysterious Byblos civilization, known only through the ancient scrolls and occasional merchant. He had met one, once, many years ago when he was hunting down the king of Habakar. He had bought an old scroll off him, but later lost it.

The red blush marking the territories of the jaran consumed about one fifth of the continent, nestled in the central territories and advancing toward the periphery.

“Do you suppose,” asked Soerensen conversationally, “that the khaja princes overrun by the jaran will give up their power willingly and happily? Do you suppose that their sons and daughters, however justly ruled they might be, will not listen to an old nurse’s story of how once they ruled themselves, and think that they could again? When you first came off Rhui, M. Sakhalin, you fell in with our plans swiftly enough. You did not want to be subject to the Chapalii Empire, nor have your people be subject to it. What has changed?”

The barrister Tobias Black was wrong about one thing: Charles Soerensen knew he had power, and he had come to like having it. Yet, at the same time, he might genuinely want only to further the interest of the human race rather than his own. Self and community, opposed and yet balanced.

“I have changed,” said Anatoly. “I have what Bakhtiian wanted all along. I have achieved his vision, that which he began, that the jaran rule over all the khaja lands. Why should I not lift my people up to meet their destiny?”

“At the expense of all the others?”

“Why should I care about them?” Anatoly asked bitterly. “They are only khaja. They have only caused me pain.”

“I told you it was a mistake,” muttered Maggie O’Neill. “You should have had the conference first and let him meet his wife afterward.”

His wife. Not to be his wife any longer.

“At the expense of Bakhtiian?” asked Soerensen.

“Bakhtiian?” The question startled him, but as soon as he faced it squarely he knew that Soerensen spoke the truth. Even if the emperor would recognize Bakhtiian as a prince—and if any man had the power of a great prince, that man was Bakhtiian—there were only ten princes in the Empire, and all ten now had names again, since he had come into the inheritance of the missing prince. “It is true,” he said slowly, “that despite my great respect for Bakhtiian, I do not intend to give him what I now have, nor will I relinquish my position in his favor. Why should I? Giving it would be insulting to him in any case. And while it is true that, like a Singer, the gods granted him a vision, they did not promise that he would be the one to achieve it. Anyway,” he added thoughtfully, looking Soerensen straight in the eye, “if Bakhtiian came to space, to these worlds beyond, he would want to become emperor. He would die before he admitted it could not be done.”

“You think he could not do it?”

“With what army? With what tools? This place is very different from the plains, as you yourself also know. Horses cannot ride the oceans between the worlds. Sabers cannot defeat…” But there he halted. “It is true that in everything I have read, all the images I have scrolled through, that you know very little about the Chapalii army.”

“We’re not sure they have an army, as we know of one. Only that when they use force, they use it sparingly and ruthlessly, and that their weapons are more powerful than those we brought to bear on them.”

Anatoly looked at Branwen. “Note that down. That is something else we will have to investigate.” He stood up and walked to the wall, splaying his hands on the cool glass, slightly moist inside from the humidity of their breathing.

“Papa?” Portia appeared from behind the stairwell wall, sleepy-eyed, and padded over to him. He gathered her up into his arms and turned to survey the people seated at the table. Soerensen still stood. “You are right,” he said finally, reluctantly. “I can’t go to Rhui yet. I have to consolidate my position here first. I have to understand what I have, what I don’t have, and what I can do with it. So I leave you, Charles Soerensen, with your lands and your authority intact, and I trust you will continue to advise me without concern for whether I care to hear what you have to say. As for the rest of you, I mean that as well.” Portia tucked her head into the crook of his neck and stuck two fingers in her mouth to suck on, eyes open, watchful. She was warm and solid. He wrapped her a little closer into his embrace. Be damned to jaran tradition, he thought suddenly, where the child always stayed with its mother. He would keep her beside him and raise her—let her see her mother, of course, that was only fair—but he would not give her up.

Branwen and the barrister closed their slates. They all rose, made small talk, and one by one left the room, bodies and then heads receding down the curved staircase. Soerensen lingered, staying beside the table.

“There is one other question I’d like to ask,” he said.

“What is that?” Anatoly shifted Portia on his hip.

She turned her head to look out over the tule flats. “Look, Papa. Look. There’s a boat.”

“Why did the emperor make you a prince?”

“And you only a duke?” Anatoly smiled, to take the sting out of the words. “I don’t know. Wasn’t it after you became a duke that the tenth princely house was… what do they call it? It was erased?”

“Made extinct.”

“Yes. But in any case, you weren’t brought before the emperor.”

“But I was. I was brought into a great hall, lined with columns and floored with white tile. There were many Chapalii there, nobles, I supposed at the time, and I believed I supposed rightly. At one end of the hall rested a gilded throne, and when the emperor appeared on this throne, they knelt, and so I followed suit. After that, I was named a duke.”

“Ah.” Anatoly walked around the curve of the room toward the stairwell, and Soerensen turned slowly to keep facing him. “That is why you are only a duke. Women and princes need bow before no man, nor Singers before anyone but the gods.”

“When is Mama coming back?” asked Portia while they were eating dinner, and he didn’t know what to say to her. Nothing in his life had trained him for this. She is never coming back. That was what he wanted to say, spitefully, but he could not say it to Portia, who would not understand.

He tucked her into the bed next to which he had set up a cot for himself and told her a story about the jaran, how a hawk had warned a little girl and boy, a brother and sister, of an avalanche, and so saved their tribe.

“Can birds talk? Birds can’t talk.”

“Singers can understand the speech of birds because they are touched by the gods. That little girl and boy became Singers, and birds became sacred to the jaran.”

“Mama taught me how to sing,” she said brightly.

He had to turn away, so she wouldn’t see the tears that came to his eyes. “Yes. Would you like to hear another story?” Knowing she would. “A long time ago, when I was a boy, my sister Shura was just the same age as you are now. One morning she wanted to go riding with me and the older boys, but we didn’t want her along with us. So she—” So she had somehow gotten up onto a pony and ridden out after them, and when it had been discovered that she was missing, there had been such a wild clamor and he and his friends had gotten into such trouble for not watching over her and the whole tribe had searched frantically for the whole day only to find her at sunset sitting by a stream contentedly eating from a berry patch while her pony grazed faithfully beside her….

But Portia was asleep.

He sat beside her for a long while, a hand resting lightly on her hair, watching the rise and fall of her breathing, studying the curve of her face, her lashes, the simple beauty of a child peacefully sleeping.

A child needs a mother. A man needs a wife or a sister or a mother or aunt, to whose tent he returns. Now he had nothing, only borrowed rooms, no tent, no home. Repose deserted him. He stood up, stroked up a faint illumination from the door panel, in case she woke up, and left the room. At the outer edge of the palace, a promenade overlooked the tule flats. Clouds covered the stars. The barest mist spattered the deck, and he held onto a railing and stared out into the last remains of daylight, the gray flats receding on and on until they were lost in sea and horizon and the gathering darkness.

It had been a mistake to marry a khaja woman. His grandmother had told him that all along. But she had wanted him to marry Baron Santer’s daughter, in Jeds, so perhaps it was only Diana she had disliked. It was true that it was dangerous to marry a Singer. They had their own ways, their own calling, and the gods might lure them away at any moment.

I’ve fallen in love with another man whose life and interests… That was not a calling from the gods. That was just selfishness.

The wind turned and hit him in the face, bringing with it the smell of salt and of things left rotting, untended among the reeds.

But Diana had already left him once. She had told him plainly enough that she had her world, and he his. He had written to her, finally, unable to endure without her company—or perhaps it would be fairer to say that although he did truly miss her he wanted to prove to his grandmother, to the tribes, that it had not been a mistake for him to marry her. He had written, asking her to make a final judgment, that if she wanted him to, he would willingly leave the tribes, the army, to come to her.

But he had left the tribes, he had left Rhui, before he had received her answer. Now, finally, staring into the lowering night, he wondered what that answer would have been.

A door soughed open, blending with the murmur of gentle waves on the pilings below. He turned to see Branwen come out onto the promenade.

“Want company?” she asked.

He regarded her for a few moments, silent. She was an attractive woman, competent, smart, and a good companion. But she was not Diana. He respected her, but he could not love her. Nor did she expect him to. “No, thank you,” he replied politely.

She smiled slightly, lifted a hand in acknowledgment, and retreated back through the door.

Ah, gods, how he wanted a family. He liked the crew of the Gray Raven, but they were his jahar, not his family; they might in time become friends, comrades, but that was not the same. If only Shura was here….

Why not? He had not yet heard, in the twice-yearly letter she sent him through convoluted channels, that she had married. She had stayed with the army all this time, as a scribe and interpreter. Why shouldn’t she leave Rhui and come to him? One person would make no difference.

But Charles Soerensen was right, too. Shura would be alone out here, with a brother but no sisters or female cousins or aunts. Was that fair to her?

Then, like a flare in the heavens, a sudden, piercing image of Ilyana Arkhanov burned before him and vanished. A jaran girl. Sixteen, or perhaps she was seventeen by now. That was a proper age for a girl to get married. She loved Portia already, and she could bring Evdokia with her, to be Portia’s companion. Diana had abandoned him. It would serve her right if he turned around and took a new wife. A beautiful wife. Young, one who would want children.

“Damn it,” he muttered, knowing it was unfair, and just plain mean, to marry Ilyana only to spite Diana. But he could travel to Naroshi’s planet, to see her. Who would stop him?

He could send a message to Rhui, asking Shura to come to him. He could do anything he damned well pleased.

Fortified by this thought, he went back inside, stopped beside a wall panel, and called up a route to the communications center. It lay in the south wing, perpendicular to the massive greenhouse wing, buried under an astonishingly ugly rococo hall that Soerensen used for receptions of his least favored guests.

Maggie O’Neill and three techs sat in stylish chairs, scattered around the room like islands in a sea of muted gray consoles and several tables which displayed above their flat black surfaces rotating three-dimensional images of Rhui, of Odys, and of the Delta Pavonis solar system. Two long screens on opposite walls displayed two-dee images of landscapes, one from Earth that Anatoly recognized, a mountain-scape of the Alps, and another from the sand pillar swamp of Tao Ceti Tierce. On a third wall a stellar chart glittered, seeming to sink three dimensionally into the emptiness beyond, even though Anatoly knew it was a trick of the projection itself.

Maggie jumped up and hurried over to him. “Heyo. What can I do for you? Are you here to start through that backlog of messages? If you turned each one into scroll and stacked them up around you, you’d have to wade hip-deep to get out of here. But you’ll get used to it.” She grinned.

He nodded politely. “No. That can wait. I want to put a call through to Jeds and Sarai. I want Tess Soerensen to locate my sister Shura.”

She raised her eyebrows but did not respond. Instead, she negotiated the maze of consoles and came to a halt before one that looked exactly like all the others except for a saffron-colored jacket thrown carelessly over the chair wheeled up in front of it. Maggie hitched it out of the way. “Suzanne may have the complexion to wear this color. I sure as hell don’t. I get jaundiced just standing near enough to squint at it. Here, put it over there.”

Dutifully, he did as he was told, draping the jacket carefully over a nearby chair. Maggie sat down and began keying numbers into the console, interspersed with terse vocal commands.

“No one’s home at Jeds,” she said. “Odd. I’ll leave a callback for when Cara catches up to us. Or wait, I think she was headed for Sarai last I heard. We can almost always at least get the ke at Sarai. Let me see…”

Anatoly leaned on the edge of the console. The thin line scored itself into the gray surface, forming a large square.

Mist coalesced up from that square, pulsing to an unheard heartbeat.

“Ah! I’ve got an acknowledge. On screen.” The mist dissipated to reveal a woman’s head and shoulders, peering keenly and with a somewhat perplexed expression at them. She narrowed her eyes, registered Maggie, and twined a finger through one of her braids and shifted her vision to the left. Seeing Anatoly, her eyes widened. “Anatoly Sakhalin! What are you doing there?” For an instant he could not reply, he was so surprised to see a jaran woman using interdicted equipment. Finally he found his voice.

“I give you greetings, Sonia Orzhekov,” he said.

Daiga transmissions are like a form of blindness to the ke’s eyes, which are not like daiga eyes, seeing only in the spectrum of visible light. The daiga whose appearance startles Sonia, the name which classifies the daiga of flowers, is simply a primitive collection of impulses, not the complex ever-flowing pattern that informs the person of a biologically-present daiga. The ke cannot even tell if the daiga is male or female, the identifying marker by which the daiga put greatest store.

The two daiga speak in a daiga language. The ke does not know this language, it is not the language named Rhuian by the daiga Tess, but all daiga languages have primitive characteristics in common, in the way their structure has grown up as time and generations of daiga have passed. The ke shifts to the intermediate brain, seeking correspondences, similarities, alliances. Meaning emerges.

“But of course you’re a prince of the Sakhalin,” Sonia says, labeling this daiga. “Why shouldn’t you go before the khepelli emperor? Except that Dr. Hierakis told me that Charles Soerensen does not want the khepelli to know where his people are hiding. That is why they have this…what is it they call it?…this interdiction.”

Prince of the Sakhalin replies. “I am now a prince in the Chapalii Empire. That means that the jaran have a place within the Empire, one without recourse to the khaja who have come down to Rhui and made their own rules for us. That means that we are now the guardians of all khaja space.”

“I am new to this. I don’t really understand what you are saying.”

The ke sees that, without patterns to read, without the ability to read patterns, names might prove useful to daiga. Otherwise, needing to order the universe so that they can grow out of their half animal state, they could only see the universe as an undifferentiated mass of light and dark and color, edged with borders. To cross those borders, the daiga name things. By naming the universe, they bring it into existence.

“Who is that with you?” asks the prince of the Sakhalin.

Sonia says: “This is the ke.” Thus does the daiga of flowers make namelessness into a name, bringing the ke into existence.

Able to see and sense in limited spectra, the daiga struggle to expand their sight and thus their interaction with the universe. Naming becomes both their prison and their key.

“How do I use this tool to speak to Tess?” asks Sonia after the daiga transmission ends.

“On this world,” explains the ke, “daiga can only speak through tools, through consoles. Such are the rules of the interdiction. A call may be placed to Jeds. The daiga Tess journeys toward Jeds. The message will wait there until it is answered.”

“How can a message wait when it is made of nothing permanent?” Sonia asks. Sonia is full of questions. “Even the speech with Anatoly Sakhalin vanished as soon as it was over.”

“The message remains, recorded into memory.” The ke touches several bars on the console. “By this means, the message plays back.”

The patternless daiga rises about the console again, and the entire conversation plays out while Sonia watches.

“But how does it do that?” she demands, and the ke realizes with surprise—surprise!—that part of the daiga pattern of voice and physical body includes the force daiga name as emotion. To learn to recognize the patterns of emotion is to learn to read daiga patterns correctly. Then, as swift as a gust of wind, Sonia speaks again, casting off the last question. “But I must send a message to Tess. Or to Cara Hierakis. She left twenty days ago. Could her machines have gotten her to Jeds so quickly? Well, of course they could. There was that, what did you call it? She sent a brief signal to say she got there, but nothing spoken or written. It’s just hard to…imagine. Even the swiftest, untiring messenger changing horses at every station would take forty days to ride from Sarai to Jeds. Yet words spoken into this tool can reach Jeds as quickly as I can speak them! I must call Cara Hierakis. Can you show me how to speak to Jeds?”

The ke considers, but neither the daiga Tess nor the daiga who had hidden the ke in the laboratory in Jeds for five orbits of the planet—for five years—have forbidden the daiga Sonia from learning whatever Sonia asks to learn. Nothing is interdicted from this daiga, now that the concealing curtain has been drawn aside. It is a daiga metaphor, a way of naming that classifies one object because it acts similarly to another. Or is that a simile? No wonder the daiga remain primitive. Language has taken the place of physical evolution. Naming and seeing have become synonymous.

“This gold bar seems to trigger the appearance of an image,” says Sonia, trying to manipulate the console without instruction in order to discover the correct sequence.

The ke shows Sonia how to put a call through to Jeds.

The daiga named by the others Cara Hierakis answers. The two daiga converse. The ke follows the conversation intermittently, distracted by other questions.

“No, I’ve heard nothing from Tess, but she only had an emergency transmitter. Anatoly Sakhalin says he did what? That he was named a prince…in the Empire? That he saw a female Chapalii? But males can’t cross into female territory, or at least…that just doesn’t make sense. I’ve heard nothing from Charles. Oh, wait. I’ve got an incoming coded message, a download, from Odys. Let me call you back.”

The visual image of Cara Hierakis vanishes. Sonia waits at the console, calling back old messages, watching the replay, even those in a language that evidently is incomprehensible.

“Is there an interpreter tool?” Sonia asks. “So I might understand what this woman is saying? She says Tess’s name, so she must know Tess.”

An image of a daiga speaks over the console, a daiga like all the rest, indistinguishable without a pattern to read. Daiga can discern subtleties in daiga morphology that allow each daiga to discriminate any one daiga from the others. Ke have no need for such fine discriminative control, brought on in the daiga, perhaps, by territorial instincts or the need to have and keep a name, which then grants existence.

“Is there no means within the daiga brain to translate words?” the ke asks.

“If I know another language, then I can understand it, or at least if I don’t know it very well, I can think of what the meaning is in a language I do know well. But if I don’t know the language at all, then I don’t have any way to figure out what it means except through an interpreter.”

“A daiga program exists,” replies the ke, “which translates one daiga language into another. Tess has written such a program. Others exist.”

Sonia makes a movement with the mouth that the ke translates as a smile, a daiga way of showing pleasure.

“You are my interpreter,” Sonia says.

The ke pauses, startled by this new name, this new designation. What is an interpreter? An interpreter is someone who crosses borders for others, making one language intelligible to a second, making the outer world intelligible to a daiga who has lived confined to this inner one.

If it is true that this Prince of the Sakhalin has become a prince in the Empire, then the daiga naming their selves as jaran will need to understand how the Empire works. They must learn to name and to see the Empire. How can they learn to see it? Only through names.

