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		Prologue

		“DOMESTICITY,” my son announced, “has blunted you.”

		He stumbled back from me, nearly stepping outside of the circle. Like me, he wore leather dhoti, no tunic, no sandals; we were dressed for sword-dancing. His skin was tanned, like mine, and, remarkably, clean of scars. Unlike mine. Well, that would change.

		Overhead, the sun burned. In the Punja—the most deadly of deserts—it would drive a sane man to seek the nearest shade, to carry plenty of water, to cover his body with a hooded burnous of nubby silk. But this was not the Punja. This was a place of water, of grass, of high canyon walls that blocked the sun, except when it was directly overhead.

		It was directly overhead now, and it was hot.

		My son, my opponent, stood upright, breathing hard; sweat ran down his dark hair, dripped onto his shoulders. He had grounded his sword in the sand, resting his palm on the pommel, fingers loose. I stared at him, momentarily speechless.

		Domesticity.

		I stood up straight as well, also breathing hard, but did not ground my sword. In fact, I waved it at him, right wrist flexing, supported by musculature developed over decades of practice. Sunlight flashed off the blade.

		“Sharp enough to take you,” I pointed out. “Three dances, three wins, and I’ve just about got this one. Or had this one, before you decided to distract yourself from that fact by opening a topic about which you know nothing.” I waved the sword again. “Blunted, am I?”

		“Your sword isn’t,” he clarified, wary of the exceedingly sharp point. “You are.”

		“I am.”

		“You are.”

		I wasn’t certain we’d make any progress this way. I squinted at him. “Domesticity?”

		“Yes.”

		I said something short and sharp, and it elicited a snicker. “In what way am I blunted?”

		“You used to have adventures,” he said. “Now you stay at home and teach sword-dancing, instead of doing it yourself.”

		It stunned me. “You think I’m not dancing anymore? I do it every day, Neesha! I teach you, even, and I don’t notice you’ve left to go off on any adventures.”

		“I’m thinking about it,” he said, “and I thought you could come with me. Father and son. You know. Bonding.”

		“Bonding,” I muttered between my teeth. Bonding. Bonding? What in hoolies did that mean?

		“Maybe even Del could go.”

		I blinked. “Del?”

		“Sure. The three of us together.”

		I frowned. “Del’s got Sula to look after. She’s only two.”

		Neesha smiled. “Do-mes-ti-city.”

		“And she teaches, too,” I pointed out, meaning Del, not Sula. “When’s the last time you danced with her? Afraid she’ll defeat you?”

		He grinned widely, white teeth flashing in a tanned, handsome face. (I had to admit I’d sired a good-looking kid.) “I’m sure she’d defeat me. But that’s not what I mean. Why not dance for real again? You could leave Sula here with Lena and Alric. They’ve got so many kids now running around like chickens that they wouldn’t even notice another. Besides, Sula stays over there while you and Del are teaching. You know they’d be happy to do it.” He shrugged. “Alric’s domesticated, too, but he seems happy that way. I don’t think you are, and I know Del isn’t.”

		It was a stab in the gut. “Del isn’t?”

		“She adores Sula,” he said, “and she loves you. You stay here, so will she. I’m just saying it would do both of you good to get away for awhile. Accept challenges. Guard a caravan. Get away.” He watched me avidly, then grinned. “Ah-hah! I saw that look on your face. It appeals. You hid it fast enough, but oh, it appeals.”

		Maybe it did. I wouldn’t admit it to him. “I have students.”

		“Right now you have me. Everyone else has gone off to see families or whatever, remember?”

		This was true. Apparently all seven students had gotten itchy feet at the same time—or else the challenges of my discipline had chased them away. Some would come back. I’d left my shodo three times before I finally committed to sticking it out.

		Neesha grinned. “What harm would it do for the great Sandtiger to go out and practice again what he teaches? You would add luster to the legend.”

		Luster to the legend. Like my legend needed any.

		He shrugged. “You’d probably attract more students.”

		Probably. But. “Del and I have enough.”

		“Have more.”

		I sighed. “Neesha, you can go any time you like. Neither I nor Del would suggest you stay here. You’ve learned a great deal in two years.”

		He nodded, but his eyes, as they met mine, were intent. “What level?”

		I shrugged. “Third.”

		He shook his head, lips compressed, tips of damp dark hair brushing his shoulders. “Third’s not good enough.”

		“It takes seven,” I reminded him. “And usually a minimum of ten years.”

		“But of course you did it in seven. Seven levels in seven years.”

		“So I did. But you came here with some skills, and third level in two years is not what I’d call slow.” Now I grounded my sword and, as he did, rested my palm on the pommel with fingers loose. “Go. Leave. Make and accept some challenges, Neesha. Sort out what you want, then come back for more teaching.”

		His eyes met mine and did not waver. “Come with me.”

		I lifted my sword, set the flat of it across one shoulder, turned my back on him, and began to walk away.

		“Think about it,” he called. “And ask Del!”

		I didn’t need to ask her. I knew what she’d say.

	
		Chapter 1

		“YES,” Del said.

		Pretty much what I expected. Still, “Did he tell you he planned to suggest it?”

		“No.”

		She sat on a bench outside of our little mudbrick house. Scattered nearby was a litter of kittens and their indulgent mother, slitty-eyed in the sun; a handful of chickens pecking for bugs; Alric’s moth-eaten old yellow dog, yipping in his sleep. And our two-year-old daughter, seated in the middle of it all, picking up dirt and flinging it into the air.

		I sighed and sat down next to Del, leaning the sword against the wall. Sula was too busy making a mess to notice the blade. I had learned, once she began to walk—well, more or less walk—that she was worse than a puppy at getting into things. I had eventually trained myself to put the sword and harness up high on pegs pounded into the hand-smoothed wall. For now, I kept one eye on her.

		Which reminded me…“He says I’m domesticated.”

		“Yes.”

		I turned my head with a snap. “You’re saying it, too? And do you plan to say anything in words of more than one syllable?”

		Del smiled. “Maybe.”

		I scowled.

		“Two syllables,” she said, lifting one shoulder in a slight shrug.

		I sighed deeply and set the back of my skull against the mudbrick. “Maybe he’s right.”

		“The Sandtiger is not domesticated, regardless of what his son says. The Sandtiger is teaching what he knows, which is substantial. That’s an honorable thing, Tiger. When Neesha’s older, he’ll recognize that.” She patted me on one thigh. “You’re older, now, yes. You need not go traipsing all across the Punja looking for jobs.”

