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  I: The Storm


  Zalaya leaned against the wall of the shelter, focusing on the wooden slats covered by a thin cloth. Some light filtered through, but it was weak. The cloth moved like a lung laboring for air. She wondered if it would rip. Throughout the room there were metal filagree and glass lanterns. There was only one candle lit, set where wind would trouble it less, on the alter to the storm goddess of the desert. The candle for Nesuet was always set where wind might not blow it out or disturb other offerings to this Lady.


  A man sat against the wall near the window. His face bled from a cut, as did his arm. The rest of his exposed skin was abraded from sand. Zalaya would never bar any creature from shelter in one of Gazanté’s legendary sandstorms, but she could wish that Stevas had not found this shelter, one she had helped to supply.


  “I’m not sure what is worse, your glare or that storm,” he said. “Go ahead and say what you’re thinking.”


  “How could you?” she asked. It was not what she meant to say. There were too many things swirling in her mind, almost worse than the killing storm outside. “You killed her, you know, with your selfishness!”


  He said nothing; his face was expressive. There was grief there. She was surprised to see his eyes rim red—though no tears broke a line down the fine sand grit caked on his face. He swallowed and looked up at her. The moaning light of the slatted window, and the sudden flickering candlelight caught on his eyes. Vivid blue. Wet.


  She suddenly remembered teaching him Aske so many years ago, and his delight in the complicated strategy game. They had glittered like that, in joy. Now she could only see grief.


  She shook her head. “Were you drunk when you seduced her?


  “I didn’t seduce her, but yeah. I was drunk.”


  


[image: ]


  II: Before


  Gloriana saw Stevas fucking a woman on a table. The wife of some nobleman, she thought. She couldn’t see the face. The woman had her legs wide open, pulling her dress up so he could have her. Her moans of pleasure caught her mind. Ecstasy. Pleasure. Joy.


  Joy. That was what everyone liked about her. Her pleasure in music, art, flowers, and so many other simple things. She had watched children play with dolls and knew that it was an idea of her innocence that they thought of first. Her husband, she believed, wanted to keep her there. How he would ever get an heir like that, she never knew.


  The couple heard some sound down another corridor. The woman and man broke apart, she fixed her dress as he helped her off the table and then fled, laughing as quietly as possible after giving him a quick kiss on his cheek.


  Gloriana stepped forward. She looked at her brother-in-law and whispered, “I want that.”


  Stevas stepped back, surprised. “Pardon?”


  “Show me,” she said, moving close to him.


  “Mi’lady!” he said, stepping back and falling sideways into the chair behind him. He gestured helplessly. She moved closer to him and put her hands on his chest through his unbuttoned shirt. She could smell the drink on him, and knew surprise was not the only thing that had made him unsteady. Her left palm felt the upraised nipple on his chest. She ran her hand across it, curious as to how this would make him feel.


  He let out a sound, “Glory, surely...”


  “No,” she said, stopping him from speaking. She had tried. “Mer thinks me too young.”


  “You are young.”


  “Not too much younger than you!” she said. “I am tired of touching myself. You touch me.”
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  Zalaya and Gloriana walked together in the Salese palace garden.


  “Why do you smile?” asked Gloriana.


  “My father, I believe, approves that I am doing an activity so very lady-like as taking this turn among the flowers.”


  “I think my husband likes seeing us together. What do you think?”


  Zalaya looked up. She was not sure. She could not read the expression on Mer’s face very well, and she thought she knew him as well as any friend.


  “That Merveal likes his friend and wife walking together ought to be a thing of happiness.”


  There was a moment of silence as they walked. Gloriana came to a rose bush and bent down. “This is one of my favorites.” She breathed in the scent deeply, a smile growing across her sweet lips. She looked up at Zalaya. “I wish I could cut you one, so you could carry it, even as it dried, and remember the beginning of friendship in the lingering scent.”


  “Easily done.” Zalaya slipped a thin knife from a sheath up her sleeve. “Which one?”


