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		WHEN SWORD ANSWERED SPELL-STORM—

		I felt it before I heard it: a thrumming, numbing, gut-deep tingle that rattled the bones of my elbows and threatened to shatter wrists. The power I sensed was sweet, seductive, oh so attractive. It knew me. It knew my song. I had quenched it, then requenched, and we were doubly bonded now.

		And then the power changed. The essence surrounding me winked out, and I felt something else burst into flame to take its place. Something very strong. Something very angry.

		It sheeted down from the sword, coruscating like heat lightning across the Punja’s horizon. Black light. Black light. And yet it glowed. It flooded down the blade, tapped tentatively at my hands upon the grip, then flowed downward again, engulfing fingers, hands, wrists.

		I swore. I said something very rude. Because I was, abruptly, more frightened than I had ever been before.

		The light was touching me.…
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		There are things in life you just know, without having to think much about them.

		Like now, for example.

		I lurched to my feet in the darkness, staggered two steps through rocks, landed painfully on my knees. “Oh, hoolies,” I muttered.

		And promptly discarded my supper.

		Supper such as it was; Del and I hadn’t really had much chance to eat a proper meal the night before, being too tired, too twitchy, too tense. And, in my case, too dizzy.

		Around me, insects fell silent. The only sounds I heard were the scraping of shod hooves in dirt—my bay stud, Del’s blue roan, hobbled a few steps away—and my own rather undignified bleat that was half hiccup, half belch, and all disgruntlement.

		From behind me, a sleep-blurred voice, and the scratch of pebbles and gritty dust displaced by a moving body. “Tiger?”

		I hunched there on my knees, sweaty and cold and miserable. My head hurt too much to attempt a verbal answer, so I waved a limp, dismissive hand, swiping the air between us, and hoped it was enough.

		Naturally, it wasn’t. With her, it never is.

		Blurriness evaporated. She wastes little time waking up. “Are you all right?”

		My posture was unmistakable. “I’m praying,” I mumbled sourly, wiping my mouth on a burnous sleeve; it was already filthy dirty. “Can’t you tell?”

		Sand gritted again. From behind she slung a bota, which landed next to me. The sloshing thwack of leather on stone was loud in the pallor of first light. The stud snorted a protest. “Here,” Del said. “Water. I’ll warm the kheshi.”

		Belly rebelled at the thought. My turn for a protest. “Hoolies, bascha—kheshi’s the last thing I need!”

		“You need something in your stomach, or you’ll be spewing your guts up all day.”

		Nice way to start the morning. Glumly, carefully, I reached down and hooked the bota thong, shifting weight to ease aching knees. I was stiff and sore inside and out from the exertions of the sword-dance.

		Well, no, not really a sword-dance; more like a sword-fight, which is an entirely different thing with entirely different rules; better yet, a sword-war. Del and I had won the battle, with a little help from luck, friends, and magic—not to mention mass confusion—but hostilities were not concluded.

		I thought briefly about rising, then considered the state of head and belly and decided staying close to the ground in an attitude of prayer, regardless of true intention, was a posture worth practicing.

		Squinting against my reasserted headache, I uncorked the bota, drank a little, discovered tipping my head back did nothing at all to still the hammer and anvil. With great care I leveled my head again and peered out at the pale morning, focusing fixedly on dimming stars to distract me from the discomfort in offended skull and belly.

		Realizing, as I did so, something besides my belly desired emptying.

		Which meant I had to get up anyway, if only to find a bush.

		Hoolies, life was much easier before I joined up with a woman.

		“Tiger?”

		I twitched, then wished I hadn’t. Even blinking hurt my head. “What?”

		“We can’t stay here. We’ll have to ride on.”

		I grunted, thinking instead of ways to rid myself of the headache. Drinking aqivi might help, except we had none. “Eventually,” I agreed. “First things first, bascha like finding out if I can walk.”

		“You don’t have to walk. You have to ride.” She paused: elaborate, sarcastic solicitude. “Do you think you can ride, Tiger?”

		My back remained to her, so she didn’t see the oath I mouthed against the dawn. “I’ll manage.”

		She chose to ignore my irony. “You’ll need to manage soon. They’ll be coming after us.”

		Yes, so they would be. Every “they” they could muster. Tens and twenties of them; possibly even hundreds.

		The sun began to crawl above the swordblade of the horizon. I squinted against the light. “Maybe I should pray,” I muttered. “Aren’t I the jhihadi?”

		Del grunted skepticism. “You are no messiah, no matter what you say about Jamail pointing at you.”

		Injured innocence: “But I swore by my sword.”

		She said something of succinct, exquisite brevity in Northern, which is her native tongue, and which adapts itself as readily to swearing as my Southron one does.

		“Hah,” she said, more politely. “You forget, Tiger—I know better. I know you. What you are is a man who’s been kicked in the head, and drunk on top of it.”

		Well, she had the first part right: I had been kicked in the head, and, of all the indignities, by my own horse. But the second part was wrong. “I’m not drunk.”

		“You were yesterday. And last night.”

		“That was yesterday—and last night. And most of that was the kick in the head… besides, I don’t notice it kept me from rescuing you.”

		“You didn’t rescue me.”

		“Oh, no?” With meticulous effort, I got off my knees and onto my feet, turning slowly to face her. Movement hurt like hoolies. Sweetly, I inquired, “And who was it who held back an angry mob of people intent on ripping you to pieces for killing the jhihadi?”

		Del’s tone, surprisingly, was perfectly matter-of-fact. “He wasn’t the jhihadi. He was Ajani. Bandit. Murderer. Rapist.” She looked through thready smoke seeping upward from the handful of coals masquerading as a fire. Lumpy, bone-gray kheshi dripped from a battered cup as she scooped up a generous serving and held it out to me. “Breakfast is ready.”

		The stud chose that moment to flood the dirt. Which reminded me of something.

		“Wait—” I blurted intently.

		And staggered off to the nearest bush to pay tribute to the gods.

