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Chapter One

 


 


The sword Solifrax flickered in the darkness
like the distant lightning of the approaching storm. Andrion gazed
narrowly at the blade. It had not shone like this, revealing its
latent power, for six peaceful years.

He frowned. He was king of Sardis, Emperor,
named Beloved of the Gods, but he had never been able to interpret
the omens of the ancient and capricious deities who haunted him.
The wind sighed against his face, carrying a tang of something
overripe, almost spoiled. Summer waned and a storm gathered in the
north. The friends he awaited did not come.

Impatiently Andrion tapped Solifrax across
the stone of the parapet, eyeing the spiraling roughness that
marred its crystalline blade. He had been only eighteen that night
when, enspelled, he had thrown himself against the sword and etched
it with the path of his own blood. Now he was twenty-five, and
could spare a shake of the head for that distant youth. The desire
and the duty that had driven that youth to win sword and Empire
made the man who now bore them straighten, set his shoulders, and
release a grim smile.

Poets sang that he was born from the mating
of sun and moon, melted in the crucible of the gods and poured into
the fleshly armor he now wore, an alloy of his father’s courage and
his mother’s integrity. Fine metaphor, he thought, but which of my
mothers do they name?

This evening the sun had set early, a
blood-red orb consumed by cloud. The night was as dark as a tomb;
no stars penetrated the blue-black shroud of the sky, and the
waning moon hid its sickly face.

Andrion peered once again from the rooftop
garden into the city, dried leaves shifting about his feet.
Iksandarun, too, was haunted tonight. The streets were runnels of
shadow, the occasional cressets only struggling wraiths of light.
Most of them had not been lit. Gods, an emperor should not have to
deal with details as petty as the proper lighting of the
streets!

Somewhere a brief strain of music sounded, an
eerie melody of flute and pipes; then a door slammed, blotting it
out. The hoofbeats of unshod steppe ponies pattered along the
cobbled avenue. We fought the Khazyari, Andrion told himself with a
sigh, when they invaded the Empire; debatable, who was victor and
who vanquished, when their prince now rides freely through the
streets of Iksandarun. But then, I bought his allegiance with honor
and with blood.

There he was. Two dim horse-and-man shapes
walked along the avenue toward the palace gates, at one moment
garishly defined in torchlight, at the next blots of nothingness in
shadow. And behind them . . . Andrion squinted. Indistinct shapes,
clotted darkness, crept from alleys to gather like silent storm
clouds behind the riders. The streets had been darkened on
purpose.

“Harus!” Andrion swore. The name of the
god stirred the wind uneasily. He thrust the sword hissing into its
snakeskin sheath and sprinted across the garden. In the darkness
that pulsed around him he knew what happened to his friends in the
street as surely as if he were with them.

Tembujin, Khan of the Crimson Horde, ruler of
the imperial province of Khazyaristan, glanced warily from side to
side. His tip-tilted eyes glinted like black onyx; the tail of
sable hair bound at the back of his head shifted with
suspicion.

Thunder rumbled like distant battle, and the
wind purred as if mocking the khan and the plaque of the lion he
wore on his chest. The young boy he held before him piped,
“Father?”

Tembujin soothed him with a touch. “Never
mind, Ethan. We are almost there.” The great gate of the palace
loomed out of the shadows, torches shedding a thick brass light
that barely touched the dimness of the avenue. The sentries dozed,
leaning upon their spears, as motionless as statues.

Andrion sped past the guards who waited in
the garden door, calling to them to follow. His oddly supernal
vision shivered his mind into facets of dread, anger,
calculation—an attack on the khan must be a warning for me—of whom,
of what—hurry, hurry!

The huge warrior who rode behind the khan and
his son heard the scrabble in an alleyway, the sudden yowl of a
cat. Tembujin set his hand on his long dagger, shrugged his bow
farther up his shoulder, clasped the child and urged the pony to
leap ahead through the murk into light.

A rush from the darkness. Hands seizing the
bridle of the pony. It reared, whinnying in terror as hands dragged
Tembujin and Ethan from its back. The khan shouted. His dagger
flashed and someone cried out.

The bodyguard attacked. Bodies flew and lay
crumpled on the street, but others swarmed forward. Knives flared
and fell. The warrior went down beneath them.

In the moment’s distraction Tembujin thrust
the child behind him, against a wall in the thin light of a
sputtering cresset. The boy found himself clutching his father’s
dagger. Eyes wide, small mouth set, he brandished it before him. In
one supple motion Tembujin slipped the bow from his shoulder and
set an arrow to it. The assassins shifted uneasily, feinting this
way and that. The body of the guard did not stir.

“Cowards,” said the khan’s lightly
accented voice. “Cowards, to sneak in the darkness like rats. Come
into the light, I dare you.”

The assassins surged around their prey. The
string sang, and the foremost went down. The bow was strung again
without Tembujin’s hand seeming to move.

The wind carried the sounds of battle to the
palace. The guards started. One ran inside. One ran forward,
counted his opponents, hesitated. Andrion swept by them, playing
his clear voice like a herald’s trumpet, “Come! Follow me!” The
guards steadied in his wake. Others rushed from inside the gates.
The avenue filled with a metallic cascade.

A bolt of lightning split the night, cast not
from the sky but from the street itself; Solifrax drawn in battle.
Tembujin’s eyes fired with recognition and relief.

With a cry of outrage Andrion fell upon the
assassins. His black cloak snapped behind him like the wings of an
avenging god. Solifrax blazed, setting the shadows to dancing. Its
threat alone scattered the dark forms in panicked flight.

“Follow them,” Andrion snapped. His
guards split, some running after the assassins, some forming a
cordon around the Emperor and the khan. “Scum! How dare they attack
you, Tembujin, here under my very eyes?” The gold diadem on his
brow sparked, and his dark hair gleamed with auburn highlights,
embers stirred.

The khan still stood poised, bow bent. “This
is the third attack within five days, Andrion. I thought I would be
safe here, but your eyes do not see overmuch, do they?”

“You were once an enemy,” Andrion
replied. “Some have not forgotten.”

“Have you forgotten?” The quiet voice
was a whiplash of challenge.

Andrion’s nostrils flared. “Yes.”

Tembujin straightened, letting the bow fall,
and bent over his guard. “Rats,” he breathed, “to kill him here
like this.”

“He saved your life and Ethan’s. A good
man; I am sorry . . .” Condolences were meaningless to a Khazyari
schooled in revenge. Mouth tight, Andrion extended his hand to the
child. The boy crept from the wall, trying to saunter bravely, but
his cheeks were pale beneath the bronze of his skin. The dagger
fell from his hands and clattered upon the cobblestones. Andrion
clasped him against his side. “You did well, Ethan.”

