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Joy in Al’qir

I

t was a bad night. Heavy clouds hid the moon, and the dunes of the Forgotten Land were sinking in the dark. An icy wind was raving among the sands. Its monotonous howling made women in mud huts, sacrifice birds, marking the thresholds and windows with their warm blood. Dirkhans roared desperately, crowded in the pens, but the shepherds were afraid to leave the huts and see what the animals wanted. Instead, holding holy tablets in their hands, they were praying fervently.

The desert people believed that the unsaved were circling the earth at similar nights - the specters of people who lived in this country before the arrival of the Mighty, when instead of sands the green plains stretched out as far as the eye could see. After the Grand Judgement, scattered here and there, buildings collapsed long ago, reminded of the existence of the unsaved. At such a night, even the fifth-blooded would be afraid to approach them.

Although the Rahiques taught that the unsaved cannot hurt those who truly believe in the One, but the people knew otherwise. That is why no one left the house, didn’t look after the animals, and double guards were set on the walls of Al’Qir.

Soldiers moved along the ancient battlements, tightly wrapped in dirkhan furs. They gazed into the desert, as if afraid that soon there would be ghostly hosts walking toward the fortress. Every once in a while they looked at the city over which the slender shape of the Sand Spire dominated. There was a light in its highest window. The brilliance of this window and the thought of the person who lived there encouraged them.

Two young warriors sat over the main gate. They talked in low voices. 

“The Mighty should finish it now. It is time for Orekhil to be called.”

“Called? I think to hell.”

“Shhh. What are you talking about, Taj?”

“Let my guts be ripped by the desert genies if I’m wrong.” The guard wrapped himself tighter in the fur and got closer to the interlocutor.

“Orekhil will not be called because he has offended God,” he whispered. 

“Pah! What a lie! He is a holy man.”

“No more holy than me or you. He sinned with unbelief. My cousin serves under the Sheikh Samir. He recently told me that, on the prophet’s orders, scouts were sent secretly east of the Copper Hills and west of the Last Oasis.”

“What do you say? But there ...” 

“You see? If the prophet had trusted the Book, he certainly wouldn’t have sent people outside of the Forgotten Land. He can only anger the Mighty!” The guard shook his head in disbelief.

“It’s rumors. Nothing but rumors.”

“And yet. By a thousand scorpions, why would he keep that damn Ahmed with him? Should a prophet listen to a snake who deals with alchemy and astrology? Should he fall in with hyenas plundering the ruins of the unsaved, or tolerate schools of muzzains and other apostates? I tell you, the prophet sinned in disbelief against the Book. He won’t be called!”

“Maybe. But it’s not our business, Taj. If you want to live, don’t say it again. Some hostile ear could overhear your words and report to the Sheikh.”

“Let the vultures eat me but I won’t be silent. Because of this scum Ahmed our master won’t enter paradise. If the Sheikh impaled all unbelievers early enough ...”

“Yes, my friend,” the second soldier interrupted him, “but it’s too late now.”

They fell silent, looking at the flat roofs of houses, squares and gardens, which formed a huge checkerboard pattern on the inside of the wall.

The two guards couldn’t know that the moment they uttered their last words, Ahmed Al’Raha met his death. He had just left the palace gardens through the back gate into the dark, a quiet Witch Alley. He had no security. Though his hair was gray, thick knots of muscles were still silhouetted beneath his dark djellaba. He was a tall, strong man and liked privacy. Anyway, as few people as possible should know where he went in the evening and what he bought in small secret shops located in the Bloody Dagger district.

Although the place where Ahmed was heading wasn’t safe, the scholar wasn’t afraid at all. He had a wide, razor-sharp scimitar under the camel cloak. That should be enough for every thug. Anyway, what cutthroat could defeat a fifth-blooded?

When Ahmed passed the rotting piles of refuse and turned into the Blind Avenue, he realized that someone was following him. The sound of silk boots was barely audible, and only Al’Sallakh’s extremely sensitive senses warned him of danger. He walked for a while between dried brick buildings, and finally, when he heard that the persecutors were already in the same alley, he turned on his heel. He threw his coat over his shoulder with his left hand, and with his right hand, he drew a shiny curved blade from his scabbard.

There were two opponents. Their heads were wrapped in black turbans, and armor plates were visible from under their coats. They held thuggees - two and a half feet long knives of highlanders from the Copper Hills.

“Why are you following me, dogs?!” Al’Raha shouted. The strangers were still coming toward him. 

“Scum! Who sent you?”

There was no answer. The assassins split up to attack from two sides. Ahmed firmly squeezed the handle of the scimitar, preparing to jump. For a moment the moon emerged from behind the clouds and poured a silver glow on the street. The attackers rushed forward. They traveled the last stretch of road with great leaps.

Ahmed jumped aside. He came to grips with the enemy who attacked from the left. He inflicted a powerful blow, but the opponent parried it with a thuggee and gave it back. The scholar avoided the blade, but felt a pain in his wrist, as if he had struck a stone statue. The killer was amazingly strong.

The other appeared right next to Ahmed, who had to lean back against the wall, and thundered with lightning fast, powerful strikes. The scimitar sparked, parrying the blows of assassins, but even though it was moving quickly like a rattlesnake, it barely managed to save his owner’s life. Ahmed took another blow, then roared and tried to slash the black silhouettes, but the assassins sprang nimbly.