The ke shows Sonia how to work the translation program, but then the ke retreats to a corner of the room and broods. The ke is not used to brooding. Ke do not brood, but this ke has crossed the border into daiga lands and can no longer go back to being a true ke.

This ke has been thinking about daiga.

Lacking deep brains, possessing only partially-formed intermediate brains, the daiga have constructed an interlocking web of names, like the great web that binds together the universe. Like a true building, this web is still in the process of growth. It is living, not dead.

Perhaps the daiga are civilized, but not as Chapalii recognize civilization. Civilization can manifest through more than one phytogeny.

“I am glad you are here to explain this all to me,” Sonia adds. The pattern that distinguishes her to the ke’s sight is bright, hectic with excitement.

The ke creeps closer to the daiga Sonia, as to warmth and light. Sonia shows neither fear nor shrinking, as many daiga do when confronted with a robed, veiled figure. The ke no longer needs veils, in front of Sonia.

“I hope you will stay with me for a while,” says Sonia. The daiga reaches out and touches the ke lightly on the arm. Two patterns swirl together briefly. It is a daiga way of connecting. The ke knows this now.

This ke has become an interpreter. This ke is no longer truly nameless.



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

By Right

ACCORDING TO THE KHAJA priest at White Tower, a formal betrothal was as binding as a marriage.

“It makes sense not to marry until we reach Mircassia,” said Vasha to his father. It was dawn. The army was ready to leave. They waited in front of the crushed grass where the great tent had stood. Behind them, guards rolled up the awning. “But I need a binding agreement so that I can’t be thrown over once we reach there.”

“Marry her and be done with it,” snapped Bakhtiian, “if you mean to do it at all.”

Vasha felt a flash of irritation, but he quelled it. He knew he was right; he could not help that his father felt impelled to disagree, to dislike new ways of doing things, khaja ways of doing things. He could practically hear his father add: That is how the jaran would do it. In any case, Vasha did not think Ilya had recovered yet from his captivity. “Let me at least tell you my reasons. First, it will give me a chance to become acquainted with her, and her with me, without being thrown at once into the intimacy of marriage. Second, if we are married in Mircassia before her grandfather and the court, the marriage will appear to have the king’s sanction. Third, if we marry before the child is born, then by jaran law that child is mine. It makes no difference to me, of course. But Princess Rusudani will hate the child, if we keep it. So there will be no other objection to sending the child to Lady Jadranka to raise. She will raise it well. It will have an inheritance.”

“All good points,” said Tess reasonably.

Fuming, Ilya glared at her. He looked back at Vasha, and Vasha was heartened to see that the worst edge of his anger had been blunted by Vasha’s words. “If you en gain Mircassia, then I don’t care what means you use.”

“Will you attend, then?” Vasha asked hopefully. “The betrothal ceremony? You won’t be in Mircassia for the wedding.”

Tess closed a hand firmly over Ilya’s wrist. “Of course we will attend.”

Faced with a direct order from his wife, Bakhtiian did not dare disobey, or even protest.

So, a short while later, Vasha knelt on a white cloth trimmed with gold braid before the altar in the castle chapel. His father and Tess stood behind him, as witnesses, and farther back, Katerina sat beside Stefan on a bench. Vasha did not need to turn his head to know how Katya would look, watching this: tense, impatient with her own curiosity, forcing herself to keep silent and still within the stone walls that must remind her of her captivity. But she had come to witness because he had asked her to.

Rusudani knelt beside him, her hair covered by a lace shawl and her eyes cast down toward the floor. She held her hands in front of her as if she was praying, but her lips did not move. No expression showed on her face that he could interpret.

The priest set out the written contract on a side table and had first Vasha and then Rusudani repeat the words that bound them to the contract. Vasha did not understand much of what he said, but it was short, and he repeated the phrase “bound by God’s law,” twice. Watching Rusudani, who did not look at him as she spoke the words in her turn, her voice so soft that it died into the loft of the chapel, Vasha was satisfied. Rusudani believed faithfully and sincerely in her God. If she swore to be bound by God’s law, then she would keep her word.

Last, they exchanged rings, simple gold rings which the priest had nervously donated before the ceremony.

The priest called forward the interpreter—Jaelle, as Vasha had also requested. The khaja here gave him everything he wanted, of course.

“The wise father wishes you to come forward and mark the contract,” Jaelle said. It had been written the night before. “It is usual for a young woman to have her father or brother sign the contract for her, transferring her into her husband’s protection. But because she is a widow Princess Rusudani may act on her own behalf.”

Vasha signed his name, to the surprise of the priest. That Rusudani could write as well did not surprise the khaja man; he knew she was convent educated.

So it was done.

Without speaking further to Vasha, Princess Rusudani left, escorted by the two ladies she had retained to accompany her on the journey. Tess looked over the contracts, tracing her fingers down the Yossian script and glancing at the Taor translation. She sighed, at last, and hugged Vasha, who felt numb more than anything, wishing that Rusudani had at least spoken more than the required words.

“I wish the best to you, my child,” Tess said, releasing him. “But now we really must all be leaving.”

And that was it.

Except for Stefan.

“I’m sorry,” Stefan said. “I’ll come to you as soon as I take Jaelle back to Sarai, but I can’t let her travel there alone.”

Vasha glanced toward Jaelle, who stood by the table with her hands folded together. Her cheeks bore a delicate blush on them as she looked up at Stefan and then, quickly, away again. She loved Stefan.

“I envy you, Stefan,” Vasha blurted out, then clapped his friend on the shoulder to cover his own embarrassment, to cover the words. “So you must come to Mircassia just as soon as you can, or I won’t ever forgive you.”

Stefan laughed and hugged him and he and Jaelle went away. They were riding north with a small escort, back to Sarai.

So Vasha was left alone in the chapel, except for the priest, who soon wandered out, still looking nervous.

Except for Katerina, who waited for him by the doors, great wooden doors carved with curlicues and two kneeling figures, holy men or women, Vasha could not be sure which because they wore voluminous robes and identical blank expressions.

“Like Rusudani’s expression,” Vasha said.

“You can’t expect her to thank you for this,” Katya said.

Troubled, he wandered back into the chapel and sat down on a bench. Katya sat down beside him. Restless, as always, she tweaked the sleeve of her blouse around and around, straightened it, and then began to tug at his clothes instead, smoothing out creases, lining the embroidery on his sleeves up so that it ran in a clean curve from his shoulder down to his wrist.

“Was it stupid, Katya? Shouldn’t I have done it?”

“She doesn’t love you.”

“She may come to.”

Katya shrugged. She hooked one boot up onto her knee and began fiddling with the laces. “I don’t know. Perhaps she can’t love.”

“She loves—”

“Huh. Being infatuated isn’t love, Vasha. You know that. You don’t truly love her either. You don’t know her well enough for that. How can you?”

He frowned at her, but her words didn’t make him angry because they were true. “Well, do you think she will come to like me? To be a good wife to me?”

Katerina was silent for a long while. Vasha just sat there, feeling comfortable with her, as he always did, even when he was fighting with her. “Perhaps she has learned something. Perhaps not. Perhaps she will discover that it is in her interest, that it will further her ambition, to be married to you. Perhaps she will always think of you as a captor. How can anyone know, Vasha? We can’t look into the future. But if you treat her fairly and with respect, perhaps she will not hate you and do to you what she did to Prince Janos.” Her voice shook a little on his name.

Vasha swallowed past a sudden thickening in his throat. He took hold of her hand. “Did you hate Janos?”

“I don’t know. I did at first. But what difference does it truly make to a woman if she is made a mistress by khaja custom or a wife by jaran? She has as little choice in either.”

“But—”

“But what? What choice did Princess Rusudani have to marry you? You or someone else, someone her grandfather chose for her.”

Vasha did not know what to reply. They sat there without speaking. The priest came in and began to light candles near the altar for the midday service. Seeing them, he started and hurried out again. Light streamed in through the high windows that surrounded the central nave of the chapel. Dust danced in the beams.

“You’ll be a good husband for her, though, if she chooses to accept you,” Katya said finally.

“Thank you,” he said sarcastically, and she made a face at him. “Where are you going? You haven’t told me. Back to Sarai?”

“No. I don’t know. I’ll go to Jeds. If I go back to Sarai, my mother will marry me off to some well-deserving Raevsky son.”

“You don’t want to get married.” He didn’t have to make it a question.

“Why should I want to? I don’t want to go back to Sarai. I don’t want to fight in the army anymore. I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.” Exhausting this slim reservoir of repose, Katerina jumped to her feet and stalked up and down the aisle.

“Will you come with me?” he asked.

“Why?”

Vasha shrugged. “I don’t know. Because I love you, Katya. Come with me now, help me. You can go to Jeds afterward.”

She stopped dead. Suddenly and strangely, she looked sly. Like the Katya of old, who as a child loved lording secrets over the rest, loved having read a book her cousins hadn’t grown curious about yet and teasing them by suggesting that it contained hideous or wondrous stories; in fact, once Vasha laboriously read through them, such books usually proved to contain nothing more than yet another dry philosopher propounding about natural history or arguing a legalistic question to death.

“I had a long talk with Aunt Tess yesterday,” she said finally, her expression passing over into hesitancy, so at odds with her usual mood. “She said perhaps…she said she would talk to my mother…”

“So you do have to go back to Sarai.”

“No. She said I should go to Jeds with her and that somehow she would sort it out there. I don’t know, but she hinted, I think…” Her eyes lit, and Vasha was stricken suddenly by an awful sadness. He had lost her. He knew it with that instinct he shared with her. “I think she thinks I can sail over the seas to Erthe.”

“But no one comes back from there, Katya! I couldn’t bear to lose you forever.”

“I’m not yours, Vasha! If I have to do this, understand it and be happy for me!”

“Oh, Katya.”

She came back and sat down on the bench beside him, and he embraced her. They sat that way, silent, still, until Vladimir arrived, in full armor, and reminded them that the army was riding. Now.

For thirty-nine days they rode south, making good time even though it rained two days out of every three. They caught up with outriders of Yaroslav Sakhalin’s army on day forty and rode into Sakhalin’s encampment on day forty-two. Laid out in a neat spiral, the camp engulfed most of the fields that surrounded a Walled city. A pall of smoke lay over the city, but Vasha noticed at once that the gates lay open and a thin stream of people moved, in and out, cautiously going about their business.

Vasha helped Rusudani down from her horse—it was the one liberty she allowed him. Her waist was thickening noticeably in the middle. He hovered nervously beside the chair set up for her until her tent was erected and she could be installed within. She lay down at once.

“Is there anything I can get you?” he asked.

She shook her head, closing her eyes. “My waiting women will take care of my needs.”

She was pale, but not dangerously so. Mostly she looked tired. He left her lying there, one hand resting on her copy of The Recitation, and went to Tess’s tent.

Ilya sat on a pillow receiving Yaroslav Sakhalin’s report. Tess had her journal open on her knee and was, for some reason, taking notes. Mother Sakhalin sat beside Tess, her intent gaze on her uncle; like her mother, Konstantina Sakhalin had mastered the art of sitting perfectly still, absorbing all that came before her.

“…I sent a detachment behind the khaja lines to this city, which is named Arhia in their tongue. The city elders tried to buy off the detachment, but when they got news of the battle fought on the Tarhan River, they wisely capitulated.” Yaroslav Sakhalin paused, and his gaze stopped on Vasha, who came in under the awning.

Vasha nodded coolly at him and sat down beside his father. Sakhalin glanced at Ilya, gauging his reaction, but Ilya did not react at all, waiting instead for Sakhalin to proceed. Without comment, Sakhalin went on.

“That battle took place five days ago. When the messenger you sent on ahead of you arrived, I decided we would wait here. We have enough casualties to warrant it.”

“I will tour the hospital,” said Ilya.

Sakhalin nodded curtly. “The Estaharin prince fell in the battle. He had assembled a decent force, including the last renegades and rebels from the Yossian principalities. Two princes, three prince’s sons, five dukes and eighteen lords died on the Estaharin side. He also had a detachment of Filis auxiliaries with him, but I haven’t been able to discover whether they were mercenaries he hired or if they represent an alliance he had worked out with the prince of Filis. As well, the prince of Tarsina-Kars had sent a detachment of men to the muster, but he withdrew his troops when I sent him word that we held his daughter. I now understand, from new intelligence, that she is one of two claimants to the throne of Mircassia, and the one favored by the king.”

“That is true,” said Ilya. “My son Vassily is betrothed to her. He will marry her once they reach Mircassia.”

Vasha admired how Yaroslav Sakhalin could contrive not to look surprised by this news. But Sakhalin was an old, canny soldier. He had not survived this long by letting startling news overset him.

“The main road through the pass in the eastern hills that leads into the heart of Mircassia branches off three days ride south of here, my scouts report.”

“Very well,” said Ilya.

“There is one other thing,” added Sakhalin, glancing at his niece. “Two days ago Kirill Zvertkov arrived in my camp, escorting my brother Andrei Sakhalin.”

Ilya was on his feet in an instant. He already had one hand on his saber hilt.

“No,” said Sakhalin quietly, standing only slightly more slowly. “If everything that Zvertkov says is true, then it is my right, and my duty, as his relative to kill him.”

“Damn it,” swore Ilya under his breath, but he did not argue.

“He must be allowed to speak,” said Mother Sakhalin calmly. She rose and shook out her skirts, waiting politely for Tess to finish scrawling in the journal, close the book, and toss it onto the pillow Ilya had vacated before standing herself.

“I’m not sure I want to see this,” said Tess under her breath to Vasha. She let the other three go ahead. “It’s going to be ugly.”

“He must be punished—” Vasha protested.

“I don’t mean that, not so much. I mean having to listen to the excuses he makes.”

And Andrei Sakhalin did make excuses. Zvertkov and his thousand soldiers had encamped in a tight circle around a single, small tent, isolated within the ring of guards. When Zvertkov saw them, he jumped to his feet and hurried over to give Bakhtiian a hearty embrace. He did not touch Tess, but Vasha caught the glance that passed between them, fraught with unspoken words. Tess’s eyes glittered with sudden tears. She wiped them away. Ilya could not tear his gaze away from the tent. His hands were clenched so tightly that his knuckles were white, and his lips were pale, set hard.

Yaroslav Sakhalin walked forward alone to the tent and twitched the entrance flap aside. He bent down, said something. After a long wait, a man emerged from the tent. Seeing Ilya, Andrei Sakhalin blinked dazedly at him, as if the sun, or Ilya’s presence, had blinded him momentarily.

“What do you have to say to me, Andrei Sakhalin?” Ilya demanded, not moving. Unable to move, Vasha realized, standing so close to his father that he could have touched him; if Ilya moved, it would be to kill the man who had betrayed him.

“Why am I being held here?” demanded Andrei. “I am relieved to see that you survived that khaja ambush, Bakhtiian.”

“You bastard. You set that ambush up. You betrayed me, and for what?”

“I set nothing up! Some of my own men were killed. I had gone in to see the priest—the presbyter—and we were attacked and I was cut off from you. I had no choice but to—”

“To run north to the court of the king of Dushan? Why not back to the army, to get help—”

“I had so few men left by then that I had to return to Dushan to collect the rest of my jahar. How was I to know if the country was rising against us? I couldn’t risk the rest of my riders.”

“He’s mocking you,” said Vasha, unable to stomach these grotesque excuses any longer. He strode forward to confront Andrei. What Rusudani had done was bad enough, betraying her own husband, but at least she had had cause to hate Janos for forcing her to marry him, for his own gain. How could Andrei Sakhalin stand there and let such barefaced lies spew from his mouth? “Have you no shame? I was taken prisoner by Prince Janos of Dushan, and he told me, and these are his very words, ‘I hold an alliance with a jaran prince from the greatest of the jaran tribes.’ ”

“Which rules out you, does it not, Kireyevsky?”

“Andrei!” Yaroslav’s voice cracked across them. “You are insolent, impenitent, and disrespectful! Answer the charge.”

Andrei spit at Vasha’s feet. “As if we ought to trust his word, a fatherless bastard, giving himself airs, thinking he’s as good as the rest of us. Gods, Yaroslav, you threw him out of your army because, he’s worthless.”

“Be careful how you speak of my son,” said Ilya softly.

But it was too late, Andrei was going on. “What has happened to you, Yaroslav? The Sakhalins should have been the ones leading the army, not him. What is he? A lover of men, you know it’s true, every one knew it, it was such a scandal. A man who would stoop to marrying a khaja woman for the territory she brought him. How can you stomach it, Konstantina? We are First among the tribes, how can you let the Orzhekov women lord it over you? You, who are now Mother Sakhalin by right? Ah, gods, the best soldier among us has already been thrown to the dogs, run out into khaja lands, never to be seen again. He could have done something, he could have been dyan over all tribes, that is why they drove him off, and gave me, like a sop, to the woman who will become Mother Orzhekov. So the rest of you Sakhalins would be content while they cut away our power from beneath us. How could you stand by and let it happen? Not just let it happen, but become part of it? You make me sick.”

“Bakhtiian had the vision—” cut in Yaroslav.

“Hah! His mother’s ambition, no doubt, foisted on an untried and untrustworthy son. Why shouldn’t she put it into her son’s head to make up a story, pretending it came from the gods? Everyone knew what a bitch she was, forced to marry that worthless Singer from a tribe no one had ever heard of and lusting all her life after a different man entirely—”

Ilya broke forward, drawing his saber.

But Yaroslav ran his brother through before Ilya could reach him. It was so sudden that Andrei’s collapse was the only sound, except for Ilya’s ragged breathing as he fought to control his rage.

“I beg your pardon,” said Yaroslav calmly. “I killed him so that you would not defile your saber with his tainted blood.” He dropped his bloody saber on top of his dead brother. The corpse twitched once more, then was still.