		I suppose she meant that in a positive way. I was older. So was Del, but we’d met when she was twenty, so she wasn’t exactly old. But I didn’t require being reminded, necessarily, of what I was told each morning when I arose. Creaking bones were noisy. “He says you should go, too.”

		She didn’t respond, merely watched our daughter now attempting to sneak up on Alric’s dog. On hands and knees, and filthier than ever.

		“He says you could leave Sula with Lena and Alric,” I observed idly. “And he’s right: She’s over there half the time.” ‘Over there’ constituted a mudbrick house very like our own, though larger, approximately two hundred long paces away from ours. Alric and Lena had a litter of kids to go along with the litter of kittens.

		“He says I could add luster to the legend. Not that it needs luster, I don’t think.” I paused, waiting for a reply. When it didn’t come, I asked, somewhat aggrieved, “Do you think it needs luster?”

		“I think,” she said finally, “that a shodo could—and perhaps should—venture forth to refine his skills so he can best teach his students what new techniques there may be.”

		“‘Refine his skills’,” I echoed with no intonation that might be interpreted as my being upset.

		Del said, “You’re upset.”

		“Do you want to go?”

		“If you want to.”

		“Is that a roundabout way of saying you’d like to go?”

		“It’s a way of saying I’d go if you want to.”

		“Gah,” I declared, thudding my head against the wall.

		“The same thing applies to me, Tiger.”

		“What applies to you?”

		“I teach, also. I could—and perhaps should—venture forth to refine my skills.”

		I eyed her sidelong. Her white-blonde hair was loose and curtained part of her profile. I couldn’t see her expression. “Are you sure Neesha didn’t address this with you?”

		“Neesha has been muttering about wanting to go for awhile. It started when everyone else left.”

		“I told him he could go!”

		“He didn’t suggest anything to me about you going. Or me.”

		“Oh, he suggested to me that we both go with him.”

		“And so we are back at the beginning,” Del said. “And you had best put up the sword, because Sula is on her way.”

		So she was, still on hands and knees in the dirt but crawling in our direction. Apparently, for the moment, she found it easier than toddling. I picked up the sword and held it high over my head. This technique resulted in my daughter standing up against my knee, clutching flesh, reaching as high as she could in pursuit of the sword.

		“There’s no question,” I observed, “what she will be when she’s grown.”

		“A wooden sword,” Del suggested, “and the blade perhaps padded so when she whacks you on the shin, you won’t come whining to me.”

		I gently but with determination directed Sula aside with a hand cupped over her skull, and stood, once again resting the flat of the sword against my shoulder. I headed for the door. “I think she’s due for a bath.”

		Del said, “Your turn.”

		I paused in the doorway and glanced back. Our daughter, deprived of my sword, was once again sitting in the dirt, stirring up dust. “All right,” I growled. “We’ll go with Neesha.”

		Del smiled serenely. “I thought we might.”
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		Sword safely in harness on pegs against the interior wall, I gathered up the bag of lumpy soap, washing cloth, and the folded length of sacking we used for drying our daughter. Went back outside. Scooped up Sula and headed down past the multiple circles pegged out in the earth—as well as multiple footing surfaces for sword-dancing: sand, dirt, grass, gravel, a mix—and took her to the natural pool in the wide stream that ran through the canyon. Alric and I had, over the last two years, built up the edges with mudbrick and rocks, mortaring all into something akin to a fire ring surround, except much larger, and its contents were water, not flame. Everyone at this end of the canyon used it for bathing but also for fishing. On hot days, the dog used it for swimming. It was a very accommodating pool.

		Despite the warmth of the day, the brightness of the sun directly overhead, the water was cool. I stepped over the surround and into the shallow-edged pool carefully, still barefoot and therefore attempting to miss rocks beneath the surface. I planted my butt just on the edge of the bank, lowered Sula, and tolerated the usual squeaks and shrieks as her lower legs made contact with cool water. One big hand clamped onto a small arm, I dumped the bag of soap and fabric out onto the bank, then stripped off Sula’s tunic. This occasioned more squeaks and shrieks, and vehement protestations involving a squirming, naked body.

		She was lovely, my little girl, if loud. Prior to her arrival, I had never spent time examining small children. Or infants, or even older children. Children were—other beings. Eventually they became men and women, but for years they were simply—other beings.

		Sula, of course, was not and never had been an other being. She was mine. Del’s. Ours. Oh, Neesha was mine as well, but he had arrived in my life a young but fully grown man. No soiled loin wrappings. He could even bathe himself.

		I sluiced handfuls of water over my protesting daughter, top to bottom. She did have a vocabulary—two languages, no less; Southron and Northern—but it was relatively limited as yet and often consisted of “No,” if in two languages.

		“Yes,” I said. In one.

		She was a blend of us both. Not as dark as I, nor as Neesha; eyes were blue, hair was blonde but not as pale as Del’s. Del said it would likely darken as she grew. Del also said it had my wave, and tended to stick out in bizarre sculptural shapes after naps.

		Suds. Wash. Sluice.

		Domesticated.

		Yes.

		I swore. Then told Sula she shouldn’t swear and inwardly swore again that I had done so outwardly. Dammit.

		The Sandtiger, the celebrated seventh-level Sandtiger, infamous throughout the South, sat on his butt on the damp bank of a stream soaping up, scrubbing down, and rinsing off a two-year-old girl.

		I swore again. But very quietly.

		And Sula was shrieking anyway, much too loud to hear me.
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		“Of course,” Southron-born Lena said, as she squashed dough on a flat wooden square Alric had adzed and rubbed smooth for her. The kitchen consisted of a small mudbrick fireplace, rounded like a beehive but boasting a gaping mouth that allowed access to the turnspit; cleverly, a narrow chimney forced smoke out of the daub-and-wattle roof. There was also a barrel of water and a narrow plank workspace snugged up against one wall. Alric was somewhat handier than I, and he had built something identical for Del and me in our smaller house.

		“Of course,” Northern-born Alric said, watching his wife work. The children were, as usual, tearing in and out of the house. I’d given up trying to count them.

		“Go,” Lena said.

		Alric nodded. “Go.”

		“No trouble,” she told me comfortably, flour to her elbows.

		“None,” Alric agreed, flour on his nose.

		I looked at each suspiciously. “Did Neesha talk to you?”

		They both turned genuinely puzzled faces to me. In unison: “No.”

		And so our daughter’s immediate future was settled. And also my son’s; I need not, after all, have a discussion with him about speaking out of turn.

		Not that it would have stopped him.

