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		When in the midst of deadly danger, time slows.

		Fragments. It is me, the moment, the circumstances.

		As it was now.

		Movement flowed down the mountainside, disappeared behind rocks.

		I dropped the reins. “Del!”

		Then it sprang up onto a boulder, and I saw it clearly.

		“Del—” I was running for the rocks, yanking sword out of sheath. Her face was turned toward me.

		I’d never make it, never make it—

		“—behind you—”

		Atop the rock she spun, grasping for her sword hilt, and went down hard beneath the leaping sandtiger.

		SWORD-SWORN

		[image: ]

	
		DAW titles by Jennifer Roberson

		THE SWORD-DANCER SAGA

		SWORD-DANCER

		SWORD-SINGER

		SWORD-MAKER

		SWORD-BREAKER

		SWORD-BORN

		SWORD-SWORN

		SWORD-BOUND

		CHRONICLES OF THE CHEYSULI

		Omnibus Editions

		SHAPECHANGERS SONG

		LEGACY OF THE WOLF

		CHILDREN OF THE LION

		THE LION THRONE

		THE GOLDEN KEY

		(with Melanie Rawn and Kate Elliott)

		ANTHOLOGIES

		(as editor)

		RETURN TO AVALON

		HIGHWAYMEN: ROBBERS AND ROGUES

		KARAVANS

		KARAVANS

		DEEPWOOD

		THE WILD ROAD

	
		SWORD-SWORN

		A Novel of Tiger and Del

		[image: ]

		JENNIFER ROBERSON

		DAW BOOKS, INC.

		DONALD A. WOLLHEIM, FOUNDER
 375 Hudson Street, New York, NY 10014
 ELIZABETH R. WOLLHEIM
 SHEILA E. GILBERT
 PUBLISHERS
 www.dawbooks.com

	
		
			Copyright © 2002 by Jennifer Roberson.

			All Rights Reserved.
 ISBN: 978-1-101-64316-7

			Book designed by Stanley S. Drate/Folio Graphics Company, Inc.

			DAW Books Collector’s No. 1212

			DAW Books are distributed by Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

			All characters in the book are fictitious.

			Any resemblance to persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

			The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal, and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in  or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

			First Printing February 2002

		

		
			
					
					[image: ]
				
					DAW TRADEMARK REGISTERED U.S. PAT. OFF. AND FOREIGN COUNTRIES
—MARCA REGISTRADA.
 HECHO EN U.S.A.
 PRINTED IN THE U.S.A.
			

		

		btb_ppg_151201794_c0_r1

	
		For
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 March 5, 1928–April 9, 1999
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		In 1998, I finished a historical novel just at the end of the year. My next task was to begin this one. I took a couple of months off to recharge the batteries and planned to get started in early ’99.

		But that March, my mother was diagnosed with cancer. As the only child of a long-divorced woman, I became primary caregiver; within ten days of the diagnosis, I became executor.

		Some authors work through their grief. But I found myself caught in the midst of a tremendous sea-change: my mother, dead; plus the responsibilities of packing up, closing down, and preparing for market the house I grew up in, while also doing the same with my own home as I prepared to move to another locale along with ten dogs and three cats. Frankly, writing a book became incidental.

		Life has settled down now. I have returned to writing full time. But I must pay tribute to my mother, who was the classic “guiding force” behind my love of books; who read to me nightly as I fell asleep; who critiqued my early attempts at fiction; who never once failed to support my efforts; who took such joy in my publication. From the time I was fourteen and writing my first novel until a few days before she died, she encouraged me always to chase my dreams.

		Mom, you never got to read the most recent of my works.
 But I know you are a part of those books,
 as you will be a part of everything I write.
 God speed.
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		THE SAND was very fine and very pale, like Del’s hair. As her skin had been once; but first the Southron sun, followed by that of the sea voyage and its salt-laden wind—and our visit to the isle of Skandi—had collaborated insidiously to gild her to a delicate creamy peach. She was still too fair, too Northern, to withstand the concerted glare of this sun for any length of time without burning bright red, but definitely not as fair as she’d been when we first met.

		Oh. That’s right. I was talking about the sand.

		Anyway, it was very fine, and very pale, and I had worked carefully to smooth it with a good-sized peeling of the skinny, tall, frond- and beard-bedecked palm tree overlooking the beach, the ocean beyond, the ship I’d hired in Skandi—and then I had ruined all that meticulous smoothness by drawing in it.

		A circle.

		A circle.

		I had thought never to enter one again.

		But I smoothed the sand, and I drew the circle, and then I stepped across the line into the center. The center precisely.

		Thunder did not crash. Rain did not fall. Lightning did not split the sky asunder. The gods, if any truly existed, either didn’t care that I had once again entered a circle, or else they were off gallivanting around someone else’s patch of the world.

		“Hah,” I muttered, indulging myself with a smirk.

		“Hah, what?” she asked, from somewhere behind me.

		I didn’t turn. “I have done the undoable.”

		“Ah.”

		“And nothing has smited me.”

		“Smitten.”

		“Nothing has smitten me.”

		“Yet.”

		Now I did turn. She stood hipshot in the sand, with legs reaching all the way up to her neck. They were mostly bare, those legs; she habitually wore, when circumstances did not prohibit, a sleeveless, high-necked leather tunic that hit her about mid-thigh. In the South she also wore a loose burnous over the leather tunic, so as to shield her flesh from the bite of the sun, but we were not in the South. We were on an island cooled by balmy ocean breezes, and she had left off most of such mundane accoutrements as clothing that covered her body.

		I did say she had legs up to her neck. Don’t let that suggest there wasn’t a body in between. Oh, yes. There was.

		“Lo, I am smitten,” I announced in tones of vast masculine appreciation.

		Once she might have hit me, or come up with a devastating reprimand. But she knew I was joking. Well, not entirely—I do appreciate every supple, sinuous inch of her—but that appreciation has been tempered by her, well, temper, out of unmitigated lust into mere gentlemanly admiration.

		Mostly.

		Del arched one pale brow. “Are you practicing languages and their tenses?”

		“What?”

		“Smite, smote, smitten.”

		I grinned at her. “I don’t need to practice. I speak them all now.”

		The arch in the brow flattened. Del still wasn’t sure how to take jokes about my new status. Hoolies, joking about it was all I could do, since I didn’t understand much about the new status myself.

		Del decided to ignore it. “So. A circle.”

		I felt that was entirely self-evident and thus regarded her in fulsomely patient silence.

		Her expression was carefully blanked. “And you’re in it.”

		I nodded gravely. “So is my sword.”

		Now she was startled. “Sword?”