The scholar was breathing hard. He knew he wouldn’t survive the next attack. Holding back fear, he focused, and his lips whispered one word. Immediately afterwards a light flashed in the alley so bright that all the guards on the city walls turned toward it.

Ahmed jumped on the blinded opponents. He hit one in the head, knocked them out, and started running down the street. He knew that the blow didn’t reach the target. The blade chopped the turban, but it creaked on something hard underneath.

The scholar ran in the hope that before his opponents came to themselves, he would have the advantage to reach the palace gate. Unfortunately, he was wrong. He didn’t even get to the Witch Alley when he heard the flutter of coats behind him. Actually, he heard it above him. He fell to the ground and rolled a few feet fast enough to save the skin. The blade whined right at his ear. The killers flew over him and landed a few feet away. Ahmed got up asking the Mighty for help. Opponents must have been at least the six bloods! Who from such a noble family would try to kill him personally?

“Who are you?” he asked, but he didn’t get the answer.

Two figures rushed silently like shadows. One attacked Al’Raha directly, and the other just melted in the air. Ahmed didn’t have time to check where the second of the killers ran, because he had to parry a series of blows from the first. He avoided a strong thrust and stepped back. Then he felt the thuggee dig into his back below the shoulder. The blade ripped the muscles, pierced the lungs and split the rib. Pain exploded in the scholar’s head like a bag of magic powder, thrown into the fire. Immediately afterwards a second knife stuck in his stomach. Before he fell into the darkness, he heard an evil voice whispering:

“In the name of the Mighty, dog!”

It was then that Ahmed Al’Raha, a descendant of the fifth blood, the Chief Scholar of the Court died, was hanging on knives between two killers.

The street was silent. The killers disappeared as imperceptibly as they appeared. Ahmed’s dumped body was just a blur among the shadows of the alley. Even if someone had passed by, he probably wouldn’t have noticed him, especially since the night was very dark.

The hours passed slowly and finally a cool dawn came. The sun rose above the dunes, and young shepherds came out of the tents to water dirkhans. The animals roared miserably after an overnight fast. Their voices reached the walls of Al’Qir, where the last shift of the guard waited impatiently for the rays of the sun to pass over the battlements and illuminate the city immersed in the fog and gray. However, before it happened, traffic was already on the streets.

Palace messengers were running all over Al’Qir like crazy. Their sandals were sliding on dew-covered stones. They brought extraordinary news to the leaders and their families. Along the way, they were shouting it at the top of their lungs, until surprised faces appeared in the windows opening everywhere. Orekhil, the twenty first prophet, was called that night. To him and the high priests this joyful message was passed by a divine messenger.

In the uproar caused by this news, no one noticed the other, widespread by the guards who were on duty at night. Because who was interested on such a day that in strange circumstances the court scholar was murdered? At most, some people smiled, saying that the old devil Ahmed fully deserved his fate.

The Rahique’s gray beard ballooned at every word he said. Strict rules defined the only way the Book could be read. The Rahique spoke clearly and slowly, grandly accenting each word and perfectly obeying the rules of punctuation. Listeners could imagine that the prophet himself was speaking to them, although the readings due to it were long and tiresome.

The soldiers who sat on pillows around Rahique’s platform were starting to get bored. At the time of the sermon, they could change their heavy armor to airy, white robes, but they would still prefer to be in town now. When all Al’Qir was overwhelmed by the Feast of Ascension, the temple seemed a boring place to spend the afternoon.

The young armed man, sitting on Rahique’s left, made it particularly clear. He squirmed all the time, as if he couldn’t find a comfortable place. He was a slim, handsome man with dark, ruffled hair and a happy look. The small, snub nose gave his face feminine features.

“Rashid, I can’t stand it,” he murmured to the soldier next to him. 

“Relax, there are only a dozen or so verses left,” said the man. He looked a lot different from his friend. Wider bars and clearly defined muscles made his silhouette more massive. He had a large, slightly hooked nose, a well-groomed, pointed chin, and very calm, gray eyes, the color of which was rare among the Survivors. In contrast to his companion, he seemed unusually calm. He sat like a statue and listened, or pretended to listen to Rahique’s words. “Don’t fidget, Akeem,” he whispered with a smile.

“I can’t when I think about what’s going on in the bazaar. Women! Women in colorful, flimsy dresses, women without veils! All seven days! Do you know that we won’t live to see such a second opportunity?”

“Only a fool looks lustfully at what he can’t have,” Rashid quoted.

“Don’t pretend to be a saint. Anyway, I can and you, I think too. I will only add,” he winked wickedly, “that the daughters of high families will dance in the palace tonight. Including Aelyah of Zafi’ads.”

Rashid’s eyelid twitched slightly.

“You see? I knew it, old cheater!”

“Be quiet.”

“When grandpa finishes his sermon, we’ll go to the Broken Amphora. Sheikh, let the Mighty look after him, ordered that the wine be sold at half price during the feast.”

“Be quiet, please.”

“You have to check whether some scrooge is trying to break this holy edict.”

At that moment, Rashid’s heavy like a stone hand punch him between the shoulder blades. Akeem staggered and choked. He turned his watery eyes to Rahique and saw that the old man had stopped reading. He looked at them menacingly from under the bushy eyebrows. There was stony silence in the temple.

Akeem was expecting reprimand or even heavy punishment. Nothing like this happened. After all, the day was extraordinary.