		Alric smiled. “I believe you would do well to have some ale. Apologies. I have no aqivi.”

		I waved a hand. “I’m not much for aqivi any more.”

		“Just a memory from your youth, is it?” He laughed in genuine amusement when I scowled at him. Then he gestured. “Come on. I’ve got some jugs soaking in the pool. We’ll go sit by the water and exchange memories of what we once were.”

		“Stop with the suggestions we’re aging!” I followed him out of the house and fell into step beside him. “Hoolies, Alric, we’re not that old!”

		“But our best days are behind us.”

		“No, they’re not!” We strode comfortably together. He was a Northerner, tall as I was. We could look at one another eye to eye. “And I’m beginning to think Neesha did talk with you about this.”

		Alric shook his head. Blond hair, pale as Del’s, brushed his shoulders. “Truly, he did not. But he’s been fidgety of late.”

		“What do Neesha’s fidgets have to do with me? In particular, what do Neesha’s fidgets have to do with age? My age, specifically?”

		“The sap is running in him. Running fast and rising.”

		I glanced at him sidelong. “Why are we speaking of trees?”

		Alric laughed. “It’s a saying we have in the North.”

		“You have a lot more trees in the North,” I said, recalling thick forests. And cold. And snow. “We don’t have that saying down here.”

		“Our sap,” he continued, “yours and mine, is somewhat more sedate now.”

		“My sap is not sedate!”

		We’d reached the stream. Alric stepped over the pool surround, bent, found the pegged out twine, and pulled a jug up from the water. As one, we sat down and leaned against the sun-warmed bricks, swigging down cool ale. After a few substantial swigs, I felt somewhat more companionable.

		“You may be sedate,” I noted, “but not me.”

		“Then let’s say we’re wiser than we used to be, and somewhat more deliberate in certain movements.”

		It was true I didn’t leap out of bed in the morning. But then, Del was in it.

		“We don’t spend ourselves unnecessarily,” he added.

		I grunted. For all my denials, I knew very well what he meant. I even knew what sap was, despite my protestations. I took the jug as he handed it over and swallowed deeply.

		“But you may have to,” Alric said.

		I took the jug away from my mouth, savoring the robust taste. “May have to what?”

		“Spend yourself.” He retrieved the jug from me. “Just come home again in one piece.”

		It was true I’d lost a couple of pieces before: the little finger on each hand. I didn’t even notice they were missing anymore. I’d found that by going inside myself, in summoning absolute belief, I felt the fingers when I danced.

		“How old are you?” Alric asked idly.

		Glumly, I said, “Forty-two.” Which I only knew after my visit to Skandi, where I learned a great deal about myself. And lost two fingers. “What about you?”

		“Thirty-four.”

		I looked at him sharply. “You’re joking.” I’d thought him nearer my age.

		He shook his head, smiling faintly. “Having children keeps you young.”

		“Not when you have a litter of them, like you and Lena.”

		“Another’s on the way.”

		My mouth fell open. “Another one?”

		“We’re hoping for a girl.”

		“You have several girls.”

		“Another would be nice.”

		“Alric, you don’t have any boys. Wouldn’t a boy be nice for a change?”

		He shrugged. “I guess.”

		I hefted the jug, shaking it. Nothing sloshed. “Is there more where this came from?”

		“Of course.” Alric picked up the twine and hauled another jug out of the pool. He unwound the loop from the narrow neck and handed it over. This one sloshed nicely. I uncorked it and poured ale down my throat. It was a heavy brew, with a sharp tang to it. Not aqivi but more than drinkable.

		I felt a presence behind us. “Uh-oh,” Del said.

		I cranked my head around to look at her. “Why uh-oh?”

		“You’re drinking.”

		“Why, yes. So I am.”

		“You’ve had nothing to eat.”

		“No, not when I’m dancing. Neesha and I were in the circle.”

		“But you’re drinking on an empty belly.”

		“Why, yes. So I am.” I held the jug out. “Want some?”

		“No.” Del was never one for drinking much. “You’d better come up and I’ll fix something for you to eat before you keel over.”

		I grimaced. “Very domestic.”

		“And you can bathe Sula again while I do that.”

		“Again? I just bathed her a while ago!”

		“She’s dirty.”

		“She’s always dirty.”

		“She got into dog piss.” Del paused. “Fresh dog piss. In the dirt.”

		Beside me, Alric snickered.

		A thought occurred. I smiled up at her. “I’d best not. I’m drunk.”

		Del narrowed her eyes.

		“Drinking on an empty belly,” I reminded her.

		She glowered at me, hands on hips. “Then you fix the food. That, you should be able to accomplish without risk of drowning our daughter.”

		As she walked away, I sighed and thrust the jug at Alric. I got to my feet, as Alric laughed. “Ah, yes. Domestication.”

		I said something extremely impolite and swung around to follow Del but stopped short as I nearly ran into Neesha.

		“Well?” he asked.

		“Well, what?”

		“Are you going?”

		“Going where?”

		“Out.” He waved a hand. “Out there. Out wherever.”

		I scowled at him. “Yes.”

		“And Del?”

		“Yes.”

		Neesha laughed, sounding unconscionably pleased. “Hah! I knew you would. That bit about adding luster to the legend…”

		But my mind was on other things. “I’ll have to go into Julah…pick up supplies, let Fouad know we’re going.” Fouad was a partner in the cantina Del and I had accumulated along the way. “He’ll be on his own.” Which usually resulted in less income for us and more for him.

		“I’ll tell him,” Neesha offered. “I’ll take the wagon and team and pick up supplies. I wanted to go to town anyway.”

		Of course he did. He’d accomplished what he’d set out to accomplish. Dryly, I said, “Do examine the latest batch of aqivi, won’t you?”

		Neesha grinned. “The only way I know how. From the inside out.”

		I watched him walk away: tall, lithe, limber. From behind me, Alric noted idly, “He’ll do.”

		So he would. Smiling, I headed for the house. Feeling the ale, I took a couple of off-balance steps. Empty belly. And I’d danced three and one-half dances with my lithe, limber son. Food would be welcome, even if I had to fix it myself while Del bathed Sula.

		Two baths in one day. Well, it was better than the three required two days before. Our daughter managed to find the messiest, smelliest things to get into. I suggested once that we put a lead-rope on her and tie her to the bench, much as one would a horse, but Del’s frosty stare suggested the jest wasn’t appreciated. Of course it was only half a jest, but I didn’t tell Sula’s mother that.

		Even in the desert, Del could freeze a man.

