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		Tiger and Del

		My home was built of walls I fashioned in the circle, because only here could I find my worth in the world. Only here had I become a man. Inside the circle I was whatever I wished to be, and no one at all could alter that.

		“No—” Del said.

		I grinned.

		“Tiger—”

		I laughed.

		With an expression of determination, Del tried the maneuver I’d chastised her for.

		Disgust. I couldn’t help it. Because now I had no choice. I broke her guard, went in, tore the sword hilt from her hand. “What did I tell you?” I roared. “Did you think I was joking? That kind of move could get you killed!”

		Furious, she bent and retrieved the sword. “Again.”

		“Del—”

		“Again, curse you!”

		I stepped back, renewed the assault. Saw Del begin the maneuver again. I moved to block it, destroy it—and this time something entirely different happened. This time it was my sword that went crashing to the tile. And I was left nursing a wrenched thumb.

		“Shall I kiss it?” she asked, with heavy irony.
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		Prior Knowledge, or:
“A Note From the Author”

		One of the more formidable challenges facing an author returning to a universe featuring familiar characters—in this particular instance, eight years and six novels later—is the necessity of presenting previously established information to new readers. On one hand, the author doesn’t want to bore by writing one of those potentially tedious prologue summaries … When last we saw Our Heroes …, etc., which may be repetitive and unnecessary for readers familiar with said universe and characters. On the other hand, some reintroduction is essential. Particularly for new readers who may begin with the equally new novel, or those who haven’t reread the first volumes prior to starting the latest.

		The method I consider most effective is a technique I call the “context method.” Authors do the summing up of elements previously established by means of an explanation within the context of the story. The characters will themselves from time to time discuss things that happened in earlier volumes, or perhaps the author will drop in some explanation within the narrative exposition.

		Therefore, in tackling this task, I have not done two things:

		
			a) Assumed everyone on the planet has read the previous four volumes;

			
				b) Presumed readers are too stupid to catch on, so that they must be spoon-fed infinite details regarding What Happened Before.

		

	
		“Even today the rocks … are no less than spiritual training grounds and arenas where faith is fashioned, sin is driven out and the personality is forged.”

		—THEOCHARIS M. PROVATAKIS

		    Meteora: History of the Monasteries and Monasticism
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		SWORD PIERCED FLESH, broke bone. I felt it go in, felt the give, the tension in my wrists as steel cut into body. Heard my own hoarse shout as I denied again that this was what I wanted, what I meant—

		—and awoke with an awkward upward lunge that smashed the back of my skull into wood.

		One way to stop a dream, I guess: knock it clean out of your head.

		Driven flat by the force of the collision, I lay belly-down on the threadbare blanket and scrunched my face against pain and shock, locking teeth together. I couldn’t manage a word, just swore a lot in silence inside my rattled skull.

		From above, warily, “Tiger?”

		I didn’t answer. I was too busy gripping the back of my abused skull, trying to keep it whole.

		“Are you all right?”

		No, I wasn’t all right, thank you very much; I’d just come close to splattering my brains all over the tiny cabin we shared aboard a ship I’d learned to hate the day we sailed. But to say I wasn’t all right?

		I turned my head, carefully, into a slotted streak of brassy sunlight skulking fitfully through creaking boards bleeding dribbles of sticky pitch. “—fine.” From between gritted teeth.

		Movement overhead. A moment later a wealth of fair hair barely visible in fog-tendriled morning light spilled over the side of the narrow bunk looming low above me, which was precisely what I’d cracked my head against. (The bunk, that is, not the hair.) Then the face appeared. Upside down.

		Del is beautiful from any direction, in any position, wearing any expression. But just now I was in no shape to appreciate that beauty. “Was that your head?”

		I unclamped my jaws a bit and removed my cheek from the lump of mildewed material that served inadequately as a pillow. It stank of salt and fish and, well, me. “I suppose I could point out that sleeping apart for months on end in bunks barely big enough for a dog makes it hard for a man to, um, demonstrate his admiration and affection—”

		“Lust,” she put in, stripping away euphemism neatly. “And it’s only been two weeks. Besides, we had the floor.” She paused, correcting her terminology. “The deck. Which we’ve used. Several times. Or have you forgotten already?”

		Not to be thwarted by an annoying and convoluted interruption intended solely to sidetrack me into defensiveness, I continued with laborious dignity. “—and therefore I could claim it was something else entirely that smacked the underside of your bed with such force as to make the earth move—”

		“Embroidering the legend of the jhihadi, are we?”

		“—but considering that I’m always an honest messiah, er, man—”

		“When it suits you.”

		“—I’ll admit that, yes, that was my head.” I moved my fingers gingerly through wiry hair. “I think it’s still in one piece.”

		“Well, if it isn’t, it matches the rest of you. Age does that to a man.” And she withdrew her head—and the hair—so I had nothing to glare at.

		“Your fault,” I muttered.

		She swung down from her bunk over mine. Short, narrow bunks, too small for either of us together or apart; Del is a tall woman. She landed lightly, bracing herself against the ship’s uneasy wallowing with a hand on the salt-crusted, battered bunk frame. “My fault? That you’re feeling your age? Really, Tiger—you’d think it was always my idea that we, as you put it, ‘demonstrate admiration and affection.’”

		“Hoolies,” I muttered, “but I’ll be glad when we’re on land again. Room to move on land.”

		Del sat down on the edge of my bunk. It wasn’t a comfortable position because she had to lean forward and hunch over so she wouldn’t bash her head against the underside of her bunk. I rearranged bent legs, allowing her as much room as I could; I wasn’t about to sit up and risk my skull again. “Any blood?” she asked matter-of-factly, sounding more like man than woman preparing to blithely dismiss an injury as utterly insignificant unless a limb was chopped off.

		Someone once asked me what it meant if Del was ever kind. I answered—seriously—that likely she was sick. Or worried about me, but that wouldn’t do to say. For one, I hated fuss; for another, well, Del’s kind of worrying doesn’t make for comfort. A smack on the butt is more her style of encouragement, much like you’d slap a horse as you sent it out to pasture.