		I hefted it illustratively.

		“That’s a stick, Tiger.”

		I clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth. “And here you’ve been telling me for years I have no imagination.” I pointed with said stick. “Go get yourself one. I put a few over there, by that pile of rocks.”

		Both brows shot up toward her hairline. “You want to spar?”

		“I do.”

		“I thought—” But she broke it off sharply. Then had the grace to blush.

		Delilah blushing is not anything approaching ordinary. I was delighted, even though the reason for it was not particularly complimentary. “What, you thought I was lying to you, or giving in to wishful thinking? Maybe fooling myself altogether about developing new skills and moves?”

		She did not look away—Del avoids no truths, even the hard ones—but neither did the blush recede.

		I shook my head. “I thought you understood what all the weeks of physical training have been about.”

		“Recovery,” she said. “Getting fit.”

		“I have recovered, and I am fit.”

		She did not demur; it was true. “But you did all that without a circle.”

		So I had. And then some. Though I had yet to sort out how I had managed it. A man entering his fourth decade cannot begin to compete with the man in his second. But even my knees of late had given up complaining.

		Maybe it was the ocean air.

		Or not.

		It was the “or not” that made me nervous.

		Clearing my throat, I declared, “I will dance my own dances, Del.”

		“But—” Again she silenced herself.

		But. A very heavy word, that “but,” freighted with all manner of innuendo and implication.

		But.

		But, she wanted to ask, how does a man properly grip a sword when he’s missing the little fingers on both hands? But, how does he keep that grip if a blade strikes his? But, how can he hope to overcome an opponent in the circle? How can he win the dance? How can he, who carries a price on his head, win back his life in the ritualized combat of the South, when he has been cast out of it by his own volition? When the loss of the fingers precludes all former skill?

		But.

		I saw the assumption in her eyes, the slight flicker of concern.

		“I have every intention of dancing,” I said quietly, “and none at all of dying.” For as long as possible.

		“Can you?” she asked, frank at last.

		“Dance? Yes. Win? Well, we’ve never properly settled that question, have we? Some days you’ll win, other days I will.” I shrugged. How many of those days I had left was open to interpretation. “As for the others I’ll dance with… well, we’ll just have to wait and see.”

		“Tiger—”

		In the distance, the stud neighed ringingly. I blessed him for his timing, though he wouldn’t have much luck finding the mare he wanted. “Get the ‘sword,’ Del.”

		She held her ground. “If I win this dance, will you stop?”

		“If you win this dance, I’ll just have to practice harder.”

		“Then you still mean to go back to the South.”

		“I told you that. Yes.” I studied her. “What, did you think I meant to live out my life here on this benighted island?” Which had, nonetheless, saved our lives in more ways than one.

		“I don’t know.” Her tone was a mixture of frustration, annoyance, and helplessness. “I have no inkling as to what you will or will not do, Tiger. You’re not predictable anymore.”

		Anymore. Which implied that once I had been.

		I bared my teeth at her. “Well, good. Then I’m not boring.” Once again I waved my stick. “The sooner we get to it, the sooner we’ll know.”

		Her expression suggested she already knew. Or thought she did.

		“Not predictable,” I reminded her. “Your own words, too.”

		Del turned on her heel and stalked over to the tree limbs I’d groomed into smooth shafts. There was no point, no edge, no crosspiece, no grip, no proper pommel. They were not swords. They were sticks. But whichever one she chose would do.

		“Hurry up,” I said. “We’re burning daylight, bascha.”

		The world, through glass, is magnified. Small made large. Unseen made visible. Dreams, bound by ungovernable temperaments and unpredictabilities, may do the same, altering one’s vision. One’s comprehension. The known made unknowable.

		Grains of sand, slightly displaced. Gently jostled one against another. Gathered. Tumbled. Herded.

		I blink. The world draws back. Large is made small; immense becomes insignificant. And I see what moves the sand.

		Not water. Not wind.

		Blood.

		First, they rape her. Then slash open her throat. Twice, possibly thrice. The bones of her spine, left naked to the day in the ruin of her flesh, gleam whitely in the sun.

		Blood flows. Gathers sand. Makes mud of malnourished dust. Is transformed by the sun into nothingness.

		Even blood, in the desert, cannot withstand the ceaseless heat.

		It will take longer for the body, for flesh and bone are not so easily consumed. But the desert will win. Its victories are boundless.

		They might have left her alive, to die of thirst. It was their mercy to kill her swiftly. Their laughter was her dirge. Their jest was to leave a sword within reach, but she lacked the strength to use it against herself.

		As the sun sucks her dry, withering flesh on bone, she turns her head upon the sand and looks at me out of eyes I recognize.

		“Take up the sword,” she says.

		I jerk, gasping out of sleep into trembling wakefulness, tasting sand in my mouth. Salt. And blood.

		“It’s time,” she says.

		Her breath, her death, is mine.

		“Find me,” she says, “and take up the sword.”

		Del felt me spasm into actual wakefulness. She turned toward me and sleepily inquired, “What is it?”

		I offered no answer. I couldn’t.

		“Tiger?” She propped herself up on an elbow. “What is it?”

		I stared up at the dark skies. Something was in me, something demanding I answer. I felt very distant. I felt very small. “It’s time.” Echoing the dream.

		“Time?”

		The words left my mouth without conscious volition. “To go home.” To go home. To take up the sword.

		After a moment she asked, “Are you all right? You don’t sound like yourself.”

		I didn’t feel like myself.

		She placed a hand upon my chest, feeling my heart beat. “Tiger?”

		“I just—I know. It’s time.” No more than that. It seemed sufficient.

		Find me.

		“Are you sure?”

		Take up the sword.

		“I’m sure.”

		“All right.” She lay down again. “Then we’ll go.”

		I could feel her tension. She didn’t think it was a good idea. But that didn’t matter. What mattered is that it was time.

	
		ONE
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		HAVING SAILED at last from the island, we now were bound for Haziz, the South’s port city. We had departed it months before, heading for Skandi; but that voyage was finished. Now we embarked on an even more dangerous journey: returning to the South, where I carried a death sentence on my head.

		Meanwhile, Del and I passed the time by sparring. She didn’t win the matches. Neither did I. The point wasn’t to win, but to retrain my body and mind. Tension was in me, tension to do better, do more, be better.

		“You’re holding back,” I accused, accustomed now—again—to the creak of wood and rigging, the crack of canvas.

		Del opened her mouth to refute that; holding back in the circle was a thing she never did. But she shut her mouth and contemplated me, though her expression suggested she was weighing herself every bit as much.

		“Well?” I challenged, planting bare feet more firmly against wood planking.