  Gloriana laughed and held the rose she had just scented. Zalaya cut it.


  “And then one for you?” Zalaya asked.


  Gloriana laughed again, picked out another and held the stem as Zalaya cut it. They walked again, scenting the roses she had just cut. Gloriana laughed again as she slipped the knife back into its sheath.


  “My Lady?”


  “A knife in your sleeve, perhaps not so lady like.”


  Zalaya gave a helpless shrug, but grinned. “I am a woman of the Watch, as well as a princess.”


  “May I ask you something?”


  “Anything.”


  “What is it like?”


  “What is what like?”


  “Relations with men. I am married, but he has not yet shared my bed.”


  Zalaya had guessed this from things Mer had said, even as he lauded Gloriana’s beauty and character. “I would not know,” she said. “I am a virgin.”


  “I thought... Forgive me. But... My husband...”


  “Mer thought what?” Zalaya asked, but she could guess.


  “Well, you are from Gazanté. I thought all the women were exotic.”


  “Exotic? Is that the word you would use? To my mind, you are exotic, as you are foreign.”


  “I don’t mean to insult you. But... sexual. I know that he goes to your country, to Castle for trade, and negotiations mediated by your people. There are also the women.”


  “You do not insult me. There are women, and even men, who pleasure the men, and sometimes women. I am not one of those women. Why are you asking?”


  “Because I am a wife. I want to do more than just my duty to my husband.”


  Zalaya looked at Gloriana. She was so slight. Delicate of frame. She was of an age as herself, maybe a year younger. She looked even younger, though her breasts were of a good size for her slight frame. Lush, even, for her size, though her dress hid that. She was, also, everything Mer had said. Innocent. Pure. To her mind, her questions did not sully that.


  “He does not want to... trouble me,” Gloriana said. “I have no one else I can talk with. Most do not know he has not touched me in this way. They only know I have not yet carried a child.”


  What she knew of Mer made her struggle to find words to frame what she said. “I believe he does not wish to force you. He wishes to protect your virtue.”


  “Who protects yours?” Gloriana asked.


  “I do. But then it is not so hard. There are few men my father would or could propose to give me in marriage—those who could or would accept it.”


  “What of love?”


  “I focus on what makes me happy. Not men, and certainly not men I know I cannot or will not ever have,” Zalaya said with calmness. She had long since been resigned to this.


  “That’s terrible!”


  “How?” Zalaya said with some heat. “To open myself to grief? To open a door to a lifetime of regret? I focus on my studies, seeing that Castle artisans can create some incredible things that grace even your rooms. I nurture friendships. There is joy there, and no risk of disappointment.”


  “But surely there’s one man who has caught your eye!” Gloriana gestured to the patio where Zalaya’s father and Gloriana’s husband sat together talking.


  “If you think that, then no. Never there!”


  “I am surprised,” Gloriana said.


  “Why?”


  “I see how he looks at you. He does not look at me the same way.”


  Zalaya stopped and caught Gloriana’s hand. She turned to look back at her. “My dear woman, the way he speaks of you, and what I see in you, that you ask about being with him, I can see a great love growing there. It is not for me.”


  “He will not touch me. I think he fears impugning the very virtue you say he tries to protect.”


  “I do believe that when you are ready, and strong enough to bear children, that will change. You are younger than me, and you married even younger. There can be no impugnment between husband and wife of any virtue. Physical passion between a married couple is of virtue, and honor, and respect.”


  “You believe this?”


  “Yes. Of course.”


  “And yet you have no hope of it?” Gloriana said grabbing hold of both Zalaya’s hands.


  “No. I have no hope of it. How could my father gain all he wants when our country does not dower the same way as other countries? And within my country, to those he might propose, it would destroy the camp he put into my hands, and they would have no choice by tradition but to have me lead the camp, and it would mean all our deaths. I could not run it.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I am the highest-ranking woman of Gazanté. If I married one of my people, I would have to lead the camp in the very important duties that women have. Desert women, high or low, ensure that there’s enough water and food, and that their shelters and tents are in good repair. I do not know how to find the water, or preserve the food, or distribute it so that everyone has what they need. In Castle, yes. No ranking camp man would by choice come to Castle. It is the house of the King, yes, but after that? There is a prejudice—untrue, but firm—that it is the place of the infirm, the impotent.”


