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		NOTES WAVERED, THEN DIED AWAY …

		I bent and scooped up the sword.

		In my hands, it burned.

		“Hoolies—” Flesh fused itself to steel. “Let go!” I shouted. “You thrice-cursed son of a goat—let go of my hands!”

		Steel clung, caressed, absorbed. I thought again of melted eyes in a blade-riven skull.

		“Hoolies take you!” I yelled. “What do you want, my soul?”

		Or was it trying to give one?

		—on my knees, now—

		—hoolies, oh, hoolies—stuck to a sword … oh, hoolies, stuck to a sword—

		—and for how long?
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		She is not a woman for idle conversation, having little patience for small talk, and even less for excuses and explanations. Including those dealing with life and death; mine, or her own. And yet I resorted to both: excuses, explanations. Somehow, I had to.

		“It wasn’t my fault,” I declared. “It wasn’t. Did I have any choice? Did you leave me any choice?” I snorted in derision. “No, of course not—not you … you leave no choice or chance to anyone, least of all me … you just stare me down across the circle and dare me to take you, to cut you, to chop you down with my blade, because it’s the only thing that will make you admit you’re just as human as anyone else, and just as vulnerable. Just as fragile as anyone, man or woman, made of flesh and blood … and you bleed, Del … just like anyone else—just like me—you bleed.”

		She said nothing. Fair hair shone white in firelight, but blue eyes were nothing more than blackened pockets in a shadow-clad face lacking definition or expression. The beauty remained, but changed. Altered by tension, obsession, pain.

		Behind me, tied to a tree, the stud snorted, stomped, pawed a thin layer of slush away from winter-brown turf. Pawing again and again, stripping away even the turf until what he dug was a hole.

		Horses can’t talk, not like humans; they do what they can with ears, teeth, hooves. What he told me now was he didn’t want to eat. Didn’t want to sleep. Didn’t want to spend the night tied to a bare-branched tree, chilled to the bone by a Northern wind that wouldn’t—quite—quit. What he wanted was to leave. To go on. To head south toward his desert homeland where it is never, ever cold.

		“Not my fault,” I repeated firmly. “Hoolies, bascha, you and that storm-born sword of yours … what did you expect me to do? I’m a sword-dancer. Put me in a circle with a sword in my hands, and I dance. For pay, for show, for honor—for all those things most men are afraid to name, for fear of showing too much … well, I’m not afraid, Del—all I know is you left me no choice but to cut you, coming at me like that with that magicked sword of yours—what did you expect? I did what I had to. What was needed, for both of us, if for different reasons.” I scratched angrily at the scars in my right cheek: four deep-scored claw marks, now white with age, cutting through the beard. “I tried like hoolies to make you quit, to make you leave that thrice-cursed island before it came to something we’d both regret, but you left me no choice. You stepped into that circle all on your own, Del … and you paid the price. You found out just how good the Sandtiger is after all, didn’t you?”

		No answer. Of course not; she still thought she was better. But I had proven which of us was superior in the most eloquent fashion of all.

		Swearing at the cold, I resettled the wool cloak I wore, wrapping it more closely around shoulders. Brown hair uncut for far too long blew into my eyes, stinging, and my mouth. It also caught on my short-cropped beard repeatedly, no matter how many times I stripped it back. Even the hood didn’t help; the wind tore it from my head again and again and again, until I gave up and left it puddled on my shoulders.

		“You and that butcher’s blade,” I muttered.

		Still Del said nothing.

		Wearily I scrubbed at brows, eyes, face. I was tired, too tired; the wound in my abdomen ached unremittingly, reminding me with each twinge I’d departed Staal-Ysta far sooner than was wise, in view of the sword thrust I’d taken. The healing was only half done, but I’d departed regardless. There was nothing left for me in Staal-Ysta. Nothing at all, and no one.

		Deep in the cairn, flame whipped. Smoke eddied, tangled, shredded on the air. Wind carried it away, bearing word of my presence to the beasts somewhere northeast of me in darkness. The hounds of hoolies, I called them; it fit as well as any other.

		I waited for her to speak, even to accuse, but she made no sound at all. Just sat there looking at me, staring at me, holding the jivatma across wool-trousered thighs. The blade was naked in the darkness, scribed with runes I couldn’t—wasn’t meant to—read, speaking of blood and forbidden power too strong for anyone else to key, or to control, with flesh, will, voice.

		Del could control it. It was part of her personal magic; the trappings of a sword-singer.

		Sword-singer. More than sword-dancer, my own personal trade. Something that made her different. That made her alien.

		Whose name was Boreal.

		“Hoolies,” I muttered aloud in disgust, and raised the leather bota yet again to squirt Northern amnit deep into my throat. I sucked it down, gulp after gulp, pleased by the burning in my belly and the blurring of my senses. And waited for her to say something about drink curing nothing. About how a drinking man is nothing more than a puppet to the bota. About how dangerous it is for a sword-dancer, a man who lives by selling sword and skill, to piss away his edge when he pisses liquor in the morning.

		But Del said none of those things.

		I wiped amnit from my mouth with the back of a hand. Glared at her blearily across the guttering fire. “Not my fault,” I told her. “Do you think I wanted to cut you?” I coughed, spat, drew in breath too deep for the half-healed wound. It brought me up short, sweating, until I could breathe again, so carefully, meticulously measuring in- and exhalations. “Hoolies, bascha—”

		But I broke it off, confused, because she wasn’t there.

		Behind me, the stud dug holes. And he, like me, was alone.

		I released all my breath at once, ignoring the clutch of protest from my ribs. The exhalation was accompanied by a string of oaths as violent as I could make them in an attempt to overcome the uprush of black despair far worse than any I’d ever known.

		I dropped the bota and rose, turning my back on the cairn. Went to the stud, so restless, checking rope and knots. He snorted, rubbed a hard head against me, ignored my grunt of pain, seeking release much as I did. The darkness painted him black; by day he is bay: small, compact, strong, born to the Southron desert.

		“I know,” I said, “I know. We shouldn’t even be here.” He nibbled at a cloak brooch: garnet set in gold. I pushed his head away to keep curious teeth from wandering to my face. “We should go home, old son. Just head south and go home. Forget all about the cold and the wind and the snow. Forget all about those hounds.”

		One day he would forget; horses don’t think like men. They don’t remember much, except what they’ve been taught. Back home again in the South, in the desert called the Punja, he would recall only the grit of sand beneath his hooves and the beating heat of the day. He’d forget the cold and the wind and the snow. He’d forget the hounds. He’d even forget Del.