		I inspected my skull again with tentative fingers, digging through salt-crusted hair. No blood. Just a knot coming up. And itching. But too far from my heart to kill me.

		Then I dismissed head and irony altogether. I reached out and clasped her arm, closing the wrist bones inside my hand. Not a small woman, Del, in substance or height (or in skill and spirit); but then, neither am I a small man. The wrist fit nicely. “I dreamed about you,” I said. “And the dance. On Staal-Ysta.”

		Del went very still. Then, eloquently, she took my hand and carried it to her ribs, where she opened it and flattened the palm against the thin leather of her tunic. “I’m whole,” she said. “Alive.”

		I shivered. Felt older still than thirty-eight years. Or possibly thirty-nine. “You don’t know what it was like. You were dead, bascha—”

		“No. Nearly so. But not dead, Tiger. You stopped the blow in time. Remember?”

		I hadn’t stopped the blow in time. I managed only to slow it, to keep myself—barely—from shearing her into two pieces.

		“I remember being helpless. I remember not wanting to dance with you in the first place, and that cursed magicked sword making me fight you anyway. And I remember cutting you.” Beneath my palm I felt the warmth of flesh, the steady beating of her heart. And the corroded crust of scar tissue mounded permanently in the skin beneath her left breast. “I remember leaving—no, running—because I thought you would die. I was sure of it … and I couldn’t bear to see it, to watch it—” I levered myself up on one elbow, reached out, and slid my free hand to the back of her skull, urging her down with me. “Oh, bascha, you don’t know what it felt like, that morning on the cliff as I rode away from the island. From you.” But not from guilt and self-recrimination; I was sure she had only hours. While I’d have years to remember, to wish myself dead.

		I shifted again as she settled; it was too small, too cramped, for anything more than the knotting of bodies one upon the other. “And then when you found me later, me with that thrice-cursed sword—”

		“It’s over,” she said; and so it was, by nearly two years. “All of it is over. I’m alive and so are you. And neither of us has a sword that is anything but a sword.” She paused. “Now.”

		Now. Boreal, Del’s jivatma, she had broken to free me from ensorcellment. My own sword, the one I myself had forged, folded, blooded, and named on the icy island called Staal-Ysta, lay buried beneath tons of fallen rock. We were nothing but people again: the sword-singer from the North, and the sword-dancer from the South.

		I flinched as she put her hand to the scar I bore in my own flesh, as gnarled and angry as hers over ribs now healed. She’d nearly killed me in that same circle. But it wasn’t her touch that provoked the visceral response. The truth of it was, I wasn’t even a sword-dancer any more, not a proper one. The Sandtiger was now borjuni, a “sword without a name.” And no more proud—and proudly defended—title won in apprenticeship and mastery through the system that ruled the ritualized combat of the South, the oaths and honor codes of men who danced with swords within the circle and settled the wars of the tanzeers, princes of the Punja, the South’s merciless desert.

		Deserted at birth, then taken in as a slave; freed of that by oaths sworn to the man, the shodo, who taught me how to fight, to dance according to the codes; and now deserted by others who swore the same oaths and thus had to kill me, because I’d broken those codes.

		Yet despite the price it had been easy to break them, because it was for Delilah. For her oaths and honor.

		And so in the South, my homeland, I was prey to be hunted by any sword-dancer alive, to be killed without honor outside of the circle because I wasn’t part of it any more. In the North, Del’s homeland, I was a man who had turned his back on the glory of Staal-Ysta, the Place of Swords, and the sword-singers who danced in the circle with enchanted blades.

		But here, now, with her, I was just me. Sometimes, that’s enough.

	
		ONE
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		WE LEFT the North because Del agreed to go, if only because I forced her hand by winning a dance in the circle according to Northern rites. But I’d forced their hands, too, those blond and bitter people who’d sooner see Delilah dead even by deception because of broken oaths; once healed, once reunited, once free of Staal-Ysta and Dragon Mountain with its demon-made hounds of hoolies, we had eventually headed South—where within a year I’d broken the oaths I’d sworn to my people.

		Now both of us were nameless, homeless, lacking songs and honor, abandoning our pasts in the search for a new present, but one linked uncannily to a past older than either of us knew: a baby’s begetting, a boy’s birth. The woman who had whelped me there on the Punja’s crystal sands, and the man who had sired me far away in foreign lands.

		Skandi. Or so we thought. So Del thought, and declared; I was less certain. She said it was only because I was a self-made man and didn’t want to know the truth of my presence in the world, for fear I was lesser or greater than what I’d become.

		Me, I said little enough about it. Mild curiosity and the dictates of the moment—the need to retreat, rethink, escape—had been diluted beneath the uncertainties of sailing, of odd, misplaced regrets, and something akin to confusion. Even homesickness. Except it was all very complicated, that. Because the South maybe wasn’t my home at all. My birthplace, yes. That much I knew. Southron-born, Southron-reared. But not, we now believed, Southron-begotten. Which is one of the reasons we were on this thrice-cursed boat, sailing to a place where I could have been conceived.

		Or not.

		Someone might have told me, once. Sula. A woman of the tribes, of the Salset, who’d done more than any to make me a man in all the ways one can be. While the rest of the Salset ridiculed me as a chula, a slave, as an over-tall, long-limbed, big-boned boy awkward in body, in mind, wholly ignorant of grace, Sula had valued me. In her bed, to start with. Later, in her heart.

		Mother. Sister. Lover. Wife. Yet neither bound by blood, rites, or ritual beyond the one we made at night, when I was allowed to sleep somewhere other than on a filthy, odorous goatskin flung down upon Punja sand. But Sula was dead of a demon in her breast, and there was no one to tell me now.

		We left, too, because I was, well, a messiah. Or so some people believed. Others, of course, didn’t buy any of it. People are funny that way. Some believe because of faith, needing no evidence; others have faith only in evidence—and I had not, apparently, offered any of worth.

		At least, not the kind they believed in. After all, turning the sand to grass—or so the legendary prophecy went—was not the kind of imagery that really grabs a man, especially Southroners. It was a little too, I don’t know, pastoral for them, who suckled sand with their mother’s milk.