“Let him be buried beneath the earth,” said Konstantina Sakhalin, “so that his soul may never return to the jaran. Let his name never more be spoken within the tribes. Let it be known that there was no son of the Sakhalin tribe of this generation named Andrei. Let the memory of him cease to exist. So have I, Mother Sakhalin, spoken.”

“So is it done,” echoed her dyan. He signed, and guards carried the body away.

“Poor Galina,” said Katya. “She was fond of him, I suppose because she saw him so rarely and because he was clever enough to be kind to her when he was with her, knowing he’d need her support to…whatever he meant to do once Bakhtiian was dead. To see that his sons by her became dyan over all the tribes.”

She lay on her stomach beside Vasha, and he lay on his side, one arm flung casually across her back, his fingers playing with her unbound hair.

“It was stupid,” said Vasha.

She turned her head to look at him. Hair spilled down over her shoulders, and he could see straight down the front of her shift to the curve of her breasts within. “Are you angry about what he said about you?”

“No. Why should I be? He’s dead, and I’m alive. I’m the one is going to marry the queen of Mircassia. My children are the ones who will rule, not his.”

“Don’t tempt the gods,” she said, chuckling.

“Katya…” He let a hand wander down her back, caressing her. “Oh, damn.” He pulled his hand back and got to his knees, ducking his head to avoid the lantern that hung from the pole above. “I always look in on Rusudani before she goes to sleep.”

“She won’t care if you don’t look in tonight. Or any night.”

He sighed. “I know that, but surely if she gets used to the attentions I pay her, she’ll come to expect them, even to miss them.”

“You’ve turned into a calculating little bastard, haven’t you, Vasha?”

He paused by the tent flap and grinned down at her. “You were born into your position, Katya. I have to fight for mine.” She only smiled back, forgiving him for his desertion. Then she adjusted the lantern and opened a book that Tess had just given her. Vasha could tell she was gone from him before he even left the tent.

Rusudani acknowledged him warily and allowed him to sit on a pillow at the foot of her couch.

“May I read aloud to you from The Recitation?” he asked. There were three copies of The Recitation in the tent: one in Yossian, one in Taor, and one in a language Vasha did not recognize. The interpreter told him that it was Mircassian. “Perhaps the princess would agree to teach me to read these words,” he said, opening the Mircassian book.

Rusudani hesitated, then answered. “I speak them,” she said. “You speak them after me.”

They read five pages in this fashion, until even Vasha was both exhausted by the effort and bored by it, even with her so close to him. He bade her a polite goodnight, and she accepted it dispassionately.

A light still shone in Tess’s tent, and the tent flap was thrown aside, revealing two figures seated within. Vasha greeted the guards, but he paused under the awning, eavesdropping.

Ilya sat erect in his chair, almost stiff, tapping his fingers on the table impatiently. “Damn it,” he was saying, “I can’t remember what the name of the nephew is who is the other claimant to the—”

“Here, Ilya.” Tess pushed an open book across the table toward him. “I wrote everything down for you, all the reports.”

Ilya grabbed the book and flung it across the room. It landed out of Vasha’s sight with a soft thud. Then he jumped to his feet, knocking his chair over. “It’s a khaja weakness, not to be able to remember things. Singers don’t need scratches on paper to—”

“Ilya,” said Tess patiently, although she looked grim, “you have received a shock. It might take some time for you to recover fully. This is just one way to tide yourself over until you have…”

He turned his back on her and stalked toward the entrance. Stopped, seeing Vasha outside. “What are you doing?”

“Spying.” Vasha walked past him, into the tent. “Since I’m leaving tomorrow, I thought I would come by and ask if you have any last advice for me.” He grinned at Tess and abruptly felt wobbly enough on his feet that he had to steady himself on the back of her chair. “I’m a little nervous.”

“Keep a cool head,” said Tess, “don’t give anything away, and watch your back. But you’ll have a jahar of ten thousand. I don’t think King Barsauma will try anything outright, anything direct. He’ll see that the wisest course is to let you marry Rusudani, since we have possession of her and enough power to lay his kingdom to waste if we’re angered. He’ll hope that you die young, or that jaran power will wane quickly enough that, in time, Rusudani can throw you over for a more suitable consort. He’ll hope that the jaran became embroiled in internal war, or wars with other kingdoms, and slowly leave Mircassia behind, forget about her, withdraw our troops from her because we need them elsewhere. He will bide his time, Vasha. It is up to you to insinuate yourself into Mircassian society so thoroughly, into the rule of the land, appointing the right people to the council or as governors in far-flung provinces…that in time you are indivisible from Rusudani’s power. It is how an etsana’s husband works. Although the authority is hers, within the circle of the tents, she needs him, and so does the tribe.”

“You don’t think jaran power will wane,” Vasha said. “Even though I have read of the rise of powerful dynasties that later collapse, as in Habakar.”

Tess glanced toward Ilya. “No. I don’t think it will. Not for a long time.”

Something in the way she said it puzzled Vasha. She sounded like a Singer speaking a prophecy. Except Tess wasn’t a Singer. Was she?

“Prince Lazi!” said Ilya triumphantly. “That’s his name. And his mother is Lady Apamaia. She is the half sister of Prince Basil of Filis. That is why he supports her and her son. More her, I suppose, since the nephew is evidently a half-wit.”

“Don’t you have anything to tell me?” Vasha asked.

His father just frowned at him. “Have your food tasted.”

“Oh, gods!”

Tess shook her head at him, warning.

“Well then,” said Vasha, swallowing his disappointment, his unease at his father’s bizarre behavior, “I’ll take my leave of you.”

Tess hugged him. Ilya seemed to come to himself for a moment. He stared at Vasha for an uncomfortable while, measuring him, then patted him awkwardly on the arm. “You’ll do, Vassily,” he said.

Vasha practically floated back to Katya’s tent.

The lantern was out. Inside, Katerina was asleep, her book clutched in one hand. Vasha stripped and lay down next to her, snuggling against her, listening to her breathing, and chuckled to himself. It was so rare to spend time with Katya when she was this quiet.

Vassily Kireyevsky led his jahar—his jahar!—southeast into the Hira Mountains. It took him thirty-three hard and mostly wet days of riding to traverse the mountains and the wild lands that surrounded them, and another twenty-four days to cross the populated lands, loose confederations of towns and manors and lord’s holdings that were in their turn ruled by King Barsauma from his palace at Kavad.

No one bothered them. Indeed, word soon ran before them, and, as they advanced farther into Mircassia, farmers and townspeople flocked to the side of the road to catch a glimpse of the princess who was to be their next queen. Lords sent offerings of food and wine, and grain for the horses, clearly bent on currying favor.

Vasha refused none of the food, but refused to let anyone hold audience with Rusudani. She rode in a kind of a trance, caught between one marriage, whose fruit still lay within her, and the next, and the promise of becoming queen. And perhaps, Vasha had to admit to himself, she was still furious, or grief-stricken, at Bakhtiian’s rejection of her. He accepted, on her behalf, several sons of noble families whose lands they rode through to serve as her pages, but he used them mostly to taste his food.

Each afternoon, after they had stopped, he would go to her tent and eat supper with her there, and they would read more of The Recitation. Soon he could pronounce Mircassian well, although he could by no means understand it. Slowly, after the first shock had worn off, she began to read alternating passages in Taor. Thus they passed the journey, reserved but not in open conflict. That was a beginning, Vasha supposed. Her cheeks grew plumper and her belly began to round under the folds of her gown. She appeared even more beautiful to him, perhaps only because, so close, she remained out of his grasp.

King Barsauma sent a party of ministers and courtiers to greet them. The city of Kavad looked odd to Vasha: It had no walls. Only the palace, a great citadel that blanketed the outcropping of rock that rose above Kavad, looked as if it was fortified.

Vasha conferred with his captain, and they decided it would be wisest to leave the jahar encamped outside the city and for Vasha to go in with Rusudani with a contingent of fifty men.

Escorted by khaja men old enough to be his grandfathers, this smaller group proceeded up a broad avenue lined with hordes of curious onlookers, passed through a double set of gates, and were at last trapped within a vast courtyard ringed by magnificent buildings. Mircassia was a rich kingdom, indeed.

King Barsauma waited for them in a sun-drenched courtyard. He sat in a chair padded with fine embroidered pillows. At his back a fountain splashed and played over crouching stone lions. He was so old that his skin was as delicate as aging parchment, all the veins showing through. A cap covered his head, which seemed to be hairless, and the finest wisps of white hair straggled down from his chin, barely making a beard. Even sitting, he had a stooped back, bent by age and illness, but his eyes were like steel.

“Is this the child?” he demanded, tapping his cane on the flagstones. As soon as he spoke, Vasha realized that half of his face was immobile. His words were slightly slurred, but understandable. “Come here, come here. Who are these barbarians? Which is the usurper who claims to be your husband?”

Vasha gulped. How such a frail old man could scare him, he wasn’t sure. But he did. Deliberately, Vasha took Rusudani’s elbow with a hand and escorted her up to her grandfather. Let it not be said that Vassily Kireyevsky shrank from confrontation.

Rusudani knelt before the old man, bowing her head. Vasha did neither. His interpreter hung at his back, so that he could whisper into his ear without seeming to intrude.

“Huh,” the king grunted, looking her over. “Pretty enough, but is she clever?”

At that, Rusudani lifted her head to look directly at him. “I trust I am clever enough, your highness.”

“Not clever enough to avoid getting with one man’s child and being betrothed within a day of his death to a second.”

“It is the fate of women, your highness, to be married whether they wish it or not. I had no authority, no army, nothing save my faith in God, to protect me. But I am here, am I not? Unencumbered, except by husbands and their get.”

King Barsauma began wheezing, which startled Vasha until he realized that the old man was laughing.

“Husbands are no great impediment once a woman becomes powerful enough. You are convent educated?”

“Yes, your highness.”

“You can read, write, and figure?”

“Yes, your highness, and recite the Eulysian Hymns, and I have read the Commentaries of Maricius, the Hermeneutics of Silas, and the tract, “Against the Elians,” by Hayyan of Sid Saffah.”

“Pah. Church learning will not help you rule a kingdom. You will start by reading the chronicles and then, let me see, Lord Tellarkus can show you the roll of taxes and Lady Tellarkina can show you the women’s quarters. I recommend you use her as your chatelaine; she’s old and has but the one living daughter left. She’ll know you can show that child favor, so she’ll be as faithful to you as she can be.” He gave his wheezing laugh again. “You can get a barbarian for her daughter, too. She’s, buried two husbands already.” Like a sword’s cut, his gaze hit Vasha.

Vasha stood his ground.

“Is this the lad? He’s a mere pup. I thought he would be an experienced man.”

Vasha inclined his head with what he hoped was regal disdain. “I am Vassily Kireyevsky, your highness. I am the son of Ilyakoria Bakhtiian, who commands the jaran army.”

“Go away,” said the king suddenly. “You may attend me another day.”

He meant both of them, and his attendants briskly led them off. No doubt it was time for the old man to rest. Vasha glanced back as he left the courtyard, but Barsauma sat stiffly in the chair, not looking after them.

Vasha and his men were assigned to a suite of rooms that adjoined the women’s quarters but did not have immediate access to them. In order to see his wife, Vasha had to wait at the gate into a second courtyard and be escorted across by beardless men armed with spears and swords curved almost into a half moon.

Rusudani received him under an arcade of columns that opened onto a garden. A phalanx of women, dressed in gowns that draped rather revealingly along their figures, protected her. Flowers bloomed, and the drone of insects mingled with the soft rush of an unseen fountain. In the Yos principalities, autumn was rushing toward winter. Here it was still summer. It was like this, he recalled, in Jeds as well; always mild.

A servant brought a chair. He sat down beside her. The women eyed him from behind fans; they whispered to each other, and pointed.

“You are well?” Vasha asked.

“I am well.” Rusudani got the strangest look on her face. She glanced toward her attendants and, abruptly, ordered them to leave. When they had gone, she turned back to Vasha. Even though they were now essentially alone, with only his interpreter and the one jaran soldier allowed him, with her beardless guards and the Mircassian ladies out in the garden where they could see but not overhear, Rusudani still looked carefully around before speaking.

“He does not respect the Holy Church. They say he has not attended service in the chapel since his favorite son died. They say he cursed God for taking all his children from him, and that God punished him for his impiety by striking him down. That is why he can only move half of his face. But he has not repented from his blasphemy. What are we to do, Prince Vassily?”

Vasha could not reply for a long while. Rusudani was confiding in him! “Does it not say in The Recitation, that ‘he who dines at Wisdom’s table and drinks of her wine, will be brought to understanding through the excellence of her food’? You must strive by your own example to bring King Barsauma back to your church.”

“You speak wisely, Prince Vassily, but you yourself have not chosen to sit at God’s table, though you were betrothed by His laws and intend to be married by them.”

She waited. Vasha was for one intense instant tempted by the perfect blue of her eyes and the delicate blush on her cheeks to throw caution to the winds and tell her that he would take part in the ritual cleansing that initiated a man or woman in to the Hristanic Church.

He bowed his head instead, briefly. “I respect your God and your Church, Princess Rusudani, but I must remain faithful to my own gods.”

She did not reply at once. The sun crept in toward them from the garden, and the fountain splashed quietly.

“You have been gracious toward me,” she said finally, so faintly that it was almost lost within the fountain’s ripple and a breath of wind that sighed through the garden. Then she stood up and walked out into the garden. The interview was over.

By posting lookouts at all the windows in his suite of rooms, Vasha could keep an eye on most of Rusudani’s forays outside of the women’s quarters. In this way he managed to attend her on most of them, seeing where the chronicle was kept and where the steward had his offices, meeting the council of ministers and sitting beside her when, on their fifth day at the palace, she held an audience for the courtiers and was, perforce, compelled to acknowledge him to them all. Each night after supper he read with her, and after that he would go to the room where the great chronicle was kept, light candles, and pore through it, sounding out the words laboriously, turning again and again to his interpreter, who could speak but not read Mircassian, and together they puzzled out the heavy script and the history of Mircassia as written by its scribes.

He did not see King Barsauma nor, as far as he knew, did Rusudani. Old men dressed in elaborate court robes watched them, that was all.

On the sixth night he sat alone in the Hall of the Chronicle with the Interpreter and his favorite guard, a young Riasonovsky rider named Matfey who was, to Vasha’s amusement, a nephew of the Riasonovsky captain who had escorted Vasha to Sarai after his humiliating dismissal from Sakhalin’s army.

“What’s that?” asked Matfey suddenly.

Vasha stood up, hearing an odd rustling and thump from one dark corner of the room. A lantern’s glow traced out shadows, throwing them into long relief, and King Barsauma came around a screen. Leaning heavily on his cane, he shuffled forward until he got to within five steps of Vasha. He stopped there. For all that he stooped now, and dragged his left leg, Vasha could see that he had once been a tall, robust man, broad across the chest, shrunken now more by his infirmity than by age. A servant placed a chair carefully behind him and helped him to sit. Metal gleamed in the shadows: Barsauma’s guards.

“I could have you killed,” said Barsauma. “And no doubt would save myself some trouble by doing so.”

Vasha faced him without flinching. “I have my own guards posted outside, at the doors, of course.”

“Huh. Why do you come in here each night and stare at the chronicles? I would stop you looking at the tax rolls if I could without throwing all hell into the palace. I know you’re only looking to see what you can plunder, having this peshtiqi interpreter count it up for you. How did you get into the palace in the first place? How did you capture my granddaughter? What do you want, Prince Vassily? I can pay you off, a hundred filistri of gold, if you will release my granddaughter from the betrothal.”

“She’s worth much more than one hundred filistri of gold your highness.”

“Two hundred, then. Bandit. I hear that one of your little pages got sick yesterday. I hope it wasn’t the food.”

“I will be certain in future to eat only from my betrothed’s plate. It is an old custom among the jaran for a husband and wife to eat from the same platter.”

“Three hundred filistri.”

“My children by Rusudani on the throne of Mircassia, and that is the only offer I will accept.”

Barsauma thumped his cane several times, hard, on the floor. The noise resounded in the chamber, unmuted by tapestries. “Five hundred. I want no damned barbarian seated on my throne.”

“I will not sit in your throne, your highness, as long as you are alive.” Barsauma snorted, and Vasha, seeing that he had perhaps amused the old man, went on. “Your greatgrandchildren may sit on a greater throne even than your own.”

“Barbarians can’t hold together an empire.”

“What if they can? Already Bakhtiian has conquered a greater empire than any I have read of.”

“So you can read. That is what Lord Tellarkus claimed, but I didn’t believe him.” He motioned curtly to his servants and they scooted his chair up to the lectern that held the thick chronicle. “Read to me. Something…here, this passage.”

Vasha sounded it out, and Barsauma grew impatient with the interpreter’s slowness and began correcting Vasha’s pronunciation and then, evidently, the interpreter’s translation.

“Pah. A useless man. You may keep him, but I’ll get you a better.”

With that, he got up and shuffled out of the hall, his servants carrying the chair behind him.

In the morning, Vasha went to the women’s quarters and asked to see Rusudani. He had to wait a long while, but finally he was allowed in, to the same arcade bordering the garden, the only place she ever received him.

“You are well?” he asked.

“I am well.”

“I saw your grandfather last night. He tried to buy me off.”

She looked startled. “Buy you off?”

“He thinks that because I’m a barbarian that I can only be a bandit, and that I’d be as happy to have the gold as you.”

“You did not accept the gold.”

“Of course not.”

She thought for a while, sipping at a cup of tea, then signed to an attendant to bring Vasha tea as well, poured from a new pot. He did not touch it. If she noticed, she said nothing. “What do you want, Prince Vassily?” she asked finally.

The question took him unawares. What did he want? “I…I want to be like my father.”

“You look a little like him,” she said, as if to say, but are otherwise utterly unlike. “What about Mircassia?”

“I wanted you before I wanted Mircassia. I swear by my own gods that that is the truth. But it is nevertheless beside the point, Princess Rusudani. You must marry me, or another man.”