		“Maybe,” she said at length.

		“If you truly believe I’m incapable—”

		“I didn’t say that!”

		“—then you should simply knock me out of the circle.” We didn’t really have a proper circle, because the captain had vociferously objected to me carving one into his deck, but our minds knew where the boundaries lay.

		Del, who had set one end of the stick against the deck, now made it into a cane and leaned upon it idly with the free hand perched on her hip and elbow outthrust. “I don’t think anyone could knock you out of the circle even if you were missing two hands.”

		Not a pretty picture. “Thanks.” I grimaced. “I think.”

		Blue eyes opened wide. “That’s a compliment!”

		I supposed it was.

		Now those eyes narrowed. “You are using a different grip.”

		“I said I would.” I’d also said I’d have to. Circumstances demanded it.

		She unbent and put out the arm. Her tone was brusque, commanding. “Close on my wrist.”

		I clamped one big hand around her wrist, feeling the knob of bone on the left side, the pronounced tendons on the underside. A strong woman, was Delilah.

		Her pale brows knit. “There is a difference in the pressure.”

		“Of course there is.” I was not altogether unhappy to be holding her wrist. “I have three fingers and a thumb, not four.”

		“Your grip will be weaker, here.” She touched the outside edge of my palm. Nothing was wrong with that part of my hand. There simply wasn’t a little finger extending from it any more. “If the sword grip turns in your hand, or is forced back at an angle toward the side of your hand…”

		“I’ll lose leverage. Control. Yes, I know that.”

		She was frowning now. She let her own stick fall to the deck. She studied my hand in earnest, taking it into both of hers. She had seen it before, of course; seen them both, and the knurled pinkish scar tissue covering the nub of severed bone. Del was not squeamish; she had patched me up numerous times, as well as herself. She regretted the loss of those fingers—hoolies, so did I!—but she did not quail from their lack. This time, in a methodical and matter-of-fact examination that did not lend itself to innuendo or implication, she studied every inch of my hand. She felt flesh, tendon, the narrow bones beneath both. I have big hands, wide hands, and the heels of them are callused hard with horn.

		“What?” I asked finally, when she continued to frown.

		“The scars,” she said. “They’re gone.”

		I have four deep grooves carved in my cheek, and a crater in the flesh over the ribs of my left side. I raised dubious brows.

		“On your hands,” Del clarified. “All the nicks are gone. And this knuckle here—” She tapped it.“—used to be knobbier than the others. It’s not anymore.”

		I suppose I might have made some vulgar comment about Del’s intimate knowledge of my body, but didn’t. There was more at stake just now than verbal foreplay.

		I had all manner of nicks and seams and divots in my body. We both did. Mine were from a childhood of slavery, an enforced visit to the mines of a Southron tanzeer by the name of Aladar, and the natural progression of lengthy—and dangerous—sword-dancer training and equally dangerous dances for real. The latter had marred Del in certain characteristic ways, too; she bore her own significant scar on her abdomen as a reminder of a dance years ago in the North, when we both nearly died, as well as various other blade-born blemishes.

		I had spent weeks getting used to the stubs of the two missing fingers, though there were times I could have sworn I retained a full complement. Beyond that, I had paid no attention to either hand other than working very hard to strengthen them, as well as my wrists and forearms. It was the interior that mattered, not the exterior. The muscles, the strength, that controlled the hands and thus the grip. Not the exterior scars.

		But Del was right. The knuckle, once permanently enlarged, looked of a size with the others again. And the nicks and blemishes I’d earned in forty years were gone. Even the discolored pits from working Aladar’s mine had disappeared.

		Wholly focused on retraining myself, I had not even noticed. I pulled the hand away, scowling blackly.

		“It’s not a bad thing,” Del observed, though a trifle warily.

		“Skandi,” I muttered. “Meteiera.” I looked harder at my hands.

		“Did they work some magic on you?”

		I transferred the scowl from hand to woman. “No, they didn’t work any magic on me. They cut my fingers off!” Not to mention shaving and tattooing my skull and piercing my ears and eyebrows with silver rings. Most of the rings were gone now, thanks to Del’s careful removal, though at her behest I had retained two in each earlobe. Don’t ask me why. Del said she liked them.

		“You do look younger.” Her tone was carefully measured.

		Ironic, to look younger when one’s lifespan has been shortened.

		“Of course, maybe it’s the hair,” Del suggested. “You look very different with it so short.”

		“Longer than it was.” I rubbed a hand over my head; and so it was, all of possibly two inches now, temporarily lying close against my skull, though I expected the annoying wave to start showing up any day. Del had said the blue tattoos were invisible, save for a slight rim along the hairline. But that would be hidden, too, once my hair grew out all the way.

		“I don’t mean you look like a boy,” she clarified. “You look like you. Just—less used.”

		Hoolies, that sounded good. “Define for me ‘less used.’”

		“By the sun.” She shrugged. “By life.”

		“That wouldn’t be wishful thinking, would it?”

		Del blinked. “What?”

		“There are fifteen-plus years between us, after all. Maybe if I didn’t look so much older—”

		“Oh, Tiger, don’t be ridiculous! I’ve told you I don’t care about that.”

		I dropped into a squat. The knees didn’t pop. I bounced up again. Still no complaints.

		Del frowned. “What was that about?”

		“Feeling younger.” I grinned crookedly. “Or maybe it’s just my wishful thinking.”

		Del bent and picked up her stick. “Then let’s go again.”

		“What, you want to try and wear down the old man? Make him yield on the basis of sheer exhaustion?”

		“You never yield to exhaustion,” she pointed out, “in anything you do.”

		“I yielded to your point of view about women having worth in other areas besides bed.”

		“Because I was right.”

		As usual, with us, the banter covered more intense emotions. I didn’t really blame Del for being concerned. Here we were on our way back to the South, where I had been born and lost; where I had been raised a slave; where I had eventually found my calling as a sword-dancer, hired to fight battles for other men as a means of settling disputes—but also where I had eventually voluntarily cut myself off from all the rites, rituals, and honor of the Alimat-trained sword-dancer’s closely prescribed system.

		I had done it in a way some might describe as cowardly, but at the time it was the right choice. The only choice. I’d made it without thinking twice about it, because I didn’t have to; I knew very well what the cost would be. I was an outcast now, a blade without a name. I had declared elaii-ali-ma, rejecting my status as a seventh-level sword-dancer, which meant I was fair game to any honor-bound sword-dancer who wanted to challenge me.

		Of course, that challenge wouldn’t necessarily come in a circle, where victory is not achieved by killing your opponent—well, usually; there are always exceptions—but by simply winning. By being better.

