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The best-laid plans, even of princesses, can go awry...very, very awry.


Seventeen-year-old Saraid of Thekla is on her way to marry the ruler of far-off Mauburni. But she’s not sobbing into her silk-curtained litter at the thought of leaving home, because she has plans—and The Book. She’s studied this ancient treatise on the art of kingship for months to make herself the ideal queen for her adopted country. Once her new husband sees that, he’ll fall madly in love with her. It will all be perfect. She knows it.
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To all my friends

who would not let this story die
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who lent it more than he knows






The small boy was awakened suddenly. Not, as usual, by one
of the nursery maids laying a fire in his big carved fireplace, or even by his
governess’s loudly cheerful sweeping back the bed curtains. Instead he had been
roused by something he’d never heard before in the palace—loud, angry shouting.


Early morning light just peeped around the edges of his
curtained windows, like it did when he went with Papa and Lord Drass and their
friends to hunt fowl in the great marshes south of the city. Maybe there was a
hunt that morning, and people were angry because nobody had told them about it
and they didn’t want to miss it. He didn’t want to, either.


He climbed out of bed and padded to where his small hunting
bow hung on the wall. If he got ready quickly and didn’t fuss, Papa might let
him go. He dressed himself in sturdy leggings and a leather jerkin and put on
his wool cloak, for it was autumn and his governess would be cross if he tried
to sneak out without it. As he pulled on his boots he listened to the strange
sounds that seemed to be growing louder. They didn’t sound very nice.


The door to his room flew open. The boy jumped, but it was
only his governess, the countess. He ran to her. “What’s making all that—”


“Praise be, you’re awake,” she interrupted, and hurried over
to his wardrobe. Flinging open the doors, she stuffed a bag she carried with
his clothes.


He watched her rush round the room putting things in her
bag. Why hadn’t she told him to wash his face and comb his hair the way she did
every other morning? “Is there a hunt?” he asked tentatively. “Can I go too?
Look, I’m all ready—”


“Yes, I’m very glad you are.” She snatched a mostly
shapeless and balding stuffed toy from his bed.


He tried to wrench it out of her grasp. “I don’t want to
take Poofa on a hunt. I’m almost five,
you know. They’ll laugh at me!”


For an instant she looked at him with a funny look on her
face, as if she wanted to cry. Then her usual calm smile slipped back into
place.


“Quickly, now. We don’t want to be late.” She pulled the
hood of his cloak over his head. “Best cover that hair of yours. No one else’s
is quite that shade of gold,” she muttered, then took his hand.


The shouting was louder now. It sounded as if it might be at
the end of the hallway. But he didn’t have time to stop and listen because his
governess was pulling him through the connecting door into her room.


Her bedroom was very untidy, which was odd—she was never
untidy. Clothes and papers were strewn about, and she had packed another bag
that she slung over her shoulder. Then she did a funny thing. She poked at two
or three places in the carvings around one of her bookcases, and the bookcase
slid aside. There was a dark, narrow hallway behind it, and a flight of stairs
leading down. Heya! This was even better
than a hunt. He followed close on her heels into the secret passageway.


The countess slid the bookcase-door shut behind them,
grunting a little with the effort. Then, fumbling in the dark, she struck a spark
with a flint and lit a small lamp. Shadows danced around them as she knelt down
and gazed into his face.


“I want you to follow me and do exactly what I tell you. No
questions. And above all, keep as quiet as you possibly can.”


Her face looked a little scary, lit from below by the lamp.
“Is this part of the hunt?” he whispered.


The countess’s eyes took on an odd expression again. Was she
angry or sad or—or scared? “Yes,
dear. Now, quietly!”


They went swiftly down the dark stairs. The shouting sounds
had faded. He heard the countess counting under her breath and saw by the
flickering light of her lamps that they were passing doors set at intervals in
the wall. At the sixth one she stopped and set down their bags, then slid it
open a crack. “Your Majesty—Elladis—” she called urgently.


“Wha—?” said a sleepy voice. The boy caught sight of blue
silk hangings and realized that this was his mother’s room. Mama was still
asleep; she had to sleep a lot because the new baby made her tired, wanting to
eat all the time. Would Mama and his new little sister go hunting too?


He tried to squeeze past the countess but froze when the
real door burst open and the shouting sound he had heard before filled the
room. Men waving axes and pikes poured in, shouting his father’s name. One of
them—a young man with sleek black hair and a narrow, pointed face—bent over his
little sister’s cradle and picked the baby up, grinning unpleasantly.


The boy opened his mouth to cry out. Before he could, the countess
yanked him back and slid the door closed, but not before he saw a tall, burly
man with a blood-red feather on his hat bring a heavy axe down on his beautiful,
sleepy, terrified Mama’s head. Blood exploded onto the sea-blue bed hangings,
turning them dark and ugly. Blood everywhere—


Through the door the shouts in the room grew louder and even
more frenzied. A thin, fretful cry was cut off in a dull thud, and the boy saw
the countess close her eyes and scrunch up her face as if the sound hurt her.


“Maaaamaa!” he started to wail, but the countess lifted him
with a small grunt, muffling his sobs in her shoulder, and began to hurry down
the passage, away from the door.


“Hush, my darling . . . please be quiet or
they’ll find us too,” she panted. “I don’t think—please the gods, let them not
have seen us!”


She kept going until the light from their lamp was no longer
visible behind them, then knelt in the darkness and set him down, holding him
tightly, till her breathing was less ragged. “Can you walk, child? I need to
feel my way from here,” she whispered, close to his ear.