		Hoolies, I wish I could. Her and the look on her face as I’d thrust home the steel in her flesh.

		I was shaking. Abruptly I turned from the stud and went back to the cairn. Leaned down, caught up the sheath and harness, closed my fist around the hilt. In my hand the cold metal warmed at once, sweet and seductive; gritting teeth, I yanked the blade free of sheath and bared it in firelight, letting flame set steel to glowing. It ran down the blade like water, pausing only briefly to pool in the runes I now knew as well as I knew my name.

		I was shaking. With great care, I took the sword with me to one of the massive piles of broken boulders, found a promising fissure, wedged the blade into it. Tested the seating: good. Then locked both hands around the hilt, meaning to snap it in two. Once and for all, to break it, for what it had done to Del.

		Samiel sang to me. A small, private song.

		He was hungry, still so hungry, with a thirst that knew no bounds. If I broke him, I would kill him. Was I willing to run that risk?

		I tightened my hands on the hilt. Gritted teeth—shut my eyes—

		And slid the blade, ringing, very carefully out of the fissure.

		I turned. Sat. Slumped, leaning against the boulders. Cradling the deadly jivatma; the one I had made my own.

		I rested my temple against the pommel of the twisted-silk hilt. It was cool and soothing, as if it sensed my anguish.

		“I must be getting old,” I muttered. “Old—and tired. What am I now—thirty-four? Thirty-five?” I stuck out a hand and, one by one, folded thumb and fingers absently. “Let’s see … the Salset found me when I was half a day old … kept me for—sixteen years? Seventeen? Hoolies, who can be sure?” I scowled into distance. “Hard to keep track of years when you don’t even have a name.” I chewed my lip, thinking. “Say, sixteen years with the Salset. Easiest. Seven years as an apprentice to my shodo, learning the sword … and thirteen years since then, as a professional sword-dancer.” The shock was cold water. “I could be thirty-six!”

		I peered the length of my body, even slumped as I was. Under all the wool I couldn’t see anything, but I knew what was there. Long, powerful legs, but also aching knees. They hurt when I walked too much, hurt after a sword-dance. Hurt when I rode too long, all thanks to the Northern cold. I didn’t heal as fast as the old days, and I felt the leftover aches longer.

		Was I getting soft around the middle?

		I pressed a stiff hand against my belly.

		Not so you could tell, though the wound had sucked weight and tone. And then there was the wound itself: bad, yes, and enough to put anyone down for a couple of weeks, but I’d been down for nearly a month and still was only half-healed.

		I scratched the bearded cheek riven by scars. Old, now; ancient. Four curving lines graven deeply into flesh. For months in the beginning they’d been livid purple, hideous reminders of the cat who had nearly killed me, but I hadn’t minded at all. Not even when people stared. Certainly not when women fussed, worried about the cause. Because the scars had been the coinage that bought my freedom from the Salset. I’d killed a marauding sandtiger who was eating all the children. No more the nameless chula. A man, now, instead, who named himself the Sandtiger in celebration of his freedom.

		So long ago. Now the scars were white. But the memories were still livid.

		So many years alone, until Del strode into my life and made a mockery of it.

		I scratched the scars again. Bearded. Long-haired. Unkempt. Dressed in wool instead of silk, to ward off Northern wind. So the aches wouldn’t hurt so much.

		The sword, in my hands, warmed against my flesh, eerily seductive. The blade bled light and runes. Also the promise of power; it flowed up from tip to quillons, then took the twisted-silk grip as well. Touched my fingers, oh so gently, lingering at my palm. Soft and sweet as a woman’s touch: as Del’s, even Del’s, who was woman enough to be soft and sweet when the mood suited her, knowing it something other than weakness. An honest woman, Delilah; in bed and in the circle.

		I flung the sword across the cairn into the darkness. Saw the flash of light, the arc; heard the dull ringing thump as it landed on wind-frosted turf.

		“I wish you to hoolies,” I told it. “I want no part of you.”

		And in the dark distances far beyond the blade, one of the beasts bayed.

	
		Part I
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		Only fools make promises. So I guess you can call me a fool.

		At the time, it had seemed like a good idea. The hounds that dogged Del and me to Staal-Ysta, high in Northern mountains, were vicious, magic-made beasts, set upon our trail by an unknown agency. For weeks they merely stayed with us, doing nothing other than playing dogs to sheep, herding us farther north. Once there, they’d done much more; they attacked a settlement on the lakeshore, killing more than thirty people. Some of them were children.

		Now, I’m no hero. I’m a sword-dancer, a man who sells his sword and services to the highest bidder. Not really a glorious occupation when you think about it; it’s a tough, demanding job not every man is suited for. (Some may think they are. The circle makes the decision.) But it’s a job that often needs doing, and I’m very good at it.

		But it doesn’t make me a hero.

		Men, I figure, are pretty good at taking care of themselves. Women, too, unless they stick their pretty noses into the middle of something that doesn’t concern them; more often than not it doesn’t, and they do. But children, on the other hand, don’t deserve cruelty. What they deserve is time, so they can grow up enough to make their own decisions about whether to live or die. The hounds had stolen that time from too many settlement children.

		I owed nothing to Staal-Ysta, Place of Swords, which had, thanks to Del, tried to steal a year of my life in the guise of honorable service. I owed nothing to the settlement on the lakeshore, except thanks for tending the stud. But no one owed me anything, either, and some had died for me.

		Besides, my time on the island was done. I was more than ready to leave, even with a wound only halfway healed.

		No one protested. They were as willing to see me go as I was to depart. They even gave me gifts: clothing, a little jewelry, money. The only problem was I still needed a sword.

		To a Northerner, trained in Staal-Ysta, a jivatma—a blooding-blade—is a sacred thing. A sword, but one forged of old magic and monstrous strength of will. There are rituals in the Making, and countless appeals to gods; being Southron, and apostate, I revered none of them. And yet it didn’t seem to matter that I held none of the rituals sacred, or disbelieved (mostly) in Northern magic. The swordsmith had fashioned a blade for me, invoking the rituals, and Samiel was mine.

		But he didn’t—quite—live. Not as the others lived. Not as Del’s Boreal.

		To a Northerner, he was only half-born, because I hadn’t properly keyed him, hadn’t sung to forge the control I needed in order to wield the power promised by the blessing, by the rituals so closely followed. But then, clean, well-made steel is deadly enough on its own. I thought Northern magic redundant.