		For years I had been better than everyone else in the South, though a few held out for Abbu Bensir (including Abbu Bensir), but I couldn’t claim that any longer. I wasn’t a sword-dancer. I was just a man a lot of other men wanted to kill.

		And Del figured it would be a whole lot easier to kill me now than before.

		She was probably right, too.

		So here I was aboard a ship bound for the South, going home, accompanied by a stubborn stud-horse and an equally stubborn woman, sailing toward what more romantic types, privy to my dream, might describe as my destiny. Me, I just knew it was time, dream or no dream. We’d gone off chasing some cockamamie idea of me being Skandic, a child of an island two week’s sail from the South, but that was done now. I was, by all appearances—literally as well as figuratively—Skandic, a child of that island, but things hadn’t worked out. Sure, it was the stuff of fantasy to discover I was the long-lost grandson of the island’s wealthiest, most powerful matriarch, but this fantasy didn’t have a happy ending. It had cost me two fingers, for starters. And nearly erased altogether the man known as the Sandtiger without even killing him.

		Meteiera. The Stone Forest. Where Skandic men with a surfeit of magics so vast that much was mostly undiscovered, cloistered themselves upon tall stone spires ostensibly to serve the gods but also, they claimed, to protect their loved ones by turning away from them. Because the magic that made them powerful also made them mad.

		Now, anyone who knows me will say I don’t—or didn’t—think much of magic. In fact, I don’t—didn’t—really believe in it. But I’ll admit something strange was going on in Meteiera, because I had cause to know. I can’t swear the priest-mages worked magic on me, as Del suggested, but once there I wasn’t precisely me anymore. And I witnessed too many strange things.

		Hoolies, I did strange things.

		I shied away from that like a spooked horse. But the knowledge, the awareness, crept back. Despite all the outward physical changes, there were plenty of interior ones as well. A comprehension of power, something like the first faint pang of hunger, or the initial itch of desire. In fact, it was very like desire—because that power wanted desperately to be wielded.

		I shivered. If Del had asked what the problem was, I’d have told her it was a bit chill in the morning, and after all I was wearing only a leather dhoti for ease of movement as I went through the repetitive rituals that honed the body and mind. But it wasn’t the chill of morning that kindled the response. It was the awareness again of the battle I faced. Or, more accurately, battles.

		And none of them had anything to do with sword-dancing, or even sword fighting. Only with refusing to become what I’d been told, on Meteiera, I must become: a mage.

		Actually, they’d said I was to become a priest-mage, but I’m even less inclined to put faith in, well, faith, than in the existence of magic.

		And, of course, it was becoming harder to deny the existence of magic since I had managed to work some. And even harder to deny my own willingness to work it; I had tried to work it. Purposely. I had a vague recollection that those first days after escaping the Stone Forest were filled with desperation, and a desperate man undertakes many strange things to achieve certain goals. My goal had been vital: to get back to Skandi and find Del, and to settle things permanently with the metri, my grandmother.

		I got back to Skandi by boat, which is certainly not a remarkable thing when attempting to reach an island. Except the boat hadn’t existed before I made it exist, conjured of seawrack and something more I’d learned on Meteiera.

		Discipline.

		Magic is merely the tool. Discipline is the power.

		Now I stood at the rail staring across the ocean, knowing that everything I’d ever been in my life was turned inside out. Upside down. Every which way you can think of.

		Take up the sword.

		I lived with and for the sword. I didn’t understand why I needed to be told. No; commanded.

		“You’re still you,” Del said, with such explicit firmness that I realized she was worried that I was worried, not knowing my thoughts had gone elsewhere.

		I smiled out at the seaspray.

		“You are.” She came up beside me. She had washed her hair in the small amount of fresh water the captain allowed for such ablutions, and now the breeze dried it. The mix of salt, spray, and sun had bleached her blonder. Strands were lifted away from her face, streaming back across her shoulders.

		I have been less in my life, dependent on circumstances. But now, indisputably, I was more.

		I was, I had been told, messiah. Now mage. I had believed neither, claiming—and knowing—I was merely a man. It was enough. It was all I had wanted to be, in the years of slavery when I was chula, not boy. Slave, not human.

		I glanced at Del, still smiling. “Keep saying that, bascha.”

		“You are.”

		“No,” I said, “I’m not. And you know it as well as I do.”

		Her face went blank.

		“Nice try,” I told her, “but I read you too well, now.”

		Del look straight at me, shirking nothing. “And I, now, can read nothing at all of you.”

		There. It was said. Admitted aloud, one to the other.

		“Still me,” I said, “but different.”

		Del was never coquettish or coy. Nor was she now. She put her hand on my arm. “Then come below,” she said simply, “and show me how different.”

		Ah, yes. That was still the same.

		Grinning, I went.

		When we finally disembarked in Haziz, I did not kiss the ground. That would have entailed my kneeling down in the midst of a typically busy day on the choked docks, risking being flattened by a dray-cart, wagon, or someone hauling bales and none too happy to find a large, kneeling man in his way, and coming into somewhat intimate contact with the liquid, lumpy, squishy, and aromatic effluvia of a complement of species and varieties of animals so vast I did not care to count.

		Suffice it to say I was relieved to once more plant both sandaled feet upon the Southron ground, even though that ground felt more like ship than earth. The adjustment from flirtatious deck to solidity always took me a day or two.

		Just as it would take me time to sort out the commingled aromas I found so disconcertingly evident after months away. Whew!

		“They don’t need to challenge you,” Del observed from beside me with delicate distaste. “They could just leave you here and let the stench kill you.”

		With haughty asperity, I said, “You are speaking about my homeland.”

		“And now that we are back here among people who would as soon kill you as give you greeting,” she continued. “What is our next move?”

		It was considerably warmer here than on Skandi, though it lacked the searing heat of high summer. I glanced briefly at the sun, sliding downward from its zenith. “The essentials,” I replied. “A drink. Food. A place to stay the night. A horse for you.” The stud would be off-loaded and taken to a livery I trusted, where he could get his earth-legs back. I’d paid well for the service, though the sailhand likely wouldn’t think it enough once the stud tried to kick his head off. Another reason to let the first temper tantrum involve someone other than me. “Swords—”

		“Good,” Del said firmly.

		“And tomorrow we’ll head out for Julah.”

		“Julah? Why? That’s where Sabra nearly had the killing of us both.” Unspoken was the knowledge that not far from Julah, at the palace inherited from her father, Sabra had forced me to declare myself an outcast from my trade. To reject the honor codes of an Alimat-trained seventh-level sword-dancer.

		“Because,” I explained. “I’d like to have a brief discussion with my old friend Fouad.”