	
		One
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		I hooked my foot into the stirrup as I caught reins and pommel—and stopped moving altogether. Which left me sort of suspended, weight distributed unevenly throughout sore legs stretched painfully between stirrup and ground. Since the stirrup was attached to saddle—which was, in turn, attached to a horse, however temporarily by dint of a cinch—I realized it was not the most advantageous of positions if the horse decided to move. But for the moment, it was the best I could manage.

		“Uck,” I commented. “Whose idea was this?”

		The stud swung his head around and eyed me consideringly with one dark eye, promising much with nothing discernible. Except I know how to read him.

		I exhibited a fist. “Better not, cumfa-bait.”

		Del, from atop her roan, with some asperity: “Tiger.”

		“Oh, keep your tunic tied.” With an upward heave that did nothing at all to ease the ache in my head—or the rebellion in my belly—I swung up. “Of course, in your case, I’d just as soon you untied the tunic.” I cast her a toothy leer that was, I knew in my heart of hearts, but a shadow of the one I am capable of displaying. But a battered body and too much liquor—and a kick in the head—will do that for you.

		One pale brow arched. “That is not what you said last night.”

		“Last night I had a headache.” I gathered loose rein as I settled my rump in the leather hummock some people call a saddle. “I still have a headache.”

		Del nodded. “It often comes of a man who believes himself a person of repute. The head swells…” She gestured idle implication.

		“That’s a panjandrum. I never claimed I was a panjandrum—although I suppose I am, being the Sandtiger.” I rubbed a gritty, sun-dazzled eye. “No, what I am is a jhihadi; even the Oracle said so.” I displayed teeth again. “Will you call your brother a liar?”

		She gazed at me steadily. “Before yesterday, I would have called my brother dead. You told me he was.”

		I opened my mouth to explain all over again that the Vashni had told me Jamail was dead; I’d had no reason not to believe the warrior since the tribe is so meticulous about honor. Telling a falsehood is not a Vashni habit, even though no one in his right mind would even suggest such a thing. I hadn’t, certainly. Nor had I thought it.

		No, Del’s brother wasn’t dead, no matter what the Vashni had told me. Because Jamail—supposedly dead, mute Jamail—had pointed across a milling throng in the midst of a violent sword fight between his older sister and the man who had murdered his kin—and proclaimed me the messiah.

		Me, not Ajani, who had gone to great pains to convince everyone he was the jhihadi. Although no one, including Del (still), believed Jamail had pointed at me.

		Which had a little something to do with our present predicament.

		I stared blearily eastward beyond Del, raising a shielding hand to block the brilliance of the sun. “Is that dust?”

		She looked. Like me, she squinted, lifting a flattened palm. Against the new day she was a darker silhouette: one-quarter profile, mostly fair hair; a shoulder, an elbow, the turn of hip and the line of thigh beneath the drapery of Southron silk.

		And the slash of a scabbarded sword, slanting diagonally across her back to thrust an imperious hilt above one taut-muscled shoulder.

		“Out of Iskandar,” she said quietly of the gauzy haze. “I would not waste a copper on a wager that it could be anything else.”

		Which made a decision imperative.

		“North across the border into your territory,” I suggested, “but, under the terms of your exile, that’s not exactly an option—”

		“—or south,” she interposed, “into the Punja again, your territory, which will surely kill us both if we give it the opportunity.”

		“Then again,” I continued, “there is Harquhal. Half a day, maybe—”

		“—where they will surely come, all of them, knowing it is the only place to buy supplies, and we with little to spare.”

		Which was true. Our sudden and unanticipated departure—better yet, flight—from Iskandar had given us little time to pack our horses. We had a set of saddle-pouches each, thanks to a friend, but food was limited. So was our water, something we had to have if we were to cross the Punja. While I knew of many oases, cisterns, and settlements—I’d grown up in the Punja—the desert is a transitory and unforgiving beast. The only certain thing is death, if you don’t play the game right.

		I spat out a succinct oath along with acrid dust as I lifted eloquent reins, putting the stud on notice. “Doesn’t seem to me as if we have much choice. Unless, of course, you can magick us out of here with your sword.”

		“No more than you with yours.” Unsmiling, as always. But the glint in blue eyes was plain.

		The weight of the weapon in my harness was suddenly increased tenfold, just by the mention of it. And the implications.

		“You sure know how to ruin a perfectly good morning,” I muttered, swinging the stud.

		“And you a beautiful night.” Del turned her roan toward Harquhal, half a day’s ride from the border. “Perhaps if you shut your mouth, the snoring would not be so bad.”

		I didn’t bother to answer. The thundering of the stud’s hooves drowned out anything I might say.

		The thunder in my skull drowned out the desire to even try.

		We hadn’t done much, Del and I. Not when you really think about it. We’d just gone south through the Punja hunting a missing brother, stolen by Southron slavers. To Julah, the city near the sea, where we had, with little choice, killed a tanzeer. That sort of offense is punishable by death, as might be expected when you knock off a powerful desert prince; except Del and I had gotten clean away from Julah and her freshly-murdered tanzeer. And gone on into the mountains at the rim of the ocean-sea, where we’d encountered Vashni. The tribe that held her brother.

		Except he wasn’t really being held; not any more. Mute and castrated, he’d nonetheless managed to make a life for himself. Del’s plans for rescue were undone by Jamail himself, who clearly had no desire to leave the tribe that had delivered him from a lifetime of slavery. While not precisely a Vashni—they don’t take kindly to half-bloods, let alone foreigners—neither was he suitable for sacrifice. He’d made his place.

		So we’d left him, and ridden north, across the border to Del’s homeland. Where she had taken me to Staal-Ysta, the island in black water, and delivered me as ransom to buy her daughter back.

		Well, not exactly—but close enough. Close enough that I’d discovered just how single-minded she could be; to the point that nothing else in the world mattered, only the task she’d set herself: to find and kill Ajani, the man who’d murdered her family, raped a fifteen-year-old girl, and sold a ten-year-old boy into Southron slavery.

		To find Ajani, she needed to be free of the blood-debt, which she owed to the Place of Swords, high in Northern mountains. Where she’d left her infant daughter to find and kill the daughter’s father.

		And, eventually, where she’d offered my services, me all unknowing, to pay part of her blood-debt.