		And yet some of it existed. I felt it living in the steel each time I unsheathed the weapon. Tasting Del’s blood had roused the beast in the blade, just as her blade, free of the sheath, had roused the trailing hounds.

		I did not leave the sword lying in dirt and turf throughout the night. Old habits are hard to break; much as I hated the thing, I knew better than to ignore it. So I fetched it, felt the ice replaced with warmth, shoved it home in its sheath. I slept poorly, when at all, wondering what the hounds would do once I caught up to them, and if I’d be called on to use the sword. It was the last thing I wanted to do, after what Del and others had told me.

		She had said it so plainly, trying to make me see: “If you go out there tomorrow and kill a squirrel, that is a true blooding, and your sword will take on whatever habits that squirrel possesses.”

		It had, at that moment, amused me; a blade with the heart of a squirrel? But my laughter had not amused her, because she knew what it could mean. Then, I hadn’t believed her. Now, I knew much better.

		In the darkness, in my bedding, I stared bitterly at the sword. “You’re gone,” I told it plainly, “the moment I find another.”

		Unspoken were the words: “Before I have to use you.”

		A man may hate his magic, but takes no chances with it.

		The stud had his greeting ready as I prepared to saddle him. First he sidled aside, stepping neatly out from under the saddle, then shook his head violently and slapped me with his tail. Horsehair, lashed hard, stings; it caught me in an eye, which teared immediately, and gave me cause to apply every epithet I could think of to the stud, who was patently unimpressed. He flicked ears, rolled eyes, pawed holes in turf. Threatened with tail again.

		“I’ll cut it off,” I promised. “As far as that goes, maybe I’ll cut more than your tail off … it might be the making of you.”

		He eyed me askance, blowing, then lifted his head sharply. Ears cut the air like blades. He quivered from head to toe.

		“Mare?” I asked wryly.

		But he was silent except for his breathing. A stallion, scenting a mare, usually sings a song loud enough to wake even the dead. He’d do the same for another stallion, only the noise would be a challenge. This was something different.

		I saddled him quickly, while he was distracted, untied and mounted before he could protest. Because of his alarm I nearly drew the sword, but thought better of it. Better to let the stud run than to count on an alien sword; the stud at least I could trust.

		“All right, old man, we’ll go.”

		He was rigid but quivering, breathing heavily. I urged him with rein, heels, and clicking tongue to vacate the clearing, but he was having none of it.

		It was not, I thought, the beasts I’d christened hounds. The stink of them was gone; had been ever since I’d left Staal-Ysta. Something else, then, and close, but nothing I could name. I’m not a horse-speaker, but I know a little of equine habits; enough to discard humans or other horses as the cause of the stud’s distress. Wolves, maybe? Maybe. One had gone for him before, though he hadn’t reacted like this.

		“Now,” I suggested mildly, planting booted heels.

		He twitched, quivered, sashayed sideways, snorted. But at least he was moving; insisting, I aimed him eastward. He skittered out of the clearing and plunged through sparse trees, splattering slush and mud. Breathing like a bellows through nostrils opened wide.

		It was an uneasy peace. The stud was twitchy, jumping at shapes and shadows without justification. Most times, he is a joy, built to go on forever without excess commentary. But when he gets a bug up his rump he is a pain in mine, and his behavior deteriorates into something akin to war.

		Generally, the best thing to do is ride it out. The stud has been a trustworthy companion for nearly eight years, and is worth more than many men. But his actions now jarred the half-healed wound, putting me decidedly out of sorts. I am big but not heavy-handed; he had no complaints of his mouth. But there were times he tempted me, and this was one of them.

		I bunched reins, took a deeper seat, and slammed heels home. He jumped in surprise, snorting, then bent his head around to slew a startled eye at me.

		“That’s right,” I agreed sweetly. “Are you forgetting who’s boss?”

		Which brought back, unexpectedly, something I’d heard before; something someone had said regarding the stud and me. A horse-speaker, a Northerner: Garrod. He’d said too much of our relationship was taken up in eternal battling over which of us was master.

		Well, so it was. But I hate a predictable life.

		The stud swished his tail noisily, shook his head hard enough to clatter brasses hanging from his head-stall, then fell out of his stiff-legged, rump-jarring gait into a considerably more comfortable long-walk.

		Tension eased, pain bled away; I allowed myself a sigh. “Not so hard, is it?”

		The stud chose not to answer.

		East, and a little north. Toward Ysaa-den, a settlement cradled high in jagged mountains, near the borderlands. It was from Ysaa-den that reports of beast-caused deaths had been brought to Staal-Ysta, to the voca, who had the duty to send sword-dancers when Northerners were in need.

		Others had wanted the duty. But I, with my shiny new Northern title, outranked those who requested the duty. And so it was given to me. To the Southron sword-dancer who was now also a kaidin, having earned the rank in formal challenge.

		I tracked the hounds by spoor, though with slush dwindling daily there was little left to find. Prints in drying mud were clear, but snowmelt shifted still-damp mud and carried the tracks away. I rode with my head cocked sideways, watching for alterations, but what I saw was clear enough: the beasts cut the countryside diagonally northeast with no thought to their backtrail, or anything set on it. Ysaa-den was their target as much as Del had been.

		We had come down from above the timberline, now skirting the hem of upland forests, slipping down from bare-flanked peaks. Uplands, downlands; all terms unfamiliar to me, desert-born and bred, until Del had brought me north. Only two months before; it seemed much longer to me. Years, maybe longer. Too long for either of us.

		The turf remained winter-brown and would, I thought, for a while. Spring in the uplands was soft in coming, tentative at best. I knew it could still withdraw its favor, coyly turning its back to give me snow in place of warmth. It had happened once before, all of a week ago, when a storm had rendered the world white again and my life a misery.

		The trees were still bare of leaves, except for those with spiky green needles. The sky between them was blue, a brighter, richer blue, promising warmer weather. Beyond lay jagged mountains scraping color out of the sky. Pieces of the peaks lay tumbled on the ground, rounded by time into boulders scattered loosely here and there, or heaped into giant cairns like piles of oracle bones. Chips and rubble fouled the track, making it hard to read. The stud picked his way noisily, hammering iron on stone. Stone, as always, gave.

		In the South, spring is different. Warmer, certainly. Quicker with its favors. But much too short for comfort; in weeks it would be summer, with the Punja set to blazing beneath the livid eye of the sun. It was enough to burn a man black; me, it baked copper-brown.