Ethan, uncertain, said nothing. The glow of
the sword was reflected in his dark eyes; he blinked, dazzled.
Andrion caressed the child’s smooth hair, thinking. Yes, the sword
is tantalizing. How well I know.

Tembujin stood with a muffled curse,
reclaimed his dagger, saw his son in Andrion’s arm and pulled him
away.

“He is my sister’s child,” Andrion said
softly. “No matter what you did to her, I would not harm
him.”

Tembujin opened his mouth. He realized that
soldiers clustered around him, their ears gaping even as their
faces feigned indifference. He shut his mouth and tossed his head.
The black fringe of hair framing his forehead and temples rippled
like a banner in the wind. The wind was suddenly cold, but no less
rotten.

Several guards returned, dragging two bodies
and one wounded man. Andrion inspected their faces but did not know
them. They were no doubt simple ruffians hired to do the dirty work
by someone too powerful to do it himself. Someone who must be
powerful indeed to throw down such a challenge. . . . Andrion’s
stomach tightened, a soft creature contracting so that only its
hard shell is exposed, its mortal belly protected.

The prisoner would have crumpled to the
pavement if soldiers had not held him erect. Blood from an arrow in
his side was only a dark stain on his garments. Andrion grasped the
man’s hair, jerking his face up.

“Kill him,” said Tembujin.

“Then we shall discover nothing,”
Andrion returned. He set the blade at the man’s throat and asked
with perilous calm, “Who paid you to do this treachery?”

The pale light of the sword scoured the man’s
features of color and definition. His widely dilated eyes were
bottomless pits in a face tightened to the bone. “Who?” Andrion
commanded.

The man quaked. A sour, sickly odor clung to
him, sweat and dirt and something else, something subtly familiar.
Solifrax muttered threats against his flesh. His tongue stammered
nonsense.

His eyes were as vacant as a dead man’s.
Nightshade, Andrion realized, and perhaps hashish. The man was
drugged, and more . . . “By the talons of the god!” Andrion spat
under his breath, recoiling. The back of his neck tightened, the
soft creature inside him cramped cruelly.

“Sorcery,” hissed Tembujin, holding the
child away. “I have not sensed sorcery since the witch my father’s
wife died almost seven years ago.”

Sorcery, yes; the memory of that odor was
seared on Andrion’s mind. Who now dared to use such arts, and to
what end? He straightened to his full height, half a head taller
than any man near him. His rich brown eyes were depth upon depth of
light and substance; his face was stern, frost rimming fire.
Solifrax hummed in his hand, but he saw only the empty streets, and
his own soldiers gazing raptly at him, and shadows discouraged by
the light of the sword.

In a few terse words he gave his orders. He
spun about. Tembujin and Ethan hurried not behind, but beside him.
They strode through the pool of light at the gate and gained the
palace.

The corridors streamed like fragments of a
fever dream. Lamps were sudden pinwheels against shadows writhing
in the corners of Andrion’s eyes. If men are shadows dancing at the
whim of the gods, he asked himself, and the gods are shadows given
substance by man’s naming of them, then who truly rules this
world?

Is the plot only against Tembujin? Or, as is
much more likely, is it a plot against me? And its goal? Not
difficult; the lust for power corrupts, and breeds treachery, and
the allegiance of the Empire has always gone to the strongest.

Andrion returned the salute of a sentry and
thrust Solifrax away. Thunder quivered in the ancient stones of the
palace. Lightning flared, and a dim garden leaped into sudden
color, asters as red as blood nodding in a gusty wind. Andrion’s
black cloak fluttered, encompassing Tembujin. Tembujin thrust it
away.

Another sentry, another salute, and the broad
wooden doors of the first wife’s antechamber slammed open. The
wide, well-lit room was scattered with tables, chairs, and bright
faces turning toward the doorway, expectant and wary both.

Two women sat on either side of a tapestry
frame, needles frozen in midair, bits of bright yarn dangling.
Tembujin’s wife Valeria gulped at her husband’s expression,
cornflower-blue eyes frightened. “Another attack,” she stated under
her breath.

“Ursbei is dead,” Tembujin returned,
flat.

Instinctively Valeria gathered her children,
three high-planed bronze faces; Ethan ran across the room and threw
himself into her lap, sending a ripple through his siblings. The
mound of Valeria’s belly concealed Tembujin’s fifth child.

Andrion’s wife Sumitra looked up. Her fine
black brows rose in silent query, but did not try to breach his
shell. She set her needle aside and clasped her hands in her lap,
waiting with patient dignity. Always waiting.

“Damn you, Tembujin,” Andrion said. He
released the falcon-winged brooch he wore and threw his cloak down,
standing braced in chiton and belt and sword.

Tembujin, sworn at often enough, leaned
against a table, crossed his trousered legs, crossed his arms
before him and scowled. “Yes, certainly I staged an attack on
myself!”

“By Ashtar’s golden tresses, man, I
believe nothing of the sort! What I do believe is that there are
those who think your influence too great. Who resent your having
sons . . .” He cast a quick glance toward Sumitra. Her lips
thinned, but she did not flinch.

Go ahead, say it. “I offered in the council
six days ago to make Ethan my heir; he is my half-sister
Sarasvati’s son and the grandson of Bellasteros my father, who
freed the Empire from the corrupt dynasty that had ruled it. But
Ethan is illegitimate, they said. He looks like a Khazyari, they
said. He lives with you, they said.”

“And I have contaminated him with my
barbarian ways?”

Andrion made a sharp, swift gesture, a sword
thrust of denial, and looked away from the accusing face.

On the tapestry before him was stitched the
face of his father Marcos Bellasteros, the Sardian conqueror, and
the face of his mother Danica, Queen of Sabazel, engaged in some
heroic quest. And yet his official mother was Chryse, the gentle
sparrow who had been Bellasteros’s first wife, who had raised his
children by other women after her own daughter Chrysais had married
far away.

A proper tangle for the genealogists, he
thought. As was Tembujin’s family, for Valeria nurtured her
husband’s two sons by other women as well as her own: Ethan,
Sarasvati’s son; and Zefric, the son of Dana of man-forbidden
Sabazel.

Dana. The name was a razor slicing Andrion’s
senses. From birth I have been beguiled by the daughters of Ashtar;
my only child is Dana’s, a girl, the heir of Sabazel, not the
Empire. My wife sits, her hands clasped in her lap, holding
nothing. A petty issue. A vital one.

Who to blame? Tembujin? Sumitra? The gods? Or
myself? he asked. And answered, no; anger and hatred are strong
liquors that in the end rot what they touch. He inhaled deeply,
damping his frustration. And yet his sinews still prickled with the
sour odor of sorcery.