  “And it isn’t?”


  “Well, no, but tell that to the camps. There are many scholars there, and scribes, and it is the only stable ‘camp’ of our people. The only son of any rank in Castle was sent to be a tower guard. Though strong, and healthy, and of good rank, my father could not get past his prejudice. He could not see such a man potentially leading Castle. If anything happened to my brother, then I would rule, and someone not raised in a camp? Never, to his mind. It is either Camp, or another country. And I cannot see that this would ever happen.”


  Gloriana’s face was marred by sympathetic sorrow. “So, you truly do not look for hope as to any romance?”


  “Would you?”


  Gloriana turned, and started to walk, thinking on that question, she stopped and turned back to look at Zalaya. “Oh Yes!”
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  III: The Storm


  “You knew she was weak, physically. Slight. Younger than me.” Zalaya spit the words out. “Your brother’s wife too!”


  He barked out a grim laugh. “At the time that did add some spice to it.”


  Zalaya realized she was crying. There were tears running down her face. Her habitual stoicism was gone. She looked at the altar of Nesuet and tried not to curse the sandstorm.


  Inside her head and her heart, it moaned like the storm, echoed with the strange noises that came when a gust vibrated through the slats and troubled the cloth, trumpeting the very wail she might have made herself—but never did. That would only open doors she’d firmly shut long ago. Other than the tears, she made no other noise, except in the angry tones of her accusations.


  “And why not?” Stevas said. “He’d already taken everything from me.” He paused, standing up, sliding his shoulders up the rough wall. He turned to the window as if he could look out of it. “My father took everything first, and my brother took the rest.”


  “Take responsibility away from someone too drunk to handle it?”


  “Like ejecting me outside Castle’s walls,” he said.


  “You assaulted a woman.”


  He looked at her and nodded.


  “What happened to you? I mean, you never were like that, and then you just took and had what you wanted including Gloriana and her life!”


  “Yes. And that is the picture you have of me. Yes, I had her. I enjoyed that perfect body and made her moan in pleasure and ask for more. And she did. She wanted it, and me.” His tone had grown in temper, anger. And suddenly he choked, as if he’d breathed some sand from some chink in the window’s shutters. “And then she got sick. I was there.” He glared at her. “Where was Mer, but in Castle, seducing you!”


  “He never!” Zalaya said, deeply shocked.


  Stevas took a step forward. One step, as if his body seemed to leap from the wall. “He wanted to.”


  “No!”


  He shook his head, rejecting her denial. “You never look or see! You denied yourself and refuse to see.”


  She trembled, and did not answer.


  “I take it all you think of me is some drunken, selfish lout?” His voice was harsh.


  “You had a mind, and I loved it. I looked forward to playing Aske with you when you visited, or we visited Salese, or word games, and playing with different languages, and...” She stopped realizing she’d used a word rarely used in her vocabulary, no matter the language.


  He smiled again, something tentative amid his own anger and his own grief. “I loved the Aske set you gave me. The hawk you gave Mer got loose and probably died.”


  She shook her head. “No, she came home. I hunted with her till I left Gazanté.”


  Stevas grumbled something.


  “What?”


  He didn’t look at her, but at the candle, and the altar. “You’re right, you know. I had a mind. My father... I wanted to study the sword, wrestling, languages like you did.”


  “And why didn’t you?”


  “My father took my tutors away.”


  “Why on earth would he do that?”


  “I think it started when I bested him in games, or when I suggested some political tactic that turned out to be right, but he did not take—I was too young.” He turned and gave her a wry grin. “He was a terrible Aske player.”


  “Mer isn’t very good either. I haven’t had a good game in years.”


  “Then I found someone I could marry, and he rejected my suite. He refused to allow me
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