		I lifted a hand and looked at it. My right hand, palm down. Wide across the palm, with long, strong fingers; creased and ridged with sinew. Knuckles were enlarged; two of them badly scarred. The thumbnail was spatulate, corroded by weeks in a goldmine when I’d been chained to a wall. In places I could see bits of ore trapped in flesh; my days in the North had bleached some of the color out, but beneath it I was still darker than a Northern-born man or woman. Sunburned skin, bronze-brown hair, eyes green in place of blue. Alien to the North, just as Del had been to me.

		Ah, yes, Delilah: alien to us all.

		Men are fools when it comes to women. It doesn’t matter how smart you are, or how shrewd, or how much experience you’ve had. They’re all born knowing just what it takes to find a way to muddle up your head. And given the chance, they do.

		I’ve known men who bed only whores, wanting to make no better commitment, saying it’s the best way to avoid entanglements. I’ve known men who marry women so as not to buy the bedding. And I’ve known men who do both: bed whores and wives; sometimes, with the latter, their own.

		I’ve even known men who swear off women altogether, out of zeal for religious purity or desire for other men; neither appeals to me, but I’ll curse no man for it. And certainly, in the South, I’ve known men who have no choice in the matter of bedding women, having been castrated to serve tanzeers or anyone else who buys them.

		But I’ve known no man who, drunk or sober, will not, at least once, curse a woman, for sins real or imagined. A woman; or even women.

		With me, it was singular.

		But it wasn’t Del I cursed. It was me, for being a fool.

		It was me, for proving once and for all which of us was better.

		Bittersweet victory. Freedom bought with blood.

		The stud stiffened, snorted noisily, then stopped dead in his tracks.

		I saw movement in the trees, coming down from tumbled gray rocks. Nothing more, just movement; something flowing through oracle throws made of stone instead of bone. I caught whipping tail, fixed eyes, teeth bared in a snarl. Heard the wail of something hunting.

		Too late the stud tried to run. By then the cat was on him.

		It took us down, both of us. It sprang, landed, sprawled, throwing the stud over. I felt him buckle and break, felt him topple. I had time only to draw my left leg up, out of the way; he’d trap it, landing on it. Maybe even break it.

		I rolled painfully as the stud went down. Grunted, then caught my breath sharply as my abdomen protested. And ignored it, thinking of the stud.

		I came up scrambling, swearing at the cat. A big, heavy-fleshed male. White, splotched with ash, like a man come down with pox.

		I picked up a rock and threw it.

		It struck a flank, bounced off. The cat barely growled.

		Another rock, another strike. This time I shouted at it.

		Teeth sank into horseflesh. The stud raked turf with forelegs, screaming in pain and terror.

		My hand closed around the hilt. “Oh, hoolies, bascha—not a squirrel, a cat—”

		And the sword was alive in my hands.

	
		Two
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		Hungry. It was hungry.

		And so very thirsty.

		I had felt it before, in the sword. Felt them before: hunger and thirst both, with equal dominance. Nearly inseparable, indivisible from one another.

		Felt them before, in the circle. When I’d run the sword through Del.

		Oh, hoolies, bascha.

		No. Don’t think about Del.

		Hot. It was hot—

		Better than thinking of Del.

		Was it?

		Hot as hoolies, I swear.

		Sweat broke from pores and ran down forehead, armpits, belly. Beneath hair and wool, it itched.

		The cat. Think of the cat.

		Hoolies, it is hot—

		And the sword is so very thirsty.

		Oh, bascha, help me.

		No—Del isn’t here.

		Think of the cat, you fool.

		Think only of the cat—

		The sword is warm in my hands. All I can think of is thirst, and the need to quench it with blood.

		Sweating, still sweating—

		Oh, hoolies, why me?

		Thrice-cursed son of a Salset goat—

		Watch the cat, you fool!

		In my head I hear a song.

		Can the cat hear it, too?

		Hoolies, it sees me now. Sees the sword. Knows what I want. Turns from the stud—poor stud—to me …

		Oh, hoolies, here it comes—lift the sword, you fool … do something, sword-dancer—

		But I don’t want this sword. And this isn’t a real circle—

		Real enough, Punja-mite. Are you ready for the cat?

		Am I ready for the sword?

		It has happened before, the slowing. The near stoppage of motion in everything I look at, as if it waits for me. It happened now, as before, though this time the slowing was nearly a true halt, clean and pure, leaving me time and room to work, to pick and choose my method; to give the best death to the cat before he gave it to me.

		It has happened to me before. But never quite like this.

		I smelled blood, musk, extremity, as well as morbid fear. Felt nerves twinge in my belly as the half-healed wound contracted. I wondered, swiftly and uneasily, what the sword was doing. But as I heard the stud’s screaming, fear bled away.

		Slowly, oh so slowly, the cat looked up from the stud. There was blood in his mouth, blood in his claws, as well as gobbets of horsehair.

		In my head, I heard a song. A small, private song, hinting at powerful things.

		Beneath the cat, the stud was thrashing, legs flailing. I heard his grunts of extremity.

		And the sword sang me a promise: the stud would be released if I gave it the power it needed.

		Except I ought to be able to take the cat without using any magic. The sword was, after all, a sword, and effective enough on its own.

		But the stud squealed and thrashed, and in my head I heard the song. A soft, subtle song. Yet too powerful to ignore.

		I didn’t exactly give in to it. I just ignored it. I was too worried about the stud to waste any more time on the noise rolling around in my head. And so, impatiently, I let go of it altogether.

		Not for long. Just long enough to think about something else. To stop suppressing it. To rescue my poor horse.

		And so, all unwittingly, I let it have its moment. I let it have its lifetime in the shadow of an instant.

		Noise rushed in even as I rushed the cat. No, not noise: music. Something far more eloquent than anything so commonplace as noise. More powerful than sound. And abruptly I recalled what I had heard on the overlook by the lakeshore, kneeling with the sword. When the music of the Cantéada had crowded into my skull.

		How they could sing, the Cantéada. A race born of dreams, given substance by belief. Who had, Del told me once, given music to the world.

		Just as they’d given me some for the moment of the Naming.

		For the stud, I thought, it’s worth it. The risk is worth the taking for all the times he’s saved my skin.

		Only the thought, for a moment. And a moment was all that was needed.

		The cat flowed aside. The stud lurched up, staggered, ran.

		The mouth curled back and opened to display impressive fangs. But slowly, oh so slowly; didn’t he know I sang his death?

		White cat with gray-irised eyes, and dappled, silver-splotched coat. The pelt would be worth a fortune; I’d take it once he was dead.

		—the sword was alive in my hands—

		“What’s mine is mine,” I told him, so he would understand.

		The sword was alive.