Tembujin shook back his tail of hair. “Can
you not control your rabble and protect your sworn ally? What must
I do to prove fealty?”

Dryly, Andrion replied, “Call me; ‘My
lord’?”

Tembujin’s eye glinted, not without
humor.

“Do you mistrust me so easily?” Andrion
retorted. “We passed too many tests of loyalty in the war to doubt
each other now.”

Tembujin looked down at his felt boots,
discomfited.

“Did I not defend you,” Andrion
continued remorselessly, “when some said your half-brother died
from poison?”

“Kem, my only legal son, would be my
heir in any event.”

Yes, Andrion thought, we make our children
our pawns. Valeria laid her cheek against Kem’s head and looked
ruefully up at him. Jeweled necklaces clanked on her bodice as the
visible signs of Tembujin’s power. No, Andrion could not blame her
either.

He raised Sumitra’s hand and kissed its satin
warmth, drawing her eyes to his. They were dark, ebony dusted with
cinnamon and gold. They were deep, summoning. . . .

A knock at the door. Andrion straightened,
stifling another oath. Tembujin lounged against the table, sending
petitions and maps scuffling backward, and with elaborate
indifference began to toy with a malachite paperweight.

A sentry announced, “The high priest of
Harus, my lord.”

Well, Andrion thought with a sigh, one cannot
know a god by his minions. Fortunately so, for some call me a god.
He set his face in affable lines, and when the fat little man
bustled in, sweeping an acolyte in his train, he nodded with all
the courtesy due a priest of the falcon deity.

Bonifacio settled his robes, bowed deeply,
bent over backward to look Andrion in the face. “I heard of the
attack, my lord, and came as quickly as I could. Surely these
evildoers have not injured our beloved emperor?”

“I am not the one who was
attacked.”

“No, no, of course, my lord, it was
your vassal, who lives by your generosity upon our northern
moors—”

The paperweight fell with a crash and
shattered, sending green splinters skittering across the floor.
Bonifacio jumped. Tembujin glanced down, blandly surprised. Andrion
cleared his throat. The acolyte stood stiff and silent.

“Surely, my lord, this year you should
go to Farsahn, the winter capital,” burbled Bonifacio. “Or perhaps,
my lord, to Sardis itself. Surely our beloved emperor would be
safer in the north, away from imperial plotting.”

Tembujin’s refusal to use his title was
really quite refreshing. “You know of a plot?” Andrion asked.

The priest’s plump cheeks reddened with
agitation. “No, no, my lord, but it is only to be expected of these
devious imperials; it was an imperial chamberlain who betrayed your
father, glorious Bellasteros, may he rest in peace, and we can only
assume—”

Andrion said briskly, “We can assume nothing.
The Empire and Sardis were joined on the day of my birth, and few
resented it. Perhaps the assassin was some disaffected follower of
the khan’s, and the attack had nothing to do with me.”

Bonifacio’s earnest gaze fell upon Tembujin.
“If the khan would allow me to teach him the catechism of Harus of
Sardis, I am sure the god would protect him.”

“I bow to Harus,” said Tembujin, “and
to Ashtar, the gods who guard the emperor.”

“But, but . . .” Bonifacio squirmed.
“Ashtar is a woman’s god, named by Bellasteros only out of courtesy
to his vassal Danica.”

Andrion’s jaw tightened. Vassal indeed; Harus
rested on Ashtar’s arm, consort of the sacred mother. But very few
Sardians had ever crossed the borders of Sabazel.

His glance fell upon the acolyte. An odd
face, with the pointed chin and large liquid eyes of a fox. The
man, sensing the emperor’s gaze upon him, stepped back into
shadow.

Bonifacio gargled faintly and bounced up and
down, trying to earn a response from the emperor. Andrion
condescended to look down at him again, and cursed himself for his
condescension. Unworthy of a king, to treat a man as a fool even
when he was.

“Journey,” insisted Bonifacio. “I shall
begin to make the arrangements, my lord, if you would permit such a
humble servant . . .”

“Yes,” said Andrion. “Begin our move
north.”

“And if the emperor’s respected lady—”
Bonifacio turned with a low fluttering bow to Sumitra “—may her
virtue be rewarded, would be too wearied by such a journey, she
would be well cared for here.”

Pompous ass, Andrion thought. He spun about,
found himself facing the table, unrolled a map. His hand crimped
the papyrus. Only yesterday Bonifacio had urged him to abjure
Sumitra as a barren wife. As soon as I am alone, Andrion thought,
you will parade every pretty girl in Farsahn and Sardis before me,
noblemen’s daughters offered like cattle at market. I will notice
them, yes, how could I not be stirred by sparkling eyes and round
breasts and smooth flanks? But if I have learned nothing else from
the implacable beauty of Dana, of Ashtar herself, I have learned
the demands and limits of love, and the compromises of the
flesh.

Andrion glanced in silent apology at Sumitra.
She was unruffled, a serene surface over unplumbed depths of
sorrow. Of guilt. By all the gods, Andrion thought, I shall not let
Bonifacio or anyone make her feel guilty. The map rolled up with a
snap.

With a few tentative drops rain began to fall
outside. A damp breeze stirred the draperies with a cool clean
scent, and the odor of rot faded. Good. Bonifacio would have to
walk back to the temple compound in the rain. Perhaps that would
cool his rhetoric. “I shall send for you tomorrow,” Andrion told
the priest, “and we shall discuss the matter then.”

“Yes, my lord.” The priest bobbed up
and down like a feeding duck. “Indeed, my lord, as I was telling
Rowan here—”

Andrion gently but firmly ushered Bonifacio
and Rowan out, shut the door behind them and stood with his back
against the panels.

Tembujin grimaced as if he had a bad taste in
his mouth. Valeria rolled her eyes. Sumitra exhaled between pursed
lips. The older children, released from good manners, swirled out
of their mother’s arms and scattered across the marble floor
playing some spontaneous game with the shards of malachite. The
youngest, a girl, toddled into her father’s arms, and when he
lifted her, tangled her tiny hands in his long hair.

“Could he be plotting against you?”
asked the khan, patiently suffering the child’s attentions.
“Against us?”

“You saw his subtlety toward Sumitra,”
Andrion replied. “The man could not plot his way out of a market
basket. No, I fear . . .”

For the first time Sumitra spoke. “What do
you fear, my lord?”

In her quiet, resonant voice the honorific
was a caress. Andrion’s face softened in response. “It was not
carelessness, my lady, that staged the attack on my doorstep. An
attempt to sever me from my ally, perhaps; a signal to me,
probably; a challenge, certainly. I think that, strange as it
seems, Bonifacio is right. We must journey north for the
winter.”