		“‘Discussion,’” she echoed, and I knew it was a question.

		“With words, not blades.”

		“Fouad’s the one who betrayed you to Sabra and nearly got you killed.”

		“Which calls for at least a few friendly words, don’t you think?”

		Del had attempted to fall in beside me as I wended my way through narrow, dust-floured streets clogged with vendors hawking cheap wares to new arrivals and washing hung out to dry from the upper storeys of close-built, mud-brick dwellings stacked one upon the other in slumping disarray, boasting sun-faded, once-brilliant awnings; but as she didn’t know Haziz at all, it was difficult for her to stay there when I followed a route unfamiliar to her. She settled for being one step behind my left shoulder, trying to anticipate my direction. “Words? That’s all?”

		“It’s a starting point.” I scooped up a melon from the top of a piled display. The melon-seller’s aggrieved shout followed us. I grinned, hearing familiar Southron oaths—from a mouth other than my own—for the first time in months.

		Del picked her way over a prodigious pile of danjac manure, lightly seasoned with urine. “Are you going to pay for that?”

		Around the first juicy, delicious mouthful I shaped, “Welcome-home present.” And tried not to dribble down the front of my Skandic silks. Still noticeably crimson, unfortunately.

		“And I’ve been thinking…”

		Hoolies, I’d been dreaming.

		And I regretted bringing it up.

		“Yes?” she prompted.

		“Maybe…”

		“Yes?”

		The words came into my mouth, surprising me as well as her. “Maybe we’ll go get my true sword.”

		“True sword?”

		I twisted adroitly as a gang of shrieking children ran by, raising a dun-tinted wake of acrid dust. “You know. Out there. In the desert. Under a pile of rocks.”

		Del stopped dead. “That sword? You mean to go get that sword?”

		I turned, paused, and gravely offered her the remains of the melon, creamy green in the dying sun. I could not think of a way to explain about the dream. “It seems—appropriate.”

		She was not interested in the melon. “‘Appropriate’?” Del shook her head. “Only you would want to go dig up a sword buried under tons of rock, when there are undoubtedly plenty of them here in this city. Unburied.”

		Again the answer was in my mouth. “But I didn’t make those swords.”

		Which conjured between us the memories of the North, and Staal-Ysta, and the dance that had nearly killed us. Not to mention a small matter of Del breaking, in my name, for my life, the sword that she had made while singing songs of vengeance. Boreal was dead, in the way of broken jivatmas and their ended songs. Samiel was not.

		And something in me wanted him. Needed him.

		Del said nothing. Nothing at all. But she didn’t have to.

		In her stunned silence was a multitude of words.

		I tossed the melon toward a wall. It splatted, dappled outer skin breaking, then slid down to crown a malodorous trash heap tumbling halfway into the street. “We’ll stay the night, buy some serviceable swords and harness, then go to Julah, to Fouad’s.” I said quietly. “A small matter of a debt between friends.”

		And the much larger matter of survival.

	
		TWO

		[image: ]

		DEL WAS a little leery about the two of us striding around Haziz, instantly recognizable to any sword-dancers who’d seen us before. I tried explaining that Haziz wasn’t all that popular with sword-dancers, who generally kept themselves to the interior, and that I didn’t precisely look the way I used to, thanks to my sojourn at Meteiera, but Del observed that even with short hair, earrings, the tracery of tattoos at my hairline, and no sandtiger necklet, I was still a good head taller than most Southron men, decidedly bigger and heavier, still had the clawmarks in my face—and who else traveled with a Northern sword-singer? A female Northern sword-singer?

		Whereupon I pointed out we could split up while in Haziz.

		Del, tying on her high-laced sandals as she perched on the edge of the bed—we’d spent the night in a somewhat squalid dockside inn, albeit in the largest room—lifted dubious brows. “And who then would protect you?”

		“Protect me against what?”

		“Sword-dancers.”

		“I already told you there’s not likely to be any here.”

		“We’re here.”

		“Well, yes, but—”

		“And you already admitted you needed my protection.”

		I was astounded. “When was that?”

		“On the island.” Now she slipped on the other sandal. “Don’t you remember? You were talking about starting a new school at Alimat. I was talking about Abbu.”

		Come to think if it, I did vaguely recall some casual comment. “Oh. That.”

		“Yes. That.” She laced on the sandal, tied it off, stood. “Well?”

		“That was pillow talk, bascha.”

		“We didn’t have any pillows. We had sand.”

		“I’m fitter than I’ve been in months. Leaner. Quicker. You’ve sparred with me. You know.”

		Del cocked her head assessingly, pointedly not observing that I also lacked two fingers. “Yes.”

		“So, you don’t need to protect me.”

		“Are you prepared to meet Abbu Bensir?”

		“Here? Now?”

		“What if he is here? Now?”

		I gifted her with my finest, fiercest sandtiger’s glare. “So, you want me to hide up here in this pisshole while you go hunting a swordsmith in a town you don’t know?”

		She was not impressed by the glare. “You don’t know it much better. And I can ask directions.”

		“A lone woman? In the South? Looking for a swordsmith?”

		Del opened her mouth, then closed it.

		“Yes,” I said. “We’re in the South again.” Which was very different from the North, where women had more freedom, and very much different from Skandi, where women ran things altogether.

		“I could,” she said, but there wasn’t much challenge in it. Del was stubborn, but she understood reality. Even when it wasn’t fair. (Once upon a time she ignored reality, but time—and, dare I admit it, my influence—had changed her.)

		“Tell you what, bascha. I’ll compromise.”

		With excess drama, “You?”

		I ignored that. “We’ll send a boy out to the best sword-smith in Haziz and have him come here.”

		Del considered. “Fair enough.”

		“And after that,” I said, wincing, “I’ll have to pay a visit to the stud.”

		“Ah, yes,” she agreed, nodding. “Maybe he’ll save the sword-dancers some trouble and kill you himself.”

		“Well, since you’re so all-fired ready to protect me, why don’t you ride him first?”

		Del scowled. Grinning, I exited the room to scare up a likely boy to run the message summoning a swordsmith.

		The swordsmith’s two servants delivered several bulky wrapped bundles to our room as well as a selection of harnesses, swordbelts, and sheaths. Then they bowed themselves out to permit their employer to conduct business. That employer was an older man in black robes and turban, gray of hair and beard but hardly frail because of it. Anyone who spends years pounding metal to fold it multitudinous times trains his body into fitness. A different kind from mine, perhaps, because of different needs, but age had not weakened him. Nor his assessment of customers.