		My services… without even asking me.

		Now, I’ve always known women are capable of doing just about anything they set their minds to, once they’ve made a decision. Getting to that decision isn’t always the easiest thing, or the most logical, but eventually they get there. And, when pressed to it, they make promises they have to, no matter what it takes.

		For Del, it took me. And very nearly our deaths.

		Oh, we’d survived. But not before I wound up with a Northern sword, a magical jivatma as dangerous as Del’s—only I didn’t know how to key it, and it damn near keyed me.

		And then, of course, there had been that thrice-cursed dragon, which wasn’t a dragon at all, and the sorcerer called Chosa Dei.

		A man no longer a man. A spirit, I guess you’d call him, who now lived in my sword.

		Ahead of me, riding hard, Del twisted in the saddle. Horse-born wind snatched at white-blonde locks, tearing them free of burnous. Pale, glorious silk masquerading as hair… and the flawless face it framed, now turned in my direction.

		I have never failed, not once, to marvel at her beauty.

		“Hurry up,” she said.

		Of course, then there’s her mouth.

		“One of these days,” I muttered, “I’m going to pin you down—sit on you, if I have to—and pour as much wine as I can buy down that soft, self-righteous gullet, so you’ll know what my head feels like.”

		I didn’t say it where she could hear it. But of course she did.

		“Even a fool knows better than to drink after being kicked in the head,” she commented over the noise of our horses. “So what does that make you?”

		I shifted on the fly, finding a more comfortable position over the humping spine of my galloping horse. “You left me,” I reminded her, raising my voice. “You left me lying there on the ground with my broken, bloodied head. If you’d stayed, I probably wouldn’t have drunk anything.”

		“Oh, so it’s my fault.”

		“Instead, you went flouncing off to fight Abbu Bensir—my dance, I might add—”

		“You were in no shape to dance.”

		“That’s beside the point—”

		“That is the point.” Del reined her roan around a dribble of rocks, then tossed hair out of her face as she twisted to look at me again. “I took your place in the circle because someone had to. You had been hired to dance against Abbu… had I not taken your place, you would have forfeited the dance. Do you want to consider the consequences?”

		Not really. I knew what they were. The dance was more than merely a sword-dance: it was binding arbitration between two factions of tanzeers, powerful, ruthless despots who, whenever they could, chopped the South into little pieces among themselves and passed out the remains as rewards.

		A reward I had been promised, if I won.

		Except I didn’t win, because the stud kicked me in the head, and Alric got me drunk.

		My belly was, I thought unhappily, riding somewhere in the vicinity of my breastbone, jounced and bounced and compressed within the cage of my ribs. Knees, bent by shortened stirrups, reminded me whenever they could that I was gaining in age, while losing in flexibility. And then there was my head, which shall go unremarked so as not to give it ideas.

		Hoolies, this sort of thing is enough to give a man pause. To remind him, rather emphatically, there are better ways than this of making a living.

		Except I don’t know of any.

		The stud’s misstep threatened to rearrange a portion of my body I was rather fond of. I bit out a curse, lifted weight off formed leather, and thought rather wistfully of other fleshly saddles.

		“You’re falling behind,” she said.

		“Just wait,” I muttered. “There will come a day—”

		“I don’t think so,” Del said, and bent lower over her roan.

		Harquhal is… well, Harquhal. A border settlement. The kind of town no one means to build, really, because if it had been planned from the beginning, everyone contributing would have done the job right.

		Oh, it was good enough, but not the sort of place I’d want to raise a family.

		Then again, I didn’t have a family, nor did I intend to start one, which meant the kind of town Harquhal was was good enough for me.

		Del and I rode in at a long-trot, having dropped out of a gallop sometime back, then from lope to trot as we approached the wall-girded town. The stud, who has an adequate gallop and a soft, level long-walk, does not, most emphatically, know how to trot very well. He just isn’t built for it, any more than I am built for low doorways and short beds.

		A long-trot, trotted by a horse who does not possess the ability to offer this gait in anything approaching comfort, is nothing short of torture. Particularly if you are male. Particularly if you are male, and your head has been abused by aqivi and the kick of the horse you’re riding.

		So why trot at all? Because if I dropped to a walk I surrendered the advantage to Del, except I suppose it wasn’t really an advantage, since we weren’t actually racing. But she can be so cursed patronizing at times… especially when she thinks I’m in the wrong, or have done something stupid. And while I suppose there have been times I haven’t been right, or I’ve behaved in such a way as to cast doubt upon my intelligence, this wasn’t one of them. It hadn’t been my fault the stud had kicked me. Nor my decision to suck down so much aqivi. And anyway, I had still managed to save her.

		No matter what she said.

		We reached the first sprawl of adobe wall encircling Harquhal. I eased the stud to a walk, breathing imprecations as he took most of the change of gait on his front legs, instead of distributed through his body. It makes a man sit up and take notice, in more ways than one.

		Del cast a glance at me over a shoulder. “We shouldn’t stay long. Only to buy supplies—”

		“—and get a drink,” I appended. “Hoolies, but I need a drink.”

		She opened her verbal dance pedantically, in the glacial way she has that ages her three decades. “We will not waste time on such things as wine or aqivi—”

		I reined the stud next to her roan, hooking a knee just under the inner bend of her own. It is a technique, when fully employed, that can unhorse an enemy. And while Del and I were not precisely enemies, we were most distinctly at odds. “If I don’t get a drink, I’ll never make it through the day. In this case, it’s medicinal… hoolies, bascha, haven’t you ever heard of biting the dog back?”

		Del disentangled her leg by easing the roan over. Her expression was wondrously blank. “Biting the dog? What dog? You were not bitten. You were kicked.”

		“No, no, not like that.” I scrubbed at a stubbled, grimy face. “It’s a Southron saying. It has to do with having too much to drink. If you have a taste of whatever it was that made you sick, it makes you feel better.”

		Blonde brows knitted. “That makes no sense at all. If something makes you sick, how can it make you feel better?”

		A thought occurred to me. I eyed her consideringly. “In all the time I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you drunk.”