The darkness around them felt like it was reaching toward
him with grasping, greedy hands, but right now the only light and color he
could think of were the gold of his Mama’s head and the glint of the axe as it
fell, and then— “Mama,” he whispered. His legs went all wobbly as the dark
climbed into his head, blocking out the red—


But the countess shook him. “No, darling! You can’t faint
now. Your mama . . . ” She swallowed hard. “The bad men can’t
hurt her anymore. Now we have to find your papa.”


Papa—the men said they were going to get him. Would they hit
him too? “I want Papa!”


“We’ll look for him, right now.” He felt the countess pull
him close again and lean her forehead against his. “I will always be here to
protect you, but you must help me by being brave. Remember what Papa calls
you.”


“‘Brave as the lions in the Adaiha,’” he said dutifully,
trying to swallow the sobs that threatened to choke him.


“That’s right. Come, my little lion.” She rose and took his
hand. He clutched hers tightly and they moved slowly through the darkness, in
the secret passage in the great palace by the sea.



Twenty Years Later



Chapter One


Marriage for reasons of state is the usual fate of monarchs.
Matrimonial union is symbolic of political union; as your marriage flourishes,
so too will your countries’ alliance. And do not forget that true love, or at
least mutual esteem and affection, may follow if you enter such a marriage with
the determination to make it succeed.


—The Flower of
Royalty Blossom’d; or A Manual for the Instruction of Future Monarchs, with
Especial Emphasis on the Moral and Spiritual Development of their Intellects as
well as the Nurture of their Practical and Political Instincts by Count V.
Ebroian, Regent of Mauburni


“You’re going to wear that book out, you know. The ink
will rub off from being read so much.”

Saraid jumped and
clapped The Book closed. “Pox it, Nin, don’t do that to me. And I wasn’t really
reading. Just . . . thinking.” She casually slipped it behind
the cushions on the window seat where she was curled. It was true, really—she had been thinking more than reading.
Thinking about the fact that in just a matter of days, it might be years before
she’d see this room again. Or anything in Thekla, ever. She pushed that thought hastily aside.


“Hmm.” Nin leaned past her and fished her book out of the
cushions. “Ah, The Flower of Royalty.
Just as I thought. Do you ever read anything else? I’ll grant you that it’s
fairly good, but we studied a lot of other good books, too.”


“Careful!” Saraid snatched it back. “That’s Mama’s copy.”


“I wasn’t going to hurt it, silly.” Nin sat down next to
her. “You’ve been coming in here a lot, haven’t you?” she asked in a gentler
tone.


Saraid glanced around the large bedchamber with its faded
green silk hangings and cushions and delicately carved furniture. Father had
left the room as it always had been, though he hadn’t gone to the silly lengths
a king of Nolor once had, having clothes laid out and a bath drawn for his late
wife every evening. It was comforting to retreat here amidst the quiet and
memories.


“When I was little, Mama would call me in here sometimes
when you were busy with Father,” she said slowly. That was how they’d always
been: Nin was Father’s favorite, and she’d been Mama’s. “We used to talk about
how one day I would go away to marry in a foreign land because that’s what
kings’ younger daughters did. Mama said they became living bridges to link
countries together. We would look at maps and talk about where I might go someday.”


Nin patted her arm. “I understand.”


Saraid turned away so that Nin wouldn’t see her face. No.
She didn’t understand. She couldn’t. Nin would stay in Thekla and become queen
when Father someday went to rest with Mama in the Fields of the Dead. She would
never have to leave Thekla, never have to learn to call another place home.


“Don’t you have something you’re supposed to be doing? Ambassadors
to receive or some such thing?” she asked. The Book said that “Deflecting
unwanted conversation is an art well to be cultivated in any situation, but
especially in the confines of a royal court.” She thought it might be on page
seventy-seven, somewhere near the bottom.


Unfortunately, tactics like that didn’t often work on Nin.
After all, she’d read The Book, too. She put an arm around Saraid’s shoulders.
“No. Don’t turn away and go all stiff on me. You’ve been an utter pincushion
lately—pointy and prickly all over. In a little while we’ll have to dress for
the dinner with the council, and then there’s the ball, and then later you’ll
be packing all your last-minute necessities—” She tugged on The Book. “We won’t
have any time to just talk. C’mon, Sardy. I’m your big sister, remember?”


The childhood
nickname wormed its way through Saraid’s carefully constructed defenses. She
looked down at her hands, where faceted rose-pink tourmalines sparkled on the
bracelets Varian Mutrand, Lord Protector of Mauburni, had sent her. Be a queen! they seemed to signal up to
her blurring eyes. In a few weeks’ time, she’d no longer be a Theklan princess
but the wife of the ruler of Mauburni. Revealing any of her doubt and anxiety
was not queen-worthy behavior.


But this was Nin.


“I . . . I’m afraid,” she mumbled.


Nin reached out and touched one of her bracelets. “What are
you afraid of? The Lord Protector? That he’ll be horrible or something?”


Saraid thought of the portrait miniature the Mauburnian
ambassador had given her. As far as she could tell, the Lord Protector of
Mauburni was as handsome as any prospective bride could wish. She wore it on a
chain under her tunic, next to her heart, but Nin didn’t need to know that.
“No, not really. But—” She took a deep breath. “Mama may have talked about
living bridges and all that, which was fine when I was little. But she didn’t
talk about what it was like to be married.”