“You do not treat women so in the jaran.”

“All woman marry in the jaran as well.”

“How can you claim that the women of your people are not ruled by men?”

“What does marriage have to do with that? A woman can marry and still wield the power that is rightfully hers.”

She set down her cup on the table that separated them and touched, like a reflex, the tiny knife that hung on a gold chain around her neck. “I am to meet with my grandfather this afternoon. Lady Tellarkina says that my grandfather has a Mircassian lordling in mind to marry me, a grandson of an old retainer of his, after we have gotten rid of you. But I know nothing about this man. He will be loyal to his grandfather and to my grandfather, to the council of ministers who have agreed to his elevation. He will become their tool. He will not care about me.”

“What are you suggesting, Princess Rusudani?”

She met his gaze, clearly and cleanly, for the first time. “That we marry at once.”

“The baby—”

“It is Janos’s child, no matter what your barbaric customs say. As soon as it can travel, I will send it north to Lady Jadranka. I will not suffer Janos’s child to live by me. She wants it. She may have it. But you and I will marry now, Prince Vassily. I will not become their pawn. Better that I ally with the jaran, who will give me a power base outside of this court, where I am the outsider, the interloper, than be isolated within the net of their intrigues.”

“Once you no longer need me, will you betray me as you did Janos?”

“He forced me to marry him. I had no choice. Now I do have a choice, between you and this Lord Intavio. You have no power here except through me, and if I had you killed and the jaran invaded and conquered Mircassia, if they could, they would force me to marry another jaran prince, one I didn’t know.”

“I suppose,” said Vasha bitterly, “that I needn’t have asked that question, because you betrayed me once already, to Janos, when we were first captured.”

Now she looked away from him. A flush stained her cheeks. “I did that to protect Bakhtiian.”

Embarrassed, jealous, he almost took a drink of the tea just to do something with his hands. But he caught himself in time. She saw his hesitation.

“Here, child,” she called to an attendant, “bring a new pot, and pour into both our cups from it.” She emptied her cup onto the stone paving. She smoothed a hand down over the curve of her stomach. “Once I was content to devote my life to God, to prayer, but God did not mean me to follow such a destiny. I am ambitious, too, Prince Vassily.”

Deliberately she leaned forward, having to stand up to get her abdomen over the table, and kissed him chastely on each cheek. “We will go to meet my grandfather together.”

King Barsauma heard Rusudani out in silence. Vasha could not tell if he was disgusted, infuriated, or pleased. When she was finished, he coughed. A servant hurried forward and wiped a drop of spittle from the drooping side of his mouth.

“Are you in love with him, granddaughter?” he demanded.

“No.”

He grunted. “That is good. No fit marriage was ever founded on infatuation.” He turned his head to glare at Vasha. His stare reminded Vasha of a vulture’s, waiting until the dying animal stopped thrashing. “There are two provinces in eastern Filis that by right ought to belong to Mircassia.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, your highness.”

“Hmph. When your father conquers it, and has killed that heretic Basil and that puerile half sister of his, I want those provinces returned. That is the only offer I will accept.”

“Then we have a bargain, your highness. But I will keep the pages.”

“Ah, God,” muttered Barsauma, “what has it come to, that I lose my fine sons and have to endure seeing a convent-bred child and a barbarian take my place?” He thumped his cane on the floor many times, his face getting red. Vasha wondered if he was about to collapse with a fit of apoplexy.

Rusudani reached up from where she knelt before him and took his withered hand in hers. “It is God’s will, Grandfather. You will not be disappointed in us.”

He settled down slowly, and his servant gave him a sip of spirits and wiped the sweat off his face and straightened his collar. Still breathing heavily, the old man measured first his granddaughter and second, Vasha. “Pah,” he said scornfully: “A mere girl and a bandit.” But he did not thump his cane. “Well. Qiros, come here, come here. Bring more glasses, pour all round. From the same borne.”

By that gesture, Vasha saw that he now had an alliance with the Mircassian king.

Ten days later, Rusudani was invested as the heir to the throne of Mircassia, the ceremony taking place in the great cathedral of Kavad.

Here, in the south, bordering on the heretic realm of Prince Basil, the huge windows in the church were laced with colored glass, and the afternoon sun streamed in through the windows and illuminated the interior with dazzling light.

The presbyter read the service with great flourish, and King Barsauma managed with every steely bit of will that he possessed to crown her all by himself, with one weakened and one withered arm.

Then the queen of Mircassia, her pregnancy showing through the heavy robes of state, turned to look toward her future husband. Vasha, knees trembling beneath equally heavy robes, mounted the steps and halted beside her.

So it was that Vasha came to be married in a khaja church by a khaja ceremony, to a khaja queen. He became a prince, as his mother had long ago promised him, but in the khaja manner, by right of paternity, by right of marriage to a woman, the ways that khaja measured rank. Not by jaran custom.

But he could hear the whisper of his father’s words: You’ll do, Vassily.

He was content.



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

Himalaya’s Beautiful Daughter

THE CARAVANSARY ECHOED WITH the ghost voices of the company, long since gone back to Earth. Ilyana stretched out belly down on the bench in the courtyard, letting the sun warm her back through her silk shirt. She reveled in her solitude.

“You have been idle for fifteen minutes,” said her slate. “Do you wish to close the Karnak program?”

She yawned. “Yeah, sure.” She crossed her arms over the slate and lay her head down on them. The back of her neck between the part in her braids got sun for the first time in an hour. She tucked her chin down, to expose more of her neck to the glorious warmth.

A boot scuffed the pavement at the entrance gates.

She jerked up, swinging her legs off the bench. But it was only David. He dumped a saddle and bridle just inside the gate and walked over to her, pulling grass out of his hair.

“You were out riding. What happened?”

He rubbed one shoulder. “Damned horse threw me. It got startled. The dome came down.”

“I didn’t hear—”

“It wasn’t the noise. It was the flash when the field was shut off. You didn’t notice it?”

“I had my eyes closed.” She bounced up to her feet. “But that means the dry season’s here, just like Genji promised when she made us put those weird membranes on. Now we can go live somewhere else.”

“You don’t like it here?”

She shrugged, unwilling to admit to him that the ruined caravansary still made her nervous. She never went there alone.

“You’re sure, Yana, that you don’t want to go…”

“Home?”

“Back to Earth.”

“No. I like it here, really.”

“Even after two months alone? It’s pretty quiet.”

“Don’t you like it?”

“I don’t mind it, Yana, but it’s generally accepted that adults can adapt to many circumstances for a finite period of time. Meditative retreats are considered beneficial to mental and physical health, after all. But you’re still young—”

“As you keep reminding me,” she snapped, irritated by his avuncular meddling. “I like it here just fine, thank you! It’s nice to be alone for a while. And anyway, Genji says she’s working on Duke Naroshi to invite Augustus Gopal here, to dance, so then my friend Kori could come visit.”

“Ah. That would be nice for you.”

Ilyana rolled her eyes, grabbed her slate, and stalked outside. She had been a little nervous, two months ago when the company had finally packed everything up and left, about staying alone here with just David. She wasn’t quite sure about what, what there was to be nervous about, or if it was something about David or something about her, but that had changed. She liked David—well, in some ways she really loved him, because he showed her more attention and affection than her parents ever had. But really, he was positively becoming as tiresome as a parent, constant questions and worrying about her and wanting to know every least thing Genji said to her during their visits and if she was going out when she was coming back. It went on and on and on, so that even though there were only two of them here—just two humans, that is—sometimes she felt crowded.

Tucking her slate in her belt, she hoisted up her saddle and saddlebags and went out to the horses. She rode Sosha past the burnt circle of ground that was all that was left of Valentin’s pyre and kept going, all the way to the rose wall and through the gate that opened for her. Armed now with a kind of a second skin, an invisible membrane that did something with the air, filtered it somehow, she forged forward, unafraid. Naroshi’s palace was huge, and she and David were just beginning to mark out a basic map of it. But some routes she knew quite well.

Naroshi’s palace lived in a jungle. The wet season lasted for five months, and the dry for six, more or less, according to human measures of time calculated by Genji. But these “monsoons” dropped as much as sixty feet of rain in a season, which was why Naroshi had had his steward Roki erect the dome, knowing that the humans were adapted to what Genji called a “savannah” climate.

The vegetation steamed under the sun, still drying out. The smells came so thick that they almost choked her. Animals writhed through the undergrowth, but she didn’t look closely, just stayed on the path. There were more birds than she had ever seen and trees a hundred meters high, slim towers piercing toward the great rings of the planet above. The sun stood at its apex, so that she and Sosha cast a lumpy shadow that moved along on the packed earth path beneath the horse’s hooves.

After about an hour, taking two right forks and one left, Ilyana came to Genji’s cottage. Genji sat on a bench grown out of the limb of a tree, one hand held to the bark as if she was listening to something. Seeing Ilyana, she stood.

“Your cousin, the prince of Sakhalin, approaches this palace,” said Genji calmly.

At once the equanimity Ilyana had gained on her ride was overthrown.

To hide her flush, her suddenly shaking hands, Ilyana turned aside and hobbled Sosha near a pool of water surrounded by grasses. This mundane chore settled her. Was she really so self-centered that she would think that Anatoly Sakhalin was coming to Naroshi’s planet to visit her? Probably, if everything she had heard was true, he had to negotiate with Naroshi about the disposition of the territories, Earth and the League, that had once belonged to Naroshi and had now come into the possession of Sakhalin. She gave Sosha a final pat and walked over to Genji.

“We will go to the palace of memory,” said Genji, having evidently dismissed the specter of Anatoly Sakhalin. Ilyana vowed to do the same. “One of the attendants will take the horse back.” Genji’s skin gleamed in the sun, faintly iridescent, the pearllike surface shot through with color in its depths. “Today we will begin to discuss the art of building.”

They went in a barge, open now to the air. Ilyana hung on the railing and watched the palace skim past beneath them. The air streamed around her face, whipping her braids back into the wind. The whole palace seemed to steam, releasing months of rain toward the sun. It was beautiful.

“Will we start with tension and compression?” Ilyana asked when the barge floated down in front of the palace of memory and she could talk.

Genji alighted on the steps and waited for her. “My child, any building must start with the foundation.”

Abashed because she hadn’t thought of what was so patently obvious, Ilyana followed her inside without another word.

“The hall of building and the hall of time wrap around each other as in a maze,” said Genji, “being necessarily intricately intertwined.”

They came to a branching in the hall, and Ilyana stared to her right, where a hall receded into dim shadows. She saw the statue, lost in gloom, that stood in the center of that hall: She knew it, as a tingling on her skin. It was Shiva. He was waiting for her.

Shaking off her disquiet—or was it anticipation?—she followed Genji straight through the intersection. A pylon fronted this hall, painted with inscriptions and human figures. A statue of ibis-headed Thoth, holding a staff and an ankh, seemed to watch them as they went by. Passing through the pylon, Ilyana realized that they were in an undersized model of Karnak.

“We will begin in Egypt,” said Genji, leading Ilyana forward to an altar presided over by a female figure carved into the stone. So this was not a precise model of Karnak, Ilyana thought, but a fantasia built on the theme of the old temple at Karnak. “Here is an altar dedicated to the goddess Seshat, the Lady of builders, of writing, and of the House of Books.”

Ilyana peered at the statue. The shaded chamber muted the painted stone, a clay red dress, a headdress, the tools of her trade: a measuring stick, a square, and a triangle. At her feet lay coiled rope tied in knots at intervals. Ilyana got that nervous feeling again, as if at any moment the statue might come alive. She no longer trusted the creatures in Genji’s hall. If Genji “grew” them, might they not be alive in a way that wasn’t quite like a biological being?

Genji pulled a batch of scrolls, bound together by a string, out from a niche in the stone. “The legendary Imhotep was said to be the author of The Book of Foundation for Temples, and it is here we should start. With rock, with soils, with stability. With soil bearing capacity, soil properties, permeability and shear strength. Footing types.”

But Ilyana was still staring around the chamber. The pillars were carved to look like flowers, or like bunches of reeds, painted in flat reds and greens and blues. “How come you have all this Earth stuff here? I mean, I always wanted to ask, but it didn’t seem polite.”

“ ‘I had access to all the writings of the prophets; there was nothing which I did not know of that which had happened since the beginning.’ ”

“What does that mean?” Ilyana reached out and, tentatively, touched the statue of Seshat. The goddess stared at her, sloe-eyed, her eyes outlined in heavy black; she wore a necklace and multicolored bands on her arms. She did not move. She felt as solid and quiescent as stone. “How do you know so much about Earth?”

“I became acquainted with daiga—with humans—when Third Brother was alive.”

“Who is Third Brother?”

“His name is no longer spoken within the Empire. It is true that he transgressed the boundaries. I am sorry for his passing. I planted towers in his memory before I brought Fourth Brother out of the nidus.”

“But that still doesn’t tell me who he is. I mean, was.”

“My brother discovered the planet which you call Earth.”

“But it was the famous Chapalii traitor called the Tai-en Mushai who supposedly discovered Earth. That’s why there’re humans on Rhui. He transported some there during the Stone Age. Or at least, that’s what I was taught.”

“Yes.” Genji slipped the string off the scrolls. A bit of dust came with it, and Genji used her sleeve to brush off one of the scrolls. The dust was so thick that it was caked on the papyrus, but none stuck to the sleeve of Genji’s robe, and as soon as it drifted to the floor, a tiny, humming creature glided out from the walls and ate it up, disappearing back into a tiny niche at the base of the wall.

“Oh, you have dust-eaters, too,” said Ilyana. “I figured you did, but I never saw any before.” Then, as if it had taken that long to sink in, she registered Genji’s reply. She swallowed. “Do you mean it?” Gods, what David would say when she told him! “But Naroshi is your brother, too.”

“He is Sixth Brother. I confess that after Third Brother brought daiga to me, I became fond of them and learned what I could, studied, was not displeased when the emperor reabsorbed daiga territories because then I could study in earnest. It has become a bit of a project of mine. We each of us have projects. I am something of a renegade among females, interesting myself to a small extent in the activities of the males, of the empire. I pulled…strings, you might say, so that Sixth Brother would receive the daiga holdings in his time. Now they are taken from him.”

“Uh, does that make you angry?”

“Angry? What does this mean?” She had moved under a well of light sinking down through an opening in the roof above. This close to her, Ilyana looked into her eyes and was puzzled to see that they looked flat. Genji did not have eyeballs. “ ‘A feeling of extreme displeasure, hostility, indignation, or exasperation toward someone or something.’ No, that does not make me angry. Should it?”

“I guess only if you’re human, or if you wanted to be emperor.”

Genji was amused. She turned to look down the axis of Karnak; had to turn her whole head to change her angle of vision, Ilyana realized now, because she could not roll her eyes in her head. “I am a builder. I have told you this before. I am training you, Ilyana Arkhanov, in the art of building.” She lifted a hand to encompass with an economical gesture the whole of the hall. “In the time of the Egyptians, after the master builder had completed the design she would transfer the design of the building onto the site. This was done with the plan net.” She blinked, and beneath Ilyana’s feet a grid appeared, knotted at intervals like the rope coiled at Seshat’s feet. “The ground was staked and a cord stretched between the stakes to delineate the outline of the building, to mark the formative axis.”

“It looks like a grid. It looks like the grid in nesh, the one I always come through.”

“The empire itself is a plan net, staked out and growing. So are the daiga. Third Brother discovered them, although to be fair I will say that the daiga discovered themselves. Now they emerge onto the web of the empire, by his rash action, by my wish to see what may come of this new building.”

Genji turned and began to walk on down the axis of Karnak, toward the next hall…whatever it might contain. Ilyana hastened to follow her, the rustling of Genji’s robes like a beckoning whisper: come see, come see.

“I have set a new edifice in motion,” said Genji without turning back to look at Ilyana. Her voice sank into the stone, muted by the frozen reliefs, circling round pillars, and yet the very closed nature of the chamber amplified the precise, clipped utterance of each syllable. “I have prepared the foundation with care, making sure it is solidly grounded. Now I will watch and see what grows.”

Anatoly was truly annoyed to find the caravansary empty except for David, who had evidently been dozing on his cot.

“I didn’t expect you,” said David with his usual placidity. “You didn’t send word you were coming.”

“I came to see—” He rethought his tactics quickly. “To see Duke Naroshi. You’re not all alone here, are you?” Better not to mention her name out loud, or David might grow suspicious. Nevertheless, Anatoly fingered the hilt of his saber, caught himself doing it, and withdrew his hand and hooked a thumb in his belt.

“Right now I am. Yana ran off again, as she’s always doing. She’s turning into a damned jaydee…but she’s all right,” he added quickly. “She’s just feeling her way now that her circumstances have changed so much.”

“In what way?”

“You didn’t hear?” David finally deigned to get up and walk out of his dark room, into the sunny courtyard. “Her mother threw her out, not just threw her but disowned her, I guess.”

Two emotions hit Anatoly simultaneously: disgust and exhilaration. “That’s terrible,” he said, even as he thought, she would now want a new family to replace the old one. Surely the gods had meant this all along. Why, ever since he had conceived of this idea three months ago, he had barely thought about Diana more than three or four times a day, or when he was with Portia, or was being forced to read the latest draft of the accord that would protect the rights of each parent and bind them to their responsibilities in relation to the upbringing of the child.

“Sit down,” said David. “You look hot. I discovered a cache of great old wine in the catacombs. I’ll pour you a glass.”

“No, thank you,” said Anatoly curtly, but he did not move away immediately. He liked David, for one, and for another, the other man might inadvertently grant him more information about Ilyana that could prove useful: Such as where to find her.

David tucked his feet up under himself on a bench and looked guilelessly up at Anatoly. “So what’s it like? I hear the emperor made you a prince? Met any Chapalii princes yet? I hear you made record time to Chapal and back, and that you got all kinds of transport information and that you agreed to let Charles stay in control of Rhui, for now, and that you’ve been cooling your heels on the Gray Raven for the last couple of months and gathering information and scouting out a site for a central—well, a palace, I’d guess you’d say.”