		“Of course not.”

		“But you do drink. I’ve seen you drink, bascha.”

		Her tone was eloquent. “It is possible to drink and not get drunk. If one employs restraint—”

		“Restraint is not always desirable,” I pointed out. “Why employ restraint when you want to get drunk?”

		“But why get drunk at all?”

		“Because it makes you feel good.”

		Lines appeared in her brow. “But you have just now said spirits can make you sick. As you were sick this morning.”

		“Yes, well… that’s different.” I scowled. “Drinking spirits, as you call them, is not a good idea after you’ve been kicked in the head.”

		“It is not a good idea to drink so much at any time, Tiger. Especially for a sword-dancer.” She tucked a strand of hair back. “It was a thing I learned on Staal-Ysta: never surrender will or skill to strong spirits, or you may defeat yourself.”

		I scratched my sandtiger scars idly. “I don’t lose much, strong spirits or no. Matter of fact, I haven’t ever lost, not when it counted—”

		Del’s tone was level as she cut in. “Because you and I have never danced for real.”

		The riposte was too easy. “Oh, yes we did, bascha. And it nearly got us killed.”

		It shut her up altogether, which is what I’d meant it to. It’s how you win a dance: find the weakness, then exploit it. It is a strategy that carries over even to life outside of the circle, in every single respect. Del knew it well. Del knew how to do it. Del knew how to win.

		Except this time she didn’t.

		And this time she knew she couldn’t.

	
		Two
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		Under the eye of the morning sun, Del and I dismounted in an elbow-bend of a narrow, dust-choked street. She headed in one direction, leading her roan gelding, I in the other with the stud, until we realized what had happened and turned back, each of us, speaking at the same time. Telling one another which way was the proper direction.

		I pointed my way. She pointed hers.

		I pointed a bit more firmly. “Cantina’s down there.”

		“Supplies are down here.”

		“Bascha, we don’t have time to argue—”

		“We don’t have time to do anything more than reprovision and leave.”

		“Getting something to drink is reprovisioning.”

		“For some, perhaps.” Nothing more. She obviously believed it enough. Del is very good at saying much with little. It’s a woman’s thing, I think: they get more out of a tone of voice than a man out of a knife.

		Of course, some men might argue a woman’s tongue is sharper.

		“Or,” I continued, overriding what she would undoubtedly refer to as common good sense, “we could hole up in one of the cantinas. Rent us a room.” Which I thought was good sense; we’d have plenty of provisions, plus a roof over our heads.

		One hand perched itself on a burnous-swathed hip. A jutting elbow cut the air, eloquent even in silence. “And do what, Tiger? Wait for them to come find us?”

		I ground teeth. “They might assume we’d ridden on.”

		“Or they might realize we’d need provisions and rest, and search all the rooms. Each and every one.” She paused. “Then again, I think there would be no need for such trouble. Do you truly believe there is a soul alive in Harquhal who would not sell us to them?”

		Maybe one or two. Maybe three or four.

		But all it took was one.

		We glared at one another, neither of us giving an inch. The roan slobbered on Del’s left shoulder; with a grimace of distaste, she shook off the glop of greenish grass-slime. Meanwhile the stud dug a hole, raising gritty Southron dust that insinuated itself between my sandaled toes.

		Which put me in mind of a bath; I’m as clean as I can be, mostly, though the desert makes it hard. The sun makes you sweat. Dust sticks to sweat. Pretty soon you’re caked.

		I hadn’t had a bath in days. During those days I’d gotten real sweaty, drunk, and bloody, not to mention dust-crusty. I needed a bath badly. And if we had a room, I could have a bath.

		But.

		“How many do you think?” I asked finally, ignoring the dispute altogether.

		She shrugged, avoiding it also; thinking, as I did, of other considerations. “We killed the jhihadi—at least, the man they believe was jhihadi. It is all to pieces, now—the prophecy, the Oracle, the promises of change. Many will not come, but the zealots will not give up.”

		“Unless your brother has managed to talk some sense into them. Convince them Ajani wasn’t their man at all.” And that I was, but that I doubt they’d believe. To everyone in the South—well, at least to the people who knew me, which wasn’t quite the whole South (if I do say so myself)—I was the Sandtiger. Sword-dancer. Not messiah. Not the person who was supposed to, somehow, change the sand to grass.

		Del raised an illustrative finger intended, I knew, to put me in my place by pointing out lapses in logic. She likes to think she can. She likes to think she can tell. “If my brother can talk. You say he can. You say he did—”

		“He did. I heard him. So did a lot of others. The only reason you missed it was because you were dancing with Ajani.”

		“It wasn’t a dance,” she countered instantly. (Trust a woman to change the subject in mid-discussion.) “Dances have honor attached. That was an execution.”

		“Yes, well…” It had been, but I didn’t feel like debating it just now, under the circumstances. “Look, I don’t know what those religious fools are going to do, and neither do you. They could still be back in Iskandar—”

		“Then what was all that dust we saw earlier?”

		Sometimes she has a point.

		I sighed. “Go get the provisions, bascha. I’ll go get us some wine.”

		“And water.”

		“Yes. Water.”

		And aqivi as well. But I didn’t tell her that.

		Eventually, she came looking. I’d known she would, because women always do. They make you wait forever when you want to go somewhere, but when they want to leave they don’t give you even a moment. I’d barely swallowed my aqivi.

		My second cup, that is, but I wouldn’t tell Del that.

		The cantina was dim, because cantinas in border towns—in any desert town, for that matter—always lack for light except for what the sun provides. Here in the South, a little sun goes a long way; hence, windows are nearly nonexistent, and usually cut in the eastern wall because the sun’s morning eye is coolest. Which means that by midday the sun’s altered angle cuts off much of the light that would otherwise slant through a window and illuminate the room. By late afternoon, it starts to get downright gloomy. But at least it’s not so hot.

		Del pulled aside the door sacking hung to cut the dust, and stepped into the cantina. One swift glance assessed the place easily: tiny, grimy, squalid. A barely breathing body sprawled on the dirt floor in a corner near the door, far gone in huva dreams. A second, more lively body hunched on a stool by one of the eastside windows. As Del entered, it murmured and sat up. I’d gotten used to that. I wondered if Del had.