		The cat peeled back lips and screamed.

		The sword invited him in. Come closer, it said. Come closer.

		It made it all so easy.

		The leap was effortlessly smooth. Smiling, I watched it, admiring his grace. Watched the hind legs coil up to rake; saw the front paws reach out, claws unsheathed; saw the mouth stretch open, the gleam of ivory fangs. Laughing aloud in anticipation, I let him think he’d win.

		Then took him in the back of his throat and drove the blade through the base of his skull.

		Elation. Elation. And a powerful satisfaction.

		Not mine. Not mine; someone else’s. Something else’s—wasn’t it? It wasn’t me, was it?

		Something inside me laughed. Something inside me stirred, like awareness awakening.

		Oh, hoolies, what is it?

		I smelled burning flesh. Thought it was the cat’s. Realized it was my own.

		I shouted something. Something appropriate. Something explicit. To release shock and rage and pain.

		Wrenched my hands from the hilt as the metal burned white-hot.

		Oh, hoolies, Del, you never warned me about this.

		I staggered back, hands crossed at the wrists, mouthing obscenities. Tripped, fell, rolled, sprawled flat on my back, afraid to block with my hands. Hoolies, but they hurt!

		I smelled burning flesh. Not my own, the cat’s.

		Well, that’s something, at least. Except he’s too dead to feel it.

		I lay on my back, still swearing, letting the stream of obscenities take precedence over pain. Anything was welcome, so long as it blocked the fire.

		Finally I ran out of breath, if not out of pain, and opened my eyes to look at my hands. It was easy to see them; they were stuck up in the air on the end of painfully rigid arms, elbows planted in the ground.

		Hands. Not charred remains. Hands. With a thumb and four fingers on each.

		Sweat dried on my body. Pain sloughed away. I breathed again normally and decided to stop swearing; there seemed no point in it, now.

		Still on my back, I wiggled fingers carefully. Gritted teeth, squinting—and was immensely relieved to discover the flesh remained whole and the bones decently clad. No blisters. No weeping underskin, only normal, everyday hands, though the scars and enlarged knuckles remained. My hands, then, not some magical replacements.

		I felt better. Sat up slowly, wincing at the protest in my abdomen, and wiggled fingers and thumbs yet again, just to be sure. No pain. No stiffness. Normal flexibility, as if nothing had ever happened.

		Scowling, I peered at the sword. “What in hoolies are you?”

		In my mind was a word: jivatma.

		Oh, hoolies, bascha … what do I do now?

		What I did was get up. Everything appeared to be in working order, if a trifle stiff. Through wool I massaged the sore scar below my short ribs, then forgot it immediately; the cat was worth more attention. The cat—and the sword.

		I went over to both. I’d stuck the cat pretty good: through his open mouth and on through the back of his skull. He lay sprawled on his side, but the hilt, thrust into dirt, propped up his head so it was level with the ground.

		Two sockets stared up at me. The eyes in them had melted.

		For longer than I care to remember, I couldn’t look away. Couldn’t even move. All I could do was stare, remembering the heat of the hilt. I’d begun to believe it imagined; now I knew better.

		Swords don’t melt eyes. Nor do they singe whiskers or char lips into a rictus. Swords slice, thrust, cut open; on occasion they will hack, if the swordsman has no skill. But never do they melt things.

		Something inside me whispered: Maybe jivatmas do.

		I looked again at my hands. Still whole. Grimy and callused, but whole.

		Only the cat had burned.

		Well, parts of him. The parts the sword had touched.

		Empty eyesockets were black. I realized there was no blood; the sword had swallowed it all.

		Oh, hoolies, bascha, I’ve done what I swore I wouldn’t.

		In the distance, beasts bayed. Like a pack of hounds, they belled. As they had for Boreal whenever Del had keyed.

		And in answer, the stud snorted.

		Stud—

		I left the cat and the sword and went at once to the stud. He hadn’t gone far, just far enough to put distance between himself and the cat, and now he waited quietly, sweat running down flanks and shoulders.

		Sweat mixed with blood.

		“Oh, hoolies,” I said aloud, “he got you good, didn’t he?”

		The stud nosed me as I came up to him. Grimly I peeled ragged dark mane off his withers—down South, we crop manes short; up North, they leave them long—and saw the cat had dug in pretty deep across brown withers, though the saddle had helped protect the stud a little. I found teeth and claw marks, carving gouges in his hide. There were more claw marks low on the stud’s right shoulder from the cat’s hind legs, and a few others here and there. All in all, the stud was lucky; the cat had been distracted, by me or the sword. I’ve seen half-grown sandtigers, in the Punja, take down larger horses much as this cat had done. But they finished the job more quickly by tearing open the jugular.

		Then again, I—or the sword—hadn’t given the cat the chance to finish the job properly.

		Something like fear pinched deep in my belly. But I ignored it with effort, purposefully turning my attention to the stud. “Well, old man,” I consoled him, “looks like we’ll make a pair. You match my cheek, now—maybe I should name you Snowcat. To go with the Sandtiger.”

		The stud snorted messily.

		“Maybe not,” I agreed.

		The death-stink of the cat—and the smell of burned flesh—made the stud uneasy, so I tied him to the nearest tree and unsaddled him there, taking weight off his sore hide. I knew I’d do no more riding for a day or two, so I set up camp.

		When a horse is the only thing between you and a long walk—or death—a man learns to value his mount, and the stud’s health and safety came first. If it slowed us down, too bad; the hounds, I knew, would wait, and the South wasn’t going anywhere. So I picked up the remaining bota of amnit. I didn’t dare risk infection; liquor leaches well enough.

		I paused to pat the stud gently, and to check the strength of rope and knot. “Easy, old man. I won’t lie—this’ll hurt. Just don’t take it out on me.”

		I aimed carefully and squirted, hitting every stripe and bite I could see. Ruthless, maybe, but sponging each wound gently would clean out only one, because the stud wouldn’t let me near enough to do any more once he’d felt the bite of the amnit. At least this way I got almost all of them at once.

		Squealing, he bunched himself and kicked. A horse—especially a stallion—cutting loose with both hind hooves is a dangerous, deadly creature capable of murder. Prudently I moved another pace away, just to be sure, and grinned as he slewed an angry eye around to find me. Once found, he tried a scooping sideways kick with a single hind hoof, hoping to catch me on the sly. When that one missed, he pawed testily, digging craters in the turf.