“Thanks to the grace of the Mighty, let whole earth be his, I’m experiencing the second Ascension,” said Rahique. “I remember when I was just a little younger than you, the prophet Sadam Al’Hakeem entered paradise. During these seven days I experienced many wonderful moments.”

Some listeners smiled, amused by their own improper thoughts about the entertainment of the young Rahique.

“I lived to the next holiday, but few of my friends were that lucky. That’s why I won’t keep you any longer. In the name of the Mighty, go and be happy! You probably won’t live until the second Ascension.”

His last words were drowned out by the joyful screams of the soldiers. The Sheikh Samir canceled today’s drill, so they could spend the rest of the day outside the walls of Eagle Fort. 

Rashid stood up calmly, stretching his aching legs. Akeem laughed and patted him on the back. 

“Come on, old dirkhan! We must have a good time today because tomorrow we have to be on duty.”

They headed for the exit from the temple, in which most of the soldiers had already disappeared.

The gray-haired, thin man stood in the window of the Sand Spire and looked at the riders who were leaving through the main gate. To spread the word of Ascension to the whole Forgotten Land, messengers were sent to all villages and clans. The first ones set off at dawn - disappeared on the horizon, before the sun came out fully. After them were called messengers who that day had no designated service. They also immediately left the city. It turned out then that it was not possible to send letters everywhere, because in Al’Qir there weren’t enough messengers to reach every corner of the country. Therefore, around noon, the Sheikh had to call a dozen Holy Riders and assign them this task. The warriors were reluctant to stop celebrating but the will of the Sheikh was the law. Sharpened piles waited for those questioning his orders. So they prepared themselves for the road and right now they were disappearing one by one under the huge arch of the gate.

The old man who was staring at them rubbed his chin thoughtfully and whispered something to himself. The robe, embroidered with gold and precious stones, hung down on him in disarray. 

“Oh the Wise One!” sounded the voice of a servant. 

“It happened too quickly,” the old man said slowly, as if to himself. “Arkhan hasn’t returned yet, and Ahmed was killed before he reported on his research.” 

“What will you do, my Lord?”

“Dress me, Rais. At noon I have to show myself to the faithful.”

“That means ...”

“Yes, Rais. PNa’ilaps the Mighty showed mercy and called me before I could sin against him. Maybe, as Azizz teachers say, he is infinitely merciful. I will not shirk his will. In seven days I will cross the gates of heaven.”

A short, humped man stood in the window next to the prophet. He sighed, looking at the crowd that stretched along the palace walls.

“We will never know. All for nothing.”

“Not all. We still have seven days, Rais. Seven days and a handful of faithful people. We’ll do a lot. Anyway, my departure doesn’t mean an end, my friend. You and Arkhan will be still here.”

The humpback dropped to his knees, sobbed and kissed the hem of the prophet’s robe.

“Lord! How could the Mighty take you away from us when you are so needed?”

“I don’t know, Rais. His thought will always be inscrutable to us. Apparently it was supposed to be this way.”

“Oh the Wise One! So maybe he wants our work to be interrupted ...”

The prophet looked at the humpback threateningly.

“It’s not up to you to interpret the actions of the Mighty, Rais. This is work for me and the Rahiques. Take care of your own responsibilities. Send messengers to Arkhan. Let them move faster than the desert wind and report that my time in this world is ending”.

“Yes, the greatest”. Rais bowed.

For a long time, the Broken Amphora didn’t host such crowds as on the first day of Ascension. A small building next to the city wall was bursting at the seams. Space in the cool interior was only for soldiers, priests and men from rich families. Drovers, craftsmen and small traders had to be content with canvas roofs and the shade of palm trees in the garden in front of the winery.

The drink poured in streams, and the sweaty servants barely managed to pull amphorae out of the basements. Between the tables separated by silk curtains, Aqila run around, serving. The fat, mustached owner of the tavern had to personally check if each guest got exactly what he wished. When he moved another curtain and saw who was sitting behind it, he grinned with his rotten teeth.

“Praise the Mighty! Who do I see today?! Mr. Akeem and Rashid in the flesh! What do you wish for, noble?”

“Have you scented gold yet, old predator?” Akeem asked.

“You don’t call us ‘noble’ when the palace is in arrears with the pay,” added Al’Tihamah.

“It seems that this she-camel’s son knows about the prize, Rashid. In Al’Qir, won’t even the broken silver coin escape merchants’ and shopkeepers’ notice?”

Aqila bowed.

“Let the Mighty prevent it! Although I admit that walking here and there, I heard this and that. Many customers have already celebrated the generosity of the Sheikh.”

“Ha, ha! It was not an hour since Samir distributed the gold to the soldiers, and all whores washed themselves and dressed up.”

“And the innkeepers made us ‘noble lords’.”

“Oh no, Mr. Al’Tihamah. Let leprosy destroy me if I say this only because of your gold. I know you are of the fifth blood!”

“But gold isn’t insignificant?”

“I’m just a poor buyer, noble gentlemen. Getting gold is my job.”

The soldiers laughed again. Well. At least you know that we are able to pay, so maybe you’ll give us a pitcher of your best wine for starters. And a large fruit plate.

“And a date platter. Order the quail and honey be put in the oven. We don’t save today. Anyway, thanks to the grace of the Sheikh, let his wives reward him with a hundred sons, we pay only half the bill.”