		Whether I was the messiah, called jhihadi, and whether I had turned the sand to grass (or at least begun the process), was open to debate. Both were possible, I’d decided in a fit of self-aggrandizement fostered by too much aqivi and too little of, well, Del’s admiration and affection one night beneath the moon, if one took the magic out of it and depended on a literal faith.

		That’s always a problem, dealing with religion. People take imagery literally. Or when the truth is presented as something unutterably tedious—such as digging canals and ditches to channel water from places with it to places without it—no one wants to listen. It’s not flowery enough. Not magical enough.

		Hoolies, but I hate magic. Even when I work it myself.

		Having established once again that my bunk was not a particularly promising location for assignations of admiration and affection—I nearly smacked my head again, while Del cracked an elbow hard enough to provoke a string of hissed and dramatic invective (in uplander, which saved my tender ears)—we eventually wandered up onto the deck to greet the morning with something less than enthusiasm, and to placate discontented bellies with the sailor’s bounty the crew called hardtack. Hard it was; anyone lacking teeth would starve to death. Fortunately neither Del nor I did, so we managed to gag it down with a few swallows of tepid water (Del) or a belly-burning liquor called rhuum (me). Then we stood at the rail and stared in morosely thoughtful silence at the wind-rumpled water, wondering when (or if) we’d ever see land again. It had been two days since we’d left behind a string of small islands where we’d stopped long enough to take on fresh water and fruit.

		“Maybe it’s not a real place,” I observed, only half-serious, which, as usual with Del, provoked a literal response.

		“What—Skandi? Of course it’s a real place. Or they wouldn’t have taken us on as passengers.”

		I slanted her a glance. Del couldn’t possibly be any part of serious. “Are you any part of serious?”

		“I didn’t ask about Skandi in particular.” She dismissed without rancor my unspoken suggestion that someone, somewhere, had done the impossible and taken advantage of Delilah. “I asked where the ships were going. Nothing more. So no, I did not play us into someone’s greedy hands by planting the idea we’d go anywhere so long as we thought it was Skandi. They told me this one was going there, without prompting.”

		I vividly recalled the day she’d have scoured and scaled me with tongue and temper for even hinting someone had gotten the best of her. But the bascha had settled somewhat in the past three years, thanks to my benign influence. Now she explained.

		Grinning, I settled once again against the rail. It creaked and gave. I moved off it again, promptly, scowling at damp, stained, salt-crusted wood. The ocean troughs were deepening, smacking unruly waves against the prow. So much water out there … and so little of anything else. Like—land. “You know, I just can’t see how a pregnant woman would sail all the way to the South from a place so far away just to have a baby.”

		“Maybe she didn’t.”

		“Didn’t?”

		“Well, maybe she didn’t leave Skandi to have her baby in the South. Maybe she got pregnant on the voyage. Or maybe she got pregnant after she reached the South.” Del eyed me assessively. “After all, half of you could be Southron. You look like a Borderer.”

		I’d heard that before, from others. I wasn’t right for pure Southron blood, because the desert men were small, neat, and trim, dark-eyed, and swarthier than I. By the same token, I was too dark for a Northerner, who were routinely much fairer of hair than my bronze-brown. I was somewhere in the middle: tall and big-boned as Del’s people, but much darker in skin and hair; too big, but not dark enough for a Southroner, and green-eyed to boot. Borderers, however, were halfbreeds, born primarily to folk who lived either side of the border between the North and the South. It made perfect sense that I was a Borderer. Which meant I wasn’t Skandic at all, and this entire voyage of discovery was sheer folly.

		But a man in Julah, where Del and I had stopped before going over-mountain to Haziz-by-the-ocean-sea, had thought I was of his people. Had spoken to me in his tongue. And he was Skandic. Or so he seemed, and so Del believed; she’d sworn he looked enough like me to be my brother. Which was possible—if I was Skandic, and he was—if not probable when considering the odds. Still, it was better odds than I’d been offered before beyond a dance in the circle—which I couldn’t do anymore, thanks to me breaking the oaths and codes of Alimat. And departing the South altogether. It was as good an excuse as any to leave a place where men who’d trained as I had, where men as good as I was, were hunting my head.

		So. Here we were on a ship bound for Skandi. Where maybe I was from. Or not.

		“Scared?” Del asked, following my thoughts.

		Yes. “No.”

		She smiled slightly. Still following. “You are.”

		“Scared of what, bascha? I’ve fought I don’t know how many men in the circle, killed a dozen or more fools outside of it; ridden to a standstill a stud-horse who kills other fools, fought off hounds of hoolies, an evil sorcerer who wanted to steal my body and my soul—or maybe just my body; we’ve argued enough about whether I have a soul—survived numerous deadly simooms bad enough to strip the flesh from my bones, withstood afreets and loki, sandtigers and cumfa, not to mention various tribes wanting to sacrifice me to some god or another; escaped murderous women and angry husbands … and I share your bed. Regularly.” I paused. “What’s to be scared of, after all that?”

		“Knowing,” she said. “Or—not.”

		Oh. That.

		She waited, wind stripping unbound hair from her flawless face. Such blue eyes, had Delilah.

		I spread legs, bent knees, set my balance to ride the lalloping sway of the boat and crossed arms against my chest. Tightly. Somehow, this mattered. “I suppose you wouldn’t be. Scared. Of knowing. Or—not.”

		“I am scared of many things,” she said simply, “and not the least of them is of losing you.”

		That shut me up in a hurry. After a moment I even managed to close my mouth.

		Del, strangely satisfied, merely glanced sidelong at me, smiling, then looked across the bow again. “Ship,” she said lightly.

		So there was. With blue-painted sails. Behind us, above us, the crew of our own ship noticed the other also. Well, it wasn’t land, but it was better than empty ocean. At least, until the crew swarmed like sandstingers over all the sails and ropes and timber. Next I knew, we were turning. Hard.

		“Hey—” I grabbed the rail and latched on, not happy to hear it creak again ominously, but even less happy to feel the accompanying protests of the boards beneath my feet. Sandals slid, scraping on dampness and salt. The shift in wind filled my mouth with hair; I spat and stripped it out, then tucked it behind my ear, which did no good at all. Swearing inwardly, I resolved to have Del cut it as soon as possible. Or to hack it off myself.