	
		Chapter 2

		THE FOLLOWING EVENING as the sun climbed down from the sky, my lithe, limber son walked into the house with an odd expression on his face. Then I saw his left forearm was tightly wrapped with a bloody length of cloth, and the tips of his hair were dried into stickiness. Now I knew what the expression meant: embarrassment.

		Del was putting Sula to bed; I’d lighted lanterns. Two hundred paces away, beyond our window, Alric’s windows glowed. Twilight gave way to increasing darkness. In the desert, night comes quickly.

		I finished chewing and swallowed the final bite of mutton, arched brows, asked mildly as I waved my meat-knife, “One of the ladies did not appreciate your company?”

		Neesha went to the kitchen barrel, unwrapped his forearm, wet a rag and began sluicing blood over the ewer on the board. He said nothing.

		“Or was it a man who didn’t appreciate you stealing his woman?” Of course it wasn’t that Neesha set out to steal anyone’s woman; they just seemed to like him better the minute he stepped into the cantina. Any cantina. Any woman.

		He muttered something indecipherable against the sounds of splashing water. I rose, shoved back the bench, looked over his shoulder. A slice through the layers of skin, but the muscles were untouched. It wasn’t pretty, the wound. But it wouldn’t kill him, either.

		“Hmmm,” I said. “Sword.”

		Neesha stopped cleansing and examined his arm. He bobbed his head briefly, acknowledging my observation.

		“Not a dance, was it?”

		Grimly, he said, “It was.”

		“And from the tone of your voice, I’m assuming you lost.”

		He muttered confirmation.

		“Was it your challenge?” I thought it likely; he wanted very much to test himself against men other than his sparring partners here. Other than me.

		That brought his head up. He turned to look at me. “No. His.” His lips were compressed. “Some comments were made about ‘a sword-dancer who came to town in a wagon.’”

		“So they knew you on sight. You were in harness.” Only sword-dancers wore swords sheathed across their backs.

		Blood welled up. “Yes,” he answered, distracted as he washed the arm again.

		He wasn’t wearing his harness now. “Where is it?”

		“In the wagon.”

		Several comments occurred to me. I said none of them. But he knew very well what I wanted to say about a sword-dancer who removes his harness after a dance. Especially if he puts the sword and harness in a wagon.

		“That,” I said, “wants stitching. Let me get the kit, and I’ll do it.”

		Neesha grimaced. “I’ll just wrap it again. Two days. Three. It will heal well enough on its own.”

		“If you were a horse,” I observed, “you wouldn’t say that.”

		No. He would not, and he knew it. He’d grown up on a horse farm and took exquisite care of our mounts. Even the stud tolerated him.

		“I’ll do it.” Del had heard us; she carried the kit in her hands. “Sit down, Neesha. And don’t protest, or I will let Tiger do it. You know perfectly well my hands are defter than his.”

		Well, that was true. Neesha went directly to the table and sat himself down. So did Del, and pulled the lantern closer.

		“So,” I said, “who was this sword-dancer?”

		Neesha’s gaze flicked up to mine, then returned to Del as she threaded a curved needle. “No one I knew. But then, I haven’t been out much, have I?”

		Ah, accusation. “Perhaps I accorded you a level you haven’t yet reached.”

		That told. He glowered at his arm as Del prepared to stitch, ignoring my comment.

		“What does he look like?”

		Neesha’s head snapped up. This time he met my eyes and didn’t look away. Color rose in his face. Between gritted teeth, he said. “Don’t you dare.”

		“I’m just curious.” I shrugged. “I might know him. That’s all.”

		“That’s not all—ow! Ow-ow!” He sucked in air between his teeth. “That hurts.”

		“Of course it does,” Del said matter-of-factly. “I’m sticking a needle through your flesh.”

		“Ow!” Then he glared at me. “I know what you’re thinking. Don’t do it. Don’t—ow!”

		“Did you pick up the supplies?”

		Color bloomed in his face again. “No.”

		“Then I’ll be taking the wagon into town tomorrow.” I paused. “That is, if you still think we need to go out there—” I waved a hand, as he had earlier, “to find adventure.”

		Del glanced up at me, then studiously returned to her stitching. Only rarely did she take part in the arguments between son and father, unless we were too loud, at which point she told off the both of us.

		Neesha muttered, “Yes.”

		“Well then.” I shrugged. “We still need supplies. In the meantime, I’ll go unhitch the team.”

		“I did that.”

		Of course he had. Horses came before his own welfare. “Then I’ll bring in your harness and sword.”

		He looked away from me, eyes latched onto Del’s work. He was embarrassed. Ashamed.

		I smiled. Two things had been accomplished: Neesha had lost a challenge, and he’d gained his first scar. Both were necessary, were he to name himself a sword-dancer.

		Or, for that matter, my son.
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		Come morning, as the sun rose, I stuffed bread and eggs down my throat, swallowed all with goat’s milk, took down my sword and harness, and slipped into the leather straps, buckling myself in. I wore leather dhoti and sandals, no tunic, and pulled on a faded green-and-orange striped burnous. I made sure the triple-stitched slit in the shoulder seam accommodated my sword hilt, and then I went out to hitch the team.

		Neesha, as expected, was nowhere to be seen. Since he was a student like the others, he called one of the small mudbrick cells, built against the canyon walls, his own. A length of somewhat tattered blue cloth was still pulled across the low doorway. Usually he was up with the sun, milking goats, collecting eggs, pulling vegetables, tending the horses in the small pole corral, and limbering up for training. There were mornings he slept in, leaving Del or me to handle the chores, but I didn’t think this was one of them. He was very likely wide awake, listening to me hitch up the team.

		Well, I should give him the opportunity, so he wouldn’t continue to assume I was overprotective and intent on teaching a lesson to the sword-dancer who’d defeated him. I strode across grass kept short by the goats and went straight to his cell. I accorded him his privacy and spoke through the rough curtain.

		“You coming?”

		There was no sound for a moment. Then he pulled the fabric aside. He, too, wore a dhoti. “To town?”

		“That was the plan, yes.”

		I saw him think it over. A myriad of fleeting expressions crossed his face. He finally settled on a mild bemusement. Would I invite him along if I meant to challenge the man who defeated him? What would happen if he accompanied me? Would the sword-dancer challenge him again? He had a legitimate reason to turn down a challenge, but would he? It wasn’t part of the codes to dance when injured.

		“Arm hurting?” I asked, to remind him of the codes.