Nin shifted uneasily. “You, um, do know what happens on your
wedding night, yes?”


As a matter of fact, she did know. A couple of the older
ladies of the court had taken her aside to talk about it. That part of being married didn’t scare her, though it sounded
somewhat improbable. Still, they’d said it could be very pleasant if done
correctly. Both had been married for a long time and ought to know.


“That’s not what I’m talking about.” She looked down at her
bracelets again, then back at Nin. It wasn’t queen-worthy to worry about
anything so trivial as her feelings, either. Thekla needed her to make this alliance with Mauburni. But still— “What if
he doesn’t like me? What if we don’t have anything to talk about? I know that’s
not what’s important . . .”


“You’ve been writing to each other for months now, haven’t you?” Nin asked.


“Y-yes. He seems nice enough. At least, I like the letters that I’ve actually gotten from him. Keranieth knows how many might have disappeared on their way across the Adaiha.”



Ninieth cleared her throat. Saraid followed her glance out
the window that overlooked the gardens drowsing in the late afternoon sun. Bees
hummed busily above the last of the summer flowers, soon to be felled by the
first frost. That was another thing she would miss: the gardens of Thekla,
where everyone had a green thumb. But maybe the gardens in Mauburni would be as
lovely—


Nin cleared her throat a second time. “Ah, yes. The Adaiha.”


Saraid turned from the window. Nin always saved that
exaggeratedly casual tone for cajoling her into doing something she wouldn’t
like. “What about the Adaiha? Is there something wrong? I mean, something more
wrong than usual?”


That was the only drawback to marrying a Mauburnian: in
order to get there she would have to cross the wide, desolate desert of the
Adaiha. When the last king of Mauburni had been deposed twenty years ago, the
Adaiha had declared itself free of Mauburnian rule. Now it was held by feuding
warlords who could only agree on one thing: that anyone traveling through their
land was fair game. Months had been spent negotiating the preparations for her
crossing the Adaiha safely.


“No-o-o . . .” Nin hesitated. “Not wrong,
exactly.”


“Which means that something is not quite right, either. Stop
being mysterious.”


“I’ll tell you the good part first, shall I? I know you’ll
like it.”


“What makes you so sure?”


“Don’t interrupt. What would you say if I told you that you
won’t have to travel to Mauburni in the horse litter after all?”


That was good, if
surprising. Since a coach or wagon of any sort would be useless in the sand of
the Adaiha, Father had taken it into his head that she should journey as befitted
a royal princess of Thekla in an elegantly upholstered and curtained
horse-borne litter all the way to Madariv, capital of Mauburni. Saraid had
ridden in it for a circuit around the courtyard in front of the stables and had
nearly thrown up all over the lovely silk interior. She’d asked, then demanded,
then finally begged to ride horseback instead, but Father had been adamant.


“Very well. So what’s the ‘not exactly wrong’ part?” she
asked warily.


Nin didn’t answer. Instead she regarded the toes of her
kidskin slippers with a sudden deep interest.


Saraid sat up and pulled her round to face her. “Nin, what
don’t you want to tell me?”


She looked up from her shoes. “It’s not that I don’t want
to. I’m just trying to figure out how.”


“Tell me what?”


Nin sighed. “That you’ll be traveling to Madariv in disguise
with a small guard, a minimum of belongings, and a minimum of comfort, too,
probably, at least between oases.”


“You’re making that up.” There was no way that would
happen—not after all those weeks of fussing about the hundreds of horses and
pack mules to ferry her retinue and her wedding clothes and gifts for her husband
and a thousand other things.


“I wish I were. The Mauburnian ambassador told Father and
the council that news of your marriage seems to have spread across the Adaiha,
no matter how careful messengers have been, and now every warlord out there is
on the watch, hoping to kidnap you for ransom. When Father wanted to enlarge
your guard, they said that wouldn’t work because none of the oases could
accommodate that many people and animals. So between them they came up with a
plan: send the bulk of your luggage and people across with as much fanfare as
possible to serve as decoy, and send you separately, traveling fast and light—just
you, a maid, a handful of guards, a few pack animals. You’ll dress like
Adaihans and ride Adaihan horses—oh, I wish Father had told us about this
sooner, so that you could have prepared for it! When was the last time you
spent any time on horseback? Three summers ago, when the water sickness was so
bad in the city that we stayed in the country till after harvest?”


“Two summers,” Saraid corrected her. “Why didn’t he tell me
sooner?”


“I don’t know. I
didn’t know till just now. Maybe he thought you’d worry less if you didn’t know
beforehand.” She took Saraid’s hand. “No wonder you’re upset.”


“But I’m not upset. It’s wonderful news!”


Nin stared at her. “It is?”


Saraid shook off her hand, jumped from the window seat, and
began to pace. “Think about it. Instead of lying in that litter either throwing
up or going cross-eyed with boredom, I’ll be—oh, I don’t know. Riding in the
fresh air, helping keep watch, and not having a chance to feel bad.” Or
homesick or worried about her upcoming marriage and the impressions she’d make
or any other behavior unworthy of The Book. “It’ll be fun!”


“Fun?”


“Fun, exciting . . . I don’t know.” She
stopped pacing. “Tell me, would you rather be stuck in that litter?”


One corner of Nin’s mouth quirked. “Not so fast, Sardy—you’ll
still have to travel in it until you get to the border.”


Saraid shrugged airily. “Pfft. That won’t take long.”