		“You dig a hole, you stand in it,” I told him. “I know you’re mad—I’d be, too—but it’s better than dying, you know. So just stand there like a quiet old ladies’ mare and think about what you’d be facing if I didn’t have this stuff.” I paused, checking the contents. “Good waste of liquor, if you ask me. Might as well drink the rest.”

		The stud blinked a baleful eye.

		I relented. “Tell you what, old son—I’ll give you extra grain. That ought to make you feel better.”

		I dug into one of the pouches and pulled out a fistful of grain, moving within striking range to offer it. But the stud wasn’t hungry. He lipped listlessly at the grain, spilling most of it between slack lips. He didn’t even want sweetgrass, which was beginning to show signs of life now that most of the snow was going.

		Something pinched again inside my belly. “Better not sicken on me,” I warned, “after all that amnit I wasted.” While thinking instead of the sword.

		But the stud made no answer.

		It came swift and clear and sharp: If he up and dies on me—

		No. I cut it off. No sense in borrowing grief.

		The stud shifted restlessly, knocking stone against stone. I didn’t want to leave him just yet, so I leaned against his tree and squirted amnit into my throat.

		“You’ve just been out of the South too long, old man … like me. Just like me; you’re a sandtiger drug out of his desert, swallowing snow instead of sand … best get yourself right back home before the cold stiffens all your joints.”

		Well, it already had stiffened some of mine. In the North, bones age faster. In the South, skin does.

		Which means, I guess, I’m growing old inside and out.

		Gack. What a thought.

		I moved off the tree and rubbed a hand down the stud’s backbone, smoothing coarse, thick hair. He quivered, expecting amnit; I soothed him with a few words. Over his rump I stared at the cat with its alien steel tongue.

		I recalled the emotions I’d felt. The need to quench the sword; how it had sung its private song. How I, too easily seduced in my moment of fear for the stud, had turned my back on self-made wards and let the song commence. Giving the blade its freedom.

		For the stud.

		Worth it? Maybe. For that moment. For that particular moment.

		But what was I to do now? I didn’t need it. I didn’t want it. Not now. Not ever. I’d tasted too much of its power.

		“Leave it,” I said aloud. “You can get another sword.”

		Well, so I could. Somewhere. Someday. Meanwhile, I needed a weapon.

		“Leave it,” I repeated.

		Hoolies, I wish I could.

	
		Three
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		A small, soft song. A private, intimate song. Powerful in its promise, weakened by neglect.

		Deep in sleep, I muttered.

		A small, sad song; a trace of desire only hinted at, too shy to speak of need.

		Memories of both.

		The stud, stirring, woke me. I sat up, stared hard into darkness, oriented myself. Got up and went to the stud, who pawed listlessly at turf.

		His head drooped, hanging heavily on the end of a slackened neck. He shifted from hoof to hoof. When I touched him, he barely took note.

		I was, abruptly, afraid.

		Singlestroke and this horse were all I’d ever had. And Singlestroke was gone.

		A small, soft, seductive song, promising me companionship such as no one had ever known.

		Companionship—and power.

		Beneath my hand, he stiffened. I felt the tension in his body; heard it in his rattling snort, in the crunching of gravel beneath shod hooves. His ears lanced erect, then slapped back against his head.

		“Hey—” But abruptly I shut it off.

		I hadn’t felt it for weeks. At first it was so alien I didn’t recognize it, and then the strangeness slid away and familiarity took its place. A man doesn’t forget what it’s like to be sick.

		Not sick sick. I’ve been that before, from wound fever or the Northern malady called a “cold.” And not sick from too much liquor; I’ve been that, too, more often than I care to recall. No. This sickness wasn’t of the body but of the soul, all wrapped up like a nameday gift in a sash called fear.

		And even that was different.

		All the hair stood up on my arms. Tickled the back of my neck. Tightened scalp against skull. I shivered involuntarily, cursing myself for a fool, then felt nausea knot my belly.

		Don’t ask me what it is. Del called it an affinity for magic. Kem, the sword-maker, said I was sensitive to the essence of it, whatever that means. All I know is it makes me sick and uncomfortable, and very sour in my outlook. Being a conspicuously lighthearted, good-humored soul—or at least one lacking in personal demons—I don’t much like having my sensibilities mangled by something as dark and erratic as magic.

		If it just didn’t make me feel sick.

		Maybe it was the cat. I’d eaten too much cat. Too much Northern cat stuffed into a Southroner’s belly.

		But the stud hadn’t had any, and he wasn’t happy, either.

		Or, more likely, the sword. Trust it to make my life miserable in more ways than one.

		Then again—

		“Ah, hoolies,” I muttered, as I smelled the stink of the hounds.

		I’d forgotten what it was to be up close, to see white eyes ashine in the darkness. To smell their stink. To sense the press of numbers crowding so close to me.

		I had played tracker. Now they hunted me.

		The stud knew the stench, too. He, like me, had killed, smashing furred bodies beneath cold Southron iron, but liked it no better than I. We weren’t made for magic, either of us, being bred only to travel the sands beneath a Southron sun. Without benefit of magic.

		The sword lay sheathed by the fire, set beside my bedding. It was, I thought grimly, a mark of decay in habits that I had left my weapon to go to the stud. It displayed an unaccustomed trend toward worrying, which has never been my vice, as well as pointing up my distinct dislike for the Northern sword. I mean, it was a sword, like it or not; it could save my life even if I disliked it. But at the moment it couldn’t do anything, because I’d left it behind. All I had was a knife, and no horse to use for escape. Or attack, if it came to that; I’d have to do it on foot.

		White eyes shone bright in darkness. In silence the hounds gathered, wearing shadows in place of clothes. Black and gray on gray and black; I couldn’t count their numbers.

		It crossed my mind that maybe the stud could be ridden after all, pain or no pain. Not far, not far enough to injure him, just far enough; enough to leave beasts behind.

		But retreat wasn’t what I’d come for. It wasn’t the promise I’d made.

		I sucked in a guts-deep breath. “Come on,” I said, “try me.”

		Sheer bravado, maybe. Nothing more than noise. But it’s always worth a try, because sometimes it will work.

		Sometimes.

		They crept out of the shadows into the red-gray glow of dying coals. Maned, gray, dappled beasts: part dog, part wolf, part nightmare. Without a shred of beauty, or a trace of independence. What they did was at someone’s bidding, not a decision of their own.

		The stud shifted uneasily. He stamped, breaking stone.

		“Try me,” I repeated. “Have I come too close to the lair?”

		They came all at once, like a wave of slushy water. In spate, they swallowed the campsite, then ebbed back toward the trees.

		But the tide had taken the sword.