“Run away?” asked Tembujin
caustically.

“Of course not.” The diadem sparked.
“To see if the attacks follow us.”

“Ah, I see. These last few days may be
only the tip of the spear.”

Sumitra turned to Valeria. “Would you care to
come with us, instead of wintering in Khazyaristan this year?”

How could anyone refuse a request made with
those lush lips? Valeria, with a sideways glance at her husband,
said, “I am a child of Sardis, not of the steppes, and I would
prefer to bear this babe in my father Patros’s house.”

“I daresay my nuryans can watch the
flocks,” Tembujin said with a shrug of assent. His eye gleamed
briefly in a private, somewhat reluctant, but perfectly honest
message.

So then, Andrion thought, needing to say
nothing, you will not apologize for your doubts, but you will
reaffirm your allegiance. Good. I would rather have allegiance than
apology. When the khan and his family took their leave and went to
their own quarters in the palace, his hand remained warm from
Tembujin’s strong clasp.

He shut the door and turned to his wife with
a grimace; one of the hazards of ruling was a lack of privacy.
Sumitra’s face was hidden as she picked up her sharp, shining
needle and turned it in her hand like a warrior considering his—or
her—blade.

Again Andrion’s thought shivered; he saw
other female hands, light, strong bones and taut flesh, raising
sword and shield and bow. Danica his mother. Ilanit her daughter.
Dana Ilanit’s daughter, his own . . . He bent and picked up a shard
of the malachite paperweight. Dana’s eyes were as green, and often
as brittle.

The damp wind had something in it of
asphodel, the lily of love and death, and the anemone, the wind
flower. Suddenly, with a yearning so strong it dizzied him, Andrion
wanted Sabazel. Sardis was forty day’s journey to the north and
east; a detour of only a few more days would bring him to Sabazel’s
embrace in time for the autumn equinox and the fall rites. The
water in Ashtar’s bronze basin, the shining star-shield on his
half-sister Ilanit’s arm—surely they held omens for him. He was the
only living son of Sabazel, and yet he had not made offering for
two mortal years. No wonder the gods tested him again, this time
with uncertainty.

Sumitra’s needle stabbed the fabric. Andrion
started, collected himself, and went to her side. Her long,
graceful fingers were wrapped with gold thread. Beneath them an
image of Solifrax gleamed in Bellasteros’s hand and an image of the
shield stone in Danica’s. The real sword hummed faintly against
Andrion’s thigh. The sword of power, given by the gods to he who
deserved it, the heroes Daimion, Bellasteros, Andrion.

He touched his necklace, a gold crescent moon
with a gold star at its tip, the symbol of sword and shield united
in more than temporal power. Who am I, Andrion said to himself, to
fear shadows?

Sumitra said, “Surely your councilors would
not dare to plot against you. Against Tembujin perhaps, against me,
certainly . . .”

Andrion set his fingertip on her lips,
stopping her. Always she accepted the indignities of living. He
never had to explain, never had to justify, never had to apologize
for courting her love after marriage, not before. For coming to her
virgin bed when his body, his heart, his soul had already been
taken—but never kept—by another.

“Is it sorcery you sense?” she said
against his flesh.

“Yes.”

She laid down the thread, stood, touched his
necklace. Her eyes stirred with decision, doubt surpassed by hope.
“Go to Sabazel, Andrion. Pray to the goddess who protects us for
guidance. And for children.”

“Sumi,” he sighed, almost shamed by the
generosity of her perception. “Sumi, my lady wife.”

Her head, with its sleek sable hair smoothed
back in two wings, came only to his shoulder. Her skin was shining
mahogany, gilded by the lamplight. The tiny ruby in the side of her
nose glinted. Andrion’s nostrils filled with the elusive scent of
jasmine. It charred the senses as surely as asphodel and
anemone.

In her eyes was the serenity of deep water,
only the surface rippled by wind. He saw himself there as she saw
him: a lean and well-proportioned body, stiffly guarding against
any hint of weakness; a square jaw, clean-shaven, revealing a
tenacity that might in the less tolerant be called stubbornness; an
incised mouth which would be tender if it were not tight with the
necessity of command. A mouth that had never known caprice.

Sumitra smiled, accepting him, it seemed, as
much for his contradictions as in spite of them. “Rest, my lord;
let me play for you.”

Andrion let her go, but his hands seemed
empty without her between them. “Rest?”

She picked up her zamtak and sat, testing the
seventeen strings with one sweep of her fingertips. The answering
trill repeated the murmuring swish of the rain.

“Rest?” He shook his head. The table
was loaded with papers, stacked by his scribes in tidy piles which
only emphasized their quantity. Plans to rebuild lands that had
lain devastated for centuries under the tyranny of the old Empire.
Plans for the nomadic Khazyari to begin a semi-permanent
settlement. Petitions, accounts, orders. Letters from councilors
and village heads, from Proconsul Nikander in Farsahn and
Governor-General Patros in Sardis; at those names he
smiled.

Then he saw the reports of bandits infesting
the wilderness along the Royal Road to the north, of pirates
harassing the sea lanes from Sardis’s port of Pirestia out to
Rhodope and even to distant Minras. His smile curdled into a
frown.

And there was a letter from Minras itself,
from his sister Chrysais, announcing the death of her husband King
Gath. The news had taken almost three months to arrive. Anything
could have happened in three months. He set the letter aside with a
sigh. How could he respond, except with banal courtesies; he could
not remember ever having met Chrysais, the child of his father’s
youth. If Sabazel was at the rim of this world, Minras was surely
another world entirely.

The music stirred the shadows. Each note was
a drop of water, rain upon parched Iksandarun after a summer’s
drought; rain falling upon Cylandra, Sabazel’s guardian mountain,
streaming into the bronze basin on its flank.

Andrion drifted upon the music into Sumitra’s
glistening eyes. She was too proud to offer what might be refused;
she was too honest to conceal her consuming need. Her hand stilled
the strings, but the music of the rain continued.

Andrion removed the diadem, unbuckled
Solifrax, laid the weight of both among the papers. If neither
could quell the dread slithering through his mind, he could at
least defer dread and power alike until the morrow.

He took his wife’s hand, kissed her lips as
soft and sweet and moist as apricots, and led her toward the
bedchamber. The rainsong smoothed but did not quite mend the frayed
edges of his soul.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


The water in the great bronze basin rippled
with a luminescence like distant lightning, seething the darkness
of the mountain hollow. Dana knelt at the basin’s rim and pondered
the message within. Her fine, precise features were burnished by
the light, filled by it; she was a jeweled icon, not fully
mortal.