		He could save face with that. Besides, I knew exactly how much it hurt. He wouldn’t want to do anything with that arm for some time, though of course, he’d insist on doing so. Del had wrapped a soft cloth around his forearm, warding the stitches, and I noted that fluid had seeped through.

		Neesha glanced at the bandaged limb. “Well,” he muttered, “yes.”

		I noted his red-rimmed eyes. “Didn’t get much sleep last night, did you?”

		He twisted his mouth. “None.”

		“That’s to be expected.” Even without a sword in my hands or a circle around my feet, I felt like a shodo. “This won’t be the first time, so you’d best get accustomed to it.”

		“Or else become quicker? Better?”

		I smiled. “That helps. In the meantime, have Del look at it again, rebandage it. She’s got some salve that will help the swelling.” I paused, then asked the question he’d been waiting for. I kept my tone even, putting no emotion into it. “Why did you lose?”

		He very nearly flinched. But he did not avoid the question, nor the lesson I was teaching. “I slipped.”

		“Barefoot?”

		“Of course.” Sandals could turn on a foot, interfere with motion. Before a dance, they were always removed, as was the harness. We danced nearly naked, clad only in a dhoti.

		“Footing?”

		“Dirt.”

		“Where?”

		“In front of the cantina. Your cantina.”

		“Why did you slip?”

		It took him a moment to answer. Color crept into his face. But he did not avoid my eyes. “A puddle,” he said, “of horse piss.”

		A puddle of horse piss. It appeared both of my children had an affinity for such puddles. “Why on earth was there a puddle of horse piss inside the circle?”

		Neesha sighed. “I let him draw the circle.”

		“So he knew where it was, how to avoid it, and how to force you into it.”

		He nodded.

		“Well,” I said, “you’ve learned to always be certain of the footing before the dance commences.”

		His tone was grim. “I have.”

		I nodded. “This happens, Neesha. It’s all part of being a sword-dancer. You’ll get cut. Even stabbed, sometimes. And you will lose.”

		He nodded, not meeting my eyes. Then, realizing that I might infer from it something he didn’t want inferred, he raised his head and looked me square in the eye. “I’ll see Del.”

		“It won’t interfere once it’s healed,” I told him. “It’s flesh, not muscle.”

		His tone was dry. “I guess you would know.”

		I smiled crookedly. “Oh, yes.”

		With a lifted chin, he indicated the sword hilt showing above my shoulder. “You’re in harness.”

		“I’m often in harness when I go into town.”

		He couldn’t argue with that, much as he wanted to; it was true. His eyes narrowed. “Don’t.”

		One might observe that made no sense, except I knew exactly what that single word meant. It was less an instruction than a request. Maybe even a wish. “I’m going for supplies and to talk to Fouad. I don’t want him robbing us blind while we’re off on our adventure.”

		He wanted to say more. He did not.

		“Go see Del,” I reminded him. “Have some breakfast while you’re at it. Healing wants fuel.” And before he could reply, I turned on my heel and left him.
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		Of course I wanted revenge. What father wouldn’t? But I knew very well I should not seek it out. Neesha needed to learn to defend himself, which he had not, in this instance, done very well, unfortunately. But only a fool believes he will remain undefeated. I’m no fool, and I’ve been defeated.

		Though not often.

		I’d left the canyon behind. Now the sun burned, unhindered by high walls. It was never cool in the South except for nights. In what we called winter, a desert could be downright cold once the sun went down. But whenever I was moved to complain of the chill of some nights, I kept my mouth shut. I’d been to the North. That was cold. Winter there was full of snow and ice.

		Though it was early morning, the rattle of the wagon upon the rough track and the jingling of horse harnesses lulled me into a desire for more sleep. Maybe what I should do, once I reached Julah and the cantina, was appropriate one of the rooms in back for a nap. The girls wouldn’t be needing the rooms till evening.

		Del was not happy about the “cantina girls”—women who spent nights with men for coin. She’d argued about it in her firm, deliberate, logical way, saying it was not necessary to make coin from women. But she was outvoted by Fouad and I. We explained that this was how cantina girls supported themselves, and they’d just go to other cantinas if we turned them out. At least in our establishment the girls were not beaten or required to work when they didn’t wish to, and though the cantina took a cut of their earnings, it was a lesser cut than elsewhere.

		Not entirely convinced—she said we were men and thus were biased in favor of slaking our desires (I’d never heard it put that way, but decided it was accurate)—she took the girls aside and discussed the matter with them. I don’t know what was said, but though Del still disapproved, she said no more about it. I guess she’d been reminded that women in the South had few choices, and this choice was theirs.

		Over the past two years, the route to and from Julah and the canyon was used more frequently and was therefore more passable. Mehmet and his aketni—his religious sect—went into Julah regularly, as did Alric and his family, as did Del and I as well as our students; traders happened by now and again. Because of the improved footing, it was now a matter of half a day’s drive in a wagon. Less, if you rode a horse.

		I reached the old lean-to, still in use by others now and again—I couldn’t help but smile wryly. Much had happened here. Del had been attacked by a sandtiger, nearly losing her life; that she hadn’t was more thanks to Neesha’s care than to my own, though at the time neither Del nor I had a clue he was my son. Like me, she still bore claw marks as souvenirs. And I’d been kidnapped by Rafiq, back when Umir the Ruthless had placed a bounty on my head. Since I was no longer considered a true sword-dancer and thus worthy of the honor of the circle—I’d sworn elaii-ali-ma, breaking all of the oaths sworn at Alimat, where I had learned my trade—I was merely a valuable captive to whomever managed to catch me and haul me off to Umir’s place.

		I’d been hauled, all right; dirty, sunburned, sick from my own share of sandtiger venom, leather tied around wrists and throat, and delivered to fastidious Umir for what was and what wasn’t a sword-dance. Umir didn’t care about Alimat or honor codes; he just cared about hiring the best and figured one way to find the best was to hold a tournament of sorts, sword-dancer against sword-dancer. Whoever won would face me—to kill me, of course, to kill the man believed by many to be the best sword-dancer the South had ever known. (Though, as might be expected, some disagreed with that.) Nonetheless, plenty had wanted to kill me just to do it, and a fair number because of the codes and oaths I’d broken. The problem was, none had succeeded. I’d won the dance. And departed with all alacrity, Alric riding with me.

		Now here I was—here we were—living less than a day’s ride from Julah. It had been a peaceful two years, as these things go, with much to be taught and learned: a daughter taught to walk, a son to dance, a man to be a father, and a woman a mother.

		But still.