Aqila winced as if he had a toothache. 

“Ay, ay. The grace of the Sheikh gave, the grace of the Sheikh takes away,” he groaned, then disappeared behind the curtain.

Time was passing. The sun was at its zenith, baking the populous streets of the city. Even in the Broken Amphora it got hot. Rashid and Akeem removed their mails. The armors made of metal plates riveted to the leather jacket, protected well against blows, but in such heat they were unbearable due to the thick lining. So the soldiers were sitting in their shirts, drinking wine and feasting on sweet dates. Al’Tihamah was staring at the intensely green tapestry hanging on the wall, showing the pastures and fields on the banks of Yamna.

“Soon you won’t be able to show up in Amphora with a common soldiery,” said already flushed Akeem and filled the cup.

The large pitcher was three-quarters empty.

“What are you saying my friend?”

“You will be promoted. Let my prick wither if I’m wrong. You will be the army commander.”

Rashid smiled. 

“I’m still too young.”

“Well, I’m young. You, Rashid, according to every measure, should already have a few wives and a bunch of children. Did you know that when the prophet Orekhil enters Paradise and his successor is revealed, the appointments of new officials and officers will start?”

Rashid looked into the empty goblet. 

“My family is poor. Many rich men are waiting for promotion.”

The Sheikh must reckon with...

“Something is bothering you all this time,” interrupted Akeem. “Too young, too poor ... Maybe that’s true, but on the other hand you are a great warrior. And of the fifth blood!”

Rashid waved a hand. Akeem continued: 

“The fifth generation after Qaiwain! I have heard the Sheikh complaining that there were too many rich young dandies among the Holy Riders, and not enough real soldiers. People just like you will be promoted soon.”

Akeem lowered his voice and looked around carefully to see if anyone was listening.

“I know it’s a sin to talk about it as long as Orekhil is among us, but who do you think will take his place? Who will the Rahiques choose? Who does the Mighty anoint? It will be a man for whom the Book is sanctity. A person who no one will suspect of ... mistakes that are alleged to our master.”

Here he paused, glanced timidly from side to side and took a sip of wine. 

“When that happens, people like you will be back in favor, Rashid. Anyway, tell me don’t you want to command? Don’t you want to be the commander of the Holy Riders?”

A spark flashed in the man’s eye. 

“I want to,” he replied. “I want it more than you can imagine, my friend.” 

Akeem wanted to ask him something, but paused when he looked into the small window behind Rashid. 

“Look!” he said. “Isn’t that Taj?”

Rashid turned to the window. Indeed, a soldier clad in Riders’ armor was walking along the path between the palms. The white scar that disfigured the young face left no room for doubt. Taj carefully walked over the guests who were snoring in the shadows, then moved the curtain and went inside. 

“Here!” Rashid shouted, waving his hand.

Taj broke through the maze of silk curtains and small tables, bowed silently to his friends, and sat down opposite them. He detached his saber and threw it sideways, but he didn’t take off his armor.

Immediately a servant boy brought him the cup. Taj filled it to the brim and drank. He cleared his throat, wiped his mouth with his sleeve, and then said: 

“Crappy day. Everyone is celebrating, and I run like a dog.”

“What did the Sheikh command you?”

“I’m looking for the murderers of Ahmed Al’Raha.” Rashid stroked his beard.

“So that’s true ... The old fox finally met someone better than himself?” 

“Two better ones, if you believe the tracks in the street.” Akeem filled the second goblet to the soldier. 

“It probably won’t be a difficult matter. Ahmed had many enemies ...”

Taj shook his head, took off the helmet and wiped his sweaty forehead.

“I thought so too, Akeem, but I found some traces at the place of murder. Disturbing traces. It looks like Ahmed was killed by warriors with the gift of blood. Sixth and maybe even the fifth generation.”

Rashid almost choked on a date. 

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“As of that the sky is blue. They used the gifts in a powerful way. I have witnesses to this. Believe me, I’d rather chase the wind in the desert. How many young fifth-blooded men are in Al’Qir? There will probably be twenty in total with you. All from the wealthy families, all completely unapproachable. In addition, I found a very strange ... ,” he paused, as if he was going to add something, but finally just shook his head and emptied the cup. 

Rashid rubbed his beard thoughtfully.

“The Sheikh should appoint more people for such a task. After all, even with the inspiration of the Mighty, a pair of hands is not enough to search all Al’Qir.”

Taj nodded and asked: 

“I know I shouldn’t ask because you certainly have your own matters, but could you help me a little bit?”

Rashid hit the table with a mug. 

“By a thousand scorpions, didn’t you think we would leave you alone with this?”

Murder and sons of noble families. It promises to be interesting ...” added Akeem. 

Taj smiled for the first time today. 

“May the Mighty look after you, friends. We should first reduce the number of suspects. You have to make sure how many young fifth-blooded men were in the city that night. And how many were outside the family home.”

The rider stood in the laggart stirrups, pulling the telescope out of his belt. The rusty dust, from which the Red Wastes got their name, settled in a thick layer on his chin and wool coat. The traveler licked his parched lips and spat sideways. Then he put the instrument to his eye.