The wind, bearing a faint odor of rotten
fruit, stirred her long blond hair. The Sight stirred her mind, and
her thoughts wavered with bright images and dark.

She saw blinding sunlight and a sky washed of
color. She saw the sea, the deep blue of Ashtar’s eyes, slapping
upon a steep rocky shore. She saw a smoking mountain, an arena
ringed with dark and watchful faces, a sprawling palace. Her throat
clogged with acrid dust.

A bull bellowed in her ear, and a
voice—Andrion’s voice—shouted in rage and terror. She flinched.

Solifrax, brighter than the sun, suddenly
extinguished, and the star-shield . . . what? Sumitra, Andrion’s
wife, lay across the shield as if broken upon it. A fiery chariot
bore down upon her, upon Andrion, upon Dana herself. . . . The
image was gone. The light in the basin flickered and went out. The
wind streamed from the peak of ice-crowned Cylandra.

For a moment Dana sat, blinking stupidly at
the night, trying to fill her sudden emptiness with the senses of
her own being. We are but shadows dancing for the gods, she told
herself, and the gods are the shadows of our own hearts. So where,
then, is certainty?

The skein of her Sight was too tangled to
interpret. She knew only that some evil befell god-touched Andrion,
King of Sardis, Emperor, the only living acknowledged son of
Sabazel. But then, sons were of little account here. She must
believe that; Andrion was a wound never quite healed.

Some evil befell Sabazel. With ice in her
soul Dana stood, her shoulders coiled, aching with tension. The
night was uncannily dark, the sky hidden under a pall of cloud, no
moon, no stars for guidance. The soft night sounds of the city were
muffled as if by a great hand. The wind—the wind grew in strength,
moaning, rushing through the city. Dana’s hair whipped around her
face and she clawed through it. What was wrong?

She ran down the steps, through her mother
Ilanit’s garden, through the city to the temple. A city of the
dead, it seemed, the frightened faces of its inhabitants only
powerless wraiths.

Not powerless, never powerless, Dana insisted
to herself.

The pool in the atrium of Ashtar’s temple
swirled slowly. A mist rose above it, forming indecipherable
images. The wind purled through the opening in the roof, and doves
cooed uneasily. The wind was tainted. Not for the first time that
night the hair on Dana’s nape prickled.

Andrion’s sister Sarasvati ran from a side
room, gasping, “Sorcery! I have not sensed sorcery since the
Khazyari witch died!” Her basket of healing herbs and bandages fell
unheeded from her hands.

The wind grew stronger. The doves broke into
squawking, panicked flight and were tumbled away. The mosaic at the
bottom of the pool shifted and jumbled itself into meaningless
patterns. Or perhaps Dana simply could not read its message.

Scowling with frustration, she followed
Sarasvati from the temple into the street. There they collided with
the thin, angular form of the queen’s weapons master. Lyris’s teeth
were set in a snarl of anger and terror mixed. “Evil,” she cried,
flourishing her javelin. “Evil, such as I have not felt since I was
a girl!” She sprang forward, shouting, “Sabazel!”

A howling gale screamed down the slopes of
the mountain, ringing from some profound depth of ice and sky. The
stone blocks of the city shivered. Flowering vines were shredded
and their pitiful mangled petals whirled across the lidded sky.

Lyris, Dana, and Sarasvati stumbled down the
street, fighting through knots of women clutching their daughters.
The darkness thickened, a black mist blotting the city.

There. The Horn Gate loomed before them. The
sentries clung desperately to their posts atop the walls. The wind
shrilled. One guard wailed and fell and was dashed against the
ground. With a tremendous clangor the gate flew open.

A woman-sized shadow, black against
blackness, sprinted down the avenue as if borne on the wings of the
wind itself. It carried upon its back a large, shrouded disk. Lyris
leaped forward, singing the victory paean; her voice cracked in the
force of the gale, but still she sang.

Dana, too, lunged toward the shadow creature.
Some cold force, fear made tangible, emanated from it; stunned, she
fell sprawling into the street. A whirlwind of fine ash overtook
her, blinding her, choking her. She coughed rackingly but could not
clear her throat.

Lyris barred the creature’s path, her javelin
flaring with a faint, watery light. Black fire shot from the
shadow’s hand and encompassed the weapons master, masticated her,
spit her out and left her gasping upon the scarred cobbles. The
javelin clattered down and was still.

The dark figure sped through the gates and
disappeared into the depths of the night. Slowly, wearily, the
gates drew themselves shut. The surviving sentry slid down the rock
and crouched trembling against a stone pier. Dana managed a deep
breath, steadying her wits and strength, and staggered up.
Sarasvati crawled to Lyris’s side and lifted her head into her
lap.

The sky roiled. The light of a waning gibbous
moon and a sparse handful of stars winked through shredding cloud
and then hid again, as if fearful of what they might illuminate. In
the fitful light Lyris’s face was stark white, a blade honed clean
of any stain. Her flesh was cold and hard as ice. “Give me my
weapon,” she wheezed. “I would defend . . . Sabazel. . . .”

Ilanit, Queen of Sabazel, appeared from the
murk. She knelt next to Lyris, her face as tight and sere as a
bloom nipped by frost. She lifted the javelin, set it in Lyris’s
hand, closed her fingers about its shaft. “You are Sabazel’s
greatest defender,” she said hoarsely.

Lyris was dead. The moon fought free of
cloud, pouring its radiance upon her. Her blank, staring eyes
filled with light. They seemed to see beyond the city, beyond the
small, mountain-girt country beset by shadow, to a greater reality
and a greater peace.

Dana closed Lyris’s eyes, preserving that
moment’s vision. The moon was eaten by driving cloud. The wind
died, abandoning the sky.

“In the name of the goddess!” choked
Sarasvati. “What has happened?”

Do not answer, Dana silently begged Ilanit.
Please, do not answer.

Her mother clambered as slowly to her feet as
if she wore a full suit of armor. She stood, hands dangling empty
at her sides. Her hair hung pale and lank about her face, and Dana
could not see her eyes. But she could hear the quavering words,
“The star-shield is gone.”

Shards of ice turned in Dana’s heart, and she
heard her own voice cry out in desperate denial.

 


* * * * *

 


The tireless hooves of the great war stallion
Ventalidar bore Andrion across the borders of Sabazel. He
outdistanced his escort, straining toward the distant lavender peak
that was Cylandra. It firmed and darkened. Tumbled rock at its base
became the buildings of a small city.

Ashtar’s womb, Andrion told himself.
Sanctuary and rest and guidance in the arms of the mother. But my
mortal mother is no longer there.