		Del also grabbed at the rail as we swung heavily through the choppy waves, grasping wood firmly. Even as she opened her mouth to make a comment or ask a question, a babble of shouting behind us pretty much answered it. I knew fear when I heard it. The whole crew suddenly stank of it.

		“Trouble,” I observed, wiping the slick of foamy spray off my face. Salt stung in my eyes.

		The crewman nearest us looked away from the blue sails long enough to gesture urgently. “Below,” he said. “Below. Below.”

		“Trouble,” Del agreed.

		Of course, the last place I wanted to be was immured in a tiny cabin near the waterline as the ship wallowed and bucked. I hung onto the creaking rail, maintaining a now-precarious balance against the violent undulance, and scowled at the sailor.

		“I’ll go,” she said.

		Startled, I stared at her. “Wouldn’t you rather stay on deck and see what we’re facing?”

		“And I’d rather have swords to face it with,” she declared. “That’s where they are. Below.”

		Ah. So they were. “Bring mine, bascha.”

		“I had planned on it.”

		The sailor saw her go, looked relieved, then noticed I remained at the bow. His eyes bulged as the ship continued its wallowing, graceless turn. “Below!”

		No, not below, thank you … but as we swung around, the blue-sailed ship fell out of line of sight from my spot at the bow. I let the sailor believe I was following his suggestion; instead I made my way aft, moving so as to keep my eye on the other ship even as I clutched the rail, cursing in disgust as I caught a toe against a coil of prickly rope and nearly fell. This thrice-cursed boat, in rough seas, was harder to ride than the stud when he pitched a fit.

		Still, I considered it curious that our captain would turn around rather than sailing on, especially as we were two days away from the last island, which meant there was no safe harbor within reach; but we’d been heading into the wind, which slowed us down. Now we moved with it. The sails bellied, cracking against the sky as the crew worked rapidly. Wind shoved us along the way we had come, but more swiftly than before. The question now was whether the blue-sailed ship truly wanted us enough to chase us—and, if it did, was it faster?

		Well, yes. The latter was obvious by the time Del came up beside me at the stern. She’d braided her hair back into a pale rope hanging down her spine. Naked now of everything save intent, her face and expression were clean and lethal as a new-honed blade. I took the hilt she offered, felt better for having a sword in my hand. “Our captain seems to place no faith in the fighting abilities of his crew.”

		“You’ve sailed with them for two weeks,” she said, squinting against spray-laden wind. “Would you?”

		They spent more time drinking, dicing, and swapping lies than anything else. Point taken. “Well, he might have faith in us.” I paused. “You did tell him we hire out for this sort of thing, didn’t you?”

		“He’s seen you smack your head or trip over ropes and nets about nine times a day, Tiger. Why should he have any faith in you?”

		This sounded suspiciously as if our captain viewed me pretty much the way I viewed his crew. I was stung into a retort—especially as I had acquired any number of scrapes and bruises since coming aboard. “I’m taller than he is!”

		“And clumsier, he seems to think. Although I don’t believe it.” She patted my arm briefly, absently, as if comforting a child—which of course was exactly how she wanted me to feel. “It’s catching up.”

		She meant the pursuing ship. “I wasn’t made for water,” I said aggrievedly, “or boats. Ships,” I amended, before she could correct me; the crew had been explicit. “I’m too big, or they’re too small—”

		“The world,” she said gently, “is too small for you.”

		That stopped me cold. I eyed her, examined her expression closely, tried to figure out what in hoolies she was talking about.

		Del burst out laughing. “Don’t look so worried, Tiger! I only meant that you are large in all the ways so many men are small—”

		“Thank you very much. Many men?”

		“In all ways,” she repeated, smiling peculiarly—and offering no answer. “Now, what were you saying?”

		What was I saying—? “Well, look, bascha … I only mean I need land, something solid, something that stays put when I plant my feet—”

		“Like the stud?”

		Who was below, and not privy to this conversation. “Now that you mention it, I’d like to see what our esteemed captain, who thinks I’m so clumsy, would do on the stud …”

		“Poor odds. No odds.”

		I scratched briefly at the salt-rimed scars in my face, four long clawmarks that scored me from cheekbone to jaw beneath a week’s worth of stubble. “And anyway, the question now is not whether I’m clumsy on board a creaking hunk of flattened trees, but whether those fine folks would have come after us if we’d held our course—”

		“The captain seems to think so.”

		“—or if we made ourselves look more attractive than we are because we turned tail and ran.”

		“The captain must have believed we had a chance at outrunning them.”

		“Or else he’s just running scared.”

		“As well he might,” Del observed as the blue sails swelled against the horizon. “We’re losing the race.”

		I squinted across the narrowing gulf. “Maybe I should have a word with the captain about the benefits of standing your ground …”

		“Unfortunately, as you’ve pointed out, there isn’t any ground to stand on.”

		I spat hair out of my mouth again. “Well, I’d rather decide when there’s to be a sword-dance than let the other man choose it,” I reminded her. “There’s merit to a good offense.”

		“Let me go,” she suggested. “He’s not much impressed by you. Me, he’s impressed by; he comes up on deck to watch every morning when I loosen up.”

		“So do I, bascha—but watching you has nothing to do with fighting!” Well, I suppose it did; but so far no one had challenged me. Even if I did crack my head on timber and trip over nets and ropes. “And maybe it’s time I loosened up, too, out on deck where everyone can see me.”

		“Why?” Her voice was deceptively guileless. “Do you want men to watch you?”

		I slanted her a sour glance. “I just meant it might be best if they don’t assume I’m a pushover.”

		“A fall-over, maybe.” Del smiled sunnily. “Well?”

		I flapped a hand. “Go. Maybe you can find out who our friends are, and what they want.”

		Del left, was gone briefly, returned. She wore an odd expression. “They aren’t friends.”

		“Well, no.”

		“They are, he says, renegadas.”

		“What the hoolies is that?”

		“I believe he means borjuni. Of the sea.”