		Gaping in disbelief, I saw the glint of the pommel, a flash of moonlight off the hilt. Saw teeth close on the sheath and shed it, leaving it behind; apparently the warding magic inherent in a named blade made no difference to equally magical beasts.

		Which made me wonder why it existed at all, if it was useless against the hounds.

		Two of them mouthed the sword awkwardly. One held the hilt, the other the blade, busily growling at one another like two dogs fighting over a stick. But this stick was made of steel. Magicked, gods-blessed steel.

		The others surrounded them like a tanzeer’s phalanx of guards. They headed for the trees, for the shadows I couldn’t pierce.

		Hoolies, they wanted the sword.

		So much for my own value.

		I very nearly laughed. If they wanted the thrice-cursed thing that much, let them have it. I didn’t want it. It was one way of getting rid of it.

		Except I knew better than that. The beasts could never use it, but the man who made them could. And that I couldn’t risk, since he was the one I sought.

		Very calmly I drew the ward-whistle from beneath my woolen tunic and stuck it between my lips. Such a tiny, inconsequential geegaw, but made by beings I still had trouble believing in, even though I’d seen—and heard—them myself. Cantéada. I recalled their silvery skin, feathery scalp crests, nimble fingers and froglike throats. And I recalled their music.

		Music was in the whistle, as was power. And so I waited a moment, to build up false hopes, then blew an inaudible blast.

		It did its job, as always. They dropped the sword and fled.

		Grinning around the whistle, I went over and picked up the blade.

		And wished I hadn’t touched it.

		Shame flooded me. Shame and anger and grief, that I had treated the sword so poorly when it was deserving of so much better. What had it done to me?

		In disbelief, I spat out the whistle. I hadn’t thought those thoughts. And wouldn’t; of that I was certain. But the thoughts had come from somewhere. The feelings had come from somewhere.

		I threw the sword down again. It thumped dully against turf, glinting red-white in coals and moonlight. “Look, you,” I said, “you may not be like any sword I’ve ever known, but it doesn’t give you the right to tell me what to think. It doesn’t give you the right to make me feel guilty, or ashamed, or angry—or anything, hear me? Magic, schmagic—I want nothing to do with you and nothing will ever change that. As far as I’m concerned, the hounds can have you … except I’m not about to let you fall into the hands of someone who can tap into whatever power you possess—”

		I broke it off abruptly. I realized precisely how stupid I sounded, talking to a sword.

		Well, talking to a sword isn’t so bad; I think we all do it from time to time, before we step into a circle. But talking to a magicked blade made me most distinctly uneasy; I was afraid it might understand.

		I wiped sweaty palms on my clothing. I hadn’t imagined the feelings. I hadn’t imagined the shame.

		And, most definitely, I hadn’t imagined the power demanding to be unleashed.

		Coiling itself so tightly, like a cat before it springs.

		In my head, I heard a song. A small, soft song, promising health and wealth and longevity, as if it were a god.

		“Jivatmas die,” I said hoarsely. “I’ve seen it before, twice. You aren’t invincible, and you don’t make us immortal. Don’t promise me what you can’t.”

		Notes wavered, then died away. I bent and scooped up the sword.

		In my hands, it burned.

		“Hoolies—” Flesh fused itself to steel. “Let go!” I shouted. “You thrice-cursed son of a goat—let go of my hands!”

		Steel clung, caressed, absorbed. I thought again of melted eyes in a blade-riven skull.

		“Hoolies take you!” I yelled. “What do you want, my soul?”

		Or was it trying to give one?

		—on my knees, now—

		—hoolies, oh, hoolies—stuck to a sword … oh, hoolies, stuck to a sword—

		—and for how long?

		Sweat ran down my body. In the cold night air, I steamed. “No one ever told me—no one ever said—no one warned me about this—”

		Well, maybe they had. I just didn’t listen much.

		Sweat stung my eyes. I blinked, ducked my head into a shoulder, rubbed wet hair away. I stank of sweat, old wool and grime, with the acrid tang of fear.

		I drew in a ragged breath. “What in hoolies am I—”

		Fire lit up the sky.

		At least, I think it was fire. It was something. Something bright and blinding. Something that damped the moon and the stars with a delicate, lace-edged beauty.

		And beauty it was, like nothing I’ve ever seen. Nothing I’ve ever dreamed. Kneeling with the sword clutched in my hands—or the sword clutching me—I stared, mouth open, and let my head tip back so I could see the glory of Northern lights. The magic of sky-born steel, rune-wrought by the gods, baptised in human blood.

		Celebrated by song.

		Dancing in the sky was a curtain of luminescence. The colors were muted magnificence, flowing one into the other. They rippled. Dripped. Changed places. Met and melted together, forming other colors. Bright, burning colors, like fire in the sky. The night was alive with it.

		In my head I heard a song. A new and powerful song. It wasn’t one I knew. It wasn’t from my sword, too new to sing like that. From a sword with a little age. From a sword who understood power, being cognizant of its own, and how to guard the gift. A sword born of the North, born of ice and snow and storm; of the cold winter wailing of a keen-edged banshee-storm.

		A sword who knew my name; whose name I knew as well.

		Samiel fell out of my hands. “Hoolies,” I croaked, “she’s alive.”

	
		Four

		[image: ]

		I denied it. Immediately. Vehemently. With everything I had; I did not dare allow myself to believe it might be true, because hopes hauled up too high have that much farther to fall.

		Oh, bascha. Bascha.

		I denied it. Desperately. All the way down through the darkness, picking my way with care. All the way down through boulders, slipping and skidding on rubble. Through the shadows of looming trees.

		Choking on painful certainty: Del is dead. I killed her.

		Fire filled the sky. Such clean, vivid colors, rippling like Southron silks. Boreal’s doing, no other: steel brush against black sky, with artistry born of magic.

		Doubts, like smoke, blew away, leaving me empty of breath.

		—Delilah is alive—

		I stopped walking. Stopping sliding. Stopped cursing myself for a fool. And stood awkwardly, rigidly clutching a tree. Trying to breathe again. Trying to comprehend. Trying to sort out a welter of feelings too complex to decipher.

		—Delilah is alive—

		Sweat bathed me. I leaned against the tree and shut my eyes, shivering, releasing the air I’d finally gulped. Sucking it back in even more loudly. Nearly choking. Ignoring the knot in my belly, the cramping of my guts, the trembling in my hands.

		Trying to understand.

		Relief. Shock. Amazement. An overwhelming joy. But also compelling guilt and an odd, swelling fear. A deep and abiding despair.