“I was thinking of Mongolia, or Dzungaria. You’re well informed.”

“I have to be. As do you. What will you do after you’ve met with Duke Naroshi?”

Anatoly flushed abruptly. Irritated with himself, he spun and walked over to the gazebo. The latticework was shattered at the base; that he had heard about. “Do you have any suggestions?” he asked, to cover his discomfiture.

“More questions than suggestions. I wish you’d let me know you were coming; I’d have prepared a specific list.” He sounded aggrieved.

“I can stay for nine or ten days,” replied Anatoly ingenuously, planning already where he would go into seclusion for the traditional nine days; in the catacombs, perhaps. He did not want to stay anywhere near the room he had shared with Diana. It might remind him of her. Of course he had no tent. “My grandmother died,” he said abruptly, sitting down on the bench beside David. “I got the news when I was at Odys.” How soon would his sister Shura receive his message? Would she come to him? “Perhaps I will have some of that wine.”

“I’m sorry,” said David.

Duke Naroshi arrived while David was fetching the wine.

Anatoly heard a craft approaching, but he did not stir from the bench. He was learning things about these Chapalii: Let the lower ranks come to you, unless you want something urgently, in which case you could go wherever you damned well pleased, as long as your path did not take you into direct contact with another prince.

David came in with the bottle just as Naroshi entered the courtyard and knelt before Anatoly. Anatoly felt more than saw David stop, waiting about ten paces behind and to his right. He could almost smell the faint scent of wine in the dry air. Two glasses chimed softly together.

“Duke Naroshi,” said Anatoly, acknowledging him.

“Your grace. I am honored by your presence.”

Anatoly examined the Chapalii duke in the harsh light of the afternoon sun. His eyes were quite large, the most prominent feature in his face. A hood covered most of his head and his robes draped him from neck to toe, but Anatoly caught a brief glimpse of dark slits along his neck, like those he had seen on the Teardrop Prince. Only the skin on his face revealed anything of him, and he remained pale, controlling himself. His mouth remained fixed, except when words emerged.

When Anatoly did not reply at once, Naroshi went on. “I assure you that I am proceeding with all due haste in removing my retainers from Earth and the other daiga territories, from Sira, Ophiuchi-Sei, Eridanaia, Hydra, In-tali-kono-ah, and Small Rings. From Concord. From all stations and interstitial colonies.”

Anatoly glanced back at David, wanting to ask: And what the hell am I going to replace them all with? Instead, he set his hands on his thighs and leaned forward toward Naroshi. “I want to see your sister Genji.”

A hint of red stained Naroshi’s skin, but faded before Anatoly could be sure he had seen it. Was Naroshi amused about something? “I beg your pardon, your grace,” the duke said in his colorless voice. “Not even a prince of the realm may enter those halls, nor summon a female. Please accept a thousand thousand apologies from my mouth, that I may not obey your wish in this.”

“I will go see her, then.”

Naroshi bowed his head a little lower, as if to signify that this, too, was forbidden.

“Damn it! I have to see her.” Forcing himself to calm down, he regarded Naroshi coolly. He must not get angry at Naroshi. That would be not so much bad manners as poor governance.

“Perhaps I may convey a message to her, your grace.”

“All right, then. Perhaps you know the answer. I believe your sister has been watching me while I travel, watching me while the ship I travel on is within the singularities, the windows. Can this be?”

“Ships are not the only vehicles for traveling on the great web, your grace, although most creatures are limited to this mode.”

One of the glasses shattered on the paving stones. “Oh, shit,” muttered David.

Stunned, Anatoly finally winched himself around to see David staring gape-mouthed at the Chapalii duke. Shards of glass lay strewn around his boots, slivers winking in the sunlight. “Well,” said Anatoly, looking back to Naroshi, “so Genji can somehow travel along or through the singularities without leaving this moon?”

“It is a female mystery, your grace. Only those who know the secrets of the deeper tongue can travel the web.”

“Are allowed to, or are capable of?” David murmured.

“And of those who know the deeper tongue, only the builders can fathom the net.”

“If your sister Genji has taken Ilyana Arkhanov on as some kind of apprentice, then does that mean she will teach Ilyana to, uh, fathom the net?”

“I beg your pardon, your grace. Although you are elevated above all but the other Yao by the Yaochalii himself, yet you and the others of your kind are still daiga. Animals are bound to the physical world. Is it not true that you can see only in the realm of what you call visible light, except with the aid of your brittle tools? As for the rest, you must ask this of your cousin yourself. She is not of my house, therefore I may not speak to her.” Naroshi lifted his head. “Unless you seek to give her into my house by marrying her to me.”

David hissed a sudden breath in through his teeth.

Anatoly shuddered, looking at this alien creature. But surely Naroshi had no… sexual designs on Ilyana. To him, surely, she would simply represent a powerful alliance with another princely house, a triumph for his house, for his prince. Who was, of course, the Teardrop Prince. Who had already stated his enmity toward Anatoly and his tribe.

“No,” said Anatoly. “No. I think not. But I would like to see her, if you know where she is, if she is with your sister.”

Naroshi waited for a moment. His gaze strayed to the broken latticework and back to Anatoly. “I am sure that my sister is already aware of your presence here. Is there more, your grace? Another way I might serve you?”

“No. You are free to go.”

When he had gone, and his craft sailed off into the late afternoon sky, David sat down and laughed weakly. “Oh, Goddess, I don’t know what gave me a worse turn, finding out that Genji can maybe travel through the singularities on her own, or the thought of Ilyana being married to that chameleon. Oh, Lady. Even if it was a nice Earth boy, it would not be what the poor child needs right now. Getting married, I mean. But I just could not reconcile that cold fish Naroshi with an ardent bridegroom having lascivious thoughts about his young bride. Like Himalaya’s daughter, who was so beautiful that Shiva was tempted to love her divine body for a thousand years.

Then Anatoly made his first mistake. Surprised by David’s babbling, he looked him right in the eye.

David was no fool. Nor was human nature any mystery to him. He jumped back to his feet, wine bottle and remaining glass hanging limply from his left hand. “Don’t you dare! She doesn’t need that. She’s too young.”

Anatoly bristled. “Staking out your ground?”

“She’s sixteen years old! She’s a child.”

“My grandmother was married at—”

“And her mother Karolla had had a child by the time she was sixteen or seventeen, yeah yeah, I’ve heard it all before. But this isn’t the jaran, in case you need reminding.”

“I can do what I want.”

“What the hell am I talking about?” said David suddenly, setting the bottle and glass down on the bench. “This isn’t truly about Ilyana, is it, however attractive she certainly is? This is about Diana. For which I am very sorry, Anatoly.”

“I don’t want your pity!”

Anatoly whirled and ran out of the gate. He went out to the horses, but Little Sosha was gone, and he had left his saddle on the yacht in any case, in his haste to come downside. Swearing under his breath, he began to walk across the grass toward the ruined caravansary, the only place he could brood in peace. Shadows lengthened around him. By the road, the night-flowers began to open, their scent mingling with the smell of grass and an odd flavor in the air, one that hadn’t been here before. Looking up, he realized that the air above no longer wore the faint shimmer that betrayed the presence of the dome. So many things he had failed to notice, in his haste to come downside. Insects buzzed. A horse neighed, calling out, and he turned to see Little Sosha, at a distance, galloping toward the herd. Behind her came a barge. He waited.

As he knew it would, it halted before him and Ilyana walked hesitantly down the ramp. She stopped in front of him, cocking her head to one side. Then she blushed and with an effort did not look away from him. He had forgotten how beautiful she was.

He drew his saber.

She paled and took a step back, one foot coming solidly down on the ramp. The barge did not move, floating in the air, ready to receive her.

“Don’t,” she said. That was all.

“Oh, gods,” said Anatoly, and shut his eyes. While they were shut, he sheathed his saber. When he opened them, she still stood there. She was still beautiful. She was so young, and yet not young, having been marked by death and exile. “You have to marry,” he said finally.

“Oh, gods!” She rolled her eyes and grimaced, no longer shy of him. He could see himself transforming in her eyes into another meddling adult. “I don’t have to marry. I don’t have to take a lover unless I want to. And I’m sorry about the flower night, but you know that my mother lied about it. Not that I wouldn’t have picked you under other circumstances—” But that was too much. She faltered, collected herself, and glanced toward the distant caravansary, as if willing David to come to her rescue.

Anatoly realized that he was jealous of David. But that was a morass he did not want to step into, yet.

“I’m sorry about Diana,” she said finally. “I feel really bad for you. I know you…loved her.”

He looked away, unable to endure her sympathy.

“But…I was thinking, about Evdi. Maybe Evdi could be with Portia. Maybe there could be some kind of arrangement, with…Evdi’s parents, that she could be fostered out. I think it would be better for her, and I bet Portia would like it.”

“It’s a good idea,” he said without looking at her. “I’ll see.”

“And Anton,” she pressed. “Maybe Hyacinth and Yevgeni could foster him for a while.”

“Yes,” he said automatically, thinking it was a good idea before recalling that he ought not to approve. But he did approve. “Do you like it here, Yana?”

She cleared her throat. “Yeah. Genji told me something really strange today, but interesting. It’s true you’re a prince, isn’t it? I mean that the emperor said you were one.”

“It is true that he has acknowledged that I am a prince of the Sakhalin. What did Genji tell you?”

“Well.” He heard her feet rustle in the grass as, gaining confidence, she stepped off the ramp again. “She said that the empire is like a grid, all staked out and growing to fill the lines, the…space, I mean the grid that’s already staked out. I’m not quite sure what she meant, except she talked about the net, it’s like the grid in nesh. Does it make any sense to you?”

Anatoly clenched his hands. A slow smile spread onto his face. “Yes, it does. A bit of sense. It’ll make more sense to others. What if she’s talking about the transport system, the singularities? That would imply that the Chapalii constructed, or created, the singularities themselves, that they’ve already sown them, staked out the net, and now the empire is just growing to fill it. Except how far does it extend?”

“I dunno. Genji says the Mushai was her brother, one of her brothers, I mean. He was an earlier brother than Naroshi.”

“But according to what we understand of Chapalii history, the Tai-en Mushai’s line was made extinct.”

“That’s what she said. She made it sound like there were other brothers between the Mushai and Naroshi. Like she only has one at a time, like she controls when they appear, or something.”

“You must ask her further about this.”

“I know.”

Struck by the confidence in her voice, he almost laughed. Here she spilled this vital intelligence, information that even he couldn’t get, that generations of civilized khaja had not discovered, and there she stood, not truly a woman yet by jaran custom but old enough to be a woman, once she chose to cross over. He studied her, although it was not quite good manners to do so. She folded her arms over her chest and regarded him in her turn, steadily. Any man would be honored to be chosen on her flower night.

But Anatoly had a damned good idea, at this moment, that he wouldn’t be the one.

“Are you truly happy here?” he asked instead. “I can take you somewhere else, see that other arrangements are made….”

She threw up her hands in disgust. “None of you want to believe me. I am happy here. I’m where I belong. When it’s time for me to leave, I’ll go, to wherever I need to go next, but this is where I need to be right now.”

“Then I will leave you, Cousin,” he said, inclining his head toward her as a man does toward a woman, to show his respect, “although I hope you will give me a full accounting of all that you have learned, all that you do learn, from Genji. You are our only window into her world.”

“I know, and I understand.”

So he left her and walked back, alone, to the caravansary.

“What will you do now?” asked David, kindly not alluding to whatever may have happened between Anatoly and Ilyana, out on the grass.

Anatoly allowed himself a few moments just to bask in the sunlight. It almost warmed him, but he felt perpetually cold these days, except when he had Portia by him. He shut his eyes and tried not to think about Diana, but failed. So he opened them and caught David watching him, with compassion on his face.

“I don’t know,” he admitted finally, because he had to admit it to someone. David was loyal to Charles Soerensen; Anatoly knew that. Yet David was more than that: David was simply David, a human being who was capable of caring and of understanding and of just plain listening. “I thought I knew. I thought I comprehended the worlds. It’s like seeing the lay of the ground through a mist, and then having the mist lift and none of the landmarks are what you thought you knew. Suddenly you’re lost, when you thought you knew the path.”

“I don’t envy you your position, Anatoly. Some may. That’s the way of the world, that’s the way of human nature. But unless you succumb to the easy road, to the abuse of power, you’re not going to have an easy time of it.”

“It’s not that, so much. I am a—”

“—prince of the Sakhalin, yes, born and bred to power.” But he said it with a laugh.

Anatoly tried to grin but could not. “It’s that I just…can’t…understand why Diana—” Here his voice broke, and he could not go on.

David put a hand on his arm, companionable. “Have some wine. Hell, forget the wine. I’ve got some Martian whiskey. Let’s get drunk.”

So they did.

Once the shock of the dry season wore off, Ilyana discovered she was tired of it. She missed the novelty of the rain. She and David went looking for a new place to live, but in the end they decided to stay in the caravansary. It had room for visitors, and it was the most humanlike structure that they found, except for Genji’s monumental halls.

Ilyana studied, and rode, and visited Genji. David did whatever adults did when they were on retreat, and he faithfully transcribed her reports, asked her probing questions about what she had seen and talked about, explained a few things she had missed or misinterpreted, and sent coded messages up into the heavens to Charles Soerensen’s—no, to Prince Anatoly’s agents.

Ilyana did not visit the ruined caravansary, but she still dreamed about Shiva, dreamed of him dancing, dreamed of the feel of his skin beneath her fingers, dreamed the grace and power of his body. And woke up, sitting bolt upright, his sash twined around her body and her heart beating hard, sure that someone had been in her room, was in her room, but no one ever was.

But when she didn’t dream about him, she woke up disappointed.

“You must learn to draw and measure,” said Genji.

So David came upon her one day while she sat cross-legged on the road a hundred meters away from the caravansary. Flowers bloomed on either side of her. Their scent filled the air. Beyond them, the horses grazed. Sosha nipped at another mare, and there was a flurry as they settled back into place. Insects buzzed. Birds had flown in from the jungle and combed the grassy verge for bugs.

David crouched down beside her. She had a board across her knees for the paper to rest on, and a pencil gripped in her right hand. She frowned at the sketch.

David cleared his throat. “What is it?”

She grimaced. “It’s supposed to be an elevation. You know, an image of the standing facade except I thought I’d start with something I could draw from life. Genji says I need to learn how to draw, and the Roman architect Vitruvius says that an architect must be ‘skillful with the pencil’ and a bunch of other things, too, like astronomy and law and medicine and music and obviously mathematics, so I thought…”

“Uh. Do you mind? I have some skill at drawing, and, uh—”

“It’s terrible, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is. If you’re going to learn to draft, you’ll have to start with the basics. But you’re right to start with pencil and paper. We’ll go the modeller once you’ve got a handle on this technique.”

So they worked. After a bit, Ilyana paused and looked at him.

“I want to use your nesh, to see if Valentin…”

“Ilyana, Valentin isn’t in nesh anymore. Please understand that. He’s dead. His neshamah, his soul, hasn’t somehow gone to a higher plane where it has found immortality.”

“I thought you believed in a god.”

“I believe in the divinity of the spirit, Yana, but not in the immortality of the individual soul.”

“I have to do it, David. I ride past the ashes of his pyre every day. I have to find out for myself.”

“I’ll come with you, then.”

“I’d like to go alone. You know that I’m aware of the dangers. I’m not at risk. Of course you’ll monitor me.”

Because there was no reasonable objection, he let her hook up to his nesh unit that evening.

She walks the web of light that Genji walks at will. But she turns away from the strand that leads into the hall of memory. She knows where her lost brother has fled.

The great desert is still today. The sun bakes the sand into a hard surface, as hard as stone and yet under her bare feet it cools, because all that is Valentin, all that made it Valentin’s, seeps away without his soul to animate it. Except that can’t be. He has made it, but it remains as he made it. She is the one draining it of life, of his life.

The sand grows hot under her feet so that she has to dance, hopping from one foot to the next. She waits for the storm. It comes, wailing down from the northeast, and she forges through it as through a funnel, pulling her in toward the crack of unwavering light that is the other land.

She feels the hot breath of a summer wind and throws herself through, and she is out on a golden plain, flying above it. She is an eagle. She soars above the plain, seeking, searching, and at last with her eagle’s sight she sees the tribe three days’ ride away.

Her shadow covers the ground below, like the wind moving over the grasses, and she flies over the line of march, jahar riders in front and archers behind, surrounding the carts that carry the children and the old people. There is her uncle, Anton, and there are men dressed in the surcoats of Bakhtiian’s guard. Her aunt Arina drives a cart, and Ilyana swoops down toward her, toward the thin boy who sits beside Arina on the cart.

It is Valentin.

She lands on the wagon, perching on the rim, and she shrieks, crying to him.

“A spirit,” says Nikolai Sibirin, who rides beside the wagon.

But Valentin is a Singer. He sees with a Singer’s eyes. “It is Ilyana,” he says to the others, and then to her, he speaks: “This is where I belong.”

She cries, an eagle’s call, and he smiles at her, a Valentin smile, full of impish humor and intelligence and a trace of the old sullenness, he is not free of that yet, but most of all, he looks content. He is where he belongs. As is she.

“I love you,” he adds, “but I think we are going where even you can’t follow.”

“I’ll find you,” she says in her eagle’s voice, “I love you, Valentin.” But the cart hits a bump and jounces her off and she throws herself into the air and currents draw her upward, up and farther up. Valentin raises a hand in farewell. She circles the tribe once, but she knows that he is right. She can’t follow them, not truly. They have their own destination.

The wind pulls her backward, and she gives up fighting it as the tribe recedes into the golden ocean of the plain, lost at last to her sight. The plain is swallowed up into a single grain of sand in the desert, and she walks backward, onto the web of light, and goes home.