A strong wind blew that day, raising clouds of dust and significantly reducing visibility. Still, the rider could clearly see the distant outlines of the houses. Small, round dark clay huts were surrounded by prickly bushes. Dark silhouettes circled between the houses. It was too far to recognize them, but Arkhan might have put his head on the block that they were people. Same as him and his nine companions. He turned to the rest of the unit. The Riders stared calmly at him. Only the laggarts shifted impatiently.

Arkhan covered his face with a scarf, then said: 

“Our master was right! The Red Wastes are inhabited!” The soldiers murmured, and one or two prayed to the Mighty. 

“No time for whining. Let the Rahiques consider what that might mean. Draw your weapon! We must bring tangible proof to Al’Qir!”

In the evening, the Temple square was overcrowded. Almost all the inhabitants of Al’Qir appeared, from beggars to the richest and most dignified. According to centuries-old tradition, each evening of the Feast of the Ascension, the prophet appeared on the terrace overlooking the square and personally taught the faithful. Then gifts were dropped from the terrace.

Today, the first of seven sermons was to take place. Already at noon the whole city was abuzz with gossip about gifts given by the palace guards. Some said it would be an ointment to treat all diseases. Others claimed that the prophet would cast pure gold into the crowd. Of course, many were aware that these ideas were greatly exaggerated, but in the evening crowds milled about the terrace.

On the other side of the square, away from the mob, canopies were spread and a platform was built for the more noble residents of Al’Qir. Archers took the roofs of nearby houses, and a whole battalion of the Holy Riders stood at Merchants Street. The Sheikh Samir did everything to ensure that nothing would disturb the ceremony.

Moments were passing. The riders’ laggarts were fidgeting restlessly and hissing at passers-by. People gathered under the terrace sat on the pavement. People of noble birth took silk cushions. Some archers put down their weapons and started playing dice. The day was slowly ending. Birds were circling over the square, as if surprised by such a large gathering.

However, as soon as the golden domes of the palace sparkled in the rays of the setting sun, a dozen or so courtiers with long brass zurnas came out onto the terrace. People stood up immediately. Right afterwards the roar of instruments rolled over the city, followed by the crowd’s howling. The prophet Orekhil appeared.

Everything was observed by a man hidden in a dark side street. He was of despicable posture, humpbacked and ugly. He looked at the prophet in scarlet robes. He clenched his hand on the pouch he held behind his bosom. Then he checked if he had a dagger. Both were to be used to perform an important task. He only had six days left for it.

“Lord, you can be sure I won’t let you down,” he whispered. 

Then he started running down the street, scaring a bunch of children with his appearance.

Bonfires higher than the infernal flames burned in the palace gardens. Young women were dancing around them, both married and girls. In flimsy, colorful dresses, they showed much more body than the Book allowed. However, on such a joyous feast as Ascension, most Rahiques allowed for a deviation from the rules. Some orthodox persons came to the evening dances anyway, but they were sitting in the back, far from the fire, loudly commenting on the shamelessness of the dancers.

Palace musicians played drums and pipes, and the service fired rockets filled with magical powder into the sky. Guests occupied pillows spread over green grass, and slaves rushed around them, carrying wine and fruit. Every now and then the cascades of colorful sparks from exploding fireworks fell on everybody.

Noble families had fun here, their women danced by the fire. Double guards at the gates made sure that no one from the populace could get into the gardens. The poor have their own fun places. Smaller fires were prepared in the main squares and in private orchards. Of course, the celebrations were not as lavish as in the palace, but more casual. Since all Rahiques were having a good time behind the palace wall, people solicited in remote parts of the city, which normally was punishable by stigmatization with hot Iron. Long after the Ascension of Orekhil, people talked in taverns about young men and girls dancing naked and wild orgies in olive orchards. It was widely believed that the Mighty forgives all sins committed during this festival.

Akeem and Rashid were having fun in the palace, as were the others Holy Riders. After all, it was the most honorable type of armed service. The rider was equal to a person of noble birth. And a noble-born Riders like Rashid could sit down at the table with the patriarchs of the families. But Rashid wasn’t interested in sitting under the canopy with those snappy old men and talking and paying court to them. He preferred to look at dancing women, especially at a special one.

Aelyah was beautiful, though not in the way most appreciated by young men from Al’Qir. She wasn’t tall. She was barely five feet tall, so she would reach to Rashid’s shoulder. Meanwhile, poets celebrated women slender like the Sand Spire. Aelyah had small, narrow and mysterious lips, so different from full and swollen lips that soldiers dreamed about at nights. Her breasts, though beautiful and shapely, might seem too small. Her waist was too narrow for many. Aelyah looked not like a woman, but like Na’ila - a delicate apparition, luring travelers into the quicksand.

Other girls were laughing and swirling in a storm of colorful skirts. Aelyah, however, was dancing as if in a trance, without making any sound. Weightless like a genius of air, she didn’t seem to touch the ground with her feet. Rashid couldn’t take his eyes off her. 

“Ask old Ashal for her!” shouted straight into his ear Akeem, who was sitting right next to him. “I heard he hasn’t found a husband for her yet.”

Rashid shook his head.

Ashal is a miser. He’ll probably ask for as much gold as Aelyah weighs. 

“Really? Then any merchant could take her. The girl looks like she is about to fly with the wind.”

Rashid punched his friend in a side.

“She is the most beautiful woman of Al’Qir. If you disagree, draw your saber,” he said with a laugh.

Akeem massaged his ribs. 

“Sure. I’d rather wrestle with a dirkhan.”