		That I understood. “What have we got that they want?”

		“The captain did not trouble himself to tell me.”

		“Did you smile at him?” That earned me a scorching glance. “Well, no, I suppose not, not you—why smile at a man when a knife in his gut will work?—but did he at least trouble himself to say what we can expect once they get here?”

		Matter-of-factly she explained, “They catch the ship, board it, steal everything on board. Or steal the ship itself.”

		“Herself. They call the ship ‘she.’ And what about the crew and the passengers?” All two of the latter; this ship generally carried goods, not people. We’d been lucky to claim some room. Although just at this moment, luck did not appear to be an applicable word.

		Del shrugged. “They’ll do what borjuni usually do.”

		I grunted. “Figures.” Although not all borjuni and Border raiders killed their victims. Some of them were just after whatever they perceived as wealth, be it coin, trade goods, or livestock. (Or, in the occasional circumstance, people, such as Del and her brother.) Still, it was enough to make you skittish about leaving such things to chance.

		Del frowned thoughtfully, marking how swiftly the other ship sailed. It didn’t wallow like ours but sleeked across the water like a cat through shadows. “He wasn’t much impressed when I said we could help them fight them. In fact, he said they wouldn’t fight them at all.”

		“Did you offer to fight for him?” I asked. “For a fee, of course. Passage, at the very least.”

		“He says if they catch us, we’ll all die anyway, so why should they bother to fight?”

		“Did you explain we hadn’t died yet?”

		“At that point he told me he had no use for a woman except in bed,” Del explained. “I decided I’d better come back here with you before I invited him into a circle.”

		“Well, we know there’s no point in trying to change any man’s mind about that,” I agreed. “We’re contrary beasts.”

		“Among other things.” Del, with a sword in her hand and action in the offing, was uncannily content. “But I did manage to change your mind. Eventually.”

		I begged to differ. “I beg to differ,” I said. “I just learned to shut up about it. I still think the best place for a woman is in bed.” I paused. “Especially after a good, nasty, nose-smashing, lip-splitting, teeth-cracking fight in which she shows all the foolish men she’s every bit as good as they are with a sword. Or any other weapon, for that matter—including her knee.”

		“Kind of you,” she observed. “Generous, even.”

		“Merely honest, bascha.”

		She smiled into the wind. “Among other things.”

		“And now that we’ve settled the way of the world again as we know it, what do you propose we do when those—those—”

		“Renegadas.”

		“—reach us?” I finished.

		Del hitched a shoulder. “Not enough room to carve a circle in the deck. A dance wouldn’t be particularly effective.”

		“Nope,” I agreed. “Let’s just kill ‘em.”

	
		TWO
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		UNFORTUNATELY, we never got a chance to kill anyone. Because it became quite plain very early on that the renegadas in their blue-sailed ship weren’t interested in engaging us. Working us, yes; they drove us like a dog on sheep. But they didn’t come close enough to board, which certainly wasn’t close enough for us to stick a sword in anyone.

		At least, not immediately.

		First they drove us, then fell back as if to contemplate further nefarious designs upon our ship. From a distance. They lurked out there smugly, having shown us they could easily catch us. And yet did nothing.

		After all, why waste your efforts on forcibly stealing booty when the booty rather foolishly destroys itself?

		Not being much accustomed to ships or oceans, I knew nothing about tides. Nothing about how a ship’s draft mattered. Nothing about how things could be lurking beneath the water that could do the renegadas’ work for them.

		It didn’t take long to figure it out. About the time the captain and his crew grasped the plan, it was too late. And I found out firsthand about tides and drafts and things lurking beneath the water.

		I have to give him credit: the captain tried to rectify his error. Running for an island to escape the enemy is not a bad idea. Except he either didn’t know about the reefs, which seems unlikely, or thought he knew the channels through the reefs well enough to use them. Because I found out what happens when an ocean-going vessel with a deep draft sails into a series of reefs that, at high tide, wouldn’t matter in the least.

		At low tide, they did.

		Maybe he thought the renegada ship was as deep-drafted and would run aground. It wasn’t, and it didn’t. They just chased us onto the reefs, where, even as our captain frantically ordered his crew to come about, our boat promptly began to break up into hunks and chunks.

		Trees float, yes. But they also do a good job of splintering, cracking, bashing, smashing, crushing, and otherwise impaling human flesh.

		I did everything I could not to be bashed, smashed, crushed or otherwise impaled. This involved using both hands, which meant the sword had to go—even with renegadas lurking outside of the reefs. Del and I both took to ducking, rolling, leaping, sliding, cursing, scrambling and grabbing as we snatched at ropes and timbers. About the time Del reminded me that I couldn’t swim, which I knew already, and announced she could, which I also knew already, I realized there was someone else in our party who was unlikely to be particularly entertained by having a ship break up beneath his feet. Even if he did have four of them.

		Del was in the middle of shouting something about tying myself to a big hunk of timber when I turned away and began to make my way toward one of the big hatches. This resulted in her asking me, loudly and in a significant degree of alarm, what in hoolies was I doing, to which I replied with silence; my mouth was full of blood from a newly pierced cheek. I plucked out and tossed aside the big splinter as best I could, and reached to grab the hatch next to my feet.

		“Tiger!”

		I spat blood and bits of wood, dragged open the hatch. If I could get down to that first deck, I could unlatch the big hatch in the side of the ship, the one above the waterline which, when opened, dropped down onto land to form a ramp. Which is how we’d gotten the stud on board in the first place. Cloth over his head had made him a bit more amenable, and I’d managed to lead him up the ramp and into the ship’s upper cargo hold. Ropes had formed a fragile “pen,” layers of straw bedded him down. A cask of water was tied to a timber, and I personally doled out the stores of grass and grain. After two weeks he’d actually gotten pretty good about only kicking and biting occasionally.

		“Don’t go down!” Del shouted. “Tiger—you’ve got to get off this ship now, tie yourself to something—”

		We weren’t all that far from the island. Del likely could swim it, so long as she wasn’t injured by the ship’s breaking up. So could the stud—but not if he was tied. And I’d tied him well, too: a stiff new halter, a twist of thin knotted rope around his muzzle for behavior insurance, and two sturdy lengths of thick rope cross-tying him to two different timbers. He wasn’t going anywhere … which had been the whole idea at first, but now wasn’t quite the desired end. Or it would be his end.