David said nothing. He just smiled at her fondly, sadly.

Ilyana tucked away the nesh sponge, putting everything back in its place. She wiped one tear from her right eye and got to her feet and walked outside. The planet and the sun set together, their conjoined light a rich glow on the flower beds.

She took in a deep breath, letting the sharp sweetness of the flowers sink into her lungs. It was time to raise her own tent, to follow the path that opened out from her feet. It was time to begin her new life.

She rose before the dawn and came to him with flowers in offering, where he stood at the center of the universe, which is said by some to be the human heart. In the myths, Shiva dances at critical moments: in madness, on the battlefield, before his marriage. But in life, every moment can be said to be critical; all is revealed and concealed, created, maintained, and destroyed in the great dance of time.

Ilyana laid the flowers at his feet.

Shiva said nothing, standing with one foot on the back of the demon of forgetfulness, with the other foot poised in the air, his arms as graceful as any dancer’s, muscled, strong, and sensuous. Nor did he look at her, or acknowledge the gift or the gesture. Fear not. He was just a statue, after all.

But she felt a breath of wind, disturbing the cloistered silence of the hall, and though she did not move, that breath stirred the sash that she held in her hands.



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

The Revelation of Elia

THEY RODE INTO JEDS on the wings of a bitterly cold and unseasonably late winter storm. The jaran soldiers rode with their felt coats unbelted so they wouldn’t get too warm and those brave Jedan natives who ventured outside to watch the army enter the city huddled in blankets and looked miserable.

A few flakes of snow drifted down. Tess stuck out her tongue and with some effort got some moisture on it, licking her lips.

“In the four years I was a student here,” said Ilya, “it snowed once, like this. I thought winter was finally beginning, but then of course I realized that there is no true winter in Jeds, just a lessening of the heat.”

Tess waited, but he had finished. In the five months since the army had rescued him from White Tower, he had slowly gotten control back of his speech, although at times he still faltered or ran on as if he had forgotten what he was saying. His men seemed undisturbed by his lapses: Singers often behaved this way; it was the result of speaking directly to the gods. But she always admired—perhaps in part had fallen in love with—the precision of his mind, the incredible scope of his memory, and if one conceived of his mind as a web, a network of interconnected threads, then that captivity had worked like a knife slashing with random cruelness through some of the threads and not others, leaving gaps and unraveling ends.

“Jeds has grown,” he said. “That second course of wall didn’t even exist, and this was the hostelry district. Now it’s too far within the city.”

It was a residential district now, thrown up against the inner wall. Ilya did not even flinch when they passed under the massive inner gate and clattered down the main thoroughfare through Jeds, the army streaming out in their wake.

Tess had left ten thousand men encamped a day’s ride away from the city, but she had brought an honor guard of five thousand riders and a thousand archers with her, to remind the Jedan nobility who ruled here. Here, in the central city, the populace had braved the cold to see their prince and her barbarians. They shouted and pointed and cheered, and a few bold girls—probably prostitutes—threw flowers at the jaran men. Women and children leaned out of third-story windows. Tess smelled a hint of smoke on the air and saw a low pall toward the southeast; most likely a fire had caught in one of the districts, as it often did in the cold weather. It was always so: That one person celebrated a triumph hard against the loss suffered by another somewhere nearby.

“Twenty-five years ago I lived as an exile, a poor student, in this city,” murmured Ilya. His gaze roved restlessly over the crowd, over the roof lines and the farther spire of West Cathedral and the flatter, more massive dome of East Church, the twin towers of Market Hall and the distant blunt spires that marked the old palace. Here, along the main thoroughfare, the old tenements had been torn down and new buildings, the mercantile Exchange, the clothiers guildhall, the law courts and the playhouse and the public library and pauper’s school, erected in their place. Tess surveyed these additions—most of them completed or almost finished—with satisfaction. She liked Sarai better, but Jeds had a certain civic splendor of its own.

She glanced toward Ilya, who was looking toward a clot of people standing on the steps of the library. “And now your armies control the lands that stretch from the plains all the way south to Jeds, as you meant them to all along.”

But he wasn’t listening to her. He pulled Kriye out of formation abruptly and headed for the library. Jedans scattered before his advance, but he brushed them aside without notice, so intent was he on his goal: A group of young men and a handful of women who, by their black caps and loose, open gowns, were university students. He reined in in front of them. A few scuttled away, but most stared up at him with the twinned expressions of curious children and trapped animals. He leaned down and said something. After some hesitation, one young man replied, and then there was a flurry of conversation.

Tess brought the parade to a halt and was at once sorry. Several dignitaries pressed themselves on the guards and she had to acknowledge them. After all, her rule had benefited the townspeople as much as the nobility, and she needed their enthusiastic support to counterbalance the grudging loyalty given her by the Santer heirs and the rest of the barons and lords. So it was well past midday by the time they got out through the city and into the park that fronted the new palace.

“What did you talk to the students about?” Tess asked, having got Ilya to herself in the procession once again. Vladimir and Nikita rode in front, and Mikhail and Gennady Berezin behind.

Ilya glanced at her, glanced back toward Jeds, last glanced north, where his empire lay. His eyes burned with that inner light she knew so well. “I have questions. They and the scholars at the university may have answers. Or they may not.” That was all he would say.

Old Baron Santer was now deceased. His children met Tess in the courtyard of the palace and, together with the jaran prince who had married the daughter, escorted Tess into the audience hall.

They exchanged formal greetings. Young Baron Santer looked over the jaran escort with a calculating gaze. He leaned to whisper something into the ear of Georgi Raevsky, his brother-in-law; Tess liked the intimacy they seemed to have developed. But the real power in this trio was clearly the woman. Isobel, Baroness Santer, had inherited her father’s cold ambition.

“We have heard no recent news of Prince Basil’s army, your highness, except that the snow still confines them in the Sagesian Pass,” Baroness Santer said now. More coolly still, she inclined her head toward Bakhtiian. “Your Majesty. We did not hear how you managed to cross the hills and get past the Filistian army.”

“Bakhtiian will do. We circled around Prince Basil’s army, my lady, and crossed by the southern pass.”

“But even in a mild winter that pass is closed by snow and ice!” Astounded, she stared at him. Several men nearby cocked their heads to listen.

“My army has yet to meet an obstacle it cannot surmount.” He nodded politely at her, walked up the dais, paced around the single throne, and waved to Vladimir. “Here,” he said. To Tess’s horror and amusement, Vladimir threw a big gold-embroidered pillow onto the floor beside the throne and Ilya promptly sat down on it. Tess almost laughed out loud at the consternation that broke out through the hall. The bastard was throwing his weight around, seeing what would come of it.

The Jedans did not know what to do: Continue to attend their prince, who stood in the middle of the hall, or pay obeisance to the man who was not just her husband but the general of the army that lay outside their gates.

“How is it fitting to address him?” whispered Baroness Santer, abandoning her pose of calm to show a less composed interior.

“Bakhtiian is itself a title.”

Tess looked around as she said it and discovered something odd, watching the five hundred or so dignitaries and noblemen and women gathered in the hall as they turned to stare at the man sitting on the floor next to the throne. He still wore his armor, boiled leather and polished strips of plate tied with ribbons, his helmet sitting on the floor to his left and his saber resting across his knees. Philosophy, celebrating her triumph, smiled benignly down on him from the huge mural painted along the inner wall of the hall.

Ilya scared them.

No, it was not Ilya who scared them. They didn’t know Ilya. It was Bakhtiian who made them nervous.

Tess caught Baroness Santer by the elbow and drew her forward to the dais. “Come, Isobel, we will be friends again, as we were before your father died.”

“When you took me to the north.”

“Your husband has not been a disappointment to you, I hope.”

Baroness Santer caught herself before she looked back over her shoulder toward her husband and her brother. “He is a good husband,” she said, clipping off the words as if she was afraid that she would reveal something incriminating, that she liked her jaran husband too little, or too much.

Tess mounted the steps and sat down in the prince’s throne without looking at Ilya. “Stand beside me, and as each person comes forward, please make sure that I remember the proper name.”

So she greeted her subjects, and Isobel, Baroness Santer, gave her names and, often, a tiny squib of information with which Tess could surprise or please each supplicant. Georgi Raevsky wandered up to Bakhtiian and crouched down beside him, and the two men launched into an intense discussion in khush, oblivious to the formalities going on before them. The rest of the guard stood here and there, examining the mural (Philosophy’s dress was, perhaps, a bit indecent by jaran standards), whispering to each other, going outside when it pleased them, stamping their feet and shaking out their armor. Katya was loudly explaining the different figures in the mural to Nikita and whomever else would listen; she was showing off, unaware that she had an audience of Jedans as well, intrigued by her armor and her weapons and her authoritative, bossy manner. In all, the jaran showed no propensity to be overawed by Jeds or its inhabitants. This was the army that had burned down Karkand, after all, and conquered at least ten cities equal to or greater than Jeds. This was really just another city. Filis had not yet capitulated. And there would be other lands.

Tess sent the presbyter of all Jeds on his way and glanced down at Ilya. He looked up at her, one hand on his saber hilt. He did not smile. He did not need to. He had Jeds. He had his empire. He had what he wanted.

But he had that same restless expression in his eyes, that odd, mad, passionate expression on his face: He wanted something else, something new. No doubt, the gods still spoke to him. No doubt, they were filling him with fresh visions.

The abbess of Jedina Cloister knelt before her, and Tess had a sudden inspiration. She, too, could use the gods. She could use them as a bridge to what she had to tell Ilya. Tomorrow, she would call Sarai and have the ke or Sonia transmit to her a facsimile of the scroll that contained the “Revelation of Elia.”

Sonia was angry.

“It is time for my daughter to be married.” She leaned forward so far that part of her passed out of the picture. She jerked and pulled back into focus. She was still angry.

“Katya doesn’t want to get married:”

“Why not?”

“Well, uh,” Tess temporized, “she’s like Ilya in that way.”

“Ilya wanted to get married. Or so I had always supposed.” Sonia rarely got mad and when she did, she fought dirty. Tess could see her gearing up for battle.

“Now, Sonia. I’m just saying that Katya is young yet and discontent…”

“Damn you,” said Sonia suddenly. It was so strange, Tess reflected, to be talking to her this way, seeing her head and torso growing up from the console as if the rest of her sat contained within. A line of static popped through the image and cleared. “I know what you’re saying. I went to Jeds when I was a girl because I was curious, because I wanted adventure, I wanted to see what lay outside the tribe. Now she wants to do the same. Let me talk to her. Tess, the others who sailed across the ocean to Erthe were told they could never come back. How can I exile my daughter like that? How can you expect me to agree to let her go, knowing I could never see her again?”

“Sonia, if what you say about Anatoly Sakhalin is true, then how can we know how much the interdiction will change? Anything could happen. There you sit talking to me across a gulf of thousands of kilometers—”

“Which reminds me,” said Sonia, the anger slipping easily from her face. “How can this image travel as fast as I can speak across a distance that would take a messenger forty days riding day and night without a break except to change horses? What is this image riding? How can it travel on the air?”

“Didn’t the ke explain that to you?”

“Well, yes, but—” She launched into such a garbled explanation of the ke’s explanation that Tess could only look toward Cara Hierakis for help. Cara shrugged.

“Sonia,” Tess broke in. “There is a tutorial encyclopedia under mathetics. Start there.”

“Is it true that Newton’s Principia has been superseded?” Sonia demanded. “I have been trying to discover how a person can travel in the heavens, but how can a ship sail on a road? How can a road hang in the air? What keeps it from falling? What is a quantum? A singularity? How can passing through a window take you to a different place?”

“Hold on, hold on.” Tess laughed.

“Furthermore,” added Sonia, “if you khaja could only devise a smaller tool than these stationary consoles, you could communicate this swiftly while you were anywhere! You wouldn’t be tied to a building. You could somehow wear them on your backs like a quiver. Think of how an army could use it. Merchants. A mother could converse with her child—”

“Sonia. Sonia! We have thought of such things. We just don’t have them on Rhui.”

“The interdiction again.”

Tess nodded.

“You are very arrogant to make these decisions for us,” said Sonia, finally, rebukingly.

“It’s true.”

“Hmm. Well. This all belongs to the jaran, now, so perhaps we will change all that.”

“What do you mean, belongs to the—? Wait a minute, Sonia. Perhaps I didn’t understand that correctly. Are you saying that Anatoly Sakhalin was made prince over all the systems governed by humans? Earth, the League, and Charles’s territory? Rhui?”

“Of course. All khaja lands now belong to the jaran.”

“Oh, my God.” Tess made a frantic signal to Cara, but Cara had heard it all before. Cara looked unimpressed. “Sonia, I will call you again. I have to…think about all this.”

“It isn’t what you expected, is it?” said Sonia astutely. “But it is what Ilya expected, after all.”

“I got the transcripts you sent. And the children—”

“As we agreed. I will bring them myself, when the weather changes and the ships sail again. Although Dr. Hierakis traveled a different way, did she not? Could we not travel in such a way, in a flying ship? I’ve never seen one. It would be faster, wouldn’t it? Is it dangerous?”

“Sonia, I will call you in two days. I have to think about this.”

Cheerful now, Sonia signed off and closed her end of the connection with practiced ease. How quickly she learned.

Tess sagged back into the chair, which gave beneath her and molded itself to the curve of her back, shifting as she shifted. “Oh, Lord, Cara, what have we gotten ourselves into? What did Charles say?”

Cara stood up and leaned onto the console, squinting at the symbols scrolling across the screen. “Tess, in a decade there’s a good chance we will face a doubling or tripling of the human lifespan. Perhaps more. How can I take this as seriously? It’s politics. Temporal power rises and falls in every generation. Empires explode into prominence and then collapse. Charles Soerensen becomes the most powerful human in Chapalii space, and then he is supplanted by someone else, who will no doubt experience his own period of fluorescence before fatigue or fashion or a reversal of fortune plunges him into eclipse. But longevity will be a sea of change for humanity. We can’t know how it will shape our view of life, how it will alter our philosophies. So let Anatoly Sakhalin have his moment in the sun. Let Charles put his intelligence to other work than playing duke.”

“But—”

“Don’t you trust Anatoly?”

“I don’t know Anatoly, not truly.”

“Don’t you trust Charles? Are you afraid he lives for ruling? For power? That this will break him? Ruin him? Corrupt him somehow by turning him into a villain out to regain all he has lost? I confess he might be a bit disappointed, but he is wise enough to let it go, to find a new—Ah. It isn’t Charles or Anatoly at all, is it?”

“Damn it. It will take me months to get through this transcript.”

“It’s Ilya. That’s it. He’s got it all. He’s finished. He’s complete. He’s won. And it leaves him nothing. What will you tell him, Tess?”

Tess shook her head, unable to talk past the lump in her throat. She palmed the console and fed all the information into the chip in her belt buckle.

“What did Sonia send you?” Cara asked.

“A complete transcript of Anatoly Sakhalin’s report on his visit to the emperor, points between, and what happened after that, including an addendum compiled by David ben Unbutu and Ilyana Arkhanov.”

“Ilyana Arkhanov? But she’s scarcely more than a child.”

“Evidently she has gotten herself apprenticed to—”

“Of course. I had heard that she had met the female. She’s broken past the veil. And? There’s something else on the screen. It’s not a transcript.”

“It’s a facsimile of the Revelation of Elia.”

“The heretical Hristain Gospel?”

“Not heretical here, remember. It’s only in the northern church that it’s heretical.”

“What do you want that for, Tess?”

“I don’t know what else, how else to tell Ilya the truth.”

Cara turned away from the flat screen and looked Tess straight in the eye. Her expression made Tess horribly uncomfortable, but she forced herself to face Cara, to hear what Cara had to say, not knowing whether she truly wanted to hear it.

“Have you asked him yet, my child, if he wants to know?”

Tess found Katya waiting outside Cara’s laboratory, practically hopping from one foot to the other in her impatience to talk to Tess.

“When will you talk to my mother?” she demanded. “I talked to a merchant down in the Exchange and he said that a ship is leaving for Erthe in ten days. I’ll just write a letter to my mother. You know that it could take a year, it could take a hundred days even if we sent it by official messenger and it got to Sarai and back without mishap.”

“And you can’t wait a hundred days?” Tess asked. Most of the corridors in the Jedan palace were not truly corridors but loggias looking out onto courtyards and gardens. So it was here; however curtailed access might be to Cara’s lab, even Cara liked to be able to step outside into the air. Tess had spent much of the afternoon in the lab, having spent the morning with Baroness Santer, the chamberlain of the palace, and a steady stream of visitors with legal questions. The sun had sunk below the rooftop, throwing the garden beyond into shade. A few streaks of snow patched the ground, in the lee of columns and striping the ground along the north loggia. But the weather was already turning. It was warmer now, at the end of the day, than it had been this morning.

“No, I can’t wait! Well. I went with Ilya down to the university this morning—”

“You did! What did he want there?”

“I don’t know. He went one way and I went another. But it was interesting. I thought—well, if I had to wait, I could attend classes, couldn’t I? There were some boys playing castles in one of the sitting rooms, by a fire. I watched them for a while, but they weren’t very good. They weren’t even as good as Prince Janos.” She flushed and broke off.

“Katya. You should tell your mother why you truly don’t want to marry, if what you told me is still the truth, for you.”

“No.”

“It isn’t?”

“It is still the truth. I don’t want to marry. I don’t—” She glanced furtively up and down the colonnaded walkway, but except for two jaran guards at either end of the loggia, no one was about. No one was allowed into this quarter of the palace, except those Tess or Cara had explicitly cleared. “—care for men in that way, not truly. But I won’t tell her, Aunt Tess. She won’t understand.”

“I don’t think you ought to underestimate your mother. You certainly got your intelligence from her.”

“It isn’t that. She would try to understand, but it would hurt her. She just isn’t…it isn’t part of her world. Is it true that, in Erthe, what told you me—?”