		I looked at the lean-to, let the memories flow and wondered, then, whether the man in Julah who’d challenged Neesha had done it because Neesha was my son or just because he believed it would provide entertainment. There were sword-dancers who were bullies, who might well think it amusing to challenge a young man who wore a harness and sword but rode into town on a supply wagon.

		Which was precisely why I wore a harness and sword but rode into town on a supply wagon.

	
		Chapter 3

		IN MY YEARS, in my myriad travels, I’d seen numerous towns and settlements established throughout the South. The guiding force was not geography so much as it was water. The deadly Punja desert was pocked by oases and domains claimed by various tanzeers, yet welcome settlements sprang up on the edges of the Punja, surcease from the remorseless sun and crystal sands. First water was always welcome; after crossing the Punja many were afraid to stray far from water ever again, and so towns slowly appeared as people remained. Wells were dug. Fields were claimed out of scrubby brush and tough desert grasses. Seed was planted. Streets were not so much built as shaped by frequent use, pathways carved out of dirt. Julah was an old town, well-settled. Trade caravans, guided strings of wagons carrying people on their way elsewhere, came through as well as lone travelers. Occasionally people stayed on, adding to the population.

		Julah now boasted more than one road as entry and exit. But the ruts mingled with the hoof prints laid down by occasional wagons traveling to and from the canyon and Beit al’Shahar—my version of a training school similar to Alimat, where I had learned—made the track difficult to see unless you were familiar with it. Now and then travelers turned the wrong way and ended up at the dwellings of Mehmet’s aketni. They watered their mounts and teams, sometimes spent the night, but departed the next morning with Mehmet’s directions to Julah. No one new, it seemed, wished to listen to Mehmet preach. Those who had accompanied him across the Punja, however, were devoted to him, their unwavering faith bound to his conviction that I was a kind of messiah. Had I not turned the sand to grass?

		Well, no. Magic had done that, when it brought the high, circular tower of stone tumbling down and split the earth asunder, forming a canyon. With grass.

		With me.

		But nothing was ever said of our canyon, the hidden extension of Mehmet’s, except when young men arrived who wished to learn or to refine the sword-dance. Mehmet and his people had come to recognize and welcome them. To them, Mehmet and his aketni provided directions: Follow the wide stream to the stone shoulder on the right, where it tilts down from the canyon’s rim, and enter a second canyon. Smaller, steeper, surrounded by high walls, save for the narrow entrance. And so they came upon us, looking for learning. Looking for me.

		For some time, I drove up and down the narrow byways of Julah: Street of Weavers, Street of Dyers, Tinsmiths, Apothecaries, Renderers, many others, and of course plenty of cantinas. Now and again I stopped, inspected items, bought bags of flour, beans, onions, tubers, sugar, salt, and other foodstuffs. I bought medicaments and herbs, canvas and twine, colorful nubby silk and thread, new-made botas for water, leather saddle pouches, dried meats. I even threw in sweets for Sula.

		By the time I was done, I’d been noted by several young men wearing harness and sword. All but one watched me incuriously; they lounged outside cantinas, filled benches, drank spirits, talked among themselves, challenged one another just to pass the time, wagered on the outcomes. When I pulled up in front of Fouad’s, wagon rattling, bits and chains chiming, I became an object of attention. A few horses were tied to the hitching post Fouad had built, but no other wagons. Mine was the only one.

		I jumped down, ground-tied the team with a weighted length of leather thong, headed toward the door. There, I paused a moment as if undecided about whether I should go in. A simple matter of delay, allowing bored sword-dancers to see the sword rising from my shoulder. The set of the blade told its own story: a man, though in harness, was buying supplies as if he were a farmer. No self-respecting sword-dancer did such a thing. It made no sense. Perhaps it was arrogance, a farmer attempting to make more of himself than he was. Perhaps he deserved to be taught a lesson.

		Young men, all. I heard the snickers, the muttered comments, a few scattered jests, the disdain of healthy, physically gifted young men who fancied themselves above the common man. They could dance. They served tanzeers, hired on as outriders with caravans, challenged one another to keep fit and fast and judge each other’s skills. They did not drive wagons.

		Fouad’s was the first stop. It would be most convenient if Neesha’s challenger were here; otherwise I’d be going into every cantina in Julah to down at least one drink. And if I were challenged at the last cantina, it would be a half-drunk Sandtiger he’d face.

		But only half.

		Fouad was in the midst of serving customers a light midday meal. Most didn’t order food; they were there to drink. But Fouad felt it a courtesy—and a source of income—to make food available, and Del and I, now having the majority say in such things, concurred. Besides, before Del entered my life I’d spent many a day in Fouad’s drinking aqivi, passing the time with cantina girls, and eating his food.

		He saw me come in and opened his mouth to speak, but shut it when I gave him the tiniest shake of my head. He went back to serving men at tables, but he was clearly curious about why I did not wish my name spoken in front of the others. As for the wine-girls, there was no need for any of them to address me by name; besides, if they took their attention from the men with whom they shared drink and food, they might well make the men jealous enough to dismiss them.

		Eight tables. And a plank bar. Walls built of mud, a slurry of mortar, and tough desert grasses were six feet thick to beat back the sun. Window sills were deep enough that one might sit in them, and often the girls did if between men. Sometimes men did. I had. Shutters were folded open, as no simoom or rain threatened. A small beehive-shaped fireplace built into one corner warmed winter evenings, though it was empty of wood now. Behind the plank bar was a thin lath wall, hiding the oven; a narrow hallway led from the common room through the kitchen and to the small back rooms barely large enough to contain a bed and a clothing trunk. Fouad had kindly knocked out the wall separating the last two rooms so that Del and I, when in town overnight, had more space. He kept himself to one of the small rooms, which left five for the girls.

		I slouched up to the bar and leaned there on one crooked elbow waiting for Fouad to return. He did so, dropping the tray onto the divoted wood. His rising eyebrows asked the question. “Aqivi,” I said. Then, as he poured a quarter mug as I indicated, I very quietly asked if Neesha had been in the day before.

		As quietly, Fouad said, “He was, yes.”

		“And you know he was challenged.”

		Fouad put the pitcher away, mouth crimping at one end. “Yes.”

		“Here?”

		“Yes. But the man isn’t here now, if you’ve come to kill him.”

		“I did not come to—” But broke off as my voice rose. I tamped it, muttered between my teeth, “I didn’t come to kill anybody. Hoolies, Fouad, you know better than that.”

		He narrowed dark eyes at me, drawing himself up. “I know nothing of the sort. You have done so before. How am I to know what mood you may be in?”