		After formal pleasantries that included small cups of astringent tea, he had me stand before him, then looked at me and saw everything Del had described earlier, cataloging details. All of them mattered in such things as selecting a weapon. Most tall men had long legs but short to medium torsos; shorter men gained what height they had in a long torso. I, on the other hand, was balanced. My height came from neither, but from both. I had discovered that in Skandi mine was the normal build. Here in the South, it was not. Southroners were shorter, more slender but wiry, very quick, and markedly agile.

		Fortunately, I had been gifted with speed despite my size, and superior strength. Both had served me well.

		Now the old man examined me to see what kind of sword would serve me well.

		After a moment he smiled. He lacked two teeth. Without a word he turned, knelt, and set aside four of the bundles. He pulled out a fifth bundle I hadn’t noticed, much narrower than the others and more tightly wrapped, and began to undo knots.

		Del, seated on the bed, exchanged a glance with me, eyebrows raised. I shrugged, as baffled.

		The swordsmith glanced up, saw it as he began to unwrap the bundle. A spark of amusement leaped in dark eyes. In a Southron dialect I hadn’t heard in well over a year, he said, “It is a waste of time to display my best to undiscerning customers. Then, I begin with the lesser weapons.”

		“And I’m a discerning one?”

		Tufted brows jerked upward into the shadow of the turban. “With a body so carved and cut by blades? Yet still breathing?” He grinned again. “Oh, yes.” He opened wrappings reverently, folding back the fabric with great care. Steel glinted like ivory ice in meager, sallow sunlight slanting through narrow windows chopped into mudbrick. He rose and gestured. “Do me the favor of showing me your hands.”

		Mutely, I put them out. Saw the abrupt widening of his eyes, the startled glance into my face. That he wanted to speak of such things as missing fingers was obvious; that to do so would offend a discerning customer was equally obvious and went against his training as tradesman as well as artisan. After a moment he took my hands into his and began to inspect them, measuring breadth of palm, length of fingers, feeling calluses. He took great care not to so much as brush the stubs.

		Then, quietly, he bent, took up a sword, set it into my hands, bowed. And stepped away even as Del moved back on the narrow bed, giving me room to move, to lend life to the sword as I tested its quality.

		It took me no longer to judge the blade than it took the swordsmith to judge me. He had selected the one he believed was most appropriate. And indeed it was, in every important way. It was more than adequate—for a temporary weapon.

		But then, that was all I required, until I found Samiel.

		The swordsmith’s expression was a curious blend of surprise and reconsideration. Though he had correctly surmised I knew how to handle a blade—or had, at one time—it was clear he had been dubious because of the missing fingers. The stumps were still pinkish; anyone familiar with wounds, particularly amputation, would recognize that the loss of the fingers was relatively recent. He paid me tribute by displaying his best to me, but he clearly expected less of me in the handling of the weapon.

		Unfortunately, testing a blade and going against another sword-dancer were two very different things.

		“It will do,” I said, after complimenting him on his art. “What is your price? I will need a sheath and harness as well.”

		He named an outrageous amount. I praised his skill, the product, but politely refused and offered less. He praised my obvious expertise, my experience, but politely declined my counter. So went the bargaining until both of us were satisfied.

		His eyes glinted briefly. He knelt again and began to rewrap the bundle of his best.

		“Wait.” When he glanced up, I indicated Del.

		At first he did not understand.

		“A sword,” I explained, “for the lady.”

		It was fortunate he spoke a dialect Del did not, or she very likely would have tested one of the blades on him. As it was she knew by his tone, his expression, by the stiffness in his body, what he said. She was a woman. Women did not use swords.

		“This one does.” I said. And then, grateful Del didn’t understand, “Indulge me.”

		That, he would accept: that a man might be foolish enough, or lust-bound enough, to woo a woman by seemingly giving in to her fantasies, however ludicrous they might be. It lessened me in his eyes, but so long as it resulted in the desired end, I didn’t care. For this insult to his person, his skill, his Southron sensibilities, he would vastly overcharge, and I would vastly overpay, but Del would have her blade.

		She rose from the bed and stood before him in creamy pale leather tunic, legs and arms bare, a plaited rope of fair hair fallen forward over one breast. He shut his eyes a moment, muttered a prayer, and asked to see her hands. As he touched them, his own shook.

		Del shot me a look over his bent head. “Since you’re the jhihadi,” she said pointedly, “why don’t you start changing the Southron male’s perception of Southron women as inferior beings?”

		I grinned. “I suspect some things are impossible even for the jhihadi.”

		“Changing sand to grass is very dramatic,” Del observed, “especially for a desert climate, but changing women to humans in Southron eyes—male Southron eyes—would be far more proof of this jhihadi’s omnipotence.”

		This jhihadi knew better than to travel that road. He smiled blandly and did not reply.

		“Coward,” she muttered.

		Finished with his assessment, the swordsmith dropped Del’s hands with alacrity and turned away from her. With skilled economy he selected a sword, rose with it, then gazed upon it with obvious regret. His beautiful handiwork, intended for a man, would belong to a worthless woman merely playing at men’s games.

		We needed the sword. Carefully avoiding Del’s eyes, I told the swordsmith, in his dialect, “When she’s done playing with it in a week or so, I’ll sell it back to you. At a reduced price, of course, because of its taint.”

		That seemed satisfactory. He placed the sword in Del’s hands, then moved back to the farthest corner of the room, pressing himself into it. Knowing what she would do to test the weight, balance, response, I moved only so far as I had to. The swordsmith stared at me out of astonished eyes.

		I grinned. “Indulge me.”

		Del danced. It was a brief but beautiful ritual, the dance against an invisible opponent, intended only to allow one to establish a rapport with one’s weapon, to let the hands come to an understanding of the fit of the hilt, how the pommel affected balance, how the blade cut the air. It lasted moments only, but enough time for him to realize what he was witnessing.

		Impossibility.

		Del stopped moving. Flipped the braid behind her shoulder. Nodded.

		The swordsmith drew in a rasping breath. He named a price. Knowing there was no room for bargaining under the circumstances, I accepted. Paid. Saw him to the door.

		Del’s voice rose behind us. In clear Southron, albeit not his dialect, she said, “I will not dishonor your art.”

		His eyes flickered. Then his face closed up. With his back to us both, he said fiercely, “Tell no one that sword is mine.”

		I shut the door behind him, then turned to look at Del. She had sheathed the sword and buckled on the harness, testing the fit. It would require adjustment, but wasn’t bad. “Happy now?”

		She smiled languorously. “With a sword in my hand again, I can indulge even pigs like him.”

		“Then indulge me, won’t you? Let’s visit the stud together.” I grabbed up my own new harness, slid the sword home. “I may need you to pick up the pieces.”