“That not every marriage is between a man and a woman? Yes. It’s not common, but there are other ways to be granted a legal partnership.”

“Aunt Tess, you must let me go! There’s no place for me in the jaran. Maybe there will be a place for me there.”

“If there isn’t?”

“There has to be.”

Tess kissed her and left her, wondering if little Katya would brave the forbidden hall and just charge in on Cara even though she wasn’t supposed to. That would, in a way, seal her fate. She did not look back as she left the courtyard.

She looked forward.

She had to leave the palace entirely, go out into the park that lay on the landward side of the palace. The ring of guards waved her through, and she walked along a gravel path, the stones crunching in a soothing manner under her boots. She walked alone out here as twilight lowered down over the city and the palace. In its own way, in the three days since they had arrived in Jeds, this area had become even more interdicted than Cara’s laboratory. Not a soul stirred. Behind her, the line of guards was marked by an occasional torch and, here and there, a good blazing campfire.

The tent stood on a flat sward of grass, surrounded by a bower of trees and two desiccated beds of flowers. Ilya refused to sleep inside walls of stone. It had never bothered him before.

Tess halted on the edge of the sward and examined the tent. The gold banner fluttered weakly and sagged. Far away, barely audible, Tess heard the shush and sough of the waters on the rocks that buttressed the palace on its seaward front. The awning faced her, the entrance flap thrown open so that she could see into the tent. A single figure sat at the table, a lantern burning by his left hand and another hanging from the pole above. He seemed to be reading, but he was just distant enough that she could not make out the details.

The wind picked up again, a warming front that fragmented the cold haze that had hung over the city for the last three days. Branches shorn of leaves reached into the darkening sky, black lines etched into a night-blue heaven. They shivered in the wind, shuddering against each other. Like veins, they marked patterns onto the sky, pierced by the first stars.

Like a web. Tess blinked, and her implant triggered. She glanced around, once, as she always did, to make sure she was alone.

“Run Sakhalin transcript. Seek mention of transport codes delivered in tripartite sequences.” As she waited she was caught by another thought, a detail Sonia had mentioned in passing. “Open a second screen and transfer Sakhalin’s description of the emperor.” It came up simultaneously with an excruciatingly detailed documentation of transport codes, and Tess had to adjust her focus, dropping her gaze down to the ground, which provided a more uniformly dark backdrop, although the divided screen she read from provided its own transcript.

He sat in a throne. He was almost joined to it, as if part of a web, filaments linking his body to the stone that made up the throne itself.

“Cut in Sojourner transcript, also referenced to tripartite sequences.” The sudden swirl of figures fighting the ground and the gentle sway of branches made her dizzy. She put up a hand to cover the trees and the tent, so they wouldn’t distract her, and concentrated on the disembodied screen suspended in front of her.

Three sequences recorded by the relay stations as ships traveled through. One went to the public record: That was clear enough. One went to the house record, and that made sense; a ship might reserve information for its own affiliates that it would not want to transmit as public knowledge. But the third sequence, the highest level of encryption, went to an unknown destination.

She shifted her focus back to the screen detailing Sakhalin’s visit to the emperor. The emperor, who sat connected to his throne by filamentlike threads. Anatoly Sakhalin had seen this female who called herself Genji in his window visions, as if she was tracking his progress as he traveled across the empire. Ilyana Arkhanov, their under-aged spy in Genji’s Chapalii household, had seen Genji connected, also with filamentlike threads, to a chair, which could be a kind of console.

What if the emperor could travel the web? What if the emperor was tapped into the entire Empire, not like a brain, but like the switching board through which most information passed? Everywhere and nowhere. Everyone and no one. He would no longer be a true individual. Like the ke, he would be nameless, because he would be everywhere. It was like a metaphor: his body represented the Empire, just as, according to the Arkhanov transcript appended onto Sakhalin’s transcript, the net itself might be the body of the Empire.

Nets could be cut. Like Ilya’s mind, the threads severed at random intersections by the stress of his captivity.

If they could cripple the web, they could cripple the Empire. If they could cripple the Empire, they might be strong enough to simply take their freedom or at least to bargain for it while the Empire was weakened.

And Anatoly Sakhalin was now perfectly placed to set out the pieces and begin to move them. It would have taken Charles years to get the information Anatoly had so blithely included in this transcript; if Charles, the Tai-en, could even have gotten it at all. Anatoly was restricted, as far as Tess could tell, only by his willingness to throw himself into the fray and his ability to outface the Chapalii at their own game, once he had figured out how to play it. For the former, she could not guess whether he would choose to support independence or promote his own interests; as for the latter, he had already done it. It was enough to make you laugh, the sheer audacity of presenting himself as a true prince—whatever the hell that meant—to the Chapalii emperor and to expect to be honored as such. To succeed.

Could Ilya have done it? Oh, gods, was she doubting him, now? Was he less than what she had once thought he was?

She blinked off the implant and walked forward. Ilya sat with two books open and a scroll opened and pinned down by an elbow and a hand. She stopped outside the entrance flap. He did not notice her. He was talking to himself.

“ ‘And a bright light appeared out of the darkest skies, and on this light He ascended to the heavens where His Father dwelt. To mark his passing, the glance of God’s Eye scorched the dirt where His feet took wing into the heavens.’ ”

He was reading out loud from one of the books; from the Gospel of Elia, the Revelation. She watched his gaze shift from the book to the scroll. He opened the scroll a bit farther by tugging his elbow down, unrolling the parchment, and sliding the scroll to the right so that the lantern light illuminated it better. His face was aglow in the light, his hair a patch of darkness shading into the shadows that filled the rest of the chamber, surrounding him with night.

“ ‘So will the light…the lantern…the torch of God fall to earth…” He worried at his lower lip with his teeth as he squinted at the scroll, translating it. Tess could not see what language it was written in. “Descend to earth. From the stars. From the wandering stars.” He switched his attention to the second book. “No… No… Damn it.” He leafed through the pages, searching for a reference.

“ ‘Because the fixed stars are quiescent one in respect of another, we may consider the sun, earth, and planets, as one system of bodies carried hither and thither by various motions among themselves; and the common center of gravity…will be quiescent’… This is impossible.” With his right hand still immobilizing the scroll, he drew two other books toward him and flipped them open on top of the one he had just been looking in. “The realm of the fixed stars. The realm of the wandering stars.”

Tess got a chill. He was reading astronomical texts. After a moment he shifted back to the scroll.

“The mysteries of the wandering stars are these: That they come in two types. The first are the chariots by which the angels sail upon, sail? Ride? Drive? Travel upon the roads that lead through the heavens, borne on the wings of the south wind. The second are the gates to the dwelling places of the angels. Dwelling places…palaces…no, more like a park or garden. Then why wouldn’t the fixed stars be the gardens and the wandering stars the chariots?” He was talking to himself. He pulled the topmost book toward him, one of the new books.

“ ‘In this fashion the sun and the sphere of the fixed stars remain unmoved, while the earth and the wandering stars revolve about the unmoving sun in a series of circles, each nested inside the other.’ ” He flipped pages further, losing his grip on the scroll, which rolled up against his fingers. “ ‘Suppose a man lived in the heavens and he was carried along by their motion, and looking down he saw the earth and its mountains and valleys and rivers and cities, as far above as angels, might it not appear then to him that the earth moved? Just as it appears to us that the heavens move. Unable to stand in the heavens, we can only stand on the earth and make our judgment.’ ”

Running a hand through his hair, he shoved that book aside and pulled the last one closer to him. “ ‘You know from astrological computation that the whole circumference of the earth is no more than a pinpoint when contrasted to the space of the heavens… The man who recklessly strives for glory and counts it his highest goal should consider the far-reaching shores of heaven and the narrow confines of earth.’ ”

Abruptly, his expression changed. He flung the book against the wall, but it only fell to the floor with a soft thud, having nothing hard to impact. He had lost his hold on the scroll. Turning to stop it from rolling up completely, he saw Tess.

At once, he looked guilty. Or he would have looked guilty, if the jaran had a concept of sin. She stepped into the tent. He closed the three books and was about to get up when she forestalled him by skirting the table and picking up the book he had thrown.

“The Consolation of Philosophy? Ilya …”

“Give it to me,” he snapped, and because he was in a mood, she handed it over without protest.

But she could not help trying to read the gold letters labeling the spines of the others. “On The Nature of the Heavens. The Principia?”

He opened his saddle bags and stuffed the books inside them. Then he rolled the scroll up carefully.

“What is that?”

“It is an old text from Byblos, that I took from the university today. It is called The Mysteries of Elia, but no one knows if it is the same Elia who has written the gospel in The Recitation, or another Elia. There is some debate. You know how scholars are.” He did not offer to let her look at it, which was strange of itself.

“What are you looking for?” she asked, although she already knew the answer.

He tied the scroll with a bit of string, slid it into a case, and shoved it into the saddlebag before he straightened up and looked at her. The light had the odd trick of making him look even younger—and he already looked younger than his years. “I will let you know, when I find it.”

He said it so dismissively that Tess winced. He did not seem to notice. He rose and untied the flap, pulling it closed. The sky, the trees, the stars, all vanished, and they stood, the two of them, alone in the enclosed chamber, which seemed very small, now, and dim, lit only by the two lanterns.

He kept his gaze fixed on the flap, as though he could see through it to the outside world. “In White Tower they kept me chained at night when I slept. Always. I can still feel the shackles.”

“Ilya,” she began, knowing that the time had come. There was no putting it off any longer. He had already begun. It was up to her to lead him the rest of the way. “For a long time now I have been trying to think of a way to tell you—”

He whirled. The expression on his face struck her to silence. But he spoke, his voice so low she had to strain to hear it.

“I want nothing given to me, Tess. Do you understand?” He began to pace, agitated. “I am not a slave to be led about in chains, to be cosseted with sweetmeats and pats on the head so that I can pretend that nothing shackles me. If the gods have spoken through me, then let them speak. Let me obey the vision they have sent me and not question it.”

“What is this, then?” she demanded, gesturing toward the saddlebag bursting with books. Books he did not intend to let her see.

“What the gods wish me to know they will allow me to discover on my own.”

“Ah, gods,” Tess said under her breath, watching him cross to the entrance and twitch the flap aside to look out, up, at the trees or the heavens or the dark outline of the palace she could not be sure. But she knew at that moment that if she handed him a book open to the page where the answers were written, he would close it and hand it back without reading it.

What Sonia had embraced, Ilya turned his back on.

But then her gaze caught on the saddlebags, on the tip of the scroll, which he had evidently kidnapped from the university. It was not truly knowledge that Ilya had turned his back on. Ilya allowed his gods to act through him, but no one else. Not even her. He would rather knowingly remain ignorant than learn that he was just another pawn in a greater game. That was the lesson he had learned from Prince Janos, that he could not bear to be anyone less than the king.

Unlike Charles, he could not reshape his life to a new path. That was his great weakness.

Finally he turned to look at her and smiled, almost shyly, testing the waters. “I will send a messenger north to Sarai,” he said. “Sonia can arrange for someone to escort Natalia and Yurinya by ship here, when the winds shift.”

Tess started, being perfectly able to feel guilty. “Yes. We hadn’t talked yet about how long we might stay in Jeds.”

“Filis must be conquered, once and for all, and Vasha settled safely in Mircassia. We must stay at least until those campaigns are over.” His gaze strayed toward the saddlebags, but he did not add that he evidently had pressing business at the university.

“A year would be good,” agreed Tess. “That would give me time to bring the nobles back to heel, call a new council, institute a few laws, strengthen the parliament.”

So he drifted toward her, and she toward him, and in the end they met, commencing a new pattern. He knew that she had at least been willing to tell him the truths that she had chained him away from all these years. She understood, a bit, how close he had come to going over the edge. But Ilyakoria Bakhtiian was perfectly capable of reshaping the untenable path so that it circumvented or concealed the obstacles which might otherwise destroy him.

That was his great strength.



EPILOGUE



1
All of the Tribes

“BUT HE’S SHORT,” SAID the woman to her companion, not realizing that Anatoly could overhear her. The great foyer that connected the Bouleuterion, the assembly hall, with the public concourse boasted a number of interesting acoustic properties as well as the cyclopean sculptural frieze depicting the history of humanity for which it was most famous. The floor of the foyer was a mosaic map, not to scale, of the many solar systems that made up League space, and Anatoly had discovered that when he stood on the blue-white circle that represented the star Sirius he could hear the conversations of people standing within the Three Rings system, a spear throw away. It was, he supposed, an elaborate spying system.

“And that woman with him. Why, she looks positively savage! Aren’t those weapons she’s carrying?”

Anatoly glanced at Katerina Orzhekov, but Katya was too busy gaping at a relief of a woman sitting at a writing desk to listen. Her grasp of the common tongue spoken here was still shaky in any case; she had not yet completed the language matrix. Katya wore a mishmosh of jaran and Earth dress, a long skirted tunic with striped trousers beneath, boots, and her quiver and bow strapped on her back. There was a khaja law about carrying weapons in public places, but Anatoly had grown tired of obeying it, and now he didn’t have to anymore.

“It’s very strange,” agreed her companion.

“M. Sakhalin!”

“Damn,” said Anatoly, and to Katya, “Come.”

She spun at once and fell in beside him as he headed for the concourse, but even so, the longer legs of their pursuer proved their downfall.

“M. Sakhalin! What a pleasure to see you here. I was so honored to meet you at the reception last month. I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty of forwarding some of the specs on our new line of luxury yachts to your…uh, your office. We have so many models to choose from and we can custom fit to any specification, even include, heh heh, an archery range.” The man bowed floridly toward Katerina and, straightening, caught her disdainful expression. He smiled nervously and shifted tactics. “Of course, M. Sakhalin, you understand that Cheng Shipyards guarantees the highest quality, and we are known league-wide for the speed and strength of our models.”

“Thank you, M. Chandani. I assure you that we are studying the matter even now. If you will excuse me.”

“Most honored, M. Sakhalin. Most honored.” Bowing, the merchant let them go, thank the gods.

“He smells of sweetcakes,” said Katya in a low voice. “All sticky and oversugared. Does this happen often?”

“It happens all the time.”

“How do you remember all their names?”

“I have an implant.” He tapped his temples just above his left ear. “It records each person I meet and cross references it with a name, and then those I don’t remember on my own can be recalled from the implant. It’s very useful. They’re flattered when you remember their names, even if they must know I have tools to help me.”

They crossed through into the concourse and were at once picked up by two of the Raven’s crew—Summer and Benjamin—and by the ubiquitous throng of agents, hangers-on, monitors, and official escorts that attended him whenever he went out into public territory. A tiny globe maneuvered, trying to get a good angle on him for the vids, and Katerina gave it a sharp whack with her bow. A few sympathizers in the crowd cheered. Finally, they got through the concourse and into the docking section and into the blessed quiet of the Gray Raven.

“Am I really that short?” Anatoly asked Summer as they cycled through the locks.

Summer grinned down at him. “Only in height, my dear. But 169 centimeters is below average for a man. Remember, we’re used to our princes being Chapalii, and they’re all about two hundred centimeters.”

“What’s a centimeter?” asked Katya. “Oh, it’s a unit of measure.”

“Five feet six and a half inches,” offered Benjamin, who could convert any unit, monetary or otherwise, into any other instantaneously. “Three point eight cubits, depending on the arm.”

The lock opened and they dispersed into the gleaming passageways of the ship.

“Come with me,” said Anatoly to Katerina. She followed him to the lounge. “Sit.” He sat on the couch, she on the floor in the jaran style, watching him intently.

“You have been with me for two khaja months now. How do you like it here?”

“I love it here,” she said fiercely.

“I have a task for you. Yesterday I finally got word that my message found my sister Shura, and she is now at Jeds, waiting for word from me. I want you to go back to Rhui.”

Her expression fell instantly.

“Not to stay. Go back to the tribes. Bring me one hundred men and women, to be the nucleus of my new jahar. Recruit them wisely, carefully. Find the ones who are discontent, who question—not troublemakers, but the ones who are restless.”

“I know how to find them,” said Katya quietly.

“Don’t let the others know what you are doing. Shura will help you. She, too, will know. She is one of them, as you are. If any riders live who were in my jahar before I left, and they wish to join me, bring them.”

“If they have families?”

“It’s true it would be best to bring younger people, those who are willing to leave the tribe and make a new tribe here. But I will not turn away the riders who served with me then. They must make the choice themselves. You, Katerina, will be etsana.”

She made a face.

“No, it must be you. You came here first. You are a daughter of the Eldest Tribes.”

“Your sister Shura—”

“It is not fitting that a brother and sister act together as dyan and etsana of a tribe. But you and I are cousins, of a sort, and we will do very well together, I think. I need the jaran, Katya. Surely you can see that.”

She nodded, her clear-eyed gaze steady on him. “Yes. This khaja world is very strange.”

But she had adjusted remarkably well. She had not come off the ship in shock, as he had. She had not retreated into a false world, as Karolla Arkhanov had, dragging her children down with her. With that same kind of preparation, with her guidance, the hundred riders and archers she brought off Rhui would adjust as well as she did. In their turn, when it was time, when it was appropriate, they could form the escort that would bring more jaran off Rhui, those that wanted to come.

Because not all would want to come. Nor should they.

“What about my cousin, Bakhtiian?” she asked suddenly.

He bowed his head, as any man does before the authority of a great etsana. “You must obey your aunt Tess Soerensen in this. I cannot interfere with her judgment.”

“It’s true, you know,” said Katya in a whisper. “Before I left, I went to him, but he would not speak to me. I don’t understand it.”

Anatoly felt a pain in his heart. He made an image in his mind of the man he had admired so passionately when he was a boy, the proud dyan, leader of all the tribes, who had lifted the jaran to face their destiny. Who yet, in the end, could not face the greater truth he had inadvertently uncovered. He was, gods forgive Anatoly for even thinking it, like Karolla in that.