		Well, it was true. I had indeed killed in Julah; hoolies, I’d eviscerated a man. Hadn’t been planned, but circumstances demanded it. Now and again, you couldn’t escape that. At least, I couldn’t. “I’m not in a mood.” I filled my mouth with aqivi, felt its familiar bite, swallowed. In fact, I felt it all the way down; it had been a while since I’d had any, and my innards knew it. I cleared my throat. “And I didn’t come to town to kill anyone. I came for supplies.”

		“Then you’ve got the wagon.”

		“I do.”

		“Ah,” Fouad said in dry wisdom. He took up a rough sacking towel and began to wipe down the bar.

		I opened my mouth to defend my son, who had lost the dance, and got cut in the process, but I closed it before speaking. Neesha’s battles should be his alone. I had no place interfering; the gods knew that, when I first left Alimat and my shodo, no one had ever attempted to defend me or to punish someone for cutting me. It was foolish. The desire to punish was perhaps natural, but such things should be curbed when a young man was learning his way.

		All I had to do was climb into the wagon and go back home. I need not seek out anyone to pay him back for what he’d done to my son.

		And so I didn’t, drinking down aqivi. The man sought me. And found me.

		He was not alone. Two young men flanked him. Sword-dancers all, in harness and dhotis, unencumbered by burnouses probably left with their horses, wherever hitched or stabled. Typical Southroners, dark of skin and eyes, shorter and lighter than me, but undoubtedly quick. I’d learned to respect the quickness of Southroners, and in the meantime, my fellow students had learned that I was not to be underestimated because of my greater mass. Six-foot four, two-hundred and twenty pounds, much taller, and broader through the shoulders than Southroners. But I, too, was quick.

		The one in the middle, of course. The one striding into the cantina a step ahead of the others. The one who dominated his companions merely by his arrogance. He saw me, smiled; a slight sideways twitch of his head indicated the other two should find places along the wall. They did so. He glanced over the interior, marking the men and their positions. No one was eating, no one was drinking. All they did was stare, first at the young sword-dancer, then at me.

		Fouad sighed loudly in resignation, making sure I heard it.

		“When we get to the dance,” I said quietly, “you can hold the wagers.”

		“I always do,” he muttered. Then he raised his voice. “Welcome, Khalid. What are you and your friends drinking?”

		The bully had clearly spent several days here if Fouad knew his name. I didn’t recognize it, but I couldn’t know every sword-dancer in the South, especially as so many young ones had sprung up in the last few years, while I wasn’t looking. This one was young but no innocent. There was confidence in his eyes and posture, not bluster; confidence that came from success. He’d won dances. Neesha was only his latest opponent not his first, nor, probably, even his tenth.

		“I’ll drink after,” Khalid answered, not looking away from me. “Mere moments, only.”

		I wouldn’t give him meek. I wouldn’t give him arrogant, though certainly there had been a time when I would have. And I wouldn’t give him the poised expectation of a dance; I gave him a man minding his own business, glancing at the latest customer without much interest before turning back to his drink.

		“Am I to believe you’re a sword-dancer?” Khalid asked, weighting a raised voice with the right amount of disdainful wonder. “Or just a man who wishes to be one? Wishes others to believe he is one?”

		Ignoring him was not an option, precisely as he intended. I turned toward him slightly, brows raised, one hand on my mug as if not expecting to move away from the bar. “Me?”

		“You.” He made a gesture indicating the sword jutting up from behind my shoulder. “There’s a harness and sheath underneath that burnous.”

		I nodded agreement. No meekness. No arrogance. Merely matter-of-fact concurrence.

		He very nearly sneered. “I don’t know a sword-dancer alive who rides into town in a wagon.”

		It amused me that he relied on such a flimsy excuse to begin a dance. First Neesha, now me. Why not a straightforward challenge?

		“Well,” I said, “now you know me.”

		Not what he had expected. After a moment of consideration, he said, “You’re a farmer aping our ways. You dishonor our codes, our oaths. You demean us.”

		I looked at his two friends, then back at him. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to.”

		This was not going the way Khalid expected. Brows knitted briefly.

		I raised my mug. “Aqivi? It’s better than most. I’ll even buy.”

		“Prove it,” he said, not meaning aqivi. “Come into the street and prove it.”

		Still holding my mug in the air, I let him see only a confused and slow understanding. “Oh. Is this a challenge?” I set the mug down on the bar. “I’d thought to head back home after I finished my aqivi.”

		“Don’t worry,” Khalid said. “You’ll be on your way soon enough.”

		I watched them file out, the three young men who believed themselves invincible. I looked at Fouad, who was shaking his head and muttering, “Foolish, foolish, foolish.”

		“It’s how they learn.” I smiled. “I’ll finish off the aqivi when I’m done with the boy.”

		“Foolish.”

		I walked outside to discover Khalid’s two friends digging through my wagon. Already they’d cut open the flour sack and spilled the contents into the street. Beans littered dirt as well. It was added provocation, of course, though unnecessary. I’d give Khalid his dance even if the supplies were untouched.

		“Wasteful,” I commented, then stepped out into the center of the street where Khalid waited. Already, onlookers gathered. Sword-dances are always entertaining; something to break up the day.

		I unbelted, unhooked my burnous from the sword, pulled it off, bundled the cloth, and tossed it aside. I unlaced my sandals and tossed them aside as well, followed by the empty harness. Now it was just me, my dhoti, my sword.

		Khalid had drawn the circle. I inspected it, then grinned at him. “No. Over there. Away from the puddle of horse piss.” Probably one very like it had tripped up Neesha.

		But Khalid didn’t look at the circle or the puddle. He stared at the cavity in my side, a fleshed-over chasm carved out by Del; at the claw marks in my face. He raised his eyes to mine. I looked back cheerfully.

		While he watched, I occupied myself drawing a new circle, one lacking in horse piss or dung, or anything that might affect our footing. Upon completion I placed my blade in the very center, then walked back to the line, stepped over it. I turned to face him.

		He didn’t move. I read the thoughts passing through his eyes. He was young, but I was indeed a legend, as Neesha reminded me that morning. Khalid thought he knew me. He thought I might well be that man.

		Onlookers murmured. Many, just passing through town, didn’t know me; certainly the residents did, but as a teacher, a shodo, not an active sword-dancer. I hadn’t danced in Julah for more than two years.