“Saraid, I’m serious. Are you sure you don’t mind? It’ll be
hard riding, mostly by night, and you’ll be camping between watering places . . .
not that most of them are supposed to be luxurious by any means, but at least
they have beds.”


“I’m not completely soft. It’ll be just like when we used to
take our blankets to the barn at Great-Aunt Yareth’s country house. Remember
that? You were always the one who wanted to go back to our room because the
hayloft wasn’t comfortable enough, not me.”


A distant bell rang. Nin glanced once more at the setting
sun visible through the window and rose. “Time to get ready for the dinner. I’m
glad you’re taking it so well, though I still think—”


“Don’t worry.” Saraid took her arm and propelled her through
the door.


As soon as she was safely out of sight, Saraid let the grin
she’d been holding back spread across her face as she turned back into Mama’s
room. Now she would have stories to tell her children, just as Mama had—but
hers would be even more exciting, all about how she’d ridden in disguise across
a wild, bandit-infested land in order to marry their father. They’d love it.


She fished inside the neck of her silk tunic and pulled out
the miniature of Lord Protector Mutrand on its slender silver chain. Would their
children have his dark eyes or her green ones? Her rather long nose or his high
forehead? She hoped they’d have his sleek black hair and not her rambunctious,
leaf-brown locks that were only well behaved when restrained in a braid down
her back. Ambassador Rathal said he was tall, like her, so that would be good.


“I think we shall suit each other quite nicely, Milord
Varian,” she whispered, tracing the shape of his neatly pointed beard with her
finger. “At least, I hope . . . no, I’m sure we will.”


After all, there was no real reason why they shouldn’t. Yes,
he was nearly twice her age—but she didn’t want a callow youth for her husband,
not when she could have a mature man, experienced in both ruling and in . . .
in other things. She only hoped that he would not find her too young, despite
all the practicing she’d done recently at being dignified and regal. The Book
hadn’t had anything to say about age differences between husbands and wives,
but maybe that meant it wasn’t anything of importance—yes, that must be it. She
brought the miniature to her lips and kissed it, then let the chain slither
back inside her tunic and picked up The Book from the window seat.


The Book. Nin could tease all she wanted, but it wasn’t
going to change how she felt about it.


Mama had given her her own copy of The Flower of Royalty Blossom’d; or A Manual for the Instruction of
Future Monarchs, with Especial Emphasis on the Moral and Spiritual Development
of their Intellects as well as the Nurture of their Practical and Political
Instinct not long before she died, during one of those talks about Saraid’s
leaving Thekla someday. It was a beautiful book, with exquisite illuminations, but
Saraid hadn’t really paid much attention to it until after Mama’s death. Then,
reading the book that had been written three hundred years ago for a little
orphaned king, she’d been struck by a feeling of kinship with him.


Admittedly, she wasn’t really an orphan. But with Mama gone,
she felt like one. Father had never had time—nor inclination—to be a father; he’d always been awkward and
uncomfortable with them. He’d only overcome that with Nin once she was well on
her way to being grown, and probably only because she was his heir. So it had
almost felt that the author of The Book, Count Ebroian, was talking not only to
the young king who had lost his parents but also directly to her. She was a
future monarch, too, wasn’t she?


When the delegations had first started arriving from
Mauburni a year ago, seeking her hand, she’d been delighted. To go to Mauburni,
the land of her beloved Book? To marry a man named Varian, which had also been
Count Ebroian’s given name—a fact which delighted her no end? No matter that he
was only a Lord Protector, nephew of the man who’d overthrown the last king. He
held all the powers a king did, and the delegations had confided that the
alliance with Thekla would almost certainly result in his being acknowledged as
king by the Mauburnian Council of Lords. The new King Varian would owe his
crown to her, which would give her a power not held by many princesses in
arranged marriages. No empty life eating sugared listhra petals and ordering new gowns for her—no, she would be
there right next to her new husband, being the perfect enlightened monarch as
described in The Book.


Although envoys from the King of Nolor had also come to
Thekla to woo her at about the same time, bearing jewels and gifts from that
strange, faraway land, she had barely noticed them. Instead she had spent weeks
calling on each of Father’s ministers in turn, discussing the benefits of both
alliances but making it abundantly clear where her preference lay. Count
Ebroian would have been proud of her, she was sure. And it had worked; they’d
all supported the alliance with Mauburni, and Father had acceded to their
wishes. If it was her fate to leave her home, then at least she’d had a hand in
choosing her new one.


There was only one problem. The Book was regrettably silent
on the topic of being a wife, of how she should go about becoming both lover
and friend, of being all to her husband and knowing he was all to her. If only
Mama—


But she couldn’t think about Mama now, or she’d end up at
the reception later with red eyes and a swollen nose. She would just have to
make that part up as she went along.


With a last look around the dimming room, she left to take
her bath and go to her final farewell party.



Chapter Two


An intelligent ruler comprehends that he oft must rely on others
to do his work. The problem lies in finding the right person to perform the
task at hand. Think long and well about whom you choose to perform any task for
you, and decide what might be worse: a deficiency in their loyalty or in their
ability.


—The Flower of
Royalty Blossom’d


“‘Strong and sturdy’ might have worked for your Count What’s-His-Name
in that book of yours, but it ain’t workin’ for me.” Talnith, Saraid’s
temporary maid, shifted in her saddle and pouted.


“I’m sorry, Talnith.” Saraid was trying to be understanding—truly she was. “Can’t you give it a
little more of a chance?”