		Delilah is alive.

		Gods of valhail, help me.

		Colors poured out of the sky like layers of ruffled silks: rose, red, violet, emerald, a hint of Southron yellow, traces of amber-gold. The blush of burnished orange. The richness of blue on black and all the shadings in between.

		I scrubbed sweat off my face. Took pains to steady my breathing. Then silently followed the brightness down and stepped out of a tree-striped, hollow darkness into frost and fog and rainbow, where a sword held dominance. Alien, rune-wrought steel, naked in Del’s bare hands.

		Delilah was alive.

		She stood as I have seen her stand before, paying homage to the North, or to the sword herself. With legs spread, braced; with arms stretched wide above her head, balancing blade across flattened palms. Three feet of deadly steel, shining whitely in the night; a foot of knotted silver twisted carefully into a hilt. Ornate and yet oddly plain, with a magnificent symmetry. Simplistic in promised power, lethal in promises kept.

		All in white, Delilah. Tunic, trews, hair. And the stark, ravaged face, devoid of all save desperation.

		Thin fog purled down from the blade. Streamers licked Del’s hands, face, clothing, frothed around her ankles, spilled out across the ground. Drops of moisture glistened, reflecting sword-born rainbows. All in white, Delilah; uncompromising white. A blank, stark canvas. Behind her was the night; uncompromising black. But arrayed above us both were the colors of the world, summoned by rune-wrought steel.

		White on black, and light. A brilliant, blinding light that made me want to squint.

		Ghost, I thought; wraith. A spirit made of shadows, lent light by a playful demon. Nothing more than a fetch, or a trick of imagination. It wasn’t really Del. It couldn’t really be Del.

		Gods, let it be Del—

		I felt the touch of wind. It blew softly across the clearing, shredding sword-born fog, and gently touched my face. The testing fingers of a blind man; the subtle caress of a lover’s touch. A cold, winter wind, bordering on banshee. Letting me taste its strength. Letting me sense its power.

		Believe, it told me plainly. I am born of Boreal, and only one commands her. Only one can summon her power. To key it, and control it. To make me substance out of nothing; to give me life out of proper season.

		Winter was in the clearing. It numbed my ears, my nose; stiffened aging joints. Lifted the hem and folds of my cloak and snapped it away from my body, stripping hair out of my face. Threatening beard with frost-rime and my lungs with frigid breath.

		Del sang on. A small, soft song. A song of infinite power.

		She had traded her soul for that song. As well as humanity.

		I turned my back on her. I turned my back on her power. On winter and on the wind, fixing my eyes on spring. Thinking of things to come, not on what had passed.

		Walked out of her light into darkness. Into things I could understand.

		Thinking: Del is alive.

		Which meant I could be angry.

		And so I was, when at last she came riding into my camp. Hoolies, six weeks. And all that time: alive.

		Me thinking her dead.

		Me thinking I’d killed her.

		All those days and nights.

		Delilah is alive.

		I squatted by the fire cairn and warmed hands over the coals. I didn’t really need to, since Del’s sword-summoned winter was banished, but at least it was something to do. It gave me something to look at instead of staring at her.

		Oh, I looked. I looked—and swallowed hard. Glanced away again in forced, false negligence, staring blindly at hands that tried repeatedly to tremble; they didn’t because I wouldn’t let them. It took all the strength I had.

		She rode a dark dappled horse; roan, I thought, blue, though in the darkness it was hard to tell. A tall dark-eyed gelding stepping daintily through storm-strewn rubble.

		The stud, less concerned with pride and appearances, peeled back his lip and squealed. He’d teach the gelding his place or know the reason why.

		Moonbleached hair was white, scraped back from a too-pale face showing keen edges of too-sharp bone. The skull, now strongly visible, was flawless in its beauty, but I preferred more flesh on it. She had lost too much to the circle, and to its aftermath.

		The fire was gone from the sky like so much wine spilled from a cup. The blade rode her back in its customary harness, slanting left to right. From the downward curve of ornate quillons to the carefully crafted pommel knot, nearly a foot of shining steel rose beside her head.

		Boreal: jivatma. A sword-singer’s blooding-blade.

		With it, she’d killed the man who had taught her how to fight. With mine, I’d nearly killed her.

		Delilah is alive.

		The stud stomped, pawed, squealed, arching neck and raising tail. I was relieved to see it, because even though, for him, it was muted, the show of dominance nonetheless meant he was feeling better. Maybe I’d worried for naught.

		About the stud and Del; here she was before me.

		With customary prudence, Del reined in her gelding at the edge of the cairn’s sphere of meager light. Not far enough to calm the stud, but enough to tell him the gelding offered no threat to his dominance.

		Or did she do it to tell me the same?

		Hoolies, that was done with. The circle had made its choice.

		All in white, Delilah: in the South, the color of mourning; in the North, I didn’t know. Belted tunic, baggy trousers. Heavy cloak, free of all adornment, save for the moonwashed silver of fur gaiters cross-gartered around her shins, and brown leather bracers warding most of her forearms. They shone with silver bosses, as did her belt; silver brooches clasped the cloak. Loose hair tumbled over her shoulders.

		I thought: I can’t do this.

		And knew somehow I would.

		“Well,” I said lightly, “what do you offer a wraith?”

		“Amnit,” she said, “if you have it.”

		There was nothing in her tone except familiar quietude. No trace of emotion; I hoped mine showed the same.

		“Oh, a bota or two.” I pulled one up from the ground, let it dangle from my hand. The leather bag twisted on its thong, then unwound in the other direction in a slow, predictable spiral.

		She sat silently in her saddle, watching the bota spin. In the poor light her eyes were black. Too black in a too-white face.

		Oh, hoolies, bascha. What do we do now?

		She watched the bota spin.

		Wondering what to say?

		No, not Del. She hones words as well as weapons, but uses them less often.

		She finally looked at me. “I came because I need you.”

		Deep in my gut, something spasmed.

		Del’s voice was steady; she gives little away in speech. “No one will dance with me.”

		Of course. That. Nothing else, for her. Her needs are different from mine.

		The wound ached afresh. I set the bota down, carefully exhaling. “Oh?”

		“No one,” she repeated. This time I heard it clearly: pain, anguish, grief. In Del, always muted. Nearly always hidden. Often not present at all.

		Anger stirred. I suppressed it instantly, idly rubbing a bearded chin. “But you think I will.”

		The gelding stomped. Del sat it out, hands only loosely holding reins across the pommel of her saddle. Her eyes were very steady. “You are the Sandtiger
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