		The stud was, predictably, full of piss and vinegar. I sighed as the horse-boy led him out of the livery, recognizing the look in the one rolling eye I could see. The pinning of ears, the hard swish of tail, a peculiar stiff readiness in body indicated the stud had an opinion and was prepared to express it.

		I didn’t really blame him. He’d been cooped up on a ship, nearly drowned in a shipwreck, deserted on an island, refound, then stuck aboard a ship again. Someone had to pay.

		I sighed. “Not here in the street,” I told the boy. “Someplace where no innocent bystanders might be injured.”

		He bobbed his black-haired head and led the way through a narrow alley between the livery and another building to a modest stableyard. The earth had been beaten into a fine dust, and the muckers had already shoveled and swept the yard. At least when I came off, I wouldn’t land in manure.

		Del, following, raised her voice over the thunking of the stud’s hooves. “Shall I send boys out to invite wagering?”

		The tone was innocent. The intent was not. Del and I had indeed managed to make some money here and there with wagers on who would win the battle—but that was when the stud was well ridden, and I was more likely to stick. Del knew as well as I that this battle would be worse than usual.

		“The only wager here is how soon I come off,” I said glumly as the boy slipped the reins over the stud’s dark-brown neck. Ordinarily his mane was clipped close to his neck, but time on the island had allowed it to grow out. Now it stood straight up in a black hedge the length of my palm. I ran a hand through my own hedge. “I have a sneaking suspicion this is going to be painful.”

		In deference to the Southron sun if not Southron proprieties, Del had donned a striped gauze burnous before exiting the inn. Now she arranged herself against a whitewashed adobe wall, arms crossed, one leg crooked up so the toe of the sandal was hooked into a rough spot. The thin, hand-smeared slick coating was crumbling away to display the rough, hand-formed block of grass-and-mud brick beneath.

		She smiled sunnily. “It won’t be painful if you stay on.”

		Despite my desire to discuss things with the stud in private, an audience was already beginning to straggle in. Horse-boys, muckers, even a couple of bowlegged, whip-thin men I suspected were horse-breakers. All watched with rapt attention, murmuring to one another in anticipation. It felt rather like a sword-dance, except no circle was in sight. Merely an open-air square, surrounded on three sides by stable blocks and on the fourth by the solid wall of an adjoining building. With a horse as my opponent.

		“Don’t embarrass me,” Del said. “I still need to buy myself a mount, remember?”

		“I’ll sell you this one cheap.”

		Her smile was mild. “You’re burning daylight, Tiger.”

		Muttering curses, I stripped out of harness and sword, left them sitting on a bench near Del, and strode across to the stud.

		Groundwork was called for, a chance to settle him to some degree before I even mounted by circling him around me at the end of a long rein, by handling head and mouth, by singing his praises in a soothing tone of voice. Actually, it’s the tone of voice that counts; I often called him every vulgar name I could think of, but he was never offended because I did it sweetly.

		However, I’d had the stud long enough to know when groundwork was ineffective. It never seemed to change his mind when he was in the mood for dramatics. Certainly not on the island, when I’d mounted him after months away. That had been a battle.

		And now another loomed.

		There isn’t much to a Southron saddle to begin with, and this one was borrowed from the livery since all of my tack had been lost when the ship sank under me on the way to Skandi. Supremely simple, it was merely an abbreviated platform of leather with the swelling humps of pommel and cantle front and back atop a couple of blankets, a cinch around the horse’s barrel to hold the saddle on, stirrup leathers no wider than a man’s belt, and roundish stirrups carved out of wood.

		Almost simultaneously I took the woven cotton reins from the boy, grabbed handfuls of overgrown mane, and swung up into the saddle with a burst of nervous agility that put me right where I needed to be, even without benefit of stirrups. I’d done that purposely. It was a shortcut into the saddle and gave me an extra instant to set myself before the stud realized I’d beaten him to the punch.

		I wore soft Skandic boots instead of sandals, the latter not being particularly helpful atop a recalcitrant horse, and the crimson silks bestowed weeks before on the island. Waiting back at the room was more appropriate Southron garb, but I’d opted to try the stud in clothing I could afford to have ruined. In the whitewashed stable yard, beneath the Southron sun, I must have glowed like a blood-slicked lantern as I eased boots into the stirrups.

		Then the stud blew up, and I didn’t have time for imagery.

		Unless he falls over backward—on purpose or not—riding a rearing horse is not particularly difficult. It’s a matter of reflexes and balance. Which is not to say a rearing horse can’t do damage even if you survive the dramatics; if you’re caught unaware, there is the very real possibility that the horse’s head or neck will collide with your face. Trust me, the nose and teeth lose when this happens. And I’m not talking about the horse’s.

		A bucking horse is tougher to ride, because unless the horse gets into a predictable rhythm, which then becomes a matter of timing to ride out, a jolting, jouncing, twisting and repetitive rear elevation can not only hurl you over the horse’s head and eventually into the ground, but can also shorten your spine by a good three inches. And turn your neck into a noodle.

		Then, of course, there are the horses that can contort themselves into a posture known as “breaking in two,” where they suddenly become hinged in the middle of their spines, drop head and butt so that the body forms an inverted V, and proceed to levitate across the ground in abrupt, stiff-legged, impressively vertical bounds.

		Naturally, my horse was supremely talented. He could rear, buck, and break in two practically simultaneously.

		The stud is not a particularly tall horse. Southron mounts aren’t, for the most part. But he was all tight-knit, compact, rock-hard muscle, which is usually tougher to ride than a big, rawboned animal, and, being a stallion, he packed on extra heft. He was broad in the butt, round in the barrel, wide in the chest, and had the typically heavy stallion neck, crest, and jaw. It made it much more difficult for me to get any leverage with his mouth and head.

		Which he delighted in demonstrating.

		After I dragged myself out of the dirt for the fourth time, I noted a subtle change in the stud’s posture. The tail no longer swished hard enough to lash eyeballs out of a skull. Ears no longer pinned back swiveled freely in all directions. He swung his head to peer at me quizzically through dangling forelock, examined me (maybe looking for blood?), then shook very hard from head to toe as if to say he was done with his morning warmup, and nosed again at the dirt in idle unconcern.

		I slapped dust out of silks. Pulled the tunic into such order as was possible when seams are torn. Made certain the drawstring of my baggy Skandic trousers was still knotted. Managed to stand up straight and stride across to the stud. He stood quietly enough. I mounted, settled myself in the saddle, walked him out enough to know he was done with the battle.

		Applause, whistles, and cheering rang out. Coin changed hands as wagers were paid off. But I knew better than to count it a victory, no matter what the crowd believed. The stud had merely gotten bored.