She had left home five days before in her gorgeously hideous
litter, waving to the crowds and trying to stem the tears that she’d sworn not
to shed. She’d managed to keep dry-eyed even while saying good-bye to Papa; her
tears were all Nin’s fault. If her sister hadn’t started crying as they
embraced for the last time at the eastern gate, then she certainly (well,
possibly) wouldn’t have. The Book didn’t approve of kings—or queens, she
assumed—showing personal sadness or anger in public.


They’d ridden past fields of ripening grain and groves of lumox trees, home of the moth larvae
that were the source of the famed Theklan silk. The groves were busier than she’d
ever seen them; they swarmed with workers planting wagonloads of saplings to
replace old, neglected trees, all because she was marrying the Lord Protector.


Mauburni—the greatest seafaring and
trading power in the world—had once been Thekla’s chief market for its oils and
perfumes and, above all, its famous silk. During the years of unrest in
Mauburni, though, that trade had all but vanished—and Thekla had suffered.


But that would change, thanks to her.
Thekla’s acknowledgment of the Lord Protector would lend him legitimacy—and
that would stabilize Mauburni. Trade with Thekla would resume, and Thekla’s
fields and gardens—and its people—would flourish. She sat up more proudly in
her litter. She wasn’t just getting married; she was rescuing Thekla. It was something that not even Nin, the future
queen of Thekla, would be able to do.


Their first few nights had been spent at the country estates
of Theklan nobles, for which Saraid was grateful: it allowed her to say
good-bye to Thekla in stages, one place at a time. But once they had caught
sight of the craggy hills bordering the Adaiha, Saraid had packed the small bag
she’d been allowed by the captain of her guard: a few Theklan silk tunics and
leggings so she’d have something proper to wear if, as was likely, they arrived
ahead of the rest of her luggage, her carved lumox-wood brush and comb that were the only ones capable of taming
her hair, and, of course, Mama’s copy of The Book. She’d tucked the letters
Lord Mutrand had written her in the back of it and laid it on top of the small
silk-lined box that contained her favorite jewelry—several pieces that had
belonged to Mama and Lord Mutrand’s tourmaline bracelets.


Then she’d said good-bye to her comfortable old maid, Jora,
who would stay behind to help perpetuate the charade of Saraid’s still being
there. A girl of about her own coloring and build had put on the gauze veil
most people wore when traveling through the hot, dusty Adaiha and would huddle
in the litter, pretending to be her for the rest of the trip. Saraid hoped the
poor girl had a strong stomach once they left Thekla’s roads and set out into
the desert.


Leaving Jora behind was difficult—maybe it was temporary,
but it still hurt to have to let go of yet another piece of home right now. It
also meant she had to bring some female to fill in. That someone else had
turned out to be Talnith, a niece of Jora’s who had promptly agreed to go,
citing her devotion to princess and country. Saraid suspected her motives had
less to do with patriotism and more with the prospect of having eight sturdy
soldiers all to herself. She hadn’t stopped flirting since they’d started out.


“I been giving it a chance,” Talnith was saying. “But the
blisters on my bum ain’t helping none. Why couldn’t we have took that little
house thing to ride in? There’s enough soldiers what could have carried it.”
Her flaxen curls, which she carefully wrapped in rags each morning before they
slept, bounced in indignation.

Saraid ignored her
own saddle-weary muscles and tried to look on the bright side: listening to
Talnith’s grumbles about her bottom as they walked their horses along the nighttime
roads was infinitely preferable to Talnith being litter-sick. She’d been
quoting bits of The Book to the girl in hopes that it would comfort her and
maybe inspire a little fortitude—after all, it was helping her. But to her chagrin it had not had the same effect on Talnith.
Perhaps a new method was in order. She leaned closer to Talnith and murmured,
“Maybe you ought to ask one of the soldiers to bandage your blisters when we
stop for the morning.”


It worked; Talnith giggled. “Oooh, listen to you! And you
the king’s daughter! You shouldn’t be talkin’ that way!”


But she didn’t say anything more about her sore bottom.
Saraid smiled and murmured, “‘Respond not to petty complaints, but speak gently
and with good humor, and you will turn them aside as a cloak does the rain.’”
The Book had an answer for everything.


They were high in the hills near the border now. Captain
Zamas, the head of her guard, had said that they would reach the hills’ end by
morning. One more ridge, and then a steep road led down into the Adaiha. If it
hadn’t been the middle of the night, she could have looked back at the verdant
Theklan plains, spread like a fading green silk coverlet splotched with the
brown of approaching colder weather. But she didn’t turn. She didn’t want her
last view of her homeland to be one of flat darkness.


A cough beside her interrupted her thoughts. “Ahem. Your
Highness.”


“Captain Zamas,” she acknowledged. In contrast to Talnith’s
breezy familiarity, Captain Zamas was almost painfully correct. But he’d
crossed the Adaiha twice last year as part of the delegations negotiating her
marriage and seemed to know what he was doing.


“Your Highness will have noticed that we are on a downward
incline. We should reach our intended campsite by sunrise. I understand there
is a spring nearby, so we’ll replenish our water supplies and be ready to leave
as soon as the sun is low tonight.”


“This traveling by night ain’t natural. I’d give my best
petticoat to know how we’re supposed to know where we’re goin’ in that desert
if we ain’t got the sun to see by. It’s been bad enough trying to follow this
road in the dark,” Talnith put in, a little tartly. Captain Zamas had so far
proved impervious to her charms, and she bounced between sulky and servile when
he was near.