		I slipped and slithered my way down the ladder, uncomfortably aware that water was pouring in from every direction. I heard shouts, screams, and prayers as the sailors were trapped, crushed, impaled, or swept out through gaping holes. It was pretty amazing how quickly a ship can break itself to bits.

		And a body, too, come to that.

		“Tiger—”

		I glanced back, shook wet hair out of my eyes; saw Del coming down the ladder. “Get out of here!” I shouted. “Go on—I’ll bring the stud out …” I spat blood again. “You can swim … get out into the water—”

		“You’ll drown!” she shouted back. “Or else he’ll kill you trying to break free!”

		Water gushed against my knees. Over the screaming of the crew, the roar of the water, the dangerous death-song of a shattered ship, I heard the panicked beat of hooves against wet wood and the squealing of a frightened stallion. I slipped, was swept aside, caught something and pulled myself back up.

		“Go!” I shouted at Del.

		But she has her share of stubbornness and nothing I said could make her go where she didn’t intend to go. For the moment it appeared she didn’t intend to leave me. Fair enough. I wasn’t about to leave the stud. He might yet die, but by any god you care to name he wasn’t going to die tied up and helpless.

		By now the ship was in pieces. There was no storm: blue sky and sunlight illuminated the remains uncompromisingly, so that I could see where our portion of the ship began and left off. Abruptly. A stiff wind shifted the wreckage against the reefs, pushing pieces of it toward the island, pieces of it out to sea. Larger portions remained hung up on the reefs. Ours was one. If it stayed steady long enough for me to reach the stud, to untie or cut the knots he’d undoubtedly jerked into iron—

		I went down as the ship shifted, creaking and scraping against the reef. I heard Del’s shout, the stud’s scream. I clawed my way up again, spitting water, shaking soaked hair out of my eyes. Something bobbed against my knees, threatening balance again; I shoved the body away, cursing, and made my laborious way through rising water toward the thrashing stud.

		He quivered as I got a hand on him, felt the heat of his flesh beneath the layer of lather. He was terrified. The knots, as expected, were impossible, and I had neither knife nor sword.

		“Hold on,” I muttered, “Give me a chance—”

		The ship heeled over. What had been above the waterline now was not.

		I came up coughing and hacking, one hand locked into the stud’s floppy, upstanding mane; like me, he needed his hair cut. I hung on with that hand; with the other I reached over his muzzle and up between his ears, grabbing the headstall. “Don’t fight me—”

		But of course he did, which made it all the harder, and to this day I still don’t know how I managed to jerk the halter over both ears. Once that was done, though, the rest came away easily. I peeled the knotted noseband off and tossed the halter, still cross-tied, aside. There was only one thing for it now.

		Thigh-deep water makes it tough to swing up, so I didn’t even try. I just grabbed bristly hanks of mane and scrambled up as best I could, flinging a leg across his spine. He quivered and trembled beneath me, fighting the rising water, the enclosure, the stink of fear and death.

		“—out—” I gasped, pulling myself upright. I slammed heels into his ribs, felt him leap and scrabble against the pull of the water. I bent low over his neck as he fought for balance and freedom, trying to save my head a battering. “—out“—

		But out wasn’t easy. And as he crashed his way through the shattered timbers and boards, I prayed with everything I had that nothing would spear him from beneath. He was loose, now; all we had to do was get clear of the wreckage, get off the reef, and head toward the island.

		Even as I lay against him, I looked back toward the ladder. Back where Del had been.

		Had been.

		Oh, bascha …

		“Del—”

		The stud swam his way free of his prison as it scraped off the reef and sank. He scrabbled against the reef, grunting with effort. I had images of his forelegs stripped of flesh, tendons sliced—

		“Del—?”

		Where in hoolies was she—?

		The reef was treacherous. I felt the stud falter beneath me, slipping and sliding. Felt him go down, felt the fire bloom in my own leg. I came off sideways, but did not let go of mane even as I fought for footing in the pockets and gullies of the reef. Sandals were stripped off entirely.

		“—up—” I urged, trying to suit words to action myself. If we could get free of the reef, back into open water—”Go—” I gasped. “Go on, you flea-bitten, lop-eared—” I spat out a mouthful of saltwater, sucked in air, “—jug-headed, thice-cursed son of a Salset goat—” I used the reef, tried to launch and jerk myself up onto his back again. Made it partway … and then he lurched sideways, hooves slipping, scrabbling; something banged me in the head, graying out my vision. More flesh came off against reef. And then he was free at last, lunging off treacherous footing into water again, swimming unencumbered, save for me. But if I let go—

		Never mind.

		I kicked as best I could, trying to hold up my own weight even as he dragged me. He swam strongly, nose thrust up into the air. A hoof bashed my knee, scraped off skin. I got my head above water long enough to gulp breath.

		“If I live through this,” I told him. “I’m either never going on board a ship again”—hoolies, there went the other knee—“or else I’m going to learn how to swim—”

		But for the moment, luckily, he swam for both of us.

		I twisted, peering in snatches over my shoulder, looking for Delilah. My immediate horizon was transient at best: I saw a lot of slapping waves, the looming hulks of unidentifiable pieces of ship, floating casks, chunks of wood bound with rope. And a blue-sailed ship beyond, swooping in now like a desert hawk.

		It crossed my mind, even as I hung on with all my strength to a panicked stud-horse, that the renegadas could not have meant the ship to break up so definitively. I could see the intent: to run us hard aground, then come in for the kill. But surely it was next to impossible to find any of the supposed goods they were after, now that the ship was in pieces.

		Then again, maybe they hadn’t intended the ship to break up quite so—dramatically. Or at all. Could be they meant to trap her, and were as startled as any of us by her quick demise.

		I heard shouting. Couldn’t say if it came from members of our ship’s crew, or the renegadas. All I knew was I’d swallowed a gut-load of saltwater and had left a strip or two of skin on the reef. But I was alive, and so long as I didn’t lose the stud I’d stay that way. So long as he made it to land, that is.