Rashid sipped his wine and looked at Aelyah again. 

“Leave her for now. You’ll have enough gold when the Sheikh rewards us for catching Al’Raha’s killers. And speaking of which: do you have a plan?”

“Yes,” Rashid replied, reaching for a bunch of grapes. “We’ll visit your brother first.”

“Raksa? But what do we need this scribe for?”

“This is a Rahique, and in addition a friend. I have a few questions for him.” 

Akeem shrugged.

“Hey look at her! he shouted suddenly. “She is probably the daughter of the grocer Faras! By the Mighty, what hips! Rashid, do you hear me?”

He didn’t hear. He drowned in the depths of Aelyah’s dark eyes and thick hair. For the rest of the evening, he hardly spoke to his friend, always following her slender figure.

That night, when Al’Qir partied and celebrated, eight people were murdered. Three fell victim to a fight that broke out in the Desert Rat tavern. The fourth was a merchant who was killed and plundered in the Lepers’ Lane. In addition, a slave from the house of Al’Rashad stabbed her owner’s son when drank and was all over her. Finally, someone strangled the armorer Sadam in a dream, slaughtered the Rahique Zildan in the garden and poisoned the traveler and poet Yamir Al’Qadar. The last three people had one thing in common - they were said to be in close contact with the palace.
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he next day, when the dawn was already beginning to gray on the horizon, Al’Qir was still calm. Normally at this time many residents would start working, the first people and sleds would appear on the streets. Nothing like that happened. The city, tired of all-night fun, slept much longer than usual. Even the walls were empty. The sentries snored, leaning their backs against the battlements, and empty pitchers lay next to them.

Therefore, no one saw a small group that had gathered in the square near Eagle Fort. Fourteen warriors in their coats mounted bipedal laggarts. Animals were lethargic in such a cold season. Laggarts, like all reptiles, needed warmth. They were not suitable for rides at night, when the water in the troughs could freeze, and an icy wind blew over the dunes. However, the warriors didn’t seem to care. They waited.

After a moment, their commander came out from behind the gate of the fort - a tall, bearded rider, bearing the sign of the Mighty on his chest. He said a few words, then jumped on the saddle. A moment later, the soldiers, ruthlessly hurrying weakened animals, headed for the main gate. No one noticed them passing through the streets of the city, although they were accompanied by the crackling of whips and the roars of mounts.

When they passed the huge arch of the gate, they headed straight west. After several minutes they disappeared on the horizon, leaving behind only traces of clawed paws, which were quickly blurred by the desert wind. They were in a hurry, because the Sheikh promised a great reward if they did the job. However, if they didn’t do well, they could at best count on a deep dungeon under the Palace of the Righteous.

Raksa stood in front of a shelf full of volumes bound in lizard leather. He scratched his head for a moment and chose the appropriate book. He returned with it to the desk behind which Akeem and Rashid were sitting.

“Umhm,” he grunted, flipping through the volume. “You can add younker Saddar Al’Narmat. His mother was Yala from the Al’Gashan family, and his father was Saman Al’Narmat. Yala was of noble blood - the fifth generation. Same with Saman. So Saddar is also a fifth-blooded. He fits your list.”

Akeem nodded and put a stamp next to one of the names on the page.

“And Tohan Al’Qaddar? Son of the first poet of the court?” Rashid asked. “His father also had the fifth blood.”

“Yes, but he begot Tohan with daughter of Yzzaf Al’Jashi, who wasn’t a heir. Tohan’s blood is diluted. This is the sixth generation,” said Raksa.

“And Dershin? Son of Captain Abdal?”

Raksa wrinkled his nose and began turning the pages again. Akeem got up to stretch his bones and went to the window. It was midday - the sun was hanging right in the middle of the sky. They spent four hours browsing birth books, using the knowledge of the Rahique Raksa. Meanwhile, Al’Qir threw off the morning numbness. The streets were full of people. Many barely sobered up after the celebration of the first day, and already began to celebrate the second. 

Raksa finally found what he was looking for. 

“No, Captain Abdal wasn’t a fifth-blooded, as members of the Al’Halj family liked to say. His real mother is not the first, but the third wife of his father, who didn’t have the gift. So Abdal himself was six-blooded. Then he took Vanya from the rich but of despicable state the Al’Dakkar family, and the blood was diluted again. Dershin is only the seventh generation.”

Rashid sighed.

“I think we know everything. May the Mighty reward you with a long life, Raksa. Without you, we could never have done it.”

The Rahique bowed.

“That is why I’m the Book Keeper, Rashid Al’Tihamah, to help the faithful who come with questions.”

“Thank you anyway. Let’s go, Akeem.” 

The young warrior stepped away from the window. He exchanged ceremonial kisses with his brother, after which they left his workshop. In the corridor, Rashid said: 

“He helped us a lot. Now the list looks much more straightforward.”

Akeem nodded grimly.

One day was enough for messengers rushing like the wind to reach the settlements closest to Al’Qir. They conveyed the news of the prophet’s calling and moved on to the borders of the Forgotten Land. The inhabitants of the villages visited, immediately packed their belongings and headed for the city. Only a handful designated by the patriarchs remained to guard the houses and flocks.