“Most travel in the Adaiha is by night, when it is cooler. I
thought it wisest for us to accustom ourselves to it before we set out to cross
it. We will navigate by the stars, just as sailors on the ocean do.” The captain
smoothed his large black moustache with a smug air.


“Well, how you can tell one little twinkling bit from
another, I’ve no idea.” Talnith was in sulky mode tonight. “And what about this
curse I’ve been hearing about on the Day-har? I don’t like the idea of ridin’
in no cursed land.”


“Don’t worry, Talnith,” Saraid said quickly. “The curse—if
you believe in it—won’t affect you. It’s supposed to be on the Adaihans only.
We’re perfectly safe.”


“That’s what they say,” Talnith muttered darkly. “How long’s
this curse been around?”


Hmm. Maybe a bit of storytelling would take Talnith’s mind
off her bottom—and everything else. “It was three hundred years ago when the
curse turned the grasslands of the Adaiha into a great desert waste,” she
intoned.


“Three hundred years ago?” Talnith frowned in concentration.
“That’s when my Gran was born. At least that’s what she says.”


Saraid struggled to keep a sober expression. “Who knows?
Maybe she was. Anyway, it was three hundred years ago that the Kingdom of Nolor—”


Talnith squealed. “Oooh, I know about Nolor! They’re always
wanting to take over other kingdoms on account their own land is so beastly
hot. And their king is seven feet tall and eats Theklan babies for breakfast,
because they’re plumper. Gran told me so.”


Saraid abandoned her struggle and grinned. “I don’t know
about the babies, but Nolor does have a history of trying to push its borders.
Three hundred years ago, they tried it on Mauburni and were more successful
than they usually are.”


“Maybe they liked Mauburnian babies better back then,”
Talnith interjected.


“Maybe. Anyway, the king of Mauburni was hard-pressed to
drive them back with his own men and called on the Adaihans to help him. The
Adaiha was part of Mauburni then, and the Adaihans were famous horsemen. They
were supposed to meet the king and his army and together send the Nolorish
invaders back to their own lands. But for some reason the Adaihans never came,
and the king was killed in battle.”


Captain Zamas cleared his throat. “Soldiering should be left
to soldiers, if I may be so bold, Your Highness.”


“Probably.” Her father certainly never had ridden out at the
head of his army—not that it had ever been necessary, but still—was the age of royal heroes truly dead? Would the Lord
Protector ride out to battle if Nolor attacked Mauburni again, wearing her
emblem as his badge of honor? She certainly hoped so: it was how a real king
should behave.


“Now, this is where the curse part happened,” she said to
Talnith. “The king’s cousin, Count Varian Ebroian, was a great soldier, but he
was also reputed to be a wizard. He led the Mauburnian army and defeated Nolor,
then was made regent for the late king’s young son. Count Ebroian had loved the
king and grieved deeply for him, and when the new little king was being crowned
in the palace at Madariv, he made a speech to all the gathered nobles,
including the Adaihan ones. He asked why the Adaihans had been able to come to
see this king but not the old one. When they wouldn’t answer, he said that
Mauburni lived by the sea and was guarded by the water gods, but sometimes even
the gods needed help protecting it. Since the Adaihans had refused to come to
Mauburni to help, then the gods would do likewise with them. And after that, it
never rained in the Adaiha again.”


“Never?”


“Never.” Saraid made herself sound appropriately solemn.
“Wizard Ebroian had given his word. Within months, the grasslands of the Adaiha
had withered. Within a year, sand had started to creep across the hills, turning
them into enormous dunes. After five years, the Adaiha was a desert.”


Talnith shot her a suspicious look. “No rain? Is that true,
Captain?”


Now Saraid knew where she stood: Talnith would take her Gran’s
word that the king of Nolor ate grilled babies for breakfast, but she wouldn’t
believe Saraid that no rain fell in the Adaiha.


“Never to my knowledge,” Captain Zamas told her, “though I
cannot vouch for all the region—”


“But,” Saraid said
dramatically. “Count Ebroian also told the Adaihans that one day, if they
heeded the king’s call and came to his aid when he needed them most, the curse
would be lifted, and the Adaiha would be green once more.”


“Then why haven’t they done it yet? Do the Day-hans like
living with all that nasty sand?”


“Maybe it’s because the king hasn’t called them. Or the need
wasn’t great enough if he did. I don’t know. It’s just a story.” Saraid yawned
on the last word and immediately wished she hadn’t.


“I regret Your Highness’s weariness, but the sky seems to be
lightening. We will break for the day shortly and have our rest.” Captain Zamas
drew a little closer, as if he were afraid she’d doze off in the saddle and
fall from her horse.


Saraid was glad it was still too dim for him to see her
embarrassed flush. Did he think she was completely soft? “I’m fine. Thank you,
Captain,” she murmured. Miraculously, he noticed the faint dismissive tone in
her voice and excused himself.


Talnith watched him ride away. “So I was wonderin’,” she
said, not troubling to lower her voice. “Does he always sit on that horse like
he’s got a stick up his—”


“Talnith!” Saraid muttered from the corner of her mouth.


The girl didn’t even blink. “Oh, he didn’t hear. That sort
never does. That was quite a tale you come up with there, Your Majesty.”
Talnith hadn’t quite grasped the proper use of titles yet. “You’d think that
king what got kicked off his throne a few years back would have been needful
enough of the Day-hans’ help.”