		I watched Khalid arrive at the conclusion that I was indeed the Sandtiger. He calculated his skill against the legend and came up lacking. Acknowledgement was bitter. Then again, I was older now. Undoubtedly slower. Not what I once was, probably. He looked at my hands, mentally counted the fingers. The first realization, the first waning of confidence, dissipated. Older, slower, that terrible wound in my chest and side that undoubtedly bothered me now, at my advanced age; and only three fingers on each hand.

		Khalid smiled. Khalid bared his teeth. Khalid walked to the center of the circle, halted, as if to set down his sword next to mine. But he did not. “You’re not a sword-dancer,” he said. “Not anymore. And I don’t have to obey any codes, or dance any dances. I just have to kill.”

		And then he came at me.

		Of course.

	
		Chapter 4

		FOUAD’S WORDS: Foolish, foolish, foolish. I ducked the first swing, dove to the dirt and rolled to my feet, sword in my hands. Khalid had not expected it. He swung to face me hastily. Saw the sword in my hands, the readiness in my posture. And he hesitated.

		I poked one finger into the air and crooked it repeatedly, gesturing invitation. Asking him, mutely, to come closer. To continue the dance.

		He did so with a rush.

		Swords sang as we clashed. The dirt beneath my feet was packed from footprints, hoof prints, and wagon wheels. No puddles, no droppings, nothing that could interfere. But then this was not a sword-dance, according to Khalid; we need not confine ourselves to the circle.

		Yet I did. I made Khalid come to me. I wanted this to be a traditional dance, so Khalid and his friends could see how it was done, could see what it was that had made me great. Speed, despite my size. Power, because of my weight. Strength, because of my fitness. I had spent two years teaching students. I was as well-conditioned as a man could be, who was active on a daily basis, who used skill and muscle memory. But above all, I had the mental focus that came from years of dancing against the best. From years of being the best.

		But I paid him the honor of not being complacent.

		I used the sun. I used my shadow. I used my green-eyed Sandtiger’s stare. I used his inexperience. The kid was good, and he’d be better. But not today.

		I smashed the sword out of his hands with a twist that sent it wheeling out of the circle. I drove him to the ground, flat on his back. I placed the point of my sword in the hollow of his throat. “Call off your dogs,” I directed, knowing full well that because I’d broken all the oaths and codes, his friends might decide to attack me together. “We’re done here. You and your boys can walk away, can ride out of Julah. In fact, I think you’d better.” I tapped the sword point against flesh. “You’re good, Khalid. You’ll have a successful career, since I’m leaving you alive. That’s my gift to you. But you’re not ready for me yet, and don’t fool yourself into believing you are.” I glanced at his two friends, watching me as if transfixed. But it was Khalid who maintained my attention. “Now,” I said, “tell your friends to replace everything they destroyed and repack my wagon. Until they do, you’ll lie here in the dirt with my blade at your throat.”

		After a moment, Khalid croaked an urgent “Go!”

		I smiled down at him. “Good boy.”
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		Afterward, Fouad freshened my mug with aqivi to the rim. I started to tell him I’d only planned to finish off what I’d left behind prior to Khalid’s challenge but decided I would enjoy more than the few remaining swallows—especially since there was backwash in what I’d left.

		My eyes adjusted to the dim interior as I blinked. High sun outside; cool in the cantina. I’d sheathed the sword after wiping it down, laced up my sandals but dropped the burnous across the bar top. I leaned casually on one elbow set against the plank, watching men file back in. All took note of me: sandals, harness, dhoti, and twinned silver rings in my ears. Bigger than Southroners. Oh, and claw marks on my face, a crater under my ribs, stumps where my little fingers had once been. Quite a picture, if I do say so myself. And it all served a purpose. You didn’t take me for granted.

		Well, at least, you shouldn’t.

		There was quiet talk about the dance as customers resumed their seats, but in my presence none of them raised their voices. I turned to the bar and smiled into my mug. Sometimes it was just plain amusing to see what effect I had on others. Of course Del would say that was me being egotistical, but hey— I was what I was. As Khalid had found out.

		Fouad, on the other side of the bar, said quietly, “You may have made an enemy today.”

		“No ‘may’ about it. I definitely made an enemy today.” I swallowed aqivi, set the mug down. “But they are all my enemies, Fouad. I broke every oath, flouted the codes, dishonored my shodo, dishonored Alimat, and therefore dishonored every sword-dancer in the South. I expect that kid to come after me again.”

		That kid, once I permitted him to get up from the dirt, had noted that I stood with the hilt in my right hand, blade resting lightly across the crook of my left elbow. It would be a simple matter for me to swing the sword backhand and lop off a limb. Khalid briefly matched my stare but not my casual smile. He inclined his head to acknowledge my victory, a muscle twitching in his clamped jaw, then turned, gathered up his sword and sandals, and walked stiffly away. His friends fell in beside him, though I suspected he wanted no part of them at that moment. As he departed, wagerers gathered around Fouad as he paid out.

		Now he asked, “But if it restores honor to kill you, how is it you have students who want to learn instead of kill?”

		“It’s not guilt by association,” I explained. “Yes, learning from me will undoubtedly result—and maybe already has resulted—in an additional challenge or two, and probably some very bad words and nasty accusations, but my students haven’t dishonored anything or anyone. What I started at Beit al’Shahar isn’t Alimat; we swear no oaths. There are no rituals.” I shrugged. “I’m just a teacher, not a true shodo.”

		“And others like Khalid?” Fouad asked. “Will they come, too, to challenge you?”

		“Khalid didn’t challenge the Sandtiger. He challenged a man for no other reason than to show off. He’d already defeated Neesha, and he underestimated me.”

		“But others will come.”

		I shrugged. “A few already found their way to the canyon. Two I had to kill.” It was two years before, and one of the dead was Abbu Bensir. We’d finally laid to rest the question of who was better, though I damned near bled to death in the doing of it. “Three others I defeated badly and gifted them with cuts that required enough stitching so they’d have impressive scars to show other sword-dancers; an understated warning from me to others that I won’t go down easily. We haven’t been bothered of late.” One-handed, I turned the mug idly against the bar top. “Swearing elaii-ali-ma—the repudiation of all my oaths and commitments to the honor codes—did not erase any of my skills, you know. But I admit it will be easier for anyone bent on killing me to find me, now that we’re leaving.”

		Fouad’s eyes widened. “Leaving?”

		“Temporarily.” I sighed in resignation. “Neesha managed to convince Del and me that we should go out and have adventures.”

		His brows arched high on his forehead. Then he observed dryly, “You had an adventure today.”

		“Well, yes.”

		“And your son believes it’s worth it to place you at risk?” Fouad shook
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