		I dismounted and walked back over to Del with said stud in tow, suppressing a limp. Her expression was sublimely noncommittal.

		In a pinched voice, I said, “Remember how just the other day I said I felt younger?”

		Del raised brows.

		“Add about two hundred years to the total.”

		One of the horse-boys came up, offering to strip down the stud and walk him. It was a warm day and all the excitement and exertion had resulted in sweat and lather. He needed cooling. I needed cooling. I wanted water, ale, and a bath. In that particular order.

		Oh, and a new spine.

		But of course under the eyes of the audience, many of whom had wandered in from the street when they heard the commotion, I stood straight and tall, saluted them, and strolled casually toward the alleyway leading to the street, pausing only to ask Del if she were coming, since she showed no signs of it.

		“And stop laughing,” I admonished.

		“I’m not laughing. I’m smiling.”

		“You’re laughing inside.”

		“My insides are mine,” she observed, “to do with as I please.”

		“Are you coming?”

		“I’ll stay here and buy a horse, I think. And tack for both mounts. I’ll meet you back at the inn.”

		I opened my mouth to oppose Del’s foray into shopping without my presence, then thought better of it. She was a woman, and it was the South, but Del had proved many times over that only the rare man got the better of her.

		That rare man being me, of course.

		I gathered up harness and sword and took myself off to the inn. And ale. And a hot bath.

	
		THREE
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		FLESH has turned to leather beneath the merciless sun. Eye sockets are scoured clean. Teeth shine in an ivory rictus. Wind, sand, and time have stripped away the clothing. She wears bone, now, little more, scrubbed to match the Punja’s crystalline pallor. Modesty lies in rills of sand blown in drifts across her torso—

		I woke up with a start as Del came into the room, creaking the door. Completely disoriented from the dream fragment, I stared at her blankly, slowly piecing back awareness, the recognition that I was still in the half-cask I’d ordered brought up and filled with hot water. That the water had cooled. That there was a real possibility I might never move again.

		Del’s expression was quizzical as she shut the door. Her arms were full of bundles. “I can think of more comfortable places to sleep—and positions to sleep in.”

		With care I pulled myself upright, spine scraping against rough wood. In an hour or so I might manage to stand. Scowling, I asked if she’d spent every last coin we claimed.

		Del was piling bundles on the bed. “Supplies,” she replied crisply. “I assume we’re leaving tomorrow, yes?”

		I rearranged stiff legs with effort and hauled myself dripping out of the cask, swearing under my breath. “Yes.”

		Del tossed me the length of thin fabric doubling as a towel, examined my expression and movements, then frowned. “Your hands are hurting.”

		“Yes.” I wrapped the cloth around my waist.

		“Tiger—”

		“Leave it, Del. I just banged them around on the stud, that’s all.” I bent, carefully grasped the jar of ale I’d set on the floor beside the cask, and upended the remaining contents into my mouth.

		She clearly wanted to say more, but did not. Instead she turned back to the bed and began sorting through bundles. “Food,” she announced, “suitable for travel. New botas; we can fill them in the morning. Medicaments. Blankets for bedding. A griddle. Flint and steel.” There was more, but she left off announcing everything.

		“What about a mount for you, and tack?”

		“Arranged. We can collect the stud and my horse first thing tomorrow morning.”

		“Do we have any money left?”

		“Not much,” she admitted. “Refitting is costly.”

		I could not get the memory of the dream fragment out of my mind. I turned away from Del and dropped the towel, rooting around in my belongings for a fresh dhoti and burnous. I was done with Skandic clothing. I was in the South again. Home.

		Where the dead woman was.

		Del held out a small leathern flask. “Liniment,” she said. “One of the horse-breakers gave it to me. He said it would help.”

		I tied the thongs on my dhoti. “I think the stud got the better end of the deal. I’m not sure he needs any help.”

		“He didn’t mean it for the stud.”

		Ah. Trust a horse-breaker to know. And Delilah.

		Sighing, I surrendered pride and annoyance and limped to the bed. “Be gentle, bascha. The old man is sore.”

		“It will be worse tomorrow.”

		I closed my eyes as she began to work aromatic liquid into my shoulders. “Thank you for that helpful reminder.”

		“There’s a bota of aqivi in the supplies. For the road.”

		My eyes flew open. “You packed aqivi?”

		“Only for medicinal purposes, of course.”

		I smiled and let my eyes drift shut again. Del herself was the best medicine a man could know.

		She lifts an arm. Beckons. Demands my attention. When I give it, understanding, acceding to that demand, I see that the fragile bones of her hands have begun to fall away. A thumb and three fingers remain. The fourth, the smallest, is missing.

		The jaw opens then. A feathering of sand pours between dentition. Shadowed sockets beseech me.

		“Come home,” she says.

		“I am home,” I say. “I have come home.”

		But it is not, apparently, what the woman wants. The hand ceases its gesture. The bones drop away, collapsing into fragments. Are scattered on the sand.

		“Take up the sword,” her voice says, before the wind suborns it as well.

		I opened my eyes. Square-cut window invited moonlight. Illumination formed a tangible bar of light slicing diagonally across the bed. Del’s hair glowed with the sheen of pearls. Her breathing was even, uninterrupted; though neither of us slept deeply in strange places, we had grown accustomed to one another’s movements and departures.

		Were the dreams my heritage from Meteiera? Would I spend my life viewing the remains of a dead woman in my sleep? Was I doomed to hear her voice issuing nightly from a broken mouth?

		Or was there something I was to do, some task to undertake that I didn’t yet understand?

		I was too restless, too disturbed to sleep. Carefully I peeled back the threadbare blanket, warding tender stumps from rough cloth, and slipped from the bed, trying not to permit the ropes to creak. Trying not to groan about the stiffness of my body. The liniment had helped, but time and movement were the only true cures.

		I halted three steps away from the bed, brought up short by a sense of—something. Something in the room. Something in the darkness. Something in the moonlight.

		Something in me?

		I lifted my face. Closed my eyes. Saliva ran into my mouth. Flesh prickled on my bones. Thumbs and six fingers splayed.

		Something was here. Begging for recognition.

		It sang in my body. The mantra of the mages.

		Discipline.

		Nihkolara, blue-headed mage of Meteiera—and apparent relative—had told me denying the magic was impossible. That to do so was to invite the madness, to commit self-murder.

		I had no inclination to do either.

		They had tried to steal my name, the priest-mages, and my knowledge of self, there atop the stony spires. Very nearly had succeeded. But something in me, something more insistent than burgeoning power, despite its insidious
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