Sometimes Talnith was downright surprising. “Yes, you would,
wouldn’t you? Maybe he forgot.”


“Or maybe there weren’t no truth to the story to begin with.
I reckon you was pullin’ my leg a bit saying that Count What’s-His-Name was a
wizard.” She snorted, then glanced behind her apprehensively. “Do you really
think it’s nonsense?” she whispered. “About him being a wizard and all?”


“I don’t know. Do you believe in magic?”


Talnith looked doubtful. “I dunno . . . there’s
my Gran. My sister, once she got this enormous boil on her—well, Gran just
looked at and said, ‘It’ll go,’ and blame me if it weren’t gone next morning.
She charms for warts, too. But that ain’t like some wizard turning a whole
country into the cat’s sandbox. Good thing those Day-hans didn’t help that
king, or else you wouldn’t be goin’ off to marry your Protector Lord.”


“Lord Protector,” Saraid corrected.


“Right. What you said.” Talnith had caught sight of her
current favorite soldier, the one with brown hair and a gap between his front
teeth, a short distance to their right. She casually sidestepped her horse
until they were riding knee to knee.


Saraid smiled to herself. Much as Talnith claimed to be
afraid of horses, she seemed to have learned to handle them well enough when
the need arose.


Ahead of her, Captain Zamas had ridden down into a little
hollow. Evidently it was time to camp. Saraid glanced up at the stars, fading
now in the early dawn light. Right now they still shone over Thekla. Tonight
they would shine over the Adaiha, and they would lead her to her new home.


* * *


“Princess? Wake up, Princess. Captain says we have to go.”


Saraid blinked up at Talnith who was shaking her shoulder
none too gently. “Thank you, Talnith, I’m awake,” she mumbled, stretching and
sitting up. Usually she was awake before Talnith, but she had fought off sleep
for as long as possible—her last moments in Thekla.


“Captain says we have to start wearin’ these.” Talnith’s
voice was deeply disapproving as she shoved a sand-colored bundle at Saraid.


“What are they?” Saraid shivered slightly—the early evening
air was cool—and unfolded the bundle.


“What those Day-hans wear. Not proper clothes if you ask me,
but I suppose they make some sorta sense if you’re soap-brained enough to want
to live in a great sand pile, waitin’ for a king to take a curse off you.”


Saraid shook out two garments, a loose underrobe of a very
fine, soft woven material and a looser outer one of coarser fabric, as well as
a very long gauze scarf to wrap around her head and face. No wonder Talnith had
asked her a few days ago if the Adaihans were male and female and not just one
uniform sex. Wrapped in these robes, it would be almost impossible to tell them
apart. She hoped she’d be able to change back into Theklan clothes before the
Lord Protector saw her; her figure was elegant, if her unruly hair wasn’t.


But the underrobe was smooth on her skin and the layered
garments welcome in the approaching chill of a desert night. Practicality was
what was important just now; besides, the Adaihan clothes might offer them some
camouflage as they traveled.


They ate a quick breakfast and refilled their water bags at
the spring. After filling hers, Saraid took a long drink and let the cool water
at the spring’s mouth bubble over her fingers. Her last taste of Theklan water.
What would the water in Mauburni taste like? Would it be sweet or bitter?


Behind her, Captain Zamas cleared his throat. She touched
her wet fingers to her lips, then rose.


“Well! Shall we go see the sunset over the Adaiha?” she
asked, trying to sound bright and cheerful as she accepted a leg up onto her
horse.


Talnith gave her a dubious look but followed docilely enough
as they left the campsite and climbed the short distant to the top of the last
hill between Thekla and the Adaiha. She hadn’t gone to take a peek at it when
they camped this morning. Somehow it had seemed more fitting to wait.


As they crested the rise the setting sun shone full in her
face, blinding her momentarily. She held up a hand to shade her eyes and sat
transfixed on her horse, trying to make sense of the undulating patterns of
red-gold sand and black shadows before her. She was used to open vistas of
farmland back in Thekla that stretched as far as the eye could see, all under
an open dome of sky. But that was static, orderly, square green block upon
square green block. This was a commingling of curves, dunes and valleys,
glowing in the setting sun. Even as she watched, the patterns changed and the
shadows shifted as the sun sank further. She felt the air grow chill and
shivered, though not entirely from the cold. The unsullied purity of the desert
fascinated her, its beauty and indifference. She knew that though they might
leave footprints, the moving sands and wind would obliterate them even as they
were made.


“It’s beautiful,” she breathed.


Talnith was less impressed. “That weren’t quite the word I
was thinkin’ of. I’ll bet it ain’t half dusty. How’s we supposed to keep our
faces clean?”


“I wouldn’t worry about that too much. We’ll have other
things to keep our minds occupied—” Oh, pox. Talnith’s face had taken on an
expression made up of equal parts of fearfulness and mutiny. “But let’s leave
worrying to Captain Zamas, shall we?” She gave Talnith a reassuring smile and
turned away, this time to cast one last look behind her. It felt like there
should be some way to acknowledge this new stage of her journey, her leaving
her homeland: a fanfare blown, a ceremony observed. But the guards simply took
up their accustomed places around her and Talnith and the pack animals, and
they set off over the crest, down a long, stony incline, and into the Adaiha.


* * *


Saraid was sure she would never, as long as she lived,
forget those first nights of riding in the Adaiha.