		For just that suspended moment, I saw her as others did; as I had, so often, the first few times I’d laid eyes on her. She was—and is—spectacular: tall, long-limbed, graceful, with a powerful elegance. Not feminine, but female, in all the vast subtleties of the word. Even swathed in a white burnous the body was glorious. The flawless face was better still.

		Something flared deep in my guts. Something more than desire: the knowledge and the wonder that what other men might dream about was freely shared with me.

		A brief, warm moment. I lifted my cup in tribute. “May the sun shine on your head.”

		Del eyed me in speculation. “Are you ready yet?”

		I grinned fatuously, still oddly touched by the moment. “A swallow, but a swallow…” I downed the last of my drink.

		Blue eyes narrowed beneath down-slanting, dubious brows. “How many have you had?”

		The moment was over. Reality intruded. I sighed. “Only as many as I had time for in the very brief moment of freedom allowed while you purchased provisions.” I inspected the interior of the cup, but the aqivi was gone.

		“The way you gulp wine, you might have had an entire bota.” She scowled at the numerous suspect botas hanging over both shoulders. “Can you ride?”

		I resettled bota thongs. “I was born on the back of a horse.”

		“Then I feel sorry for your mother.” Del angled a shoulder, reaching toward the sacking. “Are you coming?”

		“Already halfway there.” I strode past her rapidly, pausing long enough to bestow upon her outstretched arm five sloshing botas.

		Del, muttering as she struggled to untangle thongs, followed me out of doors. “I am not carrying your foul-tasting aqivi.”

		“I have the aqivi. You have the water.”

		She glared up at me as I mounted the stud. “Equitable arrangement. I have more botas than you.”

		“Extra water,” I agreed. “I thought at some point in time you might want to wash your face.”

		I swung the stud as she mounted, grinning to myself as she rubbed surreptitiously at her face. She is not a woman for vanity, though the gods have blessed her threefold, but I’ve never yet known a woman not to fall for the implication.

		We all have our petty revenge.

		Riding. Again. Only this time my head was better. This time I could see straight. Biting the dog back does wonders for the soul.

		Del reined her horse in beside me as we left Harquhal behind and took the straightest road. “So,” she said, “where?”

		I planted a heel into the stud’s shoulder as he reached to bite the roan. “Give it a rest, flea-bag.… Well, since we’re already heading south, I thought it was sort of decided.”

		“We discussed it last night. Nothing was decided.”

		I vaguely remembered our conversation. Bits and pieces of it. Something to do with finding someone.

		Realization pinched my belly. “Shaka Obre,” I blurted.

		Del unstuck a strand of hair from her bottom lip. “And again, I say it will be difficult. If not impossible.”

		I shifted in my saddle. The nape of my neck crawled: hairs standing up. Even my forearms tingled. “Hoolies, bascha, now you’ve brought it all up again.”

		She slapped aside the stud’s questing nose as it lingered near her left knee. “One of us had better.”

		I worked my shoulders, trying to shake off the crawly feeling. I’d spent all morning mostly concerned with abolishing my headache and the discontent of my belly. While neither was completely cured, both were much improved—which left me with the time to think about something else. Something downright confusing, as well as unsettling.

		“I don’t like it,” I muttered.

		“It was your idea to seek out Shaka Obre.”

		“That’s what it was: an idea. Not everyone acts on them.”

		Del nodded sagely. “So, we are merely running, then? Not seeking?”

		“It might make things easier. I know enough places in the South. We could find a spot and hole up until all the furor dies down.”

		Del nodded again. “There is that. Given time, even a holy war will pass.”

		I didn’t think much of her tone of voice: too guileless. “Wait.” I dug under my burnous and caught hold of my coin-pouch. Years of experience had taught me to count by weight. “How much coin do you have?”

		Del didn’t bother to check. “A few coppers, nothing more. I spent most on the provisions.”

		I tugged the burnous back into place, pulling it free of harness straps. “Well, we’ll just have to rustle up a few dances here and there. Fatten the purses a little. Then go into hiding.” I sighed. “Hiding always takes coin.”

		Pale brows arched. “You are suggesting we accept sword-dances to make money?”

		I scowled. “It is how we make our livings.”

		“But only when people are willing to pay to see the match, or to hire us to dance for some other reason. Why would they pay us to dance now, in hopes of winning a few wagers, when all they need do is take us prisoner? Surely the price on our heads outweighs any profit in a dance.”

		“I’m not so sure there’s a price on our heads—” The stud tripped over a rock. “Pick your feet up, lop-ear, before you fall on your nose.”

		“We—I—killed the jhihadi. What do you think?”

		I leaned down from the saddle and spat grit out of my mouth. “What do I think? I think they’ll be like the hounds of hoolies, tracking us to ground. I don’t necessarily think there’s a price on our heads… I think they’ll want to kill us just for the doing of it, because we stole their dreams.”

		“And such folk will pay to find us. Even a rumor of our direction will earn a copper or two.”

		“Maybe. Maybe not.” I sighed and scratched stubbled scars. “All right. I agree it might be best if we didn’t go looking for dances. But there are other occupations… we could hire on with a caravan. Holy war or no holy war, there will be caravans trying to cross the Punja through borjuni-infested areas. They’ll need us.”

		“There is that,” she agreed. “Except that a holy war disrupts trade, and therefore the caravan traffic may not be quite what it was, for a while. And if you were a caravan-serai, would you hire on the two people who killed the messiah?”

		“He wouldn’t have to know who we were.”

		Del perused me intently. Her expression was exquisitely bland, which meant I was in trouble. “How many other Southron sword-dancers are there who are a head taller than other men, two shades lighter at least, without being Northerner-pale, who bears sandtiger scars on his face—not to mention the green eyes—and who carries a Northern jivatma?”

		I scowled. “Probably about as many of them as there are six-feet-tall, blonde, blue-eyed, mouthy Northern baschas who also carry a sword. And a magical one, at that.”