He had accepted that. That was not what was
wrong. The sky was hazy, indistinct, the sun only a glowing blotch
emitting the thinnest of light. The wine-bright air of autumn was
vinegar. A chill wind jangled through the black plume in Andrion’s
helmet and plucked at his black cloak like a palsied hand. Solifrax
rested mutely at his side.

Flocks bleated in fields of dry stubble, and
their small shepherdesses glanced at the passing horseman with
incurious, oddly aged eyes. Here, too, was drought. The music of
Sumitra’s zamtak did not echo here. Her moist lips had bid Andrion
farewell, giving him for the greater good into the arms of another.
But the other, it seemed, had troubles of her own.

Andrion halted Ventalidar before the Horn
Gate and dismounted. The horse pawed at the ground, snuffling, as
uneasy as Andrion himself. The gates groaned open and Dana emerged,
a pale, drawn Dana, with lines like check reins engraved in her
face. The stiffness with which she braced herself, arms akimbo, and
forced a smile, froze Andrion’s viscera. If her heart leaped at the
ending of their two years’ separation, he could see it only in the
tic at the corner of her mouth, revealing . . . No, her face was
pinched too tightly to reveal anything. He ached to embrace her,
but until she accepted his embrace he might just as well strike her
down.

“What is it?” Andrion demanded. “What
has gone amiss?”

“If you had not come, I would have
summoned you,” was her only reply, and she turned to greet his
escort. Her quick eye—thank the goddess that at least had not
faded—sought one particular face among the mounted men. Not finding
it, she said, “You would not keep Tembujin away if he had chosen to
come.”

“Could not,” Andrion amended. “He is
escorting our wives to Sardis.” Was she resigned to the Khazyari’s
absence, or relieved at not having to succor him too? He looked
down at his greaves. They were dull, having lost their bright
polish on the long and dusty journey here.

“Does he no longer crave Ashtar’s
embrace?”

“He chooses another craving, that for
family and rank. But I . . .”

Her glistening green eyes avoided his
questioning look, as though he were some strange male animal to
whom revealing anything would be revealing too much. “Come,” she
said. “Ilanit and Sarasvati are waiting for you.”

Andrion’s mouth was dry. He tried to swallow,
but his throat was packed with dust.

The other men gathering for the rites were
taken in hand by Sabazian warriors and conducted to the temple
square. Andrion and Dana trudged up the narrow streets, past
branches of browned lilac and chickens crouching dispiritedly in
the dust. When she asked in sterile courtesy about Iksandarun, he
answered frankly; at such news the corner of her mouth twitched
even faster, but her expression, as bleak as a city razed by war,
did not change.

In the queen’s garden—once Danica’s, now
Ilanit’s—the limbs of the sycamore trees were prematurely bare and
wizened. Anemones and marigolds were only crumbling stalks. It was
not the clean nakedness of winter, awaiting the joyous robing of
spring; a malaise hung over Sabazel, out of season, out of time
itself, as if the tiny country were only a faint image in a
scratched and stained mirror.

Andrion followed Dana into the queen’s house.
He removed his helmet, tucking it under his arm; the diadem on his
hair seemed suddenly garish. Perhaps it was discourteous to wear
the symbol of a great realm into such a small one. But the diadem
had been here before and had long ceased to be a threat. From faded
frescoes on the walls faces turned to Andrion, Daimion and Mari
remote and impassive, Bellasteros and Danica relentlessly
expectant. The unmistakable reek of sorcery hung heavy in the small
room.

Gods, Andrion prayed. Harus, Ashtar, whoever
you are, do not drive me backward into nightmare. Bellasteros had
once lain here enspelled, and now it was Ilanit who turned a thin
and wasted face to her half-brother. But she was the child of
Danica’s youth, barely past forty—unfair, he wanted to cry, unfair!
He said nothing.

The queen tried to rise from her chair. The
effort drained her already pale face and left it a damp green.
Sarasvati eased her back down. The hazy afternoon daylight was too
weak to penetrate here; an oil lamp guttered in the draft from the
open door and cast writhing shadows across the wooden stand that
had once held the star-shield. . . .

Andrion’s head spun, or else the world spun
dizzyingly about him. The shield that had always chimed to his
touch, that had glowed beside the sword whether the sword was in
his hand or his father’s, that had shed its light over his
birth—the shield was gone.

His flesh shriveled in chill horror. “What
happened?” he asked. His own voice grated his ears.

“It was stolen almost a month ago,”
answered Ilanit with a bone-deep weariness. “We opened our gates to
a woman from Farsahn . . .”

“Or so she said,” interjected Dana
darkly. “She had a strange accent.”

“. . . who escaped a forced marriage.
She wore an armband embossed with a winged bull; I sensed power in
it, but fool that I am, did not dream that power would be turned
against us.”

“There was a storm,” said Sarasvati. “A
dark shape ran away with the shield. Later, after counting, we
realized it had been Rue.”

“Rue,” repeated Andrion
dully.

“She killed Lyris,” Dana
said.

Sarasvati added, “With a blast of black fire.
Sorcery indeed.”

Lyris, who had always dared Andrion to prove
himself. No, she had not been waiting at the gate, rattling her
javelin at the arriving men. Ilanit leaned back and closed her
eyes; Lyris had been her pair. Hastily Andrion sought something
comforting to say. But there could be no comfort. “She will be
missed,” he mumbled lamely.

“We searched the countryside,” Dana
went on, her clear voice shooting each word like an arrow. “We
could not find Rue or the shield. We sent messages to Nikander in
Farsahn, but no one there had ever heard of her.”

“And yet she knew Sardis and the
Empire,” said Sarasvati. “She once remarked on Ilanit’s queenly
aspect, that it reminded her of Chryse.”

“Chryse?” Andrion replied. “An odd
remark indeed. Chryse was as warm as a summer’s day, sweet and
gentle. But not queenly.”

“And she died in Iksandarun seven years
ago.” Sarasvati sank her teeth deep into her lower lip, remembering
the day of the Khazyari victory all too well.

“I would have pursued her myself,”
hissed Dana, “to Sardis and beyond, but I was needed here, and my
Sight bade me wait for you.”

Ashtar’s humor remained unchanged, it seemed,
taking perverse pleasure in requiring her daughters once again to
wait upon a man. Andrion set his hand on the hilt of Solifrax and
averted his eyes from the women’s accusing gazes; the sword’s
answering tingle was not unlike the chime of the shield its
consort. He tightened his teeth so that his jaw ached, his thought
groping with vicious thrusts through the miasma that hung about him
as much as about the land of Sabazel. Sorcery here, and in
Iksandarun as well. His call to Sabazel was only part of a larger
pattern. And his role? To show his mettle, at the least.