It wasn’t that it was particularly beautiful; it was, after
all, night, and the details of the landscape were indistinct now that the sun
had set. But she felt exquisitely aware of everything around her: the
undulating hills of sand interspersed with hard rocky ribbons of packed earth
that she realized must once have been rivers and streams, the still, very clear
air, the muffled tread of their horses barely disturbing the silence, the cold
glitter of the stars overhead. Captain Zamas rode ahead of them, pausing
frequently to consult the sky and look for easier paths around dunes that would
still keep them on course. They camped on the north side of a large dune at
daybreak, and Saraid lay in her small tent alongside a snoring Talnith,
exhausted but unable to sleep, still feeling the rhythm of her horse’s gait
through the sand.


Their second night, as her excitement at the novelty of the
Adaiha faded, she felt a strange, disembodied feeling come over her. She had
left Thekla and her old life but had not yet come to Mauburni and her new one.
She was in transit between two places, two lives, carried on a dark sea of
sandy nothing. It was comforting, in a way, to have this time in between, to
create a buffer between her past and her future.


In the middle of that night, her serenity shattered. The
dark sea of the Adaiha was not as empty as it felt.


Captain Zamas had gone to the top of a dune to better see
the easiest path in the right direction. Saraid closed her eyes for a few
moments as they waited for him. A few yards away Talnith murmured to one of the
soldiers, the blond bearded one this time, and beyond them, a harness jangled
as someone’s horse bent its neck to rub its nose against its foreleg. So when
the captain suddenly slid into their midst, she jumped.


“Stay still, all of you!” he hissed.


“Why? What’s wrong? What is it?” Talnith burst out. “Oooh,
is it something dangerous?” She somehow managed to crowd against her current
favorite and threw her arms around his neck. “You’ll pertect me, won’t you?”


“Quiet!” Captain Zamas commanded.


They stood still, listening. Slowly, Saraid became aware of
a thudding rhythm above the sound of Talnith’s muffled sniffling. Somewhere not
far from them, a group of horsemen cantered across the desert, heading
northwest—toward Thekla.


She sidled over to the captain. “Did they see you?” He would
have been easy to see on the top of that dune.


“I don’t believe so. I dropped to the ground as soon as I
heard them. If they had seen me, they would have come over to investigate,” he
muttered.


They waited, unmoving, till the last hoofbeats died away.
Before they moved on, Captain Zamas sent one of his men to examine their trail.
“Fifteen horses, maybe twenty,” the man reported on his return.


About the size of an Adaihan raiding party. Or so Saraid had
read during her whirlwind of research before she left. They were probably on
their way to patrol the Theklan border, looking for a merchant party to attack,
or maybe to see if her train had started out. Hopefully they wouldn’t run
across their trail before the restless sands smoothed it out. She looked at
Captain Zamas and knew he was thinking the same thing.


Not much later, a second party passed them by, headed in the
same direction. This near-encounter was much closer; if they’d been a little farther
along, they might have actually met. Saraid did not like to think about that.


Talnith was nearly hysterical. “They’re coming,” she
murmured to herself as they made camp just before sunrise. “Those Day-hans are
goin’ to find me and make me slave to some chieftain with nasty habits, and I’ll
never see Gran again.”


Saraid bit back a scold—it would not help matters—and tried
to make light of the situation. As soon as Talnith seemed appeased, she went to
talk to the captain.


“What do you think?” she asked him.


“I don’t like this. Passing two other groups in one night—”
He shook his head. “I’ve been rethinking my plan to pause at the Dorsii oasis
tomorrow morning. It might already be full of people we don’t want to meet.”


“Could we send a scout to have a look?”


“We could—but I don’t like to divide our force. What I would
rather do is strike farther south and travel one more night, which will bring
us to a smaller but much less frequented oasis.”


“That might be the better plan. Have you been there before?”


“No, Your Highness. But I am confident I can find it. My
only concern is for your comfort.”


She felt herself bristle slightly. “My comfort isn’t what
matters just now. Will the men be all right?”


“They know their duty, as do I.”


She glanced at the still-muttering Talnith. Telling her
would be the only problem, it seemed. She sighed, then wished she hadn’t.
Talnith couldn’t help . . . well, being Talnith. “Then I’ll
leave you to it, Captain. Thank you.”


* * *


They set out earlier than usual that afternoon, before the
sun had quite set, to allow Captain Zamas to get his bearings by both sun and
stars. Amazingly, Talnith hadn’t complained about their change of plans. “If it
will keep me safe from those Day-han brutes, I’ll go anywhere!” she’d
declaimed, clasping her hands over her heart. “That captain’s a hero, he is!”


Her words seemed justified. They didn’t have any more
near-meetings with other travelers that night, or the next. But as dawn
approached on the second day, it didn’t seem as if they would encounter any
oases, either. The captain kept them riding well after sunup, certain that the
small inn they sought, built beside its spring of drinkable water, would be
visible just beyond the next dune. The sun was halfway to noon before he
conceded defeat and called for camp.


Saraid pretended to yawn hugely as Talnith spread out her
blanket in their tent. “I don’t think I’ll bother washing my face, I’m so
tired,” she commented.


“But you always wash your—oooh, you’re thinkin’ we’re going
to run short of water if we don’t get to that oasis soon, aren’t you?”


“No, I’m tired and want to go to sleep,” Saraid said a little
more loudly than she’d intended. “We’ll most likely be up early, so I suggest
we both get some sleep.”


“We’re lost
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