		Del’s tone was sanguine. “The price a panjandrum must pay.”

		“Yes, well…” I aimed the stud monotonously southerly, suggesting he rediscover his soft-stepping long-walk. “We have to do something. We’re running out of money. Life on the run costs.”

		“There is another option.”

		“Oh?”

		“We could steal.”

		In shock, I stared at her. “Steal?”

		Del’s Northern accent and word choice colors all her speech, but she managed a decent mimicry of my Southron drawl. “In all your vastly honorable life, have you never heard of such a thing?”

		I thought it unworthy of an answer. “But you. This is you suggesting theft? I mean, isn’t it against Staal-Ysta’s code of ethics, or something? You’re always nattering on about how much emphasis you Northerners place on honor.” I stared at her more intently. “Have you ever stolen anything in your whole entire Northern life?”

		“Have you?”

		“I asked you first. And anyway, I’m not Northern. It doesn’t count.”

		“It does count. Of you I would expect it… you yourself have said, time and again, you would do anything for survival.”

		“A certain amount of ruthlessness does help in my line of work.”

		“Well, then, as my line of work and yours are the same, regardless of gender, it would seem logical to assume I understood the concept of stealing.”

		“Understanding and doing are two different things,” I reminded her. “Have you ever stolen? You, personally? You, the Northern sword-dancer, master of a jivatma? Trained in all the ancient and binding honor codes of Staal-Ysta?”

		Del’s turn to scowl. Except hers is prettier. “Why is it impossible for you to believe I might have stolen? Have I not killed men? Have you not seen me kill men?”

		“Only those who wanted to kill you. There’s a bit of difference between self-defense and stealing, bascha.” I grinned. “And the ‘might have stolen’ phrase is a dead giveaway.”

		Del sighed. “No, I have not personally ever stolen. But it does not mean I can’t. Before Ajani murdered my family, I had never killed, either. And now it is my trade.”

		A discomfiting chill touched the base of my spine. “It isn’t your trade, bascha. You have killed, yes—but it isn’t your trade. You’re a sword-dancer. Not all of us kill. When some of us do, it’s because we have to. When our own lives are in danger.”

		The line of her jaw was tight. “The last seven years of my life, I have done little but kill.”

		“Ajani’s dead,” I told her. “That part of your life is over.”

		“Is it?” Her voice was grim.

		“Of course it is. The blood-debt is paid. What is left for you to do?”

		“Live,” she bit out. “I have nearly twenty-three years. How many are left to me? Twenty more? Thirty? Perhaps even forty—”

		“Occasionally,” I agreed, trying to lighten the mood.

		“And what am I to do with forty more years?”

		A man my age—thirty-six? Thirty-seven?—would love to have forty more years. Meanwhile, Del made the length of time sound obscene. Which didn’t sit real well.

		“Hoolies, bascha—live them! What else is there to do?”

		“I am a sword-dancer,” she said tightly. “I have made myself such on purpose. But now you say that purpose is finished, because Ajani is dead.”

		“Del, in the name of valhail—”

		Naturally, she did not allow me to finish. “Think, Tiger. You say that part of my life is over. The killing part; the part where I compromised my humanity in the name of my obsession.” Something glittered in her eyes: anger, and frustration. “If that is true, what is left to me? What is left to a woman?”

		“Not that again—”

		“Shall I retire to a tanzeer’s harem? Surely I would bring a fair price. I am exiled from the North—should I therefore marry a Southron farmer, or a Southron caravan-serai, or a Southron tavern-keeper?” She lifted an explanatory finger. “Remember, I am now barren. There can never be any children to repopulate the name.” The hand slapped down. “Of what use am I, then?”

		I grinned wryly, a little amused, a lot self-conscious, because the answer was so easy. The answer was too easy; Del had taught me to see it. Nonetheless, it was true. “In your case, some men—a lot of men!—might argue children are not necessary in order to maintain interest.”

		A wave of color washed through her face. Then Del gritted teeth. “If I am beautiful now, enough to ‘maintain interest,’ of what use will I be when the beauty has all faded? What do I do, Tiger? What is left to me?”

		“Well, I hadn’t really thought in terms of you going off to marry some Southron farmer—”

		“Do I become a cantina girl? You appear to like them.”

		“Now, Del—”

		“Or do I try to catch the eye of Julah’s tanzeer?”

		“Julah’s tanzeer is a woman.”

		She shot me a glare. “You know what I mean.”

		“Julah’s tanzeer would also like to kill us, remember? Especially you. You killed her father.”

		“Killing,” Del said vehemently, “is what I do best.”

		“You don’t like it? Then change it,” I declared. “You’ve been spouting off to me for the last—what, almost two years?—about how a woman has to fight to make her way in a man’s world. You’ve fought, and you’ve won. But expecting me to give you your answers is devaluing what you’ve accomplished. You became what you had to be for a specific purpose. That purpose is finished. So now find another one.”

		Del watched me. What she thought I couldn’t tell; she is, even for me, difficult to read. But she had lost the burning intensity of her anger moments before. Her tone was much less strident. “As you have found a purpose?”

		I shrugged. “I don’t have a purpose. I just am.”

		Del smiled at last. The last trace of tension flowed out of her face. “The Sandtiger,” she murmured. “Ah, yes, more than enough. A veritable panjandrum.”

		“Speaking of which,” I said, “we still haven’t made a decision.”

		“About what?”

		“Where we’re going.”

		“South.”

		“I’ve got that part. Where in the South?”

		Irritated, she scowled. “How in hoolies should I know?”

		Which pretty much summed up the way I felt, too.

	
		Three

		[image: ]

		The oasis was little more than a tumble of squarish, yellow-pink boulders stacked haphazardly against the southerly encroachment of wind and sand, and a few sparse palm trees with straggly gray-green fronds. Not much shade to speak of, except the north-side blanket’s-width of curving line at the foot of the boulder “wall,” but not much is better than none. And besides, we weren’t truly into the South by much; the border between the two lands is considerably cooler, and lacking in Punja crystals.