He bent over Ilanit’s blond head—by all the
gods, her hair was less gold than silver now—and kissed her clammy
brow. She tried to smile, and managed a quirk of her crusted lips.
He touched the necklace at his throat. “You and I were born in the
light of the shield, Ilanit. Surely it is not shameful to ask me to
help.”

“Even though you alone were born in the
light of the sword, we would ask no other.” She did not avoid his
searching look but met his eyes; she refused to despair, he saw,
even as she could not quite hope. Andrion would have wept at seeing
her backed into such a corner, but his eyes were as achingly dry as
his mouth.

Muttering some courtesy, he turned and
stalked from the room, from the uncompromising faces of the three
women, and strode through the garden so fast that the hem of his
cloak snapped like a whip. He paused at the steps that led to the
basin and on up the mountainside to the holy of holies, the sacred
cavern. He did not set foot on the stair. The mountain seemed
suddenly menacing, as if the drought had dried its foundations and
the great granite boulders were ready to tumble down, crushing man
and woman and pestilence alike. No, there would be no omen, no
water in the basin, no murmuring stream in the cavern he had once
dared. In that distant world he had known his enemy. Now he did
not.

“Andrion.”

He started. Sarasvati stood beside him. His
face cracked suddenly into a smile and he embraced her. Her hair,
bright with the sheen of copper, tickled his chin; her eyes were
deep lapis lazuli, the color of late evening. The color this
evening should have been, held in the purity of Ashtar’s thought.
But the sky was muted, the setting sun veiled, and Ashtar’s thought
was as mysterious as a faded palimpsest. If a full moon rose in the
east, only a rust-red tint like dried blood smeared the horizon to
herald its coming.

“When will you return to Iksandarun?”
he asked.

She drew away, only a little, and looked at
him quizzically.

“You are the only child of Bellasteros
to have imperial as well as Sardian blood. I want to honor you with
your proper rank.” And bribe my restive councilors with your
imperial mother’s name? he demanded of himself.

Sarasvati said gently, “I am comfortable
here, among women.”

“Well, yes, of course . . .” Andrion
indulged in an unfair blow. “Your son Ethan is well.”

Her eye glinted and she parried, “So is your
daughter Astra.” She pointed.

A child, her hair as red as Sarasvati’s or
the highlights in Andrion’s own, entered the garden from the
street. She strode as purposefully as he had, small mouth tight,
eyes hooded. But he knew those eyes, the deep blue-green of the
sea.

“My daughter,” he said, “the heir to
Sabazel.”

The child raised a tiny wicker shield and a
stick and began sparring with an invisible enemy. In the midst of
one dancing movement she stopped dead, realizing a man watched her.
A man stood with his hands on Sarasvati. Warily she saluted. But
her eyes, her manner, reserved her thought to herself.

“The world of men,” said Sarasvati, “is
so much larger than Sabazel’s. I was once a king’s daughter, a
king’s sister, and once I was a slave. Here I am a healer, and that
is the only rank I want.”

Andrion’s cloak billowed in a brief,
tentative breeze. The bare branches of the trees chimed
discordantly. He would like to believe Sarasvati foolish, but it
was his urging that seemed foolish, and selfish as well. Men’s
games had their own rules, and the Sabazians only played when
necessary, though they always played well.

The door of the house opened and Dana
appeared. The lines of care in her face eased at the sight of the
child playing so earnestly among the dead leaves, a solitary
testimony to life and hope. “Astra,” she called, “your grandmother
would like you to sing to her.”

“The lay of Daimion and Mari?” Astra
asked, with a sideways glint at the intrusive male presence. “The
true one, that gives Sabazel its own?”

“Yes,” said Dana. “Yes, indeed.” The
child vanished inside. Dana turned to Sarasvati and
Andrion.

“She does not know that I am her
father,” said Andrion quietly.

“The daughters of Sabazel have no
fathers,” Dana returned.

“You do,” said Andrion. “As do
I.”

“But you are not a daughter,” Sarasvati
reminded him. And, to Dana, “I shall give the queen a strengthening
draught. Andrion has encouraged her—even though he is only a man.”
With a teasing smile she pressed his hand and freed herself from
his arm.

Thank you, Andrion thought to her, for that
humor that was once our father’s. And he wondered suddenly if
Bellasteros’s oldest child, Chrysais of Minras, had also inherited
that temper like a two-edged blade.

Dana took his hand and led him away from the
garden. The sun set, the city darkened from featureless day into
featureless night, and the moon remained a dim bloodstain upon a
suffocating sky.

 


* * * * *

 


Andrion stood in the temple courtyard while
Dana, in her mother’s place, announced the rules of the rites.
Someday she would herself be queen, but her stern face as she spoke
belied any ambition for the role. He accepted a sparse garland of
asphodel from her hand, and set one about her neck in return. Now,
at last, she looked at him, surrendering one watchtower of the
fortress that was her soul. But still a wariness lurked deep in her
eyes, the interior walls yet to be breached.

He turned away from the games, no longer
needing to prove himself. Kerith, Dana’s pair, was waiting at the
door of their house. “So you come at last. I must reach the square
in time to choose someone at least more prestigious than an
emperor.” With a mocking if friendly wave to Andrion, she was gone.
He had to smile at her impertinence, and at her discretion; on more
than one occasion she and Dana had shared his attentions.

Inside, a baby wailed. Andrion set down his
helmet and fanned the embers in the brazier into flame. Red flame,
not black. He shivered, from the cool of the evening, he told
himself, not from uncertainty.

Dana lifted the infant from its cradle and
swiftly changed its wrappings. It screamed, its eyes disappearing
into red, raging flesh.

Kerith’s child, no doubt. Sabazians paired
themselves so that each babe would have two parents. Andrion laid
the diadem carefully down and unclasped his cloak. He unbuckled the
sheath of Solifrax and propped it against the wall. For a moment he
felt as helpless as the child, bereft of the symbols of his
kingship. Yet they were only symbols, and if his kingship did not
spring from his heart, then he was no king.

Dana sat down, opened her shirt, and set the
child to her breast.

Gods, Andrion wanted to shout, everyone has
babies! He swallowed and asked coolly, “A boy?”

“He is all of three months old now, and
will soon be leaving Sabazel for Sardis. Patros’s new wife
Kleothera will take him.” She stroked the baby’s wispy hair and
touched the little hands that kneaded her flesh in an ecstasy of
fulfillment, daring to love him for the short time he would be
hers.

No, Andrion told himself, I shall not resent
Dana or the baby or any of the men who might have fathered him
under Ashtar’s eye. That wound was scabbed long ago.