The main gate, which was open all day, let in dusty and tired wanderers all the time. Almost all places in the inns were occupied, although only half of the expected pilgrims arrived. The Sheikh Samir issued a decree death-threatening for overpricing accommodation. This didn’t deter the crooks who offered beds for the holiday for huge sums. Meanwhile, quite a few families from the provinces couldn’t afford even a simple inn, so a forest of tents quickly grew in the gardens next to the temples.

The prophet Orekhil looked at this motley from the window of the Sand Spire. On a mahogany table lay a piece of paper with an unfinished sermon. Rais stood behind his master, patiently waiting for the prophet to get roused from his meditations.

“How is it going, Rais?” the old man finally ask. “Our time is running out.”

“I’ve been to many places, lord, asking about Master Ahmed. I paid dozens of lips and got a lot of information.”

“Rais, use less generalities.”

“Of course, the smartest.” The humpback bowed. “I’m about to discover who Mr. Al’Raha was to contact just before he died. I also know what the purpose of the meeting was.”

Orekhil turned to the servant, raising an eyebrow. 

“Really?”

“Master Ahmed was to pay a large sum for the item that a merchant brought from the east.”

Orekhil sighed. 

“This is still not enough. Specifics, Rais. I miss specifics. Keep looking.”

“The pupil of my eye, forgive such a mundane request, but the informants shook me down to the last centime. And I still have to bribe ...”

“Enough,” Orekhil interrupted, returning to the window. “Costs don’t matter to me.” Isamar will give you as much as you need. 

“Thank you, the smartest.”

The prophet sent the servant away with a wave of his hand. He was looking at the gate through which the crowd of pilgrims poured into the city. One lone rider went against the tide, breaking through the crowd that was in the bottleneck. This soldier received orders from Orekhil only a few moments earlier.

The prophet waited until the messenger got behind the gate, spurred his mount on and headed west through the sand dunes. Then Orekhil turned and sat down behind the desk to finish today’s sermon. Now everything depended on the Mighty. And on that who had a faster laggart: his messenger or the Sheikh Samir’s vultures.

Aqila filled the cups, whining like an old woman: 

“Ay, ay. I’m telling you, noble gentlemen, the Sheikh’s decree will ruin me.”

“From what I see, you are doing well,” said Akeem. The room was filled to the last seat. 

“Ay, ay. A lot of guests, but that’s my misfortune. Everyone drinks for half the price. For half the price, can you imagine younker Akeem? It gives me two centimes for a jar of the best wine. I will scream and shout about it and bargain with buyers for many days, and I will not fill the cellar for less than two centimes a pitcher. Due to devilish drought, which emptied the canals in the upper reaches of the river, the grapes have become more expensive recently. So at best I won’t earn anything. And the tax? The service?”

Rashid smiled.

“Look at this from a good side,” he said, reaching for the cup. “The Mighty will certainly reward your sacrifice.”

“What would the Ascension Day be without good wine, Aqila,” interjected Akeem. 

The fat man put down the pitcher and wiped his forehead. 

“I have a great place at the Mighty’s house anyway. The Rahiques promise me that every time I serve them on credit. But it would be good to have something to eat also in this life.”

Rashid drew a coin from the purse and threw it on the table. 

“Here you are. Now you can’t say that the riders empty your cellar and take the bread from your mouth.”

Aqila folded in half. 

“Be blessed a hundred times, noble sir. Let your children ...”

“He has no children, Aqila. And he probably won’t have long, said Akeem.”

“Still, thank you for the good words,” Rashid replied. “Now prepare one more place, and then leave us alone.”

Soon Taj arrived. He stood in the doorway, took off his helmet and looked for his friends. He looked as bleak as day earlier. He only cheered when he took his place at the table, and Rashid pulled up to him a platter of steaming goulash.

“What did you find?” Taj asked, sticking a spoon deeply. Rashid pulled a scroll from behind his bosom. 

“We narrowed the circle of suspects to twelve people.” Taj unfolded the list and studied it carefully. 

“Great. It will be four people per head. We can check them in one day.”

“It’s not that simple,” said Akeem. “We can’t get to at least three of them. They are too big bites for our throats.”

“So we’ll ask their servants or friends,” Rashid said. “I won’t tell you to go to Fermin Al’Kannah’s estate and say you suspect him of murder!” 

“That’s right,” Taj nodded. “If we are discreet, we can check everyone. Tomorrow you will check the first few names.”

“And you?”

The soldier suddenly became serious.

“I have a different lead, but it’s a dangerous thing into which I won’t dragoon you. You can help enough by asking about our young fifth-blooded men.”

“I don’t like secrets,” said Akeem, “but I won’t make you talk.”

He raised a cup. 

“To the wonderful three who will capture the killers.”

“To the wonderful three.”

“To the wonderful three.”

They emptied the dishes at one gulp. Then the conversation turned to less serious topics. They talked about funny things that happened in the city that day. About where and when the best feasts would take place. And about what officers the Sheikh would nominate on the occasion of the holiday. However, the subject of the murder returned like a night ghost when Akeem went outside to empty his bladder. 

As soon as Al’Iarnak disappeared behind the door, Taj moved closer to Rashid and said: 

“I didn’t want to mention it in front of the young because he is too talkative. I have a witness who heard the killers’ conversation.”

“Really?” Rashid asked, not concealing his interest. “What was it about?”

“I can’t say that,” Taj replied and rubbed the scar swollen with the blood. “For now, I only have suspicions, but if they turn out to be true ... The case can be big, Rashid. Reaching up to the palace itself.”