		The water itself, captured in a natural stone basin rimmed by hand-mortared stones, was little more than wrist-deep, and therefore suspect as a sufficient supply—except that deep in the earth, buried beneath sand, soil, pebbles, and webby, red-throated grass, there was a natural spring. While it was simple enough to drain the basin within a matter of minutes—a horse could do it faster—it refilled itself rapidly. The resource appeared undiminished, but no one in the South took any chances. The hand-mortared rim of rocks kept the basin from being fouled by wind-blown sand; the crude lettering cut into each stone supposedly protected the oasis from anyone—or anything—that sought to destroy its bounty.

		I swung off the stud and gave him rein, letting him suck the basin dry. The sand-colored stone briefly glistened wetly, then hid itself beneath water as the spring refilled the basin. I let the stud drink half again, then pulled him away.

		Del, still atop her roan, frowned as I began to undo knots in pouches and cinch. “You don’t mean for us to stay here…?”

		“It’s getting on toward sundown.”

		“But this is so exposed… would we not do better to go elsewhere? Somewhere less obvious?”

		“Probably,” I agreed. “Except there’s water here. You know as well as I that in the South, you don’t pass up water.”

		“No, but we could refill the botas, let the horses cool, and then ride on.”

		“Ride on where?” I dropped the pouches to the ground. “The next closest water is a good day’s ride from here. It would be foolish to leave now with nightfall coming on. There’s no moon tonight… do you really want to chance getting lost in the darkness?”

		Del sighed, absently battling her roan with restraining reins. The gelding snorted wetly. “I thought you told me once you knew the South like the back of your hand.”

		“I do. Better than most. But that doesn’t mean I’m stupid.” I undid the saddle, peeled it and the sweaty blanket-pad off, dropped everything atop the pouches. The stud’s back was wet and rumpled. “We haven’t been through here in some time, bascha. For all I know there’ve been twenty sandstorms since then. I’d just as soon discover the changes in landscape when I can see them.”

		“I understand,” she said patiently. “But if we stay here, it makes it easy for others to find us.”

		I pointed toward the basin. “See those carvings? In addition to protection for the water, it gives sanctuary to desert travelers.”

		Her chin rose a notch. “Even to travelers accused of murdering a messiah?”

		I gritted teeth. “Yes.” I didn’t know any such thing, but I wasn’t disposed to argue.

		She grunted skepticism. “Will they respect it?”

		“It all depends on who shows up.” I braced and stood my ground as the stud planted his head against my arm and began to rub exuberantly, scratching heat- and dust-born itches. “The tribes have always honored the traveler’s truce. They’re nomads, bascha… such places as this carry meaning. Those are tribal devices carved into the stone, promising protection to water and traveler. I don’t think they’d break that custom, even if they caught up. And that’s not a certainty.”

		“What if it’s someone else? Someone who doesn’t honor this custom?”

		The stud rubbed even harder, nearly upsetting my balance. I pushed the intrusive head away. “Then we’ll just have to deal with it. Sooner or later. Tonight, or tomorrow.” I squinted up at her. “Don’t you think it’s time you gave that horse a drink? He’s been pulling rein since we got here.”

		He had. The roan, inhaling water-scent, had been stomping hooves and swishing tail, trying to edge toward the basin. Del had kept him on a taut rein, fighting his head.

		She grimaced and unhooked from the stirrups, swinging a long, burnous-swathed leg over as she slid off the roan. She let him water as I had, cursorily attending amount—you don’t let a hot horse drink too much right away—but still knitted pale brows in a faint, annoyed frown. But the expression faded as she pulled the roan away and tended to the untacking. Work smoothed her face, banishing the tautness of jaw and the creases between her brows. It made her young again.

		And gloriously beautiful, in a deadly, edged way, like a sword blade newly honed.

		Ordinarily I’d have slipped the stud’s bridle and left him haltered and hobbled. But current circumstances called for a bit more care and preparation. We needed the ability to mount and ride instantly; a hobbled, unbridled horse makes for too much delay. So the stud I left bitted with the reins trapped beneath a flat stone, although he was not much for wandering when water was near. Desert-born and bred, he knew better than to leave a known supply.

		I stacked saddle and pad against the boulder wall, hair-side up to dry, and made my own arrangements with blankets, botas, pouches. All in all I was feeling pretty cheerful. My head had stopped throbbing, although a whisper of discomfort remained, and my belly no longer rebelled. I was human once again: I cast Del a grin.

		She eyed me askance and tended the roan, rocktying him as I had the stud, and stripped him free of saddle and pouches. He was a good enough horse, if tall—but then I’m used to my short-legged, compact, hard-as-rock stud, not a rangy, hairy Northern gelding with too much fat beneath his hide. Then again, in the North it was cold, and the extra layer of fat undoubtedly kept him warmer, along with the extra coat. As it was, the roan was shedding; Del, grimacing, stripped a few handfuls of damp blue-speckled hair and let them drift down through still air.

		With the roan tended to, Del turned to me. “So, we are staying here the night.”

		I considered her a moment. “I thought we’d settled that.”

		She nodded once, decisively, then turned her back on me and stalked off through the grass and dirt and pebbles to a spot facing north. There she unsheathed her sword.

		“Not again,” I murmured.

		Del lifted the naked weapon above her head, balancing blade and pommel across the flat of both bare palms, and sang. A small, quiet song. But its quietude had nothing to do with power, or the quality thereof; she summoned so easily, then dealt with what she wrought: a shimmer of salmon-silver, a spark of blinding white, the blue of a deep-winter storm. All ran the length of the blade, then purled down as banshee breath to bathe her lifted arms.

		She held the posture. I could not see her face, only the arch of spine beneath burnous, the spill of hair down her back. Still, it was enough; deep inside of me, painfully, Del stirred emotions I could not fully acknowledge. More than simple lust, though there is always that; less than adoration, because she is not perfection. But all the things in between. Good and bad, black and white, male and female. Two halves make a whole. Del was my other half.

		She sang. Then she brought the sword down, slicing through the breath of frost, and plunged the blade into the earth.

		I sighed. “Yes: again.”