		The next moment I wasn’t so sure he would, or I would. His hooves struck something substantial, and he floundered. One hand slipped out of his short mane as he jerked and flung his head, seeking balance; my feet banged on something hard and rough. My turn to fight for balance. There was land under us, or reef, or something. Enough for the stud to plant all four hooves, and for me to slip and slide and eventually lose footing and handholds.

		Before I could blurt out a word, before I could get my feet under me, the stud lurched off whatever we stood on. He was in the water again, swimming as strongly as before. Beyond him I saw a rim of land, a line of skinny, tall, spike-headed trees. He’d make it, I realized. He was but ten horselengths away. I, on the other hand, well …

		I managed to stand up. It was reef, not land. Water slapped at my knees. Most of me was out of it now. I was in absolutely no danger of drowning—so long as I stayed on the reef.

		A body floated by. My heart seized up as I saw the blond hair, then realized it was one of the sailors. I turned, trying to look beyond, trying to see anything that might be Del. Then a floating piece of wood banged into me and knocked me right off the reef.

		Ah, hoolies—

		Timber.

		Floating.

		I snatched at it, caught it, hung on with everything I had. Kicked my way closer, tried to pull myself up on it enough to get part of me out of the water. It rolled, bobbed; I got a mouthful of seawater for my trouble. Finally I just locked my hands into a strand of rope and hung on, floating belly-down. So long as I kept a death-grip on the timber, I wouldn’t sink, wouldn’t drown. Of course I had no idea where it or I might wind up. For all I knew it would float back out to sea … so, I applied myself to working out the magic it took to aim and steer the timber, which I thought might be part of the mast. If I kicked just so; if I pointed the wood in a specific way, and then kicked … hey. Maybe this is how you learn to swim—?

		Not likely.

		However, it did result in the mast and me ending up closer to land than to open sea, and I let out a long string of breathless invective as at last I felt sand beneath me, not reef.

		Water sucked it out from under me almost as quickly as I found it. I staggered, caught my balance, lurched forward. The wind had stirred up the water enough to make footing and balance treacherous. I dragged myself out of it, feeling sand sliding beneath bare feet. Eventually I got free of waves and managed to escape the ocean altogether, staggering up onto the packed, wet sand of the beach.

		I turned back, looked for Del, for the remains of our ship: saw a ship, all right, but not ours. And people clambering over the sides, dropping down into a smaller boat. Several gestured toward the broken-up remains. Toward land. Toward me.

		Throw the dice, Tiger. Let them pick you up, put you on board a fast, sleek ship, give you food, rhuum; or run like hoolies.

		I ran.

		At some point, after I had stopped running, I fell asleep. Or passed out. Or something. I only woke up when a hand closed on my shoulder.

		I lurched upright from the ground, then finished the movement by springing—creakily—to my feet. I had no weapon, but I could be one.

		Except I didn’t need to. “It’s me,” Del said.

		So it was. Alive and in one piece. Which gave me latitude to be outraged. “Where in hoolies have you been?”

		“Looking for you.” She paused. “Apparently harder than you were looking for me.”

		“Now, wait a minute,” I protested. “I didn’t exactly plan to fall asleep. It was after I escaped those renegadas”—and threw up half an ocean, but I didn’t tell her that—“and I figured I’d better lay low for a while, then go looking for you.” I sat down again, wincing; actually, I’d been so exhausted by the fight to reach land I hadn’t the strength to do anything but collapse. “Are you all right?—no. You’re not.” I frowned. “What did you do to yourself, bascha?”

		She shifted her left arm away from me as I reached out. “It’s just a scrape.”

		The scrape ran the length of her arm from shoulder to wrist. The elbow was particularly nasty, like a piece of offal left for scavenger birds. “Reef?”

		“Reef,” she confirmed. “I think we both left skin back there.”

		Now that she mentioned it, I was aware of the sting of salt in various cuts, scrapes, and scratches. I was stiff and sore and disinclined to move, and yet move was exactly what we needed to do. “Water,” I said succinctly. “Fresh water. We need to clean off the salt, get a drink.” My feet were a mess. I suspected hers were as well. “Have you seen any of the renegadas?”

		“Not since I got back here in the trees and brush.” Del’s hair hung in salt-stiffened, drying ribbons. There was a shallow cut over one eyebrow, and her lower lip was swollen. “I don’t think they ever saw me. They saw the stud, saw you … I made like a floater in the water, hoping they’d miss me. Once they headed off after you and the captain, I got ashore.”

		“The captain’s alive?”

		“He was when I saw him.” Del shaded her eyes and peered back the way I’d come. Seaward. “We could wait until after sundown.”

		I gritted my teeth. “We could. Of course, I might go crazy from the salt by then.”

		“Or get so stiff neither of us can move,” she agreed, then eyed me sidelong. “There is one cure for that, though. And now that there’s room—”

		I grinned. “Hoolies, bascha, you do pick the worst times to get cuddly!”

		Del sniffed. “I am not ‘cuddly.’ I am too tall for ‘cuddly.’”

		I reached out and very gently touched the scrape on her arm. Del hissed and withdrew the arm sharply. “And too raw,” I suggested. “Sand on top of salt? No thanks.” I moved, wished I hadn’t; got my legs under me. “Which way did the stud go?”

		“That way.” She jerked her head to my left. “He’s not exactly a boat, Tiger. He can’t very well swim us to Skandi.”

		“But he might take us to a boat.” I stood up very slowly and couldn’t bite back a blurt of pain. “Ouch.”

		“You’re all sticky,” she observed. “Is that blood? Tiger—”

		“I got pretty intimate with the reef. With several of them.” I worked my shoulders, waggled sore fingers. “Nothing but cuts and scrapes, bascha.” I put out a hand. “Come on.”

		Del gripped it, used it. She set her jaw against any commentary on discomfort, but I saw it well enough in the extreme stillness of her face. Like me, she was sticky with oozing blood, fluids, salt, crusted with creamy sand.

		I said it for her. “Ouch.”