Raising a brow, she said, “You do not ask if
he is your son.”

“I can count, Dana.” No, the wound was
fresh. The coals in the brazier snapped and sighed softly; barely
louder, Andrion asked, “Would you tell me if you bore my
son?”

“No. You know the law, that the sons we
bear are traded for girls. Sabazians have no fathers.”

“You do.”

“I am . . . fortunate,” she admitted
grudgingly. “I am also illegitimate, conceived outside the borders
of Sabazel, outside the seasons of the rites, when my young and
foolish mother lay with Patros during the campaign to
Iksandarun.”

“Young and foolish,” repeated Andrion.
“As you were when you lay with me in the sacred cavern.”

She did not reply. She looked up, eyes wide,
offering Andrion at last a glimpse within. In denying the evils of
the outside world, he saw, she denied it all; she would defend her
redoubt of custom and law, protecting herself, her people, her
land, even though that redoubt separated her from him. He had to
come second, always second, for if she sacrificed her laws for him,
she would not be Dana.

He spun about, irritated, telling himself he
could not afford irritation. He tore a piece from the loaf on the
table, poured a cup of thin pink wine. The bread was stale, the
wine sour. He set the cup down with a crash.

“We are man-forbidden,” Dana said, not
patiently but wearily, as if the words had worn an aching groove in
her thought. “We are thusly man-cursed.”

“But men and men’s laws keep Sabazel
secure.”

“Do they? Or is it a most subtle
threat? Creeping contentment, and the solace of a man’s arms; the
naming of fathers and sons. And soon the borders of Sabazel are
breached by peace, and devastated more lastingly than by any armed
force.”

He had no answer. He watched the red flames
in the brazier and their reflection in Dana’s face. Her cheekbones
were sharper than he remembered, her jaw tighter. Translucent
shadow spiraled about her, about himself, filling the room. Maybe
the demands of love were indeed foolish.

Dana’s lashes curtained her eyes. No, Andrion
realized, she was not complacent in her certainty. She was not
certain at all. Her troubled soul tried to smooth itself with
certainty. It was Sumitra’s calm and certain soul that could barely
be ruffled by trouble.

Sumitra, daughter of Rajah Jamshid of the
valley of the Mohan, bred to be a ruler’s wife. Dana, daughter of
the queens of Sabazel, bred to be . . . free? In this man-ruled
world freedom was the more expensive choice.

Dana detached the baby, wiped his little
milk-smudged mouth, prodded a surprisingly loud burp from him, and
laid him in his cradle. She lingered, patting his back while he
drifted into satiated sleep.

Her shirt still gaped open. Her breasts were
round and ripe with milk, reminding Andrion of Sumitra’s opulent
body. And yet Dana was almost as tall as he, was as lean and
well-knit.

He inhaled deeply, trying not to quell the
rush of quicksilver through his veins, but to read it. Was it
desire for Dana or for Sumi? Gods, what a complex tapestry he found
himself weaving. Or had it already been woven, by god and man,
snaring him in its knotted threads?

Dana smiled at the baby. Turning, she
included Andrion in the smile, her duty apparently served. “Is
Sumitra as gentle and patient as she was when we met in
Iksandarun—was it three years ago now?”

“Her temper is somewhat abraded by the
duties expected of her, I fear.”

“To make babies?”

“And are you not expected to make
babies in Ashtar’s rites?”

Her smile hardened. “You were conceived in
the rites. As was Bellasteros.”

“His mother died for it at the hand of
her husband, Gerlac of Sardis.” The flesh crawled on the back of
his neck. He opened his arms—you have made your point, come now, I
need you . . . Dana, shuddering with the same chill, abandoned
reluctance and came. Gratifying, how their bodies warmed against
each other.

“And the rumors of Bellasteros’s birth
haunted him always,” she said. “He was king of Sardis. You are king
of Sardis. You must be perceived as Gerlac’s blood, burden as that
name is.”

Andrion set his hand on her face and kissed
her. Her firm, narrow lips opened; her mouth was as tart and fresh
as an orange. Her touch sanctified, as the touch of the goddess
purified. . . . “You mean we are not to contest our separate worlds
this night?” he whispered against her smooth cheek.

“On certain nights I am permitted to
indulge my own foolishness,” she replied, so quietly he hardly
heard her. But she was smiling again, teasing him and herself
both.

Yes, she dared to love him. He grinned, and
his body made it evident that he was not really tired. Confused,
wrenched with pain, but not tired. He spread her shirt. He slipped
his hands into the waistband of her trousers and pulled them away,
his palms stroking her muscled thighs.

She laid him down on the bed and loosened his
belt. For just a moment her eyes focused beyond him, beyond the
shadows that sifted the dim light in the room. Strange images moved
in her viridescent gaze. He could never seize them, never free her
from their possession; he would simply have to love her for bearing
their burden.

“The bull and the lotus, the shield and
the sword. Chariots—Sardis has chariots.” She blinked rapidly. “I
can see no more, Andrion.”

“I do not ask you to see
anything.”

“I must. The goddess sets kings and
queens upon the game board, until, tiring of them, she devours them
all. . . .”

He hushed her with a caress. She bent over
him. Her hair fell about him, a shining curtain closing out the
darkness. He set his lips against the warmth of her breast, and her
breath fanned him with a long shivering sigh of delight. He drank,
and for a few blessed hours his thirst was quenched.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


The sunlight was diffused as if through gauze
into a featureless glare. The moon was a pale crescent hovering
uncertainly above the eastern horizon. The sea was dark indigo
blue, reflecting no light. Viscous waves probed ceaselessly at the
beach, their murmur damped by the humid air. Far offshore a
solitary ship stood in toward the land. On its sail was the
weathered outline of a winged bull.

Sumitra glanced up at the paradoxically
unclouded but shadowed sky. The noon air was warm and still, but
the sea emanated a chill breath. She removed the veil which she
wore in deference to Sardian custom. “The moon is waxing again,”
she said to Valeria beside her. “Andrion is returning.”

Valeria waddled across the sand in the
peculiar gait of the pregnant. She was not so preoccupied with her
footing, though, that she could not glance quizzically at Sumitra.
Sumi’s voice contained an unusual timbre, not an edge but an extra
depth. Her dark eyes gazed across the sea with serene patience, as
if she were a goddess watching the slow rising of land from water,
the slow inundation by water of land. Her full lips smiled
secretively.

Valeria, too, removed her veil, and the women
giggled conspiratorially. The children gamboled about their skirts,
the older the child the farther its venture from protection. Ethan
went so far as to climb a clump of soggy driftwood, great cedar
logs from the coast near Farsahn. Shouting insults, “Rats, come out
and fight
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