“He is a Singer,” said Anatoly at last, unwilling to pass judgment. “He is subject to the will of the gods in a way we are not.”

He went to his cabin and lay down on his bunk, palming the top screen on and flipping through the channels idly. There was a report on his upcoming appearance before Parliament, in less than two hours. An Infinity Jilt serial. An immersion mass in the Church of Three Faiths temple in Gabon, ready to trigger once the viewer hooked into the nesh. Freefall acrobatics. A historical epic called Coming of Age in the Milky Way, about the great cosmological discoveries at the end of the Machine Age. The usual gossip channel. A fencing match.

He flipped abruptly back to the gossip channel.

The bastards!

A crowd of mini-globes and nesh and flesh correspondents had mobbed Chancery Lane. A golden-haired woman walked down the New Court steps escorted by a husky woman with an authoritative bearing and by her father and Aunt Millie. The voice-over was blithering on about final dissolution papers and his name and something about the appearance before Parliament, but Anatoly could see only Diana. He strained to hear her through the globes that hovered around her. Only a Singer could look so composed, only Diana could manage to look so poised, so lovely….

“M. Brooke-Holt! M. Brooke-Holt! We understand that your husband dumped you now that he’s become so important.”

“No comment,” said the advocate, the husky woman, bringing up the rear while Aunt Millie and Diana’s father forced a path through the crowd toward a private carriage.

“Isn’t there a child involved?”

Anatoly could not see Diana’s face. The advocate looked bored. “No comment,” she repeated.

“Is it true that he’s cut himself loose and is going to establish a harem of exotic primitives for himself, in the Chapalii style?”

Diana stopped dead and turned to fix a glare of monumental disdain on the hapless questioner. “Oh! You people are so stupid!” She turned her back on the camera, used her elbows to good effect, and ducked into the carriage. It sealed shut behind her, leaving the advocate in charge as the crowd moved back to avoid the backwash as the car rose and flew away.

Anatoly voiced the sound down and just stared at the screen, at the gray stone of the courthouse, at the bleak London sky above. He felt, at this moment, shame more than pain. He was shamed that his wife had abandoned him. Such a thing never happened in the tribes. What if they were to hear of it? Gods, he hadn’t even told Katerina Orzhekov the truth, and she didn’t understand the language or the tools well enough yet to discover it on her own.

Gods, what would his grandmother say? She would have accepted the emperor’s benediction calmly, without surprise; it was, after all, simply what was due to the Sakhalin tribe. But she would be furious that Diana had left him—for a second time.

You should have married the daughter of Baron Santer, she would say. You look like a fool, Anatoly. It never behooves a Sakhalin to look like a fool, and especially not a man. A man must show himself courageous, trustworthy, loyal to his dyan, and responsible to his mother, his sisters, and his wife and children. But if he allows himself to be made a fool of, then no one will respect him.

Though she was dead, he could reproduce her voice, her tone, her words with perfect accuracy, because he knew her so well. He was thankful that she was dead, so that she might never have to know.

The cabin door slid open without warning and Portia rushed in, followed by Evdokia Arkhanov. The two girls screamed with laughter and threw themselves onto his stomach, knocking the breath out of him. Moshe stopped in the entrance and covered his mouth, stifling his own laughter. “Sorry,” he said. “I hope we didn’t disturb you.”

Anatoly reached up and palmed off the overhead screen. “No.” He hoisted the girls off him and sat up. “I wasn’t doing anything productive. Now, Portia, you must get dressed in your fine clothes. You, too, Evdi.”

The Bouleuterion was domed above and below by stars, or so it appeared to Anatoly. The spider’s web of Concord, the great space station still under construction, threw odd patterns on the heavens, like etchings cut through clouded glass. Walking on the transparent floor, with only stars beneath his feet, made him nervous, so as he entered the hall and made his way through the sunken aisle to the center he kept his gaze on the amphitheater surrounding him.

Every seat in the hall was filled. At the high railings above, people stood at least three deep, judging from the heads sticking above the crowd. It was a circular hall, and the platform in the center faced no one and everyone. Four sunken aisles pierced the banks of seats into four quarters. As Anatoly came out into the middle, he let Portia down and shoved her toward Katerina, who waited in the lowest rank of benches. Portia stuck her little finger in her mouth and walked over to Katya, glancing back at her father for reassurance. When the girl sat down, wedged between Katya and Evdi, who were themselves flanked by Branwen and the rest of her crew, Anatoly strode out to the center.

He stood there alone, surrounded by over ten thousand seated assembly members doubled by a ghostly contingent of nesh and amplified by a high ring of vid globes and a hundred soft bulbs that transferred every last detail into the nesh reconstruction.

The audience kept a respectful silence, waiting for him to speak, but he could almost taste their wariness. They did not trust him. Neither did they hate him. They waited, reserving judgment.

He knelt without looking down at the void of stars beneath his feet and set the tower, his token from the emperor, on the smooth floor.

“The board,” he said. “Enlarged ten times normal size.”

At first he could not tell that the black field had manifested, since it blended with the heavens below, but then the grid of lines burned into view and the midnight black slab of stone that marked the emperor’s throne. One by one the pieces flickered into view and solidified. The horseman had moved farther yet away from the throne, shadowed by the teardrop. The other eight pieces lay scattered across the board, marking no pattern he could discern. A murmur ran through the crowd, quieting only when he rose.

“This is the game played by the emperor and the princess,” he said to his audience, which no doubt ran into the billions.

He turned slowly, a full circle, surveying the ranks upon ranks of his khaja subjects, like the ranks of an army. There, he thought he recognized the pale outline of Charles Soerensen, attending in nesh, but he couldn’t be sure. There was no one who looked in the least like Diana, although perhaps she truly was here, guising in a different form. Perhaps she still cared enough about him to watch over him, now and again. But he pushed these thoughts of her aside; they were too distracting. He could not afford to be distracted.

Instead, he walked through the game, avoiding the other princes, keeping to the lines as much as he could, and made his way to his own piece.

“This is where we stand.” He halted above the horseman, which half melded with him. “Where we go from here is up to us.”

Here he paused, to let his words sink in, here in this hall and in every hall, every chamber, every street or corner where any woman or man had stopped to hear him, to measure him, to pass judgment. For that was, perhaps, the most important lesson he had learned from Bakhtiian: Let the whole of your people be your army, all of the tribes, and let that army follow you not just willingly but passionately, with their hearts.

He looked up and nodded, satisfied. He had their complete attention.



2
The Shores of Heaven

VASSILY KIREYEVSKY SURVEYED THE battlefield from the hilltop. He turned to Yaroslav Sakhalin. The late summer sun shone down, bathing him in sweat under his armor.

“His banner has fallen. The Prince of Filis must be dead.”

“We will see,” said Yaroslav, never one to hasten to any conclusions.

But so it proved. Prince Basil’s body was dragged up the slope and displayed. A Filistian lord who had turned coat last winter, after Bakhtiian himself had ridden into Jeds and taken up the campaign personally, identified the body.

“What of the Mircassian boy?” Vasha asked, but no one knew, and when he rode down into the Filistian camp, he discovered that Basil’s half sister had murdered the child and killed herself rather than fall into the hands of the jaran. It saddened him, more for the child’s sake than hers.

He examined the corpse: The boy had black hair and the olive skin of southerners, and although Vasha had heard his age estimated at sixteen, the child looked younger. If he was truly an invalid, a simpleton, no sign of his infirmity showed in his corpse, except that he was small.

“What will you do now, Vassily?” Yaroslav Sakhalin asked when Vasha emerged from the tent.

“I will take the news to my father myself, before I return to Mircassia. King Barsauma is failing, but even if he dies while I’m gone, they don’t dare try to unseat me, not now that we have defeated Prince Basil.”

“What of your wife?”

Vasha had learned that when Yaroslav Sakhalin spoke, he usually sounded censorious, even if he did not mean to be. But the habit served him well, since it made it easy to distinguish between those of his men who doubted themselves and those who did not.

“Princess Rusudani and I have an understanding, Sakhalin. In any case, she is pregnant now—” He broke off and looked away, concealing a flush of pride. Rusudani was pregnant with his child.

The old general laughed softly. “All young men are full of themselves when their wives become pregnant for the first time. I am told I was insufferable.”

Vasha was paralyzed for a moment by the spectacle of Yaroslav Sakhalin joking with him. Then he collected himself.

“Surely it is no more than we deserve,” Vasha replied, watching Sakhalin carefully. When Sakhalin smiled, Vasha smiled in return, relieved that Sakhalin seemed amused by this weak sally. But it seemed safer to return to the matter at hand. “It is the council that concerns me. They are not content with either Princess Rusudani or myself, and in particular, with me. I have heard it said that I hold too great an influence over her, that there are too many barbarians at court. There is a young lord who was put forward as a prospective consort for the princess, but I have seen that he was posted to the war. Unfortunately, he didn’t manage to get himself killed.”

“I’ll be sending scouting parties south, to probe,” said Sakhalin. “I could use some auxiliaries.”

“Yes. That would do very well. I will attach his company to your army before I leave.”

So it was settled. Lord Intavio agreed to the posting because he had no choice, surrounded by the far greater jaran army in the hinterlands that straddled the border between Mircassia and Filis.

In the morning, leaving Sakhalin to mop up the remains of Prince Basil’s army, which had by now scattered into the hills, Vasha took a contingent of one thousand men, half jaran riders and half Mircassian cavalry, and rode southwest, toward Jeds. Toward his father.

They came after twenty-six days of hard riding to Jeds. Vasha left his guard in the camp that had sprung up to the east of the city and rode the rest of the way with a smaller escort of one hundred picked men and twenty archers. They circled the city and went directly to the palace.

Tess came herself to greet him, where he dismounted in the great courtyard that fronted the palace. She grinned and hugged him, there in front of everyone, and a moment later Natalia and Yuri ran shrieking from the eastern loggia and threw themselves on him, jumping on him and tugging at his armor and dancing around.

“Gods, you’ve grown. Stand back. Let me look at you.”

Natalia stuck her hands on her hips. “Papa gave me a horse,” she said. “It’s a very fine horse, too, I’ll have you know. And Lara didn’t get one because she took Kriye out bareback and got thrown, too.”

“Lara is here, too?”

“Yes, and Sofia. We all sailed south together, and none of us got sick, only Yuri did.”

Yuri had already strayed off to examine the strange khaja armor worn by the Mircassian soldiers, so he could not defend himself against this slur.

“How many of the children came south from Jeds?” Vasha asked Tess.

She only smiled. “Enough. They’re very loud.”

“Did Stefan bring them down?”

“No, Sonia did. Didn’t you hear? Stefan just got married.”

“So Jaelle did get pregnant!” Vasha laughed. “That’s the last I heard, that Stefan hoped it was true, but they weren’t sure yet. He’ll come to Mircassia then, when the child is safely born.”

“And you must come in and get that armor off. I’ll get you something to drink.”

“Where is…my father?”

She hesitated, then lifted a hand in the direction of the sea. “Out riding.”

“Perhaps I should go out directly.”

“If you wish. What news have you brought, Vasha? You look well.”

He gave a brief account of the battle and its outcome, the disposition of armies, the current mood of the Mircassian populace, which favored Rusudani and her consort, and the council, which remained suspicious.

He took in a deep breath. “Rusudani is pregnant.” Unable to help himself, he grinned.

Tess raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t wait long. She can’t have had the other child that long ago.”

“Aren’t you happy for me?” he demanded.

“Now, Vasha,” she said, maddeningly calm, “let’s wait until the child is born to celebrate. What happened to the other baby?”

“When it was eight weeks old, Rusudani sent it north to Lady Jadranka with a wet nurse and an honor guard. It was a little boy. I left before we heard whether the child arrived safely. It was a pretty child.” He said it wistfully. He had been sorry to part with the infant, but Rusudani had refused to have anything to do with it. As far as he knew, she had never come to see the baby after it had been born.

Tess put a hand on his hair, ruffling it as if he were a child, and smiled affectionately at him. “I’m glad you came, Vasha. Go see your father.”

Like a good son, he obeyed, stripping out of his armor and just wearing his padded surcoat over his clothes. One of the palace grooms brought him a fresh horse, and he rode out with two escorts.

Most of the palace fronted a cliff, but to the north the ridge dropped down and melded with the shoreline, forming a broad strand at the mouth of the River Edesse. Vladimir and a handful of guards sat, some on their horses, some dismounted, at the farthest limit of solid land, keeping watch, but Vasha could see a distant figure that must be his father much farther out on the beach.

Vasha handed his reins over to his guard and headed out onto the strand. Once out of the slight windbreak provided by the last low promontory, he had to duck his head repeatedly to keep the stinging sand from his eyes.

Here, on the shoreline, the wind blew continually, just as it did on the plains. The waves came in in layers, levels building one on top of the next, sliding in over the damp course of sand and soughing away again. The wind coursed over the water, changing its color, darkening it. The constant breaking of one wave atop the next layered an endless steady crashing noise over the world, that shrank into this one stretch of sand and the gray-blue sea, stretching out to the islands that dotted the horizon, pale grey with clouds.

Ilya turned, shading his face against the wind, and, recognizing him, nodded. Then he turned back to stare out to sea. He stood at the very limit of the land, at that point where land and sea blend and become one.

“What are you doing out here?” Vasha asked, having to pitch his voice loud to be heard above the wind.

“Where did you come from?” Ilya demanded.

Vasha launched into his description of the battle, the disposition of forces, the end of Filistian resistance.

Ilya heard him out in silence. “You are well?”

“Rusudani is pregnant,” said Vasha, but cautiously, not knowing what to expect.

For the first time, Ilya smiled. The wind tore through his hair, rippling his shirt sleeves all the way down his arms. “That’s my boy.”

Vasha could not help but laugh. “Why is it that women take the news one way and men another?”

“Women are more interested in the birthing of a child, men in the getting of it.”

Emboldened by this levity, Vasha repeated his initial question. “But what are you doing out here?”

“I’m just wondering,” said Ilya so softly that Vasha could barely hear him above the wind, “what lies beyond the sea.”

“What lies beyond the sea? Don’t you have enough to think about on the lands that lie between here and the plains? Half of the Yossian principalities could break away at any time, if they think we’ve weakened at all, and the Dushan king is still furious about losing the man who was the jaran governor there. Another of his sons is threatening open revolt against his father. And Mitya is still having trouble on his eastern border with Vidiya. Now that Filis is defeated, King Barsauma will begin negotiating over those two border provinces, and Yaroslav Sakhalin is sending scouts to the south. According to the reports we got from Kirill Zvertkov after he joined up with his army again, there has still been no recent word from the second expedition sent out along the Golden Road.

Ilya grunted. “I would take a ship to Erthe,” he said absently. “Katya went, and returned, and went north to Sarai.”

“When was this? Does she mean to stay? Perhaps she will come to Mircassia now.”

“No. She means to return to Erthe. She’ll sail from the north, she says. She may already be gone. I don’t know. We haven’t had word yet. That was months ago.”

Vasha struggled with his disappointment and finally got it under control in time to hear his father going on.

“There is something strange about Erthe, Vasha,” he said, describing his words with his hands. “I don’t think it’s a land like these lands. I think it is bounded on one side by the ocean and on the other by the heavens themselves, so that if a man stood on the shore he would look out into the vault of the sky, only it would lie at his feet instead of above his head.”

Vasha laughed. “How could that be?” Sobering, he saw that his father was serious. Ilya was not truly looking at the ocean or listening to the roar of the waves. He was oblivious to the bite of the wind and the fine blowing sand on his skin. He had gone on a Singer’s journey, traveling to lands that could only exist in his own mind or beyond human ken, in the worlds that belong to the gods.

“Father!” Exasperated, Vasha raised his voice. “Haven’t you spent enough time staring out at the water? There are lands to administer here, right here. I have a much more detailed report to give you, and three other messengers with me, who have reports to give as well. But you only care about what lies beyond, not what you have in your hands already.”

He turned, looking toward the guards who waited on the ridge. They stood there, small figures like statues unmoved in the wind. Another rider came, picking her way down the ridge. It was Tess. He recognized her at once, even at this distance.

Ilya did not reply. He did not appear to be listening. A wave ran in and crept up to his boots, then slid back, absorbed into the next wave.

Vasha shrugged finally. It was not his right to disturb the meditation of a Singer. He turned full around and began to walk back across the sand, to meet Tess. Out here the strand was flat and dry, untouched by water, and the wind hit with redoubled force, sculpting the sand into endless tiny ranges of irregular hills, running out along the strand until they were lost to distance.

“Does he come out here often?” he asked as Tess came up to him and they stopped together and looked toward the shoreline and the silhouette of Ilya.

“Yes. I’ve never quite figured out what he does, though, except just to look. Perhaps the constant wind out here reminds him of the plains.”

“He’s searching for the shores of heaven,” said Vasha flippantly, still irritated by his father’s infuriatingly pointless musing.

But Tess smiled sadly. “Has he found them yet?”

“Can anyone find them? I have work to do, reports to hear, Talia and Yuri to play with. I need to write a letter to my wife. I’m going in. Are you coming with me?”

She shook her head, and he threw up his hands in disgust and went back by himself. He stopped once, when he was almost at the ridge to look back.

The sun had come out from behind the clouds and it spilled its light along the waters, turning them to a rich gold. It was beautiful, in its way, rimming the edges of the clouds with white-gold where a patch of deep blue sky showed and reached until it flowed forward in the waves that spilled themselves into nothing at Ilya’s feet.

As if, thought Vasha, the shores of heaven had overflowed, lapping over into his world like a promise, sworn by the sun and the moon and the wind. If only Ilya would look at what lay right before him instead of always staring at the sky, he could see it for himself.

The wind picked up, blowing sand hard into Vasha’s face, and he shaded his eyes and watched as Tess reached Ilya at last and reached out to touch her husband’s arm. After a long pause, Ilya turned. Coming to himself, he said something to her and together they started back across the sands.

Vasha waited for them.
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