		Del was looking at me. “Your poor face.”

		“My face? Why?” I put a hand to it. “What’s wrong with my face?”

		“First the sandtiger slices grooves in one cheek, and then you get a splinter through the other.”

		I’d forgotten that. No wonder my cheek and mouth were sore. I fingered the wound gingerly, tongued it from inside. “Well, it’s just more for the legend,” I said offhandedly. “The man who survives sandtiger attacks and shipwrecks.”

		Blandly, “But of course the jhihadi would.”

		I gifted her with a very black look.

		Satisfied, Del smiled. “So, shall we hunt your misbegotten horse?”

		“You mean the misbegotten horse who got me—nearly—to land, thereby saving my hide? That horse?”

		“I’m only repeating what you’ve called him.”

		“I suspect he’s called us much worse.”

		“’Us’? I don’t ride him.”

		“Me.”

		“Better.” Del tucked a hank of sand-crusted hair behind an ear. “Water, or horse. Which one first?”

		“Horse. He’ll probably lead us to water.”

		Rhetorically she asked, “But will he drink?”

		With much gritting of teeth but no verbal complaints, we moved slowly, quietly, carefully—and painfully—through the vegetation in the direction Del had seen the stud go.

	
		THREE
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		WE FOUND the stud. We found water. We found the wherewithal to clean off as best we could, stripping out of clothes to soak away salt from both fabric and skin, shivering and muttering and hissing and swearing vilely as we discovered various gooey scrapes, cuts, and gouges, and the promise of many bruises in places too numerous to mention. I put my leather dhoti back on, but nothing else was salvageable after introductions to the reef; I was barefoot and shirtless. Del’s long ivory-colored leather tunic was scoured white in places, but remained serviceable. She wasn’t as battered as I because she’d been able to swim over the reef—well, over most of it—but she had some nasty scrapes on her legs, and the one down her arm.

		As expected, the soles of our feet were sliced up the worst because we’d both lost our sandals; Del scrunched her face in eloquent if mute commentary as she dangled sore feet in the water.

		I was out of it now, checking the stud. His fetlocks were puffing, knees oozing, chunks were missing from shoeless hooves, and he stood with his weight on three legs, not four. “All right, old man—let me see …”

		He didn’t want me to. He told me so in horse language: pinned ears, swishing tail, bared teeth, an indifferent sideways snap in my general direction.

		I popped him on the nose with the flat of my palm, insulting the injury, and as he stared at me, wide-eyed and aggrieved, I bent over the foreleg. “Give it here.” I waited. “Give it here—”

		He gave it to me eventually, if under protest.

		“—hold still—” His head hung perilously near my own, but I ignored it and the quivering upper lip. “Let me just take a look … oh, hoolies, horse! Look what you’ve gone and done to yourself!” No wonder he was three-legged lame; he’d sliced open the tender, recessed interior vee of the hoof, called the frog.

		“What is it?” Del was squeezing out hair darkened to wheat-gold by its weight of water.

		“He’s cut himself. Probably on the reef. It’ll heal all right, but in the meantime he’s no good for riding.”

		“We’re on an island, Tiger. There’s not much to ride to.”

		“Or from,” I muttered, carefully looking for other signs of injury in the hoof. He was undoubtedly bruised as well. And every bit as sore and weary as we were. Plus there was a lot more of him to be sore. “It’s going to take days for this to heal.”

		“I suspect we have days,” Del observed gravely. “Probably even weeks, and possibly months—” She broke off. “What’s the matter?”

		I didn’t say anything. Couldn’t.

		“Tiger?”

		I was bent over the hoof. I don’t know if that was it, or too much fresh water on top of seawater, or just reaction to nearly drowning. But my gut decided at that moment it was not happy with its contents. Very carefully I let the hoof back down, then slowly straightened up. Almost immediately I hunched over again, palms on knees.

		“What’s the matter?”

		“Unnngffu,” I managed. Unfortunately, my belly managed something else entirely.

		Del had the good grace to wait until I was done retching and swearing. Then she said, politely, “Thank you for avoiding the water hole.”

		I scowled at her balefully, took the two paces to the water’s edge. I huddled there miserably on aching, stinging, reef-scalped knees, rinsing my mouth out and my face off.

		Hands were on my head, peeling hair aside so she might inspect the skull. “You smacked it on something,” she said, fingering the swelling.

		“I smacked it on several somethings.” The ship, the stud, the reef. “I’m probably lumpy as a bad mattress—ouch!”

		She patted wet hair back into place. “This reminds me of when the stud kicked you in the head in Iskandar. Before the sword-dance. That I ended up having to dance for you.”

		Well, yes. The stud had indeed kicked me. In the head. In Iskandar. I’d also ended up drinking too much aqivi on top of it, thanks to a well-meaning friend, and Del had indeed danced the dance for me against Abbu Bensir, before being interrupted. But there had been more to it than that. There’d been magic.

		“You know—” But I stopped short. No one knew better than I what a bladetip set against the spine feels like. “Not worth it,” I told her, feeling her tense beside me. And it wasn’t. We were too stiff, too battered, too slow, in addition to being weaponless. They’d cut us down before we could even begin to turn.

		Del muttered something succinct in uplander. The stud added a virulent, damply productive snort, then limped off a couple of paces.

		Well, he was a horse, after all. Not a watchdog.

		A big hand touched me, a rigid finger poked me—and with a garbled blurt of startlement I abruptly threw up again. Except there wasn’t anything left to throw up, so all I did was heave.

		Which served to amuse everyone but me. And maybe Del.

		Someone cuffed me across the back of the skull, much as I cuffed the stud when he offended. “No sailor, this fool!” Amidst more laughter.

		Well, no, so I wasn’t. But then, I’d never claimed to be. I wobbled on my knees and one braced arm and thought very unkind and vulgar thoughts inside my abused head.

		“Maybe you got stung by something,” Del offered. “Something in the reef, maybe? Who knows what creatures could be lurking in those cracks and crannies. Or maybe something in the water itself.”

		I could think of many other things to talk about besides what was making me sick. I managed to cast her a pointed glance, then felt the meaty slap
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