		Another soft little song. Undoubtedly she meant me not to hear it; then again, maybe she didn’t care. She’d made her feelings known. This little ritual, so infinitely Northern, was undoubtedly meant as much for me as for the gods she petitioned.

		Abruptly, I sniggered. If I really was this jhihadi, she might as well pray to me. At least I was Southron.

		Then, unexpectedly, a doubt crawled out of darkness to assail me in the daylight. A quiet, unsettling doubt, ancient in its spirit, but wearing newer, younger clothing.

		Was I Southron? Or something else entirely?

		I hitched a shoulder, scowling, trying to ward away the unsettling doubt. There was no room for it here, no place in my spirit for such things; I was home again after too many months away: warm, whole and contented by life, feeling comfortable again. Familiar.

		Home.

		Del sang her Northern song, secure in heritage, kinships, customs. I lacked all three.

		Irritably, I scowled. Hoolies, what was the use? I was “home,” no matter how odd it felt once I thought about it. I mean, even if I weren’t fully Southron, I’d been born here. Raised here.

		Enslaved here.

		Del jerked the blade from the soil and turned back toward me. Her face was smooth and solemn, hiding thoughts and emotion.

		With effort, I hid mine. “All better?” I asked.

		She hunched a single silk-swathed shoulder. “It is for them to decide. If they choose to offer protection, we will be doubly blessed.”

		“Doubly blessed?”

		Del waved a hand briefly toward the rock-ringed basin. “Southron gods. Northern gods. Nothing is wrong with asking the favor of both.”

		I managed a grin. “I suppose not. Doubly blessed, eh?” I caught up my sheath and drew my own sword, sliding it free of scabbard. “I’m not much for little songs, as you know, but this ought to be enou—hoolies!”

		Del frowned. “What?”

		Thoroughly disgusted, I inspected the cut on my right hand. “Oh, not much—just a slip…” I scowled, sucking the shallow but painful slice in the webbing between thumb and forefinger. “Stings like hoolies, though.” I removed the flesh from my mouth and inspected the cut again. “Ah, well, too far from my heart to kill me.”

		Del, thus reassured, sat down on her own blanket, spread next to mine. “Getting careless in your old age.”

		I scowled as she, all innocence, turned her attention to cleaning her blade, soiled with gritty dust and sticky grass juices.

		As for my own, I’d intended much the same. I’d unpacked oil, whetstone, cloth. Such care was required if the steel was to stay unblemished and strong, and it was nothing I considered a chore. It was as much a part of me as breathing; you do it, you don’t think about it.

		Cross-legged, I settled the sword across both thighs. In dying light it glowed, except for the blackened tip. About a hand’s-width of darkness, soiling beautiful steel as it climbed toward the hilt; as always, I swore beneath my breath. Once upon a time the blade had been pure, unblemished silver, clean and sweet and new. But circumstances—and a sorcerer—had conspired to alter things. Had conspired to alter me.

		“Thrice-cursed son of a goat,” I muttered. “Why’d you pick my sword?”

		It was an old question. No one bothered to answer.

		I put one hand around the grip, settling callused flesh against taut leather wrappings knotted tightly around the steel. I felt warmth, welcome, wonder: the sword was a jivatma, blessed by Northern gods because I’d troubled to ask them, “made”—in the Northern way—by a Southron-born sword-dancer who wanted no part of it. I’d blooded it improperly by killing a snow lion instead of a man; later, knowing just enough to get myself into serious trouble, I’d requenched the thing in Chosa Dei, a sorcerer out of legend who turned out to be all too real. In requenching I’d finally keyed it. The sword was alive now, and magical—as Northern beliefs had it—only I’d perverted that life and magic by requenching in Chosa Dei.

		That I hadn’t had much choice didn’t seem to matter. My jivatma, Samiel, hosted a sorcerer’s soul.

		An angry sorcerer’s soul.

		“Tell me again,” Del said.

		Distracted, I barely glanced at her. “What?”

		“Tell me again. About Jamail. About how he spoke.”

		Frowning, I stared at blemished steel. “He just did. The crowd separated, leaving him in the open, and I heard him. He prophesied. He was, after all, the Oracle—or so everyone said.” I shrugged. “It fits, in an odd sort of way. Rumor had it the Oracle was neither man nor woman… don’t you remember the old man in Ysaa-den? He said something about—” I frowned, trying to recall. “—‘a man who was not a man, but neither was he a woman.’” I nodded. “That’s what he said.”

		Del’s tone was troubled. “And you believe he meant Jamail.”

		“I don’t know what he meant. All I know is Jamail showed up at the sword-dance and pointed me out as the jhihadi. After he spoke.”

		“But his tongue was cut out, Tiger! Aladar did it, remember?” Del’s face was pale and taut. Words hissed in her throat. “He made him a mute, and castrate—”

		“And maybe an Oracle.” I shrugged, wiping soft cloth the length of the blade. “I don’t know, bascha. I have no answers. All I can tell you is he did point at me.”

		“Jhihadi,” she said. The single word was couched in a welter of emotions: disbelief, bafflement, frustration. And a vast, abiding confusion no weaker than my own.

		“I don’t know,” I said again. “I can’t explain any of it. And besides, I don’t know that it really matters. I mean, right now all anyone wants to do is kill me, not worship me. That doesn’t sound much like a true messiah to me.”

		Del sighed and slid her sword back into its sheath. “I wish—” She broke off, then began again. “I wish I could have spoken to him. Seen him. I wish I could have found out the truth.”

		“We had to leave, bascha. They’d have killed us, otherwise.”

		“I know.” She glanced northward. “I just wish—” Then, more urgently: “Dust.”

		Hoolies. So there was.

		I climbed to my feet even as Del unsheathed her sword. “We could run,” I suggested. “The horses are rested.”

		“So am I,” Del said, assuming a ready posture. She made no motion to mount the roan.

		Two steps and I was beside her. “After this, I could use some dinner.”

		Del shrugged. “Your turn to cook.”

		“My turn!”

		“I fixed breakfast.”

		“That glop we ate wasn’t my idea of breakfast.”

		“Does it matter? You were spewing it anyway.”

		Trust her to remember that.

		Trust her to say it.
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