“Are you in danger?”

“I don’t know, but I prefer to secure myself.”

“Do you know my sister Aliyah?”

“By sight only.”

“She’s the only person besides me who knows the witness. Tomorrow evening I’m going to check my trail. If ... If something happened to me - if you didn’t hear from me for a long time - visit her. Tell her that you served with me and she will tell you the name.

Rashid nodded silently.

“Then,” Taj continued, “you’ll decide for yourself if you want to mess with it. Remember that you have no obligation.”

“I don’t like it. You know I can keep a secret. Tell me what’s going on and I’ll go with you tomorrow. My saber can be useful.”

“No, my friend, please don’t persuade me. I’ve made my decision. If you want to do something else ...”

“Yes?”

Taj reached into his pouch and pulled out a broken blade the size of a nail.

“I found it in the alley near the body. Certainly it’s not from Ahmed’s scimitar. I wanted to give this piece to a good armorer, but I ran out of time.”

Rashid took the splinter with two fingers and examined it carefully. Steel had a strange rainbow glow. Up close, the delicate texture of hundreds of thin layers could be seen.

“One thing I can say at once: no armorer in Al’Qir forged it.”

“I know. That’s why I think the case may be of interest.”

Al’Tihamah put the fragment in his purse.

“I’ll take care of it tomorrow morning,” he said.

At that moment Akeem’s voice sounded over them:

“Why are you sitting sad like a shepherd over a dead sheep? It appears that there wasn’t enough wine! Hey Aqila, we need a second pitcher of your divine nectar!”

The Eagle Fort soldiers could sleep in their family homes when they were out of service. Not everyone enjoyed this privilege, but Rashid Al’Tihamah didn’t spend even one more night more than he had to in the barracks. Therefore, when he left the Broken Amphora at deep night, he didn’t go towards the fort, although it was nearby, but plunged into the labyrinth of narrow streets of the Craftsmen District.

Along the way, he passed crowds of drunk people, and amused maids shouted obscene offers to him. Rashid, however walked thoughtfully, ignoring everything around him. Some bad feeling started to arise in his head. He thought he was wading with Taj and Akeem directly into the web of a desert giant spider.

“Give me a centime, soldier,” a foreign voice with a typical northern accent roused him from his meditations.

Three strangers stood before Rashid, leaning on poles. A heavy odor of sour wine was coming from them. 

“For passing our street at night people should pay a toll.”

Al’Tihamah opened his coat and showed shiny steel armor plates and the handle of a large saber. 

“Haven’t you met the Holy Rider, rats?” he said. 

The shepherds cringed and gave way. Rashid walked between them, disappearing into the dark.

His family house was at the very end of the district. It was a small, two-story building with a city wall at the back and a garden with a pond at the front. In the past, there were a closet in which craftsmen could handle their matters with the Al’Tihamahs. Now it was the only property that the family owned.

Rashid entered the garden through the gate. In its far corner, there was a row of tombstones. The young soldier didn’t like to look in their direction, because their number was several times higher than the Al’Tihamahs alive. There was light only in one window.

The wooden door with the knocker reminded that once rich people lived behind it. Few families in Al’Qir could afford a decent door because of the price and scarcity of wood. 

Rashid knocked and soon heard the staple clash. The door leaf opened to reveal Mullah standing with an oil lamp in his hand. 

“Praise the Mighty! I’m pleased that you have come, Master Rashid,” an old servant greeted him. 

Rashid entered the hall and took off his coat, and Mullah closed the door. 

“What about mothers?” asked the young man. 

“Both ladies are already sleeping. Miss Mara and her maid too.”

“Is there something in the kitchen?”

“A stew of hungh mushrooms and some wheat cakes.”

“Great. Serve it now,” Rashid said, taking off his shoes. The gray-haired slave bowed and disappeared into the corridors of the empty, quiet house. 

A moment later, Rashid ate alone on a rug in the war room. The entire wall was occupied by the tapestry, showing the breaking of the rebel tribes in Al’Qir. On the other wall, there were hung trophies collected by previous male members: several banners of wild tribes, sabers of defeated enemies, a couple of huge heads of manhaurs, jaws of a large spider, and even a demon helmet. The latter was the most interesting to Rashid. 

It was a strange, cylindrical construction made of riveted steel sheet. Father strictly forbade touching the object, but young Rashid once put it on his head. He thought then that only the demon could fight in something similar. A narrow gap at eye level greatly limited the field of view, and the tiny holes obstructed breathing.

Rashid hasn’t added anything to this gallery of glory yet. He hoped he would do it soon. When he finished his meal, he left the plates on the floor and went to his room. He couldn’t sleep for a long time, oppressed by bad feelings.

The third day of the festivity began similarly to the second. Nobody got up in time to take care of the duties. It was only around noon that the merchants began to open stalls, and craftsmen appeared in the workshops. When the armorer Namib reached his forge, which was located at the Book Square, the sun was almost at its zenith. The helper hadn’t arrived yet. Cursing up a storm, Namib pushed the curtain aside and let in the daylight. He crossed the threshold and jumped up in fear.

Inside, a mighty warrior sat quietly and motionless. His dark face had noble features, and his short beard was well-groomed. The Riders’ armor protected a wide torso, and a steel helmet with a turban lay on a bench next to a stranger.
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